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Abstract 

For progress against rural poverty to be made, development planners, policy makers and 

agribusinesses need to make a fundamental shift in thinking about women and their roles in the 

agricultural sector. The South African sugar industry is comprised of 48% women growers; 

however, female and male growers are often blanketed together despite their differing roles 

and responsibilities, incentives and returns due to gender norms and other factors. Gender 

differences vary regionally and locally and change continuously due to economic, social and 

cultural factors. This paper, through an in-depth analysis, investigates special cases of women’s 

involvement in sugarcane production and the triumphs of these female growers against 

adversity. The paper highlights their complex socio-economic circumstances and their 

contribution to the industry, production and innovation. The industry supports female farmers 

and has indicated a desire to see more women graduate to becoming farm owners and ultimately 

taking up leadership positions within industry structures. Despite this, female representation in 

grower leadership structures does not correspond with the gender demographics of the industry. 

Despite the opportunities for female growers within the industry, social and cultural values 

entrenched within the rural community means that transformation has been slow. It is also 

believed that women spread themselves thinly, assuming a variety of roles in the home along 

with their agricultural businesses. The industry needs to understand the social, economic and 

cultural realities within which female growers operate in order to best design programmes and 

incentive schemes that empower women, who are often the most vulnerable and marginalised 

persons within the industry. 
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Introduction 

Agriculture is central to the livelihoods of the rural poor and serves as an engine for the growth 

necessary for poverty reduction (The World Bank, 2009). Gender equality is crucial for 

agricultural development and for livelihood sustainability. For progress against rural poverty 

to be made, development planners, policy makers and agribusinesses need to make a 

fundamental shift in thinking about women and their roles in the agricultural sector. The causes 

of gender inequality are as complex as they are multiple. These causes intersect different 

institutional arenas, markets, communities and families, and cut across social hierarchies such as 

class, race and kinship) (Staab & Razavi, 2015). 

Agricultural research has moved beyond simply being a means of increasing production. It now 

encompasses broader aims, which includes poverty reduction and the minimisation of rural 

King M and Nicholson R Proc S Afr Sug Technol Ass (2016) 89: 202-221

202

mailto:Meghan.king@canegrowers.co.za


vulnerability Hurly et al. (2015). It is well documented that poverty bears a disproportionately 

female face (Land Access Movement of South Africa (LAMOSA), 2014) and therefore gender 

based research in agriculture is now no longer superfluity but a necessity. Documenting gender 

and community dynamics is invaluable for understanding the unequal and uneven roles women 

and men play in rural communities (Little and Panelli, 2003). The traditional view of women 

as nurturers, home-centred and subordinate to male counterparts (Stebbing, 1984) translates 

into real economic inequities and discrepancies in terms of income and employment (Dempsey, 

1987). It has been noted by a number of researchers that men in rural populations experience 

substantial authority in communities, while women are required to participate in activities of 

service, maintenance of traditional norms and values and performance of supportive and 

nurturing roles (Little and Panelli, 2003). Little and Austin (1996) argue that the rural 

environment actually perpetuates and supports gender inequalities and promotes the limitations 

of women. It is quoted that the rural ideal is: 

 

“… in support of traditional gender relations, prioritising women’s 

mothering role and fostering their centrality within the rural community. 

Those aspects of the rural way of life most valued by women [and communities] 

appear to be those that offer them least opportunity to make choices.” (Little 

and Austin, 1996). 

 

South African sugarcane grower leaders have indicated a desire to see more women graduate 

to becoming farm owners and ultimately taking up leadership positions within industry 

structures (SACGA, 2015a). Despite this, female representation in grower leadership structures 

does not correspond with the gender demographics of the industry, and gender-related research 

and development programmes are noticeably sparse. Despite opportunities for female growers 

within the industry, social and cultural practices and values entrenched within the rural 

community mean that transformation has been slow. It is also believed that women spread 

themselves thinly, assuming a variety of roles in the home and with their agricultural 

businesses. 

 

Women within the sugar industry and other agricultural sectors are often economically 

stretched, given their responsibilities to family, home and the community. Understanding 

women’s roles within their personal and household lives provides a background to 

understanding female growers’ economic priorities and duties. This in turn provides an 

appreciation for the importance of cane income for rural families and communities, and also 

assists one in understanding to what extent cane income to rural women is reinvested into their 

cane businesses and what needs to be used for other aspects of their livelihoods. Knowledge of 

this and other socio-economic aspects pertaining to women cane growers is essential for the 

empowerment of rural communities and female growers within the industry. An appreciation 

of women farmers’ roles, their importance and the constraints within which women operate is 

an essential prerequisite to devising policies to improve productivity and socio-economic 

development (FAO, 2007). 

 

Why gender, why now? 

Women’s role in economic and rural development has often been underestimated. While 

policymakers have historically developed programmes and projects targeted at health and 

nutrition for women in their reproductive roles, there has been a clear neglect of women as 

productive agents in the economy (Quisumbing et al., 1995). Globally, women have broadened 

and deepened their involvement in agricultural production, while also shouldering the 

responsibility for household survival (Lastarria-Cornheil, 2008). Women have been described 
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as the backbone of the rural economy; however, most women in agriculture have little to no 

part in decision-making processes regarding development (Ogunlela & Mukhtar, 2009). This 

is especially so in developing countries. Despite the pivotal role women play in food security 

(Ogunlela & Mukhtar, 2009), women receive only a small percentage of available land, limited 

access to credit, fewer inputs and less access agricultural training and information than their 

male counterparts (FarmingFirst, 2015). 

