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1. BACKGROUND

As agriculture is a land-based activity, it is important to
understand how farming enterprises are organised and
the type of land tenure systems prevailing in each
country. In particular for farming activities, it is
necessary to have information on characteristics such as
the number of farming families, average size of farm
land and its quality technology applied, commodities
produced, access to infrastructure, credit etc. in order to
appreciate the dynamics of a country's agricultural
sector. As to be expected, these farming characteristics
or farm structure, are influenced by, inter alia, natural
factors such as climate, soils etc. and indeed the land
tenure systems.

On land tenure systems, it is equally critical to know the
rationale and justification for each land tenure system
and the economic as well as political role/significance of
each system. In addition to these broad social roles, the
security of tenure transfer of rights, legal and other
critical institutional supportive mechanisms also need to
be fully understood. 1t is also necessary to include the
role and the participation of the broader community in
each country's land tenure system and administration.

The following sections of this paper will briefly explore
experiences in other parts of the world about farm
structure and land tenure systems. The paper will also
analyse data from Botswana, Zimbabwe and South
Africa. As a contribution to the Conference and its
timely theme, the paper will also look at the
implications of farm structure and land tenure systems
to South Affica's agriculture and its challenges.

2. EXPERIENCES ON LAND TENURE
SYSTEMS AND FARM STRUCTURE

In many parts of the world where major land reforms
were instituted, the primary reasons for the change were
political and economic. Historically, land ownership,
access, distribution, etc. originated from feudalism,
where the ruling class owned all land while the majority
did not. In fact, good quality land has been owned in
many parts of the world by a minority ruling class.
Following decolonisation and other major political
reforms etc., reform in land ownership, access, etc. were
undertaken to achieve social stability, equity, cohesion
and by so doing (presumably) promote peace and reduce
exploitation by the landed gentry. By instituting these
major political reforms on land, it has been assumed that
the economic empowerment of the majority will also
improve. It has in particular been assumed that
equitable distribution of land would promote household
agricultural production, which in turn, could increase
employment and income opportunities. Basic food
production, including raw materials for agro-industries
were assumed to increase, if the majority of the farming
population had access to land.

The thrust of land reforms in many parts of the world
including regions such as Asia (Japan, South Korea),
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Latin America and Sub-Saharan Africa was primarily to
achieve political as well as economic objectives. The
inequitable feudalistic land tenure system was replaced
by individual/freehold, leasehold systems and or co-
operative/communal/state owned land systems. While
in many countries the two systems co-existed only one
land tenure system prevailed in other parts of the world.
Those countries that pursued a free-enterprise capitalise
economic system instituted freehold land tenure system
while socialist countries advocated the co-operative/state
owned land tenure system. Of course, each land tenure
system has its merits and demerits subject to the
prevailing social conditions.

This paper will not attempt to analyse the political as
well as the economic advantages/disadvantages of each
land tenure system; suffice to say that any land tenure
system that marginalises and excludes the majority of
the people from benefiting from natural resources etc. is
not likely to be politically and economically sustainable
and therefore stable.

Studies in fourteen (14) Latin American countries,
indicate attempts to institute far reaching land reforms
to achieve the political and economic objectives outlined
in the preceding sector; De Janvry (1981), studying the
results, observes that where the freehold/individual land
tenure system was followed, farm production increased
because of access to credit, infrastructure and modemn
technology. On the co-operative/peasant farms, from
which several farmers benefited as a result of the re-
distributive land reform carried out in Latin America in
the 1950's, production did not improve significantly.
Incomes and employment opportunities have also not
increased in both tenure systems. On the whole, the
social impact of land reform in Latin America indicates
very little progress in income and employment growth
and hence only a marginal effect on rural poverty.

As far as farm structure is concerned, while individual
freehold farmers owned large tract of land (over 100
hectares), good quality land and were supported by
infrastructure, access to credit, the peasant farm/co-
operative structure owned/had access to poor quality
land and infrastructure. Average cultivated land per
farming family in the co-operative structure was not
adequate to meet the basic needs of a rural household.
Freehold/capitalist farmers specialised in high value
crops for domestic and export markets including
commercial cattle ranching, whereas the peasant
farm/co-operative units tended to concentrate on basic
crops (maize, beans, plantain, etc.). The adoption of
modem inputs was very high in freehold farms.

