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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

The rate of economic growth in Africa has been rising in a number of countries largely due 

toimprovements in commodity prices and investments in resource extraction activities and ICT activities 

(UNDP 2013). This has putatively led to a broadening of the size of Africa’smiddle classes (Ncube et al 

2012) despite its per capita income levels remaininglow. Personal income inequality in Africa is 

considerably higher than it was thought in the past, with its levels only being surpassed by Latin 

America (UNCTAD 2012). The extreme levels of inequality in Southern Africa account for a greater 

share of Africa’sincome inequality, despite the sub-region’s relatively higher levels of per capita income 

compared to the rest of the continent (Ncube et al 2012).  

The roots of personal income inequality in Southern Africa are closely associated with its settler-

colonial history of land dispossession and racially discriminatory socio-economic policies and income, 

inequality continues to be coloured by racial difference.About 500 years ago, European settlement began 

in the Cape colony and had spread northwards to Namibia and Zimbabwe by 1900. The exploitation of 

gold, diamonds and other minerals, and state-funded development of large-scale commercial farming 

systems (LSCFs) consolidated a settler colonial economy served by labour migrants from the entire 

region, to the neglect of the dispossessed peasantries. This created a dualistic agrarian structure 

characterised by differential productivity levels and earnings, as well as uneven spatial development in 

the towns and countryside, often based on ethno-regionally segregated settlements. These inequities 

fuelled protracted armed liberation struggles across the entire region from the late 1950s, and 

subsequently civil wars in the former Lusophone states. 

Nonetheless, from 1975 Southern Africa experienced two dramatic political economy changes, which 

ought to have reconfigured  the trajectory of income and wealth distribution patterns within and between 

the countries. Firstly, political independence was finally attained in Angola and Mozambique (in 1975) 

and Zimbabwe (in 1980), followed subsequently by the democratisation of Namibia (in 1990) and South 

Africa (in 1994). This ended thirty years of armed conflict and destabilisation of the region by Apartheid  

South Africa, and curtailed racial minority influence over national developments throughout Southern 

Africa. This delayed political decolonisation proces and the advent of peace in the  region, coincided 

with the second event economic liberalisation. From 1980, most Sourhern African countries adopted 

economic structural adjustment programmes and, trade and financial liberalisation, to enhance the global 
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integration. Whether imposed by the Bretton Woods institutions or home-made copies of it, this policy 

regime promised a new generation of redistributive strategies ostensibly to redress the legacies of racial 

discrimination and inequality and deliver more rapid economic growth and rising employment. 

Indeed, between 1993 and 2008, economic growth in the region increased steadily both in real GDP 

terms and per capita terms. Real GDP in South Africa for instance grew by 68% between 1993 and 2008 

while the total population grew by 22%, meaning that GDP per capita incomes grew by 36% (Aaron, 

Kahn and Kingdon 2009). In Namibia and Botswana, economic growth between 1993 and 2008 was 

also impressive. During the 2000s the region confronted a new growth pulse occasioned by the 

commodity price boom, especially in countries such as Namibia, Zambia and Mozambique where 

growth was rapid (fig 1.3.1). During the early 2000s, economic growth was low in Malawi largely due 

to the devastating effects of extreme drought on food harvests around the 2001/2 farming season, while 

in Zimbabwe the negative growth was occassioned by the collapse of export cropping (of tobacco, 

horticulture and coffee) and the aforementioned grain harvest failures. Volatile growth in the region was 

also generally related to 4 major droughts during the decade from 2001. However, the world economic 

crisis from 2007/8 (fig 1.1) slowed down the rate of GDP growth in at least half of the countries. 

Figure 1.1 GDP, Annual Average Rate of Growth (%) in Southern Africa 
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Moreover, this unfolding crisis of neoliberalism also generated a new wave of large-scale land alienation 

in Africa accompanied by a scramble for energy and mineral resources, involving diverse foreign 

“investors” in alliance with local elites (Moyo, Jha and Yeros 2013). This extension of land 

concentration had begun at the end of Apartheid in Southern Africa since 1995 (Moyo 2002; Moyo 

2008), leading to a substantial displacement of the rural poor. Yet there is no clear evidence that most of 

the acquired land is being productively utilised so far (Moyo 2012). Nonetheless, the process is fostering 

new sources of wealth and income inequality, not only in the predominantly mineral rich former settler 

colonies (South Africa, Namibia and Zimbabwe), but also in other mineral-rich non-settler states of the 

Southern Africa, such as Botswana and Zambia. 

Southern African debates on the incidence of income inequality tend to be schizophrenic. While policy 

makers recognise the fact that the present income inequality outcome in the former settler colonies did 

not arise by chance, since it was engineered by racially inspired repression and (illegal) dispossession of 

the natives, extant restitutive measures have tended to focus on improving  social services (e.g. basic 

health and education) within a market framework (Fargher 2013). Such measures have not provided a 

‘minimum respectable standard of living’ for large sections of the population, especially in the region’s 

powerhouse South Africa, while the continued segregation of society, and the use of economic power by 

the influential people and their networks to maintain privileges, creates systemic barriers to efforts 

aimed at reducuing inequality (ibid).  

Radical redistributive measures such as the land reform and spatial re-ordering, which could redress the 

structural foundations of income inequality in South Africa and Namibia have not been systematically 

attempted, for fear of upsetting foreign investors. Meanwhile, in countries such as Zambia and 

Mozambique, the entrechment of structural adjustment lending policies driven by donor driven debt 

relief and aid dependence, stalled redistributive measures of interventionist policies and instead 

extensive tax concessions were given to investors. It was only around 2013 that Malawi and Zambia 

broke ranks with the donors to initiate extensive farm inputs subsidy programmes (see chapter 5).  

In general, personal income inequalities are a consequence of fundamental inequalities in wealth, 

understood in terms of the ownership of real assets such as land, housing stock, and other forms of 

productive capital, as well as financial assets, given the differential income streams that arise from assets 

(UNCTAD 2012). This is expressed in terms of the shares of income between capital and labour (i.e. 

between profit, rents and interest, (versus wages and salaries). In the largely agrarian societies of 
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Southern Africa, where over 60% of the population is occupied in agricultural and related rural 

activities, the unequal ownership of productive agricultural assets, limits households opportunities to be 

self-employed in farming and related small-scale enterprises. Agricultural land concentration has not 

only limitedthe absolute numbers of rural self-employed peasants and small-scale traders, but has 

engendered a decline of farm labour due to rapid substitution by mechanisation since the 1980’s. 

Consequently, the increased informalisation labour and limited self-employment continue to place 

downwards pressure on wages and limiting the overall share of labour in national income, especially in 

the absence of pro-active of employment and real wage policy (UNCTAD 2012, p48). 

The extent to which the current high levels of income inequality in mineral rich Southern Africa is 

associated with the high levels of unequal land holding patterns, is examined in this paper. The evolution 

of income distribution patterns in Southern Africa is elaborated upon in section 2. The highly unequal 

social structure of these largely agrarian countries, characterised by functional and spatial dualism in the 

agricultural production and labour systems is discussed in section 3, which highlights land 

concentration, and unequal patterns of agricultural earnings. The functional income inequality is briefly 

examined in chapter 4, while the sustainability of this outcome in economic, social, and ecological 

terms, is then cursorily examined in chapter 5. The paper then explores some of the experiences with 

implementing redistributive land reform and affirmative action programmes in South Africa and 

Zimbabwe, as well as social grants in South Africa, and small farm input subsidy schemes in Malawi 

and Zambia. The paper concludes by identifying some international collective actions that could 

ameliorate the situation. 

2.0 PERSONAL INCOME INEQUALITY IN SOUTHERN AFRICA 

Personal income levels increased significantly between 2002 and 2011, as a result of the moderate to 

high economic growth experienced in most of in Southern African countries, especially in Angola, 

Botswana, Namibia and South Africa (Fig 2.1.1). However, these countries also have high income 

inequalities which have persisted over the years of growth as discussed in this. The gap between the 

income shares of the top 10% relative to the bottom 40% in South Africa, Namibia and Botswana has 

continued to grow substantially, between 1989 and 2005 (WHO, 2010), confirming that these countries 

“ live in a world of their own” when it comes to personal income inequality, (Palma 2012/13). Thus both 

the general economic growth, and the rise in the GDP per capita incomes since 1990 has been unequally 
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shared. Thirdly, income inequalities in Southern Africa continued to be structured by racial difference, 

despite improvements in  access to social services. 

Intuitively, the capital intensive extractive mininig industries dominated by foreign capital and the 

concentration of agricultural land ownership within a racial minority, in countries such as South Africa 

and Namibia explain its extrreme income inequalites as these are dominat sources of functional income 

inequality. This chapter 3 assesses the evolution of personal income distribution patterns before turning 

to the sources of such income inequalities.  

2.1 Personal income distribution patterns 

Since 1985 per capita income levels in five Southern African countries (Angola, Botswana, South 

Africa, Swaziland and Namibia) have grown substantially. However these fell slightly in 2002, and 

again in 2008, only to rise  thereafter (fig. 2.1.1). Nonetheless, per capita income levels fell substantially 

in Zimbabwe from $946.00 in 1997 to $580.00 and $393.00 in 2000 and 2008 respectively, only to 

begin a slow recovery from 2011 to $678.00. This reflected the economic contraction that accompanied 

the radical land reforms from 2000 and the stoppage of Bretton woods based concessional loans and aid 

from 1999 onwards. The recovery that occurred then was followed by an internal political settlement 

and the “dollarisation” of the economy from 2009. In Tanzania, per capita incomes declined 

dramatically at the onset of its structural adjustment programme from $416 in 1985 to $208.00 and 

$175.00 in 1990 and 1994, respectively, only to recover slightly to $305.00 and $524.00 in 2000 and 

2011 respectively. Per capita incomes remained relatively stagnant in DRC and Mozambique during the 

period. 
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Figure 2.1.1 Southern Africa countries GNI per capita (US$), 1980-2011 
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Per capita income growth figures mask the extremely unequal distribution of income within Southern 

Africa in general. For instance, South Africa’s Gini coefficient of income inequality stood at around 

0.68 between 1975 and 1996, and around 0.70 between 2005 and 2008 (Whiteford & van Seventer 2000; 

Leibbrandt et al. 2006). Although average real incomes increased gradually for all population groups 

since 1995, (ibid citing PSLSD, LFS, IES and NIDS data), South Africa’s historically high levels of 

income inequality continued to rise (Leibbrandt et al. 2009). Namibia’s Gini index remained unchanged 

at over 0.70 from its independence in 1990 onwards, while Botswana’s Gini index also grew from then 

(table 2.1.1), reflecting the escalation of mining activities since that period. 

Table 2.1a Gini values in selected Southern African countries 

Country 

Gini index (%) UNDP  HDR 
2013 from 
WB 2012 

Inequality 
measure: 10% 
richest to 10% 
poorest, 2003 

% Income share held by 
(2005-10)  

1980s 1990s 2003 2005 2005-10  Highest 
20% 

Lowest 20% 

Angola   
- 

  
58.6 -   

Botswana 54.21  63.0 60.5  n.a. 77.6   

DRC   -  44.4 44.4  50.6 5.5 

Lesotho  57.94 63.2 47.5  52.5 111.8   

Madagascar  43.46 - 39.0 44.1 44.1  50.1 5.4 

Malawi   
50.3 

  
39.0 22.7   

Mozambique  39.61 39.6 47.3 45.7 45.7 12.5 51.5 5.2 
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Namibia  
74.3 70.7 74.3 

 
63.9 128.9   

Seychelles     65.8 65.8  69.6 3.7 

South Africa 50.00 61.06 57.8 63.2 63.1 63.1 65.1 68.2 2.7 

Swaziland   60.9 50.4 51.5 51.5 49.7 56.6 4.0 

Tanzania  38.4 38.2 34.6 37.6 37.6 10.8 44.8 6.8 

Zambia  49.86 52.6 50.8 54.6 54.6 36.6 59.4 3.6 

Zimbabwe 56.83 57.00 56.8 50.1  n.a 22   

Source: FAO (2012, 2013); UNDP HDR (2007, 2008) cited by Malecek and kabát (2009); UNDP HDR (2005) cited by Nkomo (2007); 
ECA (2004) cited by Okojie and Shimeles (2006); Mazingi. and Kamidza  (2011). 

Other countries such as Zimbabwe and Swaziland also had high levels of income inequality (Table 2.1a) 

as their Gini coefficients stood at between 0.50 and 0.60 between 1990 and 2003, but their Gini co-

efficients fell between then and the mid-2000s. In the case of Zimbabwe this fall occured in the context 

of extensive land redistribution and a sharp decline in economic growth. These combined processes had 

the effect of reducing income inequalities due to the fact that the ‘loss’ of commercial agricultural 

production(especially of export and cash crop earnings), which had been skewed in favour of a minority 

of white LSCF farmers, as well as the fall in the number of middle-level jobs in the agro-industrial and 

service sectors, generally levelled down income inequality. Moreover, the emergence of new small-scale 

and middle-sized farmers and traders following land redistribution resulted in a wider base of enterprises 

which from 2005 were producing cash crops, albeit at reduced output levels (Moyo 2012). 

Income inequality in Zambia also rose from 2003 onwards, marking the period when LSCF farming 

based on land concentration linked to the relocation white farmers from Zimbabwe was on the rise, as 

was cash crop earnings. During this period there was also an expansion of capital intensive mining, and 

a rise in copper prices, leading to the further concentration of export earnings among transnational 

corporation which provided limited employment. It is only in Mozambique, Tanzania and Malawi that 

the gini coefficients of income inequality remained below 0.45 between 1990 and 2005 (UNDP, 2008). 

