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1 Introduction 
The Labour and Enterprise Policy Research Group (LEP) was commissioned by Phuhlisani, a consultancy 
that has been engaged to undertake research for the Cape Winelands District Municipality (CWDM), to 
undertake this study. Initially it was conceived of as a desk-top study focusing on how employment 
patterns have changed in the Hex River valley. A number of specific questions the researchers were 
requested to investigate related to the employment of migrants there, and the social conflict that 
occurred at the end of 2008 and the beginning of 2009. 

However the literature on the Hex River Valley is limited. This study also coincided with a parallel study 
LEP is undertaking, focusing primarily on the Rawsonville area. Although the focus of this parallel study is 
different, we believed it might be informative to compare employment patterns in Hex River, an area 
devoted to the cultivation of table grapes, with an area devoted to wine grapes.  

We have therefore also considered the literature relating to the cultivation of both table and wine grapes 
more generally, and in respect of comparable areas in the Breede River Valley or the Western Cape.   

Although primarily a desk-top study, LEP researchers have also conducted a number of interviews, both 
telephonically and in person, with farmers, farmers associations, farm workers, trade unions as well as 
other persons with a knowledge of the two areas respectively. We have however been handicapped in 
doing so by having to conduct interviews during the picking season.  

In the next section of the paper, we briefly outline our survey of the literature. Thereafter we discuss our 
findings with the regard to the specific questions we were asked to investigate, under corresponding 
headings.  

2 Survey of the literature  
Employment patterns in the Hex River valley have been documented in a 1976 studies by Graaff (1976) 
and Levy, who compared the utilisation of farm labour there with that of the Elgin apple farming region 
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(Levy, 1976).  More recently, there has been a study of horticulture in key farming districts in the 
Western Cape, including the Hex River valley and Rawsonville, by Du Toit and Ally (2003). A paper by 
Conradie, which focuses only on the Hex River Valley, can be seen as a response to their study (Conradie, 
2007), 

In this response, Conradie suggests that it was not the manner in which labour was being utilised that 
had changed in, but consolidation of ownership in the valley. However a study by Theron (2009) 
undertaken shortly before the social conflict referred to above occurred argues that there had been a 
significant change since Levy’s study in the manner in which seasonal labour, in particular, was utilised. 
Whereas formerly the seasonal workers utilised by the farmer were primarily women resident on the farm 
in question, increasingly seasonal labour was now being drawn from the mushrooming informal 
settlements in and around De Doorns. 

 

We are not aware of any demographic studies of the composition of these informal settlements. It is 
evident, however, that they include a predominantly Coloured segment who were formerly resident on 
farms in the area, and Coloured and African migrants, both internal and foreign, who have been drawn to 
area because of the availability of work. However a proportion of the latter group appear to be 
permanently settled in the area, and should perhaps therefore no longer be regarded as migrants.      

The utilisation of seasonal labour living off-farm is a trend that has also been documented in deciduous 
(Greenberg, 2003). The growth of informal settlements in and around a town such as Grabouw is further 
evidence of this trend. Off-farm workers are engaged and transported to work by intermediaries. 
Although some refer to these intermediaries as contractors, and attempt to differentiate this activity from 
labour broking (Conradie, 2006; Jacobs, 2008), it does not seem there is substance in the distinction 
from a legal perspective.1 

Theron’s study also highlighted the prevalence of foreign migrants, particularly from Zimbabwe, but also 
from Lesotho and elsewhere, but was undertaken prior to the violent displacement of thousands of 
migrants resident in De Doorns. There are two published accounts of these events, which seek to explain 
their causes. Both were by organisations involved in issues concerning migrant workers, namely the 
Forced Migration Studies Programme (Misago, 2009) and the Scalabrini Centre (Robb, 2009).  

The consolidation of ownership in the Hex River valley is confirmed by statistical data produced by the 
table grape industry association (SATI, 2010), which show that the number of producers fell by about a 
third between 2008 and 2010 alone, while there was not much variation in the number of workers 
employed, both permanently and on a seasonal basis.2 Fewer farmers, in other words, employ about the 
same number of workers.  