 

The analysis of gender dynamics in rural societies is an increasingly flourishing area of 

research (Little and Panelli, 2003). Addressing gender issues in agricultural development is 

imperative for a number of reasons, not least of which, it makes sense from an economic and 

efficiency point of view (World Bank, 2009). Women farmers are at a significant disadvantage 

in terms of their access to land and access to inputs (including quality seeds, fertilisers, 

chemicals and equipment). This significantly burdens female farmers and is the primary 

contributor to the low yields produced by female farmers globally (World Bank, 2009). Women 

comprise, on average, 43% of the agricultural labour force in developing countries. If they had 

the same access to productive resources as men, they could increase yields on their farms by 

20-30% (FAO, 2011). Additional yield from investment in female farmers could reduce the 

number of undernourished people in the world by 12-17% (FarmingFirst, 2015). Therefore 

gender relations not only impact household welfare and food security, but can also have a 

national and global impact when approached correctly (World Bank, 2009). 

 

Furthermore, it is essential to understand matters of gender in agriculture due to the fact that 

distributional and equity issues are directly related to gender differences. Gender differences 

arise from socially constructed relationships between men and women. These impact on the 

distribution of resources between them and cause many disparities in development. In 

smallholder agriculture, women have been seen to have increased their responsibility by taking 

over more agricultural tasks traditionally done by men. Despite women increasing their work 

time in agricultural production, there has been little change in terms of the gender division of 

labour within the household. Men have not increased their domestic responsibility at the same 

rate that women have increased their participation in on-farm and off-farm agricultural 

activities (Lastarria-Cornheil, 2008). 

 

In many parts of the world, in sub-Saharan Africa in particular, despite women being the 

primary agricultural producers, the importance of their functions in the industry is largely 

ignored and unrecognised (World Bank, 2009). As well as forming the majority of farmers in 

sub-Saharan Africa, women also play active roles as traders, labourers and entrepreneurs. This 

is despite facing many hurdles (compared to men counterparts) in market access. 

Notwithstanding the prominence of women in agriculture, the design of many development 

policies and projects continues to assume incorrectly that farmers and rural workers are mainly 

men (World Bank, 2007). 

 

The need to focus on women farmers and their productivity as an effective mechanism for 

social change has become increasingly clear in Africa. Rural women in Africa operate within 

a complex set of rights and obligations which reflect the religious, cultural and social norms 

that prevail within rural communities. These socio-cultural norms and values dictate the 

division of labour between women and men and also act as constraints to many female farmers 

(FAO, 2007). Kamanga (2015) states that if Africa is to revolutionise agriculture, it will have 

to shift its mindset in two manners. It firstly cannot afford to lose human capital and needs to 

invest in and develop promising female researchers. Secondly, Africa cannot afford to neglect 

the ideas and perspectives of the continent’s small scale female farmers. A lack of investment 
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in women’s ideas from the farm to research would mean that African agricultural policies and 

programmes could be in danger of not incorporating the range of diverse perspectives, norms 

and values evident in Africa’s rural societies. It is argued that with greater participation of its 

women, Africa’s scientific, technological and innovation capacity can only be strengthened 

(Kamanga, 2015). 

 

Lastly, gender equality is a basic human right and that has a value in and of itself. This is 

because social inclusion, accountability and respect for women’s social and economic rights is 

a fundamental aspect of good governance. Promotion of human rights is a widely accepted goal 

and therefore provides a useful framework for addressing gender discrepancies and inequalities 

(Bunch, 1990). 

 

The South African sugar industry needs to understand the social, economic and cultural 

realities within which female growers operate in order to best design programmes and incentive 

schemes that empower women (often the most vulnerable and marginalised persons within the 

industry). Female small-scale cane growers operate within extremely complex situations, at an 

interface of cultural and gender norms and values, poverty, family and community priorities 

and their own commercial cane businesses, which need to remain profitable in order to assist 

in enabling them to sustain their livelihoods. This paper highlights the complex socio-economic 

circumstances of cane growing women and their contribution to the industry, production and 

innovation. This is done through the analysis of four case studies from four different sugarcane 

growing regions in the South African sugar industry. 
 

Methodology 

 

The research for this paper was undertaken using a case study approach, and analyses the 

livelihoods of women in cane growing from the departure point of four narratives of female 

growers within the South African sugar industry. These case studies demonstrate the stories of 

rural women who, despite facing the gender-related obstacles presented above, have made 

efforts to triumph. Their stories provide insight into the complexity of gender issues in the rural 

setting. They indicate that despite the majority of research highlighting the vulnerability of 

women in farming, stories from women vary greatly in nature and every individual story 

presents another dimension to be understood. Case studies from various cane growing regions, 

each with their own and varying socio-economic environments, are analysed in order to 

identify key themes, topics and aspects pertaining to the triumphs and challenges facing women 

in cane growing. The case study approach has been opted for as it provides the opportunity to 

gain an in-depth understanding of grower livelihoods and also narrates the economic situations 

within which these women operate. 

 

Case study selection 

While it is impossible to provide stories for all of the approximately 9936 female sugarcane 

growers in the industry (SACGA, 2015b), these stories assist in fleshing out the complex nature 

of gender research. These particular narratives were selected to highlight how trends and 

statistics alone cannot present an accurate portrayal of on-the-ground situations. These case 

studies form a purposive, but non-probability sample. A non-probability sample is useful when 

the research explores ‘what is occurring’ (AVETRA, 2015). A purposive sample is rich in 

information and provides a depth to the study. Statistical and trend analysis can only provide 

answers to some questions of social phenomena, it is the narrative behind the numbers that can 

provide flesh to an argument (Tongco, 2008). 

