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The Changing Political Economy of Migrant
Labour in Botswana

David Massey

Botswana is often favourably portrayed as a country having a demo-
cratic government and an increasingly strong economy based on the export
of minerals and beef. Yet, the reality of the political economy of Botswana
belies this rosy portrayal. While beef and mineral production do enhance
the balance of trade and boost GNP, they have done little to improve the lives
of most Batswana.(1) A focus on beef and mineral production turns attention
away from another less pleasant aspect of Botswana: the fact that the coun-
try is a vast labour reserve in which families survive only by selling their
labour power. For over 80 years, Botswana has supplied mines, homes, fac-
tories and farms of its neighbour, South Africa, with male and female wor-
kers. As we shall see, due to changes in the southern African political
economy, South Africa no longer requires as many foreign workers as before.
At the same time, the Botswana economy is rapidly developing and its needs
for labour are changing. This paper will examine these changes and analyse
their impact on Botswana.

The ‘Internalisation’ of Migrant Labour in South Africa

In 1972, 80% of the black workers on the South African mines were foreign
contract workers. For nearly a century the surrounding countries provided
a reserve of labour to be drawn on in periods of economic expansion or shed
in periods of recession. Due to the peculiar political economy of the labour
reserve/migrant labour system that evolved, the mining companies dis-
covered that workers could be paid below subsistence level without jeopardi-
sing the process of reproducing the labour force or arousing a successful wor-
kers’ revolt. By utilizing foreign workers as a reserve army of labour, the
mining corporations were able to maintain the same low real wage level for
over 50 years.(2) The labour reserves provided for the reproduction of the
labour force and the care of the aged; the compound system provided for
social and political control of workers at the work place; and the migrancy of
workers, itself, provided against any ongoing worker opposition to the sys-
tem. The miners’ strike of 1946 had been the last challenge to the system and
it had been brutally and successfully suppressed.

* My thanks go to the large number of government and private sector officials, academics,
workers, and workers' families who have generously shared opinions and information with me.
However, | along am responsible for the interpretation and opinions contained in this paper.



Then some time in the early 1970s the whole system began to unravel. Per-
haps it started in Namibia in 1971 with the Ovambo strike against the con-
tract labour system there or at Sover Mine in October 1972 when the first of
what were to be over S0 strikes and riots over a three year period took place.
Certainly the unilateral decision of President Banda in April 1974 to stop
sending Malawian workers to the South African mines provided a large spike
in the coffin for the idea that foreign labour reserves were safe sources of
supply to be turned on or off at will. The subsequent loss over a single year
of 100 000 workers, at a time when the gold price was approaching the
$200 an ounce mark for the first time in history, cost the mining companies
millions. As if the Malawi debacle were not enough, in the very same month
of April 1974 came word of the overthrow of the Caetano government in Por-
tugal -- an event that immediately put another 100 000 workers coming from
Mozambique in the ‘at risk’ category. (The total black work force on the
mines is about 400 000).

The South African government and the Chamber of Mines had badly mis-
judged the degree and rapidity of political change in southern Africa. After
an initial period of unease about the coming of independence to some of its
black neighbours in the mid-1960s, South Africa had been lulled into a false
sense of control. So much so, that between 1965 and 1972 -- a period of rapid
economic growth in South Africa -- the amount of foreign labour on the mines
was allowed to increase from 65% to an all-time high of 80%. The choice
between increasing reliance on cheap, abundant foreign labour or raising
mine wages to make them competitive with other sectors of the economy had
been clearly made in favour of the former alternative.

As it turned out, however, the loss of direct British control over neighbou-
ring territories was to make a great difference. Certainly the British would
have never have acted as preciptately and as ‘irresponsibly’ as President
Banda if they had still been in control of Malawi. Likewise for Lesotho where
the unpopular Jonathan government suddenly introduced a compulsory
deferred pay scheme in January 1975 which set off a whole series of riots and
walk-outs on the mines.

In fact, by 1975 all hell was breaking loose on the mines. Before the year
was over there were to be over 26 strikes and riots on the mines resulting in 69
deaths and over 250 injuries.(3) The old ploys of tribal division and rule,
victimisation, blacklisting, and outright physical violence which had pre-
viously worked in controlling the large concentrations of workers (up to
15 000 on a single mine) necessary to the mining industry no longer seemed
to work.



