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Case Study from the South

From Farm Workers to Farm Owners

Ellen Albertz

Introduction

The World Banks report on
inequality in the Southern African
Development Community (SADC)
recommends improving security of
tenure in both urban and rural areas
to significantly benefit household
income and equity. Land ownership
was identified as an anti-poverty tool.
The Bank argues that secure tenure is
important for agriculture and food
security, as it provides incentives for
farmers to invest in land and security;

to borrow money for agricultural
inputs; and to make improvements.
“Land ownership increases household
consumption and significantly reduces
the probability of falling into poverty,’
the report stated (World Bank, 2022).

In this case study we place small-
scaleland redistribution in the spotlight
and describe how this led to the
empowerment of local communities
and the building of self-governing

Photo: Gerrit Witbooi
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agricultural cooperatives. We feature
two agricultural cooperatives from
southern Namibia, namely the Tani-

Huigu Farmers Cooperative, and
the Aroab Small-Scale Farmers
Cooperative.

Agricultural Cooperatives

An agricultural cooperative is a
vehicle for farmers to act collectively
for the purpose of marketing and
processing of farm products and/
or for the purchase and production
of farm inputs. The cooperative’s
members together own the cooperative
enterprise. Collective action is the core
resource of agricultural cooperatives.
Cooperatives create social relations
that enable individuals to achieve goals
that they might not otherwise have
been able to achieve by themselves. For
example, cooperatives can help farmers
to benefit from economies of scale by
lowering the costs of acquiring inputs
or hiring services such as storage
facilities and transport. Agricultural
cooperatives also enable farmers
to improve product and service
quality and reduce risks (Tasmanian
Government, n.d.).

The main aim of establishing a
cooperative is to increase members’
production and incomes by helping
better link them with finance,
agricultural inputs, information, and
output markets. Cooperatives can also
help to realise the economic, cultural

and social needs of its members and the
surrounding community. Cooperatives
often have a strong commitment
to their community and a focus on
strengthening the community they exist
in or serve. They may also empower
their members economically and
socially by involving them in decision-
making processes that create additional
rural employment opportunities or
enable them to become more resilient
to economic and environmental shocks
(Sifa, n.d.).

Farmer’s Cooperatives have existed
for many years. In comparison to
regular ~ commercial ~ businesses,
cooperatives enjoy certain advantages
but suffer from some disadvantages.
Cooperatives assist members with
purchasing  inputs needed for
production and with marketing their
products. This reduces the individual’s
marketing risk. Cooperatives also
have greater purchasing power than
an individual farmer and they can
therefore negotiate discounts and
reduce input prices for farmers.
Cooperatives also provide training to
members.

There  legal and  logistical
arrangements pertaining to the
cooperative and the resettlement

farms they applied for. Members are
responsible for providing a salary for
the farm manager and contributing
a fee for the upkeep of infrastructure
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and the livestock. They should also
be willing to step in at any time and
perform whatever task is required as
part of the business. Decisions are taken
on the basis of the members’ voting.
The cooperatives are different from
commercial business organisations
because  they are  democratic
organisations. Managers must always
remember that they are accountable to
the membership groups. This may put
a brake on the initiative and flexibility
they can bring to bear in operating
the cooperative, as they do not have as
free a hand as managers of commercial
business enterprises (Sifa, n.d.)

Sometimes cooperatives are unable
to pay the higher salaries needed to
attract and retain competent managers
and skilled employees, who are drawn
to higher-paid jobs in commercial
businesses. Another weakness of
cooperatives is that the mass of
members may lose interest in running
the organisation and allow a small
group to take over and manage it for
their own benefit (MEATCO, 2018).

Tani-Huigu Farmers'
Cooperative

Niklaas Kooper and the other
members of the cooperative (consisting
of 11 men and six women) were
farmworkers on other people’s farms.
Some of them were small livestock
farmers, but they suffered great
losses during the extended drought

experienced in the country. Kooper
said that for years life was a struggle
to make ends meet. For the first time,
the 54-year-old can sleep peacefully
at night, secure in the knowledge
that they control their own resources
through which they can make a living
for themselves and their children. All
members are parents, on average of
two to three children. Members range
in age from 42 to 86 years.

During the drought, the prices
paid for livestock decreased, while
input costs increased. To keep their
animals alive, the former farmworkers
and farmers realised they could not
continue independently, and that they
needed to organise themselves and
form of a cooperative to help each other.
The various families and community
members established the Tani-Huigu
Farmers’ Cooperative three years
ago. “Tani-Huigu” is a Nama-Damara
phrase which means “we help to carry
each others’ loads”

The Namibian Government
started to support the establishment
of cooperatives in 1990. They can
be registered at the Ministry of
Agriculture, Water and Forestry.
Before they received a donation,
the groups plan for establishing the
cooperative was that each member
would contribute a once-off input of
N$1 000 or three small livestock to
make a start. The Tani-Huigu Farmers’
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Cooperative appealed to the Namibian
Government for help, and the Ministry
of Agriculture, Water and Forestry
came to their assistance.

