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ABSTRACT 

 

Settlement of land restitution claims on 79 land parcels in the Levubu valley have led to 

seven claimant communities, each comprising several hundred households, taking 

ownership of export-oriented, irrigated sub-tropical fruit and nut plantations. These are now 

owned collectively through Communal Property Associations (CPAs). From 2005, joint 

ventures with private sector companies, deemed ‘strategic partnerships’, were established, 

with claimants due to receive benefits in the form of dividends, land rental and preferential 

employment as farm labourers. The joint ventures have since collapsed, and currently the 

farms are being operated by the CPAs themselves, through professional managers with 

experience of commercial fruit and nut production. Capital to maintain the plantations is in 

short supply, and all profits are re-invested, as is rental income; there have been very few 

payouts of cash to CPA members. Increasing numbers of farm workers are recruited from 

claimant communities, and the minimum wage for agriculture is paid. Conflicts have 

emerged within some of the communities, centred in part on the limited benefits received 

from restitution to date, and are reflected in disagreements within CPA decision-making 

processes on how the farming enterprises should be managed. At the heart of these conflicts 

is a tension between the social reproduction of claimants and farm workers (overlapping 

categories in many cases) and the need to either reproduce the capital base of the enterprise, 

or to expand it (i.e. engage in accumulation). This paper argues that these tensions arise 

most fundamentally from an unresolved ‘agrarian question of labour’ (Bernstein 2010) 

within capitalist agriculture. This suggests that questions can be raised about the feasibility 

of many of the ‘win-win’ solutions being offered in the context of large-scale land 

investments elsewhere in Africa. 

 

KEYWORDS: Agrarian change, political economy, livelihoods, farm workers, labour 

regime 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Restitution of land rights to seven claimant ‘communities’ in the Levubu Valley in 2005 

resulted in transfer of a valuable land asset and enterprises as going concerns to previously 

disadvantaged ‘communities’.  The enterprises were highly capitalized, export-oriented sub-

tropical fruit and nut plantations that were fully integrated into commodity markets with 

upstream and downstream linkages. The restoration of land rights on high value and capital 

intensive agricultural land poses a number of challenges to stakeholders. For both national 

government and the Limpopo provincial government, key concerns include creating and 

securing employment, sustaining the local economy, and combating perceptions that land 

reform is failing. Government thus insisted that the conditions through land restitution in 

Levubu would involve maintaining the large-scale commercial agriculture, albeit with a 

change of ownership. This would entail continuity in production systems supplying export 

markets, minimising job losses, and ensuring the continued profitability of enterprises. 

These conditions would secure substantive material benefits for the beneficiary members of 

the ‘communities’ and reduce the likelihood of project failure.  

 

The complexity of the existing large scale farming operations in Levubu and the high cost of 

production had implications for the new land owners. It required them to have farm 

management skills and access to operating capital. The government proposed that they 

collaborate of private sector, agribusiness companies and establish share equity joint 

ventures, strategic partnerships. As Derman et al (2010) have argued, government needed to 

address the political, economic and social imperatives for land reform. It proposed a ‘win-

win’ solution that secured the continuity of production and promised benefits to both the 

claimant communities and existing farm workers. The collaborative ‘win-win’ business 

models had a dual obligation, i.e. to maintain the scale and profitability of operations and to 

ensure benefits to both workers and beneficiary ‘communities’. 

 

Levubu has attracted the interest of many researchers (Fraser 2005, Derman et al 2010, 

Lahiff et.al 2012, Aliber et al, forth coming). The existing literature on agrarian change in 

South Africa tends to focus on labour regimes on large-scale commercial farms in general or 

on members of beneficiary communities receiving land through land reform; but little 

attention to capital-labour relations on those farms. The impact of these collaborative 

business models on the social reproduction of claimant ‘communities’ and the classes of 

labour which work the farms has received little scholarly attention. This paper explores the 

Levubu context and argues that there are inherent tensions within the farms managed under 

these business models. These tensions lie in the contradictory pressures for both capital 

accumulation and the social reproduction of labour (which arises from the fundamental 

capital-labour contradiction within capitalism) in large-scale agricultural commercial 

enterprises. These tensions, it is argued, are likely to arise elsewhere in Africa where ‘win-

win’ approaches in the form of joint-ventures or management contracts are proposed as a 

response to large-scale land acquisition. 
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METHODOLOGY 

 

This paper draws on ongoing doctoral research that utilises inter-connected approaches to 

understand the trajectories of the inclusive business models of farming in Levubu. It asks 

particular questions in relation to the livelihoods activities and sources of income of farm 

worker households. The inter-connectedness of the research design lies in the integration of 

both intensive and extensive methods of data gathering. This paper draws on data gathered 

extensively through ten key informant interviews, seven life histories of farm workers and 

farm managers, and fifteen in-depth interviews with CPA members, farm workers, and farm 

managers. The data is complemented by the authors’ work and research experience in 

Levubu as a land rights activist supporting communities to claim their land rights and later 

as a researcher with interests in land reform and rural livelihoods. The period of the author’s 

involvement with the land claimants between 1999 and 2005 and further research with the 

same communities from 2006 to date, afforded an extraordinary opportunity to gain insight 

into what Rutherford (2001) refers to as ‘local discourses’ and ‘official discourses’ as a 

‘participant observer’. Local discourses are understandings and knowledge which one 

acquires during encounters, meetings and events that occur when one lives in a sphere of 

research whereas ‘official discourses’ are overlapping forms of knowledge and practises that 

implement and shape policies, interventions and representations in socially powerful 

institutions. Participant observation provided “certain kinds of insight that is difficult to 

obtain in any other way” (Crehan 1997). This is advantageous in the sense that data 

gathering is not based on some hypothetical questioning but rather on events as the 

spontaneously occurred. Having worked in this area for a long time provides the benefit for 

retrospective approaches that track the changes that occurred over a time-scale but 

complemented with circumspective analysis which concentrates on the empirical 

investigation of the combinations of various modes of livelihoods for farm workers 

(Murray, 2002).  