King M and Nicholson R Proc S Afr Sug Technol Ass (2016) 89: 202-221

205



These particular women were purposefully selected for this research because they could be 

described as key informants. According to Tongco (2008), “key informants are observant, 

reflective members of the community of interest, who know much about the culture and are 

both willing and able to share their knowledge.” Purposive sampling still provides reliable and 

robust data despite the nature of selective sampling. It has been noted that purposive, non-

random sampling has allowed a better understanding of social and enthnobiographical data 

than random sampling (Tongco, 2008). The specific cases presented in this research were 

selected purposely because of their willingness to share their personal stories, their knowledge 

of their cultural situations and, most critically, to highlight the convolution of stories that make 

up women in cane growing. These stories present the fact that with the right circumstances, 

women in agriculture can succeed.  

 

To rely solely on statistical data means that one runs the danger of failing to recognise the 

variety of information that can be extracted from a community. One also risks 

misunderstanding social complexities and deviances through reducing individuals down to 

numerical values. A case study is useful because it is the most flexible of all research designs 

and the strength of this method lies in its ability to tackle and present a full range of evidence 

in detail. Case studies have been defined as the modern form of allegory (Schell, 1992) and 

they weave together sequences of events to form a cohesive story. This assists in providing a 

holistic understanding of an entity, person or an event. From the themes deduced using the case 

studies, the individual story can be used as a tool to illustrate the larger life influences that 

create it (Schell, 1992). 

 

This paper combines qualitative and quantitative research techniques with the stories (case 

studies) of four female cane growers. In addition to the case studies, this paper links statistical 

analysis using industrial data and insights into female grower matters to provide a holistic 

understanding of women in cane growing and their environments. 

 

Industrial statistics were obtained using: 

 South African Cane Growers’ Association industry databases (SACGA, 2015b),  

 South African Cane Growers’ Association Siyathuthuka Study (SACGA, 2014), and 

 South African Sugar Association industry databases (SASA, 2015). 

 

Insights into women in cane growing in the South African sugar industry were compiled from: 

 Case studies of four women in cane growing from the North Coast, Felixton, Umfolozi and 

Pongola regions of the industry; and 

 Specialist input from SACGA GSOs through interviews held in March 2016. 

 

 

Research context: South African sugar industry 

 

Statistics presented here have been compiled from SACGA and SASA industry data sources. 

 

South Africa’s history of women in agriculture, while comparable to the universal struggles 

and challenges facing women in rural contexts, is unique given the cultural and historic 

situation within which female farmers operate. Along with female farmers from across the 

globe, South Africa’s women have played a pivotal role in food security. Historical inequities, 

cultural and traditional values and belief systems have seen women farmers largely participate 

outside the commercial or large scale agricultural sector. Women also face challenges in terms 
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of limited access to land, capital, resources and competing demands on their time. The 

Department of Land Affairs estimated that some 21.5 million people lived on communal land 

in 2008 (DRDLR 2008). Most recent census data states that 59% of these individuals are female 

(Statistics South Africa, 2011). This indicates the important role that women play in rural 

communities and traditional practice. 

 

The agricultural sector has been identified by the South African government as crucial in 

unlocking the economic potential for women (DRDLR, 2008). Despite this, statistics from 

SASA show that, over the last decade, there has been a gradual decline in the number of female 

sugarcane farmers; most of these being small scale growers (see Table 2). Unlike other small 

scale farming sectors, the majority of growers in the South African sugar industry are male. 

However, female growers do contribute 45% to the total number of growers in the industry and 

48% to the total small scale grower numbers. 

 

The following section presents demographic data pertaining to the South African sugarcane 

industry and gender. Demographic data on gender for large scale growers is near complete with 

95 percent of large scale growers having indicated their gender in 2014. Given the nature of 

small scale farming however, for small growers the data is not as readily available. Despite 

being a smaller percentage of the population, the sample size of small scale growers from 2009 

to 2014 is large enough to be considered representative of the population. Table  1 below 

presents the sample percentage of population for the data.  

 
Table 1. Demographic data sample – percentage of population (2009-2014) 

(SASA, 2015; SACGA, 2015b). 

Season 
All growers sample 

(% population) 

Large scale growers 

sample (% 

population) 

Small scale growers 

sample (% population) 

2009 32.66% 67.09% 31.07% 

2010 42.03% 71.24% 40.43% 

2011 46.37% 79.90% 44.53% 

2012 53.07% 80.54% 51.38% 

2013 60.05% 86.19% 58.38% 

2014 64.88% 95.10% 62.98% 

 
Table 2. Estimated number of female growers – number of female growers 

and percentage of population (2009-2014) (SASA, 2015; SACGA, 2015b). 

Season 

All growers sample 
Large scale growers 

sample 

Small scale growers 

sample 

% of 

population 
Number 

% of 

population 
Number 

% of 

population 
Number 

2009 45.16% 16 611 8.98% 142 48.81% 16 469 

2010 45.40% 13 641 9.08% 139 48.95% 13 502 

2011 45.02% 12 273 8.74% 123 48.64% 12 254 

2012 44.99% 11 032 8.35% 118 48.61% 10 914 

2013 44.81% 10 317 8.56% 118 48.31% 10 198 

2014 44.74% 10 042 8.00% 106 48.32%   9 936 
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While female growers contributed 45% to the total population in 2014, they only manage 

11.0% of the total area under cane in the industry. This has decreased slightly year on year 

from 2009, when female growers managed 11.6% of the cane area (SACGA, 2015b). Over this 

period, female growers also produced consistently lower yields than their male counterparts. 

Figure 1 presents the changes in yield for female and male growers from 2009 to 2014. These 

results are in line with global findings which highlight the vast discrepancy between male and 

female farmers. Results presented in Figure 2 highlight this trend in other African countries.  

 

 

 

Figure 1. Industry cane yield (tons cane per hectare under cane) for female and male growers 

in the South African sugar industry from 2009-2014 (SASA, 2015; SACGA, 2015a). 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Percentage variation in yield per hectare between male and female farmers in various 

African countries (2014) (World Bank, 2015). 

