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The Farm System of the Rehoboth Basters (Namibia): 
The Situation in 1999/2000 

Hartmut Lang 
Institut für Ethnologie, Universität Hamburg, Rothenbaumchaussee 67/69, D-20148 Harnburg 

Abstract. This paper presems an analysis of data on the Baster farm system, surveyed in 1999/2000. 
Farm fragmentation is identified as the crucial problern of the sysrern, because of its pernicious effect 
on the efficiency of farm production. Tbe &agmentacion process is seen as the combined effect of four 
factors: the value orientation of tbe farm owners, inheritance rules, fast population growth, and land 
scarcity. However, tbe survey data show ar least a considerable slowdown in this process in recent years 
that can be arrributed ro a change in the value oriemation of the farm owners. 
{pastoral producti.on, volur change, fonn fragmmtation, population growth, Rehoboth Basters} 

lntroduction 

The Basters come from the nonhern fringe of the former Cape Colony and settled 
peacefully in Rehoboth in 1870 (Limpricht/Lang 1997). From the beginning they 
had their own constitution, and, until the independence of Namibia in 1990, they 
succeeded in retaining their own territory and some political independence (Britz/Lim
pricht/Lang 1999). "Baster" is the Mrikaans term for bastard or half-caste. The word 
and narne refers to the mixed unions, usually of white men and Khoisan women, from 
which the Basters descended. Mrikaans is the first language of the Basters. 

The farms of the Rehoboth Basters are located in a semi-arid region. The long
term mean annual rainfall is about 250 mm. There is vinually no open water in the 
area available throughout the year, and the land has been, and still is only used for 
animal husbandry, the prime herd animals being catcle, sheep and goats. When the 
Basters arrived with their herds in the area, the ownership of the pastures was commu
nal. Land was abundant. All the herds of the Basters were able to find pasture near the 
town of Rehoboth. 1 In 1895 the Basters began to adopt a system of private farm own
ership. Historical sources are detailed enough to give us a rather good picture of how 
the farm system worked in the past and of some of the main forces that shaped the 

1 This is implied by a Baster law (III, 6) passed on January 31st 1872 (cf. Britz/Lang/Limpricht 1999: 
67). 
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development of the system. We gave a description of the transition from communal to 
private land ownership in aseparate paper (Lang 1999). Here we will describe the state 
of the system at the turn of the last century. Our report is centred on the data of a farm 
survey (based on statistical sampling) we conducted rogether with officers of the Min
istry of Agriculture berween November 1999 and April 2000. 

Why did we conduct a survey? Many anthropologists, whether consciously or not, 
use what has been called "ethnographic sampling" ( cf. Werner/Bernard 1994). This 
type of sampling aims at an exhaustive representation of the range of varianon in the 
system under investigation. Statistical sampling, on the other hand, aims at represem
ing the distribution of varianons in the system's population. If the populanon is homo
geneous and the properties investigated are not fuzzy, ethnographic sampling is more 
efficient than statistical sampling, e. g. if all members of a culture share a certain belief, 
or the young members share one belief and the old ones another. In this case the usual 
criterion for the discontinuation of ethnographic sampling, i. e. failure to find new var
ianons, can easily be applied. If, however, the population is heterogeneaus or its prop
erties are fuzzy this discontinuation criterion does not work. New variations will crop 
up again and again, and the ethnographer will discern only unstable and blurred pat
terns. We experienced the latter when studying the Baster farm system. New and to

tally unexpected farm types kept coming up, and no dear-cut and stable picture of the 
dominant patterns developed. That is why we conducted a farm survey. 

Oudine of the Farm System 

Before we present the survey data we will provide a shorr descripnon of dle farm sys
tem, which will consist primarily of an oucline of the componems offarm production 
and the institutioni that have an impact on the production. The former territory of 
the Rehoboth Basters was 1,464,240 ha in size (Ka.ssier/Harrison 1983: 6), which had 
been its approximate size since German times. Most of the rime it was very difficult for 
the Basters to get farmland outside the Gebiet (territory) and somenmes it was impos
sible. The development of their farm system was therefore confined to an area with 
rather ftxed boundaries. In the transinon ro private farm ownership, every Baster 
whose application was successful received 7000 ha of farmland. This transinon period 
had ended before the defeat of the Germans in 1915. 

For the description of the producnon system3 we will use the components of the 
classical production function in economics: the outpur of a farm is determined by the 

2 
The term "institutions" is used in the sense of the New lnstitutional Economics, see Ensminger 

1992, Richter/Furubom 1996. 
3 

The accuracy of the description has been checked by the officers of the Rehob(l{h burcm of the 
Ministry of Agriculture (see acknowledgement). 

I 
I 

Harum 

input 
Baster 
are ca 
The a 
stock 

Tl 
pastw 
and, < 
no fa1 
Water 

so bi~ 
mainl 
e. g. a 
from 
Findi1 

vmm~ 

kaans 
to a r• 
hol es 
lll a 
amon; 

M 
Cattle 
witho 
who 1 
day a1 

Si1 
land i 

(sheef 
Tl 

farm. 
farme 
7000 
run u 
nance 

4 Thro 
more e 
farm B 
achieve 
have ru 



;] 

l 

Hartmur Lang: The Farm System of ehe Rehoboeh Bascers (Namibia) 225 

input of physical capital, labour and land (Mankiw 1998: 384). The outpur of the 
Baster farms consists almost exclusively of livestock. The traditional types of livestock 
are cattle, sheep and goats. More recent types are game such as kudus or springboks. 
The animals are sold at regularly held auctions, or they are bought by itinerant live
stock rraders. 

