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Most agricultural histories have examined the macro impact of the market regulations that were 
implemented by the South African state after 1910. Despite disagreements about the desirability of 
these interventions, historians generally agree that the regulations promoted some growth while also 
raising prices and providing inappropriate incentives to farmers.1 This work has produced legitimate 
and useful results, but it sheds little light on how policies were constructed and implemented and what 
kind of impact the legislation had on different kinds of farmers. The macro view largely ignores the 
conflicts, contradictions and divisions both within the state and amongst the white farmers who were 
the intended beneficiaries of most government interventions. This paper seeks to contribute to the 
literature on agricultural market regulation by looking at the ways in which legislation and 
implementation was shaped by tensions within the state. The Department of Agriculture regularly 
espoused the intention, and also revealed a commitment, to increasing the productivity of white 
agriculture. This intention was, however, undermined, first, by a tendency to give in to the short-term 
interests of the weakest farmers, and second, by the need to accommodate the political strategies 
adopted by various South African governments. The divisions within the white farming sector were 
also crucial. The paper shows that regulations had a differential impact within the white farming sector 
and that these divisions created challenges for policy makers that they were often not able to deal with. 
 
AGRICULTURAL POLICY DIRECTIONS AFTER UNION 
 
In 1910 agricultural officials had to accommodate the conflicting imperatives that emerged out of 
South Africa’s birth as a Union. The three major policy priorities that the new government of 1910 
confronted were: the maintenance of capitalist development (which was driven mostly by the gold 
mines); the promotion of progressive farming (of which the prime minister, Louis Botha, was a 
practitioner); the reduction of white unemployment.2 The third concern was perhaps the most pressing 
as it represented the clearest manifestation of white poverty, the reduction of which was a central 
demand of the Afrikaans speaking voters who put the Botha led South African Party into power. Botha 
and his party came up with two ways to reduce white unemployment. The first way was to force the 
mines to employ only white labour, but this strategy was abandoned even before 1910 because it 
threatened to undermine the first policy priority, the maintenance of capitalist development. The 
second way was to channel state revenue into supporting agriculture, so that rural poverty and urban 
unemployment would be reduced simultaneously. Progressive farmers would also receive benefits from 
such a policy direction and the strategy was therefore adopted because it so neatly tied up all the policy 
priorities of the day.3 
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But the Department of Agriculture was now placed in a difficult position as the strategy tried 
simultaneously to develop white agriculture and to keep as many whites as possible on the land and 
out of unemployment. The leaders of the Department did not consciously recognise the tension 
between the two priorities, but it became clear that such tension existed when the Land Bank began to 
allocate loans and when extension officers provided support to settlement schemes. 
 
CONFLICTS AND CONTRADICTIONS IN SETTLEMENT AND LAND BANK POLICIES 
 
The idea of settlement schemes emerged in 1907 as a potential policy solution for the new white 
elected government of South Africa. Smuts believed that ‘a million sterling now judiciously spent on 
small irrigation works all over the country will not only solve some of our most pressing problems, but 
lead to a new era in agricultural development and production in the future’.4 For Smuts, at least, the 
settlement schemes launched after 1912 could simultaneously keep whites on the land and promote 
agricultural development. The Department of Agriculture laboured under the same misconception. 
The Department thought that providing settlers with extension would lead unproblematically to the 
happy outcome of prosperous small farmers gratefully cooperating with state officials. Extension 
officers found, instead, that settlers refused to cooperate or to develop their agricultural enterprises. 
What Smuts and agricultural officials failed to see, and what settlers saw very well, was the 
fundamental difference between a strategy of survival and a strategy of accumulation. The latter 
involved taking risks, of expanding if one was successful and, more often than not, of losing one’s land 
if the costs incurred could not cover the returns received. Those settlers who were determined to 
survive on the land therefore avoided the risks inherent in the strategies advocated by officials. Rather 
than utilising the state resources given to them to increase their productivity, they consumed them or 
used them to enhance their security. Extension officers reacted unfavourably to this. Their reports are 
full of references to ‘unsatisfactory classes of people’, ‘lazy youths’ and ‘deeply conservative’ older 
settlers.5 For example, an extension officer reporting on a scheme in 1928 submitted this report: 
 

[This scheme] is practically a hopeless proposition - it will be difficult to influence this class of person. 
This is one of the settlements that is on our list and is, I believe, in a bad way. ... They grow wheat and 
mealies year after year on the same land - never fertilise the soil and will not hear of ploughing in the 
wheat straw, but prefer to burn it directly after it is threshed.6  

 
Faced with this kind of resistance the Department’s only recourse was to pressurise defensive farmers 
into changing their methods of production, but the Department could not adopt such a 
developmental policy without compromising its commitment to keeping whites on the land. Thus the 
settlers who remained on the land were left to continue with their defensive strategies and the 
extension officers were left with their frustrations. 
 
 
 
The Land Bank, despite claiming to be an independent institution, also confronted the contradiction 
between keeping whites on the land and developing agriculture. The Bank was committed to 
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maintaining a viable financial strategy. It was concerned to ensure that its loans would be recovered 
and that they would be used primarily for developmental purposes. The only way for it to avoid relying 
on annual capital injections from the state was to follow a policy that pushed lenders into becoming 
more productive and therefore both able and willing to make monthly repayments at a viable interest 
rate. For this reason the Bank declared that it would only make its finance available for ‘sound 
economic and commercial farming practices’.7 In the first years of its operation the bank duly 
concentrated on providing finance for the construction of fences and dipping-tanks. However, it 
constantly confronted difficulties in maintaining a commitment to sound business principles. This was 
so because the Land Bank’s unstated mission was to assist white farmers regardless of their economic 
potential, which was, surely, the motive behind the Government’s decision to create special banks for 
rural voters. 
 