 

‘LAND GRABBING’ AND THE AGRARIAN QUESTION OF LABOUR  

 

Land grabbing, large-scale land acquisitions, or large-scale land deals refer to a recent 

phenomenon which has sparked debate and wide ranging research initiatives to understand 

their nature and dynamics. A large-scale land deal can be seen as a framework under which 

deals between agribusiness corporations and governments, for purchase or lease of a 

designated area, take place. The deals often involve enclosure of land and/or dispossession 

of its previous users and establishment of new production and labour regimes (White et. al, 

2012). Vermeulen and Cotula (2010) attributes large-scale land acquisitions of agricultural 

land to the global renewed interest in agricultural investment in lower and middle income 

countries. Agribusinesses’ interest is in higher agricultural commodity prices and increase of 

returns from agricultural investment whereas governments are reported to be mostly 

concerned about the long-term food security and energy security (Cotula, 2012). Some 

locate the land grabbing debate within the context of the global ordering of international 

food production, circulation and consumption relations within specific institutionalized 

world historical conjuctures (McMichael 2012; McMichael 2009). Central to this view is the 

notion of “corporate food regime” which emerged after the 1980s, a neoliberal project 
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which encourages universal agro-exporting. The global land grab, is thus interpreted as an 

expression of food regime restructuring in the wake of the so-called triple crisis of finance, 

energy and food.  

 

Vermeulen and Cotula (2010) contend that the debate on ‘land grabbing’ pays less attention 

to alternative ways in which agricultural investments are structured. This view suggests the 

need for a nuanced understanding of other kinds of collaborative or ‘win-win’ arrangements 

between “large-scale investors and local small farmers and communities under models such 

as contract farming schemes, joint ventures, management contracts and new supply chain 

relationships” (Vermeulen and Cotula, 2010:3). These models are represented as a more 

appropriate form of development, especially in relation to productivity gains and 

employment (McMichael 2012). However, some scholars have raised concerns of the 

negative social impacts of the ‘land deals’ including loss of local rights to land, water, 

natural resources, local food security, and the risk that large-scale investments marginalize 

family farmers. Li (2011), for example, has noted that some of the recent land acquisitions 

have been driven by governments of food-importing nations which sought to secure a source 

of supply, and by speculators who aim to hold land for future profits.  

 

The debates explored above are of particular significance to our understanding of 

collaborative business models of farming implemented in Levubu, especially in view of the 

investments that were to be made by the so-called strategic partner as a corporate actor 

bearing capital and seeking profit. Such a strategic partner or an investor operates in a 

competitive context that compels it to seek maximum profit on the capital it deploys. 

Strategic partnerships in Levubu have been profoundly shaped by this dynamic, the 

capitalist need for accumulation or maximization of profit. However, accumulation has also 

been countered by the struggles between capital and labour within the large-scale 

commercial agriculture (Crehan 1997). Vermeulen and Cotula (2010) have developed a 

criterion through which the agricultural investments and their value sharing can be assessed; 

these are ownership, voice, risks and rewards. These questions are central to our 

understanding of agrarian change in these settings. However, these questions are similar to 

and can be reframed as the key questions of the political economy of agrarian change; i.e. 

who owns what, who does what, who gets what, and what do they do with it (Bernstein, 

2010). These questions are particularly significant for the community-owned large-scale 

commercial farms in the sense that the class of capital and the class of labour is centralized.  

 

The agrarian question of capital, or ‘classic agrarian question’, has been principally 

interested with establishment of the social conditions of the development of the productive 

forces in agriculture (Bernstein 2010). In South Africa, as observed by Bernstein, the 

agrarian question of capital which has been ‘extreme and exceptional’ was accomplished but 

there is an impending unresolved agrarian question of labour, i.e. the ‘agrarian classes of the 

dispossessed’ or classes of labour.  The agrarian question of capital dealt with the material 

questions of food supply, even as labour is impoverished by fragile employment conditions. 

Bernstein originates the ‘agrarian question of labour’ from a key contradiction of global 

capitalism, whereby capital systematically fails to reproduce its wage-labour force in an 

endemic global crisis of employment. This, therefore, redefines the agrarian question as a 
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question of social reproduction rather than capitalist transition (Mc Michael 1997). The crux 

of the tension is the capital-labour relation and class struggle over the terms and conditions 

of accumulation on one hand, and social reproduction on the other (Lodhi & Kay 2010).  

 

The understanding of the social relation between capital and labour, i.e. capitalist class (the 

owners of the enterprise) and working class (wage labourers whose exploitation produces 

surplus value and profits), is fundamental for exploration of the contradictory tensions in 

capitalist agriculture. Cousins (2010) observes the pressure on capitalist enterprises to 

constantly reinvest a proportion of their profits back into production for their survival in 

very harsh competitive markets; and enabling successful enterprises to enlarge their scale of 

production. Commercial farming in South Africa has been increasingly incorporated into 

global agro-food value chains which tend to be dominated by large corporations. This 

corporate food regime exerts severe competitive pressure on individual farming enterprises 

which often experience a ‘cost-price squeeze’. Industrialisation of agricultural production is 

a key characteristic of farming systems, and agricultural enterprises are subjected to 

liberalisation of international trade in agricultural products as promoted by the World Trade 

Organisation (WTO). As a result, tariffs and subsidies designed to protect and support local 

farmers were lowered or eliminated. Whilst increased levels of international trade have been 

observed, massive inequalities in food distribution and consumption, both within and 

between countries have been observed too. The worst affected are the small-scale producers, 

many of them shifted out of commercial production (Cousins et al 2006). 

 

In the contemporary world, smallholder farmers cannot reproduce themselves outside of 

commodity circuits of markets for agricultural inputs, outputs and consumer goods in spite 

of use of unpaid family labour. Smallholder farmers require cash income to purchase goods 

for production and consumption. Where farm income is insufficient to meet these needs, 

family members engage in multiple forms of livelihood in addition to farming, such as wage 

labour, and petty trading to achieve maintain both the means of production and the levels of 

consumption as well as raising the next generation of family labour, i.e. simple reproduction 

(Cousins, 2010). Petty commodity producers (small productive enterprises based on family 

labour) combine the class places of capital and labour within the enterprise. These producers 

own the means of production and use their own labour, although some may hire occasional 

labour for some particular purposes.  Capitalism tends to both create spaces for petty 

commodity production and to destroy them as the social division of labour alters over time 

due to technological change and the effects of competition, amongst many factors (Gibbon 

and Neocosmos 1985). 

 

Agricultural petty commodity producers become either successful or stagnate and step out 

of production. Success is depend on their ability to make use of opportunities to produce 

substantial surplus over and above the amount needed to secure their simple reproduction; 

and to reinvest all or part of this surplus in extending the material base of production unit. 

When this occurs, the farm begins to assume the character of capitalist enterprise, 

dominated by the logic of profit and loss within competitive markets. Such an enterprise 

seeks to ensure that a proportion of the surplus value produced by wage labourers is 

reinvested in production to maintain its productive capacity. However, stagnation of some of 
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the agricultural commodity producers is largely due to their inability to reproduce 

themselves from their own production alone due a number of reasons such as effects of 

drought, shocks such as death of a productive adult, crop or stock losses. All of these 

weaken or undermine their farming capacity. As a result, they become increasingly 

dependent on the sale of their labour to survive, or on other forms of petty enterprises, 

support from other family members and government social assistance and welfare 

programmes. The uncertain trajectory of petty commodity producers derives in part from the 

contradiction between capital and labour that is internalized within their household (Cousins 

2010).  