Table 2.1b Gini values in selected Southern African countries 

country 

Gini level 
(first observation available every decade) 

Change in Gini level 
(between the first and last obs in the decade) 

1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s last obs 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s overall 
Angola 

   
40.1 58.5 57.9 

   
18.3 -0.6 17.7 

Botswana  49.1 53.5 54.3 52.1 50.6 
 

4.39 0.8 -2.23 -1.56 1.41 
DRC     43.3 42.6 

    
-0.63 -0.63 

Lesotho 
  

58.5 59 56.2 48.7 
  

0.52 -2.81 -7.5 -9.79 
Madagascar 48.8 46.9 47.1 46.7 44.5 43.6 -1.88 0.21 -0.44 -2.19 -0.84 -5.15 
Malawi 43.2 44.4 43.8 59.8 44.9 38.6 1.26 -0.68 16 -14.9 -6.31 -4.6 
Mozambique  

  
41.4 43.1 41.1 

   
1.65 -1.98 -0.34 
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Namibia 
   

69.8 64.4 66.6 
   

-5.35 2.2 -3.15 
South Africa 54.8 64.8 64.1 61.4 64.6 63.5 9.92 0.67 2.73 3.25 1.10 8.68 
Swaziland  60.4 

 
56.4 50 46.9 

   
-6.38 -3.12 -9.5 

Tanzania 37.3 45 37.9 39.7 34.3 34.7 7.67 -7.06 1.79 -5.38 0.35 -2.62 
Zambia 49.7 58.7 55.9 66.6 53.5 50 8.99 -2.75 10.7 -13.1 -3.56 0.29 
Zimbabwe 55.8 54.7 

 
53 

  
-1.13 

    
-1.13 

Source: SWIID 

Thus the disaggregated levels, household income inequality in Southern Africa is the worst in Namibia, 

Lesotho, Botswana and South Africa. Between 2005 and 2010 the top 10% income groups earned about 

129, 112, 78 and 65 times the incomes of the lowest 10% (table 2.1.a). The top 10 % income earners in 

Namibia earn over 65% of the national income, while in South Africa this group earned over 47% of the 

national income (Nkomo, 2007). Between 1993 and 2008 the top 10% income group in South Africa 

earned 53.9% and 58.1% respectively, while the bottom 40% earned 5.2% to 5% between then (Palma, 

2012/13). The Palma ratios of Namibia, South Africa and Botswana and Zambia shows that their top 

10% income groups earned between 3.5 to 7 times more than the bottom 40% (table 2.1c). This trend of 

income inequality has persisted and grown since 1980 (table 2.1.b). For instance, the rate of change in 

income inequality in Lesotho between 1987 and 1993 was about -1.6 for the three lowest quintiles 

compared to 0.6 for the upper quintiles (Okojie and Shingeles 2006). 

Table 2.1c Dataset 
Country Survey  type Base year Gini, base 

year 
Palma, 
base year 

Current 
year 

Gini, current 
year 

Palma, 
current year 

Kenya Consumption 1992 57.460 4.735 2005 47.680 2.810 
Madagascar Consumption 1993 46.120 2.572 2010 44.110 2.329 
Malawi Consumption 1997 50.310 3.163 2010 43.910 2.301 
Mozambique Consumption 1996 44.490 2.357 2007 45.660 2.499 
Namibia Income 1993 74.330 15.081 2003 63.900 6.693 
South Africa Consumption 1993 59.330 5.690 2008 63.140 7.052 
Swaziland Consumption 1994 60.650 5.858 2009 51.490 3.513 
Tanzania Consumption 1991 33.830 1.357 2007 37.580 1.653 
Zambia Consumption 1993 52.610 3.897 2010 57.490 4.768 
Source: Calculated by Alex Cobham and Andy Summer (2013) from the Wold Bank PovCalnet (downloaded 30 April 2013) 

The income inequalities  between the top decile (richest) and the poorest deciles are most prominent in the 

resource rich countries (fig 2.3.1). Namibia and South Africa’s top 10% earners take home between 52% and 

55% of national income.( Africa Progress Report, 2013). Indeed, the concentration of the foreign 

ownership of mining resources, of the countries has grown further after 1999, given the expansion of 

mining in minerals such as platinum, diamonds, coal, oil and gas. The fact that the incomes derived from 

these relatively low waged and capital intensive mining activities could be the critical factor associated 
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with the high levels of income inequality observed in South Africa, Namibia, and Botswana is further 

explored in section 3.0 which examines asset holding inequalities. 

Figure 2.1.2  Income shares in resource-rich countries 
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The rise in income concentration in the region from the 1990’s partly coincided with the adoption of 

neoliberal policy reforms, (especially fiscal austerity) by most of the countries. This was exacerbated by 

the effects of the financial crisis from 2008, including the compression of real wages and retrenchments 

which escalated from then, as well as the fall in commodity prices. This suggests that although the 

significantly high  level of earnings which the mines had achieved by 2008 had fallen somewhat, the 

reduction in the earnings was largely absorbed by workers, while enclaves of high income persisted. 

2.2 Racial and spatial dimensions of income inequality 

Countries such as South Africa (and Namibia on for which data is scarce) continue to retain a high 

degree of racially and spacilly structured income inequality. Infact, the Gini coefficients of income 

inequality by race in South Africa has widened within each group between 1993 to 2008, with a marked 

increase in income inequality showing up among non-whitefrom 2000 (table 2.2). This racial character 

of income inequality is readily captured by the racial differences in employment opportunities. 

Table 2.2 Gini coefficients of per capita income by race 
 Aggregate African Coloured Indian White 
1993 0.67 0.55 0.43 0.46 0.42 
2000 0.67 0.61 0.53 0.50 0.47 
2005 0.72 0.62 0.60 0.58 0.51 
2008 0.70 0.62 0.54 0.61 0.50 
% change between 1993 and 2008 3.1 12.5 25.0 31.9 19.1 

Source: PSLSD (1993), IES (2000, 2005) and NIDS (2008) cited by Leibbrandt et al. (2010) 
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For instance, black South Africans have had higher proportions of employed workers in the informal 

sector across all years, and in 2008 these stood at around 33%, largely due to higher unemployment rates 

amongst Africans compared to the other races (Leibbrandt et al. 2010; table 2.3.). Since informal sector 

wages are low at an average wage of US$203/month in 2005, compared to the average wage for the 

formal sector which was 3.5 times higher (at US$715 per month)1, under-employment and 

unemployment are key sources of income inequality (ibid). 

Table 2.3 Share of informal employment rates by race, South Africa 
 African Coloured Indian White 
1997 26.1 13.4 6.1 7.2 
2001 36.7 18.4 8.2 6.5 
2005 37.1 14.0 7.6 5.0 
2008 33.4 16.2 8.7 5.0 
% change between 

1997 and 2008 

27.6 21.3 42.9 -30.3 

Source: PSLSD (1993), OHS (1997), LFS (2001, 2005), NIDS (2008) cited by Leibbrandt et al (2010). 

Self-employment amongst Africans compared to other races continues to be low mainly because during 

Apartheid, and after 1994, informal enterprises were restricted through the racial segregation of 

settlements and business centres accompanied by discriminatory zoning and other licensing by-laws, 

which relegated Africans mainly to the low income rural Bantustan areas and townships (ibid; 

Leibbrandt et al. 2010). The costs of labour have not as such created entry barriers to black 

entrepreneurship (e.g. as argued by Kingdom and Knight 2008 and Bhorat et al 2002), since while this 

informal sector is less regulated (Leibbrandt et al. 2010), it tends to be located in the margins of the 

economy. 

Table 2.4 Self-employment rates by race, South Africa 
 African Coloured Indian White 
1993 1.9 1.1 3.0 7.8 
1997 9.8 3.5 13.7 15.9 
2001 10.6 4.8 12.1 20.6 
2005 12.9 3.9 15.3 18.5 
2008 10.9 5.9 20.1 17.7 
% change between 1997 and 2008 9.0 4.8 17.1 9.9 
Source: PSLSD (1993), OHS (1997), LFS (2001, 2005), NIDS (2008) cited by Leibbrandt et al (2010). 

                                                 

1Using October 2005 exchange rates, South African Reserve Bank. 
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Indeed, black South Africans pre-dominantly occupy the lower income deciles, compared to whites, 

indicating that wage inequality by race has persisted from 1994, and that racial inequality is 

fundamentally driven by the labour market (Leibbrandt et al, 2010). This is reflected in the racially 

defined gaps in levels of unemployment with blacks still facing 2.5 times higher rates of joblessness 

(table 2.5).Wage rates are also racially defined, with the difference between the whites and blacks being 

5 times higher for whites, throughout the period from 1993 and 2008 (ibid). 

Table 2.5 Unemployment rates by race, South Africa 
 African Coloured Indian White 
1993 17 15.7 8.3 3.2 
1997 27.1 15.2 9.8 3.9 
2001 35.1 21.1 18.7 5.6 
2005 31.1 22.3 15.6 4.9 
2008 27 17.3 6.6 10.3 
% change between 
1997 and 2008 

-0.3 13.4 -32.6 164.1 

Source: PSLSD (1993), OHS (1997), LFS (2001, 2005), NIDS (2008) cited by Leibbrandt et al (2010). 

This gap is partly explained by huge differences in education levels attained by different population 

groups. Black Africans attain the lowest levels of education, even though the number of Africans with a 

tertiary level of education has increased much faster than the number of whites in this category (Ibid). 

Africans experience a lower return to tertiary education than other population groups (Leibbrandt citing 

Keswell 2004), due to lower quality of education and employer bias (ibid also citing Pauw et al 2008); 

Chamberlain and van der Berg 2002). 

In general, income inequality in Africa is less pronounced within rural areas than in urban areas(ECA 

study citing Fields, 1998; Ali and Thorbecke, 2000 cited by Okojie and Shimeles, 2006). This does not 

necessarily apply to the former settler-colonial states where landholding and related inequalities in 

access to assets (e.g. through credit) are extremely high (see section 3.0). Spatial data on income 

differences between former Bantustan and commercial areas in Southern Africa and commercial farming 

shows that uneven sub-national development and the spatial distribution of income inequality are 

entrenched. And within LSCF areas the incomes of farm workers and dwellers tend to be extremely low.  

Minority rule in Southern Africa was characterised by what is commonly referred to as a ‘geography of 

Apartheid’, which segregated the races in terms of public resource allocations, incomes and 

consumption patterns, and the government systems. However, within each Southern African state, there 

are enclaves of extreme wealth and privilege based on minerals and oil (especially in countries such as 
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Angola, Botswana, DRC, Namibia, and South Africa), and where large-scale commercial agriculture is 

established to a significant extent (e.g in Malawi, South Africa, Swaziland, Zambia, Zimbabwe and 

Botswana).  

Indeed, eight of the Southern African countries are mineral resource “dependent” since between 33% to 

100% of their exports are derived from minerals (table 2.6). It is however interesting that only 3 

countries depend on more than 38% of their public revenue on minerals. 

Table 2.6: Export revenue dependence on minerals (% 2005-2010) 
Country Mineral exports % 

of total exports 
Resource revenue as 
% of total revenue 

Angola 100% 78% 
DRC 98% 80% 
Botswana 85% 38% 
Zambia 78% 6% 
Namibia 50% 6% 
Zimbabwe 45% 2% 
Tanzania 43% 3% 
South Africa 33% 4% 
Lesotho 18% - 
Mozambique 5% - 
Madagascar 3% - 
Malawi 2% - 
Source: calculated from Progress Report, p16 

These enclaves drive dualistic economic processes characterised by the concentrationof wealth in a few 

areas with limited trickle down effects (e.g in the Botswana diamond fields ; Cabinda off‐shore oil in 

Angola, etc). These seggregated  middle-class communities are oblivious to demands to redistribute the 

wealth generated in these mining and large –scale farming enclaves to surounding,  areas and this often 

results in ethno-regionally defined political strife (e.g. in Mozambique during the 1980’s and more 

recently; and civil war in Angola over 30 years since 1975). 

2.3 Rising income inequality despite improved employment and education policies 

Income inequality in South Africa is partly reinforced by the greater participation of people in the top 

income deciles in the labour force (who are mainly white), in South Africa, compared to the lower 40%. 

The top earners are found to also have the highest labour absorption rates and thus higher employment 

rates since 1993 and 2000 (Leibbrandt et al. 2010). Whereas the top three deciles of income groups in 

South Africa have between 1993 and 2008 rarely experienced unemployment rates above 20%, the 

bottom 4 deciles have experienced an average of 40% unemployment during this period, with the 
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10thdecile hovering at 50% unemployment (ibid). However, overall unemployment rates shifted upwards 

since 1993 due to sharply rising unemployment rates of those in the bottom four deciles. 

It has been argued that the “post-apartheid labour market has not mediated better social outcomes from 

the solid macro-economic performance” (ibid). However, South Africa’s very high unemployment rates 

tend to be wrongly attributed to the effects of strong unions and collective bargaining. Indeed, South 

African wages have been found to be as responsive to unemployment as they are in OECD (Leibrandt et 

al 2010).  

Nonetheless, income source decompositions show the labour market to be the main factor driving 

inequality (ibid). Unequal employment and educational opportunities appear to be the key proximate 

sources of income inequality in South Africa, because income realised from earnings in wages and 

salaries, and from self employment comprise a substantial part of the overall income of households 

(table 2.3.). For example, about 25% of the families in South Africa receive no income, especially when 

we include wealthy white households whose occupants are retired, but have other sources of income 

compared to poor black households who have no income sources at all (Tregema and Tsela, 2012; table 

2.6). Female-headed households comprise 92% of the household without income from work (ibid), 

highlighting the gender basis of income inequality. 

Table 2.7 Comparison between households receiving any and no income from work 2006, South 
Africa 
 Household receives 

income from work 
Household receives no 
income from work 

% of households 73 27 
% of individuals 72.5 27.5 
Median income per capita R7,864 R2,862 
Mean income per capita R24,820 R5,836 
Head of household African 
(%) 

74.8 91.7 

Head of household female 
(%) 

35.9 63.3 

Source: Stats SA (2008a) cited by Tregema and Tsela (2012). Note: Annual figures, calculated on a household per capita 
basis; n =47.4 million. 

Leibbrandt et al (2010) argue that between 1997 and 2008 the less educated groups comprise a declining 

share of the labour force and sharply declining shares of new entrants (Table 2.3.2), while the overall 

share for the better educated was increasing. Those with a tertiary education increased their share of jobs 

by 34% while the share of those without education decreased by 24% (ibid). There were 2.6 million 
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more jobs since 1993 for workers with at least a grade 12 qualification and about 770,000 less jobs 

available for those with a primary education or none at all (Leibbrandt et al. (2010). 

Table 2.8 Unemployment rates by education, South Africa 
 None Primary Secondary 

(incomplete) 
Secondary 
(grade 12) 

Tertiary 

1993 10.5 17 16.2 12.7 2 
1997 18.3 25.6 24.2 21.5 6.3 
2001 20.2 28.9 36.4 30.4 11.1 
2005 17.1 26.4 33.3 28 7.7 
2008 16.9 20.7 30.2 25 12.5 
% change 
1997-2008 

-7.8 -19.1 25.1 16.7 97.3 

Source: PSLSD (1993), OHS (1997), LFS (2001, 2005), NIDS (2008) cited by Leibbrandt et al (2010). 

High school dropouts comprise the largest share of employed across all years, because this category 

accounts for the majority of the working age population rather than a greater demand for this education 

level in the labour market (table 2.8). The high cost of labour relative to capital has resulted in a 

production shift away from unskilled labour, where South Africa does not have a comparative 

advantage, and towards more skilled and capital intensive production (ibid citing Banerjee et al, 2008). 

Table 2.9 Unemployment share by education, South Africa 
 None Primary Secondary 

(incomplete) 
Secondary 
(grade 12) 

Tertiary 

1993 12 26.3 33.1 16.1 12.5 
1997 8.5 21.3 33.1 22.8 14.3 
2001 7.6 23.9 29.8 23.9 14.8 
2005 6.2 19.4 31.9 27.3 15.2 
2008 6.4 17.5 33.2 23.6 19.3 
% change between 
1997 and 2008 

-24.3 -17.6 0.4 3.3 34.4 

Source: PSLSD (1993), OHS (1997), LFS (2001, 2005), NIDS (2008) cited by Leibbrandtet al. (2010).. 

