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ABSTRACT 

Rural development is a key policy area in developing countries. Its basic premise boils down to 

improving the economic well-being and quality of life of rural people. Best practices regarding 

rural development in developing countries, including Benin, China, Korea and Rwanda, that are 

known to have been relatively successful in reducing poverty and diversifying the rural economy 

showed that strong governance, institutional capabilities, active rural communities, and most 

importantly funding, are all essential for successful rural development. Moreover, land reform and 

investment in agriculture, infrastructure, education and health play a crucial role in the early stages 

of rural development. The aim of this study was to examine the concept of rural development as 

well as policy measures and best practices relating to rural development in order to formulate a 

rural development strategy for the rural areas of Limpopo Province. To achieve its research 

objectives, the study used a qualitative research method and secondary data analysis. 

Before 1995, rural development in South Africa was neglected, resulting in underdevelopment and 

impoverishment in rural areas. Post-1994, policies for rural development were adopted by the 

democratic government to improve the economic well-being of people living in rural communities. 

However, this had thus far limited success as high levels of poverty and inequalities in rural areas 

still prevails. Those highly affected were rural people in Limpopo Province. 

In 2018, Limpopo was the most predominantly rural province in South Africa, with over 80% of 

the population living in rural areas. The study classified Limpopo’s local municipalities into three 

types of areas, namely predominantly rural area (a local municipality is classified as predominantly 

rural area if the share of rural population in the local municipal area is above 50%), significantly 

rural area (that is, a local municipality where the share of rural population in the local area 

represents between 15% and 49% of the local area’s total population), and predominantly urban 

area (that is, a local municipality where the share of rural population in the local area is below 

15%). Out of 25 local municipalities in Limpopo, 19 were predominantly rural areas, five were 

significantly rural areas and one was predominantly urban area. Findings show that, in rural areas 

of Limpopo, there was the prevalence of lower-wage jobs, lower educational attainment, a higher 

share of low-income households, and more than half of the population depended on government's 

social grants (including old age grant) and remittances as their income sources. Analysis indicates 

that educational attainment, household income levels, consumption expenditure and investment 

tend to be relatively lower, while the unemployment rate is higher, in predominantly rural areas. 

The economic structure is changing as the share of the primary sector in total Gross Value Added 



(GVA) is slowly declining, while that of the tertiary sector is gradually increasing. Regarding the 

contributions to the GVA and employment by sector in predominantly rural areas, agriculture 

contributed less than 3% to the total GVA, yet it is one of the top employers, contributing 13% of 

employment. Although mining contributed the most (23,7%) to the total GVA, it only employed 

4% of the workforce.  

To address challenges in rural areas, a rural development strategy for Limpopo Province should 

contain policy tools that will promote infrastructure development for better access to education, 

communication, transport, safe water and other basic facilities. It should also encourage capital 

formation in rural enterprises; promote multi-sectoral development involving reviving agriculture, 

developing tourism and manufacturing sectors; and promote agro-processing and downstream 

mineral beneficiation; improve support and access to funding for rural enterprises; and promote 

the development of the green economy to create decent job opportunities. Access to land and land 

tenure security are a necessity to stimulate investment needed to accelerate rural development.  

KEY TERMS:  

Rural development; poverty alleviation; socio-economic indicators; rural development outcomes 

and policies; land policy; agriculture; agro-processing; significantly rural areas; predominantly 

rural areas; South Africa; Limpopo Province. 
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CHAPTER 1   

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction 

Rural development is seen as a possible solution for improving socio-economic conditions and 

hence the standard of living in rural areas (Meyer, 2016; Green & Zinda, 2013; William & Chris-

topher, 2011). This is supported by other studies postulating that problems in rural areas can be 

addressed by investment and rural policies that promote rural development (International Fund for 

Agricultural Development [IFAD], 2018; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and De-

velopment [OECD], 2016a, 2018a). However, the overwhelming socio-economic problems facing 

many rural populations in developing countries today suggest that the rural development outcomes 

of previous efforts have been limited (IFAD, 2019; OECD, 2016a).  

Disenchantment with the previous policies has led to a rethinking of rural development in the 21st 

century (OECD, 2016a; Jacobs, 2012; Ashley & Maxwell, 2001). Two key findings that emerged 

from the rethinking of rural development were that rural areas are heterogeneous, and their 

development strategies need to be tailored to each area’s specific conditions, which earlier 

approaches to rural development failed to consider. It was also generally agreed that a new para-

digm of development was needed. This meant that rural development should be done differently 

in a way that ties in with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. To achieve the 2030 

Agenda, rural development should be put at the centre of national development strategies. This 

will require the development community to refocus its attention on rural people and direct adequate 

investment to rural areas ( IFAD, 2019; OECD, 2016a). 

Historically, rural development emerged as a narrow approach and then evolved to a broader ap-

proach. The narrow approach entailed agricultural development while failing to consider the pri-

macy of developing non-agricultural economic activities (Lobao & Sharp, 2013; Ellis & Biggs, 

2001; Anker, 1973). The broader approach, still emphasised today, is concentrated on reducing 

poverty and improving rural people’s wellbeing through agriculture development, human devel-

opment, social and economic development as well as environment protection (IFAD, 2016). Per-

spectives on rural development have evolved, since the 1950s, with the aims of addressing poverty 

and creating livelihood opportunities in rural areas. Despite these efforts, most developing 

countries in sub-Saharan Africa and Asia still have high rates of rural poverty (IFAD, 2019). South 

Africa is no exception in this regard. In 2015, a high proportion of the rural population was living 
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in poverty (Sulla & Zikhali, 2018). Those most affected were children and females in Limpopo 

Province (Statistics South Africa [Stats SA], 2017a). 

Some developing countries have made progress in tackling rural poverty and other problems more 

successfully than others (United Nations [UN], 2015b). Understanding of factors and the path of 

rural development in these countries can elucidate what works and what does not work when it 

comes to addressing the challenges of rural upliftment and ultimately contributes to fostering 

national development (OECD, 2016a). This study will review the concept, theories and approaches 

relating to rural development as well as best practices in terms of rural policy actions and 

outcomes. This is done with the intention of identifying principles, guidelines, requirements, and 

strategies that have been effective in tackling problems in rural communities elsewhere and 

drawing out some key lessons applicable to Limpopo Province. 

1.2 Background 

Rural development tops the development agenda globally and continues to be a critical policy area 

(Green & Zinda, 2013). Its potential to overcome rural challenges and achieve social and economic 

development is essential to national development, especially in developing countries. However, 

not all rural development initiatives lead to the attainment of anticipated outcomes, because rural 

development is not a straightforward process (Jacobs & Hart, 2012). 

In South Africa, the advent of full democracy brought hope of a better life for many South Africans 

in rural areas, as the government elected in 1994 promised to address many of the challenges in 

the country. Since then, investment in the forms of land reform, smallholder farming, education 

and skills development, housing and social infrastructure for the eradication of rural deprivation 

and marginalisation was embraced by the government and other stakeholders (Jacobs & Hart, 

2014). The outcomes of this investment, as well as rural policies, were scrutinised by scholars and 

development practitioners. The general consensus was that, while improvements to the living 

conditions in the rural areas were evident, major challenges still remain (Ramovha, 2016; Ruhiiga, 

2013; Olivier, Van Zyl & Williams, 2010). 

In 2014, most South African rural municipalities did not appear to have fully developed the capa-

city to plan, co-ordinate and implement rural development initiatives effectively across sectors and 

communities. They have also failed effectively to invest in and maintain basic infrastructure 

(Presidency, 2014). Rogerson and Nel (2016) concluded that South Africa’s legacy of spatial and 
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socio-economic inequalities persists and has in fact grown, despite the government’s development 

efforts since 1994. 

With the persistence of these rural challenges, sound judgment dictates that turnaround strategies 

for rural development are needed to address challenges and improve rural people’s wellbeing.  To 

draw up such strategies, it is required first to gain an understanding of the current situations in the 

national economy and rural areas, including existing rural development initiatives and policies, as 

well as the outcomes of previous rural policies. This should be followed by a detailed analysis of 

socio-economic conditions in the target geographical areas of study (OECD, 2016a). 

1.3 Problem statement 

In South Africa, the absence of appropriately crafted rural development policies in the past affected 

the rural population negatively and left the rural areas severely deprived. Decades of 

underinvestment and deprivation in rural areas in South Africa resulted in a dual economy, 

comprising an upper-middle-class one and an underdeveloped one (Sulla & Zikhali, 2018; Jacobs, 

2012). Poverty is consistently higher in rural areas compared to urban areas, with the poverty gap 

rate averaging 40% over the period 2006 to 2015 (Sulla & Zikhali, 2018). In addition, rural areas 

appear to have lagged behind national norms in basic service delivery and continue to experience 

inadequate access to social and economic infrastructure, and lucrative livelihood opportunities 

(Presidency, 2014). 

This study contends that a holistic approach to rural development is important for South Africa’s 

rural areas, especially in Limpopo as is the most predominantly rural province with roughly 82% 

of the population living in rural areas, and with the highest poverty rate in the country. The most 

recent poverty report indicated that about 72% of Limpopo’s population lived in poverty in 2015 

(Stats SA, 2017a). The major contributors to poverty were unemployment and underdevelopment. 

Among the factors constraining the development of rural areas in Limpopo include, lower 

household income levels, inadequate access to resources (like land and clean water), inadequate 

roads, and inadequate basic social and economic infrastructure (Greater Sekhukhune District 

Municipality [SDM], 2018; Waterberg District Municipality [WDM], 2018; Capricorn District 

Municipality [CDM], 2017; Khoza, 2017; Mopani District Municipality [MDM], 2017; Vhembe 

District Municipality [VDM], 2017). These challenges contributed to a significant rural outward 

migration of young people from Limpopo in search of better education service and economic 

opportunities in other provinces (Limpopo Provincial Government (LPG), 2015). Between 2006 

and 2017, it was estimated that Limpopo was relatively the biggest contributor of migrants to 
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Gauteng, South Africa’s economic powerhouse province (Stats SA, 2018). Research indicates that 

most of the problems and challenges mentioned are dire and require government attention. 

National and local governments have a complementary roles to play in rural development as 

investors, and creators of favourable conditions that attract investment from the private sector, and 

as well as protectors of the public interest (IFAD, 2016). 

Provinces play an important role in fostering economic opportunities within their jurisdiction and 

have obligations and incentives to support national governments in realising national development 

goals, like poverty reduction, rural transformation, economic growth and job creation. Addressing 

Limpopo’s rural challenges will likely contribute towards South Africa’s national development 

and to achieving the 2030 Agenda. However, these accomplishments will not be possible without 

the implementation of effective rural development strategies. 

Recognising the persistence of rural poverty and disturbing socio-economic and spatial inequali-

ties, this study critically reviews the concept, theories and approaches of rural development. In 

addition, an analysis of the various rural policy actions that have led to favourable rural develop-

ment outcomes in other countries will be conducted, to identify what has worked elsewhere and 

draw out key elements that need to be considered in developing effective rural development poli-

cies. Since the best practices of rural development drawn from other countries may prove difficult 

to replicate without an in-depth understanding of local conditions, this study intends to analyse the 

social and economic outcomes flowing from colonial and apartheid regimes, as well as post-1994 

rural development initiatives and policies in South Africa. Using a desktop analysis, the study will 

analyse socio-economic conditions in Limpopo Province, to demonstrate the outcomes of post-

1994 rural development policies. Based on the findings, the study draws up a rural development 

strategy for Limpopo Province and proposes key elements essential for the successful 

implementation of the strategy. 

1.4 Research aim and specific objectives 

The overall aim of this study is then to examine the concept of rural development as well as policy 

measures and best practices relating to rural development, so as to formulate a rural development 

strategy for the rural areas of Limpopo Province. 

The sub-objectives are as follows: 

• examine the concept of rural development and approaches to rural development 

• analyse international best practices regarding rural development so as to identify important 

elements of rural development 
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• undertake a historical analysis of rural development initiatives and policy in South Africa 

• analyse socio-economic conditions in rural parts of Limpopo Province by means of a 

desktop study 

• draw up a rural development strategy for Limpopo Province, and 

• recommend key elements required for the implementation of effective rural development 

strategies. 

1.5 Research questions 

The research questions are as follows: 

• What is meant by rural development? 

• What best practices regarding rural development are noteworthy? 

• What is the history of rural development initiatives and policies and their effect on the 

development of rural areas in South Africa? 

• What is the socio-economic situation in rural parts of Limpopo Province? 

• What rural development strategies need to be pursued to enhance the development of rural 

areas in Limpopo Province? 

1.6 Research design and methodology 

This study employs a qualitative research methodology to provide an in-depth insight into rural 

development. A qualitative research methodology was chosen because this approach reinforces an 

understanding and interpretation of concepts, thoughts or experiences (Daher et al., 2017). The 

research designs used in the study are exploratory and descriptive in nature. The research design 

reflects the purpose of the inquiry. It articulates the process of research, what data is required and 

how the research questions are going to be answered (Van Wyk, n d). This study intends to explore 

solutions for rural development and provide a description of the situations in rural areas in South 

Africa. 

The study uses an exploratory research design in the process of an examination of the concepts, 

theories, and approaches of rural development in Chapter 2, and to find out the available best 

practices of rural development in Chapter 3. This is in line with one of the goals of exploratory 

research design, which is to gain insights and familiarity on a particular topic (Labaree, 2009). The 

research process involved analysing and synthesising existing theoretical and empirical research 

literature. 
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On the other hand, a descriptive design was employed to shed some light on historical and recent 

situations of rural areas as well as outcomes of previous policy actions in Chapter 4. It was also 

used in an attempt to understand and describe the status of socio-economic conditions in the rural 

areas of Limpopo, using secondary data, in Chapter 5. The descriptive design was chosen because 

it helps provide answers to the question concerning the current status of the phenomena and to 

describe variables or conditions in a situation (Labaree, 2009). This statement is supported by 

Boudah (2011: 152), who states that “descriptive research is used to describe the features of or 

provide a picture of a condition or phenomenon”. 

Various literature sources were consulted to achieve the objectives of the research and to answer 

the research questions. These sources included books, scholarly journals, dissertation and theses, 

literature review articles, internet sources, official statistical publications, and government 

published documents like reports and policy documents. Secondary data sources used in the 

analysis included Stats SA datasets, specifically census data and household sample surveys 

datasets, and Quantec EasyData’s RSA Standardised Regional dataset. The data required for 

research was extracted from these datasets and analysed by the researcher, with a specific focus 

on descriptive trend analysis. Trends in observed data are critical for analysis as they reveal 

patterns that may otherwise be invisible at first glance for needs assessment, programme planning, 

programme evaluation, and policy development activities. It also allows for predictions about 

future frequencies and rates of occurrence (Rosenberg, 1997). 

Typically, with socio-economic indicators, trend data or rates representing 10 or more years are 

presented in tables or graphs, which help in summarising and organising the data so that it can 

readily be understood. The trends focused on the following: 

• The general pattern of change in an indicator over time, which shows whether the indicator 

has risen or fallen over time and if it has, by what degree or speed the increase or decrease 

has occurred (Rosenberg, 1997); 

• Comparing the year 1996 with 2016, 2017 or 2018 (depending on the latest data available) 

to assess the level of an indicator, in 1996, two years after the end of apartheid, and 20 

years later into the democratic era; and 

• Comparing one geographic area with another over time. This involves comparisons be-

tween five district municipalities, 25 local municipalities, rural and urban areas, and local 

municipal areas classified as predominantly or significantly rural areas. 
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An interpretation of these trends describes what the data shows and answers some of the research 

questions, as they provide insights about socio-economic situations in rural areas of Limpopo. 

1.7 Significance of the study 

The first two chapters of the study enable policymakers to understand what rural development 

entails, why it should be prioritised, and how it should be implemented. The rest of the study 

focuses on rural development policies and outcomes in South Africa, with a specific focus on 

Limpopo Province. 

Firstly, the study gives an idea of the progress made thus far in addressing the legacy of apartheid 

that left rural areas underdeveloped and impoverished. Secondly, it seeks to support and contribute 

to the government's National Development Plan (NDP) priority of addressing rural poverty and 

economic marginalisation of rural people by 2030 through rural development. The support is in 

the form of suggestions about vital elements to be considered when formulating strategies for 

overcoming obstacles in the development of rural areas and moving towards finding effective ways 

of improving the implementation of rural development programmes. Thirdly, the outcomes of the 

analyses of raw data in Chapter 5 provide new knowledge regarding development outcomes and 

findings regarding the status of socio-economic conditions in the rural areas in Limpopo that will 

make a significant contribution to the body of knowledge on rural challenges. The results will 

guide policymakers and government officials responsible for economic development in rural areas. 

Lastly, it will also be of value to the domestic and international investor and donor communities, 

as it will inform them about the South African government's involvement and progress in rural 

development. 

1.8 Layout of chapters 

The study is organised into six chapters. 

Chapter 1: Introduction: provides an introduction to and overview of the study. This chapter is 

divided into eight subsections including the introduction to the chapter, the background of the 

study, the problem statement, research objectives, research questions, research design and meth-

odology, and the chapter layout. 

Chapter 2: Rural development: concepts, theories, and approaches: is concerned with a re-

view of the literature on rural development with its focus on its origin, definition, evolution, factors 

and measures. The chapter is divided into six sections. The first involves a review of concepts and 



 

8 

theories of development, that is, the discipline from which rural development originated. This is 

followed by a section on the concept of rural development which looks at the meaning and 

significance of and historical approaches to rural development. The fourth section turns to the 

United Nations’ MDGs and SDGs as international development frameworks, with a specific focus 

on the poverty aspect of the recently completed MDGs and the rural emphasis put forward by the 

SDGs. In the fifth section, measures of rural development and factors influencing development in 

the rural areas are presented. The last section concludes the study. 

Chapter 3: International best practices: presents an analysis of international best practice case 

studies. This is done to find lessons in the experiences of other developing countries. Only one, 

Section 3.2, presents analysis with specific reference to four countries: China, Korea, Benin and 

Rwanda, which have had a certain degree of success in the implementation of rural development 

programmes. The chapter is summarised and concludes in Section 3.3. 

Chapter 4: Rural development in South Africa: discusses the experience and outcomes of rural 

development efforts before and since 1994 in South Africa. Following an introduction to the study, 

a general economic overview of South Africa is presented in the first section. This is followed by 

policy actions that influenced the development of rural areas in South Africa up to 1994. The third 

section presents an analysis of rural development in South Africa since the advent of democracy. 

This focuses on what the democratic government has done to address rural challenges. The fourth 

section presents an analysis of key trends underlying rural development in South Africa. Aspects 

considered include the demographic trend, access to and the quality of education and health, access 

to natural resources, labour force availability and development, production and employment 

capacities, access to basic infrastructure, governance, and government investment in rural 

development. The last section presents a conclusion. 

Chapter 5: A socio-economic analysis and rural development strategy for Limpopo Prov-

ince: contains the discussion of the policies and development efforts relating to rural development 

in Limpopo, focusing on key objectives, the role of the Limpopo provincial government 

departments and their direct and indirect investments in rural development. This is followed by a 

statistical assessment of socio-economic conditions in Limpopo. This chapter also presents prob-

lems faced by various municipalities in Limpopo, and then proposes a provisional strategy for rural 

development in Limpopo. 

Chapter 6: Conclusion and policy recommendations: summarises the findings of the study 

and proffers recommendations. The chapter also provides the study’s final conclusions. 
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CHAPTER 2  

RURAL DEVELOPMENT: CONCEPTS, THEORIES AND APPROACHES 

2.1 Introduction 

The issue of inadequate development, rural poverty and other socio-economic problems in rural 

areas of developing countries has been a major concern globally to governments and international 

donor organisations. Before the 1960s, various development approaches focusing on economic 

growth were applied to solve these issues without success. The benefits resulting from these 

approaches failed to trickle down to the people living in poverty or to stimulate growth in rural 

economies. Rural development was then proposed as a new solution in the 1960s and became 

popular in the ’70s as it received stronger support from donor agencies and governments. However, 

rural development theories failed to provide manageable and internationally agreed solutions to 

the problems faced by rural areas. This resulted in continuous rethinking of the concept and 

approaches to rural development in recent decades. 

The objective of this chapter is to review and present literature on the concepts, theories and ap-

proaches relating to rural development. Ultimately, this review will help in developing theoretical 

insight that could enhance our understanding of rural development and factors influencing it. 

The rest of the chapter discusses the theories and concepts of development which are central to 

rural development. Next the study will look at some of the defining aspects of rural development, 

its significance and a history of rural development. The recently completed Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs) and newly formulated Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are 

all significant items in the rural development agendas of developing countries (Adisa, 2012; 

OECD, 2016a). For this reason, it is necessary in Section 2.4 to review the poverty aspect of the 

recently completed MDGs, and the SDGs’ rural emphases. To get a better understanding of the 

constraints and influences on rural development, both theoretical and empirical literature on the 

measures and factors influencing development in rural areas will be examined in Section 2.5 and 

2.6. The conclusion is given in Section 2.7. 

2.2 Concept and theories of development 

Rural development, as a subject, falls within the discipline of development. It is and has been 

shaped by development concepts and theories, including economic growth, economic devel-

opment, and development economics (Meyer, 2013; Stockbridge & Dorward, 2014). For this 



 

10 

reason, this chapter briefly discusses the concept and theories of development before looking at 

perceptions of rural development. 

The term “development” is defined and used differently in various contexts. Within the context of 

development economics, the focus of development has mainly been on promoting economic 

growth and effective structural change that will translate into economic and social development. 

According to Szirmai (2005), two approaches, i) the fight against poverty and ii) the analysis of 

long-term economic and social development, are both at the heart of discussions on development 

issues. Szirmai argues further that one of the key issues that development seeks to address is the 

low standard of living among the inhabitants of less developed countries. In this regard, 

development is regarded as “the process of improving the quality of all human lives and 

capabilities by raising people’s levels of living, self-esteem, and freedom” (Todaro & Smith, 

2012:5). This process is said to involve institutional changes and to make it possible for individuals 

as a whole to enrich their quality of life (Green & Zinda, 2013). 

Development continues to be a highly controversial concept. According to Green and Zinda 

(2013), development is mired in debates and controversies as listed below: 

i. The first controversy is about the treatment of development and growth. These two concepts 

have differences, yet they are treated as if they were similar. The argument is that there is 

more to development than growth, which in most cases refers to increased levels of income 

or gross domestic product, population and employment; 

ii. The second disputed issue concerns who benefits the most from development. The rich, large 

corporations or wealthy countries are perceived as benefiting disproportionately from 

development. This is because those with capital to invest in economic activities that provide 

jobs in communities tend to earn more than workers. This results in a highly skewed income 

distribution. Green and Zinda (2013) contend that development should improve and provide 

opportunities for everyone, and reduce inequality; 

iii. A third issue concerns growth as an indicator of development and the environment. Growth 

benefits that lead to environmental degradation can undermine the goals of development. 

The benefits of rising growth should not impose external costs on the environment; and 

iv. Lastly, others correlate development with Western culture. They believe that development 

requires the adoption of Western behaviour, which results in the loss of traditional cultures 

and values. Green and Zinda (2013) argue that development does not compel individuals to 

behave in a certain way (for example, adopting Western cultural norms), but does allow 
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individuals to pursue multiple objectives and goals which enable them to improve their 

quality of life without sacrificing their core cultural values. 

In essence development is concerned with improving the wellbeing of individuals, their 

capabilities and their livelihood opportunities. According to William & Christopher (2011), 

development is an advancement towards modernity, nation-building and socio-economic progress. 

They emphasise that development should involve the improvement of a person’s capability and 

the area in which that person lives; the availability and ease of access to services and facilities 

needed by people; and the organisational capability to support those needs. 

The meanings and concepts of development have evolved over time. Table 2.1 summarises the 

main development ideas from the 1950s to the 2000s. These ideas are broad and overlapping, and 

their evolution has not followed a linear process (Ellis & Biggs, 2001). 

Table 2.1: Main development ideas: 1950s-2000s 

Period Perspectives Meanings of development 

1950s Linear growth theory Economic growth through industrialisation. 

1960s Modernisation theory Structural transformation, social modernisation. 

1970s Dependency theory Economic growth through restructuring. 

1980s Neoliberalism theory Economic growth through structural reform, deregulation, 

liberalisation, and privatisation. 

1990s - 

2000s 

The fight against poverty and sustainable 

development 

Improved quality of life and inclusive sustainable growth. 

  Author’s own adaptation. 

 

The interpretation that follows, subsections 2.2.1 to 2.2.5, provides a brief overview of the 

development concepts listed in table 2.1. 

2.2.1 The 1950s: Development as economic growth and industrialisation 

When the concept of development as economic growth first emerged in the 1950s, economists and 

economic historians believed that increased domestic savings and capital accumulation were the 

drivers of economic growth (Ingham, 1993). It was argued that focusing on capital accumulation 

would stimulate economic growth and result in rapid industrialisation in developing countries 

(Stockbridge & Dorward, 2014). As a result, it was believed that developing countries would 

effectively replicate the development experience of developed countries, like Japan, Britain and 

the United States, which had already industrialised prior to the 20th century (Ingham, 1993). Such 

development would make it possible for developing countries to alleviate poverty. 
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During the 1980s, development was regarded as economic growth, an increase in real output 

produced by an economy over a specified period of time. During this period, industrialisation, that 

is, an increasing share of the modern industrial sector in terms of gross domestic product (GDP) 

became part of this development model. In addition to economic growth and industrialisation, the 

progress of this development was observed through growth in consumption and material living 

standards, and hence declines in poverty. 

2.2.2 The 1960s: Development as modernisation 

During the 1950s and ’60s, modernisation as an economic development theory became popular. 

The concept of development as modernisation emerged as a response to the weakness of past 

theories or concepts of development. Modernisation refers to the transformation of a national 

economy from a traditional to a modern economy. This involves a structural transformation by 

which developing countries adopt modern values, institutions and technology found in industrially 

advanced countries. According to Ingham (1993), modernisation encompasses industrialisation, 

urbanisation and technological transformation. In modernisation theory, development is driven not 

only by industrialisation but also by the structural change of social and economic dimensions as 

well as education and technological advancement. Rural development theory, policy and practice 

have been and remain informed by the theory of a rural-urban continuum which was mostly rooted 

in the modernisation theory of the early 1960s (Green & Zinda, 2013). 

2.2.3 The 1970s: Dependency theory 

Dependency theory emerged as a result of discontentment with modernisation theory in the 1970s. 

The theory represented a radical critique of modernisation theory and attempted to contribute to 

an understanding of underdevelopment and the analysis of its causes and ways towards 

overcoming it (Bull & Boas, 2012; Sonntag, 2001). The argument against modernisation theory 

was that it failed to articulate the true nature of the relationship between developed and less 

developed regions or countries (Matunhu, 2011). According to the dependency theorists, the 

condition of underdevelopment in poor countries originates from the relationship of dominance 

and subordination between underdeveloped and developed regions or countries. However, both 

modernisation and dependency theories agree that development is progressive and linear, defined 

primarily as economic growth and restructuring. The term “restructuring” refers here to the 

concept of development as a structural change, which involves a shift from a largely agrarian 

economy to the manufacturing sector and then to a modern service economic sector. During this 

process, labour shifts from low-productivity sectors to more dynamic economic sectors (Martins, 

2014). 
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The above discussion of the development of rural regions reveals a state of dependence between 

rural and urban areas. Urban areas depend on rural areas for agricultural products and raw 

materials, and rural areas depend on urban areas for most of the goods and services, like 

manufactured finished products, tertiary education, credit, farm equipment, government services, 

et cetera, provided by the secondary and tertiary sectors. Although rural and urban areas are 

interdependent, urban areas (cities) remain economically and politically stronger than rural areas. 

As a result, investment activities tend to concentrate in developed urban areas rather than the 

underdeveloped rural areas. 

2.2.4 The 1980s: Neoliberalism 

Neoliberalism is based on the concept that economic growth is possible with an unregulated market 

and an absence of government intervention. The neoliberalist development approach supports the 

free market economy over government intervention as the agent of development. In this approach, 

development means economic growth that is achieved through structural reform in terms of 

deregulation, liberalisation and privatisation, while reducing market-distorting intervention 

(Nederveen Pieterse, 2010). The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank promote 

this neoliberal approach through their Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs), granting loans 

to developing countries in exchange for the implementation of structural changes in their 

economies (Stockbridge & Dorward, 2014). 

2.2.5 The 1990s and 2000s: The fight against poverty, and sustainable development 

The approach to the fight against poverty has evolved over the years in response to a deepening 

understanding of the complexity and weakness of development strategies. The goal of reducing 

poverty is a global one and is promoted by international organisations and donors including the 

World Bank, the OECD, the IMF, and the UN. This development approach focuses on the 

problems and causes of poverty in developing countries and on what actions should be undertaken 

to create a world free of poverty. The current concern for ending poverty in all its forms can be 

found in Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which builds on the earlier Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs). These goals are a universal call to action to address global issues 

from extreme poverty to climate change, and to strengthen institutions and revitalise global 

partnership for sustainable development (UN, 2015a). 
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2.3 The concept of rural development 

2.3.1 Definition of “rural area” 

Before dealing with the question of “rural development” it is necessary first to look at the meaning 

of the word “rural”. While this term is fully apprehended by many people, their interpretations of 

what rural implies are seldom in agreement. That is, although rural areas are clearly recognisable, 

definitions of “rural” are ambiguous (Ashley & Maxwell, 2001). The obvious reason for different 

definitions of “rural” lies in the varying degrees of rurality. This is backed by the European 

Commission (2010), which states that individual rural areas in the European Union (EU) have 

different communities, cultures, environments, economies and other characteristics. In the United 

States, federal agencies use different definitions of “rural” because rural areas have 

multidimensional qualities (Reynnells, 2016). Therefore, defining “rural” depends on the 

geographical area and the criteria used. “Rural” is recognised as a term with no single universal 

acceptable definition by countries, policymakers and scholars. 

The interpretations and views of what constitute rural areas are not homogenous. Deavers (1992) 

defines “rural” by distinguishing it from urban areas. He argues that a rural area is one 

characterised by small-scale, low-density settlement; a greater distance from large urban centres 

and undiversified rural economy. Rural areas compared with urban ones are located outside the 

cities and towns and have lower population density. Larger populations live in urban areas closer 

to more industrialised zones with more infrastructural conveniences and high levels of economic 

activity. In most cases, the population is lower in the rural areas, and there are few or no industrial 

zones, fewer infrastructural developments, and low levels of economic activity. Wiggins & Proctor 

(cited in Ashley & Maxwell, 2001: 397) identified rural areas as “space where human settlement 

and infrastructure occupy only small patches of the landscape, most of which is dominated by 

fields and pastures, woods and forest, water, mountain and desert”. The World Bank (2003a) 

interprets rural areas as the geographical space, including small towns designated by each country, 

as rural. 

For many decades, agriculture was the dominant and the main economic sector in rural areas. 

Although this is mostly true for rural areas in developing countries, it is not prevalent in all rural 

areas, especially those of developed nations. In rural America, for example, agriculture, along with 

forestry and mining, remains an important sector, but they account for the lowest share of jobs and 

rural earnings (United States Department of Agriculture, 2016). Another example is Germany, 

where agriculture plays a minor and diminishing role in rural regions (OECD, 2007). 
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To clarify the understanding of rural areas in sub-Saharan Africa, Chigbu (2013) defined a rural 

area in this continental region as an open swath of land with culturally defined identity, situated in 

a non-urban area and occupied by people who predominantly depend on labour-intensive sources 

for their livelihood. The land spaces in rural areas are usually dominated by agricultural and other 

related activities, which make up a substantial portion of the economy in most rural areas. 

In South Africa, rural areas are remarkably heterogeneous and are categorised as rural formal and 

tribal authority areas (Atkinson, 2014; Daniels et al., 2013). Some rural areas are characterised by 

small towns, small population and large commercial farms, and others by communal land tenure 

and villages in the former homeland states. South Africa’s Rural Development Framework (1997), 

cited by the National Treasury (2011a), defined rural areas in two ways. The first definition 

indicates rural as areas which contain few people relative to their size, in which residents rely on 

farming for their survival. Many of these areas include villages and small towns located far apart 

across the area. In the second definition, rural areas are those that include large settlements in the 

former homeland states in which most households depend on remittances and government social 

grants for their survival. The term “homelands” refers to areas to which “the majority of black 

population was moved to in order to prevent them from living in the urban areas of South Africa” 

(South African History Online [SAHO], 2017a:1). 

According to the OECD (2006a) classification, a community with a population of less than 

150/km2 is considered rural, while a region with more than 50% of the population living in rural 

areas is classified as predominantly rural. According to this definition, about five provinces of 

South Africa can be defined as predominantly rural: Limpopo, with 90% of the population in the 

rural areas, Eastern Cape ,with 62%, Mpumalanga, with 61%, North West, with 59%, and 

KwaZulu-Natal, with 55% of the population in the rural areas (Rural Health Advocacy Project 

[RHAP], 2015). 

The term “rural” evokes images of open land, beautiful landscapes, forest, wildlife, and fresh farm 

produce. However, rural areas are also faced with multiple problems linked to climate change, as 

well as the economic and social marginalisation of rural people. Problems include lack of access 

to reliable transport; limited access to markets and services, rapid population growth, shortage of 

other basic facilities like education, health, water resources and sanitation facilities, elevated levels 

of poverty and lack of livelihood opportunities. These problems are of concern to rural 

development policymakers. The next section looks at the concept of rural development. 



 

16 

2.3.2 Understanding the concept of rural development 

Table 2.2 provides a summary of key studies included in the review of early work on rural 

development, its origin, definition, evolution, factors, and measures. 

Table 2.2: Summary table of studies included in the review  

Authors Aim / objective Explains 

Adisa (2012) Discusses the definition, indicators, and factors affecting rural 

development. 

Definition, factors, 

and measures 

Anker (1973) Explores the meaning of rural development, including approaches 

and strategies to deal with it. 

Definition, 

Origin and 

strategy 

Anríquez & 

Stamoulis (2007) 

Examines the relationship between rurality and poverty, and the 

role of the agricultural sector in rural development, poverty 

reduction, and overall development initiatives. 

Definition and policy 

Ashley & Maxwell 

(2001) 

Discusses some stylised facts about rural development, then, now 

and in future.  

Definition, evolution 

and origin 

Ellis & Biggs 

(2001) 

Gives a brief overview of the major changes in rural development 

thinking that have occurred over the past half-century or so.  

Evolution and origin 

European 

Commission (2013) 

Provides a framework for setting up a system of statistics or 

indicators to monitor rural development. 

Measures and 

Indicators 

GDPRD et al 

(2008) 

Gives a framework for setting up a system of statistics or 

indicators for tracking results in agricultural and rural 

development in less-than-ideal conditions. 

Measures and 

Indicators 

Green & Zinda 

(2013) 

Reviews some of the key issues in defining rural development and 

examines a variety of strategies that are being used today to 

address the changing context in the global economy. 

Definition, origin and 

strategy 

IFAD (2016) Examines rural development through the prism of the 

transformation of rural areas and the wider economy. 

Definition 

Leupolt (1977) Presents major principles and objectives of an Integrated Rural 

Development (IRD). 

Origin and 

factors 

OECD (2016) Discusses the theories and approaches to rural development. 

Analyse rural development strategies in both OECD and 

developing countries to identify lessons for building resilient and 

sustainable rural livelihoods. 

Evolution, factors 

and origin 

Overseas 

Development 

Institute (ODI) 

(1979) 

Outlines an Integrated Rural Development (IRD). Definition, origin and 

analysis 

Ruttan (1984) Traces the emergence, successes, and limitations of the 

community development, integrated rural development and basic 

needs approaches. 

Origin 

Singh (1999) Identifies the major determinants of rural development and their 

role in promoting rural development. 

Factors 

Stockbridge & 

Dorward (2014) 

Introduces key themes in rural development, their origins and 

application. 

Definition, origin and 

application 

UNECE et al. 

(2007) 

Outlines a framework for setting up a system of statistics or 

indicators to monitor rural development. 

Measures and 

indicators 

UN (2011) Formulates a framework for setting up a system of statistics or 

indicators to monitor rural development. 

Measures and 

indicators 

World Bank (1975) Sets out a rural development sector policy paper. Definition, 

Strategy and 

policy 

World Bank (1997) Puts forth a Rural development sector strategy. Definition, policy and 

strategy 

Yılmaz et al. (2010) 

 

Identifies factors affecting rural development in Turkey using a 

multi-dimensional approach.  

Factors and 

application 

Source:  Author’s own formulation. 



 

17 

2.3.2.1 What is meant by rural development? 

There is no universal meaning of the term “rural development”, which makes it difficult to 

determine what to include or exclude in the domain of rural development. This statement is 

justified by the existence of various interpretations of rural development, which stem from the fact 

that “rural” does not have a common meaning and that themes of development are complex and 

evolving. In the 1960s, the dominant approach to rural development was based on agricultural 

development, but this changed after the 1970s, when rural development was no longer seen as 

primarily a matter of agricultural development (Adisa, 2012; Anker, 1973; Ellis & Biggs, 2001; 

IFAD, 2016). Notwithstanding this fact, agricultural development is obviously the principal 

element in the process of rural development (Anker, 1973). 

Historically, rural development can be looked at from a narrow or a broad approach. In the narrow 

approach, agricultural development focuses on small farmers, while the broader approach involves 

more than just agricultural development. The broader approach embraces a diversification of the 

rural economy and sustainable development that should lead to structural transformation with the 

end goal being the reduction of poverty and improving the standard of living. 

In the past, development approaches in rural areas were concerned largely with agriculture, since 

most of those who live in rural areas were dependent on agriculture for their livelihood (Yudelman, 

1976). Agricultural policy and practice have also been synonymous with rural development 

(Anríquez & Stamoulis, 2007; Lobao & Sharp, 2013). Agricultural policy was focused on boosting 

small farmers’ productivity through improved access to technology and markets (Stockbridge & 

Dorward, 2014). This is a narrow approach to rural development. The main argument for focusing 

on small farming was that the agricultural sector is the traditional economic base in most rural 

areas of less developed countries around the world, so agricultural development focused on the 

small farm sector was regarded as a prerequisite for the broader development of the rural economy 

(Anríquez & Stamoulis, 2007; IFAD, 2016; Lobao & Sharp, 2013; National Planning Commission 

[NPC], 2011; Stockbridge & Dorward, 2014). Also, empirical evidence has shown that agriculture 

has the potential to reduce poverty by creating more jobs for the majority, including unskilled 

labours, generating income for farmers and ensuring food security (Ashley & Maxwell, 2001; Food 

and Agriculture Organization [FAO], 2016). This evidence supports the argument that agriculture 

plays a significant role at the early stage of development. While not rejecting the role of agriculture 

in the development process, other studies found that agriculture is faced with growing sets of 

challenges which include the negative effect of climate change on food production and functioning 
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of ecosystems; meeting the growing population’s demand for food; and dealing with the effects of 

globalisation on the food sector (FAO, 2015; Pingali, 2010; World Bank, 2003a). 

To shift from agriculture-based development to multi-sectoral rural development, a broad ap-

proach to rural development was advocated by various researchers. Research consistently shows 

that agricultural development alone has failed to consider the heterogeneity of rural livelihoods, 

the primacy of human development, social and environment protection, participation, and the 

importance of non-agricultural livelihoods which are all central to rural development (Ashley & 

Maxwell, 2001; Stockbridge & Dorward, 2014). Thus, based on the above-mentioned research 

findings, the idea that rural development is synonymous with agricultural development cannot hold 

true. However, agricultural development is an essential component of rural development, and both 

remain central to boosting rural structural transformation (Anríquez & Stamoulis, 2007; Ellis & 

Biggs, 2001; IFAD, 2016). According to IFAD (2016), agricultural development aims at 

improving the standard of living of people involved in agricultural activities through the 

exploitation of land-intensive natural resources. It comprises the betterment of agricultural 

services, technologies and the resources used in agricultural activities. 

Rural development is a process of improving people’s wellbeing, as well as livelihood oppor-

tunities, through the advancement of sustainable economic growth in the rural economy, which is 

formed by various economic sectors including the agricultural sector (Anríquez & Stamoulis, 

2007; IFAD, 2016). It embraces agriculture development, human development, social and 

economic development, as well as environment protection. As such, rural development uses a 

broad and multi-sectoral approach for addressing challenges facing the rural areas. 

Rural development is concerned with improving the competitiveness and co-ordination of the rural 

economy with the national economy. Furthermore, rural development as a project is the 

responsibility of rural development professionals within the government and private sectors and 

other stakeholders, with the common goal of improving the standard of living of the people in rural 

areas. It is meant to implement political, socio-economic related projects altered to accommodate 

a collective vision of the future in rural regions (Léon, 2005). 

2.3.2.2 Defining rural development  

The expression rural development, just like the terms rural and development, has various 

definitions, but all the definitions boil down to the primary goal of improving the living standard 

of people living in rural areas. 
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Rural development was defined in the 1970s by Anker (1973) as a strategy and programme that 

intends to advance rural regions and to promote agricultural and non-agricultural economic 

activities. Such activities are carried out with the aim of achieving full employment of available 

physical and human resources within those areas. Since then, the definition and context of rural 

development have evolved. For instance, in 1975, rural development was defined as a strategy 

designed to improve the social and economic situations of the rural poor (World Bank, 1975). To 

achieve these desired outcomes, rural development should include not only agricultural 

development, but also all other investment activities in economic and social infrastructures (World 

Bank, 2003a). On the other hand, the IFAD (2016) defined rural development as an approach 

intended to improve economic opportunities and the wellbeing of people in rural areas. It also 

states that rural development involves changing the characteristics of rural societies through 

human, economic, and social development. It also recognises rural development as a multi-sectoral 

approach which involves the development of both agricultural and non-agricultural sectors. 

Rural development includes a mixture of activities and programmes that are designed to ac-

commodate rural people during the identification, designing, and implementation of these rural 

development programmes. Such programmes should mobilise the skills, talents and labour of the 

rural population so as to provide sustained growth in output and a sustained level of living 

conditions of the rural poor (World Bank, 1997; World Bank, 1975). 

Based on the definitions above, it is clear that rural development recognises that agricultural 

development is an important aspect of development in rural areas, which together with improved 

health, education and other basic services can result in improved physical wellbeing and quality 

of life, which contributes to people’s productivity and their ability to take part in the national 

economy (William & Christopher, 2011). Although these definitions are not a final statement of 

what rural development is, they do offer a comprehensive perception of the general orientation of 

the concept. 

The terms “rural welfare”, “rural reconstruction” and “community development”, are often used 

interchangeably as being synonymous with “rural development”. While these terms encompass 

most of the elements which can be found in rural development, each does not fully cover the 

concept of rural development and cannot be taken as being synonymous with rural development 

(Anker, 1973; William & Christopher, 2011). 
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2.3.3 Why focus on rural development? 

We study rural development issues in developing countries because current levels of inequality 

between rural and urban, rural poverty and the low standards of living in the rural population are 

unacceptable. Statistics show that in 2016 about 3.4 billion people were living in rural areas and 

92% of them were in the rural areas of developing countries (OECD, 2016a). This is supported by 

data from the World Bank which shows that in 2016 the share of rural population was higher in 

Asia and Africa compared with Europe and America (Figure 2.1). Most least developed countries 

(LDCs) or developing countries are in Africa, followed by Asia (UN, 2016a). 

Figure 2.1: World rural population by region: 2016 

 

 Source:  Author’s own formulation using data from the World Bank. 

In most regions, living conditions and poverty in rural areas are worse than in urban areas (IFAD, 

2016; OECD, 2016a). In 2016, the problems of hunger, misery and poverty remained rural issues, 

with up to 75% of the world’s poor living in rural areas (IFAD, 2016). Moreover, the 2013 global 

demographic poverty profile by the World Bank (2016) revealed that most of the world’s poorest 

people are predominantly rural, young and poorly educated, and up to 80% of them are employed 

in the agricultural sector. The highest poverty levels are found in sub-Saharan Africa and South 

Asia. In 2013 The proportion of global poor living in sub-Saharan Africa was 50.7% and in South 

Asia 33.4% (World Bank, 2016) 

The problem of rural poverty is not a recent phenomenon, and it persists regardless of rural 

development being at the centre of development efforts for decades (Ellis & Biggs, 2001). Rural 

development as a policy emerged at a time of disenchantment with development policies aimed 
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primarily at economic growth and industrialisation as a solution for less developed countries. The 

primary objective of rural development during this era, was to bring about change that would 

benefit the rural poor who make up the majority of the underprivileged people in the world (Anker, 

1973). 

Rural areas fulfil functions that are essential to the urban areas, but they continue to lag behind the 

urban areas in all dimensions of development (OECD, 2016a; Léon, 2005). The growth disparities 

between the two areas have to do with factor endowments and productivity. Another key factor 

contributing to the disparities is the inefficient and systematic bias against agriculture and rural 

development (Bezemer & Headey, 2008). This bias is the most influential constraint to economic 

growth and poverty alleviation in the less developed countries (Lipton, 1997, cited in Bezemer and 

Headey, 2008).  

Rural people play a vital role in agricultural activities and help conserve the nation’s natural 

resources. The inefficient bias against agriculture and the lack of sustainable development in rural 

areas can pose a threat to a nation’s food supply and the destruction of those natural resources 

(Green & Zinda, 2013). Agricultural productivity and growth are essential to the advancement of 

an economy and poverty reduction at the early stage of development (Bezemer & Headey, 2008). 

Any bias against the agricultural sector and the rural economy is likely to be costly. 

The justification for rural development is not only to reduce poverty, but also to promote equity 

and raise economic efficiency. Equity or fairness refers to the assurance that all residents, 

regardless of where they live, deserve to have fair access to public services and economic 

opportunities (Johnson, 2013). Economic efficiency, in this case, refers to a situation where the 

markets allocate resources optimally without bias and in ways that benefit both rural and urban 

societies. 

2.3.4 A brief history of rural development approaches 

Rural development became popular among policymakers during the 1970s after it was realised 

that early development theories and rural development approaches which focused on industrial 

growth and agricultural development failed to benefit the rural poor, who were falling behind. 

Since then, various development theories and rural development approaches have emerged, 

focusing on the need to promote community empowerment and gender equality; to improve the 

welfare of the rural poor; strengthen people’s capabilities and enhance sustainable livelihoods 

opportunities for the rural population, particularly the rural poor; and to improve the quality of life 
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while ensuring environmental sustainability. This section reviews the main theories and 

approaches influencing rural development from the 1950s to the 2000s (Table 2.3). 

  Table 2.3: Main approaches influencing rural development 

Period Perspectives 

1950s • Community development 

1960s-’70s • Green revolution 

• Integrated rural development 

• Basic needs approach 

1980s-’90s • Structural adjustment 

• Local economic development 

• Community-based development 

• Human and social development 

• Sustainable livelihoods 

2000s • Community-driven development 

• Poverty reduction strategies 

• Millennium Development Goals 

• Sustainable Development Goals 

  Source:  Author’s own formulation. 

2.3.4.1 Community development 

This alternative development thinking focused on people’s needs and allowed community 

members to make their own decisions, plan, manage and implement community activities. 

Community-driven development is founded on the idea that the involvement of community 

members will help with better identification of a community’s needs and more efficient use of 

existing local resources (El-Kogali et al., 2016). The community development approach strives to 

enable community members to solve their own problems (William & Christopher, 2011). This 

view clearly shows that people participation and the development of local leadership are central 

aspects of the community development process. The concept of community development can be 

applied to both rural and urban settings (William & Christopher, 2011). 

Schuftan (1996) defines community development as comprising four different approaches. The 

first is service delivery that seeks to address the causes of inadequate development by providing a 

structured set of services. Community representatives take part in the decisionmaking concerning 

services delivery, and the existing local human resources take part in the delivery of these services. 

The second community development approach is a capacity-building one which raises human 

capital and empowers participants to resolve the underlying causes of inadequate development. 

The third approach is advocacy, which entails the dynamic process of developing consensus and 

developing a mandate for action. It also brings together like-minded people with common goals. 

The last approach to community development is social mobilisation. This involves actions that 
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articulate people’s anticipatory needs into actual demands, mobilising people’s needed resources, 

decentralising decisionmaking and giving people power over decisions, and consolidating 

sustainable social movements. 

Based on the discussion above, it is believed that community development brings together 

community members to take collective action to address common problems and take advantage of 

available opportunities. Also, these viewpoints are best captured in the definition of community 

development by Matarrita-Cascante & Brennan (2012), who define community development as a 

process that involves organisation, facilitation, and actions which allow community members to 

build the community they want to live in. Community development also encompasses planning 

and the co-ordination of actions towards achieving anticipated outcomes. 

2.3.4.2 The Green Revolution 

During the 1960s and ’70s, agricultural development efforts were made to improve farming 

productivity and to increase the production of food grain crops. The aim was to solve food 

shortages caused by growing population, which put pressure on existing food resources and arable 

land (Hazell, 2009). The result of these efforts was the large-scale introduction of high-yield grain 

varieties which produced impressive results in wheat and rice yields; this was later characterised 

as the “Green Revolution”. The term green revolution has since referred to the genetic 

improvement of other major food-grains like sorghum, millet, maize, cassava and beans. The rapid 

increases in food-grain harvests depended on carefully controlled irrigation, heavy fertiliser use 

and other chemical inputs (Cleaver jnr, 1972; Glaeser, 1987; Pinstrup‐Andersen & Hazell, 1985). 

The success of this modern technology and strategy for agricultural development can be traced in 

the rural economies of many Asian countries during the 1960s and ’70s. For instance, the green 

revolution enabled countries like India, Pakistan and the Philippines to increase their growth rate 

of wheat and rice production (Cleaver jnr, 1972; Pinstrup‐Andersen & Hazell, 1985). In Africa, 

however, it failed because of the nature of farming systems, technological barriers, the high import 

cost of fertilisers, and a lack of investment in rural infrastructure (Hazell, 2009). 

Regardless of its evident successes, the green revolution has been criticised for intensifying 

inequality; and for excluding small farmers and favouring large landholders with better access to 

irrigation water, fertilisers, seeds and credit. It was also blamed for causing social and 

environmental problems (Cleaver jnr, 1972; Hazell, 2009; Holt-Gimenez et al., 2006). The green 

revolution was unsuccessful in solving the central problem of rural development, as it did not 

improve the living conditions of the rural poor. It could have been pro-poor if the small and poor 



 

24 

farmers had access to the genetic resources, irrigation equipment, fertilisers, chemical inputs and 

energy needed. The question of whether implementing the green revolution can be sustained and 

whether it can be environmentally sustainable continue to be debated (Conway & Barbier, 1990; 

Hazell, 2009; Singh, 2000; Srivastava et al., 2016). 

 

2.3.4.3 Integrated Rural Development (IRD) 

In the early 1970s, integrated rural development (IRD) was at the top of the development policy 

agenda and became popular with international donor agencies, governments and NGOs (Ruttan, 

1984; Stockbridge & Dorward, 2014). IRD emerged from the fact that national agricultural 

strategies in developing countries had contributed little to productivity levels and incomes, and 

hence the wellbeing of low-income farmers and deprived families in rural areas (Abasiekong, 

1982; Overseas Development Institute [ODI], 1979). The IRD initiative attributed the failure of 

agricultural development to the issue of low productivity and lack of resources (ODI, 1979). 

 

Integrated Rural Development is an integrated approach to rural development directed towards the 

rural poor and is designed mainly for raising productivity and improving the welfare of the rural 

poor (D’Silva & Raza, 1980; Leupolt, 1977; Wilson, 1983). IRD is premised on the belief that the 

rural poor will forever be trapped in poverty unless they receive support in terms of access to 

credit, extension services, green revolution technology, education, and employment opportunities 

(Grindle, 1982). According to Lacroix (1985), the term “integrated” refers to the action of 

integrating various unrelated components, each one of them addressing a specific aspect of rural 

underdevelopment. Shortall & Shucksmith (1998) describe IRD as a territorial or area-based 

strategy that integrates various sectoral policies and instruments at the point of implementation. 

Integrated Rural Development is defined as a broad and co-ordinated approach to rural 

development that involves all stakeholders including rural people when deciding on policies, 

designs and implementation of programmes intended for improving the economic, social and 

cultural conditions of rural people (Abasiekong, 1982). Wilson (1983: 140) defines IRD as “an 

effort to conduct multi-sectoral programmes simultaneously within designated rural areas, 

providing the intended beneficiaries with increased access to development resources and services”. 

An example of a multidimensional IRD project would comprise various rural development 

services and activities incorporating these components; agricultural production activities, social 

overhead (education, health, et cetera), rural infrastructure and non-agricultural rural activities 

(Ahmed, 1977; Yudelman, 1976). The ODI (1979) presented two uses of the term IRD. The first 



 

25 

refers to IRD as a strategy for re-organising and improving the government’s administration and 

co-ordination of rural development. In the second use, IRD relates to the organising of integrated 

and area-based projects concerned with the provision of rural services and infrastructure, 

agricultural development and production, and rural industry. 

