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One of the key components essential to the productivity of small-scale farmers who secured farms through 
the land redistribution programme in South Africa is access to reliable sources of water for irrigation. In this 
study, we deployed a stakeholder-oriented qualitative research methodology to understand the extent to 
which land reform farming schemes in Bela-Bela and Greater Sekhukhune have been able to access water 
and use it to enhance their agricultural production. We were keen to identify and articulate the water-related 
challenges and missing ingredients for successful agricultural production on the new farming schemes. 
The study found that access to water for irrigated agriculture is not guaranteed for most of the emerging 
farmers and they do not have the finance needed to invest in sustainable water supply systems for irrigation. 
As a result, the majority of the farmers in our study sample have not been able to realize any meaningful 
agricultural production, with their farming schemes being either underutilized or not functioning at all. 
Other key challenges include lack of finance, high costs of electricity, and lack of farming knowledge among 
the emerging farmers. The paper concludes that there is need for key actors in the development sector to 
provide more substantive post–land transfer support and ensure better access to water for the emerging 
farmers. This will enhance the farmers’ chances of realizing more meaningful agricultural production while 
improving their livelihoods.

INTRODUCTION

Since the mid-1990s, the Government of South Africa has been grappling with the design and 
implementation of land redistribution reforms that are intended to ensure equitable sharing 
of the nation’s means of agricultural production through transfer of commercial farms from 
the predominantly white owners to black farmers (emerging farmers). However, the success of 
land redistribution remains a highly contested issue in the country’s development discourses, 
particularly with regards to the extent to which the programme has achieved its main goals and 
expected outcomes. In this regard, several studies have been done which mainly focus on the extent 
to which the government has managed to facilitate actual transfers of land (in volumetric terms) 
from white commercial farmers to the emerging farmers. This has resulted in many publications 
that articulate the failures of the willing-buyer-willing-seller approach and how some white 
commercial farmers have used their resources and agency to side-step the reforms and neutralize 
reform efforts that once promised to catalyse inclusive development in the post-apartheid era (see 
Cousins, 2005; Hall, 2007, 2009, 2010; Kepe, 2009; Kleinbooi, 2010; Atuahene, 2011; Méndez-
Barrientos, et al. 2018).

There are also other related studies that have sought to unravel the intricacies of the new water 
governance regime emerging from the water reform process and how it affects access to water. 
These studies tend to place special attention on the appropriateness of the new water legislation 
promulgated in 1998 and how it may enable catchment management agencies to contribute to 
better water management under the new dispensation (see Anderson et al., 2008; Van Koppen, 
2008; Movik, 2009, 2014; Swatuk, 2010; Msibi et al., 2011; Schreiner and Hassan, 2011; Woodhouse, 
2012; Thiam et al., 2015). There are indications that even after almost two decades of water reform 
implementation, access to water remains highly skewed along racial lines, and the envisaged 
massive socio-economic transformation of rural communities and landscapes has remained a 
pipe-dream (Kemerink et al., 2011).

Closer analysis of the published literature shows that there have been very few studies done in 
South Africa that acknowledge the link between land and water even though this connection may 
seem self-evident. For instance Merrey et al. (2009) demonstrated how monopoly and extreme 
inequity in ownership and access to water in the Olifants Catchment created artificial water 
scarcity for emerging farmers; Liebrand et al. (2012) argue that in spite of its explicit focus on 
equity, the National Water Act (Act 36 of 1998; RSA, 1998) did little to bring about a more just 
allocation and use of water and, as a result, access to both land and water in South Africa continues 
to be concentrated in the hands of a privileged few, and is highly skewed along racial lines. It is 
our contention that such studies enable analysts to get a better grasp of how emerging farmers may 
gain access and use water in practice to make their farms more productive. Therefore, while most 
of the earlier studies generated a better understanding of the ‘what, why and how’ of land and water 
reforms, limited attention was paid to the interface between land acquisition and water access and 
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use for the emerging farmers. The main aim of this study was to 
generate empirical data that demonstrates the extent to which 
access to water may or may not be assured for the emerging 
farmers as well as the barriers to water use that they face. We 
assumed that addressing the challenges that these farmers face 
in accessing and using water partly determines whether or 
not they smoothly transition from subsistence to commercial 
farming.