However, while about 77% of the households share of  income is derived from work and pensions, about 

17% of household incomes (excluding welfare grants from the rest are derived from other assets owned 

by the households (i.e. income from rents, capital etc). Indeed, those wealth or functional sources of 

income together account for about 20% of the total income inequality (table 2.9.). Income inequalities 

are clearly reinforced by the marginalisation of women in varous spheres of work, education and asset 

ownership, given the deep rooted partriachal relations governing these countries.  
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Table 2.10  Income inequality by source in South Africa2006 
 Share of 

income (%) 
Contribution to 
total income 
inequality (%) 

Income from work 74.34 78.99 
Income from capital 1.16 2.84 
Pension from previous employment and 
annuities from own investment 

2.62 1.23 

Welfare grants 6.11 -0.00 

Other income 6.27 8.95 
Imputed rent on own dwelling* 9.49 7.99 
Total 100 100 
Source: Stats SA (2008a) cited by Tregema and Tsela (2012). Notes: Inequality is measured in terms of GE(2), half of the 
squared coefficient of variation. ∗Rent calculated as 7% of the value of the dwelling per annum. 

2.4 Concluding remarks 

The above  income distribution patterns between and within the Southern African countries suggests that 

the resource-rich middle income countries, including South Africa, Namibia, Botswana, as well as some 

low-income countries such as Lesotho and Zambia have the highest inequality levels of personal 

income. The former,with an average gini coefficient of 59.8%, standway above their neighbours whose  

median Gini stands below 50, as well as above the rest of Africa which stand at 43.1. (Ncube et al 

2012). Despite Swaziland being an middle income country, it cannot be appropriately categorised in the 

higher Gini league, partly because it is not mineral resource rich and possibly because it has less land 

ownership concentration. The other low income Southern African countries (e.g. Malawi, Tanzania and 

Mozambique) are also not characterised by the levels of wealth inequalities associated with mineral 

resources and land ownership concentration. High levels of unemployment also persist in the 3 most 

extremely inequitable countries. This hovers above 40% in South Africa, a country which has limited 

scope for self-employed peasants and small-scale artisans. Thus, the increase and persistent 

concentration of wealth, particulary the ownership of agricultural land and productive natural  and 

mineral resources by a few large-scale entities, including the mineral assets owned mainly by 

transnational capital, are also closely associated with rise and persistence of extreme income inequality.  

3.0 FARM LAND, ASSET HOLDINGS AND INCOME INEQUALITIES 

The unequal distribution of agricultural land ownership and the poor agrarian labour relations this has 

engendered in Southern Africa (Moyo2008) is potentially one of the a key sources of income inequality 

as the shares of agricultural incomes realised by large landowners (from profits, and rents) can be 

expected to be higher than the shares realised by workers. Land concentration in countries such as South 
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Africa and Namibia where the sources of wage employment are not diversified, restricts the potential 

opportunities that large sections of the landless and land short population have of living off rural land, 

through self-employment.  

The limited processing of most minerals in mineral rich countries minimises the potential income 

distribution that could arise from the greater integration of mining into the economy and from the 

potential employment benefits that could arise.2 In the case of mineral endowed  Zimbabwe and Zambia, 

their generally lower levels of land concentration (especially since 2000 in the former case may explain 

their relatively lower levels of inequality, despite the  high degree foreign ownership of mines especially 

in Zambia.This section examines the evolution of land concentration within selected countries in 

Southern Africa, as well as of unequal access to irrigation resources and assets, and assesses their 

implications for income distribution gauged in terms of agricultural earnings.3 

3.1 Land alienation in Southern Africa 

The observed differences in the levels of income inequalities between the Southern African countries 

under review appear to be closely related to their varied settler-colonial and post-independence histories 

of land alienation. In countries such as South Africa,Namibia and Zimbabwe, this hovers between 50% 

and 80%, compared to below 50% in the rest(table 3.1). These initial conditions of land concentration 

create the propensity of the former settler colonies to have  greater income distribution inequality 

compared to the rest.  

Table 3.1 Settler alienation of land and land tenure in Southern Africa. 
Country Land alienated by 

settlers (%) 

White settlers  

(% of population)  

Land tenure types 

(% of national territory) 

Recent land acquisitions  

1958 2000 1960 2000 Freehold Customary State 000 ha % Arable No. of 

deals 

Angola 6.0 5.4 1.0 0.2 6.0a 51.0a  43.0  183 3.5 4 

Botswana 0.0 5.0 0.3 0.5 5.0 71.0 25.0 - -- - 

Lesotho 5.0 5.0 0.3 0.8 – 95.0 5.0 - - - 

                                                 
2Moreover, such mining entities have for instance in South Africa been accused of “tax base shifting and profit transfer” 
practices which limits their taxable incomes (Gordon P, Nov 2013). This has entailed the relocation of company headquarters 
and primary company listings to European capitals since 1992, as well as established practises of transfer pricing and intra-
firm outsourcing of services from foreign branches of the transnational firms. This undermines the potential of resource-rich 
countries to effectively use taxation for income redistribution. While this situation should  also apply to Angola and  
Zimbabwe,  in theory the greater ownership by the state of  shares in the oil and diamond resources respectively, may 
ameliorate the negative distributional impacts mining incomes. 
3Data on agricultural profits in relation to wages is too scanty to use meaningfully in this paper. 
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Malawi 43.0 4.3 8.0 0.4 8.0 72.0 20.0 30 0.6 4 

Mozambique     3.0 80.0 14.0 2,018 39 96 

Namibia 43.0 44.0 19.4 11.1 44.0 43.0 13.0 - - - 

South Africa 89.0 83.0 2.8 13.7 72.0 14.0 14.0 27 0.5 3 

Swaziland 49.0 40.0 0.2 – 40.0 60.0 – 15 1.2 2 

Tanzania     6.6 47.4 46.0 - - - 

Zambia 3.0 3.1 3.0 0.1 3.0 81.0 16.0 273 5.3 8 

Zimbabwe 49.0 41.0 7.1 0.8 41.0 42.0 16.0 201 3.9 2 

Sources: Hendricks (2000); Cumming (1993); UNECA (2003); Cheyo, (2001); CIA (2001). Note: Rows do notadd  to 100% 
due to rounding. a -estimated figure;b-current land tenure figures for Angola could not be found: figures projections from 
1993. 

Land concentration in Southern Africa entailed the appropriation of the lion’s share of high quality 

lands, including land with more reliable rainfall and better soils, by a minority of white settlers and their 

offspring at the expense of a marginalised rural population (Moyo 2008). Land ownership concentration 

among whites in Zimbabwe persisted during 1980 and 2000 despite the sharp drop in the white 

population due to a wave of their emigration between 1977 and 1982 following independence, and then 

from 1999 when the economic crisis was escalating. Most of the whites relocated mainly to South 

Africa, and other white Commonwealth dominions such as Australia (IOM 2009). In contrast, South 

Africa has been a consistent recipient of white emigrants after the decolonisation of DRC (1960s), 

Angola and Mozambique (1975), Zimbabwe (1980) and Namibia (1990). European migrations to South 

Africa since 1995 have also been high leading to a steadily rise in its natural rate of population growth in 

the last 15 years. 

Furthermore, land concentration in the region was accompanied by unequal control over irrigation 

resources (such as water sources and rights, and related public investments). Furthermore, colonial and 

post-colonial economic policies tended to discriminatively allocate most public infrastructural 

investments and land improvements to these evolving “large-scale commercial” areas. This raised the 

real estate value of these properties as well as their agricultural productivity. Thus the unequal 

ownership of alienated land created greater land (capital) values for the minority while enabling land 

degradation within over crowded reserves. Improved land resources are critical to increasing land and 

labour productivity, and consequently the nature of and distribution of potential farm incomes realised. 

This resource concentration process has essentially excluded the land short or landless people from the 

opportunity of developing intensive farming enterprises to produce their own food and for the market, 

and it has hence restricted results in key potential source of income. Instead, many dispossessed peasants 
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and formers farm- workers today live in informal settlements (often illegally) in the countryside and 

towns. They constitute the unemployed reserve army, with no real estate assets to use or rent out for 

income. Yet the land and farm income taxation system may not be adequately conditioned to redistribute 

rents and incomes derived from such forms of unequal asset ownership. 

3.2 Land concentration in Southern Africa 

In general, average household arable land holdings in sub- tropical Southern Africa tend to be quite low. 

This is also due to the limited amount of available farming land resources in the region, since large parts 

of Namibia, Botswana and South Africa are deserts, while countries such as Malawi and Lesotho have 

relatively high gross population densities. Per capita arable lands on average range from a low of 0.1 ha 

in Botswana to 0.3 ha and 0.4 ha in most of the Southern Africa countries (table 3.2). This average land 

size of family farms in the region, where grain crop production is critical for food security are fairly 

small, ranges from 1 to 3 hectares at most. These per-capita values however conceal the actual level of 

landholding inequalities that obtain among various classes of land holders. 

Table 3.2 Per capita landholdings 

Country 

Arable land per cap (ha) Cropland  
ha/cap 

Ave 
farm 

size (ha)  

 
1980 1990 2000 2009 2009 2009 

Angola 0.5 0.36 0.28 0.2 0.2 1.0 

Botswana 1.5 1.06 0.70 0.1 0.1 0.5 

Lesotho 0.2 0.18 0.12 0.2 0.2 1.0 

Malawi 0.4 0.28 0.36 0.2 0.3 1.0 

Mozambique 0.3 0.20 0.21 0.2 0.2 1.0 

Namibia    0.4 0.4 2.0 

South Africa    0.3 0.3 1.5 

Swaziland 0.3 0.21 0.14 0.2 0.2 1.0 

Tanzania 0.3 0.19 0.18 0.2 0.3 1.5 

Zambia 0.9 0.62 0.21 0.3 0.3 1.5 

Zimbabwe 0.4 0.29  0.3 0.3 1.5 

Source: FAO (2012, 2013);  Cleaver 1993;  UNEP 2006 

Landholding  in some of the Sourthern African countries within the median level of land concentration 

internationally with gini values of between 0.40 and 0.50, include Lesotho, Zambia and Botswana. 

Finally, the rest of the Southern African countries have Gini’s which are well below 0.40. These are the 

countries where the bulk of the population are self –employed peasants. Land concentration in countries 

such as Tanzania (at 0.79) and Swaziland (at 0.89) was reported quite high before 1980, but these values 
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declined substantially as a result of the first post-independence wave of land reforms in Africa (Moyo 

2008).  

In terms of the Gini coefficient of land concentration, two of the former settler-colonial states perform 

the worst, with South Africa again ‘living’ in a world of its own, at a current land concentrationvalue of 

0.70. This ratio has remained constant due to the rather limited redistribution of land that has occurred 

since 1990. This level of landholding inequality is matched only by Namibia.Although data on its Gini 

coefficient is not reliable, our assessment is that it is well above 0.60 and has reamined so since 1990. 

Before the Fast Land Reform Programme  2000, Zimbabwe’s  Gini land index was also high estimated 

at over 0.60, although this is now estimated to be well below 0.50. 

The extremely high landholding concentration values of South Africa and Namibia are thus considerably 

higher than the world’s average Gini coefficient concentration of land(see UNDP, 2012). This level is 

only surpassed by the land Gini values of Brasil (0.85); USA (0.75);Venezuala (0.92); Paraguay (0.78). 

Moreover Southern African land concentration values between 1991 and 2000 were much higher than 

those countries that had undertaken extensive land reforms in the past, including: China (0.19);  Cuba 

(0.21), Ireland (0.47), South Korea (0.30), Japan (0.38) and Thailand (0.37). Thus, South Africa and 

Namibia are not only unique, but enigmatic in so far as they manage to uphold the highest levels of land 

concentration, and personal inequality in the world, alongside levels of high uneployement. 

Table 3.3 Gini coefficient of land concentration index: SADC and selected comparators 
Country 1951-60 1961-70 1971-80 1981-90 1991-2000 
Former settler and semi-settler colonial countries in SADC 
Malawi      
Namibia      
South Africa 0.701 

0.643 (1960) 
0.700    

Swaziland   0.835 (1971)  0.3032 
Zambia   0.699 (1971)   
Zimbabwe      
Non-settler countries in SADC 
Botswana     0.49 
Lesotho 0.3738 

0.381 (1960) 
0.362  0.411 

(1990) 
 

Madagascar 0.804 (1960)  0.804 0.800  
Mozambique     0.368 

(1999) 
Tanzania 0.790 (1960)     
Other African countries 
Kenya 0.8184 

0.822  
0.762 (1960) 
0.692 (1960) 

 0.6841 (1974) 
0.7459 (1980) 
0.631 (1974) 

0.770  

Liberia   0.681 0.7381  
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Senegal 0.4927 
0.467 

   0.478 

Uganda 0.5079 
0.485 

  0.5896  

Source: 1951-2000 from el-Ghonemy (1990); from 1960 Berry and Cline (1979); other italicised figures from Frankema, 
(2006);Griffin, Khan and Ickowitz (2001)-Botswana figures; Anderson and McKay (2004) 

A disaggregation of the landholding indices indicates that the former settler colonial states have bi-

modal agrarian structures, with a few large-scale farms dominating land ownership and farm wage 

employment. In the case of South Africa during the 2000s’ about 43,000 farmers controlled most of the 

agricultural land area at about 100 million hectares, compared to about 80 000 farmers in the 1970’s, 

and their average farm sizes had risen to a little less than 2,000 hectares each (table 3.4). As such, the 

average landholding per white farmer has more than doubled since 1980 indicating that land 

concentration has increased substantially, even after democratisation. Yet about 11.2 million black 

households have access to only 17 million hectares in the former homelands (Marcus et al. 1996:97 

cited by Sihlongonyane, 2005), with about 70 per cent of the rural population having no? access to land 

in 1997. More than 50 per cent of these landholders have land sizes which are below one hectare 

(Statistics South Africa 1999 cited by Sihlongonyane, 2005). Meanwhile, approximately 13.5 per cent of 

all households (or 1 million households) lived in freestanding’ squatter settlements on the urban 

peripheries and in backyards of formal housing units (RSA 1994 cited by Sihlongonyane, 2005).  

Table 3.4 The changing agrarian structure of South African 1910-2010 
 1910s 1930s 1950s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 
Farm no. 76,622 101,299 112,305 79,842 64,540 59,289 43,322 
Total area ‘000ha 77,042 84,339 88,150 86,814 85,862 82,404 84,301 
Ave. farm size (ha) 1,006 833 788 1,094 667 1,260 1,946 
Source: Liebenberg (2010); Note: concentration drop by 60% in units in 40 yrs.; mega farms; double farm size; marginal 
drop in area. 
 
