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This report summarises the key findings of a survey of 50 farms randomly selected 
across the Cape Winelands District Municipality. The survey engaged with both farmers 
and farm workers. The sample reflected the dominant agricultural enterprises in the 
District.  
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Introduction 
In December 2009 the Cape Winelands District Municipality (CWDM) appointed a service 
provider, Phuhlisani, to measure the extent of evictions within the District. Given the extensive 
nature of the project and a very limited time frame, Soreaso was sub-contracted by Phuhlisani to 
conduct an explorative study measuring the movements of farm workers living on farms for the 
period 2005–2010. Other aspects also explored in this study were: 1) changes in farming 
practices and their impact on farm dynamics; and 2) in cases where evictions did take place, the 
collection of descriptive data on the context of farm evictions as told by both the farmer and 
affected farm workers.  

Sampling  
Due to budget and time constraints, the extent of the study was limited, only allowing for an 
explorative approach (pilot study). It was agreed that 50 farms be selected by means of a simple 
random sampling method. The farms selected were also to be limited to the five municipal areas 
within the CWDM, i.e. Breede Valley, Breederiver Winelands, Drakenstein, Stellenbosch and 
Witzenberg. 

The sampling frame consisted of a list of farms within the five areas as provided by the CWDM. A 
simple random sample of 50 farms was then drawn by means of a statistical package called 
SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences).  

Interviews were then conducted with the managers, owners or human resource managers of the 
50 individual farms. These interviews focussed on the profiling of the farms as well as on the 
farmer’s perspective on the changes on the farm as well as on the movement of farm workers. 

We also conducted 191 interviews with farm workers who were currently working and living on 
the farms.  

Methodology 
The pilot study followed a survey approach with data collected by means of structured interviews. 
Two questionnaires were designed, one for interviews with the farmers, and another for the 
interviews with the farm workers currently living on the selected farms.  

Given the explorative and sensitive nature of the study, three senior researches were employed 
to conduct all the interviews. Data was then captured within an SPSS dataset and then analysed. 
Interviews were performed on 56% of the original farm sample, with the remaining 44% having to 
be replaced. Reasons for having to replace farms included:  

• some farms had been subdivided and turned into smallholdings;  
• some farms had been turned into guest farms; and 
• farmers on some selected farms were not available for interview during our survey period. 

 

Section 1: Interviews with farm owners and managers 
Farm profile and changes in farming practices as reported for the past five 
years 
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General profile of the farm 
In collecting data on the profile of the respective farms, interviews were conducted with 
respondents most knowledgeable about the history of production on the property, as well as the 
day-to-day running of the farm. In the majority of cases, interviews were conducted with the farm 
owners, who also manage their farms.  

In 48% of the farms visited, the farming enterprise was wine grapes followed by 38% fruit farms 
of which 90% grew stone fruit. Other farming enterprises included live stock (N=2), a bee farm 
and another that grows feed crops.  

The greater majority (38%) of farms are registered as trusts, 34% are registered as property 
limited companies, and 18% of the farms visited are registered as closed corporations.  

In 54% of the cases the farms are owned by families, while 44% of farms are owned by single 
owners. In one case the farm workers were shareholders in the business.  

In 76% of cases farms had not changed ownership over the previous 10 years. In the 12 cases 
where there was a change in ownership, 50%) had had two owners during the previous 10 years. 

When asked about changes in farming practices over the past 10 years, 50% of respondents 
confirmed that changes had taken place. The most cited reason for change was the use of labour 
brokers. Many farmers have diversified in turns of the types of production, so as to ensure a 
more steady and sustainable cash flow throughout the year. This has led to farmers needing 
more labour. Labour brokers are utilised because they can source great numbers of people from 
various areas. Other reasons provided included the expansion of farms and, in a small number of 
cases, transition to mechanisation and away from manual labour.  

