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Abstract: 

Commercial farming in South Africa plays an important role in rural employment and economic 

development. This paper critically investigates the effects of commercial farming towards rural 

employment in the South African context. Drawing on a comprehensive qualitative review of secondary 

literature, this paper highlights the potential of the sector to generate employment, increase household 

incomes, and promote food security. However, it also identifies persistent challenges such as low wages, 

seasonal and precarious employment, poor working conditions, displacement of smallholder farmers, 

and unequal land ownership. These structural issues limit the effectiveness of the sector as an inclusive 

engine for rural development. The paper recommends the need for targeted policy interventions to 

improve wage fairness, improve labour stability, protect smallholder farmers, and accelerate land reform. 

Addressing these challenges is critical to transform commercial farming into a more equitable and 

sustainable contributor to rural employment and inclusive economic growth in South Africa. 
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Introduction 

Commercial farming has been widely regarded as a key driver of rural employment, primarily through 

its capacity to stimulate economic activity (Hall, 2009; Mellor & Malik, 2017; Kirsten, 2019; Glover & 

Jones, 2019; Giller, Delaune, Silva, Descheemaeker, Van De Ven, Schut, Van Wijk, Hammond, 

Hochman, Taulya & Chikowo, 2021; Pan, Zhang & Zhang, 2024). Vancleve, Deininger, and Koses (2019) 

suggest that commercial agriculture creates access to jobs that can elevate rural household incomes, 

particularly benefiting marginalized groups such as women and unskilled disadvantaged people. 

Empirical observations indicate that commercial farms typically produce more produce and employ more 

labourers, thus improving job creation (Jordaan, 2019; Raphiri & Selelo, 2025). These employment 

opportunities have the potential to curb rural-to-urban migration by offering viable livelihoods within local 

communities. However, Kirsten (2019) and Caxaj, Weiler, and Martyniuk (2024) raise concerns about 

the quality of employment in this sector, pointing to issues such as low wages, poor working conditions, 

and inadequate housing for farm workers. Without targeted interventions to improve commercial 

agriculture in rural areas of developing countries, these employment shortcomings can continue to 

undermine sustainable rural development. 

Despite these challenges, Jones (2018) identified commercial farming as a promising strategy to reduce 

poverty. Similarly, Muzekenyi, Zuwarimwe, and Kilonzo (2022) emphasize that commercial farming 

remains a crucial component in the promotion of sustainable employment and the guarantee of food 

security in South Africa. In 2021, approximately 868,000 people were employed in agriculture, hunting, 

forestry, and fishing (Ramatshekgisa & Naidoo, 2024), suggesting the sector's continued significance. 

This growth may be partly attributed to policy initiatives such as the Industrial Policy Action Plan (IPAP), 

which was introduced to stimulate economic growth and industrial development within agriculture 

(Department of Trade and Industry, 2018). IPAP supports commercial agriculture by promoting job 

creation, value addition, and rural infrastructure development. However, the extent to which it addresses 

structural issues such as seasonality of the job and labour stability remains an area that requires further 

assessment. 

Many rural communities in South Africa continue to experience infrastructure deficits and sluggish 

economic growth, which contradicts the goals outlined in the Vision 2030 National Development Plan 

(NDP). The NDP emphasizes the development of rural infrastructure as a key strategy for inclusive 

economic growth (National Planning Commission, 2012). This reflects a disconnect between policy 

aspirations and the actual state of rural development. As a result, commercial farming cannot reduce 

rural employment in the country. This paper aims to investigate the effects of commercial farming on 

rural employment in South Africa. The central research question that guides this inquiry is how does 

commercial farming affect rural employment in South Africa? 
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Statement of the Research Problem 

Commercial agriculture is widely recognised for its potential to stimulate rural development by 

generating employment opportunities, improving household incomes, and fostering food security (Ellis 

& Biggs, 2001; World Bank, 2018). In South Africa, initiatives such as the Industrial Policy Action Plan 