In the wine producing areas, by contrast, it appears there has not only been a consolidation of 
ownership, but a reduction in the numbers employed as well, although recent statistics are lacking 
(Murray, 2012). This reduction is made possible by harvesting the grapes mechanically, which is not 
possible in the case of table grapes. However a shift in consumer taste to seedless varietals of table 
grapes may lead to a reduction in the numbers employed in table grapes as well. This is because it will 

                                                      
1 A labour broker in terms of post-1994 labour legislation is referred to as a temporary employment service 
(TES), and would include any person who procures or provides employees to a client for remuneration. See 
section 198, LRA of 1995 and Section 33, Sectoral Determination 13.  
2 There were 200 producers in 2008, 133 in 2009, and 128 in 2010. The number of producers in all other 
regions except the Orange also fell over the same period, but not as dramatically.  
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now be possible for farmers to chemically manipulate the grapes in the growth process, instead of by 
hand.3  

There are a number of studies that seek to evaluate the impact of “fair trade” practices on wine and 
table grapes, amongst other products, or that have been commissioned by fair trade organisations. 
These include a study commissioned by the Ethical Trade Initiative on South African fruit (Barrientos, 
2006). However this does not provide a breakdown of the sectors covered. The Fairtrade Foundation 
commissioned a study that includes a case study of wine and table grapes, but not in the areas covered 
by this study (Fairtrade Foundation, 2010). Yet another study looks at the wine value chain, from the 
farm to the Swedish consumer (Greenberg et al, 2012).            

Two studies “from below” give the perspective of farm workers, or the communities to which farm 
workers belong, although the authors of the report by Human Rights Watch (HRW) would probably not 
accept this categorisation, since they also interviewed farmers and other stakeholders (HRW, 2011). The 
HRW report documents alleged human rights abuses in the fruit and wine industries of the Western 
Cape, and included both the Hex River and Rawsonville areas.4 A study undertaken under the auspices 
of PLAAS explores attitudes toward the issues of land tenure, and access to land, amongst the Breede 
River communities of Robertson, Ashton, Montagu, McGregor and Bonnievale (Andrews et al, 2007).   

3 Is externalisation increasing, and what forms does it take? 
Externalisation refers to a process of industrial restructuring are no longer directly employed, but 
employed by intermediaries or service providers, who in turn provide them to a user or client, in this 
case, the farmer (Theron, 2008). However it is necessary to distinguish the different forms this takes. On 
the one hand there are labour brokers who provide what were hitherto regarded as seasonal workers. 
These workers work under the direct or indirect supervision of the farmer. On the other hand there are 
contractors that undertake specialist tasks such as trellising of vines and pruning. 

Although the distinction between these two forms is doubtless not always clear-cut, a contractor 
undertaking specialist task operates with a greater degree of independence. It is also does not appear 
that these are “new services”, comparable to those that have sprung up in other sectors of the economy, 
as a consequence of restructuring (Theron, 2008). On the contrary, they are tasks that have been 
traditionally performed on a contractual basis. In any event the impact of these activities on labour 
relations is minimal. Labour broking, on the other hand, has had a considerable impact on labour 
relations, both in general, and in the case of agriculture. Disaffected labour brokers are believed to have 
contributed to the social conflict in De Doorns in 2008/2009 (Theron 2009; Misago, 2009; Robb, 2009), 
as explained below. 

The specific question we were asked to investigate was “what accounts for the increasing externalisation 
of farm labour?” Du Toit and Ally found there was increasing externalisation in 2003, and that over half 
the farmers interviewed (53 percent) made use either of labour brokers or contractors or both. However 
this finding is somewhat misleading because, as indicated, it includes all forms of externalization. There 

                                                      
3 Interview, Hex River Table Grapes Association, 14 March 2012. 
4 This study has been criticised for publishing allegations by workers regarding conditions on farms without 
verifying these with the farmer concerned, and generated a degree of suspicion on the part of farmers 
toward research projects such as this one.   
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is no indication what proportion of farmers utilized labour brokers, or “labour only” contractors, as Du 
Toit and Ally call them. 5 

By the end of 2008, in the Hex River valley, it appears that most farmers utilized labour brokers, and this 
was probably true elsewhere in agriculture, wherever there was a need for seasonal labour. However, 
there are indications that nationally, in all sectors of the economy, labour broking may have peaked in 
2008, although reliable data is lacking. One factor that contributed to this was the global financial crisis.  

There are indications that it was primarily the jobs of workers employed by labour brokers that were shed 
when the global financial crisis hit South Africa, and although agriculture was not as directly affected as 
some sectors of the economy, it was certainly affected by the political campaign waged against labour 
broking by the labour federation COSATU. In the case of the Hex River valley this was on top of the social 
conflict in which labour broking was implicated.   