Farmers also commented that the practices pertaining to labour have become more 
administratively intense due to changes in labour law and policy. From the interviews it became 
clear that farmers are very aware of changes in the labour laws and often make use of labour 
consultants to handle their labour disputes. Some farmers reported that these new labour 
practices take up a lot of their time in terms of administration. One farmer was quoted as saying: 
“We have too much paper work these days. Every action and reaction must be recorded so as to 
make sure we have a paper trail in case there is a court case.” Farmers reported that they follow 
the labour dispute processes primarily as a way to protect themselves should they face a formal 
court hearing. However, they said these procedures are very seldom enforced to the fullest extent 
as most farmers would rather not dismiss their workers. They do however keep warnings and 
hearing procedures on record as documentary evidence should this be required.  

A total of 64% of the farmers who indicated that farming practices had changed with regards to 
labour said their operations had become more labour-intensive. In 16% (N=4) of cases, labour 
intensity has stayed the same. The increase in labour intensity was, in the majority of cases, 
reported as being due to a growth or diversification in production. Many farmers now have more 
than one main type of business on the farm which means that they need more labourers at more 
frequent periods through the year. 

Seasonality and the use of seasonal workers 
For 76% of the selected farms, the fieldwork period (May–June) was indicated as their low 
season; 12% of farms said this was their high season (the latter being the six farms which 
produce citrus and orchids). Many of the farms have diversified production and run more than 
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one type of business on the property. It was also found that, although most farms have clear core 
businesses, they are also experimenting with other types of crops in an effort to ensure a 
sustainable and steady income throughout the year. Only 12% of the farms indicated that they 
are busy throughout the year.  

A total of 80% of the selected farms make use of seasonal workers,1 of which 90% use seasonal 
workers only during their high seasons, which is generally from December of the one year to April 
of the next. Only four farms indicated that they make use of seasonal workers throughout the 
year.  

The majority (55%) of farmers source their seasonal labour on an individual basis, while 38% 
employ the services of labour brokers. Some farmers who employ workers individually said they 
don’t really trust labour brokers. Some farmers feel that the labour brokers are cheating workers 
out of their money and that they do not pay these people what they deserve. This has led to some 
farmers preferring to employ alternative methods of sourcing seasonal labour. Some farmers in 
the smaller towns noted that it was easy to get the same people to work for them every year. And 
in some cases farmers share their work forces in order to avoid using labour brokers. 

Almost 60% of the labour sourced on an individual basis comes from the areas immediately 
surrounding the farms. In some cases the farmers make use of the surplus2 unemployed people 
already living on the farm.  

Farmers stated that they employ seasonal workers to have sufficient labour during the peak 
period in farming activities during their high season. During these times harvesting has to take 
place within a very short and closely timed window period; often only a few weeks.   

Number of workers currently living on farms 
Forty-three farmers were able to indicate the number of people living on the farm at the time of 
the interviews – 3 202 in total. It is important to note that most farmers who indicated a number 
only provided approximate numbers. For 86% of farms, the mean number of people living on the 
farms was 74.5; with a minimum of eight and a maximum of 450 people per farm.3  

Housing and associated services provided to staff living on the farms 
In 84% of cases, the farmer is responsible for the maintenance of the houses provided to 
workers. A total of 68% of the selected farmers have entered into a formal housing agreement as 
part of their employment contract with all the workers living on their farms, with 26% of farmers 
not having any form of housing agreement with their workers. In the majority of cases where 
there is some kind of agreement, the details are stipulated in the workers’ labour contracts. In 
most cases, the farmers and their workers have a verbal agreement stating that they can live on 
the farm for as long as they work there.  

Some farmers stipulate that as soon as children reach the age of 18 and have completed their 
schooling they must leave the farm if they are not employed by the farmer. According to the 
farmers, the main reason for such a stipulation is to prevent people not working on the farm from 
settling there. In most cases, however, farmers indicated that they seldom strictly enforce these 

                                                      
1 ‘Seasonal labour’ refers to labourers being sourced to do a specific job during a specific period, usually the 
harvesting season. 
2 These refer to people who are living on the farm but who are not employed on the farm full time. Often these 
are the wives and children (not at school) of farm workers permanently employed on the farm. 
3 The median number of people living on farms is 41. 
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stipulations. They reported that they act when they are of the opinion that a particular person is a 
threat to the harmony of the farm due to unacceptable behaviour such excessive drinking, violent 
behaviour, etc.    

