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ABSTRACT 

This research investigated the possible role of cannabis cultivation in generating livelihoods 

in South Africa, which is grappling with significant unemployment and economic inequality. 

Amidst the changing legal status and growing global economic promise of the cannabis sector, 

this study evaluated the opportunities and challenges in using cannabis cultivation as an 

economic stimulus. The research adopted a qualitative research design, using in-depth 

structured interviews with principal stakeholders, such as farmers, policymakers, and experts 

in the industry. 

Facts indicated that although the cultivation of cannabis is able to drive economic development, 

enable employment, and stimulate investment opportunities, its full commercialization is still 

hindered by regulatory hurdles, capital shortfall, and social stigma. Research aligns with the 

Structural-Change Theory (Schiliro, 2012), a theory that describes economic change of 

traditional activities through the embracement of technological innovation as well as policy 

development. Furthermore, the study points out that nations with well-developed cannabis 

industries, like Canada and some U.S. states, have managed to utilize legalization for 

economic gain (Krishna, 2023). South Africa has the potential to seize the same economic 

gains, as long as regulatory processes are simplified and investment in infrastructure and 

market inclusivity is given priority. 

Despite some recent policy progress, such as the legalization of private consumption of 

cannabis in 2018, South Africa's commercial cannabis industry is underdeveloped, owing to 

obscure policies and stringent licence requirements. Interviews with stakeholders within the 

industry disclosed that small-scale growers have poor access to formalized markets and are 

confronted by economic and technological limitations, bar them from the ability to benefit 

economically from the production of cannabis. This research highlights the need for holistic 

policy interventions that enable fair access to the cannabis industry by both small and large-

scale producers. 

Among the main obstacles noted is the lingering social stigma surrounding cannabis production 

and use, which still discourages potential investors and restricts public acceptance. It is 

important to address these perceptions through public education campaigns and community 

outreach in order to normalize the cannabis industry and increase public and private sector 

participation. The research also points to the importance of dedicated financial support 
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mechanisms, such as government-guaranteed funding programs, public-private partnerships, 

and institutional financial support, to increase industry participation and expansion. 

Additionally, the report calls for the creation of a strong value chain of cannabis, ranging from 

cultivation and processing to export and distribution. Investment in plant and processing 

infrastructure, as well as the promotion of value-added cannabis products like industrial hemp 

and medicinal extracts, can greatly improve the economic viability of the sector. By including 

such factors in national development policies, South Africa can create a sustainable and fair 

cannabis industry that contributes to employment generation, rural development, and Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP) growth. 

The research concludes that policy reform, financial incentives, and cooperation between key 

stakeholders are critical to unlocking the full potential of the industry. The recommendations 

range from regulatory reforms, fiscal support mechanisms, and cooperative stakeholder 

engagement towards facilitating a sustainable and inclusive cannabis industry in South Africa. 

The findings inform ongoing policy debates and form a basis for further research on the 

contribution of cannabis towards economic development and rural transformation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



vi 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

CHAPTER 1: Contextual framework of research study         1 

1.1. Introduction and background            1 

1.2. Problem statement             2 

1.3. Research aims and objectives            3 

1.4. Research questions             4 

1.5. Rationale and significance of the study           4 

1.6. Delimitations of the study            4 

1.7. Chapter summary              5 

CHAPTER 2: Literature review and theoretical framework        6 

2.1. Introduction              6 

2.1.1. The science of cannabis            6 

2.1.2. The history of cannabis farming in South Africa         6 

2.1.3. Costing the economic value of the commercial cannabis industry       7 

2.2. Theoretical and conceptual framework           8 

2.3. Chapter summary            10 

CHAPTER 3: Research methodology and design        11 

3.1. Introduction            11 

3.2. Research design.            11 

3.3. Data collection methods           11 

3.4. Research instrument.           12 

3.5. Population            12 

3.6. Sample and sampling method.          12 



vii 
 

3.7. Data analysis and interpretation         13 

3.7.1. Socio-cultural, political, geographical, and economic contexts of cannabis cultivation 

in South Africa                                                                                                                         13 

3.7.2. Geographical conditions                                                                                                 14  

3.7.3. Potential growth of the commercial cannabis industry in South Africa                        14 

3.7.4. Challenges in the cannabis industry of South Africa                                                     15 

3.7.5. Effectiveness of policies and frameworks for commercialization of cannabis              16         

3.8. Reliability and validity           17 

3.9. Ethical considerations            17 

3.10. Chapter summary           17 

CHAPTER 4: Results analysis, Key findings and Discussion                 18 

4.1. Introduction            18 

4.2. Results analysis            18 

4.3. Findings                           19 

4.3.1. Key findings summary                       22 

4.3.1.1. Economic benefits of cannabis farming for both rural and urban livelihoods            22  

4.3.1.2. Opportunities for economic growth through cannabis commercialization                 22  

4.3.1.3. Regulatory barriers and resource constraints in the cannabis industry                       23                  

4.3.1.4. Policy and Legislative Recommendations                                                                  24    

4.4. Discussion of key findings                                                                                                24 

4.4.1. What is the cultural, political, geographical and economic context of cannabis          

cultivation in South Africa?                                                                                                      26 

4.4.2.To what extent could the commercial cannabis industry grow and develop the South 

African economy?                                                                                                                    27 

4.4.3. What are the challenges facing the cannabis industry in South Africa?                        27 



viii 
 

4.4.3.1. Regulatory ambiguity                                                                                                  28 

4.4.3.2. Resource constraints                                                                                                    28 

4.4.3.3. Sociocultural stigma                                                                                                    28  

4.4.3.4. Inadequate value chain infrastructure                                                                          28 

4.4.4. What is the efficacy of policies and frameworks for cannabis commercialization in 

South Africa and how can these be strengthened?                                                                   29 

CHAPTER 5: Conclusion and recommendations                                                               30 

5.1. Conclusion                                                                                                                         30 

5.2. Recommendations                                                                                                             32 

5.2.1. Regulatory reforms and policy clarity                                                                            32 

5.2.2. Market accessibility and financial support                                                                     33 

5.2.3. Capacity building and knowledge transfer                                                                     33 

5.2.4. Building value chain infrastructure                                                                                34 

5.2.5. Overcoming social stigma and public perception                                                          34 

5.2.6. Promoting additional research and development                                                           34 

5.2.7. Prioritization of recommendations                                                                                 35 

5.3. Future Research                                                                                                                 36 

 

References             37 

Appendix              40

            

 

 

 

 



ix 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 

2.1. Global market value of legal cannabis       7 

2.2. Forecast of market value of cannabis in SA      8 

 

LIST OF TABLES 

4.3. Key findings                                            19 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 
 

 

CHAPTER 1: Contextual framework of research study 

 

1.1. Introduction and background 

Cannabis cultivation has sparked growing interest not only in South Africa, but around the 

world, due to its medical, social, and industrial (Hemp) uses, and also its potential for economic 

development. Worldwide, cannabis commercialization has impacted policy, and nowhere more 

so than in the United States of America (USA). A number of states in the USA have moved 

towards decriminalizing cannabis, thereby legalizing the drug for commercial, medical, and 

recreational use (Krishna, 2023). Despite legislative advancements, some states continue to 

uphold the criminalization of marijuana. A case in point is South Dakota, where the Supreme 

Court recently made a ruling against legalization, thus supporting the High Court's decision to 

strike down a voter-approved amendment to legalize recreational marijuana by amending the 

state constitution (Groves, 2021). 

In South Africa, the legal status of cannabis has also continued to be a subject of ongoing 

debate. According to Bulose (2024) the recreational use of cannabis became legal in 2018 

following a protracted legal battle in the case of Minister of Justice v Prince, where the 

Constitutional Court ruled that adults may cultivate and possess cannabis in private for their 

personal consumption. Any recreational use and cultivation outside private space continues to 

be deemed criminal. Furthermore, Bulose (2024) continues that even though cannabis is 

legalized for medical use, it is controlled under the Medicines and Related Substances Act (Act 

101 of 1965). At the commercial stage, there have been significant changes, with the national 

government having introduced the National Cannabis Master Plan in 2021. However, 

according to Thorne (2024) stringent cannabis laws have created a significant impediment to 

any real progress in terms of cannabis commercialization. This study explored the potential 

contribution of cannabis cultivation to livelihood generation in South Africa. Therefore, this 

study adds evidence to the argument for commercialization of cannabis as an economic 

development and growth strategy. 
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1.2. Problem statement 

Challenges, in Regulations and Lack of Adequate Government Support as Barriers, to 

the Expansion of Industries 

The South African cannabis sector is a significant economic opportunity, particularly for 

industrial diversification, rural growth, and employment generation. Complete 

commercialization of cannabis, however, continues to be threatened by several regulations, 

funding, and market issues. These frustrates the prospect of the sector to contribute toward 

economic growth as well as deny small-scale growers and entrepreneurs’ entrance into the 

mainstream market. To eliminate these restrictions is critical toward completely unlocking the 

economic and development potential of the sector (DTIC, 2021; Perez, 2022).  