The initial area in which the Land Bank confronted the contradiction between development principles 
and political imperatives was in supplying finance to cooperatives. Before 1937 the cooperative 
movement was not particularly strong and it was mainly supported by the state as a way of enhancing 
white farmers’ security. By providing finance to cooperatives, the Land Bank, despite its own 
pretensions, was merely assisting the state with its policy programme. The Bank tried to reconcile the 
two aspects of its policy framework by inspecting cooperatives and by urging them to follow more 
sensible policies. But it mostly failed in its early years to bring this about. Cooperatives continued to 
maintain a ‘great laxity’ in the ‘observance of their own rules’. They regularly provided ‘indiscriminate 
credit’ without ensuring that lenders had ‘sufficient security’.8 This practice was particularly marked in 
the provision of credit against produce, an area where the cooperatives were competing with local 
traders and one that created many defaults. The practices put the Land Bank, as the original source of 
credit, in a difficult position.9 In 1913 the Bank predicted that recovering debts from insolvent 
cooperatives would not present any difficulty, but by 1918 the debt of a cooperative that had been 
declared insolvent five years earlier had not yet been recovered and debt from another cooperative 
worth over £12 thousand was declared irrecoverable.10  
 
In other areas deviations from the Land Bank’s commitment to sound business principles also 
emerged within the first decade of its operation. By 1916 the Land Bank Act was amended to allow for 
the provision of second mortgages despite the Board’s declared opposition to such practices just two 
years earlier. Nor were these second mortgages designed for developmental purposes. They were 
required by farmers who had ‘suffered loss from drought and flood’.11 In the same year the Bank 
requested an amount of £775 thousand to help those farmers for whom ‘the only escape [from 
landlessness] is by means of an advance on terms such as this bank can give’.12 In a number of other 
instances the Land Bank also revealed its commitment to keeping whites on the land rather than 
promoting the more efficient use of the land. The Bank repeatedly found reasons to provide time 
extensions to lenders, it recognised that some farmers obtained loans for fences or dipping tanks 
without actually constructing these improvements and it argued that Land Bank loans should be given 
to farmers who faced insolvency because they had ‘unwisely staked their all in the development of their 
property’.13 Rather than just pursuing agricultural development the Land Bank was also an instrument 
of the Government within the programme of keeping as many whites on the land as possible. For this 
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reason the Bank frequently faced financial difficulties and acted as a drain on state revenues. 
 
AGRICULTURAL POLICIES AND WHITE FARMING IN THE 1920s  
 
The agricultural policies of the South African state were instrumental in promoting overall processes of 
economic development, but the state ran into difficulties when confronted with farmers who avoided 
development more than they embraced it. In those situations the state was prevented from initiating 
genuine attempts to transform agricultural practices. This was the case because the state could not risk 
pushing people off the land in pursuit of developmental aims. The size of this problem was increased 
by the response of farmers to the very difficult conditions of the 1920s and by policy shifts that 
occurred during that decade. By the 1920s it was clear that state aid had made it easier for those 
farmers with titles to their land to stay there as the number of white owned farms rose by 23 percent 
between 1918 and 1928. Simultaneously, and in contradiction to the aim of keeping whites on the 
land, the development of agriculture had made land a highly valuable commodity. This meant that 
owners frequently forced white tenants off land that could be sold, that new farmers were prohibited 
by the expensiveness of land from making a start in agriculture and that land mortgages became a 
popular mechanism for raising funds.14 The last trend enriched a few while making the majority more 
vulnerable to foreclosure. By 1930, registered bonds on farms had escalated to a total of 91 million 
pounds, representing 36 percent of total farm values and an average indebtedness of nearly one 
thousand pounds per holding. The problems created by such indebtedness were exacerbated by the 
fact that private individuals frequently granted these loans. While large-scale institutions like the Land 
Bank or the Standard Bank could and often did adopt a policy of leniency during depressed periods, 
some individual lenders placed their own survival above sentiment and would abruptly give three to six 
months notice for the repayment of entire loans.15 When times were hard this situation would 
naturally lead to many farmers losing their land and, with the possible exception of the 1980s, the 
1920s was the hardest decade that farmers in South Africa confronted during the twentieth century. 
Prices plummeted in the wake of the world-wide depression that began in 1920 and ended in 1924. 
Only a marginal improvement was sustained, with some variation, between 1925 and 1928, after 
which prices fell to their lowest levels as the Great Depression of 1929 set in. In addition, between 
1925 and 1928 the rainfall over large parts of the country was less than for any previously recorded 
four-year period. Unsurprisingly, foreclosures were a regular occurrence and, in the decade after 1922, 
the proportion of whites defined as ‘poor’ rose by 150 percent and constituted about one-sixth of the 
entire white population.16  
 
Of the farmers who remained behind, only a small proportion were ready, under these circumstances, 
to reinvest their capital as part of a relentless search for profits. According to commissions of enquiry 
undertaken at the time, the prime motive behind most farmers’ economic strategies was to survive on 
the land.17 Clearly many farmers had increased their risks by entering into the credit market with gay 
abandon. But it is equally clear that money acquired through this market was only rarely invested into 
improving the productivity of agricultural production. Rather than risk their valuable credit by 
investing it in the land, the majority of farmers preferred to consume whatever income they could get 
their hands on.18 
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The economic troubles of the early 1920s contributed to an election victory by the National Party, a 
Party whose election platform was even more populist than that of the Smuts led South African Party. 
Once in power, the National Party tried to deal with the growing problem of unemployment by 
reserving jobs for whites in factories created by import substitution. This was not a new idea but it was 
pursued by the Nationalists with slightly more vigour than before. The strategy affected white farming 
by shifting some attention away form agricultural development in favour of industrialisation. 
Agricultural organisations were given little say in policy making during this time and certain tariffs 
made it prohibitively expensive to mechanise farm operations. But, rather than abandon the concern 
to keep whites on the land, the National Party encouraged new efforts to achieve this. The land 
settlement policy was intensified, special credit facilities were extended to include white tenants as 
potential beneficiaries, loans to maize cooperatives were written off, livestock societies were created to 
advance cattle to the needy and transport facilities were extended ‘with the explicit aim of keeping 
smaller farmers on the land’.19 
 
