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Women in urban and peri-agriculture: Sustaining 
livelihoods in the Cape Metropolitan Area 

Peter Jacobs and Thembi Xaba 

the countryside to third world cities tend to settle 

in slums (Davis, 2006; Perlman, 2007).

This integration of urbanisation with abject 

poverty has also taken place in South Africa’s 

metropolitan hubs constructed around the cities 

of Johannesburg, Durban and Cape Town. On 

average, Rogerson (1998) has observed, whilst 

the rate of poverty in these urban locations might 

be lower, the absolute numbers of city dwellers 

living in poverty tend to be substantially large 

relative to the numbers in rural areas. 

Introduction

Globally, the astounding pace and scale of 

urbanisation alongside efforts to unravel the 

dynamics behind the salient features of this 

process continues to be intensely debated. 

A particular cause for worry has been the 

overwhelming concentration of urbanisation in 

developing countries, with their overburdened 

city infrastructure and limited resources. What 

is of even greater concern to the development 

community is the fact that migrants flowing from 

abstract

Urban and peri-urban agriculture (UPA) has emerged as one of the responses to multiple livelihood challenges that poorer city 

dwellers face. Urban women engage in UPA to produce food for their households and increasingly also to earn an income from the 

sale of surplus output. This article uses evidence from a sample of farming projects around the Cape Metropolitan Area to explore 

how women participate in UPA, the nature of the constraints that they face and what kind of policy support they need. What the 

case study evidence shows is that urban women farmers access land primarily through social networking and work collectively. 

Another crucial result is that almost all projects engage in an in-kind donation of output to schools and HIV/AIDS patients. This 

social solidarity production forms a core part of UPA in the Cape Metropolitan Area. The smaller number of women-only projects 

distributed 25% of their output as social responsibility (double the average of all the other projects). This evidence suggests, 

firstly, that benefits of collective or social solidarity institutions among urban women farmers must be explicitly acknowledged 

in South Africa’s land and agricultural policies. Secondly, agricultural development support institutions must be tied to solidarity 

output instead of an exclusive commercial orientation.
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urban agriculture, household food production, access to land, social solidarity, poverty
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A case in point is the Cape Metropolitan 

Area (CMA), which is nearly 100% urbanised. 

Oosthuizen and Nieuwoudt (2003) analysed the 

1996 Census data and found that the CMA had 

a total population of about 2.6 million compared 

to 1.4 million non-CMA residents1. Although the 

poverty rates for the two areas were 20% and 

35% respectively, it is clear that the CMA had a 

concentration of poor people in excess of the less 

urbanised regions. Moreover, an analysis of the 

figures by gender revealed that women were, on 

average, more than twice as likely than men to be 

trapped in poverty or ultra-poverty.

This article explores how poor women residing 

in townships around Cape Town use farming on 

relatively small plots as one way to produce food 

or earn an income for the household. As a case 

study, the article draws on a purposeful selection 

of agricultural projects. Some of the specific 

questions addressed in this paper are: What is 

the extent of women’s participation in farming 

activities in the city?; What types of support are 

they getting?; What are the community-wide 

benefits and costs of the projects?; What are 

the constraints that women-dominated projects 

face?; and what policy interventions are needed 

to overcome these barriers? This is far from an 

exhaustive set of research questions, but they 

are valuable guideposts to assist in investigating 

knowledge gaps in existing research and policies 

that seek to enlarge the benefits of city-based 

farming to poor women, their households and 

communities. 

Urban and peri-urban agriculture (UPA) 

Urbanisation has resulted in overburdened city infrastructure and limited resources.

S
H

A
R

O
N

 D
AV

IS

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
Pr

et
or

ia
] 

at
 0

3:
29

 0
3 

M
ay

 2
01

6 



AGENDA 78  2008188

a
rt

ic
le continues to be woefully under-researched in 

South Africa a decade after Rogerson (1998) 

had synthesised the bulk of the literature up to 

that time. That overview was not just a status 

report on urban farming, but stimulated thinking 

about UPA as a dynamic weapon in the war on 

poverty in urban areas. The noticeable absence 

of any reference to UPA in a seminal volume 

that debates the policy and economic state of 

affairs of post-apartheid land and agriculture, 

published in 2003, is further evidence of the 

marginal existence of this anti-poverty intervention 

(Nieuwoudt & Groenewald, 2003). In their defense 

of the livelihoods potential of small-scale farming, 

Kirsten and van Zyl (1998) mention peri-urban 

farming only in passing but make no reference to 

any form or scale of urban agriculture.

