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Intro duction

It is especially in the rural areas of South Africa that people live in a vicious
cycle of poverty that perpet uates under de vel opment. The country’s President,
Thabo Mbeki, has observed in this connection that ‘the rural areas of our
country represent the worst concen tra tions of poverty. No progress can be
made towards a life of human dignity for our people as a whole unless we
ensure the devel opment of these areas’ (Pycroft, 2002: 15). Clearly, there is a
need to fast track the devel opment of the rural areas. The government faces a
massive backlog in promoting and stimu lating sustainable rural liveli hoods
created first by apartheid and second by the lack of a clear rural devel opment
policy.1 This is further compounded by the conspicuous absence of a rural
voice.

With approx i mately sixty percent of the total population of the Eastern Cape
Province living in the rural areas of the former Transkei and Ciskei, improving
agricul tural produc tivity, especially small-scale farming, is a crucial but not a
suffi cient condition for the eradi cation of poverty. There is however
widespread scepticism regarding the potential of small-scale farming to
generate sustainable rural liveli hoods. Currently, the small-scale farming
sector continues to battle with the seemingly insur mountable task of moving
from its subsis tence status to market-oriented production. It is well-known that
the agricul tural sector in the former ‘home lands’ performed dismally compared 
with the white commercial agricul tural sector. Whether agricul tural produc -
tivity can be improved remains contro versial.

This study was conducted against the background of current attempts to
rehabil itate and revive the defunct Tyhefu irrigation scheme, based on
irrigation management transfer policy (IMT).2 The Tyhefu irrigation scheme
was one of several irrigation schemes estab lished in the former Ciskei, (now
Eastern Cape) between 1976 and 1985. The main question this paper seeks to
examine is the extent to which a rehabil i tated and revived Tyhefu irrigation
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scheme can generate sustainable rural liveli hoods. Based on research over two
years, (2000-2001), the main constraints and challenges facing the farmers
were examined.

The findings of this study suggest that irrigation management transfer is a
complex and delicate process. In this new set of arrange ments, benefi ciaries
face formi dable challenges in terms of capacity (human and financial) if
small-scale irrigation farming is to become a viable sector. No doubt, the
viability and sustainability of the Tyhefu irrigation scheme demands a compre -
hensive package of inter ven tions that address various issues of markets and
marketing, capital investment and access to finance, technology, education and
training, support and extension services. This raises concern about the possi -
bility for independent agricul tural production as well as sustainable rural liveli -
hoods.

Agriculture under Apartheid

A major feature of the agricul tural sector in South Africa has been its dual
structure. This dualism, with signif icant differ ences in costs, infra structure and
level of production, is well documented (Vink and Kirsten, 2000; Lipton, 1977; 
Niewoudt and Groenewald, 2003; Schrire, 1992; World Bank, 1994). The dual
structure is starkly reflected in the fact that approx i mately 60,000 commercial
farmers occupy almost eighty-seven percent of the total agricul tural land and
produce more than ninety-five percent of marketed output, whereas small-scale 
farmers3 in the former homelands occupy thirteen percent of agricul tural land
and contribute only five percent to output (Niewoudt and Groenewald, 2003:3). 
The conse quences of discrim i natory rural devel opment policies and the legis -
lative construction of a dualistic agricul tural system in South Africa have been
to concen trate poverty within the rural areas, partic u larly the former homelands 
(Pycroft, 2003:106).

Historically, agricul tural devel opment has been viewed in terms of the
efficient, capital intensive, largely white-owned, techno log i cally advanced,
large-scale commercial sector. Conse quently, the government priori tised this
kind of agriculture as a key sector that would stimulate economic devel opment.
Conversely, small-scale agriculture has been charac terised as a tradi tional,
backward, unpro ductive and ineffi cient subsis tence sector and generally
associated with the homelands. Kassier and Groenewald (1992:347) describe
the commercial farming sector as reminiscent of the farming sectors in the
developed world, producing surpluses and using consid erable amounts of
purchased inputs. In contrast, the subsis tence sector has many of the charac ter -
istics of subsis tence farming as experi enced elsewhere in sub-Saharan Africa.

Extension and support services have always emphasised the dichotomy
between commercial and subsis tence agriculture. As a result, major service
insti tu tions were biased in favour of white commercial agriculture. This bias
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was made possible by a long history of direct state inter vention in South
African agriculture. Effec tively, it meant the systematic dispos session of the
crucial means of production that would offer some hope for the emergence of a
black propertied class (Kimemia, 2000:33). The conse quence has been the
creation of several distor tions, which not only ensured a highly skewed distri -
bution of land ownership but also a differ ential access to resources. Where
support services existed for the small-scale farmers the quality has always been
inferior. The cumulative effect of these measures is a small-scale farming
sector that has been restricted to low input levels. Conse quently, small-scale
farming has been unable to meet the needs of the rural population, who became
net food importers from the white agricul tural sector (World Bank, 1994:22).
Vaughan (1992:421) argues that ‘the historical under mining of small holder
production, which so substan tially reduced the signif i cance of the peasantry as
a social and economic category, contributed to the widespread assumption that
a small holder class no longer exists as a signif icant locus of production in South 
Africa agricul ture’.

Small-scale farming has a long history in South Africa and has been
promoted in various guises since the Tomlinson Commis sion’s report in 1955.
The Tomlinson Commission promoted the concept of small-scale farming as a
means of allevi ating poverty and promoting economic devel opment. The
Commission believed that small-scale farming in ‘tradi tional black areas’ had
the potential to produce a surplus of agricul tural commod ities (1955:117). The
concept of ‘economic unit’ farm size was central. Tomlinson envisioned the
emergence of a middle class farmer group with the capacity to produce a
liveable income through full-time farming. The viability of this strategy
required the provision of supporting infra structure in terms of farm inputs,
transport and agricul tural extension, in addition to the planning of the farm
areas into economic units. The government rejected these recom men da tions,
with the result that viable small-scale farming never became a reality.

