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Introduction 
 
In 2004 construction began on the Trade Route Mall at the entrance to Lenasia. At a cost of 
nearly R400m, the mall’s owners seek to take advantage of the growing middle class 
presence in Lenasia, Eldorado Park and south Soweto. The mall is one of four new regional 
malls either in advanced planning stage or already completed in the region, the others being 
the Protea Gardens shopping centre, Jabulani Mall and, the most recent addition, the 
Maponya Mall near Nancefield. An estimated R3bn annually – three-quarters of Soweto’s 
estimated available consumer spending - leaks out of the region and into the Johannesburg 
CBD, and the new developments aim to capture 25-30% of that leakage (Business Day 
17.08.05). The Trade Route Mall has more than 100 shops, with most of the big national 
retailers present, including food retailers Pick n’ Pay and Woolworths. These are top end 
food retailers, offering a good indication of the market niche the Mall is targeting. 
 
Just two kilometres away lies the impoverished informal settlement of Thembelihle. Without 
electricity or any formal housing, the residents of this settlement have been forced to fight an 
ongoing battle against eviction by the state. Poverty is rife in Thembelihle. Many households 
cannot afford to feed their members a full meal every day. The makeshift clinic, built out of a 
trailer, is a focal point for residents. Next to the clinic is a small vegetable garden, run by 
Timothy Ndebele and his team of four. Since 1997 they have been planting vegetables and - 
in exchange for having access to the land - distributing a portion of the product to the sick 
and elderly who are regular visitors to the clinic. 
 
The two-kilometre distance between the Trade Route Mall and Thembelihle is not an 
accurate reflection of the much wider gap between the formal economy and the survivalist 
economy that they represent. Using the extreme measure of poverty as those living on less 
than US$1 a day (about R186 a month), the World Bank reported that the number of South 
Africans living in poverty increased from 1.89 million (4.5% of the population) in 1996 to 
4.31 million (9.1% of the population) in 2004 (Business Day 16.09.05). Poverty and food 
insecurity go hand in hand. According to the Department of Health in 1999 “approximately 
14 million South Africans are vulnerable to food insecurity. Among these, women, children 
and the elderly are particularly vulnerable. Among the ultra poor (the poorest 20% of 
households) the rate is 38%…One in four children under the age of six years (some 1.5 
million) are stunted due to chronic malnutrition” (Ngijima 1999, 60). More recent surveys 
indicate that twenty percent of adults said they could not afford to eat the correct foods, 
rising to 25% for those over 50 years old, and 33% for those in the lowest income bracket 
and the unemployed. In Gauteng as a whole, 16% of people could not afford to eat the right 
foods, but this rose to 25% in Soweto (Business Day 21.09.05). In 2004, children went 
hungry at least some of the time in 26% of South African households with children (Business 
Day 18.10.05). 
 
                                                 
1 Thanks to Bongani Xezwi and Mkhululi Zulu for field work assistance, Ann Eveleth for ongoing dialogue, 
and to Timothy Ndebele, Maria Hlongwane, Susan Nkosi, Freddy Baloyi, Betty Mongwe and Ezekiel 
Mofokeng for continually cultivating hope on grounds that appear so barren. 
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This is not a study about the extent of urban food production in Johannesburg or Gauteng, or 
even in Thembelihle, though such a study would be valuable. It is a study about the 
relationship between grassroots organisation and the potential for the growth of a radical 
politics around food access. The primary question this research attempted to answer was: 
what has prevented the politicisation of lack of access to food in South Africa’s informal 
settlements? 
 
Activities around urban food production offer useful insights into broader processes of civil 
society formation and the relationships between civil society organisations and the state. The 
state plays a very important role in structuring civil society. This has consequences for the 
growth and maintenance of independent CSOs. With specific regard to food gardens, it is 
apparent that no public resources are forthcoming unless people organise themselves 
according to government criteria. This is the case even if these imposed forms are not 
necessarily the best from the point of view of participants. The criteria for inclusion in the 
official food gardens programme exclude those without secure access to land and water – 
precisely those who should be the primary beneficiaries of such a programme. The political 
relationship between grassroots civil society formations and local councillors are critical in 
determining the flow of public resources at the local level. This opens the door to patronage, 
and forces resource-poor organised constituencies to choose between voicing their discontent 
and waiting in hope of accessing some public resources. It is clear that local responses to lack 
of access to food are mainly survivalist and welfarist in orientation. However, especially in 
the case of collective gardens, there is an inherent critique of the limits of the current systems 
of politics and administration, and the seeds of transcendence in their self-driven collective 
activities. 
 
Methodology and demographic profile of respondents 
 
This research project was initiated with the dual goals of attempting to assist in the 
construction of an agriculture network led by the Gauteng Landless People’s Movement 
(LPM), while also trying to document and analyse the forms of organisation and the 
relationship, if any, between food access and radical politics. The design was to be 
participatory in character, generating useful information for the agriculture network that 
could also be used to highlight broader theoretical and practical issues for a wider audience. 
The bulk of the research was carried out using a ‘participant observation’ methodology i.e. 
practical assistance in building the agricultural network while paying attention to the key 
research questions. This participant observation included 6 provincial team meetings and 21 
local meetings with agriculture teams during the research period, although the report also 
draws on other meetings and activities prior to the start of the research project. The 
provincial meetings drew a total of 93 participants (although with overlap for those who 
attended more than one meeting) from 15 settlements2. 
 
Following the collapse of the LPM agriculture network (last meeting held in June 2005), I 
reoriented the focus of the research to one or two of the settlements where agriculture groups 
from the network were still functioning. As a result, the bulk of the local meetings (14 out of 
21) were held in Thembelihle and the focus of the research report has also shifted to a more 
detailed study of that settlement. The seven local meetings outside Thembelihle drew a total 
of 102 participants from 5 settlements3. The Thembelihle meetings drew an average of 5 
                                                 
2 Chiawelo, Eikenhof, Finetown, Lawley II, Lawley Station, Mazibuko Park, Ntanzi, Orange Farm, Protea 
South, Roodekop, Senaoane, Slovo Park, Thembelihle, Waterworks, Weiler’s Farm 
3 Eikenhof, Finetown/Mazibuko Park, Lawley II, Orange Farm, Protea South  
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people per meeting, based as they were on a functioning project. The meetings were 
complemented by 32 short structured interviews with people producing homestead food 
gardens in 7 settlements4, and 10 structured interviews with people not producing food 
gardens in 5 settlements. The respondents were not all LPM members, and selection was not 
based on any methodological principles. Field workers entered the settlements, looked for 
food gardens and approached people to request an interview. The collated responses merely 
indicate some of the views of 32 people maintaining food gardens in seven informal 
settlements in the southern Johannesburg metro. Additional interviews and interactions with 
government officials, non-government service providers and local retailers helped to fill out 
the picture. 
 
Fifty nine percent of the interview respondents with food gardens were women, and the 
average age of respondents was just over 45 years old. The average length of time 
respondents had lived in the settlement they currently live in was 9.5 years, ranging from 2 
years to 25 years. The average household had 5.6 people (ranging from 2 to 18). In 26 of the 
households (81%), there was at least one person working, but this includes piece jobs. In 11 
households (34%), more than one person was employed at least some of the time. Domestic 
work, security and piece jobs dominated the types of employment. The average household 
income of the 29 respondents who provided an answer was R1125/month. This ranged from 
R150-R3500/month. For the households without food gardens (8 responses), the average 
monthly income was R1208, not significantly higher than those with food gardens. 
 
Awash on the tides of class struggle: the emergence and decline of an urban agriculture 
network in the southern Johannesburg metro 
 

“Shipwrecked ‘gainst the sands of the tides of the times 
Meditating ‘pon the bad old days 
Face down ‘pon the gleaming sea shore 
Not so certain not so sure like before” 
(from ‘Tings & Times’, Linton Kwezi Johnson, 1991) 

 
In 2003 the LPM in Gauteng decided to form an agriculture team to co-ordinate support to 
the various food gardens that were related to the movement. The gardens were mostly pre-
existing gardens that had been started by members or associates of the movement in their 
personal capacities before their involvement with the movement. There was an understanding 
that production inputs and land access in particular would best be achieved through pooling 
energies. There was also a belief that food gardens should be extended to other residents, and 
a co-ordinated structure would assist with this project. This is borne out by the fact that 81% 
of respondents in the interviews indicated that they would be interested in working with other 
food gardeners in future. In the LPM there was also a sense that if the movement continued 
growing, a network of food production units could be an invaluable asset to draw new people 
into the movement, and also to serve as a material base for the movement. 
 
At the foundation of the team were four different categories of people: those who had the 
skills to produce food and were already doing so; those who did not have the skills to 
produce food but were trying; those who did not have the skills and who indicated a desire to 
start a garden, but did not know where to start; and those who saw the agriculture group as an 
‘emerging centre of power’ within the LPM and sought to occupy that space either to 

                                                 
4 Finetown, Freedom Park, Kliptown, Orange Farm, Protea South, Thembelihle, Vlakfontein  
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advance the agenda of the organisation as a whole, or their own personal agendas. Some 
people were found in more than one of these categories. 
 
The agriculture team grew out of the militant anti-evictions mobilisations of the Gauteng 
LPM in the preceding years. It was a product of the growing possibilities of the movement, 
but started emerging just at the time the broader movement was waning. The LPM in 
Gauteng rose and fell on the basis of being an anti-evictions movement. Many factors fuelled 
its fall. State repression in particular took its toll, by cowing members, by literally arresting 
activists even though no crimes were committed, by isolating the movement and provoking it 
to adopt tactics that further fuelled its isolation. This led to resources drying up as support 
organisations and funders disassociated themselves from the more adventurist actions of the 
movement. Internal conflicts and divisions also played an important role, reinforced by the 
lack of a common agenda or political plan of action. Manipulations by those with personal 
agendas encouraged distrust, whispering campaigns and the widening of existing tensions, 
both amongst members and between grassroots members and the small pool of professional 
intellectuals involved in the movement. Ultimately, the movement failed to build a strong 
organic leadership that could withstand these pressures and provide a clear direction forward. 
 