ESTABLISHING MARKETING CONTROLS, 1924-1939 
 
Before 1924 legislators and officials mostly designed policies to encourage and stabilise the production 
process, while paying little attention to helping farmers overcome their marketing problems. The 
exception was the state’s promotion of cooperatives. These were conceptualised from the beginning of 
the century as the best way to reduce competition between farmers and to provide relatively weak 
individuals with the power to exercise some control over markets. As was the case in America, 
cooperatives floundered on the unwillingness of individual farmers to place the long-term interests of 
their fellow farmers above the short-term gains that could be made by bypassing cooperatives and 
selling to traders who were willing to provide a higher or a more immediate return.20 Despite advances 
made through the 1922 Cooperative Act - which significantly extended the Land Bank loans funnelled 
through the Cooperatives and therefore increased the incentive to join cooperatives - the failure of 
voluntary cooperation emerges clearly from the experiences of wine and tobacco cooperatives in the 
1920s.21 In both cases a drop in prices, which was partly brought about by over-production, led 
individual farmers to sell their crops directly to manufacturers. The cooperatives were left, as a result, 
with large amounts of surplus that they could not sell. In both cases the state launched a ‘rescue 
operation’ designed to prevent farmers from bypassing cooperative channels. The first such ‘rescue’ 
attempt was the Wine and Spirits Control Act of 1924. It gave the wine cooperative, the Kooperatiewe 
Wynbouers Vereeniging (KWV), complete control over the distilling of wine. The KWV now had the 
right to set a minimum price for wine. The cooperative could also afford to hold a surplus of wine and, 
as there was no way for farmers to avoid marketing their produce through the cooperative, the KWV 
was assured of a revenue base that could be used to pay the producers of the ‘surplus lake’.22 In the 
case of Tobacco similar circumstances led to a 1925 amendment to the Cooperative Act, which made 
it possible to compel every producer in any circumscribed area or district to deliver his crop to a 
tobacco cooperative, wether he was a member of it or not. In this way single channel marketing and 
price setting became a reality for wine and tobacco in the 1920s. 
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As the result of piecemeal attempts to extend the powers of cooperatives the state found itself drawn 
into intervening much more directly than previously in agricultural markets. As S.J.J. de Swardt, who 
helped to set up the marketing system that emerged in the 1930s, pointed out, the government had 
little choice in following this course of action because ‘the Poor White problem had by then become a 
pressing one. Governmental responsibility for rural poverty as well as urban unemployment could not 
be shirked’.23 Thus the populist commitments of the Government dragged the state into regulating 
markets. 
 
The pressures on the Government to save the poor became more intense during the early 1930s as a 
result of the Great Depression. During the period 1929-1933 prices for some agricultural products 
declined to 25 percent of the 1928 level. Wool farmers and others whose largest markets were in 
Europe were especially hard hit as, in addition to facing a worldwide drop in prices, they were 
detrimentally affected by the overvaluation of South Africa’s currency during the period 1931-33. But a 
broad range of farmers, including small and large maize producers, faced the prospect of bankruptcy.24 
As in the case of wine and tobacco, the state once again felt itself ‘compelled as a matter of emergency’ 
to institute legislation that would force all buyers of maize to export a percentage of their maize and to 
receive a subsidy on that percentage. In this way local prices, which had previously been determined by 
export prices less transport costs, were pushed up and surpluses could be unloaded. 
 
The marketing interventions of the late 1920s and early 1930s, like the various other drought and debt 
relief measures implemented at this time, were seen as emergency measures and officials had not given 
serious consideration to the long-term effects of these interventions on the economic development of 
Agriculture. The 1933 Commission of Enquiry into Cooperation and Agricultural Credit was set up, 
under the leadership of the top agricultural officials, precisely to consider the long-term effects of the 
new marketing regulations. When viewed through the theories of economic development current in 
government circles at the time the new regulations looked disastrous for the goal of economic 
development. By forcing farmers to produce for guaranteed prices that were higher than the market 
rate, the commission concluded, massive over-production would be encouraged, which would 
ultimately lead to a complete collapse of both prices and the institutions running the marketing 
system.25 This view was reinforced by the experiences of both the tobacco and wine industries where 
overproduction was, by the early 1930s, threatening once again to create institutional and price 
collapse. It was this situation that had led to the establishment of a more controlled marketing system 
in the first place; the new controls seemed to be a self-defeating exercise. In addition, the South 
African regulations were moving in exactly the opposite direction to the regulations implemented in 
response to the Great Depression by the American agricultural administration. In America the state 
subsidised farmers to plant less, thereby aiming to push up market prices. In South Africa the state 
was, at a time of low prices, encouraging farmers to plant more.26 
 