Obviously some major changes were in order. In April 1975, a Government
Commission of Inquiry into the mine ‘riots’ was convened. It eventually
made a series of (secret) recommendations that amounted to a rough blue-
print for the re-establishment of control on the mines. In addition to recom-
mendations for improved living conditions for workers, better worker/
management communications, better intelligence networks and beefed-up
and better planned riot-control capacity, the commission called for a major
switch away from foreign sources of labour. Reliance on foreign labour, it
argued, had become too risky. The report cited the Malawi cut-off and the
Lesotho deferred pay fiasco as examples of outside political problems having
been imported into South Africa and concluded that ‘“‘it cannot be permitted
that the Republic be politically injured by actions in which it is not always
directly concerned.’’(4) Although no evidence was found of any outside
agitators playing a role in the disturbances, the Commission warned that,

‘We expect that with the passage of time (if it is not already happening)
agitators (Communistic and otherwise) and terrorists from outside the
country will attempt to be absorbed as part of the migrant labour
force..!(5)

It decided that Mozambique was especially suspect,

‘At certain mines there was an attitude among Mozambicans during times
of Frelimo successes, that Frelimo was showing how to deal with Whites.
This particular source of migrant labour is especially exposed to infil-
tration by terrorists.’(6)

Regarding rumours that the OAU was going to sponsor the formation of
a suppliers’ cartel with the aim of eventual withdrawal of foreign labour from
South Africa, the Commission noted that ‘coordinated action may therefore
be expected in the future, with ever increasing demands which may also be
politically motivated.’ (7)

Accordingly, an initial goal was set of lowering the percentage of foreign
workers from the then current level of 70% to S0%. The major means of ac-
complishing this was to be the raising of wage levels to a point where they
would be competitive with the lower ranks of industrial employment in South
Africa. In effect, such a programme was already under way. By December
1977, the goal of S0% local labour had been reached and it has since been
surpassed, with rumours that they may go as far as 70%. Figure 1 shows
how effective the wage increases were in inducing South Africans to work on



Figure l.

South African Gold Mines: Changes in Relative Mine Wages and the Per-
centages of Domestically Recruited Labour. 1935-76.
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Figure 2.

S.A. Mine Labour Organisations’ Recruitment from Malawi, Mozambique,
Transkei and Bophuthatswana, 1972-77. (,000s)
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the mines. The major increases in this internal supply have come from the
two newly independent Bantustans -- the Transkei and Bophuthatswana.

Not surprisingly, the number of workers coming from politically suspect
Mozambique was cut back more than 65% in 2 years. (see Figure II)

Migrant Labour in Botswana

Before discussing the implications of these changes for Botswana, we must
first briefly describe the role of migrant labour in the historical development
of the Botswana political economy. The migrant labour system has been en-
trenched in Botswana since the country’s creation as a British Protectorate
in 1885. As far back as 1844, there were Batswana working for Boer Voor-
trekkers in the Western Transvaal. By 1880 there were reportedly over
2 500 Batswana working on the diamond mines at Kimberley. Over the next
50 years, Batswana were to be found working in the Soouth West African
diamond mines (until 1930), in France as part of the African Labour Corps
during World War I,on the farms of the Western Transvaal, for the muni-
cipalities and industries and in the white homes on the Rand. and in Rusten-
berg District, and of course, on the gold mines.(8) Many factors contributed
to the transformation of the Protectorate into a steady supplier of labour to
South Africa: the paucity of wage labour opportunities at home; lack of
arable agricultural development; recurring drought and outbreaks of cattle
diseases: South African marketing regulations which indirectly limited the
sale of ‘native’ cattle; active collaboration on the part of tribal authorities and
colonial officials in pushing men onto the labour market in order to pay hut
tax, tribal levies, and fines; serious land shortages in the three tribal reserves
from which white farming blocks were carved; the negative developmental
effects of the loss of manpower and skills implicit in the migration process
itself, etc.

In 1940, after a decade of receiving complaints from tribal authorities
about the increasingly harmful effects of migrant labour on tribal life, the
colonial government commissioned an anthropologist, Isaac Schapera, to
make an investigation into the problem. A comparison between some of
Schapera’s findings in the 1940s and some more recent data is revealing of
how deep and continuous the process of underdevelopment has been in
Botswana.

Schapera found that in 1941 28% of working age males and 5% of working
age females were outside the country.(9) Corresponding figures in the 1971
Botswana Census were 25,5% and 5,1%. Another 10% of the working age
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population were estimated to be missing from the Census enumeration --
presumably having emigrated either permanently or temporarily to South
Africa since the previous census in 1964.(10)

In 1941 Schapera found that, ‘the vast majority of the families in each
tribe reaped either too little or barely sufficient for their needs.’11) A govern-
ment study carried out in 1971 (which was considered to be a good crop year)
found that 84% of the households in eastern Botswana did not produce
enough grain to be self-sufficient.(12) According to Schapera, in 1940, Bots-
wana imported about R40 000 worth of maize and maize meal -- the standard
store-bought food.(13) In 1975, Botswana imported maize and maize meal
worth R3,5 million.(14)

In 1943, Schapera wrote that,

““On the social side, it (labour migration) has resulted in many evils,
even though they are the direct result not so much of migration itself
as the overlong separation of husband and wife, father and children
that it often entails....Unless the periods of absence are greatly cur-
tailed, the evils will continue and possibly even spread.’’(15)

Today in Botswana half of all children are born out of wedlock and 15% of
all households are headed by unmarried women with children.(16) The num-
ber of child-support cases heard in court has increased substantially.(17)
The complaints of older people of lack of support and concern for them on
the part of their relatives are legion.