(IPAP) and the National Development Plan (NDP) have placed commercial agriculture as a strategic 

tool for job creation, poverty reduction, and rural transformation. However, despite these policy efforts, 

the sector faces critical challenges. Employment in commercial agriculture is often characterized by low 

wages, seasonal contracts, and poor working conditions, reducing its contribution to sustainable 

livelihoods. In addition, many rural areas continue to experience infrastructure deficits and sluggish 

economic growth, which limits the sector’s ability to absorb labour effectively. These contradictions raise 

questions about whether commercial farming truly delivers on its promise of employment and 

development in rural South Africa. Without addressing these structural shortcomings, commercial 

farming risks perpetuating precarious work and deepening rural inequality rather than serving as a 

pathway to inclusive development. 

Literature Review 

Conceptualisation of Commercial Farming in South Africa 

Commercial farming in South Africa refers to large-scale, profit-oriented agricultural production that 

operates within formal markets and contributes significantly to the national economy (Morris, 2023). 

Unlike subsistence or small-scale farming, it is characterised by high levels of capital investment, 

mechanisation, irrigation, and the use of modern technologies to improve productivity (Nyath, Ndlovu, & 

Dzvimbo, 2025). The sector is shaped by the historical legacy of land dispossession and apartheid-era 

policies that concentrated ownership among a minority, creating a dualistic agricultural structure 

(Sihlangu & Odeku, 2021). Commercial farms typically specialize in high-value crops and livestock, 

producing for both domestic consumption and international export markets (Giller et al. 2021). 

Commercial farms are integrated into global supply chains and supported by infrastructure such as 

storage facilities, transport networks, and processing plants (de Brauw & Swinnen, 2023). This 

orientation toward efficiency and competitiveness situates commercial farming as a vital driver of South 

Africa’s food security and economic growth. However, it also raises concerns about its accessibility to 

black emerging farmers who lack the same resources and capital. 

In the present context, commercial farming is conceptualised as both an economic activity and a social 

institution embedded within broader political and developmental processes (Morris, 2023). Its heavy 

reliance on mechanization and capital-intensive production reduces labour absorption, limiting 

employment opportunities in rural areas where poverty remains widespread (Bhorat, Kanbur & Stanwix, 
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2014; Zimmerer, Hirsh & D’Odorico, 2020). Additionally, monoculture practices, climate variability, and 

water scarcity present ecological risks that threaten the long-term sustainability of the sector (Sihlangu 

& Odeku, 2021). Government policies such as land reform, subsidies, and extension services attempt 

to address historical inequalities, but critics argue that these interventions often favour established 

commercial enterprises over smallholder farmers (Racheku, 2024). The persistence of unequal land 

ownership highlights the structural barriers that constrain inclusive rural development (Sihlangu & 

Odeku, 2021). Furthermore, commercial farming is deeply contested, with debates focusing on its role 

in perpetuating inequality versus its potential to stimulate rural economies. Thus, understanding 

commercial farming in South Africa requires placing it within the intersections of history, economy, 

environment, and social justice. 

Traits of Rural Employment in South Africa 

Rural employment in South Africa continues to be defined by informality, with the majority of rural 

households relying on precarious forms of livelihood such as subsistence agriculture, small-scale trading 

and casual labour (Wanjiru, 2019; Ward, 2019). While agriculture remains a critical source of work, its 

capacity to absorb labour has steadily decreased due to mechanization, shifting patterns of land use, 

and the increasing pressures of climate change (Bhorat et al., 2014; Zimmerer, Hirsh, & D’Odorico, 

2020). These structural shifts reflect a deeper historical legacy of land confiscation and persistent 

exclusion of the rural poor from secure and productive employment opportunities. Access to education, 

training, and market integration remains uneven, establishing a cycle of low skills and limited upward 

mobility (Zou & Aliber, 2016). Women in particular bear the brunt of this exclusion, often confined to 

informal and undervalued labour, with little social protection or bargaining power (Beaman & Dillon, 

2018; UNDESA, 2018). The seasonal and insecure nature of agricultural work compounds vulnerability, 

leaving many rural households trapped in cycles of poverty and marginalization during off-peak periods 

(Escobal & Farve, 2018). Without redistributive policies and structural transformation in rural labour 

markets, these inequalities risk perpetuating over generations. 

