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ABOUT THIS REPORT 

The impact of climate change and the decisions taken to reduce emissions will have an impact on 

workers and communities in multiple value-chains. TIPS, with funding from the UK-PACT Programme 

has undertaken research on five key value chains that will be impacted: coal, metals, petroleum-based 

transport, agriculture and tourism. This report provides in-depth research on sector-related 

challenges and opportunities, and follows on from the National Employment Vulnerability Assessment 

(NEVA) and the Sector Jobs Resilience Plans (SJRPs). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Disclaimer 

To the fullest extent permitted by law, TIPS and its employees, directors, contractors and 
consultants shall not be liable or responsible for any error or omission in any of its research, 
publications, articles and reports (collectively referred to as reports). We make no representation 
or warranty of any kind, express or implied, regarding the accuracy or completeness of any 
information in our reports. 

Our reports are made available free of charge and are prepared in good faith. Users are requested 
to acknowledge and correctly reference the source should they decide to use or make reference 
to any of our reports or any information in our reports.  

TIPS and its employees, directors, contractors and consultants shall not be liable or responsible 
for any use, collection, processing or transfer of any of our reports or any information in our 
reports. 

TIPS and its employees, directors, contractors and consultants shall not be liable for any 
damages, losses or costs suffered arising out of its reports or any information in its reports. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

South Africa’s agricultural sector employs approximately 840 000 workers and is the backbone of 

many local economies, yet farmworkers remain among the most vulnerable groups in the South 

African labour market. Employment is highly seasonal, wages are persistently low relative to other 

sectors, and access to social protection, collective representation, and skills development remains 

limited. These structural vulnerabilities are deeply rooted in the country’s apartheid past and are now 

being intensified by climate change, which is increasing production risks through more frequent 

droughts and floods, with direct consequences for labour demand and earnings stability. 

This paper finds that existing Active Labour Market Policies (ALMPs) provide valuable short-term relief 

but have limited long-term employment impact for farmworkers. Coverage is fragmented, 

coordination weak, and programmes are poorly aligned with climate-related labour market shocks in 

agriculture. Public employment programmes primarily function as temporary income support, while 

training and skills initiatives are constrained by low educational baselines and limited employment 

alternatives in agriculture dependent regions. 

The paper argues that a climate responsive ALMP framework is required; one that prioritises labour 

market attachment and livelihood protection rather than assuming that training alone can generate 

sustainable employment. Such a framework should integrate income stabilisation, skills development, 

and worker protection, and be complemented by regional economic diversification and agricultural 

transformation. Without this broader integration, ALMPs will remain insufficient to safeguard 

farmworker livelihoods as climate change accelerates existing inequalities in rural labour markets. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

South Africa’s agricultural sector supported close to 840 000 jobs in 2024, contributes around 5% of 

the GDP, and forms the backbone of many municipal economies. Yet the sector remains deeply shaped 

by the legacy of apartheid era policies that dispossessed Black people who then lost their family farms, 

leaving South Africa with limited small-scale farming compared to peer economies. This historical 

structure continues to influence patterns of employment, skill levels, wage outcomes, and labour 

relations across the sector.  

Farmworkers in particular occupy a precarious position in the South African labour market. Their 

longstanding vulnerabilities are being intensified by climate change, with rising temperatures, more 

frequent droughts, and increasingly severe flooding that are already undermining agricultural 

productivity, raising production risks, and placing downward pressure on labour demand in several 

key subsectors. Climate change thus presents a growing risk that climate-related disruptions, even 

when temporary, may lead to long-term or permanent labour market detachment among 

farmworkers. Existing support mechanisms – including agricultural support programmes, public 

employment programmes, and social protection systems – were not designed to take into account the 

impact of climate change on labour and often fall short in protecting those most affected, particularly 

seasonal and informal workers.    

Active Labour Market Policies have an important role to play in addressing climate-related labour 

market disruptions. International evidence suggests that well-designed ALMPs can prevent temporary 

shocks from resulting in persistent joblessness by providing income protection, enabling 

redeployment, facilitating reskilling, and improving the match between worker skills and labour 

demand. However, South Africa’s ALMP landscape is fragmented, highly uneven in effectiveness,  

and insufficiently tailored to the specific conditions of the agricultural sector. Critically, the country 

lacks a coherent framework for responding to climate linked employment shocks in the agriculture 

labour market. 
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This paper examines farm labour in South Africa, especially in relation to the negative impact of 

climate change on labour demand and practices. It assesses the vulnerabilities facing farmworkers; 

analyses the ways climate shocks and technological adaptation are reshaping agricultural labour 

demand; evaluates the strengths and limitations of existing ALMPs; and identifies key elements of a 

climate responsive ALMP framework tailored to the realities of farmworkers and rural economies.  

2. EMPLOYMENT AND VULNERABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICAN AGRICULTURE 

Approximately 840 000 people were employed in the agricultural sector in 20241. In 2024, 

employment in agriculture was heavily concentrated in the Western Cape and KwaZulu-Natal, 

followed by Limpopo, Gauteng, Eastern Cape and Mpumalanga (Graph 1) . The majority of agricultural 

jobs fall within the “elementary” occupation category, that does not require formal training. 