At the Cannabis Expo, in Johannesburg in 2021 industry insiders put forth points and data 

about how the cannabis industry could boost South Africa’s economy. Sibusiso Xaba, from the 

Africa Cannabis Advisory Group argued that the cannabis sector holds potential at the global 

level. But for this to happen, the government needs to offer more support, including land, 

finance, and training programs for the sector (Xaba, 2021). The National Cannabis Master Plan 

(DTIC, 2021) similarly recognizes cannabis as a high-growth sector but acknowledges that 

there are regulatory and financial barriers to the development of the industry. 

While there has been some progress in cannabis policies and business models, the sector is still 

confronted with contradictory regulations, strict licensing regimes, and financial issues 

(Thorne, 2024). Refining such models in areas such as sustainable development, conservation 

of the environment, market regulation, and facilitating access for all would improve responsible 

cannabis business practices. This would also yield economic benefits, advance equality in 

society, and keep public health and safety in check (Kepe, 2019; Dada, 2021).  

 

Potential of cannabis industry to grow South African economy 

There are significant opportunities for the creation of small and medium-sized enterprises 

across the cannabis value chain in South Africa (DTIC, 2021). These enterprises are the lifeline 

of the South African economy and play an indispensable role in driving economic growth and 

development. Research demonstrates that these industries account for nearly two-thirds of 

industrial employment in the country (Ayandibu and Houghton, 2017; Productivity SA, 2023). 

Notwithstanding the above, harsh legislation on the cultivation and commercialization of 
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cannabis is a definite impediment to realising the potential of the cannabis industry in order to 

contribute to South African economic development and growth. Careful planning, stakeholder 

participation, and evidence-based legislation are therefore essential in mitigating risk. 

investment, expansion, and industry growth are hindered by the absence of institutionalized 

legal regimes for commercial cultivation, processing, distribution, and sale therefore 

government authorities, industry actors, civil society groups, and communities must come 

together to craft transparent policies, regulatory frameworks, and support programs that foster 

a sustainable and inclusive cannabis industry in South Africa. 

This study investigated the potential significance of cannabis farming to livelihood generation 

in South Africa. Through this, it contributes to the new scholarship within the country on the 

significance of cultivating cannabis for livelihood generation and growth. 

 

1.3. Research aims and objectives. 

Aim 

The aim of this study is to investigate the potential significance of cannabis farming for 

livelihood generation in South Africa 

 

Objectives 

The study had three linked objectives, namely: 

1. To analyse the benefits of livelihood generation through cannabis farming in South Africa. 

2. To investigate the potential commercial value of the cannabis industry in the context of 

economic growth and development in South Africa. 

3. To assess the challenges facing the cannabis industry in South Africa and provide 

recommendations of the legislative and political instruments needed to grow and strengthen 

the industry. 
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1.4. Research questions. 

To determine the possible importance of cannabis production as a source of revenue in South 

Africa, the following research statements informed the investigation: 

1. This study will explore the cultural, political, geographical, and economic factors involved 

in cannabis cultivation in the South African context. 

2. This research will discuss the probable potential of the growth of the commercial cannabis 

market and its possible impact on the growth of the South African economy. 

3. This study seeks to identify the challenges facing the cannabis industry in South Africa. 

4. This research aims at assessing the effectiveness of policies and regulations governing 

cannabis commercialization in South Africa and suggest methods of enhancing them. 

 

1.5. Rationale and significance of the study 

It can be seen that the cannabis sector can be a significant contributor to the growth of South 

African urban and rural communities. The National Cannabis Master Plan envisages that the 

formal cannabis sector can provide up to 25 000 jobs and be worth an estimated R28 billion 

(DTIC, 2021). This is especially crucial because South Africa is experiencing an 

unemployment crisis. The country boasts some of the highest unemployment rates in the world, 

as per the World Bank (2024). This is corroborated by Statistics SA (2024) that by the end of 

the fourth quarter of 2023, the official unemployment rate was 32.1 percent, and more than 16 

million of its 60.80 million population is economically inactive. The significance of this study 

is that it investigates the possibilities of the cannabis industry in facilitating livelihood 

generation for millions of South Africans who are currently cast at the margins of economic 

participation, thereby improving their livelihood and the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of the 

country. 

 

1.6. Delimitations of the study 

In research, delimitations refer to the specific parameters that define and restrict the scope of a 

study (Ploy-Cilliers et al., 2014). These parameters determine what a researcher will include 
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and exclude in the study. This study focuses exclusively on the potential value of the 

commercial cannabis industry. It does not engage with the benefits of cannabis for recreational, 

cultural and medical use. 

 

1.7. Chapter summary 

This chapter offers a comprehensive introduction and background to the research by examining 

the legal status of cannabis in South Africa and making a determination of the economic value 

of the cannabis industry. The research presents the problem statement, as well as the 

justification and significance that underlie the research endeavour. The purpose and objectives 

of the research are detailed, as are the research questions that guide the investigation. 

Delimitations of the study are discussed, elaborating on the scope and boundaries of the study. 

Finally, the hypothesis upon which the study is based is presented. 
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CHAPTER 2: Literature review and conceptual framework 

 

2.1. Introduction  

This chapter provides the theoretical framework and literature review that underpin this study. 

Despite the significant economic benefits of commercialising cannabis (Krishna, 2023) the 

cannabis industry in South Africa is significantly underdeveloped. This is in part due to the 

regulatory environment in the country and the glacial pace of the implementation of the 

National Cannabis Master Plan (Xaba, 2021; Thorne, 2024). To establish a foundation for the 

study, the Structural-Change Theory is used. This theory has been selected because it accounts 

for the evolving economic structure in which the cannabis industry must develop – a South 

Africa that is seeking to transition to industrialization and the development of the quaternary 

sector. 

 

2.1.1. The science of cannabis 

Cannabis Sativa or cannabis is employed to refer to plant species marijuana and hemp. There 

are approximately 70 various substances found in the cannabis plant known as Phyto 

cannabinoids. Among these two most prominent compounds, tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) and 

cannabidiol (CBD) are most prominent. Both THC and CBD are cannabinoids and have 

medicinal properties, with CBD utilized in the therapy of pain relief, lessening of inflammation, 

and the alleviation of anxiety without the psychoactive features associated with THC (Cancer 

Research UK, 2022). 

 

2.1.2. The history of cannabis farming in South Africa 

The use of cannabis in South Africa can be traced back to pre-colonial times when it was 

cultivated by the Khoisan. According to Paterson (2009) in the 17th century, the Dutch East 

India Company made attempts to monopolise the trade of cannabis by prohibiting its cultivation 

by the Khoisan, a move that was made extremely difficult by the extensive supply and 

availability of the cannabis plant in the wild. By the late 18th centuries, the use and trade of 

cannabis was banned in various parts of South Africa. Despite this, the use of the plant 

continued, though it was mainly for recreational use (ibid). Throughout the 20th century, there 
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were growing concerns regarding the use of cannabis, something the apartheid regime 

considered an unsafe substance, and this resulted in the enacting of many acts criminalizing 

the plant and imposing heavily draconian penalties like extended prison terms for simple 

possession of as little as 50 grams of the plant (Burchell, 2013). At the end of apartheid, the 

status of cannabis did not change despite growing evidence that it was being cultivated, 

particularly in rural areas, and was contributing significantly to livelihood generation among 

the peasants and working-class poor (de Greeff, 2016). It was not until 2018 that the 

Constitutional Court decriminalized the personal use of cannabis, though some stringent 

prohibitions remain in place, including the criminalization of the sale of the plant. 