 

While not tested in this research, it is interesting to note that a vast majority of studies indicate 

that the difference between yields produced by men and women throughout the globe exist not 
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because women are less skilled than men, but rather because women have less access to land 

and inputs such as fertilisers and equipment (World Bank, 2007). This indicates a potential 

avenue for further research on gender in the South African sugar industry. 
 

Given the fact that the majority of female growers in the South African sugar industry and the 

bulk of female farmers worldwide are small scale producers, this paper focuses its analysis on 

small scale sugarcane growers. There are a number of challenges to small scale growing for 

both men and women, not least of which is the fact that there is an aging rural population with 

little to no succession planning. There are also significant challenges relating to the fact that 

the majority of small scale growers have no formal education (SACGA, 2014). Table 3 details 

these findings.  

 
Table 3. Education levels and ages of small scale grower population 

in South Africa (2014) (SACGA, 2014). 

Education (% of population) Age (% of population) 

No Education 16% <25 years 3% 

Partial Schooling 57% 26 - 40 years 9% 

Matric 21% 41 - 60 years 44% 

Tertiary 6% > 60 years 44% 

 

In addition to the trials facing small scale growers highlighted above, female small scale 

growers face added challenges. Despite contributing to nearly half the total number of small 

scale growers, female growers lag behind male counterparts in terms of production. Figure 3 

indicates the gap in terms of cane tonnage produced between male and female small scale 

growers. In 2014, the sample average tons cane produced by an active, female small scale 

grower was 88.7 tons. In the same year, active male small scale growers produced 150.8 tons. 

 

 

Figure 3. Small scale grower cane production data by gender in the South African sugar 

industry (active small scale growers) (2009-2014) (SASA, 2015; SACGA, 2015b). 

 

One of the primary reasons for the variance in tonnage between male and female small scale 

growers is access to land. It has already been established that as a global trend female farmers 

lack access to good quality arable land and the opportunities to acquire more land to grow their 
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businesses is limited if not unavailable. In South Africa, equitable land access is a burning 

political and developmental issue and is one that is currently not being tackled effectively at 

policy or implementation levels (Hart & Aliber, 2012). Women’s land access has been limited 

by their social position in traditional communities. Custom and tradition has also prevented 

women from owning or managing land. For many years, it has been commonplace for a women 

to be unable to obtain effective land rights to an area without the permission of her husband or 

guardian (Land Access Movement of South Africa (LAMOSA), 2014). Despite the fact that 

women constitute most of the rural population in South Africa and they are also agricultural 

producers at commercial and subsistence levels, the majority of South Africa’s female farmers 

operate on smaller plots of land than their male counterparts. Figure 4, highlights the disparate 

land access between female and male small scale growers in the South African sugar industry. 

In 2014, the average female small scale grower operated on a plot of 2.5 ha, while male small 

scale growers had access to 4.5 ha on average. This translates to active, small scale, female 

growers having access to only 35% of the land, despite contributing to 48% of the small scale 

grower numbers. 

 

 

Figure 4. Average hectares per small scale grower by gender in the South African sugar 

industry (active small scale growers) (2009-2014) (SASA, 2015; SACGA, 2015b). 

 

 

The results presented above provide a demographic outlook of the gender situation in the South 

African sugar industry. These findings are a result of a complex social, economic and 

traditional environment. Despite the opportunities for female growers within the industry, the 

mind-sets and cultural values entrenched within the South African rural community means that 

transformation and the change toward gender equitable access to land has been slow. It is also 

understood that women growers spread themselves thinly, assuming a variety of roles in the 

home and with their agricultural businesses. As such, many are not afforded the time to develop 

their cane businesses, reach their farming potential and rise to leadership within industry 

structures (SACGA, 2015a). These and other issues shall be tackled through analysis of case 

studies on rural women in the South African sugarcane industry context. 

 

 

 

 

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Ha / Grower Female 2.46 2.45 2.70 2.55 2.58 2.54

Ha / Grower Male 3.96 4.03 4.63 4.26 4.08 4.47

0.00

0.50

1.00

1.50

2.00

2.50

3.00

3.50

4.00

4.50

5.00

H
e
c
ta

re
s
 p

e
r 

G
ro

w
e
r

Season

King M and Nicholson R Proc S Afr Sug Technol Ass (2016) 89: 202-221

210



Women in cane growing stories 

 

Case studies presented here are written as narratives; presenting each case as a story of female 

grower livelihoods. Stories were taken from growers operating on a small scale and also 

growers that have graduated from small scale farming to commercial farming through land 

reform interventions. As indicated above, these stories were purposefully selected to highlight 

female grower triumphs in adverse situations in order to shed light on some of the factors that 

contribute to the success of women farmers. The use of narration in research assists in building 

a persona of the person or entity (Schell, 1992) and these case studies present the stories of 

women who despite facing adversity have defied the odds in sugarcane farming. Their stories 

can serve as examples and inspiration for others. The key themes, larger life influences and 

situations are discussed later in this paper. These stories are not designed to represent all female 

small scale sugarcane growers, as this counters the very purpose of the study. These narratives 

were selected to highlight the individuality in the totality. 

 

 

North Coast: Marriage, inheritance and sugarcane as an enabling crop 

 

Noxolo Zondi is a 64-year old unmarried female grower who lives and farms with her three 

children and grandchildren in the Nkwambase region on the North Coast of KwaZulu-Natal. 

This area is home to an active rural, sugarcane growing community. Many growers in the 

Nkwambase region have consolidated and formed co-operatives in order to have easier access 

funding, training and other resources. Zondi has remained an individual grower on 8.4 ha of 

sugarcane land. 