The 1934 Report of the Cooperation and Agricultural Credit Commission recommended that a 
marketing act should be passed only to enhance control over the grading of products and it warned of 
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the dangers of ignoring the forces of demand when promoting the supply of Agricultural goods.27 But, 
in the opinion of many officials and government leaders, it did not provide a satisfactory plan for how 
the state should deal in future with the kinds of price fluctuations and drought conditions experienced 
during the 1929-1933 period. Government officials, including the Minister and the Secretary of 
Agriculture, came to accept the idea that, rather than having to respond with ill-conceived emergency 
measures, as in the past, ‘it would be wise policy for Government to assist in the creation of permanent 
and specialised marketing bodies designed to prevent rather than cure’.28 Once this came to be seen as 
good policy then negotiations on what kinds of marketing bodies should be created pushed leading 
officials ever closer to the idea that single-channel, state administered and subsidised boards were the 
best solution. A range of factors brought about this change of heart by people who, like the Secretary 
of Agriculture, P. R. Viljoen, had opposed such boards in the 1934 report. Through participation in 
international discussions leading officials came to realise that in countries such as Britain and the 
Netherlands the bureaucratic institutions of the Depression years had become permanent features and 
were being used to deal with the post-Depression world. In addition, in the years after the Depression 
there was no lowering of protective trade controls and free-trade seemed ‘no longer to be a feature of 
the present age’. Linked to these developments was a shift in the way the majority of economists 
viewed the process of development. In the wake of John Maynard Keynes’ work it became the 
orthodoxy that the government should stabilise the process of development and provide people with 
economic security.29 Closer to home the improved circumstances of 1935 had allowed existing boards 
to stave off disaster and to look far less doomed to failure than they had done in 1933.30 Lastly, there 
was an ongoing process of bureaucratisation at work here. This process had started, in the area of 
marketing, with the setting up of state sponsored cooperatives in the early 1900s and was intertwined 
with the conviction that bureaucratically organised institutions and rationally applied scientific 
knowledge was a more efficient modus operandi than uncoordinated individuals taking their chances 
in economic markets.31 
 
This faith in bureaucratisation and scientific positivism can be seen in the arguments that were put 
forward in favour of controlled marketing by the architect of the Marketing Bill, S.J.J. de Swardt: 
 

It would be in the best interests of stable agriculture and of the South African economy as a whole, if the 
marketing of the more important farm products could be placed under the guidance of specialised and 
efficient marketing bodies, under statutory powers ... The problems had become too involved to be 
handled by thousands of ill organised and financially weak individuals with conflicting interests ... 
[Prices could be set more effectively] by a small body of responsible men equipped for the task and in 
possession of all the statistical facts necessary to determine a fair price justified by the circumstances of 
the day.32 

 
De Swardt tells us that he helped to push officials like P.R. Viljoen into a greater acceptance of these 
views. This may be the case, but Viljoen had always favoured ‘orderly and regulated supply and 
distribution’ over the ‘wastes and losses resulting from competition’.33 Nor did Viljoen’s gradual 
acceptance of the need for marketing boards imply that he had now decided to ignore ‘the laws of 
supply and demand’.34 Viljoen and others like him merely became convinced that government 
controlled bodies could interpret these laws as well or better than unregulated markets. From this 
point of view, however, such regulation required that ultimate control of the system lay in the hands of 
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officials able to transcend the narrow interests of agricultural producers. For the officials ‘the pivotal 
body’ of the Marketing Act that was passed in 1937 was the National Marketing Council.35 The 
Council was to be made up of ‘full-time professional and unbiased men of high standing with 
commercial experience but without direct interests in any of the controlled commodities’. Its aim 
should be to ‘guide, supervise and coordinate the functioning of the various organisations controlling 
the marketing of different commodities’.36 
 
The actual implementation of the Marketing Act during the period 1937 to 1939 was certainly 
influenced by these ideals. Agricultural officials constantly referred to the need to balance the interests 
of producers and consumers and farmers complained with regularity that the Department was not 
setting prices high enough to guarantee the survival of poorer farmers. Only rich farmers were 
benefiting, was the common refrain, because only they had the ability to increase their production in 
response to the guaranteed returns provided by the Marketing Act.37 However, while the 
developmental ideals of the Department served to temper the push for higher prices, populism served 
once again to distort the initial intentions of the Department of Agriculture. Through their political 
influence farmers were able to obtain a much larger amount of control over the marketing system than 
government officials had envisaged. Instead of a dispassionate economic body concerned only with 
economic efficiency, the Marketing Council, like the marketing boards established under it, became ‘a 
much more political body’ than officials had intended.38 Apart from one economist from the 
University of Pretoria, the Marketing Council was manned by two Department of Agriculture officials 
and by two farmers’ representatives. Farmers were able, through their majority on the Control Boards, 
consistently to push the state into using tariffs, subsidies and export quotas to raise agricultural prices 
‘well above the competitive level’.39 If the boards had been used for the developmental aims set out by 
Viljoen and De Swardt then they should merely have had the effect of stabilizing short-term price 
fluctuations. Instead, by making the costs of production of the most inefficient producers the basis for 
price setting, and by introducing land prices into the calculations, the Boards ensured that, rather than 
agricultural efficiency, ‘the long-term social aim of keeping farming incomes more in line with those in 
town’ became the primary purpose of the new marketing controls.40 The reason for this was spelled out 
clearly by J.R. Mclaughlin, the General Secretary of the Meat Control Board: 
 

The consensus of opinion in this country is that the white race and its civilisation cannot be preserved 
unless the white man owns and farms the land. Furthermore his proximity to Native influence makes it 
necessary that while so owning the land he must achieve a standard of living commensurate with the 
requirements of the civilization which he must preserve. That achievement is not possible in South 
Africa unless the burden is assumed by the nation as a whole.41 

 
 
THE WAR AND INITIATIVES TO INCREASE PRODUCTIVITY 
 
In the 1930s opposition to prices set at higher than market value had been motivated primarily by the 
fear that overproduction would create an economic disaster. This was the case because demand had 
fluctuated so wildly before 1933. But after that time, and until the 1970s, South Africa participated in 
a process of development that generated both fairly constant increases in demand and sufficient 
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government revenue to subsidise the surpluses that were produced.42 Thus, from the 1940s onwards, 
concern with over-production was reduced and prices that ignored the laws of supply and demand 
came to be criticised more for the effects that they had on the efficiency of the agricultural sector. The 
incentive of high and guaranteed prices encouraged farmers to use marginal land, to plough 
indiscriminately and to continue with unproductive practices without feeling any pressure to change.43 
Concern about these processes was not new but became particularly strong during World War Two. 
Much of the new energy focussed on the issue of soil conservation, a policy concern that had been 
growing increasingly intense for some time under the influence of American initiatives and a 
burgeoning body of international literature on the subject.44 At the same time a new attitude and 
resolve emerged in the area of marketing regulations. The pressures of the war pushed the government 
into establishing an executive Food Controller who was able to set prices based on immediate national 
needs and to be far less concerned with the short-term interests of groups of farmers. Initially this 
meant that prices were pushed up to stimulate production, but in the period immediately after the war 
the Food Controller held down prices in the interests of consumers.45  
 
