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Chapter 1

Namibia’s Land:
Land Reform, Resettlement, Environment and Agriculture

The primary objective of this report is to assess the operation of the Agricultural (Commercial) Land
Reform Act 6 of 1995, which provides for the acquisition of agricultural land by the Namibian govern-
ment for the purposes of land reform, and for its redistribution to Namibian citizens “who do not own or
otherwise have the use of agricultural land or adequate agricultural land, and foremost to those Namibian
citizens who have been socially. economically or educationally disadvantaged by past discriminatory
laws or practices”. The report aldo secks to assess the gender implications of the land reform process.

1.1 Rescarch methodology

Land reform and resettlement is necessarily a complex process. This study is based on interviews con-
ducted at resettlement projects with resettlement beneficiaries and project clerks. These interviews pro-
vided information on project management, socio-economic condilions on resettlement projects, and a
variety of other topics. A semi-structured interview schedule was generally followed to ensure that data
was uniformly collected, but respondents were free to say anything they wished. In general, the same
number of men and women were interviewed in each project. The interviewees were chosen by our
researchers to represent a “focus group™. They generally represent the range of concerns that may be
typical of a project, but are not a random sample,

The ten resettlement projects visited (Table 1) were chosen in consultation with the Ministry of Lands,
Resettlement, and Rehabilitation (MLRR) and therefore are not a random sample of the ninety-seven
resettlement projects. If anything, these represent projects that are functioning more successfully than
most projects. All are in the north, northeast and east because the MLRR recommended not visiting
projects in the south, which are reported to be in poor condition. A resettlement project, Voigtsgrund,
near Maltahohe, has been so badly mismanaged that it was abandoned by the MLRR, although former
beneficiaries remain on it. This selection process, then, gives us a sample of functioning resettlement
projects that the MLRR believe represents their land reform and resettlement process in action.

At the oulset, it is important to say that the beneficiaries of the resettlement projects studied here are a
diverse group of people, with a variety of life experiences, and an equally broad variety of feelings about
the resettlement process. Our goal has been to systematically study a range of these people and their
views, Ataminimum, this research sugeests that any soclal process as complex and expensive as human
resettlement must require careful evaluation. More research on the process of land reform and land
resettlement in Namibia is needed.




‘Table 1: List of resettlement projects visited

No. Name of Resettlement Project Visited Region Interview Dates
1 Excelsior (Commercizl area) Oshikoto 19 June 2000
2 Tsintsabis (Commercial area) Oshikolo 20 Juna 2000
3 King Kauluma (Communal area) Oshikoto 20 Jdune 2000
4 Queen Sofia® (Commercial area) Kunana 21 June 2000
5  Skeonheid (Commercial area) Omaheke 28 June 2000
& Drimiopsis (Commercial area) Omaheke 27 June 2000
7 Mangetti Dune (Communal area) Otjozondjupa 11 July 2000
B Gam (Communal Ares) Otjozondjupa 26 October 2000
8 Ofjihau {Communal area) Omusati 5 December 2000 .
£ December 2000

10 Cnandjendje (Communal Area) Omusati

Mo interviews were conducted, bocause this project was not yel in full operation

Background information on the rescttlement programme wis obtained from offices of the Ministry of
Lands. Resettlement and Rehabilitation in Windhoek, Oshakati and Khorixas. The Parliamentary Li-
brary, the Namibian Economic Policy Research Unit Library, the Legal Assistance Centre Library, and
the National Archives of Namibia also served as important sources of information.

Two previous reports on the MLRR resettlement process in Namibia also were consulted. A Retrospec-
tive Assessment of Environmental Implications of Resettlement in the Oshikoto and Omaheke Regions
of Namibia (1998) by Hansen, Liber, Mafune, Mclean, Nijenhuis and Stoffberg and De (on) mogelikheden
van cen resettlementproject (2000) by Dorenda van Scumeren, provided useful information and served as
comparisons against which to measure the LAC research findings. Similarly, James Suzman, An Assess-
ment of the Status of the San in Namibia (2001), another recent study of the land reform process was also
used for this purpose. These studies independently cover some of the same ground that we cover and
come to some of the same conclusions. The need for extensive rescarch to evaluate resettlement projects
should hopefully produce some kind of consensus as this research continues.

