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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 BACKGROUND 
In the south western provinces of South Africa, municipalities own vast tracts of 

agricultural land. This phenomenon is primarily found in rural towns in the Western, 

Eastern and Northern Cape and the Free State. Many municipalities inherited public 

land from their 19th century predecessors. In some cases, for example in Aberdeen in 

the United Kingdom, municipal commonage land was previously church land that was 

later sold to the municipality. Historically, in South Africa municipalities administered 

commonage agricultural land for the benefit of white urban residents, who used it to 

keep horses, dairy cows and some sheep (Buso, 2003). 

Until the 1950s, a system of open access applied in utilization of commonage land. In 

principle, everybody could thus make use of these lands, but in essence they were 

meant especially for the poorer (white) residents to build or enhance their livelihoods. 

Subsequently, white residents tended to lose interest in small-scale agriculture, and this 

land was increasingly leased to commercial farmers, at relatively high rents. This 

formed a valuable source of municipal revenue (Atkinson, 2003). 

Since  1997,  municipalities  have  increasingly  terminated  the  commercial  farmers’  leases  

and begun making land available to the new class of urban poor- the urban black 

residents. The legal arrangements for accessing and utilizing the land were often 

unclear or inadequate and in most cases the black farmers used the land communally. 

This mini dissertation reflects   on   the  new  emergent   farmers’   on   the   commonage,   the  

black and coloured livestock owners who keep livestock on this land and the impact of 

these commonages for their development. 

The extent of municipal commonage land in South Africa is considerable. A survey 

conducted by Benseler (2003) shows that there are at least 112 795 ha of commonage 
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lands in the Free State. In the Northern Cape there are at least 367 871 ha (Buso, 

2003). An important factor is that commonage is usually found in arid and semi-arid 

areas in South Africa, including the Karoo, Namaqualand, the Kalahari of the Northern 

Cape, the grasslands of the Free State and the Eastern Cape, and the scrublands of the 

southern parts of the Eastern Cape. Philippolis, the case study area, is located in the 

northernmost  part  of   the  Karoo   (the   ‘false  Karoo’),  which   is  a   transition  zone  between  

the Nama Karoo and the Free State savanna. 

This mini dissertation evaluates the impact that the municipal commonages have on the 

development of emerging farmers in the arid areas of South Africa, notably the Nama-

Karoo, or non-succulent Karoo, which is characterized by small shrubs and grass 

species and has a low and variable rainfall. Here   ‘commonage’   means   municipally  

owned land, the overriding purpose of which is now to provide livelihoods for poor urban 

residents, since it is the only land available for the landless and the poor 

(http:www.philippolis.org.za/ligging.htm). The Northern part of the Karoo, the largest 

biome in South Africa, stretches from Lainsburg in the Western Cape northwards the 

Southern Free State. Its geographical demarcation is significant because of its land 

tenure characteristics, primarily as privately owed commercial land.  

1.2. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF MUNICIPAL COMMONAGES IN SOUTH 
AFRICA 

Municipal commonages were established around the large majority of towns in the old 

Cape Province at the time of their foundation. The term municipal commonage is 

traditionally applied to land owned by a municipality or local authority that was usually 

acquired typically through state grants or from the church. Municipal commonage differs 

from other municipally- owned land in that either residents acquired servitudes of 

grazing on the land, or the land was granted, as commonage, expressly to serve the 

interests and needs of the inhabitants   of   the   towns,   thereby   acquiring   a   “public  
character”(Atkinson, 2003). 

Atkinson (2003) points out that until the 1950s, most commonages provided open 

grazing land for which the inhabitants paid a small fee per head of stock. The land was 
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used to graze transport animals and animals for slaughter and for the further 

development of the town. The use of the land was regulated by a Municipal Ordinance 

which allowed for the creation of the necessary by-laws for the good management of the 

commonage. By-laws stipulated the number of stock per resident and the conditions 

attached to the use of the land. 

In the late 1950s and early 1960s there was a notable shift, in which commonages 

across the area of the old Cape Province were fenced into camps and leased out to 

individual farmers. This was in response to the fall in demand by white inhabitants for 

open   grazing   and   to   the  municipalities’   need   for   a source of steady income to boost 

flagging local economies (Atkinson, 2003). 

In practice, in the past municipal commonage land served the interests of white 

municipal inhabitants. Thus, it may be said that former South African land legislation, 

especially during the Apartheid era, greatly influenced resource access, use and 

livelihoods of all South Africans. The black majority were denied access to land outside 

of homeland areas, which only allowed for limited livelihood options, while the white 

minority were allowed to purchase and own land in the rest of the country, giving them 

unconstrained livelihood options ( Department of Land Affairs, 1996). 

The fencing-in of commonage land coincided with the implementation of the Group 

Areas Act (41 of 1950). Commonage land was classified as  land  within  the  “white”  area  

of town, with a part of it often forming apartheid town’s  “buffer  zone”  between  white  part  

of town and black townships. The twentieth century saw South African colonial and later 

the Apartheid government restrict black people from accessing land. The main aim of 

the  government’s  strategy  was   to  provide  a  supply  of  cheap   labour   for   the  expanding  

mining sector, as well as the white commercial farming sector (Yield, 1992). The main 

reservoir of this cheap labour consisted of the former homeland to where many black 

South Africans were forcibly moved without any consideration of the established 

inhabitants (Adams, 2000). This policy approach by the former Apartheid government 

led to a highly skewed racial distribution of land rights and development; it threatened 

livelihoods and caused a tainted quality of life for the people of South Africa. 
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Marais (2004) indicates that commonage land was generally acquired in one of two 

ways. Firstly, land on which most towns were developed had been granted to the Dutch 

Reformed Church during the 1800s. This land functioned as commonage under the 

ownership and jurisdiction of the church. In most cases, this land was passed on to the 

municipalities in the 1900s through sale or grant. The title deeds of such land usually 

contain servitudes granting grazing rights to residents. 

Since the new democratic government came into power in 1994, new policy frameworks 

have been set in place with regard to land reform and economic development. The 

policies of land reform, and reconciliation and reconstruction aim to contribute towards 

economic growth and household welfare. They have at their center the advancement of 

the   lives   of   the   nation’s   poor   and   marginalized,   in   particular   those   disadvantaged 

through the racist policies of the past. Commonage land has been identified as an 

important local resource through which local socio-economic development can be 

furthered (Marais, 2004). 

Within its programme of land redistribution, the Department of Land Affairs’ Green 

Paper on South African Land Policy (Department of Land Affairs, 1996) states that it will 

encourage and support local authorities to make available for urban agriculture, food 

gardens and livestock grazing public land not needed for urban expansion and social 

infrastructure. It further states that this could be effected through short-term lease 

agreements. The primary goal in such initiatives is to provide a means to supplement 

the incomes of poor people. Where local governments have no public land available, 

the DLA will provide funds in order to enable local government to acquire private land 

for this purpose. The land reform policy also proposes that all local authority owned land 

should be registered in the public land register (Department of Land Affairs, 1996). 

 Most commonage land is leased to individual farmers, some has been sold, and some 

degraded. In some towns parts of the commonages have been absorbed by urban 

expansion and the establishment of local nature reserves. Commonage land represents 

a substantial resource in land for commonage users. The constitution empowers 

municipalities to adopt measures which give preferential treatment to certain persons or 

members  of  groups,  where  such  measures  are  part  of  “affirmative action”.  Municipalities 
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are empowered to make regulations or by-laws which give preference for use of 

commonage land to residents who suffered discrimination in the past. Potential 

beneficiaries of such measures would include blacks, women and the poor (Benseler, 

2004). 

1.3 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Municipal commonage is a resource that is used communally by a large number of 

people, with increasing number of livestock. While municipal commonage land provides 

a means for a livelihood for the urban poor and there are question of the sustainability of 

current management practices (Atkinson, 2003), and the impact of commonages in the 

development of emerging farmers. Anderson & Pienaar (2003) sum up the poor attempt 

at commonage management rather aptly when they state that ”the   results has been 

self-help, dominance over and exclusion of women and the poor, non-payment of user-

fees, land degradation and severely reduced or minimal benefits to the few who 

manage   to   gain   access”.   Poor   management   and   absence   of   adequate   resource-use 

rules has resulted in an open-access situation whereby the powerful and wealthy 

dominate access to the land (Anderson & Pienaar. 2003). 

 In current set up of commonage systems across most towns in South Africa there is 

little or no creation or enforcement of rules, and even when rules exist, no one has the 

authority, capability or desire to punish those who infringe upon these rules. These 

open-access systems are unsuitable in the long-term and overgrazing is becoming 

more prevalent in commonage situations, such as in Philippolis (Atkinson, 2003). There 

is currently an underlying assumption that providing land to the commonage users will 

supply them with beneficial assets, which can be used profitably to enhance their 

livelihood. However, there is the   argument   that,   “giving   agricultural   land   to   people  

without the necessary farm management and financial administration skills, without 

adequate finance for improvements and production costs, and above all without a 

bankable business model that takes producer prices and market trends into account, is 

setting them up for failure”. 

1.4 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
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The aim of the study is to evaluate the impact of municipal commonages on the 

development of commonage users in Philippolis and to evaluate how emerging farmers 

under commonage lands can develop and run economically viable businesses and 

ultimately transition into sustainable farming business. 

1.4.1 Sub- objectives: 

 Identify benefits generated by Philippolis commonage. 

 Identify and examine current policies and programmes directly affecting 

commonage users and impact on management of commonage land. 

 Identify programmes and policies that can contribute to the growth, development 

and sustainability of emerging farmers using commonage lands. 

 

1.5 METHODOLOGY 

The research methodology used in conducting research on the impact of municipal 

commonages on the development of commonage users in Philippolis involves 

conducting interviews with commonage users. The study area where the research was 

conducted is discussed. This section also highlights the unique situation in which 

commonages features in the Free State Province and how commonage is an essential 

resource for the poor. 

1.6 OUTLINE OF THE DISSERTATION 

The mini dissertation is divided into the following chapters: Chapter 1 gives the 

background, introduction, problem statement and objectives of the study. Chapter 2 is 

review on literature. The challenges faced by the commonage users who are using the 

municipal commonages, as well as the key strategies used to meet these challenges 

will also be discussed in this chapter. This chapter will also review the programmes and 

policies of the Department of Land Affairs and the Department of Agriculture in the Free 

State Province.  

Chapter 3 outlines the research methodology reporting on the research design; the 

study area will also be described. Chapter 4 presents the empirical findings of the 
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research and also presents the analysis. Chapter 5 presents the conclusions and 

recommendations. The chapter also presents a summary of findings and 

recommendations for further research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 INTRODUCTION  

The vast majority of current commonage users in South African towns are historically 

disadvantaged in terms of educational, access and ownership of productive assets 

opportunities. Most never had a chance to own sizeable agricultural land, or acquire 

knowledge needed to run a commercial farm. They are drawn either from the urban 

working class (mainly in small or medium-sized towns) or from the ranks of farm 

workers who have lost their jobs. Both categories of people tend to be poor, although 

there are cases of wealthier middle-class black people also owning livestock on 

commonages (Atkinson, 2005). 

According to Benseler (2003) municipalities own two types of commonages such as 

municipal commonage land that has been part of the towns since their establishment, 

while on the other hand there is commonage land that the Department of Land Affairs 

purchased for municipalities. Emerging farmers only had access to commonage land as 

well as peri-urban municipal land since 1993. Land is used for projects such as 

vegetable gardens, poultry farming, livestock production and harvesting of medicinal 

plants. Municipalities are expected to come up with a structured policy on how to 

manage commonage land. 