Generally, the results of small-farmer devel opment programmes have been
disap pointing. Van Rooyen and Nene (1996:329) sum up small-scale farmer
devel opment as follows: ‘expe rience with small farmer strat egies highlights
several problems, of which insuf fi cient partic i pation, lack of ownership, ad hoc 
partic ipant selection, lack of property rights to farm land and deficient support
services play a signif icant role in failing to establish a small farmer category in
the country’. The short comings in the promotion of small-scale farming
suggest that ‘the concept was never intro duced under fully supportive condi -
tions’ similar to existing for large-scale farming (van Rooyen and Nene, 1996:
327).

The current climate is hostile to the devel opment of small-scale farmers,
despite various legis lative and policy changes since 1994. The prospects for
revital ising agriculture in the former homelands and estab lishing a new class of
emerging farmers are bleak. The dual nature of agriculture remains very much
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intact. Even if widespread agrarian reform were to be achieved, the impact of
such reforms would be limited by the lack of access to critical inputs such as
credit, training, and extension services. Until such time as a supportive
environment is provided, the potential of small-scale farming cannot properly
be judged.

Irrigation Devel opment in the Homelands

A review of the liter ature on irrigation devel opment on the African continent
provided useful insights for this study. The lessons from irrigation devel -
opment in sub-Saharan Africa indicate that the continent is littered with
examples of derelict and costly failures. The broader African experience is not
unique, but shares many similar ities with the South African situation. For
example, many irrigation projects have suffered from a combi nation of
technical, insti tu tional and organi sa tional constraints. Generally, irrigation
scheme management and consul tants were primarily oriented to dealing with
the technical or agronomic, and not the human, challenges associated with
irrigation devel opment. Farmers in all cases were situated at the bottom of the
production chain. Farmers worked in a tightly controlled environment which
emphasised compliance with all the irrigation management direc tives. In an
environment in which the centrali sation of all functions was so salient, farmers
were restricted in the extent to which they could affect and influence irrigation
scheme management. Clearly, farmers worked in an organi sa tional context not
suited to their needs. The reductionist approach adopted by the planners meant
that sound working relation ships between the farmers and irrigation scheme
management could not be realised. Almost without exception the case studies
reviewed indicate that the indus trious type of farmer was never developed as
was envisioned in the planning documents. Nor were rural liveli hoods
improved in a sustainable manner. It is not surprising, therefore, that the
top-down or centrally planned approach in the imple men tation of many
irrigation schemes proved unsus tainable.

Irrigation devel opment (including betterment planning and farmer support
programmes) is one of at least three approaches to agricul tural devel opment in
the homelands. Generally, none of these approaches brought any lasting benefit 
to the local population. Instead the reserves continued to slide into
ever-increasing poverty and widespread environ mental degra dation. The
irrigation schemes were seen as govern ment’s response to low agricul tural
produc tivity and ‘the absence of commercial agriculture in the homelands to
what was attributed to the perceived lack of entre pre neurial and managerial
ability among black farmers’. Such schemes seemingly offered ‘a decep tively
simple solution to the problem’ (Brand et al, 1992: 356; Cloete, 1987:
546-547). This notion, combined with the philosophy of optimal resource use,
was taken to dictate that outside management should be intro duced to develop
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agriculture (Brand et al, 1992:356). Conse quently, large-scale centrally
managed estate or project farming in both irrigated or dryland production
became the main focus in the former homelands.

Irrigation and Agricul tural Policy in Post-Apartheid South Africa

The poor track record of many irrigation schemes, despite huge invest ments, in
the former homelands prompted the government to recon sider its active and
direct role in small-scale irrigation farming. This resulted in the closure of
many irrigation schemes including the Tyhefu irrigation scheme. Prior to 1994, 
government in the former homelands was respon sible for the operation,
mainte nance and finance of irrigation schemes. In addition to rampant
corruption, irrigation scheme managers found that their entire budgets were
consumed in running and maintaining the econom i cally non-viable irrigation
schemes.

The new policy framework, known as the irrigation management transfer
(IMT), is premised on the transfer of ownership, authority and respon si bility
with regard to small-scale irrigation schemes from government to the farmers.
In other words, the intention was that the irrigation schemes were to be totally
owned, managed and maintained by partic ipant farmers, in the form of Water
User Associ a tions (WUAs).4 The primary purpose of WUAs is to provide for
the effective repre sen tation of small-scale irrigation farmers on the irrigation
schemes at a local level as well as managing water on behalf of their members.
Furthermore, IMT requires that costs be recovered from the benefi ciaries of the
schemes.

The process was envisioned as fully partic i patory. As such, irrigation
management transfer required the maximum involvement of all stake holders in 
every aspect of project devel opment. The key role players are the farmers, their
committees, extension officers, consul tants, relevant government depart ments, 
local government, and non-governmental organi sa tions. This approach differs
radically from the way in which the irrigation schemes were planned and
operated in the past.

The intro duction of IMT is no small under taking for the benefi ciaries
consid ering the top-down nature of devel opment in South Africa during
apartheid. The latter resulted in many commu nities lacking the necessary skills
and resources with which to meet the new demands. Access to markets as well
as the generally poor infra structure in rural areas, add to some of the critical
challenges facing the small-scale irrigators. These challenges hinge on the
question of the viability and sustainability of the irrigation schemes.

IMT is justified on several grounds. First, there is the issue of dispar ities in
the degree of support provided to state and private irrigation schemes. Second,
the government found the financial burden of maintaining and operating unpro -
ductive irrigation schemes, through the provision of annual subsidies, impos -
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sible to justify and sustain. Conse quently, following budgetary re-prioritisation 
after 1994, financial support for the management, operation and mainte nance
of many irrigation schemes in the former homelands was withdrawn, resulting
in the collapse of many of them. Last and most important, external pressures on
the government have dictated the path which the government should take with
regard to service delivery. Specifically, the South African govern ment’s
macro-economic strategy, GEAR, in line with the World Trade Organi sation
rules, calls for dereg u lation and reduction of support (in terms of providing
subsidies) for the agricul tural sector. Inter na tionally, there is a pervasive policy 
consensus in favour of reducing state control and management of irrigation
schemes based on the argument that state managed enter prises are costly,
over-subsidised, ineffi cient, and tend to deepen state financial crises. Trans -
ferring state respon si bility to farmers, according to propo nents, relieves the
state of finan cially burdensome obliga tions, while at the same time enhancing
farmer involvement. As such, irrigated agriculture is deemed to be a lower
order user of scarce resources and therefore must be seen to be moving towards
self-sustainability (Maritz, n.d.: 3).