Access to resources, and the channels resources followed to arrive at the movement, also 
played a key role. The availability of resources deriving from the professional intellectual 
class had always played a crucial role in the formation and direction of the LPM, as well as 
defining its limits and constraining its possibilities (see Greenberg 2004; Mngxitama 2005).  
A key problem that consistently plagued the movement more generally was the misuse of 
resources. This may be a strong term, since I am not implying corruption or theft, but rather 
referring to misuse as the allocation of resources for one purpose through mandated 
structures, and then their use for another purpose without appropriate authority. The authority 
to amend decisions should come from inside the democratically constituted structures of the 
movement. There is an ongoing debate about the extent to which democratically chosen 
leaders should have to refer every detailed decision to the approval of the full membership. It 
is impossible to run an organisation along these lines. According to Slavoj Zizek (2004, 87): 
“democratic struggle should not be fetishized; it is one of the forms of struggle, and its 
choice should be determined by a global strategic assessment of circumstances, not by its 
ostensibly superior intrinsic value…a political agent has to engage in acts which can be 
authorized only by themselves, for which there is no external guarantee.” 
 
But the ad hoc character of resource management opened the door to individuals in 
leadership positions (whether elected by the movement or unelected ‘professional’ supporters 
who played a de facto leadership role in the movement) to make decisions counter to those 
agreed upon by structures. This was not always underpinned by negative motivations. For 
example, money may be allocated to holding a provincial meeting to plan a branch building 
exercise. In the lead up to holding that meeting, a settlement may experience a threatened 
eviction. Individual leaders controlling the resources on a day-to-day basis may decide to 
divert the money for the meeting to mobilising residents to oppose the eviction. But because 
of the limited resources, there is a tendency to privilege short-term demands over long term 
strategic interventions. The result is ad hoc crisis management that leads to the atrophying of 
organisational structure. The executive undermines the decision-making structures that did 
exist – weak as they may have been. In practice, the repetition of ad hoc decision-making 
contributed to breaking the relationship between those speaking and acting for the movement 
and a broad base, leading to isolation and adventurism without adequate support. 
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This was exacerbated by the inability of the provincial team to meet regularly to hold 
executive members accountable and ratify or repeal decisions made in between meetings. 
This was partly a lack of resources, but also partly a decline in the level of struggle that 
lowered political commitment to the LPM project. For the LPM in Gauteng, the agriculture 
team became one of the points of resource concentration. The team became a pole of 
attraction – albeit in a very weak and under-resourced field – for a range of interests inside 
the LPM. The organisational weakness of the provincial LPM as a whole manifested itself in, 
amongst other things, an incapacity to plan expenditure and execute the details of that plan. 
The challenges of finding a balanced relationship between grassroots struggle, organisational 
structure, and the role of leadership and the professional intelligentsia – the latter who had 
even greater power because of their effective control over movement resources – went 
unresolved. 
 
It was in the context of this already weakening democratic structure that the agriculture team 
was born. At its height the agriculture team was built around five or six core local structures, 
with a periphery of another eight local structures, and acting as a pole of potential attraction 
for another six or seven settlements. The LPM was at the core of the network, and sought to 
construct an agricultural programme of action that could draw other agriculture groups 
towards the LPM. This would serve a dual purpose: on the one hand, it would strengthen the 
agriculture work of the LPM; on the other it would provide an entry point for broader LPM 
organising in new settlements. 
 
To prevent the team from becoming an arena of political struggle, there was general 
agreement that only people who actually had functioning gardens could be members of the 
provincial team. This did not exclude others from participating. The provincial team 
representatives were theoretically meant to organise branch agriculture teams, where anyone 
interested in setting up food gardens could participate. The structure was therefore a semi-top 
down and semi-bottom up structure. At the outset, the provincial team members were self-
selected, in the sense that anyone in, or in contact with, the LPM could participate if they had 
a food garden. The definition of a food garden was very loose, ranging from someone with 5 
spinach plants in their backyard to organised groups with substantial collective projects. 
Provincial team members were tasked with identifying and assisting other residents in their 
settlements who either had food gardens, or who expressed an interest in starting a garden. 
Over time, the provincial members were to build local teams that would meet regularly to 
plan local support and interventions, and send a chosen representative to the provincial team. 
Provincial plans would then be based on local plans, with the possibility of some broader 
campaigns, including recruitment drives. After some time, members chose a smaller 
provincial organising team and a training team to assist the network with training in food 
gardens. LPM provincial leadership imposed its political authority on the selection of 
organising team members, and this contributed to surfacing certain political tensions in the 
group. 
 
A key moment for the disintegration of the agriculture group revolved around the issue of 
political control. On the one side stood the political organisers of the LPM, who argued that 
since it was the LPM providing the support for the agriculture projects, all members of the 
projects had to become card-carrying members of the LPM to access those benefits. On the 
other hand were the ‘practitioners’ – those who had already established food gardens using 
their own efforts and resources - who wanted to participate in a collective project of food 
gardens, but as independent entities. The difference was sometimes subtle, because the 
independent projects were attracted to the LPM on the basis of agreement with its main aims 
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and approaches. But the movement’s growing isolation inside the settlements led to concerns 
that an association that was too direct would damage the agriculture umbrella’s potential to 
expand. This point should not be underestimated. The fragmentation of some of the key local 
agriculture groups hinged on disagreements about the extent of criticism of the ruling ANC. 
The problem is not political contestation as such, because the network was formed under the 
aegis of the LPM precisely to inject some politics into an otherwise welfarist activity. But the 
LPM leadership was unwilling to contest a political line or programme inside the agriculture 
team, preferring to impose its own political leadership without convincing members of the 
correctness of its programme or leadership. The inevitable result was political fallout. 
 
The debate focused on how the local agriculture teams would relate to local LPM branches. 
Were they independent entities, or were they sub-committees of the branch? Two contextual 
issues must be explained here. The first is that in most areas formally constituted LPM 
branches did not exist, although the LPM itself may have been active in those areas. This is 
related to the hybrid character of the movement – part popular movement, part structured 
organisation. This structural feature of the movement can be traced to differing conceptions - 
at the level of formal movement leadership and amongst the professional intellectuals - of the 
type of organisation required for effective opposition and action in the current political 
climate. The second contextual issue is that amongst the stronger local agriculture groups, 
those who were attracted to the LPM but were not formal members predominated. Were the 
agriculture teams then tasked with building LPM branches with agriculture as the focus, or 
were they to construct agriculture teams and leave LPM organising to LPM members at the 
local level? 
 
The same questions of the relationship between the agriculture team and the LPM also 
applied at the provincial level. It made sense that the agriculture team - with the LPM as the 
lead organisation in that team, if not the only one – would report regularly to the provincial 
leadership on its activities, and do joint planning to see how its activities could align with and 
add value to the LPM’s provincial plans. However, the provincial agriculture team met at 
least once a month, whereas the LPM provincial leadership met irregularly. It also didn’t help 
that, despite suggesting that agriculture team members be LPM card-carrying members too, 
the LPM provincial structures could not produce membership cards to allow this to happen. 
Apparently membership cards had been produced but were held at the now defunct National 
Land Committee (NLC), which refused to release them to the Gauteng leadership. Broader 
political dynamics inside the National Land Committee as a national network of NGOs 
providing support to the LPM in all provinces played an important role in this (see Greenberg 
& Ndlovu 2004, 32-38). Again the issue of resources arises. The agriculture team had 
resources for regular meetings, whereas the LPM provincial leadership did not. Should the 
agriculture team have foregone its meetings in order to allow the provincial leadership to 
meet? What implications would this have had on the possibility of constructing and building 
the agriculture project? In essence, did resources mobilised for agriculture work under an 
LPM umbrella ‘belong’ to the agriculture team or to the LPM more broadly? 
 
Added to these was the complexity of the lack of real representivity in the LPM provincial 
structure, related to the issues of declining struggle and the associated decay of internal 
democracy. The LPM provincial leadership was constructed from local leaders primarily of 
anti-evictions struggles in various settlements around Gauteng. However, once these 
struggles had ebbed, the base dissipated. New struggles arose and local leaders were 
incorporated into the provincial leadership but the old leadership also remained in place. As 
the LPM weakened and the state reduced its attacks on informal settlements for a time (with 
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the latter not necessarily directly related to the former), provincial leadership was by-and-
large separated from any active, mobilised base. In some settlements provincial leaders 
continued to try to build the movement on the ground, often becoming more ‘civic-like’ in 
their approach to a range of issues broader than a defence against evictions. But in others, the 
leadership rose and fell with the struggle. Should the agriculture team, apparently being built 
from an active base, be politically accountable to a provincial leadership detached from a 
base? 
 
The failure of the leadership in both the agriculture team and the provincial LPM to resolve 
these questions – made more difficult by the increasingly ‘virtual’ character of the LPM as a 
whole – resulted in some of the stronger grassroots groups withdrawing from the team. This 
had fatal consequences because the agriculture team became a shrinking team of LPM 
activists without a base in food gardens, and the leadership was divided in its approach to 
trying to draw those groups back into the team. Again there was a subjective, political failure 
to resolve these tensions, or at least manage them5. 
 
The agriculture team reached it peak round the time of the South African Communist Party 
(SACP)’s Red October campaign on land and agrarian reform in October 2004. The LPM in 
Gauteng had made a strategic decision to participate in the campaign, but as an independent 
force with its own voice and own critique (LPM 2004). At that time the agriculture team had 
an organised presence in at least 10 settlements, with plans for 2005 to consolidate a presence 
in 17 settlements, mainly in southern Gauteng but also on the East Rand. There was some 
consideration and initial planning for occupations of unused land in three settlements in line 
with the LPM’s call to occupy unused land for agricultural production. 
 