The physical capital of the farms consists mainly of water installations, fences and 
pastures (not described below), i. e. the grass and bushes that feed the herd animals 
and, of course, also the herd animals themselves. Since, as mentioned above, virtually 
no farm has year-round access to open water, undergwund water has to be accessed. 
Water should be near to the pasture so that the herd animals do not have to walk far, 
so big farms need to have many watering points. Today, access to water is achieved 
mainly by means of boreholes and wind or diesel pumps. For safety reasons (in case 
e. g. a pump breaks down) water is pumped into a reservoir and given to the animals 
from there. The borehole technique is still rather capricious. Boreholes can dry up. 
Finding water by drilling boreholes is so unpredictable that people even resort to di
vining rods. There are eheaper ways to access undergwund water. Wells (local Afri
kaans sing. : puts) were once dug in the ground up to 25 m deep. Here, a bucket tied 
ro a rope can be used. Where water is near the surface, as e. g. in the dry rivers, water 
holes (Afrikaans: gorra) can be dug. The farms are fenced, moreover, the modern farm 
in Namibia is divided up into many fenced camps (Afrikaans: kamp), which are used 
among other things for pasture management (Bähr 1981). 

Most farmers have workers living on the farm, and these are usually not Basters. 
Cattle search out their own grazing, whether the farm has camps or not. But on farms 
without a camp system small stock is shepherded by a herdsman (Afrikaans: veewagter) 
who Ieads the animals ro the pasture in the morning, stays there with them the whole 
day and brings them back ro rhe corral (Afrikaans: kraal) after watering in the evening. 

Since rhe climate, as memioned above, is rather arid, the carrying capacity of farm
land in the Rehoboth Gebiet is low. About 3.5 haare needed for one small stock unit 
(sheep or goar) (Kassier/Harrison 1983: 42). 

The economic efficiency offarm production depends decisively on the size of the 
farm . Let us firsr consider production efficiency from the perspective of a single-owner 
farmer wirh dependems. The Namibian Ministry of Agriculture deems a farm of about 
7000 ha in rhis region as "economically viable", i. e. a farm of (at least) this size can be 
run in an economically efficiem" way and ir provides at the same time the mainte
nance of a decent Standard of living for such a farmer. If the farm is smaller, the farmer 

4 
Throughout ehe paper "efficienr" is used in ehe following ordinal sense: Production of farm A is 

more efficient ehan that of farm B, if ehe output to input ratio of farm A is greater than that of 
farm B. In ehe present conrext the definition musr also contain the condition ehar ehe outpur is 
achieved in a sustainable way, since ehere are rechniques, which achieve a high shon-rerm output, but 
have ruinaus Iang-term effects on the pasture. 
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will have to find additional sources of income. This will typically mean work outside 
the farm sector, and the absence of the farmer during the week or for Ionger periods. 
& a consequence the farm will usually be less well managed and production efficiency 
will, on average, be reduced. There are other negative effects of a farmer's absence from 
the farm, which affect the farm system of the Basters, e. g. the flow of information 
wirhin the system is impeded as weil as collective actions by the farmers, since the for
mation of strong farmers' unions with many members is precluded. Part-time farming 
thus does not only affect aggregate properties of the farm system such as the economic 
efficiency of production, but also system level properties. 

The physical capital of farms cannot be scaled down continuously. A borehole of 
50 metres for example, costs the same whether it is drilled on a big or a tiny farm. 
There is thus a farm size threshold below which the profit of a farm is smaller than 
the costs of running it. In such cases the farm is removed from the sphere of produc
tive assets and transformed into a luxury good.5 

There are thus two size thresholds that define three types of farming. Big farms, 
7000 ha and more, allow efficient full-time farming. Medium-sized farms produce 
on average with reduced efficiency. And small farms are treated like luxury goods. & 
we will now show, this typology is too undifferentiated for a whole range of reasons. 
First of all and not surprisingly, definitions of a decent standard of living vary among 
the Basters. One young (part-time) farmer said that one could make a living from 
2000 ha. His father disagreed; he feit that 4000 ha were needed. The minimum size 
of big farms is thus a fuzzy concept. Ir depends on the aspired standard of living, 
which varies from farmer to farmer. 

Second, farm size is a necessary but not sufficient precondition for efficiency. An
nual rainfall is highly variable and also unpredictable. Years of droughr can deplete the 
pastures of a farm completely so that a farm of 7000 ha can have zero-carrying capa
city: "The most sophisticated pasture managemem is no substitute for sufficient rain" 
(Henner Volkmann, Personal Communication 2001). 

There are yet more reasons, which require some knowledge about the farmland 
transaction rules. There are three forms by which the ownership of a farm can be per
manently transferred: inheritance, purchase, and as a gift. The purchase of farms by 
Namibian citizens has been virtually unregulared since independence (in 1990) with 
one important exception (see below), bur in pre-independence days Baster farms could 
only be bought by Basters. The same applies to the other forms of transfer. Inheritance 
is governed by a Baster law, which stipulates that every child, male as weil as female, 
receives an equal share. Parents could and still can deviate from this rule by means of a 
will. 

