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                         Update on the Farm workers struggle:  
                                          March 2013  
 
This is a brief report of the situation on the farms in the Western Cape 
after the Minister of Labour introduced the new minimum wages from 
the 1st March 2013. 
 
1) No Implementation of new minimum wage:  
The past month has been a period of “wait and see” as the Department of Labour 
new Sectoral Determination (new minimum wages) kicked in from the 1st March 
2013. The new minimum wages as regulated by government is: The minimum wages 
for farm workers are the following: R11.66 per hour, R105, 00 per day and R525,00 
per week and per month it is R2 274,82. Although not the R150, 00 per day 
demanded by farm workers it presents a 52% increase.  
 
However, during this period TCOE, CSAAWU and Mawubuye have conducted several 
meetings with farm workers and farm committees in a number of areas. Robertson, 
Bonnievale, Ashton, Montague, Barrydale, Ladismith, Zoar and Buffelsjag. The main 
purpose of the meetings is to inform farm workers of the new legislation, to assess its 
implementation and to encourage farm workers to get organised.  
  
At several meeting workers are reporting none compliance with the law. In Ladismith 
District (Kannaland) is made up of a few very small rural towns (Zoar, Ladismith, 
Mariantal,) here many workers remained ignorant of the new minimum wages. They 
reported that their farm management never discussed anything with them.  
 
In Barrydale and Buffelsjag we were told that farmers were forcing them to sign 
contracts. They also alleged that were not allowed to read the contract nor were they 
given copies. In Buffelsjag one of the large farms with a packing -house agreed to pay 
the farm workers R105, 00 per day. But in the same breathe they were told; 
“ your rent will be increased from R20,00 per week to R50,00 per week.” Those who 
live in the local village were told that they would have to pay for transport to the 
farm. Previously they were picked up along the road.  
 
In the past three weeks we have met with over five hundred workers and we have 
discussed with several shop stewards from many farms in the Breede River Valley as 
well as in Ashton. Very few have reported that they have received the new minimum 
wage without any strings attached. Everyone reports increases in rent, electricity and 
payment for benefits.  
 
2) Farmers apply for exemption:  
The Department of Labour has indicated that they have already received over 1000 
applications for exemptions from farmers. Many commercial farmers are claiming 
that they cannot afford to pay the new minimum wage. Yet reports on the growth of 
the fresh fruit and wine industry suggest the opposite. In a recent working paper  
called, Capturing the Gains (Visser and Barrientos ) they report the following: 
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“Horticulture is an important sector within South African agriculture, and 
between1980s to 2007 horticultural production increased from 18 percent to 26 
percent as a share of total agricultural output, while field crops production has 
declined during the same period (Kirsten et. al. 2010). Fresh fruit in particular is a 
prominent export sector, whilst vegetable production is largely for the domestic 
market.  Currently, over 50 percent of fruit produced is exported, and less than 20 
percent goes directly into the domestic Fresh Produce Markets (NFPM). The value of 
fresh fruit exports has increased significantly over the past decade (2001-11).  In 
2011 South Africa was ranked as the world’s 5th largest fresh grape exporter, 10th 
largest exporter of stone fruit, and 9th largest exporter of apples, pears and quinces 
(ITC 2011).” 
 
So while we accept that a few farmers may be struggling – especially those growing 
vegetables, the loud outcries that suggest farmers cannot afford the new minimum 
wage has to be proven to us. Farmers have to “open their books and be transparent 
about their net earnings and profits. Perhaps the issue is that farmers, like the mining 
companies have long paid low wages and have grown use to high profit margins.  
 
3) Breede River Valley Farmers refuse to negotiate: 
On Wednesday 6th March 2013, in the rural town of Ashton, 180 km from Cape Town, 
farm workers, members of CSAAWU, Mawubuye, TCOE and some members from the 
Coalition for farm worker solidarity gathered for a meeting between the farmers and 
the farm workers.  The meeting was interesting in that it highlighted just how 
polarised our society was. Outside the small community library, one observed a large 
of number of twin-cab bakkies that drove up and parked alongside jeeps, a number 
of sleek Mercedes Benz and the newest variety of 4x4’s. These were the farmers, 
their consultants and lawyers, representing 42 farms, who arrived to also participate 
in the meeting convened by the CCMA (Commission for Conflict Mediation and 
Arbitration). The CCMA is a para-statal that has the power to mediate and solve 
conflict and problems between workers and their bosses.  
 
Most of the farm workers present had walked to the meeting, others had hiked lifts 
and one or two arrived on the back of the bakkies belonging to their bosses. Some 
farm worker representatives had also been denied time off to attend the meeting. 
 
The purpose of the meeting was for the CCMA to facilitate an agreement between 
the unions and the farmers for collective bargaining. This proposal was based on the 
experience of CSAAWU, TCOE and Mawubuye that farm -to -farm negotiations had 
failed. The unions had very limited access to farm workers on the farms, farm worker 
committees were intimidated and felt victimised hence it was difficult to speak to 
farmers about working and living conditions.   
 
The farmers insisted that they only wanted to discuss labour relations and had no 
interest in “politics” and “emotive issues”. There was no engagement with the reality 
of intimidation of workers and the denial of trade union access to farms. The farmers 
were adamant that they had no interest in collective bargaining. After hours of 
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discussion, the meeting attached very little, other than to bring those involved 
together. 
 
4) Dismissals, retrenchments and lockouts  
  
Over 100 workers have being dismissed, several are leaders of the farmworker 
committees.  Three farmers have “locked-out” workers and many women farm 
workers are missed simply because they are married to “your husband is a trouble –
maker, so both of you can f-off my farm” (report from three families in Ashton). 
The one family worked for the farmer for over 17 years and was dismissed instantly. 
The other two families worked for 12 years each.  At present, CSAAWU is tied up in 
on-going CCMA battles to protect workers and fight the dismissals and 
retrenchments.   
It seems that this is an area that we will hear more of in the coming months. Many of 
the dismissals appear illegal.  
 
5) March to Parliament and provincial Government. 

 
The Coalition for farm workers decided in consultation with farm workers decided to 
organise the mass march to government to highlight the dismissals, the victimisation 
and the almost complete defiance of the new Sectoral Determination (13) which 
spells out the following: 

1. The minimum wages for farm workers are the following: R11.66 per hour, 
R105,00 per day and R525,00 per week and per month it is R2 274,82. 

2.  Farm workers should not work for more than 45 hours per week; 
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3.  15 hours is the maximum overtime that can be worked per week; 
4. Farm workers are entitled to three weeks paid annual leave, one day’s paid 

sick leave for every 26 days worked, three days family responsibility leave per 
year and four months maternity leave.  

5. A farmer may not deduct an amount exceeding 10% of a farm workers wages 
for a house supplied to the farm worker and may not deduct for the grazing of 
a farm workers livestock.  

6. Farmers are required to give the farm worker pay slips and written particulars 
of employment (written contract which outlines the conditions of service).  

 
Conclusion: 
It is clear that we will have to strengthen the farm worker committees, the local 
leadership and build capacity of local committees to defend the gains of their strike 
and also ensure build the confidence of farm workers to insist that they have rights.  
Similarly, the campaign that links the demand to access to land and transformation to 
that of a living wage has to be built and extended beyond the Western Cape.  