However, most users of commonage practice livestock farming for example, cattle, 

sheep, pigs and goats. Keeping the beneficiaries of the commonage could be land 

policy generally grouped into those hoping that their stock will grow and place them in a 

position to generate income from selling. And those commonage users who use 

commonage as a stepping stone to emerging farming Their livestock is, however still 

low in numbers and they have not as yet sold in formal markets. Commonage land is 

also utilized by middle income groups engaging in livestock grazing (Benseler, 2003). 
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2.2 HISTORY OF COMMONAGE 

According to Atkinson (2005) commonage is land that is usually found adjacent to a 

town, which is owned by the local municipality and was typically acquired through state 

grants or, historically, through the church. Since the new democratic dispensation in 

1994, poor and previously disadvantaged residents have acquired access rights to 

commonage for agricultural purposes. Through the Department of Land   Affairs’  

commonage programme, local municipalities are acquiring more commonage land for 

purposes of agriculture and grazing livestock. The commonage programme is 

increasingly being recognized as an important livelihood activity for the poor and 

unemployed residents of towns and rapid urbanization is contributing to the increasing 

demand for use of commonage for livelihood provisioning. 

Benseler (2004) states that some municipalities view commonage as a key asset to 

promote Local Economic Development, while others are finding it difficult to manage the 

land effectively, to the extend that some analysts see tragic ecological consequences 

occurring due to over-grazing.  This  has  been  linked  to  the  “tragedy  of  the  commons”  as  

advocated by Harding in 1968. Commonage land and common property resource 

systems have many similarities and co-management has been advocated as a potential 

management regime for commonage. Current management attempts are not ensuring 

the efficient, equitable and sustainable use of commonages (Buso, 2003). The 

governance framework is not adequately supporting proper management in an 

environment of resource poor institutional bodies, adaptive co-management could prove 

to be the most effective system to ensure the sustainable use and development of this 

natural resource. Furthermore, commonage is no longer contributing to the Land 

Reform Programme (Lebert, 2004). 

Commonage land, although peri-urban in nature is subject to land –use practices that 

are characteristics of communal areas in South Africa (Ingle, 2006). Communal areas 

are characterized by a number of individuals using the same piece of land 

simultaneously; therefore, communal land can be viewed as a common property 

resource. One can argue that there is a strong connection between goals of communal 

farming and commonage farming. Problems occurring in land reform projects are 
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mirrored by problems occurring on commonage projects. However, commonage has a 

strong advantage over other common property resource systems; it has a potentially 

strong institutional body for management, the respective local municipality (Ingle, 2006). 

2.3 ACCESS TO LAND AND ADMINISTRATION 

The majority of small rural towns have a small economic base and high levels of 

unemployment and poverty. Apart from a few exceptions (mostly in the Western Cape), 

most small towns have stagnant or declining economies. South African towns are 

generally  characterized  by  the  apartheid  “two  towns  in  one”  phenomenon. Furthermore, 

these small towns are located in the heart of general rural poverty (Department of Land 

Affairs, 1996). The majority of farm workers are drifting to nearby towns and the exact 

number of migrants is unknown, but these new urban residents usually live in severe 

poverty. Nevertheless, many have some agricultural skills a lot of which attempt to farm 

on municipal commonage to maintain their livelihoods (Atkinson, 2005). As rural 

households are displaced or attracted to towns, they will need to maintain or increase 

their cash income streams. This will inevitably lead to an increase in demand for 

municipal commonage for agricultural purposes. This in turn may also cause an 

increase in conflicts surrounding resource use. 

The new government has pledged itself to a policy of growth and development. The 

government and local authorities have a responsibility to open up and broaden local 

economies, and the optimal use of commonage will therefore be that which contributes 

to the process of Local Economic Development. This must also include issues of spatial 

planning and social asset development. 

With the Department of Local Government and Housing (DLGH) leaving old 

commonage land with municipalities to manage, municipalities have come under a lot of 

pressure from communities because they want access to land and commonage still 

needs to be monitored and managed effectively. This means that the municipalities 

must come up with clear guidelines on who exactly has access to the commonage, how 

should it be utilized, for what purposes and above all at what stage should a farmer 

leave the commonage in order to make room for new community members who want to 
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start farming. Municipalities do indicate that demands from communities for more 

commonage land are increasing (Buso, 2003).  

The Department of Land Affairs follows a policy of purchasing land from commercial 

farmers and giving it to municipalities for use by emerging farmers. This land, referred to 

as   “new   commonage”,   forms   part   of   land   reform.   According   to   the   DLA,   the   new  

commonage should be seen as a stepping stone by emerging farmers towards 

eventually becoming viable commercial farmers and ultimately owners of the land. 

The DLA stipulates that the land it is buying should be allocated to hitherto 

disadvantaged communities so that they could practice farming with a view to improve 

their standard of living. To achieve this goal, DLA encourages disadvantaged groups 

(unemployed poor people) to apply for land reform funding. On the basis of the 

application an applicant obtains a sum of R20 000.00 enabling him/ her to commence 

farming (Department of Land Affairs, 1996). 

After emerging farmers acquired the land, the Department of Agriculture through 

extension officers assists them with farming knowledge and skills. Land redistribution for 

agricultural development (LRAD) is a programme which is a joint venture with the 

Department of Agriculture, through this programme qualifying beneficiaries may acquire 

land for agricultural purposes. DLA and DoA assist emerging farmers to overcome the 

challenges that confront them. LRAD seeks to encourage emerging farmers to increase 

their stock, to strive to acquire their own farm land to become commercial farmers after 

a period of five years (Department of Land Affairs, 1996). DoA also assists with funding 

so that when the emerging farmers have acquired land they could start projects that will 

generate income.  

Though DLA assists emerging farmers with acquisition of new land, there is a critical 

need for mentoring. Many emerging farmers raised the concern that after they have 

been given land, there is no mentoring and this makes farming difficult because they still 

have much to learn and vast experience to be gained (Department of Land Affairs, 

1996). Land reform aims   to   positively   control   people’s   access   to   land,   help   in   the  

creation of livelihood opportunities and develop the local economy. Land reform has 
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come about because the South African constitution has placed a positive obligation on 

the state to enact land reforms (Hall, 2007). Thus, the process pursued by government 

which allows previously dispossessed people access to land can be described as land 

reform. This happens primarily through the Department of Land Affairs (DLA), as well as 

government departments such as the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry 

(DWAF), the Department of Agriculture (DoA) and local municipalities (Benseler, 2004) 

Berkes (2006) concludes that the major powers of allocation, control and management 

of commonage rest with the municipal authorities. Local authorities need to be 

encouraged to examine the potential of commonage land, and to utilize this resource for 

Local Economic Development. Municipalities should (with the assistance of the above-

mentioned planning teams) draw up plans showing how the land is to be used, 

developed and managed. Plans should be supported by the majority of residents, and 

should be in response to local need and demand. The process will also require a re-

evaluation of local budgetary priorities (Johnson & Moahlodi, 2000). 

Ideally, this should be part of Local Economic Development plans. These should 

concentrate on mixed-income strategies to address rural poverty. The opportunities, 

constraints and resources underpinning Local Economic Development need to be 

investigated. The short-, medium- and longer-term costs and benefits of different 

commonage developments, and the distribution of these, must be assessed. This 

should be based on an economic, not merely financial, analysis. 

Johnson and Moahlodi (2000) conclude that local authorities need to investigate the 

conditions of current leases on commonage to establish whether the contracts are valid, 

and when will the land be available. They can also inspect the land, in order to ensure 

that current lease-holders are acting within the conditions of the lease. They should 

begin to set in place procedures which facilitate the process of making the commonage 

available to the community. 
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2.4 COMMONAGE MANAGEMENT 

Municipalities throughout the country are empowered to set aside land under their 

control for the pasturage of stock and for the purpose of establishing garden allotments. 

They can make by-laws to regulate and control the use and the protection of such land 

and the kinds of stock which may be pastured, restrict the number of stock per 

household,  restrict  or  prohibit  the  use  of  certain  of  the  council’s  land  for  pasturage  and  

prescribe appropriate charges (Johnson & Moahlodi, 2000). 

Johnson and Moahlodi (2000) suggest that the building of capacity will be an important 

component of the administration and management of commonage. This would include 

informing councilors and municipalities around legal issues regarding commonage, 

assistance with policy formulation, and educating councilors and residents around 

budgetary processes and general organizational development. A joint team including 

expertise in organizational development, agricultural technology, land rights and legal 

issues should be used to conduct information dissemination workshops, capacity-

building training, and project planning with all role players concerned. 

Considering the value of commonage, the following section will focus on the failures of 

the commonage programme, with special emphasis on the failures of local government 

to develop commonage and ensure that the management of the land results in the 

equitable and sustainable utilisation of the land. There is not an extensive amount of 

peer-reviewed literature pertaining to commonage in South Africa. Much of the literature 

is constituted by thesis, popular articles and reports. However, much of this literature is 

rife with pessimistic views of commonage management and this thesis will evaluate the 

impact of commonage on the development of emerging farmers and also identify 

benefits generated by Philippolis commonage. 

2.4.1 What are the constraints to effective commonage management? 

Commonage managers are faced with constraints with regard to the management of 

commonage land, these constraints are financial as well as related to the political will to 

develop commonage for the benefit of the poor residents (Atkinson & Pienaar, 2003). 

Management of commonage includes lots of administrative work, for example, planning 
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and arranging of meetings; proper record of minutes and follow up on decision made its 

time consuming if the local municipality did not appoint a person to do the task. Bringing 

relevant stakeholders on board and clarify roles takes time as it has to be properly done 

in a manner where people will be willing to come on board. All of these somehow have 

financial implications such as buying of stationary, making of telephone call as well as 

transport costs to visit those who do not have telephone lines or mobile phones. And the 

money that is forfeited in doing so, is very high in many instances and has led 

municipalities to continue to lease commonage, even though the commonage policy 

explicitly states that commonage must revert back to its public character of the past 

(Department of Land Affairs. 1997). However, DLA only has the power to determine the 

use of new commonage land, and some municipalities continue to lease old 

commonage  to  commercial  farmers.  The  transition  of  commonage  to  a  “pro-poor”  nature  

has meant a corresponding increase in the number of responsibilities of local 

government (Atkinson, 2003). Local municipalities suffer from organizational and 

capacity deficits and are failing to address their developmental mandates (Benseler, 

2004). 

There have also been a handful of endevours which have attempted to use commonage 

for other agricultural purposes such as poultry farming or vegetable patches (Anderson 

& Pienaar, 2003). Nonetheless, it is important to remember that even though municipal 

commonage appears to be rural agricultural land because of it’s often used for grazing, 

it has always been urban land. Town planners have established its use over time for the 

benefit of urban residents, which therefore makes it an urban resource subject to peri-

urban practices. 

Local government has never had the function of agricultural development and has 

neither the necessary expertise nor the capacity. It is therefore, essential that the 

Provincial Department of Agriculture support local municipalities in agricultural 

functions; however, the support is insufficient and local municipalities are failing to 

manage commonage adequately (Benseler, 2004). In the Northern Cape it was found 

that there is also some confusion about the strategic roles of the offices of the provincial 

department of Agriculture, who have decision-making powers and more capacity than 
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the local municipalities (Benseler, 2004). Atkinson (2003) stresses the need for 

agricultural guidance and extension services for commonage farmers and the 

Department of Agriculture to engage with municipalities in order to share environmental 

and rangeland management knowledge. 

The Commonage Management Committees are in the rarest cases functional and suffer 

from capacity constraints, as well as lack of power to make decisions (Benseler, 2004). 