Our study is unique in that it focused on gaining an in-depth 
understanding of on-farm processes for accessing and using 
water to enable more meaningful agricultural production by 
emerging farmers who have very diverse needs, and how the 
barriers they face in this context may be addressed. In this paper, 
we argue that there is need for key actors in the sector to pause 
and reflect on what else needs to be done to enable the reforms to 
positively transform the rural socio-economic landscape in the 
country. We focus more on the outcomes (the ‘so what?’) of the 
reform process, thereby departing significantly from the post 
land transfer descriptions of the reform process that dominated 
earlier analyses by other scholars. In doing this, we begin to 
identify the water- and non-water-related missing ingredients 
for successful agricultural production among the emerging 
farmers.

The foregoing is particularly crucial in a national context where, 
after two decades of implementation of the land and water 
reforms, the public mood is not necessarily one of celebrating 
successful transformation of livelihoods through planned 
redress of historical inequities in the ownership of the means 
of production. Instead, national discourses on these reforms 
are progressively shifting towards possibilities of quickening 
the pace of land expropriation without compensation, with the 
hope that this will catalyse more significant transformation on 
the ground. In essence, this paper brings sharper focus to bear 
on the challenges evident at the intersection of the land reform 
terrain and the commercial farming water supply regime in 
South Africa. It is intended to inform the development of more 
effective water policy and meaningful post-land transfer support 
systems in the country, and thus transform the livelihoods of 
beneficiaries of the land redistribution programme.

BACKGROUND

In hydrological terms, South Africa is categorized as water-
scarce, with more than 60% of the country receiving less than 
500 mm of rainfall per annum, while 21% receives less than 200 
mm, and only 7% of the total area of the country receives more 
than 800 mm per annum (Schulze, 1997). It is ranked as the 30th 
driest country in the world in terms of available water per capita 
(Schreiner et al., 2010). Irrigated agriculture accounts for almost 
30% of all commercial farm crop production and is the single 
largest user of water in the country (Fanadzo et al., 2010). Given 
the scenario of water scarcity in the country, access to reliable 
water supplies for the emerging farmers’ irrigated agricultural 
production activities becomes vital. At the same time, in 
intellectual and public policy discourses surrounding the land 
reform process, the importance of water as a productive force 
that enables historical redress in irrigated agriculture assumes 
widespread recognition (Goldin, 2010).

The discrimination and inequity characterizing access to land 
in the country inevitably extended to the distribution of water 
resources (Movik, 2014). The 1956 Water Act, for instance, 
was founded on the doctrine of riparianism, which implied 
that only those individuals owning land adjacent to rivers 
and other sources of water were entitled to ‘reasonable use’ of 
water. Most of the riparian landowners were white farmers, 
who enjoyed generous government subsidies, and this needed 

to be addressed urgently soon after apartheid (Bate and Tren, 
2002). Thus, for emerging farmers who obtain land through 
the land redistribution programme, water becomes one of the 
most significant resource constraints in a situation where many 
parts of the country experience huge variations in temporal and 
spatial distribution of rainfall (WWF, 2014).

The main thrust of the South African National Water Act (1998) 
was to redress water allocation inequities in a way that enables 
all racial groups to access and use water for productive purposes 
(Goldin, 2010). One of the instruments used to try to redress 
these inequities was the redistribution of formal water use 
rights, primarily through the process of compulsory licensing 
(Anderson et al., 2008; Movik, 2014). Essentially this required all 
current and future water users for productive purposes to apply 
for a water license, particularly in river basins and catchments 
that are already over-allocated or facing water scarcity. However, 
the legislation did not deal specifically with exactly how the 
water rights should be re-allocated in practice (Perret, 2002). At 
the same time, both water and land reform were initiated and 
implemented as two separate processes, and thus not necessarily 
guaranteeing access to water for the emerging farmers.

There are several studies that have concluded that the South 
African agricultural economy has little room for emerging 
farmers because there is no strong support system for the 
previously disadvantaged farmers, and this includes lack 
of support for accessing water (Moloi, 2010; Ayinke, 2011; 
Chikazunga and Paradza, 2012). This suggests that it is almost 
impossible for the emerging farmers to take full advantage of 
the various opportunities that the South African Government 
has put in place for small-scale irrigated agriculture. Schreiner 
and  Hassan  (2011) argue that neither government nor civil 
society has been very effective in tapping the potential of water 
storage and infrastructure development on a large enough scale 
to mitigate seasonal and annual variability and unpredictability 
of rainfall, and thus improve year-round productivity of 
agriculture-based livelihood strategies, such as cropping, 
horticulture, livestock, tree growing, brick making, crafts, and 
small-scale enterprises. Instead, the then Department of Water 
Affairs mainly focused on the regulation of existing and new 
large-scale water uses, among others, through the new water 
governance regime which is based on water use licensing (ibid).

