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This research report was commissioned by the Cape Winelands District Municipality to profile changes in 
the agricultural sector and assess their implications for labour processes, employment and movement on 
and off farms. The report provides background on the research brief and an overview of the findings from 
the individual research studies. 
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1 Introduction 
The Cape Winelands District Municipality (CWDM) put out three tenders in October 2009: 

• Tender T2009/224 which focused on a pilot support programme for improving tenure 
security on farms. 

• Tender T2009/225 which called for the development and delivery of a civil rights education 
programme for farm workers. 

• Tender T2009/226 which called for a research study into the extent, nature and impact of 
evictions in the district. 

Together with various associates, Phuhlisani put in bids for all three jobs and were appointed for Tenders 
225 and 226. This final report provides a comprehensive overview of the design and execution of the 
research study (T2009/226) and provides a review of the research findings. We enclose all the relevant 
supporting documents. 

1.1 The Terms of Reference (TOR) 
Phuhlisani was originally commissioned to assess the extent, nature and impact of evictions in the 
district. The TOR required the service provider “to obtain accurate information on the extent, nature and 
impact of evictions on farms in the Cape Winelands District and for this to be used in developing district 
policy and programmatic interventions”.   

1.2 Undertaking a scoping study 
Phuhlisani undertook a scoping report to review the availability of data which would allow us to reliably 
assess the extent nature and impact of evictions in the CWDM. The scoping report noted that: 

“There is no reliable and comprehensive information on the extent of legal and illegal evictions 
from farms in the CWDM, or anywhere else in the country. Although Section 9 of the ESTA 
[Extension of Security of Tenure Act] requires that owners give notice of intention to obtain an 
eviction order to the occupier, the municipality, and the head of the local DLA [Department of 
Land Affairs], and despite repeated promises over the years by government agencies to remedy 
the situation, reliable information on evictions from farms remains elusive... A comprehensive 
search of a wide range of sources has turned up a meagre and at times contradictory harvest of 
statistics and related information on evictions in the CWDM since 2005.” 

1.3 The challenge of solutions-oriented research in a context of contestation 
The scoping report highlighted the contested relations between organised agriculture and NGOs and 
organisations advocating on behalf of farm workers and dwellers within the Cape Winelands District. It 
appears that these relationships have become increasingly strained in the last five years. The nature of 
this contestation is well illustrated by submissions to the 2007 hearings held by the South African 
Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) into progress made with respect to land tenure security, safety and 
labour relations in farming communities since 2003. 

At these hearings, Women on Farms (WFP) submitted that in the course of their work with farm workers 
in the Western Cape, they were regularly confronted by instances of human rights violations perpetrated 
by farmers. WFP submitted that: 

“The range and extent of these violations clearly demonstrate that they are not ‘isolated 
anecdotes’ committed by a few ‘rotten apples’. On the contrary, they are indicative of systematic 
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and deeply entrenched norms and practices pervasive in the commercial agricultural sector in 
the Western Cape.”1 

Agri-Western Cape countered in their submission that it was: 

“extremely disconcerting that the government and organisations, despite promises to the 
contrary, continued to grab at every unsubstantiated accusation of human rights violations to 
fuel negative perceptions of farm owners.” 

What was of greater significance was that this breakdown in relationships directly contributed to the 
failure to implement a far-reaching and detailed code of conduct which had negotiated through an 
exhaustive process between all stakeholders in 2001 and 2002.  

In its recommendations following public hearings in 2007 the SAHRC made extensive reference to this 
code of conduct presenting it as an example of good practice.  

“The SAHRC commends Agri-Western Cape, government departments and NGOs on their 
initiative to negotiate and agree on a wide ranging and progressive code of conduct. This 
requires further investigation to identify and overcome obstacles to successful implementation. 

This code of conduct commits members of Agri-Western Cape to comply with all relevant labour 
and tenure legislation, acknowledges the rights of workers to organise unions and undertakes to 
fight against all forms of discrimination. Perhaps more important than the undertakings 
themselves is the provision of a framework to monitor its implementation.”2  

A series of events in the Cape Winelands District, which we do not propose to discuss in this report, 
contributed to the breakdown of relations between organised agriculture and NGOs and the erosion of 
trust between farmers and government. This relationship has yet to be restored. 

In such a context, our approach to both the research and the civil rights education programme has been 
to try to lay the foundations for renewed dialogue between the parties. In this way we have attempted to 
generate solutions-oriented research findings. We have set out to clarify the complex set of factors which 
are driving change in the agricultural sector. This has required critical engagement with the received 
wisdom and totalising narratives about conditions in the agricultural sector in the Cape Winelands 
District. 

1.3.1 The perspective of organised agriculture 
Organised agriculture cites a mixture of economic and environmental factors as the key drivers of 
change. These include: 

• deregulation of the agricultural sector from 1989;  
• increasing international competition as a consequence of globalisation and the lifting of 

protective tariffs; 
• the subsequent restructuring of agricultural enterprises; 
• fluctuating exchange rates; 
• global recession; 
• a mounting cost/price squeeze in certain sectors resulting in sharply narrowed margins; 
• spiralling excise duties;   

                                                      
1 South African Human Rights Commission, 2007: 54. 
2 South African Human Rights Commission, 2007: 62. 
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• the high cost of compliance within a fast expanding regulatory environment; 
• concerns about tenure legislation which creates competing rights on the same piece of land.  

Organised agriculture argues that these factors necessarily result in changing labour processes which 
inevitably involve increasing casualisation and mechanisation in certain agricultural subsectors in order 
to keep agriculture competitive. At the same time, they dispute the assertion that widespread legal or 
illegal evictions from farms are continuing. They argue that living and working conditions on the majority 
of farms meet or exceed agreed standards and that there is considerable oversight of this by labour 
inspectors and export chains. 

1.3.2 NGO, legal aid and union perspectives 
The starting point of NGOs and unions is to secure and defend the socio-economic rights of farm workers 
and dwellers. These are promoted primarily through policy and legislation which aims to promote fair 
labour practice and tenure security.  