This represents a ratio of land ownership between the small and large scale farmers of at least 1:100. If 

we compare this to the average landholdings of South Africa’s top 20% of land owners, the ratio rises to 

1:500. However, the ownership of farm land in some South African provinces such as Limpopo is 

generally less inequitable. For instance, white large-scale farms hold about 55% of land in 2009, down 

from 65% in 1994 partly due to land restitution (Aliber et al ,2013). This is in sharp contrast to the 

western cape province where LSCF still hold more than 75% of the land. 

Similarly, in Namibia about 4,456 commercial farmers owned somewhere about 45% of all the 

agricultural land in 5,273 farms (covering 30.4 million hectares) by 2010. while 70% of Namibian black 

households had access to about 56% of the land (33.4 million ha). Commercial farming areas comprise 
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approximately 44% of the agriculturally usable land while communal areas comprise approximately 

41%, although the latter carries approximately 70% of the total population. Whereas land concentration 

in Namibia escalated after World War II, when the number of LSCF farms grew in number and area,  

land distribution patterns have not changed much since Independence in 1990, despite the country  

having a land reform policy. Moreover, the land tenure system in Namibian communal areas does not 

offer the security that financier require. 

Table 3.5 Namibia’s large scale commercial farms 
Year Commercial 

farms 
Area 
 (000 000 ha) 

1904  458 4.8 
1913  1 331 13.4 
1938  3 305 25.6 
1960  5 216 39.0 
1970/71  4 842 36.0 
1991  6 337 32.3 
2000   

2010   
Sources: Suzman, J. (2001).  

In Zimbabwe, about 5,000 (mainly white) farmers, owned about 45% of the agricultural land (16.5 

million ha) by 1980 (see table 5.1). While the average large-scale commercial farm for whites was about 

2,200 hectares before the implementation of the FTLRP in 2000, about 200 land-owners owned about 

20% of the LSCF land area (Moyo 1999). Moreover, just one family alone (the Oppenheimer family of 

South Africa) held 960,000 hectares, a territory equal to one‐third the size of Belgium or about 8.2%4of 

the entire LSCF of lands (Moyo, 1998; see also Wongibe, 2002).About 45% of the LSCF farmers were 

multiple land owners (Moyo ,1999). Yet, before 2000, over 1 million rural households held less than 3 

hectares of arable land mainly in agro-ecologically marginal areas, while 25% of the rural population 

was landless (ibid) 

Historically, land holdings in non-settler Southern Africa are predominantly controlled by small 

agriculture producers. However, some of the countries, such as Zambia, Malawi, Botswana and 

Swaziland, can be classified as former semi-settler states, since a limited number of LSCF units and 

plantations were established through European settlement.A new process of  land concentration (see tab 

3.1) has been creeping steadily into these non-settler the Southern Africa since 1999,as the acquisition of 

large-scale landholdings by foreigners and local elites has been occurring mainly where no significant 

                                                 
4Based on 1997 total LSCF landholdings of 11,7mn hectares 
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amount of land alienation (and land privatisation) had occurred historically (e.g. Zambia, Mozambique, 

and Tanzania). Indeed the former-settler countries now have limited high agro-potential lands which are 

not privatised, such that foreign acquisition entails the sale of land alienated before 1980. In non-settler 

Sourhern Africa most of  the dispossession involves  peasant owned ‘communal’ lands. These tend to be 

wrongly perceived to be ‘un/under-utilised even ‘un-owned’ by government officials and investors, 

leading to the creation of “land banks” to enable large-scale acquisitions.  

Small-scale farms,  howeverare also highly differentiated in terms of landsize. According to the FAO 

farm census data collected between 1990 and 2000, about 77% of the farms in most of the non-settler 

countries (e.g. the DRC, Lesotho, Malawi and Mozambique) have average landholdings of below 2 

hectares, while over 95% of the farms are below 5 hectares in size (Eastwood, Cipton and Newal 2010). 

For instance, Malawi has the lowest  average land sizes compared to Zambia and Mozambique, although 

the latter countries have much larger areas of agricultural land proportionate to their populations (see 

table 3.6). 

Table 3.6 Smallholder land distribution in selected African countries 
 Sample 

size 
Ave land 
access 
per hh 

Household per capita land access Gini coefficients 

   Ave Quartile Land  
per hh 

Land per 
capita 

Land per 
adult 

    1 2 3 4    
Malawi 5,657 0.99 0.22 0.08 0.15 0.25 0.60 - - - 
Zambia 6,618 2.76 0.56 0.12 0.26 0.48 1.36 0.44 0.50 0.51 
Mozambique 3,851 2.1 0.48 0.1 0.23 0.4 1.16 0.45 0.51 0.48 
Source: Jayne et al. (2003); Notes: Land per adlult relates to the population above 18 years of age, while per capita relates to 
the gross population figures. 

The average number of plots per household assigned for cropping in Malawi is two, but the number of 

the household plots ranges from 1 to 10, while the mean size of family plots is 2.23 hectares. 

Smallholder landholding inequalities in Malawi emerge from the informal purchase of plots without 

title. Such purchased landholdings are on average larger than the rest at (6.3 hectares), compared to plots 

under customary tenancy system, which are at about 0.59 hectares (see table 3.7; and Chirwa 2008). 

Nonetheless, land acquired through inheritance and customary family tenure arrangements comprise 

over 77.5 percent of the total land held by smallholders. As such, this customary tenure system tends to 

prevent excessive land concentration by limiting the alienation of land to those who are not members of 

the particular clan holding the land. However, some local elites and government officials are more 

frequently able to negotiate the leasing of some of these lands to outside investors (Moyo 2008). 
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Table 3.7 Distribution of plots by mode of acquisition in Malawi 
Mode of land acquisition Plots Mean size (Ha) Total land 
 N % Mean SD Ha % 
Granted by local leaders 4,340 20.84 1.78 27.35 7,738 16.65 
Inherited 10,955 52.59 2.58 64.66 8,237 60.75 
Through family of spouse 3,807 18.28 1.81 41.33 6,882 14.81 
Purchased with title 85 0.41 0.80 1.04 68 0.51 
Purchased without title 175 0.85 6.26 73.41 1,114 2.40 
Leasehold 61 0.29 1.43 2.07 87 0.19 
Renting: short term 1,240 5.95 1.73 21.94 2,139 4.60 
Tenancy 76 0.36 0.59 0.42 45 0.10 
Others 88 0.42 1.96 13.77 175 0.37 
Total 20,830 100.00 2.23 52.367 46,484 100.00 
Source: NSO (2005) IHS2 data cited by Chirwa (2008) 

On the other hand, in Zambia there was a gradual rise in the number of larger-scale farms between 1968 

and 2000, and most notably since 1985. Whereas the Zambian government had nationalised the LSCF  

lands which about 500 white settlers had held by 1975, the number of multi-racial LSCF farms based on 

land leased from the state (on 99 year terms) had doubled by 1990 (table 3.8). State land is characterized 

by large farms of 200 to 5 000 hectares and smallholdings of 2 to 25 hectares (Chinene, Maimbo, Banda 

and Msune, 1998). Since 2000 over 100 Zimbabwean white farmers joined the fray. 

Table 3.8 Landholdings by legal status, scale of activity and gender in Zambia, 1990/92 
Province Total 

no. 
Holders 

Legal status Scale of activity Gender 
Private Corporations Government Small 

scale 
Medium 
scale 

Large 
sacle  

Male  Female 

Central 49,683 49,397 49 237 41,733 7,091 859 88 12 
Copperbelt 24,108 24,079 13 16 22,680 ,365 63 84 16 
Eastern 131,802 131,769 0 33 124,862 6,699 241 84 16 
Luapula 68,206 68,178 0 28 66,409 1,745 52 81 19 
Lusaka 13,305 13,287 0 18 12,493 696 116 83 17 
Northern 88,186 88,172 1 13 81,661 6,388 137 86 14 
North-
Western 

39,788 39,765 1 22 38,898 849 41 87 13 

Southern 57,491 57,487 0 4 47,798 9,240 453 91 9 
Western 47,951 47,898 5 48 43,683 4,178 90 82 18 
Zambia  520,520 520,032 69 419 479,712 38,751 2,052 85 15 
Source: Source: Central Statistical Office (1994) 

During the 2000’s foreign investors acquired much more  land in Zambia (table 3.1). This together with 

the rise of middle scale domestic farmers (ranging in size between 20-60 hectares each), has 

significantly enlarged the LSCF sector in that country. Moreover, the sizes of landavailable to 

smallholder families has been declining particularly in areas with high production potential where large-

scale farms are increasingly being established, such as, in the Eastern, Luapula, Southern province, 
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Lusaka and central provinces(table 3.8). This highlighs the spatial differentiation of land availability, 

and access to land and landholding inequalities in most countries. 

Of the 7.7 million hectares of  arable land in Malawi, 16% is under estate farming, while 84% of the 

land is available to smallholder agriculture (GoM, 2002).On average small family farmers, own an 

estimated 1.2 hectares per household, or 0.33 hectare per capita, although 33% of these smallholder 

farmers, own less than one hectare of cultivatable land (Zuka, 2013). Between 1979 and 1989 the 

number of middle-scale to large-scale farm estates are estimated to have increased from 1,200 to 14,671 

covering one million of hectares of arable land, which considerably is sub-optimally utilised (Chirwa 

2004 cited by Zuka, 2013). Thus, about 2 million smallholder farmers cultivate on average 1 hectare 

compared to the 30,000 medium sized to large-scale estates who cultivate over a million hectares (i.e. 

30% of the cultivated land), on average arable land sizes of between 10 to 500 hectares (Zuka, 2013). 

About 28 percent of Malawi’s cultivable land (approx. 2.6 million hectares), lies idle (GOM, 2002 cited 

by Zuka, 2013).  

Table 3.9  Land ownership change in Malawi, 1983-1989 (2010) 
Year Customary Public Freehold Leasehold Customary loss 
1983 7,459,278 1,640,594 52,058 296,811 13,057 
1984 7,455,190 1,639,931 52,065 301,555 4,088 
1985 7,446,705 1,641,607 52,016 308,413 8,484 
1986 7,427,128 1,641,993 52,016 327,603 19,577 
1987 7,398,284 1,654,953 53,903 341,601 28,843 
1988 7,388,516 1,655,113 53,903 351,209 9,768 
1989 7,384,484 1,655,961 53,903 355,492 4,032 
2000      
2010      
Source: Malawi Government 1990, vol  III, p.9 cited by Kanyongolo, 2008) 

Swaziland’s relatively benign colonial history entailed limited European settlement, although this had 

led to accumulation by land dispossession, and substantial land concentration by the mid-1970s. 

Thereafter, the country undertook expropriatory land re-possession measures, with some compensation 

for the land being provided by UK government as part of the grant aid provided to this country at 

independence (Simelane, H 2002). Farm size varies considerably between the Swazi Nation Land and 

Title Deed Land tenure systems (Table 3.10). The average size of farm holdings were 2.75, 800 and 25 

hectares on SNL, private and corporate and state owned agro-industrial estates and capitalist family 

farms which had benefitted from the said land reform (Mushala, Kanduza, Simelane Rwelamira, and 

Dlamini, 1998). 
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However, since some of the colonial government alienated lands were turned into state-owned lands 

which are now held by parastatal enterprises albeit under the control of the King, this has ameliorated 

land concentration and led to an indirect redistribution of agricultural earnings from such state farms, 

through revenues realised by the state. Such resources ought to find their way into supplementing 

household incomes, as well as the re-investment of some of the profits realised from state landholdings 

at home, although elite capture of public revenue tends to limit the redistributive goals intended by such 

land reforms. Nonetheless, the spatial segregation associated with land concentration is not found in 

Swaziland, although the remaining state owned and private planations represent enclaves of 

monopolistic control of agricultural land and income inequlaities. 

Table 3.10  Swaziland landholding structure, and land concession (1986) 
Category Landholdings Land concessions 

No. hectares % No. hectares % 
Swazi nation land (SNL) 74000 1,065,943.3 60.8 12 32,572.4 45.8 
Registered companies 956 349,860.5 19.9 22 15,819.3 22.3 
Private individuals 2,182 228,910.6 13.0 126 20,886.3 29.4 
Churches (with charities, clubs, 
foreign states and international 
agencies) 

193 53,878.1 3.1 8 445.5 0.6 

Crown and government 156 38,764.1 2.2 13 1,361.4 1.9 
Parastatsls 115 17,616.6 1.0    
Other    1 3.4 0.0 
Total 4,013 1,754,973.2 100.0 182 17,088.3 100.0 
Source: Russell (1988). 

Botswana also had less extensive European settlement and land concentration initially, and  it also 

repossessed (with compensation) some of the South African settler -owned farms soon after 

independence in 1963 (?).Seventy percent of the land in Botswana is “tribal land”, held by about 130 

000 families, while 25% is state owned land, and 5% of the land is privately-owned freehold land (ROB 

2002 cited by USAID, 2010). While most of the freehold land is located in urban areas, the state leases it 

to individuals and entities under Fixed Period State Grants for 50-year terms for commercial purposes 

and 99-year terms for residential purposes. Indeed, most citizens can obtain land rights in Botswana 

through the Land Board, either as land grants or leases that allow them to occupy and use allocated 

parcels of land, and such land is heritable but not saleable (Burgess 2002; Adams et al. 2003 cited by 

USAID, 2010). 
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Table 3.11 Botswana landholding structure 
Farm type 2006 2007 2008 

No. Size (ha) No. Size (ha) No. Size (ha) 

Traditional 
(smallholder) 

114,482 ? 110,748 ? 129,837 ? 

Commercial 535 ? 574* ? 963 ? 
Total 115,017  111,322  130,800  
*Of which 35 farms were mixed farms and 527 were cattle farms 
Source: Statistics Botswana (2012). 

During the 1970’s  Botswana proceeded to allocate agricultural leasehold lands to a few of its nationals 

and foreign settlers in a scheme intended to expand the large-scale farming and ranching sector. In 2008, 

this emerging LSCF sector comprised about 1,000 LSCF farms or ranches with land sizes on average 

being above 150 hectares (table 3.11), with some of them being close to 100,000 hectares in size, 

compared to less than 500 LSCF farms on that existed before 1963. The LSCF now occupy about 8% of 

the land area (USAID, 2010), as well as ____ha (or __%) of the  irrigated farms out of the existing 

irrigable ___hectares. While this does not amount to a full scale monopoly over grazing lands, it is 

close to one with regard to the control of irrigable lands.  

Indeed in 2001, noting the rise of absentee urban land ownership, the state repossessed roughly 13% of 

the plots allocated to middle- and upper-income groups, and 55% of the plots allocated to low-income 

residents (Adams et al. 2003; ROB 2002 cited by 2010), to prevent speculative holdings and the 

concentration of real estate assets. 