It is also important to note that even though the National Water 
Act of 1998 vaguely mentions the need to achieve optimal 
allocation of water resources and encourage beneficial use 
of water for the public good, it remained unclear how these 
concepts should be interpreted and practically implemented on 
the ground (Movik, 2014). This has left the emerging farmers 
uncertain about how to gain access to water on their newly 
acquired farms. In addition, the recognition of existing ‘lawful 
uses’ in the water legislation ensured that the status quo would be 
maintained and agricultural production would not be disrupted, 
but in the process, marginalizing the larger history of inequitable 
land and water acquisition (ibid). The failure to approach reform 
in a more holistic manner through integration of land and water 
reforms, combined with the cautious ‘balanced’ approach of 
seeking re-allocation without threatening large-scale users, are 
some of the major factors that retarded progress (Merrey, 2008).

Throughout the world, access to water and irrigation facilities 
gives farmers the assurance they need to grow crops and 
rear livestock without losing them to drought, and thus has 
been rightly identified as the driving force in the agricultural 
development strategy proposed by the South African National 
Planning Commission (2012). However, it is also increasingly 
apparent that the South African Government’s goal of 
redistributing land and water whilst maintaining the same 
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levels of commercial agricultural production to ensure food 
security has not produced the expected results in terms of the 
original equity objectives (Ntsebeza, 2007; Umhlaba, 2010; Kepe 
and Tassaro, 2014). Thus, in spite of pertinent legal and policy 
statements about the re-allocation of water from the ‘haves’ to 
the ‘have-nots’, water reforms seem to have had limited impact 
in terms of racial transformation of resource ownership in the 
sector (Schreiner and Hassan, 2011). In this study, we revisited 
the issue of access and use of water for the emerging farmers 
in the Bela-Bela and Greater Sekhukhune municipal areas and 
their surroundings to generate more knowledge and articulate 
the challenges that the farmers face.

Study sites

Limpopo Province

The Limpopo Province is approximately 123 910 km2 in size (or 
12.5 million ha). Its population has grown to about 5.4 million 
people (Stats SA, 2012). Roughly 84% of the province may be 
categorized as rural. For many years, the province itself has been 
considered as the second-poorest in the country (after Eastern 
Cape Province), with 89% of the population living in rural areas 
(Lahiff et al., 2008). It is estimated that 63% of the province’s 
total land area (roughly 7.5 million ha) is owned by white 
commercial farmers (Stats SA, 1998). The province is constituted 
by 5 districts: Capricorn, Mopani, Sekhukhune, Vhembe, and 
Waterberg. Our study was carried out in Bela-Bela Municipal 
area in the Waterberg District and Groblersdal Municipal area 
in Greater Sekhukhune District (Fig. 1).

Three main land-use categories are identifiable in the province. 
These are: land under commercial agricultural use; rural areas 
that are home to millions of smallholder farmers practising 
rainfed agriculture in the former homeland areas; and 
land under conservation which is home to wildlife species 
(Cardno Agrisystems Limited, 2008). Agriculture contributes 
approximately 2% of the province’s economy and 7% of total 
national agriculture contribution to GDP (Provincial Review, 
2016).

Greater Sekhukhune

Greater Sekhukhune District is South Africa’s second-largest 
irrigation settlement. It is a cross-border district municipality 
straddling the boundary between the southern part of the 
Limpopo Province and the north-western portion of the 
Mpumalanga Province but wholly within the Olifants River 
Basin (Local Government Handbook, 2012). It consists of 5 
local municipalities: Fetakgomo, Greater Marble Hall, Greater 
Tubatse, Makhuduthamaga and Greater Groblersdal. The 
spatial area of the district is approximately 1 326 437ha (Greater 
Sekhukhune District Municipality, 2008). The district is close to 
urban centres such as Pretoria, Polokwane and Mbombela which 
provide a ready market for agricultural products. Compared to 
other areas in the province, the greater Sekhukhune District 
ranks the highest in terms of poverty, with about 70% of the 
population in both 2007 and 2010 living below the poverty line. 
It is also characterised by poor infrastructure and lack of safe 
water supplies. Some 33% of the population still depend on 
natural water supply and 7% have no formal means of sanitation 
(Drimie et al., 2009; Magombeyi, 2013).

