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These case studies were commissioned as part of research conducted for the Cape Winelands 
District Municipality in order to better understand movement on and off farms and review the 
impacts of eviction on the lives and livelihoods of evicted farm workers and dwellers. 
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Introduction 
This research study examines the life histories of five evicted/displaced farm workers to 
better understand the impact of evictions on the lives and livelihoods of evicted households. 
This study documents the memories and experiences of those affected by evictions. While it 
would be difficult to generalise from the experiences and perceptions of these households 
for the larger population of evicted or displaced farm workers, these firsthand accounts 
provide in-depth and rich information on the lived experiences of evictions. The case studies 
raise serious questions about the adequacy of state responses to the plight of retrenched 
and evicted farm workers and dwellers. 

An unstructured questionnaire was used in the collection of data from five case studies, one 
each in Montagu, Rawsonville, Ceres, Klapmuts and Stellenbosch. The questions were 
designed to elicit detailed information on a number of thematic areas:  

• the family;  
• life on the farm;  
• legal and institutional issues relating to the process of evictions;  
• eviction and its consequences (particularly the anxiety and stresses) in the affected 

households.  

All interviews were conducted the preferred languages (either in Xhosa or Afrikaans). The 
cases were randomly selected from information obtained from advice offices, non-
governmental organisations and legal aid facilities actively working in the respective towns. 

Key findings  

The unit of the household and family and social links 
Traditionally paternalistic relationships have underpinned farm employment, residence and 
the nature of farm life. Within the larger context of the farm, the family is used as a metaphor 
through which to describe and interrogate the complexities of the farm, as a site of 
production and a set of relations.  

The focus of the study was on the household as a unit yet in all five the interviews there 
were references to the larger ‘farm family’. Informants simultaneously referred to the farmer 
as the patriarch (‘good man’) taking care of the workers, while highlighting relations of 
dependence (‘...we could ask him for anything), control (‘...my husband left his savings with 
the farmer...’) power and authority (‘I saw my owner grew up in front of me, now he treats me 
as bad[ly] as a dog’).   

The persons interviewed had been part of established farm worker families. Their cases 
highlight long histories of farm labour and residence on the particular farms where they lived:  

‘We were [...] children of farm workers...’  

‘We learned how to work on farms.’ 

In their accounts the attachment of farm workers to the farms from which they were evicted 
clearly demonstrated their embeddedness in farm life and their sense of the farm as home:  
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‘I was born there and that was the only home I have ever known.’  

There was a strong sentiment that the respondents’ livelihoods were sourced from these 
farms:  

‘The farm was my bread and butter.’ 

The interviews highlighted how the impact of evictions and displacement resonated both 
within and beyond the households which were directly affected. Social displacement and the 
loss of connection with the broader family structure were evident in several cases. Nearly all 
the interviewees indicated that they had left family behind on the farm:  

‘My father still lives on the farm.’ 

‘I left my brother and my wife’s family behind on the farm when we were evicted.’  

One family was particularly badly affected as they had to leave their son with friends 
because they did not want to disrupt his schooling year at the time. When they were finally 
reunited they had to leave him behind again at the second home when they received notice 
to vacate again. 

The nature of social relations on the farms enabled households to build reciprocal 
relationships with other farm workers. These included supporting each other with food, 
looking after each other’s children or accommodating other family members. These relations 
were not easily reconstituted once people left the farm. This rendered people vulnerable in 
unfamiliar social and residential settings. 

The majority of the informants were literate. The majority of the evictees are not currently 
formally employed and the majority are now dependent on grants and informal incomes. 
Only one of the persons evicted has been able to secure permanent employment on another 
farm. None of the families were able to secure alternative permanent accommodation. 

Household profiles at a glance 
The average household at the time of moving comprised 5 household members including 
two adults and 3–4 dependent children. The ages of adults in the case study varied between 
28 and 55 years, and all the children were dependants except one 18-year old with a one-
year-old child who was also an income earner.  