Schapera’s overall conclusion in 1943 was that migrant labour was having a
decidely deleterious effect on ‘tribal’ life. His primary policy recommen-
dation was that the colonial government should put into effect a programme of
agricultural and industrial development to stem the tide of out migration --
‘‘the only alternative (to continued migration) is to embark on a policy of
agricultural and industrial development.’’(18) Under the British, no such
programme was ever attempted. Their interests were well-served by allow-
ing Botswana to stagnate as a labour reserve. The people generally did not
starve, hut tax was collected and the meagre budget balanced, and the mines,
farms, kitchens, and factories of South Africa were assured a cheap supply
of labour to the ultimate benefit of the enormous quantities of British capi-
tal invested in that country.

Since independence in 1966, there has been no indication that the Bots-
wana Government intends within the foreseeable future to end, or even wind
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down migrant labour to South Africa. The official view is that it is ‘unfor-
tunate’ but ‘inevitable’ that Batswana still seek work in South Africa given
that ‘employment opportunities within Botswana will only build up slowly.’
(19) In practice the only discernible policy toward the system has been
that it should be milked for as much government revenue as possible, which
is very much the policy pursued by the British during the colonial
period.(20) For example in June 1976, it was decided to raise the recruit-
ment fee due to the government from R1 to R40 per mine recruit. In res-
ponse, the major mine recruiting agency, TEBA, immediately closed down
recruiting operations. This was something the government had not counted
on and, after some hasty negotiations, a compromise was reached with the
recruiters and a R10 fee agreed upon. The government had gained several
hundred thousand rand in revenue and TEBA had shown it was not to be
easily pushed around.

More recently, in early 1978, the Department of Taxation decided that
miners in South Africa should be forced for the first time to pay the full
amount of local government tax due on their wages. Previously the labour re-
cruiting organisations had been paying R6, the minimum amount of the tax,
to the government for each recruit as an advance on his wages to be paid
back to them out of his first month’s wages. This system of advances is
basically a holdover from colonial times when one of the principal reasons for
going out to work in the mines was to get some cash for paying hut tax.(21)
The present local government tax is a regressive tax with a maximum level of
P84 due on incomes of P1 000 and above. By coincidence, a majority of the
miners working in South Africa in 1978 were making just enough money to be
liable to pay this maximum amount.(22) It was estimated that by collecting
the full amount of tax from the miners, the government could bring in an
extra P2 million a year in revenue. Unfortunately for the government, TEBA
refused point-blank to have anything to do with collecting the full tax. (Un-
doubtedly the riots, deaths and production losses which had resulted from the
Lesotho government’s sudden introduction of its compulsory deferred scheme
had taught TEBA a lesson). Instead, they convinced the Botswana govern-
ment that it merely had to inform the miners that they must send the appro-
priate amount of tax each month to the government tax office through the
existing channels for remittances and they would do so. Two months after
the miners had been informed of their ‘new’ tax requirements, only one miner
had remitted his tax. Subsequently, a delegation was sent by the Botswana
government to the South African mines to inform Batswana miners in person
of their tax obligation. The delegation wisely decided to cut the trip short af-
ter having been chased into their car which was then shaken and nearly tur-
ned over by a group of angry miners at one of the Klerksdorp mines. As the
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head of the delegation later put it, ‘‘I should have known there was going to
be trouble when the mine manager asked me if I was prepared to give my life
for my country.’’(23)

TEBA'’s relations with the Botswana government have always been cordial.
The former Minister of Home Affairs, whose portfolio included the Depart-
ment of Labour, once worked for them. In a more recent coup, they managed
to hire away from government service a very able District Commissioner to
work in their head office. There have been conflicts, of course, like the attes-
tation fee dispute, but under the new regime of Tony Fleischer, the TEBA
administration is pointedly less heavy-handed than it used to be. An incident
such as occurred in September 1973 when Botswana first learned from radio
reports that 2 citizens had been shot and killed during a disturbance at Wes-
tern Deep Levels is not likely to be repeated. When push comes to shove,
however, TEBA is well aware that in the present circumstances, with no effec-
tive supplier cartel to face and a successful programme of internalisation of
supply under way, it can bargain from a position of strength. Hence, its flat
refusal to help the Botswana government collect the local government tax.