The World Bank has made a substantial contribution to shaping IRD through its policies, research 

and programmes. Its IRD projects and programmes comprise three main dimensions. Firstly, the 

approach should address the problem of rural poverty. Secondly, it should raise productivity and 

increase incomes for the rural poor, and thirdly, it should be multi-sectoral, mixing various 

dimensions of a rural community into a coherent, action-oriented project (Ahmed, 1977). To be 

effective in reaching the intended beneficiaries, the World Bank suggests that IRD strategies and 

projects require these elements: effective central co-ordination at national level and effective local 

government co-ordination; adequate regional planning and active participation of the target group 

(Wilson, 1983). Leupolt (1977) states that IRD embraces the need for economic growth and 

modern technology, but also emphasises the need to broaden the economic base in rural areas 

through: 

• the mobilisation and better use of human and natural resources; 

• affording the target group access to means of production and services; 

• better distribution of income and employment opportunities; 

• integrating the agricultural, industrial and service sectors; and 

• improving public service delivery in rural areas. 

Thus, IRD is a people-centred approach focused on community empowerment by affording the 

intended beneficiaries the opportunity to take part in the planning and decisionmaking process. It 

has been argued that IRD has proved useful in pioneering an integrated perspective of rural 

development, and creating a favourable environment for development (Cleary et al., 2003). 

However, its implementation depends on mobilising governments to provide services and to 

integrate the many public services needed for the alleviation of poverty (De Janvry & Sadoulet, 

2005). However, the IRD approach has achieved limited success due to its high costs, weak 

institutional capacity, unsustainability beyond the end support of governments and failure to 

provide sufficient resources (Grindle, 1982; De Janvry & Sadoulet, 2005). 

 

2.3.4.4 Basic needs approach (BNA) 

An increased emphasis on the basic needs approach to development appeared in the 1970s and it 

gained more support from donor agencies and researchers whose views are communicated in 
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documents like the Cocoyoc Declaration (1975), the Dag Hammarskjöld Report (1975), and the 

International Labour Organization (ILO) report to the 1976 World Employment Conference. The 

most quoted summary of BNA was proposed by the ILO and endorsed by the World Employment 

Conference in 1976. The ILO recommended that development policy must be formulated with the 

principal consideration given to the satisfaction of an absolute level of basic needs (ILO, 1977). 

This view was echoed in 1977 by the OECD’s Development Assistance Committee, which 

proposed that a large proportion of development aid aimed at meeting the basic needs of people 

for self-sustaining growth should be spent in developing countries (Keeton, 1984). 

The BNA emerged as a response to the problems of absolute poverty and mass deprivation 

(Keeton, 1984; Streeten, 1979a; Weigel, 1986). Absolute poverty is characterised by a lack of 

proper nutrition, unsafe drinking water, illiteracy, limited access to healthcare and insufficient 

remunerative opportunities (Weigel, 1986). The purpose of the basic needs approach is to improve 

the living standards of the poor and to raise the productivity of all human beings (Streeten & Burki, 

1978). These basic needs include material needs (like clothing, food, shelter, sanitation, safe 

drinking water and access to public services like health and education) and non-material needs, 

like cultural identity, self-determination, self-reliance, political freedom and security, and 

participation in decisionmaking (ILO, 1977; Streeten, 1979a). The basic needs theory emphasises 

improvement in the direct provision of these basic needs to the poor. The rationale behind this 

emphasis is that the direct provision of such goods and services is a more efficient way of helping 

eliminate poverty than approaches based on the hope that the benefits of economic growth will 

eventually reach the poor (Hicks, 1980). BNA is, however, not an alternative to such approaches 

but rather an extension of them (Streeten, 1979b). It complements previously existing strategies 

and approaches (Streeten, 1981). 

The BNA approach can be described as a development approach which focuses on meeting the 

basic human needs of poor people, and is defined by Streeten (1979b) as an approach designed to 

raise income-earning opportunities for the poor; the provision of public services directed to the 

poor; the supply of goods and services intended to meet all the basic needs of the targeted group; 

and the participation of the poor. Keeton (1984) stresses that BNA appeared to follow the evolution 

of development thinking but put more emphasis on alleviating poverty and raising the productivity 

of the poor. The reason for this emphasis is that it will be unlikely for the poor to either contribute 

to or benefit from economic growth if they remain deprived of the essential needs of an 

economically productive life (Keeton, 1984). Central to BNA is the belief that development should 

focus on developing people, especially the poor, through mobilisation and the provision of income-
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earning opportunities and essential public goods for all (Keeton, 1984; Streeten, 1981). The BNA 

has two distinctive goals: First, the provision of certain minimum standards of basic human needs 

as a central priority of development. Second, raising the productivity and income of the poor as a 

means of meeting basic needs and increasing growth. According to Lisk (1977), BNA is also 

concerned with increasing the aggregate demand level and raising the supply of basic goods and 

services. Most of the poor people of developing countries are unable to meet their basic needs and 

are less likely to create enough demand to stimulate the supply of basic goods and services. As a 

result, the satisfaction of basic needs requires government intervention in terms of planning and 

investment. 

BNA targets groups of people who lack access to basic goods and services, but since most of the 

poor are in the rural areas of developing countries, it was inevitable that a large proportion of 

interventions aimed at satisfying basic needs should be pursued in rural areas. This approach aims 

to meet the basic human needs of the poor through the redistribution of resources and income, as 

well as growth benefits. It also emphasises that a rising and properly distributed supply of goods 

and services, both private and public, is an essential ingredient for meeting basic needs (ILO, 1977; 

Streeten et al., 1981). The central issues faced by BNA include the definition of essential basic 

needs and at what level they should be satisfied; and who is to determine these basic needs, the 

poor themselves or policymakers? (Keeton, 1984; Streeten, 1984). Criticisms of BNA are that: 

• it lacks theoretical grounds; 

• it gives the impression that poverty elimination is too easy, and underestimates the 

magnitude of institutional and structural changes for an effective attack on poverty; and 

• it is focused purely on consumption, and biased against economic growth (Ghai, 2009). 

According to the OECD (2016a), BNA experienced the challenge of impact measurement, and the 

goals it intended to achieve were too ambitious and far beyond the existing technical and 

administrative capacity of governments of developing countries. 

 

2.3.4.5 Structural adjustment 

By the time the green revolution arrived in the 1980s, the integrated rural development and basic 

needs approaches were discredited and abandoned in favour of structural adjustment policies 

which reduced the government’s role in the implementation of these approaches. 

Structural adjustment emerged essentially from the world of the IMF and the World Bank, and 

argued that excessive government intervention disturbs economic activities and obstructs 

economic balance over and above rural development (OECD, 2016a). It embraces free market 
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policy reforms often introduced as a condition for receipt of loans from the IMF and World Bank. 

To be eligible for a loan, governments were advised to eliminate subsidies, reduce public 

expenditure on social services, privatise public enterprise, correct distorted prices and deregulate 

markets to encourage competition, devalue national currencies, liberalise trade and rely on free 

market forces (Brandt & Otzen, 2007; Strydom & Fišer, 1995; Handa & King, 1997). 

Research on the influence of structural adjustment programmes on agriculture in Tanzania shows 

that agricultural production and rural development were affected negatively by structural 

adjustment policies (Meertens, 2000). The rural areas of Africa were supposed to benefit from the 

IMF’s insistence on higher producer prices to stimulate production. However, producer price 

increases were made ineffective by input price increases. The removal of subsidies on agricultural 

inputs had a negative effect on the income of rural farmers and workers, while the real prices of 

consumer goods increased, making the rural population poorer (Simsa’a, 1998; Meertens, 2000). 

 

2.3.4.6 Participation and empowerment approach  

In the 1980s and ’90s there was an emphasis on local participation and empowerment in de-

velopment, based on local economic development (LED) and community-based development 

(CBD) which were viewed as bottom-up development strategies (OECD, 2016a; OECD, 2001a). 

First, LED emerged as a result of the disappointing outcomes of traditional top-down, supply-side 

sectoral development strategies which were unsuccessful in achieving the overall development of 

rural areas (OECD, 2016a; Rodríguez-Pose & Tijmstra, 2007). LED first appeared in the late 1960s 

in the high-income countries to address social and economic problems, and later it emerged in the 

low- and middle-income countries of Asia, Africa and Latin America during the 1980s and ’90s 

for similar reasons (Nel, 2001; OECD, 2016; Rodríguez-Pose & Tijmstra, 2007). LED has 

occurred as an endogenous process in the rural and urban areas of both developed and developing 

countries as an alternative or complement to traditional development strategies. In developing 

countries it was adopted because it had the potential to tackle the issues of widespread poverty, 

unemployment and lagging economic growth (Nel, 2001; Rodríguez-Pose & Tijmstra, 2007). 

The LED approach aims at strengthening the economic capacity of local areas to promote local 

economic growth that is sustainable, to generate employment for residents and to improve the 

quality of life for all  (OECD, 2016a; Swinburn et al., 2006). It also strives to stimulate local 

economic activities by, firstly, raising the productivity of workers and competitiveness of local 

businesses, and secondly, by improving local human resources and infrastructure, and attracting 

inward investment (ILO, 2006; Swinburn et al., 2006). LED strategies are comprehensive, multi-
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dimensional, multi-sectoral and participatory in nature, and they cover factors necessary for social 

and economic development (ILO, 2006; OECD, 2016a). In general, a LED strategy refers to 

development strategy that is usually designed and managed by local stakeholders, and it seeks to 

respond to economic challenges and social problems like poor business environment, inadequate 

local capacity to generate local employment and improve quality of life, territorial disparities and 

income inequality, and hence poverty. However, Rodríguez-Pose & Tijmstra (2007) argued that 

LED strategy had little relevance for the poorest, those with less favourable resource endowment, 

poor accessibility, weak civil society and unsuitable conditions for LED. For instance, in the 

remote parts of sub-Saharan Africa, LED focused on tackling social problems like poverty and 

marginalisation of the poor, rather than on the economic issues underlying the underdevelopment 

of local areas. Because of lack of resources and capacity, LED is more challenging for sub-Saharan 

Africa than it is for Asia and Latin America  (Rodríguez-Pose & Tijmstra, 2007). There is little 

systemic monitoring or evaluation of the success or failure of LED in changing development out-

comes, so the question of whether LED really works remains (Rodríguez-Pose & Palavicini-

Corona, 2013; Rogerson, 2015). 

Secondly, by the mid-1980s the interest in community-based development (CBD), which first 

emerged in the 1950s, was reawakened. CBD refers to a development approach that advocates the 

participation of beneficiaries in the local management of development projects and decisions about 

these projects (Mansuri & Rao, 2004). The CBD approach aims to encourage local communities 

to design and implement development projects with the goal of incorporating their local knowledge 

and resources in the process (Mansuri & Rao, 2003). It depends on communities using their 

knowledge and social capital to organise themselves and take part in the development process. An 

interest in CBD emerged because donors, especially the World Bank, expected it to lead to a better 

allocation of resources, better local initiatives and efficient use of resources, therefore ensuring 

that everyone will take part in and benefit from development (Mansuri & Rao, 2004). However, 

research findings suggest that CBD benefited the rich most, and did not seem to be effective in 

targeting the poor within the community (Mansuri & Rao, 2004; Park & Wang, 2010). The idea 

of a bottom-up development approach with the support of donors and governments has the 

potential of increasing the equity and effectiveness of the development process by increasing 

community participation. If implemented successfully, these ideas can serve the goals of rural 

development and poverty alleviation. Another development concept, emerging at the same time as 

the bottom-up approach, was that of human and social development, with women and gender 

perspectives receiving keen attention in social development. 
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Human development, which provided a framework for the formulation of the UNDP Human 

Development Index, is defined by the United Nation as the progress of improving people’s lives 

and enlarging their opportunities and choices. It enhances human abilities in a way that enables 

men and women to reach their full potential (UN, 2016b). Social development is concerned with 

the social aspects of development relating to economic aspects and people’s wellbeing. It analyses 

the social conditions of people and makes a collective effort to improve the quality of life. Social 

development puts people at the centre of the development process and contributes to the progress 

of social inclusion of the poor and vulnerable (World Bank, 2018f). The social development 

approach has both economic and social development objectives which include combating 

malnutrition, empowering women and the poor, reducing poverty, increasing literacy, and 

improving access to health and education for all (Midgley, 2013; World Bank, 2018f). According 

to a study conducted by the World Bank (2018f), empirical evidence shows that social 

development stimulates economic development and growth, and leads to a better quality of life. 

2.3.4.7 Sustainable livelihoods 

In the wake of limited success in terms of poverty elimination, sustainable livelihoods (SL) 

approaches emerged and have been central to discussions of rural development (Scoones, 1998). 

SL approaches have evolved from other themes which put more emphasis on poverty eradication, 

participation and sustainable development (Chambers & Conway, 1992; Mazibuko, 2013; Serrat, 

2017). At first, the sustainable livelihood concept was introduced as a means of linking socio-

economic and environmental concerns, but it was later consolidated into an approach to poverty 

eradication (Brocklesby & Fisher, 2003). The most used definition of sustainable livelihoods was 

adapted from Chambers & Conway (1992) and proposed by the IDS team as follows: “A livelihood 

comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material and social resources) and activities 

required for a means of living. A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and recover from 

stresses and shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets, while not undermining the 

natural resource base” (Scoones, 1998:5). 

The SL framework is an analytical structure which intends to understand the complexity of 

people’s livelihoods, including their vulnerability, access to assets, and numerous factors that 

influence the way people make their living (Farrington et al., 1999). Krantz (2001) states that SL 

approaches analyse people’s current livelihood systems so as to identify factors that constrain or 

enhance livelihood opportunities (Krantz, 2001). The aim is to identify, based on findings, 

development interventions tailored to help people gain or realise their potential, and to improve 

livelihood opportunities where necessary. The SL approach determines, based on evidence and not 
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pre-conception, what exactly the rural people are seeking and the ways in which they will attain 

the expected outcomes. 

The SL framework also establishes a link between households and the overall enabling envi-

ronment that influences the livelihood outcome. Livelihood strategies and outcomes are influenced 

by access to capital assets, the situation of vulnerability and the transformation of structures and 

processes (Serrat, 2017). The theoretical framework of the SL approach is based on core principles 

of people-centred, responsive and participatory, multi-level, dynamic and sustainable approaches 

to development (Cleary et al., 2003). It has been said that the SL approach puts people at the centre 

of development and focuses on their strengths, not their needs; it recognises that people engage in 

different activities to earn their living (Ashley & Carney, 1999). The key strengths of the SL 

approach include comprehensive analysis of development challenges; clear identification of 

principles; and concentrating on livelihood outcomes, rather than project objectives (Cleary et al., 

2003). 

Although the SL approach has been useful, the process is often dismissed as being complex and 

difficult in practice (Farrington et al., 1999; Krantz, 2001; Scoones, 2009). Also, it has been 

criticised for failing to explain how people should deal with global external shocks, like climate 

change, which affect world environmental conditions (Mazibuko, 2013; Scoones, 2009). 

According to Krantz (2001), another limitation of SL approaches is their inability to deal with the 

issue of how to identify the poor, a process that requires a good understanding of the overall 

economic, social, and institutional situation at local level. Other criticisms of this approach include 

failures to engage in debate about politics and governance; linking livelihoods and governance 

debates; discussing shifts in rural economies; and broader questions around agrarian change 

(Scoones, 2009). 

SL approaches offered a holistic framework for looking at complex rural development questions 

and identifying potential interventions. However, their use in leading rural development has 

declined, yet their core principles continue to be influential in development thinking (Stockbridge 

& Dorward, 2014). 

 

2.3.4.8 Community empowerment and poverty reduction strategies 

In the 2000s, the Comprehensive Development Framework (CDF) and Poverty Reduction Strategy 

Papers (PRSP) emerged to serve as a framework for development and poverty elimination. Led by 

the World Bank, CDF encompasses a set of principles to help countries in constructing a 
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comprehensive and effective development strategy for boosting development activities and 

reducing poverty more effectively. Each country which adopts CDF has the responsibility of 

deciding on and owning priorities and programmes. CDF emphasises the importance of 

partnerships and interaction among governments and other stakeholders to improve the capacity 

of government and the efficient use of resources (World Bank, 2001). 

The PRSP approach is based on CDF and has been adopted by various developing countries, each 

country having its own poverty reduction strategy (World Bank, 2001). In line with the principles 

of CDF, PRSPs also emphasise domestic and external partnerships, and encourage countries and 

their development partners to strengthen their efforts towards poverty elimination. In addition, the 

principles underpinning both CDF and PRSP are country-driven; development-results-driven; 

partnership-oriented; comprehensive and with a long-term perspective (IMF & World Bank, 

2002). The PRSP approach recognises the multi-dimensional nature of poverty and the need for 

national ownership of poverty reduction strategies which would result in outcomes beneficial to 

the poor in the medium to long term. Both CDF and PRSP represent efforts to address the issue of 

poverty reduction by the IMF and World Bank along with countries that implement these 

approaches. Findings from the evaluation of PRSPs show that this initiative has succeeded in 

promoting the poverty focus at the level of national strategies. While the initiative has been 

beneficial to countries with strong governance, it has had less effect in countries with limited 

government capacity and poor governance (World Bank, 2004). 

Another development approach that appeared in the early 21st century is Community-Driven 

Development (CDD), which is central to CDF. CDD is a variant of the CBD approach (Mansuri 

& Rao, 2004). This approach aimed to address issues of poverty and inequality by empowering 

local community groups. CDD imparts community groups with the responsibility of 

decisionmaking in addition to the use and management of resources (Dongier et al., 2003; Mansuri 

& Rao, 2004). It builds on the principles of community demand-responsiveness, enhanced local 

capacity, local empowerment and participation (World Bank, 2017). The CDD approach 

emphasises that development processes should benefit all people, particularly the poor, and it 

advocates for decentralisation and local participation. It treats targeted beneficiaries and their 

institutions as assets in development processes (Cleary et al., 2003). It also enables community 

groups to work in partnership with local government, the private sector, central government 

agencies and other supportive institutions in responding to multidimensional needs which include 

the provision of social and infrastructure services; improving local livelihoods; enhancing security 
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for vulnerable groups; and improving governance and the effectiveness of resource management 

(Dongier et al., 2003; World Bank, 2017). 

Findings from case studies in several countries in Africa as well as in Afghanistan, Myanmar and 

the Solomon Islands show that CDD has proved useful in re-establishing basic services, rebuilding 

social capital and trust within communities as well as between community groups and governments 

in post-disaster, fragile and conflict-affected countries. Despite these positive results, the CDD 

approach still faces several challenges which need to be addressed (World Bank, 2017). 

2.4 Global development goals 

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are the 

most recent commitment by UN member states to achieve a set of economic, social and 

environmental priorities. Both originate from different concepts of development, like economic 

growth, basic needs, human development and sustainable development. Both MDGs and SDGs 

remain the dominant development framework worldwide since the beginning of the 21st century. 

2.4.1 The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

The MDGs, endorsed by all member states of the UN and major international development 

organisations in September 2000, strive to fight poverty by addressing the most urgent social 

development issues in developing countries (UN, 2015b; OECD, 2016a). The MDGs are embraced 

by the international community and succeeded in mobilising domestic and international 

development agencies to take initiatives focusing on meeting a set of targets by 2015. According 

to the UN (2015a), the UN Millennium Development Goals commit governments to: 

• eliminate extreme poverty and hunger; 

• achieve universal primary education; 

• promote gender equality and women empowerment; 

• decrease child mortality; 

• advance material health; 

• fight HIV/Aids, malaria and other diseases; 

• ensure environmental sustainability; and 

• develop partnership for development. 

The MDGs were a response to the unacceptably poor living conditions of most people living in 

developing countries. They represent a commitment to reduce global poverty and improve people’s 

wellbeing. Besides poverty eradication, the MDGs also express concerns over low enrolment rates 
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in primary education, gender inequality, child mortality and diseases, as well as environmental 

degradation. 

The MDGs have been criticised for having a number of weaknesses. Firstly, some have mis-

interpreted the goals as one-size-fits-all framework (Vandemoortele, 2009). This is a miscon-

ception since countries are not at the same level of development and do not possess the same 

capacity to implement the goals (Soremekun & Oyelaran-Oyeyinka, 2016). Secondly, the MDGs 

have been criticised for being too ambitious for many developing countries to achieve by the target 

date (Clemens et al., 2007). Thirdly, they pay little attention to the issue of rising inequality, socio-

economic exclusion or the empowerment of the poor (Saith, 2006; Vandemoortele, 2009). Fourth, 

MDGs neglect the issue of redistribution, whether of income or land (Loewe, 2012; Saith, 2006). 

This issue is ignored even though it has been argued that effective land reform is necessary for 

agricultural production and growth, which have the potential to address rural poverty. Fifth, they 

are too focused on social development and neglect the production sectors and economic 

empowerment (Loewe, 2012). Another criticism is that the MDGs are focused on the issue of 

sustainability and do not adequately address the issue of climate change, the effect of which is 

likely to hit the poor people most (Urban & Sumner, 2009). 

Nevertheless, it is without doubt that the MDGs have succeeded in putting poverty reduction at 

the forefront of discussions of international development. The implementation of the MDGs can 

be traced in several policy documents and national development strategies of developing countries 

and donors' aid strategy papers (OECD, 2016a). Official development assistance (ODA) plays a 

central role in the UN strategy for achieving the eight MDGs. With support from the international 

donor community, ODA increased from US$81 billion in 2006 to $135.2 billion in 2015 (UN, 

2015b) This indicates the international community's commitment to achieving the MDGs 

(McGillivray, 2008). 

By the end of the MDG period in 2015, the overall global poverty rate had dropped by more than 

half, with all developing regions, apart from sub-Saharan Africa, reaching the target of reducing 

the proportion of people living in extreme poverty by half. Figure 2.2 shows proportions of 

populations living in poverty between 1990 and 2015. In 1990, about 47%, almost half, of the 

population in developing countries survived on less than $1.25 a day. By 2015, this proportion had 

decreased to 14% (UN, 2015a). 
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Figure 2.2: The global share of people living in extreme poverty: 1990, 2011 and 2015 (%) 

 

Data source: UN (2015a). 

The extreme poverty rate in sub-Saharan Africa had declined by only 28%, from 57% in 1990 to 

41% in 2015, failing to reach the 2015 MDGs target. In contrast, eastern Asia’s poverty rate fell 

by 94%, from 61% in 1990 to 4% in 2015, contributing a larger share to the global reduction of 

extreme poverty (see Figure 2.3). This is due mainly to strong economic growth in Asia (UN, 

2015a). 

Data source: UN (2015a). 

41

47

36

22
18

15
18

14
12

0

10

20

30

40

50

Developing regions (excluding

China)

Developing regions World

%

1990 2011 2015 projection

Figure 2.3: The global share of people living in extreme poverty: 1990, 2011 and 2015 (%) 



 

36 

In 2015, an estimated 836 million people were living in extreme poverty, compared with 1.9 billion 

in 1990. However, the incidence and depth of poverty is still high and is unevenly distributed 

across regions and countries, with about 80% of the world’s poor people living in two regions: 

southern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa (UN, 2015a). 

Despite all the remarkable achievements by MDGs, inequalities still persist, and the progress made 

has been uneven, leaving behind the poorest and most vulnerable people. The MDGs report 2015 

by the UN (2015a), indicates that: 

• Gender inequality and discrimination against women still exist in developing countries. 

Women face discrimination in the labour market as they earn less compared with men 

globally, and have less representation in private and public decisionmaking. They are also 

more vulnerable to poverty than men; 

• The effect of climate change and environment degradation remains a challenge for the 

global community, with poor people suffering the most. The progress achieved towards 

many of the MDG targets is undermined by the effects of climate change and 

environmental degradation; and 

• Although the MDGs helped in lifting more than a billion people out of extreme poverty, 

millions of people still live in extreme poverty and hunger. 

According to the OECD (2016a) the MDGs fail to capture the disparities between rural and urban 

areas. Rural areas, compared with urban areas, continue to suffer the most from the issues raised 

under MDGs 1 to 7, and they lag behind in all dimensions of development. In addition, extreme 

poverty and hunger are higher in rural areas than in urban areas. In an effort to address the 

shortcomings of the MDGs, the SDGs were introduced as the post-2015 development framework. 

The OECD (2016a) emphasises that effective rural development strategies are significant for 

attaining the new SDGs. 

2.4.2 The post-2015 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

In September 2015, the leaders of UN member states adopted the SDGs of the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development. These goals succeed the MDGs as of 1 January 2016, and aim to 

encourage countries to mobilise efforts towards initiatives designed to end all forms of poverty, 

fight inequalities and address climate change, while ensuring that no-one is left behind (UN, n d). 

The SDG framework includes 17 goals (Table 2.4) and 169 targets. 
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Table 2.4: The 17 Sustainable Development Goals 

Goal 1 End poverty in all its forms everywhere 

Goal 2 End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture 

Goal 3 Ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all at all ages 

Goal 4 Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all 

Goal 5 Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls 

Goal 6 Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all 

Goal 7 Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all 

Goal 8 Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and 

decent work for all 

Goal 9 Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialisation and foster 

innovation 

Goal 10 Reduce inequality within and among countries 

Goal 11 Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable 

Goal 12 Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns 

Goal 13 Take urgent action to combat climate change and its outcomes 

Goal 14 Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable development 

Goal 15 Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, 

combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss 

Goal 16 Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for 

all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels 

Goal 17 Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalise the Global Partnership for Sustainable 

Development 

Source: UN (2015b). 

Compared with the MDGs, which focused mainly on social issues, the SDGs are broader in scope 

and include three dimensions of sustainable development: social, economic and environmental 

sustainability (Fukuda-Parr, 2016). Also, while the MDGs were applicable only to developing 

countries, the SDGs target both developed and developing countries (OECD, 2016a). That means 

SDGs represent universal goals and targets for all, including urban and rural areas in developed 

and developing countries. 

The goals and targets of the SDGs, just like those of the MDGs, are relevant to the rural de-

velopment agenda for both developed and developing countries. Most of the SDGs are directly 

and indirectly linked to rural development and transformation (IFAD, 2016). For instance, the 

targets of promoting the resilience of the rural poor households in SDG 1; investment in small-

scale farming to increase the agricultural productivity and income of smallholder family farmers 

in SDG 2; ensuring access to quality health care service and education in SDG 3 and SDG 4 

respectively; and to strengthen the link between urban, peri-urban and rural area economies for 

development in SDG 11 (UN, 2015b). Their achievement would be linked to inclusive rural 

transformation and sustainable economic growth. It is argued that inclusive rural and economic 

transformations are central to achieving the SDGs, especially SDGs 1 and 2 on ending poverty and 



 

38 

hunger as well as SDGs 3 and 8 on promotion of wellbeing for all and sustainable economic growth 

that is inclusive (IFAD, 2015; OECD, 2016a). The OECD (2016a) argues that inclusive rural 

transformation and sustainable economic growth will require an increase in investment towards 

the rest of the goals. 

Based on the preceding discussion, the achievement of SDGs will simultaneously address 

challenges for rural areas. It can be argued that the SDGs indicate the need for rural development 

strategies to promote the transformation of rural areas and, in the process, reaching the goals and 

improving rural livelihoods and national welfare (IFAD, 2016; OECD, 2016a). Rural development 

should, therefore, be at centre of the national and local development strategies of all developing 

countries 

2.5 Measures of rural development 

The foregoing Sections 2.3 and 2.4 recognised the importance of rural development in achieving 

rural wellbeing and global poverty reduction. It is necessary to look at the framework for mea-

suring rural development. The aim in measuring rural development is to verify whether the 

investment activities and programmes implemented have actually generated the anticipated or 

positive outcomes. The literature shows that a set of indicators is used to monitor the effect of rural 

development interventions, and to evaluate the overall progress made in achieving anticipated rural 

development outcomes. 

2.5.1 Definitions and types of rural development indictors 

Indicators are statistical variables that sum up data sets into relevant information. Their meaning 

depends on a defined conceptual framework and their intended purpose (UN, 2011). That is, there 

is no general definition of indicators that is applicable to all areas of official statistics (Brüngger, 

2004). Gault (2011) defines indicators as statistical data sourced through surveys, administrative 

data or registers, and case studies. From the rural development perspective, for example, indicators 

are statistical variables like poverty headcount, rural child malnutrition, agriculture output, child 

mortality rate and gross domestic product. These tell policymakers and the public about the state 

of poverty, agricultural production, health service and the economy of rural areas. 

Since rural development is concerned with economic, social and environmental issues, the indices 

measuring rural development should include economic, social and environmental indicators. 

Economic indicators, from the point of view of rural development, are numerical measures that 

describe economic structure and performance. Social indicators are measures that describe the 

demographic structure, quality of life and welfare or wellbeing of individuals (UNECE et al., 
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2007). Environmental indicators measure the quality and conditions of the natural environment 

(natural resources and wildlife) (UNECE et al., 2007). Social, economic and environmental 

indicators are composite indicators, and each indicator comprises statistical variables or several 

single indicators combined into an index. 

2.5.2 Purpose of indicators  

Indicators enhance the communication and discussion of rural development problems and 

prospects. They assist in the process of assessing the performance of rural development policies 

and management within a country. In addition, they help describe the state of the rural economy 

and trends regarding individuals’ socio-economic situations. Indicators are supposed to be policy-

driven, and should be sensitive to changes and trends over time to inform future policy directions 

(UN, 2011). They can be thought of as the instruments that allow policymakers to ensure that 

relevant and effective policies are being implemented. Indicators can also serve as a confirmation 

of effective policy or a warning that policy setbacks may be arising. 

Indicators have two principal roles, firstly to provide simplified and clarified information that will 

allow policymakers to analyse the situation easily and to identify relevant policy needs. Secondly, 

indicators are used to monitor the effects and to evaluate the effects of specific policies (UN, 2011). 

The distinction between monitoring and evaluation is that monitoring focuses on the provision and 

use of information to assess the progress of policy implementation, as well as ensuring that the 

progress is maintained. On the other hand, evaluation focuses on assessing the overall effects, both 

intended and unintended, and their outcomes (Casley & Lury, 1984). 

2.5.3 Criteria for selecting indicators  

It is generally accepted that indicators should meet these criteria: 

a) Relevant: to ensure relevance, indicators must fit with rural development priority and focus 

area, considering that they are clearly defined in policy documents (European Commission, 

2016). 

b) Sensitive: an indicator should be able to respond quickly and noticeably to changes in the 

underlying phenomena to aid timely decisionmaking (Advisory Committee on Official 

Statistics, 2009; Visvaldis et al., 2013). 

c) Accepted: an indicator should be acceptable to all stakeholders involved in rural development 

(European Commission, 2016). 
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d) Easy and simple: indicators should be easy to monitor and simple enough to be interpreted in 

practice (Advisory Committee on Official Statistics, 2009; European Commission, 2016). 

They should be understandable to all stakeholders. 

e) Problem-oriented: the development of indicators should focus on rural development issues. 

Indicators should reflect or monitor these issues (Advisory Committee on Official Statistics, 

2009). 

f) Consistency over time: indicators should be based on same or similar statistical units, and be 

consistent in tracking trends over time (Advisory Committee on Official Statistics, 2009; 

UNECE et al., 2007). 

g) Timely: it is important that indicators are collected and reported regularly and frequently to 

illustrate their trend over time (Advisory Committee on Official Statistics, 2009). 

These criteria are part of the indicator selection process. The next section discusses other re-

quirements and the process of selecting indicators. 

2.5.4 Selection of indicators 

The process of selecting indicators is guided by the policy objectives and issues to be assessed. 

This process is influenced by data availability and criteria of quality. It is important that selected 

indicators are linked to and reflect the spatial effect of policy so that policy implementation can be 

monitored over time. Policy objectives play an important role in identifying policy drivers and 

hence common policy themes, which are used to categorise indicators (European Spatial Planning 

Observation Network [ESPON], 2013). In terms of what policy themes should be selected and 

what is to be assessed, this would be influenced by the nature of issues to be assessed and the 

policy in hand. The selection of rural development indicators follows the general principle used in 

the process of selecting any other set of indicators, but it is also guided by the policy objectives 

and issues that are being assessed within the specific themes of rural development (UN, 2011). 

When selecting rural indicators, priority is given to these indicators that most suitably address and 

monitor the policy (UNECE et al., 2007). 

Various sets of rural development indicators have been developed by international organisations 

like the OECD, the European Union (EU), the World Bank and the UN Food and Agriculture 

Organisation (FAO). UNECE et al. (2007) state that these sets of indicators should capture three 

basic dimensions of rural development: spatial, multi-sectoral and dynamic. These should be 

considered when assessing rural conditions and trends. The spatial aspect deals with territorial 
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differences; multi-sectoral with demographic, economic, social, and environmental issues; and the 

dynamic deals with changing economic structures, social attitudes and technological options. 

Sections 2.5.4.1 to 2.5.4.4 highlight some of the rural development indicators developed by major 

international organisations. Not all the indicators developed by these international organisations 

are applicable to developing countries. 

2.5.4.1 OECD rural development initiatives 

The OECD‘s core rural development indicators are classified into four main themes comprising 

several indicators (Table 2.5). The themes include: population and migration, social wellbeing and 

equity, economic structure and performance, environment and sustainability (UN, 2011). 

Table 2.5: OECD rural development indicators 

Population and migration Social wellbeing and equity 

• Population density 

• Population changes 

• Population structure 

• Households 

• Communities 

• Income 

• Consumption 

• Housing 

• Health 

• Safety 

• Culture and recreation 

• Communication 

Economic structure and performance Environmental and sustainability 

• Labour force 

• Employment 

• Employment and enterprise structure 

• Sectoral share 

• Productivity 

• Investment 

• Topography and climate 

• Land use and its change 

• Habitats and species 

• Soils and water 

• Air quality 

Source: UN (2011). 

2.5.4.2 EU rural development initiatives 

The 2013 EU report on rural development indicators proposed a list of common context indicators 

for the monitoring and evaluation of rural development in EU member states from 2014 to 2020 

(Table 2.6). These indicators are presented in three broad themes: socio-economic situations in 

rural areas, sectoral economic indicators and an environment indicators. 
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Table 2.6: EU rural development indicators 2014-2020 

Socio-economic situations in 

rural areas 

Sectoral economic indicators Environmental indicators  

• Population  

• Age structure 

• Territory 

• Population density 

• Employment rate 

• Self-employment rate 

• Unemployment rate 

• GDP per capita 

• Poverty rate 

• Structure of the economy 

• Structure of employment 

• Labour productivity by 

economic sector 

 

• Employment by economic 

activity 

• Labour productivity in 

agriculture 

• Labour productivity in 

forestry 

• Labour productivity in the 

food industry 

• Agricultural holdings 

(farms) 

• Agricultural area 

• Agricultural area under 

organic farming 

• Irrigated land 

• Livestock units 

• Farm labour force 

• Age structure of farm 

managers 

• Agricultural training of farm 

managers 

• Agricultural factor income 

• Agricultural entrepreneurial 

income 

• Total factor productivity in 

agriculture 

• Gross fixed capital forma-

tion in agriculture 

• Forest and other wooded 

land (FOWL) 

• Tourism infrastructure 

• Land cover 

• Less favoured areas 

• Farming intensity 

• Natura 2000 areas 

• Farmland birds index (FBI) 

• Conservation status of agricultural 

habitats (grassland) 

• HNV farming 

• Protected forest 

• Water abstraction in agriculture 

• Water quality 

• Soil organic matter in arable land 

• Soil erosion by water 

• Production of renewable energy from 

agriculture and forestry 

• Energy use in agriculture, forestry 

and food industry 

• Emissions from agriculture 

Source: European Commission (2013). 

2.5.4.3 The World Bank rural development initiatives 

The World Bank has recommended a core set of rural indicators for developing countries, which 

are grouped under five themes: basic socio-economic indicators; the enabling environment for 

rural development; comprehensive economic growth for rural poverty reduction; natural resource 

management and biodiversity; and social wellbeing indicators (UN, 2011). 

2.5.4.4 FAO rural development initiatives 

Based on the outcomes of the World Conference on Agrarian Reform and Rural Development 

(WCARRD) the FAO provided a list of socio-economic indicators for monitoring and evaluating 

agrarian reforms and rural development of developing countries (UN, 2011). The primary 

indicators focusing on six themes were selected and grouped according to WCARRD goals and 

areas of concern. Table 2.7 lists primary indicators – core indicators are marked with an asterisk. 
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Table 2.7: WCARRD list of primary indicators 

Poverty alleviation with equity Development of non-farm rural 

activities 

Income/consumption 

• Percentage of population in households with per capita income below 

poverty line* 

• Percentage of income accruing to each fractile (decile/quartile) of the 

population* 

Nutrition 

Percentage of children aged 1-5 years in groups less than:* 80% weight for 

age, 90% height for age, 80% weight for height 

Health 

• Infant and child mortality rate* 

• Percentage of the population in villages/ communities with at least one 

health auxiliary 

Education 

• Adult literacy rate* 

• Primary school enrolment and completion 

Housing 

• Percentage of rural households with specific housing facilities like piped 

water, electricity and sanitation facilities 

Access to community services 

• Percentage of population living in villages/communities with access to: 

potable water, public health services, primary schools* 

• Percentage of economically 

active population engaged in 

non-agricultural activities in 

rural areas 

Access to land, water and other natural resources Education, training and 

extension 

Access to community services 

• Percentage of number and area of agricultural holdings by size groups 

and tenure* 

• Percentage of heads of rural households without land* 

• Average wage rate of agricultural labourers* 

• Rate of unemployment and under-employment 

• Percentage of landless agricultural labourers to the population 

economically active in agriculture*  

• Number of rural (including 

agricultural) extension 

personnel per 1 000 

holdings/households 

Access to inputs, markets and services Growth 

• Percentage of rural households receiving institutional credit • Annual rate of population 

growth 

Source: UN (2011).  

To accommodate all countries regardless of stage of development, the Global Donor Platform for 

Rural Development (GDPRD), together with the World Bank and FAO, has provided a list of 

priority indicators for developing countries. It is expected that almost all countries in developing 

regions of Asia, Latin American and Africa will be able to provide statistical data on these 

indicators, which are used for monitoring and evaluation of agricultural and rural development 

(Table 2.8) (Global Donor Platform for Rural Development [GDPRD] et al., 2008). 
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Table 2.8: List of priority indicators for developing countries 

Sector-wide indicators for agriculture and rural development 

• Public spending on agriculture as a percentage of GDP from the agriculture sector 

• Public spending on agricultural input subsidies as a percentage of total public spending on agriculture 

• Prevalence (percentage) of underweight children aged under five in rural areas 

• Food production index 

• Annual growth (percentage) in agricultural value added 

• Rural poor as a proportion of the total poor population 

Specific indicators for subsectors of agriculture and rural development 

• Change (percentage) in yields of major crops of the country. 

• Annual growth (percentage) of value added in the livestock sector. 

• Capture fish production as a percentage of fish stock (or a rating of the state of major capture fish stocks relevant 

to exports and local food). 

• Proportion (percentage) of land area covered by forest. 

• Percentage of the rural population using financial services of formal banking institutions. 

• Public investment in agricultural research as a percentage of GDP from the agriculture sector. 

• Irrigated land as percentage of crop land 

• Change (percentage) in sales/turnovers of agro-enterprises 

Indicators for thematic areas related to agriculture and rural development 

• Percentage of farmers who are members of community/producer organisations. 

• Withdrawal of water for agriculture as a percentage of total freshwater withdrawal. 

• Proportion (percentage) of land area formally established as protected area. 

• Change (percentage) in soil loss from watersheds. 

• Percentage of land area for which there is a legally recognised form of land tenure. 

Source: GDPRD et al. (2008). 

These themes provide information on a variety of demographic, economic, social and envi-

ronmental aspects of rural development. Since the observation of rural development is done from 

several perspectives, guided by various theories of development, the themes and indicators 

proposed by the OECD, EU, World Bank and FAO are not the same, but they all strive to measure 

different aspects of rural development. Common indicators are rephrased and discussed below. 

a) Population and territory 

Basic data on the distribution of population over territory, the availability of territory to live 

in and to perform economic activities, as well as population change, are all essential in 

assessing past trends in and future prospects for rural development (UN, 2011). The size of 

the rural population is an essential component of the development of a rural area. 

 

 



 

45 

These basic set of population and territory indicators is mutual to the OECD, EU and FAO: 

(i) Population 

Population as an indicator refers to the number of people living in an area. The rural 

population indicator, for example, shows the number of people, both nationals and foreign 

nationals, living permanently in the rural area. This indicator provides the basis for 

analysing and projecting other indicators, mostly economic and social-related indicators, 

helping donors and governments in their decisionmaking. Population is measured in 

numbers (hundreds, thousands, millions or billions). 

(ii) Population changes 

This indicator provides basic information about variation in the size of a population over 

a period, usually one year. It is measured in terms of annual growth rate. Population 

change has two components: natural population change (calculated as the number of live 

births minus the number of deaths) and net migration (calculated as the number of 

immigrants minus the number of emigrants) (Eurostat, 2014). Positive population change 

is growth in population. 

(iii) Population density 

Rural population density (people per square kilometre of land area) is the number of 

people living in rural areas divided by the land area. It shows territorial differences in 

settlement and serves as a major criterion when differentiating rural from urban areas 

(UN, 2011). A low population density means population is low relative to the size of the 

land area. 

b) Social and economic wellbeing 

Quality of social life and material living conditions are essential components of the wellbeing 

of individuals and society. Income and welfare protect individuals from poverty and provide 

individuals with benefits like the ability to afford consumption, good healthcare and 

education, and higher housing standards in safer and cleaner environments. 

These indicators were chosen to describe aspects of social and economic wellbeing: 

(i) Income 

Income is found on the OECD and EU lists of indicator variables. It is a vital component 

of the wellbeing of individuals and has an influence on other indicators, like consumption, 
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health, education and housing. The most appropriate indicators for measuring personal 

income are the household income level and net financial wealth. 

(ii) Consumption 

Consumption is used by the OECD, EU and FAO. Individual consumption expenditure is 

probably the most commonly used measure for assessing disparities in wellbeing. 

Household consumption is information on consumption spending by resident households 

to meet daily needs like food, energy, transport and other goods and services. It provides a 

basis for economic analysis of demand within the economy (OECD, 2009a). 

(iii) Health 

Health is prioritised by the OECD, the FAO and the World Bank. This indicator is an 

essential part in assessing quality of life. The health status of citizens affects the general 

progress of national development. Health-related indicators like life expectancy, infant 

mortality and access to healthcare are the main measures of a society’s health. 

(iv) Education 

Both the FAO and the World Bank focus on education as it plays a key role in people’s 

lives. Individuals with higher levels of education and skills are usually included in a wide 

range of jobs and have opportunities to improve their quality of life. Education also plays 

a vital role in indicating territorial disparities. Education indicators include literacy rate 

(percentage of the population between 15 and 25), illiteracy (percentage), the number of 

school-leavers, and the completion rate (percentage) of primary, secondary and tertiary 

education. 

(v) Housing 

Both the OECD and the FAO focus on housing, which is an important indicator as it 

monitors living conditions. Households with lower incomes are more likely to have poorer 

housing conditions (OECD, 2011a). Housing condition is measured by the number of 

persons to a room and the percentage of households with access to piped water, electricity 

and sanitation. 

c) Economic structure and performance 

These indicators, selected to describe economic structure and performance, are shared by the 

OECD, the EU, the FAO, the GDPRD and other bodies: 
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(i) Labour force 

The OECD and the EU use labour force figures, defined as the sum of persons in em-

ployment, and the unemployed. Labour force statistics are considered when assessing 

economic development in different parts of a country (UN, 2011). 

(ii) Employment 

The OECD, EU and FAO all measure employment. Employment growth and unem-

ployment rates are a major concern for rural policymakers. Employment rate measures the 

extent to which available labour resources are being used, and is sensitive to changes in 

economic growth. It is measured as a percentage of the population of working age (OECD, 

2018b).  

(iii) Economic structure 

The OECD and EU use the economic structure indicator, which reflects sectoral shares of 

production and the share of employment by primary, secondary and tertiary sectors. The 

indicator is used to identify the main economic bases of an area. This allows analysts to 

distinguish between performing and underperforming sectors. The economic structure 

indicator is measured as a percentage of gross value added by sector (primary, secondary 

or tertiary). 

(iv) Productivity 

The OECD and EU both use the productivity indicator, which is probably the most 

commonly used measure for assessing productivity at country level. Calculating prod-

uctivity is dependent on the availability of data on employment and production. Labour 

productivity is measured as gross value added per worker or hours worked. 

(v) Investment 

The OECD, EU and GDPRD, among others, prioritise investment as an indicator. Both 

public and private investments in different sectors of the economy are crucial for rural 

development. Investment in a certain sector (for example, agriculture) is measured as gross 

fixed capital formation in agriculture. 

(vi) Agricultural holdings (farms) 

The EU and FAO both use the agricultural holdings indicator. An agricultural holding is 

an economic and technical unit operating under a single management, engaged in 

agricultural production activities in the economy (OECD, 2001b). The unit may also look 
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into non-agricultural activities (Eurostat, n d). The agricultural holdings indicator is 

important in analysing patterns of land distribution. 

(vii) Percentage of rural households receiving institutional credit 

The FAO and GDPRD, among others, measure the percentage of rural households re-

ceiving institutional credit. This gives a picture of the number of rural people with credit 

from financial institutions. It is used by analysts to assess rural households’ access to formal 

credit services. 

(viii) Irrigated land 

The EU and GDPRD, among others, also focus on irrigated land, measured as a percentage 

of total agricultural land, and refers to agricultural areas intentionally supplied with water, 

including land irrigated by controlled flooding (UN, 2011). 

d) Natural environment and sustainability 

The natural environment is a key resource for rural development, providing rural residents 

with basic resources like water and soil. The sustainability of rural development is sensitive 

to environmental changes and their effects (UN, 2011). Environmental degradation has an 

unfavourable influence on rural development, therefore rural development should help 

maintain ecological integrity. 

These indicators on natural environment and sustainability are used by the OECD, EU and 

GDPRP, among others: 

(i) Share of protected forest (conservation of habitants and species) 

Forest is land covered by natural plantations but excludes trees planted primarily for use in 

agricultural production. A share of protected forest refers to a land area that is totally or 

partially protected, for instance wildlife sanctuaries, protected landscapes and seascapes or 

scientific reserves (UN, 2011). It is measured as a percentage of total land area. 

(ii) Withdrawal of water in agriculture 

The UN (2011) refers to freshwater use as the total withdrawal of freshwater for domestic, 

industrial and agricultural use. The agricultural withdrawals indicator provides information 

on the total freshwater withdrawals for irrigation and livestock production. The total 

freshwater withdrawals indicator is used to calculate the percentage of agricultural 

withdrawal. 
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(iii) Soil erosion by water  

The soil erosion indicator is used to assess the risk of soil erosion by water in agricultural 

landscapes and gives information about the health and productivity of soil. An erosion risk 

indicator is also considered when assessing water quality issues like the risk of water 

contamination from chemicals used in agricultural production (Agriculture and Agri-Food 

Canada [AAFC], n d.). 

2.6 Determinants of rural development 

Following on from the preceding consideration of rural development measures, this section looks 

at key factors that determine the general level and pace of rural development. A variety of factors 

affect rural development favourably or adversely at all levels including local, provincial, national 

and even global level. This makes it difficult to isolate a small number of essential determinants 

of rural development (Singh, 1999). 

The most cited and broad factors that influence rural development are production resources 

(including, natural, material, capital, human and technology), others are economic, social, cultural, 

infrastructure, institutional, organisations and political factors. These factors are interactive and 

can have both favourable and adverse effects on rural development (Adisa, 2012; Singh, 1999). 

An understanding of the optimal use of these resources in terms of efficiency and effectiveness is 

of great importance for policymakers and managers of rural development projects, since these 

factors are crucial to the achievement of rural development goals. The following are some of the 

identified determinants of rural development and how they promote rural development: 

2.6.1 Demographic dynamics: the improvement of education and health have important im-

plications for the prospects of both human and capital accumulation, which are key 

determinants of output and productivity (Cervellati et al., 2017). In the Asian countries, 

education and health improvement had a profound effect on the total fertility rate, mortality 

rate and life expectancy, which led to lower dependency ratios and rapid growth in income 

per capita, thereby stimulating economic development (OECD, 2016a). 

2.6.2 Human resources: the rural population as human resource and labour force is significant in 

the process of development of rural areas. The quality of human resources is more 

important than the quantity when it comes to production (Singh, 1999). This is because 

human capital positively influences the productivity of human resources. A labour force 

that is highly literate, trained and efficient has a positive effect on output through high 

economic productivity. This is evident in Japan, a country with scarce mineral resources, 
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but high economic productivity which is the key determinant of economic growth and 

development (Singh, 1999). This indicate that investment in the rural population as human 

resources determines the development of rural areas. 

2.6.3 Production and employment capacities: improvement in production and employment 

capacities in rural areas is a necessary condition for improving productivity and job quality. 

An increase in the employment and production capacities of a rural area leads to increases 

in the output, employment and incomes of rural people. These enhance household welfare 

and promote the rural economy through demand (Adisa, 2012). A growing rural economy 

has potential for creating even more jobs and contributes to sustainable rural development 

and economic growth. 

2.6.4 Natural resources are those provided by nature, including water, trees, air, animals, mineral 

resources and land. They play a vital role in the process of rural economic development. 

The economic activities of the primary sectors or industrials, like farming, fishing, forestry 

and mining, are a direct link between the natural resources and rural economic 

development. Natural resources provide production inputs and assimilate wastes from 

production and consumption processes (Singh, 1999). Rural communities with natural 

resource endowment have great opportunities for achieving rapid growth and development, 

provided that available natural resources are properly managed (Adisa, 2012). For 

example, most African countries are resource-rich yet remain underdeveloped and 

outperformed by their resource-poor counterpart countries in terms of growth and 

development because of inefficient resource use in African countries and efficiency in their 

counterparts. 

2.6.5 Basic infrastructure: hard and soft infrastructure is needed to form the foundation for rural 

economic growth and development. Hard infrastructure includes basic roads, health, 

education, water, sanitation, and energy facilities, especially electricity. Soft infrastructure 

includes human institutions needed to maintain the community’s core social and economic 

standards. Developing reliable and inclusive rural infrastructure increases the productivity 

of human resource, and creates non-farm jobs and demand for inputs and intermediary 

products. These in turn drive growth and development (OECD, 2016a). Most African 

countries have poor basic rural infrastructure, which hampers development in rural areas. 

2.6.6 Capital and technology: capital stock (machinery, equipment, buildings, et cetera) and 

technological advantage are critical at all levels of rural development. Capital formation, 
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an accumulation of capital stocks, has a significant effect on economic development. 

Capital is a direct determinant of production and a complement to human resources in the 

production process. An increase in capital stock raises the productivity of labour (Singh, 

1999). On the other hand, technology (agricultural and health technology, clean energy, 

biofuels, information and communication technologies [ICT]) offers rural areas a wealth 

of technological opportunities which provide transformational solutions for most of 

challenges they face (OECD, 2016a). If harnessed effectively and well managed, 

technology has demonstrated great potential to: firstly, increase agricultural production 

output and address food insecurity; secondly, improve the quality of life of rural 

households, reduce transaction costs and increase productivity, which contributes to socio-

economic development; and thirdly, foster urban-rural integration (OECD, 2016a). Lack 

of access to capital resources and technology is probably one of the most serious constraints 

on rural development in developing countries (Singh, 1999). 

2.6.7 Good governance: Strong leadership, competent and patriotic administration across all 

levels serves as an essential factor in the success or failure of rural development pro-

grammes. Stronger governance and institutional capabilities contribute to rapid trans-

formation of rural communities in developed countries and some developing countries, 

including China, Korea and Vietnam (Adisa, 2012; OECD, 2016a). On the other hand, 

political and economic instability limit the potential of governments to develop strong 

leadership and strengthen administrative capabilities, which contributes to the failure of 

development attempts (OECD, 2016a). 

2.6.8 Other factors: a case study by Yılmaz et al. (2010) on factors affecting rural development 

in specific rural communities in Turkey identified 12 factors affecting rural development: 

1) geographical location, 2) size of village, 3) productivity of land, 4) type of land use, 5) 

active population, 6) popular production areas, 7) proximity to a river, 8) housing comfort, 

9) drinking water characteristics, 10) productive fruit areas, 11) co-operativisation and 12) 

social infrastructure investments. 
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2.7 Conclusion 

This chapter discussed the role, contributions and limitations of theories, concepts and approaches 

relating to rural development. It started with a discussion of the concept and theories of 

development. Emphasis was laid on the principal concepts of development from the 1950s to the 

2000s. The concept of rural development was then looked at in terms of both “rural” and “rural 

development”, followed by a discussion on the reasons for an interest in rural development. The 

history of rural development approaches from the 1950s to the 2000s was also reviewed. Rural 

development is a developmental approach which originated because of the failure of agricultural 

development and economic growth theories of development in benefiting the poor, who were 

falling behind. Since then, there have been a variety of approaches to rural development including 

community development, agricultural modernisation, integrated rural development, measures to 

increase equity (basic needs), and approaches embracing participation, empowerment, sustainable 

livelihoods and poverty alleviation. Findings regarding the poverty aspect of the recently 

completed MDGs were reviewed, followed by a discussion of SDGs which emphasised the need 

for new rural development strategies. 

Matters of concern include; what is meant by rural development, how is it measured and which 

factors influence it? Judging by the literature reviewed, rural development is an approach 

stemming from economic growth theories of development. It is a multi-sectoral approach to 

development, focusing on achieving inclusive growth through the promotion of agricultural and 

non-agricultural activities, with the aim of raising incomes and improving the living conditions of 

rural people. It involves investment in agriculture, economic and social sectors, and extending the 

benefits of health, education, other social services and livelihood opportunities to people living in 

rural areas. 