In the contemporary agricultural landscape, Limpopo Province occupies a crucial position, both as a 

national hub for food production and as a site where land, labour, and livelihood issues intersect. The 

province is widely recognized as the leading citrus producer in South Africa, while also supporting an 

extensive horticultural economy that includes mangoes, avocados, bananas, and macadamia nuts 

(Limpopo Province Agriculture, 2020). Alongside this, livestock farming remains central, with cattle, 

sheep, and goats forming the backbone of commercial slaughter and dairy markets (Stats SA, 2020). 

Yet this picture of abundance sits uneasily with the persistent inequalities that shape who participates in 

and benefits from agricultural growth. Newer ventures such as aquaculture and game farming, while 

promising in terms of economic diversification and rural employment, signal an ongoing trend toward 
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capital-intensive specialized production (Yu,2020). Such developments raise critical questions about 

access, as smallholder farmers, particularly those from historically marginalized communities continue 

to face barriers to land, credit and technology (Mdoda, Loki & Sikwela, 2025). In this sense, Limpopo 

exemplifies both the opportunities of an expanding agricultural economy and the enduring structural 

exclusions that limit its inclusivity. 

Methods and Data 

This study used a qualitative research approach to critically examine the effects of commercial 

agriculture on rural employment in South Africa. Qualitative methodology was selected for its strength 

in exploring complex social phenomena and generating in-depth insights into contextual dynamics 

(Ngulube, 2015; Jöbges, Mouton Dorey, Porz, Ricou, & Biller-Andorno, 2022). Provided a flexible and 

interpretive framework for understanding the nuanced relationship between agricultural 

commercialization and labour outcomes in rural communities. 

Research Objective 

The study aimed to address the following research objective: Investigate the effects of commercial 

agriculture on rural employment in South Africa. 

Data Collection 

Data collection was carried out through a desktop review, relying exclusively on secondary sources. 

This method involved the systematic collection and analysis of existing literature, including peer-

reviewed journal articles, academic books, government reports, and policy documents relevant to 

commercial farming and rural employment. The desktop review allowed the researcher to synthesize 

diverse perspectives and identify recurring themes and gaps in the literature (Axelrod, Ekhtiari, Bozzo, 

Bhandari, & Johal, 2020). 

Literature Selection Criteria 

The choice of the appropriate literature for this research was based on defined standards to guarantee 

the incorporation of reliable and applicable sources. A systematic search was performed over six months 

using key phrases like "Commercial Agriculture," "Rural Jobs," "Conventional Livelihoods", "Business 

Ventures" and "Economic Variety." These keywords were used in various academic databases and 

repositories to collect a wide array of secondary data, such as peer-reviewed journal articles, 

government reports, policy documents, and scholarly books. The investigation focused on sources that 

offered a significant understanding of the link between commercial agriculture and rural job trends in the 

South African context, guaranteeing that only relevant and high-quality literature shaped the analysis. 
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Data Analysis 

Given the nature of the study, document analysis was used as the primary analytical technique. This 

involved critically evaluating textual data to uncover patterns, contradictions, and underlying 

assumptions within existing research. Document analysis is particularly effective in qualitative studies 

where empirical fieldwork is limited and where the goal is to interrogate established knowledge and 

policy narratives (Ngulube, 2015; Bhorat et al., 2014). 

Methodological Rigor and Reflexivity 

The methodology was guided by the principles of rigor and reflexivity, ensuring that data interpretation 

was both contextually grounded and analytically robust. Reflexivity involved continuous critical reflection 

on the researcher's positionality and potential biases throughout the study process. 

Limitations 

This study acknowledges the limitations inherent in the exclusive use of secondary data and document 

analysis, including potential biases in the existing literature and the lack of a primary data context. 

