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Section 1: Introduction 
 
1.1 Purpose 
 
This document is intended to serve as a succinct narrative report on the Central 
Karoo Nodal Economic Development Profile.1 The profile report is structured to give 
digestible, user-friendly and easily readable information on the economic character 
of the Central Karoo Integrated Sustainable Rural Development (ISRDP) Node. 
 
1.2 The Nodal Economic Profiling Project 
 
In August 2005, in a meeting with the Urban and Rural Development (URD) Branch,2 
the minister of Local and Provincial Government raised the importance of the dplg 
programmes playing a crucial role in contributing to the new economic growth targets 
as set out in the Accelerated and Shared Growth Initiative of South Africa (ASGISA). 
He indicated that an economic development programme of action (PoA) for the 
urban and rural nodes needed to be developed. 
 
In response the URD branch developed A Programme of Action for Building 
Productive and Sustainable Nodal Economies in September 2005. The PoA is 
intended to stimulate economic growth and development in the poverty nodes. It is 
important to understand the economic potential of the nodes; to identify opportunities 
for public and private sector investment; to identify barriers and constraints to 
economic activity within the nodes; to acknowledge the recommendations on 
strategic interventions for improving the nodal business climate, and the institutional 
recommendations for implementation. 
 
Three high level deliverables form the core of the PoA, namely: 
(a) Nodal Economic Profiles (in which information such as demographics, 

institutional capacity, potential economic interventions, space economy, 
competitiveness profiles, and so on, is contained); 

(b) the Nodal Investment Atlas (a compendium of public and private sector 
investment opportunities); and 

(c) the Nodal Economic Development Support Agency (recommendations and 
proposals).  

 
In order to fund the PoA deliverables, various development partners were 
approached. The Business Trust believed in the credibility of this initiative, and 
funded it through the Community Investment Programme (CIP). Nonetheless, it 
needs to be pointed out that the Nodal Economic Profiling Project is a government-
based project intended to raise the importance of productive and sustainable nodal 
economies. 

                                                
 1  Information is sourced from a detailed PowerPoint profile of Central Karoo. 
 2  The Urban and Rural Development Branch is one of the deputy director-general divisions within the dplg. 
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Section 2: An Overview of Central Karoo 
 
2.1 Administration 
 
Central Karoo is a central district municipality located in the Western Cape province 
and comprises three local municipalities (Beaufort-West, Prince Albert and 
Laingsburg Local Municipalities) and a district management area (town of 
Murraysburg). Beaufort-West is the economic hub of the region and the connecting 
point for the N12 and the N1 national highways. 
 
2.2 Spatial information 
 
Local municipalities, population and major towns 
There are three local municipalities (LM) and a district management area (DMA).3  
Beaufort West Local Municipality includes Beaufort West (district municipal centre), 
Merweville and Nelspoort (total population 37 107).  
 
Prince Albert Local Municipality includes Prince Albert, Leeu Gamka and 
Klaarstroom (population 10 512). 
 
Laingsburg Local Municipality includes Laingsburg and Matjesfontein (population 
6 681, which makes it the lowest populated municipal area in South Africa). 
 
The DMA includes the town of Murraysburg. 
 
Transportation  
• There are 409 km of tarred main roads and 355 km of national road in the district. 
• There are 31 railway stations, many of which are no longer operational. 
• The N1 and N12 national highways join in Beaufort West. 
 
Terrain and natural resources  
• Central Karoo forms part of the Great Karoo and is classified as a unique arid 

zone. 
• The Karoo plateau is the largest of its kind outside Asia. 
• The land is rich in fossils, and is home to the largest variety of succulents in the 

world. 
• Several mountain ranges border the district. 
 
2.3 Socio-economic information 
 
Population 
• About 60 484 people live in an area that covers 38 874 km2, resulting in a 

population density of 1,6 people/km2. The population is spread over the three 

                                                
 3  A district management area does not have a local municipality and there is no Establishment Notice for such 

an area. Hence, it is represented and administered by the district municipality. 
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LMs as follows: Beaufort West (37 107); Prince Albert (10 512); and Laingsburg 
(6 681). 