But before any occupation could be carried out, the team imploded. Despite expressing the 
desire to carry out occupations, the three local structures failed to mobilise to do this in 
practice. Organisation of an occupation requires a high level of planning, especially when the 
occupation is likely to confront the armed force of the state, and this may have scared people 
off. However, it would have been possible for the movement to engage in a silent occupation, 
where the only people aware of the occupation were the occupiers, other members of the 
LPM and perhaps some local (non-government) leaders of the settlement where the 
occupation would take place. Many of the informal settlements in the southern Johannesburg 
metro are not found in densely populated areas. According to Mosunkutu Khabisi, Gauteng’s 
MEC for land and agriculture, there is a high degree of land speculation around Gauteng and 
a lot of unused land – and government notes this with concern (meeting with Khabisi, 
14.10.04). A cursory scoping of settlement in Johannesburg metro’s region 11 reveals vast 
tracts of land that are currently unoccupied or unused. A lot of the land belongs to the former 
Department of Community Development and is earmarked for housing or other development. 
Most of this land is currently registered in the name of the National Housing Board. 
Regardless of the current institution holding the deed, the land surrounding these settlements 
mainly belongs to the state. At a meeting between Gauteng’s agriculture MEC and the LPM, 
the SACP, the Homeless People’s Federation and other organisations in October 2004, the 
MEC said “the people must rewrite the laws with their feet”, suggesting that small-scale 
occupations of unused land for agriculture purposes would change the dynamic of 
landowning and assist the government to restructure laws. The LPM agriculture team was 
informed of this political climate, yet still they failed to act. Why? 
 

                                                 
5 I cannot disavow my own role, as co-ordinator of the agriculture team, in this subjective weakness.  
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The call to occupation was considered in the context of the significant internal weaknesses in 
the LPM that undermined confidence in the ability of the organisation to mobilise in support 
of any occupation. While the LPM had showed its ability to mobilise in defence of members 
and residents facing the immediate threat of eviction in 2001 and 2002, by 2005 that 
collectivity had dissipated almost entirely. It did not help that plans for occupation were not 
taken as a mass decision, but rather by a handful of activists or food gardeners. Elsewhere, 
small groups of food gardeners did succeed in taking over small pieces of unused land on the 
outskirts of informal settlements, but this was not organised through the agriculture team. It 
wouldn’t be stretching the point too far to say that these groups probably had more 
confidence in their own ability to carry out a silent, undramatic occupation of this sort than 
they had in the LPM agriculture team’s ability to sustain and defend a loud occupation – 
which, unfortunately, was often the character of the LPM’s interventions. 
 
The LPM in Gauteng was built as a defence against evictions, and when the immediate threat 
subsided, it dissolved. But as it grew during that defence, other hopes and possibilities were 
attached to it. These included the forging of strong links with the rural parts of the 
movement, the development of a political programme that extended beyond the immediate 
defence against evictions, and the growth of an agriculture network closely linked with the 
demand for secure land access. These attempts did not succeed. The fallout from the World 
Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) and the subsequent collapse of the NLC 
resulted in a deepening division between the urban and rural components of the movement. 
Those “tsotsis from the townships” - in the words of one erstwhile leader of the LPM in 
Limpopo, in reference to the urban members of the movement during the WSSD - oriented 
back inwards to their own immediate concerns and the opportunity to forge meaningful 
organisational urban-rural links was lost. The lack of a visionary leadership capable of 
channelling the movement’s energy into a broader political plan of action led to a deflation of 
the movement as it floundered for direction. And the agriculture network - initially 
flourishing on the basis of an active movement suggesting radical options - slowly 
deteriorated as the hard labour of daily food production was increasingly all that remained. 
 
It is worth restating the two divisions that were not resolved inside the LPM at the time of the 
agriculture team’s decline. The first was between those who wanted the agriculture team and 
its affiliated groups to fall under the political control of the provincial LPM in a formal 
structural way and those who wanted to retain local independence while co-operating with 
others under one umbrella. The second was a question of the extent to which leaders could 
make decisions about the redeployment of scarce resources with limited consultation in the 
movement, and the ‘ownership’ of those resources. 
 
These unresolved tensions seem to be at the core of a broader debate about organisational 
form. Hardt and Negri (2004, 83-84) use the Palestinian Intifada and the ANC itself 
(historically) as examples of struggles that straddled two different organisational forms and 
that mark a point of transition between organisational forms of resistance in the industrial era 
and the emerging forms of the “postmodern, post-Fordist” era. The “outdated”, externally 
imposed, vertical and centralised party form of the period of industrial capitalism met the 
internal, horizontal, autonomous and distributed form of the “network struggle of the 
multitude”. The LPM in Gauteng and the agriculture team - albeit both in a much more 
limited sense – reflect elements of this transitional form of organisation. On the one hand, the 
LPM adopted a Constitution that imposed a very rigidly defined organisational structure on 
the movement. On the other hand, some of the debates about local autonomy based on a non-
hierarchical, distributed form are also very clearly identifiable. 
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This debate returns us to the longstanding and still unresolved question of structure vs. 
spontaneity. Organisational structure seems necessary for democracy and accountability. 
Hardt and Negri talk about the multitude (and by implication network struggle) as being 
“living flesh that rules itself” rather than “a political body with one that commands and 
others that obey” (2004, 100). This gives the impression of democracy being innate in human 
beings. However, in the context of scarcity, a desire for democracy is often (even if 
temporarily) marginalised for short-term expediency – even if this is justifiable from the 
point of view of individual survival. This refers to all subordinate classes, including the 
working and middle classes, and not only to the poor and marginalised. How is it possible to 
realise a collective transcendence of struggles for survival that constantly pit individuals 
against one another? Democratic formal organisational accountability still appears to be a 
useable option, even if limited by the character of political representation. 
 
The LPM’s agriculture team was a brief attempt to bring food access into the political realm. 
If anything, hopefully the dissolution of that agriculture team can at least still offer an 
opportunity to reflect on the state of food access in South Africa today, and to consider some 
of the dynamics that perpetuate lack of access to food for the poor, some of the challenges 
facing the politicisation of this lack, the various responses to the current state of affairs and 
possible trajectories for resistance in the future. The section above has gone into some of the 
organisational dynamics of trying to create an agriculture network with an overtly political 
outlook. But before returning to some of these questions, let us take a detour through a 
consideration of urban agriculture and some of the challenges facing urban food producers, 
whether organised or not. 
 
Survivalist food production in urban areas 
 
Urban food production is a growing phenomenon globally. Formal food systems – based as 
they are on market mechanisms – have been unable to keep up with the growth of urban 
populations, especially in the global South. Contemporary capitalism is not able to produce 
employment, and jobs that do exist are increasingly insecure and poorly paid. This has forced 
the urban poor, whose demand for food is not registered in the market, to find alternative 
ways of acquiring food. One way has been to produce food for themselves. An estimated 800 
million people globally engage in urban food production. Of these, 200 million produce for 
the market and 150 million are full-time food producers (Sawio & Spies 1999, 3). Because 
urban agriculture is mainly subsistence-oriented in southern Africa, one could be forgiven for 
thinking that subsistence production defines urban agriculture. However in parts of the world, 
urban agriculture is an important component of the domestic food economy. In Asia, for 
example, corporate outsourcing has been practiced for some time in urban agriculture 
(Mougeot 2000, 8). 
 
In 1992 the UNDP established the International Support Group on Urban Agriculture. The 
Global Facility on Urban Agriculture followed in 1996, supported by the Canadian 
development agency IDRC and including the World Bank, the UN Food and Agriculture 
Organisation (FAO), the UNDP and other development agencies. This signals a high-level 
policy debate on urban food production. Policy makers increasingly recognise the potential 
value of urban food production – albeit mostly within a welfarist paradigm that is by no 
means benign. Some have gone as far as to say that urban agriculture is an ‘anti-politics’ 
machine that functions as a safety valve against social unrest, and may assist elites to retain 
power (Page 2002). There is no contradiction between welfarism and neo-liberalism. 
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Although welfare was a capitalist response to demands from subordinate classes, welfare has 
been structured into a framework that supports the continuation of particular forms of capital 
accumulation and exploitation. This is despite the rhetorical opposition to welfare as a 
generator of economic inefficiencies and the maintenance of a dependency mentality. 
However, the anti-welfare rhetoric is an ideological screen that conceals capital’s dependence 
on state welfare for its own survival and profitability. When the state pumps billions of 
Rands every year into social welfare, it props up the flexible labour market to the direct 
benefit of profit margins (Hartman 2005, 67). In short, welfare acts as a subsidy to capital. 
Zizek argues that Third Way social democracy (that continues to incorporate some elements 
of welfare, while jettisoning others) is the only way for the state to support capital in general 
today. This is in opposition to the Right, presently under Bush, which, “as a rule, advocates 
the interests of some particular layer of capital in opposition to other sectors” (Zizek 2004, 
71). 
 
Welfare also has a function of social control. Hardt & Negri (2004, 13) highlight the 
emergence of war, as a permanent feature of global society, having become a “regime of 
biopower, that is, a form of rule aimed not only at controlling the population but producing 
and reproducing all aspects of social life”. This has brought the unemployed poor and those 
of marginal status far more centrally into the mainstream, since reproductive labour and other 
unpaid or undervalued labour have always played a key role in producing social life. These 
forms of labour were marginalised in the era of industrial capitalism, but in the new era 
where biopolitical labour eclipses industrial labour as the hegemonic form (i.e. it imposes a 
tendency on other forms of labour and on society itself), the resistance of those who have 
historically been involved in the regeneration of social life, but marginalised economically 
and politically, take on new significance. The importance of welfare to the dominant state-
business power, as a means to create docile bodies that permit the beneficiaries of capitalism 
to reproduce their privileges, has therefore grown. 
 