In addition there is a law, introduced in 1981 by the government ofRehoboth, that 
prohibits farm fragmentation which had predecessors in laws passed by the S.W A. ad-

5 The Namibian tax system provides incentives to run loss-making farms. 
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ministration in 1970 and later. 6 The law, which is still in force, stipulates that the heirs 
of such farms can receive only the so-called undivided shares of the respective farm. In 
this way the law creates farms with multiple owners. Some of these farms are at least 
partially divided up informally among the owners. On other farms every owner has the 
same right to all pastures, which precludes efficient pasture management. The inten
tion of the law, which was to prevent the creation of uneconomic farms, is thus 
thwarted. Thus we have a fourth farm type: farms with multiple owners. Since the 
(undivided) parts of a multiple-owner farm are smaller than the single-owner farms, 
multiple-owner farms are on average less efficient than single-owner farms. If econom
ic interests had prevailed in the past, we should expect big farms with a single owner to 
be the dominant farm type. We will now investigate some historical data to see 
whether this is the case. 

Figure 1 shows the farm size distribution in 1930. Here most of the farms still have 
their original size of 7000 ha. The situation had changed radically thereafter as the 
data for 1980 show (see figure 2). Du Marais and co-authors (1981: 26), who pub
lished these data, write that the figures refer to registered farms (geregistreerde plase). 
The Rehoboth agriculrural and deeds office staff have pointed out that the numbers 
cannot refer solely to professionally surveyed and registered single-owner farms, but 
rather every of piece of farmland registered by the deeds office, including land owned 
as an undivided share. This definition of a farm is not useful for our purposes, but the 
figure demonstrates rather dramatically the process offarm fragmentation. The huge 
mass of small tracts offarmland shows that values other than economic ones have pre
vailed in the farm system. 

We have identified the following reasons for owning and using a piece of farmland, 
which Iead owners in this situation to cling to their farmland, even if it is uneconomi
cally small? 
(1) a sort of freedom value: a farm owner is his own boss (Afrikaans: eie baas); 
(2) emotional attachment to the work on a farm, Iove for the farm animals (Afrikaans: 

liefde vir die diere); 
(3) social security: if one loses one's job one can retire to the farm; 
(4) Iack of an alternative; 
(5) farming as a habit: grown up with farming (Afrikaans: saam met die boerdery groot 

geword). 
At first sight these reasons do not all have the character of values that establish order in 
a set of possible choices. A Iack of alternatives (reason 4) seems to imply that choice is 
not perceived as available. The informant, who mentioned this reason, pointed out 

6 
Gerhard Olivier, head of the deeds office in Rehoboth, made us aware of this law. 

7 
Where appropriate during the survey, which was less ofien the case than we had wished (for reasons 

see Appendix), we enquired into the motives for owning and using farmland. Some of the values were 
identified before the survey (1 , 3, 4), and one of the values (3) did not appear during the survey. 
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that he had virtually no school education. This man was of course aware of other ways 
of making a living, e. g. as a farm worker, but these alternatives were for him so much 
inferior that he did not deem them worth considering. Farming as a habit (reason 5) is 
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also only superficially incompatible with the existence of choices. We rather think that 
all five reasons reveal something about the value orientation. They are not inspired by 
economic reasoning about owning and using a farm as a productive asset. We will 
therefore interpret the five reasons as non-economic values. Only value 5 explicicly re
fers to the habituation of the value in childhood, but the same can arguably be inferred 
for the other values too. 

The data about the value orientations of the farmers are scant, so that we can say 
nothing about their distribution. But they are very probably not rare exceptions. Some 
of the informants were weil aware of the existence of the non-econoinic values and 
judged them sometimes very critically. One farmer for example, said scornfully: "You 
cannot pay bills with love [for farm animals]". 

Farm fragmentation in the Rehoboth Gebiet is the effect of these (at least) five val
ues combined with three other factors. One of these factors is the high annual growth 
rate of the Baster population of more than 3% (Lang, 1998: 390). As far back as 1981 
this growth rate meant that at most 14 % of the Baster population were able to make a 
living from a 4000 ha farm (Lang, 1998: 389). This factor is the "engine" of the frag
mentanon process, whereas the other factors function as the constraints of the process. 
The second factor is the land inheritance rules described above. The third factor is land 
scarcity. lt should be noted that in a situation where farmland is abundant, the non
economic values could not come into conflict with the economic value of owning a 
farm. There would be no need to cling to uneconomically small pieces of land. In such 
a context the non-economic values will have a rather economically neutral or, as we 
believe, even a positive effect. 

Today there (still) exists a fifth farm type, a type with an overalllow economic ef
ficiency. On these farms the animals will die during a drought period instead of being 
sold while it is still possible; they have a low yield stock composition, there is no camp 
system and the Standard of living of the associated households is near the survivallevel. 
Not all of these farms combine all these artributes. 

A process of continuous farm fragmentation is inherencly unstable, since all the 
non-econornic values are not totally independent of the size offarmland owned. Very 
small pieces of land (say five hectares or less - a size that is easily achieved in a fast
growing popularion like the Rehoboth Basters) cannot accommodate any of these val
ues. Farm fragmentation has a fundamental impact on how the farm system works. lts 
main effect is the serious impairment of production efficiency and hence the reduction 
of the wealth generared by the farm system. Baster farmers are weil aware of this effect. 
One farmer said that having multiple owners on a farm is a "cancer". Another farmer 
said that only one of his children would get the farm, and the other children would 
have to be bought out. Parents told us that excluding children from their inheritance 
was a difficult decision. There is thus an awareness that there are choices, and that 
farm fragmentation is economically pernicious. This is an additional reason why we 
have chosen efficiency as a primary criterion for the construction of the farm typology. 
Before our survey, Basters who knew the farm system well, told us that the farm frag-
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mentation process may have come to a halt, or even reversed. But due to the Iack of 
accurate data nobody was sure. A considerable part of the evaluation effort was there
fore devoted to the question as to whether the fragmentation process had continued up 
till the time of the survey or not. 

