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A B S T R A C T

This paper assesses the role of the non-farm sector in rural development in
Lesotho. Evidence from studies in developing countries indicates that agricul-
ture was formerly used as the main source of livelihood for many people in
poor countries. However, due to the decline in agricultural productivity
(which results in poverty and food insecurity) caused by unfavourable agro-
climatic conditions, many people are turning to non-farm activities as a
means of making a living. Therefore, non-farm incomes are used to provide
the means of sustenance for many people. However, little attention has hitherto
been paid to improving the rural non-farm sector as an alternative or comple-
mentary rural development strategy in Lesotho. This research paper uses quan-
titative research methods to analyse the available data. The main research
findings suggest that many people make a living out of non-farm incomes. As
a result, this paper proposes that the rural non-farm sector should be given
more priority by the government in rural development in Lesotho.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Rural areas of developing countries are confronted with many chal-
lenges including poverty, unemployment and food insecurity (see
Dixon ). These social problems are attributed to the decline in agri-
cultural productivity due to agro-climatic conditions (Reardon )
and other economic factors such as reduction of agricultural subsidies
to small scale farmers by governments. Low agricultural production
has forced many people to participate in non-farm agricultural activ-
ities/the rural non-farm sector to make a living. According to Lanjouw
& Lanjouw (), the rural non-farm sector can be defined as all
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income generating activities including income in-kind that are not agri-
cultural but are located in rural areas. In addition to this definition,
Reardon (: ) defines non-farm income as income from local
non-farm wage employment, local non-farm self-employment, and mi-
gration income. Tacoli (: ) further says non-agricultural rural
activities include non-farm activities which are carried out in the farm
but are not related to crop production. The rural non-farm sector
entails a diversity of activities that includes commerce, manufacturing
and services (Nowak ).
Many people participate in rural non-farm activities to diversify their

livelihood options. According to Ellis () the rural non-farm sector
ensures diversification of incomes among the rural households. People
make a living out of different activities such as tailoring, weaving, carpet
making, blacksmithing, carpentry and many others (see Kristiansen
; Idowu et al. ). In some households, the incomes derived
from these activities supplement those from agriculture, while in some
families rural non-farm activities are the main source of income.
According to Start () ‘diversification can refer to a shift away from
traditional rural sectors, such as agriculture, to non-traditional, often
non-agricultural activities’. On the other hand, Malek & Usami (:
) define diversification as an increase in the number of household
income components. It can be argued that diversification of the livelihood
options ensures food security among the poor households. In this respect,
livelihood or income diversification in the rural areas is considered as a
pathway out of poverty by both men and women.
This paper is organised as follows: the first part studies the role of non-

agricultural activities in the development of some African countries. The
second section looks at the economic dependence of Lesotho on South
Africa for employment opportunities through the migrant labour
system. The paper further looks at the rural development programmes
in Lesotho. This section focuses on agricultural rural development pro-
grammes that were implemented to increase food production in the
country. The paper then examines the research methods used in the
study and presents the results. Finally, the paper makes conclusions
based on the main findings of the study.

T H E R O L E O F N O N - A G R I C U L T U R A L A C T I V I T I E S I N D E V E L O P M E N T

I N A F R I C A

There are differing reasons for people to participate in rural non-farm
activities. The most common reason is poverty. It is stated that many
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people are forced into the non-farm sector involuntarily by poverty (Jin
et al. ). In order to cope with poverty, some people diversify their
livelihood options (Ellis ). Livelihood diversification is meant to
ensure the security of livelihoods in households in order to reduce
poverty. Traditionally, rural people rely mostly on agriculture for sur-
vival. However, when agriculture fails to give satisfactory returns
because of risks, such as unfavourable agro-climatic conditions (Kelly
et al. ; Kuiper et al. ), people tend to resort to non-farm activ-
ities for survival (Reardon ; Ellis ; Berdequé et al. ). For
example, in Mozambique, people participate in non-farm activities,
such as bicycle and radio repairs, because of drought (Cunguara et al.
). Some people are forced into participating in non-agricultural
income-generating activities because of declining agricultural productiv-
ity caused by congestion on agricultural lands (Davis ). Some
studies show that increasing population pressure on agricultural lands
has forced some people to participate in the non-farm sector (Beyene
) because of the scarcity of arable land. It is further stated that in
Ethiopia, land scarcity and the increasing fragmentation of land make
non-farm activities an alternative source of livelihood (Holden et al.
).
The contribution of non-farm activities to rural development in