Farmworkers are far more likely to be employed in these roles than workers in other sectors of the 

formal economy. In 2024, around 75% of agricultural workers were engaged in elementary 

occupations, compared with only 18% of workers in other formal sectors (Graph 2). 

Graph 1. Employment in agriculture by province, in 2024  

Source: Statistics South Africa. Labour Market Dynamics, 2010-2025 and Quarterly Labour Force Survey, 2010-2024. Series 

on agriculture industry employment. Electronic database. June 2025. Downloaded, Nesstar: www.statssa.gov. 

Based on findings from the recently published National Employment Vulnerability Assessment (NEVA) 

for the agricultural value chain (Hector, 2025a), farmworkers are found to be in a precarious position, 

when compared to other formal workers in South Africa.  

Employment within agriculture tends to be far more seasonal than in other formal non-agricultural 

work. In 2024, 30% of employees within the agricultural sector were employed on a temporary basis, 

compared to 16% in other formal employment (Hector, 2025a, p.18). This high incidence of temporary 

and seasonal employment reflects historically entrenched labour practices in agriculture, shaped by 

apartheid era systems that normalised informal, low-paid work and excluded farm labour from 

 
1 Interpretation of longer-term employment trends is complicated by a sharp increase recorded in 2015, which coincided 
with a reweighting of the labour market survey and may not reflect underlying labour market dynamics. As a result, the 
decline observed between 2015 and 2021 may partly represent a correction rather than net job losses. Employment has, 
however, grown strongly since 2021. 

http://www.statssa.gov/
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standard wage and working hour protections (Marais and Lenka, 2021). As a result, seasonal workers 

are particularly vulnerable, with some empirical evidence suggesting they are more likely than 

permanent workers to earn below the statutory minimum wage, increasing their exposure to food 

insecurity and poverty (Springbok et al., 2025). 

Graph 2. Farmworkers and other formal workers by occupation, 2024 

Source: Calculated from Statistics South Africa. Labour Market Dynamics, 2024. Electronic database. Series on earnings for 

employees. Database downloaded from ISIbalo Data facility at www.statssa.gov.za in August 2025. 

Although minimum wage legislation introduced in 2002 brought agricultural labour practices under 

greater scrutiny, farmworker wages have remained among the lowest compared to non-agricultural 

sectors. Sectoral wage determinations in the 2000s and 2010s led to gradual improvements, including 

a substantial 50% increase in 2013 (Piek et al., 2023). Between 2018 and 2022, the agricultural 

minimum wage was progressively aligned with the national minimum wage, resulting in a cumulative 

increase of 26% over this period. However, this was done to align the minimum wage of farmworkers 

with that of the national minimum wage, and does not indicate an increase of farmworker salaries. 

Despite these minimum wage increases, farmworker wages continue to lag behind those of  

formal workers in other sectors. In 2023, median monthly earnings stood at R3400 for men and R2600 

for women in agriculture, compared to R5500 and R4500 respectively for men and women in  

non-agricultural formal employment. In 2025, the national minimum wage rose from R27.58 to  

R28.79 per hour, extending to farmworkers; by comparison, the rate stood at R18 in 2018/19  

(Hector, 2025a, p.15). Low wages are compounded by persistent labour rights violations within the 

sector. Evidence from the Western Cape and Northern Cape indicates that many farmworkers remain 

employed without written contracts, are paid below the legal minimum wage, and experience 

unlawful deductions from their wages, alongside non-compliance with Unemployment Insurance 

Fund (UIF) contributions by employers (Devereux, 2020, p.400). Access to formal social insurance 

remains limited among farmworkers, with just 3% of unemployed men and 6% of women receiving 

UIF benefits, and negligible reliance on pension funds in the event that they are unemployed (Hector, 

2025a, p. 15). 

These labour market conditions severely constrain farmworkers’ financial resilience in the event of 

job loss. In 2024, approximately 150 000 former farmworkers were actively seeking employment, 

http://www.statssa.gov.za/
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while a further 160 000 individuals with prior agricultural experience were unemployed and around 

90 000 were economically inactive. Coping strategies among the unemployed reflect a pronounced 

lack of financial assets: over 70% relied on support from household members, 25% on assistance from 

outside the household, and another 25% on social grants. Formal savings are rare, with only 8% of 

unemployed men and 5% of unemployed women reporting any savings, compared to 14% and 6% 

respectively in other formal sectors (Hector, 2025a, p.15).  

Unlike formal workers in other sectors, farmworkers have access to limited job resources, including 

opportunities for skills development, social support, and career progression. While job resources are 

shown to mitigate the effects of demanding workloads and enhance workers’ capacity to cope with 

job strain (Springbok et al., 2025), farmworkers typically experience the opposite: prolonged working 

hours, limited occupational safety training, and weak institutional support. These conditions are 

compounded by low educational attainment and geographic isolation on remote farms, which 

collectively restrict access to alternative employment opportunities. 

Recent evidence shows that farmworkers consistently have low levels of formal education. In 2024, 

approximately 62% of workers in the sector had less than a matric qualification. Around 27% had 

matric, while only 3% held a degree and another 3% possessed a formal training certificate (Graph 3). 

Housing arrangements further entrench this vulnerability. Because accommodation is commonly tied 

to employment, job loss often results in immediate housing insecurity, increasing the likelihood of 

homelessness and prolonged unemployment (Hector, 2025a; Makgetla et al., 2019). This dependence 

reinforces power imbalances between employers and workers and limits farmworkers’ ability to 

contest unsafe or unfair working conditions. 