Rural development is measured using economic, social and environmental indicators. These are 

selected based on the selection criteria, policy objectives and issues to be assessed within the 

social, economic and environmental themes of rural development. While the performance of rural 

development is assessed using indicators, the pace and level of rural development is influenced by 

many factors which can have favourable or adverse effects on rural development. These factors 

include production resources, economic, social, environmental, cultural, infrastructural 

institutional, organisational and political factors. To achieve forecast rural development outcomes, 

rural development should integrate these factors when addressing social, economic and 

environmental issues within rural communities. Other solutions for rural development include 
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investment in agriculture and other non-agricultural activities; efforts to increase equity though the 

provision of basic needs; empowering local community groups and use of local resources; and 

improving the capabilities of men and women to take part in the economy. Since rural areas vary 

with regard to demographics, size, location and economic structure, each particular area should 

have a unique solution. Given an understanding of the meaning, measures and determinants of 

rural development, Chapter 3 considers international best practices when it comes to rural 

development.  
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CHAPTER 3 

INTERNATIONAL BEST PRACTICES  

3.1 Introduction 

The significance of rural development in developing countries has long been recognised, but the 

implementation of rural development programmes is generally difficult. Most residents of rural 

areas in developing countries continue to experience lack of both opportunities and access to basic 

public services and live in extreme poverty (OECD, 2016a). In terms of the 2017 Global 

Multinational Poverty Index (MPI), there are huge gaps in economic and social conditions between 

urban and rural populations in developing countries. Urban areas continue to outperform rural 

areas in terms of progress made in global MPI dimensions, including education, health and living 

standards. This means that rural areas are being left behind, as multi-dimensional poverty remains 

more concentrated in these areas. The continued existence of this situation today suggests that the 

outcomes of previous rural development efforts have been limited. 

The literature shows that with best practice in rural development, many challenges in rural regions 

can be addressed through policies that promote land reform and investment in agricultural 

development, basic infrastructure, education, and health. Moreover, rural development is reliant 

on active rural communities, funding, and strong governance and institutional capability at all 

levels of government. 

Given this background, the objective of this chapter is to discuss rural development experiences 

and best practices. In particular, this chapter’s emphasis will be on the paths Korea and China have 

taken to achieve rural transformation. It also traces best practices from case studies of rural 

development initiatives in Benin and Rwanda. The aim of this review is to consider international 

best practices to see what rural development actions work and what do not work when aiming to 

improve rural livelihoods, and to draw out some key lessons relevant to the context of South 

Africa’s Limpopo Province. The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows: Section 3.2 

will present a summary of the OECD’s new rural development paradigm for developing countries 

and look at rural development experiences and case studies in South Korea, China, Benin and 

Rwanda. Section 3.3 concludes the chapter. 
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3.2 The New Rural Development Paradigm 

The previous chapter has demonstrated the evolution, strengths and weaknesses of rural de-

velopment policy approaches. Recognising the weaknesses and the persistence of extreme poverty 

in rural areas, there has been a move towards rethinking how rural development policy is designed 

and implemented. The OECD contributed to this move by developing the New Rural Development 

Paradigm (NRDP), which recommends new ways of dealing with challenges and opportunities 

that developing countries face today (OECD, 2016a). The NRDP provides a framework and toolkit 

intended to help developing countries with the design of effective rural development strategies 

needed for attaining the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), as well as inclusive and 

sustainable economic growth. 

The OECD’s NRDP has advocated for a multi-level and multi-agent approach to rural devel-

opment that recognises the distinct roles of national government, sub-national authorities and local 

government, as well as local communities, in designing and implementing rural development 

strategies. It also focuses on all economic sectors, including agriculture, rural industry, services, 

tourism and ICT industry (OECD, 2016a). 

The NRDP, as shown in Table 3.1, is based on eight components, and stems from lessons learnt 

from previous approaches to and theories of rural development, and the rural development 

experience of both developed and developing countries. NRDP components covers governance; a 

multi-sectoral approach; infrastructure; urban-rural linkages; inclusiveness; gender; demography 

and sustainability. The issues raised under each of these headings require specific policy actions 

to be addressed (OECD, 2016a). However, it should be noted that due to the heterogeneity of rural 

areas, these policy actions are not the same for all countries. Each country will have policy actions 

tailored to its conditions. 
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Context specific 

 

Multiple agents and multiple levels 

 

Components 

 

Policy tools 

 

Operationalisation 

• Assessment 

• Agents, incentives and buy-in 

• Priority setting and sequencing 

• Financing 

• Implementation 

• Monitoring and evaluation 

• Adapting to changing circumstances and lessons learned 

Source: OECD (2016a:233). 

New global context Local 

Private sector 

NGOs 

National, 

subnational, and 

local 

governments 

International 

Communities 

Governance Inclusiveness Infrastructure 

Sustainability Urban-rural linkages 

Gender 

Multi-sector 
Demography 

Addressing high 

population growth 

• Ensuring 

environmental 

sustainability 

Strengthening 

government 

capacity 

• Promoting private-sector rural service industries 

• Promoting access to credit, finance, and markets 

• Promoting sustainable tourism 

• Land policy 

• Agricultural 

investment and 

modernisation 

• Fostering urban-rural linkages 

• Developing intermediary cities 

• Better harnessing internal and 

international migration 

• Promoting 

rural industry 

• Promoting 

handicrafts 

and cottage 

industries 

• Mainstreaming 

gender in 

development 

• Providing education and 

training 

• Ensuring basic health 

• Transferring cash to 

promote development 

• Improving food security 

• Building social capital 

• Promoting community 

driven development 

• Promoting basic physical 

infrastructure investment 

• Promoting access and use of 

ICTs 

Table 3.1: OECD’s New Rural Development Paradigm for developing countries 
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The sections below present the international best practice examples of how South Korea, China, 

Benin and Rwanda employed some of the policy tools mentioned in Table 3.1 to deal with chal-

lenges and opportunities in rural regions. These examples have invaluable lessons for Limpopo 

Province. 

Justification for choosing to examine rural development experiences and case studies in countries 

such as South Korea, China, Benin and Rwanda: 

Like South Africa, South Korea was once under the colonial administration, its society contained 

large rural communities with low living standards and lack of livelihood opportunities. The neglect 

of rural areas in favour of urban areas led to stagnation and worsening of the rural economy which 

contributed to widespread poverty in the rural areas (Brandt, 1979). Rural poverty and land 

distribution were among the crucial problems to be solved at the initial stage of economic 

development in the Korean and Chinese economies in the early 1960s and 1970s, similar to the 

likes of what South Africa finds itself in. 

South Korea and China are among countries with successful land reform outcomes. Their 

successful implementation of land reform created a favourable environment for future structural 

reforms (Park, 2013; OECD, 2012). Both countries managed to transition from less developed 

rural society to an advanced society with fast economic development and growth (Noland, 2012; 

OECD, 2016). Their economic success had trickled down to the rural poor, thereby lifting more 

than 700 million rural people in China out of poverty since the early 1980s (Luo et al., 2020). In 

South Korea, incidence of absolute poverty was rapidly reduced as it was lowered from 35.8% of 

rural households in 1965 to 2.8% in 1991 (Kwon & Yi, 2009).  

Korea managed to significantly improve its basic infrastructure, like irrigation, water supply and 

sewage systems, transportation and communication infrastructures, and created livelihood 

opportunities by opening factories (Brandt, 1979). Also, it managed to improve household incomes 

and quality of life of rural people. Some of these successes are attributed to the effective integrated 

rural development strategy, Saemaul Undong (Van Gevelt, 2014).  

Benin and Rwanda are least developed African countries and has been a host to NGOs that shows 

an effective way of unleashing the potential of rural areas they operate through the development 

of human capital and effective use of natural resources to boost rural growth and development, 

attract investment, and create employment (De Luca et al., 2013a, 2013b, 2013c).  
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3.2.1 Korea’s rural development experience 

The Republic of Korea (South Korea; or simply Korea) has achieved remarkable economic 

transformation and growth since the Korean War. In the early 1950s the war destroyed the 

economic structure of Korea and left it dependent on aid (Lee, 2001). In the early 1960s, Korea 

was an agrarian society and one of the world’s poorest countries, but by 2015 it was the world’s 

11th-largest service-based economy, with a highly skilled population and high standard of living 

(Jones, 2017; OECD, 2016a). Its transition from one of the poorest countries to the high-growth 

era was supported by an outward-oriented development policy; macroeconomic stability and 

investment in physical and human capital (Jones, 2017). This section analyses Korea’s rural 

development experience. 

3.2.1.1 Background and rural development overview 

Korea’s farmers and rural areas have over the years experienced a process of mobilisation and 

social change. During the Korean War, people living in the rural areas had to leave their land as 

refugees (Brandt, 1979). After the war, the Korean government made efforts which resulted in the 

achievement of compulsory universal education and the development of transport and mass 

communications which linked the cities to rural areas. 

However, the prevalence of grinding rural poverty did not change until the mid-1960s. Rising 

population growth and bias towards the urban sector and against the rural sector by the Korean 

government contributed to a worsening economic situation in the rural sector. As a result, living 

standards and livelihood opportunities remained low in the rural areas, while industrialisation and 

urbanisation picked up in the urban sector, creating a gap between cities and villages (Brandt, 

1979). 

Korea’s demographics changed in parallel with its structural change. During the 1970s the share 

of the population living in rural areas of Korea was 72%, a level similar to some African countries’ 

rural population share (OECD, 2016a). By 2014, roughly 58% of Korea’s surface area was 

predominantly rural, with about 17% of the country’s population living in rural areas (OECD, 

2016b). The rapid decline in Korea’s rural population to 17% was the result of rural-urban 

migration, driven by the economic opportunities available in urban areas ( Dahlman et al., 2016). 

The Korean government’s policy regarding rural development has evolved in relation to the 

country’s national policy actions and development. In the early stage, Korea’s overall economic 

process and development experience was characterised by industrialisation, high rural-urban 

migration, a decline in fertility, increasing life expectancy, accumulation of human capital, and 
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more opportunities in the urban centres, which contributed to widening disparities between rural 

and urban areas (Dahlman et al., 2016; OECD, 2016a). The Korean government implemented 

various rural development policies, aimed at tackling rural-urban disparities, which evolved as the 

economy and society evolved. 

First, a land reform policy paved the way for other rural development policies. In 1949 the Korean 

government implemented a major land reform, resulting in a transfer of land from landlords to 

former tenants (OECD, 2016a). The land reform programme limited the size of land owned by 

each landlord to not more than three jeongbo (1 jeongbo = 9 917.4m2) of land. Any piece of land 

greater than three jeongbo (29 752.2m2) was purchased by the government and sold to landless 

agricultural workers and tenant farmers (Hong, 2013). The land reform eliminated large 

landholdings and brought significant changes to rural areas (Hong, 2013; OECD, 2016a). 

However, while the land reform programme had positive social effects, it failed to improve 

agricultural productivity (Dahlman et al., 2016; Hong, 2013; OECD, 2016a). Secondly, in the early 

1960s the Korean government increased investment into the agricultural sector through the 

National Agricultural Co-operative Federation and the office of Rural Development. Both 

organisations implemented agricultural policies which resulted in the expansion of extension 

services, increase in credit availability, and increased the availability of fertilisers, pesticides and 

small farm machinery. However, the increase in farmers’ real income was relatively smaller than 

the rise in cost of agricultural raw materials. Agricultural productivity was also low and failed to 

keep up with population growth (Brandt, 1979). Lastly, besides land reform and agricultural 

investment, additional policy actions which laid the groundwork for the rapid growth of the rural 

economy prior to the 1970s include: 

• Policy for food security: policy actions aimed at addressing the problem of food shortages 

by expanding food production. Some of the actions adopted to achieve the goal of food 

security included technological development, adoption of the green revolution, land 

maintenance, expansion of arable land, and prevention and mitigation of natural calamities 

(OECD, 2016a). 

• Debt relief policy: aimed at relieving pressure on farmers with debt. This policy helped 

release some pressure from farmers in rural areas, but its effect was limited (OECD, 

2016a). 

• Price control and dual price policy: the government implemented policies aimed at 

stabilising the rural economy through the control of market prices for agricultural produce 

like rice, barley, potatoes and cotton. It also implemented a dual-price policy for rice and 
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barley, purchasing these commodities at a higher price from the farmer and selling at a 

lower price to the consumers. This boosted production and consumption, and so stabilised 

farm prices and the rural economy (Ban et al., 1980; OECD, 2016a). 

• Rural institutions: to support agricultural and rural development, the Korean government 

established two key organisations, the National Agricultural Co-operative Federation 

(NACF) and the Office of Rural Development (ORD). The ORD was more involved in 

research and the development of high-yield varieties for rural farm households (OECD, 

2016a). Together with NACF, ORD provided farmers with education on agricultural 

production (Lee, 2013, cited in OECD, 2016a). The NACF’s priorities were the fertiliser 

industry, agricultural financing, the rice market and the provision of education and training 

to farmers (Ban et al., 1980; OECD, 2016a). 

3.2.1.2 The case of Korea’s rural Saemaul Undong 

In spite of these government policy actions, the rural areas were being left behind in terms of 

development, and rural poverty was still widespread during the 1960s (Brandt, 1979; OECD, 

2016a). The government was also confronted by major problems arising from the increasing rural-

urban imbalance towards the 1970s. The problems included a low rate of agricultural productivity 

and a stagnant rural economy (Ban et al., 1980). 

The government responded by launching the Saemaul Undong (new village movement) in the 

early 1970s as its new rural development programme. It represented efforts to modernise rural 

areas, eradicate poverty and improve the quality of life in rural communities (Chung, 2009). 

Saemaul Undoing appears to have followed the approaches of community-driven development and 

integrated rural development (Asia Development Bank (ADB), 2012; Park, 2009). The 

development process was driven by community participation with government support (Dahlman 

et al., 2016). The main objectives of Saemaul Undong in the 1970s included improving the basic 

living environment; building production infrastructure; improving rural basic infrastructure; a 

transformation of farmers’ attitudes; capacity building and the development of rural areas to be 

self-reliant; and raising agricultural production and rural incomes (Chung, 2009; Dahlman et al., 

2016; Park, 2009; Whang, 1981). According to the OECD (2016a), in the actual process of 

realising these goals, Saemaul Undong adopted three main strategies: 

(i) Modernising the rural mindset through public campaigns and education. The government 

set up the Saemaul Undong Training Institute, which together with the NACF provided 

Saemaul Undong training programmes. In addition, Saemaul schools and libraries were 
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also set up to educate farmers and publicise knowledge. The scope of Saemaul training 

covered rural people, farmers and community leaders, top-level government officials, 

National Assembly members, and private- and public sector stakeholders. 

(ii) Community mobilisation and local participation are critical factors in the implementation 

of Saemaul Undong projects. The rural people, rural community leaders and government 

support are three important resources. The successful implementation of Saemaul Undong 

projects depends on the proper use of these factors and resources. As a village-based 

movement, Saemaul Undong motivated rural villagers to take part positively and 

voluntarily in implementing various projects related to revitalising local infrastructure, 

agricultural production and income generation. 

(iii) A multi-level governance system was used to administer Saemaul Undong. Firstly, strong 

leadership at national level was joined to a chain of command down to cities, small towns 

and rural villages. Secondly, the government established the Central Government Council 

a co-ordinating body comprising deputy ministers of relevant ministries. Each ministry had 

a Saemaul Undong related division. Thirdly, management at the local level included 

representatives from rural villages. 

The Korean Saemaul Undong Centre (KSUC), (n d) described the guiding spirit of Saemaul 

Undoing in three categories: 

a) Diligence: a strong work ethic, in which individuals collectively bear responsibility in their 

daily life; 

b) Self-help: a sense of ownership and responsibility by which community members rely on 

themselves, rather than others, to overcome their difficulties, and thereby stand on their 

own two feet; and 

c) Co-operation: a sense of community for mutual help, through which community members 

with shared goals come together to work towards achieving these goals. 

The implementation of the Saemaul Undong strategy is categorised in stages. Scholars categorise 

the stages of Saemaul Undong differently and their phases sometimes overlap (see, for example, 

Choe, 2005; Chung, 2009; Douglass, 2013; KSUC, n d; Lee, 1990). The Korean Saemaul Undong 

Centre (n d) categorises Saemaul Undong from the 1970s onward into these stages: 

a) 1971-73: the first stage, laying the foundation and groundwork for Saemaul Undong by 

focusing on improving the rural living environment. 

b) 1974-76: this stage aimed at promoting self-help and development, and improvement in 

the income level of rural households. 
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c) 1977-81: this stage was concerned with strengthening self-reliance in all rural villages, and 

improving productivity in the Saemaul factories. 

d) From 1980 onward: the administration of Saemaul Undong switched to a government-

affiliated organisation, the National Council of Saemaul Undong, taking over from the 

Ministry of Home Affairs. During this stage, the focus was on revitalisating Saemaul 

Undong. 

While the Saemaul Undong evolution process shows that its stages extend beyond the 1980s, this 

section excludes the period after 1981 and focuses only on the first three phases. A con-

ventionalised adaptation of these three phases is shown in Table 3.2. 

Table 3.2: The progress of Saemaul Undong in its stages 

Stage Stage I 1970-73 Stage II 1974-76 Stage III 1977-79 

Goal 

•  Igniting the Saemaul spirit 

• Modernising rural villages 

• Maintenance of standard of living 

• Creating income-generating 

projects 

• Expanding the production base 

• Broadening the scope of 

Saemaul Undong  

• Promoting urban-rural links 

Key 

features 

• Providing education and training 

to Saemaul leaders 

• Classifying villages according to 

level of development, categor-

ised as basic, self-sufficient and 

self-reliant, and provide 

differentiated support 

• Campaigns to promote Saemaul 

values like diligence, self-help 

and co-operation 

• Providing materials to villages 

for self-improvement 

• Implementing basic environment 

improvement projects 

 

• Improving rural infrastructure 

• Encouraging and subsiding 

agriculture 

• Adoption of high-yielding crop 

varieties, and development and 

dissemination of cultivation 

technologies to farmers 

• Encouraging combined farming 

and creating non-farm income 

sources 

• Implementing movement to 

expand production, as well as 

policies promoting Saemaul 

education and urban Saemaul 

Undong 

 

 

• Implementation of Saemaul 

projects on a larger scale to 

cover large areas 

• Saemaul projects expanded 

to cities, workplaces and 

factories 

• Expansion of welfare and 

environmental 

improvement projects, like 

the renovation of village 

houses, street renovation, 

paving alleys, and cleaning 

 

 

 

  Source: Author’s own adaptation. 

The foundation construction stage (1970-73) concentrated on the raising of the Saemaul spirit and 

the modernisation of rural villages. With the support of central and local authorities, communities 

implemented Saemaul projects to improve basic rural infrastructure like path networks, stream 

beds, bridges and other community facilities (Asia Development Bank (ADB), 2012; Douglass, 

2014). The government provided differentiated support to rural villages. The best-performing 

village would receive an in-kind transfer based on the village’s development level in three 

categories: basic, self-sufficient and self-reliant (Chung, 2009). The aim was to encourage village 
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initiatives and to concentrate support on villages with competence to implement development 

projects in accordance with the programme’s ideas (Lee, 1990). In addition to this government 

support, the Saemaul Leader Training Institute was established to provide education and training 

to community leaders. 

In terms of village modernisation, most of the projects reached and sometimes exceeded their 

targets, in the process improving living conditions materially (Douglass, 2014; Eom, 2011). For 

instance, the construction of sewerage systems outperformed the initial goal by 197% and the 

expansion of village roads exceeded the original goal by 166%. Other projects that outperformed 

include the building of small bridges, village halls, storehouses; new agricultural roads; and 

supplying electricity (Douglass, 2014). These improvements lifted about 97% of villages from the 

category underdeveloped to a developed level between 1972 and ’79 (Eom, 2011). 

The self-help development stage (1974-76) focused on improving the standards of living, income 

generation, and production base expansion. From 1974 onwards, Saemaul Undong had 

successfully mobilised contributions and voluntary participation by village populations. The 

Saemaul movement also grew to include income-generation opportunities in both farming and 

non-farm sectors. The diversification of income-generating opportunities for rural households 

allowed Korea’s rural economy to move beyond farming and a closed economy to an open market 

economy linked with the national industrial economy. The Saemaul Undong income-improvement 

projects helped raise real income per household (Eom, 2011). 

The self-reliance stage (1977-79) focused on broadening the scope of Saemaul Undong and 

promoting urban-rural links. Having successfully improved rural household income, the scope of 

environmental improvement projects was expanded to cover wider areas. The projects included 

renovation of housing in rural areas, street renovation in urban areas, large-scale bridge building, 

erecting Saemaul factories, and nature protection and conservation (Chung, 2009). By 1979, most 

rural villages in Korea had been modernised and become self-reliant and self-sufficient in food 

(Chung, 2009; Lee, 1990). 

3.2.1.2.1 Key accomplishments of Saemaul Undong (1971-79) 

(i) Economic development 

The economic achievements of Korea between 1970 and ’79 can be attributed to numerous related 

factors and more importantly to Saemaul Undong. The implementation of Saemaul Undong has 
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undoubtably contributed to economic growth, capital formation, narrowing the income gap 

between urban and rural areas, and balanced regional development. 

During the first and second phases of economic development, Korea achieved an average 

economic growth rate (GDP growth rate, percentage) of 9.5% from 1971 to ’79 (World Bank, 

2018a). This remarkable economic growth was achieved despite the global economic recession 

caused by the oil price shocks of the period 1973-79. Simultaneously, the ordinary and real 

incomes of rural households had come much closer to those of the urban working class. The 

nominal income of workers in rural areas was higher than that of the urban working class from 

1974 to ’77 (Baek et al., 2012). This was the result of increased agricultural and non-agricultural 

incomes arising from several Saemaul Undong projects. 

These results were made possible by the nationwide participation of residents and capital formation 

through Saemaul Undong. Both government and residents made monetary and non-monetary 

investments towards Saemaul projects (Eom, 2011). The major achievements of Saemaul Undong 

projects in the 1970s are shown in Table 3.3. 
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Table 3.3: Achievements of major Saemaul Undong projects in the 1970s 

Project Goal (set in 

1971) 

Outcome Achievement rate, 

1979 

Expanding village roads 26 266km 43 558km 166% 

Farm road construction 49 167km 61 797km 126% 

Small bridge construction 76 749 units 79 516 units 104% 

Small freshwater reservoir construction 10 122 units 13 327 units 132% 

Small dam construction 22 787 units 31 625 units 139% 

Traditional small irrigation (Raceways) 4 043km 4 442km 109% 

Stream maintenance 17 239km 9 180km 53% 

Common warehouse construction 34 665 units 22 143 units 104% 

House renovation and improvement 544 000 buildings 225 000 

buildings 

42% 

Village halls (community facilities) 35 608 buildings 37 012 

buildings 

104% 

Village layout renovation - 2 747 - 

Constructing sewerage systems 8 654km 15 559km 179% 

Electricity supply system installation 2 834 000 house-

holds 

2 777 500 

households 

98% 

Water supply (provision of water, via system of 

pumps or pipes, for communities) 

32 624 28 130 86% 

Installing telephone lines - 345 240 - 

Saemaul factory construction /operation 950 factories 717 factories 75% 

Reforestation 744 354ha 347 153ha 47% 

Source: Park (2009) and Yang (2017). 

Most studies agree that Saemaul Undong was successful in improving living environment and 

infrastructure in rural villages. According to Park (2009), extended village roads made mechanised 

farming possible, while telephone line installation and electricity supply made it possible for 

village residents to access information in good time and to cope with changing market situations. 

These the improvements helped modernise Korea’s rural sector. Improved basic infrastructure like 

farm roads, small dams, stream maintenance and irrigation systems helped increase agricultural 

household productivity and income. 

(ii) Social development 

Social development, as an improvement of human welfare, is sometimes used to assess the 

progress made by economic development. Mostly, achievements in economic development tend 
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to have a direct or indirect effect on social development or what is often called human 

development. This is also the case with the economic development successes of Saemaul Undong. 

During the 1950s and-’60s, Korea made substantial investments in education which benefited both 

urban and rural people (Kwon & Yi, 2009). Most studies agree that Saemaul Undong contributed 

significantly to lifestyle modernisation and improvements in the standard of living in rural villages. 

As indicated in Table 3.3, projects like housing improvement, expanding inner village roads, 

improving village layout, sewerage system provision, rural stream maintenance, the provision of 

water and the installation of telephone lines helped in a great improvement in the living 

environment and made life easier and more convenient for villagers. 

(iii) Attitudinal changes  

Saemaul Undong emphasised attitudinal reform to change the people’s way of thinking through 

Saemaul education. The highest proportion (30%) of Saemaul education programmes was 

allocated for attitudinal reform, compared with 10% for general knowledge, 10% for project 

implementation field trips, 15% for case studies, 25% for group discussions, and 10% for 

recreational activities (Chung, 2009). Attitudinal change involved educating villagers to live up to 

the Saemaul spirit of diligence, self-help and co-operation (Han, 2012). 

An evaluation of Saemaul Undong shows that it has received favourable responses and 

successfully altered the mental attitudes of rural people (Park, 2009; Eom, 2011). A survey of the 

Saemaul spirit of diligence, self-help and co-operation showed that attitudes like dependency, 

laziness and conservativism that had been rooted in rural villages gradually faded as the percentage 

of people with positive habits and forward-looking attitudes rose (Korea Saemaul Undong Centre 

[KSUC], 2014). With regard to self-reliance, 82% of respondents in 1975 strongly agreed that they 

were hard-working and motivated to succeed (KSUC, 2014). During the same period, rural farmers 

were self-sufficient and free from food shortages (Park 2009). Also, a sense of co-operation in 

Korea, especially in Korean rural villages, had improved sharply from 48% in 1970 to 76% in 

1975, showing people’s positive attitudes towards co-operating with each other (KSUC, 2014). 

Other major attitudinal changes Saemaul Undong had on the minds of people was their adoption 

of a “can-do spirit”; a progressive and scientific attitude; mutual trust; and the belief that a better 

future can be nurtured with their own abilities and by helping others (KSUC, n d). 

3.2.1.2.2 Key success factors of Saemaul Undong (1971-79) 

Saemaul Undong is regarded as a successful rural development model which contributed sig-

nificantly to national transformation. The success factors of Saemaul Undong are: 
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(i) Government intervention and support 

The strong leadership and political commitment of the highest authority of the government played 

a key role in the design and implementation of Saemaul Undong. President Park’s administration 

made Saemaul Undong a top priority and monitored its progress closely in rural villages (OECD, 

2016a; Park, 2009). The entire government administration, all government ministries, and local 

government administrations were Saemaul-oriented. Officials at all levels of government made 

significant efforts to make Saemaul projects a success (Park, 2009). 

Before the 1970s, local government officials were perceived as instruments of the central 

government and exploiters imposing difficult rules on rural villagers (Park, 2009). This changed 

after the Saemaul Undong movement was initiated. The role of local government involved linking 

the needs of villagers to central government directives; channelling the voice of villagers into 

government policy; delivering government services and providing support in various ways to rural 

villages (Choe, 2005). The active role of the government through its ministries, agencies and local 

administration offices made an important contribution to the timely mobilisation of financial and 

human resources which are the prominent feature of Saemaul Undong (OECD, 2016a). 

(ii) Government implementation approach 

The effective implementation of a regional socio-economic development is largely dependent on 

strong leadership and officials’ keen interest in development, and the efforts and desire to achieve 

of community members. The Korean government followed a holistic approach when implementing 

Saemaul Undong. This approach focused on building the capacity of participants, building 

institutions to support development activities and addressing villagers’ needs. To effectively 

address the various challenges that villagers identified, the Korean government used horizontal co-

ordination to mobilise all relevant ministries and local governments to devise comprehensive 

development plans for each village (Park, 2009). 

In addition, using vertical integration, Saemaul Undong linked villages, local governments and 

central government. The government provided villages with general guidelines, directions and the 

minimum basic resources needed for the projects through local governments (Choe, 2005). Local 

government officials reported rural people’s needs to the central government and channelled 

demand reports from rural villages into government policy (Park, 2009). The interaction between 

national government, local government, and rural inhabitants increased the efficiency and efficacy 

of Saemaul projects. 
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(iii) Community Saemaul leaders 

The devotion and commitment of village leadership was pointed out as a key factor of success. 

Village leadership was mostly young male and female Saemaul leaders (Yang, 2017). Both 

Saemaul leaders and development committee members were selected democratically by the whole 

village in the village general meeting (Choe, 2005). The leadership elected received leadership 

training from the government, and played an important role in promoting participation, 

disseminating necessary information, and in managing the planning and implementation of 

projects (Choe, 2005; Park, 2009; Yang, 2017). 

The involvement of women in Saemaul Undong was relatively extensive. In 1970, the number of 

female leaders was 2 572, and rose to 80 908 by 1979 (OECD, 2016a). The active participation 

of women contributed greatly to spiritual enlightenment, improving the living environment, 

income generation from farming, public deliberation and decisionmaking (Choe, 2005; OECD, 

2016a). 

(iv)  Community participation 

At community level, participation by community members was one of the main factors of the 

success of Saemaul Undong (Choe, 2005; Eom, 2011; Yang, 2017). With the assistance of 

Saemaul leaders at local level, the government promoted the participation of village residents, both 

men and women. This participation was entirely voluntary, no legal basis existed for forcing rural 

villagers to take part in Saemaul Undong (Lee, 1990). The average number of participants in 

Saemaul projects per town increased from 216 in 1970 to 7 472 in 1978. Residents took part in 

Saemaul projects by volunteering their labour and also donating construction materials, land and 

other assets (Eom, 2011). 

(v) Publicity 

In the 1970s, the Korean government had almost complete control over the nation’s mass media, 

from broadcast to print media (ADB, 2012). Mass media including radio, television and printed 

materials were used extensively for publicising the information and achievements of the Saemaul 

Undong, a factor that promoted the recognition of and participation in the Saemaul Undong 

movement (ADB, 2012; KSUC, 2014; Park, 2009). 
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3.2.1.3 Lessons from Korea’s rural development experience 

Strong economic dynamics and various policy actions paved the way for the transformation of 

rural areas in Korea. The country’s rural development experience shows that land reform, early 

educational investment, effective rural institutions and existing social capital were among the 

preconditions for rural development success in Korea. Land reform helped reduce inequality by 

giving landless peasants fair access to land ownership. This led to reductions in rent payments and 

an increase in income for former tenants. An investment in basic education raised human capital, 

which facilitated the adoption of technologies and mobility of labour between agriculture and non-

farm activities, and also contributed to support for and implementation of Saemaul Undong. Rural 

institutions such as the Office of Rural Development and the National Agricultural Co-operative 

Federation, together with local communities, supported the execution of policy actions which 

improved agricultural productivity. 

The Korean experience shows that the implementation of multi-sectoral rural development policy 

actions requires multi-sectoral governance and co-ordination. Saemaul Undong involved multiple 

agents at all levels of government in rural communities, who worked together to plan and 

implement Saemaul Undong projects. Rural communities were the main development agents. They 

took part in discussions for development plans, volunteered their labour and donated resources, 

like construction materials and land. 

The government enhanced policy implementations through incentives. The use of incentives 

encouraged rural villages to take part in Saemaul Undong. Participation was further enhanced by 

the sharing of success stories on national media which motived lower-performing rural villages to 

acquire more knowledge and to adapt and implement best practice approaches into their own 

community projects. The identification of best practices was made possible by the system of 

monitoring and evaluation embedded in Saemaul Undong. The outcomes of Saemaul Undong 

projects in all rural communities was reported to the government and published through the public 

media and government educational materials. 

3.2.2 China’s approach to rural development 

Understanding the specific approaches of rural development which China used in eradicating 

poverty, improving social welfare indicators, and restructuring and diversifying the rural economy 

can shed light on what works when designing and implementing rural development while taking 

advantage of new opportunities for rural and ultimately national development. 
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To meet the urgent need of most people living in China’s rural areas, the Chinese government 

adopted differing and broad approaches towards rural development, from land reform to agri-

cultural investment, social development, rural infrastructure investment, decentralisation and rural 

industrialisation. This section analyses China’s rural development experience. 

3.2.2.1 Background and rural development overview 

The People’s Republic of China has evolved from a closed, centrally planned economy to a market-

based economy, and then to a modern industrial economy. China was once viewed as a country 

with inefficient centralised allocation of resources and little contribution to the global market 

(Putterman, 1993a). Since the Maoist period (1949-78), China’s centrally planned economy placed 

priority on capital investment to accelerate industrialisation, often at the expense of the agricultural 

sector and rural villages (Goldman, 1980; OECD, 2016a). In addition, the majority of the Chinese 

population living in rural areas were poor and landless as a consequence of war damage and 

centuries of China’s feudal land system. Moreover, during the period of the Cultural Revolution 

(1966-76), China suffered social unrest, loss of agricultural productivity which damaged the 

agricultural sector and also the rural economy (Bin Jiang et al., 2016). Consequently, China was a 

poor country prior to 1978, and experienced severe food shortages, extreme hunger and 

agricultural exploitation (Fan et al., 2004; Naughton, 2007; Putterman, 1993b). 

As at 2016, China was the world’s most populous country with a population of about 1,38 billion 

people. The country’s rural demographic has undergone a tremendous change in recent years. The 

rural population of China was roughly 600 million in 2016, down from a peak of about 836 million 

in 1990 (World Bank, 2018b). Rapid urbanisation, emanating from mass rural-urban migration, is 

the most cited reason for a decline in China’s share of rural population. This declined from 89% 

in 1950 to 43% in 2016, while the proportion of urban population increased from 11% to 57% 

(National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2017). China’s population is slowly becoming 

predominately urban. 

As in most other developing countries, China’s rural areas were less developed than the cities. The 

rural population was also, on average, poorer than the urban population. The income inequality 

between rural and urban areas has surged in recent years (OECD, 2016c). China’s large urban-

rural income gap resulted mostly from the hukou system and the neglect of rural areas in favour of 

urban areas. The hukou, the Chinese household registration system, was established in 1954 to 

restrict the mobility of China’s rural population from poor rural areas to more productive urban 

regions (Kongshøj, 2017; OECD, 2016c). It divided the population into either rural or urban 
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citizens (Kongshøj, 2017). Also, socio-economic benefits, like income, health, education, housing, 

employment and retirement were differentiated between cities and the countryside. In every 

sphere, urban areas were privileged over rural areas (Cheng & Selden, 1994; Naughton, 2007). As 

a result, prior to economic reforms that began in the late 1970s, per capita income in China’s rural 

areas remained extremely low, compared with those of urban areas. About 250 million rural 

residents, or 33% of the total population, lived below the poverty line in 1978. However, this 

changed after the initiation of rural economic reforms in 1978 (Fan et al., 2004). In 1978 China 

started a process of restructuring its economy through a series of major reforms. This section con-

centrates on the reforms covering rural development. 

It is argued that some development policies and efforts of the late 1970s were preconditions for 

China’s rapid economic growth and poverty reduction achieved since 1978 (Fan et al., 2004; 

Naughton, 2007). Following the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) rise to power in 1949, land 

reform was launched to reduce social inequality. A million hectares of land were expropriated 

from rich landlords and redistributed to landless peasants (Ding, 2003; Putterman, 1993b). Unlike 

in Korea, this land was not handed to individual cultivators, but to collectives. By 1958, private 

ownership of land was illegal, and all land was owned by either the state or collectives (Runsheng, 

2006).  

In the early 1980s, the government launched the household responsibility system and promoted 

micro-management in rural areas (Bin Jiang et al., 2016). This system granted rural households 

the right to contract farmland from the village collective (Westmore, 2015). The aim was to 

preserve unified management of the collective-owned rural farmland while allowing peasants to 

make their own decisions independently within the limits of the contract agreement. Households 

had the right to exploit the land and the freedom to choose which crops to grow. This system, 

which supplanted the earlier people’s commune system, has resulted in remarkable growth in 

agricultural productivity (Lin, 1988). 

Along with these developments, to ease pressure on peasants and achieve further productivity 

gains, the Chinese government introduced a circulation system for agricultural products; eased 

terms of trade in the agricultural sector and abolished the taxes and fees charged on agricultural 

production; restructured rural financial systems to boost rural credit extension; and encouraged 

large-scale farming through subsidies to farmers. China also implemented policies promoting the 

modernisation of agricultural production. A subsidy on machinery purchases and investment in 

agricultural technology were the means of this reform. The result was a transformed agricultural 
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system that allowed China’s Green Revolution to take off. The Green Revolution in China 

improved seeds, fertiliser and irrigation systems, leading to a rise in agricultural productivity and 

output (Naughton, 2007). Figure 3.1 shows the trend of output growth in major farm products. 

The Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) (2018a) asserts that China has succeeded in 

producing enough grain to feed about 18.5% of the world’s population. From 1978 to 2016, 

China’s total grain output increased from 304 million tons to 616 million tons (National Bureau of 

Statistics of China, 2017). These noticeable outcomes are attributed mainly to the Green 

Revolution (Li et al., 2014). 

Figure 3.1: The production output of major farm produce in China: 1950–2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Li et al. (2014). 

To diversify the structure of the rural economy, the Chinese government relaxed its highly re-

strictive Cultural Revolution model of rural industrialisation and since 1979 has shifted its policy 

priorities toward the development of rural enterprises (Putterman, 1993a). Economic 

decisionmaking was also decentralised to regional and local governments (OECD, 2016a). The 

policy reform allowed township and village enterprises (TVEs) to thrive in rural villages. TVEs 

were given the opportunity of taking over agricultural processing work from state-owned 

monopolies (Putterman, 1993a). Also, “urban firms were encouraged to subcontract the work to 

TVEs” (Putterman, 1993a:274). The engagement of rural enterprises was not limited to 

agricultural product processing; they were permitted to respond to multiple market opportunities. 

In terms of ownership, TVEs are set up by a community (township or village), a group of 
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households (or partnerships), individual households (or sole proprietors), or jointly by Chinese 

individuals and foreign partners (Xu & Zhang, 2009). Most TVEs are small or medium-sized 

enterprises. 

Since the 1980s, TVEs have played an important role in transforming the Chinese economy by 

promoting economic growth, absorbing surplus labour from the agricultural sector, and helping 

narrow the urban-rural income gap (Putterman, 1993a; Xu & Zhang, 2009). Between 1978 and 

2003, the number of TVEs rose by 20% a year, and employment grew from 28 million in 1978 to 

135 million in 1996 (Putterman, 1993a). Over the same period, TVEs contributed 30% towards 

national GDP, 49% to industrial added value, 69% to social added value and 35% to household 

income in rural areas (Xu & Zhang, 2009). 

The rapid development of rural industries was made possible through rural infrastructure in-

vestment by the government. Since the late 1970s, China’s central government has invested 

heavily in basic infrastructure like electricity, drinking water, roads, railways, airports, irrigation, 

schools, information and communication technologies (ICT), and environmental projects. Rapid 

investment in transport networks and ICT networks are critical for linking fragmented regional 

markets, while investment in electricity and water supply facilities improves living conditions. The 

government also provided tax incentives to encourage private and foreign direct investment in 

China (OECD, 2016a). 

Since the beginning of the 21st century, the government has implemented a series of policies aimed 

at harmonising the economic development of urban and rural areas so as to achieve rural-urban 

integration (Li et al., 2018). A large quantity of funds was allocated towards agricultural and rural 

development to promote balanced rural-urban development in China (OECD, 2016a; Li et al., 

2018). According to Liang (2006), TVEs play an essential role in the process of rural-urban 

integration. To achieve balanced growth, TVEs from different regions were encouraged to form 

partnerships. 

3.2.2.2 Examples from case studies 

Liu (1992) and Parris (1993) analysed the “Wenzhou model” of development in China. Wenzhou 

municipality, in south-eastern Zhejiang province, comprised the urban area and a large rural region 

with a population of more than six million in 1981. According to Liu (1992), the urban area 

covered only 4% of the municipality’s 11 500km2. Wenzhou is surrounded by the mountainous 

hinterland, the East China Sea, and islands. About 78% of Wenzhou’s area is mountainous (Liu, 

1992). The mountainous terrain, dense population, shortage of resources and state policies that 



 

74 

prohibited the development of private enterprises during the Maoist era made life difficult for 

Wenzhou residents (Parris 1993; Wei et al., 2007). The region had a comparative advantage in 

handcrafts like textiles, clothing, umbrella-making, leather and shoe-making, paper, and cotton 

spinning, weaving and fluffing (Parris, 1993; Wei et al., 2007). 

During the Cultural Revolution (1966-76), Wenzhou’s economy was struggling because of lack of 

investment and state policies that constrained development (Wei et al., 2007). There was 

widespread poverty and a shortage of basic consumer goods. To confront these issues, peasants in 

many rural villages collectively owned rural enterprises which engaged in household production 

and trade. They netted fish, set up household underground factories, cut down trees, and sold 

products in an informal markets (Parris, 1993). By the mid-1970s, Wenzhou had developed an 

alternative economy that is centred on household industries that in the 1980s would become known 

as the Wenzhou model. In the mid-’80s, household enterprises had become the backbone of 

Wenzhou’s market economy (Weil et al., 2007). Rural household industries thrived and 

contributed to a rise in rural industrial output. The Wenzhou model was then viewed by several 

scholars as being more applicable to rural development (Liu, 1992). From the 1990s onward, the 

Wenzhou model has been supported and promoted by the state as a model for the development of 

rural communities. 

Wenzhou’s economic development indisputably produced positive social and economic outcomes. 

Household industries in Wenzhou increased from 1 844 in 1979 to 150 000 in 1988, with industrial 

output rising from one yuan to ¥8,9 billion between 1978 and 1989. The value of non-agricultural 

output rose from 32% in 1980 to 67% in 1985. During the same period, the share of the labour 

force employed in non-agricultural work rose from 22% to 38%, and the average income of rural 

households rose to 50% above the national average in 1989. These outcomes were made possible 

by the initial private investment in Wenzhou’s household industries, Wenzhou’s sales agents (who 

performed three key roles: sales, disseminating of information, and contracting), and political or 

government support (Liu, 1992). 

The Wenzhou model is one of the better-known models of industrialisation and regional de-

velopment in China. It followed a bottom-up process of regional development centred on internal 

markets and resources. Wei et al. (2007) viewed the Wenzhou model as a successful trajectory of 

development based on small-scale, manufacturing-centred and family enterprises characterised by 

the free market system and endogenous development. Liu (1992) described Wenzhou model as a 



 

75 

combination of “three Ms”  mass initiative, mobility, and markets, which correspond to the three 

pillars of Wenzhou’s economy: household industries, sales agents and market towns. 

Another case study is that of China’s township and village enterprises (TVEs). Smyth (1997) 

sketched the historical development and significance of rural enterprises in the Sunan region of 

southern Jiangsu, China. Although TVEs first emerged in southern Jiangsu in the 1950s, they only 

prospered from the late ’70s after a falling away from the Cultural Revolution created opportunities 

for rural enterprises to thrive. The contribution of rural enterprises to Jiangsu’s industrial output 

rose sharply in the 1980s, from a mere 5% in 1970 to 24% in 1980 and 45% in 1990. 

Smyth (1997) outlined numerous factors that contributed to the success of rural enterprises in 

Jiangsu in the 1970s and ’80s: Firstly, Jiangsu’s rural enterprises had access to skilled labour and 

technology. Skilled labour working outside the Jiangsu region often returned to southern Jiangsu 

to retire, bringing with them the right skills and technical expertise. In addition, rural enterprises 

in Jiangsu invited skilled labour and professionals from other regions to train their workers. 

Secondly, they took advantage of and made use of surplus labour. Excess labour kept wages low 

and gave rural enterprises a competitive advantage. Thirdly, rural enterprises had an informal 

exchange with SOEs in Shanghai (China’s biggest city). SOEs transferred technology to rural 

enterprises. In return, rural enterprises supplied SOEs with raw materials. The rapid development 

of rural enterprises was also facilitated by lateral relations with research institutions and 

partnership with urban enterprise, technical schools, vocational colleges or universities. 

3.2.2.3 Lessons from China’s rural development experience 

Land reform and investment in basic infrastructure, agricultural development, education and health 

laid the groundwork for rapid development of rural areas. China expropriated land from rich 

landlords and redistributed it to the landless. This was followed by investments in agricultural 

development which increased agricultural productivity and hence ensured food security. 

The Chinese experience demonstrates that rural development requires multi-level governance and 

multi-sectoral and integrated strategy. China decentralised decisionmaking to lower levels of 

government. It also gave support to local initiatives by communities. The Chinese government 

relaxed its policies to favour the development of rural enterprises and hence the diversification of 

rural economies. These policy actions allowed local authorities and communities to take ownership 

of their development outcomes. 
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3.2.3 Best practices from the African continent 

This section discusses case studies focusing on rural development programmes in African 

countries. The case of the Songhaï model of integrated rural development in Benin, and that of the 

Rwandan Telecentre Network in Rwanda are analysed. 

3.2.3.1 Benin 

Benin has been a host to Songhaï, an NGO founded in 1985 by Father Godfrey Nzamujo, a 

Dominican priest who wanted to contribute to the development of local communities. The Songhaï 

Centre is a good example of an institution for sustainable rural economic development. It is active 

in the areas of integrated production, industrial, service activities, and research and training  (De 

Luca et al., 2013b). Songhaï contributes to dynamic economic development through the promotion 

of entrepreneurship. It empowers communities, particularly farmers, young people and women by 

building their capacities to run productive enterprises that engage in various activities including 

farming, processing, handicrafts, marketing, energy production, repair and recycling. 

The Songhaï model of development has been praised for being sustainable and innovative. Its 

sustainability and innovation is in promoting and training youth entrepreneurship as well as 

creating a network of regional hubs and establishing local markets that offer sustainably produced 

goods that are accessible and affordable for most of the population (FAO & Institut National de la 

Recherche Agronomique [INRA], 2016). In addition, Songhaï continuously integrates domestic 

and international technologies and adapts them to the local context (De Luca et al., 2013b). 

At the time of Songhaï’s creation, the situation in Benin was one of social, economic and political 

crisis. As in most African countries, the poverty rate was high, incomes were low, access to basic 

services was limited and food insecurity affected the rural population (De Luca et al., 2013b). 

Songhaï was created to help rural communities become self-reliant by fostering entrepreneurship 

and leadership. The approach applied to these challenges included enabling local communities and 

individuals to become producers and managers of their own local development (De Luca et al., 

2013b; Vodouhe & Zoundji, 2013). Songhaï operates through four centres: a production and 

industrial centre, a research, development and experimentation centre, a training centre and a 

services centre. Songhaï also works with national and international organisations. It also 

collaborates with the government on policies and programmes relating to rural development (De 

Luca et al., 2013b). 

The success and potential of the Songhaï model of development is recognised by the Beninese 

government and UN agencies which, together with Songhaï, plan to replicate the model across 
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Benin and other African countries (De Luca et al., 2013b; Vodouhe & Zoundji, 2013). In just 25 

years, Songhaï has widened its activities, employed more people, expanded and increased the 

number of production, research, training and service centres. Songhaï puts forward the best 

practices of rural development. Key lessons include: 

• Encouraging the use of local resources, and the integration of traditional and modern 

agriculture (Vodouhe & Zoundji, 2013); 

• Adaptation of national and international technologies to local context (Vodouhe & Zoundji, 

2013); 

• Effective integration of various farming activities, and gradual diversification and ex-

tending of activities; 

• Zero waste – nothing is thrown away; everything is reused as a factor of production in other 

activities (FAO & INRA, 2016; Vodouhe & Zoundji, 2013); 

• Provision of practical training to entrepreneurs wishing to set up businesses and replicate 

the integrated production model (FAO & INRA, 2016); 

• Empowering rural stakeholders with knowledge, information and best-practice examples, 

and by building their capacities to become economically self-reliant; and 

• Collaboration with governmental and international institutions that provide financial and 

technical support (De Luca et al., 2013b). 

3.2.3.2 Rwanda 

The Nyamata Telecentre and the Rwandan Telecentre Network (RTN) are a further example of 

best practices, with rural telecentres that contribute to rural development by providing information 

and communications technology (ICT) services in Rwanda. ICT has the potential to improve 

resource allocation and to help with the efficient implementation of programmes. For example, 

ICT in rural development may assist in providing decision support systems to administrators; 

improving the process of delivering services and increasing transparency; and empowering citizens 

with access to information and knowledge (Bhatnagar et al., 2000). 

The Nyamata Telecentre is a private enterprise created to give local communities access to ICT, 

and RTN is a non-profit organisation (NPO) whose goal is to close the digital gap between urban 

and rural areas in Rwanda, and to empower rural communities with ICT-based services, knowledge 

and skills (De Luca et al., 2013c). To achieve these goals, a variety of ICT and non-ICT services 
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were developed and delivered through these telecentres in rural and semi-urban areas. The services 

included e-government services, e-learning, ICT training, access to computers and the internet, as 

well as delivery hubs where individuals, companies and government can advertise, sell, buy and 

exchange products, services and information. 

The establishment of both telecentre organisations was in line with the Rwandan government’s 

national development goal (Vision 2020) of transforming the economy of Rwanda into a 

knowledge-based economy by 2020, hence the ICT sector is highlighted as the key factor in the 

national development programme (De Luca et al., 2013c). Since 2007, RTN has collaborated with 

the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA) and the Rwandan government to 

create telecentres in rural areas across Rwanda and to transform existing telecentres into 

knowledge hubs. From 2011 RTN has been in collaboration with the Telecentre.org Foundation to 

empower women in rural areas and urban areas through technology and business skills training to 

broaden their economic and social opportunities (De Luca et al., 2013c). 

The Nyamata Telecentre contributed to ICT awareness and empowered local communities through 

access to ICT and online information. Through ICT training it also strengthened local business and 

contributed to the creation of technology-based enterprises. Within eight years the Nyamata 

Telecentre’s staff increased from four to 25 employees and registered on average 100 visitors a 

day. Six years after its creation, RTN had created 25 jobs and created a network of 140 member or 

telecentre entrepreneurs. RTN also takes part in the formulation and implementation of 

government ICT plans and projects for development  (De Luca et al., 2013c). 

Both the Nyamata Telecentre and RTN have contributed to job creation directly through the 

services they run, and indirectly through trainees who set up business after receiving training. They 

also contribute indirectly to the improvement of living standards in rural areas as telecentres create 

income for telecentre entrepreneurs and empower local communities with information and 

knowledge. The Nyamata Telecentre and RTN’s experience shows that: 

• Support from the government has a greater effect on social enterprises, mostly in the early 

phases; 

• Collaboration between the public and private sectors is mutually beneficial. RTN works 

together with the government to manage and create more telecentres in rural areas across 

Rwanda. In the process, this complements the goals of RTN and of Rwanda’s Vision 2020; 

• Technology and business skills training, along with the enabling environment for 

businesses, are the main enabler of entrepreneurship; 
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• Domestically owned businesses that start small and gradually diversify as they grow are 

often most economically sustainable; and 

• ICT is not an end in rural development, but rather a tool. Access to ICT empowers rural 

communities to access the internet for social communication, learning and business 

activities which are key drivers of development. 

3.3 Conclusion 

This chapter provides a broad analysis of rural development experiences and best practices in 

Asian and African countries. Although rural development is a complicated and arduous process, 

experience in Korea, China, Benin and Rwanda shows that some successes have been achieved. 

Rural development takes different routes in different countries, as is shown in the case studies and 

in rural development overviews of Korea and China. It requires strong governance, institutional 

capabilities, active rural communities and most importantly funding. The collaboration of 

government at all levels and rural communities in policy formulation and implementation of rural 

development initiatives is significant for achieving the desired rural development outcomes. 

The countries included in this review had problems similar to those of South Africa. These 

countries put forward several best practice processes for consideration in rural development. In the 

early stage of rural development, land reform and investment in agricultural development, basic 

infrastructure, education and health played a crucial role in Korea and China. Land reform in Korea 

resulted in a transfer of land from rich landlords to former tenants. It also limited the size of land 

ownership per holder. China expropriated millions of hectares of land from landlords and gave it 

to the landless. By 1958, all land in China was owned either by the state or by a collective. All 

private ownership was prohibited. Although land reform had positive social effects, it failed to 

increase agricultural productivity. This failure was addressed by investment in agricultural 

development, basic rural infrastructure like irrigation systems, transportation (roads, bridges, 

railways and so on), and education, which led to improved agricultural productivity. 

In the analysis, there are eight lessons that highlight the core elements required for successful rural 

development strategies: 

1. Rural development strategies need to be unique and tailored to each rural area’s specific 

conditions. This can be observed in the rural development strategies of Korea and China. 

Their rural development took different routes to address common issues like the land 

question, rural-urban disparities and rural poverty. 
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2. Demographic dynamics and inclusive infrastructure are critical for the success of rural 

development initiatives. The rural development experiences of these Asian countries show 

that investments in education and health were among the preconditions that enhanced rural 

development. Improved labour force productivity and increased human capital facilitated 

the adoption of technologies and the mobility of labour between agriculture and non-farm 

activities. A skilled labour force, together with hard and soft infrastructure, formed the 

foundation for economic growth and development in China and Korea. 

3. Inclusive policies that build on rural-urban linkages are necessary for nationwide de-

velopment, reducing the rural-urban gap and rural-to-urban migration. 

4. Agricultural development and the diversification of rural economies are central for 

improving the welfare of rural people and reducing poverty. 