African countries cannot be overestimated. The rural non-farm sector
contributes to rural development in the poor countries in different
ways. First, the rural non-farm sector contributes to poverty reduction
and employment creation. Non-farm enterprises address poverty and
provide employment opportunities to people who cannot secure em-
ployment in the formal sector (Chuta & Liedholm ) to satisfy
their basic needs such as food, shelter and clothing. According to
Stifel (), in Madagascar poverty rates are very high among people
who labour in agriculture (%) compared with those that rely on the
non-farm sector (%). In order to illustrate the importance of non-
farm activities to employment creation, research shows that the rural
non-farm sector employs about % of the labour force in north
Africa and % in Africa generally (Haggblade et al. ). Studies
also show that the rural non-farm sector is an important employment
source for women (Arghiros & Moller ). Female participation in
rural non-farm activities is very high in some African countries. For in-
stance, in Ghana women working in the non-farm sector make up
·% (Dary & Kuunibe ).
Second, the importance of non-farm rural activities in income gener-

ation in some African countries is significant. Research indicates that on
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average, people earn higher incomes in non-farm activities than in agri-
culture (Jonasson & Helfand ). For example, a study in south-west
Nigeria illustrates that non-farm incomes constitute ·%, while farm
incomes make only ·% of total incomes (Awoyemi et al. ). A
study in Madagascar shows that, on average, households derive % of
their incomes from non-farm activities while individuals derive only
% (Stifel ).
Third, according to Lanjouw (), income distribution in the non-

farm sector is associated with the type of activities. Some activities are of
high labour productivity and lead to high incomes, while others are of
low labour productivity and are taken only as a residual source of em-
ployment or as a last resort (Sundaram-Stukel et al. ). People who
fall into the latter category of least paying activities are mostly women
(Lanjouw ; Balisacan et al. ) because many of them lack
capital and education (Dary & Kuunibe ) that would allow them
to participate in higher paying activities. For instance, in Zimbabwe
male entrepreneurs are found in all different types of enterprises
while female entrepreneurs operate businesses in crafts, restaurants,
hair salons, dressmaking, trading, office services and others (see
Zuwarimwe and Kirsten ). The male-owned enterprises are found
to perform better (in terms of average value/turnover) than the ones
owned by their female counterparts (Zuwarimwe and Kirsten ).
The above discussion centred on the importance of rural non-farm ac-

tivities to increase poverty reduction in developing countries. Many
people participate in the sector when they cannot secure employment
in the formal sector. Therefore, contribution of non-farm activities to
poverty and employment creation is very important.
The farm sector has played an important part in rural development of

many African countries, and Lesotho is not an exception in this regard.
However, the contribution of the farm sector to poverty reduction, em-
ployment creation and ensuring food security has been in decline over
the past decades. This decline is due to decreasing agricultural product-
ivity caused by severe droughts, soil erosion and many other factors.
Therefore the non-farm sector is considered as an alternative rural de-
velopment strategy where agriculture has failed to provide the means
of a living. Research in Lesotho shows that non-agricultural activities
are the main source of livelihood because subsistence agriculture has
failed to ensure food security among rural households. It is further
stated by some scholars such as Ferguson (), Low () and
Modo () that decline in agricultural productivity has contributed
to labour migration between Lesotho and South Africa. Therefore,
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economic dependence of Lesotho on South Africa for employment op-
portunities, foodstuffs and other economic goods can be linked to low
agricultural production. In the light of this, the following section
studies the origin of economic dependence of Lesotho on South
Africa, especially on employment opportunities.

T H E M I G R A N T L A B O U R E R S Y S T E M B E T W E E N L E S O T H O A N D

S O U T H A F R I C A

The dependence of Lesotho on South Africa for employment is com-
monly noted in the literature. Cobbe () states that the majority of
rural areas in Lesotho have interacted economically with South
African market towns, urban centres and mines that employ Basotho
migrant workers. Makhanya () estimates that only  per cent of
the active labour force is absorbed in Lesotho, with the remaining per-
centage working in South African industries, mines and on farms or
plantations. The nature of this dependence is such that Ward ()
considers Lesotho to be an economic hostage to South Africa. The
rural areas of Lesotho are seen as the reserve army or source of cheap
labour for South African commercial farms (permanent workers and
seasonal migrants) and mines. The migration of Basotho men to
South African mines can be associated with the country’s closeness to
South Africa and the lack of mining opportunities in Lesotho (Modo
; Crush ).
The origin of Lesotho’s economic dependence on South Africa for

