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An expeditious land reform process realises its broader objective of 
poverty reduction and therefore mitigates the factors that influence 

spatial poverty traps 
 

 paper prepared for the international workshop “Understanding and addressing spatial poverty traps: 
an international workshop” 29 March 2007, Spier Estate, Stellenbosch, South Africa. Hosted by the 

Chronic Poverty Research Centre and the Overseas Development Institute1. 
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onor Context 
elgian Technical Cooperation (BTC) is the Belgian development cooperation 
gency. Under the authority of the Belgian state, represented by the Minister for 
evelopment Cooperation, BTC is mandated to execute direct bilateral cooperation 
ith Belgiums’ partner countries with the specific objective to fight against poverty.  

he cooperation between Belgium and South Africa (SA) aims at: 
(a) fighting poverty; 
(b) promoting partnership between the people of the Kingdom of Belgium and 

the people of the Republic of South Africa; 
(c) promoting democracy, the rule of law, the role of civil society and good 

governance; 
(d) enhancing respect for human dignity, human freedom and human rights, 

including environmental rights; 
(e) Combating all forms of discrimination based on social or ethnic elements 

or on religion, philosophy or gender. 
he central purpose of the Belgian indicative programme in SA is currently capacity 
uilding and institutional development which contributes to poverty reduction. 

he definition of poverty is officially defined as the inability to meet the basic 
ecessities and social services of a community. Consequently, a spatial poverty trap 
n be defined as an area with high concentrations of poor people who fail to 

xperience sufficiently strong or lasting periods of growth to put an end to their state 
f poverty. 

overty and Land Reform 
he spatial planning policies of the apartheid government historically divided the land 
long racial lines with the poorer communities settled away from economic 
pportunities and the social fabric of cities. Rural areas were characterised by 
ispersed settlement patterns without access to basic infrastructure like water, 
lectricity and sanitation. “Homelands” further isolated communities away from 
rowth centres to fragmented areas on some of the least productive land in SA. This 
sulted in distorted settlement patterns with the poorest communities having to 
avel the longest distances. As a result it was difficult to provide efficient and viable 
ublic transport because of dispersed settlements patterns and low densities. Low 
conomies of scale resulted in high infrastructure costs and consequently inefficient 
se of large tracts of land. The World Bank research has found strong evidence that 
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supports the existence of poverty traps and recommends, for efficiencies and equity, 
to invest in the geographical capital of poor people3. 
 
Donor support to SAs' Land Reform processes; Restitution of Land Rights; Reform of 
Tenure systems and Land Redistribution, has generally been viewed with scepticism 
due to the tensions between restoring lost rights to land being enshrined in the 
Constitution while at the same time safeguarding a clause that guarantees property 
rights. The contentious nature of the willing-buyer, willing-seller and expropriation 
policy and legislation make it a volatile context for land reform. In addition, the 
growing frustration amongst the landless, land claimants and many NGO’s and civil 
society organisation’s at the slow pace at which land is acquired and or returned to 
the landless has augmented the political significance to improve the pace, scale, 
efficiency and effectiveness of progress.  
 
The Land Reform Programme in South Africa was initiated in 1994 in response to the 
apartheid laws initiated in 1913 and is seen as a catalyst and foundation for 
eradication of poverty, economic development and growth to improve the quality of 
life of all South Africans (GEAR, 1996; ISRDS, 2000). Failing to bring about equity 
and prosperity will increase the divide between the 2 dual economies exacerbating 
the number of people that already live below the poverty line in rural areas and by 
default will perpetuate spatial poverty traps.  
 
Over the last nine years Belgium provided support for various phases of the 
Restitution process, which commenced in 1998. This included funding for the 
Information Campaign in 1998 (300, 000 Euro), the Land Claims Validation 
Campaign in 2001 (1, 4 Mil Euro) and Speeding up the Land Restitution process in 
2005 (6 Mil Euro). The latter realised the development of a ten year post settlement 
strategy aimed at providing the National Department of Land Affairs with a 
comprehensive Settlement Implementation and Support (SIS) strategy which builds 
on approaches taken by DLA (Department of Land Affairs) in 2006 to introduce Area 
Based Planning (ABP) and state driven proactive land acquisition. 
 
