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 15 September 2010

The Chairperson

Portfolio Committee on Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries

Parliament

Cape Town

8000

SUBMISSION: PUBLIC HEARINGS: TRANSFORMATION OF THE AGRICULTURAL SECTOR

INTRODUCTION

TAU SA wishes to record its appreciation for the opportunity to make a submission to the Portfolio Committee on Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries.

TAU SA is well aware of national policy which envisages the following four outcomes applicable to agriculture:

· The creation of job opportunities.

· The development of rural communities and food security.

· Sustaining natural resources.

· Development of the infrastructure.

AIM

The aim of this submission is to present TAU SA’s perspective on transformation of the agricultural sector.

THE AGRICULTURAL ENVIRONMENT
It can only be assumed that the four areas mentioned, should form the core of transformation issues pertaining to agriculture. Whilst all four these issues are important to commercial agriculture, it should be noted that the realization thereof is not achievable by the exclusive efforts of farmers. The creation of job opportunities, the development of rural communities (including ensuring food security), sustaining natural resources and the development of the infrastructure are all typical objectives which could not be achieved by the exclusive efforts of farmers. In fact, all of those objectives could well be deemed to fall outside the primary function of agriculture, i.e. the production of food and fibre. 

From the outset it should be clearly understood that the capacity within the farming sector (excluding commercial agri-businesses) does not provide the ability to assume responsibility for formal socio- economic activities which are, in fact, primary functions and responsibilities of other organs of state and dedicated institutions.

It is also argued that the very production of sufficient food and fibre has been detrimentally affected by other transformational issues. In this regard I refer in particular to the following:

· By its own admission, the department has acknowledged that in 9 out of every 10 projects on land transferred under the provisions for restitution, have become unproductive. The nett result of this is that undeserving people are increasingly becoming the victims of poverty traps from which there is no escape.

· The safety and security situation in rural areas, and particularly on farms, has deteriorated to such an extent that the relationship between farmers and the SAPS has reached an all time low. The spill-over effect to the entire rural community is self-evident in its’ negative implications and general perceptions.

· The crucial need for a dedicated and functional research to ensure that within an agriculture-unfriendly environment, SA farmers are running the risk of losing their competitive advantage to produce food and fibre. The loss of expertise due to policy decisions has been much greater than generally acknowledged.

· As a consequence to the drop in productivity and profitability, the official figures released by Statistics SA reflect rising unemployment which will inevitably contribute to the degradation of the social- and economic fibre of the total rural community.

· The loss of expertise is also resulting in the increasing contamination of water resources resulting in crops and livestock being exposed to water polluted by chemicals, heavy metals and sewerage which will inevitably affect the safety of food resulting in associated health related problems which could have extremely detrimental effects on the populace as well as the state’s ability to provide health services.

· The apparent eagerness to export South African farmers to other countries on the continent, is causing uncertainties which not only impact on production and productivity, but which enforce the reluctance to invest in agriculture. As a result, rural communities and especially the viability of small-town economies are suffering.

· The inability of the Department of Rural Development and Land Affairs to conclude restitution claims and land voluntarily offered for sale is resulting in many farmers facing financial ruin whilst once-productive land has lapsed into a state of dormancy. The mere fact that approximately 4,000 land claims need to be processed, that RM700 is to be paid for claims against the state and that R7,5 billion is owed to farmers after offers on land was accepted, paints no favourable picture. If nothing more, it emphasises the growing dependence on productive commercial farmers.

Statistics indicate that the agricultural sector’s contribution to the GDP is only 3% and consequently it is generally accepted that the 3% should also reflects the sector’s importance in relation to other sectors of the economy. Nothing could be further from the truth. The reality is that without the food produced on South Africa’s farms by an ever decreasing number of farmers, the rest of the economy would be unable to function. Without daily sustenance, even the strongest amongst the strong will soon be transformed into weaklings who are unable to function properly.