The War brought into being a new spirit in the formulation of policies. Marwick has demonstrated 
that large-scale conflicts such as the Second World War brought about a widespread desire for change 
as people sought to rebuild what was lost and to create a better world as a vindication for their 
suffering.46 Some writers have argued against this but, in the case of South African agriculture, the 
commissioners seeking to ‘reconstruct agriculture’ provided substantial support for Marwick’s position. 
They regularly justified their new policy initiatives in terms of the impact of the War. For example, a 
report compiled in 1943 under the chairmanship of the Secretary for Agriculture explained that ‘the 
war has increased the clamour for reconstruction the world over and has served to emphasise the need 
for a new outlook on and a new approach to many problems’.47 The reports formulated during the 
War were infused with a sense of participation in an international process of renewal. 
 
A comprehensive plan for agricultural reconstruction was formulated during the war by policy makers 
working in institutions set up at the time to deal with the special conditions of the war.48 The 
motivation for the plan was a perceived increase in the rate of soil erosion, the generally uncompetitive 
nature of agriculture and the low levels of productivity in the sector. Statistics were provided to 
demonstrate the various ways in which South African farmers were inefficient. These statistics 
included a comparison of the yields of Maize and Wheat in South Africa with other countries for the 
year of 1937: 
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YIELD IN QUINTALS PER HECTARE49 
 
 

 
South Africa 

 
U. K. 

 
Germany 

 
USA 

 
Argentina 

 
Australia 

 
Wheat 

 
3.9 

 
20.6 

 
22.6 

 
9.1 

 
8.2 

 
9.2 

 
Maize 

 
5.7 

 
 

 
 

 
17.8 

 
15.0 

 
13.4 

 
In both crops South Africa’s yields per hectare were a fraction of those achieved by the major world 
exporters. In the case of stock farmers the comparisons were equally dismal: 
 

CATTLE & SHEEP PRODUCTS, 1937 IN ‘000 CWTS.50 
 
 

 
South Africa 

 
Australia 

 
New Zealand 

 
Cattle Nos. 

 
11,407 

 
13,078 

 
4,506 

 
Beef & Veal 

 
2,870 

 
11,025 

 
3,390 

 
Butter 

 
413 

 
2,853 

 
3,358 

 
Cheese 

 
103 

 
397 

 
1,768 

 
Sheep Nos. 

 
41,033 

 
113,373 

 
32,379 

 
Sheep Slaughtered 

 
5000 

 
18,536 

 
13,920 

 
Wool x 1000 lbs 

 
219 

 
983 

 
304 

 
Once again, with the possible exception of wool, the productivity per-stock number was very low in 
comparison to Australia and New Zealand.51 The productivity per-person presented an even more 
disturbing picture. The figures showed that, ‘despite the much greater worth of net agricultural 
production in Australia, valued at approximately £112 million, compared with net South African 
agricultural production valued at approximately £52.6 million, the total number of males permanently 
engaged in Australian agriculture amounted to approximately 175 thousand in 1936/37, compared 
with the 160 thousand Europeans, 464 thousand Natives and 83 thousand Coloureds and Indians 
employed on European farms alone’.52 In addition, while the total output of the white farming sector 
had increased, yields per hectare of the main cereals had shown no upward trend, despite technical 
improvements such as more chemical fertilizers, machine harvesting, better preparation of the soil and 
improved seed. This inefficient farming sector drew in inordinate amounts of scarce resources. 
Through various price increasing measures farmers incomes were probably raised by about £5 million 
per annum, while direct government assistance measures accounted for a further income transfer of 
£2.5 million in 1939/40, which made a total of £7.5 million. Part of the value of special railway rates 
on farm produce should also have been added but the compilers of the statistics could not ascertain 
the figures. Lastly, it was estimated that, due to agricultural protection and price support, in 1939/40 
the cost of the main foods to consumers was increased by at least £6 million. 
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From these figures the members of wartime commissions of enquiry concluded that the white farming 
sector as a whole was in desperate need of transformation. To correct the situation the commissioner’s 
hoped to bring about an entirely new approach to agricultural development. They opposed the high 
prices set by the pre-war marketing boards because they encouraged inefficiency and pushed people 
into adopting practices that were ill suited to natural conditions. In particular, the commissioners felt 
that high maize prices encouraged the ploughing up of pastures thereby lowering average yields and 
exacerbating soil erosion. The favoured plan was one in which both natural and market conditions 
played a larger role in the production decisions made by farmers. Pastoral farming should become 
much more prevalent given the water-starved nature of the majority of farming regions and fruit and 
vegetable farming should be fostered only in areas where irrigation was possible and sustainable. These 
new, would-be planners were not opposed to state intervention per se. What they opposed was the 
‘special assistance’ that agricultural policies of the past had given to farmers regardless of wether they 
were inefficient, destructive or progressive. The kind of state intervention they supported was a 
comprehensive initiative through which all farming subsidies would be conditional on farmers 
adopting prescribed farming plans formulated by Department of Agriculture extension officers in 
consultation with individual farmers. In this way efficient farming practices suited to local conditions 
could be implemented on a wide scale. Consequently, the land would become more productive and 
fewer farmers would be able to produce the food required by the nation while earning higher per-
capita incomes than their predecessors.  
 