Results and Discussion 

Commercial Farming and Its Implications for Rural Development in South Africa 

Commercial farming, on a global scale, is primarily oriented toward maximizing agricultural output and 

profitability through the use of advanced technologies such as genetically modified seeds, precision 

agriculture, and mechanization (Pretty & Bharucha, 2019). Operating under market-driven assumptions, 

it prioritizes efficiency and large-scale production of high-demand crops and livestock (Pretty & 

Bharucha, 2019). Although commercial agriculture contributes significantly to global food supply and 

economic growth, it has also raised major social and environmental concerns. Intensive agricultural 

practices have been associated with land degradation, water pollution, and loss of biodiversity 

(Mgomezulu, Edriss, Machira & Pangapanga-Phiri 2023). The widespread use of pesticides, herbicides, 

and fertilizers poses food safety risks, while overcrowded housing systems and the use of growth 

hormones and antibiotics raise animal welfare concerns (Mkonda & He, 2018; World Bank, 2018). Critics 

further argue that reliance on monocultures and mechanization often marginalizes smallholder farmers 

and disrupts traditional livelihoods. In India, for example, commercial operations have simultaneously 

created rural jobs and triggered land grabs and displacement (Vidal, 2017; World Bank, 2018). 

In South Africa, similar dynamics are evident. Commercial farming plays a vital role in rural employment 

and food security, but deep disparities in land ownership persist. In Limpopo province, for example, most 

commercial farms remain under white or Indian ownership, with limited participation by black farmers 
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(Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural Development, 2021). The province hosts more than 

4,000 commercial farms on 1.49 million acres, producing citrus, mangoes, avocados, tomatoes, 

potatoes, and livestock (Limpopo Province Agriculture, 2020). Mechanization and irrigation systems 

improve productivity, but they also reduce labour demand, intensifying rural unemployment (Shani & 

Musa, 2021). Government interventions such as the Comprehensive Agricultural Support Program 

(CASP) and the Land and Agricultural Reform Program (LARP) attempt to address these imbalances 

by funding and training emerging farmers from disadvantaged communities (Limpopo Province 

Agriculture, 2020). However, without equitable land redistribution and stronger integration of 

smallholders into commercial value chains, commercial farming risks reinforcing rural inequality rather 

than promoting inclusive development (Bhorat et al., 2014; Mazwane, Makhura & Senyolo, 2022). 

Commercial Farming and Rural Employment: A Global Perspective 

Globally, rural employment is an essential component of poverty alleviation and economic development, 

with agriculture employing more than 1.3 billion people, most of whom reside in developing regions 

(FAO, 2023; World Bank, 2019). However, this employment is often characterized by informality, 

including self-employment, family labour, and seasonal contracts, which provide limited access to social 

protection and career progression (Lanjouw & Lanjouw, 2001; Ruben, 2001). The seasonal and 

unpredictable nature of agricultural labour exacerbates income insecurity, as demand fluctuates with 

planting and harvesting cycles, leading to periodic unemployment and increased vulnerability 

(Anderson, Reynolds, Merfeld, & Biscaye, 2018). Rural workers also face persistent wage disparities 

compared to their urban counterparts, reflecting structural inequalities related to education, productivity, 

and restricted access to formal job markets (Bhorat et al., 2014). At the same time, commercial 

agriculture contributes significantly to rural livelihoods by generating employment not only in primary 

production, but also in value chains such as processing, logistics, and retail (IRR, 2021). Advances in 

mechanization, biotechnology, and precision agriculture have boosted global productivity, but they have 

also reduced the demand for unskilled labour, while creating new opportunities for skilled technical work 

(Word Bank, 2019). This tension underscores the dual role of commercial agriculture as both a driver of 

rural employment and a source of exclusion, especially for vulnerable groups. 