• NGOs and unions argue that legislation is poorly implemented and fails to adequately check 
abuse and arbitrary dismissal and eviction.  

• They highlight inadequate government responses to the needs and plight of farm workers.   
• NGO campaigns focus on:  

o improving poor living and working conditions on farms;  
o addressing the particular concerns of women who live and work there;  
o  combating unequal, exploitative and paternalistic social relations between farm owners 

and their employees wherever these are to be found;  
o access to legal representation; 
o access to emergency housing and shelter and support for evicted workers; 
o the lack of regulation of labour brokers. 

• Unions express concerns about:  
o the right to organise on farms; 
o levels of remuneration for farm workers;  
o unregulated labour broking and victimisation of those engaged in union activity;  
o occupational health and safety of workers working with pesticides and toxic substances. 

• NGOs like PASSOP3 focus on protecting the rights of vulnerable foreign migrants working in the 
agricultural sector. 

1.4 Revising the TOR 
Given the lack of robust data on evictions and the difficulty of reliably establishing the extent, nature and 
impact of evictions in the CWDM, we negotiated amendment to the TOR in order to conduct five linked 
research enquiries. There was a general agreement to reframe the research to enable a broader focus 
on the factors influencing the movement on and off farms and changing labour processes.  

The research process was refocused around: 

• a desktop study analysing the changing agricultural economy in the District;  
• a survey of 50 farms involving interviews with employers and workers which aims to profile 

conditions and measure the movement on and off farms over the last five years; 
• key informant interviews with a range of role-players; 
• an assessment of evictions cases which have gone before the courts; 

                                                      
3 People Against Suffering, Suppression, Oppression and Poverty. 
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• life histories of evicted farm workers and dwellers.  

2 Overview of the research findings 

2.1 Change in the agricultural sector 
Western Cape agriculture is relatively more labour-intensive than agriculture in the rest of the country, 
and the industry is a significant employer. Wesgro has calculated that a 5% growth in the value of its 
exports could create almost 23 000 jobs (41% of these would be in primary agriculture and the balance 
in related upstream economic activities). However, the sector has a strong outward marketing focus, 
making it vulnerable to exchange rate fluctuations, market situations, and changes in input costs. 

2.1.1 Challenges in obtaining accurate agricultural statistics 
Difficulties were experienced in obtaining accurate agricultural statistics for the CWDM region. However, 
some information could be extracted from National Agricultural Census data in respect of individual 
magisterial districts that originally made up the CWDM area.  

However, although National Census reports are available from Stats SA for the years 1993, 2002 and 
2007, recent commercial agriculture censuses have declined in terms of frequency and depth of 
coverage. The most accurate CWDM area data is only available until 2002; subsequent information in 
this section of the report mainly had to be drawn from producer-related organisations, where data tends 
to be collected for production regions rather than for areas of administration.  

2.1.2 Agricultural employment in the CWDM 
The CWDM accounts for some 38% of the Western Cape farm output, yet provides for 47% of provincial 
regular employment in agriculture, and 54% of casual or seasonal farm employment. These higher 
employment figures reflect the relative labour intensity of CWDM enterprises. 

There are just over 46 000 permanent employees in the CWDM and just less than 67 000 seasonal 
workers. The Worcester district is particularly important for permanent agricultural employment, 
accounting for nearly one third of some 46 000 permanently-employed farm workers within the CWDM. 
Ceres (with its large deciduous fruit farms), Paarl and Stellenbosch make up a further 49% of permanent 
farm labour  

Table 1: CWDM regional permanent employment on farms 

Magisterial district Full-time employees

 Male Female Total Distribution % Ave. per farm 

Ceres 5 256 1 964 7 220 15.7 44.8 

Montagu 1 004 353 1 357 2.9 9.4 

Paarl 6 009 3 222 9 231 20.1 25.4 

Robertson 2 496 1 023 3 519 7.6 17.1 

Stellenbosch 3 928 2 344 6 272 13.6 21.3 

Tulbagh 1 114 434 1 548 3.4 14.9 

Wellington 1 576 768 2 344 5.1 17.6 

Worcester 8 571 5 951 14 522 31.6 27.7 

CWDM TOTAL 29 954 16 059 46 013 100.0 23.8 
Source: Based on data from Agricultural Censuses, Stats SA 
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The distribution of seasonal/ casual farm employment on a district basis appears to closely follow that of 
permanent agricultural employment.  

Table 2: CWDM regional casual/seasonal employment on farms 

Magisterial district Casual or seasonal employees
 Male Female Total Distribution % Ave. per farm 

Ceres 7 662 5 323 12 985 19.4 80.7 

Montagu 1 125 892 2 017 3.0 14.0 

Paarl 5 717 9 405 15 122 22.6 41.7 

Robertson 2 350 2 590 4 940 7.4 24.0 

Stellenbosch 3 653 4 518 8 171 12.2 27.7 

Tulbagh 642 1 150 1 792 2.7 17.2 

Wellington 2 057 4 087 6 144 9.2 46.2 

Worcester 6 142 9 570 15 712 23.5 29.9 

CWMD TOTAL 29 348 37 535 66 883 100.0 34.6 
Source: Based on data from Agricultural Censuses, Stats SA 

2.1.3 Employment in viticulture and deciduous fruit 
Viticulture and deciduous fruit are by far the most important and labour intensive components of farm 
industry in the region. Of these two major enterprise groups, wine grape production, at a primary or on-
farm level, probably employs nearly 27% of permanent farm labour or 12 700 permanent labourers 
within the CWDM region (VinPro data indicates that there is an industry average of 5.4ha per permanent 
farm worker). The desk research conducted suggests that an equivalent figure for the deciduous fruit 
sector is no more than 9 500 permanent workers. Any change to the wine grape sector is therefore likely 
to have a bigger effect on CWDM employment than a sub-sector change in the deciduous fruit industry 
would have. 