 

Noxolo Zondi inherited 1.2 ha of her family’s farm after her father’s passing in 2006. The death 

of her father meant that the Zondi family’s 8.4 ha of land would be given to Noxolo’s mother, 

Nomcebo Zondi. The 1.2 ha inherited by Noxolo at this time was uncultivated natural bushland 

and, due to Nomcebo’s age and ailing health, she was unable to develop the land to its full 

potential. Passing this portion of land to her daughter, Nomcebo thought, meant the maximum 

capacity of their family’s land would be utilised and managed. 

 

Noxolo managed the newly inherited 1.2 ha of land from 2006 and began by clearing the natural 

vegetation and making way for the planting of sugarcane. Sugarcane was new to the family 

business as both Noxolo’s mother and father had dedicated their land to amadumbe (African 

potato) and brinjal cultivation. However, due to limited access to market and the sensitive 

nature of vegetable farming, Noxolo opted to invest in sugarcane. Sugarcane posed numerous 

advantages over vegetables, not least of which was guaranteed access to market and the 

comparatively hardy nature of the crop. 

 

Nomcebo passed away a few years after her husband and the remaining 7.3 ha of land was 

given to Noxolo to manage. Noxolo was able to inherit the family’s land as she was an 

unmarried woman, still carried the Zondi name, and her parents bore no sons. Marriage 

complicates the rites of inheritance as it is seen that a married woman is bound to her husband’s 

family and therefore carries a new name. The changed name means that any land transferred 

to the married women would now, in principle, be under the management of a new family. The 

act of marriage and changing the family name is a key reason for the limited inheritance of land 

by women in traditional areas.  
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While being an unmarried woman has allowed Noxolo access to and inheritance of her family’s 

farm, the lack of a male figure in her household has meant that Noxolo has faced other 

challenges. Her voice has not been taken seriously by iziNduna (Chief or Headman) nor by the 

tribal authorities. When facing trials of damage to and theft of crops, Noxolo has had limited 

support from leadership structures and the community. “Because there is no male figure in my 

family, people think they can do as they please.”1 

 

After Noxolo had inherited all 8.4 ha of the family farm, she transferred the majority of the 

land to sugarcane production and left only a small portion to brinjals and amadumbe. Sugarcane 

production has proven to be a much more profitable business endeavour than vegetable 

farming. Over the past 10 years the growing of sugarcane, even on the small scale, has seen the 

Zondi family able to build a larger house and ensure an education of all three of Noxolo’s 

children. With Noxolo’s children educated and now working, the money obtained from 

sugarcane farming is used for household maintenance and necessities. Noxolo remains very 

positive about sugarcane farming and has indicated her intent to expand her sugarcane business 

should she have access to more land. On the profitability of sugarcane farming for small scale 

growers, Noxolo commented, “Sugarcane is profitable as long as you take care of it (by putting 

the required fertiliser and controlling weeds)... although I feel sugarcane production was more 

profitable in previous years because the costs of production now are very high, but we survive 

and we have achieved so much.”2 

 

 

Felixton: Silent strength 

 

Thembi Sithole is a 45-year old single mother of four children living and farming in the 

Ndabayakhe region of Empangeni (KwaZulu-Natal). Thembi inherited a small scale sugarcane 

farm of 15 ha after her mother’s passing in 2006. Thembi has been involved in cane farming 

and management with her mother since she was 18 years old. 

 

For as long as Thembi could remember, she wanted to work as a farmer. Watching her mother, 

Thandi Sithole, operate in the male dominated environment gave her the inspiration to pursue 

the career herself. After finishing school, Thembi began working with her mother who 

immediately saw her daughter’s passion for the land. Shortly after beginning to work on her 

mother’s farm, Thandi transferred 0,5 ha to Thembi under Thembi’s own grower code. It was 

the ratoon management of this field that forged a passion for farming in Thembi and she began 

to grow her business through expanding her land by crop sharing and leasing unused land from 

other members of the community. Upon Thandi’s passing, all family land was transferred to 

Thembi. 

 

Thembi is the sole manager of her farm and has met a number of gender-related challenges in 

trying to keep her land under her control. Thembi farms on communal land under traditional 

leadership. Her land was under threat when she originally inherited as the Nkosi wished for it 

to be removed from her management due solely to the fact that she was a woman. She was also 

met with aggression from other male farmers in the area who argued that they were in a more 

appropriate position to manage the land. Thembi believes that other male farmers in the area 

do not wish to see female farmers succeed: “I once had a lease agreement with another farmer 

1 Translated to English from a Zulu interview 
2 Translated to English from a Zulu interview 
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in my area. A male contractor went behind my back to the land owner and made a deal with 

him that took away the field from my management, even though we had not reached the end 

period of the lease agreement. No one would support me in fighting this.”3 

 

Being passionate about the industry, Thembi has involved herself in grower leadership 

structures. She is a member of her local association and also of her Mill Cane Committee 

(MCC) where she has held the position of Secretary for three years. Thembi mentions that 

being a woman in these male dominated spaces is intimidating and that the female voice is 

often silent in meetings and discussions. Thembi finds that often she chooses to say nothing 

because her opinions have been crushed more times than she can count. “Tradition stands in 

our way sometimes. Society is not yet at the point where it fully embraces women in farming. 