 

2.1.3. Costing the economic value of the commercial cannabis industry 

There is no question that the cannabis industry is lucrative. According to Krishna (2023) the 

states in the USA that have legalized cannabis and developed their cannabis industry are 

benefitting from the industry. In 2021, Washington collected US$559.5 million of legal 

cannabis revenue; Colorado collected US$423 million in the same year; Arizona collected more 

than US$284 million – and across all states where cannabis is legalized, a total of US$3.7 

billion was collected, resulting in buoyant tax revenues (Krishna, 2023). Brazil has also seen a 

significant revenue from the cannabis trade. According to Shah (2024) the Brazil cannabis 

market was valued at approximately UD$803 million in 2022 and is projected to reach US$5 

billion by 2030. This trajectory has been observed globally, as seen below: 

 

Figure 2.1: Global market value of legal cannabis   Source: Hasse, 2020 
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Figure 2.1 illustrates the exponential increase in the financial global market value of legal 

cannabis, which has doubled in just 5 years. Similar projections have been made for South 

Africa as evidenced in the image below. 

 

Figure 2.2: Forecast of market value of cannabis in SA  

Source: Research and Markets, 2022 

 

According to the South African Cannabis/CBD Industry Landscape Report 2022, the market 

forecasts growth of the country’s cannabis industry at CAGR of 28.4 percent, as evidenced in 

Figure 2.2., with the value of the industry projected at over R400 million by 2026.  

 

2.2. Theoretical and conceptual framework 

The key purpose of the conceptual and theoretical framework is to elucidate the 

interconnections between the key concepts of the study and to apply an existing theoretical 

orientation to aid explanation and interpretation of the research findings. The purpose of this 

study is to examine the potential role of cannabis farming towards livelihood creation in South 

Africa. It will employ the Structural-Change Theory which indicates “a qualitative 

transformation and evolution of the economic systems, usually marked by technological 

progress and organizational changes” (Schiliro, 2012). This theory is applicable because 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Daniele-Schiliro?_tp=eyJjb250ZXh0Ijp7ImZpcnN0UGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIiwicGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIn19
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expansion in the cannabis industry is occurring in a South Africa whose economy is 

transforming as a result of technological progress and modernization of the agricultural 

industry. The Theory of Structural Change describes how change mechanisms in economies 

take place, shifting away from low-productivity sectors like the conventional agriculture to 

high-productivity sectors enabled by technological progress, industrialization, and policy 

reform (Schiliro, 2012). It promotes economic diversification, increases employment 

opportunities, and stimulates further economic growth (Lewis, 1954; Todaro & Smith, 2015). 

In the scope of this study, the theory provides a useful framework through which to view how 

the formalization and commercialization of the cannabis industry in South Africa can be 

leveraged to achieve economic transformation. Cannabis farming has traditionally been in an 

informal setting, earning revenue for rural communities and small farmers. However, due to 

regulatory constraints and poor government support, such farmers have not been able to fully 

integrate into the formal economy (Kepe, 2019; Dada, 2021). 

Using Structural-Change Theory, the present research contends that the cannabis sector can 

change from an informal, subsistence-based industry to a formal, high-value commercial 

enterprise that aids GDP growth, employment, and foreign investment (DTIC, 2021; Perez, 

2022). The above transformation requires targeted policy interventions, financial support, and 

the development of infrastructure to foster a competitive and inclusive industry (World Bank, 

2024). In order to tap into the economic opportunities of cannabis in South Africa, there is a 

need for major structural changes. Regulatory reforms to simplify licensing, reduce 

bureaucratic hurdles, and align local policies with the rules that regulate global cannabis trade 

should be carried out (DTIC, 2021). Investments in infrastructure, including processing 

facilities and supply chain logistics, will improve market efficiency and facilitate value-added 

cannabis production (Thorne, 2024). Further, promoting financial inclusion of small-scale 

farmers through government-supported financing programs, public-private partnerships, and 

cooperatives will improve participation in the industry (Dada, 2021). 

Knowledge transfer and technology adoption are also essential in making the industry more 

robust. Promoting R&D can improve cultivation methods, product quality, and innovation in 

cannabis-related businesses (Adeniran & Ajayi, 2020). Furthering the implementation of social 

and economic equity programs will allow for equitable access to the market, avoid 

monopolization by large companies, and incorporate historically marginalized communities 

into the legal cannabis industry (Kepe, 2019). By implementing these structural changes, South 

Africa is able to harness the economic gains of cannabis commercialization in a manner that 
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makes growth inclusive and sustainable. The effective implementation of Structural-Change 

Theory in other emerging sectors, including renewable energy and fintech, provides ample 

precedence for cannabis being utilized as a driver of economic transformation (Perez, 2022; 

World Bank, 2024). Through reducing regulatory inefficiencies, enhanced access to market, 

and maximizing financial support sector-by-sector, South Africa will be able to assert itself at 

the forefront of the international cannabis business while fuelling economic development as a 

country. 

 

2.3. Chapter summary 

This chapter provided a review of literature on the cannabis industry, tracing the use and trade 

of cannabis to pre-colonial times. The costing of the value of the cannabis industry was also 

done, with examples from countries that have invested in the industry, namely Brazil and 

several states in the USA. The chapter further delineates a theoretical framework for the study, 

rooted in the Structural-Change Theory, which effectively elucidates the dynamics of the 

evolving South African economy. 
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CHAPTER 3: Research methodology and design 

 

3.1. Introduction 

As Creswell (2012) demonstrates, there are three research strategies: quantitative, qualitative 

and mixed method. This study investigated the potential contribution of cannabis cultivation to 

livelihood generation in South Africa using qualitative research strategy. Qualitative approach 

is concerned with creating a greater understanding of society's issues and phenomena. 

According to Tenny et al (2022) this kind of research combines participants' views, behaviour 

and experience and in doing so provides the what, why and how of things. Quantitative research 

is a label applied to "a collection of strategies, techniques and assumptions for studying 

psychological, social and economic processes through the examination of numeric patterns" 

(Coghlan and Brydon-Miller, 2014, p.24). Mixed method is a method of collecting, analysing, 

and synthesizing quantitative and qualitative research and methods in a single study to 

comprehend a phenomenon (Nova South-eastern University, 2022). 

 

3.2. Research design. 

According to Creswell and Clark (2014), research design is a methodology of evaluation, 

collection, recording, and making sense of the data in studies and its general function is 

facilitating the researcher with the arrangement of a research activity in such a way as to ensure 

maximum validity of the resulting product. The research adopted the research design of a case 

study, and this is "an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within 

its real-life context" (Yin, 1984: 23). South Africa is the case. 

 

3.3. Data collection methods. 

Structured interviews were used as means of primary data collection, while official data were  

used for secondary data collection. This allowed for repetition of questions to all participants 

while leaving room for some freedom to follow up or explain, to maximize reliability across 

interviews. Structured interviews worked well with the focused line of the research questions 

of the study and accommodated the application of thematic analysis detailed in Section 3.7. 
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3.4. Research instrument. 

Discover PhDs (2020) defines a research instrument as “any tool that you may use to collect 

or obtain data, measure data and analyse data that is relevant to the subject of your research”. 

The main research instruments chosen for this study were a structured interview guide and 

document analysis sheets. The interview guide was developed in alignment with the research 

objectives, questions and theoretical framework. The guide offered a systematic sequence of 

questions on issues of significance such as legal hurdles, economic contribution, 

commercialization obstacles, and stakeholders' attitudes. Secondary information in the form of 

policy documents, economic data, and government reports was also analysed to offer a 

complement to the primary findings. The combination offered enhanced triangulation and 

improved reliability of the results.  

 

3.5. Population 

Population is defined as “the object of research and consists, among others of individuals, 

groups, organizations, human products and events that share the same characteristics and 

represent the whole or total of cases involved in a study” (Fox and Bayat, 2007:52).  The 

population for this study consisted of individuals and organizations that were directly engaged 

in the South African cannabis value chain. They included small-scale and commercial farmers 

of cannabis, government officials engaged in making and implementing policies, and cannabis 

traders who were active in the formal and informal markets 

 

3.6. Sample and sampling method. 

Non-probability purposive sampling was used within this study. This form of sampling 

involves the researcher using his/her knowledge to select a sample most useful for the purposes 

of research.  Purposive sampling was employed to engage participants with suitable experience 

and knowledge in the cannabis business. Twenty-five participants were interviewed, varying 

from small-scale producers of cannabis in rural provinces such as the Eastern Cape and 

KwaZulu-Natal, policy advisers within national government departments, to entrepreneurs 

involved in cannabis-based production and trade. The sampling method was effective in 

gathering a diverse array of insights pertaining to cannabis commercialization. 
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Sample questions included: 

• 'What are the major regulatory challenges you face in cultivating cannabis?' 

• 'How has cannabis policy impacted your business or agriculture?' 

• 'What form of government support would be most beneficial to the cannabis industry? 