Linking Poverty, Land Reform and Spatial Poverty Traps 
Many of our nodal municipalities are collections of poor communities who are located 
where they are because of apartheid. This has lead to little or no economic 
development because of access/location, lack of infrastructure, etc. As the Land 
Reform Programme is expected to mitigate poverty in these areas by motivating 
productivity, sustainable land use and effective resource utilisation for secure 
livelihoods (RDP, 1994; White Paper on Land Policy, 1997), a clear link exists 
between land use and spatial poverty traps.  
 
Given the three broad categories of geographical factors that can influence the 
creation of spatial poverty traps and the historical context of SA: 

i) Geographical factors like climate can make farming difficult and geological 
features like mountains can restrict access; 

ii) Sound spatial planning provides the key to the development and 
improvement of the well being of communities by providing access to public 
goods and infrastructure tools; proper road networks to markets and supply of 
drinking water and electricity. Without these tools people will not develop or 
increase outputs; 

iii) Socio-demographic breakdown of communities cause migration of people 
from disadvantaged areas to economically favourable areas; 
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Tackling poverty through land reform is seen as a complimentary action that 
addresses the manifestation of spatial poverty traps in the first place. 
 
The next phase of Belgian funding was signed in November 2006 with a further € 6 
million committed for implementation to start later in 2007. It is proposed that the 
focus will be on formulating an operational response to the SIS strategy developed 
incorporating the ABP approach. Belgians’ continued assistance is founded on two 
challenges. Firstly, there is no single department, institution or organisation that 
carries the responsibility for coordinating settlement and implementation support. The 
coherent Integrated Development Planning (IDP) approach of the Department of 
Provincial and Local Government and the Integrated Sustainable Rural Development 
Programme (ISRDP) have not yet had the desired impact on support to land reform 
beneficiaries. Similarly, initiatives like the DLAs' policy and guidelines for integrating 
environmental planning into land reform and development have the potential to 
contribute significantly to sustainability in land reform, but have not yet been 
implemented adequately. In the absence of a champion for integrating support to 
beneficiaries of newly acquired land the DLA and the CRLR (Commission for the 
Restitution of Land Rights) have, by virtue of their coordinating role in the acquisition 
of land, assumed that responsibility. 
 
Secondly, the provision of support and services is determined by the nature of the 
claim and the provincial and local government commitment to land reform. An 
assessment done by the Department of Agriculture (DOA) in 2004, found that 
between 60-70% of land reform projects in the post settlement phase were 
experiencing operational difficulties or were considered dysfunctional. The factors 
attributing to this situation were seen to be poor matching between beneficiaries 
aspirations and land potential, inadequate post-transfer support, lack of coordination 
and integration of relevant stakeholders, lack of experience and skills to implement 
business plans on both government and beneficiary level, funding constraints, to 
mention but a few. Consequently support is characterised by being disparate 
throughout SA and needs to be harmonised to achieve an expeditious land reform 
process that realise its broader objective of poverty reduction. 
 
These challenges were also addressed at the Land Summit held in August 2005, 
where it was concluded that, in order to successfully and sustainably restore land 
back to claimants, there would need to be a concerted effort to ensure settlement 
implementation support. This includes an enabling environment that will ensure 
sustainability of newly created economic units in which newly settled farmers can 
access specific skills and training in all aspects of farming including management 
and learn to elaborate sound business plans for successful business ventures. The 
need to develop skills among those claimants who have chosen to return to the land 
is paramount if individual local economic units of land are to be united into a network 
of local economic activity to ensure sustainability of production in the region and 
ultimately sustained food security in SA. 
 