In some countries, the state has actively supported urban food production. This is not always 
a neo-liberal project. Cuba is a successful example, where the collapse of the Soviet Union in 
1990 led to a food crisis that was resolved through urban agriculture actively supported by 
the state. In the 1980s Cuba imported over 50% of its food, a policy it could afford because 
of its favourable terms of trade within the socialist bloc. The state distributed subsidised food 
to the population. With the disintegration of the Soviet Union, food availability declined by 
as much as 60% between 1991 and 1995. One response by the state was to encourage urban 
food production, with Fidel Castro urging that no piece of land should be left uncultivated 
(Novo & Murphy 2000, 330). The popular movement in urban agriculture rapidly developed 
with state support, creating 160 000 jobs. From almost zero in 1994, urban agriculture 
(organoponics and intensive vegetable gardens) yielded more than 800 000 tons of vegetables 
in 1999 (Companioni et al. 2002, 221 & 228). Havana has become one of the largest 
producers of vegetables in the country, with some neighbourhoods producing up to 30% of 
their food supply. Urban farmers, on average, also sold their produce 20% cheaper than 
mainstream market traders (Novo & Murphy 2000, 344). In this case, state support for urban 
agriculture can hardly be reduced to attempts to prevent the population from rebelling. 
Indeed, urban agriculture can conceivably become part of a process of stimulating 
independent grassroots self-activity. 
 
Africa has a range of different experiences with regard to urban agriculture. In some cities – 
for example Dar es Salaam in Tanzania – urban farming is accepted at a policy level but 
government support is limited (Jacobi, Amend & Kiango 2000). In other cities – such as 
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Accra in Ghana and Cairo in Egypt - there is no explicit policy and although urban 
agriculture is practiced it is not significant (Armar-Klemesu & Maxwell 2000; Gertel & 
Samir 2000; Mbaye & Moustier 2000). In yet other cities – such as Nairobi in Kenya – 
regulations forbid urban cultivation but, because it is extensive in practice, the policy is to 
ignore it (Foeken & Mwangi 2000). In other places, urban food producers have to fight for 
and defend urban food production practices against the state. In Zimbabwe, urban agriculture 
initially received a boost in the 1980s through the government’s promotion of co-operative 
formation. However, support was not forthcoming and the government increasingly viewed 
urban agriculture with suspicion, partly because it was seen as detracting from the issue of 
rural land redistribution (Mbiba 2000, 295). Last year the government announced: “members 
of the public are no longer allowed to practice urban agriculture as this has a devastating 
effect on the environment” (Business Day 22.06.05). This was a politically motivated attack 
on an urban population that has increasingly provided support for parties opposed to the 
ruling Zanu-PF, and was coupled with a harsh evictions programme in Zimbabwe’s urban 
areas. 
 
In South Africa urban food production makes a very limited contribution to domestic food 
supply. Both market and non-market contributions should be considered here. By the market 
contribution, I mean that the contribution of urban food production to the market in food is 
minimal. There is no quantification of this that I know of, but the dominance of large-scale 
commercial farming units, and the poorly supported and under-resourced character of urban 
agriculture means that the latter does not have a significant presence in the formal food 
market in South Africa.  
 
On the other hand, subsistence food production often plays an important role in reducing 
food insecurity, even if only partially, for the poorest households engaged in food production, 
even though (in fact, precisely because) this food is not circulated through the market. For 
South Africa as a whole, evidence shows that although the most marginalised households 
(those that do not receive remittances, welfare or wages) produce the least amount of food, 
this agriculture composes by far the largest share of these households’ ‘livelihood packages’. 
The 1993 Southern Africa Labour and Development Research Unit (SALDRU) national 
living standards study – one of the most comprehensive poverty studies in South Africa to 
date - showed that 81.4% of the ‘livelihood package’ of marginalised households was 
composed of agricultural production. Surplus producing farmers were the group next most 
reliant on agricultural production, but for this group agriculture only contributed 17.5% of 
the total livelihood package (May 1996, 23). The SALDRU survey was an urban and rural 
study, but the figures give a general indication of the great importance of subsistence food 
production for the livelihoods of the most marginalised. In the study, the marginalised 
constituted 5% of the population (May 1996, 21). 
 
The extent of non-market urban food production has never been quantified in South Africa. 
This is partly because it is extremely difficult to quantify, and it is highly variable. Some 
studies in the early 1990s in KwaZulu-Natal and around Durban found that 25-30% of 
households on the urban fringe were engaged in some cultivation (Rogerson 1996, 9). This 
may or may not be typical of South Africa’s urban centres, although the conditions of 
migrancy, rural-urban linkages and urban growth are similar. What can be said is that urban 
agriculture has become a recognised tool for sustainable development in post-apartheid South 
Africa, even though this is not always acted on in any systematic way. Urban agriculture is 
an issue of concern to a number of departments, including agriculture, health, education, 
provincial and local government, water affairs and forestry, housing and social development 
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and has never had a lead agent. The Gauteng provincial department of agriculture appears to 
have gone furthest in supporting urban agriculture, but even this is fairly limited (there will 
be more on that later). Cape Town, and to a lesser extent Tshwane and Buffalo City (East 
London) have some support for urban agriculture, though mainly through NGOs (De Klerk et 
al 2004, 59).  
 
Approaches to food security: domestic food aid, the market for food and production 
support 
 
Although South Africa can be said to be food secure at a national level through a 
combination of domestic production and trade, this does not hold at the local level in 
marginal parts of the country. These ‘marginal’ parts coincide with the ghettos (rural and 
urban) created by the segregationist system of apartheid and continue to underpin the 
economic and social, if not political, structure of the country. What is more, there is further 
differentiation at a household level and even within households, so that those without 
effective command over resources may be food insecure even in areas where there is local 
level security. In this light, food security is a significant measure of the well being of an 
individual, household or group in society. 
 
The post-apartheid government’s visions and strategies for sustainable development make a 
rhetorical commitment to food security for all, exemplified by the Constitutional right of 
access to sufficient food and water (clause 27(1)(b) of the Bill of Rights). But Constitutional 
rights are only as strong as the effective articulation of demand for these rights. The right to 
access to food has featured in a number of NGO driven campaigns over the past decade, but 
none of these have captured the popular imagination or been able to mobilise a mass 
movement around demands for food and food access, and consequently have had no 
significant impact. The South African Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) has made a 
number of interventions to stimulate discussion on the right to food (SAHRC 2000, 2004) but 
these have not translated into mass campaigns. In 2003 a number of NGOs, unions and other 
civil society organisations united briefly to propose a campaign on food security and food 
sovereignty in South Africa6. FIAN International, an international organisation that 
campaigns for recognition and implementation of the right to food, and is aligned with 
mass peasant movements including Via Campesina, convened the initial meetings (FIAN 
International 2003). However, the initiative fizzled out, at least partly because participating 
organisations had other priorities. The SACP’s 2005 Red October campaign focused on 
hunger and poverty, but did not raise nearly as much publicity as the previous year’s 
campaign on land and agrarian reform. Apart from that, there have been sporadic and isolated 
activities, including a march in Johannesburg in 2005 by Anti-Privatisation Forum affiliate, 
the Masibambane Unemployed Project, which listed as one of its demands “poverty 
alleviation programmes like food parcels containing the basic foodstuff” to be provided 
irrespective of political affiliation (Masibambane Unemployed Project, 2005). 
 
The failure to politicise lack of food access has allowed government to make minimal 
interventions with regard to the progressive realisation of these rights. There are three key 

                                                 
6 Organisations that participated in the first meeting included Artisanal Fishers Association, Black 
Sash, COSATU, Community Law Centre (CLC), FAWU, Labour Research Centre (LRC), NALEDI, 
NLC and some if its affiliates, Rural Development Services Network (RDSN), SA Agriculture, 
Plantation & Allied Workers’ Union (SAPPAWU), SA Council of Churches (SACC), Trust for 
Community Outreach & Education (TCOE) and Thandanani. But only NGOs were in the steering 
group, suggesting that COSATU and its affiliates did not fully buy in to the campaign from the outset.  
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approaches that government could adopt to improve food security. Government could 
provide food or food equivalents (for example, food stamps) directly to the poor; more 
indirectly, it could support access to food markets in the form of income transfers; or/and it 
could support direct production of food by the poor. There is also a crosscutting nutritional 
improvement intervention that could be made. In South Africa, the post-apartheid 
government has adopted all of these methods, though not evenly. 
 
There is a fairly established system of domestic ‘food aid’ in South Africa. The primary 
components of this are a school feeding scheme and a food parcel programme. In 2003 there 
was some planning to introduce food stamps, following the Food Price Monitoring 
Committee recommendations. To date, however, no food stamp programme has been rolled 
out. The national Health Department has an Integrated Nutrition Programme (INP) that 
provides protein-enriched food to malnourished patients at government clinics and also 
sponsored the Primary School Nutrition Programme (PSNP) until this programme’s transfer 
to the Department of Education. The Gauteng programme was severely curtailed in 2005 
with a drop in the equitable share for the programme from R74m to R10m (Gauteng Dept of 
Health 2006, 133). The PSNP was introduced as a Presidential Lead Project under the RDP 
and initially given an annual budget of around R500m. Although the programme had a broad 
range of objectives, its implementation was limited to being a vertical school feeding scheme 
(Health Systems Trust 1997, vi). In 2005-06 the Gauteng Department of Education’s school 
nutrition programme delivered to 400 000 learners in 1133 schools (Gauteng Department of 
Education 2006, 165). The Department received a conditional grant of R101.7m for the 
programme in 2005-06, rising to R122.3m in 2008-09 (GDE 2006, 168). 
 