It was also found that in most cases where the farmer has an agreement with the workers, these 
agreements are implemented with discretion, as most farmers reported that they prefer to retain 
their workers. Farmers reported that they prefer to work with individuals they have already built 
some kind of relationship with. As one farmer noted: “Even though my houses are overloaded, my 
work force is shrinking. But you do not want to let these people go. You rather make a plan.” 

In 38% of cases, the farmer is responsible for the electricity used by farm worker households. In 
42% of cases, the farmer and the farm workers share responsibility. In several cases, the farm 
workers are solely responsible for their electricity bills. The rising cost of electricity was cited as a 
real concern, since it is the biggest expense farmers have with regards to providing services to 
their workers. Some workers also indicated that their electricity bills are a concern to them.  

One farmer noted that farmers do not get any rebates on electricity and that they pay almost 24% 
more for electricity than ordinary consumers do. In those cases where farm workers are required 
to pay for their electricity, they are not eligible for any sort of rebate, as the electricity is billed to 
the farmer who is the primary person responsible for the account. Due to electricity becoming so 
expensive, more and more farmers are looking into the option of having workers pay for their own 
electricity usage. Some farmers spoke about getting prepaid electrical boxes installed in their 
workers’ houses. This makes the farm workers even more vulnerable as their income is already 
very limited.  

Houses occupied by people who are not working on the farm 
A total of 64% of farmers have people living in housing on their farms who are not working on the 
property, and 24% of farms have only one house occupied by people who do not work on the 
farm. On three individual farms there are 14, 18 and 25 houses respectively with occupants who 
are not working on the farms.  

In most cases, houses occupied by people not working on the farm accommodate former workers 
who have retired. In some cases, the main person who used to work for the farm has passed 
away and now his widow and their children are left on the farm, without anywhere else to go. 
Farmers report that in such cases, if the farm can afford it, they allow the families to continue to 
live on the farm. In other cases the farmers are pressed to make use of those houses and they 
reported making special arrangements with people in order to make the houses available to 
workers. Examples of such arrangements included renting accommodation in town or moving 
these families to other housing on the farm which is less in demand. This may mean they end up 
with a smaller house, or in a house with a lower level of services. 

Farmers reported that they would rather not get into arguments with people who are living on 
their farms, but not working there. One farmer noted: “The one lady is a widow. Her husband 
worked on the farm. She is staying here. I don’t want to fight with her. Another case is the 
daughter of a man who also worked on the farm all his life. I don’t want to fight with her either. 
They are good people. They do not want to make any trouble.”  The respondents agreed that if a 
person has worked on the farm his or her whole life and their family is no threat to the farm, it is 
fine for the family to stay on, providing that the farm does not need that housing for new workers.  
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Farmers reported that they find it extremely expensive having to go to court to evict people. They 
also noted that incurring these costs did not in any way guarantee that the farmers would be 
successful in getting these people off their land. On the contrary, most of the farmers surveyed 
reported their belief that the process will fail them eventually.  

One farmer noted that it would cost him R25 000 per eviction order per family. Where farmers 
are not able to afford getting eviction procedures started, they said they are often left with no 
option but to let these people stay on indefinitely.   

When asked why they have people staying on the farms, the most common answer was because 
it has always been like this. Most farmers reported seeing the farm and its workers as part of one 
big family who live and work together. Many feel that it is the best option for both the workers 
and the farmer seeing as the living together fosters a sense of trust and mutual reliance on each 
other. Some farmers also feel that having workers stay on the farm contributes to improved 
security on the farm. There is also the financial consideration of not having to pay to transport 
workers every day. Farmers also reported that it is also more reliable to have people close at 
hand, should there be any sort of emergency.  

A total of 84% of farmers indicated that there are some negative implications of having people 
living on the farm. They cited the maintenance of the dwellings and social problems such as 
violence and drinking over weekends as the main problems with having people stay on the farm. 
One farmer noted that he is seen as the social worker on the farm and that he is expected to help 
with anything, especially over weekends. Only one farmer mentioned getting people off the farm 
once their contracts have expired as a problem.  