Internationally the Botswana government has been embarrassed by the
country’s reliance on South Africa for employment. When the OAU passed a
resolution in 1975 saying that foreign migrant labour should be withdrawn
from South Africa, Botswana had the resolution amended to say that employ-
ment at home must be provided first. In April 1978, the Economic Commis-
sion for Africa organised a conference in Lusaka to discuss migrant labour to
South Africa including as points for consideration such topics as,

Trade Unionism and the struggle for a birthright by the migrant worker
and the need to radicalize the workers in South African mines.

The need for psychological re-orientation of migratory workers to see
their progressive role in the liberation struggle.

Organising the solidarity of migrant labour supplying countries as an
economic (anti-apartheid) strike force.(24)

The Botswana government was so upset at the agenda and the thought
of being pressured to take a radical stand on migrant labour, that it seriously
considered not even attending the conference. (Not that there is any doubt
that the government is opposed to apartheid and on those grounds would
like to discontinue sending labour to South Africa). But, as we shall see,
since there are not sufficient employment opportunities in Botswana -- nor
are there likely to be in the future, given present government policies --
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continued labour migration to South Africa lessens the immediate need for a
rural transformation in Botswana. International calls for withdrawal from the
migrant labour system, therefore, hgve pretty much fallen on deaf ears in
Botswana. Ironically, it has been left to the South Africans to force the
issue of disengagement.

Forced Disengagement

Despite the turmoil on the mines described earlier, until 1977 Botswana’s
role as a labour supplier remained largely unchanged. It continued to act as a
‘safe’ source of what were considered on the mines to be ‘safe’ workers.
Unlike the governments of Lesotho and Malawi, the conservative and demo-
cratically elected government of Botswana has always acted responsibly
in the eyes of the Chamber of Mines. Further in its favour, according to the
prevailing ideology among white miners regarding the tribal attributes of
Africans, the Batswana are supposedly unaggressive. (25) During the period
when the Chamber of Mines was still in the process of inducing increased
supplies of labour from inside South Africa, Botswana was used to pick up
some of the slack. In 1976, it supplied more miners -- 40 000 -- to South
Africa than ever before in its history. This record number was due mainly to
the substantial wage increases that had been instituted to attract South Af-
rican blacks to the mines. The average cash wage for miners in 1976 was
R91/month versus R21/month in 1972. In January 1977, the usual post-
Christmas jump in mine recruitment turned into a deluge. In Bophuthat-
swana, for example, more men were recruited in that one month than had
been recruited in the entire year of 1974. The mines were suddenly over-
supplied with labour. As a result, restrictions were placed on recruiting in
Botswana (and other foreigh countries) in February 1977.(26) For the next 10
months, TEBA did not recruit any novice (i.e. first-time) miners in Botswana.
Meanwhile, in line with the internalisation strategy, it did accept novices
from inside South Africa including Bophuthatswana and the Transkei. This
restriction was imposed again in Botswana in February 1978 and has been on
and off since.

Of more immediate seriousness for Botswana, in the first quarter of 1978,
mine recruitment from northern Botswana was cut to a trickle -- a mere 12%
of what it had been the previous year. Since an outbreak of foot and mouth
disease had stopped cattle exports from this region for over a year, this was a
very bad time indeed for such a cutback. There was even talk that recruiting
from the area would be completely phased out by the end of 1978. Previously
the Wenela depots in the region had acted more as staging areas for the
transit of workers from Angola, Malawi, and Zambia than as actual re-
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cruiting centres. Since Zambia has long stopped sending men, Malawians
are now flown direct to Johannesburg via Air Malawi, and Angolans are re-
cruited at Runtu in the Caprivi Strip, much of the rationale for maintaining
these depots has been removed. The writing was on the wall when Wenela
sold its planes and its airport at Francistown in 1977. Given the relatively
small number of workers actually being recruited in the area (0,8% of total
South African mine labour recruitment in 1976) and the added costs to the
mines of flying them to Johannesburg, it seems logical that it could be one
of the first areas to be phased out in a situation of surplus supply.

It is exceedingly doubtful, however, that the Chamber of Mines would stop
recruiting in Botswana altogether. It is in their interest to keep as many
potential labour sources on tap as possible as a hedge against the sudden loss
of any one source. Although with wages where they are and black unemploy-
ment in South Africa as high as it is, there seems to be no short term obstacle
to increased internalisation of supply, there is always the possibility that the
internalisation of supply could backfire. There is certainly no guarantee that
the mines will find it easier to control increasingly militant and better-
educated South African blacks than foreign blacks. Further, there will al-
ways be the temptation -- especially if the gold price starts dipping -- to allow
real mine wages to fall and to use the foreign sources once again as a reserve
army of cheap labour to break any internal resistance to wage losses.

