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Abstract 
Macro- and micro-structural constraints, including those linked to and exacerbated by historical, natural and 
financial factors are some of the many stressors facing small-scale farmers in Limpopo Province. The challenge is 
to co-design ways to effectively manage these constraints with development actions. Small scale farmers in South 
Africa are still facing major challenges in the agricultural sector. In this paper some of the challenges faced by 
small-scale farmers in the Limpopo Province have been identified. Some of the challenges found during the formal 
surveys and focus group meetings in the Tshakhuma, Rabali and Tshiombo areas were those linked to financial, 
assets, land ownership and biophysical factors. Specific constraints included: (a) Market information and market 
access; (b) Price of inputs, for example fertilizer and herbicides; (c) Availability of inputs; (d) Irrigation; (e) Cost 
of transport, and Natural constraint.  
Keywords: agricultural production and productivity, small scale farmers, Limpopo Province, South Africa 
1. Introduction 
In this paper, challenges faced by small scale farmers in the Tshakhuma, Rabali and Tshiombo areas in Limpopo 
Province, South Africa over the past five years were examined. Some of the wider structural constraints are 
discussed with detailed reference to the study sites. Small-scale farmers in South Africa have continued to 
maintain a livelihood in the face of unfavorable conditions. Different challenges facing poor-resource farmers in 
the Limpopo Province for the past the past two decades were identified or highlighted by several authors including 
(Azan & Besley, 1991; Makhura, 2001), these include inadequate access to productive resources, price of inputs 
such as herbicides and fertilisers, market access and cost of transport. However, it is important to note that these 
challenges facing poor resource farmers in Limpopo Province hinders agricultural development not only in 
Limpopo but also in other provinces in country, e.g. Eastern Cape, Mpumalanga, Free State (Mpandeli, 2006). In 
order to maintain high levels of production and quality it is necessary for farmers to access all the required inputs. 
As shown in other papers published by, Makhura, 2001, Mpandeli and Maponya (2012) the majority of people 
residing in Limpopo Province are poor. According to a discussion on food security by the Department of 
Agriculture and Land Affairs (DALA, 1997) and the Ministry of Agriculture and Land Affairs (MALA, 1998), 
many households are vulnerable to food insecurity including those in Limpopo Province (e.g. FIVIMS, 2003).  
In order to generate enough income these farmers tend to engage in off-farm or non-farm income - generating 
activities Makhura (2001); Maponya and Mpandeli (2012). To a large extent the process of agricultural 
transformation in South Africa involves moving households from subsistence production to producing for the 
market (Makhura, 2001). Producing for the market provides a number of benefits and advantages. In particular, 
rural employment is promoted and income is generated Christodoulou and Vink (1990); Ngqangweni (2000). 
Furthermore, several studies Elwert and Fett, 1982, Delgado et al. (1998); Ngqangweni (2000) have shown 
positive and strong multiplier effects of investing in agriculture. In other words, agriculture has an important role 
to play in fostering rural development and poverty alleviation.  



www.ccsen

Vhembe d
have usual
various lev
the lack o
informatio
Tshiombo
constraints
district an
adaptive c
2. Method
Three stud
situated ap
larger area
District (C
(Figure 1).
(a) Tshakh
Central Bu
Lwamondo
(b) Rabali 
Business D
boundaries
altitude of 
(c) The T
Thohoyand
Makonde, 
 

Figure 1. 

net.org/jas 

district in Limp
lly resulted in 
vels. Factors e
of a detailed u
on. The aims o
, Tshakhuma a
s threatening t

nd to identify 
apacity in the 

dology 
dy areas were 
pproximately 1
as of commerci
CBD), Tshakhu
. 
huma area is s
usiness Distric
o. These villag
area is situate

District and 15
s with Rabali v

f between 600-
Tshiombo area
dou Central B
Pile and Then

Map of Limpo

popo Province 
low productio

exacerbating w
understanding 
of this paper ar
and Rabali are
their livelihoo
current adapta
Vhembe distri

selected for th
184 km north o
ial activity: for
uma village is

situated 28° 30
ct. The follow
ges are situated
ed 30° 30′ Eas
5 km from Ma
village: Raliph
-700 m above s
a is situated 3