Analysis of five case studies tracking the impacts of evictions in Cape Winelands District Municipality, May 2010 

5 
 

Profile of household 1 
 Compo-

sition 
Education Employment 

previous/current 
Income 

(R) 
Expenses 

(R) 
Farm home Current home Away from 

family 
Current 
services 

Moves since 
evicted 

Housing 
application 

1 M (53) 
Head of 
house-
hold 

Grade 12 C: Irregular  
P: general worker/ 
tractor driver 

2 800 4 500 pm No rent: 5 
room + 
inside toilet 
+ 40 pigs 
and 
vegetable 
garden 

Renting RDP 
house: 1 room plus 
toilet added extra 
room 

 Water 
(individual tap), 
sanitation & 
electricity (pre-
paid) 

2 (possibly 3 
with current  
threat) 

2009 = 2nd 
application 
(1st application in 
2004 was lost by 
municipality) 

 F (40) Grade 10 C:Unemployed 
P: Pack shed 
worker 

250 (SG)    n/a    

 C1 (F) 
(1) 

0 N/A N/A    n/a    

 C2 (M) 
(12) 
  

Grade 7 N/A N/A    Yes, at 
school, 
could not 
move with 
parents 

   

 C3 (F) 
(18) 
C1 (F) 
(0) 

Grade 9 
 

Employed 2000    n/a    

 C4 (M) 
(20) 

Tertiary  
2nd yr 

n/a n/a    Yes, at 
college 

   

Total income 5 050        

Profile of household 2 
 Compo-

sition 
Education Employment 

previous/current 
Income 

(R) 
Expenses 

(R) 
Farm home Current home Away from 

family 
Current 
services 

Moves since 
evicted 

Housing 
application 

2 F (49) 
Head of 
house-
hold  

No schooling Unemployed 
(Grant holder: 
AIDS sufferer) 

1 080 grant 
pm 

± 2 000 pm No rent: 4 
room + 
toilet 

Informal shack  n/a Communal tap, 
communal 
toilet, electricity 
(since Oct 
2009) 

2 2003 

 F (14) Special 
school for 
learning 
disability 

n/a n/a n/a  Institutional 
accommodation 

Yes, at 
school 

n/a n/a  

 F (33) Grade 8 Self-employed & 
care giver of 
above 

± 3 000 pm ± 2 000 pm  Formal dwelling Yes, own 
dwelling 

Full services 3 into formal 
dwelling 
(Worcester) 

 

Total income 1 080        
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Profile of household 3 
 Compo-

sition 
Education Employment 

previous/current 
Income 

(R) 
Expenses 

(R) 
Farm home Current home Away from 

family 
Current 
services 

Moves since 
evicted 

Housing 
application 

3 M (58) 
Head of 
house-
hold 

Standard 4 C: General farm 
worker 
P: Winemaker 

1 100 pm 2 000 5 room + 
toilet 
+ 
Vegetable 
garden 

Live in with family 
of 6, couple share 
room with sister’s 
40 year-old son 

n/a Water 
(individual tap), 
sanitation & 
electricity (pre-
paid) 

3 1995 and again in 
2007 

 F (59) Standard 5 C:Irregular 
employment/ 
health problems 
P: domestic/ 
disability 

±900 pm    n/a    

 M (27) Matric Unemployed n/a n/a n/a Another family Yes  n/a n/a n/a 
 M (30) Grade 10 n/a n/a n/a n/a Sonstraal – 

institution for 
tuberculosis 
sufferers 

Yes  n/a n/a n/a 

 F (22) Grade 9 Char n/a n/a n/a Another family Yes  n/a n/a n/a 
 F(25) Grade 10 Unemployed  n/a n/a n/a Farm Yes, married n/a n/a n/a 
Total income 2 000        

Profile of household 4 
 Compo-

sition 
Education Employment 

previous/current 
Income 

(R) 
Expenses 

(R) 
Farm home Current home Away from 

family 
Current 
services 

Moves since 
evicted 

Housing 
application 

4 M (33) 
Head of 
house-
hold 

Grade 6 C: Irregular 
employment 
P: shareholder 
and manager 

± 1 500 pm ± 2 000 4 room + 
toilet 
+livestock 
+ vegetable 
garden 

Renting RDP 2 
room house + toilet 

n/a Water, 
electricity, 
sanitation 

3 (possibly 4th) 2001 & again in 
2009 when it 
became apparent 
application had 
been lost 

 F (29) Grade 6 C: Unemployed 
P: General worker 
and sorter 

    Parents 
remain on 
the farm 

   