There is a complete copy of the standard interview guide in Appendix C. 

 

3.7. Data analysis and interpretation 

The chapter gives an account of the core findings from the research with regard to interpreting 

key themes that emerge from interviews and secondary data analysis. Major topics that are 

developed in this thematic analysis involve the cultural, political, geographical, and economic 

context of cannabis cultivation in South Africa; potential growth of the commercial cannabis 

industry; challenges faced by stakeholders; and the effectiveness of current policies and 

frameworks. 

 

3.7.1. Socio-Cultural, Political, Geographical, and Economic Contexts of Cannabis 

Cultivation in South Africa 

Cannabis has always played a deeply historical and cultural role in the life of indigenous South 

Africans, serving both as a medicine and in religious and cultural rites. One participant pointed 

to the fact that “Cannabis became associated with traditional African medicinal practices, and 

in some communities, it has been cultivated for personal use, local trade, and cultural rituals 

for centuries”. In other words, cannabis has already long been absorbed into the local tradition, 

despite having been criminalized throughout the apartheid era. The colonial and apartheid 

governments used restrictive laws to suppress non-white communities by criminalizing 

cannabis, limiting its economic benefits for local populations (cannabis farmer). 

Politically, cannabis legalization in South Africa has seen slow but notable progress. The 2018 

Constitutional Court ruling, which legalized the private use and cultivation of cannabis, marked 

a turning point. However, interviewees noted that the government's approach remains 

fragmented, with policymakers struggling to balance regulation with economic opportunities. 

“The cannabis industry in South Africa remains a topic of evolving political discourse, with 

ongoing efforts to balance regulation, social justice, and economic opportunities” 
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(Anonymous Cannabis Business Owner). Inconsistency within policy implementation, as well 

as licensing, currently remains one of the major identified barriers to industrial development, 

guided by the national cannabis master plan by DTIC 2021. 

 

3.7.2. Geographical conditions 

Geographically, ideal for cannabis plant cultivation, notably within the regions of KwaZulu-

Natal and Eastern Cape. In terms of altitude, for instance, a professional in horticultural farming 

observed, “The ideal altitude of cultivation is generally from 1,000 to 2,000 meters above sea 

level, where the cooler climate coupled with superior sunlight exposure improves the potency 

of the plant”  industry specialist cited. Such an argument only means that with improvements 

in infrastructure and policy frameworks, South Africa may eventually become a leader in global 

cannabis production. 

On an economic level, the cannabis industry has the potential to provide jobs and help grow 

local economies. Other than that, high energy costs and poor service delivery in rural areas 

were among factors cited by experts as slowing growth. “The economic landscape greatly 

influences distribution. For example, our history has proven corruption around basic services 

like water, sanitation, and electricity, particularly in rural areas. These basic services are all 

needed to cultivate cannabis. In areas where service delivery is lacking, consistent cultivation 

cannot be maintained” (industry expert). This analysis emphasizes the need for investment in 

infrastructure to support the cultivation and commercialization of cannabis. 

 

3.7.3. Potential Growth of the Commercial Cannabis Industry in South Africa 

Respondents were optimistic about the commercial potential of the cannabis industry. One 

respondent stated, “The commercial cannabis industry offers a variety of opportunities to be 

explored for the betterment of the economy of South Africa, especially job creation, attraction 

of investment, and innovation” (Anonymous Cannabis Business Owner). It stands to inject 

relatively more into GDP growth, bring in substantial tax revenues, and attract foreign direct 

investment. If South Africa follows the path of other countries, it could also become an 

important exporter of cannabis-related products in the future Krishna, 2023. 
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Increasing legalization of cannabis markets is expected to further accelerate revenue generation 

in this market in the next ten years. This could expand the market vastly, opening doors to 

wider consumers if it is legalized for recreational use. Anonymous Cannabis Business Owner: 

Legalization of recreational cannabis could hold great revenue in taxes for the government, 

going by the trend in other countries such as Canada and the USA. Reports estimate that South 

Africa’s cannabis market could be worth over USD 1 billion annually if the industry is fully 

commercialized (Perez, 2022). 

Growth in the cannabis industry provides avenues to benefit several other sectors, which 

include agriculture, manufacturing, pharmaceuticals, and tourism. “The versatility of cannabis 

can be beneficial to many sectors-most likely agriculture, pharmaceuticals, health and 

wellness, textiles, construction, and tourism” (cannabis farmer). It also proves why cannabis 

must be positioned as a strategic economic sector, with the backing of the government in 

driving innovation and job creation. 

 

3.7.4. Challenges in the Cannabis Industry of South Africa  

Despite the economic potential of the cannabis industry, it faces numerous challenges. Some 

of the major hurdles include uncertainty regarding regulations, a lack of access to funds, and 

the stigma that persists within society. “Despite the Constitutional Court ruling in 2018 that 

decriminalized the private use and cultivation of cannabis, South Africa does not have a clear, 

all-inclusive regulatory framework for the commercial cannabis industry” (Anonymous 

Cannabis Business Owner). While licensing, which has been done very slowly, is deterring 

investment, a lack of finance prevents many small-scale farmers from entering the formal 

market. 

The big concern remains access to capital. “Traditional banks and investors are still quite leery 

about funding marijuana plays due to the ongoing illegalities, both here and abroad” 

Anonymous Cannabis Business Owner. With no clear system for financial inclusion, the danger 

exists that small businesses and enterprising start-ups face a corporate rush at the exclusion of 

local industry players. Dada, 2021. 

Social stigma is another challenge to the growth of the industry. “Many people regard cannabis 

as a narcotic, and a lot of people are finding it hard to accept the use of it based on moral 

concerns, even though now it's recognised for its economic potential” (industry expert). 
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Changing such perceptions will require focused awareness campaigns that sensitize the public 

about the medical and economic benefits of cannabis. 

 

3.7.5. Effectiveness of Policies and Frameworks for Commercialization of Cannabis 

The regulatory framework of the cannabis industry is still inconsistent. While there are policies 

guiding medicinal cannabis cultivation, several of the respondents pointed out that “The 

licensing process needs to be accessible to small-scale farmers, who are key to transitioning 

from the informal economy to the formal, regulated market” Anonymous Cannabis Business 

Owner. The exclusion of smallholder farmers from the legal markets is one that is in 

contradiction to the commitment of the government to economic inclusivity. 

Other areas of concern include taxation and compliance costs. “A fair tax regime is necessary 

to ensure that the industry remains competitive while generating sufficient revenue for the 

government. Tax policies should be structured in a manner that encourages growth in the sector 

without placing an undue burden on businesses” (Anonymous Cannabis Business Owner). 

South Africa needs to develop tax structures that balance revenue generation with industry 

competitiveness to avoid driving businesses back into the informal market (DTIC, 2021). 

It is also important that the policies within South Africa be in line with international standards 

for the export of cannabis. “South Africa needs to have specific policies that allow the export 

of medicinal cannabis products to other international markets. Domestic regulations would 

have to be aligned with international standards, and there would be a need to get necessary 

certifications such as Good Manufacturing Practices” (Anonymous Cannabis Business 

Owner). Trade policy improvement will create avenues for South African cannabis producers 

to venture into the global market. 

Interview response analysis and secondary data show that while cannabis farming in South 

Africa has huge economic potential, issues of regulation, finance, and infrastructure need to be 

overcome. Government intervention through policy reform, financial incentives, and 

investment in infrastructure will be key to unlocking the full potential of the industry. Public 

awareness campaigns can also help reshape perceptions and create a more enabling 

environment for the commercialization of legal cannabis. 

If well regulated, the cannabis industry has the potential to become one of the key contributors 

to the South African economy in terms of employment and foreign investment, as well as a 
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driver of innovation. Further research is needed regarding long-term regulatory impacts and 

best practices for sustainable cannabis commercialization. 

 

3.8. Validity and reliability 

Validity in qualitative research is about whether research can be relied on and whether or not it 

is measuring what it is intended or supposed to measure. Validity, then, is a basic measure by 

which to judge the quality and acceptability of research (Burns, 1999). Validity was ensured 

through triangulation in data sources and methods and peer examination. 

Reliability, based on Zohrabi (2013) in qualitative research, is about the consistency, reliability 

and replicability of findings. This was achieved through the use of participants in the cannabis 

industry and policy environment, the use of triangulation of data sources, methods and 

investigators, and the use of low inference descriptors. 