employment can be traced far back during the discovery of diamond
mines in Kimberly. Research shows that Lesotho was once a granary
for South Africa, supplying grain mainly to the Kimberly diamond
mines in the s (Murray ). These findings suggest that the
number of Basotho men working in South African mines at that time
was very low. However, the downturn in trade relations between South
Africa and Lesotho occurred during the introduction of tariffs to
grain produced by Basotho farmers in the s. This reduced the
market for grain produced in Lesotho. As a result, migration of
Basotho seeking employment opportunities in the South African
mines started (Rosenberg ).
There are some contrasting views on the causes of labour migration

between Lesotho and South Africa in the past years. These views relate
to the decline in agricultural productivity in Lesotho. According to
Ferguson (: ), ‘Lesotho is a labour reserve for the South
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African economy, not a subsistence or peasant economy’. This view sug-
gests that agriculture does not form the main livelihood activity in
Lesotho because many people make a living out of the migrant labourer
remittances. According to Modo (), labour migration from Lesotho
to South Africa started with the discovery of diamonds in the Orange
Free State in  and the opening of gold mines in the Transvaal in
. The majority of migrants to South Africa originated from
Lesotho and Mozambique (Modo ). There were some factors
that contributed to the migration of people from other southern
African countries to South Africa. McDonald et al. () state that
cross-border migration in Southern Africa is a complex issue associated
with the need for cheap labour for South African mines and agriculture,
while Modo () indicates that Basotho migrate into South Africa
because of the declining agricultural production in their own country;
this contention further leads to the argument by Ferguson &
Lohmann () that Lesotho is not a peasant economy because
labour migration occurred at the time of agricultural decline.
Labour migration from Lesotho to South Africa is mainly caused by

some push factors, especially the decline in agricultural productivity in
Lesotho; while the pull factors are the South African mines, agriculture
and industries (Wallman ; Elkan ; McDonald et al. ). It
has been noted in the research that the push factor is the main cause
of labour migration from Lesotho to South Africa because rural
people mainly perceive migration as a comparative advantage (Low
). For example, the FAO () observed that many people in
the Senqu River Valley Integrated Rural Development Project had no
interest in farming and many able-bodied men migrated to South
African towns and mines in search of better paying jobs.
Consequently, farming was left in the hands of children and old
people. Therefore, an assertion that many Basotho migrate to South
African gold mines to supplement agricultural incomes does not hold
(Spiegel ). Remittances as a result of migration to South African
gold mines, farms and industries have been the main source of subsist-
ence and rural development in Lesotho (Murray ; Modo ;
Ulicki & Crush ). The migrant labourer remittances are used to
finance agriculture and other development activities in Lesotho
(Wallman ; Low ).
The migrant labourer remittances constitute important aspects of

non-agricultural incomes in many countries. However, the contribution
of migrant labourer remittances to rural development in Lesotho has
been in decline since the late s and early s (see Rantšo
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). This is caused by downsizing in the South African goldmines
(Marais ). Retrenchment of many Basotho men from the South
African goldmines contributes to the high unemployment rate in the
country. In this regard, rural non-farm activities are considered import-
ant livelihood options for the retrenched mine workers.

R E C E N T D E V E L O P M E N T S I N L A B O U R M I G R A T I O N F R O M L E S O T H O

The pattern of migration appears to have changed in recent years. In the
past, migration was largely restricted to men working in the mines.
However, studies show that nowadays people from Lesotho migrate to
South Africa for different reasons, such as for shopping, business,
study, holidays, visiting relatives and seeking employment opportunities
(Crush ). The migration of Basotho into South Africa can be clas-
sified as both legal and illegal migration. The migration to work in South
African mines, farms and agriculture is, in the main, legal (Ulicki &
Crush ). Ulicki & Crush () point out that in  there
were about , legal migrants from Lesotho working on South
African plantations and on Free State farms. However, illegal migrants
also work on plantations and for construction companies, together
with a large number of illegal women migrants working as domestic
workers in South Africa (Crush et al. ).
There are varying reasons why large numbers of women migrate to