Business Distri
ngwe. These vi

opo Province s

Journal of A

has been affec
n. One constra

weak drought m
of the role a

re: (a) To asse
eas in Vhembe
ds of farmers 
ation strategie
ict. 

his research. T
of Polokwane. 
r example, Tsh
s 37 km away

0′, East longitu
ing villages sh
d at an altitude
st longitude an
akhado (forme
haswa, Dzanan
sea level.  
30° 50′ East 
ict. The follow
illages are situ

Map 

showing differe
(ARC

Agricultural Sci

136 

cted by drough
ain to drought 

management at
and value of v
ess past and cu
e district in Li
in the Tshiom

es used by far

The study area
The research s

hiombo village
y from Thohoy

ude and 24° 25
hare boundarie
e of 600 m abo
nd 24° 58′ Sou
rly known as 

ni, Mauluma an

Longitude an
wing villages s
uated at an altit

of study area

ent villages in 
C-ISCW, 2003)

ience

ht and flooding 
coping is man

t various levels
various interve
urrent constrain
impopo Provin
mbo, Rabali an
rmers that pro

as are situated 
sites are locate
e is 35 km from
yandou CBD a

5′ South latitu
es with Tshakh
ove sea level. 
uth latitude, 25
Louis Trichar

nd Ha-Matidza

nd 22° 79′ So
share boundar
tude of 650 m 

the Vhembe d
) 

throughout hi
nagement and d
s (e.g. local an
entions, includ
nts that farmer
nce; (b) To hig
nd Tshakhuma

omotes and bu

in the Vhemb
ed in rural area
m Thohoyando
and 40 km aw

ude 35 km We
huma village: 

5 km from Tho
dt). The follow

a. These village

outh Latitude,
ries with Tshio
above sea leve

district (former

Vol. 6, No. 4;

story. These ev
decision makin
nd national) inc
ding early-war
rs are facing i
ghlight agricul
a areas in Vhe

uilds resilience

be district, whi
as with proxim
ou Central Bus
way from Mak

st of Thohoya
Levubu, Elim

ohoyandou Ce
wing villages 
es are situated 

, 35 km Nort
ombo: Tshand
el.  

 
r Venda homel

2014 

vents 
ng, at 
clude 
rning 
n the 
ltural 
embe 
e and 

ich is 
ity to 
iness 

khado 

ndou 
m and 

entral 
share 
at an 

th of 
dama, 

and) 



www.ccsenet.org/jas Journal of Agricultural Science Vol. 6, No. 4; 2014 

137 

Pre-survey visit: A pre-survey visit was arranged within the selected areas with the tribal authorities of each area. 
The objectives of the pre-survey visit were: to meet the tribal authorities such as headman, chief and civil 
organisations of the selected area; to demonstrate the objective of the survey and the content of the intended 
questionnaires; to introduce the survey team to the tribal authorities and to seek permission to be able to work in 
each of the communities; to meet agricultural officials including district officials in Limpopo Provincial 
Department of Agriculture (LPDA) and officials involved in the community (for example, extension officers). 
Data for this study was collected over a one-year period from the communities of Tshakhuma, Rabali and 
Tshiombo within the Vhembe district. The data were obtained in two different but consecutive phases. Two 
methods were employed: Formal survey and non-structured surveys. Household surveys were conducted during 
2003/2004 seasons in three different villages in the Vhembe district (Tshakhuma, Rabali and Tshiombo). A total of 
90 farmers were interviewed during the formal survey; they were chosen using random sampling techniques. It is 
important to note that 30 farmers were interviewed in each village (Tshakhuma, Rabali and Tshiombo). Methods 
used to achieve the aim included literature reviews, survey instruments, participatory rural appraisal and focus 
group with several farmers in the area, as well as stakeholder and key informant interviews.  
3. Results and Discussion 
Different challenges facing poor-resource farmers in the study sites for the past five years were identified; these 
include inadequate access to productive resources, price of inputs such as herbicides and fertilisers, market access 
and cost of transport. All the above-mentioned challenges facing poor resource farmers in the study sites hinders 
agricultural development in the Vhembe district. In order to maintain high levels of production and quality it is 
necessary for farmers to access all the required inputs. Some farmers indicated that, with the launch of the 
Comprehensive Agricultural Support Programme (CASP) by the Department of Agriculture, they can overcome 
some of the challenges mentioned. CASP offers a wide range of support services including financial support, 
purchase of inputs, infrastructure development, training and capacity building.  
 