Commercial agriculture provides the bulk of employment 
opportunities in the district, but more than half of the population 
(64.8%) is unemployed, particularly the youth (Stats SA, 2011). 
Although the district is viewed as having a high agricultural 
potential, 70% of the farmers, mostly black, are ‘subsistence 
farmers’ (Greater Sekhukhune District Municipality, 2008). Of 
these, 30.4% have access to land outside of their small homestead 
plots (Stats SA, 2011). The existence of very limited opportunities 
for employment has caused many people to migrate from the 
area to urban centres in Mpumalanga, Limpopo and Gauteng 
Provinces. Sekhukhune District is in a semi-arid hydrological 
region that receives about 450–500 mm of rainfall annually, with 
most of it in summer (Nowata, 2014). Low precipitation levels 
have made water scarcity an ongoing challenge in Sekhukhune 
District. Not only is the area drought-prone, but most of the 
available water has already been allocated to economic sectors 
such as tourism, commercial agriculture, industrial and 
domestic uses. Among all these sectors, it is generally agreed that 

Figure 1. Location of the study sites (adapted from Greater Sekhukhune District Municipality, 2008)
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the well-established commercial farming sector accounts for 
the bulk of water abstractions (Magombeyi, 2013). By contrast, 
emerging small-scale irrigation farmers have insufficient water 
and some interventions are required to improve water access for 
this sector which is likely to grow further as more users enter the 
sector through land reform (Farolfi and Perret, 2002).

Bela-Bela

Bela-Bela Municipality is situated in the south-western region 
of the Waterberg District in the Limpopo Province. It shares 
borders with Gauteng, Mpumalanga and North West Provinces 
as well as with  Modimolle Municipality to the north and 
Thabazimbi to the west (Heetderks, 2015). The approximate 
total area of the municipality is 4 000 km². The most important 
economic clusters within the municipality include tourism, 
agriculture, and mining. Agriculture contributes about 32% of 
the District’s economy while mining contributes 48% (Urban-
Econ., 2007).

Being approximately 100 km from Pretoria, 200 km from 
Polokwane, and 170 km from Johannesburg, Bela-Bela is directly 
linked to these major cities through the National (N1) Route. 
This spatial linkage with the major cities created the opportunity 
for Bela-Bela to develop into a major holiday destination and a 
location for major private investments, especially in the tourism 
industry (Bela-Bela Municipality, 2013). Large-scale commercial 
farmers, who are predominantly white, are still present and quite 
visible in the area. However, through government-funded land 
reform projects, there is a rising number of black commercial 
farmers (ibid). The area has fertile soils and a relatively warm 
winter, which presents opportunities for the cultivation of high 
value crops such as vegetables, flowers, and herbs throughout the 
year (Heetderks, 2015). The area also has significant underground 
water reserves that enable supplementary irrigation when the 
rains are not consistent.

RESEARCH METHODS

This paper is based on results from an exploratory applied 
qualitative study which used small-scale irrigated farms 
emerging from the land redistribution process in the Limpopo 
Province as case studies that demonstrate the efficacy of the 
reform processes. Getting a good understanding of the various 
settings and processes guiding access to water and land reform 
required us to spend time on the selected farming schemes and 
interact with the farmers and other stakeholders involved for 
extended periods of time. Empirical data collection and direct 
observations were done on each of the farms in our sample from 
2015 to 2018. Through the assistance of district-level Department 
of Agriculture officials, we obtained the land reform database for 
Limpopo Province. They also helped us in accessing the study 
sites. An examination of the database provided us with a general 
overview of the land redistribution terrain in the study sites.

Bela-Bela municipal area was the main study site where we 
concentrated most of our resources for the research while 
Groblersdal in Greater Sekhukhune District was a secondary 
study site. An examination of the land reform database for 
Limpopo and consultations with agricultural extension 
officers indicated that there was a total of about 50 small-
scale new commercial farming schemes arising from the land 
redistribution programme in the Bela-Bela municipal area and 
34 schemes in Groblersdal. We intended to cover all of the farms 
identified but we ended up covering only 40 of them in Bela-
Bela and 23 in Groblersdal because we found some of them 
unoccupied and could not locate the owners. Nonetheless, the 
total number of schemes covered was more than sufficiently 
representative at over 60% coverage in both sites, particularly if 

one considers issues of parsimony. In other words, even though 
the deserted farms directly reduced the size of our sample, we 
felt that the findings from the smaller sample were still sufficient 
enough to give a relatively good picture of the emerging farmer 
water access challenges and opportunities. Since the study was 
mainly qualitative, we adjudged that the sample we reached was 
large enough for us to assume that, due to parsimony, it was 
highly unlikely that our findings would change significantly 
even if we had managed to reach a larger number of respondents.