The Survey and its Evaluation 

The survey questionnaire contains five groups of questions. The first group addresses 
farm size, water installations and fencing. The ownership structure is investigared in 
the second group, which is followed by a group of questions about the users of the 
farm, who are not always the same as the owners. The two last groups consist of ques
tions about the residents on the farms and about how the farm is used. A space sample 
of 97 farms was surveyed. Pairs of geographical coordinates were produced by a ran
dom number generator, with every farm "hit" by a coordinate pair becoming part of 
the sample. This procedure does not result in a simple random sample. It is rather a 
stratified sample and the stratification is probabilistic, since !arge farms are more likely 
to be sampled. For the evaluation new estimators had to be found. The new estimators 
are not needed if the amibutes investigated have a zero correlation with farm size. 
Moreover the sample properties do not affect multivariate techniques such as regres
sion analysis. The new estimators and instruccions for creacing the space sample have 
been published elsewhere (see Lang/Challenor/Killworth 2004). 

Farm size and total number of forms in the Rehoboth Gebiet 

Our farm definition follows in almost all cases that of the deeds office in Rehoboth. 
According to this definition a farm is a piece of agriculrural Land, the boundaries of 
which are officially surveyed and registered in the deeds office. In a few instances we 
deviate from this definition, because the acrual state of affairs differed too much from 
the state of affairs in the books. In these cases our definicion adopted the perception of 
the owner. The exceptions are farms that are consolidated in the eyes of the owner, but 
where the consolidacion is not registered. We have treated these farms as if they were 
consolidated entities. 

Figure 3 shows the farm size distribution of the farms surveyed. The smallest farm 
measures 417 ha, the biggest 11, 108 ha. As can be seen from the figure the great ma
jority of farms is owned by a single owner (see below). The total size of the farms sur
veyed is 243,029 ha. 

To estimate the number of farms in the Rehoboth Gebiet we need to know the 
total size of the (privately owned) farmland in the area. The Iiterature gives various 
figures for the area (Administrasie 1978; De Klerk 1983; Kassier/Harrison 1983), 
but only Kassier and Harrison address and discuss the discrepancies in these data. 
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They argue that 1,223,018 ha is the most convincing figure for the total size of pri
vately owned farmland (op.cit.: 6 f.), a figure provided by the "Departement van Land
bou': According to the Rehoboth agricultural officers privately owned farmland in
creased by 80,000 ha to 1,303,000 ha just before independence. From this figure we 
can derive with our new estimator (see Lang/Challenor/Killworth 2004: 60; 63) the 
total number of privately owned farms in the Rehoboth area (Gebiet) at 753 farms. 

Kassier and Harrison eire two other figures, which are also quite useful for us: A 
census in 1975 counted 599 farms in Rehoboth, which had a combined size of 
976,652 ha (op.cir: 7). The authors argue convincingly that both figures must be too 
low (incomplere enumeration). But the figures indicate that a farm definition similar 
to ours had been used and cenainly not the defrnition that indudes undivided shares, 
mentioned above. The mean size of the farms in the census is 1630.4708 ha. This 
implies 750 farms for the total privarely owned farm area in 1975 and an annual frag
mentation rate (i. e. exponential annual growth of the number of farms) since 1930 of 
about 3 o/o . If that rate had prevailed since 1975, the number would have increased to 
about 1700 farms in 2000, though the increase would have been masked by the law 
against farm fragmentation mentioned above, yielding instead a dominance of the 
multiple-owner farm type. Even if we take a large error margin in our above-men
tioned survey-estimate of 753 farms into account, the figures thus indicate that the 
fragmentation process has slowed since 1975, and perhaps stopped, or even reversed. 

Using absolute numbers of farms as an indicator for farm fragmentation is crude 
and can even be misleading. For a more adequate picture of the fragmentation process 
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we can compare the size of the farm size dasses. We can calculare with our survey dara 
estimares of the ratios of the farm size classes (see Lang/Challenor!Killworth 2004: 59, 
61) to the total farming area, which we can compare with the dara of the farm census 
in 1975. Figure 4 gives the results. The diagram reads like rhis for the first column of 
points: In 1975 14.3% of the total farm area was comprised of farms of less than 
1000 ha (black square). The three grey points refer to the situation in 1999/2000. 
The grey square is the estimate, i. e. farms of less than 1000 ha represented 12.5% of 
the total farm area. The census of 1975 covered nearly the whole farming area, but as 
our survey covered a fraction of the area, we have also calculated the error margin of 
the estimate. If we had taken many samples of the same size rhe farms of this size dass 
would have represented, assuming an error probabiliry of 5 %, at most 18.2% (grey 
triangle) of the farm area, and at least 6.8% (grey cirde), the confidence interval. 
There is thus no significant difference for that farm size dass between 1975 and 
1999/2000. Bur for the next size dass (1000 to 1999 ha) there is such a difference. 
The value for 1975 (16.9 %, black square) lies below the lower boundary of the con
fidence interval. The graph also shows where the land for this increase (ultimately) 
came from. Ir is from the biggest farms and with a slightly bigger error probabiliry 
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than 5% from the farms of the 5000 to 9999 ha size. Small farms thus increased their 
share of the total farm area, whereas the share of the big farms diminished. The in
crease of 10% (or at most 18 %) means that the fragmentation process must have con
tinued after 1975, but cannot have proceeded in the same way as before. 