To facil itate the process, the government has under taken to upgrade the
infra structure of existing irrigation schemes at public expense as a once-off
subsidy before the transfer of ownership to the farmers, or to their insti tu tional
entity. There is no intention to develop new irrigation schemes. Also, the
requirement is that each irrigation scheme be examined individ ually to
determine its financial and economic viability. This requirement is based on the 
fact that commercial banks and other lending insti tu tions will only finance
profitable projects.

Irrigation management transfer in South Africa is still in its infancy. As such
it is not possible to give a compre hensive evalu ation of the process. As a
growing area of research, there is still a paucity of data on many aspects of IMT. 
While there is a growing body of liter ature on opera tional and financial perfor -
mance, ‘less evidence is available on effects of management transfer on
mainte nance and economic perfor mance of irrigated agricul ture’ (Vermillion,
1997: v). At the same time compar ative country studies are few, while compar -
isons between IMT and non-IMT cases are rare. Considering that govern ments
initiated IMT to reduce the costs of operation and mainte nance, it is surprising
that a limited number of studies have been done on the impact of IMT on
government. Equally, the absence of a stand ardised analytical paradigm to date
makes it difficult to arrive at general conclu sions or policy impli ca tions.

Even though research studies inter na tionally present a mixed picture,
overall, the results of the impact of IMT are generally positive. The focus of
many studies is on short-term and immediate results. A general concern is
whether these gains can be sustained over the long-term. Reported positive
results include reduction of costs for both farmers and government; enhanced
financial self-reliance; expansion of service areas; reduction in the amount of

RE SEARCH RE PORT 189



water delivered per hectare; and increases in cropping intensity and yields
(Vermillion, 1997:29). For example, a study of IMT at the Dawheya Irrigation
scheme in Ghana (Sam-Amoah and Gowing, 2001) has shown relatively high
yields sustained despite the fact that both cropping intensity and culti vated area
decreased. A decrease in production and running costs and an increase in
average net income and high financial self-sufficiency ratios have been
reported. This has led to the conclusion that IMT has resulted in better perfor -
mance. On the negative side studies have focussed on increased costs for
farmers, poor financial viability and deteri o ration of irrigation infra structure.

The Tyhefu Irrigation Scheme

Pro ject His tory

The Tyhefu irrigation scheme can be found on the eastern bank of the lower
Fish River approx i mately 30 km west of Peddie in the Eastern Cape. It consists
of five settle ments – Ndlambe (160 hectares, Pikoli (120 hectares), Ndwayana
(55 hectares), Kalikeni (151 hectares), and Glenmore (93 hectares) along a
stretch of approx i mately 25 km of the river. Of these five settle ments Ndlambe
is the focus of the study. Approx i mately 1000 hectares of poten tially irrigable
land is undeveloped. This area will be extended once the scheme becomes
functional. At the time of the closure of the Tyhefu irrigation scheme the total
irrigated area was 694 hectares.

The Tyhefu area has histor i cally been described as ‘one of the most eroded
and impov er ished areas of the Ciskei. Some of the drier parts are virtually
beyond rehabil i tation. The area is densely populated and is so drought-prone
that the people are unable to subsist from the land: a truly depressed area’
(Ciskei Department of Agriculture and Forestry Annual Report, 1984/85)
Furthermore, Loxton, Venn and Associates5 (1977) identified problems of
advanced erosion, veld degra dation and limited agricul tural potential. They
found the area moder ately suited to extensive and semi-intensive livestock
production rather than culti vation. Where farming was taking place, the land
was not utilised to its optimal capacity. Despite the fact that in some areas of the
Eastern Cape there is overcrowding, much of the land remains unutilised.
Agricul tural produc tivity in the Tyhefu area is further limited by the
agro-ecology of the region. This includes poor soils, low and irregular rainfall,
water quality problem, high evapo ration rates, seasonal extremes of temper -
ature and a poor resource base. Other constraints to successful farming for the
majority of the rural population include limited access to credit and finance,
poor (or non-existent) support and extension services, and poor infra structure.

Prelim inary inves ti ga tions into the feasi bility of irrigation devel opment in
the Tyhefu area date back to the 1930s. The abandonment of the idea at the time
was attributed to water quality problems. Only in 1977 was imple men tation of
the Tyhefu irrigation scheme under taken as a pilot project. The scheme was a
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state-driven, top-down initiative. This study argues that the justi fi ca tions for
the Tyhefu irrigation scheme were conflated, with the result that the ambition to 
sustain political control of the Tyhefu area far outweighed consid er ations
regarding the financial viability and sustainability of the proposed project.
Given the repressive political climate of the time in South Africa, the planners’
proposals were a mechanism for the reali sation of the socio-political and
economic agendas of the apartheid state and of the Ciskei government. The
planning and imple men tation of the Tyhefu irrigation scheme were thus
affected by broader Ciskeian political interests. Various competing and
conflicting interests sought a stake in the proposed irrigation devel opment,
thereby dividing and alien ating the rural population. On the one hand, there was 
the need on the part of the apartheid author ities and the subor dinate Ciskei
government to assert authority in the Tyhefu area through the instal lation of
chiefly authority. At the village level, a complex web of relation ships and inter -
ac tions existed: the role of the village elite, the Tribal Authority, the Tyhefu
irrigation scheme management and the farmers.

Given the above, strict centralised managerial control and decision-making
over the activ ities of the farmers, capital intensive and sophis ti cated agricul -
tural techniques, and the production of high value crops, were the main require -
ments for success at the Tyhefu irrigation scheme. This approach did not allow
for farmer partic i pation in the initial planning process, design and imple men -
tation phases. Farmer partic i pation would have run counter to the principles of
exclusion and the narrowing of political space on which the South African state
was firmly grounded. According to Van Averbeke et al. (1998: 4-5) during the
late 1980s the growing awareness among the irrigation scheme workers of their
rights, and the demand for higher wages, led to a general decline of most of the
irrigation schemes in the Eastern Cape as well as the erosion of the authority of
irrigation scheme management.