2.1.4 Highly variable ratios between permanent and seasonal employment 
What is of interest is a large variation of the ratio of permanent workers to seasonal farm workers within 
the CWDM. Whereas the average figure for the whole area is 0.69 permanent workers to every person 
employed on-farm in a casual or seasonal capacity, this ratio ranges from a low 0.38 in the Wellington 
district, to a high O.92 in the Worcester area (Table 3). 

Table 3: CWDM regional casual/seasonal employment on farms 

Magisterial district Permanent
workers 

Seasonal
workers 

Ratio of permanent  
workers 

Wellington  2 344 6 144 0.38 
Ceres 7 220 12 985 0.56 
Paarl 9 231 15 122 0.61 
Montagu 1 357 2 017 0.67 
Robertson 3 519 4 940 0.71 
Stellenbosch 6 272 8 171 0.77 
Tulbagh 1 548 1 792 0.86 
Worcester  14 522 15 712 0.92 
CWMD TOTAL 46 013 66 883 0.69

Source: Based on data from Agricultural Census (2002), Stats SA 
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2.1.5 Decreasing farm numbers – increasing size of farming units 
The decreasing number of farming units (currently just under 2 000) reflects a national and provincial 
trend of more efficient farms buying out others, with a consequent increase in the average size of farms. 

2.1.6 Plummeting margins in the wine grape sector 
Farm gross margins have plummeted compared to those earlier in the last decade, mainly due to 
fluctuating Rand performance and lower export realisations. Study group data from VinPro clearly shows 
the drop-off in wine grape production profitability since 2004 despite concomitant increases in average 
yields. In fact, profit margins have decreased by more than 50% since the 2004 harvest year. 

Table 4: Average income, expenditure and profitability levels for the primary wine grape industry (all areas) 

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
Ave. price per ton (Rand) 2 383 1 916 1 763 1 766 1 807 2 113
Ave yield per ha. (tons) 13.11 13.79 15.34 15.58 16.31 15.55
Producer income (R/ha) 31 236 26 424 27 043 27 513 29 479 32 857
       
Direct cost (R/ha) 2 459 2 426 2 391 2 482 2 855 3 463
Labour cost (R/ha) 6 317 6 590 6 878 6 949 6 956 7 905
Mechanisation cost (R/ha) 2 667 2 852 3 004 3 219 3 533 4 022
Other overhead costs (R/ha) 2 778 3 142 3 326 3 367 3 357 3 649
Annual cash expenditure (R/ha) 14 221 15 010 15 599 16 017 16 702 19 039
       
Farm gross margin (R/ha) 17 015 11 414 11 444 11 496 12 777 13 818
       
Provision for capital replacement (R/ha) 4 779 5 633 5 733 6 108 6 876 7 541
       
Net farming income (R/ha) 12 236 5 781 5 711 5 388 5 901 6 277

Source: Financial position of SA Wine Grape Producers, VinPro, 2010 

Farm level economic performance differs from area to area. Currently the Stellenbosch and Paarl areas 
are under particular economic pressure. This is of particular concern in respect of this study, as these 
areas account for 33.6% of permanent farm labour in the CWDM and for 34.8% of seasonal or casual 
workers.  

2.1.7 Key changes in the viticulture sector 
Farmers have responded to legislative and economic changes through some re-structuring of their 
businesses.  

The apparent increasing utilisation of casual labour runs parallel to the rising introduction of mechanical 
grape harvesters and other capital substitution measures. Grape harvesters represent important 
advantages for farmers. Not only do they represent a significant reduction in labour costs – one machine 
may replace as many at 70 workers per 12 hour shift, but they also offer important quality advantages, 
enabling farmers to harvest quickly when sugar levels are right, or at night to make sure grapes are cool. 

In 1995 a total of 95 machines were recorded for the whole industry. A year later this figure already 
stood at 144 – an increase of 52%. In the 1997 survey of 104 farms, 36% of producers made use of 
mechanical harvesters (Ewert et al. 1998). A VinPro spokesperson recently estimated that as many as 
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50% of growers made use of mechanical harvesters. Diffusion may have slowed down, but there is no 
reason to believe that it has come to a halt, especially with current softening of interest rates. 

A further measure farmers have resorted to is to make greater use of casual or seasonal labour. It is 
difficult to project future trends in this regard, as it would appear that this switch has already been 
largely made. 

No district of the CWDM has been able to replace 5% of their total wine grape vineyards over the last two 
years (an industry rule of thumb is that a vineyard lasts for 20 years and therefore 5% should be 
replanted every year to maintain sustainable output). Particularly worrying is the fact that 27% of the 
area under white wine grapes is older than 20 years (white wine grapes account for 56% of vineyard 
area), and 14% are between 16 and 20 years old. This presents a serious future concern for both the 
industry and for labour, as a major re-planting programme (ultimately out of necessity) will severely 
decrease short- to medium-term industry output. 

2.1.8 Relative stability in the deciduous fruit sector 
Deciduous fruit production appears to be relatively stable. Industry data reflects that intensive orchard 
replacement in major fruit types has taken place since 1995. With respect to apples, annual new 
plantings indicate more than a replacement of older orchards but the planting of new cultivars could 
boost production output (and harvest labour requirement) in the future. Pear orchards under good 
management are productive beyond 25 years and a relatively high ratio of new plantings also indicates 
increased production volumes in the short term. The life expectancy of stone fruit orchards is 18 years. 
Nectarines and plums, as well as table grapes, reflect a high percentage of new plantings, and therefore 
(unlike the case of wine grapes) there should be market stability over the next five years or so. 

Due to inadequacies of available statistics, the probable CWDM deciduous fruit on-farm employment 
profile has only been calculated on a basis of direct proportionate area to national fruit production area. 

