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The Directorate: Employment Standards 

Department of Employment and Labour 

Private Bag X117 

PRETORIA 

0001 

 

Email: nmwreview@labour.gov.za 

Attention: Mr Gavin Hartford, Acting Chairperson, National Minimum Wage Commission 

 

3 September 2026 

RE: WRITTEN REPRESENTATION — INVESTIGATION INTO THE NATIONAL MINIMUM WAGE, 2026 
ANNUAL REVIEW 

Dear Mr Hartford, 

AgriSA welcomes the opportunity to make written representations to the National Minimum Wage 
Commission ahead of its 2026 annual report and recommendations to the Minister of Employment and 
Labour, in terms of section 6(2) of the National Minimum Wage Act, No. 9 of 2018, as invited by 
Government Gazette No. 55135 of 5 August 2026. 
 

AgriSA supports the principle of a statutory wage floor and recognises its role in protecting vulnerable 
workers, including farm workers. This submission asks the Commission to weigh the current economic 
realities facing the sector in determining the scale and pace of future adjustments, and recommends 
that annual increases be linked to headline consumer price inflation (CPI) going forward. Our detailed 
findings and recommendations follow. 
 

We would welcome the opportunity to engage further with the Commission on any aspect of this 
submission. 
 

Yours faithfully, 
AgriSA 

 

 

 

AgriCulture South Africa (AgriSA) 
Block D, Inkwazi Office Park,  
1249 Embankment Road, Zwartkop X7, 
Centurion, 0157, South Africa 

Email: info@agrisa.com 
Phone: 087 711 0626 
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Executive Summary 

This submission responds to the National Minimum Wage (NMW) Commission's invitation for written 
representations ahead of its 2026 annual review, combining the current macroeconomic picture for 
South African agriculture. 
 

Two findings anchor this submission: 
• South African agriculture is a large, structurally important employer, around 944 000 primary 

agriculture jobs as at the second quarter of 2026, plus a further 200 000+ in the downstream value 
chain. The industry is operating under sustained margin pressure, with input costs (energy, fertiliser, 
and labour) rising faster than the producer prices farmers receive, a dynamic set to persist over the 
coming decade. 

• AgriSA's own member survey, which has limitations on its representavity, shows that 57% of 
respondents have changed workforce size and/or hours since the last NMW increase and the NMW 
is the single most frequently cited driver of workforce reduction (81% of respondents who reduced 
their workforce), well ahead of cashflow constraints, cost inflation, or any other factor. 

 

On this basis, AgriSA recommends that the Commission (i) explicitly acknowledge the sector's current 
cost and margin realities in its 2026 report, and (ii) recommend that future NMW adjustments be linked 
to annualised Consumer Price Index. Full detail and supporting evidence follow. 
 

 

1.  Introduction and Purpose of this Submission 

The Department of Employment and Labour published Government Gazette No. 55135 on 5 August 
2026, inviting written representations on the annual review of the National Minimum Wage under 
section 6(2) of the National Minimum Wage Act, No. 9 of 2018, alongside a survey questionnaire to 
inform the Commission's report. This submission is AgriSA's formal written representation in response 
to that invitation. 
 

Agriculture is one of the sectors most directly and immediately affected by NMW adjustments, given its 
labour-intensive production methods and its exposure to price-taking, export-oriented markets in 
which cost increases cannot always be passed through.  
 

 

2.  Macroeconomic Context: South African Agriculture 

 

2.1  Sector scale and recent performance 

Agriculture remains one of South Africa's most significant employers. Primary agriculture currently 
employs approximately 944 000 workers (Q2 2026), up 4.3% year-on-year, the majority in horticulture, 
making it one of the largest formal employers in rural South Africa; a further 200,000-plus jobs are 
estimated in the downstream agricultural value chain.  The sector has grown at roughly 3% per year 
since the National Development Plan's 2012 launch, more than three times the growth rate of the 
broader economy over the same period. However, this growth has been uneven: real agricultural GDP 
contracted by 8.7% in 2024, reflecting the compounding effects of the 2023/24 mid-summer drought 
and animal disease outbreaks that intensified and persisted over the last few years.  
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Figure 1. Agriculture and its value chain: employment scale. 

 

Figure 2. Primary agriculture employment by quarter, with national NMW increase dates  
and rates marked. 

 

With domestic consumer spending recovering only slowly, most of the sector's medium-term growth is 
expected to come from export markets rather than local demand. Revenue is spread across three broad 
categories: animal products (43% of agricultural revenue), horticulture (30%), and field crops (27%). 
The outlook for each differs materially, as set out below. 
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Figure 3. Composition of SA agricultural revenue by category. 
 