But for the short term at least, the number of mine recruits to South Africa
from Botswana will drop and the mines will become more selective, favou-
ring ‘career’ miners to lessen the costs of constantly retraining and recon-
ditioning workers for mine work. In the long term, it seems highly unlikely
that there will be any substantial increase in demand for mine labour. Most
current projections foresee a levelling out of total demand for mine labour in
South Africa in the 1980s and a gradual reduction in numbers from then
until the year 2000.(27)

There is a definite tendency for researchers to focus on foreign mine
workers to the exclusion of all others. This is mainly due to the fact that there
is much more and better quantitative data available for the miners, but also
partly because many of the non-miners are women and because of our
sexist preconceptions we tend not to think of workers as women. There is
every likelihood, since most of these workers are illegal, that they are
grossly underenumerated. Unless they have been working at the same job
since 1963 or have been properly recruited by their employers -- who first
must prove that there is no local labour available -- these workers are illegal
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immigrants and subject to deportation if caught. Contrary to popular belief,
few of the non-miners from Botswana are employed on farms. Nearly 40%
of them are women who are employed mainly as domestic servants.(28)

There is evidence from my own field work that increased security checks in-
side South Africa and the tightening of border surveillance are taking their
toll. A number of former workers told of being arrested and imprisoned,
fined, or sent back to Botswana by special train. This has had a tendency to
deter others who might be tempted to seek work illegally. In 1977, 2 879
foreign Africans were convicted in the Johannesburg Fordsburg court for
illegal entry.(29) In May 1978, a representative of the Black Sash told me in
an interview that there was a definite increase in the number of alien workers
being deported due to the post-Soweto increase in pass raids and raids on
places of employment. Further difficulties arise for foreign workers due to a
new law that makes it compulsory for the employer of an arrested foreign
worker to appear in court. Previously, the employer merely had to send in the
amount of the fine. It is not surprising, therefore, that my own survey of 200
households in Kgatleng District found that of those people still working in
South Africa, the percentage in the non-mining sector had dropped signifi-
cantly from 73% in 1971 to 60% in 1978.

The overall picture, then, for Botswana is clear. After 100 years of expor-
ting labour to South Africa it is being slowly squeezed out of the market.
The disengagement which the ‘radicals’ in the liberation movements had
been calling for is occurring -- forced from the South African side.

Post-Independence Development In Botswana

Over the last 10 years the pace of change in Botswana has been dizzying.
GDP has increased nearly tenfold. Minerals have replaced cattle as the
major export. What is rumoured to be the richest diamond mine in the world
is under development at Jwaneng. The urban growth rate since 1971 has
been a phenomenal 12% a year. So many international aid agencies are in-
terested in providing funds to government that administrative and technical
capacity not capital is the major constraint in carrying out development
programmes. One would expect in a country making such incredible macro-
economic progress that the phasing out of what has been generally accepted
as a socially destructive system of labour exploitation would be on the agenda.
On the contrary, what has occurred is basically a reproduction of the mig-
rant labour system on an expanded scale within Botswana itself. What was in
Schapera’s time a river of people leaving the rural areas to find work has in
the 1970s become a flood. In 1943, 8% of the rural population had migrated
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out.(30) In 1971, 14% of the rural population had migrated out and nearly half
of these rural migrants went to urban areas within Botswana.(31) Since 1971,
this process has accelerated MyKgatleng study, done in 1978, revealed that
at any one time 23% of the population was absent from the district and that
fully two thirds of these absentees were internal migrants (versus one third
in 1971 for Kgatleng). The vast majority of these internal migrants are os-
cillating back and forth between the rural and urban areas in similar fashion
to the migrants to South Africa. The process of development and under-
development which defined the relationship between white South Africa
and the black periphery is being duplicated in the uneven development of
urban and rural Botswana.

To understand why and how rural-urban migration in Botswana itself has
developed an oscillating pattern, requires a rudimentary analysis of class
development in Botswana and of the related role of the post-independence
state in creating a structure which induces oscillating migration. It is the
Botswana government, in cooperation with the various international aid
agencies and the multi-national mining companies, which has shaped and
directed economic development since independence. It has not placed a
high priority on employment creation in rural areas. Instead, it has willingly
joined with the multi-nationals and followed the advice of its skilled Wes-
tern advisors in pushing for rapid development of the beef and mining indus-
tries along capitalist lines. This is understandable given the class character
of the government itself.