People see me as someone who wants to be male, because farming is a man’s job.”4 

 

Despite operating in a challenging environment, Thembi’s greatest ambition is to own and 

operate a commercial sugarcane farm. Access to land and financial constraints remain the chief 

obstacles in her way. She maintains her household and performs all domestic responsibilities 

largely by herself. Despite the difficulties of balancing work and domestic obligations, Thembi 

does not see domestic duties as constraints on her achieving her professional goals. “The house 

is part of the woman’s job.”5 

 

 

Umfolozi: Where there is a will, there is a way 

 

Nonhlanhla Khumalo is a young, 27-year old farmer working with her father, a land reform 

grower who received funding from the Department of Rural Development and Land Reform’s 

Proactive Land Acquisition Strategy (PLAS). Neither Nonhlanhla nor her father had any 

experience in managing or owning a sugarcane farm, but were both determined to make a 

success of their 95 ha of land. Nonhlanhla has also subsequently acquired a further 14 ha of 

sugarcane land under her own name that she manages as a small scale farm. 

 

The road to success as a sugarcane grower has not been an easy one for Nonhlanhla Khumalo 

and it has been paved with many personal and professional sacrifices. Despite the land being 

bequeathed to her father, Nonhlanhla assumed the majority of the responsibility for the 95 ha 

farm. Her father was involved in other businesses and has made very little, if any, contribution 

to the management of the farm. To ensure that the farm was managed and run optimally, 

Nonhlanhla had to sacrifice living with her two daughters and mother to live with the farm 

workers on the newly acquired farm. The farmhouse was not in living condition upon 

inheritance of the farm and therefore she had to live with and work as one of the farm labourers 

for two years. During this time, Nonhlanhla learned the farming skills she originally lacked 

and built up trust and a good working relationship with her staff. Nonhlanhla began to build 

her business from the bottom-up. 

 

Nonhlanhla's efforts in on-site farm management have not been without reward. The farm has 

generated enough profit to upgrade and maintain the farm house and provide for the extended 

family of both Nonhlanhla’s parents, seven siblings and two daughters. Nonhlanhla has also 

managed to purchase a further 14 ha of sugarcane land to expand their cane farming business. 

In addition to this, Nonhlanhla runs a contracting business that performs harvesting, infield 

3 Translated to English from a Zulu interview 
4 Translated to English from a Zulu interview 
5 Translated to English from a Zulu interview 
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haulage and planting for small scale growers. Nonhlanhla is the sole manager of both farms 

and the contracting company, and her extended family has acknowledged her as the primary 

breadwinner.  

 

Despite her success, Nonhlanhla still describes herself as being “enslaved”6 by a system that 

does not promote her development. She has always desired to hold a degree, but Nonhlanhla 

has only a Matric Certificate and has been unable to pursue further studies as her family, in 

particular her father, disagrees with investing in the further education of women. Her father 

forbade her to apply and attend the South African Sugarcane Research Institute (SASRI) 

certificate courses and, as a result, she attended and passed in secret. Nonhlanhla vows never 

to stand in the way of her daughters’ education and the pain that she carries for her own 

situation serves as the fuel that drives her to ensure a promising future for her children. 

 

Nonhlanhla’s feelings of cultural imprisonment are not only related to her stunted education. 

Her father is aware of and grateful for her success as a sugarcane grower, and as a result has 

indicated that he does not want her to marry. Her father does not wish for his investment in 

Nonhlahla to be an investment in another family. Nonhlanhla believes that the only way for 

her to be successful and married is for her to earn enough money to purchase additional farms 

and grow her contracting business to in order to secure her independence. 

 

Nonhlanhla is a strong minded business woman who remains hopeful for the future. She has 

proven that success can be made as a result of determination and will. Although her journey 

has not been an easy one, she remains grounded and focussed on ensuring a favourable future 

for her two daughters. 

 

 

Pongola: From farm worker to farmer and leader 

 

Lihle Bavuma is one of the few female sugarcane growers in the Pongola region of KwaZulu-

Natal. At 40 years old, she is ambitious and seeks to grow her sugarcane business, which is 

currently operating with an area of 85 ha of cane. Lihle represents various structures, 

including being a member of the Congress of Growers in the South African Cane Growers’ 

Association.  

 

Lihle’s passion for sugarcane grew from a young age when her father worked as a driver on a 

nearby sugarcane farm (which is now her neighbouring farm). Lihle would walk five 

kilometres every day to bring her father lunch while he worked on the farm. During the school 

vacation period, she would work as a casual farm worker in the area. The earnings from 

sugarcane labour were minimal, and as a result Lihle grew up disadvantaged and the family 

struggled, living just above the poverty line. As a young woman, Lihle perceived sugarcane 

farming as the job of white men and the thought of running her own sugarcane farm seemed 

impossible. Family, tradition and her own entrenched perceptions drove her to pursue poultry 

farming because “that is a woman’s job.”7 

 

The revenue from Lihle’s small scale poultry farm was not enough to sustain her family, and 

as a result, she gained employment at African Bank to provide the necessary additional income 

to provide for the family. In 2004, while assisting a potential African Bank client in a restaurant 

6 Translated to English from a Zulu interview 
7 Translated to English from a Zulu interview 

King M and Nicholson R Proc S Afr Sug Technol Ass (2016) 89: 202-221

214



in Pongola, Lihle learned about the land redistribution strategy of the former Department of 

Land Affairs. The stranger she introduced herself to in the restaurant was an official from the 

Department who explained the process and how she could apply for funding and access to land. 

From that point on, Lihle made constant contact and follow up with the Department of Land 

Affairs, registered a cooperative and submitted all required documents to the Department for 

application. 

 

It took four long years before the farm was transferred to Lihle’s cooperative. During the 

process of the Department purchasing the farm, Lihle describes encountering a number of 

challenges. Lihle was accused by her community of having intimate and inappropriate 

relationships with authorities in the Department of Land Affairs because it was near 

unbelievable to them that a woman would stand to receive the land in her own capacity. Despite 

the slander spread amongst the community, Lihle stood firm and persevered with the process. 