These national level indicators of landholding inequality conceal the marginalisation of women in the 

ownership of and access to land, and consequently their limited control over the products and incomes 

from farming, due to discriminatory cultural practises of land allocation and inheritance which are 

shaped by the dominance of partriachal systems of power, (UNDP, 2012). For instance in Zambia, over 

74% of rural women depend on their family links, and thus clan authorities to gain access to land, 

because markets play a limited role in land transfers (see table 3.12 on Zambia). Women’s decision-

making, productivity and access to credit are constrained by weak land rights which in turn undermine 

food production and child nutrition (ibid). 
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Table 3.12 Channels of land access for women according to marital status in Zambia 
Source of land being accessed Married  Widowed Separated Single Divorced Total 
Family      74.4 
Using husband’s land 16.2 0.6 - - 0.3 17.1 
Inherited from parents 11.7 3.4 - - 3.4 18.5 
Inherited from husband       
Using parents/relatives/family land 2.3 1.1 0.6 0.9 1.7 6.6 
Given by relative/parent/friend 4.8 1.4 0.3 0.9 0.6 8.0 
Traditional authorities       
Obtained from headman 14.5 6.8 0.6 0.6 0.6 23.1 
By mere clearing of idle/free land 0.6 0.3 - - 0.3 1.1 
State      16.5 
State management schemes 6.8 3.7 0.6 0.3 1.4 12.8 
Obtained from forestry department 2.8 0.3 - - 0.3 3.4 
Using land for the school 0.3 - - - - 0.3 
Market access      3.9 
Bought the land 0.9 0.6 - 0.3 - 1.7 
Renting land 1.1 - - - - 1.1 
Borrowed land 0.9 0.3 - - - 1.1 
Source: Republic of Zambia and Zambia Land Alliance (2005)); N= 3575 

This growing pattern of land concentration highlights the general belief among Southern Africa policy 

makers and middle-class people that large-scale farming is critical for achieving accelerated agricultural 

development, notwithstanding the equity concerns this raises. The South East and Chinese experiences 

with land and agrarian reforms have shown that farm productivity growth and diversification based on 

smallholder farming systems is feasible. Land concentration in Southern Africa is also generally 

associated with unequal control of water and forest resources as outlined briefly next. 

3.3 Unequal control of water resources, farm assets and livestock 

Besides land concentration, the unequalownership of key agricultural assets such as irrigation resources  

and livestock play an important role in shaping agricultural productivity and thus levels of agricultural 

earnings. Through differential capacities to use land and to exploit labour, this also shapes patterns  of 

personal and functional income distribution in the agrarian sector. The unequal ownership and control 

over irrigation resources, which historically were developed through biased state subsidies and the 

unequal allocation of water rights in favour of LSCF farms is a key driver of unequal agricultural 

earnings and income distribution. Although small amounts of the arable land in Southern Africa are 

                                                 
5This survey was conducted in six selected districts of Eastern, Lusaka and Southern Provinces from August, to November, 
2004. The districts covered in this study included Chadiza and Chipata in Eastern province, Chongwe and Kafue in Lusaka 
province and Choma and Gwembe in Southern province. All these districts are found in rural Zambia. Except for Gwembe 
district, which is located in agro-ecological region, I, the rest fall in agro ecological region II (medium annual rainfall of 
between 800 mm – 1,000 mm). 
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cultivated under irrigation than the potential allows, and in comparison to other regions of the world, 

access to these resources is highly skewed (Swatuk,2008). The limited development of irrigation 

resources is a critical incomes policy fairlure in agrarian societies. 

In this regard, South Africa, irrigates 1,498,000 hectares of arable land out of a totla area of 14 million 

hectares of its arable land (i.e 10% ) is under , while Zimbabwe and Namibia only irrigate about 4% and 

1% of their  arable land respectively (Svendsen, Ewing and Msangi, 2009). In 1987, Zambia had a 

maximum irrigation potential of 423,000 hectares, but less than 50,000 hectares were developed 

(Chipungu & Kunda, 1994:40; World Bank 1992:61; Chinene, 1996; Wood et al. 1990:133, FAO, 

2013). Similary, Botswana and Malawi have the potential to irrigate much more land, but little has been 

invested into this.  

The limited investments in irrigation facilities have been concentrated on a few large-scale farms and 

plantations, while a scattering of very small peri-urban farming plots are also intensively cropped 

through irrigation in most of the Southern African countries.Literally, a few influential farmers in South 

Africa, Swaziland, Zimbabwe and Zambia privately own at least one dam each on large landholdings, at 

the expense of the rural poor (Swatuk, 2008). In Zimbabwe, the Water Act of 1976 had given white 

farmers a monopoly over agricultural water rights, such that about 2000 white farmers and large 

company estates owned 74% and 23% of  existing irrigation schemes compared to the communal 

farmers who had access to only 2.5% of the controlled irrigation infrastructure in the country by 1980 

(Mazingi and Kamidza, 2011). 

A higher proportion of the total irrigation potential of Swaziland (estimated at around 90,000 hectares) is 

used, since 50,000 hectares have actually been developed. Sugar cane is the main irrigation crop and it 

accounted for over 44,000 hectares of the irrigated land. Thus, over 95% of all Swaziland’s available 

irrigation infrastructure is on privately owned lands, mainly within its lowveld area (World Bank, 2011). 

This agricultural resource is dominated by South African multinational and parastatal corporations with 

obvious implications that these agricultural earnings are concentrated among a few actors. 

Similarly in Malawi and Zambia over 70% of the irrigated lands are devoted to sugar cane, mostly for 

exports, and these enterprises are also owned by transnational corporations, led by South Africa-based 

firms (Gain 2008/10). In the case of Zimbabwe 60% of the irrigated area is devoted mainly to sugar, 

citrus and tea, and these lands were previously owned by transnational firms led by South African 
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corporations (Moyo 2010). Today about a third of these irrigation resources are shared with outgrowers 

to those estates which were partially redistributed. 

Few smallholder farmers irrigate their crops in the region, despite the  frequency of  droughts (Swatuk 

2008, citing Falkenmark and Rockstrom, 2004). Much less land is irrigated in Tanzania and 

Mozambique, although a few South African sugar estates have established irrigation estates there since 

the mid-1990s. Indeed, unequal ownership of land underlies  the current unequal access to irrigation and 

water  facilities (ibid), and this is a key source of low productivity among peasants. It is indeed a key 

source of racial inequality between the whites and the blacks farmers in former settler colonial as well as 

in the spatial, aggregated enclaves dominated by foreign capital and skilled labour in the countries. 

Cattle ownership is another particularly important agricultural asset which shapes agricultural earnings. 

Cattle are a critical source of income and savings among Southern African farmers in general, given that 

many of them tend to practise mixed crop and livestock farming. Furthermore, cattle  play a wider social 

and economic function including providing animal draught-power, manure and protein for peasant 

families, as well as a channel for storing wealth, and inter-household wealth distribution. However, the 

ownership of cattle in the region highly differentiated between large-scale and small-scale farmers, as 

well as within these categories. For instance in Botswana, the number of rural households without cattle 

increased to 46% in 1999 from 28% in 1980 (Nyaladzi, B 2012, citing C.A.R 2005). By 2002/3 this 

proportion had risen to 62.5% (ibid). Moreover, about 50% of the large cattle-owners are absentee 

landholders (USAID, 2010). 

Furthermore, the unequal ownership of other productive agricultural assets such as farm machinery and 

equipment, which in the former colonial states was determined by public policies (especially credit and 

subsidies) in favour of the LSCF sector, is a crucial source of farm productivity, and thus  uneven 

agricultural earnings. Indeed, asset ownership among small scale farmers (peasants) within the Southern 

African countries is also highly differentiated. For instance, about 12% of the small farmers in Zambia, 

in a national sample survey, owned animal traction, compared to 3.3% in Mozambique, while only 30% 

and 10% of these farmers used animal traction at all (Jayne et al 2010). However it is interesting to note 

that below 1% of such farmers identified as a major constraint to their potential to earn farm incomes in 

these non-settler countries (ibid), suggesting that access to arable land may not be as acute a problem as 

is the case in the former settler-colonies with highly skewed land ownership patterns. 
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The ownership of assets among small producers is also largely differentiated according to poverty status, 

defined mainly in terms of income levels (May et al 2002). Poorer households are more likely to own a 

few agricultural assets such as livestock, fields and ox implements, but less likely to own domestic 

assets, television sets, refrigerators, cars and sewing machines (ibid). For instance, in Tanzania while 

about 35% and 53% of a sample of rural households surveyed in Mbeya owned a bicycle and a radio, 

less than 3% owned transport and mobile communication tools (National Bureau of Statistics, 2007). 

Moreover, poor female-headed households are less likely to own agricultural assets and cultivable land 

than their resident male counter-parts. 

Thus, the Southern African regional identity signified by historically defined and socially coloured 

forms of land concentration has generally persisted , and has in fact been consolidated by a new wave of 

land alienation. The fall of Apartheid and the liberalisation of economic policy, have enabled this 

tendency, often the spread of South African capital and white LSCF farmers into some form of non-

settler countries. For instance, about 1000 South African farmers had signed up to relocate into Africa 

around 2009 (Hall, 2011). 

 

New forms of land concentration and agriculture resource ownership, to the intensification of land 

markets, and the commodification of agrarian relations, have emerged  in the entire region since the 

1990s. Such structural transformation of these largely agrarian economies, is expanding “commercial” 

agricultural production among a few farmers who supply external food and biofuel markets. These 

processes give rise to a widening of the sources ofagricultural earnings, suggesting that equal control of 

land and farm assets is indeed a growing source of functional income inequality, notwithstanding the 

importance of mineral wealth plays in shaping unequal distribution.  

 

These agrarian inequalities are mediated by neo-liberal economic policy biases which continue to favour  

export-oriented farming, particularly among the larger-scale farmers. These questions are elaborated 

upon in section 4.1, which examines further the functional sources of income inequality, and comments 

on their sustainability, especially in terms of land and agraian resource utilisation, and the distribution of 

farm earnings. 
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4.0 SUSTAINABILITY OF INCOME  AND LAND ASSET INEQUALITIES. 

The sustainability of the above presented inequalities  in personal incomes and land ownership need to  

be further examined in terms of the potential role of the sources of  functional income inequalities,  

before we discuss their economic, social and ecological sustainability. Indeed, social displacements , 

increased concentration from land and land degradation, among  those living on marginallandholdings 

andwhich now charecterise the former settler-colonial and non-settler states of Southern Africa, also 

deepen the scope for functional income inequality to rise , as more dispossesed people seek low waged 

work on farms and mines. This section delineates the broad patterns of functional income and 

agriculture, and then assesses the for sustainability of the current model. 

To better understand the nature of functional  income distribution in Sourthern Africa, it is critical to 

note that the nature of the region’s economies can be divided into two groups ; one which is 

predominated by agriculture and the other by mining, including South Africa and Botswana which 

appear appear to be mislocated in the industrial sector while agriculture dominates the other countries. 

Zambia and Zimbabwe  have important mining sectors, while Malawi and Zimbabwe have relatively 

larger services. Quite critically also, trade as a source  of GDP is important in most of the countries 

although South Africa has the least external influence. In three of the countries (Mozambique, Zambia 

and Namibia) quite a large share of their GDP in 2010 was being derived from FDI. Moreover, while 

over 70% of the labour force in Southern Africa is employed in agriculture wages in this sector are 

rather low.  

4.1 Functional income inequality in Southern Africa 

The share of unadjusted wages as a proportion of GDP in eight of the key Southern African countries 

ranged between 18% and 50% around 1996 (fig 4.1.1). This share was well below the 60% mark that 

had wrongly been considered to be the stable ratio applicable to developed countries (UNCTAD 2012). 

However, as can be seen in the case of South Africa and Botswana, our most unequal countries in terms 

of personal income with higher income per capita, their wage shares stood at 50% and 30.5% 

respectively. Surprisingly, alhtough still low, the wage share in the mineral-rich countries appears to be 

better off when compared to the rest of the Sourthern African countries whose economies are 

predominantly agrarian in nature. Data weaknesses in the latter countries dominated by smallholder 

farmers and informal enterprises tend to conceal the scale and distribution of agricultural earnings due to 
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poor measurement of incomes derived from production for own consumption and from informal trading 

transactions in local markets. 

Moreover, the share of wages as a proportion of GDP has been falling from 1995 in most of the 

Southern African countries although  Namibia , South Africa and Botswana unadjusted wage share  only 

fell by about to 7 % by 5% between 1995 and 2010. The wage share of Lesotho and Mozambique were 

relatively stable, 16% in 2006 and 25% in 2009 respectively,while in the case of Kenya, an interesting 

comparator given the lack of data on Zimbabwe, the wages  share moved generally upwards from about 

32% to about 38% in 2006, then fell to 34% in 2008, only to settle at 35% in 2010.  

Figure 4.1.1  Unadjusted wage share of wages in GDP in southern African countries 

 
ILO Global Wage Database (2012):http://www.ilo.org/travail/areasofwork/wages-and-income/WCMS_142568/lang--

en/index.htm 

This suggests that the wage shares in the region are quite low, and this explains a good part of the 

personal income inequalities discussed earlier. This may reflect the low levels of wages in the region, 

apart from South Africa where the wages of the white population had for a long time (until 197?) been 

kept much higher than the wages of blacks (Martin Bill, 2013). However, this also reflects the increasing 

capital intensity of the key economic activities (mining, farming and manufacturing) and thus the low 
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levels of gainfull employment generated by the current structures of industry, as well as of tourism 

which is an important contributor to the GDP of most of the countries under discussion.  

In this context ,the concentration of land ownership and  access to the means of production (including 

the required credit to undertake “ commercial” farming ) is one of the main determinants of the higher 

levels and shares of agricultural earnings realised by large scale land owners vis-a-vis peasants and 

farmworkers. This is a critical source of income inequality, alongside the more aggregated concentration 

of export earnings in mineral rich countries such as South Africa, Namibia, Botswana, Zambia and 

Zimbabwe. Low levels of average incomes amongst poor peasants, limit their purchasing power, 

especially of food. In mainly agrarian economies, such low share of wages in the national income basket 

and food insecurity are not sustainable. 

Indeed, most of the Sourthern African countries rely on less than 20% of their farmers’ who are middle 

to large scale farmers to produce for the markets at home and for exports, indicating that agricultural 

earnings are highly concentrated. In South Africa about 15% of LSCF produce over 80% of the 

marketed agricultural outputs,on less than 30% of the land owned by LSCF farmers (Mazibuko,J 2011). 

In Zambia and Zimbabwe before 2000 the large-scale farms dominated the agricultural earnings in most 

of its main cash and export crops (e.g. sugar and horticulture), while small producers are dominant in the 

lower (cash) valued food grains (maize) and labour intensive cotton (ASI 2012, Sitco et al 2011).  