 
Figure 2. Challenges faced by farmers in the Vhembe district. (a) Tshakhuma, (b) Rabali and (c) Tshiombo areas 

during the past five years 
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Results from the farmer focus group and surveys indicated that at least half of the farmers in the Tshakhuma, 
Rabali and Tshiombo areas identified the high price of inputs as the first major challenge including, for example, 
high price of fertilisers, seeds and herbicides (Figure 2a, 2b, 2c). During the focus group farmers mentioned price 
of inputs, market, cost of transport and irrigation as the major challenges in the Tshakhuma, Rabali and Tshiombo 
areas. The results from the focus group and surveys are also remarkably similar in all the three study areas. Focus 
group discussions were held twice in the Tshakhuma, Rabali and Tshiombo areas.  
Effective market interaction was the second most important challenge viewed by respondents in the Tshakhuma 
and Rabali areas. At least 17% of the respondents in the Tshakhuma and Rabali areas viewed market problems as 
an obstacle to market their products in a formal market (Figure 2a, 2b). Some farmers indicated that they were 
willing to supply the market but there was limited market access and those who did have market access made it 
difficult for other farmers to send their products to the market by purposely increasing the transport cost (McIntiure 
& Delgado, 1985; Ngqangweni, 2000; Makhura, 2001) and Mpandeli (2006).  
Another 13% of the respondents in the Tshakhuma and Rabali areas viewed irrigation as the third major challenge 
in their farming business. At least seven percent of the respondents in the Tshakhuma and Rabali areas indicated 
that the cost of transport was the fourth major challenge in the Tshakhuma and Rabali areas. The occurrence of 
droughts and floods did not emerge as key constraints; rather the structural issues of access to markets and service 
appeared to be key. The results indicated that the majority of farmers consider price of inputs, irrigation and market 
issues as major challenges across all sites, particularly Tshakhuma and Rabali. In the Tshiombo area at least more 
than 30% of the farmers viewed irrigation as the fourth major challenges compared to the other two sites. 
Farmers in the Tshiombo area faced a number of different challenges to farmers in the other study sites that deserve 
particular mention. Here at least 30% had access to irrigation water, even though some farmers were misusing and 
mismanaging water resulting in a shortage of water, especially during drought periods. Tshiombo farmers are still 
using cemented furrow irrigation system and this resulted in some water being lost through seepage, drainage and 
evaporation. Some farmers indicated that periods of water shortage are also caused by the low water pressure 
system installed by the Department of Water Affairs. Other farmers stated that the problem was with the farmers 
themselves because some farmers who had plots closer to the dam were unreliable and trustworthy. They took 
hours to give other farmers access to irrigation water with some only receiving water after long periods of time. 
These were usually farmers who had plots several kilometers away from the dam and who were often the victims 
of the irrigation politics in the area.  
At least 17% of the respondents in the Tshiombo area viewed credit availability as the third major challenge 
(Figure 2c). Previously these farmers used to obtain credit from the Venda Development Corporation before it was 
disbanded. During that period Tshiombo farmers managed to produce good - quality products that met market 
standards because they had enough capital. Currently the institutional set up has changed; the majority of farmers 
are finding it difficult to access enough capital even though the provincial Department of Agriculture has got 
several financial support programmes. 
Less than five percent of the respondents in the Tshiombo area viewed availability of inputs, especially seeds, as a 
major challenge over the past five years, compared to farmers in the Tshakhuma and Rabali areas. This may be due 
to the fact that the majority of farmers in the area have been trained to produce hybrid seeds by experts from 
Agricultural Research Council-Summer Grain Institute and Madzivhandila College of Agriculture. Some of these 
farmers have indicated that they are using hybrid seeds as part of the adaptation strategies, these hybrid seeds 
produce good yields. As in the previous case, floods, extreme temperatures and droughts were not regarded as 
challenges by Tshiombo farmers, even though in the year 2000 the majority of farmers had lost large production 
volumes due to floods. More detailed information obtained from farmers is provided below to expand on some of 
the inputs illustrated in previous sections (e.g. credit and finance and market interaction). 
In all the three study sites crops were not only grown for consumption, but also for commercial purposes. The 
majority of the farmers in the Tshakhuma area sold their products to the local market and to “others” for example, 
to friends and neighbours (Figure 3a, 3b, 3c). Only small numbers of farmers had access to mechanisms to 
distribute their products to different markets such as local, provincial and national markets. These factors were also 
highlighted by Makhura (2001) it looks like the situation has not changed since early year 2000. Farmers in the 
Tshakhuma area were not marketing their products to provincial and national markets as they have indicated that 
lack of market information and transport and also limited access due to the distance to the market. At least 82% of 
the farmers distributed their products to local markets in the Tshakhuma area.  
Another two percent of the respondents indicated that they were distributing their products to relatives, friends and 
neighbours for non-profit purposes, especially when there was good production, in order to avoid unnecessary 
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losses. The majority of these farmers in the Tshakhuma area were heavily dependent on their crops to generate a 
source of income. Some of the farmers in the Tshakhuma area indicated that today their biggest clients or 
customers are informal traders and street vendors in villages around Tshakhuma, Tshalovha, and Lwamondo. 
 