 

3.9. Ethical considerations 

This study involves human participants. The Wits Business School Ethics Committee approved 

the conduct of the study. The Wits University Standard Operating Procedure for Ethics was 

consulted. The study complied with the policy on anonymity and privacy of participants, 

voluntary and informed consent of participants. The study ensured the rights and dignity of all 

participants are maintained. 

 

3.10. Chapter summary 

In this chapter, the study's research design and methodology are outlined. The study is of a 

qualitative nature and uses the utilization of structured interviews as the main research 

instrument, alongside the literature review. Data collection and analysis methodologies were 

examined, as is the study population and the sampling strategies used in the study. Reliability 

and validity of the study were examined. Finally, ethical considerations are outlined. 
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CHAPTER 4: Results analysis, Key findings and Discussion 

 

4.1. Introduction 

This chapter delves into the empirical findings obtained from a series of in-depth interviews 

with key stakeholders participating in the cannabis farming sector in South Africa (see 

annexure A). The investigation aims to elucidate the multifaceted role of cannabis cultivation 

as a vital source of livelihood generation within South Africa. The findings are organized 

around the central themes that emerged from the interview questions, which encompass the 

intricate cultural, political, geographical, and economic dimensions of cannabis cultivation as 

well as the potential growth of the commercial cannabis industry; challenges facing the 

industry; and the efficacy of policies and frameworks for cannabis commercialization. 

The insights obtained provide a nuanced understanding  of the socioeconomic and policy 

elements influencing cannabis production in South Africa. The responses showed the potential 

contribution of cannabis farming to rural development and the overall economy, highlighting 

both the advantages and disadvantages of using it as a tool for generating livelihoods.  

 

4.2. Results analysis 

Thematic analysis involves finding patterns in data, and the categories used in qualitative 

analysis are based on developing themes (Clarke, 2017). The identification of recurrent themes 

and sub-themes involved a systematic coding process applied to verbatim transcriptions of 

interview recordings. Codes were subsequently organized in alignment with the study's 

objectives. To ensure accurate data representation and adherence to research goals, the primary 

themes underwent a refinement process. These key themes included: 

1. Economic benefits of cannabis farming for both rural and urban livelihoods. 

2. Opportunities for economic growth through cannabis commercialization. 

3. Regulatory barriers and resource constraints in the cannabis industry. 

4. Policy and Legislative Recommendations.   
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4.3. Findings 

The findings were contextualized and examined considering South Africa’s socio-economic 

conditions and political framework. Table 4.3 gives a succinct, yet thorough overview of the 

responses given by the participants. 

 

Table 4.3: Findings on the Significance of Cannabis Farming for Livelihood Generation 

in South Africa 

Section Theme Key Findings 

1. Cultural, Political, 

Geographical, and 

Economic Context 

Historical and Cultural 

Significance 

- Cannabis has deep historical roots in 

South Africa, used in traditional 

medicine and other cultural practices. 

- Long-standing reliance on cannabis 

farming for rural livelihoods. 

 Political Factors 

- Historical criminalization marginalized 

communities. 

- Recent decriminalization has created 

economic optimism. 

- Regulatory inconsistencies hinder 

formalization. 

 
Geographical 

Advantages 

- Regions like Eastern Cape and 

KwaZulu-Natal identified as ideal for 

cultivation due to climate and soil. 

- Potential to become global production 

hubs if supported. 

 Economic Influences 
- High unemployment and rural poverty 

drive interest in cannabis farming. 
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Section Theme Key Findings 

- Informal cannabis markets sustain 

many livelihoods but lack formal 

economic integration. 

2. Potential Growth of 

the Commercial 

Cannabis Industry 

Economic 

Opportunities 

- Potential for significant GDP 

contributions through exports, job 

creation, and value-added products (e.g., 

oils, edibles). 

 Market Evolution 

- Optimistic projections for South Africa 

to become a global cannabis export 

leader within the next decade. 

- opportunity for local market growth and 

the growth of entrepreneurs in the 

cannabis industry 

 Beneficiary Sectors 

- Agriculture, pharmaceuticals, and 

tourism highlighted as primary 

beneficiaries. 

- Opportunities for small-scale farmers to 

join value chains. 

 Regulatory Needs 

- Clear policies needed, including 

streamlined licensing processes and tax 

incentives for businesses. 

-Rigid legislative environment, limiting 

market penetration. 

3. Challenges Facing the 

Cannabis Industry 
Major Obstacles 

- Limited access to financing and 

technical expertise. 
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Section Theme Key Findings 

- Underdeveloped value chain 

infrastructure. 

 Regulatory Uncertainty 

- Ambiguous legal frameworks deter 

investment and hinder the sector’s 

growth potential. 

 
Social and Cultural 

Stigmas 

- Historical stigmas around cannabis 

remain a barrier to community 

acceptance and stakeholder investment. 

 Resource Access 

- Limited access to land, capital, and 

technology disproportionately impacts 

rural and small-scale farmers. 

4. Efficacy of Policies 

and Frameworks 
Current Frameworks 

- Mixed views on existing policies: some 

progress in legalization, but reforms 

remain slow and fragmented. 

 Policy Effectiveness 

- Licensing, taxation, and quality control 

issues flagged as barriers needing urgent 

attention. 

 
Recommendations for 

Policy Improvement 

- Simplify licensing, provide financial 

incentives, and promote R&D in 

cannabis cultivation and processing. 

 Stakeholder Roles 

- Emphasis on collaboration among 

government, industry associations, and 

local communities. 
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4.3.1. Key findings summary 

The findings from in-depth interviews show the importance of cannabis cultivation in 

sustaining livelihoods in South Africa, as well as the difficulties and prospects facing the 

sector's expansion. 

 

4.3.1.1. Economic benefits of cannabis farming for both rural and urban livelihoods  

Participants emphasized that cannabis cultivation serves as a crucial source of income, 

particularly in rural areas with high unemployment rates. Furthermore, the cultural significance 

of cannabis was acknowledged, with a farmer from Limpopo noting, “Cannabis has been an 

integral part of our traditions for generations, and it has consistently provided economic 

support for our communities.” 

Link to Objective 1 

This subject is immediately connected to Objective 1, which aims to explore the political and 

socio-cultural determinants influencing South African cannabis production. The application of 

cannabis for traditional healing and rural subsistence illuminates how contemporary practice is 

guided by local beliefs. 

Literature Alignment 

The findings are in agreement with Kepe (2019), who had documented the use of cannabis in 

Eastern Cape homes as traditional medicine in the past. The findings also agree with Paterson 

(2009), who noted cannabis' use in cultural ceremonies and subsistence farming. 

 

4.3.1.2. Opportunities for economic growth through cannabis commercialization.  

Interviewees expressed optimism regarding the industry's potential to contribute to economic 

growth. A cannabis industry business owner stated, “There are a few opportunities but those at 

the front include employment and tax. Should the local recreational market open up for 

example, I would expect an increase consumer spending, bringing in excise taxes. Tourism will 

also benefit from an open and healthy cannabis industry. Lastly, less resources will be wasted 

by law enforcement once the recreational market opens”. Moreover, key sectors such as 

agriculture, pharmaceuticals, and tourism were identified as potential beneficiaries. However, 
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participants emphasized the necessity for clearer policies to support commercialization, with 

one policy expert asserting, “The government needs to provide a clear framework; at present, 

the situation is uncertain. For example, after the judgement by Justice Dennis Davis in 2018 

regarding private use of cannabis, it took 6 years to update legislation, almost a decade.” 

Link to Objective 2 

This theme addresses Objective 2, which seeks to assess the commercialization potential of 

cannabis from an economic point of view. Participants mentioned the industry's potential for 

investment, job creation, and rural development. 

Literature Alignment 

These views are consistent with DTIC (2021) National Cannabis Master Plan and Adeniran & 

Ajayi (2020), who pointed out the export value of cannabis and as a means of rural 

empowerment. 

 

4.3.1.3. Regulatory barriers and resource constraints in the cannabis industry.  

Regulatory uncertainty surfaced as a key impediment, with some respondents citing problems 

acquiring licenses and overcoming legal restrictions. A cannabis entrepreneur explained, “The 

licensing process is slow and expensive. Small farmers can’t afford to comply with all these 

regulations.”  Another reoccurring topic was social stigma, as stated by a store owner: “Stigma 

around cannabis users being unproductive, lazy and slow will hinder new users from trying 

cannabis related products or medicines.” Furthermore, participants identified a lack of access 

to capital and technology as key barriers to expansion stating that in South Africa, most banking 

institutions refrain from providing capital to cannabis-based enterprises, citing regulatory 

ambiguities and market instability as key deterrents. 