Table 5: Probable CWDM fruit industry on-farm employment by sector 
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CWDM 2009 production (ha) 5 318 6 088 372 3 273 2 182 10 821 28 054
5 year change (ha planted) -92 -515 -106 -522 -146 1 854 -1912
Annual % change over 5 years -1.1 -5.7 -19.2 -11.5 -4.3 5.1 -3.5 
SA industry employment               
 (permanent labourer equivalents) 28 540 14 921 4 745 10 872 5 443 33 435 97 956
Probable CWDM employment               
 (permanent labourer equivalents) 7 193 7 944 482 4 263 2 810 15 379 38 070
CWDM employment distribution % 18.9 20.9 1.3 11.2 7.4 40.4 100.0 

Source: Calculated by analysis of DFPT Tree Census, 2009 and Sub-sector study: Deciduous Fruit, National Marketing Council, 2007 

2.1.9 Current uncertainty in the agricultural sector 
The emergence of a Green Paper on the future way ahead for land reform is expectantly awaited. In its 
absence, rumours of future strategies and policies abound, compounding industry fears and suspicions. 

2.1.10 The danger of generalisations about agricultural production 
The agricultural sector in CWDM is complex and dynamic. Some producers have been positioned to make 
good use of access to world markets, usually those in particular niches. However, for the majority of 
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producers, the deregulation of agricultural markets combined with increasing domestic regulation have 
posed significant challenges. These forces on producers are acknowledged across the board. 

A report by the British NGO War on Want report highlights local work and living conditions are affected by 
global markets: 

“The power of the few supermarkets that dominate the UK wine market means that they have 
the ability to squeeze suppliers to ensure lower prices on their products. The price for cheaper 
wine is, however, ultimately paid by workers struggling on poverty wages in the vineyards. Small-
scale producers have to reduce their costs in order to survive, and in turn are often forced to 
reduce their permanent workforce. The volatility of the wine industry means that when wine 
producers lose valuable contracts at short notice, letting go of their workers is one of the most 
effective ways of cutting costs.”4  

The economic health and market determinants of the different agricultural sectors varies widely. Even 
within a particular subsector there are significant regional variations.  

2.1.11 Preliminary conclusions 
The study notes that CWDM farm income increased by 27% in real terms (after inflation) between 1993 
and 2002, yet regular employment fell by 2%. At the same time casual or seasonal labour increased by 
45% for the same period. This was significantly higher than the provincial increase of 27%.This suggests 
an overall increase in agricultural work opportunities in the District, but illustrates a significant shift in 
the character of labour demand.  

This also poses challenges for local municipalities which have to supply services to fluctuating and 
mobile populations. The mobility of casual and seasonal labour also makes it much more difficult to 
regulate.  

A reported undersupply of workers in some sectors at peak season is opening up the labour market to 
the hiring of migrant workers from other countries such as Lesotho and Zimbabwe. Securing access to 
sources of casual labour which are regarded as productive and reliable by labour brokers and employers 
has contributed to contestation over local casual labour market share. Together with other factors, this 
contestation has contributed to conflict in certain areas. 

Overall this study suggests that the District and its constituent local municipalities need to develop much 
more systematic and localised understandings of changing agricultural labour processes and their 
implications for local development planning, service delivery and conflict risk. 

2.2 Key findings from the survey of 50 farm owners 
Soreaso was contracted by Phuhlisani to conduct a random survey of 50 farms located within the five 
municipal areas within the CWDM, i.e. Breede Valley, Breederiver Winelands, Drakenstein, Stellenbosch 
and Witzenberg. 

Structured interviews for both farmers and farm workers formed the basis of the survey. Two 
questionnaires were designed, one for interviews with the farmers, and another for the interviews with 
the farm workers currently living on the randomly selected farms. 

                                                      
4 Sour Grapes: South African Wine Workers and British Supermarket Power. War on Want. February 2009. 
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2.2.1 Survey enterprise split 
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 livestock (N=2), a bee farm and another that 
grows feed crops. 

2.2.2 Changing labour processes 
A total of 80% of the selected farms make use of seasonal workers, 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.  

Just over half (55%) of farmers source their seasonal labour on an individual basis, while 38% employ 
the services of labour brokers. Some farmers report that they prefer to get their workers on individual 
basis because they don’t really trust the labour brokers. According to some farmers, the labour brokers 
do not pay the workers what they deserve.  

The sourcing of labour appears to be linked to location. In the smaller towns farmers report that it is easy 
to get the same people to work for them every year. And in some cases farmers reported sharing the 
work force in order to avoid using labour brokers. 

On the farms surveyed, almost 60% of the casual labour was sourced on an individual basis and persons 
were contracted from the areas immediately surrounding the farms. In some cases the farmers made 
use of unemployed people already living on the farm. 

2.2.3 On-farm populations 
Forty three farmers were able to indicate the number of people living on the farm at the time of the 
interviews. For the 86% of farms the mean number of people living on the farms was 74.5. The minimum 
was eight persons and the maximum was 450 people per farm.5 

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. 

2.2.4 Provision of housing and services 
In 84% of cases, the farmer was responsible for the maintenance of the houses provided to workers. The 
survey found that 68% of farmers interviewed have a formal housing agreement with the workers living 
on their farms. In 26% of cases farmers do not have 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 labour 
contracts of the workers. In most cases the farmers report that there is a verbal agreement with the 
workers that they can live on the farm for as long as they work there.  

In 38% of cases, the farmer is responsible for the payment of electricity of farm worker households. In 
42% of cases, the farmer and the farm workers share the responsibility. In a small minority of cases, 
farm workers reported that they were solely responsible for this cost.  

Farmers reported that electricity is the highest service expense that they have with regards to their 
workers. One farmer noted that farmers do not get any rebates on electricity despite the fact that they 
pay almost 24% more for electricity than ordinary South Africans. 

Due to electricity becoming so expensive, more farmers are looking into the option of having workers pay 
for their own electricity usage. Some farmers spoke about having prepaid electrical boxes installed into 

                                                      
5 The median for number of people living on farms is 41. 
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their workers’ houses. Passing on this expense to the farm workers will increase their vulnerability as 
their income is already very limited. 

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

2.2.5 Housing occupied by people not working on the farm 
In 64% of cases farmers, reported that they had people living in housing on their farms who are not 
working on the farm. A total of 24% of farms surveyed had one house occupied by people who do not 
work on the farm. On three farms surveyed, the owners reported that there were respectively 14, 18 and 
25 houses occupied by people who do not work on the farm.  