Bascially, the Botswana government represents the interests of a small
but rapidly emerging bourgeoisie consisting of overlapping national and
bureaucratic segments. The material basis of the national segment is its
ownership of cattle and its access to land, water, and investment capital.
For the most part, this class has been dominated by people high up in the
tribal hierarchies of the various Tswana ethnic groupings who by virtue of
their standing have traditionally enjoyed favoured access to these income-
producing assets and also to opportunities for high education.

Holm’s study of political office-holders in Botswana revealed that 47%
of MP’s had paternal kinship ties with a chief or headman, that 76% owned
more than S0 head of cattle (as opposed to 7,5% of the general population),
and that all were literate in English (this is in fact a requirement of office
for MP’s).(32) Although no comparable studies have been done of the bur-
geoning government bureaucracy, many of the middle and upper level civil
servants are also known to be members of this largely cattle-based, national
bourgeois segment.
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Given the class background of the politicians and bureaucrats, it is not sur-
prising that the government, together with its embarrassingly large cadre
of Western advisors, (33) has guided the country along a path of capitalist
development. In this way, it serves both the class interests of its own mem-
bers -- who are rewarded with government and aid agency subsidies for
their businesses and high salaries -- and the interests of the multi-
national banks and companies - such as Anglo American, American Metal
Climax, De Beers, The First National Bank of Boston, etc., who are provided
with the appropriate investment climate for carrying out operations in Bot-
swana.

In general policy terms, this has meant the maintenance of an open
economy allowing the unfettered repatriation of profits; the lop-sided invest-
ment of resources into urban development and physical infrastructure; the
creation of private property rights in land; an emphasis on production for
export and the earning of foreign exchange and the provision of a cheap and
disciplined work force. A brief look at those government policy decisions
which have specifically dealt with rural development and urban migration
will illustrate how these have served the interests of the emerging bour-
geoisie and the multi-nationals and fostered an internal migrant labour
system in Botswana.

Rural Poverty, Wage Controls and Oscillating Migration

A survey of rural incomes carried out in 1974 found that 45% of rural house-
holds in Botswana were living below a very bare poverty datum line and that
the same percentage owned no cattle -- the principal form of rural wealth.(34)
An often stated intention of the government of Botswana is to use the revenue
from the newly created mining sector for rural development to alleviate this

poverty.(35)

The government’s first major rural development project, the Accelerated
Rural Development Prcgramme (ARDP) of 1973-76, did spend R21 million
on rural schools, clinics, roads and water supplies. However, almost half of
this money was given by aid agencies and, as a government report concluded,
ARDP was really a ‘buillding programme’ and not a ‘development pro-
gramme.’(36) In other words, it did not address the crucial issues of redis-
tributing rural productive assets or of improving rural productivity. Never-
theless, timed as it was to have projects ‘visible on the ground’ shortly be-
fore the 1974 elections, (37) it proved to be a good political move on the part of
the government. The ruling party, the Botswana Democratic Party, won
the election handily, winning 27 out of 32 seats.
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To date, the only major government programme dealing directly with the
development of productive forces in the rural areas has been the recently
introduced Grazing Land Policy (TGLP). TGLP is, in effect, an enclosure act
involving the creation of new commercial ranching areas similar to the white
farming blocks established in colonial times. It is envisaged that even-
tually this programme will result in the establishment of 1 S00 or more new
privately run commercial ranches. The inexpensive leasing arrangements
and ‘soft’ loans for ranch development will, it can be assumed, mainly
benefit the 1 S00 largest cattle owners in the country. This would amount to
barely 3% of rural households. Thus the budding national bourgeosie is
being well catered for by the government. While there is some disagree-
ment about whether or not this enclosure movement will be labour extruding,
there seems to be general agreement that at best it will not produce many
new jobs. At any rate, it is unlikely to benefit those households without
cattle which, all agree, need help the most.

The government has done relatively little, then, to raise the productivity
and incomes of the mass of the rural population. This has helped create a
situation of increasing rural out-migration to urban Botswana. At the same
time, the government has set urban wage rates within Botswana at such a low
level that migrants to urban areas cannot afford to break their rural ties com-
pletely and become a fully proletarianized urban work force. Unable to get
by on the basis of rural production alone, yet unable to support a family on
their urban wages, the majority of workers within Botswana have, of neces-
sity, adopted a strategy of oscillating migration, moving back and forth be-
tween their rural homes and urban places of employment. The government
policy on incomes, drawn up with the advice of a consultant provided by the
Ford Foundation, was introduced in 1972. It is explicitly based on a totally
inappropriate dual-economy model which assumes that in Botswana there is