 

2.2  Outlook for field crops 

Global supply has responded to the earlier high-price period, and a record 2026 harvest is pushing 
prices down sharply, even though South African prices held up longer than global prices due to a dry 
2024 season. Going forward, the expectation is that most production growth will come from yield 
improvement rather than further area expansion. Looking at the 2026/27 production season grain and 
oilseed productions are busy preparing for a Super El Nino. This can lead to strain on grain and oilseed 
production, however the severity of this will only be seen as the season progresses. Furthermore, it is 
important to note the distress currently being experienced by wheat farmers, particularly in the 
Swartland area. According to the Crop Estimates Committee (CEC) it is the lowest hectares planted in 
the past 97 years. Moreover, this area is going through a dry spell during a critical growth stage of the 
crop. 
 

2.3  Outlook for horticulture and the fruit industry  
Horticulture recorded significant growth between 2020 and 2025 in several high-value subsectors: dried 
fruit, subtropical fruit, nuts, potatoes and deciduous fruit, citrus and vegetables. Flowers, bulbs and 
rooibos tea were the exceptions, with rooibos revenue declining by roughly 4.4% per year over the same 
period. 
 

The subsector has the biological and technical capacity to become a leading global fruit exporter by 
2050, but faces mounting cost pressures beyond the farm gate, logistics, energy, and market access, 
that are squeezing margins even where production itself is efficient. Planted area has largely stabilised; 
future growth is expected to come from intensification, orchard maturation, improved cultivars, and 
precision irrigation, rather than new plantings, since input costs are rising faster than output prices. The 
subsector also carries meaningful exposure to the EU market and to rising non-tariff barriers, mostly 
beyond the farm gate and outside producers' direct control.  
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2.4  Outlook for livestock  
Livestock revenue growth was positive across 2020-2025, driven mainly by price increases rather than 
production growth. Ostrich, pork, milk, eggs, poultry and wool all averaged annual revenue growth 
above 8%. Feed costs also rose sharply over the period with the average chicken feed ration costs 
increased roughly 6.3% per year, but favourable price-cost dynamics still supported production growth 
in pork and poultry (+1.2%/year). It should be noted that the clown hoofed industry is going through an 
exceptionally difficult time due to the ongoing impact of foot-and-mouth disease outbreaks and the 
resulting limitations on movement and market access. A near-term risk that will compound the impact 
of the FMD crisis is the emergence of El Niño conditions, which would raise feed costs again. 
 

2.5  Employment beyond the farm gate: the secondary value chain 

The NMW's reach extends beyond primary production into agro-processing, the secondary agriculture 
activities that add value to farm output before it reaches consumers or export markets. Estimates place 
employment in this downstream value chain at over 200 000 jobs nationally in recent years, in addition 
to the approximately 944 000 employed in primary agriculture. More broadly, the food, beverages and 
tobacco manufacturing subsector, the formal-sector core of agro-processing, accounts for around one-
fifth of all manufacturing employment in South Africa, a share that has grown from about 18% a decade 
ago, underlining agro-processing's importance as a source of formal, often rural-adjacent, 
employment. 
 

The BFAP Baseline notes that agro-processors operating in the same rural geography as primary 
producers face many of the same structural cost pressures, from energy supply and logistics to 
municipal service delivery, and have already had to absorb costs such as private security and backup 
power generation into their cost structures, compressing margins in a part of the value chain that is also 
directly subject to the NMW. This reinforces that the NMW's employment effects are not confined to 
primary farming operations. 
 

3.  AgriSA Member Survey: Methodology1
 

To supplement the macroeconomic evidence above with direct, farm-level evidence, AgriSA circulated 
a member survey covering workforce composition, wage bills, and the operational response to NMW 
increases, mirroring the themes of the Department of Employment and Labour's own survey 
questionnaire referenced in Government Gazette No. 55135. This submission covered smallholdings 
under 10 hectares to operations exceeding 1 000 hectares, with the largest single group (35%) farming 
more than 1 000 hectares. 93% of respondents classified their operations as primary agriculture (farm 
production); the remainder were secondary agriculture (processing, storage and distribution) or a 
combination of both.  
 

 

 
1 This survey reflects a relatively small sample of AgriSA members and should not be read as statistically 

representative of South African agriculture as a whole. It is intended to provide a real-world view into 

disaggregated, on-the-ground realities facing individual farming operations, rather than a nationally 

representative estimate. 
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4.  Workforce and Wage Bill Overview 

Collectively, respondents reported employing approximately 71 074 full-time (permanent) workers and 
41 993 non-permanent (seasonal) workers, with seasonal peak demand reaching similar levels.  
 

Total wage bills reported summed to approximately R3.69 billion across the sample for the most recent 
12-month period. 

 

Figure 4. Aggregate workforce reported across respondents, including employees let go in the 

twelve months from 1 March 2025. 
 