Total income ± 1500        
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Profile of household 5 
 Compo-

sition 
Education Employment 

previous/current 
Income 

(R) 
Expenses 

(R) 
Farm home Current home Away from 

family 
Current 
services 

Moves since 
evicted 

Housing 
application 

5 M (65) 
Head of 
house-
hold 

Grade 8 C: Retired 
P: General farm 
worker 

771 (until 
March 
2010) 

Rent: 150 
Transport: 
R150 

Hostel plus 
caravan 

Backyard shack Yes, 4 
grand-
children now 
lives with 
cousin 

 1   
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Perspectives on education 
All those interviewed reported that the education of their children remains a priority. One 
family in particular placed a high premium on their children’s school education and when 
they were presented (at a time of good relations with the farmer) with the opportunity to send 
their daughter to the previously ‘white’ private school, they grabbed the chance. In later 
years this was one of the biggest motivations not to succumb immediately to the farmer’s 
request to leave the farm:  

‘...My daughter had the privilege to attend a private school; I thought of her education 
and did not want to mess with her education. She was subsidised. I knew we would 
not be able to afford such an opportunity again.’ 

Link between work and residence 
Prior to their departure, all the interviewees in the case studies had permanently worked on 
the farms until the working relationship had broken down. In the case of husband and wife, 
both spouses worked on the property. In four of the five case studies, an incident involving 
the male worker led to the dismissal or termination of employment of both husband and wife. 

All the households interviewed had access to housing. Although the quality of the on-farm 
housing could not be investigated, anecdotal accounts from the interviews were that the 
housing on farms was of better quality (compared to what followed subsequently and what 
they are residing in now). These dwellings were described as much larger 2–3 bedroom 
houses, with tapped water, electricity and sanitation. Workers also had access to plots of 
land for garden cultivation and reported that they had kept livestock (chickens and pigs) on 
available grazing land. 

When the employment of workers was terminated, all the workers were instructed to leave 
the farm. However none of the households interviewed moved out immediately; they 
continued to stay on the farm for periods of between one and three years.  

While the application for an eviction order was in progress, farmers cut off electricity and 
water, withdrew grazing agreements and made numerous demands for reduction of 
livestock. Respondents reported that subsequently livestock had to be sold, given away or 
slaughtered. In one instance the farmer demanded that the dismissed worker reduce the 
number of their pigs kept on the farm from forty to two. 

‘I had to sell and slaughter my pigs one by one.’  

One respondent described the strategy of constructive eviction employed by the farmer 

‘I had slaughtered a pig a day before the farmer cut my electricity. That was all my 
family and I had to live off (since I was not working any longer). At that time our water 
had been cut off weeks ago and all my vegetables in the garden got spoiled. I had to 
stand by and watch my meat rot.’ 

At the same time the farmer withdrew other benefits like transport and healthcare.  

Respondents indicated they were ‘blacklisted’ with the other famers in the area which 
prevented them from gaining other employment in the vicinity. Farmers also used other 
methods of pressure, such as refusing to sign grant applications.  
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All these strategies were used to ensure the impoverishment and destitution of the farm 
dwellers and their families in an effort to force them to leave of their own account before the 
eviction order was granted. One respondent described how a farmer utilised fear and 
prejudice surrounding HIV to encourage fellow farm workers on the farm to put pressure 
evict the respondent who was by then known to be an HIV/AIDS sufferer. 

‘I was ostracised by all the farm workers. They stigmatised me and my child. The 
workers humiliated my child and told her not to come close to them because they 
were afraid of contracting HIV/AIDS.’  

The farmer appears to have deliberately blocked access to securing social support grants as 
a means to force the person to vacate the farm. 

‘I asked the farmer to fill in the [grant application] forms for me so that I could apply for 
a grant. He refused and said, “I don’t have time to fill in forms!” I told him that I needed 
his signature on the forms so that I [could] get a grant from the State to support me. At 
that stage I felt I was going to take the last little bit of money that I had from my 
husband’s death benefit and drink myself to death. I wanted to kill myself and my 
daughter.’ 

The meaning of life on the farm 
Despite their experiences most respondents continued to express a preference for farm life.  

‘The good things about farm life were the simple things that we enjoyed of life on the 
farm: the people, the vineyards, the mountains surrounding you, fresh air and open 
spaces. We were very poor but there were good times and the white people were not 
only bad people. They were sometimes good.’ 

Another respondent fondly recalled:  

‘We did not have much but we never felt poor. We always had enough.’  