Management style was autocratic and top-down. The effect of this approach
was the non-accountability of management, feelings of incom pe tence among
the farmers, and inade quate training and devel opment of local insti tu tions
(Bembridge, 2000). According to Backenberg et al. (1996: 61) on most
schemes the relationship between farmers and project management was that of
customer and supplier. Farmers had no sense of ownership. This was not
conducive for effective inter action and cooper ation with irrigation scheme
management. Thus, the farmers were limited in the degree to which they could
affect and influence management. As a commercial enter prise, the Tyhefu
irrigation scheme managers inter preted their role as one of ensuring efficient
production through the provision of various inputs and marketing of the crop.

The economic viability of the Tyhefu irrigation scheme was in doubt from
the start. As a result, it was running at a large opera tional loss (circa R1 million)
prior to management withdrawal in 1995 (Bembridge, 2000: 37). Whilst the
Tyhefu scheme was able to maintain sustained production through the annual
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subsidies received from the state, it was a financial failure. The study by Hill
(1984) on the ‘Economic Viability Studies on Three Irrigation Schemes in
Ciskei’ provided a detailed analysis of the economic perfor mance of the Tyhefu 
Irrigation Scheme. Hill (1984: 2) concluded that all the existing schemes were
sunken costs. He made several obser va tions regarding the Tyhefu scheme. He
(Hill, 1984:1) noted that already by 1984 the Tyhefu Irrigation scheme had not
produced a positive cash flow, even in the opera tional sense. The poor
economic perfor mance of the scheme can be attributed to a number of factors:
corruption, lack of partic i pation by farmers, poor management, centralised
control and decision making, water quality, labour intensity, the use of
electricity as a source of power, and fixed market prices for crops.

Besides the perceived short-term benefits of improved food security and
access to employment, all respon dents are unanimous that the scheme’s impact
on the village and region as a whole has been limited. The respon dents point to
the lack of devel opment of the area. Available evidence on many irrigation
schemes suggests that ‘the distri bution of benefits was limited in relation to
total need and to aggregate resources available for devel opment. Although
higher levels of resource use, production and wage employment were achieved
through modern farming enter prises... little was done to promote a class of
self-employed farmers or to improve farming condi tions for small holders
outside these schemes... The projects... often incurred losses, and rarely
involved spill-overs or linkages with the surrounding commu ni ties’ (Vink and
Kirsten, 2000: 20). Bromberger and Antonie (1993: 23) referred to the
irrigation schemes as ‘islands of prosperity amidst an ocean of poverty’. At the
same time many of the farmers incurred a heavy debt burden.

At the time of the closure of the Tyhefu irrigation scheme, none of the
management functions had been trans ferred to the farmers. This proved
counter-productive since the ultimate aim of reviving the irrigation schemes is
the transfer of all respon si bil ities to the farmers. With no managerial and other
skills critical for the viability and sustainability of the irrigation schemes,
capac ity-building is essential. At present the Tyhefu scheme is techni cally
insolvent or defunct. The land has been lying fallow since 1997.

Attempts at Reviving and Rehabil i tating the Tyhefu Irrigation Scheme

In 1998 the community of Ndlambe wrote a letter to the Minister of Water
Affairs and Forestry requesting the urgent revival of the Tyhefu irrigation
scheme. The Minis ter’s (1998) response is contained in the following
statement: ‘It is clear from the infor mation supplied to me... that a number of
issues regarding irrigation need to be addressed, apart from the question of
adequate water supply. These include the resto ration of effective management,
the devel opment of the further irrigation potential origi nally planned... I have
accord ingly requested that the whole question of devel opment, adequate water
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supply, water tariffs, sustainability and management of irrigation be inves ti -
gated...’ Basically, this statement sums up the major challenges facing the
farmers of the Tyhefu irrigation scheme.

The Depart ments of Agriculture and Land Affairs (DALA) and the
Department of Water Affairs and Forestry (DWAF) have subse quently taken
the decision jointly to rehabil itate and transfer the irrigation schemes to the
farmers, the benefi ciaries. The Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry
appointed a Task Team in 1997 to advise DWAF and DALA on all
water-related aspects of the schemes. With regard to the Tyhefu scheme this
step involved the proposed extension of the water pipeline. In addition the Task
Team was to make recom men da tions about which government depart ments or
struc tures were to be respon sible for what functions. The report, entitled
‘Report on Inves ti ga tions into ways of Rehabil i tating the Water Supply
Aspects of Certain Irrigation Schemes in the Former Transkei and Ciskei’, was
presented in August 1997. DWAF was assigned the task of taking over all the
bulk water supply management respon si bil ities, the rehabil i tation of bulk water 
infra structure where necessary, and the creation and capac ity-building of
Water User Associ a tions (WUA). The respon si bil ities of the Provincial
Depart ments of Agriculture and Land Affairs (PDALA) related to on-farm
activ ities. In the Report it was indicated that rehabil i tation of TIS would be
imple mented in three phases at an estimated cost of R75 million. It was
envisaged that the process would start in September 1997 and be completed in
March 1999. Since then the proposed schedule and costs have had to be revised. 
The main obstacle has been cited as the avail ability of funds.

The Depart ments of Water Affairs and Forestry and Agriculture and Land
Affairs commis sioned LawGibb (technical consul tants) in June 1999 to
conduct feasi bility studies. The main objective was to determine whether the
construction of a bulk pipeline from the Lower Fish River Government Water
Scheme, with all associated works, to supply irrigation water to the rest of the
Tyhefu irrigation scheme would be viable (LawGibb, 1999). Furthermore, the
Minister of DWAF requested that the resto ration of the pump systems be
looked at as a matter of priority, so that farmers could resume farming. Subse -
quently, in August 1999, Argus Gibb undertook visual inspec tions to assess the
condition of the entire infra structure. They found that since the closure of the
irrigation scheme in September 1997, the infra structure had deteri o rated
consid erably. This deteri o ration included pump instal la tions which required
major refur bishment due to a combi nation of theft, vandalism and poor mainte -
nance. Physical rehabil i tation for Phase One started in 2002, with the whole
operation expected to be completed in 2004.