1.2 Land reform: environmental conditions

The resettlement projects studied are generally located in the north and east of Namibiy, two arcas that are
the centres of a number of resettlement projects. Namibia, an expansive country, is situated in the south-
western corner of Africa, bordering the Atlantic Ocean in the west, South Africa in the south, Angola in
the north. Botswana in the east, and Zambia and Zimbabwe in the northeast respectively. Namibia, with
a geographical land area of 824 295 km is Southern Africa’s most sparsely populated and and country.
The estimated population of Namibia in 1999 was | 805 227.© On average, this means about 2 persons
per square kilometre. Namibia, therefore, presents a much more hopelul possibility of an orderly land
reform process than many other Alrican countries, simply hecause there is so much land, and so few
people.

But the trade-oft here is that Namibia's land is very dry. and suited only to a few kinds-of agriculture.
Namibia is situated between two deserts. The Namib Desert stretches along Namibia’s West Coast while
the Kalahari Desert borders its castern and southern neighbours, Botswana and South Africa.

The Namib Desert is the oldest desert in the world. It runs parallel with the Atlantic Ocean, extending
along Namibia's entire coastline. This region which has an average rainfall of less than 25 mm a year,
supports little vegetation, and has been described as “a barren desert. wholly unsuitable for any
agriculture™,

1949, Map af the Republic of Namibia, Soale 11 [0 OK

Uirtained from e Ceniral Statstics Offics in W

Repabloc of Souwth A e, Report of the Commawsan of Engilny inbi & sl et African AfTaes, 1962-63 {suhsequently Odendnal Report) Pretona: Oovemment Prnter, Tl an




The Kalahari Desert is an arid plateau region covering approximately 259,000 square km in Namibia,
Botswana and South Africa. The Kalahari, covered largely by reddish sand, lies between the Orange and
Zambezi rivers and is studded with dry lakebeds. Average yearly rainfall in the Kalahari varies from
sometimes less than 120 mm in the south-west region to 600 mm or more in the north-eastern region.
Grass grows throughout the Kalahari in the rainy season, and some places also support low thorn scrub
and forest. Grazing and limited agricultural possibilities exist in a few areas.*

Water 1s Namibia’s most important and limited natural resource. Rainfall is extremely variable, with a
mean annual rainfall ranging from less than 50 mm in some of the desert areas to more than 700 mm in
the Okavango and Caprivi regions. Only about 8% of Namibia receives an annual rainfall of over 500
mm. Approximately 92% of Namibia's total surface area is arid or semi-arid. Temperatures in the
interior can range from freezing to above 40°C. Most of the country’s rainfall occurs in summer between
December and March, often in the form of localised cloudbursts. The rate of evaporation generally
exceeds that of rainfall, because the soil has a low water retention capacity: It is estimated that 83% of
total rainfall evaporates shortly after precipitation. Only 1% recharges the ground water reservoirs.®

Map 1 - Rainfall in Namibia

(Sowrce; John Mendelsohn and the Atlas Project,
Ministry of Envirenment and Tourisen, Directorate of Environmental Affairs)

The interior of the country has little surface water and the flow of the country’s five perennial rivers - the
Orange, Kunene, Okavango, Zambezi, and the Kwando/Linyanti/Chobe are limited to the southern and
northern borders and the Caprivi region.” These perennial rivers supply approximately 23% of Namibia’s
water requirements. A further 57% is obtained from ground water resources, while 20% is supplied by a
number of surface reservoirs, the product of efficient water engineering efforts. Ground water in Namibia
is often high in dissolved salts, making water quality poor.’