2.2.6 Compliance with labour regulations 
The survey indicates that the overwhelming majority of farmers are very aware of their compliance 
responsibilities in terms of labour law. Increasingly, larger farmers make use of labour consultants to 
handle their human resources management and deal with labour disputes. Some farmers reported that 
these new labour practices take up a lot of their time in terms of administration, hence this shift to 
outsourcing of many compliance related human resource management functions. 

2.2.7 Diversification 
Many of the farms have diversified their operations and have more than one type of business on the 
farm. Farmers explained that it was this diversification which was creating demands for more labour. 
Some of this labour was supplied by labour brokers, but a significant number of farmers preferred to 
source their own labour. It was also found that, although most have their core businesses, many farmers 
are experimenting with other types of crops in an effort to ensure a sustainable and steady income 
throughout the year. However, only 12% of the farms indicated that they are busy for a full year.  

2.2.8 Movement off farms 
The greatest majority of farms which reported people leaving in the previous five years have had only one 
person leave. Almost 20% of the farms did not have any movement off the farm over the previous 5 
years. One farm had 30 people who moved to RDP6 housing in the nearby town, but it was reported 
these people are all still working on the farm. In two other cases, 10 and 12 people respectively moved 
off the farms into RDP housing in town, but these people were also still working on the farm.  

In other instances where individual people had moved off the farms, 43.6% indicated that they quit 
because they got 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 to have resulted in a legal court eviction and 
another in an out-of-court settlement. The greatest majority (38.5%) of people who moved off the farms 
moved to another farm, or to the nearby town (12.8%).  

2.2.9 Owners preferences for worker on/off farm settlement  
When the farmers were asked about their preferred long term settlement arrangements for farm 
workers, 63.3% felt that farm workers should remain on farms. They felt that the farm was safer and 
better for farm workers. Some farmers expressed concern that workers would not be able to afford life in 
town and that they could 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.  

                                                      
6 Reconstruction and Development Programme. 
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Those farmers who preferred workers 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 enable them to become more independent. Farmers also 
mentioned improved access to services such as schools and clinics as reasons for farm workers to live in 
town. One farmer argued that the time for giving people houses on farms were over. 

2.2.10 Knowledge of tenure legislation and eviction procedures 
A total of 68% of the farmers surveyed indicated that they felt that they had enough information to deal 
with tenure issues and eviction procedures. 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 and that they needed to be very objective and neutral. Extensive 
knowledge of the farming sector and on labour laws in South Africa were identified as prerequisites for 
people sitting on such a structure. Farmers proposed Agri-Western Cape, the Department of Agriculture, 
the Department of Labour, local municipalities, farm workers’ unions and farmers’ unions as some of the 
main roleplayers which could participate in such a structure.  

2.3 Key findings from the survey of farm workers on 50 farms 
A total number of 191 farm workers living and working on the 50 farms were interviewed. The majority of 
the respondents were male (82.2%). However the survey indicated that 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. 

The workers were randomly selected from a list of workers provided by the farmer. However, the names 
on the lists provided were predominantly those of male farm workers with employment contracts on the 
farm. This has contributed to a strong male gender bias among the respondents; something which is a 
weakness in the survey process. To ensure a more equitable gender balance requires a more purposive 
approach to sampling. 

Despite the gender bias, the random sampling ensured that the research team did not speak to 
preselected respondents who could have been coached in their responses 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. Farm workers spoke frankly about different aspects of their life and work on 
farms.  

2.3.1 Housing and related services on the farms 
Almost all (98.4%) of the respondents reported living in formal accommodation on the farms. Only three 
respondents indicate 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. A total of 10.5% of respondents indicated that both the farmer and the worker household 
were responsible for the maintenance of the house. Overall 60.7% of the respondents indicated that 
their homes were well maintained. Table 6 summarises detailed responses to this question. 

Table 6: Condition of workers’ houses on survey farms 

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 
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Total 183 95.8 
System 8 4.2 
Total 191 100.0 

 

A total of 48.7% indicated that they have a flush toilet connected to a sewerage system inside their 
dwellings. A further 28.3% have flush toilets connected to septic tanks inside their dwellings. Fifteen 
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.  

Almost all (94.8%) of the respondent have electricity in their dwellings, while 4.2% of the respondents do 
not have any electricity in their dwellings.  

Table 7: Access to electricity 

 

 

 

 

2.3.2 Registration on municipal housing lists 
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 who are registered are registered at a municipality in 
the Cape Winelands District Municipality’s (CWDM) area. A total of 36.4% are registered in the 
Stellenbosch municipal area and 31.8% are registered in the Langeberg municipal area. 

2.3.3 Education standards 
A total of 8% of the respondents did not have any form of formal education, whereas 50% of the 
respondents only had a primary school qualification. Only 6.3% (N=12) of the respondents had a Grade 
12 qualification. 

All the respondents were permanently employed on the farms where they live. A total of 76.4% of the 
respondents were employed as general labourers; 11.5% were employed as supervisors, and 11 
respondents indicated that they were employed as machine operators, such as tractor drivers.  

2.3.4 Remuneration 
The South African Department of Labour set the minimum wage as R284 per week per farm workers, as 
from 1 March 2010. This amounts to R1 231 per month.7 A total of 61.3% of the respondents reported 
earning between R501 and R1 500 per month. A further 27.7% earned a monthly income of between 
R1 501 and R2 500. Note that the framing of this question did not allow the survey team to identify 
those who reported that they were paid under the minimum wage; something which was a flaw in the 
survey design. However given the awareness of the sectoral determination by employers (and many 
workers), coupled the compliance incentives for producers in these export-oriented sectors, 
underpayment does not appear to be a significant issue. 

  

                                                      
7 www.labour.gov.za 

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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Table 8: Monthly income 

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 – R5 000 1 .5 98.4 
R5 001 and more 3 1.6 100.0 

Total 191 100.0  
 

2.3.5 Time living and working on the farm 
The mean number of years people had been working on the farm was 13.71 years. A large proportion of 
people (62.3%) indicated that they had been working on the farm 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. In 27.7% of cases, respondents indicated that they grew up on the farm. When asked why they 
lived on the farm, the greatest majority (35.6%) of respondents noted that they had to live on the farm in 
order to work on the farm.  