• Of the population, 79,9% are urban and 20,1% are rural based.  
• Over 57,2% of Central Karoo’s population are younger than 29 years of age; while 

most households are headed by men (64,9%).  
• The predominant language in the node is Afrikaans (89,3%). 
 
Infrastructure 
• The breakdown of households without access to basic services is as follows: 16% 

are without electricity, 4% are without piped water, 20% are without waste 
removal services, and 59% are without access to a telephone. Just over half 
(52.3%) of households comprise one to three people.  

• The majority of households (97,9%) live in formal dwellings, while informal 
dwellings account for only 2,1% of households. 

 
Income and employment 
• Thirty-five per cent of households earn less than R9 600 per annum and live 

below the poverty line. The unemployed population of Central Karoo stands at 
20,5%, 

•  against 36,2% who are employed.  
 
Education 
• Seventeen per cent of people in the node do not have any school education, while 

28% have some primary education, 31% have some secondary education, 15% 
have completed Grade 12, and 6% have some form of higher education.  

• A lack of tertiary facilities provides a barrier to further education. Where funds for 
tertiary education are available, students are forced to leave the district to 
continue their studies. 

 
Health care 
• Central Karoo has a good health care infrastructure with mobile services 

effectively servicing remote areas.  
• The priority in the region is the fight against TB (400 cases per 100 000 

population).  
• The per capita annual expenditure per patient is R32,50.  
• Nurses on average see 37 patients per day.  
• Local communicable diseases are TB, HIV and AIDS (7% infection rate). 
 
2.4 Municipal funding and budget breakdown 
 
The table below, giving the municipal funding and budget breakdown for 2004-2007 
in rands, clearly indicates that government grant transfers represent the single most 
important funding instrument for the district municipality.  
 

 2004/2005 
(expected) 2005/2006 2006/2007 

(forecast) 
Regional levies 3 123 445 0 0 
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 2004/2005 
(expected) 2005/2006 2006/2007 

(forecast) 
Government grants and subsidies 55 190 460 48 029 534 50 189 432 

Other income 4 941 108 6 701 441 9 495 389 

Total financing 63 255 013 54 730 975 59 684 821 

Total expenditure/Budgeted 
expenditure 

63 255 013 54 731 025 59 684 821 

 
2.5 Key remarks about Central Karoo 
 
• Central Karoo is situated in a vast semi-desert landscape. 
• Although the population in the area is small, it is primarily urban. 
• The population and settlements are concentrated around the N1 national highway 

connecting Gauteng with Cape Town. Beaufort West and Laingsburg are two of 
the few towns along the N1 where the traffic actually goes through the town. 

• Beaufort West is the economic hub of the region and the connecting point for the 
N12 and the N1. 

• Although Central Karoo is ideally located along the N1 connecting Gauteng with 
Cape Town the distances to the main markets of Cape Town and Port Elizabeth 
are a major constraint to small businesses. 

• Underinvestment in the rail system forces people to rely on truck transport. 
• There are only a small number of job opportunities in Central Karoo, which forces 

economically active people to move away and seek employment elsewhere. 
• Due to lack of opportunities for further education, young people tend to leave 

Central Karoo for Cape Town or Port Elizabeth and very few people return after 
having finished their education.  

• Although the HIV and AIDS prevalence is lower than the national average, a 
dramatic increase is expected. Prostitution targeting mainly truck drivers 
spending the night in and around Beaufort West is believed to be the main 
reason for the increase. 

• There is a lack of HIV and AIDS awareness among uneducated people. Central 
Karoo has not yet been exposed to aggressive HIV and AIDS awareness 
campaigns such as in KwaZulu Natal and Eastern Cape. 

 
Key ISRDP projects are as follows: 
 

Project description Lead departments Total cost 

Swartberg Pass Rehabilitation: Tourism 
enhancement  

Department of 
Environmental 
Affairs and Tourism 
(DEAT) 

R10 million 

Pont over Gamkapoort Dam: Promotion of tourism  
DEAT, Department 
of Water Affairs and 
Forestry (DWAF) 

R5,35 
million 

Abattoir and by-products: To create employment 
opportunities for the residents of Beaufort West; LED 
promotion, BEE and value-adding 

Department of 
Agriculture (DoA), 
Department of 
Trade and Industry 

R5 million 
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Project description Lead departments Total cost 
(DTI) and 
Department of 
Labour (DoL) 