The Tani-Huigu Farmers’
Cooperative was resettled on Farm
Karinas No. 30, 40 kms south of Koes.
The cooperative also received some
livestock: six months ago, Niklaas
Kooper and community members
from the Tani-Huigu Farmers’ Co-
operative received 25 Karakul sheep as
a donation from the Ministry’s regional
office in Keetmanshoop.

“Our joy left us speechless when
we received the call that we would be
beneficiaries. We didn’t believe it. Us?
People who only knew struggle. We
never felt we could be considered for
any good thing. But God was so good
that the same day I was to meet with
the Ministry of Agriculture, I also had
to be in Keetmanshoop for something
else, so I had a lift already to make it
to the appointment at 14h00,” said
Kooper.

With the livestock they received and
a vegetable garden, they want to create
jobs. The income they make will be
used to plough back into the wellbeing
of their community by investing mainly
in the education of their children.

The membership of the Tani-Huigu
Farmerss Cooperative have been

brought together by the alignment of
their business interests and ideals, the
goals they have in common, and their
shared experiences of being farmers
or former farmworkers, facing similar
challenges which they wanted to
overcome together.

As owners, the members have a
financial interest in the success of the
cooperative, which encourages them
to give their full support. Cooperative
members also have a voice in the
control of the organisation, and,
within the limits imposed by majority
decision-making, it therefore delivers
the kind of service they want and need.

“We have a board of five people.
I am the chairperson, there is a
vice chairperson, a treasurer and a
secretary. We have appointed a farm
manager who stays on the farm, and we
meet once every month for operational
review, infrastructure needs, financials
and other decisions we need to make.
As the members we are also the owners
and thats why we are responsible
ourselves to manage our resources,’
said Kooper.

The Cooperative members attended
training provided by the Ministry of
Agriculture at Blouwes settlement
about 51km north of Keetmanshoop
in //Kharas Region. The training was
on agriculture, food security and
growing vegetable gardens. “We want
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most of our young people who are
unemployed to work at the vegetable
garden. We want them to be exposed
to the agriculture sector and to start
preparing themselves for those careers”,
said Kooper.

Kooper explained that as a result
of training the farmers have been
able to fix water pumps, and other
infrastructure on Farm Karinas. “We
have also decided that the members
ought to give a N$1 000 per year to
contribute to input costs and expenses,
and to have cash flow available.
Currently each member contributes
N$250,” he said.

The cooperative building process
is ongoing. Mr. Kooper noted the
membership is still growing and so is
the range of livestock. They are still
fixing infrastructure and have not
started selling their products for an
income. When they do, members will
benefit by sharing the profit made after
expenses have been deducted.

Aroab Small-Scale Farmers
Cooperative

The Aroab Small-Scale Farmers
Cooperative ~ received land 80
kilometers east of Keetmanshoop
on Farm Awaras. Their cooperative
consists of 30 persons, and they also
received 25 Karakul sheep for farming.
These farmers faced an uphill battle for
land to call their new home. Many of
them used to apply on their own but

did not succeed. In conjunction with
another cooperative, Aroab Small-
Scale Farmers Cooperative applied for
resettlement farms.

At first, they could not be considered
as the former legal requirements for
resettlement farms did not cater for
cooperatives. The resettlement of
these cooperatives was historic as
the initiative was the first under the
land reform programme which made
acquired land available to a group
of resettlement beneficiaries that are
organised into a cooperative, and not
only to individuals.

The legal provisions were changed
after the Ministry of Agriculture
conducted an assessment on the
availability ofland in the towns of Aroab
and Koes, as well as the communal
land of Berseba. It became evident that
farmers who organised themselves as
cooperative entities are forced to farm
on townlands with lease agreements
due to the legal impediments to group
ownership.

The degradation of rangeland
in Berseba due to overgrazing was
experienced as a challenge by a group
of organised farmers. It was against
this background that the government
acquired land to resettle local farmers.

Both cooperatives were resettled in
October 2021. “When we received the
farms, people understood that they
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could move to the new farms with their
existing livestock and breed and sell
under their own ear tags and accounts
with Meatco. However, the Ministry
of Agriculture explained that they
should register an ear tag and marker
for the animals of the cooperative as
all transactions being done from the
two farms will be under that legal
entity. The members were somewhat
discouraged by the fact that they could
only buy and sell livestock under the
cooperatives ear tags and markers and
not their own individual tags. This
caused some people to withdraw from
the cooperative as they were not yet
ready for this,” Kooper argued.

However, the access to land gave
them collateral and assisted them to
access credit, and they obtained a
loan from Agribank to increase their
livestock. They were able to buy more
cattle, sheep and goats.

The Chairman of the Aroab
Small-Scale Farmers Cooperative,
Benedictus Draaier, said that through
the cooperative and with access to
land, they believe they will be able to
build inter-generational wealth. Their
cooperative consists of 30 persons and
they also received 25 Karakul sheep
for farming. “We are old people who
were not empowered before so this is
our chance. I am 68 years old myself
and another member of this group is
80 years old. So, we are doing the work

now so that we can leave an inheritance
for our children,” said Draaier.
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