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Abstract
The main aim of this study was to assess the impact of the Best Management Practices (BMP) project on social and economic wellbeing at the Zanyokwe Irrigation Scheme (ZIS) in central Eastern Cape Province. The BMP project is a knowledge-based initiative aimed at introducing management practices in order to improve production and livelihoods in the
study area. The study employed a survey to collect socio-economic data amongst farming households. The 2005 (pre-BMP
project) baseline study based on the same respondents allowed for the tracking of changes after the implementation of the
project. A socio-economic impact assessment (SEIA) framework was used to assess the impacts. The results showed the
BMP project to have impacted on social and economic wellbeing of households. Skills introduced were in the areas of water
management, agronomic practices, marketing and institutional arrangements. In 2007 more than half of farmers worked
on their farms daily, an improvement on 2005, when none of the farmers reported working over weekends. The average
time spent on the farms per day also increased from 4 (in 2005) to 7 h (in 2007). Agriculture’s contribution to household
income improved from 71% in 2005 to 81% in 2007 and reduced household poverty and food insecurity levels. The number
of households earning incomes below the poverty line dropped from 61% in 2005 to 38% in 2007. A marked increase was
noted in winter land use, which was almost non-existent in 2005. The on-farm trials introduced by the BMP team improved
the farmers’: maize planting time, plant population density, fertiliser management, crop yield and participation in community activities. Seedling transplanting was preferred to direct maize seeding. Positive impacts on institutions were seen in
the restructuring of the management system; improved marketing systems; institutional arrangements for managing water;
and institutions for maintaining irrigation infrastructure.
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Introduction
Irrigated agriculture in South Africa has a history that goes
back as far as the 19th century (Bundy, 1988). However, much
has changed as the industry has developed. Some of these
changes are a result of various support systems from sources
such as Government. By the end of 1999, the Eastern Cape
alone had more than 50 small-scale irrigation schemes, run by
over 6 350 farmers covering over 9 500 ha of land (Bembridge,
1999). The Eastern Cape is home to at least 15.3% of the
nation’s total population but has the highest poverty levels in
the whole of South Africa, with the majority of households living below the poverty line Statistics SA (2003). These households have also been noted to rely heavily on external economic
activities, especially state grants (Fraser et al., 2003, Hebinck
et al., 2007). Local economic activities play a minor role in
the rural economy. Although agriculture still plays a role in
rural households, it makes a modest contribution to household
income, and hardly ever constitutes the main rural livelihood
activity to secure households’ food needs. In Zanyokwe, more
than 70% of income is from agricultural activities (both crop
and animal production), but about two-thirds of the farming
population was still poor in 2005 (Monde et al., 2005).
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As a solution to the problem of high poverty levels among
the farming households, a number of attempts have been
made to revive the Zanyokwe Irrigation Scheme (ZIS). One
such effort involved a 12 ha cotton project, which was still
in its planning phase at the time of this study and is linked
to a private textile company (Da Gamma). There is also a 25
ha paprika project initiated by the Siyakholwa Development
Corporation (an NGO) and supported by the South African
Government. However, according to Monde et al. (2005),
paprika production was discontinued due to excessively low
yields that led to low profits. The other development initiative
is the Massive Food Program (MFP), a grain project introduced
in 2003, mainly to address problems of poverty and hunger,
low skills and the grain (mostly maize) trade-deficit, especially
in the Eastern Cape, where Neven et al. (2005) have reported
that 70% of food was imported in 2001. In spite of these initiatives, farming still had not made a significant change to the
lives of the Zanyokwe farmers interviewed during the baseline
study conducted in preparation for this impact assessment
study. According to Monde et al. (2005), 41% of these farmers have remained in the ‘ultra-poor’ class. While a number
of factors have contributed to this state, one common mistake
developers make is to focus on the implementation stage and
either ignore or pay little attention to other stages of the project.
The Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) stage is usually not
given attention at all. The success of technology or innovation
introduced in any community is subject to the social, economic and institutional setup or environment of that particular
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