a modern urban sector developing separately from a traditional rural sector>®

Following from this, the policy argues that modern urban sector wages

must be kept low to minimise rural-urban income differentials (thus lessening
inequality and urban migration): to encourage the use of labour-intensive
technology (thus providing more employment): and to maximise modern sec-
tor profits to government and private enterprise (thus providing more capi-
tal for reinvestment in further development projects). The underlying as-
sumption of this policy that there are separate modern and traditional sectors
in Botswana is simply wrong. The rural and urban sectors of Botswana are
unifiedthrough the internal migrant labour system. Carol Kerven’s study of
migration to Francistown shows quite clearly that, due to low wage levels
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and lack of job security, urban workers maintain strong rural ties.(39) The
1976 Gaborone Migration Study found that there was a constant flow of
people, cash, goods and services back and forth between urban workers and
their rural homes.(40) My own work in Kgatleng District found that 34% of
rural households had members working in urban areas of Botswana (another
30% had members working in South Africa) and that these rural households
generally carried the burden of providing maternity care, child care, educa-
tion and unemployment and old age security for urban workers. The main-
tenance of a rural base is an economic necessity for most workers. That so
few Batswana consider Gaborone (or Francistown or Selebi-Pikwe or Lo-
batse) to be their permanent home is not just some ‘traditional’ hangover.
It is a result of the fact that so many families are unable to exist either on
urban wages or on rural production alone. The majority of households get
by only by combining income from wage labour in the urban areas or in South
Africa with crop and/or cattle production in the rural areas.

One outcome of the incomes policy is that it has provided cheap labour for
the new mining industry. At the Selebi-Pikwe copper-nickel mine, for ex-
ample, wage levels for Batswana miners are about one third below what is
paid in South Africa for comparable work, and the average wage is*well be-
low the established urban poverty datum line.(41) The low level of wages in
general, but particularly this differential between wages in Botswana and
South Africa, has aroused a lot of resentment.

In July 1975, a wildcat strike over new wage levels nearly closed down the
mine before the strike was crushed by the police. The government and the
mining company (15% government owned) joined together in retaliation
against the workers. The entire black labour force was sacked and ‘selec-
tively’ rehired; (42) 34 miners were later sentenced to prison terms ranging
from 3 to 12 months; and (according to the press) a top union official was
publicly thrashed in front of the Vice President who, during the height of
the strike, had been shaken up (while inside his car) by the workers. (43)
In a later speech about the strike, the President defended the government’s
actions in terms of the need for maintaining an acceptable investment cli-
mate in Botswana.

‘It is well to remind you that as a young developing nation we will for
many years depend to a large degree on external assistance for deve-
lopment funds. The assistance cannot continue unless we maintain
peace and stability in our country....Huge sums of money are involved.
The establishment of Selebi-Pikwe cost R250 million of which R60
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million was borrowed from various overseas sources by government.
Therefore, in order for government to be able to repay this money,
in addition to making sure the mine operates properly and becomes
profitable, there is an imperative need for industrial peace.’

He then went on to justify the government’s low wage policy in terms of the
dual-economy model.

‘It is necessary that wage demands by the fortunate few (those who have
jobs) should be as minimal as possible. You ought to bear in mind that
every wage increase you ask for denies many Batswana the opportunity
to find employment. Not only that, but excessive wage demands also
exacerbate the disparities which exist between the modern sector and the
rural sector and hasten mechanisation.’4)

One of the results of the low wage levels at Selebi-Pikwe has been an
annual turnover rate of over 40% Batswana workers (45) who maintain their
rural links and move in and out of wage employment as if they were contract
workers. The bottom line in all this is that common labourers are paid below
their cost of reproduction, the balance being provided by rural production.
Consequently, extra profits accrue to.the mining companies and to the
government. Supposedly these extra profits -- which originate in the rural
areas -- are to be used for rural development. The profits of the private com-
panies mainly accrue to non-citizens and are lost to Botswana. (The cur-
rent National Development Plan estimates that no less than 41% of GDP
is appropriated by non-citizens).(46)

With regard to the government’s share of profits, it is generally agreed
even in government circles that to date the transfer of mining revenue to
rural development has not taken place. Over the next 5-year plan period, it is
projected that only 29% of development expenditure will go into rural deve-
lopment and physical infrastructure. (47) The government rhetoric about
transferring resources from the urban sector to the rural sector cannot hide
the reality of the situation: through its explicit policy of low urban wage
rates and its neglect of mass rural development, the Botswana government
has encouraged the growth of a migrant labour system within Botswana

itself.
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The Coming Crunch

A series of years with above average rainfall, high cattle prices and high re-
cruitment levels and wages on the South African mines have created what
the government’s employment advisor has called a ‘deafening silence’ re-
garding a growing employment problem. The movement of workers to South
Africa has been functional to the government in several ways. It has supplied
the government with important foreign exchange earnings -- over P10 mil-
lion in 1976 -- and some extra revenue in taxes and fees. More importantly
it has served to defuse rural discontent and political pressure for a rural
transformation. The natural increase in the labour force is forecast to total
124 000 between 1978 and 1988. Given that presently there are onlv about
55 000 in wage employment in Botswana; that there are another 50-60 000
employed in South Africa whose jobs are in jeopardy; and that less than 10%
of rural households are able to grow enough food to subsist on, (48) it would
appear that Botswana is heading for trouble.