Graph 3. Education levels of agricultural employees, 2010-2024 

Source: Statistics South Africa. Labour Market Dynamics, 2010-2021, Quarterly Labour Force Survey, 2022-2024.  

Series on education attainment in the agriculture industry. Electronic databases.  

Downloaded from Nesstar: www.statssa.gov.za (discontinued) in August 2025. 

Exclusion from skills development remains a central constraint on farmworkers’ long-term labour 

market prospects. Many workers remain unable to acquire the skills required to participate in a 

modernising economy, widening the gap between agricultural workers and their urban counterparts 

(Marais and Lenka, 2021). Job insecurity, combined with low levels of union representation, further 

http://www.statssa.gov.za/
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limits access to basic labour protections, such as paid leave, sick leave, and parental leave2. 

Unionisation among farmworkers remains low, at 6% in 2024, compared with 37% among formal 

workers outside of agriculture. Seasonal employment and limited representation reduce the 

likelihood of annual wage increases. When increases are made, they are usually determined by 

employers, with 68% of farmworkers reporting no involvement in negotiations. By comparison, 25% 

of formal non-agricultural workers had wage increases negotiated through unions in 2024 (Hector, 

2025a, p.18).  

Overall, farmworker vulnerability in South Africa is deeply rooted in a historical legacy of land 

dispossession, insecure employment, and social isolation, and is reinforced by weak collective 

organisation, limited access to public services, and poor enforcement of labour regulations (Makgetla 

et al., 2019). These longstanding structural challenges are increasingly being intensified by climate 

change. Rising temperatures and more frequent extreme weather events, including droughts and 

floods, threaten agricultural production, contributing to farm closures and consolidation, and 

increasing the risk of job losses. Seasonal workers, who already face irregular employment and lower 

incomes, are particularly exposed to further marginalisation under these conditions. 

2.1. Climate change and farm labour 

Research shows that climate-related weather events can reduce economic prosperity by lowering 

labour productivity and overall output. In agriculture specifically, rising temperatures and increasingly 

erratic weather patterns are expected to reduce crop yields and diminish agricultural productivity. 

These changes will inevitably affect farmworkers. As agricultural output falls, the demand for labour 

is likely to decline, contributing to higher unemployment and downward pressure on agricultural 

wages. Climate change also poses a direct threat to the health of farmworkers, who are especially 

vulnerable to heat stress. Studies show that rising temperatures will make periods of dangerous heat 

longer and more intense, and farmworkers are considered one of the most at-risk groups. This is 

largely because their work keeps them outdoors and exposed to extreme heat, with some studies 

showing that heat-related deaths among farmworkers are 35 times higher than in other sectors 

(El Khayat et al., 2022, p. 2). 

The impact of climate change on agriculture is likely to be uneven across regions; with provinces that 

have high concentrations of farmworkers, such as the Western Cape and KwaZulu-Natal, being 

especially exposed. While some climate adaptation measures such as shade netting, may help sustain 

employment, the adoption of precision agriculture could reduce labour demand, especially for 

workers lacking formal education or technical skills (Hector, 2025a). As climate change threatens food 

security, efforts to adopt more sustainable practices throughout the agro-industrial sector have 

become more frequent, from regenerative agriculture and smart farming techniques, to technologies 

such as solar dryers and no-till tractors and farm management apps.  

Although South Africa’s agricultural sector remains relatively labour-intensive, automation and 

mechanisation have become increasingly significant over the past decade (Hector, 2024). These 

technological advancements are essential for promoting sustainable agricultural systems, improving 

production and operational efficiency, and addressing climate-related challenges such as water and 

energy conservation in the sector (Chigumira, 2025). While these technological innovations are critical 

for adapting to and mitigating the impacts of climate change, they also pose potential risks for 

farmworkers. For instance, in the wine industry, a single harvesting machine can replace up to 

 
2 Although gender disparities within agriculture are less pronounced than in some other sectors, both male and female 
farmworkers are substantially less likely to receive these benefits compared to formal workers outside agriculture. 
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70 workers during a 12-hour shift, allowing farmers to harvest rapidly and at any time (Visser and 

Ferrer, 2015, p.50).  

Technological advancements in agriculture are also driving the demand for a more skilled and 

educated workforce. However, as previously noted, many farmworkers lack a matric qualification, and 

are mostly concentrated in elementary occupational roles. Automation, robotics, and precision 

agriculture are increasingly prevalent in primary production, generating demand for workers capable 

of operating and maintaining advanced equipment. Research has shown that increased adoption of 

automation and mechanisation negatively affects labour dynamics, particularly among low-skilled 

workers. These innovations reduce the demand for unskilled manual labour, disproportionately 

impacting seasonal and temporary workers, while shifting employment toward more qualified and 

specialised roles that are less dependent on seasonal cycles (Apicella, 2025). In addition, growing 

emphasis on sustainability has increased the need for skills related to soil conservation, water 

management, and the responsible use of agrochemicals (Sibeko, 2024).  

Although the extent of this impact varies across agricultural subsectors – for instance, horticulture still 

relies heavily on manual harvesting – mechanisation and automation risk deepening wage and social 

inequalities. This is especially concerning in rural areas where training opportunities are limited and 

workers often lack the skills or education needed to transition into alternative forms of employment. 