The increase of 10 % in the 1000 to 1999 ha size dass translates into an average 
annual increase of 0.4% and the increase of 18% into 0.7 %. We can see only two 
simple transition models. Either farm fragmentation slowed down rapidly after 1975 
(or the slowdown began even before 1975) and then proceeded at a perhaps even 
slower pace than our estimated averages, or the process proceeded with rather high 
speed after 1975 and was thereafter compensated for by farm consolidation. Later on 
we will give reasons why the latter model is more plausible. 

For comparative reasons we have used farm size classes that do not match with the 
diverse standard ofliving levels cited above. The matehing estimates for 1999/2000 are 
for the low farm size threshold of 2000 ha at which 40 % of the total farmland could 
not suppon a full-time farmer; with a threshold of 4000 ha, the percentage amounts to 
82%. 

'Water installations 

Figure 5 shows the distribution of boreholes on the farms. Eight farms have no bore
holes at all; half of these use wells, and the rest water holes. The farms surveyed use 
187 boreholes altogether, to which we could add a considerable nurober of boreholes, 
which have fallen dry or had always been dry. The boreholes of the 83 farms where we 
have depth data have a combined depth of 12.591 km, which gives an impression of 
the size of the investment involved. Most of the boreholes have either a wind pump, 
(this is the majority), or a diesei pump, and sometimes both. In a few cases water is 
accessed with a hand pump. The latest pump technique uses electrical purnps with 
solar panels. 

There is no suong relation between farm size and nurober of boreholes, as the 
graph of the regression analysis shows (R2 

= 0.44).8 There are several causes for the 
deviations from the regression line. First, as mentioned above, boreholes can be sub
stituted by wells or water holes. This explains some of the deviations in the small farm 
sector of the graph. Second, on bigger farms boreholes can also be substituted by pi
pelines, saving a substantial arnount in costs. The biggest farm is a good illustration of 
this. 1t has 5 boreholes, but its five pipelines have a combined length of 12 km. Of 
course, small farms cannot benefit from the gains from substituting pipdines for bore
holes. Of the 94 farms with data on this subject 16 farms had pipelines longer than 
1000 metres, and 9 had pipelines more than 3000 metres. Seventy-seven per cent of 

8 A R2 value of 1 means a perfect match between data and regression line, 0 means no match at all. 
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the farms have no pipelines, (the majority), or pipelines measuring up to 200 metres, 
which cannot be considered as substitutes for boreholes. We see here the efficiency ef
fects offarm size. 

Fencing 

Five of the 97 farms for which we have data, are not fenced in the sense thar ar least 
part of their boundaries have no fences. One quarter of the 97 farms has no carnps at 
all, and another quarter has more than 7, with up to a maximum of26 camps. There 
should be a linear relation between farm size and number of camps. As figure 6 shows 
the relation is somewhat stronger (R2 

= 0.53) than in the case of boreholes. Thema
jority of farms with no carnps are, as expected, smaller than 2000 ha. Multiple owner
ship may perhaps reduce the probability of a farm having camps. A case in point is the 
(two) farms of 4000 ha and more with no camps which have four or five (main) own
ers. The two data points below 4000 ha with 14 and 16 camps represent three farms, 
two of which have single owners, the third has three owners, but these had only very 
recently inherited the farm from a single owner. 

Herd animals 

The data on herd animals were sometimes definitely rough estimates or even guesses, 
and it was our impression that this was also the case with other animal stock data. The 
data are thus of a rather mixed quality, and can therefore only be used ro create a 
rough sketch of the situation. According to Table 1 the traditional herd animals, cattle, 
sheep and goats still dominate the Rehoboth farm economy. It is perhaps not a mere 

f 

1 

c 
( 

S. 

A 
c 

c 
SJ 
c 
St 
G 
K 
B: 

D 
H 
M 

* 
st• 
an 

** 
M 



Hartmut Lang: The Farm System of the Rehoboth Basters (Namibia) 235 

28 
26 
24 
22 ....----
20 ........... 

(J) 18 0. 
E 16 
(\) 14 (.) - 12 0 

0 10 
z 8 

6 
4 
2 
0 

......... 
_......e--

V 
V 

~ • k-"' 
• ~ 

• ~_...:...: , 

•• ~l· J • . .,:;;--~ .. • .-i • 
~ •• • l 

0 1 000 2000 3000 4000 5000 6000 7000 8000 9000 1 0000 11 000 12000 

Farm size (ha) 

• Data --Regression I 
Fig. 6 Regression analysis - fences 

Table 1: Livestock on Rehoboth farms (97 farms) 

No. of animals 

Cattle 5228 
Goats 8647 
Sheep 5239 
Small stock* 7250 
All small stock 21 136 
Cartle as small stock'"" 31368 

Chickens 926 
Springboks 710 
Ostriches 156 
Steinboks 25 
Gemsboks 23 
Kudus 13 
Blesboks 10 

Donkeys 262 
Horses 259 
Mules 4 

Farms with ... 