This developmental plan was progressively diluted, first by the populism that still influenced the 
thinking of Department of Agriculture officials and then by the political clout of farmers’ 
representatives. The Department of Agriculture, under the guidance of P.R. Viljoen, accepted the need 
to bring about more sustainable, less destructive farming practices. They favoured ‘mixed farming’ in 
which farmers would adopt both cereal and pastoral production on single farming units. They could 
not, however, bring themselves to accept that farmers should be pushed into this by the state. Instead, 
they committed themselves to the populist conviction that ‘the country requires a fairly large 
percentage of people on the land in order to retain for the benefit of the nation, the stabilising 
influence which emanates from a strong rural population’.53 Policies should not be devised that would 
push inefficient farmers off the land; rather even further capacity building initiatives should be 
undertaken to promote agricultural development. The Department believed that it was the poverty of 
most white farmers that led them to disregard the long-term prospects of land degradation in favour of 
short-term benefits. This allowed Viljoen to defend the prices set by the marketing boards in the past 
and to argue for even more assistance.54 
 
APARTHEID AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF FARMING IN THE 1950s 
 
With the coming to power of the National Party in 1948 the commitment to transforming the white 
farming sector, which had been so high on the policy agenda during the Second World War, 
disappeared entirely at the level of government. The war-time commissions had emphasised the need 
to reform the marketing system. Without such reform, the misuse of the land would continue as 
farmers in unsuitable areas responded to artificially high prices for wheat and maize. In 1946 and 
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1947, some progress in this direction seemed to be occurring as the Government took the interests of 
consumers into account and forced the marketing boards to reduce the price of wheat and maize.55 
However, under the guidance of the National Party the trend shifted in the other direction. Prices for 
maize, wheat and meat moved drastically upwards.56 Poor, marginalised farmers, the people whom 
wartime developmentalists had wanted to transform or push off the land, played a major role in the 
coming to power of the National Party. The National Party rewarded them by helping them to survive 
on the land.57 
 
The agricultural context that confronted policy makers in the Apartheid era was one in which large-
scale increases in production took place but both inefficiency and inequality remained entrenched. 
Much of the increasing quantity of field crops came about through an expansion of the land under 
cultivation. The area under maize, for example, increased by 738 thousand hectares during the period 
1951-1960. The area under cultivation for crops other than the staples of wheat and maize also 
expanded. In 1960 there were 208 thousand hectares under fruit and vines, compared with only about 
45 thousand hectares in 1911. Much of this land was under irrigation. The expansion of horticulture 
in suitable areas was a positive development but the general increase in productivity was unimpressive. 
The average yield of maize did rise from 1059 kg per hectare in 1939 to 1472 kg per hectare in 1962-
63, and there was ‘a noticeable, though unspectacular, increase in the slaughter weight of animals’.58 
But only a minority of white farmers gained significantly from these trends. At the beginning of the 
1960s, 20 percent of the total number of farmers produced 70 percent of agricultural output. In the 
western Transvaal, in the 1960s, the best third of the farmers enjoyed an average return of R13.93 on 
every R100 capital invested, while the bottom third of the farmers received only R3.33 on every R100 
invested.59 These figures reveal that huge disparities existed in some agricultural regions. Some farmers 
were clearly more productive that others. 
 
The evidence suggests that, within particular agricultural regions, amongst farmers producing the same 
crop, it was the larger farmers who were invariably more productive than the smaller farmers. This 
contradicts recent economic analyses which show that small farms are more efficient on a per hectare 
basis than large farms under certain circumstances. The two views can, however, be reconciled when it 
is recognised that, in order to be more efficient, small farmers have to use their land intensively and to 
cooperate with other farmers in order to utilise various mechanical inputs. By contrast, most small, 
white farmers in South Africa did not improve their efficiency in the sustainable way necessary to make 
them competitive with large farmers. Small white farmers in South Africa had much less capacity than 
large farmers to adopt the latest technology and to utilize their land fully.60 Small farmers either 
avoided risks or found themselves going out of business because they were vulnerable to natural and 
market fluctuations.61 
 
Small farmers lacked capacity because they were mostly poor. The reason for this was that land was 
capital as well as a productive resource in most parts of South Africa. A lack of alternative investment 
opportunities meant that, from the nineteenth century onwards, South Africans had bought and 
speculated with land as a store of value.62 During the 1950s, the market value of the land was far 
higher than the productive value and this encouraged a continued interest in land as capital, which, in 
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turn, pushed market values up further.63 Poor farmers could not afford to buy land and they sold off 
pieces during difficult times until they had no spare land left.64 Wealthy farmers, by contrast, were able 
to buy land, which they often kept as an insurance against fluctuations.65 Large farmers therefore did 
not use the land as intensively as they might but they were much more prepared than poor, small 
farmers to spend the money that was necessary to enhance the productivity of their farms. 
 
Evidence collected during the 1950s in the Transvaal - where agricultural conditions were diverse but 
generally less favourable than in the other provinces - confirms that small farmers either avoided risks 
or were unable to cope with natural and market fluctuations. The Transvaal was a very diverse 
province in the 1950s. The southern Transvaal, which formed a fairly narrow band along the bottom 
of the province and included districts such as Bethal, Standerton, Heidelberg and Lichtenburg, was 
practically the only part of the province defined as an intensive agricultural region. Maize, cattle, sheep 
and dairy cows could be farmed profitably here, on relatively small pieces of land. In the low-lying parts 
of the eastern Transvaal semi-intensive farming was possible. Large parts of this area had only recently 
been put to use by white farmers, but increasing numbers were moving into timber, vegetable, citrus 
fruit and sub-tropical fruit farming in the 1950s.66 In the lower lying parts of the western Transvaal 
similar conditions prevailed. Most of the north-western part of the province, by contrast, was only 
suitable for cattle ranching on an extensive scale. Farms were large in this region and climatic 
conditions harsh.67 In all these regions there were farmers who were thriving in the 1950s and farmers 
who were barely hanging onto their land. Those that were struggling invariably occupied farms that 
were significantly smaller than those that were doing well. 
 