' Photus Comsoukis, feformation an Namilia, [nformeation Technology Associates, 1999, (Taterme: www.pecgraphic.or
* A, Hartimann, Biotectmmlogy and Buosafery in Namibia: A Country Stsdy, Kamibian Bicdechaology Alliance, 19654 ut 27, 3
* & Bethune, “Naribia's Challenge Sustaisable water use'”, i Mamnifiz Environmenr Vol. 1., 1996, (P Tarr, ed) ag 185-159

A Hartmanen, Siotecieadogy and Biosafety in Narnipia: A Country Study, Mamiblan Biotechnolagy Alliance, 199959 5 32
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Rural water supply is largely dependent on ground water as its only source, often from wells or govern-
ment maintained boreholes. Per capita water consumplion varies trom very low in rural settlements
where water is hand carried from wells or water points to unsustainably high in the ciues.

Namibia’s natural elements - poor soil, low and variable rainfall and high temperatures - limit the poten-
tial for sustainable agriculture. Regular droughts and natural climate changes are capable of causing
undesirable shifts in vegetation cover that subject farm lands to soil erosion and bush encroachment.
Unsuitable agricultural practices, inappropriate agricultural policies and increasing population pressure

exacerbate these effects.

In short. inter-linked climatic. social and political factors have resulted in serious land degradation through-
out the country, threatening both commercial agricultural output and the livelihood of rural communities.
The main agricultural use of the land is as pasture [or cattle, donkeys, and small stock. Overgrazing isa
major cause of environmental degradation. There is limited crop production, especially in the north,
subject to the availability of adequate water. Namibia's fragile environment makes it essential that all
natural resources are managed in a flexible, creative. and regionally appropriate manner,

Map 2 - Vegetation in Namibia

(hetiree: John Mendelsohn and the Atlas Project,
Muiniztry of Envivonment and Tourism, Divectorate of Environmental Affairs)

1.3 Land ownership

The colonial era created two agricultural sub-sectors: communal and commercial.  These parallel agri-
cultural systems divide Namibia almost equally in terms of land utilization. These parallel land tenure
systems also reflect the racial division in the country with almost all of the free-holders white; and all of
the communal landholders black. Furthermore, these two systems also reflect class divisions: the com-
munal landholders are, in general poor; the freehold landholders well off, even wealthy. The freehold
system is commonly found in the commercial farming areas and gives the owner absolute ownership of
the land. The communal landholders do not have title to their land. Rather, they hold usufructuary rights
to their land according to customary law, allocated to them by traditional authorities.




There are currently 5 124 demarcated commercial farms belonging to 4 422 white commercial farmers,
324 black commercial farmers and 240 foreign (presumably mostly white) commercial farmers, while 34
commercial farms belong to the Namibian government. The remaining 104 commercial farms, according
to the Ministry of Lands Resettlement and Rehabilitation, are currently not occupied.®

In communal areas, the power of allocating and administering land is vested in traditional authorities:
occupiers have the traditional right to use land, but do not own it. The Government of Namibia takes the
position that the state owns communal land through Article 100 of the Namibian Constitution, which
states that “Land, water and natural sources below the surface of the land ...shall belong to the State if
they are not otherwise lawfully owned.”™ This is disputed by some traditional authorities and this posi-
tion has never been directly tested in Namibian courts because the government, for the most part, has left
these lands in the hands of traditional authorities.

The editor of the newsletter of the Ministry of Lands, Resettlement and Rehabilitation Mr. Luine Eric
Ndala, claims that state-owned land is all public land where land is acquired for a public purpose. It can
also include unoccupied land, in which case the state assumes the right to allocate it through the private
market or through public domain, where it can be used for either reforestation, game parks, or for resettle-
ment purposes. All land acquired under the Agricultural (Commercial) Land Reform Act which is to be
used for the resettiement programme will be registered in the name of the Government of Namibia, and
will therefore become state land."” Land acquired for resettlement purposes will be provided to beneficia-
ries or beneficiaries on leasehold of 99 years (White Paper on Resettlement Policy, October 1997). (Ac-
cording to the Namibia National Farmers Union, the government is considering amending the law to
provide for leases of even shorter duration, perhaps 50 years or even only 5 years.") This means that all
land in the resettlement projects will revert to the Namibian state in 99 years (at the most), giving the state
substantial control over those projects long after it removes itself from direct administration.