 

The contradictory pressures to reproduce themselves as both capital (maintenance, 

replacement, and expansion of the means of production), and labour (daily and generational 

reproduction) are experienced by both commodity producers and co-operatively owned 

capitalist enterprises. The latter are commonly established in rural development programmes 

and in the course of land reform. In the latter the tensions between members often mounts 

over the use gross profits. These can be used for maintaining the viability of the business 

enterprise, through meeting the overhead costs of production, including interests on loans, 

rent etc, for maintaining and replacing the means of production such as tools, equipment, 

buildings, fencing, drainage etc, as well as expanding the scale of production, or increasing 

productivity through technological innovation, so as to avoid being out-competed by 

competitors. Or they can be used to meeting the social reproduction needs of moments of 

the co-owing group. The social reproduction needs can be highly variable both across and 

within particular societies/countries; they are not fixed, but subjective to a degree, and are 

often subject to rising expectations, and struggles between those with different needs or 

aspirations.  

 

LAND CLAIMS IN LEVUBU 

 

The Levubu Valley is situated in the north eastern part of Limpopo Province. It is located in 

one of the few escarpment regions with a sub-humid climate, average rainfall in excess of 

700mm per annum and temperatures between the minimum of 15.5% and the maximum of 

25.5
0
C (LDA, 2002). Its sub-tropical conditions are conducive for growing sub-tropical 

crops such as bananas, avocadoes, mangos, macadamia nuts, litchis and guava; The climatic 

conditions and soils lead many of the commercial farmers in the area to regard the Levubu 

Valley as the “finest farmland in the world”, with one claiming that “if you fail to farm 

successfully in Levubu you will not farm anywhere in the world”
2
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                      
2
 Interview with a Commercial Farmer and a local leader of the TAUSA on 13 May 2011 
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Figure 1: Limpopo       Figure 2: Levubu farms 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Levubu Valley was also the scene of many early battles involving the local tribes and 

colonialists. According to Harries (1989) the military strength of the local tribes and the 

prevalence of malaria in the area were among the reasons for the relatively late occupation 

of the area by the white settlers, starting in the 1920s. The Levubu irrigation scheme was 

established in 1930 and became fully operational in 1950s when Albasini Dam was 

constructed (Lahiff, 2000; Mulaudzi, 2000; Fraser, 2007). In the 1930s, the government of 

South Africa began to establish irrigation schemes through a coordinated programmes of the 

Departments of Lands, Water, and Agriculture (e.g. Vaalharts and Loskop, Pongola, Riet 

River, and Sterk River), that became known as ‘Section 29’ schemes (in terms of the Land 

Settlement Act of 1956). The farmers began as ‘probationary lessees’ and received training 

and farmed under continuous supervision and mentoring for a period of two years. Only 

those farmers who met the requirements would then be granted permission to farm on a 

lease-purchase basis, according to which they would have to exercise their purchase option 

within the prescribed number of years, e.g. 5 or 10 years. Those who failed to meet these 

requirements would be replaced by new settlers (Aliber et al, forth coming).  

 

The Levubu Settlement Scheme was another example of a Section 29 scheme, albeit a 

relatively small one. It was meant for accommodation of some of the struggling livestock 

farmers from the north of the Soutpansberg range who were to be relocated by government 

in order to give them a new start in Levubu. (Mulaudzi 2000; Aliber et al forth coming). The 

government initially purchased four properties and subdivided them and by 1943 there were 

43 holdings/plots of which 21 were allocated to farmers. The main challenge for the new 

farmers was inadequate water supply; a decision was taken to build the Albasini Dam, 

which was started in 1947 and completed in 1952. Another 50 holdings were then 

demarcated and allotted. By 1960, there were 116 ‘holdings’ in total with another 17 in the 

process of being developed (Aliber et al, forth coming).  

 

Allocation of holdings to white farmers occurred at the expense of African land holders who 

were displaced from their land in order to make way for the scheme. Aliber et al (forth 

coming) argue that the African communities had already been dispossessed in the sense that 

their land was ‘now’ regarded by the state as the property of the white farmers to whom it 
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had been allocated. The extent of the dispossession and removals varies across different 

local communities. In some instances, communities were permitted to remain on condition 

that they provided labour on the farms, however limited. But the development and 

expansion of the irrigation scheme, labour demands dramatically increased; with the result 

that the communities living along the Luvuvhu River
3
 were allowed to remain within a 

system of labour tenancy, and then progressively removed en masse to the Bantustans of 

Venda and Gazankulu.  

 

In 1994, the new democratic government, through its constitution and subsequent 1997 

White Paper on Land Policy, committed itself to redress of the apartheid land dispossessions 

and unequal land distribution through a land reform programme involving redistribution, 

restitution and tenure reform. Of particular relevance to this research is land restitution, 

which created opportunities for victims of land dispossessions to lodge claims. By 31 

December 1998, the entire Levubu Valley had been claimed, as officially declared in 2000 

when government publicised the claims in government gazette. The period between 2000 

and 2005 involved further research of those claims, negotiations over who was to get what 

portion of land and under what arrangements. These involved arguments for or against 

restoration of land rights, along with the relocation of claimants to the farms. Official 

discourse favoured the retention of the established commercial farming systems because this 

would provide job security for farm workers, sustain the local economy and prevent 

disruption of farming. Between 2005 and 2008, government settled Levubu land claims in 

phases and the total hectares of land transferred to claimant ‘communities’ are indicated in 

Table 1 below
4
.  

 

Table 1: Phases of land transfer in Levubu 

 Phase 1 

(2005/04) 

Phase 2 

(2006/11) 

Phase 3 

(2007/01) 

Phase 4 

(2007/04) 

Phase 5 

(2008/06) 

Total 

Total 

(ha) 

5382 206 254 69 47 5958 

Land 

parcels 

63 3 9 2 2 79 

Amount 

(R) 

R219.4 m R6.9m R14.9m R16.4m R4.6m R262.2m 

       

Source: Limpopo RLCC  

 

As illustrated in Table 2 below, the present day Levubu farms comes from a long history of 

large-scale ‘land grabs’ by a racial minority to establish capitalist farming operations. 

Restitution of land rights and these strategic partnership models are the government’s 

mechanisms to redress the land dispossessions and significant deprivation of the black 

majority to engage in farming at scale comparative to white commercial farmers.  