In some instances there is no Commonage Management Committee, as was 

discovered by the Department of Land Affairs when they conducted a review of 

commonage projects (Department of Land Affairs, 2005). Furthermore, most of the 

informal commonage management structures that are managing commonages are not 

registered as legal entities (Department of Land Affairs, 2005). However, even when the 

Commonage Management Committees are functional, they will sometimes subvert any 

attempts by municipalities to impose a management system. This was found to be the 

case in Namaqualand in the Kamiesberg Local Municipality which fall under the 

Namakwa District Municipality, where the commonage committee was dominated by the 

wealthier men in the community (Lebert, 2004). 

2.5 THE LAND REFORM PROGRAMME IN SOUTH AFRICA 

The Land Reform Programme has been necessitated by the inequitable land situation in 

South  Africa  at  present,  which  is  a  product  of  the  past  “land  laws”  that  governed  South  

Africa pre-1994 (Badenhorst, 2006). These laws were designed as measures to 

segregate people of different races and regulated the occupation of land according to 

race. Homelands were established and black people were moved to these areas in 

order to separate them from whites who lived in all other available areas of South Africa. 

These laws led to the erosion of the rights of black people in the country (Badenhorst, 

2006). This has resulted in a situation where the black people in South Africa are 

experiencing landless, poverty, vulnerability, unemployment and lack of basic services. 

This  in  turn  has  “racialised”,  not  only  the  land  issue  in  South  Africa  (Walker,  2005),  but  

also the agricultural issue; whereby large commercial farms are concentrated in the 

hands of white farmers, and black farmers continue to farm in a subsistence manner in 

the communal areas (Goebel, 2005). However, in the time leading up to the new 
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democratic dispensation, and since then, numerous legislative acts have abolished this 

racial geographical and social separation and, since the Final Constitution (Act 108 of 

1996), government policies are now actively seeking to redress these imbalances. 

The Constitution is the supreme law of South Africa and all other legislation must be 

consistent with it (Act 108 of 1996). Under section 25 of the Constitution (the property 

clause) the land reform measures are stated. In South Africa, land reform is divided into 

three programme: Land Redistribution, Land Tenure Reform and Land Restitution. 

Without expanding on the goals of all three programmes, it is adequate for this thesis to 

state the collective purpose of the Land Reform Programme, which if fourfold 

(Department of Land Affairs, 1997): (a) to redress the injustices of the past: (b) to foster 

national reconciliation and stability; (c) to underpin economic growth; and (d) to improve 

household welfare and alleviate poverty. The practical goal of the Land Reform 

Programme is to transfer 30% of agricultural land from white people to black people 

through its various programmes. The Land Reform Programme of South Africa is 

considered the most progressive, but costliest and slowest form of Land Reform (van 

den Brink, 2007). 

2.5.1 The Redistribution Programme 

The Redistribution Programme requires that the South African State is to take 

reasonable legislative and other measures, within its available resources, to foster 

conditions which enable citizens to gain access to land on an equitable basis (Act 108 

of  1996).  The  reasonable  legislative  measures’  concept has resulted in the White Paper 

on South African Land Policy (1997) which contains all the Land Reform Programmes 

and set out funding and other developmental measures to address the requirements of 

the Constitution. 

The commonage programme is a sub-component of the Redistribution Programme 

(which has a number of different facets). According to Badenhorst (2006), the aim of 

Land   Redistribution   is   to   “provide   the   landless   (or   poor)   with   land   for   residential   and  

agricultural purposes in order to improve their   livelihoods”.   Through   this   programme,  

various   “access   products”   have   been   created; such as Commonage Programme and 
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LRAD (Badenhorst, 2006). The LRAD sub-programme is set out in two parts; one 

aspect of the programme is to transfer agricultural land to specific individuals or groups, 

to create a new class of black commercial farmers (Jacobs, 2003); and the second 

aspect   is  to   improve  people’s  access  to  municipal and tribal land for grazing purposes 

(Didiza, 2006). Hence, the Commonage Programme is intricately connected to LRAD. 

This has two implications; (1) the intended implication that commonage is used for 

grazing or agricultural purposes; and (2) the unanticipated implication that the focus on 

commonage is not exclusive, and it has the potential to lose its significance in the 

greater programmes into which it falls. 

There are number of reasons why it is important to contextualize commonage within the 

greater Land Reform Programme. The first is that, as stated above, commonage is part 

of the Redistribution Programme of Land Reform and is calculated into the percentage 

of land that the South African government wants to redistribute (Anderson & Pienaar, 

2003). The second reason is that commonage is inherited to be used  as  a  “springboard” 

for the LRAD programme through the emerging farmers system of the Commonage 

Programme (Department of Land Affairs, 2002). As   indicated   above,   the   “stepping  

stone”   policy   of   the   commonage   programme   should result in emerging farmers 

accessing enough skills, capital and livestock to exit the commonage. The LRAD grant 

will allow the emerging farmer to purchase his or her own land on which to farm 

independently. Thirdly, as per the goals of the redistribution policy, commonage should 

be used to alleviate poverty and contribute to economic development (Jacobs, 2003). A 

careful consideration of the Land Reform Programme, with specific reference to the 

Redistribution policy, can, therefore shed light on the future of commonage as a 

redistributive mechanism and how it should be better integrated into the greater Land 

Reform Programme. 

2.5.2 Land Reform and Poverty Alleviation 

As a poverty alleviation strategy, the Land Reform Programme has not made significant 

progress (Andrew, 2003). In a recent study, it was found that 50% of Land Reform 

projects have failed to make beneficiaries permanently better-off. Goebel (2005) states 

that is it becoming more difficult to argue convincingly that Land Reform will significantly 
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relieve rural poverty and Cousins (2007) feels that Land Reform is necessary but not 

sufficient for economic transformation. For example, land transferred in redistribution 

processes is Limpopo was found to be either abandoned or used less productively than 

before (McCusker, 2004). These failures have led some to argue that Land Reform 

progress should not be about hectares transferred from white to black ownership, but 

about how that land has impacted on the lives of the poor (Walker, 2005). Hence, it is 

not the quantity of land that is important but the quality of the benefits derived (Jacobs, 

2003).  
 
Land Reform has been slow (Walker & Didiza, 2006). Some authors argue that it is slow 

because of the route taken, that of Market-Based Land Reform (Walker & Didiza, 2006), 

and many are now arguing that the process needs to be fast-tracked, with proactive 

state involvement (Kepe & Cousins, 2002). Market-Based Land Reform (MBLR), or the 

Willing-Buyer, Willing-Seller approach that South Africa has adopted, has been heavily 

criticised for various reasons. The MBLR concept is a neo-liberal approach adopted with 

the  support  of   the  rest  of   the  “westernised”  world  and  is  premised  on  the  protection  of  

private rights (Goebel, 2005). It seeks to redistribute land, liberalise land and other 

markets, draw small-holder farmers into commercial production and minimise the role of 

the state in land allocation, the regulation of the agricultural economy and rural 

development (Lahiff, 2007). It is based on a voluntary market system where 

beneficiaries are self-selected and where land owners have the freedom to choose 

whether or not to sell their land (Saturnino & Borras, 2003). Therefore, it has been 

embraced by commercial farmers and the non-poor have availed themselves to the 

programme (Saturnino & Borras, 2003). As described by Saturnino & Borras (2003), 

supporters of MBLR believe that this system leads to the efficient and equitable 

redistribution of assets.  

 

2.5.3 The Criticisms of Land Redistribution and LRAD  
As noted before, several agencies and observers have noted that the process of land 

redistribution is too slow (Didiza, 2006). The bureaucratic red-tape of the process 

hampers fast, easy and efficient exchange of land (Lahiff, 2007) and many farmers 
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would rather use private markets to sell their property. However, not only is the 

programme slow, it has been discovered that there is also not enough money available 

for the Land Reform Programme in general (Walker, 2005). The responsibility for Land 

Reform rests on the shoulders of provincial departments who have little financial and 

other resources and there is no explicit role for Local Government (Lahiff, 2001). 

Furthermore, it has also been discovered that the performance of Land Redistribution 

has been hampered by a subversion of the process by the Restitution Programme of 

Land Reform; once land has been transferred; new farmers are discovering that it is 

under a land claim.  

 

A very important criticism of the Land Reform Programme is that it is no longer pro-

poor, because of the financial contribution required, which results in the poor losing out 

to the non-poor (Lahiff, 2007), generally because the non-poor can mobilise more 

capital to buy land (Hall, 2007). Therefore, the labour, income and gender inequalities in 

South Africa are not being addressed through Land Reform (Lahiff & McCusker, 2004). 

Furthermore, HIV/AIDs is compromising the ability of people to use the new land due to 

labour shortages and time spent caring for the sick (Walker, 2005).  

 

One of the issues not addressed in the Land Reform Programme is that of arable land, 

of which South Africa has very little (Walker & Didiza, 2006). Furthermore, there are 

climatic and water constraints to farming (Marcus, 1996). In addition to the poor climatic 

conditions for farming, the economic climate in which agriculture is now practiced is 

competitive and difficult due to agricultural deregulation, lack of subsidies and trade 

liberalisation (Hall, 2007). This has resulted in small farmers struggling to compete with 

larger established farmers.  

 

Another pertinent criticism of the Land Reform Programme is that it is too focused on 

commercial production (Lahiff, 2007). Furthermore, there is a failure to recognise the 

difference between household and national food-security. Household food security is 

linked to small-scale subsistence farming, while national food security requires large-

scale commercial production. The South African government does not recognise that 
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rural people adopt multiple livelihood strategies and that small-scale agriculture can be 

as productive as large-scale commercial agriculture (Goebel, 2005). Private consultants 

usually draw up the business plans for the newly redistributed land, without taking into 

account the multiple users and uses of the land (Lahiff, 2001). Therefore, it has been 

argued that LRAD is not contributing to livelihoods and access to land does not mean 

better livelihoods or better land-use practices (Andrew, 2003).  

 

A criticism of the Land Reform Programme, that has a crucial bearing on the use of 

commonage, is the criticism that, whereas DLA focuses on large-scale agricultural away 

from towns and cities, there is an urban bias to land reform; therefore, people are more 

interested in acquiring rights to urban or peri-urban land (Adams, McCusker, & Walker, 

2005). The increased demand for urban land can be partly attributed to urbanisation, 

and partly due to the failure of land to contribute to poverty alleviation in rural areas, 

which results in people leaving rural areas to find employment in cities and towns. In 

this urbanising climate, the demand for commonage is rapidly growing. Commonage is 

becoming  more  valuable  because   it  contributes   to  peoples’   livelihoods  and  because   it  

can be used for cultural practices.  

 

2.5.4 Solutions to Land Reform Failures  
The most widely entertained solution to Land Reform failures is a systematic integration 

of Land Reform into broader rural development processes (Lahiff, 2003). Land only 

plays a permissive role in poverty reduction and must, therefore be part of a broader 

poverty reduction strategy before it is able to contribute to the livelihoods of people. 

Therefore,   a   process   of   agrarian   reform,   which   will   held   to   improve   rural   dwellers’  

access to markets, social services and employment, is a good way to compliment and 

enhance the greater Land reform process (Jacobs, 2003) 

 

Deininger (2008) take a closer look at equity of land access in the form of land rental 

markets. They show that in India, China and Vietnam, land rental markets allowed the 

poor access to land, and increased equity of land holdings (Deininger, 2008). This is 

corroborated by other research in Hungary (Vranken & Swinnen, 2006). This could have 
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important implications on the redistribution of land. One analyst believes that the South 

African government policies must explore land rental markets because these allow for 

the participation of the poor (Chimhowu, 2006). The poor have better access to land 

through rentals in countries where there are other land market imperfections, such as 

poor access to credit and high transaction costs (Vranken & Swinnen, 2006). 