Nationally, the PSNP has been plagued with tendering delays, non-payment of suppliers and 
administrators, and corruption (Mail & Guardian 25.06.04). The Education Department 
decides which schools are eligible for the scheme based on an assessment of poverty in the 
community surrounding the school. This means some poor children miss out on food 
assistance if they go to schools in better areas (Business Day 06.05.05). The maximum 
budgeted resource for a “meal” plus delivery was just 67c in 2003 against a projected cost of 
up to R2.10/meal (SAHRC 2004, 51). 
 
The provincial department of Social Development was given a conditional grant of R28m for 
emergency food relief in both 2003-04 and 2004-05. In 2004-05 the Gauteng Department of 
Social Development delivered monthly food parcels to 28 000 households for 3 months 
(Gauteng Dept of Social Development 2005, 73 & 44). The parcels were targeted at 
households with a monthly expenditure of less than R200 on basic necessities (SAHRC 
2004a, 10). In 2004 only 14% of the grant was spent, and in 2005 just R18m (67%) was 
spent (Gauteng Dept of Social Development 2005, 127). The department itself criticised the 
programme for poor planning, with tenders only approved in April 2005 (Gauteng Dept of 
Social Development 2005, 96). Other problems included inadequate targeting, lack of 
funding and prices of food purchased from the private sector (SAHRC 2004a, 34). 
 
There is much critique of food aid at a global level. The main arguments against food aid as a 
stand alone intervention is that it creates dependency, it permits local politicians to use food 
aid as a tool for retain power and control, and it leads to the destruction of food systems from 
production through to retailing. The same critiques have been levelled at the internal food aid 
schemes, including from inside government. According to Social Development Director 
General, Vusi Madonsela, the emergency food relief programme has hurt small businesses 
such as shopkeepers, and raised local concerns about unfair allocations of food parcels. 
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Amongst respondents in the interviews for this research, only three indicated they were 
aware that food parcels were distributed in their settlement at some stage. When asked if they 
felt they should get a food parcel, 76% said they should while 19% said that shouldn’t (5% 
did not respond). Significantly, the average household income of those who felt they should 
not get government food parcels was R2125 a month, well above the average for the sample 
as a whole (R1208 a month). This suggests that three-quarters of the respondents consider 
themselves to be seriously impoverished. Amongst respondents there was a widespread belief 
that the unemployed and those without financial resources should receive parcels. A few 
respondents went further to say that as South African citizens they should be entitled to a 
food parcel. Corruption and lack of information to residents were cited as reasons why 
parcels were not being delivered. Violet Shabalala (66) from Protea South said: “In the past 
we used to get food parcels, but there were not enough for all of us so people would fight to 
get them. That is why we are no more getting the food parcel, because Protea South is a big 
squatter camp and the government cannot cater for all of us.”  
 
At the same time as one can critique food aid, it is apparent that for government to merely 
eliminate these programmes without more robust food systems in place will lead to even 
greater food insecurity and hardship for the poorest, including child headed households. In 
the current political economy, a growth in these programmes of direct provision would be 
desirable, but they are insufficient on their own. A combination of food aid with 
interventions to transform systems of food production and distribution in favour of the poor 
are required. One concrete way of supporting both these goals would be to provide support to 
the local supply of high quality fresh produce and food through a network of local gardens 
(collective and household), and use this as the basis for an expanded food aid programme. 
Resources that would be used to buy food at inflated prices from large corporations and to 
transport it from centralised depots could be split between assisting with the growth of local 
production units and buying cheaper, better quality food from these units. It could also very 
well cut out the middleman by registering local food producers as food aid distribution 
agents. 
 
The second type of approach to reducing food security is to assist the poor to gain access to 
food markets. As a programme of income transfer, the state safety net or welfare system does 
boost access to the food market. The state welfare system is heavily based on pensions and 
grants. Social security payments have become a national responsibility since 2004. The new 
Social Security Agency pays conditional grants to provinces for social security. Social 
security payments dominate the budgets of provincial departments of social development, at 
around 87% of total social development budgets (National Treasury 2005, 51). Pensions, 
disability grants and child support grants are the three most important types of grants. In 
April 2005, these were valued at R780/month for the first two, and R180/month per child for 
the latter (National Treasury 2005, 55). 
 
Expenditure has increased quite rapidly over the past half decade, mainly because of a 
widening of access to those previously not receiving a grant. In Gauteng, expenditure on 
social grants increased from R2.3bn in 2001 to a planned R7.8bn in 2007 (National Treasury 
2005, 55). Social grants have also risen as a share of GDP, from 2% in 2001 to 3.3% in 2007. 
The grant system is important for poor households, but there are many households not 
accessing any income from the state. In our small set of interviews, only 11 households 
(26%) indicated that they received grants (mainly pensions or child support), and only 2 (less 
than 5%) relied only on state grants for survival. This squares with the more comprehensive 
survey undertaken by SALDRU that found that grants are a key part of rural incomes but less 
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so for urban areas. The SALDRU research also found that households receiving grants 
tended to spend a higher proportion of their income on food, transport and energy (SALDRU 
2005, 2). 
 
The system of direct transfers is coupled with more indirect welfarist measures that 
theoretically reduce expenses on health, education and basic services for the poorest 
households. At the same time, user pays cost recovery policies in essential services, including 
water and electricity, mean that scarce household resources are also diverted towards 
payments for these services rather than food. The overall impact of these policies becomes a 
complex calculation, and no studies have attempted to balance household incomes from 
public resources against household outflows for payment of services usually performed by 
the public sector, much less tried to determine the overall impact on food expenditure. But it 
is clear that poor households are forced to make choices between equally pressing 
necessities, including food, energy, shelter and education. The naturalisation of food as a 
commodity contributes to forcing these impossible choices onto the poor. 
 
The post-apartheid government’s conception of food security is blighted by its privileging of 
the notion of food as a commodity, with decisions either to produce or to purchase based on 
market forces. At the national level, a policy of food self-sufficiency has been jettisoned in 
favour of free trade as the basis for food security. National food self-sufficiency policies are 
presented as a relic of the laager mentality of apartheid South Africa that need to be replaced 
with an expansive and outward looking orientation. According to this approach, the ability of 
South Africa to meet its food requirements is based on meeting needs from domestic 
agriculture, importing food items that cannot be produced efficiently, and exporting 
commodities with comparative advantage (National Department of Agriculture 2002, 19). 
 
However, efficient production and comparative advantage are not scientifically determined 
categories, but are constructed within a particular political economic context. For example, 
South African wheat growers are unable to compete with producers from Argentina, Canada 
or the United States. Wheat grown in those countries arrives in South Africa at a price that is 
cheaper than local production costs. Seen as an inefficient sector, the government refuses to 
apply import tariffs on wheat. In 2002 the agriculture department allowed Argentinean wheat 
to sell on the South African Futures Exchange (Safex). This changed Safex from being a 
hedging mechanism to being a price-establishing mechanism (Farmer’s Weekly 28.01.05). 
When buying on Safex, it is not possible to see the origin or quality of the wheat you are 
buying. Quality regulations force South African wheat producers to produce only high 
quality varieties but, because they sell on Safex, they get the same returns as any other seller. 
This resulted in a reduction of prices for local wheat producers because the imported wheat 
was inferior quality. The strong Rand makes imports cheaper, driving local prices down even 
further. In these circumstances, it can hardly be said that local production is inefficient. And 
government’s approach is likely to result in a further reduction in the share of wheat 
produced domestically, from meeting 95% of domestic requirements at the turn of the 
century to meeting less than 50% in 2020 (National Department of Agriculture 2002, 22). 
 
Comparative advantage is also a very relative concept that is subordinate to factors that 
include the extent of government subsidies and other interventions in support of domestic 
agricultural producers. The ability of the dominant industrial countries to provide large 
subsidies to their agricultural producers mean that the “global market” of agricultural 
surpluses and shortfalls defines where subordinate countries will focus export efforts. 
Dominant states therefore fundamentally shape agricultural markets, because by subsidising 
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their own producers they thereby eliminate competition in certain markets. On the other 
hand, where national economies require particular agricultural inputs, dominant states will 
implement trade regimes favourable to the import of those materials. It is apparent that 
agriculture rules in the World Trade Organisation (WTO) are skewed in favour of the needs 
of dominant national economies. This domination is written into the content and process of 
the agreement itself (see, for example, Madeley 2002, 118-121). To uncritically accept the 
notion of comparative advantage means to accept the dominant agenda of global capital. 
 
Security of supply is left to global market forces, accompanied as these are by extreme price 
and supply distortions characteristic of inter-state and inter-capitalist power relations. Global 
agricultural markets – or more accurately, globally marketed agricultural surpluses – are 
notoriously unstable given that the vagaries of nature compound the instability caused by 
capitalist speculation (both in financial/currency and commodity markets). The result is 
sharply fluctuating prices that can see the monetary value of staples double, as was the case 
from September 2001 to September 2002 for maize meal in South Africa (Food Price 
Monitoring Committee 2004, 81). The poorest households in the country, which spend the 
largest portion of their income on basic food items, have been most affected by these trends. 
The Food Price Monitoring Committee shows that food price inflation for the very poor 
peaked at 23.1% in October 2002, higher than the peak for better off members of the 
population. 
 
Whatever the impact of welfare transfers to poor households, the way access to food markets 
in South Africa is conceptualised does not involve a transformation of these markets in 
favour of the poor over time, or their downgrading so that access to food is not premised only 
on having enough money to buy it. Far from transforming food markets and food systems in 
South Africa, the post-apartheid government has entrenched the dominant power of capital 
through a deep process of deregulation and liberalisation in agriculture that has allowed the 
market free reign in decisions of production and distribution. The domestic food aid 
programmes referred to above merely subsidise the ineffectiveness of capital in getting food 
to those in need. 
 