Implications for having workers staying on the farm Frequency Percent 
Maintenance of dwellings 8 16.0 
Social problems 10 20.0 
Maintenance of the dwellings and social problems 21 42.0 
Maintenance of dwellings, loss of farming land and social 
problems 

2 4.0 

Getting people off the farm once they don’t work here anymore 1 2.0 
Total 42 84.0 
System 8 16.0 
Total 50 100.0 
 

In addition to providing housing to their workers, many farmers provide other services such as 
pre-schools on the farms (40.9% of the farmers in the study), 59% of farms provide transport to 
town for shoppin, and 38.6% provide transport to school for the children. A total of 93% of farms 
provide transport to emergency service such as hospital, doctor, etc. outside of work hours.  

Movement of farm workers on and off farms 
A total of 96% (N=48) of the farmers could indicate whether people had left their farms over the 
previous five years. The greatest majority (22%) of farms had only one person who left in the 
specified period. Sixteen percent of the farms did not have any movement off the farm in the 
previous five years. One farm had 30 people who moved to low-cost housing in the nearby town, 
but the owner reported that these people are all still working on the farm. The farmer concerned 
reported that he was not involved in them getting the houses in town. In two other cases, 10 and 
12 people respectively moved off the farms into low-cost housing in town, and it was reported 
that these people are also still working on the farm.  
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How many farm workers left the farm in 
the past 5 years? 

Frequency Percent Valid 
Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

0 8 16.0 16.7 16.7 
1 11 22.0 22.9 39.6 
2 5 10.0 10.4 50.0 
3 7 14.0 14.6 64.6 
4 1 2.0 2.1 66.7 
5 4 8.0 8.3 75.0 
6 3 6.0 6.3 81.3 
7 2 4.0 4.2 85.4 
9 1 2.0 2.1 87.5 
10 3 6.0 6.3 93.8 
11 1 2.0 2.1 95.8 
12 1 2.0 2.1 97.9 
30 1 2.0 2.1 100.0 
Total 48 96.0 100.0  
System 2 4.0   
Total  50 100.0   
 

In the other case where individual people have moved off the farms, 43.6% indicate that the 
workers quit because they got other jobs on other farms. In 17.9% (N=7) of cases the workers 
were dismissed and were required to leave the farm. Only one case was reported which resulted 
in a legal court eviction. Another such case was reported to have resulted in an out-of-court 
settlement where the farmer reportedly gave the worker some rent money in order to get a house 
off the farm. In the other cases farmers reported that the workers left to work elsewhere.  

The greatest majority (38.5%) of people who move off the farms moved to another farm or to the 
nearby town (12.8%).  

Reason for move Frequency Percent 
Quit because they got a job on another farm 17 43.6 
Quit because they got a job elsewhere not on a farm 3 7.7 
Decided to move to town 4 10.3 
Dismissed and had to/were required to leave  the farm 7 17.9 
Retired/ not able to work anymore (work disability case) 2 5.1 
Other, specify 3 7.7 
Died 3 7.7 
Total 39 100.0 
Missing 1  
Total 40  
 

When farmers were asked if they think that they have enough information about evictions and 
how to deal with the issues of evictions, should it even arise on their farms, 68% of the farmers 
indicated that they felt that they had enough information to deal with the issue. Despite this 
knowledge, 76% of farmers interviewed indicated that it would be helpful if there was a structure 
which could help farmers deal with the issue of evictions.  

When asked who they thought should be part of such a structure, most farmers indicated that 
the parties needed to be apolitical, objective and neutral. Extensive knowledge of the farming 
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sector as well as labour laws in South Africa were cited as being among the prerequisites for 
such a structure. Agri-Western Cape, the Department of Agriculture, the Department of Labour, 
local municipalities, farm worker unions, farmers unions, etc. were some of the main parties 
identified as possible roleplayers which be represented on this structure.  

Some farmers reported wanting a body to speak for and help them. They feel that CWDM does 
not listen to them or understand the issues they confront. However other farmers reported that 
they have never had the need for such a structure seeing as they very seldom, if ever, have to 
deal with evictions. One farmer noted: “You do not really want to let the men go. You know your 
men.” 