 
Figure 3. Markets utilised by farmers in the Vhembe district. (a) Tshakhuma,(b) Rabali and (c) Tshiombo areas 

 
The results indicated that the majority of the farmers (33%) in the Rabali area are distributing their products to the 
local market; they stated that they were producing products that meet local market standards and other products are 
produced for household consumption (Figure 3b). Of all the farmers interviewed, none of them supplied the 
provincial market or the national market. The fact that these farmers did not have access to the competitive market 
denied them opportunities to compete with other commercial farmers. Three percent of the farmers interviewed 
indicated that instead of distributing their products to the local market, they shared with relatives and neighbours 
who were not farming and the remaining products were to ensure household security. During the formal surveys in 
the Tshiombo area, it was found that 90% of the respondents produce products for households only, although some 
of these farmers shared their products with friends, relatives and neighbours. This resulted in them having a high 
loss of production if they produced high volumes of products (Figure 3c). 
The majority of these farmers in all the study sites indicated that they were willing to distribute their products to the 
market but had difficulties because of the strict requirement in the formal market - e.g. demand for high-quality 
products and this it was also highlighted in other studies (Coase, 1960; Bembridge, 1994; Delgado, 1999; 
Holloway et al., 2000; Makhura, 2001). Only two percent of the respondents indicated that they were supplying 
provincial and national markets. It is important for Tshiombo farmers to be encouraged to start producing 
high-quality products that meet the market standards because they have access to irrigation and they can also 
produce their own hybrid seeds.  
Some of the macro structural constraints facing farmers in these areas have been explained by several researchers. 
One key constraint that is closely linked to the past is access to land and land ownership. In South Africa, the 
historical and political complexity of the land issue, rights and entitlement makes the question of land tenure very 
relevant. Most landholders, including farmers, maintain that without secure tenure, through title or certificate of 
occupancy, evidence of ownership or rights over property on that land is not guaranteed (FOA/ ARDRI 1996 and 
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Makhura, 2001). No particular member of the community has individual rights or access to land, especially as no 
registered title deeds have been given at any point in time (Van Averbeke et al., 1998). Secure land tenure is a 
necessary pre-condition for the adoption of long-term sustainability of farming practices (Van Averbeke et al., 
1998; Makhura, 2001). 
Different forms of tenure systems and land ownership - tribal, state ownership, trust land, quitrent and freehold - 
are present in all three study areas. The land tenure system in the former Venda homeland is primarily dominated 
by communal land. Community members, in accordance with the recognised traditional communal system of land 
tenure, use most of the lands in the tribal communities (Romuld & Sandham, 1995; Mudau, 1997; Sweet, 1998; 
Makhura, 2001; Mpandeli, 2006). In the interest of intensive use of irrigated land, it is important that landholding 
households that are no longer interested in or no longer capable of producing on their allocated land make their 
land available to other households seeking access to more land (Van Averbeke et al., 1998; Stevens, 2012). 
As mentioned previously, farmers who are farming in a communal area have a shortage of equipment, lack of 
capital and land to grow enough crops. The communal farming sector has limitations in the use of technology and 
external inputs - e.g. planting maize without using fertiliser.  
 