The experience from Latin America indicates that a land
tenure system should, in addition to improving
ownership/access to land, ensure availability of
infrastructure, technology and political commitment to
allocate more material resources to promote the
productive potential of the small farm sector in
particular.  Other considerations such as quality and
suitability of land for various enterprises should also be
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Table 1: Farm structure in Botswana, Zimbabwe and South Africa
Farm Communal land tenure’ Freehold/Leasehold
characteristics Botswana Zimbabwe South Africa Botswana Zimbabwe South Africa
Number of farmers 100 927 1,1 million 13,1 million 505 14 400 67 000
Average land
holdings (hectares) 404 17,8 1,3 5763 87,5 1284
Main commodities Sorghum, maize, cotton | maize, maize, fruits, | tobacco, maize, wheat,
produced maize, beef, | sorghum, livestock vegetables, cotton, fruits, | vegetables,
smallstock beef beef, game vegetables, fruits, dairy,
dairy, beef beef, game
Technology applied little hybrid maize, | low hybrids seed, | hybrid seed, | hybrid seed,
application of | modemn application of | modem modemn modern
modern inputs modern inputs, nputs, inputs,
inputs, low (fertiliser) inputs capital capital capital
crop and although at §ntensnve _mtensxve mtenmve
: inputs inputs inputs
aital dow L (tractors) (tractors, (tractors,
husbandry application etc.) comibine
management harvesters)
Contribution of BOTSWANA ZIMBABWE SOUTH AFRICA
agriculture to gross
domestic product 5% 15% 5%
(GDP)

Sources: - Botswana Agricultural Census, Ministry of Agriculture, 1993
- Statistical Bulletin, Central Statistics Office, Botswana, 1995
- Report of the Commission of Inquiry into Appropriate Agricultural Land Tenure Systems, Zimbabwe, 1994
- South African Agriculture: Structure, Performance and Options in the Future, World Bank, 19%94.

noted that, in general, good quality land requires less
capital investment in the form of nutrients to produce a
crop.

In as far as South Africa is concerned, the inequality in
average land holdings between the communal
smallholder and freehold farmer is very great. In fact,
the freehold farmer in South Africa has, on the average,
about a thousand (1000) times more land than his
communal smallholder counterpart. Like is the case in
Zimbabwe, freehold farmers are found on good quality
land which can easily sustain a secure farm income,
ceteris paribus, and also make it possible to diversify
into potentially viable agro-enterprises or farming
activities. Through the Reconstruction and Development
Programme (RDP) the democratic South Africa is
expected to redress these inequalities and also come up
with a comprehensive Agrarian Reform Policy to
improve the income and employment opportunities of
the communal smallholder agriculture. o

Whereas smallholders in all the three countries
concentrate on producing basic commodities (maize,
sorghum) and beef, the large scale frechold farmers
specialise in high value agricultural products such as
fruits, dairy, vegetables and recently, game meat.
Except in Botswana where on the average smallholders
have bigger land than their counterparts in Zimbabwe
and South Africa, it may not be possible in the latter
countries for these communal farmers to diversify into
potential viable farming enterprises without additional
land.

Further, basic commodities face a low income elasticity
of demand, such that to sustain high income growth may
necessitate the production of agricultural commodities
that have high income elasticities of demand
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(vegetables, fruits, dairy, etc.). Table 2 shows the
estimated income elasticities of the various agricultural
commodities. Basic cereals (maize), which are mainly
produced by smallholder farmers face a low income
elasticity of demand. The income growth for these
farmers, if they continue producing basic cereals, could,
inter alia, be increased probably through the sectoral
linkage effect. For instance, if beef and chicken
consumption increases, this may increase the demand
for maize grain, a major feed ingredient.

Assuming that there is no substitution effect with other
feed grains, the increase in demand for maize in the
livestock feed industry may benefit small holders
through producer price increases. There is
overwhelming empirical economic evidence that as
people's per capita income increases, in real terms,
everything being equal, the budget share for basic cereal
consumption/ expenditure declines which in turn may
not increase significantly incomes of farmers who
produce these commodities (maize).

On technology applied in the three countries, by and
large, most communal farmers have adopted a low input
method which also minimises production risks.
However, it is interesting to note that in Zimbabwe, the
smallholder subsector has adopted hybrid maize and
uses modem inputs such as fertilisers although at a
reduced rate compared to freehold farmers. The low
adoption of productive technology among communal
farmers could be a result of inappropriate technology,
poor extension coverage, deficient input delivery
systems, including access to credit, etc.

The freehold farmers in all the three countries, apply
modern technology and have adopted high yielding crop
varieties and livestock breeds. In addition, especially in







Agrekon, Vol 35, No 4 (December 1996)

Sigwele

South Africa, these farmers have also acquired highly
capital intensive inputs such as tractors and combine
harvesters which could have substantially reduced the
demand for both permanent and casual labour. The
availability of capital, tax concessions, high agricultural
tariffs etc. to freechold farmers has partly led to
mechanisation, especially in South Africa and
Zimbabwe. The macro-economic imbalances between
the production/land tenure systems have, in tum,
aggravated income inequalities which were historically
influenced by access to good quality land by freehold
farmers.