Cold storage: Job creation, tourism development and 
LED promotion  DoA, DEAT R5,05 

million 
Karoo Tourism Gateway: To contribute towards the 
co-ordination and promotion of tourism in the 
province. Marketing of Central Karoo as part of the 
Western Cape 

DoA R2,4 million 

Essential oils: LED and BEE. Emerging Farmers’ 
Development. To create employment for the 
residents of Beaufort West 

DoA, DTI and DoL R1,93 
million 

Springfontein Dam Development: To promote inward 
investment and promote tourism to create 
sustainable jobs 

DWAF, DEAT R360 000 

Vegetable gardens: To address food insecurity and 
to generate income  DoA R300 000 
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Section 3: The Economy of Central Karoo 
 
The economy of Central Karoo is described in terms of GDP (output), employment 
and consolidated sectoral analysis. 
 
3.1 Sectoral contribution to GDP 
 
Transport and communication (21,4%) together with finance and business services 
(18,4%) are the major sectors in terms of GDP contribution. These sectors also 
showed the highest growth rate over the past decade, as illustrated in the graph 
below. 
 

 

 

Source: Quantec, Monitor analysis 
 
Figure 3.1.1: Share of GDP by sector: 2004  
 
3.2 Sectoral contribution to employment 
 
The agriculture and forestry sector is the single largest employer in the node, 
accounting for 30,8% of all jobs, although the public sector is also a major source of 
employment (17,8%). The transport and communication sector, the largest in terms 
of value contribution to GGP (21,4%), contributes only 4,7% to formal employment in 
the district. 
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Source: Stats SA Census 2001; Monitor analysis  
 
Figure 3.2.1: Formal employment by major sector, 2001 
 
3.3 Sectoral prioritisation 
 
An analysis of the contribution of the various sectors to the local economy and to 
local employment show that the five priority sectors are:  
 

Priority sector Growth potential 
Agriculture, forestry 
and fishing 

Agriculture is the largest single employer in the district and makes up an 
important contribution to nodal GDP. Several opportunities for agri-
processing give the agricultural sector strong potential for further growth. 

Wholesale and retail 
trade; catering and 
accommodation 

The sector is the third largest employer after agriculture and general 
government services. A large GDP contribution and rapid growth especially 
in wholesale and retail gives this sector high potential for further growth. The 
tourism sector currently has a rather small GDP contribution but the location 
en route between Gauteng and Cape Town offers a good opportunity for 
further growth. 

Finance and 
business services 

Performance has been average in terms of number of employees but there 
has been substantial GDP contribution and rapid growth over the past 
decade. However, this sector is largely dependent on growth in other sectors, 
and the potential for direct growth within this sector is limited. 

Transport and 
communication 

Transport and communication is the single largest GDP contributor. The 
growth potential is limited, however, as the sector is very capital intensive. 

General government 
services 

The public sector has an average performance in terms of both GDP and 
number of employees. Since the public sector is funded by taxation, and 
therefore is itself dependent on growth in the private sector, the potential for 
direct growth is very limited. 

 
The average index for both the GDP and employment indicates that agriculture, 
forestry and fishing; wholesale and retail trade, and catering and accommodation; 
finance and business services; transport and communication; and general 
government services offer a relatively higher potential for economic growth and job 
creation. 
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Section 4: Selected Sectors 
 
4.1 Agriculture 
 
The climatic conditions of Central Karoo restrict agricultural activity to mainly small 
stock farming – a sector currently operating at near capacity and hence offering 
limited growth opportunities. In southern areas of the node where there is better 
access to water, deciduous fruits and vegetables are grown. From a nodal 
perspective, agriculture contributes 10% to GDP and is responsible for 31% of 
employment opportunities, making it the region’s premier employer. In Prince Albert, 
Laingsburg and Murraysburg, agriculture is both the biggest contributor to Gross 
Geographic Product (GGP) and the biggest employer. Wage levels, however, remain 
low in the agricultural sector. 
 
There is a well-established road transport network in the area. Although there is rail 
system infrastructure, it is not optimally utilised. 
 