Link to Objective 3 

This aligns with Objective 3, which seeks to establish the main challenges for cannabis 

stakeholders. Over and over, participants mentioned challenges associated with restricted 

access to land, capital, and training. 
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Literature Alignment 

These results align with Dada (2021), who reports small-scale farmers being locked out of 

formal cannabis markets. The World Bank (2024) likewise remarks on financial inclusion as a 

requirement for sustainable sector growth. 

 

4.3.1.4. Policy and Legislative Recommendations.    

Interviewees advocated for financial incentives, streamlined licensing, and government 

cooperation with industry partners to support the cannabis sector. “South Africa needs a more 

inclusive cannabis policy that supports small farmers, not just big corporations,” an industry 

specialist said. Overall, participants emphasized that cannabis cultivation can play a significant 

role in South Africa's economic transformation if the proper regulations are put in place.  

Link to Objective 4 

The topic fits within Objective 4, which is to examine existing cannabis policies and provide 

actionable recommendations. Attendees questioned the pace and inclusiveness of policy 

rollout. 

Literature Alignment 

These results are consistent with Thorne (2024), who posited that regulatory delays have 

choked investment, and Perez (2022), who indicated that unclear policy directions deter private 

sector participation. 

 

4.4. Discussion of key findings 

This investigation aimed to assess the significance of cannabis farming for livelihood 

generation in South Africa. Considering the nation's agricultural heritage and the growing 

global recognition of cannabis as a viable commercial crop, the study explored the potential 

contributions of cannabis farming to economic expansion, employment opportunities, and rural 

advancement. The research methodology involved comprehensive interviews with key 

stakeholders, including farmers, government officials, and industry specialists, to examine the 

prospects and obstacles within the cannabis sector and evaluate the effectiveness of current 

regulatory structures. 
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These findings resonate with the principles of Structural-Change Theory, which explains 

economic development as the movement of labour and resources from traditional, informal 

sectors to more productive, formal ones. The shift from illicit cannabis cultivation to a legal 

market can enable work, entrepreneurship, and integration into global value chains (Schiliro, 

2012). 

 

To achieve this, the research was guided by four key questions: 

1. What is the cultural, political, geographical and economic context of cannabis 

cultivation in South Africa? 

This question sought to establish a fundamental comprehension of the historical importance 

and socioeconomic function of cannabis farming. The key findings addressed in 4.3.1 and 

4.3.2. 

2. What To what extent could the commercial cannabis industry grow and develop the 

South African economy? 

 This inquiry investigated the economic prospects of cannabis cultivation, including its capacity 

to stimulate investment, generate employment, and diversify economic sectors as supported by 

key findings mentioned in 4.3.2  

3. What are the challenges facing the cannabis industry in South Africa? 

 By identifying challenges such as regulatory ambiguity, resource accessibility, and social 

stigmatization, this question highlighted key impediments to industry expansion as 

demonstrated by key findings in 4.3.3  

4. What is the efficacy of policies and frameworks for cannabis commercialization in 

South Africa and how can these be strengthened?   

This question evaluated the current legislative landscape and proposed policy enhancements to 

foster industry sustainability and inclusivity. This is linked with the key findings in 4.3.4    

The subsequent discussion critically examines the study's primary findings in relation to these 

research questions, establishing connections with existing literature and economic 

development theories, particularly Structural-Change Theory. The analysis illuminates both the 

potential and constraints of cannabis farming as a viable economic sector, offering insights into 
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how targeted policy interventions could support industry growth and broader economic 

transformation in South Africa. 

 

4.4.1. What is the cultural, political, geographical and economic context of cannabis 

cultivation in South Africa? 

The findings indicated that cannabis farming is deeply rooted in South Africa's history and 

culture, especially among rural communities. Numerous participants emphasized its traditional 

applications in medicine and cultural rituals. A farmer from Limpopo remarked, “Cannabis 

has been an integral part of our traditions for generations, and it has consistently provided 

economic support for our communities.” This observation aligns with existing literature, which 

emphasizes the long-standing cultural significance of cannabis (locally referred to as "dagga") 

in South Africa. For instance, Kepe (2019) observes that indigenous communities have utilized 

cannabis for centuries for medicinal, spiritual, and recreational purposes. Likewise, Mthembu 

(2021) emphasizes the intricate relationship between cannabis cultivation, cultural identity, and 

traditional knowledge in rural regions. 

From a political perspective, cannabis cultivation has been influenced by a history of 

prohibition, which marginalized small-scale farmers dependent on the crop. Although recent 

legalization initiatives have generated optimism, respondents highlighted inconsistencies in 

regulation. A policy expert noted that a clear regulatory framework from the government is 

urgently needed, as ongoing legislative uncertainty persists. For instance, following the 2018 

Constitutional Court ruling on private cannabis use (Minister of Justice v Prince), nearly six 

years elapsed before amended legislation was enacted—demonstrating a concerning lag in 

policy responsiveness. This observation resonates with the concerns raised by Perez (2022), 

who contends that the absence of a well-defined regulatory framework has impeded the 

formalization of the cannabis industry, leaving informal growers in a precarious position. 

Structural-Change Theory postulates that economic development necessitates the transition of 

such informal activities into regulated, high-value sectors (Kuznets, 1966). This notion aligns 

with participants' perspectives that the formalization of cannabis farming could generate stable 

employment, enhance revenue streams, and facilitate the integration of farmers into national 

and global economic systems. The South African Government’s National Cannabis Master Plan 

(2021) acknowledges these challenges and aims to create a more inclusive and regulated 

industry.  
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The Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal regions have been identified as optimal for cannabis 

cultivation due to their favourable climate and soil conditions. This observation aligns with 

Adeniran and Ajayi (2020), who highlight South Africa's diverse climate as conducive to both 

medicinal cannabis and industrial hemp production. Nevertheless, economic challenges such 

as poverty and unemployment have led many individuals to engage in informal cannabis trade. 

 

4.4.2. To what extent could the commercial cannabis industry grow and develop the South 

African economy? 

Research indicates that South Africa possesses the capacity to emerge as a global leader in 

cannabis exports, potentially making a substantial contribution to economic growth. Study 

participants emphasized that the commercial cannabis sector could create jobs, stimulate rural 

economies, and draw foreign investment. A cannabis business owner commented, “There are 

a few opportunities but those at the front include employment and tax. Should the local 

recreational market open up for example, I would expect an increase consumer spending, 

bringing in excise taxes. Tourism will also benefit from an open and healthy cannabis industry. 

Lastly, less resources will be wasted by law enforcement once the recreational market opens.” 

This perspective is consistent with the National Cannabis Master Plan outlined by the South 

African Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural Development (2021), which 

underscores the economic potential of cannabis farming. Adeniran and Ajayi (2020) further 

assert that South Africa's advantageous climate and agricultural expertise position the country 

as a significant player in the global cannabis market. Structural-Change Theory underscores 

the importance of economies transitioning from reliance on low-productivity sectors to a 

diverse array of high-value industries (Lewis, 1954; Todaro & Smith, 2015). The agriculture, 

pharmaceutical, cosmetic, and tourism sectors stand to benefit from this emerging industry. 

Some respondents proposed that developing value-added cannabis products, such as medicinal 

oils, edibles, and industrial hemp, could further augment economic returns. However, the 

realization of this growth potential hinges on the establishment of more transparent regulatory 

frameworks and improved access to funding.  
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4.4.3. What are the challenges facing the cannabis industry in South Africa? 

The study identified several significant challenges impeding the formalization and expansion 

of the cannabis industry: 

4.4.3.1. Regulatory Ambiguity 

Numerous participants reported encountering difficulties in securing cultivation licenses and 

navigating inconsistent policies. A cannabis entrepreneur stated that, the current licensing 

system imposes prohibitively lengthy procedures and high costs, disproportionately excluding 

small-scale farmers who lack the financial capacity to meet stringent regulatory requirements. 

These challenges are well-documented in existing literature. For instance, Perez (2022) 

examines how regulatory barriers and high compliance costs disproportionately impact small-

scale farmers. 

4.4.3.2. Resource Constraints 

Small-scale farmers face challenges related to limited access to land, capital, and technology. 

One respondent explained that capital unavailability constitutes the foremost market entry 

barrier, with commercial banks' risk aversion reflecting the state's failure to establish clear 

cannabis industry regulations, thereby perpetuating financial exclusion. Dada (2021) identifies 

the lack of access to capital and technology as major impediments to the formalization of the 

cannabis industry. 