Respondents had markedly different perspectives on whether they would be able to stay on the current 
farm if they were to lose their jobs. In 40.3% of cases, respondents indicated that they would be allowed 
to stay. 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. However 38.7% did 
not believe that they would be allowed to stay on at the farm if they lost their jobs.  

2.3.6 Attitudes to 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. 

2.3.7 Movement on and off farm 
In 39.8% of cases, the farm workers interviewed were of the view that the number of people on the farm 
has stayed the same over the previous five years. Whereas 26.2% of workers indicated that the number 
of families on the farm has increased, 22.5% were of the view that the number of families on the farm is 
less than it was in 2005. 

The main reason respondents cited for people moving off the farm was people deciding to move to town 
(24.6%). Twelve cases were reported where people were instructed to leave the farm. Of the 12 cases, 
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three were said to be legal evictions with a court order and another three were settlements out of court. 
In the other six cases the people either did not know what happened (N=4) or they did not answer (N=2). 

In 38.2% of cases other workers have moved into the house after it was vacated by the previous 
occupants. In four cases the houses were demolished after they were vacated. Only one case was 
reported where the house is still standing empty. Respondents reported that in the majority of cases the 
people who left the farm had resettled on other farms in the immediate area. 

2.4 Main trends identified from both sets of interviews 

2.4.1 Increasing use of labour brokers and labour consultants 
One half of the farmers interviewed indicated that labour processes and practices are changing. Many 
also indicate they need more labour as a consequence of diversification. One of the main changes in the 
labour process was the use of labour brokers to source casual workers. While 55% of farmers still source 
their seasonal labour on an individual basis, almost 40% now employ the services of labour brokers. 

At the same time, many of the larger farmers report hiring labour consultants to ensure their compliance 
with labour regulations and human resource (HR) requirements both in respect to permanent and casual 
workers. These consultants put in place performance management systems, deal with Unemployment 
Insurance Fund and Workers’ Compensation matters, put in employee record systems, and document 
disciplinary procedures. Some farmers argue that the creation of this paper trail may result in more 
formal disciplinary procedures which in turn may result in dismissals. They compare this to the previous 
era where they said that the owners and the employee would sort things out simply by talking about the 
problem.  

Whatever the reality, there is no doubt that labour regulations are increasingly widely enforced on farms 
in the Cape Winelands in both the wine grape and deciduous fruit sectors. At the same time casual 
labour is increasingly being sourced through suppliers of short-term contract labour. Farmers on larger 
holdings outsource their HR management functions to professional labour consultants who ensure that 
employers’ interests are protected through the drafting of employee contracts and the provision of HR 
management services. 

2.4.2 The linkage between labour disputes and evictions 
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. The latter appears to follow from the 
former.  

In the minds of most farmers, workers who are dismissed after the proper labour procedures have been 
followed will have to leave the farm, according to their labour agreement, failing which steps would be 
taken to evict them. Both farmers and workers responded with information on dismissals and 
resignations in answer to questions on evictions. The definition of eviction does not seem clear to either 
of the parties.  

While ESTA was promulgated “to facilitate legally secure tenure for people living on land belonging to 
someone else”, de facto, appears that it is labour legislation and related processes around contracts of 
employment and dismissals which practically regulate the right to stay on such land.  

Against this background, it is not surprising that in the minds of many workers there is no difference 
between being dismissed after a breach in a labour contract and being evicted. The distinction between 
rights associated with tenure security and the prevention of arbitrary eviction and those associated with 
labour relations has become blurred and difficult to disentangle. 
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2.4.3 Movement of farm workers currently living on farms 
The overwhelming majority of permanent farm worker 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 had moved 
during the period in question. When these six respondents were asked why they moved from the 
previous farm, they indicated that they moved to look for another job.  

One respondent indicated that he had moved in the past five years because he was fired from the 
previous farm due to being intoxicated at work, while another respondent moved because he had a fight 
with the owner of the previous farm. A third respondent indicated that he moved simply because he did 
not want to stay on the previous farm anymore, but did not provide reasons. Another person indicated 
that he moved because he was looking for better living conditions. None of the respondents who had 
moved over the previous five years specifically stated that they had relocated as a result of being evicted. 

2.5 ESTA and PIE – reviewing the legal process 
A scoping study was commissioned to assess what data was available to assess the number of evictions 
which had gone through the courts in the Cape Winelands District and to examine whether this would 
contribute to an understanding of the extent of people evicted following a legal process. 

This study began by examining the two legal routes which can be followed to secure evictions: 

• the Extension of Security of Tenure Act 62 of 1997; 
• the Prevention of Illegal Eviction from and Unlawful Occupation of Land Act 19 of 1998 (PIE). 

An application for authority to evict in terms of ESTA regulations begins with the submission of notices of 
intention to apply for an eviction order in terms of Section 9(2)d to the municipality, the Department of 
Rural Development and Land Reform (DRDLR), and the farm dwellers concerned. If the case proceeds to 
court (usually the local magistrate’s court) and an eviction order is granted, the case is automatically 
reviewed by the Land Claims Court (LCC). 

If an employer or landowner seeks an eviction order through PIE, different procedures are followed. 
Section 4(2) applications (or Section 5 applications for urgent cases) must be submitted to the relevant 
magistrate’s court, and in terms of section 4(2) of PIE, written notice of the proceedings must be served 
by the court on the occupier and the municipality having jurisdiction over the area 14 days before the 
hearing takes place. 

The notices of intent to evict were designed to enable monitoring of legal evictions and enable different 
spheres of government to respond appropriately.  