In the case of South Africa,farm income inequalities are firstly shaped by absence of  possibilities  or 

“opportunities” to use land and associated resources (such as water, labour, etc) as a consequence of 

white LSCF landholding monopoly. Yet, South African farm labour represents only 5.3% of the labour 

force. In fact, over the last 30 years farm employees fell by about 25% from 1.4 million workers in 1979 

to 0.9 million in 2010 (Liebenberg (2012). Agricultural earnings in the Southern Africa region have 

generally been led by rising with output growth in South Africa, but of agricultural earnings within its 

LSCF, and between its labour and capital is highly unevenly distributed. Most critically, the share of the 

costs of farm labour (compared to capital and inputs and land) fell from 36% in 1947/48 to 15.1% in 

2006/7 (Liebenberg and Pardey 2012). 

Even in countries such as Malawi and Tanzania with relatively large segments of their smaller-sized 

farming population involved in cash crop agriculture,compared to South Africa and Nambia, farm 

productivity constraints limit their potential agricultural earnings, and thus potential employment 
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benefits. The evidence also  generally suggests that income inequalities, represented by net sales of farm 

produce, among the farming populations are closely associated with unequal ownership of land and farm 

assets, such as land, traction power and farm equipment, even among smallholders those with more land 

tend to own more livestock units and equipment and have higher incomes from crop and livestock sales 

(ibid).  

The top land ownership quintile of smallholder farmers in non-settler Southern countries tend to realise 

about 31% of their sales incomes from high value crops (Jayne et al 2010). The land-short bottom 

quintile (owning on average 0.16ha) earn 70% of their household income from labour and other non-

farm work (ibid).  

In the case of Botswana the LSCF dominates agricultural livestock and cash crop sales, and the 

ownership of cattle. While LSCF farms represent less than 1% of all farms in the country and use 8% of 

the total land area (USAID, 2010), they account for 20% of cattle production and 40% of the cereals and 

pulses produced. In addition, in Botswana,as well as the rest of Southern Africa, large scale national 

parks and/or nature reserves, from which is derived the bulk of the national tourism income (and public 

revenue), are mainly state-owned  estates which are concessioned for tours and hunting to a few firms, 

most of which are owned by foreign nationals.This provides another income source from which blacks 

are excluded. 

Table 4.1.1  South Africa land and resource use, and share of production, 1910-2010 
 1910s 1940s 1950s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 
Economic contribution         

AgGDP (R million) 2005 12,985 25,724 46,777 53,071 50,646 42,637 44,265 
Contribution to GDP (%) 19.0 12.7 15.2 6.8 5.0 3.7 2.9 
Labour        
Economically active in 
agric. (1,000) 

- 1,913 1,509 2,483 1,181 1,213 1,327 

Agric. Share of total (%) - 42 33 31 14 10 11 
Farm employees (1,000) 802 1,438 1,661 1,392 1,241 1,041 896 
Value of production        
Field crops (R million) 
2005 

5,736 12,618 21,149 37,444 33,397 22,132 23,821 

Horticulture (R million) 
2005 

1,666 5,072 7,513 13,447 14,572 16,025 21,209 

Livestock (R million) 2005 8,457 16,415 27,673 30,718 4,974 28,964 37,011 

Total (R million) 2005 15,859 34,105 56,335 81,609 82,944 67,120 82,041 
Share of prodn value        
Field crops (%) 36 37 38 46 40 33 29 
Horticulture (%) 11 15 13 16 18 24 26 
Livestock (%) 53 48 49 38 42 43 45 
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Note: labour sheddng capital intensity (“surplus” popn –demographic growth); Growth of non-farm work 
Source: Liebenberg (2012) 

However agricultural earnings are also highly differentiated among the small farm producers. For 

instance, only 3% of the maize farmers are net producers of surpluses for sale, and these households can 

realise about US$ 7,624 per annum from about 7 hectares of land (USAID, 2011 citing MSU-Food 

Security Research Project). On the other hand 37% of the smallholders are predominantly ‘subsistence’ 

farmers who realise about $756 per annum from 1.1 hectares of land, while the remaining 40% realise 

an average of $1,272 per year from about 2 hectares (ibid). 

Similarly, in Malawi, although small farmers in the top landholding quintile own only 2.55 hectares on 

average, their incomes are 7 times higher than those in the bottom quintile (owning 0.32 hectares each), 

while the former realise about 32% of the household income from high value products other than maize 

(ibid). But the bottom quintile gets 16% of their income from farm labour services (ibid).In 

Mozambique the top landholding quintile (owning an average of 4.28 hectares) realises about 42% of 

their household income from the sale of high value crops other than maize and other staple food grains 

and crops. The lowest landholding quintile (owning an average of 0.52 hectares per family) realises 

about 30% of the total incomes realised by the top land holding  quintile, and  they get 4.5% of their 

income from farm labour services, compared to 1.2%  the top land holding quintile.  

Personal income inequality is also reflected in the unequal ownership of household assets,  which in turn 

is closely associated with unequal access to land and farming assets. According to Sahn and Stiefl (2003 

cited by ECA 2012), the Gini coefficient for asset ownership in two African states varied from a high of 

0.75 in Niger to the low of 0.43 in Tanzania in the mid and late 1990s,  indicating a mixed picture of 

asset inequality levels in Africa. Reportedly, asset-inequality in Africa tends to be much higher in rural 

areas than in urban areas, largely with regard to the ownership by households of durables such as TV, 

radio, bicycles, motorised transportation (cars, etc.); and housing characteristics, such as availability of 

flush toilet, piped water, and the floor material in the house (ibid). 

4.2 The socio -economic and ecological sustainability of the Sourthern Africa Model. 

The sustainability of the present functional and personal income distribution structures of Southern 

Africa is highly questionable. Given that, the production and access to food per capita has been 

declining (see table 4.2.1), in a context where over 35% of the incomes of the majority of the population 

is spent on buying food, this model is not socially nor politically sustainable. The export-orientation of 
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the LSCF production systems of southern Africa suggests that, food insecurity is likely to increase 

further, while rising food import bills rise. This is clearly unsustainable.  

Per capita food production between 1990 and 1999 had dropped in most Sourthern African countries 

except Malawi and South Africa (table 4.2.1). The value of food cereal imports to Africa has been 

rising, with the figures almost trebling between 1999 and 2008 to over $100 billion from below $40 

billion (FAO 2012). Net agricultural production per capita grew by 22% between 1990 and 2011, 

indicating that such growth was well below the population growth rate (see FAOSTAT, 2013). 

Table 4.2.1: Food production per capita 1980-1999 

Country 

Per capita production on 
arable land  (ha) 

 

1980 1990 1995 1999 

Botswana 103 100 92 79 

Lesotho 112 111 80 83 

Malawi 137 97 100 140 

Mozambique 119 107 89 104 

Namibia 142 96 96 77 

South Africa 112 98 79 888 

Swaziland 110 97 76 69 

Tanzania 102 100 86 83 

Zambia 94 94 82 83 

Zimbabwe 105 104 68 92 

Source UNEP 2008 Economic Outlook 

Export oriented farming is promoted mainly through products such as sugar, tobacco, fruits and wine 

among the LSCF farmers and among the plantations (FAOSTAT 2013). This extroversion has in the 

past also promoted smallholder farmers with regard to labour intensive export crops such as cotton 

(ibid). More recently, since 2000 after Zimbabwe’s land reform, smallholder tobacco and outgrower 

sugar farming based upon contracts has been on the rise in Zimbabwe (Moyo 2012) and Malawi in 

particular, (and to a lesser extent in Zambia and Mozambique?). 

Current policies which enable the concentration of land and export-oriented agricultural earnings 

include: the absence of land taxation to encourage effective land utilization, trade facilitation and tarrif 

regimes which favour cheap food imports, while limiting the scope of subsidies for food production, the 

provision of incentives for the export of raw tropical agricultural products under illusive preferential 

agreement (e.g. The EU-ACP PTA), etc. For this reason, it is critical to recognize the recent marginal 
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policy shift undertaken by some governments (e.g. Zambia and Malawi) which have sought to subsidise 

the production of food (especially maize and to a lessor extent pulses), notwithstanding the continued 

dominance of LSCF export crops in the allocation of land, water and financial resources in these 

economies. 

One of the consequences of this is that the rate of technical change and thus of agricultural productivity 

among the predominantly small farming units has been rather low. For instance, fertilizer consumption 

per hectare is below 30% of the rates found in India (FAO 2013). Thus, accumulation from below is rare 

phenomenon, indicating that agrarian incomes are hardly growing. In fact, despite African governments 

having agreed to invest 10% of their budgets on agriculture, hardly any have invested more than 40% on 

farming (FAO 2012, 2013) 

Therefore, not withstanding the rise in per capita incomes in Southern Africa, food insecurity and poverty 

continue to afflict the regionthe poverty gap remains too high with a too high average of about 40% of the 

population living on less than $1/day between 1990 and 2003 (Nkomo, 2007), and about 39% between 

2000 and 2011 (FAO, 2013).Under-nutrition affects between 30% and 48% of the population, mainly 

due to limited access to food, whether through production of own food and/or the purchase of food, even 

in countries with higher GDP and per capita income growth rates, such as Botswana, Namibia, Zambia, 

Tanzania and Mozambique (FAO, 2012, 2013).  

Instead, growing land concentration has involved the continued expulsion of many small producers from 

the countryside without their full absorption into the industrial or service sectors, or their permanent 

urbanisation (Moyo and Yeros, 2013). This surplus population has a fundamental function  (Foster et al. 

2011)of subsidising the reproduction of capital by its own unremunerated labour.This self-exploitation is 

itself an extra-economic contribution to capital, in the sense of not being accounted for by the market 

(Moyo and Yeros 2005). This is neither socially nor politically Sustainable . 

Land dispossession and land concentration has tended to relocate large proportions of the population 

into ecologically marginalised lands. Moreover rapid population growth rates have led to high 

population densities associated with over-crowding and inordinate physical pressure on lands with low 

production potentials. This in-turn can lead to a vicious cycle of diminishing farm productivity and 

output, and low per capita food consumption and incomes and further land degradation. In particular, 

unequal landholdings have engendered survivalist land use practises among the land-short living in 
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agro-ecologically fragile areas; where in most poor smallholders are confined. This has exacerbated their 

social vulnerability in the context of climate variability and frequent droughts, in a situation where 

limited social protection is permitted by international aid agencies. The politics of land is most explosive 

where extreme landholding inequalities fuse class with race or foreign ownership, as the violent political 

conflicts in Zimbabwe and Kenya from the late 1990’s show (see section 5.1.2).  

This situation calls for measures to promote balanced access to land and related resources, and strategies 

which promote agricultural productivity and output growth, across a broader base of these largely 

agrarian societies. Creating alternative but sustainable taxation and welfare transfer measures which can 

assuage the growing social, economic and ecological vulnerability of the bulk of the region’s population 

is thus critical. 

5.0 POLICIES TO REDUCE INEQUALITY 

A wide range of redistributive policy initiatives intended to address personal and functional inequalities, 

and in response to popular demands for socio-economic transformation, have been introduced in 

Southern Africa since 1995. In general these initiatives have conformed to the neoliberal macro-

economic policy frameworks adopted by 1990, with the market overriding most interventions. The most 

common policy thrust implemented and varying scales and costs has been social policy programmes 

which extend education and health services to the wider population welfare transfers to needy social 

groups, in the form of cash grants and food transfers. A second redistributive policy thrust which dates 

back to the 1970 has been land redistribution even though this has slowed down in most of the countries. 

The third more recent initiative is economic affirmative action and employment programmes intended to 

broaden participation in the economy. Fourthly, there has been a revival from 2003 of state support to 

smallholder farmers through inputs subsidy programmes, seeking to address productivity and food 

insecurity, while improving incomes. Social welfare transfer schemes such as South Africa’s social 

grants and farm inputs subsidies in Malawi and Zambia, are worthy of our attention due to their relative 

novelty in the region and their relatively large coverage, although their redistributive impact remains 

limited. 

5.1 Redistributive land reforms in the former settler colonies 

Agrarian reform which entails the structural transformation of property and labour relations, and to 

enhance productivity is critical to the development of broad-based aggregate demand in the home 
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markets, and facillitates the inclusion of the landless, unemployed and under-employed. Land 

redistribution is critical to reducing various forms of inequality and discrimination, and is absolutely 

essential where class and race based land concentration excludes those populations. 

After independence or majority rule, countries such as Swaziland, Botswana Mozambique and Angola  

and Zambia affirmed their national sovereignty over colonially expropriated land through its  

nationalization. From 1980 “market based or assisted” land redistribution programmes took hold 

throughout Southern Africa. More recently, (since the late 1990s) liberal rights based land tenure 

reforms, seeking to clarify land rights among informal landholders, and to attract foreign investment, 

purportedly to enhance agricultural productivity, food security and employment, were initiated. Only 

recently did Zimbabwe’s fast track approach, led by a militant land occupation movement, guided by 

veterans of the national liberation war, effect a radical redistribution of land.  

5.1.1 Market based approaches to land redistribution 

Between 1980 and 1994 constitutional and legal compromise had led the Zimbabwean, Namibian and 

South African state to follow a market based land redistribution, approach to land acquisition, while 

using force to restrain communities from initiating spontaneous action to repossess land expropriated 

during colonial times. The gorvenments took responsibility for gradually acquiring or supporting 

purchases of land from the market and redistributing it to the needy rural population and “competent” 

small farmers, who were also provided settlement in the form of “starter-crop packs” (i.e. subsidised 

seed and fertiliser packages) schools, clinics and other minor rural development services.  

This was a “state driven but market based approach, using willing-seller-willing-buyer” (WSWB) to 

land acquisition methods (Moyo 2000). Essentially the landowners determined the land supplied for 

redistribution while the central government was a reactive albeit (initially) keen buyer choosing the land 

on offer. The governments paid market prices for the land and provided it to beneficiaries selected 

mainly by its officials. Thus, the market defined the nature, location and cost of land acquired for 

redistribution, such that neither the governments nor the beneficiaries have driven redistributive land 

reform. Moreover, since the state has been a key buyer of land on offer, this in itself has conditioned the 

parameters of the land market, in terms of land prices and procurement processes, amenable to suit 

government settlement planning systems. 
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In South Africa, land allocation was “demand driven”, implying self-selection by beneficiaries who 

approached the state for land on a WSWB basis. This Community Initiated Market Assisted (CIMA) 

approach to land redistribution was implemented in South Africa between about 1996 and 2000, when 

the state took a more active role in the acquisition of land on the market for redistribution, despite the 

absence of excessive legal impediments to expropriation (Hendricks, Ntsebeza and Hellicker, 2013; 

Republic of South Africa 1996). Proponents of the CIMA approach argued that it could be more cost-

effective, transparent, fair and speedier if the land redistribution process were led by the communities, 

NGO’s and the private sector within a market framework. Such actors would identify and purchase land, 

plan its use and settle themselves, while the government’s role would be to provide a public grant to the 

beneficiaries, and otherwise facilitate the land transfer and settlement transactions. Settlers use such 

grants, as they choose dividing this for land purchase or other investments on the resettlement scheme.  