Using a semi-structured interview guide, we captured the views 
of the farmers and other key stakeholders as they explained 
what they thought actually happened or should have happened 
to enable more effective implementation of the reforms, enhance 
access to water for the emerging farmers, and by extension, 
improve agricultural production through small-scale irrigation. 
We interviewed about 15 key informants in Bela-Bela and 5 
in Groblersdal. These were mainly composed of agricultural 
extension officers; development agencies active in the land 
reform sector; local government officials responsible for water 
service provision, agriculture, and rural development. These 
stakeholders were mainly targeted because of their direct 
involvement in and knowledge of the reform processes in their 
geographical areas of jurisdiction.

In essence, we sought to find out how the emerging farmers 
and other key actors relate to the biophysical and institutional 
aspects of the local water access regime. Key questions on the 
interview guide enabled us to prompt the farmers to give us 
a detailed narration on how they acquired the farm; the steps 
they followed to enable access to water; the specific challenges 
they faced in this process and how they managed or failed to 
overcome them; how the available water is actually used; and 
ultimately, options for improving overall access to water for 
their irrigation purposes. Most of the interviews were conducted 
in native languages easily understood by the farmers and were 
subsequently translated into English.

Through detailed deliberations with key stakeholders in the 
sector, we developed simple criteria for a typically successful 
emerging farmer who has reliable access to water as being 
mainly constituted by the following:

(i)	 The farm is occupied and running as a single commercial 
agricultural entity.

(ii)	 The farmer has the required infrastructure and is using 
irrigation for commercial crop and/ livestock production 
rather than just for subsistence purposes, with access to a 
reliable source of water assured.

(iii)	 The household is actually benefiting from stocks and flows 
of food and income arising from water use.

(iv)	 The farmer exhibits confidence in the water supply and 
irrigation system and has clear plans in place to continue 
sustaining the system.

Data from the key informant interviews was analysed and 
synthesized according to pre-determined sub-themes that 
enabled identification of major trends and patterns of water 
access and use. The main sub-themes considered were access 
to and use of water; ownership of water licences; availability of 
irrigation infrastructure; and other constraints beyond access 
to water. Data presentation is mainly in the form of simple 
measures of central tendency that are supported by detailed 
qualitative narratives.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the Human 
Sciences Research Council Ethics Committee in Pretoria, South 
Africa, before data collection was done. This included addressing 
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issues about the protection of respondents from any harm that 
might arise from the study, maintaining confidentiality of 
information gathered, and ensuring voluntary consent before 
enrolling participants in the study.

STUDY FINDINGS

In both Bela-Bela and Groblersdal, the farms in the study sample 
were very diverse in terms of their size, farming activities, 
production challenges, crop yields, and access to water and other 
support systems.

Access to water

Table 1 presents findings regarding access to water for the 
farmers in our study sample. Out of a total of 63 farms under 
observation during the study, 40% had reliable access to water, 
while those with challenges in having access to water accounted 
for 60% of the sample. When breaking down the analysis by 
geographical study site, there was no significant difference 
between the two study sites, particularly in terms of the farmers 
accessing a reliable source of water, which was less than half of 
the total number of farms sampled in each area.

Data in Table 1 show that the majority (60%) of the emerging 
farmers in our study sample face challenges in accessing 
water. A related observation we made is that not all the farms 

with reliable access to water were able to utilise the water for 
agricultural production. Often, there were other challenges 
acting as a barrier to full farm production. The full range of 
major challenges as identified and articulated by the farmers is 
presented in Table 2.

Table 2 shows that at least 73% of the emerging farmers cited lack 
of funding as the biggest challenge facing them; limited access to 
water was considered the second biggest challenge at 60%; costs 
of electricity came a close third at 56%; and lack of commercial 
farming knowledge came fourth at 49%. These findings suggest 
that policy makers and practitioners should pay more attention 
to lack of funding, costs of electricity, access to water, and 
capacity development for the emerging farmers.

We also noted that in Bela-Bela, most of the farms in our sample 
mainly relied on groundwater from boreholes, and these are 
associated with a range of limitations unique to them. Firstly, 
during the dry season, the borehole water levels recede such 
that more energy is required for pumping the water out and 
thus reducing the quantities available. To illustrate, one of the 
respondents had this to say: ‘the water level in the ground is very 
low, sometimes the water is completely unavailable during dry 
seasons. It usually takes too long to fill the balance dam, and 
sometimes water completely stops coming out.’