 

 5.  Impact of the NMW on Farm Employment 

Respondents were asked directly whether they had experienced workforce changes since the most 
recent NMW increase, and whether those changes were driven by the NMW specifically. The results 
show a consistent pattern of downward adjustment to labour inputs rather than wage absorption alone. 
 

Layoffs, where they occurred, were typically modest at each individual operation (median of 3 
employees) but cumulative: reported layoffs summed to 3 692 positions specifically attributed to 
workforce-reduction decisions, while a broader question on staff let go for any reason over the 
preceding 12 months returned a total of 10 324 employees. Where hours were cut rather than 
headcount, the median reduction was 5 hours per week. 
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Figure 5. Share of respondents reporting each workforce impact 

 

 

6.  Drivers Behind Workforce Reductions 

Where respondents reduced their workforce, they were asked to select all contributing factors. The 
National Minimum Wage increase was the most frequently cited factor by a wide margin, named by 81% 
of respondents, ahead of cashflow constraints (50%), reliability issues (42%) and general cost inflation 
(35%). This suggests the NMW is perceived by respondents as a distinct and dominant cost pressure, 
rather than one factor among many of similar weight. 
 

 

7.  Mitigation Strategies and Employer Responses 

59% of respondents reported implementing strategies to manage the cost impact of NMW increases. In 
open-ended responses, three themes recur most frequently: 
 

• Mechanisation and technology substitution, replacing manual tasks (weeding, harvesting, herding) 
with machinery where cashflow allows, and prioritising this over new permanent hires. 

• Tighter labour management and productivity monitoring, closer supervision, performance-linked 
task allocation, restricting overtime, and shifting toward piece-rate or output-based work where 
feasible. 

• Hiring restraint, freezing new permanent appointments, filling vacancies only when essential, and 
relying more heavily on short, targeted seasonal contracts rather than standing seasonal 
complements. 

 

A further recurring theme is margin compression: respondents frequently describe rising input and 
labour costs occurring alongside stagnant or declining farm-gate prices, leaving little room to absorb 
further wage increases without reducing labour input, output, or both. This mirrors BFAP Baseline's 
finding that producer prices are projected to rise more slowly than general inflation even as key input 
costs continue climbing. A minority of respondents indicated they are reconsidering the long-term 
viability of labour-intensive enterprises altogether. 
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48% of respondents indicated they are considering further changes to their workforce going forward, 
suggesting the adjustment process reported above may not yet be complete. 
 

 

8.  Recommendations to the National Minimum Wage Commission 

AgriSA affirms its support for the National Minimum Wage Act, No. 9 of 2018, and does not seek its 
repeal or suspension. AgriSA supports the principle of a statutory wage floor and its role in protecting 
vulnerable workers, including farm and agro-processing workers. The recommendations below are 
made in that spirit and are intended to help the Commission calibrate future adjustments to the sector's 
demonstrated capacity to absorb them without further eroding employment. 

 

Recommendation 1:  Acknowledge current sector realities 

AgriSA recommends that the Commission's 2026 annual report explicitly acknowledge the cost and 
margin realities facing agricultural employers, as evidenced in this submission: (i) input costs, energy, 
fertiliser, financing and labour, are rising faster than the producer prices farmers receive; and (ii) a 
majority of AgriSA's surveyed members have already reduced workforce size and/or hours specifically 
in response to NMW increases, with the NMW identified as the dominant driver of workforce reduction, 
ahead of all other cost pressures tested. 
 

Recommendation 2:  Link planned increases to CPI 
AgriSA recommends that the NMW adjustments be set with reference to consumer price inflation (CPI). 
A CPI-linked approach would preserve the real value of farm workers' wages, avoiding an erosion of 
purchasing power, while giving employers a predictable, sustainable basis for workforce planning, 
directly addressing the request for predictability raised repeatedly by respondents. 

 

Supporting recommendations 

• Sector-specific evidence: give ongoing weight to sector-level survey evidence of the kind presented 
in this submission, alongside national QLFS aggregates, when assessing the NMW's employment 
effects. 

• Compliance capacity: any future increase should be accompanied by realistic assessment of 
compliance capacity in a sector with a significant informal and seasonal workforce, to ensure 
increases translate into actual wage gains for workers rather than informalisation. 

 

 

9.  Conclusion 

South African agriculture remains a vital source of employment and export earnings, but it is a sector 
under sustained and, on the evidence presented here, intensifying cost pressure. AgriSA's 2026-
member survey shows this pressure translating directly into reduced workforce size, reduced hours, 
and a shift toward mechanisation and more flexible employment arrangement. AgriSA asks the National 
Minimum Wage Commission to weigh this evidence carefully in its 2026 annual review, to acknowledge 
the sector's current realities in its report and recommendations, and to adopt a CPI based approach to 
NMW adjustments that protects farm workers' real incomes while preserving the sector's capacity to 
sustain and grow employment. 
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