It has not been possible within the scope of this study to survey a representative sample of farms in the 
Hex River. However it appears that there has been a significant change in how seasonal labour is utilized 
since the social conflict. In the 2008 and 2009 season many farmers utilized labour brokers not only to 
provide them with the complement of seasonal workers they required, but also to transport them. It 
seems farmers are now utilizing their own supervisors or foremen to recruit seasonal workers, and 
providing their own transport to get them to the farm and back to their homes. Instead of being 
remunerated by a labour broker, these workers are now remunerated by the farmer. 6 

Further research would be needed to verify whether this is the case, and the reasons for it. However it 
seems likely that negative perceptions of labour broking both as a result of the social conflict and the 
campaign against labour broking by COSATU are likely to have played a part. 

The workforce on wine farms is predominantly permanent but it seems there are some farms in the 
Rawsonville area that utilize labour brokers to supply seasonal workers, who are recruited from Avian 
Park, in Worcester. However it appears this is exceptional. Externalization is less of an issue in the wine 
sector than mechanization. Further research would be needed to establish the reasons for 
mechanization. It does not appear that mechanization is a response to the economic difficulties 
confronting the wine industry (Murray, 2011), since there is anecdotal evidence suggesting that 
mechanization preceded the current economic difficulties, and there are farmers experiencing economic 
difficulties that have not mechanized.  

4 What is driving the increasing numbers of foreign migrants working on 
farms?  

The most visible foreign migrants in the Hex River valley are from Lesotho and Zimbabwe, with the 
migrants from Zimbabwe having arrived in the area more recently (Theron, 2009). Although we did not 
find the same trend in Rawsonville, there are some foreign migrants there. In the case of one wine farm 
in the Rawsonville area, 28 out of 35 workers employed are from Lesotho. They are all employed on a 
permanent basis. 

                                                      
5 Du Toit and Ally’s study encompassed 77 farms, of which 12 were in the Hex River valley. However at the 
time of their study it seemed there was less use of “contractors” than in the case of wine or deciduous fruit, for 
example. See Du Toit and Ally,2003: 16-18. It appears externalisation in the Hex River valley must have 
intensified after 2003.       
6 Interview, Rutendo Mudarikwa with Zimbawean migrant workers, 31 March 2012.This was also confirmed in 
a telephone interview with PASSOP on 11 April 2012.  
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There is no indication that farmers in the Hex River valley have at any stage sought to exploit the status 
of the foreign migrants they employ. However they were perceived as having encouraged migration by 
Zimbabweans, as discussed below. Presumably this is for much the same reasons that Zimbabweans are 
sought ought in other sectors of the economy: they are well educated, able to perform relatively skilled 
tasks and reliable (which seems to be a universal characteristic of foreign migrants). It is not clear to 
what extent the attitudes of farmers towards employing Zimbabweans may have changed since 2009, 
but there are still reports that certain farmers go out of their way to help Zimbabwean foreign migrants 
obtain work permits and the like.  

Robb, in explaining the 2008/2009 conflict, suggests that De Doorns had become “the de facto 
headquarters for Zimbabwean workers” (Robb, 2009). To the extent that this was true, the relatively 
sympathetic attitude of farmers would have played a part. The valley would have also seemed to be a 
relatively safe environment for migrants from Zimbabwe and other neighbouring countries. Its location on 
the N1 made it accessible. 

Having said this, one should not lose sight of the fact that the primary reason for foreign migrants to 
base themselves in a particular location is likely to be economic.  Although there is no data confirming 
this, it may well be that the inflow of Zimbabwean migrants peaked during the 2008/2009 season. The 
political and economic situation in Zimbabwe was particularly dire prior to the installation of a unity 
government, which only came into effect in 2009.7 The indications are that there are fewer Zimbabwean 
migrant employed during the current season.8 

There is no reason, therefore, to suppose that the reasons foreign migrants have moved to the Hex River 
are, at root and base, any different from the reason internal migrants from the Eastern Cape and 
elsewhere in the Western Cape have done so. However it is likely that a combination of factors determine 
where people migrate to, and the existence of social support networks such as family or friends provide 
will be one such factor. It has also been suggested access to social infrastructure such as Worcester’s 
hospital may be an additional factor.9 

On a recent visit to De Doorns, a researcher of LEP encountered two Zimbabwean workers who had 
recently arrived from the Eastern Cape, where they had been employed on citrus farms there. This 
suggests that there certain “migrancy routes” have developed, and foreign migrants are moving from one 
location to another to work.10  