A Project Steering Committee (PSC) was formed at the beginning of the
rehabil i tation process. The PSC was intended to be a temporary structure which 
would be disbanded once the Tyhefu irrigation scheme became opera tional. Its
main task was to oversee the whole rehabil i tation process as well as work
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hand-in-hand with all the stake holders. The Water Users’ Associ ation (WUA)6

was estab lished in terms of the Water Act No. 36 of 1998.
The main critical issues not yet resolved relate to the crops that will be

planted, issues of marketing, user charges, and access to finance. Several crops
have been suggested including sugar beet, jojoba beans, citrus, wheat and
various vegetables. At the moment, all the stake holders are reviewing a
proposal from a Johan nes burg-based Israeli company inter ested in contract
farming for high value crops.

There are many details and agree ments to be entered into by the community.
In many ways these activ ities seem to be beyond the compre hension and scope
of the community and their elected repre sen ta tives. The insti tu tional struc tures
need to be fully conversant with the condi tions and terms of the contracts into
which they might enter. Considering that the potential business partners are
sophis ti cated (and will protect their own interests at all costs with compe tencies 
not immedi ately available to the community), there is a need to capac itate the
PDALA, NGOs as well as other people working in the area so that they can
render effective profes sional advice to the community. If need be outside
expertise should be sought. The eagerness on the part of the community to see
the project running, as well as poor insti tu tional support for the elected struc -
tures and insuf fi cient training, are areas that need to be addressed urgently.

The process of rehabil i tating and reviving the Tyhefu irrigation scheme has
proven lengthy, delicate and uncertain. This is a source of concern for the
community. Their argument revolves around widespread poverty,
unemployment in the area and an appeal for government assis tance.

Method ology

Fieldwork was conducted inter mit tently over a period of two years (2000 and
2001). A critical part of the orien tation and planning phase was a review of the
liter ature and consulting with officials or experts on various aspects of the
research. The liter ature review entailed the perusal of a wide range of
documents (commis sions, research and consul tants’ reports, South African
government policies and legis lation, and journal articles and books. Locating
primary documents pertaining to the planning and operation of the Tyhefu
Irrigation Scheme has been difficult. The same goes for accessing reliable
statis tical infor mation. Liter ature on Third World irrigation schemes, partic u -
larly those in Africa, proved an important source of infor mation.

A recon nais sance survey was carried out in June 2000. This involved
consul tation with local leadership struc tures and some community members
where the scope and objec tives of the research were outlined and discussed.
The researcher attended various community and committee meetings when
invited, playing, in most instances, the role of an observer rather than a direct
partic ipant, except where an opinion or direct advice was solicited. These
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meetings provided the oppor tunity for informal discus sions with the various
stake holders during the initial stages and throughout the research period. Most
impor tantly, these meetings led to a better under standing of the complex ities
involved in the upgrading and rehabil i tation of the Tyhefu Irrigation scheme,
enabled the accumu lation of additional data and provided the basis for the
drafting of the question naire.

The target population for the study was all the former farmers at the Tyhefu
Irrigation Scheme. Also, all six members of the Board of Directors, Project
Steering Committee and Water Users’ Associ ation of the Ndlambe section of
the irrigation scheme formed part of the target population. No sampling frame
existed for this study, since no reliable list of former farmers existed. Using
estimates of between 300 and 350 farmers in the Ndlambe section, it was
decided to interview ten percent of the target population.

The survey research approach was adopted in order to obtain the required
infor mation. Two types of semi-structured question naires were compiled
based on the liter ature review and prelim inary informal inter views with various 
stake holders, namely (a) for the ex-farmers of the Tyhefu irrigation scheme (b)
a question naire for members of the Board of Directors,7 Project Steering
Committee8 and Water Users’ Associ ation9 of the Tyhefu Irrigation Scheme,
hereafter referred to as insti tu tional struc tures. The question naire for the former 
farmers consists of two sections. Section A dealt with demographic as well as
socio-economic factors (age, educa tional level, sources of income and labour,
income derived from farming, farming experience, contri bution of Tyhefu
Irrigation Scheme to rural liveli hoods and scheme impact). Section B focussed
on farmers’ perception of constraints, challenges and the process of reviving
the irrigation scheme. The question naire for the insti tu tional struc tures
focussed on the constraints, challenges and the rehabil i tation process.

A Socio-Economic Profile of the Farmers at the Tyhefu Irrigation
Scheme

The age distri bution of the majority of the respon dents (62 percent) ranges
between 31 and 50 years. A study by Kepe (1992:61) on the various irrigation
schemes in the Ciskei (Tyhefu, Zanyokwe, Shiloh and Keiskammahoek) found
that people with interest in continuing farming were farmers between the ages
of 46 and 55 years. Thirty-eight percent of the respon dents were in the category
of what can be regarded as older farmers. According to respon dents the youth
have not shown any real interest in farming. Reasons given for such interest
vary, and include state ments that they are inter ested in other activ ities such as
wage employment and sport. As one respondent argued: ‘Our children have not 
seen any real benefits from farming, hence the lack of interest. They’ve seen us
strug gling with the management of the scheme before and thus prefer either
working in the urban areas or starting their own businesses. The majority of the
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youth are job seekers in the urban areas. Perhaps with poor job prospects every -
where, the rehabil i tation of the scheme might prove a major incentive for the
youth. A majority of them have regis tered as potential farmers. It’s a wait and
see approach if they will actually get involved’. Catling and Saaiman (1996:
174) suggest that ‘many young people associate working on the land with the
negative experi ences of the past and a stigma is attached to agriculture. In order
to improve agriculture and to encourage new liveli hoods in the rural areas,
more must be done to promote agriculture amongst the youth’.

Overall, the standard of education is very low. More than half of the respon -
dents have not reached standard five. According to educa tion alists, people with 
less than four years education are unlikely to have attained any degree of
functional literacy (Koshy in Bembridge, 2000: 51). This obser vation holds
true for the respon dents of this study who expressed concern about their lack of
essential skills such as management, marketing, financial management, record
keeping, and the appli cation of new agricul tural techniques. Their perception is 
that illit eracy is a major hindrance to successful commercial farming. Various
studies have reported similar low levels of formal education in the former
homelands (Steyn, 1988; Williams and Rose, 1989; Kepe, 1992 and
Bembridge, 2000). Illit eracy and the age of the farmers has been linked to the
reluc tance or lack of response of farmers in adopting new technol ogies, innova -
tions, and they have a negative effect on agricul tural produc tivity and the
provision of extension services (Van Averbeke et al., 1998; Bembridge, 1985).