For all those interviewed life on the farm was not defined by: 

• being a labourer; 
• not having ownership of the land; 
• not being part of the mainstream; and  
• being invisible to the rest of society.  

The farm was the place identified as home which defined who they are: 

‘I only knew the life on the farm.’ 

All of the evictees referred to themselves as farm children (‘plaaskinders’), indicative of a 
strong sense of belonging. 

‘…I was born a farm child and I will remain a farm child.’  

Their earliest memories were of life on the farm.  

‘Since I can remember I was in the vineyards with my grandmother.’ 
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‘My son had been going with me to the vineyard since he was able to walk.’ 

‘We helped our parents in the vineyards from early ages.’ 

The special meaning of farm life for farm dwellers was echoed by every household. This was 
expressed by references to the social bonds, the sense of nature and space and the 
quietness and isolation.  

The sense of ‘ownership’ (whether real or perceived) was evident in two of the case studies 
where workers had built their own houses on the farms where they resided and had access 
to land for household gardening and grazing.  

In these settings workers felt that they could exercise a level of authority. The sentiment 
echoed by these respective households was that life on the farm was comfortable. 

‘We had access to everything, we just had to ask.’ 

These perceptions and views of farm life were built on goodwill, tacit and verbal agreements, 
and trust emanating from evidently long-standing farmer/farm worker-relationships:  

‘Farm life is so much better than town life…and I will go back anytime... Obviously it is 
not an easy life. Farm work is hard work, but in the mornings you hear the birds, you 
hear the farm animal sounds, see the sunrise, beautiful days on the farm...We are a 
close-knit community, small but we love each other. We had access to everything and 
needed nothing more.’ 

Eviction: Forced to leave the farm 
Each of the affected households described their eviction as traumatic. In all the cases 
workers argued that there were weak charges1 brought against them to effect their eviction. 
Without legal representation, workers found it difficult to oppose charges and found the court 
process very overwhelming at the time.  

Their accounts graphically depicted the circumstances under which people are forced leave 
their homes on farms. They highlight strategies of resistance where people defied demands 
to leave the property even when they knew that they no longer had the means to maintain a 
livelihood. The accounts illustrate how different pressures were brought to bear until the 
tipping point was reached where people are no longer able to cope with the stress and 
leave.  

‘We were asked to leave but I refused to go. We continued to stay on the farm for 
another 3 or so years.’ 

‘I thought he [the farmer] would physically have to throw me out before I [went].’ 

One of the interviewees stated that it was never clear to him why he was facing an eviction. 

‘I then had another conversation with the farmer to ask him why he is doing this to us 
and why he, the farmer, had asked me to go. The farmer couldn’t answer me. I didn’t 
want to stay on the farm any longer. I was not happy anymore’.’  

                                                      
1 The interviews did not attempt to verify the circumstances surrounding their eviction/displacement. 
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Another recalled the shock and disbelief as the actual process of being evicted. 

‘The day the bailiff came to throw our furniture out, I stood there in shock. They came 
as a commando with big rifles, broke down the door, shouting while they were 
tossing furniture and things out. Everybody looked on. No one did anything to help 
us. I just stood there and cried. They bolted up the door when they left. I was 
standing there with my things and I had nowhere to go.’ 

Another recalled: 

‘I never felt so sad in my life. It felt like my life came to an end that day. To see all 
your belongings standing on the street like that. Nothing was ever the same after 
that.’ 

Similarly, another family recalled how two farmers with big trucks came to their house one 
day and instructed them to move their own furniture and move out of the house, failing which 
the farmers would load everything onto the trucks and dump it next to the highway.   

In another case, one young boy was staying with the neighbours. At lunchtime he went 
home to heat his food in the microwave oven. As he was about to enter their house the bailiff 
came with a few men and bashed the door open. The child was left standing and shaking 
with the plate of food lying at his feet. His mother who came later pleaded with the bailiff to 
not remove the furniture but the group of men (described as an ‘army’ by the respondent) 
refused to listen and started tossing the furniture out.  

‘Life was made unbearable on the farm as a result of the farmer’s threats. During this 
time [the farmer] sent us letters, with my brother [who shared the house with the 
family]. The first letter notified us that he would cut the electricity and the farmer 
subsequently tried to cut the electricity but was [shocked] in the process. He fell to 
the ground and did not proceed with shutting the electricity down at that time but one 
day we came home and the electricity was off. The second letter notified us that the 
farmer would cut the water.’ 