Aside from examining the impact of UPA on 

fragile urban ecologies and human well-being, 

studies are invariably interested in how the 

production and distribution of city-based farming 

gets organised (FAO,2007; Ellis & Sumberg,1999). 

City farming falls somewhere along a continuum 

which ranges from the self-provisioning of various 

agro-foods to an exclusive commercial orientation, 

skewed in favour of individual or household 

subsistence. Even analyses grounded in a gender 

perspective tend to classify urban agricultural 

production and distribution around either one of 

these extremes (Hovorka 2006a, 2006b, 2004; 

Mougeot 2006). The literature rarely, if ever, 

concentrates on the social networking (or social 

capital) characteristics of UPA. One way in which 

urban farmers access land, as observed in Lynch, 

et al. (2001), is by ‘trading on their social capital’. 

It will be interesting to find out if this social 

capital element is also present in how women in 

cities produce and distribute agro-foods, beyond 

just negotiating more secure access to land. In 

the context of the questions stated above, this 

study also sheds light on the ‘social networking 

or solidarity’ aspect of women’s participation in 

UPA, and thus takes a small step beyond the 

traditional subsistence versus commercial 

orientation divide.

Global context of UPA

Modern cities usually source their non-processed 

staple grains, vegetables, fruits and animal 

products from farms located outside urban zones. 

Although city dwellers buy almost all these agro-

foods from supermarkets and other traders, which 

may or may not include informal vendors, the 

bulk of these supplies originate from farms in 

rural areas. Taking a holistic snapshot of the 

city’s agro-food value chain renders a picture of a 

location exclusively focused on food processing, 

distribution and consumption. A quick glance at 

urban life – and commonsense – suggest that 

cities fit largely on the demand or consumption 

side in a country’s agro-food equation. Several 

ecological, physical infrastructural, demographic 

and institutional factors offer fairly convincing 

explanations for this situation. For example, the 

relatively high population density (demographic) 

and concentration of the built-up environment 

(physical infrastructure) tend to crowd out 

competition for other land uses (especially 

agricultural) in urban spaces. More often than not, 

legislative restrictions (institutional) place outright 

bans on farming in cities.

However, the agro-food value chain of urban 

zones in richer and poorer countries has altered 

in recent decades. From the core to the periphery 

of modern cities, its residents (mainly poorer 

women) engage in crop and livestock farming 

even in the face of the constraints listed above. 

Mougeot (2006) refers to UNDP data from the 

1990s indicating that worldwide “800 million 

urban farmers were producing 15% of the world’s 

food” at that time. Given the accelerated speed 

Cities fit largely on the demand or consumption 

side in a country’s agro-food equation
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every stage of the agricultural value chain that 

people practice in built-up and densely populated 

city spaces. It includes all activities along the 

production-to-marketing chain of a variety of crops 

and livestock. To give some sense of the broad 

thematic scope of international research on UPA, 

it is perhaps useful to underscore two elements 

repeated in this literature. In terms of the profiles 

of urban farmers, studies have found them to be 

predominantly poor women cultivating crops as 

an additional source of household food. It has 

also been observed that UPA tends to be lumped 

together with the amorphous informal sector 

which further reduces its perceived benefits to 

twenty-first century urbanisation. 

at which people have been migrating from the 

countryside to urban and peri-urban zones in 

the past decade (considered an unstoppable and 

irreversible demographic shift of our age), it is likely 

that this figure underestimates the contemporary 

extent of farming among urban dwellers. 

Nevertheless, a quick survey of some of the 

statistics (fragmented and somewhat outdated) 

from different regions of the world ought to give 

an impressionistic rather than conclusive idea of 

the scale of UPA2. In the Asian region, Shanghai 

and Beijing appear to be the dominant urban 

and peri-uban farming locations. Researchers at 

the International Food Policy Research Institution 

(IFPRI) reported that: 

Seventy-six percent of the vegetables supplying 

Shanghai is produced within 10 kilometers of 

the point of sale, and in Beijing, the figure is 

estimated at 85%, with 79%of fruits coming 

from peri-urban areas. Intensive vegetable and 

fruit production is also a widespread livelihood 

option for urban populations, estimated at 31% 

in urban Beijing and 64% in the peri-urban 

areas. (Lee-Smith & Prain, 2006) 

Reports on Latin America place the percentage of 

urban dwellers active in similar farming activities 

in Havana (Cuba) and Lima (Peru) at 40% and 

15%-20% respectively (FAO 2007; Lee-Smith & 

Prain, 2006). Whilst the spread of UPA might 

be relatively small - according to the accessible 

evidence – its output could be making up a 

disproportionately large share in the food basket of 

poorer households. Further research that will yield 

representative and comparable data across urban 

metropolitan zones in different parts of the world 

is needed to fill this knowledge gap.