Another Zimbabwean migrant worker who was interviewed described working in the area since 2010 on 
a seasonal basis, and moving from farm to farm according to which farmer was paying the best rate. 
Between January and the end of March 2012 she had worked on three different farms, and was 
currently earning R450 per week, somewhat more than the minimum wage.11  

Consistent with the suggestion that in 2009 De Doorns had become a headquarters for Zimbabwean 
migrants, Robb writes about farmers from as far away as the Eastern Cape and Namibia collecting 
workers from De Doorns to work on their farms. Although this seems somewhat far-fetched, the Hex 

                                                      
7 The Global Political Agreement in Zimbabwe was signed in September 2008. 
8 Interview, Hex River Table Grapes Association, 14 March 2012.  
9 Interview, Hex River Table Grapes Association, 14 March 2012. 
10 Interview, Rutendo Mudarikwa with Zimbawean migrant workers, 31 March 2012. PASSOP, an organisation 
assisting foreign migrants, also confirmed that migrants were travelling between different localities such as the 
Eastern Cape. Telephone interview, PASSOP, 11 April 2012.    
11 Interview, Rutendo Mudarikwa with Zimbawean migrant workers, 31 March 2012.    
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River Table Grapes Association believes the town has become a recruiting ground for other areas, 
although not necessarily only for foreign migrants based resident there.12  

In substantiation of this claim, LEP researchers established, for example, that a team of workers from De 
Doorns was currently working in the Porterville area. The chairperson of a local farm workers association 
claims local workers (referring presumably referring to Coloureds resident in De Doorns) work elsewhere, 
in Piketberg, Trawal, Upington and Saron.13      

5 Conditions and payment levels on farms  
One of the specific questions posed to LEP was “what we know about living and working conditions and 
payment levels on farms in the valley for permanent workers, local seasonal workers and foreign 
migrants?”  While no-one has done a comprehensive survey of the area, the three studies undertaken in 
2009 suggest there is general compliance with the minimum wages prescribed by the sectoral 
determination. There was no differentiation between what permanent or seasonal workers were earning 
for equivalent work, including foreign migrants working on a seasonal basis. 

 

All studies confirm that the allegation made by the Minister of Labour at the time of the 2008/2009 
social conflict, that farmers employ Zimbabweans because they can pay them less, was without 
foundation. Given that the Hex River was in the national spotlight at the time, and it is a well-defined 
area, it is inconceivable that any serious problems of non-compliance would not have come to light at the 
time. Recent visits to the valley by LEP researchers confirm that workers are still being paid equal wages 
for equivalent work.  

There is also no indication that there is non-compliance with the minimum wages prescribed in the 
sectoral determination. Due to the number of organizations operating in the area, including at least two 
trade unions and a fair trade organization, as well as the proximity of an office of the Department of 
Labour, it is likely that any problems of non-compliance would be of an isolated nature. However it needs 
to be emphasized that the sectoral determination does only represent a minimum standard, and it 
appears that grievances regarding housing are prevalent.    

6 What was at the root of the social conflict during the 2008/2009 season? 
Any explanation as to the cause of the social conflict during the 2008/2009 season would have to begin 
with the socio-economic conditions in which the residents of De Doorns’ informal settlements live.  

According to Robb, the Integrated Development Plan of the CWDM indicates that De Doorns has one of 
the highest unemployment rates in the district (Robb, 2009). Compounding this problem is the housing 
backlog, and the cramped conditions under which residents of the informal settlements live. It has been 
reported that there are beneficiaries of housing schemes that are renting out their properties to 
Zimbabwean migrants to generate income for themselves.14 Given high unemployment levels, it is 
inevitable that at the beginning of the season there will be competition for jobs, and a degree of social 
tension.   

                                                      
12 Interview, Hex River Table Grapes Association, 14 March 2012. 
13 Interview, Margareet Visser with Andre Plaatjies, Chair, Hex River Farm Workers Association, 30 March 
2012.  
14 Interview, Hex River Table Grapes Association, 14 March 2012. 
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Given the prevalence of the practice of utilising labour brokers, it appears this competition manifested at 
the start of the 2008/09 season as competition between labour brokers for business from the farmers. 
There was, at the time, an initiative to organise labour brokers in the area into an association. The 
demand would-be members of this association were making was payment of a daily fee of R10 per 
worker placed. However some farmers were only prepared to pay R5 per worker placed. Some were also 
not prepared to enter into a written contract with the brokers, which meant they could easily terminate 
the contract with the broker and engage someone else who could provide the same service more cheaply 
(Theron, 2009).  