Most farmers argue that the eviction process is extremely costly. This may result in them not 
taking any legal action against parties who refuse to leave the farm after a contract has been 
terminated. One farmer noted: “It is cheaper to buy them a wendy house than to go to court. 
Court is much more expensive and you still end up with the person on your farm.” Some farmers 
feel it is a waste of time to go to the magistrate’s court. They prefer to go straight to the High 
Court. 

Most of the farmers interviewed regard seeking evictions as a last resort. This is usually after a 
relationship has been tested and salvaged a number of times before breaking down irretrievably. 
Farmers report that they only consider evicting someone if they really will not be able to mend the 
relationship. 

Some farmers felt that the municipalities do not take sufficient responsibility for the housing 
issues they face. Alhough most farmers reported that they do not have a problem with housing 
people who have retired and have worked on the farm their entire lives, some still felt that they 
cannot accommodate every person who will retire after working on the farms. They argue that 
this is not a sustainable practice and that they will end up with no space for farming. They state 
that the main reason for having people stay on the farm is to have labour close at hand.  

When the farmers were asked what they felt about long-term settlement arrangements of farm 
workers, 63.3% felt that farm workers should remain on farms. They felt that the farm was safer 
and better for the farm workers. Some farmers feared that workers will not be able to afford life 
in town and that they would fall prey to social evils, such as shebeens and loan sharks. They felt 
that the workers were more protected on the farm and that they had a greater sense of belonging 
on the farm.  

Those farmers who were of the view that workers should stay in town (N=9), felt that living in 
town would be better for the social development of the farm workers. They also mentioned that 
living in town would afford the workers the opportunity to become land owners and also be more 
independent. Being closer to services such as schools and clinics were also mentioned as 
reasons why it was preferable for farm workers to live in town. One farmer mentioned that the 
time for giving people houses on farms was over and another mentioned that the eviction 
processes were too lengthy and expensive.   

Thoughts on long-term settlement arrangements for farm 
workers 

Frequency Percent 

On the farm 31 63.3 
In town 9 18.4 
Does not matter 4 8.2 
Agri-village 5 10.2 
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Thoughts on long-term settlement arrangements for farm 
workers 

Frequency Percent 

Total 49 100.0 
Missing 1  
Total 50  
 

Section 2: Interviews with farm workers 
Farm workers’ perceptions on farm life and changes on farming practices 
in the past five years 
A total number of 191 farm workers who are living and working on farms were interviewed, 
17.8% (N=34) of them female. It is however important to note that the researchers only spoke to 
those workers with whom the farm had the housing agreement (whether formal or informal). The 
respondents made up 24.3% of the total population of the persons we gathered information on. 
In most cases the farm owner allowed the research team to speak to the relevant and selected 
workers during their working hours. The farm workers were generally eager to speak to the 
research team. We did not encounter any problems with language and all the interviews were 
conducted in Afrikaans, this being the mother tongue of the workers we interviewed. The workers 
were randomly selected from a list of workers provided by the farmer. This ensured that the 
research team did not speak to preselected respondents who may have been previously 
prepared by the farmer. The interviews were all done in a confidential manner and all 
respondents were assured that their information would not be linked to their names.  

Dwelling unit and access to services 
Almost all (98.4%) of the respondents reported living in formal accommodation on the farms. 
Only three indicated that they live in informal accommodation.  

According to 82.7% (N=158) of the respondents, the farmer is solely responsible for the 
maintenance of their dwellings, and 10.5% of respondents indicated that both the farmer and 
the worker household is responsible for the maintenance of the house. Overall 60.7% of the 
respondents indicate that their homes were well maintained.  

The condition of your house Frequency Percent 
Well maintained 116 60.7 
Only basic structure is maintained 25 13.1 
Limited maintenance 34 17.8 
Dilapidated/ falling to pieces 8 4.2 
Total 183 95.8 
System 8 4.2 
Total 191 100.0 
 

The mean for household size is 4.09. The minimum number of people in a house is one (7.9% of 
cases); the maximum number for household size is 10 (one case); and 28.3% of respondents 
indicated that their household size is four. A total of 5.8% (N=11) of the respondents live in a 
one-roomed house. About half (48.7%) indicated that they have a flush toilet connected to a 
sewerage system inside their dwellings, 28.3% have flush toilets connected to septic tanks inside 
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their dwellings; and 15 respondents (7.9%) indicated that they do not have any form of toilet 
facilities available to them.  