International descriptions of UPA converge 

around the constraints mentioned earlier, but 

always emphasise the difficulties of cleanly 

separating the ‘urban’ from the ‘rural’ geography3. 

UPA loosely refers to productive activities along 

Urban agricultural production and distribution is a growing 
phenomenon.
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Studies on UPA highlight that women are more 

likely to be farming in cities than their male 

counterparts (Ellis & Sumberg,1998; Maxwell,1999; 

Baumgartner & Belevi, 2001). Women farmers in 

urban settings mainly come from low-income 

households. For poor women, urban agriculture 

forms part of or is their dominant coping strategy 

in response to short-run livelihood shocks, or to 

overcome longer term vulnerability. In a previous 

review of Southern African evidence on urban 

agriculture, Ellis and Sumberg (1999, p.217) 

asserted that women farm in urban locations 

“to feed their families independently of the 

unreliability of their menfolk”. This assertion firstly 

casts women in the traditional roles as caregivers 

and ‘keepers of the household’ (Baumgardner & 

Belevi, 2001). The second and more important 

idea that this offhand generalisation invokes is 

that women engage in urban farming due to the 

moral neglect of some male breadwinners. But 

the logic of this part of Ellis and Sumberg’s remark 

downplays the structural forces that underpin 

gender inequalities in African society, usually 

justified under the thin veil of customary rules.

In contrast to this common but superficial view 

of households in underdeveloped societies, this 

study is grounded in a gender equity perspective. 

This well-established tradition has already yielded 

practicable policy advice on tackling a myriad 

of livelihoods and socio-political challenges 

confronting women (Elson 2007; Hovorka 2006a, 

2006b, 2004). Whilst an elaborate debate on the 

strengths of this paradigm falls outside the scope 

of this paper, it is appropriate in the context of 

our discussion to underscore two interconnected 

principles that define this approach. Social justice 

is probably the most fundamental and widely 

known principle in this discourse. It refers to 

the eradication of any expression of the socio-

cultural oppression of women. The second 

principle derives from the vision of a society 

based on an equitable distribution of wealth. This 

implies addressing asset and income inequalities 

between men and women as well as wealth 

inequalities among women. 

Elson (2007), drawing on recent ILO data, 

found that women make up a rapidly expanding 

share of the labour force in developed and 

developing countries. This evidence runs counter 

to the “male breadwinner bias” or the traditional 

belief that men form the economic mainstay 

of the family. In both female-headed and other 

households in fact, “women’s earnings are 

critical to lift families out of poverty”. Hovorka’s 

(2006a, 2006b, 2004) extensive research on 

UPA in Botswana demonstrates tendencies of 

class differentiation among women, with richer 

women competing in the commercial branches of 

agriculture and accumulating wealth to purchase 

land. Women don’t only dominate commercial 

UPA in Kisumu (Kenya), Mireri, et al. (2007) 

report, but tend to employ men to work for them. 

In the context of a society based on structural or 

systemic inequality, this opens the possibility of 

an elite layer of women excessively profiting from 

the labour of ‘destitute men’. 

To sum up, a gender equity approach to 

livelihoods and socio-economic development 

has to start from a full appreciation of the 

contribution of women to all spheres of society. 

But this perspective is not reducible to narrow-

minded anti-male rhetoric. On the contrary, as a 

conceptual tool to frame a genuine and effective 

war on socio-economic problems, it has to be 

firmly embedded in social equity. 

It is useful to assess the participation of women in 

urban agriculture with the aid of several crosscutting 

threads or themes in this literature. Studies suggest 

that there are three such interconnected themes: 

food security, employment and institutions. 

Women make up a rapidly expanding share of 

the labour force in developed and 

developing countries
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Food security: Urban agriculture forms part of 

a multiplicity of activities to sustain livelihoods of 

poor women, their households and communities 

(Rogerson, 1998). Within this mix of livelihood 

activities, food security is arguably the single most 

important motivating force behind the radically 

altered urban agro-food chain. Defined in broad 

terms, food security includes on its one end some 

reference to the natural resource-base needed for 

farm production, and on the other end it is widely 

associated with human nutritional status4.