Visser and Ferrer (2015) observed a widening gap in the agricultural workforce in South Africa. On one 

side is a shrinking core of permanent employees who are better skilled, receive more training, and 

enjoy superior working conditions. On the other side is an expanding group of seasonal workers who 

are less skilled, receive minimal training, and face poor employment terms. 

3. ACTIVE LABOUR MARKET POLICIES AND FARM LABOUR 

The following section asses ALMPs in the context of the agricultural sector and attempts to understand 

what a farmworker ALMP would look like in the context of climate change.  

3.1.   Active labour market policies in South Africa 

The primary objective of ALMPs is to mitigate the social and economic impacts of short-term 

joblessness while promoting higher productivity. Fundamentally, ALMPs aim to prevent temporary 

economic disruptions – such as retrenchments – from resulting in prolonged or permanent 

unemployment (Makgetla, 1995). The overarching goal of ALMPs is to help individuals who have lost 

their jobs return to employment as quickly as possible, while ensuring the best possible job match. 

This is achieved through targeted support that facilitates their re-entry into the labour market 

(European Commission, 2020).  

ALMPs could be considered policies that are intended to transition the unemployed and economically 

inactive from “passive” benefits system and into paid employment (Meth, 2014). In other words, this 

means that the relevant institutions (primarily the government) are not merely providing 

unemployment benefits passively. Instead, they take an active role in supporting unemployed or 

economically inactive workers to re-enter the labour market. To achieve this, ALMPs integrate several 

components: income support through unemployment benefits, skills development and vocational 

training, job placement services and, in some instances, job creation schemes (Makgetla, 1995).  

In South Africa, ALMPs were initially established only for white, Coloured and Asian workers. African 

workers who lost their employment were, in theory, required to return to the historic labour-sending 

regions. The ALMPs for privileged workers focused on training and retraining; the identification of 

work opportunities through labour centres; and the provision of temporary income support through 

the UIF. These programmes essentially mimicked the European model of active labour market 



11 
 

[Grab your reader’s attention with a great quote from the document or use this space to emphasize 
interventions. They provided a high level of service that was affordable in large part because they  

served only 20% of the population, which had the highest share of qualified and stable employees.  

With the transition to democracy, the government extended these programmes to the entire national 

labour force. It did not, however, provide an equivalent increase in funding in real terms, except for 

the self-funding UIF. As a result, the delivery systems for active labour market programmes have 

generally been able to reach only a small share of the population that requires support. In the fourth 

quarter of 2025, for instance, only 15 000 unemployed farmworkers and 130 000 other former 

employees received UIF support. That equated to 4.1% of unemployed farmworkers and 3.7% of other 

jobless workers, excluding the formerly self-employed who are not eligible. By definition, informal 

workers are not UIF members (Calculated from Stats SA, 2026).  

Various spheres of government also run smaller ALMPs, often reaching only a few hundred people.  

Ramsarup et al. (2024, p.78) counted over 100 national programmes, mostly very small, housed in 

over 20 national departments, with no single department being responsible for coordinating ALMPs. 

These initiatives span demand-led interventions, supply-driven training schemes, and employment 

service-related programmes. During national economic crises, notably the global financial crisis in 

2008/9 and the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, larger programmes were initiated. The main programmes 

were the training layoff scheme in 2008/9, and the Temporary Employer/Employee Relief Scheme 

(TERS), funded by the UIF, in 2020.  They were, however, designed primarily to provide relief during 

temporary downturns rather than to assist workers to find new livelihoods.  

The Department of Employment and Labour (DEL) drives job-matching initiatives through 

programmes like the national pathway management network, part of the Presidential Youth 

Employment Intervention. In parallel, the Department is finalising the National Employment Policy 

(NEP), which aims to stimulate demand-driven employment growth and establish a comprehensive 

framework for addressing employment-related challenges in South Africa3 (South African 

Government, 2024). According to Vote 31 of the Estimates of National Expenditure performance 

indicators for 2023/24 show that DEL, through the public employment Services programme, registered 

just over one million work seekers on the Employment Services of South Africa (ESSA) system. During 

the same period, 333 000 registered work seekers received employment counselling, and about 

90 000 registered employment opportunities were filled by work seekers on the system (National 

Treasury, 2025).  

Building on this performance, over the 2025/26–2027/28 Medium-Term Expenditure Framework 

(MTEF) period the department plans, through the public employment services programme, to register 

more than three million eligible work seekers on ESSA and to provide employment counselling to 

840 000 work seekers within one month of registration. In addition, an estimated 152 000 job 

opportunities are expected to be created in 2025/26 through a R350 million allocation under the 

presidential employment initiative to continue the national pathway management network, the 

innovation fund, and to employ intern counsellors at labour centres (National Treasury, 2025). 