While income generation and the related access of food through formal markets is an 
indispensable pillar of a food security strategy, on its own it does not guarantee access to 
sufficient food. As development economist Amartya Sen argues, “a fixed money wage may 
offer no security at all in a situation of sharply varying food prices (even when employment 
is guaranteed). In contrast, a share of the food output does have some security advantage in 
terms of exchange entitlement” (Sen 1982, 5). But food production is premised on access to 
land, seed, equipment and relevant knowledge and skills. As we will see below, government 
support for urban food production is open only to those with tenure security in the case of 
groups (a letter from the landowner stating that the person or persons are permitted to use the 
land for at least 5 years) or a sizeable portion of land (at least 20m2) for homestead gardens. 
In addition, support will only be provided to those ho have access to an adequate supply of 
water for food production. Not only does this exclude precisely the people without secure 
tenure, sizeable plots (relatively speaking!) and water, but it also directs food producers 
towards institutions (schools, clinics) that locks them into government-controlled processes. 
More will be said about that later. 
 
When asked what the key constraints to food production were, land, tools and seed were the 
three demands that topped the list. This is consistent with all studies conducted on urban 
agriculture (see Rogerson 1996). Forty percent of our interview respondents named land as 
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the first priority, with another 27% naming land after other priorities. More than half of 
respondents (59%) with gardens indicated a desire to participate in a collective garden if the 
opportunity arose. All who answered indicated that the best location for such a garden would 
be local, including a number that specified schools. This is important because government 
strategies have tended to locate collective urban agriculture projects relatively far from 
settlements (for example, the Thembelihle Farmers’ Association which is halfway to 
Eikenhof, some 15km away). Interestingly, water was not a high priority, with two thirds of 
respondents indicating they got water for their gardens from yard taps, and another 25% 
getting water from communal taps. However, if gardens were to increase in size and aim for 
surplus production, water would definitely have to become more of a priority. Tools and 
seeds are an ongoing demand. Just over half the respondents (53%) had their own tools, 
while the rest borrowed tools for their gardens. However, nearly half of those with their own 
tools indicated tools as a priority when asked to identify constraints or needs. Almost 69% of 
respondents with gardens bought seeds from the shops, while nearly 16% of all respondents 
saved their own seed (some of these also bought seed). 
 
When asked where they learned to grow food, 52% of respondents said they learned in the 
rural areas, 32% got some institutional training (mainly school) and 16% said they learned 
through their own experience. This accords with other surveys of urban food producers that 
find a statistically significant relationship between rural origins and households engaged in 
food gardening (Maswikaneng et al. 2002, 268). Although no respondent indicated training 
as a priority, appropriate skills are another issue that is a needed input. Fully 69% of 
respondents did not use fertiliser or compost on their gardens. Nearly 22% of respondents 
made their own, and the remaining 9% either bought these inputs from the shops or family 
gave it to them. Only 4 respondents used both fertiliser and compost (the three who got their 
inputs from outside, and one person who made their own). Without regular composting and 
fertilisation, yields will be far lower than their potential as a result of poor nutrition to the 
plant and also the proliferation of destructive insects. 
 
Insect management is a major issue that requires support, yet food producers are left to work 
out for themselves how to respond. Because of the dramatic negative effect on yields, in 
desperation, food producers turn to “Blue Death”7 and other short-term chemical solutions 
even when they are aware of the environmental impacts and prefer more ecological 
approaches. In the Cuban case, high level institutional research and support for ecological 
methods of managing insects generates and effectively disseminates new knowledge 
(Companioni et al. 2002, 232 & 234). In contrast, in South Africa the Agricultural Research 
Council (ARC) and other research institutes are bogged down by the need to find 
commercially viable research topics and remain oriented to commercial agriculture. 
 
De Klerk et al (2005, 60) highlight a number of social constraints to food production, 
including lack of commitment in the face of other income earning options; dependency that 
leads to collapse when support is withdrawn, especially in top down projects; infighting to 
control resources; skills deficiencies both amongst participants and project co-ordinators; and 
theft. There is also a psychological or philosophical element to the question, regarding the 
attitude people have to producing their own food. At the Thembelihle clinic, the arrival of a 

                                                 
7 A mixture of three different chemicals: carbaryl, carbofuran and campechlor (campechlor has been banned in 
South Africa since 1970, but clearly is still in use) (Heeren, Tyler & Mandeya 2003) 
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computer for the food garden group was greeted with the following response by one of the 
sister’s working at the clinic: “This is a step forward. We don’t only want to be outside with 
the spinach, we also want to use our brains.” This was followed by: “I did agriculture as a 
subject at school, but only to pass matric. It’s not something I wanted to pursue as a career. 
No.” These comments reveal a wealth of information about attitudes to agriculture that are 
quite widespread. The history of apartheid where African men were trained to tend gardens 
in the white suburbs has left a strong impression that gardening is a menial and inferior job.  
 
The fact that the systematic production of food requires great skill and artistry – especially 
when there is a limited reliance on pesticides and artificial chemical fertilisers – is lost on a 
worldview that has been turned away from outdoor labour by the cruel and demeaning 
attributes of apartheid. These perceptions of urban agriculture extend to authorities 
themselves. Urban agriculture is often taken to imply a criticism of the work of urban 
authorities themselves. Urban agriculture may be seen as the antithesis of modernisation, as a 
backward, traditional activity with no place in the context of modernising cities (Rogerson, 
2003, 139). On the other side, a computer is the ultimate symbol of modern life, just as 
buying food from Pick n Pay or Woolworths has become a taken for granted method of 
accessing food in the modern economy. Even farmers buy their food from the supermarket, 
having sold their mono-cropped commodities for cash to enable them to do so. No value is 
placed on the capacity to produce food, for the system produces for us - if we have the 
money. 
 
On the other hand, when asked why they thought other people were not growing their own 
food, a quarter of respondents with food gardens who answered said those who don’t grow 
are lazy. This might be a bit of a harsh judgement on the majority in these settlements who 
have decided, for whatever reason, to engage in other productive activities rather than food 
gardening. Apartheid left a legacy of arid townships and residential settlements for the 
African majority. There was extremely limited horticultural development in black townships 
and none at all in informal settlements, in contrast with the ‘white’ areas that had municipal 
parks and recreational services, with horticultural activities in streets, parks and other public 
places (Spies 1998, 2). Townships were considered to be dormitories and there was little 
incentive for residents to improve the environment, especially when tenure was insecure. 
When you consider the amount of hard work that goes into producing a food garden, the 
amount of time that must be spent on it, every day watering, weeding, encountering moles 
and insects eating the plants with limited ability to combat them in the short term, the 
challenges of finding sufficient water, hail and wind damage, theft of produce, not to mention 
uncertain knowledge about how to proceed and make the garden worthwhile from an 
economic point of view, accusations of laziness on the part of those who choose not to go 
this route must recede somewhat. Without a doubt the people who consistently plant and 
produce their own food are dedicated, consistent and hard workers. In resource poor 
conditions, anything less will result in failure. The challenge is to make food production an 
attractive and viable option. At the very least, this requires significant and comprehensive 
start up support. 
 
From a production point of view, since food can be produced cheaper by large-scale 
commercial farmers who externalise many of their costs onto their workforces and into the 
environment, government is reticent to support local community food production since it is 
seen as economically inefficient. Although there is rhetoric about supporting access to 
productive resources in government’s food security strategy, this has not been translated into 
practice. Apart from the poor record of the national land reform programme – 3.1% of land 
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transferred between 1994 and mid-2005 (Programme for Land and Agrarian Studies 2005, 1) 
– urban food security programmes have fared no better. In 2005 the Gauteng provincial 
Department of Agriculture had 117 communal food garden projects on its books with around 
2340 people involved. It was also in the process of developing another 32 projects with 
around 480 people involved. In addition to this the department supported the establishment of 
an additional 4200 homestead food gardens (Gauteng Department of Agriculture, 
Conservation & Environment 2005, 22-23). The homestead food garden programme has 
scaled up quite significantly since 2003-04 when government assisted in establishing 500 
gardens (GDACE 2005, 32). Gauteng has a population of about 8 million people. 
 
Local production – especially in collective projects - is at best viewed as a stepping-stone to 
commercial production at an ever-increasing scale, or alternatively as the basis of a variant of 
local entrepreneurship. Even the co-operative forms of production that are receiving greater 
rhetorical support from government in recent times are understood within the framework of 
profit-making enterprises. Whereas NGOs and welfare organisations have focused on food 
security and social function, town planners and policy makers “tend to view urban agriculture 
as a way of prompting economic development, thus favouring highly organised intensive 
production systems” (Maswikaneng et al. 2002, 265). This ideological bias towards capitalist 
production models fails to consider the potential benefits of localised food production for its 
own sake, not for the sake of fitting into a bigger market economy.  
 
There can be no doubt that there is limited capacity to support the large-scale roll out of 
urban agriculture support at present. There are a handful of non-government service 
providers nationally that can provide systematic support even at a modest scale. In Gauteng 
about one third of the provincial agriculture department’s urban food garden projects are 
outsourced to NGOs (de Klerk et al, 2004, 59). At the same time, macro-economic decisions 
about where resources should be directed do not prioritise local food production in urban 
areas. In region 11 of the Johannesburg metro, the poverty alleviation team in the Department 
of Social Services is responsible for carrying out the municipality’s food gardens programme 
amongst a number of other poverty alleviation programmes. The section is meant to have 
eight staff but only has two because of budget constraints. These two people are tasked with 
carrying out all the work of the poverty alleviation programme as well as providing ongoing 
support to over 1000 homestead gardens and 11 collective gardens that fall directly under the 
government programme (interview, Kabelo Mphafi, 15.03.06). The National Department of 
Agriculture has long since downsized the agricultural extension service. Most of those who 
are left concentrate on supporting commercial agriculture. To compare with Cuba once again, 
in Havana each urban municipality has an extension team of 2-7 workers, depending on the 
size and number of gardens, focusing on urban agriculture support. The extension workers 
are also responsible for distributing land to growers and supporting grassroots organisation 
(Novo & Murphy 2000, 340). 
 