5. Multi-sectoral governance and co-ordination of multi-sectoral strategies are the main 

factors in the success of rural development. 

6. The participation of both men and woman in decisionmaking, planning and implementation 

of rural development initiatives is fundamental for rural development. 

7. Rural development is possible while ensuring environmental sustainability. In Korea, the 

Saemaul Undong movement ensured environmental sustainability by implementing 

environmental improvement projects. The Songhaï model of development in Benin has 

been praised for being environmentally friendly, sustainable and innovative in its 

converting of waste into a factor of production. 

8. Technology – including ICT, agricultural, education, health and energy technologies – 

provides new opportunities for rural development. For example, the Green Revolution in 

China and Korea increased agricultural production output and hence food security. The 

case studies of ICT in Rwanda show how information and communication technology 

bridged the urban-rural digital divide. ICTs also created jobs for rural people and 

empowered rural communities through access to computers and the internet for social 

communication, learning and business activities. 

Through its analysis of rural development experiences in Asian and African countries, this chapter 

has put forward several important factors for acceleration of development in rural areas. However, 

the best practices of other countries may prove difficult to replicate without a comprehensive 

understanding of domestic conditions. In Chapter 4, the focus will turn to South Africa’s current 

economic situation, its rural development experience, and the outcomes of previous rural 

development policies. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RURAL DEVELOPMENT IN SOUTH AFRICA 

4.1 Introduction 

Rural development remains a crosscutting policy issue in South Africa as it requires a multifaceted 

approach. Although South Africa has since 1996 embraced rural development as an approach to 

fighting rural marginalisation, there has been little improvement in the standard of living of the 

rural population over the 25 years from 1994 to 2019. Since 1994, South Africa has adopted 

various approaches to rural development, but it was only in 2009 that the country adopted its first 

holistic and radical approach to rural development that required different government departments 

to implement it. Despite these efforts towards rural development, the incidence of poverty is still 

higher in the rural areas than in urban areas, and is more concentrated in previously disadvantaged 

areas, especially the former homeland states (Sulla & Zikhali, 2018). In addition, backlogs in basic 

infrastructure and other government services remain concentrated in rural areas, further 

exacerbating rural-urban inequalities (Presidency, 2014). 

The objective of this chapter is to review South Africa’s rural development experience before and 

since the onset of full democracy. The review will provide insight into the current situation in both 

the rural areas and the national economy, as well as policy measures and outcomes. It will also 

help identify potential areas that should be given more consideration by policymakers when 

developing policy tools and setting objectives to deal with rural development. 

The structure of this chapter is as follows: Section 4.2 provides a general economic overview of 

South Africa. To understand the drivers of poverty, inequality and underdevelopment in the rural 

areas of South Africa, policy actions that influenced rural areas prior to 1994 will be analysed in 

Section 4.3. Section 4.4 gives an analysis of the rural development experience in South Africa 

between 1994 and 2017. In Section 4.5, key trends underlying rural development in South Africa, 

including the outcomes of post-1994 rural development policies, are analysed. This is followed by 

the conclusion.  

4.2 Brief economic overview of South Africa 

South Africa’s national development has been uneven since Union in 1910. After the 1948 general 

election, the apartheid government introduced a programme of separate development which left a 

legacy of a dual economy in South Africa. The country has a middle-class-income economy with 
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world-class infrastructure alongside an underdeveloped rural economy with limited access to basic 

infrastructure. As at 2018, South Africa faces several social and economic problems including 

rural poverty, high youth unemployment, and low GDP growth. South Africa is one of the largest 

economies in Africa but its economic performance has been volatile over the period 1960-2016, 

as shown in Figure 4.1. 

Figure 4.1: South Africa’s volatile and declining economic growth: 1960-2016 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from the World Bank. 

The fluctuation in growth rates was a result of several factors, both international and domestic. 

These included the suspension of dollar convertibility in 1971; the oil price shock of 1973; the 

OECD recession of 1974-77; the collapse of commodity price boom in 1980-83; the debt crisis of 

1985; the East Asian crisis of 1998; and the global financial and economic crisis of 2009 (Industrial 

Development Corporation [IDC], 2013; Fedderke & Simkins, 2009; Bell & Madula, 2001). The 

country’s GPD growth reached a peak of 8% in the early 1960s and gradually declined to 0.3 % 

GDP growth in 2016. 

The failure of industrialisation and agricultural growth to take off is reflected in the declining 

growth rate of gross value added in the industry and agriculture sectors as shown in Figure 4.2, 

which depicts the trend of South Africa’s economic sectors, by value added as a percentage of 

GDP. 
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Figure 4.2: South Africa’s economic sectors, value added (% of GDP): 1960-2016 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from the World Bank. 

Between 1960 and 2016, the industry (which comprises value added in mining, manufacturing, 

construction, electricity, water, and gas), value added fell from 45% in 1980 to 26% in 2016. 

Agriculture’s value-added share in GDP has declined from 10,7% in 1960 to 2,2% in 2016. By 

contrast, the services sector’s value added to GDP rose from 48,4% in 1960 to 60,8% in 2016. 

In 2016, the service sector accounted for the largest share of the economy, followed by industry. 

Agriculture accounted for the lowest share of the economy. The share of both industrial and 

agricultural employment gradually declined from 29% and 10% of the workforce in 2000 to 23% 

and 5% respectively in 2017. There was also an increase in the share of services sector employment 

from 62% to 72% during the same years (Stats SA, 2009, 2017b). 

Based on regional GDP data estimates by Quantec (2018a), services and industry sectors 

(excluding the mining industry) are found to be concentrated in Gauteng, and the agricultural 

sector in KwaZulu-Natal and the Western Cape. The mining industry is also highly concentrated 

in Mpumalanga, Limpopo and North West provinces. A comparison of the economic output 

recorded by the provincial economies between 1996 and 2016 shows that Gauteng, KwaZulu-

Natal and the Western Cape are the economic powerhouse provinces and collectively contributed 

more than 60% a year to the South African economy over the period. Their higher level of 

economic performance is attributed to the fact that they have been major recipients of gross fixed 

capital formation (GFCF). 
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Figure 4.3 shows the percentage share of GFCF in South Africa by province. Between 1996 and 

2016, the proportion of net investment by the public and private sectors in South Africa was 34% 

in Gauteng, 16% in KwaZulu-Natal, and 14% in the Western Cape. Almost 64% of gross fixed 

capital formation or domestic investment in the country was distributed to three provinces 

(Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal and the Western Cape), and the remaining 36% to the other six 

provinces. 

Figure 4.3: Percentage share of GFCF by province in South Africa: 1996-2016  

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

The provinces with the largest provincial economies are those that received the largest share of 

GFCF, while those with the smallest economies received the smallest share of GFCF. Regional 

GDP estimates 1995-2017 by Quantec (2018a) indicated that Northern Cape, which received the 

lowest share of total GFCF, is the smallest provincial economy in South Africa with an annual 

average contribution of 2% to the country’s GDP. The three largest provincial economies, 

Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal and the Western Cape, collectively contributed 65% to the national GDP 

in 2017. Over the period 1995-2017, Gauteng contributed on average 33% a year to South Africa’s 

GDP, followed by KwaZulu-Natal and the Western Cape, which contributed 16% and 13% 

respectively. 

South Africa is urbanising rapidly, as shown in Figure 4.4. In 2017, the urban population accounted 

for more than two-thirds of the total population. The rural population represents 34% of the 

country’s total, a decline from 53% in 1960. The proportion of people living in urban areas rose 
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from 47% in 1960 to 66% in 2017 (United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 

Population Division, 2018). 

Figure 4.4: Percentages of South Africa’s urban and rural population: 1960-2016 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from the UN. 

The four areas with the highest urban population are in South Africa’s economic powerhouse 

provinces. Gauteng and the Western Cape share the highest net in-migration of people searching 

for employment and better living conditions. The predominately rural and poorest provinces of 

Limpopo and the Eastern Cape experience the highest out-migration, compared with other 

provinces (Stats SA, 2016a). The major contributor to this out-migration is the lack of better 

livelihood opportunities stemming from low levels of economic activity in those provinces. People 

living in rural areas, especially young people, migrate in search of better opportunities to 

predominantly urban provinces with high levels of economic activity and better living conditions. 

4.3 Rural development in South Africa before 1994 

For a bit more than four decades, rural development in South Africa was considerably constrained 

by the policy of separate development, which came to an end in 1994. The rural population of 

South Africa endured poor living conditions and other harsh economic situations resulting from 

separate development policies that neglected the development of rural areas. The literature shows 

that the apartheid government had little interest in improving the living standard of the black South 

African population living in rural areas, particularly the homeland states. The apartheid system, 

officially adopted in 1948, resulted in  the underdevelopment of these areas (Nattrass & Nattrass, 

1990). Put differently, the underdevelopment of the homeland areas is the outcome of the apartheid 
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policies of land dispossession, separate development, the system of land tenure, and the 

programme of betterment planning as an agency of rural development, which are discussed in this 

section. 

4.3.1 A history of land dispossession 

South Africa’s post-1994 land issue stems from the history of land dispossession which began long 

before the 1913 Natives Land Act and hence before formal apartheid. By the 1900s great numbers 

of black South African people had already been dispossessed of their land by Dutch and British 

settlers (SAHO, 2016; 2017a). From the 1900s onward, a series of laws was passed which led to 

further forced removals of black people from their own land or where they were tenants and 

sharecroppers, and restricted them to acquiring land in reserved areas. In 1913, the Natives Land 

Act, aimed at forcing black South Africans to live in “Bantu reserves”, was passed. This Act 

marked the beginning of more forceful removal of Africans in areas of their settlement. In 1926, 

the Natives Land Amendment Bill, geared towards removing Africans in small spots of land (also 

known as black spots) in the “white” areas was proposed. Meanwhile, the Ba-Phalaborwa ethnic 

group was forcibly moved to make way for the merger of the Sabie and Shingwedzi game reserves, 

which would later become the Kruger National Park. This was two years after the Tonga people 

in Natal were forcibly removed from their settlement to make space for the Ndumo Game Reserve 

(SAHO, 2016).  

In 1936, the Representation of Natives Act was passed which effectively abolished black spots and 

all black occupants were moved to the “Bantu reserves”. During the same year, the Native Laws 

Amendment Act, first proposed in 1926, was passed. It marginally increased the land allocated to 

black South Africans by the Natives Land Act of 1913 from 7% to 13.7% (SAHO, 2016). 

According to Phuhlisani Solutions (2009), the bulk of forced removals took place between the 

1960s and 1994 during the era of so called “Grand Apartheid”. Land taken from blacks was given 

and sometimes sold at low prices to whites (SAHO, 2016; Butler, Rotberg & Adams, 1977). 

4.3.2 The history of separate development 

Territorial and racial segregation were key aspects of South African policy in the early 1900s. In 

1910, British and Afrikaners came together to establish the Union of South Africa, which excluded 

black South Africans (hereafter black Africans) from participation in its formation (SAHO, 

2017b). Following this establishment, segregation laws as presented in Table 4.1 were passed 

confining black Africans people to predominantly rural reserves which were later expanded to 

become Bantustans or homeland areas. 



 

87 

Table 4.1: Racial segregation laws and probes in South Africa: pre-1994   

Year 1913 1922 1923 1950 1954 1959 

Act / 

Commission 

Land Act Stallard 

Commission 

Natives 

(Urban Areas) 

Act 

Group Areas 

Act 

Tomlinson 

Commission 

Promotion of 

Bantu Self-

Government Act 

Outcomes Denied 

blacks 

access to 

land  

Recommended 

a system of 

influx control 

for blacks 

Blacks are 

excluded from 

white-funded 

amenities 

Created 

racially 

segregated 

areas 

Recommended 

separate 

development 

and betterment 

planning 

programme in 

reserves 

Created 10 

Bantu 

homelands 

Source: Author’s own compilation from Union of South Africa (1923, 1959) and SAHO (2014, 2015a, 2016).  

The passing of the 1913 and 1936 Land Acts marked the beginning of racial and territorial 

segregation as well as separate development in South Africa. Under these Land Acts, black 

Africans were allocated only 13.7% of the total land surface, and the remaining land, both rural 

and urban, including major mineral resources and cities, were reserved for whites. Since the 

government wanted racial segregation without undermining the foundation of white economic 

privileges, it established the Stallard Commission to devise a framework for administering the 

lives of South Africans entering or living in “white” urban areas. The commission recommended 

an influx control system and the forced removal of the “surplus” black African labour force. Black 

Africans could enter and live in the urban industrial areas only if they were working in those areas, 

and had to depart when the job was done. The Stallard Commission formed the basis for the Urban 

Areas Act of 1923 which allowed urban local authorities to establish separate residence locations 

for black African occupants, and to exercise control over black Africans in these areas. However, 

black people living in these areas were not allowed access to white-funded amenities (SAHO, 

2015a). 

Following the (Afrikaner) National Party’s election victory in 1948, the Group Areas Act of 1950 

was passed, giving power to the government to create racially segregated areas. Many areas were 

taken from Africans and declared whites-only. Africans were then given the right to citizenship 

within the reserve areas only and prohibited from acquiring land outside these “Bantu reserves”. 

The National Party promoted the programme of apartheid (Houghton, 1957). The concept of 

apartheid is understood by some as the total separation of racial groups and the preservation of 

white dominance and supremacy (Simons, 1959). Its purpose was not only to separate whites from 

non-whites, but also non-whites from each other, which made it difficult for non-whites to unify 

and rebel against the white dominance. 
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In 1950, the government commissioned a study into the socio-economic development of the 

reserve areas. The commission, chaired by Professor F R Tomlinson, was charged with reporting 

on ways to rehabilitate and develop the underdeveloped reserve areas. In 1954, the commission 

report recommended separate development for white and black areas and sustainable development 

of the reserve areas on a large scale. More specifically, the commission’s recommendation 

included land tenure reform, mining development, forestry and agricultural development, 

including the extension of irrigation and the introduction of sugar-cane and fibre production in the 

reserve areas. With regard to secondary and tertiary development, the report suggested industrial 

development, urban development through the establishment of towns and cities, and the expansion 

of tertiary services. In addition, it recognised the need for a sufficient number of universities, 

hospitals and other welfare services in the “Bantu reserves”. The estimated amount of funds 

required to implement the recommended programmes was about £104 million, of which 32% was 

allocated to agricultural development and 29% to manufacturing and tertiary activities, 12.4% to 

transport and other basic facilities, 11% to urban development, and the remaining 15% to forestry 

development (3%), mining development (1%), health (5%), education (3%) and welfare (3%)  

(Houghton, 1957; Union of South Africa, 1955). 

The apartheid government commended the Tomlinson Commission for its recommendation of a 

policy of separate development. However, it did not accept the commission’s detailed 

recommendations, arguing that the expenditure proposed was excessive. Houghton (1957) 

highlighted three key recommendations that were rejected by the government: 

(i) Reform of land tenure system: the commission recommended the introduction of 

freehold tenure, which was to replace the tribal system of land tenure. Freehold tenure 

gives individuals ownership rights to the land, an essential pre-condition for 

agricultural reform. 

(ii) Industrial development: the commission advocated the establishment of industries 

within the “Bantu reserves”. 

(iii) Development corporation: the commission recommended the establishment of a 

development corporation within the reserve areas, with the mandate of implementing 

the commission’s recommended programmes. 

In 1951, out of 8.5 million black Africans, about 4.9 million were staying outside “Bantu reserves” 

while 3.6 million remained in the “Bantu reserves”. Those outside “Bantu reserves” were absorbed 

by the expanding economy of the Union of South Africa, providing labour services in agriculture, 

mining, manufacturing, transport and commerce. Although their services were significant in 
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facilitating the rapid growth of industrialisation, their housing and social services lagged behind 

the national norm (Houghton, 1957). 

In 1958, the apartheid system was advanced into one of separate development by then newly 

appointment Prime Minister Dr Hendrik Verwoerd. Under separate development, new political 

and administrative mechanisms as well as new institutions, previously unavailable to African 

groups, were established to promote separate development (Butler et al., 1977). One of the goals 

of the separate development policy was to create independent homeland areas within South Africa, 

where Africans would develop their own economies. In 1959, the Promotion of Bantu Self-

Government Act was passed, leading to the designation of 10 preponderantly rural areas as 

homeland areas (SAHO, 2015a). Table 4.2 shows the list of homelands as well as the distribution 

of arable land. 

Table 4.2: The homelands and distribution of total land in South Africa: 1985 

Homeland Land area 

(thousands of 

hectares) 

Arable land 

(thousands of 

hectares) 

Proportion of land 

area 

Proportion of 

arable 

Bophuthatswana 4 000 400 3.3% 2.7% 

Ciskei 650 75 0.5% 0.5% 

Gazankulu 773 65 0.6% 0.4% 

KaNgwane 300 36 0.2% 0.2% 

KwaNdebele 197 24 0.2% 0.2% 

KwaZulu 3 316 565 2.7% 3.9% 

Lebowa 2 454 347 2.0% 2.4% 

Qwaqwa 62 7 0.1% 0.0% 

Transkei 4 355 754 3.6% 5.2% 

Venda 620 65 0.5% 0.4% 

Subtotal for homelands 16 727 2 338 13.7% 16.0% 

Rest of South Africa 105 373 12 260 86.3% 84.0% 

Total  122 100 14 598 100% 100% 

Source: Tapson (1990). 

The land area covered by the homeland communities remained at 13.7%, with arable land at 16%. 

The land in homeland areas was managed under communal land tenure, and it was well known 

that the holdings were too small to support independent African agriculture. Given that homelands 

comprised only 13.7% of the country’s total land, had been significantly under-resourced and were 

geographically isolated, it was not probable for homeland communities to have independent 
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economies (Aliber, 2003). According to Nattrass and Nattrass (1990) the homelands had virtually 

no independent economic base and they were dependent on South Africa for jobs, government 

grants and transfers. This can be attributed to land deprivation and the lack of meaningful income-

earning opportunities in the homelands. Underdevelopment and the pressure of poverty in the 

homeland areas led to a migration of black Africans into the expanding South African economy. 

The migrant labour system was the main survival strategy for black African householders who 

lived in homelands (Aliber, 2003). 

The economic sectors that shaped the economic development in South Africa before 1994 did not 

advance the homeland areas. Economic growth, producing a pattern of infrastructural de-

velopment, industrialisation, urbanisation and economic zones, for the most part bypassed the 

homelands. All economic sectors, like agriculture, mining, commerce and industry, which 

provided job opportunities for both black and white, were outside the homeland areas. Conse-

quently, many blacks lived and derived their income from South Africa, as their homelands were 

impoverished, underdeveloped and poverty-stricken regions (Letsoalo & Rogerson, 1982; Butler 

et al., 1977). According to Butler et al. (1977), Verwoerd blocked white capital investment and 

industry from moving into in the homelands for 15 years. The government argued that industrial 

development would put at risk the white industries already existing in South Africa (De Wet, 

1987). In the 1960s, a regional development policy introduced border industry programmes to stem 

migration to the cities of South Africa and to create job opportunities for black Africans by creating 

industrial centres near the homelands (Hartzenberg, 2001; Nattrass & Nattrass, 1990). However, 

this initiative did not succeed in slowing down migration or making homelands economically 

viable (Hartzenberg, 2001).  

South Africa’s agricultural development and support favoured white farmers at the expense of 

black farmers. This took on a variety of forms: tariff protection and export subsidies; financial 

support through the Land Bank; extension of road and rail networks; and technical and price 

information. Black Africans contributed to agricultural growth in South Africa as labourers, 

tenants, and managers. While the productivity and profitability of agriculture in the white areas 

was rising, agriculture in homeland areas was underdeveloped and stagnating because of lack of 

government support, inadequate basic infrastructure and obstructive land tenure. Black Africans 

were excluded from taking part in most government programmes. Their agricultural activities in 

homelands were geared towards subsistence production of food for themselves, rather than for 

commercial purposes (Butler et al., 1977). 
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4.3.3 The programme of betterment planning  

The origin of betterment planning, also called rural development planning, can be traced as far 

back as the 1930s. It emerged as a government response to the growing crisis of agricultural 

production in the homelands (Letsoalo & Rogerson, 1982). The goal of the government was to 

combat erosion, conserve the environment, and rehabilitate agricultural production in the 

homelands (De Wet, 1987). Underlying the introduction of betterment planning was the belief that 

once homeland areas were rehabilitated and made economically viable, more black Africans would 

choose to stay in the homelands, so reducing urbanisation and the influx of migrant labour into 

South Africa (De Wet, 1989). A large part of the betterment planning involved rearranging the 

pattern of land use by dividing homeland areas into residential , arable and grazing areas (De Wet, 

1989; McAllister, 1989). This required families to move from their traditional scattered residential 

clusters to newly concentrated residential areas (McAllister, 1989). 

In 1954, it was decided that the original betterment planning was ineffective, and that a change 

was needed. In the same year, the Tomlinson Commission proposed a new programme of 

betterment planning that would create stable rural agricultural communities which would 

eventually make their living exclusively from farming (Letsoalo & Rogerson, 1982). The 

commission’s report indicated that the system of land tenure was not conducive for agricultural 

development, and recommended that farmers should be granted full ownership of their arable 

allotments. The commission also suggested the provision of credit and market facilities and 

agricultural extension services to farmers. However, the commission’s recommendations were 

only implemented partially, with proposed credit facilities being turned down (De Wet, 1989; De 

Wet, 1987). 

Case studies on betterment planning in rural villages show that the scheme failed to achieve many 

of its stated goals or to improve the living standards of rural people (De Wet, 1989; Letsoalo & 

Rogerson, 1982). It is argued that the introduction of betterment schemes resulted in the growth of 

a landless population and a reduction in arable land and livestock, which left people impoverished. 

The failure of betterment planning is attributed to the small space available for farming, and the 

lack of capital support for agricultural production (Letsoalo & Rogerson, 1982). 

4.3.4 Outcomes of apartheid policies in 1995 

In 1994, the ANC-led government inherited a country with an extremely skewed distribution of 

land ownership, high poverty levels, and poor socio-economic and environmental conditions. The 

following year, the population of South Africa was estimated to be about 41.5 million, of whom 
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76% were black Africans, 13% were white, 9% coloured, and 3% Indian (Stats SA, 1996). 

Meanwhile, the homelands still constituted only 13.7% of country’s total land for most black 

Africans. The average black farmer’s landholding was 1.3 hectares, against 1 570ha for white 

farmers (Economic Commission for Africa, 2004). The skewed land distribution and overcrowding 

in homelands has had a great influence on the condition of communal land. 

4.3.4.1 Poverty in rural areas 

One of the major consequences of historical separate development is the high incidence of poverty 

among black Africans and coloureds. In 1995, roughly 61% of blacks were living in poverty, 

followed by 38% of coloureds, 5% of Indians, and 1% of whites. Poverty was extremely high in 

rural areas, with about 71% of all rural residents experiencing poverty. Poverty was concentrated 

in the provinces of KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo, and the Eastern Cape, where the most  populous 

homeland states were (Aliber, 2003). Figure 4.5 shows that income inequality was extraordinarily 

high among certain race groups, with black African households the poorest in the country. 

Figure 4.5: Annual household income by race in South Africa: 1995 

Source: Stats SA (1996). 

In 1995, a larger share of black African households (26%) were earning a lower income of R0 to 

R6 839 a year, compared with 12% of coloured, 2% of Indian, and 2% of white households. At the 

top quintiles of R53 092 or higher, only 9% of African households were in this category, compared 

with 16% of coloured, 45% and 64% of Indian and white households respectively (Stats SA, 1996). 
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Since the size of black African household was generally larger than those of other racial groups, 

income poverty was severe in African communities. In addition to income poverty, the homelands 

areas were still characterised by social and economic inequalities which further contributed to 

poverty. Figure 4.6 reflects the fact that women were far less likely to have a job than men. 

Figure 4.6: Unemployment rates by gender and race in South Africa: 1995 

Source: Stats SA (1996). 

Almost half (47%) of black African women were counted as unemployed when using the expanded 

definition of unemployment, and only 27% when using the strict definition. Among black African 

men, 29% and 16% were unemployed using the expanded and strict definitions respectively. The 

unemployment rate, both expanded and strict, was below 10% for both white women and men, as 

well as Indian men. Rural unemployment was highest in the Eastern Cape (49%), followed by 

Limpopo (45%), KwaZulu-Natal (43%) and North West (41%). Rural unemployment was lowest 

in the Western Cape (10%), and Northern Cape (13%) (Stats SA, 1996). 

4.3.4.2 Access to basic household facilities and services 

In 1995, basic facilities and services in the rural areas were behind the national norm. When 

comparing access to facilities and services like electricity, water, sanitation and telephone, the 

disparities between race groups as well as between rural and urban areas are noticeable. 

(i) Source of energy for lighting and cooking 

In 1995, access to electricity was unevenly distributed by race, with almost all white and Indian 

households (99%) using electricity as their main source of energy for lighting, against 84% of 
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coloured and 51% of black African households (Stats SA, 1996). Figure 4.7 shows sources of 

energy for lighting and cooking among black African households in urban and rural areas. 

 

Figure 4.7: Source of energy for lighting and cooking in black African households in South 

Africa 

 

Source: Stats SA (1996). 

There is a huge gap in access to electricity for lighting and cooking between urban and rural areas. 

Figure 4.7 shows that only 25% of households in rural areas used electricity for lighting and only 

16% used it for cooking. Candles and firewood were largely used for lighting and cooking 

respectively in rural areas. This was because of a lack of infrastructure for electricity supply and 

the unaffordability of electricity and affordability of candles, while wood was freely available to 

everyone from open forests and bush areas. The 1995 October household report (Stats SA, 1996) 

indicates that altogether, 98% of both Indian and white households used electricity for cooking, 

compared with 75% of coloured and 42% of black African households. 

(ii) Access to drinking water 

Both rural areas and black Africans lagged in access to water for drinking. Only 33% of black 

African households, compared with coloured (72%), Indian (97%), and white (97%) households, 

had access to running tap water inside their dwelling. This was probably because of the lack of 

infrastructure required to supply water to dwellings for black African households. The differences 

among African households living in urban areas and rural areas regarding sources of water supply 

for drinking are noteworthy (Stats SA, 1996). Figure 4.8 shows sources of water for drinking in 

rural and urban areas among black African households. 
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Figure 4.8: Source of water supply for drinking in African households in South Africa: 

1995 

 

Source: Stats SA (1996). 

About 56% of urban households had a tap inside the dwelling, compared with 12% of rural 

households. Half (51%) of the rural households had no tap inside their dwelling. They had to fetch 

water from a public tap, a rainwater tank, a river, stream, dam or well, and about 16% obtained 

water from a borehole. Some of those who had to obtain water from outside their dwelling had to 

travel for at least a kilometre to reach the water source (Stats SA, 1996). Mostly women carried 

water on their heads, while men used wheelbarrows to fetch water. 

(iii) Sanitation 

The previous section on access to drinking water already suggests that it was impossible for most 

black Africans to have adequate sanitation. Only 22% of black African households had access to 

flush toilets, compared with 64% of coloured, 96% of Indian and 98% of white households. A 

larger share of black African households who had flush toilets inside their dwellings were in urban 

areas (42%). In rural areas, only 5% had access to flush toilets inside their dwelling, 7% had flush 

or treated toilet facilities off site, 67% used a pit toilet, 2% used the bucket system, and two in 

every 10 households (20%) did not have access to any toilet facility, as shown in Figure 4.9. This 

inadequate sanitation among black communities can be attributed to the lack of infrastructure for 

water and sewerage. 
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Figure 4.9: Type of sanitation used among black households in urban and rural areas in 

South Africa 

 

Source: Stats SA (1996). 

(iv)  Access to telephone  

In 1995, not many households in South Africa had a telephone inside their dwelling. It is estimated 

that only 32% of households countrywide had access to a telephone on site. More than 80% of 

white households had a telephone in their dwelling, compared with 74% of Indians, 37% of 

coloureds and 13% of black households (Stats SA, 1996). The unavailability of fixed telephone 

lines near black African households and the affordability of telephone services were the main 

reasons why far fewer black African households had access to a telephone. 

 4.3.4.3 Level of education 

Unequal distribution of educational resources among South Africans has had a great influence on 

the level of education by race and gender. Figure 4.10 illustrates the effect of unequal access to 

educational resources among racial groups in South Africa, with white women and men aged 20 

or older having the highest educational attainments, followed by Indian men and women. This can 

be attributed to the fact that whites, followed by Indians, were allocated adequate educational 

resources. 
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Figure 4.10: Level of education by race and gender in South Africa: 1995 

 

Source: Stats SA (1996). (F=female, M = male). 

The inadequate allocation of educational resources to black African and coloured had a negative 

effect on their education attainment. As shown in Figure 4.10, less than 6% of coloured and black 

African males and females had attained post-school qualifications in 1995. The percentage of black 

women and men without formal education at all was 20% and 14% respectively – very high 

compared with that of coloureds (9% and 9%), Indians (9% and 2%) and white women and men 

(0%). Almost all whites aged 20 or over had received at least secondary education, 30% of men 

and 24% of women having obtained a post-school qualification  (Stats SA, 1996). 

4.3.4.4 Environmental degradation 

The insufficient land area and communal land tenure in the rural areas, especially the homeland 

areas, of South Africa subjected these areas to higher levels of land degradation. Figure 4.11 

illustrates the combined degradation index, which integrates soil and vegetation degradation to 

form a single index (Meadows & Hoffman, 2003).  
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Figure 4.11: Combined degradation index in South Africa  

Source: Meadows and Hoffman (2003).  

As shown on Figures 4.11 and 4.12, many areas that are severely and moderately degraded are 

were homeland areas. However, not all areas are equally degraded. Besides the homeland areas, 

some parts of commercially farmed areas in the Northern and Western Cape were also severely 

and moderately degraded (Meadows & Hoffman, 2003). 

An assessment of land degradation in South Africa has established that land degradation took place 

in the water, soil and vegetation, of which soil degradation is perceived as being greater in the 

communal areas than in the commercial areas. Vegetation degradation is significantly greater in 

commercial than in communal areas. The highest levels of soil and vegetation degradation are in 

Limpopo, KwaZulu-Natal and the Eastern Cape (Hoffmann, Todd, Ntshona & Turner, 2011). 
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Figure 4.12: Geographical locations of the homeland states in South Africa 

Source: Meadows and Hoffman (2003). 

4.4 Rural development in South Africa in the post-apartheid era 

Following the transition from apartheid to non-racial democracy in 1994, South Africa has striven 

to address the issues of land, dual economy and economic marginalisation of people living in rural 

areas. The need to address these issues has been at the centre of the country’s development agenda 

and is reflected in the various development policy documents and strategies developed since 1994. 

Table 4.3 summarises the national development policies and rural development initiatives 

introduced by the government of South Africa since 1994. 
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Table 4.3: A summary of South Africa’s development policies and rural development 

initiatives 

Period 1994-2000 2001-2017 

National policy 

framework 

• Reconstruction and Development Programme 

(RDP) 

• Growth, Employment, Redistribution Strategy 

(GEAR) 

• Accelerated and Shared Growth Initiative for 

South Africa (ASGISA) 

• New Economic Growth Path 

• National Development Plan 

Rural development 

initiatives 

• Rural development strategy within RDP 

• Comprehensive rural development strategy 

within GEAR 

• Integrated Sustainable Rural 

Development Strategy 

• Comprehensive Rural Development 

Programme 

Source: Author’s own compilation from African National Congress (1994); National Treasury (1996); Department of 

Rural Development and Land Reform (DRDLR) (2009a); Gwanya (2010); Olivier et al. (2010); NPC (2011). 

4.4.1 Land reform 

Land reform in South Africa is implemented together with rural reforms. The main objectives of 

land reform are redressing the injustice of racially based land dispossession, dealing with the 

unbalanced distribution of land ownership, providing tenure security for all, ensuring sustainable 

use of land, and fostering the rapid release of land for development (Department of Land Affairs, 

2010). Several factors ensured that a programme of land reform was adopted by the African 

National Congress (ANC)-led government. Among these were organised political groups and 

black communities demanding that their land be returned to them. The World Bank argued that 

land redistribution in South Africa was necessary to promote rural development (Hall, 2004a). 

Binswanger & Deininger (1993) argue that even an aggressive and multi-sectoral programme of 

rural development in the homeland areas will not be enough to generate a large number of 

agricultural and non-agricultural jobs to avert an unemployment crisis without land reform. 

Discussions on land reform in South Africa were inevitable, especially after the racially motivated 

Land Acts were abolished in the early 1990s. The main debate was on future land policy, the 

existing unequal land distribution and property rights in South Africa. Contributing to the 

discussion, Binswanger & Deininger (1993) concluded that South Africa is faced with two options. 

First, they suggested the redistribution of land to the landless majority. However, this would 

involve resettlement from the homeland areas onto farm land in “white” South Africa. Second, if 

whites were not willing to redistribute land, they should expect to deal with a peasant insurrection, 

in which an organised political group with a well-disciplined movement capable of taking back 

the land, as well as increasing land invasions. White farmers and industrialists acted decisively to 

avoid this fate by ensuring that the Constitutions, both interim and final, were tempered by a 

property clause that protected their property rights (Hall, 2004a). 
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During the constitutional negotiations, the ANC agreed not to support land confiscation and to 

protect property rights established under the colonial and apartheid regimes (Hall, 2004b). The 

new land policy law was then anchored in the 1996 Constitution of South Africa, and it recognised 

and protected existing private property rights, but permitted the government to expropriate land 

with compensation. In addition, a “willing buyer, willing seller” approach to land reform was later 

adopted by the ANC. Since 1994, South Africa has developed various land-related policies and 

programmes, shown in Table 4.4, that are grounded on the Constitution, a “willing buyer, willing 

seller” approach, and expropriation with compensation. 

Table 4.4: Land reform in South Africa: policies, laws and programmes 

Policy, laws, programmes Main characteristics 

1996 Constitution  

(Section 25 (5), (6), (7) 

Deals with the provision for the equal right to access land (5); land restitution 

to restore land to those who lost land after 1913 due to racist laws (6); providing 

secure tenure to those who have been living on land which they were not 

allowed to own due to previous discriminatory laws (7). 

1996 Land Reform (Labour 

Tenants) Act and the 1997 

Extension of Security of 

Tenure Act (ESTA) 

A portion of the legal framework that regulates land distribution and tenure 

reform in communal agricultural areas. The focus is on guarding rural com-

munities that live under insecure tenure arrangements due to racially discri-

minatory laws or practices that existed prior to 1994. 

White Paper on South African 

Land Policy of 1997 

Structured a land reform programme with three components: land restitution, 

land redistribution and land tenure reform. 

1997 Settlement Land 

Acquisition Grant (SLAG) 

Introduced the provision of a grant for land acquisition, enhancement of 

tenure rights, or investments in infrastructure, home improvements, and farm 

capital. 

2001 Land Redistribution for 

Agricultural Development 

(LRAD) 

Provided cash support to black South Africans to buy land from white farm-

ers for farming purposes. It deals with transfer of agricultural land to specific 

black South Africans, and the improvement of people's access to municipal 

and tribal land primarily for grazing purposes. 

1994 Land Rights Act, as 

amended by the 2004 

Restitution of Land Rights 

Amendment Act 

To provide for the restitution of land rights to persons or communities dis-

possessed of land because of racially discriminatory laws or practices. It 

established a Commission on Restitution of Land Rights and a Land Claims 

Court for purposes of receiving and adjudicating restitution claims using a 

market-based strategy. 

Communal Land Rights Act, 

No 11 of 2004 

The Act aims to transfer land rights of communal land to communities living 

under the authority of a traditional council, to introduce the democratic 

administration of communal land so that land rights are administered by a 

committee elected by the community.  

2008 Provision of Land and 

Assistance Amendment Act. 

To regulate the rendering of financial assistance for the acquisition or 

improvement of land and tenure rights. 

Source: Hoeks et al. (2014). 

Land reform in South Africa entails land restitution, tenure reform, redistribution and land 

development programmes. The purpose of the restitution programme is to deal with the restoration 

of land rights to the people who were dispossessed. In case where land restoration is not an option, 

the claimants will be given alternative land or cash compensation. Alternative remedies include a 
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combination of these or access to the government housing and land development programme. Land 

owners are compensated when land is expropriated from them and given back to the rightful 

owners who were dispossessed. Land tenure reform deals with the provision of secure property 

rights to all South Africans, especially those living in traditional areas as well as commercial 

farming areas, and redistribution while ensuring that disadvantaged and landless people have 

access to land for residential and productive purposes (Department of Land Affairs, 2010).  

The restitution programme has been successful in returning land or providing equitable redress to 

people and communities who had been dispossessed of land after 1913 (Institute for Poverty Land 

and Agrarian Studies, 2016). However, the process of handling land claims has been slow, 

especially rural claims (Institute for Poverty Land and Agrarian Studies, 2016; SAHO, 2015b). 

Tenure reform is a complex programme of land reform, where rural beneficiaries only receive 

permits to occupy the land instead of a title deed. Tenure arrangements and land management are 

confusing and detrimental to investment and development projects. 

The implementation of the redistribution programme involves the acquisition of land by the 

government for the purposes of redistribution to South Africans with limited or no access to land. 

The government provides black South Africans with grants to buy land through a Settlement/Land 

Acquisition Grant (SLAG) and Land Redistribution for Agricultural Development (LRAD). From 

2006, the Proactive Land Acquisition Strategy (PLAS) was launched, with the government buying 

land and leasing it to prospective beneficiaries (Institute for Poverty Land and Agrarian Studies, 

2016). 

Three different studies on land reform published between 2004 and 2014 conclude that land reform 

in South Africa has had limited success. Firstly, Hall (2004a) concluded that land reform in post-

apartheid South Africa had fallen short of confronting and transforming deep-rooted forms of 

exclusion and marginalisation. Secondly, Cousins (2009) asserted that post-apartheid land reform 

in South Africa had been extraordinarily complex and difficult, and was seen by many to have 

been an expensive failure. Third, Hoeks et al. (2014) argue that the ANC-led government’s land 

reform programmes had not improved the position of poor South Africans, and women in 

particular. Based on the 1997 White Paper on South African land policy, some of the key issues 

constraining land reform are: 

(i) Constitutional issue: 

Recognising and protecting the highly unequal and racialised patterns of property rights; 

on the other hand, the government has a constitutional duty to enable citizens to gain 
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equitable access to land, to provide redress to those who were dispossessed of land under 

the apartheid regime. 

(ii) Land market issue: 

The government is committed to a willing seller, willing buyer land reform approach. This 

is done in such a way that the government is not directly involved in land purchase, but by 

providing support in the form of grants to assists the landless with the purchase of land. 

The issues are the limited fiscal resources and unaffordable government grants for land 

acquisition and settlement for the majority of the landless poor people. 

(iii) Institutional issue 

Until recently, the government was facing a shortage of skilled personnel required to 

facilitate the land reform programme; other issues include the administration of land and 

related legislation of the homeland areas; transparent and equitable system of public land 

management; the participation of affected communities in land development decisions; and 

inadequate post-settlement support for land claimants. 

The best practices on rural development, as discussed in Chapter 3, show that land reform should 

be followed by an investment in agricultural development. Figure 4.13 shows that South Africa’s 

agricultural support has been declining over the period 1994-2016. 

 

Figure 4.13: Agricultural support in South Africa: 1994-2016 

 

Source: OECD (2018c). 
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Agricultural support is defined by the OECD (2017a:154) as “the annual monetary value of gross 

transfers to agriculture from consumers and taxpayers arising from government policies that 

support agriculture, regardless of their objectives and economic impacts”. This agricultural support 

is in the form of subsidies to individual producers or consumers, agricultural extension, and 

development of institutions and infrastructure to aid agricultural activities. The agricultural support 

indicator comprises the total support estimate (TSE), the producer support estimate (PSE), the 

consumer support estimate (CSE), and the general services support estimate (GSSE). TSE transfer 

comprises PSE,CSE and GSSE (OECD, 2018c). 

As shown Figure 4.13, TSE, total support granted to the agricultural sector, has declined by more 

than half, from above US$1 400 million a year in 1995 to $600 million a year in 2016, with PSE 

and GSSE contributing significantly to this decline. Both PSE and GSSE declined from $1 300 

million and $650 million in 1995 to $400 million and $278 million respectively in 2016. CSE 

shows that consumer support has been negative from -$1 400 million in 1995 to almost -$200 

million in 2016. When CSE is negative, consumers are paying more than they would in comparison 

to border prices; when it is positive, consumers are able to purchase the product more cheaply on 

domestic market (OECD, 2017b).  

4.4.2 Rural development initiatives: 1994-2000 

From 1994, the government attempted to rebuild and transform the rural economy through various 

rural development strategies. The first strategy was grounded in the socio-economic policy 

framework provided by the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP). The second 

comprehensive rural development strategy was formulated within the Growth, Employment and 

Redistribution Strategy (GEAR) (Olivier et al., 2010). 

The RDP, as a socio-economic programme, emphasised the promotion of socio-economic de-

velopment, building social infrastructure, meeting basic needs, developing human resource and 

achieving inclusive economic growth. The objective was to address the inherited inequalities 

caused by apartheid and to alleviate poverty in both urban and rural areas. Some of the first 

priorities on the agenda of the RDP which the post-apartheid government aimed to address 

included (i) the lack of adequate housing in rural areas, (ii) inadequate access to safe and accessible 

water supply and sanitation, (iii) rural electrification and (iv) social safety net.  
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(i) Rural housing: 

One of the fundamental principles endorsed by the RDP was that all South Africans 

have a right to housing and that the government is responsible for ensuring that housing 

is provided. The policy stressed the need for developing a national housing action plan 

focusing on rural housing.  

(ii) Access to safe and water supply and sanitation: 

The RDP recognised the need to provide all including rural population with access to 

clean drinking water and access to adequate sanitation. At national level, there have 

been considerable improvements in the access to water and sanitation. By 2018, 75% 

of South Africa had access to piped water (which comprises piped water on site or in 

yard and in dwelling), while about 83% of households used an improved sanitation 

facility (which comprises flush toilet connected to a public sewerage system or a septic 

tank, chemical toilet, and  pit latrine/toilet with ventilation pipe) (Stats SA, 2019a).  

(iii) Rural electrification  

The RDP envisaged access to electricity for all including the rural areas which were 

previously ignored. The percentage of households connected to the main electricity 

supply increased to 84,2% in 2016 (Stats SA, 2017c). 

(iv) Social safety net: 

Another important priority of the RDP was social assistance in the form of social grants 

to everyone regardless of race. Studies show that South Africa’s social grants are 

effective in terms of targeting and benefiting the poor household, and they play a 

critical role in improving household income, meeting the basic needs and hence 

reducing poverty (Presidency, 2014; Satumba, et al., 2017). 

Although the RDP was successful in some areas, like social security, it did not deliver in terms of 

economic growth, human resource development and meeting all basic needs, due to fiscal con-

straint and lack of administrative capacity (SAHO, 2017c). Other shortcomings of RDP included 

lack of priority setting, inadequate inter-departmental co-ordination, and limited planning and 

implementation capacity at the level of local government, which was responsible for promoting 

socio-economic development (Gwanya, 2010). 

In 1996, the government introduced GEAR, a national policy framework aimed at rebuilding and 

restructuring the national economy. It focused on stimulating faster economic growth, to create 

jobs and meet social investment needs (SAHO, 2017c; National Treasury, 1996). As a result of a 

failure to alleviate poverty and to create jobs, GEAR was replaced in 2005 by the Accelerated and 
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Shared Growth Initiative for South Africa (ASGISA) which aimed to halve poverty and 

unemployment by 2014 (Presidency, 2005). In 2000, South Africa, together with other members 

of the UN, became signatory to the MDGs and committed to promoting equality and reducing 

poverty. 

4.4.3 Towards comprehensive rural development: 2001-2017 

Between 2000 and 2017, the government introduced policies and strategies designed specifically 

to deal with rural issues like poverty and underdevelopment. During this period key rural 

development initiatives included the Integrated Sustainable Rural Development Strategy (ISRDS) 

and the Comprehensive Rural Development Programme (CRDP). 

ISRDS was approved in 2000 and its implementation started in 2001. It attempted to provide 

integrated solution to poverty and underdevelopment in rural areas, especially in the former 

homeland areas. To achieve this objective, ISRDS served as a mechanism for the integration of 

government projects and activities that would promote sustainable development (Gwanya, 2010). 

One of the key elements of ISRDS is the Integrated Development Plans (IDPs) of the country’s 

municipalities. To ensure broad participation and the delivery of an integrated set of relevant 

services that match the various needs of communities, the ISRD relied on municipalities to develop 

their own IDPs listing needs in their areas. In 2004, a research report revealed that the ISRD had 

encountered several implementation issues. As a result, not much has been accomplished by the 

ISRD (Olivier et al., 2010). 

During the National Land Summit of 2005, government representatives and other stakeholders 

expressed a need to rethink the development approach to rural areas. Two years later, the ANC’s 

2007 national policy conference identified a new development approach that would integrate rural 

development, land reform and agrarian change as the key pillars of rural transformation in South 

Africa (Gwanya, 2010). In 2009, the South African government announced the establishment of a 

Ministry of Rural Development and Land Reform (DRDLR), in line with the national policy 

conference’s resolutions. During the same year, CRDP was introduced. CRDP is a programme 

aimed at alleviating poverty by creating vibrant, equitable and sustainable rural communities 

through rural development, land and agrarian reforms. In this context, rural development deals 

with economic and social development, land reform with land tenure, restitution, redistribution of 

land, and agrarian change with ensuring the optimal and sustainable use of land, and food security 

(DRDL, 2009a). The key sub-programmes of rural development include: 
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(i) Rural Infrastructure Development: is focused on improving access to physical, social and 

economic infrastructure; 

(ii) Rural Enterprise and Industrial Development: deals with the creation of an institutional 

environment for sustainable rural development; and 

(iii) The National Rural Youth Services Corps: is focused on empowering young rural people 

through training and skills development programmes. 

The first pilot project for the implementation of the CRDP took place in Muyexe, a village in the 

Greater Giyani Local Municipality in Limpopo Province, and by 2013 CRDP had been rolled-out 

to 157 rural villages (DRDL, 2009b). A case study focusing on economic and social influence of 

CRDP in Muyexe village, found that not much had been attained with regard to the building of 

economic and social infrastructure. It was also found that jobs created were only on a short-term 

basis, enterprises and co-operatives established were not sustainable, and the unemployment rate 

was still a serious concern (Ramovha, 2016). 

Between 2010 and 2013, the New Growth Path and the 2030 National Development Plan were 

adopted as the frameworks for national economic and development policies. Both outline agendas 

to overcome unemployment and chronic poverty that afflict people living in the rural areas. The 

implementation of these policies reinforces and complements CRDP. So far, rural development 

programmes have had a slight influence on South Africa’s rural areas. Most rural landscapes, 

especially in homeland areas, are still characteristic of the pre-1994 scenery, with many rural 

households continuing to reside in the densely populated homelands (Presidency, 2014). 

Rural development policies failed to strengthen rural-urban linkages. According to Atkinson 

(2014), there has been a trend of rural decline and urban growth in South Africa since 1994. This 

is explained by a historical analysis of rural-urban linkages in South Africa that shows that the 

country is characterised by a dual economy where rural and urban economies are poorly integrated 

(Mbatha et al., 2018; Ndabeni, 2013).  

A pattern emerges of disparities between rural areas and urban areas since post-1994, which shows 

that rural areas continued to lag behind urban areas despite efforts of rural development:  

• Trends in national poverty (using lower-bound poverty line) shows that, despite rural 

development initiatives, poverty in rural areas was 65,4% in 2015, down from 74,9% in 

2006. In urban areas, poverty was relatively lower at 25,4%, down from 34,3% (Sulla & 

Zikhali, 2018). 
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• Unemployment (using the expanded definition) has been on the rise in South Africa since 

1995. It increased from 29,3% in 1995 to 34,6% in the fourth quarter of 2011, where the 

unemployment rate was relatively higher in rural areas (49,35%) and lower in urban areas 

(29,07%) (Stats SA, 1996, 2012a). In fourth quarter of 2019, 49,1% and 34,2% of the 

economically active were found to be unemployed in rural areas and urban areas 

respectively (Stats SA, 2020). 

• Educational attainment is much lower in rural areas than in urban areas. In first quarter of 

2008, the proportion of the population aged 20 years-old who have attained Grade 12 and 

post-Grade 12 (that is, any qualification higher than Grade 12) stood at 28,53% and 15,63% 

in urban areas, compared to rural areas where it  amounted to 13,68% and 5,17% (Stats 

SA, 2008). By fourth quarter of 2018, the percentage of individuals who completed Grade 

12 had increased to 21,01% in rural areas, whilst it rose to 33,5% in urban areas. Those 

with post-Grade 12 increased to 7,5% in rural areas, compared to 17,8% in urban areas 

(Stats SA, 2019b).  

• Considering access to monetary resources, a higher share of rural households (47,25%) 

compared to 21,28% of urban households relied on income from remittances and pensions 

(including grants) in 2002. In the same year, those who earned salaries and/or wages in 

urban areas (68,53%) exceeded the number in rural areas (43,21%) (Stats SA, 2003a). In 

2018, households who relied on remittances, pensions, and grants rose significantly in rural 

areas to 51,92% compared to 22,22% of urban areas. Those who had salary or wage as 

their main income source decreased to 39,65% in rural areas and 66,14% in urban areas 

(Stats SA, 2019c).  

• In 1995, the average household income per annum in urban areas (R55 000) was two-fold 

that in rural areas (R23 000) (Stats SA, 1997). By 2011, the average income in urban areas 

(R151 055) was almost three-fold that in rural areas (R54 724) (Stats SA, 2015a).  

• The percentage of urban households who had access to piped (tap) water in yard and in 

dwelling was higher (90% in both 1995 and 2018) compared to rural households (33% in 

1995 and 41,82% in 2018) (Stats SA, 1996, 2019c).  

• In 1995, 78% of urban households, compared to 12% of rural households had access to 

improved sanitation (which comprised flush toilets inside dwelling and flush or chemical 

toilets outside dwelling). Although access to sanitation had improved in rural areas 

(63,72% in 2018), it was still relatively lower compared to urban areas where 91,48% of 

households had access. It is noteworthy that only 5,39% of households in rural areas, 
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compared to 85,60% in urban areas, had access to flush toilet connected to a public 

sewerage system (Stats SA, 1996, 2019c).  

 

A recent study on poverty and inequality in South Africa has found that the country has high levels 

of chronic poverty and is one of the most unequal countries in the world. In general, poverty has 

declined in South Africa since 1994. However, the current level of poverty is still unacceptable. 

Data shows that poverty in South Africa increased between 2010 and 2015, reversing a significant 

decline in poverty since 1994. As at 2015, 55,5% of South Africa’s population was poor when 

applying the upper-bound poverty line of R992 a head each month, and about 81.3% of the rural 

population was living in poverty at the same level (Sulla & Zikhali, 2018). Those most affected 

are children aged 17 and under, black African people, females, rural households (mostly in the 

Eastern Cape and Limpopo), and those with little or no education (Stats SA, 2017a). 

4.5 Key trends underlying rural development in South Africa: 1994-2017 

4.5.1 Demographics 

Over the period 1990-2015, the population growth rate of South Africa has slowly declined, 

averaging 1.6% annually (United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population 

Division, 2018). The trend in the fertility rate (measured as births per woman) in South Africa is 

down from a high of 4.29 in 1985 to a low of 2.7 in 2013 (Houle, Pantazis, Kabudula, Tollman & 

Clark, 2016; Stats SA, 2015b). The fertility rate is much higher in the predominantly rural 

provinces, namely Limpopo and the Eastern Cape, while it is lowest in the predominantly urban 

provinces Gauteng and the Western Cape (Stats SA, 2015b). 

The 2016 demographics data from Stats SA (2016b) shows that the number of people (10.8 

million) aged 5 to 14, that is people who are about to enter the South African labour market, is 

greater than that of people aged 55 to 64 or those who are about to leave the labour force (3.5 

million). This indicates an excess of potential new entrants into the country’s labour market over 

those retiring. The predominantly rural provinces, the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo 

have the highest ratio of pontential new entrants over retirees. The ratio is the lowest in Gauteng 

and Western Cape. There seems to be a demographic pressure on labour which poses an urgent 

challenge for rural development policy in South Africa. 

The proportions of children aged 5 to 14, and of older people (over 65), have important 

implications for labour supply and economic growth. Based on 2016 demographics data from Stats 

SA (2016b) the proportion of children and older people averages 19% and 5% respectively for 



 

110 

South Africa. The highest proportions of children, above the national average of 19%, are in 

Eastern Cape (23%), KwaZulu-Natal (23%), Limpopo (21%) and Mpumalanga (20%). The 

national average for older people is 5%, while the Northern Cape has 7%, the Western Cape 6%, 

Gauteng 6%, and the Free State 6%. 

The proportion of rural population in South Africa has declined from above 40% in 1994 to 36% 

in 2016. In 2016, Limpopo had the highest percentage share of rural population (82%), followed 

by Mpumalanga (56%), North West (54%), KwaZulu-Natal (53%) and Eastern Cape (53%) (Stats 

SA, 2016b). 

4.5.2 Education and health 

The provision of education and health services in rural areas has improved thanks to government 

intervention since 1994. However, much remains to be done with regard to building education and 

health infrastructure, improving access to resources, and attracting and retaining good educators 

and doctors in rural areas. In terms of access and quality, these services are significantly poorer in 

rural areas than in urban areas (Presidency, 2014). 