2.5.1 A widespread failure to monitor evictions cases and outcomes 
The most striking finding from this research is that no-one appears to be routinely recording the 
outcomes of all applications for evictions from farms in terms of ESTA or PIE. This echoes a similar 
finding by South African Human Rights Commission in 2008 that: 

“There is inadequate collection and reporting of data on legal and illegal evictions. Despite the 
legal requirement of section 9 of ESTA which requires owners to inform the DLA when they 
terminate the right of residence of an occupier, no such information has been presented to the 
hearings or in DLA annual reports. The availability of this information (or the lack of it) would 
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have provided an indicator of compliance with the law, the scale of legal evictions and the 
possible ratio between legal and illegal evictions in any district.”8  

2.5.2 Examining the DRDLR ESTA database 
The District Office of the Department of Rural Development and Land reform provided us with access to 
its database (Cape Winelands: Report on ESTA Interventions) for the years 2005 to the present (March 
2010). There are 347 cases recorded in the data base but, upon analysis, it appeared that outcomes 
were available for just 27.  

How PIE farm evictions are recorded is uncertain. It does not seem as if the DRDLR has a different 
database for PIE-related evictions from farms. The housing department at District level focuses on 
evictions from rental stock or illegal structures, but it does not appear to keep records which indicate 
whether applications for evictions from farms are brought in terms of PIE.   

A variety of other sources were approached with respect to eviction statistics. No reliable figures were 
immediately available from any source. 

2.5.3 Illustrating the challenge of data collection 
Data from an academic research study in which the researcher reviewed three years of court records 
(2006–2008) at the Stellenbosch Magistrate’s Court revealed the immense challenges, time and 
expense in obtaining data for analysis. Because files relating to ESTA evictions are not marked as such, 
these files had to be located by searching all the civil court records. This involved checking through total 
of 6 607 case files to find just 45 ESTA cases (0.68%). Of these ESTA cases, seven case files were empty 
or incomplete (15.5% of the files discovered).  

The work to discover the 47 files took 20 weeks. The researcher and her two assistants each put in 
about 10 hours a week, making a total of about 30 hours per week. A total of 600 person hours was 
required, which works out to just over 13 hours per file discovered.  

Finding data for a long term review is made more difficult by the fact that case files held by the 
magistrate’s courts are either archived or destroyed after five years. This meant that case files for 2005 
are already unavailable.  

2.5.4 Implications of the research findings 
Despite having invested in the drafting and promulgation of tenure legislation consistent with 
constitutional imperatives, there has been a widespread monitoring failure of the cases and their 
outcomes processed in terms of these new laws.  

Admittedly the process of monitoring is made relatively complex by the requirement to track each case 
through a fairly protracted legal process. This includes:  

• the submission of a Section 9(2)d form to the municipality, the DRDLR, and the farm dwellers 
concerned notifying them of the intention to proceed with eviction proceedings; 

• steps to obtain legal representation through the Land Rights Management Facility, the Legal Aid 
Board or an NGO or legal advice clinic; 

• the outcome of the court proceedings or out of court settlements which may be reached; 
• the referral of the case to the Land Claims Court for automatic review; 
• the findings of the LCC review which either confirms or sets aside the order made by the 

magistrate; 

                                                      
8 South African Human Rights Commission, 2007: 46. 
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• the communication of the LCC findings back to the magistrate, the farmer and the persons facing 
eviction proceedings. 

This process may take a couple of years or more during which time people’s lives are likely to have 
moved on. The extent to which this elaborate process really protects rights is debatable. The cost of the 
legal process is an incentive for the parties to reach an out-of-court settlement which will remain invisible 
to the local district municipality where displaced workers will end up. 

2.6 Losing home – the consequences of evictions 
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, NGOs and legal aid facilities actively 
working in the respective towns. 

2.6.1 Social relations on farms 
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:  

“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:  
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“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. 

2.6.2 The process of eviction 
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 40 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. 
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“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 farmers 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.  

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 apply pressure to 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.” 

2.6.3 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.” 
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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.” 

“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.” 

2.6.4 Impacts of eviction 
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 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 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 
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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 
unemployed 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 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.  

2.6.5 Inadequate institutional responses 
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. The broader research process highlights how very few farm workers are 
registered on local housing lists and how municipalities appear reluctant to make emergency housing 
available as they fear this will spark local conflict and allegations of queue jumping. 

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. However, as 
we examine in the conclusions below there appears to be national uncertainty concerning state policy 
towards farm workers and dwellers. Until this has been clarified, it seems likely that the current situation 
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will persist to the detriment of those whose tenure remains insecure and conditional on continued 
employment. 

2.6.6 The continuing vulnerability of farm workers and dwellers 
The five case studies 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.  

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. 

3 Conclusions: Implications for policy and practice 
In 2007 the Minister of Labour highlighted changes taking place with respect to agricultural labour 
processes and patterns of employment. He stated that:  

“Old arrangements and assumptions are being questioned, and new strategies for securing and 
managing labour are coming into being. These changes present those concerned with the living 
and working conditions of South African farm workers and farm dwellers with new challenges 
(which ask) what can be done to ensure that labour justice obtains in a labour market 
characterised by high degrees of casualisation and externalisation?”9 

These challenges are even more acute when we consider how to ensure tenure security for farm workers 
and dwellers. While it is clear that there are cases where people continue to be evicted and displaced 
from farms there is no hard, quantifiable and generalisable evidence of widespread eviction and 
displacement of farm workers over the last five years. It would take a much larger study to 
simultaneously survey on and off farm populations across the District to confidently assess the scale and 
extent of movement on and off farms. 

Our research has highlighted the continuity of a highly contested environment where different roleplayers 
present dramatically different versions of events. What emerges clearly from the research conducted is 
that: 

• Agricultural labour processes are changing. The population of permanent agricultural workers 
declined by 2% between 1993 and 2002. This decline will have contributed to movement off 
farms in this period and probably beyond it. 

• At the same time casual or seasonal labour increased by 45% for the same period. What is less 
clear is from where this labour is being sourced and the extent of the casual and seasonal 
workers recruited from within the District, neighbouring districts, other provinces and other 
countries in the region. 