It is a sad state of affairs that farmers seem to have become the prime target of both the organs of state and criminals alike. Whilst brutal farm attacks have again reached pre-SWC levels, it seems as if government is accepting non-validated accusations made by people who claim to be farm workers. The fact that the recent national summit during which the circumstances within which so-called vulnerable workers found themselves, were discussed, is a prime example of this lack of objectivity. Added to this is the fact that the agricultural sector is the only one in the national economy (including all state departments) where it is expected from employers to make portions of their private property, including sufficient grazing for live stock or crops, available where retired workers may settle. Whilst compliance with this legal obligation is expected, it boggles the mind why government itself, as well as financially strong business entities and companies are not subjected to the same requirements? Why does government not set the example?

Any argument will confirm that agriculture is subjected to the very same economic forces applicable to the rest of the national economy. It is imperative however, to point out that unlike any other industry or business which could increase production by employing more workers, acquiring more raw materials or extending working hours, the raising of crops and live stock is totally dependent on unpredictable natural elements determined by weather patterns and the quality of the soil. The ability to ensure economic sustainability under such circumstances is developed over time and cannot be mastered in theory alone. In fact, there is no guarantee that the most devoted individual or successful businessman will ensure success as a farmer. What is required is the knack of “farming-ability” which, when integrated with sound managerial-, financial- and topical expertise which will have to survive the market forces. When it is expected from farmers that they will act as mentors, it is generally expected that they should perform this function on an over-and-above basis and without any compensation. Whether the willingness in other professions to provide a similar service on a continual basis, is evident, remains to be seen.

Very often, farmers are blamed for high food prices when the very same people laying the blame do not realize that at best farmers are “price takers” who are totally dependent on the prices their products receive on the markets. It is therefore necessary to understand that this very reality makes it impossible for farmers to add rising input costs to the product they are delivering to processors and eventually to consumers. When “transformation” is at stake, it is equally necessary to provide education to an ever-increasing perception amongst ill-informed consumers that food is produced on farms and not in factories or supermarkets.

Whilst much is expected from farmers, the fact of the matter remains that they have one primary purpose only and that is to ensure that both during good and bad times, the citizens of this country have access to sufficient, healthy and affordable food. That would create a situation within which the critical strategic asset of food security will be realized. As it is, current reality dictates that most of the SADCC member states are in fact equally dependent on South African food security and that this will continue to be the case for the foreseeable future because international food aid is becoming ever more restricted to the most vulnerable members of societies, i.e. infants, the elderly and the ill. The responsibility resting on the shoulders of South African farmers producing food in a country of which only 13% is generally deemed to be conducive to food production, should not be underestimated.

Emotions are set to be inflamed when the requirement for “people to have land” is raised, but it must be accepted that the levels of frustration will be much higher when food becomes a luxury only accessible to those who can afford to indulge in imported foodstuffs. The recent protests against high food prices in the Mozambique capitol is a fresh reminder of what could happen when the need for food becomes the primary driving force which Maslow describes it to be.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The following is tabled for consideration:

· Transformation, of whatever nature, especially for those living and working within it, should be subjected to critical considerations which will ensure the well-being of all. This applies not only to those who desire to own what they can legitimately and rightfully lay claim to, but also those who own what is rightfully theirs. In this regard those who carry the responsibility of providing in the most basic needs of others should be able to rely on the support of those who govern them. The time for a new contract between farmers and government is here.

· Professional and objective service delivery to all, especially with reference to safety and security, is a prerequisite for development and the lack thereof, should be entertained with more vigour and dedication.

· The capacity of those who are able to act as mentors as well as in a position to do so, should be formally contracted rather than considered as an over-and above function.

· The economical sustainability of projects involving those entrusted with productive land and going concerns, should be determined by their abilities as well as the assurance that sufficient support systems will be in place, well realizing that market forces will be the ultimate determining factor.

· Proper planning is required to ensure that food security as well as food safety will be more than popular clichés used at random or when circumstances require a superficial discussion thereof. The need for access to potable water is an integral part of this requirement.  

· The affordability of food, bearing in mind rising input costs and competitiveness, requires a reassessment of policy which will make it possible for the country to feed its own, maintain it’s influence in the region and to compete effectively with other countries and foreign producers.

· Available land and access to clean water, are both critical prerequisites for the production of food and thus it is in the national interest that both these resources are managed to such an extent that it will ensure the independence of the nation when serious droughts or international developments rapidly demand that self sufficiency is dictated.

Your consideration is appreciated.

Yours truly

BJ VAN ZYL

GENERAL MANAGER TAU SA
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