Agricultural extension officers in our study sites reported that, 
in most cases, the white predecessors for each farm used to have 
more than one functioning borehole, which allowed the farmer 
to rotate the boreholes when abstracting the water for irrigation 
from time to time. This is not the case with most of the current 
black owners, mainly because quite a number of the boreholes 
previously sunk on the farms have now either run into disrepair 
or have dried up. At least 60% of the farms in our sample had 
only one borehole which was functional. The boreholes require 
costly maintenance or complete replacement of the equipment. 
Some of the famers also indicated that they use very small 
pressure pumps to convey groundwater to the fields, and this 
means that they are only able to supply limited amounts of water 
for irrigation at a time.

Access to water versus farm performance

It is well documented that water availability affects food 
production. In order to gain a better understanding of this issue, 
each farm production process was assessed in relation to the 
status of its access to water. The overall farm assessment from 
the study sites is as presented in Table 3.

As reflected in Table 3, at least 22% of the sampled farms were 
fully commercially functional, with reliable access to water 
assured while 37% were not commercially functional at all and 
had serious challenges in accessing water. About 16% of the 
farms were commercially functional even though they had some 
challenges in accessing water while 14% of the farms were not 
commercially functional even though they had reliable access 
to water. This suggests that water is not the only limiting factor 

Table 1. Access to water on the selected farms in Bela-Bela and 
Greater Sekhukhune; n = 63

Assessment variables Bela-Bela Groblersdal Total %

Farm has reliable access 
to water

15 10 25 40

Farm has challenges in 
accessing water

25 13 38 60

Total 40 23 63 100

Table 2. Main constraints facing the emerging farmers; n = 63

Constraint Frequency Percentage

Lack of funding 46 73

Limited access to water 38 60

Cost of electricity 35 56

Lack of knowledge about commercial 
farming

31 49

Poor irrigation infrastructure 28 44

Fencing 24 38

Farming inputs 23 37

Farming machinery & implements 23 37

Lack of markets for farmers’ produce 18 29

Extension services 11 25

Transport services 10 19

Table 3. Access to water and farm production in Bela-Bela and Groblersdal, n = 63

Assessment dimension Bela-Bela Groblersdal Total Percentage

Farm is fully commercially functional & has reliable access to water 8 6 14 22
Farm is not fully commercially functional but has reliable access to 
water

4 5 9 14

Farm is commercially functional but has challenges in accessing water 6 4 10 16
Farm is not fully commercially functional & has some minor challenges 
in accessing water 

5 2 7 11

Farm is not commercially functional at all and has serious challenges in 
accessing water

17 6 23 37

Total 40 23 63 100
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to agricultural production among the emerging farmers. We 
also noted that in cases where the farms face some challenges 
around access to water but are still commercially functional, 
they had found alternative sources of livelihood such as dryland 
cropping, livestock and poultry production. This situation was 
particularly prominent in Groblersdal.

Some of the areas where the emerging farmers are situated in 
Groblersdal usually receive good rainfall, which enables them to 
grow crops and produce quite well without relying on irrigation. 
This was particularly evident in areas such as Stoffberg where 
they receive between 700 and 800 mm of rainfall per annum, 
but due to variability in precipitation patterns, it is not always 
guaranteed that the rainfall received will be adequate each year. 
Therefore, access to water for irrigation would still be needed for 
the emerging farmers to mitigate drought conditions and mid-
season dry spells.

We also noted that, unlike the situation in Bela-Bela, there is 
a wider variety of water sources for the land reform farms in 
Groblersdal. These include several rivers and streams which 
pass through some of the farms, and dams such as Loskop which 
supply many farms with water using canals. However, there are 
regulatory restrictions associated with these water sources such 
that access to water from them is not necessarily guaranteed for 
the emerging farmers.

The water licensing dilemma

The National Water Act 36 of 1998 forms the basis for current 
agricultural water policy in South Africa. The Act separates 
ownership of land from ownership of water (riparian rights) 
and vests the latter in the state. Under this Act, agricultural 
producers (including smallholder farmers in some cases) are 
required to register as water users and formally obtain licenses 
to get access to water through specific volumetric allocations. 
Once the farmers are registered, they will also be expected to 
join a Water User Association, which regulates and manages 
the allocation and abstraction of water from all surface water 
sources in their respective areas of jurisdiction.