Commercial Farming and Rural Employment in South Africa: A Critical Analysis 

In South Africa, these global dynamics are clearly reflected in the structure of commercial farming, which 

remains a capital-intensive sector central to the rural economy. The industry produces maize, citrus, 

grapes, apples, beef, poultry, and dairy, positioning the country as a competitive agricultural exporter 

(Stats SA, 2020; Partridge, Morokong & Sibulali, 2020). On the one hand, commercial farming stimulates 

employment across production, processing, storage, and distribution and fosters intersectoral links with 

manufacturing and retail, thus strengthening rural development (FAO, 2023). On the other hand, 
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increasing mechanization and labour-saving technologies continue to displace unskilled workers, 

limiting employment growth in regions already plagued by poverty and inequality (Van der Merwe, 

Cloete, & Van Schalkwyk, 2016; Yu, 2020). In addition, employment in the sector is often marked by low 

wages, seasonal contracts, and poor working conditions, which undermine its contribution to sustainable 

livelihoods (Thamaga-Chitja & Morojele, 2014). Policy interventions, including subsidies, export 

promotion, and land reform initiatives, have primarily benefitted large-scale enterprises, leaving small-

holder farmers marginalized and unable to compete effectively (Oduniyi, Rubhara & Antwi, 2020). 

Consequently, while commercial farming plays a vital role in South Africa’s agricultural economy, its 

uneven impact on employment highlights structural challenges that require more inclusive and labour-

sensitive policy approaches. 

Challenges of Commercial Farming for Rural Communities in South Africa 

This part addresses the challenges of commercial agriculture for rural populations in South Africa. This 

section starts by discussing low wages as a challenge facing rural communities working in commercial 

farming, which ultimately leads to rural individuals being unable to improve their quality of life. 

Low Wages 

Low wages remain one of the most pressing challenges in commercial farming in South Africa (Khapayi 

& Celliers, 2016). Despite the establishment of a national minimum wage, many farm workers continue 

to earn below the poverty line, limiting their ability to meet basic household needs (Bernstein, 2013). 

Wage disparities are especially stark between permanent workers and casual or seasonal employees, 

with the latter receiving far less (Pelek, Yıldızcan & Turhan, 2025). This perpetuates cycles of poverty 

and food insecurity among rural families, many of whom depend solely on farm income. Furthermore, 

the lack of wage progression or performance-based incentives discourages skill development and long-

term commitment to agricultural work (Khapayi & Celliers, 2016). Employers often justify low wages by 

citing narrow profit margins and rising input costs, but this undermines social justice in the agricultural 

economy. Consequently, low wages reduce the potential of commercial agriculture to contribute 

meaningfully to sustainable rural development. 

Seasonal Contracts 

Seasonal contracts in commercial agriculture create deep income instability for rural workers 

(Paninsoro, Augusto, Pacilan, Francis, Villapaa, Narvasa, Cane, & Ebo, 2024). Employment is largely 

tied to planting, harvesting, and processing cycles, leaving workers jobless for months during off-

seasons (Aoun & Thakur, 2024). This intermittent work pattern forces many households to rely on 

informal survival strategies, such as casual labour or social grants, to bridge income gaps. Seasonal 

contracts also limit access to social protection schemes such as pensions, health insurance, and 
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unemployment benefits (Seyfert & Alonso, 2023). Migrant workers are particularly vulnerable, often 

moving between farms or provinces in search of temporary jobs, which disrupts family stability and 

community ties (Ullah, Dong, Shah, Xu & Alotaibi, 2025). The lack of permanent contracts prevents 

workers from building long-term careers in agriculture, reinforcing perceptions of farm labour as insecure 

and undesirable. Over time, this contributes to rural-urban migration, weakening rural economies, and 

further deepening inequality. 