It was inevitable there would be undercutting between brokers in this situation, and already at the start 
of the season there were allegations of farmers engaging labour brokers that were not compliant with 
labour legislation. It is doubtful whether there is any basis for the allegation that there were labour 
brokers bringing workers from Zimbabwe, but there were at least some Zimbabweans who fulfilled the 
same function as labour brokers, by placing workers. However it appears that they did so for a once-off 
fee. Moreover in some instances they waived the fee (Theron, 2009). This would probably have been 
perceived as undercutting by local labour brokers, and a threat to their business. 

 

The other factor that may have contributed toward making Zimbabweans the focus of local anger was 
the perceived favouritism toward them by the farmers. Apart from the attitudes amongst farmers that 
might have prevailed, it appears that farmers spearheaded negotiations with the Department of Home 
Affairs that led it to establish a satellite office in De Doorns. It is also alleged this was done without 
consultation with the local community or Local Government, and that it precipitated a surge of 
applications by Zimbabwean migrants (Misago, 2009; Robb, 2009).  

There are also allegations that a local government councillor was complicit in the displacement of 
Zimbabweans that ensued, and a failure of local police to respond appropriately: However allegations of 
this nature need to be tested in some form of official investigation. Given the serious implications of the 
social conflict for the local and regional economy it is surprising that no such investigation has taken 
place. 

7 What can be done to minimise the risk of social conflict in future?  
If indeed the utilisation of labour brokers has diminished or ceased and the number of foreign migrants 
has dropped, it is unlikely the particular constellation of circumstances that gave rise to this conflict will 
recur. However the root causes of the conflict have obviously not disappeared.  

In this regard, it does not appear we know very much about the informal settlements that have sprung up 
in places like De Doorns. These settlements manifest the same overcrowding that characterise informal 
settlements in metropolitan areas. One might suppose that what such rural settlements had going for 
them would be access to land.  

In this regard the proposals by Andrews et al (2007) deserve serious consideration, even if they are not 
achievable in the short-term. If residents had sufficient land of their own, or access to communal land, to 
cultivate vegetables and the like, it might enhance food security and generate alternative livelihoods in 
the community.    

Clearly social actors within De Doorns must have been aware that conflict was imminent before it 
occurred, but the warning signals were not heeded. The question that therefore arises is what kind of 
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structures are in place so that employment-related issues can be addressed before there is some kind of 
recurrence.  

One such structure that has been set up, in conjunction with the Provincial Minister of Agriculture, is the 
Hex River Farm Worker Association, composed of winners of the Farm Worker of the Year Competition. 
This is a competition instituted by certain farmers in the Hex River Valley, and now extended to other 
regions.  

It is clear that participation in such a competition, however well intended, cannot be an adequate 
criterion for participation in an association that purports to represent farm workers. For this and other 
reasons this association must be regarded as representing a top-down initiative. It is also not clear 
whether it is sufficiently autonomous to issue the warnings needed. It may therefore be that were social 
conflict to recur, neither the farmers nor the Provincial Minister of Agriculture would know about it any 
sooner than the public at large.  

There is no substitute for autonomous organisation to voice the interests of workers, but it appears that 
trade unions have failed to establish anything approximating an effective presence in the Hex River 
valley, despite numerous attempts. The reasons for this situation are beyond the scope of this paper. It is 
however a matter LEP will consider in greater detail in the parallel study mentioned in the introduction, 
as well as the kind of forums that might be created to facilitate social dialogue in both.  

It is, however, noteworthy that in Rawsonville there are a number of forums available to both workers 
and other members of the community for voicing grievances, as well as the two trade unions already 
mentioned. Farmers often complain they are unfairly targeted by politicians and the media, not to 
mention over-zealous academics. However one of the best ways of deflecting this kind of criticism would 
be if they were to embrace the need to deal with credible and autonomous organizations.  

8 Conclusions 
It is worrying that even though the conditions that gave rise to the social conflict in the Hex River Valley 
may not recur, Zimbabwean workers interviewed still report that their fellow workers display a lot of 
antagonism towards them. We cannot say the possibility of their again being made the scapegoat for 
problems in the community has altogether disappeared.  

This paper has highlighted a number of gaps in our understanding of the effects of the changing 
employment patterns in the Hex River Valley, and elsewhere. There is certainly a need for more in-depth 
research. However the most important step that could be taken is to establish credible forums where not 
just permanent workers can voice their interests.  
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