4.4.3.3. Sociocultural Stigma 

Despite ongoing legalization efforts, many communities continue to perceive cannabis as a 

harmful substance, which hampers investment and market development. A store owner 

observed that persistent stereotypes characterizing cannabis consumers as unmotivated or 

cognitively impaired create significant demand-side barriers, deterring potential users from 

adopting cannabis-based therapies or products. Although, some participants viewed 

sociocultural stigma as a diminishing issue, most business still have policies in place that 

prohibits the use of cannabis during working hours. 

4.4.3.4. Inadequate Value Chain Infrastructure 

The lack of processing facilities and structured supply chains hinders farmers' progression from 

subsistence farming to commercial cannabis production.  
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According to (North, 1990) structural-change theory posits that economic transitions are 

frequently hindered by institutional obstacles, such as inadequate governance, insufficient 

infrastructure, and restrictive regulatory frameworks. This aligns with the study's findings, 

wherein participants identified regulatory ambiguity, resource constraints, and social stigma as 

primary barriers to the cannabis industry's expansion. 

 

4.4.4. What is the efficacy of policies and frameworks for cannabis commercialization in 

South Africa and how can these be strengthened?  

Research findings indicated that despite the evolution of cannabis policies, they remain 

disjointed and inadequate for fostering industry growth. Key areas identified as necessitating 

reform include licensing procedures, taxation systems, and quality control regulations. This 

assessment aligns with Perez (2022), who contends that the existing regulatory framework 

unfairly advantages large investors while side-lining small-scale and traditional cultivators. 

The South African Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural Development (2021) 

also recognizes the necessity for a more inclusive and efficient regulatory system in its National 

Cannabis Master Plan. An industry specialist commented, “South Africa needs a more inclusive 

cannabis policy that supports small farmers, not just big corporations,” echoing the concerns 

raised by Perez (2022).    

To strengthen the regulatory framework, participants proposed the following enhancements: 

4.4.4.1. Simplifying the licensing process to improve accessibility for small-scale farmers. 

4.4.4.2. Implementing financial assistance and educational programs to aid farmers in 

transitioning to the legal market. 

4.4.4.3. Fostering collaboration between government and industry to craft policies that 

harmonize economic growth with social equity. 

These suggestions find support in existing literature. Kepe (2019), for instance, underscores 

the significance of inclusive policies that acknowledge the contributions of traditional growers. 

Likewise, the National Cannabis Master Plan (2021) puts forth initiatives such as capacity-

building programs and public-private partnerships to boost small-scale farmers. They also align 

with Structural-Change theory's assertion that inclusive policy frameworks are essential for 

sustainable economic transformation. 
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CHAPTER 5: Conclusion and recommendations 

 

5.1. Conclusion 

The findings of this research have demonstrated the great potential that cannabis farming 

carries for livelihood generation in South Africa. The study has established that while cannabis 

cultivation has deep historical and cultural roots in the country, commercialization has been 

constrained by stringent legal frameworks, financial constraints, and infrastructural limitations. 

Although the personal use of cannabis was legalized in 2018, the very slow progress in the 

formalization of commercial production of cannabis has thrown small farmers and industry 

entrepreneurs into a situation of uncertainty. According to the Structural-Change Theory by 

Schiliro (2012), economic development should be accompanied by structural transformation 

from traditional industries into more structured high-value-added economic activities. This 

transition is very crucial for South Africa, with its high unemployment rate and economic 

stagnation; the country needs such a new idea of using the cannabis sector to support economic 

growth and job opportunities. 

This paper presents findings from qualitative interviews with key stakeholders and identifies 

opportunities and challenges for the cannabis sector. Empirical evidence from other nations 

that have successfully integrated cannabis farming into their economies suggests that, with the 

right policies and investments, South Africa can unlock significant economic benefits. 

Countries like Canada and the USA have demonstrated that a well-regulated cannabis industry 

can contribute to tax revenues, foreign investment, and rural development (Krishna, 2023). But 

for South Africa to realize the same level of success, it must address the regulatory bottlenecks 

and socio-economic constraints that hamper the growth of the sector. 

The economic potential of cannabis farming goes beyond generating employment; it has the 

potential to drive growth in associated industries, including pharmaceuticals, textiles, and 

wellness products. The cannabis industry is also set to help diversify South Africa's economy 

by its backward and forward linkages with other industries, opening new trade and export 

opportunities. Such positioning, against the growing global demand for cannabis-based 

medicinal and industrial products, could yield economic benefits in the long run. 

Over and above, the study shows that slow-paced reformist laws have laid a foundation for 

disparities in the participation of the industry. Most of these small-scale farmers who survived 
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on cannabis cultivation are yet to be integrated into the formal economy due to the legal and 

financial challenges. If there are no targeted interventions, this might lead to industry 

monopolization by well-funded corporate entities, something that will make the economic gaps 

even wider than they currently are. Therefore, such policy adjustment needs to be done in a 

manner that allows for equitable market opportunities to locals and not exclude them during 

expansion. 

Notably, infrastructure development is also one of the key issues. The limited access to 

processing facilities, underdeveloped transportation networks, and restricted banking policies 

have altogether created an unaccommodating business environment. Strategic investment in 

infrastructure coupled with access to finance for small enterprises will create an inclusive 

industry benefiting a broader segment of the population. 

It goes without saying that strategic interventions are needed in ways that would make cannabis 

farming an inclusive, sustainable economic driver. Among the various recommendations from 

this study are policy reforms, mechanisms for financial support, capacity-building initiatives, 

and increasing public awareness. Addressing these key areas will create an enabling 

environment in South Africa where formalization of cannabis farming, entrepreneurship, and 

economic inclusivity can be achieved. 

This, therefore, calls for a holistic approach to the development of the cannabis industry 

through collaborative work between government agencies, private sector players, and 

organizations at the community level. If supported through appropriate policy measures, 

cannabis farming can make key contributions to reduce unemployment, alleviate poverty, and 

stimulate innovation in emerging sectors to transform the South African economy at large. 

In essence, cannabis farming presents an opportunity for the South African economy to address 

key socio-economic issues, such as unemployment, poverty, and general economic stagnation. 

However, the full realization of this industry will require multi-faceted approaches that put into 

prominence issues related to regulatory clarity, financial inclusivity, capacity building, value 

chain development, and public awareness. Essentially, this will involve collaboration from 

governments, the private sector players, and the local communities through the creation of an 

enabling environment where cannabis farming can thrive. 

This study, therefore, offers a concrete path toward the redevelopment of South Africa into a 

sustainable, inclusive, and globally competitive cannabis industry for the benefit of all sectors 

of society. If handled adequately and effectively, cannabis farming could be the future cog in 
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economic diversification and industrial development toward long-term socio-economic 

stability and national prosperity. Long-term economic impact assessments of legalization and 

the pursuit of innovative models for sustainable industry development are further required. It 

is only through proactive, evidence-based policy decisions that South Africa can tap the full 

economic potential of cannabis cultivation and convert it into a feasible and fair industry 

serving the interests of all citizens. 

These findings validate the relevance of Structural-Change Theory in explaining the 

transformability of the South African cannabis sector. The transition from off-record 

production to regulated commercialization is proof of a broader transition away from low-

productivity, traditional livelihoods into formal, value-added economic systems. Regulatory 

barriers, asymmetric resource access, and underexploited export markets are issues that serve 

to highlight the need for systematic reorganization. By addressing these issues, the cannabis 

industry can be a useful vehicle for redistributive economic transformation, job creation, and 

rural development in keeping with South Africa's national developmental objectives. 

 

5.2. Recommendations 

5.2.1. Regulatory Reforms and Policy Clarity 

Perhaps the most urgent matter of concern to the cannabis industry in South Africa is the 

tangled and prohibitive regulatory environment that has stifled its commercialization. The legal 

framework in place is still murky, and this is a bar to entry for small-scale farmers and business 

owners. In pursuit of a more open and competitive industry, the government needs to introduce 

simplified and transparent regulatory reforms. Licensing procedures need to be streamlined to 

enable SMEs to enter the industry more easily (DTIC, 2021). Policy clarity between medicinal, 

industrial, and recreational cannabis will also create clearly defined market segments and 

enhance compliance. 