Furthermore, rental markets allow families to farm on land that is optimal in size 

(Vranken & Swinnen, 2006) as well as to diversify income streams in the case of renting 

out (Deininger, 2008). This indicates that Land Rental Markets could be pro-poor in the 

sense  that  poor  peoples’  labour  can  determine  their  access  to  land,  as  opposed  to  their  

financial capital. Another important consideration of Land Rental Markets is the effect it 

has on productivity. In India, increased rental market activity led to an increase in 

productivity on farms (Deininger, 2008). This may be attributed to better access to land 

by those with higher farm management skills, as was found in the case of China 

(Vranken & Swinnen, 2006). 
  
2.6 COMMONAGE IMPACT ON WELFARE OF HOUSEHOLDS 
 
2.6.1 Land Reform and Livelihoods  
 
Some analysts of the Land Reform Programme, especially Lahiff (2005), feels that 

government policy needs to take into account how livelihoods are defined and provided 

for when embarking on rural reform programmes. Land Reform is too focused on giving 

support to medium to large-scale black commercial farmers and gives little support to 

subsistence farmers; these people also deserve access to markets and social services 

and systems. Indeed, land reform will impact on millions of household in South Africa by 

affecting their access to land and resources (Lahiff, 2005). 
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2.6.2.  Commonage  user’s Livelihoods  
 
Cousins (1999) refer to rural livelihoods as multiple, diverse and dynamic; the aims 

being to manage risk, reduce vulnerability and enhance livelihood security. Hence, 

livelihoods in the Eastern Cape and elsewhere are made up of various sources of 

income and other provisions, such as natural resources and agricultural off-take (Lahiff 

& Ainslie, 2005). Although agriculture generally contributes a relatively minor 

percentage   to   peoples’   livelihoods,   compared   to   remittances   and   social   grants,   it   still  

plays an important role in supplementing income for many rural households (Lahiff, 

2003). In the Eastern Cape, the largest agricultural sector is livestock production 

(Ainslie, 2002), although livestock owners lie on a continuum of scales of activities; in 

other words, there are different farming activities along a continuum between purely 

subsistence and purely commercial farming (Ainslie, 2002). In general, therefore, rural 

or urban-poor households will rely on a combination of social grants, remittances, 

natural resources, arable fields and livestock production for their livelihoods.  

 

2.6.3. Livestock and Natural  Resource  Benefits  to  commonage  user’s  livelihoods  
Rural people rely on their surrounding natural resources for various direct and indirect 

contributions to their livelihoods. Communal rural households procure a wide range of 

natural resources for consumption or sale, which are sometimes sold in urban areas 

(Shackleton, 2001). These are often complemented by other agricultural-based 

endeavours, such as livestock production and arable fields (Shackleton, 2001). 

Therefore, arable production, animal husbandry and natural resource harvesting all 

contribute in various ways, across sites and scales, to livelihood provisioning 

(Shackleton, 2001). 

 

Natural resources are not used just by poor rural dwellers. Shackleton (2006) suggests 

that the contribution of Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) to households is similar 

across all income levels in the Kat River Valley in the Eastern Cape. The differences 

between the use of NTFPs by poor and less poor households is related to whether there 

was own collection, as opposed to the sale of NTFPs; for example, the poorer 
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households tended to collect more and sell more, while the less-poor households 

tended to buy more products (Shackleton, 2006).  

 

The study by Shackleton (2006) shows that guiding and enhancing the use of NTFPs 

can lead to increased livelihood security and possibly poverty reduction. However, the 

authors warn of the dangers of commercialisation of natural products; which can create 

opportunities for poorer households, but may lead to the exploitation of the products by 

elites and outsiders Shackleton (2006), or over-harvesting by locals. When 

commercialising agricultural activities there is also the danger of increasing the risks to 

a household because it may lead to a dependency on one source of income 

(Shackleton, 2001). Instead, it is suggested that the multiple livelihood strategy 

approach adopted by poor households in rural areas ensures that risks are spread, and 

NTFPs are often used as a safety-net in times of crisis (Shackleton, 2001). 

 

2.7 CONCLUSION 
It can be concluded that access to any land, from a small plot to a forest or communal 

grazing land, permits households to uphold a diversified livelihood. Multiple strategies 

which may include wages, pension and running of livestock (as a form of investment or 

sale),   collectively   enhance   a   households’   ability   to   obtain   a   livelihood   under   difficult  

conditions. Additionally, urbanization rates in South Africa are high, with new urban 

residents expected to rely on commonage to supplement their livelihoods. Thus, there is 

an urgent need to understand how many (what proportion) and which type of urban 

residents use commonage, for what purpose do they use it, and how much it contributes 

to their livestock. 

A substantial amount of commonage users are households who are supplementing their 

livelihoods. Consequently, in terms of the commonage policy (Department of Land 

Affairs, 2002), one of the primary aims of commonage is being met: providing access to 

land for supplementing income. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

 

DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH AREA AND RESEARCH 
METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

The research methodology involves a number of aspects of investigation and analysis. 

Demands and expectations with regard to commonage were also investigated. This 

involved site visits interviews with individual users, group discussions, and interviews 

with community leaders and government officials. 

3.2 BACKGROUND OF THE AREA 

Philippolis has a rich history-not only as the oldest settlement in what is now the Free 

State Province. It was a station of the London Missionary Society (LMS) in 1822/1823; 

but also as a center of the Grigua captaincies from 1820s and later as a conflict zone in 

the Anglo-Boer war (http:www.philippolis.org.za/ligging.htm). 

Close to the geographic center of South Africa, Phillipolis is well placed as an off-the-

highway stop-over for tourists travelling between the Western, Southern and Eastern 

Cape in the South, and Botswana, Johannesburg-Pretoria in the North, and Kwazulu-

Natal and Mpumalanga in the East. The deviation off the N1 highway on the R717 

between Colesburg and Trompsburg is in fact shorter than the actual N1, making this 

not a detour at all. The Orange River is about 30 kilometers from Philippolis 

(http:www.philippolis.org.za/ligging.htm). 

Philippolis is a small town in the southern Free State, 180 km south of Bloemfontein and 

60 km north of Colesburg. It had a total of 7304 people at time of survey (2009), of 

whom blacks were in the majority (3 734), “coloured”   constituted   (2465) and whites 
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(1105 people) (Global Insight 2006). It is the oldest settlement in the Free State, dating 

from its days as a mission station in the 1820s. Subsequently it became the capital of 

the Griqua kingdom (until 1862), and thereafter was sold to the Orange Free State. Like 

all the Karoo towns, Philippolis is a very poor community, and the level of poverty is 

increasing all the time, due to in-migration of unemployed and piece-work farm workers. 

From 1862 to 2000 Philippolis had its own municipality. In 2000, it was absorbed into a 

larger municipal entity called Kopanong Local Municipality. Kopanong includes eight 

other towns: Trompsburg (the municipal capital), Fauresmith, Jagersfontein, Edenburg, 

Springfontein, Gariep Dam, Bethulie and Reddersburg. Each of these towns is now 

managed by a Unit Supervisor, clerical and technical staff. Policy making for the 

municipality emanates from the headquarters in Trompsburg (Buso, 2003). 

Philippolis was one of the first municipalities in the Free State to make commonage 

available for local black stockholders. It took this decision in 1998, and thereby 

preempted much of the political conflict which came to characterize commonage access 

in towns such as Trompsburg.  
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Figure 3.1 Location of Philippolis 
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3.3 POPULATION AND SAMPLING 

Commonage users from Philippolis are mainly residents of this town. The participants 

were drawn from the commonage committee responsible for the day to day 

management of the commonage. Initially the following three towns were selected for the 

study (Philippolis Trompsburg and Springfontein) as they falls under the Flagship of the 

University of the Free State which is called Free State Rural Development Partnership 

Programme, but after several meetings with the chairperson of National African Farmers 

Union (NAFU) it was agreed that only Philippolis commonage will be selected for the 

study so that the results can be easily measurable. About 28 commonage users were 

selected for the study. 

3.4 QUESTIONNAIRES 

The questionnaire (annexure A) was designed to collect information on the reasons for 

keeping livestock in commonage; the income generated from the livestock sales; the 

livestock profile e.g. type of animals, total number of animals owned, value per animal in 

Rand, livestock born, livestock died, livestock received, livestock stolen, livestock 

bought, and livestock sold. Commonage users were also asked to provide information 

on production practices and inputs in livestock production, for example; feeding, 

herding, vaccination, dipping and dosing and reproductive practices. Commonage users 

were asked about the marketing systems they use to market their livestock and if they 

keep any farming records. Questions on whether they manage to support their families 

with the income generated on the commonage and whether the commonage has 

improved their livelihood were asked.  

The main constraints experienced by the livestock farmers were also looked at and 

farmers were also asked if they have any intention of moving to an individual farm if 

they are given the opportunity. The services delivered by the Agricultural Extension 

Officers were also looked at and how often do they visit the commonage users. The 

focus was to evaluate the impact of commonages on the development of commonage 

users in Philippolis.  
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Managerial aspects were also addressed in the questionnaire. The fundamental 

objectives were to characterize the farming systems used in this area and also to 

determine which reproductive parameters can be obtained from commonage users who 

keep their livestock on communal grazing. The interviews with the commonage users 

were conducted by the researcher together with the trained University of the Free State 

Community Service Learning students who are delivering the services in the Southern 

Free State. 

3.5 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Approval by the technical manager of Kopanong Local Municipality was obtained, and 

all the participants and the community were informed about the nature of the study in 

order to get consent and were asked for their willingness to participate in the study, and 

that they can withdraw at any time if they have concerns. The University of Free State 

also granted approval for the conduction of the study. Commonage users were also 

informed on how they may benefit from the study and confidentiality was assured for the 

private information provided to the researcher. All respondents reacted positively to 

being approached. Participation in the research by commonage users was voluntary; 

individual’s   rights   to   privacy   and   human   dignity   assured.   Care   was   taken   to   keep  

questions simple and neutral, while encouraging respondents to share information 

openly.  

Commonage users seemed comfortable with the researcher and  no   “ulterior  motives”  

were   conceived  with   regards   to   the   interviewer’s   reason   for   asking   certain   questions.  

Finally, the researcher will share findings of the study and also provide a copy of the 

report to the commonage users. 

3.6 DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS 

A large proportion of households using commonage can be considered to be living in 

extreme poverty. This shows that access to commonage makes a critical difference to 

28 households in the study area. While commonage may not be the principal source of 

livelihood for the great majority of urban households, it does provide an important 

supplementary income (and savings) for households using commonage, albeit with a 
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high degree of variation among households. Thus access to commonage allows 

households to maintain a diversified livelihood strategy which may include the keeping 

of livestock as a form of investment (for consumption, milk or sale), which together 

enhances their ability to obtain a livelihood under difficult conditions. Commonage users 

who are unable to look after the livestock because of other working commitments use 

relatives for herding of livestock, and those who are unemployed take care of the 

herding of livestock on a full time basis  

Atkinson & Buscher (2006) suggests that commonage use has increased in most rural 

areas, not only from new urban residents but from old ones as well. Moreover, due to 

urbanization the new use of municipal commonage is expected to increase for all towns 

in South Africa. With an increase in pressure on commonage, there is a need for solid 

governance structures to be put in place, and a need for comprehensive management 

plans to be formulated. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

 

 

ANALYSIS OF DATA AND RESEARCH FINDINGS 

 

4.1. DIRECT USE OF COMMONAGE 

The users of commonage consists mostly of stock  owners,  people  from  the  “township”  

(poor residents), and traditional healers. Commonage is predominately used by black 

and coloured farmers for grazing livestock. However, the uses of commonage in 

Philippolis seemed to be more diverse as indicated in Table 4.1. It does not take into 

account the indirect services of commonage such as ecosystem processes that 

commonage supports. Other illegal activities were not mentioned; however, considering 

that people use commonage to harvest many natural resources, it may be the case that 

many illegal activities are occurring in Philippolis commonage.  