South Africa. For Wilkinson (), Modo () and Crush &
McDonald (), the major reason is the demise of the apartheid
regime in which many Basotho women were prohibited by the black
labour laws from moving with their husbands to South African mines.
However, from  onwards, many women found it easy to migrate
to South Africa for employment opportunities and to escape poverty
(Crush et al. ). Evidence from the study by Crush et al. ()
shows that women migrants from Lesotho contribute a higher percent-
age, at ·%, of all incoming female migrants than do other southern
African countries such as Mozambique, Swaziland and Zimbabwe.
Dependence of many Basotho for employment in the South African

mines is illustrated by the fact that herding and working on the family
farms are not considered employment, but employment in the mines
is considered work (Mensah & Naidoo ). Migration of many
Basotho (both men and women) illustrates that agriculture is no
longer considered the main source of livelihood by many Basotho.
Therefore, the rural non-farm sector can be seen as an alternative or
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complementary rural development strategy to agriculture. Rural non-
farm activities can fill the gap that is left by agriculture as far as employ-
ment creation is concerned.
It can be noted from the above discussion that, there are some contra-

dicting views on the causes of labour migration between Lesotho and
South Africa. The most common view links migration of Basotho into
South Africa to the decline in agricultural production, while a contrary
argument says migration of Basotho men into South Africa causes
decline of agriculture. Despite these arguments, the Lesotho govern-
ment has been working with development organisations and bilateral
institutions to improve productivity in agriculture through implementa-
tion of area based development projects since independence. Although
increasing productivity in agriculture started during the colonial period,
most colonial rural development projects focused on reducing soil
erosion by adopting anti-erosion control measures such as reduction
of livestock numbers and introduction of rotational grazing (Driver
; McCann ). The blame for erosion of the rangelands was
placed on the practices of livestock farmers (Quinlan ). The follow-
ing section looks mainly at the Thaba-Tseka Integrated Rural
Development Project, as a rural development programme implemented
to increase agricultural productivity and ensure food security among
Basotho households.

R U R A L D E V E L O P M E N T P R O G R A M M E S I N L E S O T H O

Some of the rural development programmes and projects in Lesotho
aimed at increasing productivity in agriculture were implemented
through area based or Integrated Rural Development Projects in the
s and s. These include, among others, Thaba Bosiu,
Khomokhoana, Matelile and Thaba Tseka Integrated Rural
Development Projects. This paper will focus mainly on the latter area
based agricultural development programme.

Thaba-Tseka Integrated Rural Development Project

According to Ferguson (), in November  the mission of dele-
gates from the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO)/World Bank
and Canadian Development Agency (CIDA) visited Lesotho to prepare
together with the Government of Lesotho the first phase of the moun-
tain area development project. The project was supported by the
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Lesotho government and the World Bank through the International
Development Agency (IDA) and Canadian International Development
Agency (CIDA). The total amount of money that supported the
project was US$ million, where CIDA contributed US$ million, the
World Bank US$. million, ODM US$. million while the Lesotho
government contributed US$. million. According to Ferguson
(), the Thaba-Tseka Integrated Rural Development Project was
established on the assumption that the mountain areas are less exploited
compared with the lowlands. The project focused on livestock produc-
tion, range management and crop production. The crop production
unit urged farmers to shift away from producing some traditional
crops such as maize and sorghum to production of cash crops such as
wheat and peas (Ferguson ).
Besides improving agricultural production in the mountain areas of

Lesotho, Thaba-Tseka Integrated Rural Development Project was also
a form of decentralisation, and established Thaba-Tseka as the tenth dis-
trict. Therefore, road networks that linked the lowlands with the moun-
tain areas were constructed. The idea was to facilitate easy transportation
of agricultural inputs and marketing of farm products. The Thaba-Tseka
Integrated Rural Development Project was meant to avoid the major
problems that faced the lowlands agricultural development project.
Therefore, farmers were supplied with necessary agricultural inputs
(Ferguson ).
The project also assisted farmers to produce forage for livestock. As a

result, low cost techniques for producing and improving forage were
introduced. In addition to producing forage for livestock, conservation
of the degraded rangelands was on the agenda of this mountain
project. Conservation of the rangelands was achieved through establish-
ment of grazing associations that established blocs to avoid overgrazing
(see Ferguson ).
The Thaba-Tseka Integrated Rural Development Project faced the

same challenges that other projects were confronted with. It is stated
that lack of community participation in the decision-making process
was the main challenge. For instance, Thaba-Tseka Integrated Rural
Development Project introduced cash crops while the local people
were in need of health services (see Ferguson ). As a result, partici-
pation from the local people was very low. Lack of community participa-
tion in area-based development projects was also observed elsewhere in
Lesotho. According to FAO (), the Senqu River Valley Integrated
Rural Development Project was faced with lack of labour in bloc
farming. This is because the young people were not interested in
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farming but finding employment opportunities in the South African
mines. As a result, farming was left in the hands of young and old people.