In response to these challenges and the resolutions of the Land Summit, DLA has 
formulated a New Strategic Framework for Land Reform which conceptualises land 
reform as a multi-faceted process aimed at creating sustainable economic 
development and improving the quality of life of the previously disadvantaged. 
Consequently, the New Strategic Framework for Land Reform, of which Area Based 
Planning (ABP) is a complimentary tool, becomes an integral part of the National 
Development Policy to heal the divisions of the past. The successful implementation 
of ABP is fundamental to DLA achieving its land reform targets in an integrated, 
proactive and sustainable manner. The ABP will be an integral part of the IDP, and 
will serve as a catalyst for land related development. Area Based Land Reform Plans 
will be aligned to the Agricultural, Local Economic Development, Sustainable Human 



Settlement, and Basic Service Plans, and other relevant sectors of an IDP. It will 
enable DLA and municipalities to formulate pro-poor strategies that will enable 
greater access to and participation in land and agrarian reform initiatives. ABP will 
therefore be the primary tool to guide programme and project conceptualisation and 
implementation at district level indentifying linkages and opportunities for economies 
of scale with each municipality (Department of Land Affairs 2006). 
 
Essentially, ABP facilitates the coordination of support services of relevant 
stakeholders with land beneficiaries needs for support. Addressing these 
implementation and support needs at governance and execution levels requires a 
functional and spatially integrated approach to mitigate spatial poverty traps.  
 
Area Based Planning addresses gaps within settlement support 
Growing out of the Land Summit was the recognition of the need for a new practical 
and integrated approach for land reform planning and implementation that brings 
together the different land reform sub-programmes within a decentralized approach 
to planning, budgeting, decision making, and provision of services and support 
(Poverty alleviation tactics). Development of the ABP approach in parallel with the 
Settlement and Implementation Support (SIS) strategy is indicative of DLAs' 
commitment to finding practical solutions to overcome current fragmentation in 
planning and delivery of post settlement support.  
 
To try to address these and other issues DLA has recently taken steps to establish 
the National Intergovernmental Forum for Agriculture and Land (NIFAL). The forum 
has been established under the auspices of the Intergovernmental Relations 
Framework Act 2005 and the intergovernmental fiscal review process.  The forum is 
required to meet three times a year with the aim of aligning processes in the three 
spheres of government around budgeting, evaluation and monitoring of projects. This 
involves trying to secure increasing convergence with respect to:  

 information management including the development of a single and 
reliable database of all land and projects transferred  

 joint project analysis and approval,  
 Increased complementarity and visibility of products and services 

 
Currently there are a number of complementary settlement initiatives being 
undertaken within DLA which, while working towards addressing the needs of land 
beneficiaries, have been developed without reference to one another. Here are a 
few; 

 SSDUs – Settlement Support & Development Units within the offices of the 
Regional Land Claims Commissions to ensure post settlement support to 
restitution beneficiaries. 

 NLP – National Land Care Programme aims to implement community-based 
partnership programmes focussing on conservation, sustainable utilisation of 
natural resources by farmers and communities, and their parallel upliftment. 

 LDOs – Land Development Objectives are included in municipal Integrated 
Development Plans (IDP’s) 

 CASP – Comprehensive Agricultural Support Programme improves financing 
mechanism through the sunrise subsidies and the alignment of service 
delivery within the three spheres of government by creating enabling post 
transfer conditions for land reform beneficiaries 

 ACS – Agricultural Credit Scheme aims to contribute to a competitive, 
efficient and sustainable agricultural financial system that will provide access 
to agricultural credit and related financial services. 

 
DLA has argued that land reform is “by its nature a multi-sector project” which 
requires increased emphasis on the decentralization of land delivery and settlement 



support to the local level combined with the amalgamation of currently fragmented 
budgets and approval processes. This involves finding ways to unify procedures and 
budgets, improve the integration of land reform into municipal IDPs and strengthen 
the co-ordination role played by municipalities while simultaneously focusing on the 
empowerment of new land owning individuals, communities and groups to reduce 
poverty. 
 