In addition, there are public employment programmes providing temporary paid work, commonly 

referred to as public works programmes (PWPs). Historically, PWPs have been used as short-term 

policy tools during economic crises as a means to create employment opportunities and to stimulate 

demand (Moto et al., 2025). In South Africa, this includes the Expanded Public Works Programme 

(EPWP)4, which is a nationwide initiative designed to offer unemployed and economically inactive 

individuals with access to productive work opportunities and skills development. The programme 

 
3 The UIF has indicated its commitment to fund these interventions.  
4  Launched in 2004, and represents the government’s largest active socio-economic intervention. 
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operates across four key areas: infrastructure, environment and culture, social, and economic. In 

addition to these, EPWP includes a National Youth Service component, which supports the 

development of artisan and technical skills, contributing to broader efforts to enhance employability 

among young people (South African Government, n.d.). It reportedly benefitted nearly 940 000 people 

over the 2020/2021 financial year (Ramsarup et al., 2024, p.78).  

The most recent addition to South Africa’s ALMPs is the Presidential Employment Stimulus (PES), 

launched in 2020. The PES is designed to expand economic opportunities and enhance skills 

development, and has reportedly created over 1.5 million work and livelihood opportunities for 

unemployed people. These opportunities have been concentrated in key sectors such as basic 

education (e.g. school assistants), social development (e.g. support for early childhood development 

sector), and agriculture (relief for substance producers). A notable component of the PES is the 

Presidential National Youth Service, which aims to engage the youth in community service while 

simultaneously building their skills and providing valuable work experience (Ramsarup et al., 2024, 

pp.78-79).  

While public employment programmes have been effective in providing short-term work 

opportunities for marginalised and unemployed individuals, they face persistent design and 

implementation challenges. The expanding scale of these programmes has often blurred their core 

objectives, creating tension between income support, skills development, and employment creation 

goals. A central limitation is their emphasis on short-term employment, which constrains their ability 

to address South Africa’s structural unemployment challenge. Concerns have also been raised 

regarding irregular expenditure and weak financial controls, fuelling perceptions of corruption and 

mismanagement. In addition, deficiencies in monitoring and evaluation systems have undermined 

both programme effectiveness and accountability (see Bhorat et al., 2019; Moto et al., 2025). 

Despite their scale and intent, ALMPs in South Africa have shown limited long-term impact on 

employment outcomes. Evidence indicates that only around 25% of programme beneficiaries secure 

any form of employment within six months of exit, while just 8% transition into wage employment 

one to two years after participation (Ramsarup et al., 2024, p. 78). These outcomes highlight the 

persistent difficulty of translating short-term work opportunities into sustainable labour market 

integration, particularly in a context of weak overall employment growth. Against this backdrop, the 

primary contribution of programmes such as the EPWP lies in their role as a form of temporary income 

support during periods of economic distress, rather than as a reliable pathway into sustained formal 

employment.  

More broadly, while ALMPs can address certain dimensions of unemployment, they are not universally 

effective and cannot be applied uniformly across all socio-economic contexts. Their impact depends 

critically on programme design, coverage, targeting, and institutional capacity. As emphasised by the 

European Commission (2020, p.7), “the design, coverage and targeting of ALMPs and the way they are 

implemented (i.e. by public employment services or others) matter a lot in terms of their effectiveness 

and efficiency”. International evidence further suggests that ALMPs are most effective when 

implemented early, preventing prolonged unemployment and labour market detachment. In the 

absence of these conditions, ALMPs risk functioning primarily as temporary relief measures rather 

than mechanisms for long-term labour market inclusion. 

3.2. Recommendations for a climate responsive ALMP for farmworkers 

ALMPs can play an important role in climate change adaptation by preventing climate-related 

disruptions, such as weather-induced production losses or retrenchments, from becoming long-term 

or permanent job losses in the sector. Their core purpose is to ensure that temporary shocks do not 
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push workers out of the labour market, and to help displaced or at-risk workers find new livelihoods 

quickly while improving the match between workers’ skills and changing labour demand. The 

International Labour Organization (ILO) (2023) states that ALMPs could be a versatile tool to support 

a just transition in the face of climate change, a shifting labour market and the growing popularity of 

green policies and investments.  

Drawing on lessons from the COVID-19 pandemic, the ILO (2023) states that climate emergencies may 

similarly require a coordinated mix of income support, passive labour market measures, and ALMPs.  

When considering the development of a climate responsive ALMP for farmworkers, the three 

dimensional approach proposed by the ILO in the context of climate emergencies and just transition 

could be considered. The three dimensional approach proposes an integrated ALMP approach that 

combines ALMPs and income support:  

a) First, after a sudden climate disaster (like floods or extreme heat and drought), those affected 

should receive income support once emergency aid ends. This helps them afford basic necessities 

and prevents long-term damage to their livelihoods, making it easier for them to return to work. 

b) Second, when the environment gets worse gradually (through deforestation, soil erosion), people 

and small businesses should get compensation for climate-related losses through tailored income 

support, while partaking in ALMPs. This would help them stay resilient to slow-moving climate 

impacts or shift into new, more sustainable ways of earning a living. 

c) Third, when industries shift from high-carbon to greener activities, workers and firms affected by 

these transitions should receive income support and incentives to participate in ALMPs. This can 

prevent workers from dropping out of the labour market and helps those who need new skills or 

upskilling to move into green jobs. 

This framework is especially relevant for farmworkers, whose exposure to climate change is both 

immediate and cumulative (Table 1). Sudden events, such as floods or extreme heat, can negatively 

impact farmwork and earnings, creating a need for income support once emergency relief ends. 