In the final analysis, the natural resource or 

agro-ecological base determines food availability 

and safety from the production input side. On this 

point, considerable controversy prevails in the UPA 

literature on whether cities have a natural resource 

or ecological base for sustainable agriculture 

inside the metropolitan urban boundaries (Miteri, 

et al., 2007; Baumgarner & Belevi 2001; Brock & 

Foeken, 2006). Obviously, inorganic wastes and 

air pollutants that clog the city spaces pose a 

constant danger to UPA – especially land, water 

and agro-food contamination. But then again, 

the arguments of both critics and supporters 

of UPA rely on logically sound and persuasive 

reasoning. Disputes essentially turn on an 

efficiency benchmark test: the rate at which urban 

farming activities absorb organic waste must far 

outstrip any polluting activities that result from 

UPA. Moreover, ecological problems in cities are 

worsened by weak and ill-defined land use and 

tenure regimes that usually exclude UPA, and 

thus push poor women farmers into risky and 

unsustainable land use practices5.

Furthermore, the chief interest in UPA turns 

on how much it adds to the nutritional needs of 

participating households and their communities. 

Does it visibly reduce their levels of food insecurity 

and enable them to live healthier and decent lives? 

Maxwell, Levin and Csete (1998) isolate the 

following core mechanisms to track and measure 

the food security benefits of UPA: household 

ability to feed themselves either through the 

self-provisioning of food or higher cash incomes; 

enough and better quality agro-foods to meet 

dietary intake; and the ability to prevent child 

malnutrition. Agro-foods from urban farms, 

including perishable high value commodities, Ellis 

and Sumberg (1999) caution, could reinforce the 

segmentation of output markets, where in some 

localised urban markets the weak institutions 

(regulatory standards, for example) might be 

incapable of curbing the sale of commodities 

which pose health risks to consumers. They 

further note that higher food availability does not 

automatically translate into higher food access to 

those who might be most food insecure.

Employment: Of course, the decision to work 

in UPA is directly associated with the urbanisation 

of misery described above. Informal employment 

and unemployment characterise the urbanisation 

process, and in this context, women suffer the 

consequences of discrimination based on the ‘male 

breadwinner bias’. Again, deep-seated structural 

forces drive the failures and segmentation of urban 

labour markets, of which women are the main 

victims (Maxwell, 1998). Nevertheless, it is in any 

case not easy to rigidly separate self-employment, 

subsistence and informal UPA from wage-labour 

and the more formal commercial ventures (Hovorka, 

2006a, 2006b, 2004; FAO, 2007; Maxwell, 1998). For 

those who are able to find jobs in UPA, it sometimes 

forms a major or only income source. However, if 

agro-foods could be priced competitively, it could aid 

in lowering the cost of food for the working poor, at 

least for those trapped in urban slums.

Institutions: When development theorists 

and practitioners use the concept 'institutions' 

today, they think of it in very broad terms. For 

them, this collective term could refer to formal 

or informal rules and policies, as well as social 

Women suffer the consequences of discrimination 

based on the 'male breadwinner bias'
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flexible meaning of institutions runs through the 

UPA literature. Both macro-level policies (such 

as structural adjustment and decentralised local 

governance, for example) and sector specific 

frameworks (such as land tenure and agricultural 

policies, for example) directly or indirectly influence 

UPA. To grasp this, it is vital to bear in mind that 

central to structural adjustment and neo-liberal 

policies is the active promotion of markets as ideal 

institutions. Analysts agree that these policies 

accentuated (if not triggered the onset of) agrarian 

crises, ultimately spilling over into migrant pool 

flowing into urban slums (Maxwell, 1998).  Market 

reforms initiated under structural adjustment, 

Maxwell has observed, enforced budget austerity 

“to bring government expenditure and balance-of-

payments problems under control, [but] this led, in 

many cases, to sharply increased food prices and 

decreased employment opportunities”. In other 

words, market institutions often increase instead 

of decrease the ‘social transaction costs’ of 

socio-economic activities, with such costs falling 

disproportionately more on the most deprived 

social actors. Moreover, state actors, including 

local authorities, often ignore or outlaw UPA. 