In those districts that only had the potential to be farmed semi-intensively and that were situated some 
distance away from urban markets there was an abundance of farmers avoiding risks. Lydenburg was 
such a district, singled out by the Commission of Enquiry into the European Occupation of Rural 
Areas as one of three regions in the Transvaal where small, unproductive farmers were a large 
majority.68 This region had been backward in relation to other districts since at least the turn of the 
century.69 Those faring best in the district during the 1950s were the wool farmers in the southern, 
mountainous region. Thanks to high prices and the adoption of more intensive farming methods this 
part of the district prospered and was attracting young, dynamic farmers. Farmers from the area 
estimated that only 20 percent of the total would face bankruptcy if the price of wool suddenly fell. In 
the northern parts, by contrast, farmers struggled to make a living by selling tomatoes, fruit and pork. 
The farmers, most of whom occupied smaller farms than what was considered feasible by locals, were 
not prepared to shift into cattle farming, to which the natural conditions were more suited. Many 
farmers worked part-time in neighbouring mines to earn some cash, but they did not invest this 
income into new methods of production. A similar position prevailed in the eastern Crocodile River 
valley. This valley was most suited to dairy farming but the local farmers persisted with maize and 
wheat production under irrigation. Despite the low yields and low returns from these methods most 
farmers were able to survive by working part-time at the Railways. In the area around the northern 
Ohrigstad River some changes had occurred in methods of production due to the opening of a state-
built dam but many small farmers also barely clung onto their land by resorting to migrant labour. The 
farmers of this district called on the government to provide large-scale assistance for five or six years so 
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that farmers could be subsidised while changing over from one method of production to another.70 
The farmers of Lydenburg were clearly not prepared to shoulder the risks themselves of changing their 
production methods. Like many black farmers facing similar, if somewhat worse, circumstances, they 
undertook migrant labour not to enhance their productivity, but to survive on the land. 
 
In the more productive parts of the Transvaal small farmers had taken on new risks by using their land 
more intensively in response to the favourable prices set by the marketing boards. But many of them 
found it difficult to survive and had to abandon farming altogether. In the Bethal district, regarded in 
the 1950s as one of the better parts of the maize triangle and described by later historians as ‘one of 
the most productive farming regions in South Africa’, twenty percent of local farmers had abandoned 
agriculture between 1945 and 1957.71 It was almost always small farmers who chose or were forced to 
leave. Large farmers, owning 250 hectares and above, often bought additional land, many resided in 
Johannesburg where they had other business interests and they prospered in the 1950s. Those living 
on small farms of 80 to 125 hectares, by contrast, barely made ends meet. Many of the small farmers 
were descendants of the original white settlers and had much stronger rural roots than the wealthier 
farmers. They could not afford to buy more land and, because they depended exclusively on their 
maize crops, they faced bankruptcy whenever their crops failed or prices dropped.72 
 
In Rustenburg, in the lower lying areas suited to tobacco farming, many small farmers had shifted into 
this crop in response to favourable prices. They faced the same economic difficulties as the small 
farmers in Bethal. There were huge differences in the incomes of Rustenburg’s tobacco farmers. 
Eleven percent of the farmers were able to earn incomes of over £1500 per year while as much as 20 
percent of the farmers earned less than £100 per year. During the period 1951 to 1955 the number of 
tobacco farmers was reduced by an annual average of 13 percent. These farmers could not survive 
natural difficulties like lower rainfall, diseases and hail damage. If the price of tobacco was to fall, local 
farmers believed, 60 percent would have to give up farming. The reason for this, the farmers explained, 
was that they had low incomes that were derived entirely from tobacco farming. This prevented them 
from saving for difficult times. Many of these farmers had already abandoned farming; others were 
struggling to hold onto their land by undertaking migrant labour contracts. The people purchasing 
land often came from outside the district and the prices were too high for small resident farmers.73 The 
tobacco farmers of Rustenburg, along with many other small farmers in the western Transvaal, had 
made themselves vulnerable to climatic and market fluctuations.74 Some clung onto the land by 
undertaking migrant labour while others gave up farming in favour of urban occupations. None of 
these farmers adopted the strategy of regularly increasing their productivity through investment. 
 
In the eastern Transvaal lowveld, in the district of Barberton, patterns emerged during the 1950s that 
once again confirm the argument that the inequalities amongst white farmers were created by their 
differential ability to deal with risk. In the 1950s Barberton was a ‘rapidly developing district’ as the 
result of numerous state funded irrigation projects, the use of DDT to combat Malaria and increasing 
demand for vegetables and fruit.75 Farmers from the district complained, nevertheless, that it was 
difficult to enter into various productive activities like vegetable farming because of capital shortages 
and fluctuating prices. This majority’s reluctance to commit their capital to agriculture contrasts 
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strongly with a minority who were investing large amounts into land and new forms of production. 
Residents labelled these entrepreneurs ‘big capital’ or ‘foreign capital’, an indication that those farmers 
who were not constrained by fluctuating prices and high start up costs had economic capacity derived 
from owning large farms or from earning income in non-agricultural activities. ‘A large percentage of 
the rural population is engaged in other occupations than farming’, the local development association 
explained. While the association saw this in a somewhat negative light it is clear that agricultural 
development was being spurred on by the ability of some to diversify their sources of income. As the 
association admitted, ‘a considerable amount of rural development has taken place with money either 
brought in from other districts or invested by business and professional men in the district.’76  
 
CHANGES IN THE STATE'S APPROACH TO SMALL FARMERS  
 
Despite the marketing assistance provided by the National Party to all white farmers regardless of their 
efficiency many poor farmers remained dissatisfied and requested more state intervention.77 Some 
wanted to abolish capitalism all together in the setting of prices and allocation of land. One 
anonymous farmer, after explaining that the wealthy farmer was doing well while the poor farmer 
suffered terribly, proposed a drastic solution in the area of marketing. ‘The production of mealies must 
be controlled’, he explained. ‘Every farmer must be allowed to produce only a certain amount of maize 
at a fixed price’.78 In such a state controlled system all the uncertainty that poor farmers continued to 
face in the 1950s would be removed. Numerous poor farmers also demanded that the state impose 
restrictions on farm sizes and that the state redistribute land in favour of the small landowners who, in 
the words of one farmer, had, in the free land market, become the plaything of rich land-barons.79 
These farmers reminded the Minister of National Party promises to secure the welfare of poor people 
on the land. They threatened to move over to Oswald Pirow’s New Order or to the Orange Free State 
based Farmers Party.80 
 