Gradual challenges, including soil erosion, deforestation, and declining agricultural productivity, 

steadily weaken farmworker livelihoods and require support systems that help both farmworkers and 

small-scale farmers remain resilient while taking part in ALMP programmes. Structural and 

technological changes associated with the transition to sustainable or greener production practices 

will also influence farmworker employment. In such cases, income support and ALMP incentives can 

help workers stay attached to the labour market and move into other forms of work. 

Longer and more frequent droughts, flooding, and changing production patterns can cause repeated 

cuts in working hours or temporary layoffs, resulting in volatile and unstable incomes that exceed the 

reach of existing short-term protections. Many workers, particularly older workers, those with limited 

education, and people living with disabilities, will find it difficult to shift into new forms of work even 

if training opportunities exist. Social protection will therefore be essential, not only for these groups 

but also for those typically excluded from formal ALMPs, such as seasonal or informal farmworkers. 

Additional measures to strengthen worker protections might include support for unionisation, 

expanding worker ownership models, and enabling mobility through relocation assistance, 

recognition of prior learning, and accessible retraining programmes. 

Research shows that climate risks disproportionately affect poor and vulnerable groups, and that, in 

the absence of adequate protection, these groups are more likely to experience deepening poverty. 

Social protection therefore plays a critical role in building long-term climate resilience and enhancing 

the adaptive capacity of the most vulnerable populations (Kühne, 2020). In the agricultural context, 

this implies that social protection must extend beyond household level support to include 
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safeguarding farmworker livelihoods at the farm level, particularly for those employed on small-scale 

farms in drought and flood prone areas. 

Within this framework, index based climate risk insurance has gained prominence as an innovative 

mechanism for strengthening resilience to climate-related shocks. By providing rapid financial relief 

to poor and vulnerable small-scale farmers following adverse climatic events, index insurance helps 

stabilise production systems and protect employment. Because losses are assessed collectively across 

predefined geographic areas (such as drought and flood affected municipalities) rather than on an 

individual basis, index insurance operates at the level of farming systems. This reinforces the principle 

that protecting farmworker livelihoods is inseparable from protecting the farms and production 

systems on which those livelihoods depend (Kühne, 2020). 

Box 1. Brazil’s climate-linked insurance, Garantia Safra 
Brazil was one of the first countries to introduce a tax-funded, state-run index insurance 

scheme when it launched the Garantia Safra or Harvest Guarantee programme in 2003. The 

scheme supports poor and vulnerable small-scale farmers (known as family farmers in 

Brazil) in regions that experience frequent drought. It was initially created to assist farmers 

living in municipalities that had declared a state of calamity or emergency as a result of 

drought. The aim was to provide a minimum income that would help households cope with 

severe production losses during extreme weather events. 

Subsequent reforms have broadened the programme’s scope. The requirement for an 

official emergency declaration has been removed, which allows benefits to be released 

more quickly. Coverage has also been expanded to include excess rainfall, recognising that 

both insufficient and excessive water/rain can lead to significant crop losses. 

Garantia Safra targets the poorest segment of family farmers, particularly those cultivating 
up to 10 hectares of land. Participation is voluntary, where farmers register and make a 
small contribution to the Harvest Guarantee Fund. This fund is financed through the 
contributions of farmers, annual transfers from participating states and municipalities, 
federal government resources, and the financial returns generated from investing  
the fund’s assets. 

Source: Kühne, 2020; Global Alliance Against Hunger and Poverty, 2026.  

As climate change intensifies, both commercial and small-scale farms will likely face declining yields, 

higher production risks, and reduced long‑term viability. In some cases, farms may partially or fully 

close. If this happens, workers, particularly in rural areas with limited employment alternatives, may 

experience deeper, longer lasting displacement. Permanent farmworkers face particular risks, such as 

losing both employment and the immediate risk of homelessness. This suggests that relocation 

support may need to be incorporated into ALMP design.  

In terms of existing farmworker support schemes, the Department of Land Reform and Rural 

Development (formally the Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural Development) Farm 

Dweller Programme provides targeted support to farmworkers. The Farm Dweller Programme, 

embedded within South Africa’s land reform framework, concentrates on land redistribution, tenure 

reform, restitution, state land acquisition, resettlement, and the monitoring of evictions. Although it 

offers legal assistance, it does not directly address employment insecurity (related to climate change) 

among farmworkers. Additional initiatives aimed at supporting vulnerable rural populations and  

farmworkers, include the National Rural Youth Service Corps and the EPWP, which provide short-term 

employment and skills development opportunities; and the social grant system, which can act as a 

basic safety net for farmworkers who lose their jobs. These interventions are intended to offer 
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temporary relief and ideally bridge the gap until farmworkers secure alternative employment. 

However, this objective is rarely achieved in practice. 

Skills development is a critical function across all sectors of the South African economy. Since 1998, it 

has been institutionalised through the Skills Development Act No. 97 of 1998, which provides a 

framework for improving the skills of all South African employees. To implement this mandate, Sector 

Education and Training Authorities (SETAs) were established. In the agricultural sector, AgriSETA plays 

a key role by offering education, training, and funded learnerships to individuals within the industry, 

including small-scale farmers and farmworkers. Training is also offered through the Comprehensive 

Agricultural Support Programme5, while extension services contribute additional training and 

capacity-building for farmers. Some provinces provide training and skills development to agri-workers, 

most notably the Western Cape with its Farm Worker Development programme6 and a SmartAgri 

initiative that supports farmers in adopting climate-resilient practices. 