While this system enables the state to set aside water for basic 
needs and ecological purposes as necessary, water permits from 
the previous water governance regime are still recognized, such 
that the emerging farmers do not necessarily get automatic 
access to water, particularly in cases where the rivers are already 
fully allocated. This situation essentially serves the interests of 
large-scale white commercial farmers, whose families obtained 
water permits a long time ago during apartheid, rather than 
those of emerging black farmers. The status of water licenses 
and permits in Bela-Bela and Groblersdal presented in Fig. 2 is 
revealing in this regard.

It is also important to note that farmers from the two study sites 
derive water from different sources, with the majority of farmers 
in Bela-Bela abstracting most of their water from boreholes, 
whereas those in Groblersdal mainly abstract their water from 
surface water bodies such as dams and rivers. This produces 
different patterns in terms of their perceptions about the need to 
register for water use rights. As a result, most of the farmers in 
Bela-Bela who use boreholes to access water did not have water 
permits or licenses even though the law requires them to be 
registered if they exceed a water abstraction rate of 10 m3 per day 
(see RSA, 1998). However, knowledge about these requirements 
is not widespread among the farmers and enforcement is also 
not easy at all. Thus, most of the farmers using groundwater are 
not registered, even in cases where they would be abstracting 
more than 10 m3 per day.

We established that about 65% of the farmers in our sample 
did not have water licenses. They expressed a number of factors 
limiting them from getting the licences. One of the main reasons 
that they cited is that the government offices that are supposed 
to assist them in obtaining water licenses are not sufficiently 
responsive. One of the farmers stated that ‘we are always ordered 
to wait for the permit processing, although not told how long it 
will take to process our request, and also not told what may be 
causing the delay’.

Most of the farmers in our sample (55%) indicated that they are 
not aware that they are supposed to register and obtain water 
licences for groundwater. In addition, some of the farmers who 
are aware of this requirement indicated that they do not know 
the process to follow in order to obtain the water licences. Some 
of those who have applied for the licenses also indicated that it 
takes a very long time to finally obtain a license. In addition, 
some of the white farmers who previously owned the land 
transferred their water use permits to other white farmers who 
are still operating in the area once it became clear that they were 
going to lose their land through the redistribution programme. 
This makes it difficult for the new occupants of the farms to 
acquire additional water licences. As a result, we have a situation 
where white commercial farmers continue having better access 
to agricultural water than the black emerging farmers. It also 
gives the white commercial farmers more decision-making 
privileges and power in terms of sitting on water boards and 
catchment management agencies as they have a greater stake 
than the emerging farmers.

Support infrastructure for accessing and utilising water

Access to water, particularly for irrigation purposes, does not 
only depend on the availability of water sources or use rights. 
It also depends on the existence of certain infrastructure that 
enables water to be conveyed from the source to the site where it is 
needed. For instance, electricity to pump groundwater or operate 
irrigation equipment was cited as one of the major constraints to 
efficient utilization of the water that is already available on the 
farms we studied. Most of the farmers interviewed in the study 
sites indicated that the electricity tariffs charged are beyond 
their reach and this worsened their ability to access water. In 
some cases, electricity transformers on the farms have also been 
stolen or vandalised and the emerging farmers are expected to 
pay for the replacement fee.

There are cases where the electricity supply on some of the 
farms has been cut off due to outstanding bills or failure to pay 
for transformer replacement. In some cases, the farmers have 
opted to use diesel generators to pump the water but this is quite 
expensive and not sustainable in the long term. Against this 
backdrop, access to water for the emerging farmers is generally 
limited and, hence, providing alternative and affordable power Figure 2. Status of water license ownership among the farmers
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sources such as off-grid solar energy becomes necessary. In some 
cases, there are no water meters to accurately measure water 
abstraction by the emerging farms. The water bills are produced 
based on rough estimates and this often results in the farmers 
receiving huge bills that are disproportionate to actual water 
use. This consequently places a heavy financial burden on some 
of the emerging farmers.

Water storage facilities and irrigation equipment

On most of the farms in our sample, water flow capacity is not 
sufficient to immediately meet the consumption requirements of 
the farm operations and thus extra water storage facilities such 
as tanks are required. Very few of the farmers we visited had 
sufficient water storage on the farms. Although in many cases 
water storage facilities are inherited with the land, the lack of 
maintenance under the new black owners was remarkable (Fig. 3).

Under the current conditions of water scarcity in the study 
sites, there is need for more than one water storage facility 
such as a dam or tank on each farm to augment water supplies 
for irrigation and domestic use. Having more water storage 
on the farm bridges the gap between the water demands for 
commercial use and the supply capacity from the main source. 
Having water tanks, for instance, enables augmentation through 
rainwater harvesting, but such facilities need to be developed 
and embedded into the main water supply system.