It should also be noted that access to credit/subsidised
capital, tax concessions, infrastructure etc. by freehold
large scale commercial farmers does not necessarily
imply that these producers are therefore more efficient
than their communal counterparts. For instance, the
total factor productivity among large scale commercial
farmers in South Africa is reported to have increased by
only 1,08% per year from 1947 to 1991, and this is
considered very low by international standards (World
Bank, 1994). Comparison of economic efficiency
between the two systems (communal versus freehold),
requires an economic analysis of the costs and
benefits/values of each system and also comparison with
similar farming systems etc. Such data are currently
lacking in most countries. Instead yield levels are used
to measure efficiency, and this is inappropriate and
misleading.

Despite the socio-economic transformation that these
three countries have undergone and dualistic land tenure
systems that prevail, the agricultural sector still has a
role, although reduced in relative terms, to play in the
economies of Botswana, Zimbabwe and South Africa.
Whereas in Botswana and South Africa, the contribution
of this sector to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is
about 5 per cent, in Zimbabwe the sector has a greater
contribution (15%). The majority of people in these
countries are still in the rural areas and subsist on
agriculture or related activities such as forestry, etc. In
fact, when sectoral linkages are examined, it is evident
that the role of agriculture in each of these countries'
economies is greater than the aggregate GDP statistics
indicate. It is therefore important to note that for the
socio-economic transformation of these countries the
empbhasis on the role of the agricultural sector should be
placed on sectoral linkages as opposed to conventional
GDP contributions. The growth of certain
manufacturing and service sectors depends on the
income growth and therefore demand from agriculture!
There is ample world-wide literature on sectoral
linkages.

4, IMPLICATIONS OF FARM STRUCTURE
AND LAND TENURE TO SOUTH
AFRICA'S AGRICULTURE

While it is indeed true that there may be a certain
minimum size of land necessary for economically viable
agricultural enterprises, the information from several
parts of the world indicates that this size depends on the
quality of land, climatic factors, type of the enterprise,
access to infrastructure, market, credit, technology,
extension and indeed the quality of the human
resources. For South Africa’s agriculture, one cannot
necessarily prescribe the optimum size of the land
required to produce a particular commodity without
taking into account some of these aforementioned

197

factors, some of which are location, district, province
specific. For instance, water efficient technologies such
drip irrigation require less water and land compared to
conventional sprinkler irrigation system. Further, dairy
animals in a rainy area, may require less feed
supplementation as compared to arid areas in certain
parts of South Africa.

Over the years, there has been a growing tendency to
discount state owned land tenure system as being
inefficient and inherently unproductive as this does not
provide individual incentive to invest and therefore
improve productivity. The phenomenal growth of
agriculture in the Peoples’' Republic of China since the
1950s puts this economic paradigm or "blue print" into
question. Besides the agricultural land being owned by
the state and farmers granted user rights, the Chinese
agriculture is almost based on smallholder agriculture.

In short, for South Africa, it may not necessarily be true
that one land tenure system is superior to the other. The
specific social, economic as well as political
circumstances including the supportive administrative,
legal and technical institutions are very critical in
agricultural development, etc. Whereas the freehold
private land tenure system may be appropriate for
certain enterprises and areas, the system may not
necessarily promote income and employment
opportunities as indicated by experience in many parts
of the world including South Africa itself. In a country
where rural and indeed urban poverty is a serious social
problem, any agrarian land reform which does not link
itself to, inter alia, improving income levels of the rural
people, in particular, may not be sustainable in the
medium to long term.

Although as indicated, it is not possible to suggest the
most appropriate land tenure system given the varying
world experience on this matter, it is important to
observe that any type of land tenure advocated by the
new democratic South Africa must at least ensure
security of tenure, effective and transparent
administrative and legislative institutions to implement
and enforce policy decisions. In a highly detailed and
comprehensive Report on appropriate land tenure
systems based on a nation-wide consultation in
Zimbabwe (1994), it is observed that the security of the
land tenure system and the supportive institutions that
administer the system are more important than the type
of tenurial system. In any case, which farmer,
smallholder or freehold, would invest in an agricultural
system in which the security of the land tenure system is
not pguaranteed by law and the institutions that
implement or enforce policy decisions are moribund and
ineffective. These elements in any land tenure system
are critical for agricultural transformation.

In many countries, including South Africa, where the
freechold large scale commercial farming has been the
"engine” of agncultural development, there is ample
evidence that this was achieved through heavy public
investment in technology, extension, infrastructure,
human resources and the availability of subsidised
capital, fax concessions, taniff protection, etc. These
macro-economic biases and indeed distortions, naturally,
prejudiced the potential growth of the smallholder
agricultural sector as indicated by the democratic
government, macro-economic and sectoral investment
priorities, etc., will need to be consistently accorded to
this neglected subsector.  Of course, while more