DLA specifically highlighted the need to “move away from silos” but acknowledged 
that despite recognition by all actors of the need for an integrated approach, this has 
not yet been achieved. DLA has argued that it is “the current financial architecture of 
Ministerial silo’s” which is at the core of continuing fragmentation and undermines 
efforts at joint programming at all scales. At area-based and project levels it has the 
effect of splitting the project into its different sectoral aspects, “creating a multiple of 
projects out of the original single project” (Department of Land Affairs 2006). The 
Minister has set the example with NIFAL, an interdepartmental exercise to align DOA 
and DLA products, services and procedures.  
 
Area Based Planning as a means to pre-empt spatial poverty traps 
ABP is designed to speed up land and agrarian reform while at the same time 
providing enhanced local economic development. It represents a land sector plan 
that will be the key vehicle for enhanced integrated planning and a platform for better 
intergovernmental relations and public participation. ABP is subsequently an 
important tool in the realisation of the targets of ASGISA (Accelerated and Shared 
Growth Initiative of South Africa) which acknowledges the necessity to address SAs’ 
inequalities and to ultimately eliminate the gap with the second economy. The broad 
objectives of ABP are to: 

 Speed up land reform to achieve national land reform targets; 
 Contribute to enhanced economic development thereby realising the targets 

of ASGISA; 
 Integrate land reform into national, provincial and municipal frameworks; 
 Improve the sustainability of land reform projects; 
 Promote sector alignment 
 Promote the objectives of intergovernmental relations with municipalities and 

sector developments 
 Empower communities to participate actively in the project formulation and 

implementation of land reform projects 
 
In the context of this new Area Based Land Reform Approach, the ABP is seen as a 
sector plan of the broader municipal district IDP that adds value by taking cognisance 
of the following legal and policy frameworks: 

 ASGISA 
 White Paper on Spatial Planning and Land Use Management 
 The National Spatial Development Perspective 
 Provincial Growth & Development Strategies 
 IDP’s 
 Housing, Agriculture and other sectors 

 
ABP thus becomes an integral part of dealing with the factors that can influence the 
creation of spatial poverty traps. 
 
Conclusions 
Currently the institutional arrangements for the delivery of SIS services are either ad 
hoc or negotiated on a project by project basis with little attention paid to area based 
perspectives. The move to an area-based approach to land reform is long overdue. 
The development of the comprehensive strategy for SIS in parallel with the ABP 



approach seeks to ensure complementarity and alignment between institutions while 
facilitating the decentralisation and integration of land reform. This is envisaged by: 

 the reframing of land and agrarian reform and the provision of settlement 
support services as an area based joint programme involving the three 
spheres of government, private sector and civil society partners; 

 examining ways to improve intergovernmental relations and develop clear 
local institutional arrangements consistent with legal mandates, with the 
objective of improved alignment of the plans, budgets and human resources 
of the relevant institutional actors; 

 distinguishing between SIS functions at different levels; 
 the establishment of dedicated SIS entities to facilitate delivery of a suite of 

services to clusters of land and agrarian reform projects organised within 
area-based, local municipality focused land and agrarian reform IDP’s; 

 achieving effective spatial integration, including the GIS mapping of all land 
reform projects and the sharing of essential spatial information for 
management, decision support and monitoring purposes and; 

 detailed institutional options for ensuring the sustainable delivery of support 
services at local level. 

 
Through identifying ways to develop shared and inclusive indicators of success, data 
collection, analysis and information management for improved decision making and 
support, monitoring and evaluation while expediting land reform processes as 
elaborated herein, it is hoped that concentrations of poor people will experience 
sustainable periods of growth that will put an end to their state of poverty. 
 
Securing functional and spatial alignment is the essential first step in the construction 
of a coherent SIS strategy and its subsequent implementation. Expediting land 
reform processes in this way will realise the broader objectives of poverty reduction 
and consequently mitigate the factors that influence spatial poverty traps. 