 

In 2008, Lihle took out a loan from iThala Bank to purchase equipment for the new farm. From 

2009 to 2012, the farm generated only just enough to break even. Lihle furthered her education 

in sugarcane through the SASRI certificate courses. With this experience and insight, she has 

seen an improvement in the management of her farm. Twelve years on from beginning the 

application process, Lihle remains one of the very few female sugarcane farmers in Pongola. 

She is proud of what she has achieved thus far and feels there is still much more she needs to 

learn. As a grower leader, Lihle tries to motivate other women to enter the sugarcane farming 

industry. She describes herself as having grown from a reserved and quiet person, and has 

learned to express herself vocally and confidently as a leader. Lihle intends to continue to grow 

and lead other farmers in the area in the future. 

 

 

Women in cane growing: A discussion 

 

Achieving gender equity in the South African sugar industry does not translate to simply 

treating women and men equally and targeting development programmes at women and men 

in the same manner. Results presented above highlight that women’s participation in 

agriculture is hampered by domestic responsibilities, cultural barriers and discrimination. It is 

these impediments that need to be addressed specifically in order for a gender equitable 

industry to develop and for programmes and projects to be a success.  

 

Expectations about behaviours and activities gender-appropriate for women and men are 

fundamentally shaped by culture. Gender identities and gender relations are critical aspects of 

culture as they edit and shape the way life is lived within the family and the wider community. 

Gender, like race and language, operates as a principle for organising society. This is done 

through the cultural meanings, norms and values assigned to being either male or female. One 

of the most evident cultural biases in gender is the division of labour. In most societies there 

are clear patterns of what is considered ‘the work of women’ and what is considered ‘the work 

of men’. These patterns differ among societies and shift and change over time; however, while 

the nature of gender relations varies, the general pattern that women have less autonomy, fewer 

resources and limited influence over decision-making processes is a predominant norm. This 

pattern of disparity forms both a human rights and a developmental issue (Schalkwyk, 2000). 

 

Marriage, expectations on women’s roles and the voice and strength of women in communities 

and leadership positions were key and recurring themes evident in all case studies. While each 

woman has shown success in various forms, the noticeable trend across all stories is that their 
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success occurred in absence of a male partner. In three of the cases presented above, the women 

have accessed their land as a result of being unmarried or widowed and therefore stood to 

inherit by default. Ironically, even though women’s activities deemed culturally appropriate 

are so intrinsically linked to the home, household and duties to a husband, it is in the absence 

of a husband that the women have been able to successfully grow their sugarcane businesses. 

Interviews with SACGA female GSOs support these findings, as all GSOs provided expert 

insight into the cultural roles and restrictions of women in rural communities.  

 

This most certainly does not imply that marriage is in some way a hindrance to women’s 

growth. In fact other case studies have shown that women who have been widowed are often 

left to face severe problems and poverty due to the lack of income-generating opportunities 

available to them (Grace, 2004). However, it is an interesting and noteworthy point that the 

cultural expectations of marital union and the perception of the woman leaving her former 

home to the family of her husband has implications on the level of a family’s investment in a 

woman’s future. There is a generally acknowledged lack of investment (in terms of inheritance 

and education) in women because of the risk of ‘losing’ value to another family. For the woman 

as an independent entity, these gender obstacles are fewer. 

 

The female voice is often silent or overruled as a result of expectant cultural and traditional 

gender behaviours. SACGA GSOs have indicated that in grower meetings, they watch women 

interact submissively towards men, and are sometimes verbally abused and taunted when they 

speak out. As a result, most women in these traditional, rural settings do not reach or recognise 

their leadership potential and fear participation in meetings and discussions. In many cases, the 

function of women in committees and meetings is secretarial and this outwardly displays the 

perception of women as spectators and not voices. The majority of women in cane growing are 

also elderly and do not have further (or any) education (SACGA, 2014). As a result and in 

combination with cultural and traditional factors, women struggle to be heard. 

 

The cases also suggest the importance of economic factors in light of tradition and culture. 

Culture is not static and it has to mould and change to circumstance. Women who find 

themselves in economically stretched situations are often forced to take on the roles that are 

traditionally occupied by men and often this is not by choice. SACGA GSOs indicate that it its 

often the women themselves that stand in the way of their own success. Years of acceptance of 

culturally entrenched inequities have left women with little belief in their own abilities, 

knowledge and rights to expression. Even though women find themselves occupying male 

spaces (evident in the fact that nearly half of all small scale growers are female), it still does 

not mean that gender biases have been addressed.  

 

Schalkwyk (2000) addresses the issue of whether or not promoting gender equality can be 

considered an imposition of ‘western’ values on other cultures. This is of critical concern for 

an understanding of gender and cultural issues in developing countries in Africa in particular. 

It is argued that the notion that gender equality is ‘western’ ignores the ideals and activities of 

the women’s movement in other societies, as well as the commitments to gender equality by 

non-‘western’ countries. Governments in a diverse range of countries (including South Africa, 

Uganda, Jamaica, Indonesia and the Ukraine) have undertaken to support gender inequality. It 

is argued that while it is important to be culturally sensitive, this does not mean uncritical 

acceptance of culture and tradition. It is reasoned that custom should not be a rationale for 

discrimination (Schalkwyk, 2000). 
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Conclusion and Interventions 

 

Gender roles and expectations are shaped by socio-cultural factors that are deeply entrenched 

in rural society. These factors differ across regions and households and depend on different 

dynamics. These dynamics include age, wealth and type of assets, social stigmas and economic 

returns attached to farming as well as household composition (Grace, 2004). Roles between 

women appear to depend on several factors: what assets households own, where the activities 

are carried out, a woman’s stage in the life cycle (for example unmarried, married, widowed) 

and whether particular women are involved in income-generating work. 