We have already seen that immediately after gaining power in 1948 the National Party provided 
assistance to poorer farmers by pushing up the prices set by the marketing system. Throughout the 
1950s the Government sustained its commitment to keeping these farmers on the land. During a bi-
election campaign in 1955 the Minister of Agriculture declared that the National Party was the 
political instrument of the poor farmer and farmers who complained about being discriminated 
against always received a sympathetic ear from the Minister and his Department.81 This commitment 
culminated in a commission of enquiry set up in 1957 to discover new ways to halt the depopulation 
of the countryside. In the words of the report produced by the commission in 1960: 
 

The Commission’s terms of reference clearly imply that the farmer’s of South Africa should not only 
supply the population with food and the factories with basic raw materials, but should also constitute a 
source from which the nation as a whole may draw part of its spiritual power. ... A common 
characteristic of the rural dweller is his conservative outlook, particularly in respect of spiritual and 
moral values. ... [A large farming community] is needed if the Christian civilisation of the white man is 
to survive in South Africa.82  

 
However, in the year in which the commission published its report changes were beginning to take 
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place within Government attitudes towards small farmers. Although the report had made numerous 
recommendations on how to keep farmers on the land, the only recommendation that received serious 
consideration was the one that opposed land sub-divisions.83 This recommendation, which was later 
taken up by the Du Plessis Commission of 1963 and culminated in the 1970 Sub-division of Land Act, 
reflected a growing bias within the state against small farms.84 A major policy shift therefore occurred 
during the 1960s and early 1970s. In the words of Lipton, the Du Plessis Commission  
 

marked the first public departure from the traditional South African policy of keeping whites on the 
land at all costs. Lip-service was occasionally paid to the ideal of keeping the ‘small farmer’ on the land ... 
but, in practice, the government abandoned the policy of propping up marginal farmers. It was thus no 
longer committed to backing the most reactionary forces in this sector...85 

 
One bureaucratic institution in which this growing opposition to small farmers was particularly 
marked was in the Soil Conservation Board set up in terms of the 1946 Soil Conservation Act. During 
the course of the 1950s members of the Board became increasingly frustrated with farmers who used 
the Act to access subsidies without committing themselves to soil conservation. Members of the board 
pointed out that demand from farmers for ‘works of immediate benefit’  was much higher than the 
demand for works geared more specifically towards conservation and that only a small minority of 
farmers were prepared to accept soil conservation planning from extension officers. The members of 
the board were therefore convinced that many farmers were benefiting from state transfers without 
using these resources to increase their productivity. And the officials believed that it was particularly 
small farmers who were ‘generally unwilling to have their farms planned, and thus the process of 
deterioration continues’.86 The officials argued that the tendency of small farmers to avoid risks was 
the source of the problem: ‘the erection of soil conservation works enhances the value of farms and 
consequently also increases Division Council rates and Estate Duty, and many farmers use this as an 
excuse for not erecting such works.’87 While this argument may have been influenced by a growing 
ideological bias against small farmers, if it is taken together with the rest of the evidence presented in 
this paper it surely proves that, unless they were put under pressure by the state, small farmers had a 
tendency to avoid risks and to use up resources without improving their farms. 
 
The National Party had pursued policies that failed to push white farmers into adopting more 
productive practices. As a result, it was mainly the large farmers, with the capacity to do so, who used 
government transfers to improve their farms. Small farmers found themselves in increasingly 
precarious positions and, when political circumstances permitted it, they were abandoned by the 
politicians and officials who had previously sought to ensure their survival. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The historical analysis above suggests that poor, marginalised farmers found it difficult to participate 
properly in government programmes that are designed to enhance the capacity and improve the 
profitability of agricultural producers. When left to themselves, poorer farmers are usually relatively 
risk averse. They will tend to use government transfers for short-term goals without substantially 
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enhancing their long-term viability. This aspect of agricultural development has not, until now, been 
adequately incorporated into attempts by the new Government to help black farmers take their rightful 
place as productive members of the agricultural sector. Land reform was frequently pursued in 
isolation from agricultural development programmes and the issue of post settlement support to land 
reform beneficiaries has been neglected. These problems have been recognised and solutions have 
been proposed in the new Integrated Programme of Land Redistribution and Agricultural 
Development. This Programme recognises that some previously disadvantaged farmers are merely 
looking to enhance their food security while other, usually wealthier, farmers are determined to 
accumulate profits from agriculture and will therefore use government transfers more productively. 
The Programme has therefore made provision for offering larger subsidies to those farmers who are 
prepared to make a correspondingly larger ‘own contribution’ to their own development. The need for 
post settlement support for land reform beneficiaries has also been placed firmly on the agenda. 
However, the history of market regulation outlined above suggests that the new policy makers must be 
both determined and cautious. They must remain committed to the view that large scale transfers to 
poor farmers at the expense of expenditures on more dynamic accumulators can be wasteful and will 
not necessarily be in the interest of poverty stricken, previously disadvantaged rural people. In 
addition, they must be supportive of those struggling to make a living on the land while also using 
incentives and pressures to transform such farmers into more successful rural accumulators. The 
Apartheid government did not have the will nor the autonomy to pressurise those farmers who made 
no effort to remain competitive. In this respect, the Apartheid state wasted resources that could have 
been spent more effectively on transforming other aspects of South Africa’s economy while 
conservative small farmers found themselves in increasingly precarious positions. The present 
Government cannot afford to make the same mistakes.  
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