Each family looks after its own site or plot. There are also cases where you will find that 

about 10 percent of single women have a part time job locally and also have the 

responsibility to take care of livestock on commonage, so they normally ask other male 

shepherds or relative to take care of their livestock during the time when they are not 

present, and this is done without any payments. This arrangement is done individually 

with relatives and families without the involvement of the community at large.  
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Table 4.1: Uses of livestock among commonage users 

Item Description Commonage 
1. Ceremonial slaughter 14 commonage users 

2. Meat 28 commonage users 

3. Family income (livestock sales) 28 commonage users 

4. Transport 1 commonage user 

5. Investment 2 commonage users 

6. Lobola 5 commonage users 

7. Milk 8 commonage users 

8. Cultivation No cultivation taking place 

 

4.2 CONCERNS OF COMMONAGE USERS 

There are a number of concerns related to commonage use in Philippolis. These 

concerns are shown in table 4.2 below. 

1. Infrastructure (boreholes, water tanks, fences and gates): poorly maintained 

commonage infrastructure, non-existent infrastructure or vandalized infrastructure. 

2. Overgrazing and overstocking: exceed the carrying capacity of the land. 

3. Stock theft: stock owners or other residents stealing from one another. 

4. Land hunger and conflict: people requesting more land on which to graze cattle and, 

due to farm evictions and subsequent urbanization, more people requiring it. 

5. Limited employment opportunities: people relying on surrounding land (e.g 

commonage) to supply natural resources to supplement their social grants/incomes. 

6. Lack of veterinary and extension services: complicated labour needs veterinary 

services and commonage users need extension support services. 

7. No record keeping: Commonage users does not know how to keep records 

8. Lack of marketing: No access to formal markets 
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Table 4.2: The problems facing commonage users 

Item Description Commonage concerns 
1. Infrastructure Yes 
2. Overgrazing and overstocking Yes 
3. Stock theft Yes 
4. Land hunger Yes 
5. Limited employment opportunities Yes 
6. Lack of Veterinary and Extension services Yes 
7. No record keeping Yes 
8.  No formal marketing Yes 
 

The following section will explain these issues in more detail. 

4.2.1 Infrastructure 

The infrastructure on Philippolis commonage was badly damaged in the period 

preceding the 1994 democratic elections (Bates, 2008). Since then, the subsequent 

efforts of the Kopanong Local Municipality to deliver infrastructure has been hindered by 

the constant vandalism and theft of fencing for informal housing and other purposes. 

Commonage users feel that the Kopanong Local Municipality have not kept their 

promise with regards to the building of kraals for livestock and, because it is the local 

municipality’s  land,  they  should  hire expects to manage it properly. 

4.2.2. Overgrazing 

Overgrazing is occurring due to overstocking of the commonage, and overgrazing also 

encroachment by alien invasive plants. The Department of Agriculture has indicated that 

the carrying capacity regulations are not being adhered to. However, the NAFU does 

not see overgrazing as an issue affecting the commonage. Kopanong Local Municipality 

acknowledges that there are too many head of cattle currently utilizing the available 

land even though they do not have the exact numbers. Overgrazing has been 

mentioned as a problem due to too many head of cattle on the commonage, 

commonage users were unable to indicate the actual livestock figures. Bates (2008) 

indicates that authorities may be unable to calculate cattle numbers because many 

cattle owners do not reveal the actual cattle numbers.  
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There are several reasons why overgrazing is taking place in the Philippolis 

commonage (Benseler, 2004). Firstly commonage is characterized by poor water 

distribution and infrastructure. The animals concentrate on the few water points and 

overgraze the land in that area, although the rest of the commonage may be in good 

condition. Secondly, although extension officers provide appropriate grazing practices, 

commonage users fail to comply with the grazing recommendations. Thirdly 

commonage users do not reveal the true numbers of their stock on the commonage, 

which makes it difficult for municipalities to enforce grazing regulations. Fourthly, 

commonage users practice continuous grazing instead of rotational grazing; therefore 

the veld does not have resting period because of the veld been continuously grazed. 

4.2.3 Stock theft 

Kopanong Local Municipality and NAFU reports stock theft as a major problem in 

Philippolis commonage. Part of the reason for this high incidence of stock theft is poor 

herd management of the livestock, and lack of fencing on the commonage, which allows 

animals to stray all over the town (Berkes, 2006). Because of stock theft, some 

commonage users kept livestock in their yards, which is not an ideal system due to 

health problems associated with livestock. 

4.2.4 Shortage of land 

Commonage users stated that many people want to engage in livestock production, but 

commonage caters for limited number. The National African Farmers Union indicated 

that they required more land for the purpose of grazing livestock (Buso, 2003). The 

majority of South Africans have been denied access to a fair share of the natural 

resource base and the precious goods and services that it provides. It is commonly felt, 

therefore, that land needs to be made available to the landless so that they can also 

benefit from the   environment’s   goods   and   services.   One   way   this   is   happening   is  

through  the  government’s  Land  Redistribution  Programme. 
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4.2.5 Increasing number of commonage users 

Related to rapid urbanization, the lack of employment in Philippolis is impacting on the 

use of commonage. Both the Kopanong Local Municipality and the National African 

Farmers Union have indicated this as a problem in the town, which result in the 

increasing numbers of people relying on commonage to supplement their income. 

Kopanong Local Municipality can expect a further increase in commonage users and 

greater reliance on commonage from current users. 

4.2.6 Lack of veterinary and extension services/mentoring 

The Provincial Department of Agriculture is involved in commonages in two ways. 

Firstly, DoA provides Community Projects Fund (CPF) to communities to start 

agricultural projects in the commonages. Secondly, the extension officers of DoA assist 

commonage users with agricultural skills e.g. veld management, branding of stock and 

disease control as well as the development of farmers. The policy of the Department of 

Agricultural states that the Community Projects Fund should be allocated to 

disadvantaged people in order to start agricultural projects. Commonage users 

indicated that while extension officers offer extension services to commonage users 

extension officers seldom visit the camps of those who are not the members of the 

National African Farmers Union. This makes farming difficult for some commonage 

users as they still have a lot to learn. 

Although extension advice was provided to some of the commonage users in general, 

and also contributed to increased production, dissatisfaction with the extension service 

was clearly evident  from  results  of  the  households’  survey.  This  stems  to  a  large  extent  

from lack of commitment by extension officers as well as lack of coordination. 

Commonage users also mentioned that veterinary services are not always available as 

the Provincial Department of Agriculture has not allocated a veterinary surgeon to work 

with commonage users in Philippolis.  
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4.2.7 Commonage users do not keep records 

Commonage users in Philippolis indicated that the reason for not keeping records is 

because they were not told about the importance of record keeping, and when the 

researcher briefly explained to them what record keeping is; they indicated that they 

cannot read or write English (see figure 4.2) as most of the materials used are written in 

English, so they will have to ask someone else to assist them in this regard.  

4.2.8 No marketing channels for commonage users 

The marketing channels and opportunities for the sale of livestock are inadequate. This 

situation is exacerbated by the generally poor condition of the livestock. No formal 

marketing channels and services are provided for commonage users in Philippolis 

commonage. Livestock is marketed locally, that is directly to the consumers and to the 

local butchery, a local commercial farmer often assist commonage users in marketing 

goats to a Kimberly market. Commonage users have to sell livestock in order to cover 

some of the household expenses, sometimes they have to settle for a lower price 

because of the condition of their livestock. 

Atkinson (2003) concludes that there is a shortage of grazing and forage resources in 

Philippolis commonage, livestock are in poor condition and suffer from drought, and 

there are knowledge and capital constraints to marketing and selling livestock. Small 

commonage sizes, population pressure, land tenure problems, distance from markets, 

poor transport and poor infrastructure constrained the communal farming system in 

Philippolis. 

4.3 GOVERNANCE OF COMMONAGE 

According to the Department of Land Affairs (2008), the commonage policy was under 

review in 2004, but any envisaged changes to the policy have been shelved. One of the 

major concerns of the DLA is the implementation of a planning grant system so that 

local municipalities can develop feasibility and planning documents before applying for 

new commonage. 
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Though Kopanong Local municipality provide land to groups of commonage users, the 

municipality is faced with a host of problems relating to management of commonages 

because they are dealing with groups of emerging farmers with differing aspirations and 

commitments. Therefore again, the challenge for municipalities is to develop a clear and 

firm policy on how beneficiaries should be organized and act when utilizing commonage 

land. 

It is clear that lack of enforcement of contracts put municipality in a difficult position, 

because users fail to pay rental and as a result the municipality does not generate 

revenue. It has even happened that municipalities provided land to commonage users 

without contracts because the municipalities were under pressure both from 

government and communities to make land available for commonage users.  

No formal reporting mechanism exists between the municipality and the Philippolis 

commonage users. However, the latter do informally report to the municipality, and the 

municipality makes a follow-up. It could therefore be concluded that there is a need for a 

formal reporting mechanism by users so that a municipality could be informed of what is 

happening on the commonage and to make follow ups if need be. 

4.4 PRESENTATION OF RESULTS 

4.4.1 Socio-economic characteristics of households 

In South Africa, poverty is acute for many rural people as well as millions who live in 

urban and peri-urban areas (Turner, 2001). According to StatsSA (2007) 55.1% of all 

South African households were living below the R2 400 per month indigence line 

(poverty measure used by municipalities). According to Carter & May (1999), 51.1% of 

all  rural  African  households  were  living  in  poverty  in  the  late  1990’s, i.e., those who were 

living below the income poverty line of R4 654 per adult equivalent per year (Box 4.1). 

There is a need to test this notion, by measuring the proportion of households who are 

living below the poverty line with access to land, and without. 
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Box 4.1: The income poverty line 

The income poverty line refers to the necessary income to achieve a minimum 

acceptable standard of living, or to meet minimum household consumption 

requirements (i.e., basic needs), and may be expressed on a per person or per 

household basis (Hunter, 2003). The poverty line varies from country to country, with 

the Millennium Development Goals using US $1 and US $2 per person per day in 1993 

Purchasing Power Parity terms as the minimum global standard (World Bank 2000). 

Households  can  be  said  to  have  been  ‘lifted  out  of  poverty’  if  their  income  climb  above  

this pre-defined poverty line. The poverty line for South Africa is R4 654 (adjusted to 5% 

inflation per annum from 1999 to 2007) per person per annum (per adult equivalent) 

(Carter & May, 1999). 

 

Table 4.3 below summarise the socio-economic characteristics of households in 

Philippolis commonage. Out of 28 commonage users, there are 10 female headed 

household who rely on social grants from the Department of Social Development, they 

spend the little that they get on food and clothes. All the 28 commonage users have 

access to social grants with an average minimal income of R12 240.00 per annum.  

Commonage users spend their income on schooling, clothes, food such as milk, maize 

meal as well as meat as they only slaughter livestock when it necessary, in some 

instances some commonage users only slaughter livestock (sheep or goats) twice a 

year. Commonage users prefer to use paraffin over electricity as a source of energy. 

The unemployment rate in Philippolis is high and there are many people focusing on 

agricultural activities to alleviate poverty and also to generate income for their families. 

About 5 percent of the commonage users have salaries and do part time jobs for a 

living.  