In another case the farm dwellers interviewed were part of a group of workers who faced 
eviction when the farm they lived and worked on was sold to an Irish buyer (now managed 
by a former white farmer) after the previous owners had died in a car accident. These deaths 
were described as a huge blow for the people living and working on the farm since they 
reported that they had had an exceptionally good relationship with their employers.  

When the new owners took over, they initiated changes which directly threatened the 
workers’ livelihoods. Their wages were cut and all benefits were quantified and deducted 
from their wage packets. Workers then refused to work for the wages that were offered. 
Subsequently, the owner offered them R5 000 to leave the farm, which they initially refused.  

When the farmer started the legal process to evict them the workers approached the advice 
office where they were advised to accept the R5 000 offer. Their eventual acceptance of this 
offer was influenced by a number of contributing factors. By then the workers could no 
longer afford the cost of transport into town to obtain support services. They were 
unemployed with no incomes and no longer had access to water on the farm. The hardship 
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and anxiety for the affected families left them with no option other than to accept the 
settlement offer and leave the farm.  

Legal status, access to any legal representation or advice 
All the evictees had lived on the farms with the consent of the owners from which they were 
subsequently evicted. They all resided on the farms before 4 February 1997 – the effective 
date of the Extension of Security of Tenure Act (ESTA). The workers understood that ESTA 
protected their residence on the farm and made it permanent.  

The persons interviewed and their households had the rights of long term occupiers in terms 
of ESTA at the time of their eviction.  

Several of the affected families were evicted after a court process, leaving one respondent to 
argue that ‘ESTA causes evictions’. This view was echoed by the response of another 
person interviewed who stated that:  

‘ESTA does not work. I was evicted with ESTA and many more will be evicted with 
ESTA’.  

In a landmark case in 2001, the Limpopo-based land rights NGO Nkuzi Development 
Association applied for and obtained a declaratory order obliging government to provide 
legal representation at its own expense in eviction cases. Despite this order, respondents in 
three out of the five case studies investigated had no legal representation during the court 
proceedings which resulted in the granting of eviction orders.  

Another respondent was forced to leave the farm on the basis of an out of court agreement 
that was brokered by the legal aid representative and the farmer’s legal representative. It 
was alleged that this agreement was reached without consultation between the person under 
threat of eviction and his legal representative. In the second case where legal representation 
was available, the respondent was advised to settle for compensation.  

Circumstances that triggered dismissal and eviction 
The persons who were evicted (mainly men and one woman) described the circumstance 
under which they were asked to leave the farm: 

Household 1: Alleged misuse of authority – According to the farmer, the respondent 
allegedly left two workers behind to walk home in the rain 
 
 
Two workers were born on a particular farm and lived there for 50 years. According to the respondent 
(a tractor driver), the farmer requested each worker to pick two full crates per day, but the two men in 
question were not pulling their weight. Since the driver did not want to be stigmatised as a 
whistleblower, he quietly took it upon himself to supplement their daily pickings without complaining to 
the farmer. However the driver raised this matter with the two workers in question directly, on 
numerous occasions.  
 
On one day in 2001, the two non-performing workers left the area where picking was taking place. 
Later on his way home with the tractor, the driver came across the two men and offered them a lift, 
which they refused. It had started to rain. Later the farmer came across the two men who informed 
him that the driver had not offered them a lift. (The distances between farms are large, and workers 
often worked away from the farm they were residing on.) The next morning the driver was summoned 
to the office on the main farm and was told to leave the tractor on the farm. He was told that, from that 
moment on he would have to walk wherever he wanted to go, even though he lived 8km from the 



Analysis of five case studies tracking the impacts of evictions in Cape Winelands District Municipality, May 2010 

13 
 

main farm and worked on the other farms. When the driver insisted the farmer explain, he was 
dismissed. The farmer called his wife in and asked her whether she would prefer to continue to work 
or whether she wanted to leave the farm with her husband. The driver and his wife were served with 
an eviction order in 2004. 
 
According to the respondent, he was also a shop steward on the farm and his involvement with the 
union had negatively affected his relationship with the farmer and this may have been the real reason 
for the farmer asking him to leave the farm.  
 