It is often assumed that skills development yields mutual benefits for both farm owners and 

farmworkers. However, existing research suggests that limited attention has been paid to the 

systematic upskilling of farmworkers, and that agricultural stakeholders have yet to adequately 

transform themselves to meet farmworkers’ developmental needs (see Mmbengwa et al., 2011). Low 

earnings further constrain access to training, as farmworkers are frequently unable to afford the  

costs associated with skills development, including time away from work and travel. Evidence 

indicates that opportunities for managerial and technical advancement among farmworkers, across 

both men and women, remain minimal, reinforcing weak upward mobility within the sector 

(Mmbengwa et al., 2011). 

Education and training nonetheless remain central components of ALMPs in South Africa, particularly 

as the economy transitions towards low-carbon and greener industries (Mhaka, 2026). As labour 

demand evolves, training efforts increasingly need to focus on skills that are likely to be required in 

emerging sectors. While South Africa does not yet have a comprehensive policy framework dedicated 

to low-carbon workforce development, there is growing evidence of collaboration between 

government and the private sector in this area. A key challenge, however, is that workers are often 

trained for occupations and value chains that have not yet fully materialised, reflecting uncertainty 

around the pace and scale of job creation in green industries. 

Beyond sector specific training initiatives, access to robust education and skills infrastructure, 

including technical and vocational education and training (TVET) colleges, schools, and digital learning 

systems, is essential for building adaptable skills and supporting workers through structural change. 

For farmworkers in particular, persistent gaps in education and training risk reinforcing exclusion from 

both traditional and emerging labour markets, limiting the potential of ALMPs to facilitate meaningful 

transitions in the context of climate change and economic restructuring. 

Although training and skills development are important components of ALMPS, their effectiveness is 

limited in contexts where there are few realistic employment alternatives. As Meth (2014) cautions, 

ALMPs cannot succeed in the absence of genuine economic opportunities. Historically, ALMPs 

emerged in post-war Europe during periods of strong economic growth and rising labour demand, 

where their primary function was to facilitate worker transitions into new jobs rather than to create 

employment directly (Makgetla, 1995). In contrast, South Africa’s exceptionally low employment 

 
5 The CASP was not designed to support agricultural development or improve the income and livelihoods of farmworkers 
and mainly diverts resources toward emerging and commercial farms.  
6 For more, see: https://www.elsenburg.com/programmes/rural-development-farm-worker-development/  

https://www.elsenburg.com/programmes/rural-development-farm-worker-development/
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levels mean that economic diversification and growth are necessary preconditions for ALMP 

effectiveness. In regions where local economies are heavily dependent on agriculture and off-farm 

employment opportunities remain scarce, ALMPs alone cannot absorb displaced workers. In such 

contexts, the effectiveness of ALMPs depends on wider economic development, including 

infrastructure investment, agricultural transformation, and regional economic diversification. 

One potential complementary strategy is worker redeployment. Evidence from the coal mining sector 

indicates that redeployment has been used to support workers affected by mine closures, primarily 

through transfers to other operating mines or alternative roles within the same company (Mhaka, 

2026). In agriculture, however, redeployment opportunities are far more limited. They are largely 

confined to vertically integrated commercial farming operations, where farmworkers may be 

redeployed into downstream activities such as food processing7.  

Compared to primary agriculture, food processing offers greater employment stability, particularly for 

seasonal workers, and may facilitate the acquisition of more transferable skills. Entry into this 

subsector, however, typically requires higher levels of technical competence. Educational attainment 

patterns highlight a significant constraint to such transitions for farmworkers. In South Africa’s food 

processing subsector, 43% of employees hold at least a matric qualification (Hector, 2025b, p.17). As 

discussed in Section 2, farmworkers’ educational attainment is substantially lower, with many 

concentrated in elementary occupations. This gap suggests that efforts to professionalise the 

agricultural labour force and enable movement along the value chain will require deliberate and 

sustained investment in education and training. Within agriculture itself, technological change is also 

reshaping skill requirements, as pointed out in Section 2. Without targeted interventions to address 

educational deficits and build relevant technical capabilities, farmworkers risk further marginalisation 

as agricultural production systems modernise. 

Given these shifts, substantial and carefully targeted training, skills development, and reskilling 

programmes will be essential. At present, most farmworkers lack both the technical capabilities and 

the foundational educational background required either to transition into food processing roles or to 

adapt to the technological changes underway within primary agriculture. As labour markets evolve, 

active labour market measures must therefore be sufficiently flexible and responsive if they are to 

reduce the risk of long-term unemployment. The central challenge lies in ensuring that such measures 

remain sustainable and effective in contexts where job creation is constrained and labour demand 

remains weak. Under these conditions, the design of ALMPs requires careful consideration of the 

appropriate balance between “train first” and “work first” approaches (European Commission, 2020). 