The findings indicate that the majority of respon dents are not dependent on
one source of income but on a combi nation of various means. State transfers in
the form of pensions and disability grants constitute the main source of gross
cash income for sixty three percent of the respon dents’ house holds. Other
studies have confirmed the impor tance and value of state transfers to household 
income (Monde-Gweleta et al., 1997; Ainslie and Ntshona, 1997; Van
Averbeke et al., 1998).

It is quite evident the respon dents are strug gling to make ends meet with the
meagre financial resources at their disposal and the limited employment oppor -
tu nities available. The effects of depri vation and poverty are cushioned, albeit
on a limited basis, by kinship and reciprocity.

Since the closure of the Tyhefu irrigation scheme there had been no income
derived from farming. During fieldwork it became clear that the amount of
income derived from farming varied consid erably between the commercial
farmers and small plot-holders. According to the respon dents, income ranged
from as little as R300 per season for the small plot-holders to R10,000 for the
commercial farmers. No records were provided to confirm these figures.
Dissat is faction among the farmers is quite evident, especially the
ex-commercial farmers, about the income to be derived from farming.

It is clear from the research findings that agriculture contributed to the liveli -
hoods of the farmers in a modest way. This is partic u larly so if one considers the 
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unpre dictable nature of the income derived from farming by all the farmers at
the Tyhefu irrigation scheme. This supports the conclusion of the research by
Monde-Gweleta et al., (1997) that in both dryland and irrigated environ ments
in the Peddie district, agriculture does contribute to the income of many house -
holds, but rarely consti tutes a livelihood in its own right.

Research Findings

This section examines the percep tions of constraints, challenges and the
process of reviving the Tyhefu irrigation scheme. Respon dents were asked
about the factors that affected the degree to which they could farm success fully, 
based on their experi ences as former farmers at the now defunct irrigation
scheme. Eighteen items were used to measure the perceived main constraints
and challenges. These can broadly be divided into the following categories:
– Qual ity and na ture of sup port and ex ten sion ser vices;
– Skills and training needs: agricul tural training, infor mation and research;
– Input and product markets; and
– Physical factors influ encing irrigated crop production: climatic condi tions,

soil and water quality and avail ability, pests and diseases, tenure security
and farm size.

Primary constraints and challenges identified by the respon dents for the future
in a rehabil i tated Tyhefu irrigation scheme are finance and credit, markets and
marketing, insti tu tional support, training, and support and extension services.
Respon dents were unanimous that these have the potential to undermine the
viability and sustainability of the scheme.

Sup port and Ex ten sion Ser vices

The quality and nature of support and extension services was described by
eighty percent of the respon dents as very good during the early years of the
irrigation scheme. However, all respon dents were quick to point out that the
service deteri o rated consid erably during the 1980s until the scheme’s closure
in 1997. Respon dents are critical of the type and nature of the service rendered.
The service is described as having been top-down and author i tarian. In spite of
the presence of extension staff on the irrigation scheme premises, farmers
indicated a limited rate of contact. Extension officers were described as
working more in their offices and rarely doing any on-site visits. As one
respondent noted, ‘This made it difficult for us as farmers to get advice and
establish good working relation ships with the extension officers. In most cases
the type of service was irrel evant to the real needs of the farmers’. Overall the
respon dents in the study rated the quality of service as poor, ineffective and
misdi rected. The result was that farmers relied more on their colleagues for
advice and assis tance.
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Respon dents had reser va tions regarding the knowledge and skills of
extension officers. It is evident from the findings that the compe tence of
extension officers is questioned. Hence, it is believed this limited their ability to 
provide sound advice to farmers on key production and irrigation practices.
Well-trained competent extension officers resident on the irrigation scheme
partic u larly during the first few years are critical to the success of the Tyhefu
irrigation scheme. Specialised training of new and serving extension officers
should receive priority. There is a strong argument for the overhaul and
re-orientation of the extension service to address the needs of small-scale
irrigation farmers. Working partner ships between farmers, insti tu tional struc -
tures and extension officers need to be forged. This relationship should differ
markedly from the one that existed before the collapse of the scheme, which
was top-down, techno cratic and author i tarian. Extension service needs to strive 
through training towards encour aging greater farmer independence and collab -
o ration rather than the subor di nation of farmers.

Related to the above is the need to upgrade and reorient research to focus on
the needs and problems of small-scale and emerging farmers. It is for this
reason that all the respon dents in this study regard agricul tural training, infor -
mation and research as prereq ui sites for successful small-scale irrigation
farming. A major anomaly identified by the respon dents is the inability of the
farmers to access timely agricul tural infor mation and services. This includes
infor mation on new crop cultivars with high yield potential and market value,
soils analysis, advice on fertil izers and pesti cides, effective weed, pest and
disease control, and farm management methods and techniques. Research
evidence suggests that previous research effort has been devoted largely to
commercial farming and that such research output is marginally relevant to the
needs of small-scale farmers (Catling, 1996).

Skills and train ing needs

This study found that the poor educa tional level of the farmers is positively
related to their level of functional literacy. Feelings of incom pe tence among the 
respon dents are widespread. All the respon dents realise that they need to
acquire various skills through training for greater independence. Critical skills
considered lacking are the drawing-up of business plans, formu lation and
reading of contracts, financial control and management, record keeping,
computer literacy, adopting latest technology, project planning, management
and evalu ation, keeping minutes, commu ni cation, conflict resolution,
marketing and management, operation and mainte nance, and quality control.
Research evidence (Cousins, Cousins and Theron, 1996: 185) on small-scale
commercial farmers in the Western Cape suggests that business management
skills, which include keeping proper farm accounts and records, are often
limited. According to Rogerson (2000: 210) the lack of management or
business skills serves to worsen all the other problems of rural producers, since
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entre pre neurs lack the capacity to analyse situa tions and chart ways to
minimise the adverse impact of constraints on their business. Thus, a high level
of financial management will no doubt be one of the critical areas that need to
be addressed.