  



39 
 

Table 4.3: Socio-economic characteristics 

Characteristics Numbers 
Single female-headed households 10 out of 28  

Households relying on social grants All 28 commonage users 

Households relying on part time and full 

time employment 

5 out of 28 commonage users 

 

 

4.4.2 Age group 

Figure 4.1 shows that the majority of the commonage users are above 50 years of age. 

Most of the commonage users are head of the house, and traditionally the head of the 

house has to provide for his family, this is where more commitment from commonage 

user was shown by this group of farmers, as they are not employed, so they take 

farming seriously as it the means for supplementing their social grants.  

Figure 4.1: Age group 
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4.4.3 Professions and employment profile of commonage users 

The vast majority of current commonage users in South African towns are historically 

disadvantaged individuals (Buso, 2003). Figure 4.2 below shows that 72 percent of 

commonage users never had the chance to go to school, 21 percent managed to go to 

the secondary level, although they did not complete Grade 12, while 7 percent only did 

the primary level. Commonage users are drawn either from the urban working class 

(mainly in small or medium-sized towns) or from the ranks of farm workers who have 

lost their jobs. Both categories of people tend to be poor, although there are cases of 

wealthier middle-class black people also owning livestock on the commonage. 

Figure 4.2: Educational attainment of commonage users  

 

 

Table 4.4 below indicates that commonage users does not have a full time jobs, 22 

percent of commonage users are either retired or unemployed, and they farm 

communally on a full time basis, while 6 percent of commonage uses do odd jobs to 

generate income for their families as well as the income generated on commonage. 
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Table 4.4: Employment profile of Philippolis commonage users 

Employment status Number 
  
Odd jobs/piece work 6 
Retired/unemployed 22 
Total 28 
 

4.4.4 Livestock ownership 

The commonage land in Philippolis is used exclusively for livestock grazing, with no 

cultivation taking place. Out of 28 interviewees, the majority own small stock (sheep), 

followed by goats, then cattle and pigs. The survey divided the commonage users into 

four categories, as shown in Table 4.5, which indicate that there is a continuum of 

farming scale on the Philippolis commonage. The number of animals owned by these 

28 commonage farmers differs widely, but the survey found that virtually all wanted to 

increase their livestock holdings. 

Table 4.5: Livestock ownership pattern among Philippolis commonage users 

Total number of stock including: 
 Cattle 
 Pigs 
 Goats 
 sheep) 

Number of 
households  

  

Up to 10 head 10 

Between 11 and 20 head 8 

Between 21 and 30 head 6 

31 and more 4 
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4.4.5 Distribution of livestock types raised on Philippolis commonage 

The total of 27 percent of the households kept goats, 25 percent cattle, 17 percent pigs 

and 31 percent sheep (see Figure 4.3). It is clear from these figures that the number of 

livestock owned exceed the carrying capacity, as it was stated by Buso (2003) that 

1LSU= 6 ha.  

Figure 4.3: Distribution of livestock types 

 

 

4.4.6 The price of small and large stock 

Table 4.6 below shows that the livestock prices determined by commonage users has 

increased from one year to the other, and the reason for this is because the demand for 

sheep and goats is very high in Philippolis, as residents slaughter goats and sheep for 

ceremonial purposes like initiation ceremonies which takes place twice a year, and the 

number of young people going to the initiation school increase on a yearly basis. 

Commonage also indicates that they determine the livestock prices, and they have 

mentioned that they look at the weight and age of the animals and then decide on the 

price.  
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Table 4.6: The cost of small and large stock 

DESCRIPTION 2007 2008 2009 
    
Goats R650. R900. R950. 

Sheep R550. R650. R700. 

Cattle R4500. R4000. R3500. 

Pigs R900. R1100. R1100. 

Survey data, (2009) 

4.4.7 Commonage impact on welfare of households  

The two primary aims of municipal commonage are: (1) providing access to land (so 

that township households may use the land as subsistence farmers to supplement their 

income); and (2) as a stepping stone for emergent farmers (Department of Land Affairs, 

1996).  This   involves   improving  people’s  access   to  municipal   land  primarily   for  grazing  

purposes, small scale production and/or access to other natural resources. At present 

there is a wide assortment of uses for commonage. It is used for running livestock for 

supplementing   income   (for   sale   for   wedding   and   funeral,   for   son’s   bride   wealth),   for  

household consumption in the form of meat and milk, employment to the unemployed, 

improve nutritional status, as well as additional income. 

The type of agricultural use which is employed on commonage depends on the local 

condition. Buso (2003) found that, in the Free State, commonage was being used 

differently depending on its location; commonage was used predominately for grazing 

stock and to some extent crop farming, while the peri-urban municipal land was being 

used for vegetable garden projects and poultry farming. Thus, municipal commonage is 

not just urban land; it does serve an agricultural purpose as well. It also provides the 

urban poor with access to natural resources, which can be used to supplement their 

livelihoods. 

Livelihood benefit from access to commonage are not easy to calculate (Anderson & 

Pienaar, 2003), especially as there is a great deal of diversity amongst commonage 

users, ranging from survivalist to proto-capitalist   farmers   (Atkinson  &  Bϋscher,   2006). 
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This diversity has only been recorded amongst livestock farmers (Table 4.7), and has 

not included other users who make a living on natural resources. 

Table 4.7: Types  of  commonage  users  (adapted  from  Atkinson  &  Bϋscher,  2006)   

User type Denotation Connotation 
Survivalist/subsistence Household who have few 

alternatives 

The majority rely on social grants and /or 

pensions. Keep small amounts of animals 

to supplement income. Not interested in 

expanding herds. 

Micro-farmers Household who supplement 

income through farming 

Keep a limited number of livestock to either 

supplement other forms of income, or for 

cultural purposes 

Emerging farmers Farmers who show signs of 

commercialisation 

Have acquired some livestock and show 

signs of commercialisation; may have bank 

accounts and want to expand stock to start 

farming for a profit. May still be reliant on 

non-agricultural forms of income. 

Proto-capital farmers Farmers who have enough 

stock but need more land 

Have built up large numbers of stock and 

are in need of additional land. May have 

other livelihoods, but want to start farming 

commercially on a full time basis. Idea; 

candidates   for   a   “step-up”   land   reform  

strategy, thereby making more space for 

other farmers on the commonage. 

 

Commonage land has had an impact on livelihoods. This is because owning livestock 

can operate as a buffer against the loss of income from other livelihood sources. A 

commonage user with 33 sheep could expect an income of R550.00 per month. Even 

though this may appear to be a small income, the commonage user could bank the fund 

over several months until it was needed, representing an indispensable resource for 

poor people (Anderson & Pienaar, 2003). Livestock acts as a cushion against 

impoverishment caused by unemployment or failure to acquire enough income by other 

means. When seen from this perspective, the commonage   programme’s   contribution  

may be considerable. The five most important livelihood outcomes that most people 
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aspire to achieve are: more income, increased well-being, reduced vulnerability, 

improved food security and sustainability of the natural resource base (people who 

recognize the long term benefits of sensible resource use) (Shackleton, 2000). 

Aislie  (2005)  indicates  that  cattle  also  have  a  strong  social  role  in  rural  areas,  “they  are  

a means of engaging in and maintaining social networks and circuits of exchange that 

extend   beyond   the   rural   homestead   into   the   village   and   further”.  He   further   suggests  

that Xhosa people prefer not to sell cattle, and will only do so when there is strife in the 

household (Aislie, 2005). While cattle do have socio—cultural functions which are 

important, these generally come second to economic functions. Still, cattle usually get 

sold for emergency situations such as drought. On the other hand, many livestock 

owners sell their goats to meet occasional cash requirements such as payment of 

school fees, purchasing of household items and less often for ceremonies and 

celebrations. Therefore, livestock production is not just about commercialisation and 

selling to the markets, but has a social, cultural and safety-net worth. 

Commonage also has a central role to play within Local Economic Development, as well 

as within land reform in local municipalities. Commonage provides the poor with access 

to a productive resource. In the longer term, commonage should help towards raising 

the living standard of residents, improving food security, and increasing the number of 

productive residents in towns. Its use should also address issues of spatial planning 

with regard to reconstruction and reconciliation (Johnson & Moahlodi, 2000). 

4.5 CONCLUSION  

Despite the fact that the officials from the Kopanong Local Municipality were reluctant in 

giving the researcher approval to conduct the research in Philippolis because most 

municipalities does not trust the academics and researchers but after several meetings 

with the Technical Manager; he suggested that the researcher should speak to the 

chairperson of the NAFU so that he can help with the organising of the meetings with 

commonage users. Through several visits to the Philippolis commonage by the 

researcher, trust has been gain from the municipal officials, and a copy of the mini 

dissertation will be sent to the Kopanong Local Municipality in completion of the study. It 
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can be concluded that the use of commonage does contribute to the development of 

commonage users in Philippolis. Commonage users were determined to continue using 

the land available to them to graze livestock which is sold to gain capital to support their 

families. Current policies and programmes affecting commonage users were also 

identified and examined, and the only existing policies are that of the DLA as Kopanong 

Local Municipality does not have commonage policy. 

Buso (2003) concluded that in order for the Kopanong Local Municipality to sustain 

development programmes initiated by them, revenue from such programmes should be 

used to maintain and upgrade the very same programmes. Consequently, revenue 

generated from commonage should be used for commonage issues and in so doing 

municipalities would know where the problems occur and how to address such 

problems. The findings show that because of lack of enforcement of contracts, this has 

put the Kopanong Local Municipality in a difficult position because users do not pay the 

rent and as a result the municipality does not generate revenue. It is therefore deemed 

advisable that a municipality should have a uniform basis for rentals in its towns so that 

there could be conformity. 

It is also evident that the municipality does not supervise commonages as they do not 

have qualified personnel to do the job as a result commonage infrastructure has 

deteriorated. However, the lack of land management plans, which sets out the grazing 

guidelines also contribute to overgrazing. There should be a constant monitoring and 

evaluation by municipality so that whenever the problem occurs, they could be 

addressed in time. It could therefore be concluded that there is a need for a formal 

reporting mechanism by users so that municipality could be informed of what is 

happening on the commonage and to make follow ups if need be. 

In order for the commonage users to be sustainable, beneficiaries should be trained in 

project management, business management, and conflict resolution and marketing 

skills. But the problem is that most of the commonage users have low level of education 

and most of them are above the age of 50, which sometimes makes it difficult as they 

believe in their experience gained while they were farm workers. 
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Because of lack of agricultural management, even when they own fairly large numbers 

of livestock, consequently, it is likely that these animals are in poor condition, which is 

likely to reduce  their  market  value,  and  detract  from  farmer’s  potential  profitability.  The  

mixed level of knowledge raises implications for environmental management. It appears 

that some commonage users have some knowledge of the veld although it is not clear 

whether they have sufficient knowledge or environmental concern to manage their stock 

numbers. Because commonage users are somehow dependent on the commercial 

farmers to sell their livestock, they must devise the means to find the proper market in 

order to cut the costs of the middle man.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



48 
 

CHAPTER 5 

 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

5.1 SUMMARY 

Like all the Karoo towns, Philippolis is a very poor community, and the level of poverty is 

increasing all the time, due to in migration of unemployed and piece work farm workers. 

Philippolis was one of the first municipalities in the Free State to make commonage 

available for black stock holders. It took this decision in 1998, and thereby preempted 

much of the political conflict which came to characterize commonage access in towns 

such as Trompsburg. Gradually, sections (called camps) of the commonage were 

leased to local black users, at  reduced  rentals  (Atkinson  &  Bϋscher, 2006). 