 

Gender roles and relations are often attributed to culture, but it must be remembered that culture 

is not static, nor is it unchanging (Grace, 2004). People may wish to hold on to the idea of 

culture as a form of identity. However, culture can change, sometimes in unexpected ways. It 

has also been shown that economic reasoning can sometimes play a larger role than cultural 

norms, given that women sometimes have to step out from tradition to become the breadwinner 

for their households. 

 

South African cane growing leadership structures have a noticeable absence of female 

leadership and the reasons for this lie at grassroots level. Agricultural programmes need to 

specifically target gender equity as an agenda and focus on ensuring the development of women 

specifically. Interventions and programmes need to be put in place that target female grower 

development and growth. There appears to be a lack of value accorded to the work that women 

are currently involved in and a limited appreciation for the varied household and professional 

responsibilities of female growers. There is a possibility of a gradual sensitisation of women to 

the importance and value of their work through programmes such as female grower forums. 

This needs to be explored by the South African sugar industry. Platforms such as these are vital 

to providing women with a place to strengthen their voices, share their stories, learn from and 

develop one another away from the restrictions that cultural norms and values can place on 

them.  

 

Suggested Interventions 

 

Women are the backbone of farming in Africa, just as they are in most of the 

world. They plant the seeds, they till the fields, they harvest the crops, they 

bring them to market, they prepare the meals for their families. So to succeed 

in this work, we must work with women. And so we need a good collaboration 

to make sure that women are equal partners with men farmers… to make a 

contribution that will transform agriculture. 

(Rubin et al., 2008) 

 

Using a combination of literature analysis, discussions with SACGA GSOs and through 

examination of the various case studies presented above, Table 4 presents suggested high-level 

interventions for the South African sugar industry. These interventions need to be unpacked 

further with new research, but serve as a starting point for promoting gender-equitable 

opportunities across the industry’s value chain. It was also widely suggested across literature 

and through stakeholder interviews that monitoring and evaluation of the gender impacts of 

industry programmes be implemented to help ensure the meaningful participation of women in 

industry affairs (Rubin et al., 2008). This involves identifying and setting gender related 

objectives in the design phase of programmes and a fundamental shift in focus from output to 

outcome (Rubin et al., 2008).  
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Table 4 presents a number of broad objectives and interventions to promote a gender equitable 

sugar industry in South Africa. Results from the study have been divided into four broad 

objectives, namely (i) gender equitable agricultural research and study, (ii) gender equitable 

industry and grower structures, (iii) profiling and highlighting female growers and (iv) gender-

based training and support. 

 

The first objective focuses on agricultural research and study. This research is the initial step 

in promoting and encouraging further investigation into gender and the sugar industry. 

Interventions to achieve this objective include supporting new studies on women in cane 

growing, as well as including women in current research trials and studies where they are likely 

to benefit. It is also essential for monitoring and evaluation to ensure that cognisance of any 

gender impact be taken in the development of new and existing programmes and strategies. 

 

The continued success of the South African sugar industry depends on social and economic 

sustainability (Hurly et al., 2015). Crucial to this is ensuring a gender equitable industry and 

grower structures. It is essential that the female voice be heard in leadership structures. As 

highlighted in the discussion, women are often silenced due to social and cultural norms 

governing their participation. It is up to the cane growing industry to ensure that leadership 

structures represent grower demographics and that female grower discussion forums are 

established to provide a safe space for women to discuss and debate. Linked to this objective 

is the third objective, which promotes the profiling and highlighting of female growers. 

Marketing these women and their stories will provide platforms for mentorship while also 

encouraging and inspiring other female growers in the industry. 

 

The final, and arguably the most crucial objective is to organise and roll out gender-based 

training and support programmes. Leadership and management training is crucial for women, 

especially those who struggle to have their voices heard. Specialist interviews with SACGA 

GSOs indicated this as the most imperative intervention as it is only through building up 

confidence and leadership skills in women that their voices can be heard. It is also suggested 

that family and succession planning as well as gender-based violence workshops be held to 

tackle some of the softer social issues that female growers in the industry face. 
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Table 4. Broad objectives and interventions to promote a gender-equitable 

sugar industry in South Africa. 

 Broad Objective Interventions 

1 Gender equitable 

agricultural research and 

study 

Support research in gender and diversity studies 

Support women growers in scholarship and training 

programmes 

Include women in research trials and programmes 

and target research in areas where women are likely 

to benefit 

Initiate gender impact assessments of new and 

existing industry programmes and strategies 

2 Gender equitable industry 

and grower structures 

Ensure leadership structures across the industry 

represent grower demographics 

Establish female grower discussion forums 

Support the institutionalisation of gender issues in 

industry bodies 

3 Profiling and highlighting 

female growers 
Female Grower of the Year Award 

Profiling women in road shows, presentations and 

through other marketing platforms 

Presentations and mentorship done by female 

grower leaders across the industry 

4 Gender-based training and 

support 
Leadership and management training for women 

Family and succession planning workshops 

Gender-based violence workshops and information 

distribution 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Gender research and further studies on women within the agricultural sector is essential for its 

continued success and also for the improvement and development of rural communities and 

livelihoods. It is essential that the South African sugar industry understand men’s and women’s 

roles and relations and also to collect accurate information about gender relations in activities 

across the value chain. It is vital that equitable participation be fostered and that projects, 

programmes and industry structures insist that men, women and youth participate actively. 

Women are the backbone of the agricultural sector and importantly they are the cornerstone of 

rural communities (Rubin et al., 2008). It is therefore imperative that the special needs of 

women are address and that consideration is given for the different constraints on women and 

men at home and in the workplace. Research such as this and the implementation of the 

aforementioned interventions is essential for developing strategies, programmes and initiatives 

that focus on the empowerment and development of marginalised persons within the sugar 

industry. 
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