State ownership involves the vesting of all existing rights in the land in the state. with the state being the
sole custodian and administrator of land redistributed to individuals. And, while a 99-year lease is a legal
and substantial form of land tenure, it is not a freehold title and the state continues 1o hold title to the land.
No person holding such land in a resettlement programme, therefore. can be certain that their lease-hold
will remain in their family in three or four generations. In addition. it is not clear what land rights the
project beneficiaries might convey to a third party.

A number of African countries have nationalised all land. eliminatin g private freehold titles altogether.
Examples in Sub-Saharan Africa include Lesotho (1979) and Cameroon ( 1980), both of which nationalised
all land on the premise that they will continue an African tradition under which ownership resides in the
community and not the individual. The Congo (Brazzaville) (1979) and Senegal (1964) preferred to
maintain the French legacy of ignoring customary practices and treating all land as belonging to the state.
Zaire, now the Democratic Republic of Congo, (1973) and Nigeria (1978) nationalised all land on the
grounds that it is the most efficient way of allocating land for public purposes. Somalia (1975), Ethiopia
(1975), Mozambique (1979) and Zambia (1975) nationalised land on ideological grounds. Countries that

* Ministry of Lands, Resettlement and Rehabilntation, Resertlemen Programme, 2001-2005 5t 12, These dais vary 55 the nuibers of farmms in vas 0us eate gories of holdings difers in
w and the variations are not greas. Jan de Wet, President of the i 2000 that thers are 5,273
456 in white ownzeship, 419 non-white cwnership, 56 owned by ther governmment, 240 owred by Ton rs, and 102 nod oevupied. See de Wet, Land and fos Drrcemics
fn Marsibio, paper presented al Cabinet Retreal, Swakopmund, Deccmber 2000, 1 is also noted that the wership of sonse Larms is deliberaely obecured for variows legal or
COCOONIIE Pessames S0 precise dats sy be unatiainebie

differeol reports, hut there is sodre cor

al Uindon, repsofts for Lhe wes

larmms, with

" This epinicn was propared by Adv, PC van der Bijl for the official purpase of detemmiming the bapal cwnership of commuaal laeds in Namikia o Legal Opinion: Legal Position
Re o Land Occupied in Namibia on a Communal Basis' for the Minisery of Lands, Be =ni S L P

Cir Lo of Mamitda and the Land Question: The Licensistency of Schedule 5 and Article | Lands with the “Rights and Fresdoms™ Guarzntesd
Communal Lasd Holders™, 12 Somrh Afv read ovt Plamaan Rights 287 (1996, disagrees with this conclusion aily applics i “land not ctherwise lowfully owned”
ard therefore does nol apply o the communal lads hecause those lands zre “lawfil ¥ ownaed™ by Lhe varios radinonal communifies

Sadney L. Harring in his aricle “The

" Bepubbic af Mamibis, Land Reform: To Promose Eguity end Frirsess, Windbeek, August 1554 31 3

Subvwirsions by the Nomabia National Fermers Union Concerning the Apricuttaral [ Commerncial) Lard Eeforrm Act jAer No. 6of 1083, November 2001




have not nationalised land include Botswana, Kenya, Uganda, Zimbabwe, Mauritius, South Africa and
Namibia.'?

1.4 Land use and farming practices in Namibia

Of the 82.4 million hectares of surface area in Namibia, 15% is nature reserves and the Diamond Area,
while 41% is communal land. Commercial farms and proclaimed towns make up the remainder of the
surface area (44%). Towns with municipality status also own land which can be used for the extension of
residential areas or industrial developments, or leased out to commercial farmers who need additional
land for grazing their livestock."

Of the total land available for commercial and communal use {85%) only 349 is suitable for crop farm-
ing. However, only 1.4% of the potential crop farming land is commercially utilised for crop farming.'*
The largest part of Namibian agricultural land s utilised by both commercial and communal farmers for
livestock farming, with natural vegetation used for grazing. Thus, Namibia is largely occupied by vast
cattle and small-stock farms."