R E S E A R C H M E T H O D S

The study was conducted in the six districts of Lesotho: Butha-Buthe,
Leribe, Berea, Maseru, Mafeteng and Mohales’ Hoek. Data were col-
lected from the three main sectors of non-farm activities. About 

enterprises were interviewed from trade and commerce (guest houses
and lodges; retail shops/general dealers; fruit and vegetable shops;
bottle stores and restaurants). In manufacturing,  enterprises were
interviewed (brick-making, carpentry, welding, weaving, tombstone con-
struction, bakeries, milling, dressmaking, tailoring) and five agro-pro-
cessing enterprises were also interviewed (canning; milling; packaging;
dairy). Under the service subsector,  enterprises were interviewed
(traditional healing; herb selling; hair salons; public phones; motor
mechanics; shoe repairs; clinics; surgeries; car washes; panel beating
and spray painting; radio, TV and DVD player repair). As a result, the
total number of rural non-farm enterprises interviewed was . The
technique of Simple Random Sampling (SRS) was used to collect data.
Different rural non-farm enterprises were chosen at random. Under
the SRS sampling procedure, the respondents had an equal chance of
being selected. Data were captured with a spreadsheet (Microsoft
Excel) and analysed using tables and figures. This package enabled
cross-tabulation of some variables.

R E S U L T S

Main source of livelihood for people participating in the rural non-farm sector

Research in developing countries suggests that a mix of income derived
from agriculture and from non-farm income is common (Reardon
). It is important to establish the percentage that non-farm or
farm incomes contribute to the livelihoods of the respondents. Against
this background, the percentages that farm and non-farm sources of
incomes contribute to the livelihood of the respondents are presented
in Table I.
It is evident from Table I that respondents derived a significant per-

centage of their livelihood from non-farm incomes. In this respect, the
results indicate that respondents derive an average of ·% of their
livelihood from non-farm incomes, while agriculture accounts for
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·% of their livelihood. The high average percentage of incomes
derived from the non-farm sector can be explained by low agricultural
productivity that often results in food insecurity in Lesotho. In this
regard, one respondent affirmed: ‘Agricultural production could not
sustain my family for over six months after harvest, and I use non-farm
business incomes to meet the needs of the family’ (Morake  int.).
A full discussion of the reasons for the decline in agricultural productiv-
ity is not within the scope of this paper but overall, it is commonly related
to the migration of many Basotho men to the South African mines
(Wallman ; Ferguson ), drought and soil erosion (Wellings
) and the Structural Adjustment Programmes in the early s,
which meant that farmers could not access agricultural subsidies
(Makenete et al. ). At the same time, it should be acknowledged
that a symbiotic relationship existed between migrant labourer remit-
tances and agriculture in Lesotho (Wallman ).
Although the statistics show that agriculture employs more than %

of rural people in Lesotho (Central Bank of Lesotho ), the value of
non-farm employment should not be underestimated. It is evident from
Table I that many people derive a large percentage of their livelihood
from non-farm business incomes relative to agricultural incomes.
These findings are in line with the international trends that, on
average, people earn higher incomes from non-farm activities than
from agriculture (Jonasson & Helfand ). However, evidence
shows that agriculture is considered the main source of livelihood else-
where, but in Lesotho, non-farm incomes are the main source of liveli-
hood. Therefore, it is correct to argue that for many people, non-farm
business incomes in Lesotho can be considered the main sources of

T A B L E I
Average percentage of livelihood derived from different livelihood

sources in Lesotho, 

Type of livelihood Average %

Non-farm business income from this business ·
Non-farm business income from other businesses ·
Farming income: crops ·
Farming income: stock ·
Assistance/remittances from family/friends ·
Social transfer from government (e.g. pensions) 
Total ·

Source: Field data.
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livelihood, while agricultural incomes are supplementary. This point is
supported by the fact that many Basotho work as migrant labourers in
South Africa (although recent studies show declining number of
Basotho men working in the mines because of high retrenchment). As
a result, the migrant labourer remittances are used to support the house-
holds. This shows that migration remittances as a component of non-
agricultural activities play an important part in rural development in
Lesotho.