Life expectancy has been increasing over time and the infant mortality rate declining, a 

consequence of the expansion of health programmes countrywide. The total dependency ratio in 

South Africa declined from 64,4% in 1996 to 52,7% in 2011. A comparison of dependency ratios 

by population group shows that black South Africans, followed by coloureds, had the highest 

dependency ratios compared with Indians and whites. Provincial comparison suggests that over 

the same period, Limpopo and the Eastern Cape had the highest dependency ratios compared with 

other provinces (Stats SA, 2015c). 

4.5.3 Natural resources 

The 1913 Land Act and the betterment planning programme led to a lack of adequate and secure 

access to natural resources, notably land, and reductions in livestock holdings in the rural 

communities, especially the communal homeland areas. Racial imbalances in land ownership 

resulted in small landholdings in the former homelands. Most households or small-scale farmers 

living in the homelands could not produce enough to meet all their household needs, as the land 

was too small and poorly endowed with arable land (Jacobs et al., 2008). According to Stats SA 

(2009, quoted by Walker & Dubb, 2013), there were 40 000 white-owned commercial agricultural 

land covering about 67% of the country in 2009. In the early 1990s, homeland areas or black 

communal areas covered only 15% of the country’s total land area of which most of it was state-

owned (Department of Agriculture, Forestry & Fisheries [DAFF], cited in Walker & Dubb, 2013). 
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These land ownership patterns exacerbate inequality ( Presidency, 2014). It can be argued that 

millions of rural people living in the homeland areas continue to experience lack of access to 

natural resources, which makes it impossible for them to engage in, among other economic 

activities, commercial farming, fishing or forestry. 

4.5.4 Human resources 

South Africa’s working-age population has increased over time. In 1995, there were 20,4 million 

individuals in the working age population (Stats SA, 1996). This number rose to 37 million in the 

third quarter of 2016, of which 12,4 million was rural population and 24,5 million urban 

(Development Policy Research Unit [DPRU], 2017). Statistics show that the predominantly rural 

provinces experience the highest out-migration. The reasons mostly cited for internal rural-urban 

migration are the search for job opportunities, starting a business, and tertiary education (Stats SA 

,2016a). In the process, rural areas experience a loss of human resources and labour force, which 

are important to the development of those areas. 

A study on skills development in rural areas by Jacobs and Hart (2012) found that rural areas 

experience a shortage of higher education facilities or post-school education. Universities are 

concentrated in urban areas, with some rural areas in the homeland areas having no university at 

all, or a solitary one. Jacobs and Hart (2012) argue that gaining access to higher education for rural 

people is challenging for several reasons, including: lack of finance, low quality of secondary 

schooling, resulting in poor academic performance that prevents access to higher education, and 

the non-availability of tertiary education. This makes it impossible for rural areas to produce a 

labour force with skills that enable them to carry out and support rural development. The 2013 

CRDP evaluation report (DRDLR, 2013), indicates that low literacy and skills levels are among 

key challenges that affect the rural areas. 

4.5.5 Production and employment capacities 

A research report on rural development in the 18 rural nodes in the homelands shows that out of 

the working-age population of 7,34 million, only 2 million (27,24%) people were employed, while 

1,24 million (16,9%) were unemployed and the rest, 4,1 million (55,9%), were not economically 

active (Stats SA, 2016c). This suggests that there is a low level of employment capacity in rural 

areas. 

The largest proportion of GDP contribution in the former homelands is represented by community 

and social services provided by the government, rather than increased production of goods and 

marketable services (Ngomane, 2012). This fails to drive the rural economy or production, since 
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most of the goods sold in rural areas are not produced in these areas, leading to low levels of 

earnings.  

4.5.6 Basic infrastructure 

Access to basic infrastructure has improved since 1996. However, much remains to be done with 

regards to the building and maintenance of basic infrastructure in rural areas. According to 

DRDLR (2013), some rural areas still lack access to socio-economic infrastructure and services. 

For instance, rural road infrastructure is in a poor state. The Department of Transport’s (DoT’s) 

strategic plan 2015-2020 (2017) emphasises the need to improve rural road infrastructure. Other 

challenges to South Africa’s rural areas include lack of access to water resources and internet 

infrastructure (DRDLR, 2013; Department of Telecommunications & Postal Services, 2015). 

In 2011, about 24,1% of rural households had no access to piped (tap) water, 29,9% had access to 

communal tap water, and only 25,7% had flush toilets (Stats SA, 2016c). Much progress has been 

made in the provision of access to electricity. In 2016, 84,2% of South African households had 

access to electricity (Stats SA, 2017c). 

4.5.7 Governance  

Among the elements which contributed to the failure of RDP and ISRDS were the lack of 

integration, co-ordination and transparency among stakeholders (Gwanya, 2010). A problem often 

experienced is poor co-ordination within the three spheres of government, and a lack of capacity 

and skills to implement rural development projects (Olivier et al., 2010). 

The CRDP set out a strong governance structure embracing a management system, strategies, 

procedures and administration processing mechanisms. Its management system is made up of 

representatives from national, provincial, and local government, as well as a council of stake-

holders representing NGOs and rural villages. Thus, the decisionmaking process is decentralised. 

This consensus-oriented decision-making process increases transparency and hence good 

governance. In addition, CRDP intend to address the issues of co-ordination and integration by 

assigning responsibilities to other government departments. This and the training of CRDP 

beneficiaries will likely increase the participation of government departments and residents 

respectively. Between 2009 and 2013, a total number of 2 656 beneficiaries had been trained, and 

52 councils of stakeholders had been formed as community forum representatives ( Presidency, 

2014). 
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4.5.8 Government investment in rural development 

Figure 4.14 presents an overview of audited government spending on CRDP since 2009. The 

reported amount reflects the total amount spent on rural development (made up of rural 

infrastructure development, rural enterprise and industrial development and the national rural 

Youth Services Corps), land claims and land reform. These amounts give a sense of investment 

priorities in rural areas. Over the nine years from 2009 to ’17, the government directly committed 

about R60,3 billion to CRDP, of which 16% was spent on rural development, 44% on restitution 

and 41% on land reform. These figures reflect investment by the government through DRDLR and 

no other government departments. Between 2009 and ’17, the share of rural development spending 

has risen faster than that on restitution and land reform. However, restitution and land reform 

continue to receive the largest share of the budget, compared with rural development. 

 

Figure 4.14: Investment priorities for CRDP in South Africa: 2009-17 

 
Sources: National Treasury (2012, 2015, 2016 and 2018). 

 

4.6 Conclusion 

The central objective of this chapter was to examine rural development in South Africa. The 

chapter discussed the history of land dispossession and separate development, and a programme 

of betterment planning, which had a negative effect on the development of rural areas in South 

Africa. Rural development policies since 1994 and key trends related to the outcomes of these 

policies were also analysed. 

2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17

Rural

development
9 104 72 117 357 468 786 252 1 075 58 1 700 79 1 800 98 1 921 99 1 814 76

Restitution 3 122 14 2 331 63 3 766 83 2 376 28 2 865 73 2 836 70 2 997 93 2 630 23 3 331 11

Land Reform 2 805 64 2 569 60 1 937 20 3 317 80 3 326 45 2 863 20 2 482 09 2 547 06 2 645 05

R 0

R 500 000

R 1 000 000

R 1 500 000

R 2 000 000

R 2 500 000

R 3 000 000

R 3 500 000

R 4 000 000

R
' 

0
0

0

Rural development Restitution Land Reform



 

114 

Because of discriminatory policies by the colonial and apartheid regimes, and the lack of urgency 

by the democratic government, South Africa find itself as one of the most unequal countries in the 

world. Between 1910 and ’94, rural development was neglected. Policies focused instead on racial 

segregation, land dispossession, separate development and the development of urban areas. This 

left a legacy of inequalities, not only between urban and rural areas but also between racial groups. 

South Africa’s discriminatory policies also led to chronic poverty among black Africans in rural 

areas. By 1994, many rural households lacked adequate access to land for a range of purposes. The 

literature on best practices of rural development shows that land is an important part of the 

livelihood of rural dwellers. Even though it is not guaranteed that land will help them escape 

poverty, it does give them the opportunity to become farmers and thus avoiding destitution. Also 

in 1994, South Africa was characterised by a highly unbalanced land ownership and tenure system 

in favour of the white minority, high levels of unemployment among black Africans and coloureds, 

lack of access to basic infrastructure, and land degradation in the rural areas. The result was 

underdevelopment in the country’s rural areas. Since most black South Africans lived in rural 

areas, this meant that majority of black South Africans were economically marginalised. 

Since 1994, various land and rural reforms have been adopted to fight rural marginalisation and 

improve the living conditions of the poor black majority. However, land reform in South Africa 

has yet to confront and transform deep-rooted forms of exclusion and marginalisation. Strategies 

focusing on rural development between 1994 and 2000 failed to achieve rural transformation that 

moves rural communities out of poverty and into an improved quality of life. This has put more 

pressure on the government to shape new rural development strategies. Since 2000 the government 

has demonstrated its commitment to rural development by introducing initiatives and allocating 

more resources to land reform and rural development programmes. 

Various research reports acknowledge the progress made since 1994, but assert that much remains 

to be done with regard to investment in agricultural and basic infrastructure like irrigation systems, 

transport (roads, bridges, railways and so on) schools, hospitals, reservoirs, water supply and 

sanitation systems, electricity supply and internet infrastructures in the rural areas. Most rural 

inhabitants in South Africa remain marginalised as they continue to experience lack of access to 

socio-economic infrastructure, quality service delivery and job opportunities. These indicate that 

rural development initiatives since 1994 have had limited success in improving the quality of life 

and livelihood opportunities for rural people. As of 2018, high levels of inequality and poverty 

still prevail in South Africa, and the most affected are black South Africans, children, women, the 

less educated and people living in rural areas, especially in the Eastern Cape and Limpopo 
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provinces. Based on the literature in this chapter, the Eastern Cape and Limpopo have remained 

the poorest provinces of South Africa since 1994. The next chapter, Chapter 5, will focus on the 

analysis of socio-economic conditions in Limpopo Province, and formulate a local rural 

development strategy for the province. 
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CHAPTER 5 

A SOCIO-ECONOMIC ANALYSIS AND RURAL DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY FOR 

LIMPOPO PROVINCE 

5.1 Introduction 

After 25 years of democracy and rural development efforts, most of the rural population in 

Limpopo Province (hereinafter Limpopo) remains marginalised and lives in poverty. These prob-

lems of poverty and economic marginalisation are compounded by the underdevelopment of rural 

areas, the lack of employment opportunities, limited access to land for development, and the 

absence of basic infrastructure like ICT, roads and water supply, and good quality social services 

like sanitation, education and health. 

The intention of this chapter is to provide an analysis of the socio-economic situation in Limpopo 

that will shed light on the nature of the socio-economic challenges in the province’s rural areas. 

This will make it possible to identify strategies that can help promote rural development. While 

the chapter’s focus is broad, it does not address all the components of a comprehensive rural 

development strategy. 

The chapter starts with a general socio-economic overview of Limpopo. Section 5.3 discusses rural 

policies and development in terms of key policy objectives, the role of provincial government 

departments and their investments in rural development. Section 5.4 describes the classification 

used to categorise rural and urban areas. In Section 5.5, 18 indicators are used to analyse the socio-

economic situation in Limpopo. Section 5.6 looks at various challenges facing district muni-

cipalities. Section 5.7 provides a provisional framework for building a rural development strategy 

that will help promote rural development in Limpopo. This is followed by the conclusion. 

5.2 General overview of the province 

Limpopo is an inland province situated in the north-eastern corner of South Africa and shares 

domestic borders with Gauteng, Mpumalanga and North West. The province also shares 

international borders with Botswana, Zimbabwe and Mozambique. Before 1994, Limpopo was 

part of the Transvaal Province and included the homeland states of Venda, Gazankulu and Lebowa. 

The new province, initially called Northern Province (now Limpopo) was divided into five district 

municipalities and further subdivided into 25 local municipalities, as shown in Table 5.1. 
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Table 5.1: District and local municipalities in Limpopo (2011 boundaries) 

District municipalities Local municipalities 

1. Mopani Greater Giyani  

Greater Letaba  

Greater Tzaneen  

Ba-Phalaborwa 

Maruleng  

2. Vhembe  Mutale 

Thulamela 

Musina 

Makhado  

3. Capricorn  Blouberg 

Aganang 

Molemole  

Polokwane  

Lepelle-Nkumpi 

4. Waterberg  Thabazimbi  

Lephalale  

Mookgophong 

Modimolle 

Bela-Bela 

Mogalakwena 

5. Sekhukhune  Ephraim Mogale  

Elias Motsoaledi  

Makhuduthamaga  

Fetakgomo  

Greater Tubatse 

Source: Author’s own compilation from Stats SA (2012b). 

Widely known for its rich cultural heritage, bushveld, wildlife reserves, including part of the 

Kruger National Park, the province covers 10.2% of the total land area of South Africa. In 2016, 

5.8 million or 10% of South Africa’s total population lived in Limpopo. The rural areas, which 

include tribal and farm areas, were home to 82% of  Limpopo’s total population (Stats SA, 2016b). 

There is a need to improve labour force participation and absorption rates for Limpopo (Limpopo 

Provincial Treasury [LPT], 2018). Figure 5.1 shows the trend of labour market indicators in 

Limpopo. 
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Figure 5.1: Key labour market indicators in Limpopo 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Stats SA. 

Between 2008 and 2017, the number of employed persons rose steadily, while those of unem-

ployed, discouraged work-seekers, and economically inactive persons showed a moderate rise. 

However, due to a high number of economically inactive persons (persons aged between 15 and 

64 who are neither employed nor unemployed), the number of people without jobs remains much 

higher than the employed. 

In 2017, the unemployment rate in Limpopo (19.9%) was lower than the national unemployment 

rate of South Africa (26.7%). However, Limpopo’s expanded unemployment rate (37.6%) was 

slightly higher than that of the country as a whole (Stats SA, 2018b). Youth unemployment (15-

to-24-year-olds) was the second-lowest in the country at 36%, behind the Western Cape (29%). 

However, in 2017 the province had the third-highest number of discouraged work-seekers and 

economically inactive young people in the country (Stats SA, 2018c). Based on the 2013 Survey 

of Employers and the Self-Employed, the rate of self-employment in the informal sector was 

slightly higher in Limpopo (6.3%), followed by Mpumalanga (5%), Gauteng (5%) and Kwa-Zulu-

Natal (4.7%) (Stats SA, 2014a). 

More than half the population (53,5%) depended on remittances (10%), pensions (1.5%), and 

grants (including the old age grant) (42%) as their income sources in 2017. Moreover, about 35% 

of the population relied on salaries, wages or commission as their income source (Stats SA, 2018b). 

The 2011 household income distribution statistics for Limpopo show that 55,6% of its households 
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had annual income levels below R19 600 and 30,7% households had an annual income below 

R76 400 (LPG, 2015). Most households were unable to meet their basic needs and were in absolute 

poverty. This was noted through the Living Standard Measure (LSM), a marketing tool used as a 

proxy for living standards. It is segmented into 10 groups with LSM 1 to 4 representing the low 

income group, LSM 5 to 7 the middle income group and LSM 8 to 10 the high-income group (Stats 

SA, 2013). The data shows that in 2011 about 36% of Limpopo people fell into the category with 

the lowest living standards. This had worsened to 44% in 2015 (Department of Planning 

Monitoring and Evaluation [DPME], 2019). The 2017 poverty trend report indicates that about 

72.4% of Limpopo residents were living in poverty (Stats SA, 2017d). This was the highest 

compared with the other provinces of South Africa. The most significant contributor to poverty in 

Limpopo was unemployment, exemplified by few years of schooling, and the lack of sanitation, 

water and sources of energy for cooking and heating (Stats SA, 2014b). 

In 2017, based on the 2017 mid-year population estimates and the 2017 GDP estimates by Stats 

SA (2017d, 2019d), the GDP per capita (current, measured in rands) in Limpopo (R58 887) was 

the second-lowest in the country, behind the Eastern Cape ( R55 184). Gauteng had the highest 

GDP per capita of R111 626, followed by the Western Cape (R97 228). Limpopo’s Human De-

velopment Index (HDI) was the lowest in South Africa. In 2016 the HDI (0.595) was closer to the 

national average HDI of 0.666. The provinces with a relatively high HDI were Gauteng and the 

Western Cape with HDIs of 0.71 and 0.73 respectively (LPT, 2018). Therefore, Limpopo 

compared with the other provinces, fell behind in terms of overall achievement in its key 

dimensions of human development. 

5.3 Rural policies and development efforts 

Since 1994, Limpopo’s policy settings, goals and development efforts have been influenced by 

international and national policy frameworks. These include the MDGs, the SDGs, the Recon-

struction and Development Programme (RDP), the Integrated Sustainable Rural Development 

Strategy (ISRDS), the New Growth Path (NGP), and the National Development Plan (NDP). Over 

the three years 1994-96, the province’s development programme was based on the RDP. From 

1997 to ’99, the province was required to develop and implement its own annual Growth and 

Development strategies (LPG, 2009a). Between 1999 and 2015, Limpopo has developed and 

adopted various development frameworks, strategies, and plans. These are discussed in the next 

sub-section. 
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5.3.1 Key policies and objectives 

Since the adoption of the Provincial Growth and Development Strategy (PGDS), Limpopo has 

established development strategies and set goals that are in line with various international and 

national programmes. The key policies and their objectives include: 

5.3.1.1 The Limpopo Growth and Development Strategy (LGDS), 2004-09 

This strategy sets five key development objectives, and their performance indicators are aligned 

to those of the MDGs. The first objective was to make people’s life better by eliminating the de-

pendency ratio, poverty, and unemployment, and by improving access to basic needs and life ex-

pectancy. The second objective was to grow Limpopo’s economy and create jobs. The third was 

to achieve one of the objectives of the New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD): to 

collaborate and partner with other African countries on programmes for mutual benefit. The last 

two objectives were to raise competitiveness in the manufacturing sector and to improve the in-

stitutional efficiency and governance of provincial and local government (LPG, 2004). 

Developing the agriculture, manufacturing, mining, and tourism sectors was perceived to be the 

most important driver of achieving some of these objectives. The strategy document listed these 

development clusters (LPG, 2004): 

• petrochemical, coal, and platinum mining in Capricorn, Greater Sekhukhune and Waterberg; 

• fruit and vegetable production in Vhembe and Mopani; 

• logistics in Capricorn; 

• meat production in all district municipalities; 

• tourism to various destinations in the province; and 

• forestry in Vhembe and Mopani. 

The LGDS recognised water as the major development constraint. To address this, the province 

considered the development of various dams and implementing a water management strategy to 

ensure optimal use of water. The LGDS also emphasised the strengthening of governance at pro-

vincial and local levels, and the formulation of policies focusing on delivering basic infrastructure, 

increasing the numbers of skilled labourers, improving technological capacity, easing access to 

capital markets and improving the efficiency of institutions (LPG, 2004). 

5.3.1.2 The Limpopo Employment, Growth and Development Plan (LEGDP), 2009-14 

The objective of the LEDGP was to address the absence of sustained economic growth and decent 

jobs, essential for improving the quality of life and eliminating poverty as well as sustainable 
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growth and the development of the province (LPG, 2009b). To achieve these aims, the LEDGP 

adopted the strategic priorities of the Medium-Term Strategic Framework (MTSF): 

• promoting inclusive growth, the creation of decent jobs and sustainable livelihoods; 

• investment in economic and social infrastructure; 

• land reform, rural development and food security; 

• improving access to quality education and healthcare; 

• improving public services by strengthening government capacity; 

• combating crime and corruption; 

• ensuring sustainable use of resources; 

• building a cohesive society; and 

• regional integration within Africa. 

The plan identified those development programmes seen as the most important means of achieving 

these priorities. These development programmes were to be implemented by the provincial 

government, the municipalities, the private sector and all other stakeholders. 

5.3.1.3 The Limpopo Development Plan (LDP), 2015-19 

This plan is influenced by lessons from past strategies and plans of Limpopo, the NGP, the NDP, 

and the MTSF. The LDP has four objectives: 

• to highlight the contribution made by Limpopo to the NDP and MTSF; 

• to provide a planning framework so that provincial government departments and district and 

local municipalities align their strategies and plans to the NDP; 

• to encourage the participation of the private sector and union labour towards the achievement 

of provincial growth and development goals; and 

• to encourage individual participation in promoting higher standards of living in local com-

munities. 

The achievements of this development plan are measured by the 14 development outcomes of the 

national MTSF for 2015-19. However, the key consideration for the LDP is the achievement of 

meaningful employment for the people of Limpopo (LPG, 2015). 

5.3.1.4 Municipal integrated development plans (IDPs) 

An IDP is a development plan drawn up by a local municipality based on the needs of its local 

areas. IDP documents are expected to outline the municipality’s contributions towards achieving 

national and provincial priority outcomes. Municipal IDPs are aligned with national and provincial 
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policies. The IDP planning process should involve municipal authorities, councillors, communities 

and national and provincial departments. Each municipality is required to develop an IDP that 

covers its development vision, development objectives, development strategy and project identi-

fication targeting the local municipality. 

The main objective of an IDP is to improve quality of life in the area, considering existing eco-

nomic and social conditions, problems, and resources available for development. To accomplish 

this, the IDP document identifies economic and social development programmes that will benefit 

the community. These programmes are implemented by local and other spheres of government. 

5.3.2 The role of provincial government and investment in rural development 

The provincial and local governments are vital for rural development as they are well positioned 

to promote development within rural areas by creating an environment that will enable rural 

communities to innovate, produce, and contribute to the development of their communities. Li-

mpopo’s provincial departments operate within the national government’s framework in formu-

lating and implementing their own policies that are in line with the national policies. The roles and 

expenditure of each provincial department are presented below. 

5.3.2.1 Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (LDARD) 

The primary function of LDARD is to ensure the promotion of sustainable agricultural and rural 

development (LDARD, 2017). Table 5.2 presents an overview of LDARD programmes and au-

dited spending on agriculture and rural development over a six-year period. 
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Table 5.2: Summary of LDARD functions and expenditures: 2012-18 

Programmes Purposes Department’s actual expenditure on each programme 

2012-

13 

2013-

14 

2014-

15 

2015-16 2016-

17 

2017-

18 

  R000 R000 R000 R000 R000 R000 

1: Administration To provide support to LDARD’s other programmes. Managing and formulating policy 

directives and priorities. 

292 830 286 182 301 733 337 183 345 689 350 678 

2: Sustainable 

resource 

management 

To provide agricultural support to farmers with the aim to ensure sustainable 

development and resource management. 

105 800 93 372 87  447 67 611 80 895 66 965 

3: Farmer support 

and development 

To support farmers through agricultural development. 868 821 948 703 968 921 1  009 993 1 021 696 1 043 501 

4: Veterinary 

services 

To provide veterinary services to ensure that animals and animal products are healthy. 41 718 39 087 43 279 46 504 53 654 50 207 

5: Research and 

technology 

To provide research, development and technology transfer services.  41 380 42 410 43 119 47 819 51 145 51 683 

6: Agricultural 

economics services 

To provide agri-business and macroeconomic support. This includes marketing services 

and provision of economic and statistical information on the agricultural sector.  

122 873 24 831 16 196 17 086 17 674 29 656 

7: Agricultural edu-

cation and training 

To facilitate and provide agricultural education and training to all participants in the 

agricultural sector. 

79 057 88 052 88 901 87 944 111 602 110 040 

8: Rural develop-

ment 

To facilitate and co-ordinate the planning and implementation of the integrated rural 

development (in line with LDP, CRDP, IDP and Limpopo development strategies). 

Mobilising key stakeholders to ensure that both the government and its social partners 

deliver a sustainable and efficient rural development service.   

6 027 7 738 5 806 6 118 5 950 5 482 

Total LDARD spending (R billion) 1.56 1.53 1.56 1.62 1.69 1.71 

Source: Author’s own compilation from LDARD (2018, 2017, 2016, 2015, 2014 & 2013).  
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Reported allocated amounts to each programme give a sense of department spending priorities. 

Over six financial years, 2012-13 to 2017-18, the department has directly invested about R37 

million in its rural development programme. Over the same period, the share of expenditure on 

rural development programme has remained the same and is the lowest at 0.4% of overall depart-

mental spending. A higher share (80%) of the department’s budget was committed to both ad-

ministration (19.8%) and agricultural development (60.7%), pointing to LDARD’s top priorities. 

5.3.2.2 Department of Economic Development, Environment & Tourism (LEDET) 

Alongside LDARD, LEDET is also investing in the provincial government’s priorities identified 

in the province. LEDET’s mandate is to develop a competitive economy and to promote tourism 

growth while ensuring environmental sustainability. This mandate is informed by and aligned to 

the NDP, MTSF, LDP and other development strategies. As part of the LEDET, two agencies of 

importance regarding rural economic development were established to help the department achieve 

its mandate: the Limpopo Tourism Agency (LTA) and the Limpopo Economic Development 

Agency (LEDA) (LEDET, 2018). 

LEDA is an implementing agency of the Limpopo Department of Economic Development, Envi-

ronment and Tourism. It was established in 2012 in terms of the Limpopo Development Act of 

1994, following a merger of four provincial agencies, the Limpopo Agricultural Development 

Corporation (LADC), the Limpopo Business Support Agency (LIBSA), the Limpopo Economic 

Development Enterprise (LIMDEV), and Trade and Investment Limpopo (TIL) (LEDA, 2013). 

LEDA was founded to promote economic growth, job creation, income generation through the 

implementation of integrated development initiatives in the province. Its focus is on enterprise 

development and financial support; industrialisation; land and property development; and trade 

and investment promotion ( LEDET,  2018). 

LEDET’s strategic objectives include job creation, investment promotion, enterprise development 

and promotion of fair trade, tourism and sustainable use of the environment. One of its programmes 

is economic development, which aims to promote economic growth and job creation in the 

province. Table 5.3 summarises sub-programmes of the economic development programme. 
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Table 5.3: Sub-programmes of economic development 

Sub-programmes Purposes Department’s actual 

expenditure on each 

programme 

2013-14 2017-18 

  R000 R000 

1: Integrated economic 

development services 

To develop sustainable small business enterprises 

and co-operatives. 

321 508 652 805 

2: Trade & sector 

development 

To promote industrial development, trade, and 

investment. 

13 552 19 351 

3: Business regulation 

and governance 

To regulate business to ensure a socially 

responsible business environment. 

77 413 107 440 

4: Economic planning To research and formulate policy interventions to 

unlock economic opportunities and job creation in 

identified sectors. 

11 407 10 579 

Total 423 880 790 175 

Source: Author’s own compilation from  LEDET (2018, 2015). 

A larger share of economic development programme spending is allocated to integrated economic 

development services, followed by business regulation and governance. The percentage share of 

LEDET spending on the integrated economic development services sub-programme increased 

from 76% (of R423 million) in 2013-14 to 83% (of R790 million) in 2017-18 as shown in Table 

5.3. 

The other two programmes managed by the LEDET are environmental services and tourism. The 

purpose of the first programme is to manage and regulate the natural environment in a way that 

allows for sustainable economic growth and development. The tourism programme focuses on 

regulation, promotion and development of tourism in Limpopo. The environmental affairs sub-

programme includes environmental quality management, biodiversity and natural resources man-

agement and environmental empowerment services. Tourism sub-programmes include planning 

and regulation as well as destination development and transformation (LEDET, 2018). Table 5.4 

presents a summary of the LEDET expenditure on each main programme between 2013-14 and 

2017-18. 

Table 5.4: LEDET expenditure on main programmes: 2013-18 

Programmes 2013-14 2014-15 2016-17 2017-18 

R000  R000  R000  R000  

1: Administration 300 739 28% 289 649 26% 342 949 26% 364 597 22% 

2: Economic 

development 423 880 40% 419 109 38% 506 528 39% 786 243 47% 

3: Environmental affairs 191 328 18% 217 177 20% 345 504 26% 398,579 24% 

4: Tourism 155 295 14% 186 461 17% 117 291 9% 132 490 8% 

Total 1 071 242 100% 1 112 396 100% 1 312 272 100% 1 681 909 100% 

Source: author’s own compilation from LEDET (2018, 2015). 
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Table 5.4 shows that the share of spending on environmental affairs increased from 18% (of R1.07 

billion) in 2013-14 to 24% (of R1.7 billion) in 2017-18, pointing to a rising pace in the 

implementation of environmental programmes like environmental quality management, 

biodiversity and natural resources management, and environmental empowerment services. 

Tourism spending priorities have declined from 14% in 2013-14 to 8% in 2017-18. Economic 

development has always attracted the most expenditure. 

5.3.2.3 Department of Social Development (LDSD) 

The department has a role to play in addressing the critical challenges of alleviating poverty and 

inequality through the provision of basic needs to the disadvantaged, especially the elderly, 

children, women, people with disabilities and HIV and Aids. LDSD’s mandate is to provide the 

right of access to social assistance to vulnerable people who are unable to support themselves. It 

derives its policy mandate from the NDP, MTSF, LDP and other policy documents (LDSD, 2018). 

Sustainable social protection can contribute to the reduction of extreme poverty and deprivation, 

as well as social and economic risk and vulnerability. According to FAO (2018b), social protection 

is an important aspect of a rural poverty reduction strategy. Also, social protection is not only 

about social development: evidence shows that it also contributes to rural economic growth by 

stimulating and increasing demand for goods and services, as a social assistance programme that 

provides cash transfers to the poorest households, increases the purchasing power of the poorest 

households. 

The LDSD’s social protection services are focused on ensuring household food and nutrition 

security, access to basic services, early childhood development and investment in children. As 

stated in the department’s vote No 12 annual report (LDSD, 2018), it has five types of pro-

grammes: 

• administration: strategic management and support services to all other programmes of the 

LDSD; 

• social welfare services: provides integrated development social welfare services that benefit 

the poor and vulnerable; 

• children and families: social protection programme that provides care and support services to 

children and families; 

• restorative services: provides crime prevention and anti-substance abuse services to the most 

vulnerable; and 
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• development and research: based on empirical research and demographic information, this 

programme establishes and facilitates community empowerment programmes. Its sub-

programmes include management and support, community mobilisation, institutional capacity 

building and support for NPOs, poverty alleviation and sustainable livelihoods, community-

based research and planning, youth development, women development, and population policy 

promotion. 

In 2013-14 the social welfare services programme was allocated the largest share (46%) of the 

LDSD’s total budget, followed by the children and families programme (20%) and administration 

(18%). The remaining programmes, namely restoration services, and development and support 

services, were allocated 4% and 12% respectively. By 2017-18, expenditure on social welfare ser-

vices had decreased by 43% from R605 million to R345 million, while the children and families 

programme had an increase of 210% from R260 million to R807 million, as shown in Table 5.5.  

Table 5.5: LDSD expenditure on main programmes 

Programmes 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 Actual 

percentage 

change: 

 R000 R000 R000 R000 R000 2013-2018 

1: Administration 233 442 257 913 264 642 274 712 305 601 31% 

2: Social welfare 

services 

605 445 332 896 279 953 305 488 345 229 -43% 

3: Children and 

families 

260 306 545 352 681 257 735 803 807 034 210% 

4: Restoration services 57 812 161 383 191 723 167 209 176 739 206% 

5: Development and 

support services 

157 996 156 234 168 242 178 138 182 286 15% 

Total 1 315 001 1 453 778 1 585 817 1 661 350 1 816 889 38% 

Source: Author’s own compilation from  LDSD (2018, 2015). 

Table 5.5 shows that about 12% of the R1,3 billion expenditure of the department was committed 

to programme 5 (development and support services) in 2013-14. In 2017-18, 10% (of R1,8 billion) 

of the expenditure was allocated to this programme. In actual numbers, spending rose from R157 

million in 2013-14 to R182 million in 2017-18, showing an actual percentage increase of 15%. 

On average, 75% of the annual budget allocated to development and support services sub-

programmes was spent on the management and support sub-programme, 11% on poverty 

alleviation and sustainable livelihoods, 6% on institutional capacity building and support for 

NPOs, 3,7% on youth development, and 2,3% on population policy promotion, as shown in Table 

5.6. 
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Table 5.6: LDSD expenditure on development and support services sub-programmes 

Sub-programmes 2013-14 2014-

15 

2015-

16 

2016-

17 

2017-

18 

Percentage 

share (average):  

 R000 R000 R000 R000 R000 2013-14-2017-

18 

1: management and support 111 890 118 832 128 559 135 699 137 594 75,0% 

2: community mobilisation - 1 886 1 801 1 546 1 384 0,8% 

3: institutional capacity building and 

support for NPOs 

12 619 4 935 6 032 15 460 12 992 6,1% 

4: poverty alleviation and 

sustainable livelihoods 

25 711 15 967 20 105 14 179 15 942 11,0% 

5: community-based research and 

planning 

1 212 - 523 882 453 0,4% 

6: youth development 2 286 8 664 6 406 5 737 8 405 3,7% 

7: women development  - 1 514 669 970 2 668 0,7% 

8: population policy promotion 4 277 4 436 4 147 3 665 2 848 2,3% 

Total 157 995 156 234 168 242 178 138 182 286 100,0% 

Source: Author’s own compilation from LDSD (2018, 2015). 

5.3.2.4 Department of Public Works, Roads and Infrastructure (LDPW) 

The LDPW policy mandate is guided by the NDP, MTSF, LDP, and departmental policies and 

frameworks. It is also expected to uplift rural economies through its road infrastructure pro-

gramme. According to LDPW’s 2018 annual report, the aim of the roads infrastructure programme 

is to promote accessibility and safe movement of human resources, goods and services by 

delivering and maintaining roads infrastructure in the province. Through its roads and infra-

structure programme, LDPW spent about R5,6 billion from 2015-16 to 2017-18 on construction 

and maintenance of roads (LDPW, 2018). 

One entity of importance regarding roads construction and maintenance is Road Agency Limpopo 

(RAL) which reports to the LDPW. Its mandate is to plan, design, develop, control and maintain 

the provincial road network on behalf of the LDPW. RAL’s road portfolio excludes municipal and 

national roads (RAL, 2018). RAL manages 20 260km of roads, of which only 5 974km is tarred, 

and the rest, 14 286km, is gravel roads. It is estimated that a R160 billion budget is needed to tar 

these roads (LDPW, 2018). RAL (2017) attributes the ongoing issue of the gravel road backlog 

and the province’s deteriorating road network to budget constraints. 

5.3.2.5 Department of Co-operative Governance, Human Settlement & Traditional Affairs 

(CoGHSTA) 

The department’s main responsibility is to ensure that the people of Limpopo have proper housing, 

that municipalities and traditional leadership institutions are supported in delivering community 

services, and that developmental co-operative governance is promoted through greater emphasis 
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on working with municipalities, traditional leaders and communities (CoGHSTA, 2018a). 

CoGHSTA has four strategic goals which are listed below (CoGHSTA, 2018b): 

• build a professional workforce that can provide professional support as well as efficient 

and effective service delivery; 

• building houses for people living in an informal settlement; 

• strengthen the co-operative governance system through improved an monitoring and 

oversight role over all municipalities, as well as supporting traditional leaders to enhance 

local governance; and 

• Improve the capacity of institutions of traditional leadership through administrative 

support. 

 

CoGHSTA’s main programmes include human settlements, co-operative governance and tradi-

tional development. According to the department (CoGHSTA, 2018b), traditional leaders play a 

major role in the development of communities in the province. However, without reliable evi-

dence, it is unclear how tribal communities benefit, with regard to socio-economic development, 

from tribal leaders. 

5.3.2.6 Department of Transport and Community Safety (LDoT) 

The vision of LDoT is to be a pioneer and leading department by placing transport at the centre of 

Limpopo’s socio-economic development. The department strives to provide safe, affordable, 

sustainable and integrated transport services that will ensure that the transport infrastructure meets 

the demand for social development and economic growth in Limpopo. The department’s strategic 

objectives include subsidised public transport services, improved public transport regulation, and 

a reduction in road crash fatalities and traffic offences (LDoT, 2018). 

5.3.2.7 Limpopo Provincial Government, Office of the Premier (OtP) 

The vision of the department focuses on good governance, integrated planning, sustainable growth 

and development. The strategic priorities of the department are strategic management support to 

the director, financial management, risk management, human resource management, improved 

capacity and communication service, monitoring and evaluation programmes, international 

relations and intergovernmental relations in the province (LPG, 2018). 

The LPG premier’s office has main four programmes, including (LPG, 2018): 

• administrative support: the programme is focused on administrative support to the premier, 

executive council and director-general in performing their legislative oversight duties and 
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in promoting good governance. The programme has four sub-programmes: premier support 

services, executive management support services, financial management, and corporate 

services; 

• institutional development support: the programme aims to ensure that the provincial ad-

ministration has the capacity to fulfil its functions. This programme is responsible for en-

suring that policies, processes and systems required for service delivery are in place; and 

• policy and governance: the programme focus on planning, monitoring and evaluation. The 

focus of the programme is on the development and implementation of policies and 

strategies. The sub-programmes include planning, provincial policy management, moni-

toring and evaluation. 

5.4 Urban and rural classification categories 

Stats SA’s urban and rural area classification splits rural areas into rural formal and tribal areas, 

and urban areas into urban formal and urban informal. Both rural and urban areas are made up of 

enumeration areas (EA) as shown in Figure 5.2. EAs are small pieces of land that together form 

the total land of the country. Table 5.7 shows five out of 10 EAs and their descriptions. 

Figure 5.2: Urban and rural classification categories in South Africa 

 

Source: Author’s own compilation from Stats SA (2003b).  
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Table 5.7: Census 2011: descriptions of enumeration areas 

Enumeration area (EA) 

types 
Descriptions 

1. Tribal settlements Rural villages within a tribal area. They are regarded as rural, even if they are densely 

populated. 

2. Farms Commercial farms with field size that is usually large and cultivated with a variety 

of crops. 

3. Smallholdings Small farms, usually on the outskirts of a city or town. 

4. Urban settlement An organised and structured settlement area that is legally proclaimed as urban area. 

Includes suburbs and townships. 

5. Informal settlement Refers to squatter camps, usually with informal structures, on land which has not 

been proclaimed as residential. 

Source: Stats SA (2003b). 

The second methodology used by Stats SA in classifying local areas as urban or rural is based on 

an analysis of the total population within an area and the population density. Although there are 

no international standard criteria for defining an urban or a rural area using local population and 

population density, Stats SA has opted for the concept of a town as having a population size greater 

than 1 000 and the criterion of population density of greater than or equal to 500/km2 – these 

definitions are common in Canada, the US, the UK and Australia. Table 5.8 provides urban criteria 

from various countries, including South Africa. 

Table 5.8: Urban area criteria used by various countries 

Country Locality population Population density 

Australia > =1000  

Canada >=1000 >=400/km2 

South Africa >=1000 >=500/km2 

UK >=1000 >=500/km2 

US >=2500  

Source: Stats SA (2003b). 

In the South African context, the equivalent classifications for a locality are “main place” or “sub-

place”. The main place or sub-place is an EA that forms part of a local municipal area. In Limpopo, 

there are main and sub-places with high-density that are not classified as urban according to EA 

types. These are in the tribal areas and are classified as rural areas. Although they have the required 

population density of more than 500 people to a square kilometre, they do not have formal urban 

characteristics (Stats SA, 2003b). 
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For analysis purposes, and in addition to Stats SA classifications of urban and rural, this chapter 

adopts the OECD’s methodology to classify local areas as predominantly rural, significantly rural 

and predominantly urban. The methodology follows these steps: 

Step one: a local municipality is classified as 

• predominantly rural (PR) if the share of the rural population in the local area is higher than 

50%; 

• significantly rural (SR) if the share of the rural population in the local area is between 15% 

and 49%; or 

• predominantly urban (PU), if the share of the rural population in the local area is below 

15%; 

Step two: a local municipality classified as 

• predominantly rural becomes significantly rural if it contains an urban centre of more than 

200 000 residents representing at least 25% of the total district population; or 

• significantly rural becomes predominantly urban if it contains an urban centre of more than 

500 000 residents representing at least 25% of the total district population (OECD, 2011b). 

Based on these definitions and Stats SA’s rural-urban classifications, a few of the local municipal 

areas and main places in Limpopo can be classified as either significantly rural or predominantly 

urban. For instance, the Modimolle local municipality, with 85% urban population in 2011 and 

87% urban population in 2016, is the only local municipality in Limpopo that is predominantly 

urban. Local municipal areas that are significantly rural include: 

1. Musina 

2. Polokwane 

3. Thabazimbi 

4. Mookgopong and 

5. Bela-Bela. 

Polokwane was classified as predominantly rural in terms of step one, as its rural population was 

59% in 2011 and 61% in 2016, and then as significantly rural according to step two since it meets 

the population size criterion of more than 200 000 inhabitants in the urban centre and its total 

population represented 50% of the population of the Capricorn district (Stats SA, 2012b, 2016b). 

The rest of the local municipal areas are predominantly rural. Table 5.9 is based on 2011 census 

data from Stats SA and shows that out of roughly 2 098 main places in Limpopo, 65 were 

predominantly urban, 2 024 were predominantly rural, and nine were significantly rural. 
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Table 5.9: Number of main-places and percentage of population by typology 

Municipal district OECD typology Number of main-places % of population 

Mopani  

predominantly urban 8 7,7 

significantly rural  2 1,6 

predominantly rural  335 90,7 

Total 345 100 

Vhembe  

predominantly urban 7 11,9 

significantly rural  3 1,6 

predominantly rural  495 86.6 

                                                  Total 505 100 

Capricorn  

predominantly urban 12 24 

significantly rural  1 1,1 

predominantly rural  465 74,9 

                                                  Total 478 100 

Waterberg  

predominantly urban 30 49 

significantly rural  0 0 

predominantly rural  162 51 

                                                  Total 192 100 

Sekhukhune  

predominantly urban 8 3 

significantly rural  3 2.4 

predominantly rural  567 94.6 

                                                  Total 578 100 

 predominantly urban 65 19 

Limpopo significantly rural  9 1 

 predominantly rural  2024 80 

 Total 2098 100 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Stats SA. 

As shown in Table 5.9, although Waterberg had a greater number of predominantly rural main-

places, half of the population in the district was concentrated in predominantly urban areas and the 

other half in predominantly rural areas. In all the other district municipalities, the population is 

concentrated solely in predominantly rural areas. In 2011, the predominantly rural areas were home 

to 94.6% of the total population in Sekhukhune region, 90.7% in Mopani, 86.6% in Vhembe, 75% 

in Capricorn, and 51% of the total population in the Waterberg. This suggests that there is 

considerable variation regarding urbanisation between Waterberg and other municipal districts. 

The geographical hierarchy used in recent statistical reporting of socio-economic data is usually 

at provincial, district and local levels. For this reason, the analysis that follows will only consider 

district and local areas and omit main-places. More emphasis in the analysis will be placed on 

predominantly rural and significantly rural areas. The predominantly rural areas refer to the sum 

of local municipal areas that are classified as PR, while significantly rural areas mean the sum of 

local areas classified as SR based on the Stats SA rural-urban classification, data from the 2011 

Census and 2016 community survey, and the OECD methodology. Based on the latest data from 
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Stats SA (2016b), Limpopo had one predominantly urban local municipal area, five significantly 

rural and 19 predominantly rural. 

5.5 Socio-economic situation in Limpopo 

The socio-economic information presented in this study section is based on the latest data sets 

from Stats SA (including census data, community surveys and household sample surveys), Quan-

tec’s RSA standardised regional dataset and government documents. To ensure the relevance of 

the indicator presented in this section, socio-economic indicators used in the situational analysis 

are derived from the set of existing rural development indicators presented in Chapter 2. The focus 

was on indicators that show the current state of the rural economy and trends in socio-economic 

situations. Concurrently, these indicators provide an insight into the variety of factors currently 

influencing rural development, and on the outcomes of previous development efforts in Limpopo. 

This will help in identifying the potential areas of intervention and help set the objectives of the 

rural development strategy (OECD, 2016a). 

5.5.1 Population and population changes 

The term “population” is used to refer to the number of people in a country, province or local area. 

Population change, or growth, signifies an increase or decrease in population numbers. Both 

population numbers and changes are determined by fertility rate, mortality, and migration (Lutz & 

Qiang, 2002). Population plays a significant role in the economic development of a geographical 

area through the provision of and demand for services and goods. Rapid change in human 

population affects natural resources, public services, and infrastructure, which can place pressure 

on sustainability and development (World Bank, 2019a). 

In 2018, the population in Limpopo was estimated at 5.8 million people, of whom 20% were living 

in Mopani, 20% in Greater Sekhukhune, 24% in Vhembe, 23% in Capricorn, and 13% in 

Waterberg (Quantec, 2018b). Historically, this has not always been the case.  As shown in Figure 

5.3, from 1996 to 2008 Capricorn had the highest share of the population in Limpopo, but that 

changed in 2009 when the share of population living in Vhembe surpassed that of Capricorn. 

Generally, the figure shows a close similarity in absolute population size between Mopani and 

Greater Sekhukhune, and between Vhembe and Capricorn. 
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 Figure 5.3: Population size by district municipality in Limpopo: 1996-2018 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

Over the period 1996-2018, the population of Limpopo grew by 863 000 people at an average rate 

of 0,7% a year. This growth was driven by a steady increase in population across all the districts, 

mainly driven by natural increase (a surplus of births over mortality rate). The highest population 

growth rate was found in Waterberg, and the lowest in Capricorn. 

Since 1996, more than 80% of Limpopo’s population lived in predominantly rural areas and few 

in significantly rural areas (below 16%, as shown in Figure 5.4), except for the Capricorn and 

Waterberg municipalities, where 50% and 29% of the district population lived in significantly rural 

areas. The predominantly rural population reached the 4,8 million mark in 2018, while the 

significantly rural reached 944 000, following more than two decades of moderate growth. 
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Figure 5.4: Population size by type of area in Limpopo: 1996-2018 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

The distribution of population in local municipalities varies greatly. As shown in Table 5.10, the 

highest share of the province’s population by local municipalities was in Thulamela (12%), fol-

lowed by Polokwane (11%), Makhado (10%), Tzaneen (7%), Greater Tubatse (6%) and Mogala-

kwena (6%). These local municipalities are the biggest contributors to the gross domestic product 

within their districts, as shown in Section 5.5.15.  

As shown in Table 5.10, the most notable population growth rates over the period 1996-2018, were 

in Musina (2,6%), Lephalale (1,5%), Bela-Bela (1,5%), and Greater Tubatse (1,4%). Other local 

municipalities with a population growth rate above 1% included Ba-Phalaborwa, Polokwane, and 

all the local municipalities of Waterberg except Mogalakwena, which had 0,6% growth. The 

depopulation of predominantly rural areas can be observed especially in the Blouberg, Aganang, 

Molemole and Lepelle-Nkumpi local municipalities of Capricorn, which had negative growth rates 

over the period. 
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Table 5.10: Population totals and growth rates by municipality in Limpopo 

Limpopo by 2011 municipal boundaries 
1996 2018 growth rate, 

1996-2018 

absolute change, 

1996-2018 total % share total % share 

Mopani  1 007 987 20,4 1 167 598 20,1 0,7 159 611 

 Greater Giyani  223 818 4,5 252 123 4,3 0,5 28 305 

 Greater Letaba  209 385 4,2 229 908 4,0 0,4 20 523 

 Greater Tzaneen  362 418 7,3 420 538 7,3 0,7 58 120 

 Ba-Phalaborwa  121 838 2,5 162 544 2,8 1,3 40 707 

 Maruleng  90 529 1,8 102 485 1,8 0,6 11 956 

Vhembe  1 162 265 23,6 1 409 512 24,3 0,9 247 246 

 Musina  43 534 0,9 76 692 1,3 2,6 33 158 

 Mutale  78 282 1,6 95 769 1,7 0,9 17 487 

 Thulamela  562 702 11,4 670 248 11,6 0,8 107 546 

 Makhado  477 747 9,7 566 802 9,8 0,8 89 055 

Capricorn  1 192 780 24,2 1 300 945 22,4 0,4 108 166 

 Blouberg  175 023 3,5 168 249 2,9 -0,2 -6 773 

 Aganang  149 260 3,0 135 233 2,3 -0,4 -14 027 

 Molemole  115 593 2,3 113 615 2,0 -0,1 -1 979 

 Polokwane  513 455 10,4 647 789 11,2 1,1 134 335 

 Lepelle-Nkumpi  239 449 4,9 236 060 4,1 -0,1 -3 389 

Waterberg  599 645 12,2 758 798 13,1 1,1 159 153 

  Thabazimbi  68 444 1,4 104 979 1,8 2,0 36 535 

  Lephalale  88 067 1,8 121 919 2,1 1,5 33 852 

  Mookgopong  30 796 0,6 41 361 0,7 1,3 10 565 

 Modimolle  62 950 1,3 79 454 1,4 1,1 16 505 

 Bela-Bela  53 458 1,1 73 978 1,3 1,5 20 521 

 Mogalakwena  295 931 6,0 337 107 5,8 0,6 41 176 

Greater Sekhukhune  970 603 19,7 1 160 421 20,0 0,8 189 818 

 Makhuduthamaga  267 354 5,4 293 758 5,1 0,4 26 404 

 Fetakgomo  93 218 1,9 98 445 1,7 0,2 5 227 

 Ephraim Mogale  115 737 2,3 135  882 2,3 0,7 20 145 

 Elias Motsoaledi  226 881 4,6 269 498 4,6 0,8 42 616 

 Greater Tubatse  267 412 5,4 362 838 6,3 1,4 95 426 

Limpopo 4 933 280 100,0 5 797 275 100,0 0,7 863 994 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

The significantly rural areas, including Musina, Polokwane, Thabazimbi, Mookgopong, and Bela-

Bela, are among the areas which had the highest population growth rates when compared with the 

predominantly rural areas, which experienced slow growth. It is anticipated that population growth 

will continue to be slower in predominantly rural areas and faster in significantly rural and 

predominantly urban areas, which offer better economic opportunities and living environments. 
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5.5.2 Age structure 

The population age structure reflects the share of individuals in each age category in the population 

and can be used to predict population growth. A rising population will have larger shares of people 

in the younger age group, whereas a declining population typically have smaller shares of people 

in this age group. A stable population will usually have relatively larger numbers of men and 

women in the reproductive age group (Schowalter, 2016). However, a population with a high ratio 

of children and elderly to working-age people will have reduced per capita income and contribute 

to low savings, adding to lower economic growth and slow development (Curtis, Lugauer & Mark, 

2017). 

The population in all district municipalities has remained skewed towards the youth and is domi-

nated by infants, teenagers and young people (LTP, 2018). Figure 5.5 shows that more than half 

of Limpopo’s population was below the age of 34, with half this population represented by those 

aged 14 and under across all the district municipalities in 1996 and 2018. In the same years, the 

elderly (65 and older) represented the lowest share of the population (Quantec, 2019a). This is 

illustrated in Figure 5.5. 

Figure 5.5: Age structure by district municipality in Limpopo 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from EasyData. 

Over the period 1996-2018, there was a significant decline in the proportion of children (0-14 

years) and a jump in the share of adults (35 to 64) in the province as a whole and in all the municipal 

districts except Greater Sekhukhune, where a substantial increase in young people (15 to 34) and 
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a slight increase in adults was noted. The proportion of the elderly decreased in all districts except 

for Capricorn, where it increased marginally as shown in Figure 5.5. 

The population age structure in Limpopo resembles a developing province with a high fertility rate 

and short life expectancy (Limpopo Department of Health, 2016). This is depicted in Figure 5.6, 

which outlines the proportion of age structure by type of area in Limpopo in 1996 and 2018. 

Between 1996 and 2018, children aged 0-14 years and young people aged 15 to 34 represented a 

larger share of the population in all types of areas. The elderly people made up the smallest per-

centage. 

Figure 5.6: Changes in proportion of age structure by type of area in Limpopo: 1996 & 

2018 

 

Source: Author’s own calculations using data from Quantec EasyData. 

The age structure changed marginally as shown in Figure 5.6. However, there is a noticeable de-

cline in the proportion of children and a small decrease in the share of elderly people between 1996 

and 2018 in both predominantly and significantly rural areas. The youth and adult populations 

increased in all areas. The dependency ratio is expected to be lower in the significantly rural areas 

than in predominantly rural areas. This is because significantly rural areas had the highest 

population proportion of youth and adult (working-age population) when compared with pre-

dominantly rural areas. The financial support burden for children and elderly on the economically 

active (working-age) population in the predominantly rural areas will be relatively larger than in 

the significantly rural areas. 

1996 2018 1996 2018 1996 2018

Predominantly rural Significantly rural Predominantly urban

65+ years 5,7% 5,3% 4,8% 4,4% 5,9% 5,2%

35-64 years 19,0% 24,0% 23,7% 28,5% 24,5% 28,9%

15-34 years 33,3% 35,2% 36,2% 38,8% 36,6% 36,2%

0-14 years 42,0% 35,5% 35,3% 28,3% 33,1% 29,7%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%



 

 

140 

When looking at the local municipal level, the demographic differences become more evident, as 

shown in Table 5.11.  The proportion of children was the highest in Blouberg (40,7%), followed 

by Aganang (39,8%), Makhuduthamaga (39%), Greater Giyani (38,9%), Mutale (38,9%), Lepelle-

Nkumpi (37,7%), and Fetakgomo (37,5%), all of which are classified as predominantly rural areas. 