                                                      
3
 Luvuvhu is the appropriate for a corrupted ‘Levubu’ River 

4
 The Land Claims Commission is the process of verifying restitution statistics. It is therefore difficult to 

provide official statistics about the extent of outstanding claims. However, land claimants have reported that 

less than half of their claims have been finalized. 
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Table 2: Agrarian change in the Levubu Valley 

Year Characteristic Implications for labour  

1913s – 1950 Land dispossessions and removal of black communities from Levubu 

to parts of the former Venda and Gazankulu Bantustans; 

establishment of irrigation scheme for white commercial farmers and 

support to these new white farmers 

 

A large section of people who used to farm on a subsistence basis were 

semi-proletarianized, selling their labour power to the newly established 

irrigation scheme/commercial farms. Some continued to live on the 

farms as labour tenants of white commercial farmers  

1950 -1970s Expansion of cultivated areas was associated with the use of tractors 

than draught oxen for ploughing. Increased productivity and market 

integration.  

 Farmers source more labour from the neighbouring communities of 

Tshakhuma, Valdezia and Mashau, mainly. Proletarianized settled on 

farms. 

 

1980s - 1990  Larger areas could be managed and more labour was required for 

harvesting; shift from vegetables to nuts and sub-tropical fruits; 

increased demand of labour; increased mechanization. 

 

Labour intensive farming system, with labour supplied by the 

neighbouring communities and some workers living on the farms; 

recruitment of labour was the sole responsibility of the farmer. 

1990s – 2000 New democratic government and introduction of labour laws to 

regulate conditions of employment; new tenure legislation and a land 

restitution programme; land claims lodged;   

Labour regime: minimum wage, statutory regulation of the basic 

conditions of employment and labour relations; more workers from 

neighbouring communities commute to farms daily.  

 

2005 – 2007 Gazetting of land claims and negotiations over the future of the farms 

and how they would be used. Introduction of various inclusive 

business models or joint ventures (Strategic Partnership) 

 

Assurance of jobs security for farm workers, promises for a Workers Trust 

(shareholding in the new joint ventures). Failure to establish the Workers 

Trust. Labour sourced from claimant ‘communities’ and CPAs are 

responsible for recruitment of labour. Tensions  amongst workers  (non-

claimants vs claimants) 

 

2008 to date Collapse of strategic partnerships and formation of new forms of  

farm management governed by management contracts entered into 

between a commercial farmer and the land owning entity or 

‘community’ 

Loss of employment; tensions on what profit should be used for (distribute 

to community members or reinvest in production),  
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BUSINESS MODELS IN LEVUBU: FROM STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIPS TO 

COMMUNITY OWNERSHIP 

 

The restitution of land rights to prime commercial agricultural land that supplies lucrative export 

markets is confronted with the challenging reality that beneficiaries lack skills and capital. 

Government has had to take tough decisions whether to allow claimants to take over and try to 

manage the farms on their own, or to enter into collaborative business models involving ex-land 

owners or agribusiness companies. Having ex-land owners as lessees and mentors was 

considered problematic by government because it would not signify ‘transformation’. Alternative 

model was ‘strategic partnership’. This involves using the private sector’s capital and skills to 

manage the acquired farms through an operating company which is a joint venture between 

agribusiness companies and claimant ‘communities’). This is what Hellum and Derman (2010) 

refer to as an attempt to ‘marrying social justice and businesses’. Strategic partners invest in 

operating capital and skills and take overall responsibility for decision-making in farm 

management.  The benefits for the new land owners/‘communities’ are in the form of rental fee 

from the operating companies, share of profits (or loss), and preferential employment for 

members of claimant communities. Fraser (2006)’s analysis of the establishment of the strategic 

partnerships concluded that it is a ‘hybrid approach’ to restitution under the influence of market-

led approaches to land reform. It is clear that the main aim of this approach is both to maintain 

commercial production systems and meet the developmental needs of the beneficiaries, i.e. to 

secure a ‘win-win’ solution and ‘sustainable land reform’.  

 

THE EVOLUTION OF STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIPS   

 

A lengthy process of negotiations which started in 2005 led to the formation of several strategic 

partnerships between private sector companies and claimant communities in December 2007. 

The land owning ‘communities’ entered into an agreement with the strategic partner to form a 

joint venture operating company. A contractual agreement joined the two partners in terms of a 

shareholding agreement, sharing in profit and loss of the enterprise. This collaboration or 

partnership was seen as a way to safeguard the farms against total collapse of production, and 

assist the beneficiary ‘communities’ to secure access to capital and markets.  The nature of the 

partnership was documented in a Section 42D memorandum
5
 from the Commission on 

Restitution of Land Rights. It stated that:  

 

“The strategic partners are proposing to have shareholding equity scheme, together with 

the claimants, through the legal entities, and the current employees of the farms, through 

a Workers’ Trust, and form an Operating Company wherein each party will have a 

certain percentage of shares.” (CRLR, 2005:23)  

 

Earlier conceptions of the shareholding schemes envisaged a partnership of three groups of 

strategic actors in the farming businesses, namely workers, land owners and a private sector 

investor. The proposed shareholding was 50% of shares for the land owners, 48% for the 

                                                      
5 Section 42 (d) of the Restitution of Land Rights Act, allows the minister to settle a land claim administratively, and the 

Regional Land Claims Commissioner drafted a Memorandum to the Minister of Agriculture and Land Affairs to approve 

purchase of the farms and release a package of grants for development support, this memo detailed how the farms were going to 

be managed to sustain productivity. 
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strategic partner, and 2% for a workers trust, with a lease agreement of 10-15 years. However, 

during further negotiations there was no workers organization to represent their interest. In fact, 

the workers’ concerns were expressed by a land rights NGO which supported the restitution 

processes in Levubu (Nkuzi Development Association). Ultimately, the 2% share for the workers 

trust was incorporated into the land owners’ share, increasing their share to 52%. At the 

negotiations, workers were considered as members of the beneficiary communities, at least in the 

long run; in addition, there were challenges regarding the capacity to manage the workers trust, 

once set up. Certain obligations were included to ensure transfers of strategic partner’s 

shareholding to the CPA in a gradual manner, skills transfer to allow beneficiaries to manage 

farms independently, preference of workers from the landowning ‘communities’, and an 

eventuality of a 100 per cent CPA owned operating company (CRLR, 2005).The setting up of 

operating companies is documented elsewhere (Derman et al, 2010). The strategic partners 

demanded full control of the operating companies despite their 48% shareholding. Their 

argument was based on the value of the working capital they were expected to provide, along 

with their farm management expertise. The rental fee was calculated at 1.25% of value of the 

property at the time of acquisition. This fee was to be paid per annum and indexed to inflation
6
.  