Moreover, following a staged legalization approach, like in the cases of successful examples 

of Canada and the USA, would allow for more orderly development within the industry 

(Krishna, 2023). The government must also provide policies aligned with the best practices of 

the world to allow trade and export opportunities, which will eventually place South Africa to 

be a competitive participant in the global cannabis industry (Perez, 2022). 
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5.2.2. Market Accessibility and Financial Support 

Among the principal challenges for cannabis cultivators, especially small-scale cultivators, is 

the inability to access finances and financial assistance. Conventional banks and institutions 

are not prepared to provide loans to cannabis-associated enterprises because of legal 

ambiguities and purported risks. To fill this gap, the government needs to provide focused 

funding channels, including low-interest loans, grants, and subsidies, to finance emerging 

cannabis enterprises (Dada, 2021). Establishing a cannabis-specific bank or collaborating with 

current banks to create industry-friendly financial policies may also guarantee access to capital. 

Public-private partnerships (PPPs) need to be promoted to draw investment in cannabis 

cultivation, processing, and distribution chains. Further, the formation of cooperatives and 

farmer support organizations will avail small-scale farmers of collective bargaining power, 

lowering costs and expanding market opportunities (Kepe, 2019). Promoting fair trade 

agreements and connecting local farmers to global markets will also expand market 

accessibility and profitability. 

 

5.2.3. Capacity Building and Knowledge Transfer 

Training and education programs are essential for the long-term growth of the cannabis sector. 

Most small-scale producers have limited technical understanding of contemporary cultivation 

methods, regulatory compliance, and business administration. Government institutions, 

universities, and industry players ought to join forces to create specialized training programs 

in the areas of best agricultural practices, regulatory compliance, and value chain integration 

(Paterson, 2009). 

Moreover, research organizations ought to speed up cannabis research in an effort to create 

data-backed information regarding ideal conditions for growing, pest control, and processing 

methods. Creation of knowledge-transfer fora, like farmer cooperatives and industry 

associations, can go a long way in closing the gap between small-scale growers and 

commercial-scale processors in achieving best practices along the board (North, 1990). 
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5.2.4. Building Value Chain Infrastructure 

A highly developed value chain is necessary to reap the economic rewards of cannabis 

cultivation. Inadequate processing facilities, weak transportation systems, and limited access 

to quality inputs currently constrain industry expansion. Infrastructure investment, such as in 

drying and processing plants, storage warehouses, and distribution centres, must be prioritized 

(Thorne, 2024). Industry expansion can be further spurred by government incentives, such as 

tax incentives for businesses investing in cannabis infrastructure. 

Promoting vertical integration in the industry will also enable farmers to diversify from raw 

cannabis farming to manufacturing value-added products, including cannabis oils, medicinal 

extracts, and industrial hemp. This will raise profit margins, create jobs, and boost South 

Africa's competitive edge in the global cannabis market (DTIC, 2021). 

 

5.2.5. Overcoming Social Stigma and Public Perception 

. Despite ongoing legislation efforts, widespread societal stigma toward cannabis persists in 

many South African communities, thereby constraining both industry participation and investor 

confidence. Public awareness campaigns need to be initiated to educate citizens on the 

economic, medicinal, and industrial uses of cannabis. Collaboration with traditional leaders, 

lawmakers, and media outlets can be used to change societal perceptions and increase 

acceptance (Burchell, 2013). 

Policies for consumer protection must also be strengthened to promote product quality and 

safety. Having strict testing and labelling requirements in place will enhance consumer trust in 

cannabis products, hence encouraging market demand. Borrowing from global experiences, 

South Africa can develop a system that guarantees product authenticity while safeguarding 

public health (Krishna, 2023). 

 

5.2.6. Promoting Additional Research and Development 

A primary driver of the long-term sustainability of the cannabis industry is continued research 

and development (R&D). Scientific research into the genetics of cannabis, soil science, and 

climatic adaptability will enhance growing efficiency and yields. The opening of specialist 
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cannabis research facilities in universities and agricultural colleges will provide valuable data 

on which to base industry practice (Pajo, 2018). 

Also, finance should be provided for clinical trials aimed at examining the medicinal value of 

cannabis. Enhancing collaborations between research institutions and industry stakeholders 

will keep South Africa in line with leading cannabis innovations, making the country 

competitive in the global economy (World Bank, 2024). 

 

5.2.7. Prioritization of Recommendations 

Short-Term Recommendations (1–12 months) 

These are the actions that are possible with minimal institutional change. Foremost among 

these are regulatory reforms and policy clarity. This will include the expediting of the licencing 

procedure and the clear demarcation of the use of cannabis (medical, industrial, and 

recreational). Secondly, countrywide sensitization campaigns must be initiated to de-stigmatize 

and educate the people on the medical and economic opportunities presented by cannabis. 

Thirdly, incubation programs, low-interest loans, and start-up grants for historically 

disadvantaged cannabis business owners must be offered with immediate effect to improve 

funding and market access. 

Medium-Term Recommendations (1–3 years) 

Further structural planning is required for medium-term interventions, but they are critical to 

long-term development. They entail the building of institutional capacity and knowledge 

transfer through the incorporation of cannabis-specific training into academic curricula and 

agricultural extension services. Investment in the establishment of value chain infrastructure, 

i.e., post-harvest processing, distribution, and storage facilities, needs to be made. Public-

private partnerships and industry collaboration can be leveraged to make this investment. 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ years) 

The long-term agendas include top-level research and innovation agendas. South Africa must 

invest in dedicated cannabis R&D programs for farm optimization, clinical trials, and global 

competitiveness. The investments will allow the industry to move away from primary 

production to innovation-led value chains that are appropriate for international standards and 

economic gains over the long term. 
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Together, the phased recommendations in each stage offer an action agenda. Short-term 

measures are gateway, permitting an enabling environment, and medium- and long-term 

objectives create institutional depth, industrial robustness, and global competitiveness. 

 

5.3. Future Research  

Subsequent research should aim at further explaining cannabis commercialization by 

addressing the limitations of this research and exploring new avenues of research. Of interest 

would be consumer perceptions of cannabis products, such as how social attitudes influence 

purchasing behaviour, stigma, and acceptance in the market. Some potential questions for 

research would be: "What are the prevailing public attitudes towards medicinal and recreational 

cannabis in South Africa?" and "How does consumer awareness influence demand for legal 

cannabis products?" These can be investigated using quantitative surveys or mixed-method 

designs in different populations. 

A second area of study is value-chain analysis of the local cannabis sector. Researchers must 

study the chain from seed to end product, paying attention to areas of bottleneck, inefficiency, 

and added value. A research question might be: "What are the main structural missing links in 

the South African cannabis value chain, and with what impact on commercial viability?" This 

could be investigated using supply chain mapping and stakeholder interviews. 

Third area, comparative policy analysis can give indication of what has worked in terms of 

regulatory systems in other nations. Some good questions here would be: "How does South 

Africa's cannabis policy system compared to Canada or Lesotho's policy systems, and what can 

be learned for adaptation locally?" It would entail qualitative policy analysis and comparative 

case study, utilizing available legal and economic files. Finally, future research must examine 

longitudinal studies tracking the impact of South Africa's National Cannabis Master Plan over 

time. These studies would challenge whether legal and economic reforms are providing 

measurable development outcomes, such as creating employment opportunities, rural 

development, and market growth.  
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APPENDIX A - The participant information sheet 
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APPENDIX B - Participant agreement form 

 

 

Consent Form 
 

 

Title of project: The significance of cannabis for livelihood generation in South Africa  

 

Name of researcher: Nombulelo Litlhakanyane  

 

 

I, ………………………………………., agree to participate in this research project.  

 

I agree to the following: 

 

(Please circle the relevant options below) 

 

 

The research study was explained to me. I understand what this study is 

about.  

 

 

      YES NO 

I understand that I can volunteer to take part in the study 

 

 

      YES NO 

I agree that the interview may be audio recorded. 

 

 

      YES  NO 

I agree that direct quotations from my interview may be used by the 

researcher in their research report.  

 

      YES NO 

I agree that my participation will remain anonymous (my name or other 

identifying data will not be used by the researcher in their research 

report 

 

      YES NO 

I agree that other researchers may use the information I provide in my 

interview (depending on their own ethics clearance being obtained) but 

my name and any personal information will not be used or passed on. 

 

      YES NO 

 

…………………………………… (signature) 

…………………………………… (name of participant) 

…………………………………… (date) 

 

 

…………………………………… (signature) 

…………………………………… (name of researcher) 

…………………………………… (date) 
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APPENDIX C - Actual instrument (interview guide) 
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APPENDIX D - Analysis (qualitative coding) 
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APPENDIX E - Ethics approval notification 

 