In addition, the majority of the farmers practicing crop 
production had irrigation equipment either funded by the 
government or inherited from the previous farm owner. 
However, there are also many emerging farmers who did not have 
any irrigation equipment at all, either because the government 
had not yet assisted them to get the equipment or the one they 
inherited with the land had become dysfunctional.

DISCUSSION

Our study findings demonstrate the inadequacy of implementing 
water and land reforms parallel to each other with no deliberate 
effort so far having been made to ensure that the two reform 
processes sufficiently complement each other. As a result, 
access to water for agricultural production is not necessarily 
guaranteed for some of the beneficiaries of land reform. In cases 
where there is no access to adequate water for the emerging 
farmers, production is immediately affected. Policy makers and 
practitioners have to revisit the reform programme model and 
ensure that the emerging farmers also get access to sufficient 
amounts of water for productive purposes (especially irrigation).

Inter-governmental departmental coordination for land and 
water reforms is crucial at the initial stages to ensure that 
evident gaps are addressed. It would also be beneficial to the 
emerging farmers if all key services such as access to water, 
land reform support and title deeds are provided prior to 
occupation of the land or very soon thereafter, in order to ensure 
that meaningful agricultural production is not delayed. This 
would certainly require strong coordination and collaboration 
among government departments such as the Department 
of Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural Development, the 
Department of Water and Sanitation, and Department of Public 
Works and Infrastructure.

This study revealed that most of the emerging farmers do not 
have enough capital for investing in the water and energy 
infrastructure they need for irrigation systems. Provision of 
subsidies on their electricity tariffs could partly alleviate their 
situation. It could also be useful to explore possibilities of 
providing alternative and cost-effective power sources such 
as off-grid solar and wind energy supply systems. Solar-based 
irrigation pumps are already being used in other parts of 
the world with a reasonable degree of success and there is no 
reason why this option should not be explored in South Africa. 
For instance, the PV-powered water pumping and desalination 
program in Saud Arabia is believed to be one of the most 
successful applications in remote areas (Alawaji, 2001). The 
aggressive promotion of solar pumps in groundwater-abundant 
eastern India significantly increased the potential to catalyse 
an ever-green revolution in places where access to water was 
previously not guaranteed for small-scale farmers (Kishore et al., 
2014). In the same vein, enabling the emerging farmers in Bela-
Bela and Groblersdal to augment their water supplies through 
rainwater harvesting approaches also emerges as a viable option. 
Our study also revealed that commercial farming knowledge 
is widely lacking among the farmers. Therefore, capacity 
building interventions that enable the emerging farmers to 
gain the knowledge they need to run the farms efficiently and 
productively are required.

CONCLUSION

We set out to generate empirical data that demonstrates the 
extent to which access to water may or may not be assured for 
emerging farmers once they obtain redistributed land, as well 
as the main challenges that limit use of the water available for 
economic production in Bela-Bela and Greater Sekhukhune. 
Findings from this study have enabled us to reach firm 
conclusions on this. For the majority of the farmers, access 
to water is not guaranteed and this negatively affects their 

Figure 3. Typical water storage facilities in disrepair observed in Bela-Bela
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productivity and capacity for irrigated agriculture. The main 
factors affecting access to water and farmers’ ability to use 
that water for commercial farming purposes, as articulated by 
the farmers themselves, include a cumbersome water licensing 
process, as well as other constraints beyond water, such as lack 
of knowledge for commercial farming; lack of finance for buying 
farm inputs, poor or non-existent irrigation equipment, and 
expensive electricity supply for pumping water to the fields.

Due to the diversity of the emerging farmers’ capabilities and 
interests, water use patterns among them are not uniform. As 
a result, there are cases where those with reliable water supplies 
do not necessarily operate the farms at optimum production 
levels. While the equity motivations and spirit behind the 
land reforms are commendable, actual delivery of the reform 
objectives in terms of the drive towards irrigated agriculture 
remains in question and, therefore, targeted interventions 
are still needed that will ensure better access and use of water 
among the emerging farmers. This should include provision of 
more support for water supply augmentation infrastructure and 
alternative energy sources for pumping the water to the fields. It 
also seems that the integration of land reform and water access 
has not received sufficient attention. Therefore, careful integrated 
planning is required that brings together relevant government 
departments and other key actors to work together towards 
achieving the goal of enabling irrigated agricultural production 
by beneficiaries of land redistribution in South Africa.
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