 

Table 3: Evolution of management models and partnerships  

 Management 

model 

Masakona 

CPA 

Ravele 

CPA 

Shigalo 

CPA 

Ratombo 

CPA 

2005-2007 Interim phase  SAFM SAFM Mavu Mavu  

 

2007-2009 Joint Venture  SAFM  SAFM Umlimi  Umlimi  

 

2010 to date  Management 

agreement with 

a commercial 

farmer 

Sharp Move 

Trading 150 

(Pty) Ltd 

 

Mauluma 

Farming 

Enterprise 1938 

(Pty) Ltd 

 

Sea Shadow 

Trading (Pty) 

Ltd 

Ratombo 

Farms 

Management 

 

*Notes: South African Farms Management (SAFM), Mavu Management Services (Mavu), 

Umlimi Consortium (Umlimi) 

  

Table 3 above illustrates model of management adopted by the claimant communities since 2005 

when government first restored their land rights on the Levubu farms. As can be observed, 

government, private sector players and claimant communities took almost two years to negotiate 

a deal, strategic partnership between claimants and agribusiness companies as illustrated.    

 

The trajectories of the strategic partnerships have not been easy. They have been characterized 

by asymmetric relationship between the agrarian capital and communities with land. They have 

also been diverse in terms of the functionality of the companies established. On one hand, 

Shigalo and Ratombo progressed through different arrangements, from strategic partnerships 

with Mavu and then Umlimi, and later managing their own farms with a commercial farmer as a 

general manager (a type of management agreement arrangement); on the other, Ravele and 

                                                      
6
 Shareholders agreements between communities and the South African Farms Management (SAFM)  
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Masakona have only changed from joint venture arrangement to a sole ownership of an operating 

company. In the five years of implementation of the strategic partnership model, partners have 

come and gone; that is, MAVU, Umlimi and SAFM. By the end of 2006, MAVU withdrew as a 

strategic partner citing difficulties in accessing finance in the absence of a real signed deal and 

lack of commitment by government to fund operations by government. Subsequent to the exit of 

MAVU, Umlimi was appointed as a strategic partner to Shigalo and Ratombo ‘communities’ and 

signed the final shareholders agreement in December 2007. By 2008, it was obvious that SAFM 

was struggling to maintain and invest in the farm under its management, and it could not service 

its debts, Umlimi faced the same challenges at Ratombo and Shigalo. Both the companies were 

liquidated in 2010 and SAFM left its partner communities with a debt of R5m each (Lahiff et al 

2012).  

 

Subsequent to the collapse of all the strategic partnerships, and both SAFM and Umlimi now 

liquidated, the CPAs established new companies in 2010 as indicated in Table 3. These 

companies are solely owned by the CPAs and managed under the management contract between 

the CPA and a commercial farmer. A Board of Directors oversees the management of the farms 

and the new new companies are expected to work towards the same aims and objectives as the 

strategic partnerships. They are meant to empower claimant communities and provide them with 

the skills required to manage these farms on their own after a period of ten years.    

 

Strategic partnerships are meant to empower communities and provide them with the required 

skills to manage these farms on their own after a period of ten years. As can be seen in Table 3, it 

is now almost eight years since the first transfers of land, yet there is not one enterprise or 

community-owned company which is close to running the farms independently. Although some 

enterprises have incorporated their workers to the higher ranks of farm management and 

supervision, most of them are not yet skilled enough to manage the farms independently and 

meet the demands of sophisticated value chains.  

 

From the very first discussion of the strategic partnership model in Levubu, the idea of a total 

takeover of farms by ‘communities’ at the end of the lease period was a subject of lengthy 

discussion and contention. A key issue is the need for the operating companies to build up 

financial reserves, a fund that can replaces machines and can be reinvested into production. 

However, the CPAs although by virtue of ownership of majority shareholding in the operating 

companies of the joint venture operating company were interested in building such fund on one 

hand, on the other they needed to ensure that members of communities received benefits from 

these business, firstly demand for employment of as many people as possible from claimant 

communities, provision of training that empowers workers who came from claimant community 

in preparations of  taking over shares of the strategic partner at the end of the term of partnership, 

and to provides benefit to claimant communities in the form of public goods. Therefore, in this 

partnership there was always an inherent contradictory tension regarding developmental needs 

and distribution of income to members of the new land owning ‘communities’ against the need 

accumulate and to reinvest farm income on to the farm.  
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THE SCALE AND STRUCTURE OF PRODUCTION 

 

As discussed above, the processes of restitution transferred almost 6000 ha of prime and unique 

agricultural land to claimant communities as illustrated in Table 4 below. These farms were 

acquired at a total cost of R262.2m. Lahiff et al (2012) provide analysis of the  cost of land 

acquisition and other development support mechanisms, based on the first phase of land 

acquisition. The R262m includes the cost of land acquisition for the subsequent phases of land 

restitution.  

 

Table 4: Farm sizes transferred to claimant communities in the entire Levubu Valley  

CPA Phase 1 Phase2 Phase 3 Phase 4 Phase 5 TOTAL 

Ravele 343.9366 - 188.4323 - - 532.3689 

Tshakhuma
* 

860.5415 96.5088 56.9282 18.6618 - 1032.6403 

Shigalo 714.9425 - - - 8.5653 722.5653 

Masakona 860.1825 - 12.8480 - - 873.0305 

Ratombo 650.8879 - - 51.39 39.7000 741.9779 

Tshitwani
*
 ?? 120.5564 0.5665 - - ?? 

Tshivhazwaulu
*
 ?? - - - - ?? 

TOTAL 5382 217.0652 258.775 69.5518 48.2653 5958 

Source: CRLR Section 42D Memoranda (2005), (2007) and (2008)  

 

For the four communities that form part of the case studies for this research, only ‘phase 1 farms’ 

were included in the strategic partnership arrangement, i.e. Ravele (344 ha), Shigalo (715 ha), 

Ratombo (651 ha) and Masakona (860 ha). As illustrated in Table 5, not all land was in full 

production. The farms are capital intensive and some have their own processing plants or pack 

houses. For example; Masakona, Ratombo and Shigalo pack their own bananas and have cold 

storage on the farms whereas Ravele has a de-husking machine for macadamia nuts on one of its 

farm whereas these communities are all linked to juice and fruit drying factory (Valley Farms) 

under a strategic partnership arrangement where they all are shareholders to the factory. 