The aim of the study is to evaluate the impact of municipal commonages on the 

development of emerging farmers in Philippolis and to evaluate how emerging farmers 

under commonage lands can develop and run economically viable businesses and 

ultimately transcend into sustainable farming business. To identify and examine policies 

and programmes directly affecting commonage users as well as to identify programmes 

and policies that can contribute to the growth, development and sustainability of 

emerging farmers using commonage lands. 

The study indicate that there are three types of commonage users found in the 

Philippolis commonage, namely, the single female-headed households, households 

relying mainly on social grants and those households that rely on part-time jobs that are 

all affected by poverty but to different degrees. The homogeneity of these communities 

means that they mostly rely on social grants and the municipality for bare survival. 

Households were also classified according to their interest in agriculture, and it was 

found that all commonage users were fully committed to the livestock production on 

commonage, as they do not have a full time employment. It was considered necessary 



49 
 

to examine the sources of income of the households in order to determine relative 

importance of the agricultural employment and the extent to which the households 

would benefit from agricultural development strategies. The results also show that a 

large number of households (79%) receive income from the social grants (child grants, 

pension grants and disability grants) and (20%) access income through casual labour 

(Table 4.1). These  also  supplement   the  commonage  user’s   income  as   livestock   is  not  

sold on a monthly basis.  Economic opportunities are limited and that a significant 

percentage of people are actually working elsewhere leaving the children and aged in 

Philippolis.  

It was also evident that Philippolis commonage users had the high percentage of people 

with no schooling (72%) and also no commonage users have passed Grade 12 (Figure 

4.2). The relationship between the various role players such as local government, the 

DLA and the DoA have not always assisted in producing a coordinated effort. 

Overgrazing and soil erosion are common with obvious implications for the livelihoods 

of some people.  

The result shows that commonage farming is attracting primarily middle age and elderly 

people who are above the age of 50 (Figure 4.3).  Small producers experience 

problems with accessibility and affordability of agricultural inputs which diminish their 

production. The other major problems experienced by commonage users are the lack of 

veterinary services and extension services, veld fires and stock theft are the third 

constraints. Commonage users do not have enough knowledge about the markets and 

how the markets worked. 

The number of livestock owned by these farmers differs widely. In the Philippolis survey, 

the commonage users can be divided into four categories. The demarcation of these 

categories is somewhat arbitrary, but it does indicate that there is a continuum of 

farming scale on the Philippolis commonage. It is tempting to assume that commonage 

land is being used primarily by those who have no other source of livelihood, i.e. as a 

subsistence hedge against food insecurity.  
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Their current level of stock ownership is no indication of why they want to farm, some 

people may have only a few head of livestock, but, given the opportunity, may want to 

become emergent farmers. Other people may own quite large number of cattle or 

sheep, but do not have any real ambition to grow their farming enterprises on a 

commercial basis.  

For some commonage users, stock sales are not a major feature of commonage use, 

as they farm communally to increase the number of livestock owned. This suggests that 

the commonage users bank their wealth in their livestock rather than on livestock sales, 

a phenomenon which becomes a huge problem for environmental management. The 

sale of larger numbers of livestock occurred amongst those farmers who have a 

relatively large herd or flock. On the other hand, the lack of municipal monitoring of 

livestock numbers means that there is effectively no limit to the number of livestock 

which can be kept on the commonage. The stock committee believes that there is a dire 

shortage of camps because users own large numbers of livestock (Buso, 2003). 

Atkinson and Bϋscher (2006) concluded that a significant number of commonage users 

are committed to their farming enterprises, their readiness to plough their income into 

their farming enterprises; their sale of livestock; their desire for more land, and their 

desire to farm on their own, and their desire to own their own land. But the problem lies 

with the financial resources available to them to buy own farms. 

In Kopanong local municipality, though there is no skilled municipal staff for supervision, 

Commonage Management Committee provides guidance and assistance with decision 

making on how the commonage should be utilized. Of course, users cannot rely solely 

on Commonage Management Committee because they are not properly trained, but the 

municipality should rather devise means of supervising the commonage with qualified 

agricultural personnel. Municipalities should also provide commonage with a supervisor 

with business management skills to advice and supervise Local Economic Development 

projects initiated at commonages. Clearly, there is a dire need for proper supervision of 

commonage land. 
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The resource base and farming motives of the Philippolis commonage users vary 

greatly. Some commonage users want to improve their farming knowledge while other 

commonage users may wish to farm commercially, whereas others may prefer to farm 

primarily for subsistence, or for cultural farming. One can conclude that the interest of 

various commonage users evidently diverge quite widely. 

Commonage users have indicated that they need technical and financial assistance 

from   external   agencies   (government   departments,   NGO’s,   farmers).   The extension 

officers should provide guidance to both municipal officials responsible for commonage 

and the commonage users. This would assist both the municipal official and 

commonage users about how the commonage could be utilized to improve the standard 

of living of people. In this regards both DLA and DoA could play a much larger 

beneficiary role. Again, DoA should assist municipal officials and commonage users to 

the extent that they would be able to earn a living from the commonage and become 

viable commercial farmers serving as an example to other commonage users and 

motivating them to follow in their footsteps.  

In Philippolis, commonage users indicated that they are facing a problem with pig 

owners who kept their animals on their backyard, thus leading to pigs roaming around 

town and the township, creating negative environmental effects in the community as 

whole. It is seen as the task of the municipality to request environmental consultants to 

get pig owners to understand and comply with environmental policies.  

In Philippolis commonage most of the contracts have expired and the council still has to 

decide on its relevant policy regarding the rental of commonage, because currently 

commonage users are not paying the rent to the municipality. The most common way of 

enforcing contracts is to send reminders in a form of letters to those who do not pay. 

Since, however, this system does not always generate a positive response; 

municipalities should be encouraged to come up with clear guidelines on contracts and 

their enforcement.  
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5.1.1 Limitations to the study 

The number of interviews was more limited than originally anticipated, because some 

commonage users were not willing to participate in the study. The researcher found it 

very difficult to find the appropriate or relevant people to interview at first as they were 

strictly speaking Afrikaans and the researcher was not sure whether all the information 

required for the survey will be captured correctly as some of the students could not 

speak Afrikaans. Some of the interviewees were unclear as to the intricate workings of 

the commonage management. Furthermore, it would often take many months to 

organize an interview and sometimes data was not provided, such as municipal minutes 

or copies of grazing agreements. However, care was taken to be critical of such 

information, but often the information came from more than one source. 

The distance travelled to the study area also have a negative impact in that most hours 

were spend on the road instead of gathering the information required. Livestock owners 

are suspicious of outsiders and the intentions of scientists or academics. And there is 

also a perceived lack of trust between municipalities and researchers. This is frustrating 

for researchers who have to work with municipalities. The final limitation was the lack of 

formal documentation from which to compare the information from interviewees. Council 

minutes, and management plans were difficult to obtain from municipality for a number 

of reasons. At first the municipality did not have this documentation, however, it is 

assumed that the municipality either did not have a proper minutes taking system or 

there was sensitive information contained in the documents. 

5.2 CONCLUSION  

The demand for commonage land is intensifying because of rapid urbanization. The 

farming sector is shedding jobs at an alarming rate. In the 11-year period from 1988 to 

1998, a staggering 140 000 agricultural jobs were lost in South Africa, a decline of 

almost 20 percent of the agricultural labour force (Simbi & Aliber, 2000). The reasons 

for   this   significant   demographic   trend  are   partly   political   farmer’s   fears  or   land   tenure  

legislation), and partly economic (farmers have to compete in difficult agricultural 

markets, with virtually no tariff protection). The majority of evicted or unemployed farm 
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workers drift to the nearby towns and are using commonage land to supplement their 

income. In the Free State, for example, the small towns are showing the most rapid rate 

of growth, amounting to an average increase of 3.5 per cent in population per annum 

(Marais, 2004). Typically, these residents now live in shanty homes on the edges of 

towns, in severe poverty that is often exacerbated by extremely poor environmental 

health conditions. Yet many of these residents do have some agricultural skills, as a 

survey of 32 ex-farm workers in eight towns in the Southern Free State and Northern 

Cape revealed (Atkinson, 2003). 

Buso (2003) recommended that resources need to be made available by national and 

provincial government to overcome local problems resulting from lack of financial 

resources and organizational and technical capacity. This is important in order to ensure 

that all stakeholders buy in to commonage projects at the local level, and that the 

targeted beneficiaries of land reform are not excluded through the process. The 

development of local economic plans can also help to build common ground amongst 

residents, and to work towards the sustainability of commonage initiatives. 

The most optimal use of commonage in terms of the goals of land reform may not 

always be the most obvious use, or the use for which is the loudest. Demand should be 

counter balanced by needs assessments and the contextualization of commonage 

development within local economic development. Allocation should not build on existing 

inequalities. Projects will, however, be must successful where the need for them has 

been identified by town residents. The development of community assets is an 

important function of commonage. Societies and clubs leasing commonage land must 

be open to all members of the community (Atkinson & Bϋscher, 2006). 

The future use of commonage needs to be more productive, and the benefits more 

widely spread. It should move away from current practice, where the income forms a 

type of welfare subsidy but the productive asset remains in the hands of a privileged 

few, toward a situation on which poor inhabitants gain access to productive resources 

with which they may begin to make new starts to their lives. Policies and support 

services need to recognize that there is a struggle over this resource at the local level. 

While government can, and must, provide the necessary framework for local 
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developments, ultimate control over commonage rests at the local level, and poor and 

landless residents must unite and organize around their demands for access to this 

resource (Johnson & Moahlodi, 2000). 

Municipalities could keep separate budgetary entries for commonage in order to avoid 

spending commonage revenue on their expenses. It is recommended that this approach 

be adopted, because there are unavoidably various kinds of commonage items needing 

to be addressed e.g. new comers into the commonage, maintenance of infrastructure 

and implementation of developmental projects for the commonage. All of these need 

money and the best way to fund would be from commonage generated funds, thus 

creating a self driven development process. 

Atkinson and Bϋscher 2006) suggested that provincial land management plan should be 

developed as well as individually tailored grazing plans for each of the municipalities. 

Furthermore, overgrazing can be ascribed to the fact that emergent farmers are not 

sufficiently informed about grazing capabilities and should receive more training in this 

respect. 

Benseler (2004) indicated that commonage provides a relatively inexpensive and 

potentially very effective option for land reform. The municipal government system 

means that the necessary regulatory framework for rights administration and land 

management is already in place. Municipal legislation both empowers local authorities 

to act as agents of development and ensures that management is devolved to the 

lowest possible level. The municipality as the land holding entity is not top-down, 

absentee landlord, but a key agent of local economic development. 

There are four arguments for commonage being an important aspect of land reform. 

Firstly, commonage land is often the natural resource available for poor urban 

communities, particularly in land locked areas without access to fisheries. Commonage 

is readily accessible to the poor, because it is located close to residential areas, and 

does not require much capital to develop. It should therefore be a first line strategy for 

supporting household food production. 
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Secondly, municipalities already own commonage land. It does not have to be 

purchased at great expense. This suggests that commonage has prima facie 

importance as a component of land reform. 

Thirdly, commonage development has in theory great potential for spin off economic 

development, such as local markets, local capital accumulation, local skills training, and 

linkages between farms and non farm activities. Non farm activities are important to the 

welfare of farm households in sub-Saharan Africa, for immediate food security through 

providing money to buy food, to buy farm inputs, and to provide outlets for production 

(Machethe, Reardon and Mead, 1997). 

Fourthly, it offers a valuable opportunity for experience and learning in collaborative or 

co-operative social institutions, such as commonage committees, farmers associations, 

banks and cooperatives. These institutions are typically located in the small towns. 