Local food production and local food systems, with a focus on Thembelihle informal 
settlement 
 
Food systems encompass the way food is produced, processed, marketed and consumed, 
following a standard commodity chain approach. A local food systems approach would 
consider local food needs and activities to deal with them (Dahlberg 1999, 42). When we go 
to the local level, investigating food systems involves identifying the source of food, 
including the characteristics of the system that prevent or limit the possibilities of some to 
produce while allowing others to monopolise the production of food; local mechanisms for 
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the marketing and distribution of food that must take into account power to generate and alter 
demand; and issues of quality and value that are not fixed but are socially constructed – once 
again considering power imbalances in these processes of construction and reconstruction. It 
is not really possible to talk of a defined food system in Thembelihle as a single settlement, 
or even of a food system of southern Jo’burg metro. This is because food provisioning in 
these areas is structured by the broader agricultural and food processing economy and its 
related systems of regulation, as well as by the growing dominance of national food retail 
chains. However, efforts at localising the food system based on local supply for local need 
may be possible, even if not entirely severed from the broader structural system of externally 
generated production inputs, competition between producers, market distribution, and end-
users as takers instead of choosers of goods and services. 
 
This section considers some aspects of these questions in the context of the discussion of the 
broader food and agricultural economy alluded to above. It mixes research findings in a 
number of settlements in southern Johannesburg metro with slightly more focus on 
Thembelihle informal settlement. Thembelihle is located on what was a piece of vacant land 
in Lenasia in region 11 of Johannesburg metro. The settlement’s residents have been under 
constant threat of eviction, since homeless rural migrants first settled on the land in 1980. 
Original occupiers claim that the Transvaal Provincial Administration gave them materials, 
including zinc sheeting, to make informal dwellings for themselves (Centre on Housing 
Rights and Evictions 2005, 86). In the late 1980s, the House of Delegates (the Indian 
Chamber in the apartheid Parliament) had made plans and budgeted for the building of sports 
facilities on the land (The Star 22.02.89). This became the first justification for removing the 
residents from Thembelihle. The growth of the settlement led to vigilante attacks soon after, 
with a group of men claiming to be security guards threatening to destroy dwellings, and 
even entering the settlement and destroying five homes in July 1990. Residents vowed to 
rebuild houses and prevent further attacks. 
 
In the 1990s residential stands were marked out and enumerated, and water, electricity and 
telephone services were installed (COHRE 2005, 87). After a brief hiatus, residents again 
came under attack, this time from the democratically elected council that argued the site was 
unsafe for residence because it was dolomitic. “The government made a court order to move 
people. They made it themselves, it was not legal,” says Daniel Botha of Thembelihle. “They 
tried to force people to move, but we refused to move because we’ve been staying here for a 
long time. The dolomite is a threat. Today you hear about dolomite, next week they are 
talking about the next thing, we don’t know the real reasons why they want us to move” 
(interview 18.08.03). Botha’s take on the matter appears to be correct. In reading the two 
geo-technical reports that the municipality based its decision on (one in 1992 and another in 
1998), researchers for the Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions found that both of them 
indicated that only 10% of the settlement area was high risk (COHRE 2005, 89). 
 
In 2002 the council announced plans to move the settlement to Vlakfontein, an open ground 
some 8km south east of Lenasia earmarked for residential settlement under the apartheid 
government. Residents were offered serviced sites but no houses. In 2002, the Thembelihle 
Crisis Committee (which included the LPM) mobilised to defend residents from forced 
removals by the Red Ants (Wozani Security, a company contracted by the municipality to 
carry out evictions). In 2003, officials employed by the municipality threatened a number of 
Thembelihle’s residents with demolition of their homes if they did not consent to relocation, 
resulting in some people bowing to government’s will (COHRE 2005, 87). 
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In April 2003 the municipality made an urgent application to the High Court to evict all of 
Thembelihle’s residents and relocate them to Vlakfontein. A law firm assisted the residents 
to respond to the application. The municipality failed to reply to the papers and, although the 
application remains on the court role, the municipality has not taken further steps to secure an 
eviction order (COHRE 2005, 89). However, it appears that the municipality is still intent on 
moving Thembelihle’s residents. When I spoke to Kabelo Mphafi, operational manager of 
poverty alleviation in Johannesburg metro’s region 11, he said that food gardens should not 
invest in any permanent infrastructure in Thembelihle because residents were to be relocated 
to Lehai (another open field about 5km east of Thembelihle) “any time from now” (interview 
15.03.06). 
 
Another experience reinforced this impression. When I passed through the Trade Route Mall 
just after its opening in March 2006, I encountered a protest by Thembelihle residents outside 
the Mall. According to protesters, the Mall was meant to employ local people as part of its 
social responsibility. However, when Thembelihle residents arrived to see what jobs were 
available, the Mall management showed them a letter from the local ANC councillor, Dan 
Bovu, which said the management must not hire anyone from Thembelihle. Either this is a 
vendetta against Thembelihle’s residents for resisting forced removals, or it is based on plans 
to remove residents. Bovu, who was a local leader during the struggle against apartheid, was 
re-elected as councillor of Johannesburg’s ward 8 with 75% of the vote in the 2006 
municipal elections. However, in the Thembelihle voting district (the most populous district 
in the ward with 19% of the ward’s registered voters) he received just 28% of support from 
registered voters. There was a low turnout of just 40.2% in the district, and this does not take 
into account people who did not register to vote in the local elections8. The councillor does 
not enjoy majority support in the settlement. When I spoke to a number of residents – 
including LPM activists – about the apparent threat, they were dismissive and adamant that 
there would be no removals. I was uncertain whether this indicated a lack of belief that the 
council was planning to move them, or a confidence in their own abilities to defend 
themselves if the council did plan to move them. This backdrop of tenure insecurity has 
significant implications for enhancing food security through direct food production, by 
dampening efforts to build up food gardens, whether individual or collective. 
 
Table 1 below indicates responses to a question on household food access for those with food 
gardens and those without gardens combined. Unfortunately, given the limited sample, no 
inferences can be drawn about the extent to which households practicing food production are 
more food secure than those who do not. The results do show that a quarter of respondents 
did not always have sufficient maize meal, the most basic staple, for their needs. More than 
half of respondents did not have enough vegetables all the time and less than one-fifth of 
respondents indicated they always had enough meat for the needs of their households. 
 
All the interviewed respondents with food gardens grew vegetables, with 61% producing 
maize and 19% producing potatoes. None of the food producers interviewed kept any 
livestock. Although the sample is small and not representative, it is interesting to note that 
the percentage of those with food gardens who said they always had enough vegetables for 
their household needs was not substantially higher than those who did not have food gardens. 
It was not possible to get an accurate indication of the extent to which the food gardens met 
household food needs, although 20% of those who responded (6 out of 30 respondents) said 

                                                 
8 Data from Electoral Commission for Johannesburg Ward 8, voting district 3286264, 4 March 2006. Thanks to 
Ann Eveleth for compiling this data. 
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they did not buy vegetables anywhere. This suggests they produced enough vegetables for 
their own needs. On the other hand, this means 80% of those with food gardens are not 
getting enough vegetables to meet their household needs. This should not be surprising, 
given the limits to food production mentioned earlier in the paper (insufficient land, lack of 
tools and other inputs, the need for more skills). Nevertheless, only 2 households (6%) said 
they would stop producing their own food if they found employment. This suggests the 
gardens make a useful contribution to the households. 
 
Table 1: Do you have enough of each of the following for your household needs? (N=42) 
Type of food Always (%) Sometimes (%) Never (%) 
Maize meal 74 26 0 
Oil 60 40 0 
Bread (N=40) 53 47 0 
Vegetables 45 55 0 
Meat 17 81 2 
Fruit 14 76 10 
Dairy & eggs 12 71 17 
 
Only three of the households with food gardens interviewed indicated that they sold some 
produce. Two of these households made between R400 and R500 a month on average, while 
the other made around R50 a month from selling produce. The Thembelihle Food Garden, a 
collective project based at the clinic (with which no formal interview was conducted), also 
generates monthly profits. The project has a bank account with modest (but growing) 
savings. The five active members of the project also occasionally distribute a share of income 
to members. On the other hand, members did each contribute a small amount towards the 
project at the outset in accordance with what they could afford. The project does distribute 
fresh produce for free to patients at the clinic on request as a ‘payment’ for using the land. Of 
the 32 homestead projects, a quarter distributed vegetables to neighbours or friends for free. 
 
Two out of the three respondents who sold some produce from their gardens were amongst 
those who did not buy vegetables. Of those who did buy vegetables, most bought from local 
markets, followed by the national chains (Fruit & Veg City, Shoprite). Chain stores were the 
most popular source of general food purchases, followed by local supermarkets (not chains) 
and then spaza shops. It’s worth noting that those whose first choice of shop for food 
purchases were the national chains (Shoprite, Score, Spar, Jumbo, Cash & Carry) average 
monthly income was nearly twice as high (R1522/month) as those who chose local non-chain 
supermarkets or spaza shops as their first choice (average monthly household income of 
R845/month). While this seems fairly obvious, it does reinforce the argument that the 
national chains attract expenditure out of the local settlements. The profits from these 
purchases are also immediately siphoned out of the local area, whereas there is more likely to 
be a local ‘multiplier effect’ from purchases from local, individually owned supermarkets. 
 