H O U S E H O L D E X P E N D I T U R E O F R U R A L N O N - F A R M I N C O M E S

According to Reardon () rural non-farm incomes are used to cater
for different households needs, especially financing agriculture. The
respondents were asked to state how they spent their non-farm
incomes, and the results are presented in Table II.
The data in Table II support the international trends that non-farm

incomes are used to improve the living standards of people. It is
evident from Table II that a significant amount of the average non-
farm incomes are used to meet the basic needs of people, such as cloth-
ing, food, education and others. The results reveal that on average, the
respondents use M· for tertiary education. Although the Lesotho
government sponsors tertiary education, there are some people who are
self-sponsored. The large amount of money used for tertiary education
can be explained by the high fees charged at tertiary institutions. One
respondent who spends some of her non-farm income on education
of her children said: ‘A large part of the income that I get from my
hair salon is spent on education of my two children’ (Mohai 

int.). It can also be observed that many respondents use M· on
average for clothing. Most of the clothing items are imported into the
country which increases the costs of clothing. In addition, many
people spent a lot of money on clothing during the cold season, in
winter. Table II further reveals that many people use M· on
average for food. Lesotho is often faced with food shortages mainly
during the dry season, when availability of food is very scarce. One re-
spondent who uses some of his money for purchasing foodstuffs for
his family said: ‘Prices on foodstuffs often go up during the dry
season. So, I use the income obtained frommy welding workshop to pur-
chase food for my family’ (Ralejoe  int.). Research in Lesotho sug-
gests that low agricultural production causes food insecurity. Therefore,
many people spend their incomes on foodstuffs (Sebotsa & Lues ).
Thus, these results show that non-farm incomes play an important part
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in meeting the basic needs of people. Evidence reveals that non-farm
incomes are used to improve the living standards of people by ensuring
the availability of food, shelter and the payment of school fees (Hymer &
Resnick ). Therefore, these results are in line with international
trends that rural non-farm incomes are in a position to reduce poverty.
It is stated that small-scale non-farm enterprises employ many people

with a low level of education. However, the level of education of the
owner of the enterprise has an impact on its performance (enterprise).
In this regard, the following section looks at the level of education of the
owner and performance of the enterprise.

Level of education of the owner and the success of rural non-farm enterprises

Figure  shows the level of education of the owners of rural non-farm
enterprises when cross-tabulated with the scale of the enterprise turn-
over per month. The level of education is one of the determining
factors for success of the rural non-farm sector. The more educated
people occupy the higher paying jobs in the rural non-farm sector,
while the less educated are found in the ‘refuge’ jobs (see Ministry of
Trade and Industry, Cooperatives and Marketing ). Against this

T A B L E I I
Household expenditure of non-farm incomes in Lesotho, 

Item
Average expenditure
in Maloti Item

Average expenditure
in Maloti

Housing  Pay back loan M·
Rental M· Health care M·
Bond  Paraffin/fuel M·
Clothing M· Alcohol M·
Education –
after-care

 Smoking M·

Pre-school M· Food M·
Primary school M· Transport M·
Secondary school M· Telephone M·
Tertiary M· Support for family

elsewhere
M·

Rates  Entertainment 
Water and electricity M·
Sub-total M· M·
TOTAL
EXPENDITURE

M·

Source : Field data.
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background, the following Figure  presents results showing the profit-
ability of the rural non-farm enterprises when cross-tabulated with the
level of education of the entrepreneurs.
It can be observed from Figure  that ·% of rural non-farm enter-

prises owned by people with tertiary education are rated as profitable or
highly profitable. This relatively high rating of profitability is consider-
ably higher than the ·% for those without any education; ·%
for those with primary education; and ·% for those with secondary
education. The profitability of enterprises owned by people with a
high educational level can be linked to different factors. First, people
with a high educational level are in a position to adopt innovations
and techniques of production through reading and from other
sources. Therefore, they can make informed decisions about their busi-
nesses (Bwisa et al. ; Martey et al. ). Second, it is assumed that it
is easier for educated people to establish markets and financial sources
for their businesses compared with the less educated. It is therefore sug-
gested that education, as one of the entrepreneurial characteristics,
determines the profitability of rural non-farm enterprises (Kolawole &