 

  Table 5: Total ha under production per crop 

Crops 

Masakona CPA  Ravele CPA:  Shigalo CPA: Ratombo CPA: 

(Sharp Move 

Trading (Pty) Ltd) 

(Mauluma Farming 

Enterprise (Pty) Ltd) 

(Sea Shadow 

(Pty)Ltd) 

(Ratombo Farms 

Management) 

Avocado 54 53.4 - 71 

Banana 123.3 21.3 210 35 

Guava 42 - 44 36 

Macadamia 58.2 165.6 64 125 

Citrus 66 54 30 10 

Mango - - 20 102 

Litchi - 8.9 - 35 

Pecans - - - 13 

Total 342 303 368 392 
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A comparison of hectares acquired (in Table 4) and those that are under production (in Table 5) 

shows amount of land that is not used. Such land has been leased to other commercial farmers. 

Irrespective of the leases to other commercial farmers, further analysis shows that not all land 

acquired during phase 1 was being used. As was the official discourse, resettlement of small-

scale farmers was prohibited under strategic partnership. 

 

When SAFM withdrew as a strategic partner in Levubu, in September 2008, it was mainly due to 

its difficulties in accessing funds for operating capital because a major financial institution had 

withdrawn its overdraft facility. The bank invoked interim judicial management of the farms 

managed by SAFM in April 2009
7
, leading to complete liquidation of SAFM. Both Masakona 

and Ravele communities opted to appoint a general manager to manage their farms, and re-

established new Boards of Directors. The general manager (community-owned companies) and 

the Board of Directors negotiated an out of court settlement to avoid paying approximately R4m 

each that their operating companies under strategic partnership owed to the bank.  

 

Under the community-owned companies, one of the key roles of the general manager has been to 

raise operating capital. Due to the negative credit record of the companies, it has been difficult to 

secure loans from the banks. However, both Masakona and Ravele operating companies 

benefitted from the reputation of their general manager who entered into agreements with 

exporters and other downstream industries in a contract farming kind of agreement. The parties 

agreed to pay the community-owned companies in advance on condition that were committed to 

supply their produce to the particular downstream company. Both Masakona and Ravele entered 

into agreements with Avoridge, Macridge, and Green farms. The general manager served as a 

guarantor for the loans. Table 6 below illustrates total sales and surplus declared in the year 

2009/10. Although, the companies shown surplus, they had to begin repaying the debts of the 

joint venture operating companies.  

 

Table 6: Total Sales and Profit -  Sharp Move and Mauluma Farming Enterprise  

Crops 

Masakona: Sharp Move Trading  

(R,000) 

Ravele: Mauluma Farming Enterprise  

(R,000) 

Total Sales Profit Total Sales Profit 

Avocado 2,350 1,399 806 310 

Banana 5,194 3,788 876 476 

Guava 946 219 - - 

Macadamia 1,447 1,000 tbc 7,474 4,389 

Citrus 2,500 290 724 426 

Litchi - - 182 27 

Total 12,473 7,584 10,062 5,632 

Source: Unaudited annual financial statements for 2011/12 financial year 

 

                                                      
7
 The bank applied at the Pretoria North High Court in a bid to recover the funds which SAFM had borrowed in the 

name of the operating companies owned by Ravele and Masakakona CPAs. The matter also affected Tshakhuma, 

Tshitwani communities who were also in partnership with SAFM (these communities are, however, not the subject 

of in-depth analysis in this research).  
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Table 6 above gives the impression that these companies have turned the tide and land owners 

have accumulated more wealth. Due to the debts inherited from the SAFM regime on these 

farms, these companies were technically insolvent. Much of the profit has gone back to establish 

labour-productivity enhancing tools and equipment. For example, one of the CPA members in 

the Ravele community (Mauluma Farming Enterprise) explains:  

 

“To date we have invested R2m as part of the profit and we were able to buy the loose 

assets such as tractors, trailers from the liquidator at a value of R1, 2m from the profit 

and we are currently in a tussle for registration of the loose assets with the liquidator”
8
.  

 

However, the CPAs and their operating companies face the usual challenges experienced by 

established commercial farmers in relation to meeting their cost of production as well as 

acquiring instruments of labour (i.e. the capital costs of their enterprises). A review of the annual 

operational costs of the companies indicates that salaries and wages, fuel and oil, electricity and 

cracking, market commission, packing costs, transport costs, maintenance of tractors and 

irrigation equipment, chemicals, vehicles, fertilizers, freight costs, auditing and legal costs all 

have to be met. Taken together these constitute the technical conditions of capitalist farming that 

impact greatly on levels of production and productivity. However, the functioning of these 

technical conditions depends on the social organization of labour, divisions of labour and 

cooperation (Bernstein 2010).  

 

THE SOCIAL ORGANIZATION OF LABOUR IN PROCESSES OF PRODUCTION 

 

In strategic partnership period, different farm units of a particular CPA were grouped into a 

single production unit under one farm manager with different supervisors located in different 

‘plots’. The arrangement was very costly because individual farms were scattered and therefore 

the farm manager spent time moving between farms. Labour was also centralized, and workers 

also had to move between farms, losing productive time. In the current management contracts, 

general managers have reversed the arrangement splitting production units according to farm 

boundaries, at least for Masakona, Ravele and Ratombo. In the case of Shigalo, a production unit 

is a grouping of different blocks of a particular type of crop with dedicated labour. This 

reorganization is intended to improve the productivity of individual farm units.  

 

Strategic partnership in the Levubu farms included an agreement that existing labour on farms 

would be retained, but also that members of claimant communities would receive preferential 

consideration when recruiting new labour. These provisions coupled with existing labour 

legislation created a framework for the labour regimes seen on Levubu farms. Labour regime is 

here understood to mean, amongst others, mobilization and social organization of labour in 

production (Bernstein 2010). They created differentiated categories of workers; i.e. claimant and 

non-claimant workers. The general manager of the operating companies, together with the CPA 

members on the Board of Directors, must ensure integration of old and new workers (who are 

not simply workers, but are also owners of the land and the businesses)  

 

                                                      
8
 Interview with a member of the Ravele CPA on 29 March 2012 
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The retention of previously employed workers has been a key factor to maintenance of 

production. As the general manager said:  

 

“We have not chased away the previous workers...; we thought it was extremely 

important to retain key strategic positions on these farms, and those include people 

responsible for irrigation. You can replace a general manager and have smooth farm 

operations because your key workers such as irrigation workers, supervisors are still there 

but if you lay off all general workers you run the risk of loss because the new ones will 

not know where the strategic points of the farms are”
9
.  

 

Some of the general managers on these farms are of the view that labour is central to farm 

productivity. Some of the workers have worked their entire lives on those particular farms and 

hold great institutional memory about key and strategic points on each of the farms. For some of 

the ‘claimant workers’, these workers should play a critical role in the transfer of skills to them. 