The lowest percentages were found in the significantly rural areas, including Musina (24,9%) and 

Polokwane (30%), as well as all local municipalities in the Waterberg, the most urbanised district 

in Limpopo. 

Table 5.11: Age structure by municipality in Limpopo: 1996 & 2018 

Limpopo by 2011 municipal boundaries 
% 0-14 years % 15-34 % 35-64 % 65+ 

1996 2018 1996 2018 1996 2018 1996 2018 

Mopani  40,20 34,4 34,88 35,3 20,34 25,6 4,58 4,7 

 Greater Giyani  45,08 38,9 33,84 34,1 16,80 22,1 4,27 4,9 

 Greater Letaba  42,09 35,2 33,78 34,9 18,96 24,2 5,18 5,6 

 Greater Tzaneen  37,42 32,0 35,52 35,6 22,31 27,7 4,75 4,7 

 Ba-Phalaborwa  35,80 32,0 36,69 36,4 24,23 28,4 3,28 3,2 

 Maruleng  40,82 34,8 35,03 35,9 19,13 24,9 5,01 4,4 

Vhembe  41,66 34,3 34,26 35,7 18,15 25,2 5,93 4,9 

 Musina  27,48 24,9 47,85 47,3 21,11 25,8 3,56 2,0 

 Mutale  45,47 38,9 31,94 33,6 15,95 22,5 6,64 5,0 

 Thulamela  42,64 34,9 34,14 35,7 17,58 24,7 5,64 4,7 

 Makhado  41,19 34,0 33,53 34,4 18,91 26,2 6,37 5,5 

Capricorn  41,22 34,6 32,99 34,8 19,92 24,5 5,87 6,2 

 Blouberg  45,51 40,7 31,36 31,9 17,13 20,5 6,01 6,9 

 Aganang  45,37 39,8 28,92 28,9 17,94 21,9 7,77 9,4 

 Molemole  40,01 36,2 33,51 33,2 20,08 23,5 6,40 7,1 

 Polokwane  37,94 30,5 35,25 38,2 21,87 26,5 4,95 4,7 

 Lepelle-Nkumpi  43,11 37,7 31,62 31,4 18,93 23,5 6,33 7,4 

Waterberg  36,94 30,0 34,09 35,4 23,23 29,0 5,74 5,6 

 Thabazimbi  25,56 18,8 36,62 39,4 34,75 39,6 3,07 2,2 

 Lephalale  37,38 27,8 35,91 40,2 22,30 27,9 4,41 4,1 

 Mookgopong  27,34 24,6 37,30 37,5 28,85 31,5 6,50 6,3 

 Modimolle  33,08 29,7 36,60 36,2 24,45 28,9 5,87 5,2 

 Bela-Bela  33,66 27,7 34,15 35,1 25,96 31,5 6,23 5,7 

 Mogalakwena  41,86 35,5 32,08 32,1 19,50 25,2 6,56 7,2 

Greater Sekhukhune  42,72 36,5 32,88 37,9 18,57 20,9 5,83 4,7 

 Makhuduthamaga  44,14 39,0 31,30 34,8 18,15 20,6 6,42 5,6 

 Fetakgomo  43,44 37,5 31,97 36,0 18,04 20,6 6,55 5,8 

 Ephraim Mogale  40,54 35,6 33,94 38,2 19,84 21,6 5,68 4,7 

 Elias Motsoaledi  41,36 36,3 33,57 37,6 19,00 21,3 6,07 4,8 

 Greater Tubatse  43,15 34,6 33,73 41,1 18,25 20,8 4,87 3,5 

Limpopo 40,89 34,2 33,79 35,8 19,72 24,8 5,60 5,2 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 
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With regard to young people, four significantly rural areas (Musina (47,3%), Thabazimbi [40%], 

Polokwane [38%] and Mookgopong [37,5%]) and four predominantly rural areas (Greater Tubatse 

[41%], Lephalale [40%], Ephraim Mogale [38,2] and Elias Mogale [37,6%]) had the highest 

percentages. 

The population structure of local municipalities in Limpopo has important implications for the 

rural labour market and employed people in households. In both predominantly and significantly 

rural areas, the age distribution is typical of a growing population, since it shows larger cohorts in 

the age groups children and youth. A higher share of people aged 14 and under in all local areas 

indicates an excess of people who soon will enter the labour force and who are dependent finan-

cially on those who are employed, while a higher share of young people pushes up the size of the 

labour force in the province. A relatively larger share of the working-age population can boost 

substantial economic growth where there are appropriate economic and labour policies that allow 

young people to enter the workplace (NPC, 2011). 

5.5.3 Dependency ratio 

The total dependency ratio, also called the demographic dependency ratio, shows the proportions 

of the population not in the labour force, generally those aged under 15 and over 65, who rely on 

the economically active or working-age population aged 15 to 65 for financial support. It is the 

sum of child and elderly dependency ratios. The child dependency ratio relates the number of 

persons below the age of 15 to the number of persons aged 15 to 64, and the elderly dependency 

ratio is the number of people aged over 65 against those aged 15 to 64. This definition of the 

demographic dependency ratio assumes that people under 15 and over 65 are not taking part in the 

labour force, and those aged 15 to 64 are all part of the labour force. The total dependency ratio is 

commonly used as an indicator of the potential dependency burden of children and the elderly on 

those who are working (Mirkin & Weinberger, 2000). 

The total dependency ratio for Limpopo was 65,1 in 2018. This ratio was higher in Greater Se-

khukhune (69,9) and Capricorn (68,9) than in Vhembe (64,3) and Mopani (64,1). It was lowest in 

Waterberg (55,3). In predominantly rural areas the ratio was higher at 69, while it was the lowest 

in the significantly rural areas (48,5). There are more dependant people in relation to the working 

population in predominantly rural areas compared with significantly rural areas, as shown in 

Figure 5.7. 
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Figure 5.7: Total dependency ratio by type of area in Limpopo: 1996-2018 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

Between 1996 and 2018, the child-dependency ratio has declined rapidly in all local municipali-

ties, while the elderly-dependency ratio has declined slightly, except in Capricorn where it rose as 

shown in Table 5.12. This change is captured by the declining total dependency ratio in pre-

dominantly rural, significantly rural and predominantly urban areas, as shown in Figure 5.7. These 

trends for the total ratio were most likely influenced by the relative size and speed of the 

countervailing trends of children entering the working-age cohort. 

For local municipalities, Table 5.12 shows that the child dependency ratio was lowest (ranging 

from 24 to 47) in the significantly rural areas. In the predominantly rural areas, child-dependency 

ranged from 41 to 78, pushing higher the total dependency rate for predominantly rural areas. 

Local municipalities with the highest total dependency ratio included Blouberg (90,9), Aganang 

(97), Lepelle-Nkumpi (82), Makhuduthamaga (80,5), Greater Giyani (77,9), Molemole (76,3), 

Fetakgomo (76,5), and Mogalakwena (74,5).  The lowest total dependency was found in Greater 

Tzaneen, Ba-Phalaborwa, Musina and Polokwane, as well as local areas in Waterberg apart from 

Mogalakwena. In general, the total dependency burden declined between 1996 and 2018. How-

ever, it is still high at provincial level and higher in the predominantly rural areas compared with 

the significantly rural areas. This burden poses an important challenge for rural policy in all levels 

of government in Limpopo. A high dependency ratio is indicative of the financial support burden 
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on the working persons who are supposed to provide for the health, education, pension, social 

security and other needs of the non-working population, either directly though family support or 

indirectly through taxation (Ingham, Chirijevskis & Carmichael, 2009). 

Table 5.12: Dependency ratios by municipality in Limpopo 

 Limpopo by 2011 municipal boundaries 
Child dependency Elderly dependency Total dependency 

1996 2018 1996 2018 1996 2018 

Mopani  73 56 8,29 7,69 81,1 64,1 

 Greater Giyani  89 69 8,44 8,68 97,5 77,9 

 Greater Letaba  80 60 9,81 9,55 89,6 69,2 

 Greater Tzaneen  65 51 8,21 7,41 72,9 58,0 

 Ba-Phalaborwa  59 49 5,38 4,91 64,1 54,3 

 Maruleng  75 57 9,24 7,28 84,6 64,5 

Vhembe  80 56 11,32 7,98 90,8 64,3 

 Musina  40 34 5,16 2,70 45,0 36,8 

 Mutale  95 69 13,87 8,86 108,8 78,2 

 Thulamela  82 58 10,91 7,72 93,3 65,6 

 Makhado  79 56 12,15 9,02 90,7 65,1 

Capricorn  78 58 11,10 10,43 89,0 68,9 

 Blouberg  94 78 12,39 13,12 106,3 90,9 

 Aganang  97 78 16,57 18,60 113,4 97,0 

 Molemole  75 64 11,94 12,44 86,6 76,3 

 Polokwane  66 47 8,66 7,30 75,1 54,4 

 Lepelle-Nkumpi  85 69 12,53 13,41 97,8 82,0 

Waterberg  64 47 10,01 8,68 74,5 55,3 

 Thabazimbi  36 24 4,31 2,74 40,1 26,5 

 Lephalale  64 41 7,57 6,05 71,8 46,8 

 Mookgopong  41 36 9,83 9,14 51,2 44,7 

 Modimolle  54 46 9,61 7,91 63,8 53,5 

 Bela-Bela  56 42 10,36 8,59 66,3 50,2 

 Mogalakwena  81 62 12,71 12,53 93,9 74,5 

Greater Sekhukhune  83 62 11,34 7,92 94,4 69,9 

 Makhuduthamaga  89 70 12,97 10,08 102,2 80,5 

 Fetakgomo  87 66 13,09 10,23 100,0 76,5 

 Ephraim Mogale  75 59 10,56 7,78 86,0 67,2 

 Elias Motsoaledi  79 62 11,54 8,19 90,2 69,8 

 Greater Tubatse  83 56 9,37 5,65 92,4 61,5 

Limpopo 76 57 10,46 8,55 86,9 65,1 

Source: Author’s own calculations using data from Quantec EasyData. 

5.5.4 Number of households 

According to Stats SA (2018b), a household is a group of people who live together in a dwelling 

unit and make common provision of food and/or other essentials for living, or a single person who 
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lives alone. Households matter since they are fundamental socio-economic units, central to the 

demographic, social and economic process. Their decisions influence fertility rate, migration, 

labour force participation, consumption, savings, education, and health care (United Nations, 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2017). The size and growth of 

a household has major implication for that household’s priorities, the government, and the eco-

nomy with respect to the demand for and allocation of resources for housing, education and health; 

and labour supply. 

The total number of households in Limpopo increased by 31,6%, from 1 140 001 in 1996 to 

1 500 027 in 2018. The average household size (number of persons per household) has remained 

at four over the period at provincial and district level. The district municipal area with the highest 

number of households in 2018 was Vhembe with 352 000, followed by Capricorn with 348 000 

households. Vhembe’s household number surpassed that of Capricorn in 2015. Waterberg had 

202 000 households, the lowest in the province. Mopani and Greater Sekhukhune had 312 000 and 

278 000 households respectively (Quantec, 2019b). Figure 5.8 shows that between 1996 and 2018 

the number of households rose in all five district areas. 

Figure 5.8:. Number of households by district municipality in Limpopo: 1996-2018 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data Quantec EasyData. 

Over the period 1996-2018, Vhembe had the highest increase, 38%, at a growth rate of 1,5% a 

year, followed by Greater Sekhukhune (37%), at a growth rate of 1,4% a year. Waterberg had an 

increase of 32%, at a growth rate of 1,3% a year, and Mopani had a 29% increase. The lowest 

increase was in Capricorn (24%), at a growth rate of 1%. 
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Since most of Limpopo’s population lives in predominantly rural areas, a higher number of 

households (1 211 025) was also concentrated in the predominantly rural areas, while 268 329 

lived in significantly rural and 20 676 in predominantly urban areas in 2018. As illustrated in 

Figure 5.9, rural households increased between 1996 and 2018. The biggest percentage increase 

was in significantly rural areas (41,7%), while predominantly rural areas increased by 29,7%. 

 

Figure 5.9: Number of households by type of area in Limpopo: 1996-2018 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

Table 5.13 summarises the number, percentage share, and growth of households in district and 

local areas. In 2018, the local municipalities with the highest share of households included Polo-

kwane (52%), Thulamela (46%), Mogalakwena (42%), Makhado (41%), Greater Tzaneen (37%) 

and Greater Tubatse (32%). The share of households was found to be lower in Musina (6%), 

Mookgopong (6%), Mutale (7%), Maruleng (8%), Fetakgomo (8%), and Molemole (9%).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

933 764

1 211 025

189 416
268 329

16 820 20 676

0

200 000

400 000

600 000

800 000

1 000 000

1 200 000

1 400 000

1996 2018

Predominantly rural Significantly rural Predominantly urban



 

 

146 

Table 5.13: Number of households by municipality in Limpopo 

 Limpopo by 2011 municipal boundaries 

1996 2018 

number % share number % share 

Mopani  241 357 21,2% 312 035 20,8% 

 Greater Giyani  49 260 20,4% 64 071 20,5% 

 Greater Letaba  49 623 20,6% 61 787 19,8% 

 Greater Tzaneen  90 249 37,4% 115 983 37,2% 

 Ba-Phalaborwa  30 893 12,8% 43 992 14,1% 

 Maruleng  21 332 8,8% 26 202 8,4% 

Vhembe  259 628 22,8% 358 578 23,9% 

 Musina  13 708 5,3% 22 889 6,4% 

 Mutale  17 193 6,6% 24 248 6,8% 

 Thulamela  121 977 47,0% 166 212 46,4% 

 Makhado  106 750 41,1% 145 230 40,5% 

Capricorn  282 072 24,7% 348 716 23,2% 

 Blouberg  38 615 13,7% 41 850 12,0% 

 Aganang  32 072 11,4% 34 033 9,8% 

 Molemole  28 819 10,2% 31 217 9,0% 

 Polokwane  129 381 45,9% 181 574 52,1% 

 Lepelle-Nkumpi  53 185 18,9% 60 043 17,2% 

Waterberg  153 060 13,4% 202 066 13,5% 

 Thabazimbi  22 613 14,8% 32 017 15,8% 

 Lephalale  23 282 15,2% 31 848 15,8% 

 Mookgopong  9 761 6,4% 11 758 5,8% 

 Modimolle  16 820 11,0% 20 675 10,2% 

 Bela-Bela  13 954 9,1% 20 090 9,9% 

 Mogalakwena  66 630 43,5% 85 679 42,4% 

Greater Sekhukhune  203 884 17,9% 278 633 18,6% 

 Makhuduthamaga  54 560 26,8% 68 348 24,5% 

 Fetakgomo  18 903 9,3% 23 421 8,4% 

 Ephraim Mogale  25 540 12,5% 34 586 12,4% 

 Elias Motsoaledi  48 940 24,0% 64 263 23,1% 

 Greater Tubatse  55 940 27,4% 88 015 31,6% 

Limpopo 1 140 001 100,0% 1 500 027 100,0% 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

Over the period 1996-2018, household numbers rose in all local municipal areas. The growth was 

substantial in the significantly rural areas of Musina (67%), Bela-Bela (44%), Thabazimbi (41,6%) 

and Polokwane (40,3%). Out of 19 predominantly rural local municipalities, three areas including 

Greater Tubatse (57,3%), Ba-Phalaborwa (42,4%) and Mutale (41%) recorded an increase above 

40%. In general, households increased by 41,7% in significantly rural areas, and were higher than 

in predominantly rural areas (29,7%), indicating that more people preferred to live in areas that 

were not predominantly rural. The increasing number of households creates opportunities for 
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economic growth but also brings with it challenges for rural areas for service provision, 

specifically health and social services, housing and transport. 

5.5.5 Land area (in square kilometres) 

“Land area refers to the country’s total land area (measured in square kilometres), excluding area 

under inland water bodies, national claims to continental shelf, and exclusive economic zones. In 

most cases, the definition of inland water bodies includes major rivers and lakes” (World Bank, 

2003b: 123). Land area is important for development for these reasons: it is a key factor of resource 

inputs in production; serves as one of the basic measures of the size of an economy; and is 

important for understanding population density, an economy’s agricultural capacity, potential 

industrial development, and the environmental effects of human activities (World Bank, 2019b; 

FAO & United Nations Environment Programme [UNEP], 1999). 

The land area of Limpopo covers almost 126 000km2 of South Africa’s total land area, of which 

36% lies in the Waterberg area, 20% in Vhembe, 17% in Capricorn, 16% in Mopani and 11% in 

Greater Sekhukhune (Quantec, 2019c). As illustrated in Figure 5.6, predominantly rural areas take 

up 71% of the province’s territory, significantly rural areas 25%, and predominantly urban just 

4%, as shown in Figure 5.10. 

Figure 5.10: Percentage of total land area (km2) by type of area in Limpopo: 2018 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 
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Significant differences appear when comparing local municipal areas. Land area allocation is un-

even between local municipalities, as shown in Table 5.14. Some areas had a larger share of land 

areas than others. 

Table 5.14: Land area (km2) by municipality in Limpopo: 2018 

Limpopo by 2011 municipal boundaries Land area (km2) % share of district region % share of provincial land area 

Mopani 20 011 100% 16% 

 Greater Giyani 4 172 21% 3% 

 Greater Letaba 1 891 9% 2% 

 Greater Tzaneen 3 243 16% 3% 

 Ba-Phalaborwa  7 462 37% 6% 

 Maruleng 3 244 16% 3% 

Vhembe 25 596 100% 20% 

 Musina 7 577 30% 6% 

 Mutale 3 886 15% 3% 

 Thulamela 5 834 23% 5% 

 Makhado  8 300 32% 7% 

Capricorn 21 705 100% 17% 

 Blouberg  9 248 43% 7% 

 Aganang  1 881 9% 1% 

 Molemole  3 347 15% 3% 

 Polokwane 3 766 17% 3% 

 Lepelle-Nkumpi 3 463 16% 3% 

Waterberg 44 913 100% 36% 

 Thabazimbi 11 190 25% 9% 

 Lephalale 13 784 31% 11% 

 Mookgopong  5 689 13% 5% 

 Modimolle 4 678 10% 4% 

 Bela-Bela 3 406 8% 3% 

 Mogalakwena 6 166 14% 5% 

Greater Sekhukhune 13 528 100% 11% 

 Makhuduthamaga  2 097 15% 2% 

 Fetakgomo 1 105 8% 1% 

 Ephraim Mogale 2 011 15% 2% 

 Elias Motsoaledi 3 713 27% 3% 

 Greater Tubatse 4 602 34% 4% 

Limpopo 125 754 100% 100% 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData.  

Predominantly rural areas covered about 70% of the land in Vhembe, 83% in Capricorn, and 45% 

in Waterberg. The local municipalities with a larger share of land included Ba-Phalaborwa (37%) 

in Mopani, Makhado (32%) and Musina (30%) in Vhembe, Blouberg (43%) in Capricorn, 

Lephalale (31%) in Waterberg, and Greater Tubatse (34%) in Greater Sekhukhune. There were 
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four local areas, one in each district municipality, which represented 8% to 9% of the district: 

Greater Letaba, Aganang, Bela-Bela, and Fetakgomo. 

Although the size of the land area is not a necessary condition for development, it does influence 

population density and the cost of providing public services and transport. Local areas with a large 

share of land are likely to provide more natural resources but may be costly to develop, while local 

areas with a small portion of land may lack sufficient land for the purposes of production and 

industry development. 

5.5.6 Population density 

Population density is the number of persons to a square kilometre of the total land area (Quantec, 

2019d). A lower population density indicates that the population is low relative to the size of total 

land area. It is often argued that rural areas with higher population density have a better chance of 

developing and reducing poverty. This was supported by an empirical study which found that high-

density rural areas tend to score higher than low-density areas on socio-economic indicators like 

literacy rate, population growth, community cooperation, community activity, community safety, 

and communication (Khaleel & Ngah, 2013). 

In 2018, the population density in Limpopo was 46 inhabitants to a square kilometre. Population 

density at district municipal level ranged from 17/km2 in Waterberg to 86/km2 in Greater Sekhu-

khune (Quantec, 2019b). Figure 5.11 shows population density in the predominantly rural, sig-

nificantly rural and predominantly urban areas of Limpopo’s district municipalities. 

Figure 5.11: Population density by type of area in Limpopo’s district municipalities: 2018 

  

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 
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The significantly rural areas of Capricorn had a population density of 172/km2, higher than in 

predominantly rural areas (36/km2) and the highest in the province. The predominantly rural areas 

of Vhembe (74/km2) and Waterberg (23/km2) are more densely populated than the significantly 

rural areas within the districts. At the local level, population density varies greatly, as shown in 

Table 5.15. 

Table 5.15: Population densities (number of persons per km2) by municipality in Limpopo 

Limpopo by 2011 municipal boundaries 1996 2018 

Mopani 50 58 

 Greater Giyani 54 60 

 Greater Letaba 111 122 

 Greater Tzaneen  112 130 

 Ba-Phalaborwa  16 22 

 Maruleng  28 32 

Vhembe  45 55 

 Musina  6 10 

 Mutale  20 25 

 Thulamela  96 115 

 Makhado  58 68 

Capricorn  55 60 

 Blouberg  19 18 

 Aganang  79 72 

  Molemole  35 34 

 Polokwane  136 172 

  Lepelle-Nkumpi  69 68 

 Waterberg  13 17 

 Thabazimbi  6 9 

 Lephalale  6 9 

 Mookgopong  5 7 

 Modimolle  13 17 

 Bela-Bela  16 22 

 Mogalakwena  48 55 

Greater Sekhukhune  72 86 

 Makhuduthamaga  128 140 

 Fetakgomo  84 89 

 Ephraim Mogale  58 68 

 Elias Motsoaledi 61 73 

 Greater Tubatse  58 79 

Limpopo 39 46 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

In 2018, there were four predominantly rural local municipalities: Greater Tzaneen, Greater Le-

taba, Thulamela and Makhuduthamaga, and one significantly rural local municipality, Polokwane, 

with population densities ranging from 115/km2 to 172/km2. A high population density eases the 
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development of infrastructure in an area but decreases the natural endowment per capita (Yegorov, 

2009). The lowest population density was found in the significantly rural areas of Musina (8/km2), 

Thabazimbi (9/km2) and Mookgopong (7/km2). Low population density has far-reaching 

implications for unit/distance transport cost, for the potential demand in the economy due to low 

demand density, and for the scale of economies for producers (Yegorov, 2015). 

5.5.7 Educational attainment 

Educational attainment is the highest level of education that a person has successfully completed. 

It is one of the indicators for measuring progress towards the Sustainable Development Goal target 

4.4, which calls for a sustainable increase in the number of youth and adults who have relevant 

education and skills for employment, decent jobs and entrepreneurship (UN, 2015c). In South 

Africa, education is a basic human right and one of the fundamental socio-economic indicators for 

development (Stats SA, 2018d). This section summarises the trend of educational attainment in 

Limpopo for people aged 20 or over, using Census 1996 and Community Survey 2016 data. 

In 2016, a total number of 2.06 million (or 64%) people aged 20 or older in Limpopo did not have 

matric (Grade 12); most were from predominantly rural areas. Only 301 000 had a post-matric 

qualification, compared with 828 000 people who had matric (Stats SA, 2016b). Figure 5.12 

indicates that in 1996 and 2018, more than half of individuals in all municipal districts had edu-

cational attainments below Grade 12. The percentage of those with Grade 12 and higher (tertiary) 

education qualifications was the highest in Capricorn, followed by Waterberg and Vhembe. It was 

lowest in Mopani and Greater Sekhukhune. 

 

Between 1996 and 2018, a significant decrease in the number of people who did not attend school 

is observed in all the district municipalities. There was a slight decline in those with complete 

primary education and a greater increase of those with some secondary education and Grade 12. 
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Figure 5.12: Educational attainment levels by district municipality in Limpopo: 1996 & 

2016 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Stats SA. 
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Figure 5.13. Overall, the number of people with no schooling, some or complete primary education 
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cation, Grade 12 and higher showed an increase. 
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Figure 5.13: Levels of educational attainment by type of area in Limpopo: 1996 & 2016 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Stats SA. 
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Table 5.16: Levels of educational attainment by municipality in Limpopo: 2016 

Limpopo by 2011 municipal boundaries 
no 

schooling 

some 

primary 

complete 

primary 

some 

secondary 

Grade 

12/matric 
higher other 

Mopani 17,3% 9,0% 3,6% 36,1% 24,8% 8,6% 0,7% 

 Greater Giyani 20,8% 9,3% 3,7% 34,3% 22,6% 8,8% 0,4% 

 Greater Letaba 27,1% 7,6% 2,7% 34,8% 20,6% 6,4% 0,9% 

 Greater Tzaneen 13,3% 10,1% 4,0% 37,0% 26,8% 8,4% 0,4% 

 Ba-Phalaborwa 13,0% 7,5% 3,3% 34,8% 29,9% 10,2% 1,3% 

 Maruleng 13,6% 9,0% 3,5% 41,4% 21,1% 10,5% 0,9% 

Vhembe 14,5% 9,2% 4,0% 36,8% 25,0% 10,0% 0,5% 

 Mutale 11,7% 11,4% 5,1% 41,8% 22,2% 7,5% 0,3% 

 Thulamela 12,8% 9,3% 3,8% 35,6% 26,4% 11,4% 0,7% 

 Musina 8,0% 8,5% 6,1% 45,9% 22,6% 8,8% 0,0% 

 Makhado 18,5% 8,9% 3,6% 35,6% 24,1% 8,9% 0,5% 

Capricorn 12,6% 7,9% 3,2% 33,3% 29,9% 12,0% 1,1% 

 Blouberg 20,4% 11,5% 4,2% 38,5% 18,7% 6,2% 0,4% 

 Aganang 19,9% 12,3% 4,3% 32,5% 24,2% 6,2% 0,6% 

 Molemole 20,3% 7,7% 3,5% 35,4% 21,6% 10,1% 1,4% 

 Polokwane 8,1% 6,2% 2,6% 31,4% 35,0% 15,3% 1,5% 

 Lepelle-Nkumpi 15,8% 9,1% 4,0% 35,7% 26,4% 8,5% 0,6% 

Waterberg 7,3% 12,0% 4,6% 38,2% 27,6% 9,8% 0,6% 

 Thabazimbi 3,8% 10,5% 5,8% 39,6% 32,2% 6,9% 1,3% 

 Lephalale 6,1% 8,6% 3,7% 39,5% 26,6% 14,8% 0,7% 

 Mookgopong 7,3% 17,7% 4,0% 34,4% 28,9% 7,7% 0,0% 

 Modimolle 6,2% 17,7% 5,8% 34,1% 27,4% 8,1% 0,7% 

 Bela-Bela 4,2% 12,1% 4,6% 36,2% 32,7% 9,7% 0,5% 

 Mogalakwena 10,4% 12,3% 4,3% 38,8% 24,7% 9,0% 0,4% 

Greater Sekhukhune 16,2% 8,4% 3,1% 40,7% 24,1% 7,0% 0,5% 

 Ephraim Mogale 17,5% 9,7% 4,1% 40,8% 22,7% 5,0% 0,3% 

 Elias Motsoaledi 16,0% 9,1% 3,5% 37,6% 26,0% 7,4% 0,5% 

 Makhuduthamaga 15,4% 9,8% 3,2% 40,5% 22,8% 7,7% 0,5% 

 Fetakgomo 17,8% 8,7% 2,9% 40,7% 21,8% 7,7% 0,4% 

 Greater Tubatse 16,1% 6,6% 2,6% 42,7% 24,7% 6,8% 0,5% 

Limpopo 14,0% 9,1% 3,6% 36,8% 26,2% 9,5% 0,7% 

Source: Author’s own calculations using data from Stats SA. 

5.5.8 Size of the Labour force 

Labour force is an indicator that shows the total number of working-age people (15 to 64) who are 

employed, plus those who are unemployed (Stats SA, 2019d). The size of the labour force is mainly 

influenced by the age structure trend and in turn, it affects the supply of labour in the economy. In 

this section, I show trends in the working-age population for employees and unemployed. 

In 2017, about 51% of people aged 15 to 64 were not economically active – that is, unemployed 

(Quantec, 2018c). This left the Limpopo total labour force at 1,7 million persons, of whom the 
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highest proportion was in Capricorn (24%), followed by Vhembe (22%) and Mopani (20%). The 

lowest share was in Waterberg (16%) and Greater Sekhukhune (17%). The labour force in Li-

mpopo increased from 989 000 people in 1996 to 1,7 million people, at a growth rate of 2.6%, by 

2017. Figure 5.14 shows that the labour force rose between 1996 and 2017 in all district munici-

palities. 

Figure 5.14: Growth of Limpopo labour force by district municipality: 1996-2017

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

The growth was stronger in Greater Sekhukhune (4,1%), Capricorn (2,8%) and Vhembe (2,5%), 

and lowest in Mopani (1,9%) and Waterberg (2,2%). This is illustrated in Figure 5.14, where 

Mopani had the highest proportion of labour force and Greater Sekhukhune had the lowest in 1996. 

By 2017, the highest share of the labour force was in Capricorn, followed by Vhembe, and was 

lowest in Waterberg. 
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Figure 5.15: Labour force by type of area in Limpopo: 1996-2017 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 
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growing labour force. 
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Table 5.17: Labour force by municipality in Limpopo: 1996 & 2017 

Limpopo by 2011 municipal boundaries 1996 2017 Growth rate %, 1996-2017 

Mopani  236 154 348 172 1,87 

 Greater Giyani  32 288 54 600 2,53 

 Greater Letaba  41 824 60 203 1,75 

 Greater Tzaneen  100 510 140 772 1,62 

 Ba-Phalaborwa  39 862 64 238 2,30 

 Maruleng  21 669 28 360 1,29 

Vhembe  226 205 379 690 2,50 

 Musina  24 670 37 003 1,95 

 Mutale  10 181 20 171 3,31 

 Thulamela  96 480 168 369 2,69 

 Makhado  94 874 154 147 2,34 

Capricorn  224 833 400 622 2,79 

 Blouberg  24 373 31 824 1,28 

 Aganang  14 856 25 355 2,58 

 Molemole  24 820 32 332 1,27 

 Polokwane  126 555 251 720 3,33 

 Lepelle-Nkumpi  34 230 59 390 2,66 

Waterberg  174 888 273 687 2,16 

 Thabazimbi  37 157 57 672 2,12 

 Lephalale  27 933 46 196 2,42 

 Mookgopong  15 850 19 431 0,97 

 Modimolle  24 665 31 910 1,23 

 Bela-Bela  19 478 30 659 2,18 

 Mogalakwena  49 805 87 819 2,74 

Greater Sekhukhune  127 339 296 512 4,11 

 Makhuduthamaga  25 186 61 435 4,34 

 Fetakgomo  8 112 22 563 4,99 

 Ephraim Mogale  22 314 36 514 2,37 

 Elias Motsoaledi  35 049 66 067 3,06 

 Greater Tubatse  36 678 109 932 5,37 

Limpopo 989 419 1 698 683 2,61 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

5.5.9 Employment rate 

Employment plays an important role in economic development. For instance, it provides house-

holds with income which improves the standard of living and helps alleviate poverty. Changes in 

the employment rate in Limpopo over the period 1996-2017 are presented in this section. Em-

ployment rate refers to the share of the labour force that is employed. 

In 2017 in Limpopo there were 1,07 million employed (working age) people, who accounted for 

63% of the total labour force (Quantec, 2018c). The share of the employment rate was the highest 
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in Waterberg and lowest in Greater Sekhukhune, as shown in Figure 5.16. From 1996 to 2017 the 

employment rate in Limpopo and all the district municipalities slowly fell. One of the causes of 

this decline in the employment rate, out of many factors that shaped the evolution of the labour 

market and economy in South Africa, is the substantial increase in the labour force since 1996. 

Figure 5.16: Employment rate by district municipality in Limpopo: 1996-2017 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData.  

Employment rates in the predominantly urban and significantly rural areas were relatively higher 

than in the predominantly rural areas, as illustrated in Figure 5.17. In 2017, the employment rate 

was 81,4% in predominantly urban areas, compared with 75,4% in significantly rural and 58,7% 

in predominantly rural areas. 
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Figure 5.17: Employment rate by type of area in Limpopo: 1996-2017 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

Between 1996 and 2017, the employment rate declined in all area types. The highest decrease was 

25,1% in predominantly rural areas, followed by significantly rural areas (14,6%). It was lowest 

in predominantly urban areas (13,7%). 

Table 5.18 shows that the local municipalities with the highest shares of the employment rate in 

2017 were Musina (80,5%), Polokwane (71,3%), and local municipal areas in Waterberg apart 

from Mogalakwena (61,7%). The lowest rates, below 50%, were found in Makhuduthamaga, Fe-

takgomo and Greater Tubatse. From 1996 to 2017, the employment rate showed a declining trend 

across all the municipal areas of Limpopo. The local municipal areas with the lowest employment 

rate in their district municipality experienced the highest absolute percentage decrease between 

1996 and 2017, while local areas classified as significantly rural faced the lowest decline, 

compared with other local areas. The areas with a higher employment rate are better off than those 

with a lower employment rate. A lower and declining employment rate feeds two of the province’s 

other key socio-economic challenges: poverty and inequality. 
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Table 5.18: Employment rate (working age) by municipality in Limpopo: 1996 & 2017 

Limpopo by 2011 municipal boundaries %,1996 %,2017 Growth rate %, 1996-2017 

Mopani 84,53 64,41 -1,29 

 Greater Giyani  71,64 52,93 -1,43 

 Greater Letaba  85,17 66,22 -1,19 

 Greater Tzaneen  86,97 66,79 -1,25 

 Ba-Phalaborwa  87,05 66,58 -1,27 

 Maruleng  86,59 66,01 -1,28 

Vhembe 79,29 62,01 -1,16 

 Musina  96,51 80,50 -0,86 

 Mutale  66,45 48,95 -1,45 

 Thulamela  74,33 57,22 -1,24 

 Makhado  81,23 64,52 -1,09 

Capricorn 79,63 66,62 -0,85 

 Blouberg  81,48 66,24 -0,98 

 Aganang  66,29 52,12 -1,14 

 Molemole  84,76 64,61 -1,28 

 Polokwane  82,68 71,31 -0,70 

 Lepelle-Nkumpi  69,11 54,24 -1,15 

Waterberg 89,86 75,57 -0,82 

 Thabazimbi  96,60 85,91 -0,56 

 Lephalale  92,90 79,80 -0,72 

 Mookgopong  96,96 81,27 -0,84 

 Modimolle  94,25 81,38 -0,70 

 Bela-Bela  91,46 79,73 -0,65 

 Mogalakwena  78,07 61,72 -1,11 

Greater Sekhukhune 67,70 46,35 -1,79 

 Makhuduthamaga  52,40 36,21 -1,74 

 Fetakgomo  49,45 32,10 -2,04 

 Ephraim Mogale  80,68 56,49 -1,68 

 Elias Motsoaledi  74,85 55,04 -1,45 

 Greater Tubatse  67,51 46,35 -1,77 

Limpopo 81,00 63,04 -1,19 

Source: Author’s own calculations using data from Quantec EasyData. 

5.5.10 Employment by sector 

There are three main sectors in the economy, namely the primary, secondary, and tertiary sectors. 

The primary sector comprises agriculture, forestry and fishing; and mining and quarrying, while 

the secondary sector includes manufacturing; utilities; and construction. The tertiary sector 

includes wholesale and retail trade, catering and accommodation; transport, storage and 

communication; finance, insurance, real estate and business services; government; community, 

social and personal services (Quantec, 2019e). This section presents the share of employment in 

1996 and in 2018 in the main economic sectors for Limpopo, using data from Quantec EasyData. 
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The largest share of Limpopo’s workforce was employed in the tertiary sector (58% in 1996, 

69,5% in 2018), followed by the primary sector (27,5% in 1996, 17,56% in 2018). The secondary 

sector was the lowest employer with only 14,8% in 1996 and 13% in 2018. This is illustrated in 

Figure 5.18. The employment by tertiary sector in the district municipalities ranged from 56,7% 

to 78,3%, of which the highest was in Capricorn and the lowest in Waterberg. In the primary sector, 

the share of employment ranged from 8,2% to 30%, of which the highest was in Waterberg and 

the lowest in Capricorn. For the secondary sector, Vhembe had the lowest share of employment at 

8,2%, while Waterberg had the highest share, 14,4%. 

Figure 5.18: Share of employment by three economic sectors in Limpopo’s district 

municipalities: 1996-2018 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Stats SA. 

Between 1996 and 2018, there was a decrease in the share of employment in the primary and 

secondary sectors in Limpopo and district municipalities, except for Waterberg where employment 

in the secondary sector increased by 11,3%. Employment in the tertiary sector increased in all the 

district municipalities. 

The contribution of the different main sectors to employment in 2018 is illustrated in Figure 5.19. 

The biggest employers were wholesale and retail trade (from 18,7% to 23,5%) followed by 

community services (18,7% to 23%), government and agriculture. The mining sector employed 
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only 5% at provincial level, despite being one of the top contributors to the provincial GDP, while 

the manufacturing sector employed only 6%. 

Figure 5.19: Share of employment by main economic sectors in Limpopo’s district 

municipalities: 2018 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData.  

Among the top employers, agricultural, community services and government took the highest 

share of the workforce in predominantly rural areas. The wholesale and retail trade, financial ser-

vices and mining were the biggest employers in significantly rural areas, as shown in Figure 5.20. 
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Figure 5.20: Share of employment by main economic sectors & area type in Limpopo: 2018 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

Figure 5.20 shows that the biggest contributors to job creation were wholesale and retail trade, 

community services, government, financial services, and agriculture, which when combined 

contributed about 70% of the jobs in predominantly rural areas and 63% of the jobs in significantly 

rural areas. Even though agriculture contributed only 3% and 2% to the local economy in the 

predominantly rural and significantly rural areas respectively, it contributed 13% and 10,5% to 

employment. The mining sector in Limpopo is capital-intensive (LPT, 2018). Although mining’s 

contribution to the economy in predominantly rural areas was 23,7% and in significantly rural 

areas was 36,5% in 2018, the sector contributed only 4% and 8% to employment respectively. 

Limpopo’s employment trajectory could be radically changed, as it has potential for creating more 

jobs in mining beneficiation and in agro-processing (Mabanga, 2016). 
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few years (ILO, 2018). The unemployment rate is defined as the proportion of the labour force that 

is not employed. It is calculated by dividing the number of unemployed by the labour force, 

composed of employed and unemployed numbers. An unemployed person is one who is aged 15 

to 64, is actively looking and available for work or has tried to start a business (Stats SA, 2019d). 

The estimated unemployment data indicated that there were 627 812 people in Limpopo who were 

without a job but available and actively looking for a job in 2017, of which the highest share was 

living in Greater Sekhukhune (159 081 people or 54%), followed by Vhembe (144 240 people, 

38%), Mopani (123 897 people, 36%), and Capricorn (133 721 people, 33%), while it was lowest 

in Waterberg (66 873 people, 24%), as shown in Figure 5.21 (Quantec, 2018c). This can be 

attributed to better economic performance and a relatively larger proportion of gross fixed capital 

formation in the Waterberg district. The performance of the Waterberg district economy has fared 

better compared with the other districts and the provincial average GDP growth (LPT, 2018). 

Figure 5.21 depicts the trend of the unemployment rate by district municipality in Limpopo over 

the period 1996 to 2017. 

Figure 5.21: Unemployment rate by district municipality in Limpopo: 1996-2017 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

From 1996 to 2017, the unemployment rate increased in all regions, as shown in Figure 5.21. The 

district with the highest growth rate was Waterberg (4,3%), followed by Mopani (4%) and Vhembe 

(2,9%). The growth rate was lowest in Capricorn (2,4%) and Greater Sekhukhune (2,4%). Figure 

5.22 shows that the unemployment rate increased as one moves from predominantly urban and 

significantly rural areas to predominantly rural areas. Thus, there is more unemployment in the 

predominantly rural areas than in the significantly rural and predominantly urban areas. 
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Figure 5.22: Unemployment rate by type of area in Limpopo: 1996-2017 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData.  

Area types (predominantly rural, significantly rural and predominantly urban areas) have followed 

a trend similar to those of the provincial and district levels. The unemployment rate in the 

predominantly rural increased from 21,7% in 1996 to 41,3% in 2017, at a growth rate of 3,1%. In 

significantly rural, it increased from 11,7% to 24,6% at a growth rate of 3,6%.  

The unemployment rate in local municipalities in Limpopo is shown in Table 5.19, which indicates 

that 12 out of 25 local municipal areas had an unemployment rate higher than the provincial rate 

of 19% in 1996, and 37% in 2017. Significantly rural areas, namely Musina, Polokwane, and all 

local municipalities except for Mogalakwena in the Waterberg, had the lowest unemployment rate 

when compared with predominantly rural areas. 
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Table 5.19: Unemployment rate by municipality in Limpopo: 1996 & 2017 

Limpopo by 2011 municipal boundaries 1996 2017 Growth rate %, 1996-2017 

Mopani  15,47 35,59 4,05 

 Greater Giyani  28,36 47,07 2,44 

 Greater Letaba  14,83 33,78 4,00 

 Greater Tzaneen  13,03 33,21 4,56 

 Ba-Phalaborwa  12,95 33,42 4,62 

 Maruleng  13,41 33,99 4,53 

Vhembe  20,71 37,99 2,93 

 Musina  3,49 19,50 8,54 

 Mutale  33,55 51,05 2,02 

 Thulamela  25,67 42,78 2,46 

 Makhado  18,77 35,48 3,08 

Capricorn  20,37 33,38 2,38 

 Blouberg  18,52 33,76 2,90 

 Aganang  33,71 47,88 1,69 

 Molemole  15,24 35,39 4,10 

 Polokwane  17,32 28,69 2,43 

 Lepelle-Nkumpi  30,89 45,76 1,89 

Waterberg  10,14 24,43 4,28 

 Thabazimbi  3,40 14,09 7,01 

 Lephalale  7,10 20,20 5,10 

 Mookgopong  3,04 18,73 9,04 

 Modimolle  5,75 18,62 5,76 

 Bela-Bela  8,54 20,27 4,20 

 Mogalakwena  21,93 38,28 2,69 

Greater Sekhukhune  32,30 53,65 2,45 

 Makhuduthamaga  47,60 63,79 1,40 

 Fetakgomo  50,55 67,90 1,41 

 Ephraim Mogale  19,32 43,51 3,94 

 Elias Motsoaledi  25,15 44,96 2,81 

 Greater Tubatse  32,49 53,65 2,42 

Limpopo 19,00 36,96 3,22 

Source: Author’s own calculations using data from Quantec EasyData. 

5.5.11.2 Youth unemployment (% of the young labour force) 

The issue of youth unemployment has captured worldwide attention and is deemed a potential 

cause of social instability (Bell & Blanchflower, 2015). In South Africa, youth (that is, people aged 

15 to 34) unemployment is high among graduates and those with other high educational levels 

(Stats SA, 2019e). Youth unemployment rate in Limpopo was relatively higher at provincial, 

district and local levels, compared with the unemployment rate of the province’s total labour force 

aged 15 to 64. 



 

 

167 

As indicated in Table 5.20, youth unemployment in Limpopo jumped from 26,2% in 1996 to 

47,7% in 2018, and ranged from 31,7% in Waterberg to 63,7% in Greater Sekhukhune. The sig-

nificantly rural areas (32,5%) registered the lowest rates compared with the predominantly rural 

areas (53,1%). At the local municipal level, youth unemployment was highest in Fetakgomo 

(78,5%) and Makhuduthamaga (75,3%) and above 50% in Greater Giyani, Mutale, Thulamela, 

Aganang, Lepelle-Nkumpi, Mogalakwena, Ephraim Mogale, Elias Motsoaledi and Greater Tuba-

tse. Among the reasons cited for rising and higher unemployment, and youth unemployment in 

particular, in Limpopo include rising labour force, drought conditions affecting economic sectors, 

the skills gap and other macro-economic challenges (LPT, 2018). 

Table 5.20: Youth unemployment rate by municipality in Limpopo: 1996 & 2017 

Limpopo by 2011 municipal boundaries %, 1996 %, 2017 
Growth rate %, 

 1996-2017 

Mopani  22,10 47,48 3,71 

 Greater Giyani  39,26 61,30 2,14 

 Greater Letaba  19,74 42,97 3,77 

 Greater Tzaneen  19,17 44,97 4,14 

 Ba-Phalaborwa  20,71 46,64 3,94 

 Maruleng  17,09 44,40 4,65 

Vhembe  28,46 50,09 2,73 

 Musina  4,12 23,04 8,54 

 Mutale  44,50 64,34 1,77 

 Thulamela  36,75 57,58 2,16 

 Makhado  26,68 48,35 2,87 

Capricorn  28,16 43,97 2,14 

 Blouberg  22,33 41,14 2,95 

 Aganang  48,69 63,39 1,26 

 Molemole  19,51 44,80 4,04 

 Polokwane  24,50 38,60 2,19 

 Lepelle-Nkumpi  44,97 61,04 1,47 

Waterberg  14,30 31,70 3,86 

 Thabazimbi  5,71 19,72 6,08 

 Lephalale  9,41 24,96 4,75 

 Mookgopong  4,13 23,93 8,72 

 Modimolle  8,16 24,87 5,45 

 Bela-Bela  12,31 27,58 3,92 

 Mogalakwena  31,30 50,15 2,27 

Greater Sekhukhune  41,85 63,72 2,02 

 Makhuduthamaga  59,75 75,27 1,11 

 Fetakgomo  64,13 78,48 0,97 

 Ephraim Mogale  24,43 51,12 3,58 

 Elias Motsoaledi  32,32 54,94 2,56 

 Greater Tubatse  43,91 63,71 1,79 

Limpopo 26,15 47,66 2,90 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 
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High and persistent levels of youth unemployment pose a significant challenge and have a negative 

effect on the economy and hence development. It is one of the principal economic and social 

problems (Bell & Blanchflower, 2015). Youth joblessness is directly associated with lower well-

being, low labour market attachment, and financial hardship for those young people affected 

(Caliendo & Schmidl, 2016; Fougère, Kramarz & Pouget, 2009). The NDP asserts that raising the 

levels of youth employment through productivity growth and the earnings of working people will 

eliminate poverty and reduce inequality in South Africa. It sets out a goal of full employment (or 

6.5% unemployment) by 2030 (NPC, 2011). This would require rapid economic growth that is 

more labour-absorbing. With unemployment of 37% and youth unemployment of 47,7% in 2017, 

Limpopo still has a long way to go to achieve the NDP’s vision. 

5.5.12 Household income 

Household income is the maximum amount that a household can afford to spend on goods and 

services without having to sell some of its assets or incurring debt. It is one of the most important 

determinants of economic wellbeing (United Nations Economic Commission for Europe [UN-

ECE], 2011). In South Africa, the provinces with the highest proportion of low-income households 

(including Limpopo) are also home to the biggest share of poor households (Stats SA, 2015d). 

Stats SA (2016c) define the household income as income received by all members of a household, 

in cash and in-kind, in exchange for labour, or in return for capital investment, or receipts obtained 

from other sources, such as a pension. This section analyses household income brackets in 

Limpopo using the Census 2001 and 2011 data from Stats SA. Household income data at district 

and local level is only available up to 2011. 

Based on 2011 census results, 13,8% of the total households in Limpopo had no income and 18,6% 

earned less than R800 a month. A total of 44,1% earned a monthly income of between R801 and 

R3 200, and 9,7% of households had an income of between R3 201 and R6 400, while a small elite 

(3,1% of households) earned an income above R25 601 a month. Majority of households in the 

province fall into the lowest income bracket, below R3 200 a month. This pattern is the same at 

district level. The main source of income was social grants, salary or wages, farming income, and 

remittances, respectively (De Cock et al., 2013). 

Figure 5.23 shows that a large proportion of households across all district municipalities earned 

less than R3 200 a month. In 2011, households without income ranged from 12,2% to 14,3% in all 

district municipalities. Those earning between R1 000 and R3 200 a month made up more than 

half the households. The number of households earning more than R25 601 a month was highest 



 

 

169 

in Capricorn (4,5%), followed by Waterberg (4,1%), while in Mopani it was 2,7%, in Vhembe 

2,5%, and Greater Sekhukhune 1,9%, as shown in Figure 5.23. 

Figure 5.23: Change in households by income brackets in Limpopo’s district 

municipalities: 2001 & 2011 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Stats SA. 

Between 2001 and 2011, there was a decrease in the proportion of households without income and 

those earning less than R800 a month, while there was a surge in the proportion of households in 

the bracket R801 to R3 200 a month, compared with other income brackets. 

From Figure 5.24, the proportion of households without income and those earning less than R3 200 

a month was highest in predominantly rural areas than in significantly rural and predominantly 

urban areas. Most households in the income brackets R6 401 to R12 8400 and up to R204 801 or 

more, lived in significantly rural areas, rather than predominantly rural areas. That is, household 

income level was relatively higher in significantly rural areas than in predominantly rural areas. 
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Figure 5.24: Share of households by income bracket & area type in Limpopo: 2001 & 2011 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Stats SA. 

At local level, Table 5.21 indicates that the proportion of households without income was relatively 

higher in the predominantly rural local municipalities: Maruleng (15,9%), Greater Giyani (15,7%), 

Greater Tubatse (15,7%) Ephraim Mogale (15,5%), and Fetakgomo (15%). It was lowest in 

Modimolle (10,4%), Mookgopong (11,5%) and Thulamela (11,9%). Most households across all 

local municipalities earned less than R3 200 a month. The proportion of those earning more than 

R12 801 a month was relatively higher in Ba-Phalaborwa, Polokwane, Thabazimbi, Lephalale, 

Modimolle and Bela-Bela. 

Table 5.21 shows that household income levels in Limpopo are lower, as a higher proportion of 

households earned R3 200 or less a month, while a lower proportion of households earned a higher 

income. This is also the case across South Arica. A report by the Standard Bank shows that 62,3% 

of all households (including those with no income) in South Africa fell into the low-income group 

(Standard Bank, 2016). This was confirmed by the income comparison tool of the Southern Africa 

Labour and Development Research Unit (SALDRU), which showed that about 78% of individuals 

in South Africa households had an income of R3 173 a month or less in 2019. This poses a 

challenge of income inequality which spills over to other aspects of people’s lives, which then 

causes a range of economic and social problems (Keeley, 2015). Household income provides 
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households with the means to satisfy their needs and pursue other goals deemed important to 

human lives (OECD, 2013). Households with low income are likely to go into consumer debt to 

keep up with day-to-day expenses (Pressman & Scott, 2009). According to the May 2019 

Household Affordability Index, low-income households across South Africa struggle to survive, 

as the cost of nutritious foods in a household food basket is R4 085,12 a month for seven family 

members and R2 337,18 for four people (Pietermaritzburg Economic Justice and Dignity Group 

[PMBEJD], 2019). The average household size in Limpopo was four (Quantec, 2019b). Thus, 

many households in Limpopo struggle to meet their day-to-day expenses. 

Table 5.21: Percentage share of households by monthly income bracket in Limpopo: 2011 

Limpopo by 2011 municipal boundaries No 

income 

R1 – 

R800 

R801– 

R3 200 

R3 201 – 

R6 400 

R6 401 – 

R12 800 

R12 801 – 

R25 600 

R25 601 or 

more 

Mopani 14,2 21,5 44,1 8,3 5,3 3,9 2,7 

 Greater Giyani 15,7 26,8 40,6 7,2 4,3 3,3 2,1 

 Greater Letaba 14,4 24,4 46,9 6,5 3,7 2,4 1,6 

 Greater Tzaneen 13,4 19,0 46,9 8,8 5,0 3,9 3,0 

 Ba-Phalaborwa 12,5 16,1 37,6 11,9 10,0 7,1 4,8 

 Maruleng 15,9 21,7 45,3 6,3 4,6 3,8 2,3 

Vhembe 12,2 22,4 45,4 8,2 5,3 3,9 2,5 

 Mutale 13,2 26,3 43,1 7,4 4,9 3,3 1,8 

 Thulamela 11,9 25,2 43,8 7,6 5,3 3,8 2,4 

 Musina 12,0 15,1 48,2 10,3 6,6 4,4 3,5 

 Makhado 12,4 19,6 47,2 8,7 5,3 4,1 2,7 

Capricorn 14,3 15,5 43,9 9,8 6,5 5,4 4,5 

 Blouberg 15,8 20,1 49,7 6,8 3,7 2,6 1,1 

 Aganang 13,2 16,1 54,3 8,8 4,2 2,3 1,1 

 Molemole 14,6 17,7 49,9 7,8 4,9 3,3 2,0 

 Polokwane 13,8 13,3 39,0 11,7 8,1 7,2 6,9 

 Lepelle-Nkumpi 15,4 17,8 45,8 7,7 5,9 4,5 2,8 

Waterberg 13,8 11,9 41,3 13,7 9,0 6,1 4,1 

 Thabazimbi 14,0 6,8 28,8 20,0 14,0 9,9 6,5 

 Lephalale 12,5 9,5 36,6 15,4 11,2 7,9 6,9 

 Mookgopong 11,5 9,9 49,2 14,2 7,5 4,5 3,0 

 Modimolle 10,4 10,5 42,5 16,0 10,4 6,6 3,7 

 Bela-Bela 12,8 8,8 44,0 15,5 9,2 6,0 3,7 

 Mogalakwena 15,4 15,8 45,2 10,2 6,4 4,4 2,7 

Greater Sekhukhune 14,6 18,7 44,7 10,3 6,2 3,6 1,9 

 Ephraim Mogale 15,5 17,4 50,9 7,9 4,1 2,8 1,6 

 Elias Motsoaledi 14,0 17,5 48,3 9,6 5,2 3,4 2,0 

 Makhuduthamaga 13,1 21,7 49,2 7,2 4,4 2,9 1,4 

 Fetakgomo 15,0 16,6 44,0 11,1 7,5 4,0 1,8 

 Greater Tubatse 15,7 18,4 36,4 13,8 8,8 4,5 2,5 

Limpopo 13,8 18,6 44,1 9,7 6,2 4,5 3,1 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Stats SA. 
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5.5.13 Consumption expenditure by household 

Consumption is an important determinant of economic wellbeing because it is the consumption of 

goods and services that ultimately satisfies the basic needs and wants of households (OECD, 

2013). Household consumption expenditure is the total amount of final consumption expenditure 

by households to meet their daily needs, like furniture, household appliances, transport, recrea-

tional and entertainment goods, clothing, food, health costs, households consumer goods, and 

miscellaneous goods and services (Quantec, 2018d). It can be financed not only by household 

income but also by savings or credit (UNECE, 2011). Also, household consumption is the essential 

driving force of a growth economy. It has important implications for industry growth and the 

broader economy (Chai, 2018). 