Namibia’s commercial farms are large and mainly orientated towards red meat production for local and
export markets. Beef is the agricultural sector’s main export product. Cattle farming takes place mostly
in the central and northern higher rainfall areas, while sheep and goat farming takes place in the lower
rainfall areas of the south. The average size of a commercial farm in Namibia is large, approximately 7
000 hectares, with farms in the south being much larger than farms in the north.

For purposes of marketing livestock, Namibia is divided into two distinct areas by the veterinary control
fence (known as the “red line”). The area south of the red line is free of foot-and-mouth disease and lung
sickness, assuring that livestock raised south of the red line has ready access to South African and the
European Community markets. North of the red line, diseases like foot-and-mouth and lung sickness are
endemic. War in Angola has prevented the eradication of animal diseases, and vandalism of the border
fence and an illegal cross border trade in livestock along the border between Angola and Namibia makes
the removal of the veterinary fence at this stage unlikely.'® The existence of the fence, which substantially
parallels the former “police line” between black and white Namibia, is a political liability and an embar-
rassment for the government, but it cannot be removed because of the economic importance of the inter-
national beef trade.

Namibia’s low and unreliable rainfall pattern limits its potential as a commercial, self-sufficient and
reliable agricultural crop producer. The commercial production of crops mainly occurs in areas such as
the “Maize Triangle” (Otavi-Grootfontein-Tsumeb), the Hardap Irrigation Scheme, the Stampriet area
and the Noordoewer Irrigation Scheme. The acreage cultivated by commercial farmers is relatively small,
and varies from 4000-5000 hectares. Namibia can produce sufficient cereals to supply just over half of its |
domestic requirements. The remainder is imported, mainly from South Africa. Most other foods, about
40% of the total, also come from South Africa.”” Thus, Namibia, with a small population and extensive
agricultural production, cannot feed itself. It is self sufficient only in beef, goats, and dairy, reflecting an

agricultural economy structured by South Africa, during the apartheid era, to use Namibia as a market for
South African products.
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The world-wide overproduction of cattle and the increased degradation of grazing lands threatens Namibia's
commercial farming sector. It is estimated that as many as 60 to 80% of Namibia’s commercial farms are
not profitable.” Commercial farms were heavily subsidised during South African rule and it appears that
Namibia’s farmers are now feeling the effects of the gradual withdrawal of those subsidies. Since com-
mercial agricultural land in Namibia is not taxed, individual farmers have the capacity to continue to
manage unprofitable farms for many years, although obviously the cycle cannot be continued
indefinitely.

| Wiste land: Large parts of Namibia are not

i suitable Sor agriculiure, This photo was raken
S near Sesfontein, former Damaraland, now

j Kunene Region.

Agriculture plays a major role in the economy of Namibia, second only to the mining sector in contribu-
tions to exports. Approximately 48% of the actual Namibian labour force of 500 000 (1994 estimation)
is employed by the agricultural sector, largely in subsistence agriculture in the communal areas, with only
about 10% employed in the commercial sector. An estimated 70% of the population is dependent either
directly or indirectly on agriculture for its livelihood. In 1997 it was estimated that the agricultural sector
made a contribution of 11% to the Namibian GDP,”® a much smaller contribution than its proportion of
the labour force might suggest.

An estimated 800 000 Namibians live on the communal lands, in a predominantly agricultural and tradi-
tional economy that is impoverished. Agricultural incomes for these 150 000 households on communal
land are very low, mainly because they are excluded from benefits such as improved farming techniques,
technology, access to formal credit facilities and regulated markets. Communal farmers are mostly de-
pendent on rain-fed crops (mainly millet) and livestock which supply families with many non-marketed
products and services including draught power, milk, hides and manure. Most communal farmers appar-

ently have no income at all from their work: almost all of their production is consumed by their own
households.

Extended periods of drought impact heavily on Namibia’s agricultural sector and the tenuous food secu-
rity of the rural poor. During the 1990s livestock losses were heavy due to drought.® In recent years,
commercial livestock farmers have moved increasingly towards mixed game/livestock f arming and many
have embarked upon wildlife-based tourism enterprises. This trend in stock diversification has helped to
maintain bio-diversity and creates a valuable buffer against the effects of drought.
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