In the initial stages of the strategic partners, many of the existing labour were under pressure 

because of the demands by claimant workers to occupy all the key and strategic positions. 

However, in the long run, management has begun relaxing this position by rewarding workers 

based on service and not identities of claimant and non-claimants. This is illustrated by the 

number of non-claimant workers who are on farm and production managerial positions.  

 

Upon transfer of land and the interim management of the farms by strategic partners in the 

period between 2005 and the signing of the shareholder’s agreement in December 2007, 

members of the CPAs began demanding employment as well as occupation of key strategic 

positions such as management and administrative positions. The demands became more insistent 

as  time went by as it became clear that one of few tangible benefits of restitution for members of 

the claimant communities was employment. Whilst in the past, a farmer could just go out to the 

nearby villages and recruit casual labourers or employ job seekers who walked onto the farm in 

search for employment, now the new general managers of the operating companies are not 

responsible for recruitment. Their role is to identify the labour needs of the farm and inform the 

CPA, which in turn publicises the vacancies in the community and conduct its own recruitment 

processes, as outlined in Table 7 below.  

 

The categories of workers on the farms involve those in management and administrative 

positions, general workers who may be permanent or temporary, seasonal and casual workers. 

The CPAs committees are at the forefront of recruitment. Through traditional councils, they send 

out requests for applications for administrative posts whereas general labour as in the case of 

Masakona and Shigalo where members of the CPA are located in close proximity to another and 

do gather at the traditional council, has been through casting lots. The case of Ratombo and 

Ravele CPAs pose a different scenario because members of the CPAs are scattered across the 

former Venda Bantustan. Proportional selection of general workers from different villages is 

practices in order to ensure that all members of the CPAs have equal opportunities to access to 

jobs. 

 

 
                                                      
9
 Interview with a general manager of the one of the companies, 23 March 2012 



 

 17  

 

DRAFT PAPER - NOT FOR CITATION  

 

 
Table 7: Methods of recruitment by Levubu CPAs  

Kinds of Vacancies Types of jobs  Methods of Recruitment 

- Management 

and 

Administration 

 

 

 

- Permanent and 

temporary 

general workers   

 

 

 

- Seasonal and 

contract work  

 

- Production managers, farm 

managers, pack house managers, 

human resources managers, 

book keepers/administrative 

assistants 

 

- Supervisors, irrigation workers, 

security guards, general workers 

in the fields, tractor drivers, 

operators of sprayers, 

 

 

- Harvesting workers for 

particular crop in season. 

 

- Publish vacancies, receive 

CVs and conducting formal 

interviews; headhunt for 

certain strategic position. 

 

- Casting lots; target certain 

category of the beneficiaries 

from certain villages; 

proportional selection of 

employees from groups  

claimants. 

 

- Appointment of a number of 

people required in a particular 

village, mix of claimant and 

non-claimant. 

 

Distinguishing between the identities of claimant and non-claimant workers has created 

opportunities for members of the claimant ‘communities’. However, the rule that claimants will 

be given preferential treatment is not strictly applied. In some cases workers who are not 

members of claimant communities have been given management post. For example, a production 

manager at Masakona is one of the longest serving workers on the farms, whereas at Ravele, 

some managers are members of the claimant group. Shigalo has even abandoned preferential 

employment of members of the claimant communities to a 50/50 arrangement which caters for 

recruitment of people from the nearby villages. Table 8 below illustrates the number of 

permanent and casual workers employed by the four operating companies between 2009 and 

2012.  

 

The collapse of the strategic partnership affected the companies differently in relation to security 

of employment. Both Ratombo and Shigalo, have suffered a great deal because of lengthy 

liquidation process which resulted in exodus of workers from their farms to nearby farms and 

some being out of jobs. Shigalo at a particular point in 2009 only had 11 instead of about 400 

workers that were employed in 2005/6. Except the 11 comprising of security guards and some 

irrigation workers, all workers were sent home because the company could not pay them. It was 

only in later 2010, when a caretaker general manager was appointed by the CPA, that some 

labour was recalled to the farm whilst some did not return because they have found jobs 

elsewhere. Ratombo, as a former partner to Umlimi just like Shigalo, experienced similar 

problems leading to decline in labour.  

 

The drop of labour from 365 to 158 at Masakona was mainly due to temporary employment 

which could not be sustained when the companies were under temporary judicial management. 

Many of them, who came from the claimant community, had to be laid off but became a pool 

from which seasonal labour could be sourced. With the exception of Shigalo which has adopted 
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50/50 policy on recruitment of labour, the other three CPAs of Ratombo, Ravele and Masakona 

have more than 70% employment of members of the claimant communities.   

 

Table 8: Total farm employment in Levubu operating companies  

Year 

Masakona: 

Sharp Move 

Ravele: 

Mauluma Farming 

Shigalo: 

Sea Shadow Trading 

Ratombo: 

Ratombo Farming 

Permanent Casual Permanent Casual Permanent Casual Permanent Casual 

2009 365 63 113 26 270 70 161 28 

2010 158 22 99 21 11 0 31 0 

2011 158 22 99 21 70 29 109 18 

2012 158 22 105 47 137 33 109 36 

Source: Interview HR Managers (Ravele, Masakona, Shigalo, Ratombo) 

 

The differential identities of ‘claimant or non-claimant’ has a particular impact on the labour 

regime, especially with regard to recruitment and placement of people earmarked to take over 

management of the farms after the current managers have left and those people are the members 

of claimant ‘communities’ who come in as owners of the operating companies. The case of 

Levubu presents a unique dynamic in capitalist farming where character of smallholder farming 

which combines class place of labour and class place of capital is evident in community-owned 

large-scale commercial farms.  

 

DISTRIBUTION OF BENEFITS TO THE BENEFICIARY GROUPS  

 

The rationale for strategic partnerships emphasised creation of jobs opportunities for members of 

the CPAs, secure employment of existing labour, accrual of rental fee to the CPA, transfer of 

skills on farm management and sharing dividends from company profits among beneficiary 

households. This assumed that the farms would be able to sustain farm productivity and 

profitability through the retention of commercial farming systems and their upstream and 

downstream linkages, managed by professionals through jointly-owned operating companies.  

 

Lahiff et al (2012) provides an account of strategic partnerships in Limpopo and Hellum and 

Derman (2010) provides gendered analysis of strategic partnerships in Levubu. However, the 

material benefit to only substantial beneficiary households thus far has been preferential 

employment. Until 2011/12, when Ravele’s Mauluma Farming Enterprise and Masakona’s Sharp 

Move Trading declared profits of R2m and just below R1m respectively, no other company has 

been able to declare a profit. Although the two have made some profits, the companies are 

technically insolvent because of their indebtedness to creditors.  