The coming massive expansion in diamond mining is not the answer,
since diamond mining in Botswana uses the most highly capital intensive
methods possible. This is done for security reasons -- reportedly with the full
support of the government.

The only imaginable solution to the growing employment problem 1s a
massive programme of development in arable agriculture.

The emergence of a small group of progressive farmers has demonstrated
that cash-cropping can be done successfully in Botswana. My own investi-
gation of a successful crop-farming region and an earlier study done by John
Comaroff of the Barolong farms indicate, however, that in cash-cropping
areas class divisions are rapidly emerging.(49) Successftul crop farmers
generally tend to be men who already own large herds of cattle and/or have
managed to raise capital through wage emplovment in South Africa or in ur-
ban Botswana. In addition, thev usually have had favoured access to large
portions of good land (often by dint of their superior positions in the tribal
hierarchies and/or through their political influence); own tractors which they
hire out for transport and ploughing; and employ farm labourers at extremely
low wages. In most cases. they represent the expansion of the cattle-owning
bourgeoisie into cash-cropping activities. Often their workers are members of
one of the ethnic minorities -- for example, Basarwa -- or women who have
neither cattle nor fields of their own and are unable to find work in the urban
areas or in South Africa because they are uneducated, too old, nursing chil-



22

dren, etc. The men herd cattle, destump and clear fields and do piece-jobs.
Women are often employed as domestic servants or they work ‘majako’.
Under the majako system, a woman will come to work in someone’s field at
the time for bird-scaring and stay to help with harvesting, threshing and win-
nowing. Her pay is generally a share of the harvest and can vary anywhere
from a few buckets of grain, if there is a poor harvest, up to 12 bags -- worth
about P144 -- if she is working for a generous and successful farmer.

Men and women who work as farm labourers are on the bottom rung
socially and economically in Botswana. They are the people most in need of
government assistance. Present trends indicate, however, that the resour-
ces that the government does put into arable farming will be in the form of
price subsidies, easy credit and improved extension for the small class of
capitalist farmers. The conservative lending policies of the National Develop-
ment Bank have already ensured that nearly every new tractor owner is al-
ready a successful cattle owner or shop-keeper, or a government bureaucrat.
(50)

As employment opportunities in the urban areas and in South Africa be-
come scarcer and commercial agriculture develops turther. the number of
people forcea 1o seek work in the poorly paid farming sector will grow sub-
stantially. There is already some evidence that big farmers will resist any
attempt at the redistribution of land or cattle necessary to aid the rural poor.
Politically they have the clout to do so. A proposal for a national education
programme to inform all citizens of their rights to land -- a critical need at this
time as practically the whole country is being mapped and allocated -- was
rejected by the politicians in 1976. In northwest Kgatleng District, which is
a cattle post and arable lands area, attempts by farmworkers to get their own
fields and to have primary schoois have met with strong opposition. Wor-
kers have been threatened with the loss of their jobs and eviction and the
denial of access to water by the big farmers in the area. One of the workers
aptly explained the basis for these threats as follows. "'If we are to become
educated and go awav to work or if we have our own cattle and fields to
plough. who will be left to bring our masters their tea in the morning?"

Conclusion

Time and again village studies in Botswana mistakenly describe the rural
population as subsistence farmers, when, aside from the large cattle owners.
most tamilies subsist on wages earned by migrant workers which are supple-
mented by cattle and small stock husbandry and by crop production.(51)
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Surprisingly, despite the low yields and increasing costs of ploughing, 75%
of households still do try to grow crops.(52) With both a relative and absolute
decrease in employment opportunities on the cards, the time is ripe for a

major push in arable farming financed by the available international aid and
the growing diamond mining revenue.

A

naive view of Botswana could lead one to assume that the government

will encourage the creation of family-based, cash-cropping, mixed farms as a

solution. A more sophisticated view would recognise that the big farmers
who are in political control will attempt to consolidate and expand their agri-

cultural holdings, drawing on the returning migrants as a cheap labour force.
As this will only make a small dent in the employment problem, unemploy-
men: will inevitably grow and, with it, political discontent.
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