68 
53 
30 
20 
75 

4 
8 
8 
1 
2 

43 
55 
3 

* Some informants gave the numbers for goats and sheep separately, some gave numbers for small 
stock (units), i. e. goats and sheep added together. All sma!l stock is therefore the sum of goats, sheep 
and small stock numbers. 

**Transformation of cattle numbers into small stock units: 1 cow = 6 pieces of small stock units (du 
Marais, 1981: 29) 
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coincidence that among the traditional herd animals cattle are dominant if the com
parison is based on small stock units, since small stock needs a good deal more labour 
than cattle. The game and chicken on the farms can be interpreted as the (experimen
tal) beginning of a diversification process in farm production. 

Ownership structure 

In most cases the owner/s of a farm are simply the person/s who have a registered title 
of a farm. This definition created difficulties when the actual owners were not regis
tered, even if the registered owner was dead or had sold the farm. The problems of 
data gathering usually became insurmountable if the farm had multiple owners and 
some of the emit!ed owners were dead, because the informants were then unable to 

enumerate all the people who had a reasonable inheritance claim and whose tit!es were 
very small. In those cases we collected only data on those individuals owning !arge 
pieces of land measuring hundreds of hectares or more. 

As we said above, there are three forms of permanent land transaction: inherirance, 
purchase and gift. There are no rules that prohibit combinations of these forms. The 
combinations of the transaction forms create different types of farm acquisition. Ta
ble 2 shows that all possible types have been realised except the combination of gift 
with inheritance. We will evaluate rhe data with regard to two quesrions: What do 
the acquisition types and forms reveal abour the values of the actors involved in the 
transaction, and what can we infer abour the process of farm fragmemarion? There 
are two sets of values (see above), which influence the fragmentation process. One set 
of values, of which we have idemified five, favours fragmenration, the complementary 
set consists of one value, economic inrerests, which is opposed to fragmentation. 

Let us first consider what the consequences would have been if the non-economic 
values had dominared farm acquisition until the time of the survey. In that case farm 
fragmentation should have proceeded with full speed and the dominant farm type 
would be by necessity the multiple-owner farm. This is not the case. Only about one 
quarter of the farms has multiple owners. Since farm size and ownership type appear to 

be independent9 we can inrerpret this ratio as if we had a (unstratified) random sam
ple. This means that single-owner farms are dominant in the farm system, and not 
only in our sample; and this is the opposite of what continued fragmentation would 
have created. 

9 Since we do not know the shape of the distribution, nor the type of relation, we have resoned to a 
rough test. We have dichotomized farm size 'along' the median, thus creating rwo farm size classes, 
big and small. The correlarion berween farm size in this sense and ownership type (single vs multiple) 
is negligible (Phi = 0,077) and not significant (p = 0.449). There is no significant one-sided relation 
(see Lang 1993). 
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Table 2 Types offarm acquisition single owners only 

lnherirance 

X 

X 

X 

X 

Purehase 

X 

X 

X 

X 

Gift 

X 

X 

X 

X 

No. offarms 

36 
18 
15 
2 

1 
0 
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lnterestingly, among farms wirh multiple owners, rhere is one farm rhat is regis
tered as a "dose corporation". The corporation is owned by five shareholders and 
leased by a single farmer •vho is one of rhe shareholders. Since the owner of the farm 
is the corpora.tion the fragmentation-prone effect of the human life cyde is neutralised. 
Heirs do not inherit land, but get shares in a corporation.10 This farm type is thus not 
rhe result of rhe fragmemation process, but an innovation, which shields the farm 
from rhe pressures leading to fragmentation. 

Let us now look at the acquisition forms and types of the single-owner farms (see 
table 2). The first three types (row 1 to 3) make up 95 o/o of rhe cases. They consist of 
acquisition by purchase alone (more than half of the single-owner cases). Herewe can 
infer dominance of economic considerations for the seller and usually but not necessa
rily for the buyer if e. g. a luxury typeoffarm is bought. Acquisition by inheritance alone 
allows us to infer in most cases economic considerations at least on the patt of the testa
tors, i. e. in all cases where there was more than one heir. Cases offarm consolidation, 
the opposite of fragmentation, are farms acquired by inheritance and purchase. 

Even for about half of the farms with multiple owners some land buying was in
volved. Buying a piece of a farm with multiple owners can make sense as a step to
wards acquiring rhe whole farm, which should also be considered as a consolidation 
process. Since some farmers, induding single owners, complained that other owners 
offarmland refused to sell, there exists some unrealised consolidation potential. 

To sum up, rhe acquisition data also dearly refute that the farm fragmentation pro
cess has continued unimpeded until the time of the survey. For the majority of the 
farm acquisitions we can infer rhat economic considerations were involved. The data 
are thus compatible wirh a considerable slowdown of the fragmentation process or 
even a reversal of the process. What we cannot infer from these data is whether this 
is a transient state, the effect of a fragmemation process gone too far. In this case the 
non-economic values are at presem only suppressed, since, as we have argued above, 
they need a minimum size of farmland, and fragmentation should resume afrer a per-

10 
Close corporanon farms have come under criticism recently in Namibia amid allegations thar they 

circumvent the pre-emptive righr of the government ro buy farms. 
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iod of consolidation. A real change in value oriemation on the other hand should pre
clude the resumption of the fragmentation process. 

We should mention that some of the single-owner farmers in the sample own more 
than one farm, or have leased additional farms, or have both. Of the leased farms some 
had been leased because the drought had exhausted their own pastures, and some of 
the additional farms were idle for the same reason. As we have shown in the borehole 
section, there are scale advantages of big farms that cannot be compensated for by 
owning several small farms. 