By 2011, less than 6.5 million hectares of the 24.6 million hectares of agricultural land, amounting to 

less than 7.5% of the total agricultural land has been transferred to black families in South Africa since 

1995 (DRDLR, 2012). It is estimated that this has only met the needs of about 10% of those waiting in 

the queue. The market based approach delivered 55% of this land, while the Land Restitution 

Programme in which communities claim specific pieces of land that they were disposed since 1913, 

delivered 45% (i.e. 2.8 million hectares). Many scholars suggest that about 90% of the farms are not 

productive (Aliber et al ,2013), partly because less than 20% of land reform beneficiaries have received 

state support for bulding their settlements and production investments. 

Similarly Namibia has followed the WSWB approach since 1991, and by 2000 about 30,000 persons 

had been resettled below 250 farms amounting to 1,4 million hactares that had been transferred. 

However, at least 243,000 households  are considered landless,  and await land redistribution (ibid). 

Apparently, land redistribution has been limited by the costs of land acquisition, although only  about 

US$2 million was spent in 1995 and this rose to about US$5 million in 20026. A land expropriation 

strategy was introduced around 2001 and this targeted 192 farms, although  less than 10 farms have so 

far been expropriated. In both South Africa and Namibia, the demands of the landless and land short 

rural workers and peasants tend to be poorly represented (see Hendricks et al 2013). 

In Malawi,redistributive land reform was introduced in response to population pressures in the Southern 

Districts and the expansion of large-scale agriculture estates, as theseled to a decline in arable 

                                                 
6Using the current (15 November 2013) exchange rate: http://themoneyconverter.com/NAD/USD.aspx 
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landholdings per capita (Lele, 1989 and Chirwa et al, 2003), as well as to putatively strengthen 

customary land rights throughtitling of customary land as customaryestate to facilitate the development 

of a land market in the medium and long-term(Government of Malawi, 2002 cited by Chirwa, 2008). 

This reflects the beliefthat land marketscan promote poverty reduction by facilitating access to financial 

or physical capital,  and through land rent or sales (World Bank, 2003 cited by Chirwa, 2008). Hence 

Malawi’s land redistribution programme is also based upon a willing seller/willing buyer approach 

which targets 15,000 landless or near landless families (Government of Malawi, 2002 cited by Chirwa, 

2008).  

A pilot project (the Community-Based Rural Land DevelopmentProject CBRLDP) was introduced in 

four districts (Mulanje, Thyolo, Machinga and Mangochi) and is funded by the World Bank (IDA) to the 

tune of US$27 million (ibid). The CBRLDP is ostensibly a market-assisted community-driven and 

decentralised system of land redistribution which involvesthe District Assembly officials and CBRLDP 

staff in setting the range of land prices over which beneficiary groups bargain with land owners. 

However, much of the land on sale comprises stateowned estates which had been leased to private actors 

and were under-utilised, suggesting a state-led land market process is at play. Beneficiaries receive 

uniform grants of US$1,050 for land administration and farm development, and resettlement during the 

first year, with 30 percent devoted to land acquisition, 10 percent to cover settlement costs and 60 

percent meant for farm development (World Bank, 2004), and subsequently households find their own 

resources to develop the land. However, traditional leaders and community management committees 

also influence the membership of beneficiary groups (Chinsinga 2008).  

By 2006, about 3,000 families had benefited from the land reform project, and average maize production 

among them had increased from 200 kilograms before the project to 1454 kilograms after the project in 

2005/06, with yields being significantly higher after the project (2269 kilograms per hectare) compared 

to 962 kilograms per hectare before the project (Machira 2007). Household incomes for beneficiaries 

have increased by more than 40 percent after one year of relocation. The sustainability of these short-

term benefits are threatened by the absence of complementary investments in infrastructure and access 

to agricultural finance (Chinsinga 2008). Many of the farmers produced more maize than they require 

and had problems in finding rewarding markets, whilethe land tenure rights remains poorly defined, with 

only 21% of the beneficiary groups having received group tittles (ibid). Furthermore, the CBRLDP has 

experienced elite capture, and encroachment of resettledland by neighbouring communities, as well as 
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difficulties in accessing agricultural inputs in subsequent seasons, and the social stigmatisation of new 

settlers (see Chinsinga, 2008). Overall the Malawi land reform programme complimented by state inputs 

subsidy programmes (see section 5.3) has promoted the reduction of income inequalities. 

Altogether therefore, since the 1990 negotiated political settlements in Namibia and South Africa, 

market-based land and agrarian reforms have not resulted in significant structural change in terms of 

land ownership and participation in the agriculture sector by the majority of poor rural dwellers. Instead, 

in a number of Southern African countries a new wave of land dispossession and the displacement of 

poor landholders are occurring. Consequently, not only do income inequalities persist, but landlessness, 

food insecurity (and malnutrition), homelessness and unemployment also persist. 

5.1.2 Expropriatory approaches to redistributive land reforms: the Zimbabwe case 

The market driven and state supported approach to land redistribution gradually gave way to 

expropriatory methods of land acquisition led by the state, in Zimbabwe from 1997, although until 2000, 

this approach was limited due to successful landowner litigation and international pressure. The transfer 

of land from white LSCF landholders on the market had not entailed land identification by those in need 

of land, while the government had from 1980 acquired land by paying prices demended by landowners.  

Following 20 years of inadequate land distribution from whites to black farmers, in the context of 

growing population, rsisng income inequalities and high unemployment (worsened by retrenchments 

during the 1990’s), as a consequence of the ill-fated Economic Structural Adjustment Programme 

(ESAP 1990), a radical Fast Track Land Reform Programme (FTLRP) was initiated in 2000. The 

process was led by a popular land seizures, mobilised by a variety of local land movements led and 

promoted by Veterans of the Liberation War, and condoned by the state (Moyo 2001; Moyo and Yeros 

2005; Sadomba 2005). Land expropriations were thus preceded by the physical occupation of land by 

peasants and workers, and later the state formalised the process through various legal reforms (ibid). 

As a result of the Fast Track Land Redistribution, about 250 000 small to medium sized farm units now 

occupy the land that 5000 white farmers had held until 1999. (Table 5 .1 ). A tri-modal structure of 

landholdings has taken root, enabling 1.3 million peasants to farm alongside 30 000 middle sized 

capitalist farms and about 250 plantations or agro-estates.Agricultural employment has now increased 

and the forms of labour are now diversified, with over 2.5 million jobs having been created through self 

employment and wage work , compared to less than 50% of this figure before 2000 (Chambati ,2013). 
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Table5.1  Zimbabwe’s agrarian structure: landholdings by farm category: 1980 to 2010 
Farm 
categories 

Farms/households (000’s) Area held (000 ha) Average Farm size (ha) 

1980 2000 2010 1980* 2000* 2010* 1980 2000 2010 

No % No % No  % ha % ha  % ha % 

Peasantry 700 98 1,125 99 1,321 98 16,400 49 20,067 61 25,826 79 23 18 20 

Middle 
farms 

8.5 1 8.5 1 30.9 2 1,400 4 1,400 4 4,400 13 165 165 142 

Large farms 5.4 1 4.956 0.4 1.371 0.1 13,000 39 8,691.6 27 1,156.9 4 2,407 1,754 844 

Agro-Estates 0.296 0.1 0.296 0.02 0.247 0.02 2,567 8 2,567 8 1,494.6 5 8,672 8,672 6,051 

Total 714 100 1,139 100 1,353 100 33,367 100 32,726 100 32,878 100 46.7 28.7 24.3 

Sources: Moyo (2013) 

The country now faces much lower levels of  agricultural income inequality compared to South Africa 

and Namibia, mainly due to  the fact that land redistribution has broadened the number of families doing 

cash cropping and feeding themselves (Moyo 2012). For instance, over 60 000 mainly small-scale 

producers now share about $US 700 million worth of tobacco compared to only 700 large scale white 

farmers who used to share similar amounts during the 1990’s (Moyo, 2013). However the social 

differentiation of peasant landholdings means that about 30% of them produce significant marketed 

products (mainly of maize, cotton, tobacco and pulses) while foreign–owned estates together with about 

1.300 outgrowers, still dominate the production of sugar and tea.  

Thus, while income inequalities persist, albeit at much lower levels than was the case before 2000. 

Zimbabwe’s model of land reform has substantially reduced the income inequalities that had been 

derived from the concentration of land ownership and cash crop income earnings. Further gains however 

require much greater state support to the new producers through inputs subsidies. 

5.2 Social welfare transfers: the South African social grants programme 

The social grants programme implemented in South Africa from around 1996 was covering about 13 

million people in 2009. South Africa has led the way in Southern Africa with regard to providing social 

grants in cash and increasing substantially these by about 6 times. These grants cover at least about 25% 

of the population, including old age, disability and child support beneficiaries. These social grants are 

considered the most progressive social policy in South Africa, given also that the grants are means tested 

(Liebrandt et al 2010 citing Van de Berg 2009). However, their adequacy in terms of the proportion 

oftransferred income and its effects on income inequality, as well as its national income coverage, in 

relation to the high levels of unemployment is questionable.  
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Moreover, the redistributive impact of public social service provisions such as healthcare and education 

is questionable, given the relatively unequal standards of healthcare and education services provided to 

blacks compared to whites (Liebrandt et al 2010). Spending on healthcare has remained proportionally 

static since 1995 at just over 3% of GDP, while spending on education decreased from 7.0 to around 5.5 

between 1995 and 2007 (ibid citing Van der Berg and Siebrits, 2010). Tertiary education and housing 

spending are considered the least progressive, since fewer blacks have benefited from those than was 

hoped , while some analystsexpected this to the case because wealthier individuals tend to attend 

universities more than the poor (ibid). Spending on public hospitals is also considered more progressive, 

although the wealthier mainly use private services. 

 

These issues highlight the deep embeddedness of wealth and income inequality in South Africa. It has 

been suggested that the social grants programmes have reduced South Africa’s Gini index of personal 

income by about 0.70 without social grants to 0.61 when including grants and transfers such as free 

water, electricity and sanitation, as well as deducting  direct personal income tax (Palma 2012/13,citing 

Bosh et al 2010. This however confirms that the South African taxation system has played a rather 

limited role in decreasing income inequalities, as thisoutcome  probably occludes the variety of untaxed  

income sources derived from the unequal ownesrhip of assets such as land, real estate and financial 

assets among South Africans and between them and foreign corporations.  

According to Palma, this high level of inequality is also unusual because not only does it decile 10  take 

the largest share of national income, decile 9 also takes a substantial share. This is accounted for by the 

rise of a new black  upper middle class occupying D9 and the few blacks who have made itinto decile 10 

using affirmative action policies. These appear to be defending the extremely large shares on national 

incomes realised by D10 and D9 (Ibid). In our view this reflects a significant cooptation of the current 

leadership of the liberation movement from the redistributive agenda which it was established to deliver 

on. 

5.3 Small farmer inputs subsidy programmes: the Zambia and Malawi experience 

Given that about 50% of the low income population in Southern Africa region comprises rural small 

farm producers who depend on low input farming to produce their own food grains, the input subsidy 

programmes of Malawi and Zambia go to the heart of addressing functional inequality. The small farmer 

inputs subsidy programmes were introduced extensively in Zambia and Malawi between 2003 and 2006 
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between 500 000 and 1.5 million small farm producer families respectively. (Drilhe and Barreiro-Hurle 

2012). They provide annual farm inputs such as about 2 bags of fertiliser and improved seeds worth less 

than $300 per family and these are applied about 500 000 to 1.5 hectares (ibid). In general these 

programmes have led to substantial increases in staple food grains production and national self-

sufficiency. These schemes are particularly notable since they have rowed against the neoliberal 

structural adjustment orthodoxy which sought to restrain government agricultural subsidies in the 

region, despite their common use in OECD countries. 

Malawi’s agricultural Input Subsidy Programme (AISP) was initiated in 2005/06. It uses vouchers which 

are not redeemable through private market institutions and thus limits the role of markets as is the 

practice in standard targeted subsidy programs (Sitco 2013, citing Minot and Benson 2009). Subsidising 

between 60 to 90% of the cost of fertilizer, the programme has delivered between 116,000 MT to 

216,000 MT, per year, and its goal is to reach between 1.5 and 3 million producers (ibid). The 

programme led to a substantial increase in maize output, ranging between 2.6 and 3.6 million MT, 

except during poor rainfall seasons when only 1.2 million MTs were managed to produce 1.2 million 

MT (ibid citing Ricker-Gilbert et al. 2013), emphasizing the critical gap that the absence of irrigation 

facilities inveighs. The Malawi subsidy programme successfully increased the availability of staple food 

grains, improved small farmer productivity and enabled higher real’ wage growth and reduced food 

prices (Dorward and Chirwa 2012). Given the numbers of families reached, such input subsidies are a 

step forward in the efforts to reduce income inequality, taking into account the increased food outputs 

being realised by smallholders for own consumption.  

So far Malawi’s input subsidy programme has absorbed between 5.6% and 16.2% of the total national 

budget (ibid, citing Doward and Chirwa, 2011). Zambia’s Farmer Input Support Programme (FISP) was 

introduced in the  2002/03 farming season, and it subsidizes fertilizer at a rate of between 50% to79% 

per annum (ibid). So far the government has subsidized between 48,000 MT to over 180,000 MT of 

fertiliser, and seeks to reach between 120,000 to over 900,000 small farmer families. Between 2008/09 

and 2009/10, the size of the input packets for farmers were reduced but the number of beneficiaries 

increased more than two-fold, leading to a substantial increase in total maize production (ibid). Indeed, 

maize yields in Malawi increased from 1.3 tons/hectare before the subsidies to 1.85 tons/hectare, 

reflecting a 24% increase during the period under discussion (Druibhe and Barreiro-Hurle, 2012).  
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Despite these achievements, some analysts question whether these farm subsidy programmes can 

achieve sustainable improvements in the use of farming inputs by smallholder farmers, and lead to 

agricultural growth, and poverty reduction (Sitco 2013). Others continue to question the fiscal feasibility 

of these programmes (see IMF 2012). Indeed, Zambia’s FISP expenditure averagedabout 30% of the 

country’s agricultural budget between 2010 and 2011, and about 1% of total GDP (ibid citing Ricker-

Gilbert et al 2013; IMF 2012). Rather than funding real redistributive initiatives to address the plight of 

poorest half of the regions’s population, some international financial institutions continue to promote 

austerity measures. As implied earlier, major investments in agricultural infrastructures such as 

irrigation coupled with substantial investments in rural education and research and development are key 

to sustained agricultural income growth. 