 
Household 2: Husband/partner died, she was subsequently diagnosed with HIV/AIDS 
(contracted from partner) and could no longer work on the farm due to health reasons 
 
The respondent was born on the farm, left when she was about 7 or 8 years old, and returned to live 
on the farm from 1976. In 2003, on the death of her husband from AIDS, this woman (who was also 
HIV-positive), was first moved to a smaller house (one room and a toilet). She became too ill to 
continue to work in the vineyard and needed to apply for a disability grant. She approached the farmer 
for two reasons: to get his signature for the grant application, and to ask whether she could continue 
to work in the garden (lighter work) rather than in the vineyard until her grant had been approved. The 
farmer refused to assist her with her application and ordered her to leave the farm. She was served 
with an eviction order in 2006. 
 
 

Household 3: Refusal to accept a decrease in wages after new owners took over the farm 

 
When the farm owners died tragically in a car accident, the respondent farm worker and his 
colleagues had been living there for 22 years and had been working there for 7. The farm workers 
had the option to buy the farm as they were already in an informal share equity arrangement with the 
deceased farm owners. At the time, all applications for land reform grants were already closed for the 
financial year so no government funding was available. The children of the farm owners were under 
pressure to sell and accepted an offer from a foreigner. The new owner appointed a new farm 
manager. The new management offered the workers a reduced wage rate. None of the younger 
workers accepted the offer so they were asked to leave. Only the respondent’s parents-in-law 
accepted the offer and could remain on the farm. The workers all remained on the farm for another 
3½ years, even though they were no longer working on the farm. In 2009 they were served with an 
eviction order.  
 
 

Household 4: Alleged misconduct during working hours – accused of stealing wine  

 
The respondent’s husband was a winemaker on the farm where they had lived for 11 years. One day 
in 2006 the farmer radioed the winemaker to ask him to fill a carafe of wine for tasting. While waiting 
for the farmer to arrive he decided to check the wine tanks. When the winemaker came back from 
checking the tanks, the carafe was empty and the farmer wanted to know what happened to the wine. 
He explained that he had decanted the wine but did not know what had happened to it in his absence. 
The man was accused of drinking the wine, even though he was a teetotaller. He appeared on 
disciplinary charges where he was asked to leave the farm. His union representative did not say much 
during the hearing. The couple received legal representation from Lawyers for Human Rights for their 
eviction hearing. Unfortunately their legal representative died shortly before the court hearing and 
they were unable to find another representative. Their eviction took place in 2007.     
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Household 5: Refusal to accept alternative housing offer 

 
The respondent had lived in a farm hostel for 34 years. When the workers were allowed to bring their 
families from the Transkei, he moved into a caravan near the hostel with his family. In 2008 the 
workers were offered houses off the farm. They inspected the houses, but these were literally ‘falling 
apart’, so none of the workers wanted to move into them. The windows and doors had all been stolen. 
After a court process, the workers were ordered to accept the houses or sell them. The respondent 
and one other worker decided to accept the houses and fix them up to avoid being evicted (he was 63 
years old, only two years shy of retirement age). The respondent continued to live in the caravan at 
the hostel. In the meantime the threats of evictions continued for reasons unknown, since the 
respondent was under the impression that he had signed to take ownership of one of the houses. One 
day in September 2008 when the respondent was in Transkei, he received a call from his 
grandchildren to say they were being evicted. All their belongings were thrown out by what he called 
the ‘army’. When he came back to the farm, he was forced to take ownership of a house that was, 
according to him, registered in someone else’s name. He refused as he was afraid he might be 
evicted by the rightful owner. The respondent was subsequently evicted because he had refused to 
take ownership of the second house. The respondent wondered whether his age had something to do 
with his eviction.   
 