How poor communities, including those 

farming in the cities, mobilise themselves and 

their resources is another institutional dimension 

referred to in the literature (FAO, 2007; Lynch, 

et al., 2001). Such institutions – call it social 

networking (or social capital) – can be decisive in 

the livelihood strategies of the poor when formal 

institutions do not exist or fail. One way in which 

urban farmers access land, as observed in Lynch, 

et al. (2001), is by ‘trading on their social capital’. 

It will be interesting to find out if this social capital 

element is also present in how women in cities 

produce and distribute agro-foods, beyond just 

negotiating more secure access to land.

UPA in the Cape Metropolitan Area

An interesting body of research on UPA has 

also emerged in South Africa in recent decades. 

Rogerson (1998) synthesises a host of empirical 

studies to demonstrate that farming in and around 

cities could improve the well-being of urban 

households. In another study, which formed part of 

a large scale continental research initiative, Spies 

(2001) explores ways in which a more conducive 

institutional environment in post-apartheid South 

Africa could optimise the livelihoods benefits of 

UPA to the urban poor. A few studies, grounded 

in grassroots experiments with UPA, provide 

critical insights on how farming ventures operate in 

specific urban locations. On this score, Thornton’s 

(2008) recent study of UPA in Grahamstown and 

Peddie, smaller towns in the Eastern Cape, invites 

us to rethink inflated claims on the food security 

benefits of farming in peri-urban areas. Households 

in these smaller towns depend heavily on different 

types of social grants issued by the state. However, 

although crop and livestock farming on garden plots 

appears to play only a small part, either in direct 

food security or as an income source for most 

households, it does supply the food requirements 

of the most destitute households.

A widely cited study published in the mid-

1990s on UPA in the Cape Metropolitan Area 

(Karaan & Mohammed, 1996) focused thinking 

on both the livelihoods and institutional aspects 

of urban farming. The study highlights the role 

of Abalimi Bezekhaya, a non-governmental 

organisation set up in the 1980s, in assisting 

11 000 farmers (organised in groups of 60 farmers) 

to cultivate crops on small plots to provide food 

for the household or to sell any marketable 

surplus. Karaan and Mohammed (1996) stress 

the need to alleviate production cost and other 

institutional difficulties that usually constrain 

small-scale producers, in order to expand the 

Market institutions often increase instead of 

decrease the ‘social transaction costs’ of 

socio-economic activities
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potential livelihoods benefits of UPA, either 

through the food security or income mechanisms. 

Some of the interventions they recommend are 

upscale land reform to satisfy the land needs of 

urban gardeners, farmer training, and improved 

extension services. As evidence from our own 

survey shows, Abalimi Bezekhaya continues to 

play a crucial role among poor women farmers 

in Cape Town, in addition to local authorities and 

other government departments with a mandate to 

tackle urban poverty.

The present article draws on a purposeful 

selection6 of agricultural projects in townships 

around Cape Town to address the following 

overarching questions: What is the extent of 

women’s participation? What types of support 

are they getting? What are the community-wide 

costs and benefits of the projects? What are 

the constraints that women-dominated projects 

face? And what policy interventions are needed 

to overcome these barriers? As a first phase 

of a longer-term investigation into women’s 

participation in urban agriculture, information 

was collected through a rapid assessment of 

detailed project reports, and key informant 

interviews with agricultural extension advisors 

to urban farmers. Unlike more direct participatory 

research techniques, this approach has been 

useful in gathering crucial baseline insights into 

the performance of urban farming. 

Table 1 displays the data showing the 

percentage of women participating in 18 farming 

projects across the CMA, and trends in the 

distribution of agro-foods produced in each project. 

The number in brackets next to the project name 

refers to the size of the group. The presentation of 

Table 1. Women participation and Agro-food output distribution, Cape Metropolitan Area

UPA Project (group size) % Women 

Members

% Agro-food Output Distributed 

Formal 

Markets

Informal 

Markets

FS SR

Hillwood Garden (3) 100 0 10 40 50

Siyazama Food Garden (3) 100 0 70 30 0

Masithandane (7) 100 50 10 20 20

Vukuzenzele (3) 100 20 10 50 30

Siyazama Community Allotment Garden Association 
(Scaga) (8)