5.4 The Affirmitive Action and economic empowerment Initiatives 

Affirmative action programmes intended to broaden the participation of “indigenous” peoples in the 

ownership and benefit of the mining, industrial and service sections of the economy have been tried in 

South Africa and Zimbabwe as a means of reducing income and wealth inequalities. Their main focus 

has been to encourage, through various incentives or compel through withholding public tenders, the 

main large-scale enterprises to redistribute the ownership of their equity, and promote the allocation of 

procurement tenders to previously disadvantaged people, the majority of whom are black. These 

initiatives also seek to enforce employment quotas which reflect racial and gender demographics, while 

requiring firms to invest in skills development as well as in community development schemes. 

Generally, the mechanisms used to finance such asset transfers or compel equity transfers from large 

firms owned mainly by white or foreign capital have not been effective.  

5.4.1 The South African experience 

Most observers recognise that the ANC led government has pursued its redistributive strategy within a 

neo-liberal framework, and that despite its recent rhetoric of creating a developmental state , it is yet to 

create an inclusive and stable society (Ncube,Shimeles and Vardier-Chouchane  2012 ). While fiscal 

restraint had deduced the fiscal deficit to below 3% of the GDP and public debt was below 40% of GDP 

by 2009, and inflation was kept between 3% and 6% , the expectation redistribution would come from 

jobs created from growth with limited public expenditure was found to be illusive (ibid). This led to  the 

elaboration of the Broad Based Black Economic Empowerment Programme (BBBEE) to address 

inequalities and widen economic opportunities). 



47 
 

The BBBEE is apparently a coherent programme intended to increase significantly the numbers of 

previously disadvantaged people who own and manage the economy in an effort to deduce inequality 

(ibid). The programme is grounded in legislation and regulations guided by a BEE advisory council 

which uses a “ balanced scorecard” to measure empowerment through owenership and control of 

enterprises and assets, human resource development and employment equity, and indirect empowerment 

through preferential procurement and enterprise development (ibid). This enables government and 

parastatals to align their procurement with BEE compliant firms. 

The most recognised result of the BBBEE so far is that it has enabled the growth of a black middle class 

, and had led to blacks owning between about 4% of the capital on the JSE by 2008 (Ncube et al 2012) 

on 10% of the JSE (Acemoglu et al, 2007). However numerous observers argue that the BBBEE has 

mainly enriched the politically connected elite. Moreover, it has been suggested tht the BBBEE  initially 

involved white firms selling unissued equity to selected black, and that these were financed by loans 

secured through future earnings (assuming rising earnings and dividents, which did not neccessarily 

happen( Ibid ,citing Gelb, 2004). This implies that the BBBEE was not really sustainable.  

The detractors of BEE however argue that it impedes foreign investment.Specifically it is claimed that 

the premium on the foreign ownership of firms, since these are exempt from the ownership provisons 

,although there is doubt that has occurred (Ncube et al, 2012). One empirical study finds that the BEE 

programme has in general had a negative effect on investment and labour productivity, and suggests that 

its economic costs and benefits cancel out each other, although it does influence asset distribution 

(Acemouglu et al , 2007). Based on this, it has been recommended that the BBBEE de-emphasise 

ownership and focus on enteprise and skills development, to enhance productivity growth as a means of 

achieveing broader transformation of the economy. 

Despite the growing extent of black equity ownership, access to prominent tenders and enterprise 

development that has so far occurrred, these measures have not lowered aggregate personal income 

inequality levels in South Africa. Instead this has widened inequality in general  among blacks and 

raised it. Arguably this new black capitalism and the bureucracy have in effect aligned with capital to 

protect such income inequality, as alluded to earlier. 
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5.4.2 The Zimbabwe experience with Indigenisation and Economic Empowerment 

In the case of Zimbabwe an Indigenisation policy mooted in 1992 mooted to create a black middle class 

via affirmative action beginning with creating middle-scale farms through a bi-modal land redistribution 

programme, supplementing expansion of small-scale producers. Following the Fast Track Land Reform 

Programme, the indigenisation strategy shifted around 2006towards promoting majority shareholding of 

large firms by black capitalists and the state. Further elaboration of the policy from 2009 led to the 

creation of joint ventures between state-owned enterprises and foreign firms mainly within the mining 

sector (diamonds), and the agro industrial estate sector. Efforts to spread the indigenisation programme 

to the manufacturing and banking sectors have been more muted, with the latter having been the most 

controversial given the foreign stakes involved. This indigenisation policy has a multi- class character 

which has oscillated in accordance with the changing correlation political, hence its confrontational 

approach compared to the South African BBBEE experience and Botswana’s efforts to enable more 

domestic processing and international auctioning of diamonds, which used gradualist negotiated 

approaches. 

 

Efforts to control Zimbabwe’s diamond industry by the state, against both small miners linked to foreign 

buyers and corporate capital of South African and Western origin, were spurred on by the possibility of 

circumventing Western nation’s sanctions. This confrontation with foreign capital led wider sanctions 

through the ‘Kimberly Certification Process’ which alleged the presence of ‘blood diamonds’. The 

United States unilaterally imposed new sanctions on two state- owned diamond mining firms in 

partnership Chinese capital. This process resulted in the greater accommodation of Chinese capital into 

the diamond, platinum and coal mining industries through joint ventures with the state. 

 

From 2011, the indigenisation policy moved beyond the objective of re-distribution majority 

shareholding and joint ventures to compelling mining firms to invest in social schemes, in response to 

popular agitation. This involves the imposition of conditions on foreign firms to invest in physical and 

social infrastructure, such as roads, schools, and clinics, as well as the allocation of shares to 

‘community and employee trusts’. This shift reflects a response to more general criticisms of the class 

bias of the policy and seeks to broaden the benefits of indigenisation (especially of mining) to the rural 

areas. This also reflects the continued need of political elites to respond to the reaction by western 

capital, and to meet popular demands for state support in elections.  
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Overall, Zimbabwe’s Indigenisation and Affirmative Action Policy represents a nationalist 

accumulation strategy promoted by aspiring black capitalists with connections to the state, who remain 

vulnerable to both monopolistic external capital and the need to maintain legitimacy vis-à-vis popular 

forces. However, few of the Southern African countries have been able to impose conditions on the 

foreign mining firms to undertake investments in  social infrastructure, and ensure the redistribution of 

shares in such investments to ‘community and employee trusts’, as is proposed in Zimbabwe as a means 

of reducing incomes and asset inequalities. In this regard the incidence of organised national level 

resistances to the on-going unequal ownership of land and mineral resources has been weak. 

The Zimbabwe experience has therefore entailed experimentation with a new economic structure with a 

diversified set of external economic relationships, given that while land reform radically restructured 

land ownership, the overall process did not ‘oust capital’, and foreign capital is now re-grouping (Moyo 

2011b). The deliberate promoting competing trajectories of accumulation through a new tri-modal 

agrarian structure, consisting of peasants, small to medium scale capitalist, and fewer agro- industrial 

estates , as well as the expansion of the ownership of mineral assets by the state, black capitalists and 

small scale miners, is yet to mature. It has however given rise to much broader base of products and 

upstream actors, and it has the potential to reduce income inequalities over the next decade.  

The sustainability of the current development policies in the region is questionable, given the very high 

levels of unemployment in most of the Southern African countries, as well as the generally high levels 

of food insecurity and poverty. The South African model in particular has foreclosed the options of 

agriculturally related accumulation from below (Arrighi et al 2008), while land concentration and 

agrarian inequality is being emulated in other non-settler countries. 

6.0 POLICIES REQUIRED FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

In general therefore, there is need for a new genre of policies that can lead to sustainable development. 

A new developmentalist discourse framed in terms of what is now widely viewed as a form of resource 

nationalism is increasingly considered the basis of affirmative action and efforts to reduce income 

inequality in the Southern African region. 7The idea of instituting a democratic developmental state is 

                                                 
7 The term resource nationalism has been popularised by an Audit Firm over the last 5 years but remains vaguely defined. It 
tends to be used to describe national demands for the increased national ownership of resources and for more benefits from 
exploitation to accrue locally. The mainstream literature views such demands negatively. 
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currently being placed on the agenda of sustainable development by most civil society actors in the 

region but this has had limited results, due to its subversion by ruling elites aligned to foreign capital. 

6.1 Specific policies required to ensure sustainable development 

A wide range of policies including the promising measures discussed in section 5.0 need to be more 

generally initiated in Southern Africa if income inequality is to be reduced to any significant extent over 

the next two decades. Firstly, redistributive fiscal policies such as the social grants programme of South 

Africa and the inputs subsidy programmes of Malawi, based upon a more thorough tax collection and 

progressive taxation need to be implemented more extensively in all the SADC region countries, and 

deepened within South Africa and Malawi. These policies have to be accompanied by measures to 

increase the quality of education and greater investments into rural development to enable the rural and 

urban poor to better utilise their human resources to work more effectively for themselves and 

employers. 

Secondly, improved employment development policies are required to enhance access to formal 

employment and improve the productivity of those employed in the informal sector. Such measures 

include investments into more eefective skills development and tertiary education programmes. The 

kinds of employment guarantee schemes such as the one deployed in India, based upon extensive public 

works programmes, targeting infrastructures for rural development and the upgrading of living 

conditions in low-income housing areas, is critical. 

Thirdly, innovative measures to improve the domestic incomes realised from mining in the resource rich 

countries are sorely required. These include, increasing the royalties charged on minerals exploited, 

taxation measures to compel the greater beneficiation of minerals locally, and the listing of mining firms 

in the domestic stock exchanges to enable local/domestic investors to participate in such enterprises. 

6.2  Land and agrarian reform measures 

The need to implement expropriatory land redistribution measures in South Africa and Namibia is 

critical to their sustainable development. In both cases land redistribution is required to enable the 

millions of people living in informal settlements within the urban areas and on LSCF farms to gain 

access to sufficient amounts of land to create decent residential facilities. Secondly expropriatory land 

redistribution is required to create scope for a range of new agricultural livelihoods on the basis of 

small-scale farming. Such land transfers should be facilitated by effective land taxation and land sub-
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division programmes to systematically ensure that suitable land in terms of quality and location is made 

available to many unemployed people in rural and urban areas. The land reform measures need to be 

planned to selectively redistribute underutilised and mis-utilised land (e.g. the expanding game farms) to 

the needy. 

However, these land reforms need to be backed by systematic state support to the new and existing 

smallholder farmers through various agricultural and trade policy measures. Subsidised agricultural 

inputs and cooperative marketing and credit schemes, and agricultural research and extension services, 

as well as public investments in rural roads and electricity are critical interventions required to improve 

farm and labour productivity. These are critical to promoting the growth of broad based rural and per-

urban incomes. Coherent agrarian reforms should also be backed by improved trade policy reforms 

which limit the dumping of subsidised foods on local markets, and to ensure the viability of smallholder 

farming. 

6.3 Collective international actions required to support national efforts 

The kinds of international collective actions required to facilitate sustainable development policies 

intended to reduce both functional and personal income inequalities are varied. Supporting national 

governments and other actors in developing capacities to design inclusive and redistributive land reform 

and social protection policies, is central to the resolution of the primary sources of income inequality. 

Policies which can promote the deepening of sources of rural incomes, and widen aggregate demand, 

through improved agricultural productivity and thus incomes growth, require collective international 

action.  

Designing more effective development policies, which enable the Southern African economies to 

withstand the speculative behaviour of monopoly finance capital and the unfair world trade system, also 

requires the strengthening of national research and planning institutions. Designing policies which 

guarantee employment for the masses of the unemployed, while investing in appropriate public 

programmes are also essential, but these require the mobilisation of large-scale financial resources from 

the cash rich parts of the world, including the East. This also requires international expertise on such 

initiatives. The need for widespread and effective social transfers programmes based on improved 

taxation systems, including of incomes derived from assets, also needs to be informed by relevant 

international experiences. 
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7.0 CONCLUSIONS 

The main finding of this paper is that while the persistence of extreme personal structured income 

inequality in Southern Africa followed the more global trend of income polarisation since the 1990’s, 

and worsened during the financial crisis of 2008, the phenomena is unique and driven by functional 

income inequalities derived from extremely unequal patterns of wealth concentration. The colonial 

legacy of agricultural land concentration has not only remained intact in countries such as South Africa 

and Namibia, but it has been creeping into other countries such as Botswana, Zambia and Mozambique. 

Furthermore, although not fully explored in detail here, personal income inequality is highest among the 

mineral rich countries (South Africa, Namibia and Botswana). Both personal income and landholding 

inequalities are racially coloured in South Africa and Namibia, although a sizeable black upper middle 

class has emerged there. Such income inequalities are closely associated with unequal access to 

employment and useful education. The black elite have actively defended extreme inequalities through 

ineffective policies crafted under black majority rule.  

Measures to reduce income inequality in the region mainly focused on land reforms, social grants, 

smaller farmer input subsidies and affirmative actions to enable wider black ownership of equity in 

relatively large firms. Besides the positive redistributive land reforms in Zimbabwe since 2000, and in 

Swaziland and Tanzania during the 1970’s, market-based approaches to land redistribution elsewhere 

have had limited effects. While the radical expropriatory land reform extensively leveled land ownership 

and agricultural earnings in Zimbabwe, their impact has been limited due prolonged negative growth in 

the 2000s. 

There has been a notable increase in the use of social welfare transfer mechanisms in the region. Most 

visible is the increase in the beneficiaries of social grants in South Africa, although the quality of social 

services available to the poorer has generally remained low and the richer are able to access high quality 

social services. This in turn perpetuates unequal access to employment and other economic 

opportunities, in the context of high unemployment, given the capital intensity of higher rates of growth 

experienced in countries such as South Africa, Namibia, Botswana and Zambia. The use of inputs 

subsidies has had the positive effects on reducing income inequality, especially in Malawi. 

The black empowerment policies of South Africa have had limited redistributive value. Indeed the 

BBBEE has served to enable a minority to climb into the top two personal income deciles and further 
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defend the persistence of extreme income inequality. In Zimbabwe, radical redistributive land reform 

has been successful while the indigenisation of mineral wealth has occurred in some fields (diamonds, 

gold, chrome). The Zimbabwe approach has however polarised international relations with the West, 

and contributed to a sanctions regime which culminated between 2006 and 2008 in one of the worst 

experiences of hyperinflation in modern times, resulting in relatively low levels of employment, and 

worsened national debt profile from about 30% to 50% of GDP (Ministry of Finance, 2013). Although 

this has enabled greater investment partnerships with investors from the East, economic growth has been 

too lackluster to ensure sustainable socio-economic benefits to newly empowered communities.  

This situation calls for a rethinking of the policy options required to reduce inequality and promote 

sustainable development. Central to this are redistributive policies which must include land and agrarian 

reform, and new approaches to affirmative action. Redistributive land reform is particularly necessary in 

South Africa and Namibia, if these countries are to manage their growing conflicts over land and 

poverty, while rising land concentration needs to be prevented elsewhere through better regulation. 

International collective efforts to support policies which reduce income inequalities need to be pursued 

through both national governments and sub-regional structures such as SADC and COMESA. 

.
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