The farmers focus predominantly on rangeland sheep farming with the main 
emphasis on meat production, although limited wool and mohair production does 
take place. Small-scale but top quality deciduous fruit production takes place on the 
southern border of the node. In addition, leather manufacturing and fresh herb 
production have been introduced as job creation projects. 
 
Agri-processing around sheep farming occurs to a limited extent, while fruit and 
vegetable processing takes place mainly on individual farm level.  
 
The target markets for the various products currently are as follows:  
• Sheep and goat meat is for domestic consumption. 
• Wool, mohair and deciduous fruit mainly go to major centres for export. 
• Leather products are aimed at the node’s stream of passing tourists. 
• Local consumption is limited because of the sparse population. 
 
There are four major dams in the node: 
• Floriskraal Dam is located near Laingsburg but serves predominantly Little Karoo 

needs. 
• Leeu Gamka Dam, situated between Beaufort West and Laingsburg, serves local 

farming needs. 
• Oukloof Dam serves a limited number of farms in the Prince Albert area. 
• Gamkapoort Dam serves the remaining areas.  
 
There is very little land under irrigation, due to the lack of water resources in the 
node, but also because of the soil’s inability to hold water. 
 
Development in what would appear to be a low potential sector could be explored by: 
• optimising the value that can be derived from the region’s renowned mutton/lamb, 

by establishing Karoo Lamb as a protected brand 
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• focusing on less water-intensive agricultural opportunities, such as olive 
production 

• establishing a regional cold storage facility to enable fruit and vegetable 
processing. 

 
4.2 Tourism 
 
According to Quantec the tourism sector employed 4,2% of the total workforce in 
Central Karoo in 2004; however, the contribution from tourism to the total GDP was 
not more than 2,3%. Western Cape is a prime tourist destination attracting 22% of all 
foreign visitors to South Africa and hosting about 2,53 million domestic trips every 
year. Central Karoo is, however, not part of this tourism boom and only 3% of 
domestic and 2% of overseas visitors to the Western Cape cite Central Karoo as 
their prime destination. The region is mainly seen as a convenient stop en route 
between Gauteng and Cape Town and very few visitors stay longer than one night. 
The fact that the tourism sector performs so badly despite the excellent location 
along the N1 can be explained by the lack of attractions and activities to retain 
tourists for a longer period. Besides the tranquillity and beautiful scenery, Central 
Karoo offers historic towns like Matjesfontein and Beaufort West together with the 
famous Karoo National Park. Karoo is one 20 parks belonging to the South African 
National Parks (SANParks) and offers hiking trails, accommodation, conference 
facilities but a relatively limited amount of game. The main source markets are 
Gauteng and Western Cape for domestic visitors and Germany for overseas tourists. 
 
Currently the following facilities exist: 
• Luxury trains Rovos Rail and the Blue Train both stop in Matjesfontein in south-

western Central Karoo. 
• The Karoo National Park offers hiking trails, accommodation, conference facilities 

and some species of game. 
• Places of historic interest include the Victorian town of Matjesfontein and the 

Chris Barnard museum. 
• Accommodation facilities offered in the region include 302 hotel beds, 213 self-

catering beds, 100 bed & breakfast beds, 99 guesthouse beds, and four 
backpacker beds. 
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Section 5: Economic Growth and Investment 
Opportunities 
 
Agriculture and tourism have been identified as areas for economic growth. 
 
5.1 Agriculture-related opportunities 
 
Cold storage facility  
There is extensive agricultural production around Prince Albert and Swartberg in the 
southern part of Central Karoo. Apricots especially are of very high quality and are 
exported to major fruit markets. Apricot production is seasonal. During the off-
season, there is very little production and few employment opportunities. The idea is 
to build a cold storage facility in order to keep stocks of apricots and have year-round 
agri-processing and production of, for example, jam. Apricots of lower quality cannot 
be exported and must be sold locally at a low price. If there were appropriate storage 
facilities, these apricots could be used in jam production or sold as dried fruit. 
Exporting not only fresh fruit but also jam and dry fruit could substantially increase 
the income from apricot production. It is estimated that the storage facility together 
with further processing and transport could create 300 jobs in Prince Albert and 150 
in Laingsburg. The estimated cost of the project is R4 505 000. A major part of the 
required funding needs to come from investors and/or development agencies. 
 