100 40 10 30 20

Sisalinga Garden (5) 100 0 30 60 10

Nontsebenziswano Food Garden (4) 100 0 20 20 60

Bambanani Food Garden (7) 100 0 40 50 10

Phathisanani Garden (24) 95.8 0 30 50 20

Belhar Community Outreach (9) 88.9 0 60 30 10

Esam Esakho (6) 83.3 30 20 40 10

Driftsands Community Forum (5) 80 10 30 40 20

Masibambane Women Development (10) 80 0 30 40 30

Broadway Farm (25) 72 70 0 30 0

Riverside Garden project (8) 62.5 0 30 40 30

Delft Small Farmers Association (13) 61.5 80 0 20 0

Zanethemba NPO (5) 25 0 0 0 0

Sakhe Garden (3) 0 60 10 20 10

Average 80.5 21 24 35 19

FS = Food Security, SR = Social Responsibility
Source: Compiled from Abalimi Bezekhaya and Western Cape Department of Agriculture project reports; Personal Communication.
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of agro-food outputs, which is a thematic thrust 

in the international literature on UPA. However, 

zooming in on the distribution of output does 

not imply that critical input factors (specifically 

land access and use, institutional support, and 

production inputs) that have a bearing on output 

have been ignored. On the contrary, to throw 

light on the input side, the summary of the 

findings starts with how women access and use 

land, the core input for UPA. When they access 

and use inputs, women do so as a group or in 

cooperation rather than as individual farmers. For 

the purpose of our discussion, however, instead 

of the traditional split between self-provisioning of 

food and sales of any marketable surpluses, the 

Table introduces the social responsibility element, 

which refers to the in-kind donation of output to 

the broader community.

Land access and use: Agricultural activities 

seem to be dispersed across several locations in 

the CMA, but concentrated around townships with 

structured housing rather than squatter settlements. 

Farming plots vary in size from a few hundred square 

meters to 1.2 hectares, on average. Access to land to 

cultivate a variety of fresh vegetable crops is usually 

negotiated with either schools or municipalities 

(vacant plots). It was possible to find information 

for one case (Broadway Farm, a ‘peri-urban’ farm) 

where participants had accessed a state land grant 

(Land Redistribution for Agricultural Development 

(LRAD)) and a commercial bank loan to purchase 

eight hectares of farmland. From the start, this 

project was driven by a relatively high level of capital 

intensity (investment in hydroponics irrigation) and 

a strong commercial orientation (targeting SPAR 

supermarket and the Epping Fresh Produce Market). 

In reality, production took place on merely one 

hectare. This project became unsustainable because 

the farmers were unable to repay their loan and the 

farmland eventually had to be sold. 

Delft Small Farmers Association, an urban farm 

with the second largest land size in this sample of 

projects (two hectares) and similar goals to the 

now defunct Broadway Farm, has attracted capital 

investments from several state departments. But 

land access in this case is through a right-of-use 

agreement with the local municipality. This type 

of land access was observed in another three 

projects, including a farm on what was previously 

a waste dump. Aside from the security of tenure, 

reports revealed that land size and soil fertility 

present ongoing difficulties to the sustainability 

and profitability of UPA in Cape Town. Farming 

on plots through formal or informal arrangements 

with schools exposes farmers to other risks 

such as crop theft and damage. Moreover, the 

lack of access to electricity to run irrigation 

systems during school holidays compounds the 

sustainability challenges of these projects. 

Women’s participation: Women form the 

majority of participants in all but two projects, Sakhe 

Garden and Zanethemba NPO. For the projects 

included in this study, the average percentage 

of women’s membership in each project – our 

benchmark measure of their participation – is 

over 80%, with seven projects (38%) reporting 

women-only membership. These are primarily 

self-employment ventures in which women tend 

to be employed on a full time basis, with a few 

exceptions. Take the case of Zanethemba NPO, 

with one female and four male participants, in 

which the woman is reported to be investing a 

substantial amount of her ‘free time’ in sustaining 

crop production. Alongside their teaching duties 

at a daycare center, four women working under 

the name Nontsebenziswano Garden perform all 

the crop cultivation and harvesting work. In all 

the other cases, urban women farmers depend 

almost exclusively on their own labour supply 

to cultivate and harvest crops (meaning that the 

sustainability of Sisalinga Garden, operated by a 

group of pensioners, is very uncertain given that 

they are sometimes physically unable to work). 

Moreover, intra-group tensions (usually but not 

exclusively in larger and gender diverse groups) 
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and ‘uneven work commitment from members’ are 

challenges related to the organisation of economic 

or livelihood activities not confined to UPA.