In 2017, Limpopo’s consumption expenditure by households reached R1 24,5 million (by 2010 

prices), of which Capricorn’s share was 26% (or R32,5 million), Vhembe’s 21% (or R25,1 milli-

on), Mopani and Waterberg each added 18%, and Greater Sekhukhune contributed 17% (Quantec 

2018d). From 1996 to 2017, consumption expenditure increased in all the district municipalities, 

as shown in Figure 5.25. Studies show that the main drivers of consumption include household 

income and wealth, economic growth and demographic shifts (World Economic Forum, 2018; 

Dossche, Forsells, Rossi & Stoevsky, 2018). 

Figure 5.25: Annual household consumption expenditure by district municipality in Limpopo: 

1996-2017 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 
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From 1996 to 2017, Waterberg registered an increase of 110%, almost more than twice that of 

Mopani (60%) and Vhembe (61,3%). The Capricorn and Greater Sekhukhune areas each registered 

an increase of 92%. In 1996, the average household consumption was relatively the same in 

predominantly rural areas (R2,8 million per local area) and significantly rural areas (R2,7 million 

per local area). However, by 2017, average household consumption jumped to R6,3 million per 

local area in significantly rural areas and to R4,76 million per local area in the predominantly rural 

areas. Consumption expenditure in the significantly rural areas rose faster than in predominantly 

rural areas, as is shown in Figure 5.26. This can be attributed to relatively high household income 

levels and rapid population growth. 

Figure 5.26: Annual household consumption expenditure by type of area in Limpopo: 1996-2017 

 

Source: Author’s own using data from Quantec EasyData.  

At local municipal level, Table 5.22 shows that the highest contributors to household consumption 

in the district municipalities were Polokwane (64%) in Capricorn, Thulamela (46%) and Makhado 

(41%) in Vhembe, Greater Tubatse (39%) in Greater Sekhukhune, Greater Tzaneen (36%) and Ba-

Phalaborwa (25%) in Mopani, and Mogalakwena (30%) and Thabazimbi (28%) in Waterberg. 

These local municipalities were the top contributors to GVA in their district municipalities. They 

also received a relatively higher share of their district’s GFCF and were home to a larger share of 

households in the high income group. Ramli & Andriani (2013) found that an increase in 

consumption, private investment and aggregate demand from year to year could boost economic 

growth. A growing economy will result in a continued increase in household income (World 

Economic Forum, 2018). A study by Dossche et al. (2018) showed that private consumption 

growth closely follows growth in household income. 
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Table 5.22: Household consumption by municipality in Limpopo: 1996-2017 

Limpopo by 2011 municipal 

boundaries 
1996 2017 

Figure (R millions,  

constant 2010 

prices) 

% share, 

local/district 

Figure (R millions,  

constant 2010 

prices) 

% share, 

local/district 

Mopani  14 385 100 22 862 100 

 Greater Giyani  2 983 21 3 628 16 

 Greater Letaba  2 514 17 3 685 16 

 Greater Tzaneen  5 036 35 8 117 36 

 Ba-Phalaborwa  2 827 20 5 721 25 

 Maruleng  1 026 7 1 711 7 

Vhembe  16 150 100 26 050 100 

 Musina  660 4 1 718 7 

 Mutale  954 6 1 627 6 

 Thulamela  7 924 49 11 903 46 

 Makhado  6 612 41 10 802 41 

Capricorn  16 893 100 32 497 100 

 Blouberg  1 617 10 2 560 8 

 Aganang  1 669 10 2 237 7 

 Molemole  1 283 8 2 061 6 

 Polokwane  9 381 56 20 783 64 

 Lepelle-Nkumpi  2 944 17 4  856 15 

Waterberg  10 700 100 22 461 100 

 Thabazimbi  2 355 22 6 286 28 

 Lephalale  1 805 17 4 201 19 

 Mookgopong  548 5 980 4 

 Modimolle  1 181 11 2 332 10 

 Bela-Bela  921 9 1 891 8 

 Mogalakwena  3 891 36 6 771 30 

Greater Sekhukhune  10 718 100 20 593 100 

 Makhuduthamaga  2 898 27 4 139 20 

 Fetakgomo  981 9 1 817 9 

 Ephraim Mogale  1 204 11 2 092 10 

 Elias Motsoaledi  2 639 25 4 451 22 

 Greater Tubatse  2 997 28 8 093 39 

Limpopo 68 847 100 124 463 100 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data Quantec EasyData.  

There were nine local municipal areas which contributed the lower share, ranging from 4% to 9%, 

and the least was Mookgopong (4%). Over the period 1996 to 2017, household consumption 

increased across all the municipal areas. The highest increase was in the local areas which con-

tributed the highest share of consumption within their districts. However, the proportion of 

household consumption decreased in 15 local municipalities, while it increased slightly in nine 

local municipalities. 
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A relatively lower but steady increase in household consumption expenditure in predominantly 

rural areas has far-reaching implications for rural economies and development, since consumption 

influences economic growth and job creation. Rising incomes and changes in consumption patterns 

create new opportunities for manufacturing industries to develop. On the other hand the relatively 

higher and rapid increase in consumption expenditure in the significantly rural areas creates 

demand that will attract entrepreneurs and firms to expand their production to meet consumer 

needs (Chai, 2018). This will, in the process, boost economic growth and create more new jobs. 

Ramli & Andriani (2013) and Dossche et al. (2018) conclude that household consumption is the 

fastest-growing demand component that affects economic growth. 

5.5.14 Investment 

Gross fixed capital formation (GFCF) refers to net investment by government, public enterprises, 

and private businesses. It comprises investment spending on machinery and other equipment, 

construction works, transport equipment, buildings, information and communication, research, 

mineral exploration, and biological resources. GFCF is an important determinant of long-term 

economic development and growth (Quantec, 2018e). An empirical study on the determinants of 

investment in developing countries showed that government investment plays an important role in 

determining gross private investment (Wai & Wong, 1982). In South Africa, growth in GFCF has 

been slowing due to uncertainty (relating to policy, land ownership issues and strikes), sluggish 

economic growth and prospects, skills shortages, high lending rates and low savings (Maphutha, 

2018; Trade and Industrial Policy Strategies [TIPS], 2000). This section looks at the trend in 

Limpopo’s GFCF from 1996 to 2017 using data from Quantec EasyData. 

The absolute percentage change in gross fixed capital formation (GFCF) (at constant 2010 prices) 

in Limpopo between 1996 and 2017 was 182,2%. This was an increase from R16,53 million in 

1996 to R46,63 million in 2017, of which more than half (51%) in 1996 and 52% in 2017, was 

invested in Capricorn and Waterberg districts only (Quantec, 2018e). These two districts are the 

largest economies in the province with relatively higher human development indices due to a 

concentration of economic activities (LPT, 2019). In 2017, the share of GFCF was 29% in Wa-

terberg, 23% in Capricorn, 18% in Mopani, 15% in Vhembe and Greater Sekhukhune. Figure 5.27 

shows the trend and proportion of GFCF in the district municipalities of Limpopo. 

 

 



 

 

176 

Figure 5.27: Gross fixed capital formation by district municipality in Limpopo: 1996-2017 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

The figure shows that between 1996 and 2017, Waterberg and Capricorn received the highest share 

of net investment, while Vhembe and Greater Sekhukhune received the lowest share. It also 

indicates that GFCF increased across all the district municipalities. Greater Sekhukhune (281%), 

followed by Waterberg (197%) had the highest absolute percentage increase between 1996 and 

2017 at average annual growth rates of 6,6% and 5,3%, respectively. The pace of GFCF growth is 

driven by expected strong future growth that attracts businesses, for example, in buying fixed 

assets so as to meet an anticipated rise in demand. 

Over the period 1996 to 2017, the average net investment was relatively higher in significantly 

rural areas than in predominantly rural areas, as shown in Figure 5.28. By 2017, an average of 

R3,22 million per local municipality was invested in significantly rural areas, compared with 

R1,57 million invested in predominantly rural areas. The relative rapid increase in GFCF in sig-

nificantly rural areas could be attributed to the fact that more economic activities take place in 

urban areas, which allows businesses to expand their activities and national companies to open 

new branches in these areas. 
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Figure 5.28: Average gross fixed capital formation by type of area in Limpopo: 1996-2017 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

Between 1996 and 2017, GFCF grew by 188% at an average growth rate of 5,2% in predominantly 

rural areas, while in significantly rural areas it increased by 174% at a 4,9% growth rate. In 2017, 

the highest share of net investment in the significantly rural areas of local municipalities was in 

Polokwane (74% of Capricorn’s GFCF) and Thulamela (44% of Waterberg’s GFCF). In 

predominantly rural areas, the proportion of GFCF was the highest in Greater Tubatse (62% of 

Greater Sekhukhune’s GFCF), Greater Tzaneen and Ba-Phalaborwa, which together had 72% of 

Mopani’s GFCF, as well as Makhado and Thulamela, which when combined constituted 84% of 

Vhembe’s GFCF. There were 10 local areas that received the lowest share, ranging from 2% to 

8%, as shown in Table 5.23. The net amount invested across districts and local municipalities 

varied greatly. Over the period, GFCF increased in all local municipalities. The highest growth 

rates were found in Lephalale (7,7%), Greater Tubatse (7,4%), Makhuduthamaga (5,9%), and 

Mutale (5,9%). The lowest growth rate was 3,9%, in Greater Giyani and Bela-Bela. 

In general, the allocation of investment was unequal among all district and local municipalities. A 

study examining the relationship between investment and economic growth in sub-Saharan 

African countries found bidirectional causality between investment and economic growth (Uneze, 

2013). 
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Table 5. 23: Gross fixed capital formation by municipality in Limpopo: 1996 & 2017 

Limpopo by 2011 municipal 

boundaries 

1996 2017   

Growth rate %, 

1996-2017 Figure (R 

millions,  

constant 2010 

prices) 

% share – 

local/district 

Figure (R 

millions,  

constant 2010 

prices) 

% share – 

local/district 

Mopani  3 600 100 8 184 100 4,0 

 Greater Giyani  426 12 947 12 3,9 

 Greater Letaba  362 10 925 11 4,6 

 Greater Tzaneen  1 125 31 2 635 32 4,1 

 Ba-Phalaborwa  1 528 42 3 256 40 3,7 

 Maruleng  159 4 421 5 4,7 

Vhembe  2 594 100 6 893 100 4,8 

 Musina  203 8 696 10 6,0 

 Mutale  109 4 362 5 5,9 

 Thulamela  1 167 45 3 062 44 4,7 

 Makhado  1 114 43 2 773 40 4,4 

Capricorn  3 828 100 10 625 100 5,0 

 Blouberg  192 5 493 5 4,6 

 Aganang  141 4 399 4 5,1 

 Molemole  203 5 531 5 4,7 

 Polokwane  2 819 74 7 840 74 5,0 

 Lepelle-Nkumpi  473 12 1 362 13 5,2 

Waterberg  4 611 100 13 709 100 5,3 

 Thabazimbi  2 414 52 6 545 48 4,9 

 Lephalale  774 17 3 689 27 7,7 

 Mookgopong  125 3 324 2 4,6 

 Modimolle  287 6 665 5 4,1 

 Bela-Bela  306 7 686 5 3,9 

 Mogalakwena  705 15 1 801 13 4,6 

Greater Sekhukhune  1 894 100 7 218 100 6,6 

 Makhuduthamaga  222 12 742 10 5,9 

 Fetakgomo  91 5 326 5 6,3 

 Ephraim Mogale  196 10 547 8 5,0 

 Elias Motsoaledi  395 21 1 142 16 5,2 

 Greater Tubatse  989 52 4 461 62 7,4 

Limpopo 16 526 100 46 629 100 5,1 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

Those areas which continue to receive the highest share of investment, along those with the fastest 

investment growth rate are likely to progress faster in terms of economic development, while 

growth and development will remain slow or deteriorate in the areas which received the lowest 

share of investment. This was confirmed by Eyraud (2009) who found that South Africa’s invest-

ment is relatively low compared with other fast-growing developing countries and that this hin-

dered growth in South Africa. 

5.5.15 Economic structure 

Economic structure means how the economy is divided between the three main economic sectors 

(primary, secondary and tertiary) and their sub-sectors. The primary sector includes all activities 

that involve the direct exploitation of the physical environment, for example, agriculture, forestry, 

fishing or mining. The secondary sector refers to all those activities in which raw material is 
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manufactured into a product, while the tertiary sector involves the provision of various types of 

services (Department of Economic Development and Tourism, 2006). This section presents the 

economic structure of Limpopo in 1996 and in 2018 using data estimates from Quantec (2018a). 

The tertiary sector is the main economic sector in Limpopo, with a proportion of 59,8% of gross 

value added (GVA), followed by the primary sector with 30,9% of GVA in 2018. The secondary 

sector (9,3%) contributed least to GVA. At district level, the economic structure varies from area 

to area. The economic structure of the Mopani district followed that same pattern as that of the 

province. In Vhembe and Capricorn, the tertiary sector, followed by the secondary sector, had a 

higher share of GVA. The primary sector, followed by the tertiary sector, contributed the highest 

share of GVA in Waterberg and Greater Sekhukhune, as shown in Figure 5.29. 

Figure 5.29: Structure of the economy by district municipality in Limpopo: 1996 & 2018 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

This figure shows that between 1996 and 2018, GVA by the primary sector in Limpopo fell 5.7%, 

while the secondary sector declined a little (0.2%), and the tertiary sector rose by 5.8% at 

provincial level. At district level, changes in GVA by all sectors varied from district to district. 

The share of GVA by the primary sector declined in all districts except Greater Sekhukhune, where 

it rose 2%. The secondary sector rose in Mopani and Waterberg, while it fell in the other three 

districts. In all districts, there was an increase in GVA by the tertiary sector. 
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In 2018, the main contributor to Limpopo’s regional gross domestic product (GDPR) was mining 

(27,9%), followed by government (19,8%), financial services (15,5%), and wholesale and retail 

trade (15,5%), as shown in Figure 5.30. Mining was concentrated in Waterberg (54,8%), Greater 

Sekhukhune (48,1%) and Mopani (27,9%), while government and financial services are the highest 

contributors in Vhembe and Capricorn. 

Figure 5.30: Figure 5.30. Main sectors of the economy by district municipality in Limpopo: 

2018  

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

Looking at the structure of the economy by area type in Limpopo in 1996 and 2018, the tertiary 

sector was the main contributor to the GVA in all types of areas, followed by the primary sector. 

There was an increase in GVA by the tertiary sector and a decrease in primary sector GVA in both 

predominantly rural and significantly rural areas, as shown in Figure 5.31. Based on data estimates 

from Quantec (2018a), the major sectors that contributed more than 14% to the RGDP of both 

predominantly and significantly rural areas in 2018 were mining; government; finance, real estate 

and business services; and wholesale and retail trade, catering and accommodation. 
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Figure 5.31: Economic structure by area type in Limpopo: 1996 & 2018 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData. 

At local level, Table 5.24 shows that the economies of local municipalities were less diversified, 

except for Lephalale. In 2018, there were 19 local municipalities with more than 70% of their GVA 

represented by the tertiary sector only. In Lephalale, the primary sector contributed 38%, the 

secondary sector 30% and tertiary sector 32%. The primary sector is the most important in 

Thabazimbi (where it contributed 91% of total GVA), Greater Tubatse (where it contributed 73% 

of total GVA) and Ba-Phalaborwa (where it contributed 65,4% of total GVA). From 1996 to 2018, 

GVA by the secondary and tertiary sectors increased across all local municipalities. The highest 

growth rates for both sectors were in Greater Tubatse and Lephalale. Over the same period, there 

were five local municipalities, namely Ba-Phalaborwa, Mutale, Mogalakwena, Makhuduthamaga 

and Fetakgomo, with a declining primary sector GVA growth rate. 
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Table 5.24: Economic structure (% of GVA by sector) by municipality in Limpopo: 2018 

 Limpopo by 2011 municipal 

boundaries 

% share by sector Growth rate %, 1996-2018 % 

share 

of 

GVA 

Primary 

sector 

Secondary 

sector 

Tertiary 

sector 

Primary 

sector 

Secondary 

sector 

Tertiary 

sector 

Mopani  31,9 9,8 58,3 0,13 1,71 2,09 17,9 

 Greater Giyani  5,7 10,2 84,1 2,27 1,27 1,55 2,1 

 Greater Letaba  8,6 11,2 80,3 3,02 2,01 2,47 2,2 

 Greater Tzaneen  12,9 13,8 73,3 1,05 2,12 2,08 5,7 

 Ba-Phalaborwa  65,4 6,4 28,2 -0,17 1,21 2,04 6,9 

 Maruleng  14,8 6,9 78,3 1,75 1,04 2,80 1,0 

Vhembe  5,9 8,8 85,2 1,04 0,82 2,73 15,8 

 Musina  22,5 6,7 70,8 0,77 4,01 5,11 1,6 

 Mutale  15,9 9,1 75,0 -1,79 1,58 3,17 0,8 

 Thulamela  2,1 9,1 88,8 1,27 0,24 2,46 6,8 

 Makhado  4,8 9,0 86,2 3,28 0,98 2,62 6,7 

Capricorn  4,5 10,1 85,4 1,45 2,34 3,14 24,0 

 Blouberg  14,2 10,1 75,7 1,48 0,47 2,43 1,1 

 Aganang  1,9 8,8 89,2 1,16 0,06 2,35 0,8 

 Molemole  14,3 7,7 78,0 3,37 0,78 2,49 1,1 

 Polokwane  1,7 11,0 87,4 1,76 2,80 3,27 17,8 

 Lepelle-Nkumpi  14,2 6,5 79,2 0,76 1,39 3,06 3,1 

Waterberg  57,5 9,4 33,1 1,39 3,14 2,89 26,6 

 Thabazimbi  90,8 2,1 7,1 1,60 1,86 2,75 14,2 

 Lephalale  38,3 30,2 31,5 0,02 4,73 3,68 4,2 

 Mookgopong  25,0 12,1 62,9 3,85 2,90 3,17 0,7 

 Modimolle  8,3 15,1 76,6 2,96 1,92 2,79 1,6 

 Bela-Bela  6,4 11,4 82,2 3,26 2,84 2,56 1,6 

 Mogalakwena  8,6 10,0 81,5 -0,43 1,54 2,79 4,3 

Greater Sekhukhune  50,0 7,9 42,2 3,68 3,43 3,31 15,8 

 Makhuduthamaga  3,8 8,3 87,9 -1,60 2,38 2,92 1,6 

 Fetakgomo  34,5 6,1 59,4 -1,66 2,74 3,98 0,7 

 Ephraim Mogale  11,2 10,8 78,0 3,97 2,27 2,82 1,2 

 Elias Motsoaledi  12,5 11,3 76,2 1,23 2,11 2,88 2,5 

 Greater Tubatse  73,0 6,7 20,4 4,32 4,83 4,22 9,7 

Limpopo 30,8 9,3 59,8 1,57 2,26 2,83 100 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Quantec EasyData.  

Since the 1990s, the economy of South Africa has been driven mainly by the tertiary sector (De-

partment of Trade and Industry [DTI], 2014). This is also the case in Limpopo’s municipalities, 

where the tertiary sector’s contribution to provincial GDP is relatively larger and has been rising, 

while the contribution of the primary sector has gradually fallen between 1996 and 2018. However, 

Limpopo is still South Africa’s leading mining province and has one of the lowest levels of 

manufacturing activities (LPT, 2019). Limpopo’s local rural economies, except for Ba-Phalabo-

rwa, Thabazimbi, Lephalale, and Greater Tubatse, were characterised by the significant weight of 
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the tertiary sector, particularly in the government, financial services, and wholesale retail trade 

sectors. 

From Table 5.24, the share of total GVA, which represents the economic performance of munici-

palities, indicates that Waterberg and Capricorn districts dominated the contribution to GVA in 

the province. The Waterberg district (26,6%) contributed the highest GVA, followed by Capricorn, 

which contributed 24%. Capricorn and Waterberg combined contributed 50,6% of the total GVA 

in 2018. The Mopani district contributed 17,9%, while Vhembe and Greater Sekhukhune each 

contributed 15,8%. 

At local level, given that Polokwane is the economic hub of Limpopo with the highest population 

density and received the highest share of GFCF, it is unsurprising to note that 18% of value-added 

economic activities took place in this local area. There were a few local areas with a share of GVA 

above 5%: Greater Tzaneen, Ba-Phalaborwa, Thulamela, Makhado, Thabazimbi and Greater 

Tubatse. 

5.5.16 Agricultural land area (square kilometres) 

Agricultural land area refers to the land that is arable or land used for agricultural activities. It is 

significant for understanding the local economy’s agricultural sector and in informing economic 

plans and policies for food security, environmental sustainability and agricultural development 

(World Bank, 2019c). According to the website of Limpopo’s Department of Agriculture and 

Rural Development, the province is endowed with abundant agricultural resources and produces 

livestock, fruits and vegetables, cereals and tea. This section is an overview of agricultural land in 

Limpopo. 

In Limpopo, the total agricultural area was 11,3 million hectares in 2017 (LDARD, 2017). Wa-

terberg had the largest agricultural area (4,3 million hectares) covering 39% of the total agricultural 

area in Limpopo, followed by Capricorn (2,1 million hectares) and Vhembe (2,0 million hectares). 

Mopani had the smallest proportion of agricultural land in the province, as shown in Figure 5.32. 

This reflects the unbalanced patterns of land distribution among municipalities. 
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Figure 5.32: Total agricultural land area by district municipality in Limpopo 

 

Source: Author’s own compilation from LDARD (2017). 

The greatest area of land that may be used for agricultural activities is in Waterberg, followed by 

Capricorn and Vhembe. Mopani and Greater Sekhukhune have the lowest share of agricultural 

land in Limpopo. 

5.5.17 Access to basic facilities and services 

The provision of basic services plays an important role in the improvement of individual wellbeing 

and a country’s economic development (OECD and World Bank, 2006). The importance of 

infrastructure for water, electricity and sanitation, and healthcare facilities in rural areas cannot be 

overemphasised. It is crucial to the quality of life, for economic activities and for sustaining the 

population. Accordingly, it can be an important agent in the reduction of poverty and 

unemployment, in economic growth, and in improving the lives of people (National Treasury, 

2011a). 

5.5.17.1 Water 

Water is an essential resource that is central to economic and social development. It is critical for 

healthy ecosystems, human wellbeing and hence for sustainable socio-economic development 

(United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs [UNDESA], 2015). The importance 

of access to basic drinking water services has been emphasised by the SDGs, which state that by 

2030 all men and women must have equal rights to water service (World Health Organisation, 

[WHO] and United Nations Children’s Fund [Unicef], 2017). Considerable progress in access to 

piped water in the urban areas of developing countries has been made over the past two decades 

(Barde, 2017). About 844 million people worldwide still lack access to basic drinking water, a vast 

majority of them living in the rural areas of developing countries (Gomez et al., 2019). In South 

Mopani

12%

Vhembe

18%

Capricorn

19%

Waterberg

39%

Greater Sekhukhune

12%



 

 

185 

Africa, 89% of households in 2017 had access to piped or tap water in their dwellings, offsite or 

onsite. Limpopo, followed by the Eastern Cape, had the lowest proportion of households (74,1% 

and 75,1% respectively) in the country with access to piped or tap water (Stats SA, 2019a). This 

section lays out some key facts on access to and the main source of drinking water in rural areas 

of Limpopo using data from Stats SA’s community survey 2016. 

The community survey 2016 results show that 26% of rural households, compared with 19% of 

urban households in Limpopo, did not have access to safe drinking water supply service. Most of 

these households were in rural areas of Greater Sekhukhune (39%), followed by Mopani (26%). 

Vhembe (19%) had the lowest proportion of rural households without access to safe drinking water 

supply, compared with Capricorn (23%), and the Waterberg (23%) (Stats SA, 2016b). This lack 

of access to safe drinking water is mainly due to inadequate water infrastructure and poor public 

service delivery (Mxotwa, 2019; Phakgadi, 2018). 

At local area level, Ephraim Mogale local municipality in Greater Sekhukhune had the highest 

number of households (60%) without access to safe drinking water. It was followed by other local 

municipalities in Greater Sekhukhune, which had between 33% and 39% of households without 

such access. Other local municipalities with more than 26% of their households without access to 

safe drinking water were Greater Giyani (28%), Greater Tzaneen (33%), Mutale (36%), Lepelle-

Nkumpi (29%), and Mogalakwena (27%). Ba-Phalaborwa (8%) had the lowest proportion of rural 

households without access to safe drinking water (Stats SA, 2016b). 

Only 4% of Limpopo households in rural areas, compared with 46% of urban households, had 

piped (tap) water inside the house for drinking purposes. A further 34% of rural households, 

compared with 43% of urban households, had running tap water for drinking inside the yard. About 

33% of households in rural areas obtained water from a public tap or tanker, 12% from a borehole, 

and 7% from a river, stream, dam, well or spring. Among households which had to fetch water 

from a source outside their dwelling, members of roughly 9% of rural households, compared with 

2% of urban households, travel at least 501m and some more than 1km to reach the water source 

(Stats SA, 2016b). 

The differences between urban and rural areas regarding the type of water source for drinking are 

noteworthy. Table 5.25 indicates that few rural households had a tap inside the house. Most of 

them obtained water from a tap inside the yard, public taps or tanker. By contrast, a higher pro-

portion of urban households had a tap inside the house or yard. 
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Table 5.25: Main source of drinking water in rural and urban households by district 

municipality in Limpopo: 2016 

Source of drinking water   Mopani  Vhembe Capricorn Waterberg Greater Sekhukhune 

Piped (tap) inside house rural 7% 2% 3% 5% 3% 

  urban 70% 36% 54% 40% 34% 

Piped (tap) inside yard rural 34% 28% 48% 40% 27% 

  urban 22% 55% 43% 42% 36% 

Next-door tap rural 7% 7% 7% 11% 7% 

  urban 1% 1% 0% 2% 6% 

Public tap/tanker rural 30% 45% 25% 23% 33% 

  urban 5% 4% 1% 10% 17% 

Borehole rural 14% 10% 13% 18% 10% 

  urban 1% 2% 0% 4% 4% 

River/stream/dam/well/spring rural 6% 7% 1% 1% 14% 

  urban 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Rainwater/other rural 3% 1% 3% 2% 6% 

  urban 0% 1% 0% 2% 2% 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Stats SA.  

The percentage of rural households which had to fetch water from a river, stream, dam, well or 

spring was the highest in Greater Sekhukhune (14%), followed by Vhembe (7%) and Mopani 

(6%). It was lowest in Capricorn (1%) and Waterberg (1%). The proportion of households required 

to walk more than 1km to fetch water from a source was highest in Greater Sekhukhune (7%) and 

Vhembe (7%), followed by Mopani (6%). It was lowest in Capricorn (1%) and Waterberg (1%) 

(Stats SA, 2016b). 

At local municipal level, Makhuduthamaga (18%), followed by Mutale (16%), had the highest 

percentage of households needing to fetch water from a river, stream, dam, well or spring. Other 

local municipalities with more than 7% (provincial level) of households with a river, stream, dam, 

well or spring as main water source included Greater Tzaneen in Mopani district and all the local 

municipalities of Vhembe and Greater Sekhukhune (Stats SA, 2016b). Fetching of water and lack 

of access to safe drinking water have a negative effect on people’s health and is likely to be a 

barrier to sustainable development (Geere & Cortobius, 2017; Geere, Hunter & Jagals, 2010). 

5.5.17.2 Electricity 

Worldwide, roughly one billion people lack access to electricity, most of them living in rural areas 

of developing countries (International Energy Agency, 2018). South Africa has seen significant 

progress as 84,7% of households have access to electricity. Limpopo has the highest percentage 

(92,7%) of households connected to mains electricity supply in the country (Stats SA, 2019a). In 

this section, I look at the share of households with access to electricity in Limpopo. 
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In 2016, about 6% of households in Limpopo lacked access to electricity (Stats SA, 2018d). Figure 

5.33 shows that most of these households were in Waterberg, followed by Greater Sekhukhune. 

Figure 5. 33: Share of households with/without electricity by geographical type in Limpo-

po’s district municipalities: 2016 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Stats SA. 

Figure 5.34 shows the percentage of households with access to electricity in the district munici-

palities. It illustrates that the proportion of households with access to electricity ranges from 73% 

to 98.6%. The municipalities with the lowest share of households with access to electricity include 

Greater Tubatse, Fetakgomo and all local areas in Waterberg. 
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Figure 5.34: Percentage of households with access to electricity by local municipality in 

Limpopo: 2016 

 

Source: Stats SA (2018d).  

 

In general, a greater number of households in the local municipal areas of Limpopo had access to 

electricity by 2016. This is a fundamental enabler to progress for most of the population of Li-

mpopo and has positive effects on people’s lives. A World Bank study on the socio-economic 

benefits of rural electrification on local communities in low-income countries concluded that 

electrification could affect human wellbeing positively, as well as the growth of local economic 

activities (World Bank, 2008). 

5.5.17.3 Source of energy for lighting, cooking, water heating and indoor heating 

Energy is critical for development, as it is essential for lighting, cooking, and indoor heating. In 

2018, nearly three billion people made use of polluting fuels like wood or other biomass, which 

cause air pollution and widespread negative health outcomes (World Bank, 2018c). In South 

Africa, the percentage of households using firewood for cooking decreased from 8.8% in 2016 to 

7,7% in 2018. Limpopo had a relatively high proportion (31,6%) of households using wood as a 

source of energy for cooking (Stats SA, 2019a). This section analyses the type of energy source 

for lighting, cooking and heating in Limpopo, using data from Stats SA’s community survey 2016. 
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Based on community survey 2016 results, most households 93% in rural areas and 94% in urban 

areas use electricity as the main source for lighting. Fewer households use candles (6% in rural 

areas and 3% in urban areas), paraffin, solar power and other types as the main source for lighting. 

Figure 5.35 indicates that 90% of those in urban areas used electricity for cooking, compared with 

57% in rural areas. Wood (40%) was the second main source of energy for cooking in rural areas, 

after electricity. For water heating, 38% of rural households used wood and 59% electricity as the 

main source of energy. There were 37% and 57% of rural households using electricity and wood 

respectively, for indoor heating. 

Figure 5.35: Main energy source for cooking, water and indoor heating in rural & urban 

households at district level in Limpopo: 2016 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Stats SA. 

Figure 5.35 shows that roughly 40% of rural households used wood as their main fuel for cooking 

and for water and indoor heating. This is mainly due to the unaffordability of electricity in poor 

households. The use of wood for energy contributes to air pollution, which has negative effects on 

people’s health and on the environment (World Bank, 2018c; Edelstein, Pitchforth, Asres, 

Silverman & Kulkarni, 2008). 
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5.5.17.4 Access to refuse removal 

Access to solid waste service is critical to public health, environmental sustainability, economic 

development and poverty reduction (National Treasury, 2011b). In South Africa, there are great 

differences between urban and rural areas in terms of refuse removal. Whereas more than 80% of 

households in urban areas had their rubbish removed once a week, 85% of rural households either 

had no refuse dumps or created their own. Provinces with the highest percentage of households 

that create their own refuse dumps are Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo (Stats SA, 

2019a). This section looks at household refuse removal by district municipality in Limpopo, using 

data from Stats SA’s community survey 2016. 

The results of community survey 2016 indicate that a total of 1 026 777 rural households (81%) 

and 32 133 urban households (10%) or a total of 1 058 910 households in Limpopo used their own 

refuse dump. A total of 350 678 (22%), of which 6% were rural households and 81% urban, had 

the local authority, a private company or community members collect refuse at least once a week. 

Moreover, a total of 84 777 rural households (7%) and 5 620 urban households (2%) lacked access 

to refuse disposal services and instead dump or leave rubbish anywhere. 

Urban areas in Capricorn and Waterberg had the highest proportion of households with refuse 

removed by the local authority, a private company or community members, while rural areas in 

Mopani, Vhembe and Greater Sekhukhune had a higher share of households without access to 

refuse removal services. This is mainly due to the unavailability of sanitation system infrastructure 

and a lack of service delivery by local municipalities. Lack of access to solid waste service and 

management has serious health, safety, and environmental consequences (World Bank, 2019d). 

5.5.17.5 Toilet facilities 

According to the World Health Organisation (2019), about two billion people still did not have 

basic sanitation facilities like toilets or latrines in 2019. In South Africa, despite improved access 

to sanitation facilities, access to proper sanitation facilities is still a problem for many households.  

In Limpopo, only 58,9% households had access to improved sanitation facilities. These facilities 

are defined as a pit toilet with a ventilation pipe, and a flush toilets connected to a public sewerage 

system or a septic tank (Stats SA, 2018e). 

In 2016, a total of 1 041 299 (65%) rural households, compared with 44 332 (3%) urban house-

holds, in Limpopo used a pit latrine as the main toilet facility. That is, 68% of households in 

Limpopo used pit latrines. Only 8% of rural households, compared with 18% of urban households, 

used a flush or chemical toilet. Those without access to a toilet were more in rural areas (62 647 
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households) and lower in urban areas (5 833 households) (Stats SA, 2016b). At district level, 

Capricorn, followed by Waterberg, had the highest share of urban households with access to a 

flush/chemical toilet. The district with the highest proportion of households using a pit latrine as 

their main toilet facility was Vhembe (264 132 households), followed by Mopani (245 263 

households), Capricorn (226 158 households) and Greater Sekhukhune (231 330 households). 

Waterberg (74 416 households) had the lowest number of rural households using pit latrines in 

2016 (Stats SA, 2016b). 

At local level, figure 5.36 shows that Bela-Bela had the highest percentage of households with 

flush or chemical toilets, followed by Modimolle, Mookgophong, Thabazimbi and Musina. 

Localities with between 38.5% and 55.3% of households using flush or chemical toilets included 

Ba-Phalaborwa, Polokwane, and Lephalale. Most localities had the lowest proportion (below 

21.5%) of households with improved sanitation (Stats SA, 2018d). 

Figure 5.36: Percentage of households with flush/chemical toilet by local municipality in 

Limpopo: 2016 

 

Source: Stats SA (2018d).  

 

Although pit latrines play a role in minimising health risks, they do have limitations. They have 

reportedly polluted underground water, can easily collapse and need more land space, as they are 
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not permanent and do not promote the reuse of contents (Kumwenda, Msefula, Kadewa, Ngwira 

& Morse, 2017). In South Africa, the lack of improved sanitation continues indirectly to inhibit 

the learning abilities of millions of schoolchildren who are exposed to health and safety risks due 

to inadequate sanitation facilities and poor hygiene (Stats SA, 2018e). 

 

5.5.17.6 Internet service 

The 2030 agenda for sustainable development calls for the achievement of universal and affordable 

access to the internet (UN, 2015c). Access to the internet and use of information and 

communication technology (ICT) have become major drivers of economic growth and devel-

opment. ICT has potential for reducing poverty, improving health and education services, and for 

creating new sources of income and employment (OECD, 2009b). It is essential for the modern 

economy since it helps improve productivity and service delivery in the private and public sectors. 

It offers new opportunities, builds human capital, connects households to other parts of the country 

and of the world, and contributes to personal wellbeing. Yet countries in sub-Saharan Africa 

remain a long way from achieving universal internet access due to lack of physical infrastructure 

(Mahler, Montes & Newhouse, 2019). This section analyses household access to internet service 

in Limpopo, using data from the Stats SA community survey 2016. 

Relatively few households in Limpopo (7% or 105 404 households) in 2016 had access to internet 

services inside the home, while as many as 1 451 340 households (93%) lacked home internet 

service. Capricorn had the highest share of households with access to the internet at 25%, followed 

by Waterberg and Vhembe at 23% and 22% respectively. The districts with the smallest share of 

households with internet access were Mopani at 18% and Greater Sekhukhune at 12% (Stats SA, 

2018d).  Lack of infrastructure and affordability are among the main reasons for limited access to 

internet services in Limpopo. 

 

Figure 5.37 shows that the local municipalities with the lowest share of households with internet 

access are Mutale (since 2016, Collins Chabane), Greater Giyani, Greater Letaba, Greater Tza-

neen, Blouberg, Molemole, Lepelle-Nkumpi, Greater Tubatse, Fetakgomo, Makhuduthamaga, and 

Ephraim Mogale. Two local municipalities in Waterberg, that is, Thabazimbi and Bela-Bela had 

the highest proportion of households with internet access. Thus, there were substantial 

discrepancies in internet access between local municipalities. Rural households in Limpopo are 

among the least connected, whether at home or in the workplace in South Africa (Independent 

Communications Authority of South Africa [ICASA], 2019). Limpopo’s rural local economies are 

missing out on opportunities to accelerate socio-economic development, connecting residents to 
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services and opportunities, and building a better future. Findings from the World Bank’s digital 

development programme shows that internet access helped reduce the cost of internet service in 

West African countries, and created 30 000 jobs for young people in Bangladesh (World Bank, 

2019e). 

Figure 5.37: Percentage of households with internet access by local municipality in 

Limpopo: 2016 

 

Source: Stats SA (2018a). 

 

5.5.17.7Access to healthcare 

Ensuring healthy lives and promoting wellbeing for all is one of the global goals adopted by 

countries worldwide. Access to health is fundamental to ending poverty and building a robust 

economy (World Bank, 2018d). In 2017, half the world’s population lacked access to basic health 

services (WHO & World Bank, 2017). Burger & Christian (2018) found that only 53% of South 

Africans had full access to acceptable healthcare. In addition, there is inequality in access to 

healthcare service in South Africa despite years of reforms intended to promote equal access to it. 

This is because rural households and vulnerable subgroups like black South Africans, the less 

educated, the unemployed and the poor tend to lack access to adequate healthcare. Their analysis 

shows that affordability and availability due to remoteness, which forces them to travel further to 



 

 

194 

healthcare facilities and pay more to do so, is still an issue for black and rural South Africans. In 

this section, I look at distance travelled by households to clinics and hospitals in Limpopo, using 

data from the Stats SA community survey 2016. 

The urban population had better access to clinics and hospitals than the rural population. Using 

distance to the nearest clinic and hospital as an indicator, Figure 5.38 indicates that a higher pro-

portion of the rural population (about 30%) travelled 20km or more to get to a hospital, compared 

with less than 10% of the urban population. About 55% of the urban population, compared with 

21% of the rural population, lived less than 5km from the hospital. Consistent with this, a higher 

proportion of the urban population (over 80%), compared with 67% of the rural population, lived 

5km away from a clinic. This means that about 33% of the rural population was obliged to travel 

5km or more to reach a clinic. 

Figure 5.38: Distance to clinic/hospital by settlement type in Limpopo: 2014-15 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Stats SA. 

The problem of long-distance travel to access healthcare facilities in rural areas is rooted in South 

Africa’s apartheid legacy of underdeveloped rural areas (Burger & Christian, 2018). In Limpopo, 

issue of access to healthcare services is further exacerbated by lower population densities, resulting 

in rural residents having to travel greater distances and healthcare facilities being further from most 
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of the people they serve. These problems are not simple to resolve. Yet access to healthcare is 

fundamental to the health and wellbeing of rural people (Mackinney et al., 2014). 

5.5.18 Main reason for migration 

The movement of people from Limpopo to other provinces has been a feature of social and eco-

nomic life for many, but migrants’ reasons for moving vary considerably. This migration not only 

influences population numbers and structures in the province, but it also has either a positive or a 

negative effect on the labour market, public finance and economic growth in rural areas. It is 

classified as immigration (an inflow of people into an area) or outmigration (people moving out of 

an area). The difference between immigration and outmigration is called net migration, which 

could be a positive or a negative number (Campbell, 2015). 

For instance, positive net migration in the province thanks to more immigrants, especially those 

who are economically active, skilled or entrepreneurs, contributes to economic growth in the form 

of labour force, taxpayers and employers. A higher net migration could also put pressure on 

resources and government budgets. Negative net migration (high outmigration) has a negative ef-

fect on population structure and the level of output and development of rural areas. Since migrants 

send remittances home, outmigration and remittances might reduce the depth and severity of 

poverty in the home province (OECD, 2017c). 

This section focuses on reasons for migrating out of particular district municipalities in Limpopo. 

The mid-year population estimates showed a consistent increase in outmigration and net migration 

over the period 2006 to 2017 in Limpopo. It was estimated that between 2016 and 2021, Limpopo 

will experience an outmigration of 412 269 against an immigration of 279 755, which would result 

in net migration of 132 513. The estimates indicate that about 304 317 outmigrants moved to 

Gauteng between 2006 and 2017. Limpopo has remained the biggest sender of migrants to 

Gauteng, compared with other provinces over the same period (Stats SA, 2018a). 

Most of the migrants are young people aged between 15 and 29, who are possibly looking for a 

job or educational opportunities outside the province (LPT, 2018). Table 5.26 presents a 

breakdown of the main reasons for outmigration from Limpopo, showing that 41% of people 

indicated education (14.5%), looking for paid work (14.1%) and job transfer or taking up a new 

job opportunity (12.3%) as reasons for moving. The highest proportion of those who moved from 

Limpopo for educational purposes were from urban areas of Capricorn (3.9%), those who took job 

transfers were from urban areas in Waterberg (3.4%), and those looking for paid work were from 

urban areas of the Waterberg (2.5%) and Vhembe (2.5%). The results also show that out of 22.5% 
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of those who moved to live with or be closer to their spouse, many were from rural areas. Those 

who identified a new home as a reason for moving came to 15%, of whom the highest proportion 

were from the rural areas of Vhembe (2.6%), followed by Capricorn (2.4%) and Greater 

Sekhukhune (2.3%). 

Most people migrating from Limpopo had to do so for economic reasons. Since many migrants 

are young people, this suggests that Limpopo is losing its potential households and labour force to 

other provinces, mainly Gauteng. 
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Table 5.26: Main reasons for moving from Limpopo’s district municipalities: 2016 

Main reason for moving to the current place 

  

Mopani Vhembe Capricorn Waterberg 
Greater 

Sekhukhune Limpopo 

  
Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban 

divorce/separation 0,21% 0,03% 0,26% 0,02% 0,11% 0,09% 0,09% 0,08% 0,14% 0,01% 1,02% 

education (tertiary/secondary/ training) 1,46% 0,37% 1,61% 1,1% 1,72% 3,92% 0,68% 1,95% 1,31% 0,42% 14,53% 

for better municipal services 0,17% 0,07% 0,09% 0,03% 0,13% 0,18% 0,02% 0,11% 0,16% 0,04% 1,0% 

health (poor health, ill-health) 0,2% 0,03% 0,18% 0,02% 0,31% 0,07% 0,1% 0,13% 0,31% 0,02% 1,38% 

high crime levels 0,01% 0,01% 0,04% 0,0% 0,07% 0,05% 0,0% 0,04% 0,02% 0,0% 0,25% 

job loss/retrenchment/contract ended 0,21% 0,1% 0,25% 0,09% 0,69% 0,26% 0,23% 0,21% 0,44% 0,02% 2,5% 

job transfer/taking up new job opportunity 1,21% 0,44% 0,77% 1,14% 1,08% 1,78% 1,06% 3,38% 1,18% 0,24% 12,28% 

looking for paid work 1,23% 0,18% 2,42% 2,01% 1,17% 1,37% 1,65% 2,51% 1,24% 0,33% 14,11% 

moving as a household with a household member 

(for health) 

0,99% 0,21% 1,17% 0,51% 1,51% 0,98% 0,6% 1,5% 1,39% 0,18% 9,04% 

moving to live with or be closer to spouse 

(marriage) 

2,66% 0,37% 4,9% 0,96% 3,77% 1,46% 1,86% 2,2% 3,98% 0,36% 22,53% 

new dwelling for household 1,92% 0,18% 2,63% 0,91% 2,39% 2,06% 0,85% 1,6% 2,32% 0,16% 15,02% 

other business reasons (e g expansion of business) 0,11% 0,01% 0,11% 0,03% 0,16% 0,09% 0,1% 0,05% 0,1% 0,03% 0,79% 

political instability/religious conflict/persecution 0,04% 0,01% 0,11% 0,03% 0,11% 0,01% 0,01% 0,0% 0,06% 0,0% 0,37% 

retirement 0,05% 0,02% 0,07% 0,05% 0,19% 0,01% 0,22% 0,06% 0,07% 0,0% 0,75% 

Starting a business 0,13% 0,01% 0,07% 0,04% 0,12% 0,09% 0,09% 0,1% 0,14% 0,01% 0,8% 

other 0,61% 0,04% 0,51% 0,22% 0,5% 0,4% 0,47% 0,34% 0,5% 0,04% 3,63% 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Stats SA.
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5.6 Problems faced by district municipalities 

The Figure 5.39 indicates that the top five problems as perceived by various municipalities in 

Limpopo were lack of safe and reliable water supply, inadequate roads, lack of employment oppor-

tunities, cost of water, and cost of electricity (Stats SA, 2018d). About 45% of the households in 

Limpopo perceived the lack of safe and reliable water as a major challenge, followed by inadequate 

roads (12.8%). The third-biggest challenge was the lack of employment opportunities, at 11.8%. 

Figure 5.39: Five leading problems faced by Limpopo’s district municipalities: 2016 

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Stats SA. 

The weight of problems facing all five district municipalities follows the province’s pattern. In all 

districts, lack of safe and reliable water supply is the biggest one, followed by inadequate roads, 

lack of job opportunities, cost of water and electricity, respectively. However, the pattern varies 

when comparing rural and urban areas, as shown in Figure 5.40. 
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Figure 5. 40: Five leading problems faced by rural & urban areas at district level in 

Limpopo: 2016  

 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Stats SA. 

About 49% of rural households, compared with 24% of urban households, perceived the lack of 

safe and reliable water supply as the major problem. The cost of water (14%) was perceived as the 

second-biggest problem in urban areas, while in rural areas the lack of inadequate employment 

(12%) was the second major problem. The third-biggest problem in rural areas across all district 

municipalities was inadequate roads. Other more significant problems experienced by areas of 

Limpopo are summarised below: 

5.6.1 Land issue 

In 2018, land ownership in Limpopo was still a problem. Two major challenges faced by all district 

municipalities, except for Vhembe, are inadequate land for development and the very slow pace at 

which land claims are processed (SDM, 2018; WDM, 2018; CDM, 2017; MDM, 2017; VDM, 

2017). According to VDM (2018), local municipalities in Vhembe had land available for 

industrial, residential, mining and agricultural development. 

The set of legislation established under apartheid to administer and govern land is still in force. 

These laws and the systems of land tenure in the district do not encourage progressive development 

in the districts. The post-1994 land reform effort was met with challenges and resistance from 

traditional leadership. As of 2018, there were still a considerable number of land users without title 
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deeds and a backlog of the land claims that are unlikely to be resolved soon (MDM, 2017). These 

issues create uncertainty which hinders development. Due to the lack of clarity on land claims and 

land tenure insecurity in tribal areas, investors are likely to delay investment in these districts 

which contributes further to inadequate development in Limpopo. 

5.6.2 Poor living environment 

Based on the findings in Section 5.5 above, rural areas in Limpopo typically lag behind urban 

areas. They lack good public services and amenities, and the level of income in rural areas is lower 

than those in urban areas. There is also a dearth of water supply, adequate roads, ICT infrastructure 

and community facilities (SDM, 2018; WDM, 2018; CDM, 2017; MDM, 2017; VDM, 2017). 

5.6.3 Underuse of human resources 

The underuse of human resources, defined as unemployed people, discouraged job seekers and 

underemployed people, adds to a broad spectrum of problems. In the third quarter of 2018 there 

were almost 900 000 underused labourers in Limpopo. Most were women, followed by men living 

in rural areas, as shown in Table 5.27. 

Table 5.27: Employment status in rural and urban areas of Limpopo: 2018Q3 

Employment status 

Male Female 

Total 
rural urban rural urban 

unemployed 141,978 30,148 130,110 41,877 344,113 

discouraged job seeker 148,858 21,106 221,120 54,963 446,047 

underemployed 20,038 20,417 29,993 19,275 89,723 

total 310,875 71,671 381,223 116,115 879,883 

Source: Author’s own formulation using data from Stats SA. 

Limpopo’s economy is not fully using its available human resources. Thus, it fails to provide em-

ployment opportunities for its citizens to their full potential. This is likely to contribute to the 

incidence of poverty in the province. 

5.6.4 Low levels of education 

There are various problems that contribute to the wider problem of education, training and skills 

development in Limpopo. For instance, there are four universities, namely University of Limpopo, 

University of Venda, University of South Africa (Polokwane campus) and Tshwane University of 

Technology (Polokwane campus) in the province, of which three are concentrated in and around 

Polokwane, Capricorn district, and one in Thohoyandou, Vhembe district. The Mopani, 

Waterberg, and Greater Sekhukhune districts are without University, which could be the main 

contributing factor to the low number of people with tertiary qualifications in the outlying districts. 
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As shown in Section 5.5.7, Limpopo in 2016 had a lower proportion of people aged 20 or older 

without higher (tertiary) education qualification. 

Meanwhile, access to quality early childhood, primary and secondary education remains a major 

concern. There is a serious need for government intervention in early childhood development. 

Most pre-schools are privately owned, run by under-qualified staff, and suffer poor service since 

they do not receive government funding (MDM, 2017). Factors that make the provision of quality 

education difficult include overcrowding in classrooms, shortage of schools, classrooms, admin-

istration blocks and school libraries. Schools lack reliable water supply and are without proper 

sanitation. The dilapidated toilets, few in number, and lack of reliable water supply and sanitation 

affect the quality of education negatively. Another pressing issue is the long distances children 

have to walk to these facilities (SDM, 2018; WDM, 2018; CDM, 2017; MDM, 2017; VDM, 2017). 

5.6.5 Lack of strong institutions 

In 1973, Anker (1973) asserted that underprivileged people seldom have any institution that can 

defend their interests and represent them in development planning and policymaking, or enable 

them to take part in development efforts. This is still the case in Limpopo, where municipalities 

and government authorities continue to fail rural people. For instance, in 2017, Limpopo premier 

Stanley Mathabatha said: “Local councillors who are supposed to be with the people on the ground 

more often disappear from their communities as soon as they are elected” (Khoza, 2017: 1). The 

performance of municipalities has often been poor because of poor governance, poor relationships 

with communities, fraud, corruption, lack of proper planning and poor project management, as 

well as capacity gaps (Khoza, 2017; MDM, 2017). 

In general, there are few small business support and credit facility institutions in the rural areas of 

Limpopo. A study by Malebana (2017) found that rural entrepreneurs hardly had access to in-

formation or knowledge about entrepreneurial support or services offered by government-funded 

agencies. SMMEs are also starved of credit facilities by private institutions, which have stereo-

typed these SMMEs as credit risks (Erasmus Beyers, 2015). 

5.6.6 Climate change vulnerability 

Limpopo is already experiencing the effects of climate change. As of 2019, drought and water 

shortages are a key issue facing the province. An assessment of Limpopo’s climate change vul-

nerability revealed that the rural areas are highly vulnerable to climate change since they depend 

on rain-fed agriculture, combined with sluggish economic development, low levels of human and 

physical capital, poor infrastructure and low adaptive capacity. It is anticipated that the province 
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will experience regular droughts and heat intensity, which in turn will lead to water shortages. This 

will have an adverse effect on the economy, natural resources, infrastructure, human health and 

hence on peoples' livelihoods (LEDET, 2016). 

5.7 A Rural development strategy for Limpopo Province 

Following an assessment of the situation in rural areas of Limpopo, this section summarises the 

strategy for rural development. A strategy is an action plan designed for addressing challenges and 

resources to attain a set of anticipated outcomes (OECD, 2016a). The strategies presented below 

are illustrative of the types of policies that can lead to job creation, raising levels of household 

income, and improving the standard of living. Table 5.28 shows the spatial planning components, 

policy tools and main identified issues that guide the proposed rural development strategy for 

predominantly and significantly rural areas in Limpopo. 