Poor Working Conditions 

Poor working conditions are a prevalent feature of commercial farming and present serious challenges 

to rural labour rights (Morris, 2023). Farm workers in Eswatini, southern Africa, are often exposed to 

hazardous chemicals such as pesticides and herbicides without adequate protective equipment (Msibi, 

Chen, Chang, Chen, Chiang & Wu, 2021). Housing provided on farms is often inadequate, lacking basic 

infrastructure such as electricity, clean water, and sanitation (Morris, 2023). Long working hours during 

peak seasons, combined with physically demanding tasks, place considerable strain on workers’ health 

and well-being (Hlophe, 2021). Reports of verbal abuse, unfair dismissals, and gender-based 

discrimination highlight the power imbalances between farm owners and workers (Reyes Rocha & 

Sexsmith, 2024). Women and migrant workers are particularly at risk of exploitation, as they often lack 

legal recourse or union representation (Vanyoro, 2021). In many cases, farmworkers live in conditions 

of dependency, where housing and access to basic services are tied to their employment status, leaving 

them vulnerable to eviction if disputes arise (Hannon, 2022). Collectively, these conditions undermine 

human dignity and make commercial farm work an unattractive and unsustainable livelihood option. 

Displacement of Smallholder Farmers 

The expansion of commercial farming in South Africa has increasingly displaced small-holder and 

subsistence farmers, particularly in fertile rural areas (Nyath et al., 2025). Large-scale farms dominate 

both land and markets, making it difficult for small-scale farmers to compete or access productive plots 

(Bryceson, 2024). This displacement often forces small farmers to migrate to less fertile or marginal 

lands, reducing their agricultural productivity and food security. Restricted access to irrigation, inputs, 

and market links further exacerbates their vulnerability. Many smallholder farmers are also excluded 

from formal agricultural value chains, limiting opportunities for income diversification (de Brauw & 

Swinnen, 2023). Displacement contributes to social and economic marginalization, weakening the 

resilience of the community and the local rural economies. 

Unequal Land Ownership 

Land ownership in South Africa remains highly unequal due to historical dispossession during the 

colonial and apartheid eras (Sihlangu & Odeku, 2021). Large commercial farmers, primarily from 
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historically advantaged groups, control the majority of productive farmland, while rural communities and 

previously disadvantaged groups have limited access to land (Mkodzongi & Rusenga, 2021). This 

unequal distribution restricts the ability of smallholders to expand production, invest in modern 

technologies, or participate meaningfully in agricultural markets. Limited land access also undermines 

tenure security, leaving rural households vulnerable to evictions and loss of income. The concentration 

of land in a few hands reinforces socioeconomic inequalities, particularly between rural and urban 

populations (Sihlangu & Odeku, 2021). Efforts to implement land reform have been slow and uneven, 

often failing to meaningfully redistribute productive land or support beneficiaries with technical and 

financial resources (Racheku, 2024). Consequently, unequal land ownership remains a structural barrier 

to inclusive rural development and poverty alleviation. 

This section offers a discussion of the paper: Commercial farming in South Africa remains a pivotal, yet 

complex, driver of rural employment and broader rural development. On the one hand, it provides 

essential employment opportunities that can increase household incomes and reduce poverty, 

particularly for marginalized groups such as women and unskilled labourers (Vancleve et al. 2019; 

Jordaan, 2019). The agricultural sector employed approximately 868,000 people in 2021, underscoring 

its continued significance for the rural economy (Ramatshekgisa & Naidoo, 2024). Policy frameworks 

such as the Industrial Policy Action Plan (IPAP) and the National Development Plan (NDP) explicitly 

recognize the role of commercial agriculture in stimulating economic growth, job creation, and the 

development of rural infrastructure. These initiatives aim to harness the potential of commercial 

agriculture while addressing structural challenges within the sector (Department of Trade and Industry, 

2018; National Planning Commission, 2012). 

Despite these promising aspects, significant challenges restrict the ability of commercial agriculture to 

sustainably promote rural employment. First, the quality of employment in commercial farming is 

frequently compromised by persistent low wages, which leave many rural workers unable to meet basic 

living needs or improve their quality of life (Khapayi & Celliers, 2016; Bernstein, 2013). The prevalence 

of seasonal contracts further exacerbates income insecurity, as farm workers face long periods without 

work, undermining financial stability, and encouraging reliance on informal or social grant support 

systems (Paninsoro et al., 2024; Seyfert & Alonso, 2023). This seasonal employment pattern limits 

workers’ access to social protections such as pensions and health insurance, increasing vulnerability 

among rural workers, especially migrant workers (Ullah et al., 2025). 