Food output distribution: As already noted, 

women perform all or a significant amount of the 

labour required for crop production in projects in 

which they participate. In addition to this, they often 

take responsibility to market their own produce 

through informal roadside stands, which is an 

average of 24% of the output. The informal market 

is one of at least four main channels through which 

these urban farmers distribute their output. The 

other channels are formal commercial markets, 

household food security and social responsibility. 

Since it was not possible to estimate (or impute) 

precise figures either in terms of the volume or 

monetary value of output, ballpark percentages 

were used to show broad trends. 

In line with the traditional UPA literature, all 

the projects produced some crops to supply food 

to the participating households, which was in the 

order of 35% of output for the average project. 

Crop output destined for household consumption 

ranged from a low of 20% to a high of 60%. 

Some projects marketed up to 80% of their output 

through formal channels such as local fresh produce 

markets and supermarkets. These projects typically 

excluded another element, commonly referred 

to as ‘the social responsibility’ component. In all 

but four cases, projects donated a percentage of 

their output to various social networks within the 

community. Such donations may or may not form 

part of the land access and use arrangement, 

where the output gets donated in lieu of accessing 

the land for farming. Some farmers donated their 

output to local HIV/AIDS and TB associations whilst 

others donated it to the daycare and school feeding 

schemes. Output allocated towards this kind of 

‘social solidarity’ ranges from 10%-60%, but is 

usually well below the percentage of output which 

is for household consumption and often above 

what gets sold in the informal market. The average 

percentage of output distributed to the larger 

community by urban farmers was in the order of 

19%, whilst the smaller number of women’s only 

projects distributed 25% of their output as social 

responsibility (double the average of all the other 

projects!). To be sure, solidarity production on its 

own might not be able to sustain UPA in the CMA. 

But it does stimulate thinking around a crucial 

policy lesson and recommendation: is it possible 

to tie support from state institutions to solidarity 

output instead of the exclusive commercial drive 

in land and agricultural reform policies? To date, 

farming projects have attracted resources from 

state agencies and donors, resources invested 

to help poor communities at large, but without 

any consistent compliance with this kind of social 

responsibility agro-food target. 

Institutional issues: There are two highly 

noticeable institutional issues that cut across 

these farming ventures. The first is the extensive 

support received from a range of government and 

non-governmental actors, most prominently the 

Department for Social Development, Department 

of Agriculture and Abalimi Bezekhaya. This support 

ranges from substantial amounts of finance 

to irrigation equipment (fixed capital inputs) to 

variable production inputs such as seedlings and 

fertilisers. Moreover, local municipalities appear to 

be key stakeholders in enabling women farmers 

to secure rights to access and use land. A second 

institutional dynamic relates to the collective 

or social solidarity form of how urban women 

farmers produce and distribute agro-foods, an 

institutional arrangement which runs counter to 

the individual emerging-farmer model entrenched 

in South Africa’s land and agricultural policies. 

Conclusion 

This article  has shown that South African 

urbanisation closely mirrors global trends. 

Slums dominate the country’s urban landscape. 

In this context, poverty- stricken city dwellers, 

predominantly women, have been adopting 

multiple livelihood strategies to sustain the well-
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range of that country’s total value of farm output. Five 
mainland Australian states use less than 3% of their 
overall land surface for peri-urban agriculture, but it adds 
approximately 25% to the total monetary value of farm 
output.

3  The blurring of the rural and urban boundaries continues 
to be highly contested for political, social and economic 
reasons. See Anriquez and Stamoulis (2007) for a 
summary of this controversy in light of the ‘malleability 
of the urban landscape’.

4  This broad conceptual approach to food security is 
discussed in Koc et al (2007). They refer to the five A’s 
of food security, namely: availability, access, adequacy, 
acceptability and agency.

5  As an illustrative example, consider the debate on how 
urban water gets affected by UPA. Even if urban farmers 
drastically cut back on their use of limited urban water 
supply, chemical-based farming threatens to contaminate 
water. On the other hand, over-use of treated sewage 
water – useable for a limited number of horticultural 
crops – can kill the nutrients in the soil and poison 
some fruits and vegetables (Mireri, et al., 2007; Brock & 
Foeken, 2006). What this suggests is regulated organic 
farming might be more conducive for UPA. (See Raynolds 
(2004) for a critical evaluation of the international state of 
‘organic agro-food networks’.)

6  See van Ryzin (1995) for a more in-depth examination of 
the usefulness of purposive selection and evaluation of 
projects in case study research.
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