Beaufort West Hydroponics Expansion Project 
Hydroponic production of fresh herbs has been established in Beaufort West. The 
idea is to expand existing factory operations. Substantial investments have already 
been made in infrastructure, such as: 
• Five greenhouses covering 8 000 m2 have been constructed. 
• Israeli hydroponic technology has been imported. 
• Two delivery trucks have been acquired. 
 
Skilled employees are in place and technical advice partnerships exist. Current 
output has met stringent quality standards, and the plant supplies Woolworths’ Cape 
Town operations. Evidence of market demand suggests the project could triple its 
current output. Beaufort West is centrally located in terms of major metropolitan 
centres. By expanding production, 60 additional jobs could be created. To expand 
production, two additional greenhouses are required and another delivery vehicle 
must be acquired. A marketing agent is needed to increase sales reach, and 
management capacity must be boosted to drive business growth. The project has a 
website (www.freshherbs.co.za) and orders can be submitted online. In 2005, the 
project was an Impumelelo Gold Award Winner. The estimated investment required 
is R4 million. 
 
Central Karoo Leather Expansion Project 
Leather factories have been established in Beaufort West and Laingsburg as part of 
a national poverty alleviation programme. The idea is to expand existing factory 
operations. Substantial investments in infrastructure have already been made in that 
factory space has been acquired, machinery has been bought and installed, 
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employees have undergone training and skills transfer is taking place. In addition, 
supply contracts are already in place. Limited marketing efforts have resulted in the 
establishment of strategic outlet points (e.g. Matjesfontein). Current product design 
and quality is of a high standard. 
 
The factories initially employed 40 people, but currently offer only 30 jobs. Expansion 
could create the need for a marketing agent with marketing expertise to maximise 
distribution strategies and develop a brand. Management capacity to drive business 
growth is also needed. The project has a website (www.karooleather.co.za) and 
orders can be submitted online. 
 
Skin processing 
The Central Karoo is a predominantly sheep farming region, with well-established 
slaughtering facilities. Currently animals are slaughtered and then exported, with no 
further processing of skins taking place in the district. The idea is to expand current 
abattoir value-adding activities to include skin processing. The area is faced with 
declining sheep numbers, leading to abattoir overcapacity. Abattoirs are importing 
sheep to alleviate the overcapacity, but this is not sufficient to drive growth. Further 
value-adding processes could help in this respect. There is already a local market for 
processed skins. Newly established leather factories in the node are currently forced 
to import raw materials from Cape Town. This can cause delays in their production 
schedule and limit control over the imports they receive. An estimated five to ten jobs 
could be created through the expansion of existing abattoir operations into skin 
processing. A spin-off effect could be increased employment opportunities in leather 
manufacturing.  
 
Skin processing is a water-intensive process and water availability is currently 
limited. Water purification technology will also be required to clean water at the end 
of the process. 
 
5.2 Tourism – Karoo National Park 
 
The Karoo National Park is currently the main tourism attraction in Central Karoo 
offering beautiful scenery, hiking trails and conference facilities. Few people visiting 
the Western Cape actually visit the Karoo and the Karoo National Park. One major 
reason is the very limited game offered. By introducing leopard, cheetah and buffalo, 
a larger number of tourists could be attracted to visit the park and overnight there as 
only a few national parks in the Western Cape offer the Big 5 species. At most two 
species are offered in the Western Cape (Tsitsikamma and Knysna), and the nearest 
Big 5 park is in the Eastern Cape (Addo). Although it is not possible for lion or 
elephant to survive in the Karoo semi-desert, there is potential for buffalo, leopard 
and more rhino. With this game offering Karoo National Park could be the major 
destination among the Western Cape national parks. 
 
Today only 15% of the park is accessible to tourists and there is potential to create 
more tourist routes through the park. New roads are needed for this. The park also 
needs to be upgraded with an extensive fencing programme before wild and 
dangerous animals are introduced.  
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With more accommodation and other services, fencing programmes and road 
upgrades, the number of job opportunities will increase.  
 