Table 5.28: Spatial planning components and policy tools to address socio-economic issues 

in Limpopo 

Component Policy tools Socio-economic issues in Limpopo 

governance Strengthening governance  Lack of capacity to effectively co-ordinate 

development initiatives across sectors and 

communities. 

infrastructure Developing basic infrastructure services for water 

supply; education; healthcare, sanitation, internet 

and road transport. 

Lack of safe and reliable water supply; 

poor education facilities; long distances to 

the nearest hospital; low life expectancy; 

lack of access to refuse removal and toilet 

facilities; lack of internet access and poor 

roads. 

capital invest-

ment 

Promoting gross fixed capital formation Lower levels of investment in 

predominantly rural areas 

multi-sectoral Promoting multi-sector rural development: land 

reform; reviving agriculture; developing manufac-

tures; developing tourism sector; promoting rural 

business service industries; promoting raw 

material processing; promoting food and beverage 

industry; and promoting access to and use of ICT. 

Lower and declining contribution of 

agricultural and manufacturing sectors to 

RGDP; opportunities in tourism, service 

industry, food and beverage industry, and 

ICT industry to create more new jobs for 

unemployed young people. 

inclusiveness Investment in education and skills development;  Low number of people with tertiary quali-

fications; high youth unemployment; high 

numbers of discouraged job seekers. 

sustainability Promoting clean energy; environmental sustain-

ability and building resilience against climate 

change 

Climate change; opportunity in the clean 

energy industry.  

Source: Author’s own formulation.  
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The proposed strategies are: 

Priority area 1: Strengthening governance 

One of the most important considerations for translating rural development strategies into suc-

cessful outcomes is the capacity of rural local municipalities, local communities and the private 

sector to work together in implementing plans and in promoting any activity that advance devel-

opment in the rural areas. The principles of good governance, like participation, consensus ori-

entation, transparency, rule of law, effectiveness and efficiency, and accountability need to be 

adhered to (Eom, 2011). Good governance can improve through better co-ordination and efficient 

co-operation across and within different spheres of government, as shown in the Korean case study 

in Chapter 3. The creation of a multi-level governance system to administer Saemaul Undong 

improved the co-ordination between different government departments involved in rural 

development initiatives. The LDARD, CoGHSTA and OTP have the responsibility to mobilise 

stakeholders and to facilitate and co-ordinate the planning and implementation of rural develop-

ment initiatives. These institutions can strengthen rural community capacity building by promoting 

community dialogues on rural issues by community members; supporting organisations committed 

to rural development and capacity building; strengthening governance and improving the capacity 

of municipalities and traditional leadership houses; finding new approaches to support community 

leadership development; and monitoring and evaluating the development programmes facilitated 

by provincial departments and local municipalities. 

Priority area 2: Developing basic infrastructure services 

Infrastructure development in rural areas is essential to achieve local growth and development as 

well as an improved standard of living (Nyawo & Mashau, 2019). High-quality infrastructure has 

positive spillover effects on the economy, which also boost economic development and reduce 

poverty and income inequality (Yoshino, Hendriyetty & Lakhia, 2019). In South Africa, access to 

infrastructure is a basic human right and government departments through the three tiers of 

government are mandated to provide citizens with basic infrastructure. The specific structures 

identified are: 

• Develop the water and sanitation system to provide rural people with access to basic needs 

fundamental to life, the environment, food production, and hygiene. Water and sanitation 

services are essential to business services like tourism. They are essential to averting water-

related healthcare costs and, when functioning properly, improve health (National Treasury, 

2008). The Limpopo provincial government must collaborate with the national Department of 
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Water and Sanitation and rural municipalities to find ways of meeting the infrastructure needs 

of inhabitants of rural areas. 

• Promote the development of information and communication technology (ICT) infrastructure 

to provide rural areas with potential opportunities for ICT. For instance, ICT helps facilitate 

cost-effective communication and access to information, allows SMEs to do market research 

and analysis to identify markets, to improve transactions, and to access international markets 

(Kiveu & Ofafa, 2013). ICT also plays an important role in governance, health and education. 

The success of ICT services depends on internet access (still a problem in rural areas of 

Limpopo) and stable power supply (Kiveu & Ofafa, 2013). The provincial government 

regulations and incentive schemes can help encourage the telecom sector, comprising both 

public and private operators, to expand access to the rural areas. 

• Build and maintain quality road infrastructure to link the rural population to markets and other 

social activities in other places. Access to good roads has a positive outcome in the lives of 

the affected communities as it enables the economic advancement of local communities 

(Mamabolo, 2016). A good road network provides the synergies necessary for success in 

multi-sector rural industry. The national and provincial departments of public works, roads 

and infrastructure, together with municipalities, need to enhance their capacity to implement 

road infrastructure programmes in rural areas effectively. 

• Build hospitals in rural areas to reduce the long distances rural residents must travel to access 

health care facilities. A good healthcare service has many benefits including the health of rural 

residents and longer life expectancy (Samaras, 2008). Health is one of the cornerstones of 

human capital. It is the basis for job productivity, personal development and economic security 

in the future. A healthy population is critical for the wellbeing of households, for poverty 

reduction, for economic growth and for long-term economic growth (World Health 

Organisation, 2001). The national and provincial departments of health should strive to fulfil 

their constitutional mandate by providing a quality healthcare service that is accessible and 

affordable to everyone. 

Priority area 3: Promoting gross fixed capital formation 

Create a favourable environment through regulations, schemes and incentives that encourage 

capital formation so as to boost economic activity and trade carried out in the predominantly rural 

areas. In addition, extend the programmes facilitated by existing institutions like the Limpopo 

Tourism Agency, the Limpopo Economic Development Agency and Road Agency Limpopo 
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across all predominantly rural municipalities. This will require the government of Limpopo to 

increase operating funds for these agencies in its annual budget. 

Priority area 4: Promoting multi-sector rural development 

Economic diversification needs to be strengthened through targeted value-added industries in 

predominantly and significantly rural areas. Rural areas that are strong in multiple sectors have 

significant potential to thrive and improve the livelihood security of rural households (International 

Labour Office [ILO], 2014). Access to land and land tenure security are necessary to stimulate 

spending on the gross fixed capital formation needed for the expansion of economic activities. The 

government should accelerate the implementation of the land reform programme and transfer 

ownership of land to farmers, businesses and households in rural areas. This is likely to increase 

incentives for landowners to invest and enhance their access to credit (OECD, 2016a). An effective 

land policy will encourage investment and long-term development in various economic sectors by 

private enterprise. The LEDET and LDARD are mandated to facilitate programmes linked to the 

creation of decent jobs and sustainable livelihoods in rural development. It is important that these 

institutions are vibrant and capable of delivering on this policy. 

Priority 4.1: Reviving agriculture 

The LDARD has been investing about 70% of the total budget a year in farmer support and 

development, agricultural economics services, and agricultural education and training. However, 

the contribution of agriculture to the provincial gross domestic product in predominantly rural and 

significantly rural areas remained below 3,5% in 1996 and 2018. To revive the agricultural sector 

the provincial government must roll out policy actions that would result in better access to land 

through land reform; improved access to water through irrigation infrastructure; better access to 

rural financial services or credit to buy key inputs; and insurance to mitigate against the risks 

associated with unfavourable weather (OECD, 2016a). In addition, fruit and vegetable farmers in 

predominantly rural areas of Vhembe and Mopani need to be supported in accessing national and 

international markets. These initiatives will increase demand and encourage agricultural 

production. 

Priority 4.2: Developing tourism 

Tourism development has the potential to create employment. Both predominantly rural and 

significantly rural areas in Limpopo boast beautiful landscapes, wildlife and cultural heritage that 

are attractive to tourists. Between 2013 and 2018, the Limpopo department of economic de-

velopment, environment & tourism has reduced its spending on tourism by 14% and increased 
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spending on environmental affairs by 108%. To develop a sustainable tourism sector in these areas, 

LEDET, local municipalities and the stakeholders in their vicinities must work together to develop 

and implement a programme for sustainable tourism development, including aspects like 

marketing rural amenities, and education on the influence of tourism on environmental quality and 

sustainability. Most importantly, government investment can contribute to tourism development 

through investment in infrastructure and capacity and skills development. This will require an 

increase in investment spending in the tourism sector. 

Priority 4.3: Developing manufacturing 

Manufacturing is one of the industry sectors with the least influence in the predominantly rural 

and significantly rural areas, with major manufacturing activities taking place in Polokwane and 

Greater Tubatse. There are opportunities towards developing the manufacturing sector in 

Waterberg, Vhembe and Mopani by providing support and promoting the development of agro-

processing, and of industries working with metals and with chemicals in significantly rural areas 

in Waterberg. Timber is ready for harvesting in predominantly rural areas in Vhembe and Mopani. 

This will require allocation of land and infrastructure for production, improved transport 

infrastructure to ease the movement of resources, better regional economic development planning 

and connectivity to markets, and improved incentives like tax discounts and low land rents to 

attract industries to move to rural areas. Since the mandate of the LDARD is to facilitate integrated 

rural development, it must work together with LEDET, LDPW and LDoT, which collectively have 

a constitutional mandate to develop infrastructure and the economy of Limpopo. 

Priority 4.4: Promoting clean energy 

A multi-sectoral rural development which includes the development of manufacturing, ICT and 

other rural industries will increase energy consumption, mostly drawing on oil and coal-based 

sources of energy. In addition, rural households rely on firewood for cooking and heating. These 

types of energy source are largely responsible for air population, deforestation and airborne dis-

eases. To promote sustainable development, the government must promote and encourage invest-

ment in clean energy sources like solar, wind and thermal. In this way it will contribute to Goal 7 

of the SDGs which calls for affordable and clean energy. The national Department of Energy, 

LEDET and local municipalities should create an enabling environment by providing incentives 

to attract investment in capacity building, infrastructure and technology to provide clean energy in 

rural areas. In addition, the Limpopo provincial government should establish a research and 

development programme that will investigate policy and regulations, appropriate technology and 

safety standards, and identify available land areas suitable for renewable energy generation. 
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Priority 4.5: Promoting rural business services, raw material processing, food & beverage 

industries 

To promote rural industries, the LDARD and LEDET need to collaborate with other relevant 

government departments, agencies and organisations, like the Limpopo Economic Development 

Agency, to develop and promote programmes that encourage the creation of medium-scale village 

enterprises and larger-scale enterprises like business services, downstream mineral beneficiation 

in mining-dominated regions like Greater Tubatse, Ba-Phalaborwa and Thabazimbi, and food and 

beverage processing in predominantly rural areas of all district municipalities. This will result in 

further employment opportunities. The successful development of these industries depends on 

access to secure land rights, provision of infrastructure, capacity building and access to markets 

and financial credit. 

Priority 4.6: Promoting access and use of ICT  

Establish a provincial government initiative that focuses on connecting rural areas to the knowl-

edge-based economy and helps residents acquire the necessary skills to use the technology. This 

can be done through a public-private partnership to roll out telecommunications infrastructure and 

to increase understanding of ICT in rural areas. It will need to promote community projects that 

teach computer literacy to rural people. In addition, an initiative should be established that will 

help rural businesses develop e-commerce opportunities. 

Priority area 5: Promoting inclusive development 

Inclusive development is a pro-poor approach focused on the participation, human rights and social 

demands of the most marginalised people and communities (Pouw & Gupta, 2017). They are based 

on these elements: 

Priority area 5.1: Improve quality of education and educational attainment 

To improve the quality of education and increase the number of college and university graduates 

in both predominantly rural and significantly rural areas, the provincial government must invest in 

good education resources and facilities – school buildings, community libraries, and learning and 

teaching support materials to enhance teaching and learning. The overall condition of education 

facilities has been found to be influential to student performance and teacher effectiveness 

(Earthman, 2002). In addition, the provincial government must work with local government and 

universities to provide rural people with access to tertiary education at a reasonable cost. This can 

be achieved through the use of technologies for distance learning, and the availability of conducive 

space for studying. 
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Priority area 5.2: Providing training and skills development 

Education and training enable individuals to acquire skills. Thus, education opportunities increase 

the pool of skilled labour (OECD, 2018d). The Limpopo provincial government and local munici-

palities must work together to develop and implement innovative skills development and training 

programmes targeting young people in the rural areas. Potential avenues of government inter-

vention include funding rural skills development projects; providing information and services 

centres to help rural people with career-oriented learning; and establishing new partnerships with 

local business to provide hands-on youth leadership training in both significantly and predomi-

nantly rural areas that are lagging behind. 

Priority 5.3: Providing access to funding for rural enterprises 

Improving access to financial resources for rural business can encourage community-driven 

development so that local capacity can be built, and local communities empowered. This will 

require an improvement and strengthening of the Limpopo Economic Development Agency to 

improve its services and to reach all rural areas. In addition, in partnership with municipalities and 

other stakeholders, a provincial rural youth fund should be established, aimed at assisting young 

entrepreneurs in growing their businesses. It would also be vital to establish service centres in rural 

areas to provide entrepreneurs with one-stop access to national programmes offering financial 

support to start-ups and existing businesses. 

Priority 5.4: Providing an affordable source of energy 

Access to affordable electricity is a necessity for inclusive growth. The Limpopo provincial 

government, together with local municipalities and other stakeholders, needs to examine and test 

new ways of providing rural households with access to electricity at a reasonable cost. They also 

need to share and apply the lessons learned from such a pilot project more widely. 

This can be achieved by launching pilot solar power programmes in rural areas, to provide rural 

households with affordable home solar power for cooking, water heating, and indoor heating; 

providing subsidies to make the system affordable to rural people; and establishing a public-private 

partnership to run sales and services centres across rural areas. In the process, more jobs will be 

created. 

Priority 5.5: Providing affordable access to the internet 

Access to affordable high-speed internet is a necessity for economic and human development, 

since it is essential in the delivery of various services like education and health care and offers 

increased opportunities for rural people. One possible solution for increasing internet access in 
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rural areas is to provide incentives to private telecommunication companies to invest in areas 

where costs are high and revenue low. Another possible solution is to invest in public-private 

ventures in digital infrastructure and internet service provision to expand internet access in rural 

areas. 

Priority area 6: Harnessing migration 

The levels and opportunities of development drive outmigration from rural areas in Limpopo, 

mostly to Gauteng. To address this, the provincial government must strive to increase the number 

of universities and colleges, and improve livelihood opportunities in both significantly and 

predominantly rural areas. The provincial government can also better harness migration by 

investing in the type of education and skills that will help people obtain better jobs with higher 

income when they migrate (OECD, 2016a). This is because migrants and their families benefit 

from increased income and knowledge, which allows them to transfer remittances to their rural 

homes and to afford basic needs. 

Priority area 7: Environmental sustainability and building resilience 

Fostering sustainability and building resilience can contribute to sustainable rural development 

and new economic opportunities. Policies for environmental sustainability and resilience include 

those that encourage the development of the green economy to protect the environment and those 

which emphasise investing in infrastructure that will minimise negative environmental effects. 

Priority 7.1: Promoting green economy 

A green economy is one that is resource-efficient, socially inclusive and environmentally friendly, 

as it is low in carbon emission and recycles waste. It offers sustainable employment and economic 

development while reducing environmental hazards and ecological scarcities (Ayuk, Oku, 

Asubonteng & Nutakor, 2016). A green economy can be promoted by providing incentives to 

manufacturers to reduce waste generation through recycling and reuse; supporting community 

waste recycling projects; and schemes focusing on rehabilitating natural environments that have 

been damaged by developments like surface mining, improper agricultural land management or 

any form of pollution. In addition, the focus should be on renewable energy, “green” buildings, 

sustainable transport, water management, waste management, and land management. 

Dialogue on rural green economy should be encouraged among practitioners and stakeholders. 

Such discussions are likely to generate ideas which the government can use to formulate 

recommendations for supporting the development of a sustainable green economy under 

Limpopo’s provincial development policy. 
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Priority 7.2: Building resilience against climate change 

The development of a green economy contributes to resilience, as it offers considerable 

opportunities aimed at mobilising resources towards low-emission and climate-resilient 

development. Building resilience against climate change plays an important role in promoting 

socio-economic development and empowering rural areas to mitigate vulnerabilities. There are 

several ways in which the resilience of rural areas can be raised. They include establishing finance 

and a drought risk insurance scheme for farmers in vulnerable areas. Water reservoirs and 

infrastructure are needed to store water and supply it to rural households and farmers. The 

efficiency of water use should be enhanced to reduce pressure on water systems and improve water 

availability. Access is needed to skills improvement and information that will allow farmers to 

adapt their farming practices under new climatic conditions. Investigation is needed into the 

effective and efficient management of natural resources and, lastly, rural municipalities need to 

improve their capacity and governance to better respond to extreme weather. 

5.8 Conclusion 

Twenty-five years after 1994 and the installation of a new government, noticeable changes with 

regard to socio-economic conditions in Limpopo can be slightly seen. Since 1994, various 

provincial departments and municipalities have been established to facilitate development through 

the implementation of various programmes. However, various problems still remain, and some 

new ones have emerged as a consequence of climate change. Most of these problems are more 

severe in predominantly rural areas than in significantly rural areas. 

An analysis of socio-economic situations in the rural areas of Limpopo points to underdevelopment 

and spatial inequalities which exacerbate rural poverty. However, significantly rural areas are 

better off compared with predominantly rural areas. Limpopo is dominated by local municipalities 

incorporating predominantly rural areas. Its population is young and shows steady growth, which 

influences the dependency ratio and has implication for the labour market. Although the 

dependency ratio has dropped since 1996, it is still higher than the national figure and it is likely 

constraining saving and development in the province. The province needs to create jobs for a 

growing number of people who are unemployed, especially young people. It has unexploited 

opportunities (for instance in mining beneficiation, manufacturing, and agro-processing) that can 

create thousands more jobs. However, there are several impediments that constrain the 

development of these industries, especially in predominantly rural areas. The constraints include 

land tenure issues, the skills gap, low investment, low population density, inadequate roads and 
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lack of adequate infrastructure for water, sanitation, the internet, education and health, all of which 

affect human development. 

The employment rate is declining and is relatively low in predominantly rural areas. Employment 

is mostly in the service sector, followed by the primary sector. However, the contribution of job 

creation by the primary sector has been declining since 1996. Unemployment is on the rise, with 

youth unemployment above 50% in predominantly rural areas and 32% in significantly rural areas 

in 2018. This has contributed to low levels of household income, with almost 80% of households 

in predominantly rural areas and 65% of households in significantly rural areas earning R3 200 or 

less a month. This constrains consumer spending and economic growth. Consumption spending is 

relatively low in predominantly rural areas, while its growth rate was below 3% between 1996 and 

2018. 

With regard to the living conditions of rural people, the analysis revealed existing disparities be-

tween rural and urban areas across the province. Electricity as one of the basic needs has been well 

provided for and more than 90% of rural households had access to it. However, due to its 

unaffordability, about 40% of rural households still use wood for cooking, 38% use it for water 

heating, and 37% for indoor heating. The provision of basic infrastructure needs to be improved, 

as access to health and education facilities, water, and sanitation (toilets and refuse removal) are 

still major concerns for rural areas. The leading problems facing Limpopo’s district municipalities 

include lack of safe and reliable water supply, lack of well-paying employment opportunities, the 

high cost of electricity and water, land tenure issues, lack of strong institutions, negative effects of 

climate change, poor governance, inadequate social and economic infrastructure like public 

amenities, water and sewage infrastructure, roads, ICT infrastructure, healthcare and education 

facilities. These contribute to a low standard of living and underdevelopment in rural areas. In 

closing, this chapter proposes a strategy for rural development comprising six strategy components 

for addressing the issues raised. This strategy has highlighted the importance of strengthening 

governance and developing basic infrastructure for water supply, sanitation, education, healthcare 

and the internet. It anticipates that improved access to these basic services and facilities will 

contribute to improved living conditions and people’s wellbeing. Promoting investment and multi-

sectoral and inclusive development will provide livelihood opportunities, contribute to job 

creation, and improve the standard of living of rural people. In Chapter 6, a conclusion and policy 

recommendations of the study are provided.  
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter concludes the study on rural development outcomes and policies in South Africa, 

with a specific focus on Limpopo Province. Rural development is vital to the economic and social 

viability of nations ( IFAD, 2018). It is also essential for the improvement of the quality of life and 

poverty eradication in local rural communities where most poor people live (UN, 2015). The 

current poor socio-economic conditions in rural areas of developing countries, including South 

Africa, suggest that previous efforts aimed at improving rural development have had limited results 

(Sulla & Zikhali, 2018; FAO, 2017). This is just one of the key reasons which stimulated the debate 

on and rethinking of approaches to rural development in the 21st century (OECD, 2016a; Ruhiiga, 

2013; Jacobs, 2012; Ashley & Maxwell, 2001). 

Since 1994, the South African government has embraced policies for eradication of rural 

deprivation and marginalisation of the rural people. However, various serious challenges remain, 

as shown in chapters 4 and 5. This is evidenced by a persistence of underdevelopment, joblessness 

and a vicious cycle of poverty in the rural areas, particularly in the Eastern Cape and Limpopo 

(Sulla & Zikhali, 2018; Stats SA, 2017a; Presidency, 2014). Since 1995, Limpopo has been among 

the poorest provinces of South Africa (Stats SA, 1996, 2017a). To reverse these trends, a new 

effective rural development strategy is required (IFAD, 2018). The need to strengthen rural 

development planning as well as the adoption of measures to improve implementation is widely 

recognised in South Africa’s CRDP and NDP. The CRDP envisions “vibrant, equitable, and 

sustainable rural communities” (DRDLR, 2018:5). The NDP vision 2030 asserts that by 2030, 

rural areas should be integrated and that rural residents must be able to take part fully in the 

economy and have access to basic social services and infrastructure (NPC, 2011). 

This chapter provides a summary of the findings of the study and makes policy recommendations 

based on the findings of the study. Additionally, suggestions for further research areas are 

discussed. The outline of this chapter is as follows: Section 6.2 presents a summary of the study, 

followed by a discussion of the conclusions and main findings in Section 6.3. Section 6.4 discusses 

policy recommendations derived from the study, while Section 6.5 mentions the limitations of the 

study and additional areas for further research. 
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6.2 Realisation of research objectives and summary of the study 

In Chapter 2, the theoretical underpinnings of rural development were explored. The origin, 

evolution and determinants of rural development were investigated. This was to fulfil two specific 

objectives of the study: i) to review and present a theoretical explanation of what rural development 

entails; and ii) to establish what factors influence rural development. 

Chapter 3 sought to fulfil the objective of providing an analysis of international best practices 

regarding rural development. The study used four specific countries, two from Asia and two from 

Africa, as case studies to explore international evidence of what works when it comes to designing 

and implementing rural development initiatives that have resulted in the attainment of intended 

outcomes. These countries were Korea, China, Benin and Rwanda. The reasons for choosing these 

four countries were based on historical social and economic characteristics as well as the 

experiences they underwent to achieve positive results in specific rural development initiatives. 

Chapters 4 and 5 sought to fulfil the objective of examining and discussing South Africa’s rural 

development experiences prior to 1994, with a specific focus on the socio-economic situation in 

the rural areas of Limpopo by means of a desktop study. In Chapter 4, the focus was on rural 

development in South Africa. This was a broad assessment of the situation of rural areas in South 

Africa, including historical and current policy actions affecting the national rural economy. The 

specific focus was on the history of land dispossession, separate development and a programme of 

betterment planning which aimed to influence development in the rural areas of South Africa. The 

study analysed various rural development strategies implemented by the government since the 

demise of apartheid, and presented key trends depicting the outcomes of these post-apartheid 

strategies. 

In Chapter 5 the focus was on examining social and economic indicators for Limpopo. These in-

dicators provide information on aspects related to the population and territory, social and economic 

wellbeing, and economic structure and performance. The study used descriptive analysis to explore 

trends in these indicators and to describe the socio-economic situations in rural areas. Data 

estimates from Quantec EasyData and Stats SA were used in the analysis. Based on the findings, 

a rural development strategy was formulated for Limpopo. The strategy points to key policy 

actions to be pursued to improve rural development. 
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6.3 Conclusions and main findings of the study 

The concept of rural development has its roots in theories of development, including economic 

growth, structural transformation, social modernisation and economic development. The first 

approach to rural development, which was later seen as narrow, hinged on agricultural develop-

ment. This approach was later replaced by a broader approach to rural development which focused 

on multi-sectoral development covering all three main economic sectors. This broad approach 

emerged in the 1950s because of disenchantment with early agricultural policy and development 

theories which failed to benefit the poor. Since the 1950s, rural development has evolved in an 

attempt to address continuing challenges facing rural areas. Although rural development has 

evolved and has been defined variously by institutions, countries and policymakers, its basic 

premise boils down to improving the standard of living of rural people, especially the poor. 

The study synthesised rural development as an approach, originating from economic growth 

theories of development, with the central aim of improving the quality of life and economic 

wellbeing of people living in rural areas. Rural development involves human and social 

development to help improve the capabilities and wellbeing of every individual in a rural 

community. It also embraces the development of basic infrastructure to improve access to services 

and facilities in rural communities. Development of the agricultural sector and of non-agricultural 

economic activities plays an important role in job creation and in raising the income levels of rural 

households. 

Based on theory and empirical evidence, rural development takes various approaches to 

accommodate the many challenges posed by different rural areas. However, there are various key 

input factors that influence the pace of rural development. Among these factors are: i) demographic 

dynamics, ii) human resources, iii) improved production and employment capacities, iv) efficient 

use of natural resources, v) access to adequate basic infrastructure, vi) capital and technology, and 

vii) good governance (OECD, 2016a; Singh, 1999). 

i. Demographic dynamics: in general, nations that provide their citizens with economic 

opportunities and adequate access to basic social, education and health services are likely 

to achieve inclusive and balanced growth. As these services contribute positively to key 

dimensions of human development, they will have a major influence on the country’s 

development processes and capacity to attain national development goals. This calls for 

policies aimed at improving life expectancy, encouraging education enrolment and 

increasing per capita income. 
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ii. Human resources: the availability and quality of human resources play an important role 

in the production processes and hence the growth of the rural economy. Experience shows 

that skilled human resources are productive and efficient. Therefore, equipping rural 

populations with skills should be at the centre of rural development policy. 

iii. Improved production and employment capacities: economic growth theory shows that 

there is often a positive relationship between production and employment capacities. That 

is, sometimes production output and the number of people employed rise together. An 

increase in production output is likely to lead to higher levels of household income and 

growth in the rural economy. The lesson in this regard is that countries should pursue rural 

development policies that promote productive employment. 

iv. Efficient use of natural resources: the natural environment plays an important role in rural 

economic development as it supplies the rural economy directly with free production input 

(that is, natural resources). However, since some natural resources are renewable and others 

non-renewable, it is important that they are used efficiently to achieve sustainable 

development. Policies should ensure sustainable use of natural resources, as well as 

ensuring that the rural poor have access to natural resources (for instance, land for 

production purposes). 

v. Access to adequate basic infrastructure: this is vital and has been emphasised throughout 

the study. Basic infrastructure like irrigation systems, reservoirs, roads, education, 

healthcare and other community facilities are needed to propel rural development. 

vi. Investment in capital stock and technology to improve production and services: technology 

and capital stock like machinery, equipment and buildings complement human resources 

in the production process. If harnessed effectively they have the potential to raise 

productivity and output, improve services and help address problems in the various sectors 

of an economy. Improving access to capital stock and technology should be a policy 

priority. 

vii. Good and responsible leadership as well as strong institutions and organisations: these 

factors are important for implementing rural development strategies and achieving positive 

outcomes through the effective use of available resources. 

In a quest to identify the best practices of rural development, case studies of rural development in 

China, Korea, Benin, and Rwanda were explored. From this important exercise these lessons 

identifying the essential elements to enhance the rural development were put forth: 
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i. Rural development policies should be tailored to each rural area’s specific conditions. This 

is because the characteristics of rural areas are not all the same. 

ii. The study found that land reform and subsequent investment in agricultural development 

laid the groundwork for the transformation of rural areas. Other factors that contributed to 

this transformation included effective rural institutions, social capital, and education. 

iii. An investment in health and education raised the labour force’s productivity, which played 

a significant role in facilitating the adoption of technologies. 

iv. ICT provides new opportunities for rural economies. It also improves efficiency in various 

areas of the economy and so helps address challenges in different economic sectors. 

v. Rural areas thrive when they are multi-sectoral and linked to urban areas. The 

diversification of the rural economy and integration of rural economies with urban 

economies is crucial in enhancing development in rural areas. 

vi. More importantly, the participation of both men and women of the target community in the 

decisionmaking process, planning and implementation of rural development programmes 

is crucial, as it improves governance. Together with local government and stakeholders, 

community members have an important role to play in ensuring that rural development 

policy is relevant for their situation and for addressing their distinct problems. 

vii. Development is possible while ensuring environmental sustainability. Thus, sustainable 

development must necessarily involve a sensitive approach to the environment. To ensure 

the sustainable use of natural resources, rural development policy should promote 

environmental improvement projects and the green economy. 

With regard to the state of rural development in South Africa, the study found that for many 

decades rural development was constrained by colonial and apartheid policies, resulting in the 

neglect of rural areas. This was confirmed by the 1995 socio-economic indicators which showed 

that 71% of the rural population was living in poverty, access to basic household facilities and 

services was inadequate, and that environmental degradation was severe in rural areas (Meadows 

& Hoffman, 2003; Stats SA, 1996). This was reflected by extreme underdevelopment and 

impoverishment in rural areas. Since 1994, the eradication of rural deprivation and marginalisation 

was at the centre of South Africa’s development agenda. Regarding theories of rural development, 

it was thought that rural development initiatives introduced by the government would lead to better 

social and economic wellbeing among people living in rural areas. The study showed, however, 

that South Africa’s rural areas were not deriving enough benefit from rural development 

programmes. In 2014, most rural areas were still much as they were before 1994, with 

underdeveloped economies and high levels of poverty (Presidency, 2014). It was also found that 



 

 

217 

81.3% of the rural population was living in poverty, as measured by the upper-bound poverty line 

(Sulla & Zikhali, 2018). Rural poverty was severe among those with little or no education, and 

black people, especially children and women in the Eastern Cape and Limpopo provinces (Stats 

SA, 2017a). Limpopo is the most predominantly rural province in South Africa and has various 

socio-economic problems. The overall findings from the analysis of socio-economic indicators for 

Limpopo reveal that: 

1. Between 1996 and 2018, Limpopo’s population grew moderately. The larger share of its 

population lived in predominantly rural areas. Close to 70% of the population comprised 

children and young people aged below 34 in 2018, indicating that the province’s population 

will, in the near future, continue to grow at a moderate or rapid rate. This growth will have 

implications for the provision of social services and the labour market. It is likely to put 

pressure on government resources and the labour market to create jobs for the working-age 

population. 

 

Between 1996 and 2018, due to an increase in the share of people aged 15 to 34 and a 

decline in the share of children aged 14 and under, the dependency ratio decreased from 

91% to 69% in predominantly rural areas and from 67% to 48,5% in significantly rural 

areas. Relative to significantly rural areas, employed members of households in the 

predominantly rural areas were faced with a greater burden of providing for children and 

the elderly. Since the average size of a household is four and most households earned a low 

income, households can barely satisfy their needs and pursue other goals that are deemed 

important to human lives. In addition, the high dependency ratio has long-term economic 

consequences with regard to saving, taxes, investment rates and consumption patterns. 

2. The share of households without income and those earning R800 or less is declining. 

However, 79% and 65% (including those with no income) of households in predominantly 

and significantly rural areas respectively fell into the low-income group earning R3 200 or 

less a month. One of the factors contributing to low levels of household income is low 

educational attainment. Research has shown that people with the highest educational at-

tainment tend to earn more than those with little education. The study shows that only 8,7% 

of individuals aged 20 or over in predominantly rural areas and 13% in significantly rural 

areas had a higher (tertiary) education qualification. The percentage of matriculants was 

relatively high in significantly rural areas (33%), while numbers of those with no schooling 

were relatively high in predominantly rural areas (15,8%). 
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3. Unemployment is relatively higher in predominantly rural areas than in significantly rural 

areas. Youth unemployment, in particular, is the highest in Limpopo. In 2017 it was 53% 

in predominantly rural areas and 32,5% in significantly rural areas. 

4. The pattern of employment by industry is similar in predominately and significantly rural 

areas except in the mining industry, where there is a 4,34% gap of employed people in 

significantly rural areas than in predominately rural areas. More people were employed in 

the tertiary sector, followed by the primary sector. In the tertiary sector, wholesale and 

retail trade, followed by community services and government, employed a higher share of 

the labour force. Employment in the primary sector was dominated by agriculture. 

5. Households in rural areas show differences in consumption between predominantly and 

significantly rural areas. Between 1996 and 2002, consumption expenditure by households 

in both types of area was almost the same. However, from 2003 onwards it was relatively 

higher in significantly rural areas with a growing annual gap. The average household 

expenditure by local municipality increased from R2,8 million in 1996 to R4,8 million in 

predominately rural areas and from R2,7 million in 1996 to R6,3 million in significantly 

rural areas in 2017. These numbers were relatively lower compared with South Africa’s 

average of R8,1 million for local municipalities and metros. Two major factors that could 

be influencing consumption level are low household income and population size. 

6. The largest economic sectors in both predominantly and significantly rural areas in 2018 

were mining; government; finance, real estate and business services; and wholesale, retail 

trade, catering and accommodation in terms of their GVA. Agriculture, forestry and fishing 

were among the lowest contributors and accounted for 3,4% of GVA in predominantly 

rural areas and 2% in significantly rural areas. Mining was the biggest contributor, adding 

23,7% of the GVA in predominantly rural areas and 36,5% in significantly rural areas. 

Overall GVA growth since 1994 has declined for Limpopo’s rural economy. A relatively 

larger decline was recorded in the primary sector. The agricultural sector was leading with 

a decline of more than 8% in all types of areas, while growth in the mining industry has 

been volatile. Since mining is the largest contributor to Limpopo’s RGDP, the growth 

performance of the province’s economy has also been volatile. This needs to be addressed 

by diversifying the local economy. 

7. Limpopo is among the provinces which received the lowest share of GFCF. Its GFCF is 

more concentrated in significantly rural areas, which received the largest portion of the 

province’s GFCF over the period 1996-2017. This will have a long-term negative effect on 

the progress of economic development in predominantly rural areas. 
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8. Access to and affordability of basic facilities and services was still a problem in rural areas 

of Limpopo. Although about 90% of rural households have access to electricity, roughly 

40% still use wood as a source of energy for cooking, water and indoor heating. Access to 

water, sanitation, the internet and healthcare is still a problem due to inadequate 

infrastructure. There were few rural households with access to a safe drinking water supply, 

a higher proportion of them lack access to proper sanitation, and some rural households 

still had to travel further to hospitals and clinics in 2016. 

9. Other socio-economic challenges in rural areas of Limpopo include vulnerability to climate 

change; education facilities that are not conducive to learning; land tenure insecurity; poor 

performance of municipalities, which hinders service delivery; inadequate roads; and lack 

of employment opportunities. 

6.4 Recommendations 

Based on an understanding of concepts and theories about and approach to rural development and 

its best practices, as well as the background of South Africa’s rural development experience and 

the socio-economic conditions of rural areas in Limpopo, this study suggests that there is a need 

for the government to rethink its approach to rural development. This is because past development 

efforts have had limited success. Despite current efforts by the government to ensure rural 

development, the provincial government should also give attention to the recommendations below 

for rural development to be even more effective:  

6.4.1 Key components of rural development 

In its new rural development paradigm, the OECD suggests spatial planning components that are 

vital to the success of rural development strategy (OECD, 2016a). These are: 

i. Governance: building governance and integrity at all levels to strengthen 

implementation capacity. 

ii. Multi-sectoral: diversifying the rural economy through the promotion of off-farm 

activities in the industrial and service sectors. 

iii. Infrastructure: building and improving existing infrastructure to support economic 

and social activities. The basics include improvements in roads, education and health 

facilities. 

iv. Urban-rural linkages: connecting rural areas and urban areas, and promoting trade 

between these areas. 
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v.  Inclusiveness: government policy should be inclusive and explicitly target the poor 

and combat their marginalisation. 

vi. Gender: all men and women should be given equal rights and opportunities in rural 

development. 

vii. Sustainability: ensuring environmental sustainability to protect the natural environ-

ment, to mitigate and adapt to climate change. 

 

Policy tools in Limpopo should focus on addressing issues raised in each of the components. If 

successful, they will likely promote rural development and effectively address challenges the 

province faces. 

6.4.2 Rural policy tools 

Policy tools are required for the implementations of the strategies.  A strategy is an action plan that 

includes an analysis of current situations and an overall plan designed for addressing problems. It 

outlines policy actions, sets development goals to give vision and direction to the development 

path, and anticipates how public actions (including legislative and regulatory reforms, policy 

implementation, the budget allocated, and service delivery) can add to achieving a given set of 

development goals (OECD, 2016a). 

Drawing on the OECD’s NRDP, findings from the analysis of socio-economic conditions in 

Limpopo and the experiences presented in the earlier chapters, one can now consider what might 

be some of the critical policy actions for promoting development in Limpopo’s rural areas. 

Policy action 1: improve and strengthen governance 

Good governance has been seen as a key component for translating rural development strategies 

and implementation into successful outcomes (OECD, 2016a). This is because it allows the 

efficient and effective use of resources, improves transparency and inclusiveness for all, and hope-

fully minimises the level of corruption, which are requisite for economic and social development 

(Eom, 2011). According to the World Bank (2018e), better governance is essential in promoting 

effective resource management and fair and reliable service delivery. Governance capacity can be 

increased by strengthening co-ordination and co-operation within the different levels of 

government, and with local communities. This is because good governance is characterised by 

participation, consensus-orientation, responsiveness, transparency, rule of law, equity and 

inclusiveness, effectiveness and efficiency, and accountability (UNESCAP, 2009). 
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The case of Korea’s Saemaul Undong movement (mentioned in Chapter 3) has shown that 

interaction between national, provincial and local government, as well as target communities, was 

the co-ordination mechanism which helped avoid contradictory policy actions and improve 

governance. 

Policy action 2: accelerate processes of land reform 

Since land reform is already proposed in the national development agendas like CRDP and NDP, 

the strategy should focus on fast-tracking the implementation of land reform and dealing with land 

tenure problems in rural areas. According to FAO (2002), the required skills and experience for 

undertaking work in land tenure include a range of academic training and field experience related 

to disciplines like land economy, land law, land surveying and land use or spatial planning. Other 

academic backgrounds that may be valuable include sociology, regional development, political 

science, geography, anthropology, agricultural, natural resources and development economics. It 

may be helpful for the government to seek the knowledge of relevant university departments 

dealing with land issues. 

An effective strategy should tackle land tenure-related problems and improve environmental 

conditions, promote gender equality, address land-related conflicts and facilitate economic devel-

opment, as well as ensuring secure access to land to increase incentives for landowners to invest 

(OECD, 2016a; FAO, 2002). 

Policy action 3: addressing the infrastructure gap 

One of the critical elements of a strategy for rural development is basic infrastructure. Research 

points to the importance of this element in supporting rural development, yet the findings suggest 

that Limpopo’s rural areas still lack access to basic infrastructure. Thus, the need for building and 

maintaining existing infrastructure in Limpopo is critical for supporting development. 

Investment in better infrastructure must form a key part of a rural development strategy. A good 

infrastructure system will create an enabling economic environment for other policy tools like rural 

industrialisation, promotion of agriculture, manufacturing, and services. In Limpopo, the strategy 

should focus on basic infrastructures like the distribution and supply of water, stable power supply, 

roads, sewage system, ICT infrastructure, education and health facilities, and public amenities. 

However, this will require large-scale and sustained investment. The OECD (2016a) recommends 

the adoption of a spatial approach to infrastructure development to reduce costs. 
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Policy action 4: support and strengthen agricultural, industrial and services sectors in 

rural areas 

Rural areas are likely to thrive when their economy is strong in multiple sectors. Government 

intervention in promoting off-farm activities and generation of employment in the industrial and 

services sectors is necessary to help the markets in providing sufficient stimulus for socially 

desirable off-farm development. 

Policy action 4.1: develop the agricultural sector 

Actions to improve the performance of the agricultural sector are key components of rural 

development strategy. A study by Meyer (2013) points to five major strategies: 

i. Set up an agribusiness incubator that will provide support in the development of early-

stage farmers through a combination of skills training, information services, mentoring and 

coaching, help in the sourcing of funding and access to the farming supplies and potential 

customers. 

ii. Develop an infrastructure system that supports agriculture, like irrigation systems, 

agricultural technologies and roads to link farms with cities and other important sectors 

that support agriculture. 

iii. Conduct research related to land use and provide advice as well as support to emerging and 

commercial farmers to help improve agricultural land use. 

iv. The issue of unresolved land claims has created uncertainty and possibly discouraged 

investment. Land reform strategy for the rural areas to facilitate transfer of land ownership 

to sustainable beneficiary farming operations is important. 

v. Integrating rural areas into national and international value chains. This will require the 

government to create incentives that would attract national and international players into 

taking part in these value chains (OECD, 2016a). 

 

Policy action 4.2: develop the industrial sector 

In addition to agricultural development, the promotion of mining, manufacturing, food processing, 

construction and rural enterprises is a key component in the process of rural transformation. 

Promoting rural industry will diversify the rural economy, create job opportunities and contribute 

to poverty alleviation. Mining is a dominant industry in Limpopo, with major mining taking place 

in Waterberg, Greater Sekhukhune and Mopani. As this sector is well established, the focus should 

be on promoting the establishment of new businesses near the major industrial centre. This will 

allow for cluster development which could give small enterprises the opportunity of benefiting 

from larger enterprises. The government could encourage larger business to expand into rural areas 
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by improving basic infrastructure and services, as well as providing incentives like rent-free land 

and tax discounts. The success of rural industries will require improvements in the level of 

connectivity to markets, rural-urban linkages, better transport infrastructure and regional economic 

development planning (OECD, 2016a). 

Policy action 4.3: promote the service sector 

The service sector makes a direct and significant contribution to the development of rural areas 

and their economies. It creates jobs, generates income and provides crucial inputs for the rural 

economy. Accordingly, it plays an important role in economic growth and development. 

Government policy and regulation are crucial in the service sector. For example, regulation can 

sometimes be a major barrier to new entrants in the industry. To promote rural service industries 

the government should create an enabling environment for service industries to grow by ensuring 

adequate access to regulatory and legal frameworks, and physical infrastructure to support the 

activities of the sector. The government should also help facilitate public-private partnerships and 

ensure access to financial services and markets. 

Policy action 5: create an enabling environment for small business development in the 

formal and informal sectors. 

Creating an enabling environment and providing complementary support to small businesses in 

the informal and formal sector could help diversify livelihood opportunities for rural residents. 

China’s TVEs (see Chapter 3) are a successful example of community-driven initiatives that have 

succeeded because of complementary regulations and support from the government. The 

government policy has an essential role to play in creating an environment that allows small 

businesses to grow. 

Small business development is vital for entrepreneurial activities to increase, and the growth of 

productivity and trade in rural regions, but the environment where small businesses operate in most 

rural regions of Limpopo is still underdeveloped. This deserves strategic attention in the form of 

small business development and support strategy covering issues like: 

i. The establishment of effective small-business support centres in all local municipalities; 

ii. The provision of suitable technical and business skills through education and training; 

iii. Providing, maintaining and improving access to facilities; 

iv. Facilitating access to credit and providing financial management training; 

v. A relaxation of rules and regulations to lower barriers to entry into the market by new 

entrants; 
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vi. Drawing up small business protection provisions in the regulatory framework which ensure 

that local businesses, especially large enterprises, and government institutions procure 

inputs and services from small businesses in the local municipality in which they operate; 

vii. The establishment of district business forums to facilitate marketing and collaboration. 

 

Policy action 6: inclusive development 

Inclusive development is concerned with the distribution of benefits from development progress. 

It considers whether development progress is sufficient to benefit the majority of the population. 

Experience has shown that social policies focusing on education and skills development, basic 

needs and social development, and community development are key elements for ensuring better 

livelihoods and sustainable development for all. 

 

Policy action 6.1: provision of education and skills development 

Skills development and education, especially when aligned with the needs of local areas and high-

productivity occupations, are likely to yield high returns. Efforts to improve education and skills 

development in rural areas are essential to improve employability and productivity in the rural 

economy. The role of the government in this arena is to identify skills needed and formulate a 

skills development plan for each local municipality, provide incentives for those who want to 

attend training courses, strengthen educational opportunities in rural areas, and ensure adequate 

infrastructure to support educational activities. 

Policy action 6.2: access to basic needs and social development 

The outcomes of social development in rural areas include improved capacity of people, and 

reduced poverty and vulnerability. Empirical evidence shows that social development contributes 

to a higher quality of life (World Bank, 2018f). To make evidence-based strategies applicable to 

the local region, timely assessment should be undertaken to determine community needs in respect 

of healthcare and education facilities, access to welfare services, and access to basic needs. Based 

on these findings, the government together with other stakeholders like community members and 

the private sector should work on remedying the needs identified. 

 

Policy action 6.3: promoting community-driven development 

Community-driven development covers actions taken by local communities to identify community 

projects and by working in partnership with local government, other institutions and businesses to 

make a difference within their area. Korea’s Saemaul Undong movement shows how village 

communities were development partners and drivers of their own local development projects. They 
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had direct control over decisions and resources (OECD, 2016a). The main role of government was 

to provide financial and non-financial support, as well as social infrastructure and services. 

 

Policy action 7: ensuring environmental sustainability 

A rural development strategy must consider environmental sustainability to ensure sustainable 

agricultural and rural development. Government policies and regulations aimed at improving 

environmental sustainability should focus not only on protecting the environment, but also on 

building rural resilience to climate change. 

To support environmental sustainability, the government should consider policies and regulations 

that reduce the negative outcomes of individuals and businesses on the natural environment, so 

mitigating actions contributing to environmental degradation. Another solution is to educate 

people about the importance of protecting the natural environment and its benefits. 

A key instrument for ensuring environmental sustainability in the rural economy is to promote the 

development of the green economy. That is, “an economy that is concerned with environmentally 

sustainable development and practices that ensure the longevity of its natural resources” (Meyer, 

2013:249). The green economy comprises environmentally friendly projects among other 

renewable energy sources (wind and solar power) and recycling projects. 

The government has a role to play in building resilience in rural areas. For example, a strategy is 

required to increase governance and institutional capacity to deal with extreme weather patterns. 

It should seek to improve the quality of infrastructure and diversify rural economies, so that rural 

areas become less vulnerable to environmental shocks (OECD, 2016a). 

6.4.3 Key actors in the formulation and implementation of a rural development strategy 

Making rural development a success depends on the efforts of the actors. The Saemaul Undong 

movement offers valuable lessons for mobilising and changing the mentality of actors. It showed 

that women and men can, with government support, effectively plan, implement, evaluate and 

reflect on development progress. 

The most relevant actors include both women and men of the target community, all levels of 

government, private sector institutions, foundations, international NGOs and donor agencies. 

Together, these groups of individuals can produce effective solutions for addressing rural 

problems.  District and local municipalities need to work together with target communities and 

local business in planning rural development strategies. The municipalities, with the help of the 
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provincial government, need to play a key role in facilitating and co-ordinating the implementation 

of rural development strategies. The participation of residents of the target communities and of the 

private sector is important for ensuring implementation. 

6.4.4 Financing 

The successful implementation of a rural development strategy is dependent on the availability of 

financial resources. Finance should be considered when building a development framework. There 

are various potential sources of financing: all spheres of government, the private sector, and 

international institutions. Government departments and municipalities can contribute by financing 

programmes linked to their mandates. For programmes that can generate revenue to repay loans, 

it would be necessary to obtain funding from international financial institutions, donor agencies, 

foundations, and the local private sector for such programmes (OECD, 2016a). The government 

could also establish initiatives that encourage private sector investment. Such initiatives could 

include tax incentives, improving support for businesses and making it easier to start and run a 

business. 

Among the important potential domestic development partners and sources of financing for 

development goals with which the province could partner are the Public Investment Corporation 

(PIC), the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI), the Development Bank of Southern Africa 

(DBSA), the Land and Agricultural Development Bank of South Africa (Land Bank), and the 

commercial banking industry. 

6.4.5 Monitoring and evaluation mechanisms 

In the strategy document, there should be a flexible mechanism for monitoring and evaluation to 

assess the progress of the rural development plan. Monitoring (input and output) indicators are 

central to the process of assessing the performance and outcomes of policies that are being 

implemented. Evaluation, accountability, and adjustment are important as they show the reach and 

effectiveness of the programme in achieving its objectives and allow for timely correction if the 

resources mobilised do not produce favourable outcomes. 

Monitoring and evaluation tools should provide information on resources allocated to a 

programme (in other words, the budget allocated), Outputs from resources committed, results or 

effects brought about by the programme (for instance, the percentage of businesses or farmers 

receiving support) and impacts of the programme (for example, the number of jobs generated) 

(European Commission, 2005). 
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The system of monitoring and evaluation should strengthen and increase transparency. An example 

of such a system was put forward by the Saemaul Undong movement, which had multiple agents 

at all levels of government and local communities. Local government played a key role since 

municipalities worked directly with their local communities. Local officials frequently visited 

projects sites to monitor projects, communicate and consult with communities, which led to a 

cooperative partnership between local governments and their communities. At the local 

community level, community leaders were also involved in monitoring and evaluating the 

implementation of projects. They worked together with local officials to gather information which 

was submitted to the provincial government and used to prepare monthly and quarterly reports. 

These reports were submitted to the national government and presented at cabinet meetings in 

which all ministers took part. The government’s monitoring and evaluation reports were also 

supplemented with evaluation studies on Saemaul projects which were commissioned from 

university academics (Kim, 2013). 

 

Village leaders also had opportunities to meet monthly with the country’s president, key ministers 

and political leaders to present outcomes, share their experiences, lessons, and challenges. That is, 

village leaders had direct access to the president. This direct communication channel between 

community leaders and the president may have functioned as a watchdog, putting pressure on local 

governments to improve their performance. National and provincial officials also made site visits 

to local governments and sometimes to communities. This may have also put pressure on local 

government to improve governance and public service delivery (Kim, 2013). 

6.4.6 Adaptable rural development strategy 

The strategy for rural development should be adaptable to changing circumstances and lessons 

learnt during the implementation process (OECD, 2016a). This is because rural areas constantly 

evolve, and new problems may arise at any time. 

6.5 Limitations of the study and suggestions for further research 

There is a paucity of empirical literature on the topic of rural development and socio-economic 

conditions in local municipalities, specifically in Limpopo. The author of this study has made 

significant efforts to analyse socio-economic situations in local municipalities in Limpopo, by 

classifying them as predominantly rural, significantly rural or predominantly urban. However, a 

few limitations may have affected the study. 
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Due to the unavailability of data, information from Stats SA’s census 2011 and community survey 

2016 were used for classifying type of area. This classification was then applied to the analysis of 

socio-economic situations using recent data estimates from Quantec EasyData. In some cases, the 

available data was not the most recent. For instance, household income data by local municipality 

was last reported in 2011, while data on educational attainment and access to basic services was 

last reported in 2016. 

The data used was at provincial, district or local municipality level which could lead to some 

degree of loss of precision. Normally, studies of this kind would benefit largely from data at 

community level. Thus, for a replication of this study in future, it would be interesting to focus on 

local communities within the areas of local municipalities to undertake a community survey and 

profile. This would involve the collection of primary data about community structure and 

infrastructure, main livelihood activities, community resource bases, local institutions, the context 

of vulnerability and perceived problems, opportunities and priorities. Community profiles would 

enable policymakers and the government to develop an understanding of the socio-economic 

conditions of a community as a whole, so as to investigate in more detail what needs to be done to 

enhance development at community level (Carloni & Crowley, 2005). 

By its nature, descriptive research does not manipulate the data to determine the causes and effects 

of situations (Boudah, 2011). Therefore, a further research project might focus on determining 

causes and effects of poor socio-economic conditions in rural areas of Limpopo using an 

experimental research design. Another study might include the construction of a rural development 

index for the evaluation of the outcomes of rural development programmes and analyse the overall 

level of success (Michalek & Zarnekow, 2012). 

6.6 Conclusion 

Despite ongoing discussions of and emphasis on rural development, the challenge of the urban-

rural divide still exists. Worldwide, most poor and undernourished people live in rural areas in 

developing countries (IFAD, 2018). In South Africa, the issue of rural poverty and 

underdevelopment is rooted in separate development and the failure of post-1994 development 

policies. 

Given that about 33% (or 20 million) of South Africa’s population lived in rural areas in 2018, and 

that five provinces are predominantly rural, comprehensive rural development should be given 

high priority. This is because rural development is aimed at tackling socio-economic problems like 
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underdevelopment, unemployment, poverty, inequality and the efflux of internal migrations to the 

cities. Rural development is influenced by factors including physical, technological, economic, 

social, institutional, organisational and political factors. These factors are operational at all levels, 

from village, district and province to whole country. Depending on how they are managed, they 

could have either favourable or adverse effects on development (Singh, 1999). 

Central to rural development is effective rural policy, public and private investment and good 

governance. An effective rural policy will lead to a rise in rural competitiveness and productivity 

to enhance the social, economic and environmental wellbeing of rural areas (OECD, 2018a). To 

achieve this, investment in appropriate public services, rural innovation and rural-urban linkages 

is needed (OECD, 2006b). In addition, efficient and effective governance and institutions are 

needed to ensure implementation that will make the most out of available rural resources. 
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