 

The case of Sarah Beukes of Rawsonville2 

‘...An eviction order, [...] was granted by the Magistrates’ Court in Worcester. I was so sick that day 
(Sarah is HIV-positive). I was representing myself and the farmer had a lawyer. The magistrate told 
me that it is the farmer’s property and that he can make decisions about who should or could stay on 
the farm. I was given two months to vacate the house and I had nowhere to go. When my husband 
died in 2003 the farmer first moved me to a single room with an inside toilet. My house was given to 
another farm worker. From there I was finally evicted...  
I went to the Worcester Standard newspaper because I wanted to expose the farmer. But when I 
finished my story they told me they cannot publish the story because the farmer will take legal action 
against them. Soon afterwards the bailiff came. They were rough and forceful and treated my 
belongings like garbage. I couldn’t do anything and I just had to stood by and watch how my things 
were thrown on the truck... When I left the farm I went to the municipality to apply for a house... We 
were referred to the sport field by the municipality since they did not have any houses available for us. 
So in March 2006 I moved into a public toilet on a sports field with my two children and two 
grandchildren. [...]. Other evicted farm workers lived under the bridge for long periods. My daughter 
literally went out to look for them and invited them to come and stay with us at the public toilet the 
sport field. [...]. In October 2006 we were moved here next to the sewerage and cemetery. We stayed 
here using communal taps and toilets without electricity. However it was still better than the stench of 
the public toilet. In October 2009 we received electricity at these shacks.  
 
 

Not one of the cases ended in the reinstatement of the farm dwellers housing rights. In the 
cases where the respondents were legally represented, both outcomes indirectly supported 
the eviction order. In some cases other/new workers were moved into the empty houses. 

 Consequences for those moving from the farms  
The effects of the evictions caused emotional trauma as well as physical losses. Homes and 
jobs were lost, families separated and furniture damaged. All the interviewees spoke about 
the loss of dignity associated with their eviction. All the respondents were unanimous in 
saying that the quality of their lives and livelihoods had declined since leaving the farms. 
Interview respondents recalled the sadness they felt, and the sadness expressed by fellow 
                                                      
2 Named with her permission. 
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farm workers and family members left behind: ‘My mother and father cried when we left the 
farm that day’. All the evictees felt devastated and they felt they had nowhere to go. This 
was exacerbated by the fact that their social ties were often limited to the farm which they 
were being forced to leave.  

At the time of the eviction no alternative housing was available, and no efforts seemed to be 
forthcoming from either the farmer or the municipality to provide emergency shelter. All the 
evictees had managed some alternative accommodation from friends and family living 
elsewhere. This either involved moving in to an already occupied house with family members 
or into an informal dwelling. Others rented RDP [Reconstruction and Development 
Programme] houses from government beneficiaries after leaving the farms. Some ended up 
in shelters or occupying public spaces under bridges and public toilets. 

Those evictees who occupied a public toilet have since been moved by the municipality to 
prefabricated metal shacks/containers and improvised shelters. While attempts have been 
made by the majority of the evictees to apply for housing at the municipality, no applications 
for accommodation via the state housing programme had been successful at the time of 
writing. One family was evicted seven years ago, settled in a Transnet house, and was 
evicted yet again. The family then rented an RDP house and is now again faced with eviction 
by the current owner as the house is in the process of being sold. Another family faces a 
similar fate only three months after renovating and moving into a rented RDP house.  

All the respondents reported the quality of their living standards is poor. 

‘The ventilation inside the shack isn’t good. It is very damp and mildew builds up. The 
foundations of these shacks are not good. You are able to sweep away the cement 
floor. There are holes in the floor.’ 

In one area a group of evicted farm workers were all moved to an area outside town. Here 
they live with one tap for four shacks and three toilets shared amongst nine shacks. All of the 
interviewees indicated they have been put on a housing waiting list. One family has been on 
the waiting list for over five years and two respondents had to reapply after they were told by 
the municipality that their applications had been lost.    

Only two respondents reported having found informal, temporary work. The rest draw on 
their social networks to support them, together with government grants. They reportedly go 
hungry at times. Their unemployment status means they are unable to access housing 
finance outside the government programme.   

The emotional trauma was one aspect that had been raised by all interviewed. Having to 
deal with the shock, powerlessness, humiliation, destitution and desperation and 
dependency on others has left evicted farm workers feeling vulnerable, afraid and insecure 
in their current environments. 

The biggest obstacle is getting stability back into in their lives. They report feeling isolated 
within the communities where they have relocated. Politically they feel their struggles to 
obtain a better life are isolated from the broader community and socially they feel they do not 
fit in. Their lives have changed fundamentally and nothing has been the same since they 
have been evicted. Respondents spoke about their hope of finding their feet again. This is 
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closely related to having a house and experiencing a sense of permanency once again by 
having a place away from home (the house they left on the farm) that they could call home.  

