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HOW MUCH LAND COULD PAY A CIVIL SERVANT? 
 

BY 
 

DR PHILIP THEUNISSEN 
 
 
 
 
Given the large amount of land generally needed to farm profitably, there’s a perception that farmers earn 
a correspondingly large amount of money, and have large tracts of surplus land that they could hand over 
for land reform. But how much land does it take to earn an adequate income, one equivalent to, say, that 
of a civil servant? 
  
South Africa has a lot of agricultural land. About 86,1 million hectares are farmed, and according to the 
2002 agricultural census there are 45,818 farming units. This means there’s an average 1881 ha per farmer 
in South Africa. According to the 1993 census there were 57,980 units. That’s a decrease of 21 %, which 
means the average unit has increased by 395 ha in nine years. 
 
For any movement, organisation or political party promoting land reform these are naturally sensational 
statistics, suggesting that farms are too big and farmers could easily give up a part of them in support of 
land reform. Unfortunately, a hectare in one’s possession doesn’t mean a lot, as it only generates an 
income if it’s used productively. Other than the land, other assets such as tractors and implements must be 
available before seed and fertiliser or livestock can be used to make an income. 
 
Profitability  
 
The average results for crops in the eastern Free State are shown in Table 1. It shows that wheat made an 
average profit of R601 per hectare over the past five years, compared to the R808 per hectare for maize. 
Potatoes made a profit of R6,981 per hectare, beans a profit of R1,477 a hectare, sunflower a profit of 
R574 a hectare and soya a profit of R114 a hectare. In 2005 profits are likely to be lower, showing a loss 
in some cases, because grain prices are at their lowest in 10 years.  
 
With regards to livestock, Table 2 shows that dairy animals have provided an average profit of R1,873 per 
large stock unit (LSU) for the past five years. With a carrying capacity of 5 ha per LSU, the profit is R375 
per hectare. In the case of beef cattle, the average profit over five years is R569 per LSU, or R114 per 
hectare. And for sheep over the past five years the profit per hectare has been an average R218 on the 
Highveld, R209 in the Karoo and R30 in the Kalahari.  
 
It’s clear that the total 86,186,026 hectares farmed in South Africa is not homogenous, and so doesn’t 
generate the same profit. Because of this some viable farms are only 100 ha while others can be as large 
as 30,000 ha. The ultimate function of a farm’s size is to ensure a sustainable livelihood for its owner, 
using its entire hectarage. 
 
State salaries versus farming income  
 
Statistics on civil servant salaries, from job level one to 12, are freely available to the public; average 
salaries for each level are shown in Table 3. According to this, a clerk or secretary on level one earns 
about R34,456 a year, while middle management officials on level 12 earn an average of R251,754 per 
year. Table 3 also shows how many hectares of every agricultural crop at the average profit per hectare 
shown in Table 1 is necessary to earn the same income as a civil servant. So a secretary on level one 
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needs, at an average R601 per hectare profit, 57 ha of wheat to earn his or her annual salary. A person in 
middle management would have to plant 419 ha of wheat to generate a salary of R251,754. Potatoes and 
beans require the fewest hectares to generate the same income as a state official, while soya beans require 
the most.  
 
For dairy enterprises, level one officials would require 92 ha and those on level 12 some 672 ha to earn 
their salaries. For beef cattle the land required would be 303 ha and 2,211 ha respectively. To earn their 
annual salary of R251,754 by farming with sheep, level 12 state officials would need 1155 ha on the 
Highveld, 1,202 ha in the Karoo and 8,317 ha in the Kalahari. 
 
Farm size 
 
In practice, farm size is determined by economic factors. The number of hectares a farmer owns is 
therefore in most cases not a status symbol. A farmer can’t simply hand over supposedly surplus land for 
land reform.  A clear indication of this is that the 2002 cen sus shows 23,389 of the 45,818 farming units 
had a VAT turnover of less than R300,000 per year. This means that 51% of South African farmers’ gross 
income, not even the net profit per hectare, was barely more than the salary of a level 12 state official. If 
farming costs are subtracted from this, it can be safely said that more than half of South Africa’s farmers 
earn less than middle management civil servants; they are more likely to be on the support personnel 
level.  
 
In Table 5 the number of hectares for every sector that represents the same income as level 12 in the civil 
service is divided by the total hectares available for agriculture. If all hectares could be used for potatoes, 
there would be two million farming units with a yearly income of R257,754, while only 38,968 units 
could exist for meat farming. It is not practically possible to divide farms like this because the climate and 
area plays an important role in the type of enterprise, or ultimately the combination of enterprises, in 
production on a farm.  
 
The current farm sizes are mostly the result of economic factors. The decreasing farming sectors, with the 
resulting increase in farm sizes, can be attributed to the economy of scale which means that farming units 
gradually have to increase in order to overcome the cost-price squeeze. It is thus a myth to think that the 
farms of bona fide commercial farmers are too big and that they have extra hectares that they could make 
available for land reform. 
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