None of the farmers have any formal agricul tural training. Even though the
majority of the farmers are confident about their agricul tural knowledge and
farming skills (as a result of their previous involvement in irrigation and subsis -
tence farming, sometimes as farm labourers in the commercial farm sector),
they need training in new production, irrigation techniques and practices. This
is partic u larly important given the fact that the rehabil i tation and revival of the
Tyhefu irrigation scheme is premised on market-oriented farming. The skills
they possess can largely be regarded as general farming skills such as weeding,
fencing, and driving. Specialised farming skills cannot be said to exist on a
wide scale. Innovative practical training suited to the needs of the farmers is
critical.

Mar kets and Mar keting

Marketing of produce for the majority of the farmers, partic u larly the food
plot-holders, was a serious problem. It is clear from the findings that marketing
was generally not well-organised, and was poorly developed based on the
avail ability of buyers. There was stiff compe tition among the farmers whilst at
the same time they restricted their activ ities to narrow localised markets. In
most cases this problem resulted in reduced profit levels. For the commercial
farmers, low monetary returns when using the scheme’s marketing services
were a source of tension between them and irrigation scheme management.

In the past, the level of rural infra structure and the fact that Tyhefu irrigation
scheme is located far away from main markets made it difficult, if not impos -
sible, to exploit favourable market oppor tu nities. Backeberg et al. (1996: 52)
observe that ‘an unfavourable economic location renders the profitable
production of many products impos sible. It also reduces the ability to produce
many fruits profit ably’. Overall, farmers at the Tyhefu irrigation scheme
require both improved access and improve ments in marketing of their produce.
Also, one of the challenges is the devel opment of a marketing system that will
serve as a mechanism through which farmers can channel their produce.
Similarly, an improvement in marketing infor mation system is vital. Other
areas of concern relate to the avail ability of storage facil ities, the ability to
adhere to high production and quality control standards, and meeting contract
obliga tions. The suggestion by van Averbeke et al. (1998: 203) that there is a
general need for the identi fi cation of suitable crops that can be grown
profitably, without being sensitive to market condi tions and distance, is valid.
Even though sugar beet has been identified as a preferred candidate crop, no
final decision has yet been reached as to the suitable crops. There is agreement,
however, that emphasis should be on high value cash crops.
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The success of any business venture hinges on the efficient functioning of
the marketing system of which a proper trans por tation network is part. The
village and rural infra structure (roads and telecom mu ni ca tions), although not
regarded by 77 percent of the respon dents to be an imped iment, needs to be
upgraded. Poorly maintained secondary roads serve the study area. In the past,
together with a poorly functioning telecom mu ni cation system, this drawback
has made it difficult, if not impos sible, to exploit favourable market oppor tu -
nities. The absence of tarred roads means that vehicle owners are likely to
charge a lot of money for trans por tation of goods (van Averbeke et al., 1998:
56). Conse quently, the expense of deliv ering produce to the market can even
exceed the cost of production, making the produce very expensive to the
consumer (Van Averbeke et al., 1998: 21). Backeberg et al. (1996:52) further
argue that ‘irri gation, even with the existence of suffi cient water resources, will
remain an undeveloped farming activity in some former homelands until good
transport and other commu ni ca tions have been estab lished’.

Fi nance and Credit

Respon dents are appre hensive about their ability to access finance. They need
credit for various short-, medium- and long-term purposes. More impor tantly,
the fact that credit is offered at market-related interest rates highlights the diffi -
culties the farmers are likely to have in servicing their loans. This is regarded as
a negative incentive for small-scale farmers, who are likely to find it impos sible 
to invest in agriculture. Farmers at the Tyhefu irrigation scheme are also
constrained by low levels of liquidity, high trans action costs, and inade quate
collateral. In other words, even though the insti tu tional restruc turing of agricul -
tural services has been under taken to meet the financial needs of small-scale
farmers, there are many require ments needed in order to qualify for financial
assis tance. In many cases the farners do not comply. The possi bility of
providing start-up finance on favourable terms requires further inves ti gation.
Equally crucial is whether the Tyhefu irrigation scheme will be able to generate
a positive cash flow in the long-term, rather than relying on credit to sustain
itself.

User charges

A number of cost recovery issues at the Tyhefu irrigation scheme still need to
be finalised. The intro duction of user charges and cost recovery is one of the
thorny areas in South Africa. Generally, the record of cost-recovery is disap -
pointing, resulting in the termi nation or discon tinu ation of a particular service.
The fact that forty three percent of the respon dents were non-committal in
terms of paying for services is a cause for concern. Affordability featured
promi nently in all the responses. When taking into account the socio-economic
status of the respon dents, it seems unreal istic to expect them to carry the full
cost of operation and mainte nance.
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Conclusion

The Ndlambe community is eagerly awaiting the eventual resumption of
farming at the Tyhefu irrigation scheme. They are pinning all their hopes for
poverty allevi ation, employment creation, income gener ation and the general
improvement of the standard of living and rural liveli hoods on this one project.
There is potential for this positive devel opment, albeit on a limited basis in the
short term. Whether the Tyhefu irrigation scheme can generate sustainable
rural liveli hoods is questionable and subject to debate, especially in view of the
constraints and challenges that lie ahead.

It is clear from the research findings that agriculture contributed to the liveli -
hoods of the farmers in a modest way. Effec tively, irrigated farming generated
income that can be said to supplement overall household income. This is partic -
u larly so if one considers the unpre dictable nature of the income derived from
farming by all the farmers at the Tyhefu irrigation scheme. In most cases
income has been low and many families lived in poverty. It needs to be realised
that the Tyhefu irrigation scheme is not and will not be a panacea for the
socio-economic ills facing the community. Since agricul tural devel opment is
just one aspect of the rural economy, for the rest of the community other
income-generating activ ities need to be considered. Rural devel opment
experience suggests that a comple mentary blend of inter ven tions offers an
integrated way of dealing with the various devel opment problems commu nities 
face.

Diver si fi cation is widely regarded as an important risk management strategy 
for small-scale farmers. Since small-scale, capital-intensive commercial
farming is a partic u larly risk-laden activity, farmers at the Tyhefu irrigation
scheme, rather than concen trating on a single high value crop, need to spread
their risks.