A total of 80.1% of respondents indicated that they have piped water inside their dwellings. In 
16.8% of cases the household have access to piped water outside their dwellings, but inside 
their yard.  

A very substantial proportion (94.8%) of the respondents have electricity in their dwellings, and 
4.2% of the respondents do not have any electricity in their dwellings.  

 

General profile of respondents  
The average age of the respondents was 40 years. The youngest respondent was 17 years old 
and of the oldest was 76. When looking at the entire population for whom information was 
gathered, the average age was 26 years, with the oldest person being 84 years of age. Eight 
cases were recorded as being under one year of age. The majority of the respondents were male 
(82.2%), although 59.9% of the total on-farm population is female.  

The greatest majority (83.8%) of the respondents are married or living together in committed 
relationships.  

 

Access to electricity Frequency Percent 
Yes, for lights only 2 1.0 
Yes, for lights and electrical appliances 181 94.8 
No 8 4.2 
Total 191 100.0 
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The farm workers’ children made up 52% of the total study population.4 The spouses /partners of 
the respondents make up 26.8% of the entire population.  

Eight percent of the respondents do not have any form of formal education, whereas 50% of the 
respondents only have a primary school qualification. Only 6.3% (N=12) of the respondents have 
a Grade 12 qualification. 

All the respondents are permanently employed on the farms where they live. Three quarters 
(76.4%) of the respondents are employed as general labourers, 11.5% are employed as 
supervisors, and 11 respondents indicated that they were employed as machine operators, e.g. 
tractor drivers.  

The Department of Labour set the minimum wage for farm workers at R284 per week, as from 1 
March 2010, a total of R1 231 per month.5 A total of 61.3% of the respondents earn between 
R501 and R1 500 per month. A limitation of the study is that the survey instrument was not 
designed to  allow the study team to determine the percentage of workers reporting that they 
earn the minimum wage or above. A further 27.7% earn a monthly income of between R1 501 
and R2 500. 

Monthly income Frequency Percent Cumulative percent 
R501–R1 500 117 61.3 61.3 
R1 501–R2 500 53 27.7 89.0 
R2 501–R3 500 13 6.8 95.8 
R3 501–R4 500 4 2.1 97.9 
R4 501–R 5000 1 .5 98.4 
R5 001 and more 3 1.6 100.0 
Total 191 100.0  
 

Time living and working on the farm 
The mean number of years people have been working on the farm was 13.71 years. The greatest 
majority (62.3%) of people indicated that they have been working on the farms for 10 years or 
more, while 68% of respondents had been living on the farm for 10 years or more. 

The greatest majority (36.6%) of respondents moved onto the farm because they started to work 
on the farm, and 27.7% indicated that they grew up on the farm.  

When asked why they live on the farm, the greatest majority (35.6%) of respondents noted that 
they have to live on the farm in order to work on the farm.  

  

                                                      
4 Please note that the study population comprises only those people who were included in our 
study, not the full population per farm. 
5 www.labour.gov.za.  
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What is the main reason for you living on this farm? Frequency Percent 
I get a house here 42 22.0 
I have to live on the farm in order to work here 68 35.6 
I like living on the farm 40 20.9 
I have access to land for food security/grazing 4 2.1 
Share equity 3 1.6 
I don’t want to live in a town 14 7.3 
Other, specify (Include: I don’t know) 11 5.8 
I have lived here all my life 1 .5 
Total 183 95.8 
System 8 4.2 
Total 191 100.0 
 

A larger proportion (40.3%) of respondents indicated that they would be able to stay on the 
current farm if they were to lose their jobs than those who did not believe they would be able to 
stay (38.7%). When we asked those who believed they would be able to stay why they thought so, 
63.6% indicated it was because they have been living on the farm for more than 10 years. 
According to the Extension of Security of Tenure Act (ESTA) farmers are not allowed to kick 
people off the farm if they have been living there for more than 10 years or if they are older than 
65 years of age. A total of 23.4% believed they could stay on because they have no place else to 
go, while 25.7% (N=49) of those workers who believed that they would be able to stay on the 
farm if they were to lose their jobs indicated that this is because they have a right, having been 
on the farm for 10 years or more.  