Figure . Level of education and the performance of non-farm enterprises
in Lesotho, .
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Torimiro ; Sarwoko et al. ). It can thus be inferred that the con-
tribution of people with a higher level of education to rural development
in Lesotho is significant, as they are able to ensure the good perform-
ance of rural non-farm enterprises.
In addition to increasing the profitability of enterprises, evidence

shows that educational level has an impact on the scale of the average
turnover of rural non-farm enterprises. The results showing the scale
of the average turnover of rural non-farm enterprises when cross-tabu-
lated with the educational level of entrepreneurs is presented in
Table III.
The results in Table II are in line with international trends that edu-

cation plays an important role in the sound performance of enter-
prises. In this respect, enterprises owned by people with tertiary
education have the highest turnover per month, M,· compared
with the ones owned by those with secondary education, with an
average turnover of M,·; those owned by people with primary
education have a turnover of M,·; while those owned by those
without education have M,·. It can therefore be deduced that
people with a higher educational level contribute positively to rural de-
velopment in Lesotho. This is because the educated have literacy and
basic numeracy skills that enable them to manage and run their own
businesses.
The employment results show that the size of rural non-farm enter-

prises differs with the level of the owner’s education. For instance, in
 rural non-farm enterprises employed an average of · full-time
and part-time employees with low levels of education (those with no edu-
cation, primary and secondary) compared with · people with tertiary
education. These results are in line with the research findings by Bowen
et al. () that small-scale enterprises employ many people with low
levels of education.
It can be noted from the above discussion that rural non-farm

activities play an important role in rural development in Lesotho.
The rural non-farm sector contributes a larger share to national devel-
opment relative to subsistence agriculture. In addition, many Basotho
depend on migrant labourer remittances for making a living.
However, with an increasing loss of jobs by Basotho men from the
South African mines, the country is now confronted with increasing
poverty, unemployment and food insecurity. In this regard, non-farm
activities are considered a solution to the above social problems. The fol-
lowing section studies the main reasons for the establishment of non-
farm enterprises.
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R E A S O N S F O R T H E E S T A B L I S H M E N T O F N O N - F A R M E N T E R P R I S E S

A significant percentage of rural people establish rural non-farm enter-
prises to diversify their livelihood options (Ellis ). In addition, pull
and push factors are also considered as the main determinants for estab-
lishment of non-farm enterprises. The pull factors are associated with
some better paying activities in the non-farm sector, while the push
factors are related mainly to the decline in agricultural productivity
(Reardon ). An assessment of the reasons for the establishment
of non-farm enterprises in Lesotho shows that non-farm activities are
not just for diversifying the livelihood options or ensuring better remu-
neration activities, but they are an issue of survival. Lack of employment
opportunities in Lesotho forces many people to participate in non-farm
enterprises. Unemployment rate is very high in Lesotho, estimated at
% (Bureau of Statistics ). Against this background, the three
main reasons for the establishment of rural non-farm enterprises are dis-
cussed below, these being poverty, decline in agricultural productivity
and supplementing incomes from the formal sector.

P O V E R T Y A N D L A C K O F E M P L O Y M E N T O P P O R T U N I T I E S

Poverty can be defined as an inability to attain a minimal standard of
living measured in terms of basic consumption needs; or an income

TA B L E I I I
The average turnover of non-farm enterprises by level of education

of entrepreneurs in Lesotho, 

Turnover

Level of education

TotalNone Primary Secondary Tertiary

N % N % N % N % N %

<M,  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·
M,–M,  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·
M,–M,  ·    ·  ·  ·
M,–M,    ·    ·  ·
M,–M,        ·  ·
M,>          
TOTAL          ·
Average turnover M,· M,· M,· M,· M,·

Source : Field data.
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required to satisfy them; or an inability of individuals, households or an
entire community to possess sufficient resources to satisfy their basic
needs (World Bank ). The qualitative assessment of poverty is
further confirmed by the contextualisation of poverty by the
International Labour Organisation (). The International Labour
Organisation (ILO) indicates that the incidence of poverty is extremely
high in Lesotho, where about ·% of people live below the poverty
line; a factor which forces people to look for opportunities outside agri-
culture (see Lay et al. ).
Poverty seems to be one of the motivations for the involvement of indi-

viduals in rural non-farm activities. Responses such as: ‘I could not get
enough food for my family, and I decided to weave hats using grass
for sale’ (Mabitle  int.) and ‘it was very difficult to buy my children
some clothes before I sell some traditional herbs’ (Paamo  int.)
were common among the answers. The above quotations indicate that
a lack of basic needs, such as food and clothes are key contributors to
an involvement in the non-farm sector. Closely related to poverty is
the high unemployment rate in Lesotho. The following response from
one of the interviewees affirms this position when stating: ‘it is not
very easy to get employment in Lesotho, especially when one is
uneducated’.