Current policy thinking on Irrigation Management Transfer is a major
departure from the previ ously top-down, supply-driven approach. Whilst this
approach repre sents a notable innovation, partic i patory devel opment alone is a
necessary but not a suffi cient requirement for the success of small-scale
irrigation schemes. This shift exposes farmers to new challenges and creates
new demands organi sa tionally and in terms of production practices. The real
test for irrigation management transfer is the extent to which it is accom panied
by a compre hensive package of support and extension services and farmer
empow erment so that the viability and sustainability of the irrigation schemes
is assured.

While the need for the trans for mation of small-scale irrigation schemes is
undis puted, the hurried imple men tation of irrigation management transfer
raises questions about the long-term viability of irrigation schemes in general.
This study suggests that improving the situation of small-scale resource-poor
irrigation farmers, such as the ones at the Tyhefu irrigation scheme appears to
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be the secondary aim of this reform. In essence, fiscal capacity pressures (and
inter na tional trends) have been the deter mining factor for the adoption of
irrigation management transfer rather than the potential far-reaching effects of
this reform on the liveli hoods of the farmers and concrete evidence about
enhanced perfor mance and cost-efficiency and effec tiveness in the South
African situation. Farmers at the Tyhefu irrigation scheme need special
support. Radical policy changes are vital before any signif icant improve ments
can be achieved in income, liveli hoods, general standard of living and agricul -
tural produc tivity. Without this change the possi bility for independent agricul -
tural production, let alone sustainable rural devel opment, is minimal.

Notes

1. In 1995 the national Rural Devel opment Strategy was unveiled. The main criti -
cisms of it included its failure to address the potential of the rural economy and
issues of local gover nance. The revised Rural Devel opment Framework in 1997 in
addressing these concerns placed increased emphasis on rural munic i pal ities in
creating sustainable rural liveli hoods and poverty allevi ation. It has since become
apparent that this is too overwhelming a mandate for most rural munic i pal ities.
Capacity constraints have made it impos sible for them to fulfil their devel op mental 
role.

2. The lessons of previous devel opment projects including irrigation schemes neces -
sitate a move away from top-down, dicta torial and pater nal istic approaches to
partic i patory ones. This is the primary emphasis of irrigation management transfer
worldwide.

3. The concept of small-scale farmer is highly contested and value-laden. Whilst
small-scale farming is viewed as an important policy objective by the government
and an important sector of agricul tural devel opment, the concept remains
ill-defined and contro versial. Not only are several terms used to define small-scale
farmers, there is also an increasing reali sation that this group is not homog enous.
The terms used include small holder, resource-poor farmers, subsis tence farmers,
peasant farmers, food-deficit farmers, household food security farmers, land
reform benefi ciaries and emerging farmers (Machete and Mollel, 1999: 3). In
addition several criteria are used to classify them in terms farm size, purpose of
production, income level and racial group. In this study small-scale farming refers
to black farmers who are found largely in the former homelands, whose primary
objective is market-oriented farming. Implied is the assumption that these farmers
are constrained in terms of their capacity (human and financial) and comple -
mentary resources such as research, support and extension services, access to
markets, marketing and key production inputs.

4. The estab lishment of WUAs provides small-scale irrigators with greater scope for
self-management. Maritz (n.d.: 6) states ‘although WUAs are water management
insti tu tions their primary purpose is not water management. They operate on a
restricted local level, and are in fact cooper ative associ a tions of individual water
users who wish to undertake water-related activ ities for their mutual benefit’. The
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ability of the WUAs to assume their respon si bil ities is a formi dable challenge.
Inter na tional experience has shown that devel oping the capacity of WUAs is a
long-term process, and that it takes several years before they can be able to assume
full respon si bility. No doubt the Depart ments of Water Affairs and Agriculture
need to play a crucial role in capac i tating WUAs.

5. Loxton Venn and Associates are consul tants who planned the Tyhefu irrigation
scheme. The Tyhefu irrigation scheme was first admin is tered by management
agents Interscience (Pty) Ltd., a subsidiary of Loxton, Venn and Associates, on
behalf of the Ciskei government until 1984. They remained as advisors to the
Ciskei government. Interscience (Pty) Ltd was in charge of planning and imple -
menting cropping programmes, budgeting and financial control and evalu ating
perfor mance (Bembridge (1986: 605). From 1985 to 1997, Ulimocor, Ciskei
Agricul tural Corpo ration, managed the Tyhefu irrigation scheme. This takeover
did not mean the end of the influence of old management, since they became
advisors to Ulimocor. In the meantime, Loxton, Venn and Associates management 
staff were re-employed by Ulimocor. In effect, therefore, changes in management
did little to change the struc tural principles on which the scheme was based. Essen -
tially decision making was still vested with the old management.

6. At the initial meeting of DALA/DWAF Task team in 1997 one of the main
problems identified was the selection of a suitable legal entity to replace the water-
related functions of the parastatals (DALA/DWAF, 1997: 5). After some delib er -
ation the WUA concept was explored. The Task team, subse quently, recom -
mended that a WUA be created at each irrigation scheme. Each WUA is required to 
have its own consti tution to suit its particular needs and circum stances – it can
therefore decide on what functions, duties and powers it wishes to have
(DALA/DWAF, 1997: 12/13). The consti tution of each prospective WUA must be 
approved by the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry before its formation.

7. This is a structure that will take over the irrigation scheme assets once they have
been handed over by the government. The under standing at the moment is that the
government will repair all assets in bad condition.

8. The PSC is one of the insti tu tional struc tures estab lished at the Tyhefu irrigation
scheme at the beginning of the rehabil i tation process. It acts as an important link
between the community and other stake holders. It is a temporary structure which
will be disbanded once the Tyhefu irrigation scheme becomes opera tional. Its
main task is to oversee the whole rehabil i tation process and to work hand-in-hand
with all the stake holders.

9. The Water Users’ Associ ation (WUA) was estab lished in terms of the Water Act
No. 36 of 1998. The primary purpose of WUAs is to provide for the effective repre -
sen tation of small-scale irrigation farmers on the irrigation schemes at a local level
as well as managing water on behalf of their members. Specifically, respon si bil -
ities will include levying an equitable and affordable tariff on water users, and the
use of all funds for the benefit of the scheme. Bembridge et al. (2000: 63-64)
elaborate: ‘the WUA should be able to take over scheme assets, take over
collective loans, operate accounts and institute by-laws enforceable by its
members... It would be respon sible for arranging input supplies, draught power,
and marketing’.
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