Who Jives on the forms 

Quite a number of farms have become lonely places. Eight per cent are completely un
inhabited. Theseare idle farms, laid to rest, to recover from the effects of the drought 
years. Seven per cent of the farms have only one occupant, 11 % only two occupants. 
Another quarter of the farms, on the other hand, is harne to 7 or more people. 

Those who reside on the farms can be divided into three classes: owners or their 
near relatives, workers and "bywoners"11

. Bywoners are allowed by the owner to live 
on the farm. There is no formal contract involved, and no formalised transfers of 
money or labour. Bywoners are thus not tenants. There is only one case in the sample 
where a tenant lives on the leased farm - tagether with the owner - which we have 
classed in our tabulation as a farm with resident owner. According to table 3 abour 
one third of the farms surveyed is managed on a day-to-day basis by workers. More
over nearly half of the farmers do not live on their farms, that is, a substantial number 
of the potential nodes in the information network of the Baster farm system are miss
ing, and these "nodes" are also potential members of farmers' unians who are not able 
to actively participate. Even in the case of the biggest farms it is not unusual for the 
owner not to live on the farm (see below). 

Three-quarters of the farms have no children of non-workers living on them. This is 
related on the one hand to the age distribution of the farm-owners (mean and median 
age is 63 years) and also to the importance the Basters attach to school education. It is 
important to remernher here that the habituation of the five non-economic values of 
owning a farm occurs in childhood, and with decreasing probability in later life. The 
farms without children are thus an indicator for the furure of the non-economic value 
orientations. We expect a diminishing frequency of these orientations in the whole farm 
system, since the absence of children on farms is independentoffarm size. 12 

11 English equivalent unknown. 
12 

We use the same dichoromizing procedure here as in the case of the correlation offarm size with 
single ownership. The correlation is rather weak (Phi= -0.168) and not significant (p = 0.200). Farms 
with children tend to be small ones. The reverse tendency is much weaker. 
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Table 3 Farm residents 

Owners Bywoners Workers 

X X 

X 

X 

X X 

X X X 

X 

X X 

No. offarms 

32 
30 
11 
8 
4 
3 
2 
2 
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Workers who had been hired recencly make up the majority on the farms. 50 o/o of 
the workers had wadred for 3 years or less on the farm, whereas only about 20 o/o had 
worked on the f.um for I 0 or more years. These data imply for the sample, that the 
social ties berween employer and employee are generally weak, and only a minority of 
the workers has srrong ties with employers. 

Contribution of forms to income 

We could get very litcle reliable information about how much the farms comributed to 
the income of their users or owners. We have therefore to resort to a qualitative evalua
tion of the data. There are luxury-type farms, i. e. farms where the total costs regularly 
exceed total revenues, and we have encountered instances of the fifth (very low effi
ciency) farm type. A sizeable fraction of the farms, even big ones, is owned by persans 
who have a substantial source of income besides the farm, such as medical doctors, 
shop owners, people working in the building sector. 

The Namibian state provides every person over 60 with a small pension. Since the 
median age of the farm owners is 63 the majority of these farmers are pensioners even 
if the pensions may sometimes only contribute an insignificant fraction to their in
come. On the other hand, there are farmers who derive I 00 o/o of their income from 
the farm, bur this is certa.in.ly an insignificant fraction of the economically active Baster 
population. 

Condusions 

The purpose of this paper is to describe the Basrer farm sysrem at the turn of the last 
century by evaluating a farm survey conducted in 1999/2000. The oucline of the farm 
system provided us with the main focus for evaluating the survey data. The historical 
data in particular helped us to identify farm fragmentanon as a vital problern of the 
farm system we surveyed. These data show that the farm system in 1930 consisted 
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overwhelmingly of big farms measuring 7000 ha and more. In the period between 
1930 and 1975 farm fragmentanon proceeded with an annual fragmentation rate of 
3%, which allowed the nurober of farms to increase from 194 to about 750. The frag
mentanon process must have continued in the following period, since the survey data 
show that the area covered by small farms has increased by about 10% since 1975. But 
this result also implies a massive slowdown of the fragmentation process or a trend 
reversal. 

We see farm fragmentation as the combined effect of four factors: rapid popularion 
growth of about 3 % per year; inheritance rules that give all children an equal share of 
the estate; a set of at least five non-economic values that let people cling to small por
tions of farmland; and scarcity of land. 

Farm fragmentation is a cause for concern, because it reduces the efficiency offarm 
production. Fragmentanon Iimits the range of choices for farm management; it affecrs 
the quality of farm output, and increases the relative costs of the input. lt thus di
minishes the wealth that the farm system can generate. We have evidence that the own
ers of the farms in the Rehoboth Gebiet are quite aware of the pernicious effect of 
farm fragmentation. For the analysis of the survey data we therefore developed a farm 
typology that uses production efficiency as the primary criterion. We discern two basic 
types: single-owner farms and farms with multiple owners. Multiple-owner farms are 
the product of a law, the intention of which is to stop farm fragmentation. These farms 
are owned jointly, and the owners do not have eitles to surveyed parts of the farm. The 
production of these farms can be considered on average as less efficient than thar of 
single-owner farms. The single-owner farms can be subdivided in two types. Big farms 
allow full-time farming; medium-sized farms can only be managed on a part-time ba
sis, and are on average less efficient than the big farms. These two types relate farm size 
to an aspired Standard of living Ievel. Since the aspired Standard of living Ievel varies 
among the Basters and the carrying capacity of even a large farm can be at zero for a 
considerable time, there cannot be a single size threshold for defining the types. In
stead we use three thresholds in our analysis: 2000 ha, which implies a low standard 
of living, 4000 ha, which relates to a moderate standard, and 7000 ha, the threshold of 
the Namibian Ministry of Agriculture. 