In addition, poor working conditions remain a prevalent issue in the sector. Many farm workers endure 

exposure to hazardous chemicals, inadequate housing with limited access to basic services, and 

physically demanding work under pressure during peak seasons (Morris, 2023; Msibi et al., 2021). 

Reports of verbal abuse, unfair dismissals, and gender-based discrimination further highlight the 
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precarious nature of agricultural employment, particularly for women and migrant labourers who often 

lack legal protections or union representation (Reyes Rocha & Sexsmith, 2024; Vanyoro, 2021). 

Collectively, these conditions undermine the sustainability and attractiveness of commercial agriculture 

as a livelihood option. 

The expansion of commercial farming has also contributed to the displacement of small-holder and 

subsistence farmers, particularly in fertile rural areas where large-scale commercial enterprises 

dominate land and markets (Nyath et al., 2025; Bryceson, 2024). Displaced smallholders are often 

forced onto less productive land with limited access to irrigation, inputs, and formal market links, which 

weakens household food security and economic resilience (de Brauw & Swinnen, 2023). This dynamic 

reinforces rural inequalities and marginalization, limiting the inclusion of agricultural growth. 

A fundamental structural barrier to inclusive rural development remains the highly unequal distribution 

of land ownership. Large commercial farms are predominantly owned by historically advantaged groups, 

while rural communities and previously disadvantaged populations face restricted access to land and 

tenure insecurity (Sihlangu & Odeku, 2021; Mkodzongi & Rusenga, 2021). Slow and uneven land reform 

efforts have failed to effectively redistribute productive farmland or provide adequate support to 

emerging black farmers (Racheku, 2024). This concentration of land ownership perpetuates 

socioeconomic disparities between rural and urban areas and limits the ability of smallholders to 

participate and benefit from commercial agricultural value chains. 

In summary, while commercial farming plays a crucial role in South Africa’s rural economy and is 

promising for reducing poverty and creating jobs, its current structure and associated challenges limit 

its potential impact on sustainable rural development. Addressing low wages, seasonal and insecure 

employment, poor working conditions, smallholder displacement, and unequal land ownership through 

targeted and inclusive policy interventions will be vital to transforming commercial farming into a truly 

inclusive engine of rural employment and development. 

Conclusion and Recommendation 

Commercial farming remains a vital but complex factor that influences rural employment and 

development in South Africa. While it provides crucial economic opportunities, particularly for 

marginalized rural workers, structural constraints undermine its full potential as a pathway to sustainable 

and inclusive rural livelihoods. Persistent issues such as low wages, seasonal contracts, poor working 

conditions, and unequal land ownership continue to perpetuate vulnerability and social inequality within 

the sector. Furthermore, the displacement of small-scale farmers challenges rural food security and 

economic resilience. To address these intertwined challenges, robust policy frameworks and 

interventions are necessary that focus on fair remuneration, labour protections, support for smallholder 
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integration, and expedited equitable land redistribution paired with comprehensive support services. 

Only through such inclusive and labour-sensitive strategies can commercial agriculture be effectively 

harnessed to drive meaningful growth in rural employment, poverty reduction, and long-term rural 

transformation in South Africa. This paper presents the following recommendation: implement stricter 

minimum wage compliance on farms and establish wage progression schemes tied to skill development 

; encourage long-term contracts for seasonal workers with government-backed protections such as 

healthcare ; mandate safety training and improve housing standards with essential infrastructure ; 

support policies to protect smallholder farmers' land tenure ; integrate them into value chains and 

enhance productivity ; and accelerate equitable land redistribution while promoting land tenure security 

and community ownership models to address unequal land ownership and protect vulnerable 

communities. 
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