5.3 Correctional facility  
 
A correctional facility could be built in the area of Beaufort West in Central Karoo. 
Central Karoo has a central location and very good road (N1, N12) and railway 
connections, which mean that prisoners could easily be transported from 
overcrowded prisons in Cape Town and Gauteng. Locating the facility to a rural 
region would mean substantially lower labour costs than in the metros. 
Transportation costs are expected to be lower than in other rural regions because of 
the good location and infrastructure. A manufacturing opportunity could be 
developed within the facility using the prisoners as the labour pool. It is estimated 
that a correctional facility with 3 000 prisoners would employ 500 people. In addition, 
there is the potential for indirect jobs in the service sector (cooking, accommodation 
and retail). Land for the facility is already available but buy-in from government is 
needed. 
 
5.4 Pallet, crate and dry rack manufacture 
 
The idea is to set up a manufacturing unit in Laingsburg to produce pallets, crates 
and dry racks. The local fruit industry has a constant need for pallets for their 
produce but currently they buy them unloaded from outside the node. The many fruit 
producers in the region would be the major customer segment, incentivised to buy 
cheaper pallets locally. The N1 passing through Laingsburg creates an ideal 
opportunity for wood supplies and for delivering the product to the main market in 
Cape Town. The machinery needed for the production could potentially be used for 
furniture production as well. It is estimated that 20 people would be employed to 
manufacture the pallets. The total project value is estimated at R1,8 million. The cost 
of the necessary land is R20 000 since the municipality is involved. The gross profit 
margin over the first four-year period is estimated at 31,6%. 
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Section 6: Summary  
 
Central Karoo is situated in a semi-desert region with high average temperatures 
and very limited precipitation. It is a vast area with a small population which means 
that there is a low population density of 1,6 persons/km2. Access to basic services is 
better than national averages. Both the major N1 highway and the rail link 
connecting Gauteng with Cape Town pass through the region. 
 
Rapid GDP growth has taken place since 1995 but GDP per capita is still only a third 
of the Western Cape average. Both the percentage of the population living below the 
poverty level and the unemployment rate are lower than the national average. 
Agriculture is the main employer but transport and communication is the sector with 
the largest GDP contribution. 
 
The tourism sector employs 4,2% of the work force, but makes up only 2,3% of the 
nodal GDP, according to Quantec. Central Karoo is the final destination to only about 
2% of the visitors to the Western Cape. Because of the location along the N1, the 
region is mainly a drive-through region, with the Karoo National Park the only major 
attraction. 
 
Due to the dry climate, the potential for extensive agricultural potential is very limited. 
Except for a humid region in the south, which supports horticulture production (e.g. 
grapes and apricots), sheep (Karoo lamb) and goat farming dominate. Produce is 
largely exported to the major markets in Cape Town, Port Elizabeth and 
Johannesburg for further processing and/or export.  
 
The following potential sources for economic growth have been identified: 
 

Short term Long term 
• Marketing of agricultural products 
 o Target leather products at the Blue 

Train/Rovos Rail 
 o Leverage the marketing channels in 

Cape Town to export fresh herbs to 
Gauteng 

• Training 
 o Offer courses to people working in 

tourism and the service sector 
• Branding of Karoo lamb 
 o Create a protected brand for meat from 

the Karoo 

• Agri-processing  
 o Processing of meat, skins and leather 

products 
 o Production of jam, juice and dried fruits 
• Tourism master plan  
 o More offerings targeting the many 

people travelling through the node 
 o Introduction of game in Karoo National 

Park 
• Further education 
 o Offer post-matric education to stop the 

migration of skilled people to Cape 
Town and Port Elizabeth 

• Mentorship programmes  
 o Engage commercial farmers to help 

subsistence farmers bridge the skills 
gap and become more commercial 

• Transport 
 o Upgrade the rail link between Gauteng 

and Cape Town to create alternative 
means of transport and increase the 
attractiveness of the node 
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Water, infrastructure and skills are all common constraints across most sectors. 
Promising investment opportunities include the following: 
 
Agriculture: Cold storage facility; hydroponics expansion project; Central Karoo Leather 

Expansion Project; skin processing 
Tourism: Introduction of game into Karoo National Park 
Other: Construction of correction facility; pallet, crate and dry rack manufacture 
 
All these developments require involvement of the key stakeholders, namely: 
• Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) 
• Department of Correctional Services 
• National Government 
• SANParks 
• Department of Agriculture 
• Department of Transport. 