Table 1. Farmworker ALMP considerations 

PILLAR CLIMATE-RELATED CHALLENGE POSSIBLE INTERVENTION 

INCOME 
STABILISATION AND 
SOCIAL PROTECTION 

• Farmworkers experience income volatility 
from sudden climate shocks (floods, 
heatwaves), slow-onset climate change 
impacts (land degradation, long-term 
droughts) which could lead to farm closure  
or reduced working hours 

• Seasonal and informal workers often excluded 
from protections 

Emergency short-term measures: 

• Post disaster income support 
once disaster aid ends, 
modelled on COVID-19 TERS 
grant 

• Fast-track grant approval for 
climate-linked events, 
triggered by climatic event 

 
7 Input from a stakeholder in the citrus sector highlighted that climate change is increasingly affecting the cosmetic quality 
of horticultural produce, reducing the share of fruit that meets export market standards. While unsuitable for export, this 
produce remains viable for agro-processing. Expanding processing activities in agriculture dependent towns – such as juice, 
oils, and dried fruit production – could support labour absorption.  
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PILLAR CLIMATE-RELATED CHALLENGE POSSIBLE INTERVENTION 

• Older, disabled, or low-skilled workers face 
limited transition opportunities 

Medium-term measures:  

• Income support for duration 
of drought, if working hours 
reduced 

• Extend eligibility for income 
assistance to seasonal workers 
through registration 

Long-term measures: 

• Provide sustained income 
support for older or disabled 
farmworkers unable to 
transition 

EDUCATION AND 
SKILLS TRAINING 

• Technological change reshaping labour 
demand 

• Farmworkers require skills linked to  
climate-smart agriculture 

• Training ineffective  without labour demand 

• Weak job-search and mobility support 

• Low education baseline limits transition 
options 

• Upskilling for climate-smart, 
green and adaptative 
technologies  

• Recognition of prior learning 

• Vocational training, 
 general skills programmes,  
workplace-based training 

• Individualised counselling and 
job-search support 

• Place unemployed 
farmworkers on digital 
registries linked to local 
employers, agri-processing 
firms, and rural SMEs. 

• Training needs to be aligned 
with local economic (and 
redeployment) opportunities 

WORKER 
PROTECTION AND 

RIGHTS 

• Displacement risk from farm closures linked to 
climate change 

• Evictions tied to employment loss 

• Seasonal workers face reduced hours and 
volatile income 

• Informal and seasonal workers excluded from 
ALMPs and financial safety nets 

• Encourage worker 
unionisation by supporting 
union service centres in rural 
farm towns 

• Plan for potential farmworker 
relocation assistance through 
Farm Dweller Programme 

• Promote worker ownership of 
commercial farms where 
practical  

• Accurate reporting of job 
losses 

ECONOMIC 
DIVERSIFICATION 

• Training/upskilling ineffective without labour 
demand 

• Farm closures and consolidation due to 
climate change will intensify unemployment  

• Lack of alternative economic opportunities in 
farm towns 

• Classic ALMP not effective if there are no 
economic opportunities 

 

• Link local economic 
diversification plans with 
ALMP training pathways 

• Region specific economic 
diversification strategies 

• Link training programmes with 
emerging sectors, where 
practical to do so 

• Consider redeployment where 
viable 

Source: Author, adapted from European Commission,2020 and ILO, 2023 
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4.  CONCLUSION  

Climate change undoubtedly has a negative impact on agricultural employment, particularly for 

farmworkers who already face limited protections and few alternative livelihood options. Relying 

narrowly on standard ALMPs in this context risks both wasted resources and unrealistic expectations. 

The evidence shows that existing ALMPs were not designed to respond to climate-related 

employment shocks or to the complex realities of rural labour markets. Without meaningful economic 

alternatives in agriculture dependent regions, even well-designed training or placement programmes 

cannot, on their own, absorb displaced workers. Broader efforts to diversify local economies, 

strengthen rural value chains, and assess new or emerging economic opportunities will therefore be 

essential to any farmworker focused ALMPs. 

Given the volatility created by climate change, social protection must form a central pillar of climate 

responsive labour policy. Permanent and seasonal farmworkers – many of whom are excluded from 

unemployment insurance and rely heavily on informal support networks – require targeted financial 

assistance when climate shocks erode earnings or disrupt employment. Temporary income support, 

fast-tracked grants tied to climate impacts, and other financial buffers can help prevent deeper 

poverty and give workers the stability needed to participate in training, job search activities, or 

relocation support where necessary. 

At the same time, a climate responsive ALMP framework must address the cumulative and long-term 

challenges facing agricultural labour. This includes preparing workers for technological shifts, such as 

automation and precision agriculture, that increasingly favour higher-skilled roles; investing in skills 

development systems that are accessible to farmworkers; and ensuring that adaptation measures do 

not inadvertently deepen inequality, especially in rural farm towns. Stronger coordination among 

government departments, improved monitoring and evaluation systems, and reliable data on at-risk 

workers and households will also be crucial for designing interventions that are timely, targeted, and 

aligned with local economic realities. 

Ultimately, the effectiveness of ALMPs in the agricultural sector hinges on integrating labour market 

strategies with broader climate adaptation, rural development, and agricultural transformation 

efforts. A climate responsive ALMP framework for farmworkers must therefore move beyond narrow 

employment interventions towards safeguarding livelihoods, strengthening resilience, and expanding 

economic opportunities in the regions most exposed to climate disruption. Without an integrated and 

adaptive approach, climate change will continue to reinforce structural inequalities in agriculture and 

erode the stability of rural economies that are already under severe strain. 
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