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ICARRD Special Thematic Session
Accelerating Land Reform in South Africa 

Session organized by The Department of Land Affairs, South Africa and the World Bank 

Thursday 9 March from 17h30 to 19h00, Meeting Room B
Topics discussed: 

South Africa’s land reform, its substantial progress in terms of legislation, policy development and implementation and what needs to be done to accelerate and improve the impact of land reform 

Panellists:
> Glen Sonwabo Thomas, Department of Land Affairs, South Africa

> Rogier van den Brink, World Bank 
Report on the Session
The case of South Africa was discussed in this session. The presentation was in two parts: the first part, presented by Rogier van den Brink of the World Bank, dealt with international evidence and made an assessment of South Africa’s land reform program, and the second part, presented by Glen Thomas of the Department of Land Affairs of South Africa, outlined the way forward.

Rogier van den Brink emphasized that international evidence suggests a strong and positive association between economic growth, living standards and an equitable distribution of land, with agriculture primarily based on family farming.  Conversely, unresolved equity issues can plunge a country into long periods of civil unrest and economic crisis.  The South African case for land reform is a string one, given the need to address the legacy of apartheid, on the one hand, and the need to create jobs, on the other.

Reviewing a decade of land reform in terms of legislation, policy design and implementation, the presenters pointed to the excellent legal and policy framework, but the urgent need to accelerate implementation and improve impact.  The lessons from the experience of the last decade included, for instance, the need to: 
(i) restructure the land market by, inter alia, scrapping the law that constrains sub-division, imposing a land tax; 
(ii) ensure that land reform beneficiaries can access the full range of services need to make their land reform project a success; and 
(iii) incorporating land reform in local government development plans.

Moving forward, and building on the recommendations from the National Land Summit held last year, Glen Thomas made the following points.  First, land acquisition options need to be broadened, moving away from sole reliance on the so-called “willing buyer, willing seller” model.  The menu of options should include (i) expropriation, when necessary; (ii) Voluntary, subsidized and market-assisted transfers; (iii) negotiated transfers; and (iv) using developers as intermediaries between farm acquisition and distribution of parcels to beneficiaries.  Second, flexibility in providing grants needed to be maintained, in order to be able to accommodate a range of beneficiaries, but with major emphasis on the poor.  Third, land markets need to be reformed by scrapping the sub-division act and imposing a land tax.  Fourth, service delivery needs to be integrated through decentralized approval procedures and unified budgets at local government level, which enable beneficiaries to fund the full range of services needed to make their projects successful.  Fifth, land reform should be integrated in local government development planning and be supported by institutions, which include stakeholders, thereby increasing local accountability and capacity.  Finally, monitoring and evaluation of land reform projects should intensify significantly to correct implementation procedures and evaluate the impact of the various land reform models.
Motsepe Matlala of the National African Farmers Union of South Africa was the discussant.  He wholly supported the idea of decentralized and integrated service delivery, going even further and suggesting to create a “one-stop shop” at the local government level.  He also pointed to a number of omissions in the presentation, including the excessive expenditure on consultants by government, the many large and often unused farms held by companies and foreigners, and the resulting escalation of land prices.

The ensuing debate was of high quality, with many participants urging the government to speed up implementation and even go further in certain regards.  For instance, even more fundamental land market reforms would be needed, and stronger government commitment to land reform needed to be demonstrated through increased budget allocation.  Others queried the feasibility of the one-stop shop, and asked about the legal changes necessary to implement the accelerated land reform strategy.

In response, Glen Thomas outlined that, fortunately, South Africa’s constitutional, legal and policy framework is such that the proposed strategy can indeed be largely accommodated within it. Rogier van den Brink emphasized the importance of economic incentives, i.e. the land tax, to promote land reform.

The concrete recommendations to the Forum would be that:

(i) existing agrarian reform programs can be improved by more strongly empowering beneficiaries;

(ii) a menu of options for land acquisition needs to be put in place, accompanied by a strong M&E effort;

(iii) we need to move beyond “projects” to land market reforms, agricultural and credit policy reforms, and rural development/local government/ decentralization; and

(iv) much more intensive monitoring and evaluation systems need to be put in place.
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