                                                      
9 South African Human Rights Commission, 2007: 65. 
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• Farmers report that total agricultural employment opportunities are increasing as a result of 
increased diversification of agricultural enterprises. However, it seems as if this increase is 
almost exclusively met by causal labour. 

• Certain subsectors such as viticulture are investing in mechanised harvesting. This appears to 
be widespread. Key informants highlight this as a measure to protect farmers against the impact 
of industrial action at harvest time when there is a very limited window in which to harvest the 
crop. Mechanisation will limit casual labour uptake, but seems less likely to impact on 
permanent employment levels in the short term 

• Our survey evidence does not support the view that evictions and displacement of farm workers 
have been a widespread phenomenon across the 50 farms in the last five years.  

• The survey points to a relatively stable permanent workforce which on larger farms is 
increasingly managed with the assistance of labour consultants to ensure compliance with 
labour legislation. This suggests that on farm labour has stabilised since the earlier period where 
the data indicates that shedding of permanent labour took place coupled with movement off 
farms.  

• The survey indicates that 60.7% of respondents stated that their homes were well maintained 
and that there is good access to electricity, water and, to a lesser extent, sanitation. At the same 
it is clear that there is a minority of workers who continue to live in poor conditions which are not 
being adequately addressed. 

• Government policy on farm worker housing appears inadequate and unutilised. 
• There is no systematic attempt to register farm dwellers on municipal housing lists. 
• The survey highlights the blurring of labour and tenure rights where dismissal is likely to result in 

a demand to leave the farm. Evictions are increasingly triggered by CCMA [Commission for 
Conciliation, Mediation and Arbitration] processes. 

• There is a widespread failure to effectively monitor evictions and movement on and off farms. 
There are 347 eviction cases recorded in the DRDLR data base since 2005, but the results are 
known for just 27. We can establish very little from existing monitoring mechanisms about the 
extent of evictions and movement on and off farms in the District. This is problematic because it 
privileges anecdotal estimates of the extent of evictions and displacement. 

• Case recording procedures, which appear to vary from court to court, make it time-consuming 
and expensive to monitor legal evictions. Even when case files are available, monitoring is made 
more complex by the process of automatic review where the case must be followed to the Land 
Claims Court and back to the magistrate’s court, and back to the parties in the original case. The 
long time delay may result in the findings of the automatic review to be of limited consequence 
as the parties are likely to have moved on with their lives. 

• Where workers and their families are evicted or displaced from farms, our case studies highlight 
the devastating impact on their lives. Persons evicted experience acute social dislocation and 
vulnerability. They struggle to obtain shelter and employment.  

• The case studies also highlight 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.   

• Very few farm workers are registered on local housing lists and municipalities appear reluctant to 
make emergency housing available as they fear this will spark local conflict and allegations of 
queue jumping. 
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4 Recommendations 
Our recommendations echo those put forward by the SAHRC report which noted that tenure security, 
safety and labour relations in farming communities “are of grave national concern”.  

The SAHRC noted that: 

“Piecemeal measures developed in isolation from one another will have little impact on the 
problems and challenges described above. It is clear that all spheres of government have a 
responsibility to articulate clear policies and develop integrated programmes to address the 
needs and concerns of farming communities. It is also clear the solutions must be derived in 
partnership and with the participation of all the key role players. This will require coherent and 
sustained measures to end the polarisation, hostility and mutual stereotyping that characterises 
much of the current discourse in the agricultural sector.”10 

The SAHRC recommended that the process adopted by Agri-Western Cape, together with government 
departments, municipalities, NGOs and unions to develop a Code of Conduct for Agriculture, be 
independently reviewed with a view: 

• to learn how the process was undertaken; 
• to identify ways to strengthen independent monitoring of the code to make this the basis for 

annual provincial reports produced by agricultural unions in partnership with NGOs and 
stakeholders. 

Unfortunately, as with many recommendations made in such reports, there is no evidence that any 
action has been taken. Implementation of this code of conduct has collapsed in the wake of deteriorating 
relationships between the parties. 

In our view, the SAHRC recommendation represents a significant opportunity for the CWDM to bring 
together its social partners to revisit the code of conduct and to help facilitate meaningful and sustained 
dialogue between organised agriculture, farm workers and dwellers, farm worker unions and the NGOs 
which advocate on their behalf. It may also be able to secure funding support from the SAHRC to pursue 
this further. 

In our view, the implementation of the code of conduct backed by agreed protocols for the declaration 
and handling of disputes represents the best chance for improved regulation of evictions and for 
securing investment to improve the lives and livelihoods of people living and working on farms. 

At the same time there needs to be a much greater focus on the regulation of seasonal labour and those 
providing labour broking services. This will need to include processes to minimise conflict risk in 
communities where foreign migrants form part of the pool of seasonal labour.   

It seems clear from the De Doorns incident where Zimbabwean workers were attacked in 2009, that the 
roots of this incident lay in contestation between local labour brokers, some of whom were also 
councillors, were able to use events to engineer political capital from local service delivery and labour 
grievances. Political parties and municipalities need to take initiatives to promote an inclusive human 
rights culture and to prevent opportunistic individuals from promoting conflict as a means of gaining local 
political support. 

                                                      
10 South African Human Rights Commission, 2007: 70. 
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Finally, the Cape Winelands District Municipality must ensure that its rural development strategy and 
Integrated Development Plan recognise and address the needs of farm workers which represent a 
sizeable, if historically invisible, constituency. As part of this process there should be a structured 
examination of on- and off-farm tenure security options for farm workers and dwellers to ensure that the 
social devastation of eviction and displacement will not be a feature of the District’s future. 
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Annexures: Detailed reports 
 

Annex 1: The initial status quo review 

Annex 2: Key trends in the agricultural economy of the Cape Winelands District Municipality: Implications 
for farm workers and dwellers 

Annex 3: Pilot study on farm worker movement and changes in farming practices 

Annex 4: What do we know about legal evictions? Assessing the feasibility of a review of cases of legal 
evictions from farms in the Cape Winelands District Municipality since 2005 

Annex 5: Life histories of evicted farm workers: Five case histories examined 