Commonage is therefore a valuable school for economic citizenship for people who 

have been marginalized and disempowered for almost all their lives. It can also help in 

creating a new generation of young farmers, and thereby restore the image of 

agriculture as an attractive career option.  

Land reform is key part of government policy, spurred politically by the claims of the 

landless and by land reform pressures in countries like Zimbabwe. It is clear to national 

and provincial government that land reform should be expedited. In South Africa, 

municipalities own large parcel of land that were rented out to commercial farmers in the 

past. Municipalities are now facing pressures from local communities and the 

Department of Land Affairs to make their commonage land available to emergent 

farmers. The effective management of municipal commonage can contribute to land 

reform, food security, local economic development and sustainable natural resource 

use. Commonage land is, in many towns, the only natural resource available to poor 

communities (Atkinson & Bϋscher, 2006). 

Land reform is a priority in South Africa and the government has given its assurance 

that the free market system will remain one of the pillars of redistribution programme. 

Land reform was one of the main promises made by the African National Congress 
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(ANC)   when   it   came   to   power   in   South   Africa   in   1994.   The   country’s   land   reform  

programme has three pillars: 

 Restitution, which seeks to restore land ownership or compensate those forced 

off land. 

 Redistribution, of mainly agricultural land, to redress the discriminatory colonial 

and apartheid policies by providing the disadvantaged and poor with access to 

land. 

 Land tenure reform which seeks to secure tenure for all South Africans, 

especially the more vulnerable, such as farm labourers tenants. 

As   part   of   government’s   land   reform   programme,   funding   was   made   available   to  

municipalities to purchase private farms to add to their commonage holdings. Between 

1999 and 2002, 78 commonage projects were funded by DLA, and a total of 420 812 ha 

were acquired by municipalities (Anderson and Pienaar, 2003). This funding pattern has 

recently slowed significantly, perhaps indicating an official ambivalence about the merits 

of commonage as a part of land reform. 

5.3 RECOMMENDATIONS  

From the conclusions presented above it is clear that something needs to be done to 

improve the situation of commonage users in Philippolis. Policies will have to be 

formulated and further research conducted. This section provides a few 

suggestions/recommendations in this regard. 

The findings from the survey shows that there is a whole range of motivations amongst 

commonage users, as well as numerous, livelihood strategies. An important aspect of 

an improved commonage policy would be to understand the variety of motivations of 

commonage users, so that appropriate livelihood options can be designed, from which 

people can make their own choices.  

Commonage users can develop g from commonage towards individually utilized parcels 

of land. Land reform policies need to take cognisance of commonage development, in 

cases where commonage users are ready to become more commercially oriented 
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agriculturalists. As such, they are ideal candidates for land redistribution grants. In order 

for  commonage’s  “stepping  stone”  potential  to  be  exploited,  a  much  more  flexible  set  of  

land ownership options needs to be provided, to respond to the complexity of 

commonage  users’   needs,   resources  and   future  ambitions.  This   is   the  other way that 

the  municipal  commonage  can  assist  in  South  Africa’s  land  reform  process. 

Atkinson   and  Bϋscher (2006) recommended that it will be appropriate to create land 

parcels for commonage users who decide to step up from commonage use. Such 

parcels of land may be small holdings (rentals or ownership), small farms, and 

eventually, commercially sized farms. On the smaller land parcels, intensive agriculture 

or mixed rural urban livelihoods could be practiced. Land redistribution requires a range 

of land access options, for it to be meaningful to people with very different ambitions, 

resources and livelihoods. 

There is an urgent need for municipalities to draft commonage management plans, to 

bring some order into their often chaotic management systems, and to get some kind of 

developmental vision for the future. To achieve this, sustained and holistic support will 

be needed from the national departments such as Agriculture, Land Affairs, Provincial 

and Local government, and Water Affairs and Forestry. Commonage management 

planning should include scope for a variety of economic, spatial and land tenure 

options. Some users are likely to prefer to remain on the commonage land, whether on 

an individual or communal tenure basis, whereas others may wish to exit from the 

commonage and acquire or rent small holdings or farms.  
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By   understanding   commonage   user’s   experience,   background,   resources   and  

developmental goals, much better policies and institutions can be crafted. Their 

perspectives have significant implications for the drafting of future policies. Commonage 

users have repeatedly urged government to purchase additional commonage land, or to 

assist commonage users to access their own land (Atkinson, Benseler and Pienaar, 

2005). 

6. FURTHER RESEARCH 

Further research on the following aspects is necessary: 

 Research needs to be done to examine the problem of managing municipal 

commonage in Philippolis. 

 The particular circumstances of commonage users must be appreciated. Not only 

have black and coloured people been constrained in their access to land for over 

a century, but many of the recent generation of commonage users (on municipal 

commonage) have lived in towns for a long time. The recent immigrants to the 

towns end to be farm workers. It is likely that some or most commonage users 

would still have sufficient environmental knowledge to engage in opportunistic 

farming practices. Thus needs to be investigated empirically. 

 Efficiency of extension services: Comparative studies on the efficiency of new 

veterinary and extension services, compared to the old services (before 1994), 

as well as comparative studies between regions, provinces or even similar 

communities could be important when advising policy-makers on the approach 

they can follow in developing rural agriculture in South Africa. 

 Economical advantages of commonages: Research on the development of a 

training programme for livestock farmers, which emphasizes the economic 

advantages of commonage use, is of great importance. This may contribute 

towards productivity, improvement and alleviation of poverty in rural areas. 
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ANNEXURE A: PHILIPPOLIS COMMONAGE QUESTIONAIRE: 2009 

The University of the Free State: Faculty of Natural and Agricultural Sciences, Center for 

Agricultural Management 

All information provided will be treated as STRICTLY CONFIDENTIAL 

 

Introduction: The research team is from the University of the Free State and the purpose of the 

research is the evaluation of the impact that the commonage have on the development of 

emerging farmers in Philippolis which is found in the Kopanong Local Municipality which falls 

under the Xhariep District Municipality. 

University of the Free State 

Faculty of Natural and Agricultural Sciences 

Department of Agricultural Economics 

Center for Agricultural Management 

P.O. BOX 339      Tel: 051 4013129 

Bloemfontein      mobile: 0829019064 

9300       Email: mogoeremm@ufs.ac.za  

   

Questionnaire no:                                                              Date: 
 
 

INSTRUCTION: ASK TO SPEAK TO THE COMMONAGE USER I.E THE PERSON RESPONSIBLE FOR 

DAY-DAY ACTIVITIES ON THE COMMONAGE 

A. GENERAL INFORMATION 
 

1. Name of Household head  
2. Gender of household head  
3. Location  
4. Telephone number  
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Household characteristics 

5. In which of the following age categories are you? 

01. 18-29  02.30-39  03.40-49  04.0ver 50 

6. Is the head of the house employed? 

Yes  No  
 

7. How many people are in your household (including head of household)? 

 (Please fill-in the table below) 

Name of household 
member 

Age (years) 
01=<18 
02=18-29 
03=30-39 
04=40-49 
05=>50 

Sex 
 
01=Male 
 
02=Female 

   
   
   
   
   
 

8. What is the monthly income of the household? 

Name of household 
member 

Type of job 
01=Domestic 
worker 
02=teacher 
03=Nurse 
04=Gardener 
05=Other (specify) 

Number of times 
member remits 
money for the 
household 

Amount in Rand 

    
    
    
    
 

  



66 
 

 

9. Where does the household head comes from? 1. Previously a farm 
worker 

 

 2. Born in the area  
 3. Other country  
 

B. EDUCATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS 
 

10. What is your highest level of education? 

01=no formal education  03=standard 6-9/grade8-11 

02=standard 5/grade 7 0r less  04=matric/grade12  05=post-matric  

 

11. Indicate whether you have the following language abilities? 
 

 Read Speak Write 
Afrikaans    
English    
South Sotho    
Xhosa    
Tswana    
 

C. LIVESTOCK 
 

12. Type of farming Livestock  
 Crops  
 Mixed farming  
 Fruits and vegetables  
 

13. What are your reasons for keeping livestock in the commonage? Select from the list 
below. 
 

 Description YES NO 
1 Social status   
2 Ceremonial slaughter   
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3 Meat   
4 Family income   
5 Transport   
6 Investment   
7 Emergency   
8 Milk   
9 Lobola   
10 Other (please specify) 

 
  

 

D. INCOME GENERATING 
 

14. What is your 
livestock income? 

Description Amount (R) Year of sale 

 Selling live animals   
 Selling animal products   
 

E. LIVESTOCK PROFILE 
 

15.Type of 
animal 

Total 
number of 
animals 
owned 

Value per 
animal (R) 

Livestock 
died 

Livestock sold 

1. Beef Cattle     
2. Bulls     
3. Calves     
4. Goats     
5. Sheep     
6. Pigs     
7. Horses     
 

16. Type of 
animal 

Livestock born Livestock 
received 

Livestock 
stolen 

Livestock 
bought 

1. Beef Cattle     
2. Bulls     
3. Calves     
4. Goats     
5. Sheep     
6. Pigs     
7. Horses     



68 
 

 

17. How much money is invested in livestock production? 

Description Amount 
Feeding  
Herding  
Vaccination  
Dipping and dosing  
Other (please specify) 
…………………………….. 

 

 

F. LIVESTOCK HUSBANDRY  EXPERIENCE 
 

18. How long have you been farming with livestock? Years  
19. Do you keep record of the livestock you are farming with? YES NO 
20. How long have you been farming on the current commonage 
or plot? 

  

 

G. MARKETING 
 

21. Through which marketing 
system do you market your 
livestock? 

Amount Price per LSU/ SSU  

21.1. Local butchery   
21.2. Abattoir   
21.3. Auction   
21.4. Directly to the consumer   
21.5. Other (please specify)   
 

H. IMPACT OF COMMONAGE IN CHANGING YOUR STANDARD OF LIVING 
 

 YES NO 
22. Did the use of commonage improve your standard of living?   
23. Do you managed to support your family by the income generated on the 
commonage? 

  

24. Number of people who have graduate from commonage to individual 
farm owner. 

  

25. Do you have any intension of moving to an individual farm if you are 
given the opportunity? 
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26. If NO, what are the reasons for that? 
……………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

  

 

27. What is the main constraint in livestock farming?.......................................................... 

I. RISK MANAGEMENT 
 

28. Do you use medicine to prevent diseases on your livestock? YES NO 
29. Do you know the symptoms of important diseases? YES NO 
30. Are there veterinary services available to commonage users? YES NO 
31. Do you make use of the Veterinary services? YES NO 
32. Do you keep your livestock in pens at night to prevent them 
from theft? 

YES NO 

 

J. RECORD KEEPING 
 

33. Do you keep any farming records? 

Type of records YES NO 
33.1. Cost records   
33.2. Income records   
33.3. Production records   
 

34. Do you think that keeping records is important? 

 

YES  NO  
 

 

K. AGRICULTURAL EXTENSION 
 

35. Do you currently receive any extension advice? YES NO 
 

If yes, is one of the following extension officers available when you need them? 
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1. Government extension officer YES NO 
2. Cooperative extension officer YES NO 
3. Input Supplier extension officer (veterinary services) YES NO 
 

36. Do you need any extension advice? YES NO 
 

37. How many times have you been visited by an extension officer in a year? 

 

1. Government extension officer  times 
2. Cooperative extension officer  times 
3. Input supplier extension officer  times 
4. Total number of their visits  times 
 

38. You have listened to all the questions, is there anything else you want to add regarding the 

commonage? 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

THANK YOU FOR THE INFORMATION AND YOUR TIME, INFORMATION WILL BE TREATED 

CONFIDENTIALLY!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 

 