 
Figure 4. Types of land . (a)Tshakhuma, (b) Rabali and (c) Tshiombo areas 

 
The majority of the farmers (73%) in the Tshakhuma area farmed on private land, while only 12% farmed on 
communal land. Some parts of the Tshakhuma area were given to people through the land redistribution 
programme. The “other” 12% occupied mountainous areas, and these farmers planted their crops on steep slopes 
due to insufficient land availability. These types of farmers obtained land through the local chief (Figure 4a). The 
local chief is responsible for land allocation and these have caused some discomfort amongst some farmers due to 
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nepotism and favouritism. Some of the farmers in the Tshakhuma area claim that even though they are farming in 
steep slopes, they have the potential to produce good-quality products. Farming in steep slopes is a cause for 
concern to local agricultural experts, because as time goes on, the area could become unproductive due to soil 
erosion and the leaching of nutrients which will affect farmers and also enhance land degradation. 
Nearly 92% of the farmers in the Rabali area farmed on communal land, and at least eight percent used private land 
(Figure 4b). Those on private land were from the chief’s family. In the Rabali and Tshiombo areas, for example, 
there were no farmers farming on the resettlement land because of unavailable of the resettlement programme in 
both areas. On this communal land, the former Venda homeland administration built a traditional irrigation system 
in the area to give farmers access to irrigation water.  
In the Tshiombo area 98% of the respondents farmed on communal land, while two percent of the respondents 
farmed on private land. Both Tshiombo and Rabali farmers farmed on communal and private land. None of the 
farmers interviewed in the Tshiombo area occupied resettlement land (Figure 4c). Rabali and Tshiombo irrigation 
schemes were leased to the community through the local chief by the government. In both areas there were no 
farmers who owned the plots permanently except the local chief. This was a renewable lease agreement between 
the two parties. Farmers in the Rabali and Tshiombo areas paid R12 every year to the government as lease 
agreement in order to continue farming.  
4. Conclusions and Recommendations 
Lack of market access was mentioned in all the three study sites as one of the main problems constraining 
production. Farmers indicated that, even if they were successful producers, if there was no formal market, they 
would still run at a loss because their products would perish in their storerooms, however, similar observations 
were noted in the other province such as Eastern Cape. During the focus group meeting at the study sites, more 
than 70% of the farmers complained about the lack of market access and the lack of market information. Although 
more than half of the producers in the study sites produced quality products the problem is that these farmers are 
resource-poor and struggle to get access to market and market information. If farmers fail to get market access, it is 
not easy for them to participate in formal market activities. The majority of these farmers are also excluded from 
participating in the formal market process, due to the following reasons: (a) Lack of transport; (b) Poor access to 
market information; (c) Lack of formal education by the majority of farmers. However, besides the factors that 
were highlighted here issues such as extreme climatic events, climate change, climate variability, lack of collateral 
become an additional burden to the majority of these farmers in order for them to operate effectively and 
efficiently.  
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