 

As some of the CPA members have explained:  

 

“At this stage we cannot speak about distributing the cash to beneficiaries because we 

must ensure that our business is re-established, fully productive and is making profit. 

However, we do have a challenge because we must also ensure that members of the 

beneficiary group do realise some kind of benefits from this business. It is for that reason 
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that we are establishing a bursary trust fund, we are also subsidising the salary for the 

secretary of the traditional council”
10

 

 

“My fear is that if the projects cannot yield desired results and members of the 

community see the benefit, when we as leaders we are successful, people tend to think 

that it is the money from the farms... We therefore must do something, we installed a 

borehole at a new residential site that was developed, fenced the grave yard as well as 

building toilets within the grave yard. In the last year when the community pre-school 

roof was blown away by the wind, the CPA with its own fund repaired the roof. We 

further bought seven computers for the seven schools within Masakona. All these were 

funded from the CPA account which obtains funds from the rent of farms to other 

commercial farmers and not the strategic partnerships”
11

   

 

No dividends have been directly distributed to beneficiary households due to the pressures 

bearing down on the enterprises, which had just emerged from dysfunctional partnerships and 

liquidation. However, the companies which are beginning to turn the tide are grappling with 

issues around managing the perceptions of members of their respective CPAs about the benefit 

of these partnerships. As is clear from the interviews quoted above, funds generated from the 

rent of other portions which are leased out by communities have been used to protect the image 

of these partnerships and secure acceptance by members of ‘communities’. Currently, the 

companies have used their profit to reinvest in the businesses and create reserve funds or to 

replace equipment. For example, in 2011, the Ravele CPA (Mauluma Farming Enterprise) 

purchased loose assets such as tractors and trailers at a value of R1, 2 million whereas Masakona 

CPA (Sharp More Trading) made relatively minor purchases due to the lower profit that the 

company had made. Both Shigalo’s Sea Shadow and Ratombo Farms Management continued to 

struggle to break even.  

 

The greatest weakness of these ventures is their failure to provide material benefits to the 

members of claimant communities. One benefit not considered to date is access to small plots of 

land for beneficiaries to farm alongside the highly intensive commercial farming system. Failure 

to consider alternative forms benefits, other than jobs, has fuelled conflicts in some 

‘communities’. At Ratombo, a dissident group of men took over some farms transferred to the 

CPA when so-called phase 2 claim was finalized by the land claims commission. As explained 

by the two managers-  

 

“When the land claims commission gave us our farms under the phase 3 settlement, we 

just heard that the strategic partner was going sell timber from one of our farms, yet the 

CPA had not discussed the matter. It appears that some members of the CPA committee 

gave the strategic partner permission to sell our wood. There were four of us who decided 

to come here and work our farms because they are not part of the strategic partnership 

arrangement. We have not seen what the strategic partnership brought back to us and why 

should we continue with arrangement that has not benefitted us” (personal 

communication with M & T, 18/6/2012). 

 

                                                      
10

 Interview with a member of the Ravele CPA 
11

 Interview with a member of the Masakona CPA 
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As is clear from the quotation above, in some ‘communities’, questions about the benefit of 

strategic partnership have resulted in internal conflicts which threatened coherence of the land 

claimant communities. The crux of the conflict is who has control and access over the resources 

of ‘communities’. Similar conflicts have been observed at Shigalo where some members of the 

CPA accused each other of misusing company resources and not advancing the interests of 

members of claimant community. Those being accused have also cited the nature of businesses 

that they are running, that the companies have not yet made profit and all the funds are being 

reinvested on farms to cover the operational costs, minor capital projects such as reestablishment 

of orchards.  

 

CONTRADICTORY PRESSURES WITHIN COMMUNITY-OWNED CAPITALIST 

AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION RELATIONS   

 

In the context of highly competitive global agri-food value chains, the new community-owned 

capitalist agricultural enterprises in Levubu operate in a complex set of dynamics. The 

complexity is compounded by the fact that, whether joint venture or community-owned 

company, they need to secure maximum profit on capital deployed on these companies. On the 

other hand, being members of communities, what do they get out of these assets which were 

returned to them? Unlike the pure capitalist enterprise where capital and labour are clearly 

defined, the co-operatively owned capitalist enterprises are characterised by internalisation of 

capital and labour. Therefore, the entire responsibility for reproduction of labour and capital 

accumulation is internalized in the co-operatively community-owned company as observed in the 

earlier discussion about production in Levubu.  

 

‘Win-win’ or inclusive business models are often proposed as appropriate solutions to the 

challenges faced by large-scale land acquisition deals. These arrangements have emerged in 

South Africa’s post-apartheid land reform programme, which can be understood as an attempt at 

a pro-poor response to large-scale by a racial minority in past decades. However, political 

economy suggests that tensions will arise between the use of income to guarantee the 

reproduction of capital and the social reproduction needs of the beneficiaries of these business 

models, arise within larger-scale production systems such as group-based commercial farming or 

joint ventures where low-income rural households enter into arrangements with powerful private 

sector players as suppliers, contractors or business partners. Existing forms of social 

differentiation complicate both household decision-making in relation to these dilemmas, 

resulting in a complex politics of consumption versus investments which sometimes manifest in 

disagreements and conflicts.  

   

“Farming is a business..., these farms must make profit; that is the reason why I am here. 

Farming in Levubu provides me with an opportunity to farm on some of the best quality 

land in the country. If I make a success of these farms, it is good for me first and 

foremost but also that I can help the ‘community”
 12

 

 

The quotation above comes from a conversation with one of the general managers involved in 

these ventures in Levubu. It emphasises that priority is profit making. These community-owned 

                                                      
12 Interview the General Manager for Mauluma Farming Enterprise and Sharp Move Trading, 29 March 2012 
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enterprises are confronted with a challenge to make profit and that has been accorded a priority, 

hence decisions have been taken to reinvest profits on the farms. These community-owned 

enterprises have been confronted with the challenge of a need for capital accumulation and social 

reproduction of the classes of labour.  

 

In conclusion, evidence emerging from Levubu indicates the inherent contradiction within 

community-owned capitalist agricultural enterprises of social reproduction and capital 

accumulation to further invest in production in order to make more profit. These community-

owned enterprises are influenced by the ‘win-win’ collaborative business models. Reports on the 

large-scale land acquisition show the promises for productivity gains and employment creation. 

The challenge is that these new business has to create surplus to cover the reproduction needs 

and this is one of the greatest challenge for community-owned capitalist agricultural enterprises, 

and is equally relevant for the large-scale land deals elsewhere.  
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