If we assume that farm fragmentation had continued with full vigour until the time 
of the survey ehe majority of the farms in the system would be of the multiple-owner 
type, and the dominant type of acquisition would only be through inheritance. Yet the 
survey data show the opposite. The majority of the farms, two thirds, are of ehe single
owner type, and the dominant type of acquisition is either purchase alone or purchase 
combined wich inheritance. Both results imply the dominance of an economic value 
orientation over non-economic orientations with regard to owning a farm. The ques
tion here is, whether this is the result of a farm fragmentation process gone too far, 
which means that the non-economic value orientations are only temporarily sup
pressed, or whether this is a (more) permanent reorientation of the values. We feel that 
the latter is true because of the "depopulation" of the farms and here especially because 
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only very few children still grow up on farms. The premise here is that the habituation 
of non-economic values occurs to a great extent in childhood. 

The effect of the fragmentation process is still sttongly feit in the farm system. 
Forty per cent of the farming area is used by farms of 2000 ha in size and less. The 
figure rises to 80 % for farms of up to 4000 ha. This size disttibution has the effect of 
reducing the efficiency potential of tbe farming area. We have used regression analysis 
of borehole numbers and fencing by f.um size as an efficiency indicator. The results 
show that there is quite some room for improvemem:s, though for medium-sized sin
gle-owner and multiple-owner farms improvemenrs will be difficult or even (see e. g. 
boreholes) impossible to achieve. Fora sub.stamial increase in tbe efficiency of the farm 
system continued farm consolidation would thus be a prerequisite. 

The effect of populacion pres.rure on an agricultural system, as outlined above, has 
been experienced by many human groups, past and present, and around the globe. 
There seem to be qmte a nurober of similarities as to how pastoral producers and cul
tivators have coped with the situation. Resorting to part-time farming is an exarnple of 
one of these. shared suategies. But in other respects pastoral production in semi-arid 
areas seems to follow different paths. Pastoral producers, for exarnple, appear to have 
fewer opportunities for intensification, so that population pressure will build up faster. 
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Appendix: Design and implementation of the survey 

The farming area is rather !arge. The largest diagonal measures about 170 km (south-west 
corner to north-east corner). Most farms cannot be reached via gravel or better roads but 
only on rough tracks. Moreover, an intimate knowledge of the location of the farrnhouses 
is absolutely necessary for such a survey. We were therefore very glad that the officers of 
the Ministry of Agriculrure office in Rehoboth were willing to cooperate. Indeed, withour 
the cooperation of these experienced men we would not have been able to conduct the 
survey. The survey questionnaire was developed joincly. It is a compromise between our 
research interests and the interests of these officers, and a good one at that. 

The sample was constructed in the following way. A nurober of pairs of geographi
cal coordinates were created using the random nurober generator of the Excel 97 
spreadsheet programme (see Lang/Challenor/Killworth 2004). The points (consisting 
of a pair of coordinates) were then marked on the 1:100,000 farm maps of the Sur
veyor General's Office (available in 1996; the maps arenot dated). These maps showed 
only the names of the farms and their boundaries, and did by no means always repre
sent the actual state of affairs. Every farm that was "hir" by such a poinr became a 
member of the sample. For practical purposes rhe farm area was divided in secrors, 
each of which had a side length of 15 minures (latirude and longirude). The survey 
was conducted sector-wise. When we realised rhat the intended sample size of 200 
farms was too ambitious, we chose the secrors in such a way that the ecological diver
sity of the area was represented by the sample. 

In most cases the identification of rhe farms was no problem, rhanks to the knowl
edge of the officers of rhe Ministry of Agriculrure, the assistance of the deeds office at 
Rehoboth, and the knowledge of the informants. In a few cases we had to use a GPS 
monitor to decide the issue. In principle we would have been able to identif}r every 
farm in the sample by driving with our GPS monitor to the respective sample coordi
nates. Bur rhis method proved to be exrremely rime-consuming, because in virtually all 
cases terrain, plant cover or fences do not allow access to the point in anything even 
remotely resembling a straight line. We had to use that procedure only twice. 

Our intention was to get the survey information from the owners of rhe farrns, but 
it was extremely difficult to trace rhe owners in quite a few cases, and sometimes even 
impossible. In some of rhese cases rhe workers on the farm were reasonably well-in
formed, in other cases we had to resort to other informed persons. On some occasions 
even farm-owners could not exhaustively answer the questions, some of rhem because 
of old age. These are the reasons why the nurober of farms for which we have valid 
answers to a question varies considerably. 
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Som · we had to drop a farm from the urvey Iist. In one insrance the owner 
of the fann aruld not be identified. This was an idle farm. In other cases the farms 
were nor opaarional in an agriculrural sense. One of these farms was in the process 
of being sold; the animals had already been sold, bur the land still remained to be sold. 
The srare o affairs thus represented the sdling process and had nothing to do with 
farm produccion. Another farm thar had been boughr by the Agricultural Bank, which 
intended ro auction it off, but had not yer done so, was also dropped. 
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