Of the 38.7% who did not believe that they would be able to stay on the farm if they were to lose 
their jobs, more than 50% indicated that they would look for work on another farm where they 
could get a house. A total of 13.5% did not know where they would go if they were to lose their 
jobs. 

Registration on housing waiting lists at the local municipality  
Only 11.5% of respondents were registered on a housing waiting list in a municipal area. 85.9% 
indicated that they were not registered. All 22 respondents on a housing list are registered at a 
local municipality in the Cape Winelands District Municipality’s (CWDM) area of jurisdiction. The 
largest proportion (36.4%) are registered in the Stellenbosch municipal area and 31.8% are 
registered in the Langeberg municipal area.  

 

When respondents who had not registered were asked why people stated that they have never 
thought about registering themselves or that they did not have the time to go to town to register. 
Some of them also noted that they would not want to live in town. Some expressed the fear that 

Please indicate at which municipality you have 
registered for housing 

Frequency Percent 

Stellenbosch  8 36.4 
Langeberg  7 31.8 
Drakenstein  4 18.2 
Witzenberg  2 9.1 
Breede Valley  1 4.5 
Total 22 100.0 
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they would not fit into the life in town. One farm worker noted: “They will never understand me in 
town. I will get into trouble all the time.” Some workers also noted that living in town would be too 
expensive and that they would not be able to afford to live in town, a sentiment also shared by 
many of the farmers who were interviewed. 

People living on the farm, who do not work on the farm 
Over half (55.5%) of respondents indicated that there were people on the farm who are living on 
the farm, but who are not working on the farm. Many (67.9%) of respondents felt positive 
towards such people, because most of them are relatives, many of whom have retired on the 
farm after working there for many years.  

About a quarter 23.6% feel negative toward these people. One worker noted: “We have to work 
for the privileges on the farm, but they just get it. This is wrong.” Another respondent blamed 
social problems such as fighting, drinking and domestic violence on these “untouchables”, so-
called because they are not subject to the rules of the farm. These workers felt that such people 
can get away with anything and there is nothing the farmer can do about it seeing as they are not 
working for him. They argued that if such people are not working for the farmer they do not have 
to respect him or the people working for him. Some argued that these untouchables are also 
often at the root of vandalism and other crimes on the farm. 

Movement on and off the farm over the past five years 
A total of 39.8% of the farm workers interviewed were of the view that the amount of people 
staying on the farm has not changed over the previous five years; 26.2% indicated that the 
number of families on the farm has increased, whereas 22.5% stated that the number of families 
on the farm is less than was the case in 2005. 

Respondents cited the main reason for moving off the farm as people deciding to move to town 
(24.6%). Twelve cases were reported where people were instructed to leave the farm, three of 
which were legal evictions with a court order, and another three involved settlements out of court. 
In the remaining six cases, respondents did not know what happened (N=4), or did not answer 
the question (N=2). 

In 38.2% of such cases, the house has been occupied by other workers. In four cases the houses 
were demolished once they were vacant. Only one case was reported where the house is 
standing empty. When asked where these people moved to after leaving the farm, respondents 
indicated that some workers moved to the nearest town, others to other towns, while 28.9% 
settled on other farms in the immediate area. 