D E C L I N E I N A G R I C U L T U R A L P R O D U C T I V I T Y

A second reason (not dissociated from the poverty-related reasons pro-
vided above) is related to a decline in agricultural productivity. There
are different reasons that have caused a decline in agricultural product-
ivity in Lesotho, subsequently pushing people into non-farm activities.
Three distinct factors should be mentioned. First, severe drought that
often results in food insecurity is often cited. For example, one respond-
ent said: ‘I could not get enough from my land because of severe
drought that often affect subsistence production. I then quit farming
and participated in brick making’ (Lesia  int.). Second, a historical
exodus of many Basotho to South African gold mines, plantations and
industries left farming in the hands of women and children (Modo
). At the same time there is also evidence of migrant labour sup-
porting agriculture in Lesotho (Wallman ). Overall, there is little
doubt that declining agricultural production in Lesotho has forced
people into non-farm activities, such as beer brewing, brick making,
the construction of houses, thatching and weaving hats (Senaoana
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et al. ). Although decline in agricultural productivity has forced
people into non-agricultural activities, the evidence shows that the
Lesotho Highlands Water Project implemented rural development pro-
jects in the highlands of Lesotho to improve the lives of the mountain
people. According to Ramaili & Cloete (), reduction in the
number of livestock in the mountain areas was advocated by the
Lesotho Highlands Development Authority (LHDA) because it
degrades the rangelands. In addition, mountain horticulture and crop
production projects were introduced to ensure food security (see
Ramaili & Cloete ).
Third, soil erosion has contributed to a shortage of land by decreas-

ing arable land from % at independence to % today (Love ).
Other studies indicate that declining arable land in Lesotho has
resulted in about % of the population not having access to land for
cultivation (Makenete et al. ; Central Bank of Lesotho ).
One respondent whose land was affected by soil erosion said: ‘My
agricultural land has shrunk from  to  acres because of soil erosion.
I no longer get enough maize that can maintain my household to the
next harvest season. I then decided to establish a fruit and vegetable
business to supplement the meagre agricultural produce’ (Ramakhula
 int.).

S U P P L E M E N T I N G I N C O M E S F R O M T H E F O R M A L S E C T O R

There is also evidence that rural non-farm enterprises are being
established to supplement incomes from the formal sector. A
number of permutations of this scenario exist. First, some people es-
tablish enterprises operating full-time, while they are also working in
the formal sector. For example, one respondent said: ‘I am working
as a secretary in government, and established a hair salon to supple-
ment my income’ (Kepanyane  int.). Second, some respondents
use their spare time to engage in income-generating activities. The
following response affirms this: ‘I work as a motor mechanic for
one private company, but on weekends and holidays I provide my ser-
vices to people who need help and earn some extra money’ (Mohapi
 int.). These interviews suggest that multiple incomes are com-
monly found in Lesotho and that the rural non-farm sector is a
main source in this respect. The results also suggest that people
are not only pushed into non-farm enterprises by unfavourable cli-
matic conditions or unemployment, but because of low remuneration
in the formal sector.
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C O N C L U S I O N

Many Basotho households depend on migrant labourer remittances for
making a living. However, with the recent downscaling in the South
African gold mines, many families are confronted with food insecurity.
As a result, people participate in non-farm activities to make a living.
In this respect, the contribution of non-farm activities to rural develop-
ment in Lesotho is increasing. People use non-farm incomes to finance
subsistence agriculture and purchase the basic needs for their families.
Although rural non-farm activities contribute positively to rural develop-
ment in Lesotho, the sector is confronted with many challenges. The as-
sistance of the Lesotho government to improve the available non-farm
activities is highly encouraged. This is because the sector employs
mostly the less educated people in society. In this regard, poverty, un-
employment and food insecurity would be reduced. Furthermore,
when the sector is supported, the number of migrant labourers
working in South African industries and plantations will be reduced.
The retrenched mineworkers will also have alternative sources of
making a living in Lesotho.
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. Loti (plural =maloti) was equivalent to US$ in .
. Some entrepreneurs did not answer the question on turnover.
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