Institutional responses to evictions: Evicted persons’ responses 
One of the key issues mentioned during interviews was the lack of information on available 
support. A significant dilemma for farm dwellers faced with an eviction is their isolation and 
their lack of access to information about immediate sources of support, where these are 
available. The precarious position of these people is also further exacerbated by their lack of 
social skills and their inability to negotiate improvements to where they find themselves. 
When farm dwellers are evicted, their entire livelihoods are interrupted and households are 
left with no income, no home and no support structure similar to what constitute a disaster.  

According to the persons interviewed: 

• Farmers: 
o continue to control local work opportunities and block any opportunity that 

might occur for new jobs through blacklisting and poor references; 
o want eviction but take no responsibility for providing alternative housing: ‘If he 

wants to evict me, why not provide me with housing so that I would willingly 
leave?’ 

• Bailiffs: 
o harshly execute eviction orders without any oversight; 
o treat people inhumanely. 

• Police: 
o do not take farm worker issues and complaints seriously; 
o do not attend to charges laid by farm workers.  

• Municipalities: 
o remain uninvolved: ‘If there is no housing available why don’t they make an 

effort to stop the eviction?’; 
o cannot provide alternative accommodation; 
o do not provide emergency shelters and, where such options exist, these turn 

out to be of a very low standard; 
o are ineffective in responding to farm worker housing needs; 
o are negligent towards farm workers (e.g. housing applications were lost) and 

do not prioritise housing for evicted farm workers. 
• Advice offices: 

o can only provide elementary support and are often under-resourced; 
o may give bad advice to farm workers at times because they themselves lack 

proper knowledge. 
• Legal aid: 

o is not easily available to farm workers and farm dwellers facing evictions, and 
people are not always aware that such services are available; 

o may give people facing eviction bad advice, may fail to make their clients 
aware of different options, and often fail to keep clients properly informed. 

 

A strengthened institutional intervention is needed to co-ordinate services and responses to 
farm workers facing evictions. These include responding quickly to those under threat of 
evictions, and the provision of support for relocation and integration into the broader 
community off the farms. 

One family, part of a group of farm workers that were evicted at the same time, has been 
informed by the municipality that an old derelict municipal farm will be made available for 
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housing for them. The housing is planned for 2014 and the land could be divided into 
residential and garden plots. In the meantime the group will be able to access the land, erect 
wooden ‘wendy’ houses at their own cost building commences. While this would provide 
more secure tenure, none of these workers have a stable income and cannot afford to pay 
for wendy houses.     

Conclusion 
The five case studies have attempted to provide insight into the social and economic 
consequences of eviction and displacement. They highlight the extreme vulnerability of farm 
workers and dwellers in a context of rapid change in the agricultural sector where the 
combination of deregulation, increases in farm size and mechanisation have contributed to 
labour shedding and eviction. Farm workers are also vulnerable to seemingly arbitrary 
decisions by management and owners which may change their lives forever. The case 
studies together with the findings of other research commissioned by the Cape Winelands 
District Municipality highlight the relative powerlessness of farm workers to successfully 
represent their interests through eviction court processes. Once eviction orders have been 
granted, evicted families are stranded with their belongings and left to navigate the unknown.  

For all the households interviewed the consequences of moving off farms have been severe. 
The physiological impacts on their lives and the lives of their children can only be guessed 
at. Families not only suffer loss of belongings and families but a number of workers 
interviewed expressed the loss of the sense of belonging, not only in terms of space (their 
homes on the farms) but also politically (as citizens), their dignity and the overwhelming 
sense of humiliation they have suffered at the hands of their former employers.  

Evidence exists that once evicted, the chances of numerous moves increase. Some people 
end up drifting from one home to the next and it seems highly likely that they will eventually 
end up in informal settlements – a stark difference from life on the farm, both socially and in 
terms of space. They have struggled to find employment in their new surroundings. The case 
studies underscore the inadequacy of the state to house those made homeless. By and 
large it would appear that evicted and displaced farm workers remain largely invisible in local 
planning and development processes.   

All the farm workers interviewed expressed a wish to return to the farms they had left despite 
the highly stressful circumstances which characterised their involuntary departures. For 
evicted farm workers in this study the loss of their jobs has meant the loss of their homes 
and with this has come a disconnection from family and social networks which provide 
meaning and purpose in their lives. 