Trends which can be identified from this data 

Changes in labour practices 
Half (50%) of farmers indicated that they have had changes in labour practices and that they 
need more labour. One of the main changes in labour was the use of labour brokers, even though 
some farmers had problems with using labour brokers. One farmer noted: “They [labour brokers] 
do not always treat the people fair[ly]. They often don’t pay them the wages which they 
negotiated for them.” In other words, labour brokers may not pay their labourers what they tell 
the farmers they will pay.  
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Another view is that labour brokers ‘save’ farmers from having to deal with all the complicated 
labour procedures. One farmer mentioned that: “Labour practices [involve] too much paper work 
these days.” This particular farmer was confident that they dismiss more people and more easily, 
because of these new labour procedures, stating that where they would previously sort things out 
simply by talking about it, they now have to create a paper trail. This specific farmer manages six 
other farms and makes use of a labour consultant to deal with labour issues.  

Understanding of evictions versus labour disputes 
During this survey it became apparent that the majority of both farmers and workers did not 
make a distinction between being dismissed and being evicted from a farm. In the mind of 
farmers, workers who are dismissed after the proper labour procedures were followed have to 
leave the farm, according to their labour agreement (in terms of a contract). Many farm workers, 
however, see having to move if they no longer work on the farm, as being evicted. The definition 
of eviction is therefore not clear to either party. Both farmers and workers responded with 
information on dismissals and resignations as an answer to questions on evictions. In the minds 
of workers there is no difference between being dismissed after a breach in a labour contract 
and being evicted. If a farmer expects a worker to leave after being dismissed, this is viewed by 
the workers as the farmer evicting them from the farm.  

Movement of farm workers currently living on farms 
It would appear, however, that our survey respondents did not move around in the previous five 
years (2005 to 2010). Only 3.1% (N=6) of the respondents indicated that they moved during the 
period in question. When we asked these six respondents why they moved from previous farm 
they indicated that they moved to look for another job. One respondent indicated that he moved 
during the previous years because he was fired at the previous farm due to being intoxicated at 
work. Another moved because he had a fight with the owner of the farm. A third respondent 
indicated that he moved simply because he did not want to stay on the farm anymore, he did not 
tell us why. The last person indicated that he moved because he was looking for better living 
conditions. None of the respondents who moved over the previous five years mentioned moving 
due to being evicted. 

General conclusion 
The survey provides little evidence to suggest that evictions and displacement of farm workers 
has been a widespread phenomenon across the 50 farms in the last five years. There is some 
indication that farmers require additional labour as a consequence of expansion or diversification. 
However this is most likely to be sourced on a contract basis through a labour contractor. The 
survey findings indicate that there has been movement on and off farms as a consequence of a 
variety of factors.  

These include:  

• relocation of some workers to urban housing with continued employment in a couple of 
instances;  

• cases where people move to town in search of their own house and a different quality of 
life; 

• movement between farms where workers seek better working and living conditions;  
• cases where workers are dismissed through a labour relations process which may then 

trigger an eviction order; 
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• cases where workers are dismissed and where it is implied that other means are used to 
secure the move of the person off the property.  

At the same time the survey highlights that a number of properties accommodate occupants who 
no longer work on the farm, or who may never have worked on the farm. Many of these persons 
are long term occupiers who are there with the consent of the farmer. However there are also 
some who were characterised as “untouchables” who are regarded as being problematic and the 
source of social problems by farmers and also some sections of their permanent workforce. 

The survey highlights the complex relationships between farmers and permanently employed 
workers. These relationships have social dimensions in that the families of farmers and workers 
stay together on the same property and that many workers have long histories of occupancy 
there. This relationship requires that the farmer accommodate workers and provide them with 
services. At the same time the farmer has some responsibility for the health, education and well-
being of those who stay on the property.  The parties are also in an employment relationship 
where one or more persons in the household are permanently employed by the farmer. 

The labour and tenure security aspects of these relationships are regulated by legislation, while 
others rely on mutual goodwill and relations of reciprocity. These relationships can come under 
strain as a result of social problems resulting from actions of either the worker  or the farmer and 
they may be terminated as a consequence of workplace disputes.  

In cases where an employer finally moves to dismiss a worker it seems that this frequently 
results in their moving from the farm whether after a CCMA decision or application for an eviction 
order. 

It is clear that relations on farms need to be better understood in all their dimensions which will 
require further research, but also forums for dialogue which enable key concerns of workers and 
employers to be discussed to ensure that national policy and district development plans 
contribute to improved living and working conditions on farms. 

 