Most of the chain stores source food nationally as well as globally, although fresh vegetables 
are mostly sourced nationally. In Thembelihle, most interview respondents indicated that 
they buy fresh vegetables either from the Fruit & Veg City some 2.5km away or otherwise 
street vendors and spaza shops. Fruit & Veg City has entered into a supply relationship with 
the Thembelihle Farmers’ Association to purchase fresh produce, but this only consists of a 
very small proportion of their overall stock. The local, individually owned supermarket is the 
primary source of other food, but not fresh vegetables. It should be noted that the interviews 
were conducted before the opening of the Pick n Pay at the Trade Route Mall. It is likely that 
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the presence of a Pick n Pay close to the settlement is likely to alter shopping patterns, 
because the supermarket has a wider choice of fresh produce at cheaper prices than any other 
source (see below). Local residents will also save transport costs previously incurred to travel 
to national supermarket chains in Lenasia. The local spaza shops either source from local 
producers or from the Johannesburg Fresh Produce Market. The produce market, in turn, 
sources nationally, though it draws mainly from farms in and around Gauteng. Local 
sourcing by individually owned supermarkets, as in direct purchases from producers in and 
around Thembelihle is minimal. The primary reasons are quality, volume and consistency of 
supply. It must be said that the quality (from the superficial point of view of appearance) of 
fresh produce sold closest to the settlement is very poor. 
 
It is possible that the nutritional content of this produce could well be higher than that sold in 
supermarkets, depending on where and how it was produced. In a study on 50 year changes 
in the nutrient content of 43 garden crops in the US, Davis, Epp and Riordan (2004) found 
apparent declines in median concentrations of six nutrients: protein –6%; calcium –16%; 
phosphorous –9%; iron –15%; riboflavin –38%; and vitamin C about –20%. They relate 
these loses directly to modern farming techniques, saying “modern crops that grow larger and 
faster are not necessarily able to acquire nutrients at the same, faster rate, whether by 
synthesis or by acquisition from the soil” (Davis 2005, 120); in short, that there are trade offs 
between yields and nutrients. This is not to say that any yield increase will lead to lower 
nutritional value, but that the constant drive to increase yields through industrial farming 
techniques will have this effect in the long term. Given the mass produced character of 
commercially farmed fresh produce, it is not unlikely that similar trends are evident in South 
Africa. However, it is clear on cursory inspection that the fruit and vegetables on sale closest 
to the homes of residents in Thembelihle are of a poor quality; in particular that the produce 
has been stored for too long which also reduces nutritional content. Unfortunately, nutritional 
quality is not the first thing people with limited resources are able to consider when buying 
food. Cost is by far the most important criterion. Webb (2000) finds very little evidence to 
link urban agriculture with improved nutritional status of practitioners. However, this should 
be understood in the context of poor support and not an indication of the lack of potential for 
food gardens to make an important contribution to nutrition. 
 
I did a very sketchy price comparison between the various sales points of fresh produce 
around Thembelihle. Figure 1 below indicates the cost for a basket of basic vegetables9. I did 
not include maize meal or other necessities, since these were not available at all the points. 
The basket of vegetables was cheapest at the Pick n Pay in the new Trade Route Mall, 
followed by spaza shops (keeping in mind quality issues) and then the Thembelihle Food 
Garden at the clinic. Fruit & Veg City, Volta (local individually owned supermarket) and 
Woolworths were on the more expensive side. The food garden is probably the best option 
when weighing up factors of nutrient content, quality and price. Although not standardised or 
always superficially attractive, the produce is grown organically and is taken fresh from the 
ground on purchase. Consistency of supply is likely to be an issue, but this could be resolved 
through planning and expansion. This suggests the possible value of expanding and 
supporting food gardens in the settlement. The comparison also suggests that Pick n Pay at 
the Mall is likely to draw residents away from purchasing at local sales points, although 
distance remains a factor. 
 

                                                 
9 The basket consists of a kg of loose onions, a kg of tomatoes, a cabbage, a bunch of beetroot, a kg of green 
beans, a bunch of carrots, 4 cobs of sweetcorn and a bunch of spinach.  
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Figure 1: Comparative prices of a basket of fresh vegetables in and around 
Thembelihle, March 2006 
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State structuring of civil society 
 
The state plays a significant role in structuring civil society in the realm of urban food 
production. Government support is dependent on beneficiaries organising themselves into 
rigidly defined structures. In the case of collective gardens, potential beneficiaries of 
government support must organise themselves into groups of no less than 20 people, produce 
a Constitution and a business plan, and have a letter from the landowner saying they are 
permitted to use the land for 3-5 years, before making an application for government support. 
The provincial government decides which 20 applications will receive funding based on the 
criteria outlined. Government even more directly controls support for homestead gardens, 
with potential beneficiaries having to approach the local councillor and the ward committee 
who then choose who will receive support. Homesteads must also have an area of at least 
20m2 and access to water to get government support for food gardening (meeting with 
Russell McGregor, 25.08.04). 
 
The way the Gauteng provincial government has structured its support has a number of 
consequences. First, any organisational structure outside the government’s criteria mean no 
possibility of receiving public resources, regardless of commitment to constructing and 
maintaining food gardens in desire or practice. In the country as a whole, state support is 
based on the acceptance of a structured relationship that is dictated by the state. The state 
uses its concentrated political power to shape the discursive frameworks in which delivery, 
welfare, support and economic and social life as a whole are negotiated. The state follows 
this up with selective inclusion in public activities based on conformity to state led 
prescriptions of what to ask for, when to ask and how civil society should organise. Anything 
outside of the state’s framework is either ignored, marginalised, co-opted or repressed, 
depending on circumstances and the potential threat to the dominant political project.  
 
Government support is only provided to those who work through government’s programmes. 
Any independent organising that does not fit precisely into the model prescribed by 
government will not receive public resources for carrying out activities that it is part of 
government’s policy to support. Of 32 residents with food gardens interviewed in seven 
settlements, only two said they received any government support. Of these two, one said the 
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support was from AgriSA (the commercial farmers’ union, not a government institution) and 
the other could not say what institution in government provided support. Only one person felt 
government was providing enough support (the person who said AgriSA was providing 
support). Even though this is not much of a sample, when added to the LPM agriculture 
team’s experience, it becomes apparent that there are a large number of people either 
producing food already, or who want to, but who are getting absolutely no support from 
government to do so. 
 
Government support tends to be frittered away on big ‘flagship’ projects such as the 
Thembelihle Farmers’ Association that, together with another collective project in region 11, 
has a planned budget of R1.6m (over and above that which has already been spent on the 
projects) (interview, Kabelo Mphafi, 15.03.06). This is a product of the ideological 
orientation to food gardens that consider them as a stepping-stone in the process of creating a 
commercial farmer class. This is an explicit goal of the provincial and metro government 
interventions. The welfare component of the programme is the homestead garden component, 
and it is clear that resources to support the development of these gardens and build them into 
sustainable local units of production will not be forthcoming in the near future. If even that 
limited money could be distributed more widely to smaller projects that have sustained 
themselves without resources - albeit at a very poor level of functioning – it is likely that 
more people would benefit from the resources. Residents of Thembelihle who were 
previously members of the Farmers’ Association have plenty of anecdotes suggesting 
political patronage and corruption are rife in the group. This has resulted in a number of 
former members of the association breaking off and trying to restart smaller projects of their 
own around Thembelihle. But more importantly, the decision about how public resources 
should be utilised should be a collective, participatory decision rather than a top-down 
decision imposed on a fragmented population. 
 
The second consequence of the way government support is structured is that the relationship 
between independent structures and the local authorities is of critical importance in accessing 
support. In practice, this has opened the way for patronage and the withholding of support 
from those who do not support the local councillor. The numerous instances where the LPM 
has had to go against the local councillor in its struggle against forced removals limited its 
chances of approaching the local council or ward committee for support for food production. 
Public resources are then used for party political purposes. Of the 32 respondents in the 
interviews, just two said they had approached the local councillor to ask for support for food 
gardening. In one case the response was that government didn’t have any money for gardens, 
and in the other the councillor made promises but nothing resulted from the interaction. Nine 
respondents felt it would be a waste of time to approach the councillor, seven expressed a 
dislike for the councillor or a feeling that the relationship was not strong enough, and five 
respondents said the councillor is not visible. Three respondents said they were afraid, with a 
twenty year-old woman from Kliptown indicating that she did not want to challenge the 
government. That a young person who wants to make a food garden feels that approaching 
government for assistance is an unacceptable challenge to authority is an indictment of the 
way our local political system has grown. 
 
Third, the criteria for application for support do not serve to transform the local economy in 
any way, since they require access to land and water that are precisely the key problems 
facing the people most in need of producing their own food. Again, relations with local 
politicians who can assist with accessing land in particular means that anyone not from the 
councillors’ political party or with bad relations with the councillor will be denied access to 
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land. The requirement of access to water excludes those for whom the government itself has 
not provided services. In addition, the government water delivery target of 25 or even 50 
litres per person per day does not take into account water requirements for food production. 
Where infrastructure delivers the minimum water requirement or below (that is, in most 
informal settlements), the residents of these areas are automatically excluded from 
government support for food production. The result is that those who are not fortunate 
enough to qualify for government support are left to try to produce food with limited or no 
resources at their disposal. This means plots of insufficient size even to produce for 
subsistence, lack of water that stunts plant growth and reduces nutritional value, low yields 
and poor quality food. This limits the possibilities of urban food production. 
 
Local level responses to the lack of access to sufficient food have tended to be caught in a 
survivalist framework. Food insecure households use a maze of informal social networks 
coupled with inter-household competition for access to the slow trickle of state support to 
increase access to food. In some cases, non-governmental organisations offer assistance in 
setting up and supporting local food production through communal or individual food 
gardens. However, lack of reach or capacity mean that government and non-government 
projects alike only nibble on the edges of the vast sea of hunger that faces millions on a daily 
basis. Food garden projects have resultantly tended to be inward looking and welfarist in 
character. 
 
Yet from this base of welfarist gardens, there is a political friction that can fuel resistance to 
the status quo. This is especially so in the collective gardens. At the most basic level, the very 
act of voluntarily combining efforts with others to produce mutually agreed upon outcomes is 
a step in the right direction away from the atomised, passive dependence on power that is so 
characteristic of social relations in our times. The realisation that it is necessary to act 
together with others to change reality, and the actual practice of doing so without prompting 
from above, is significant and not as widespread as we might wish. It forms the possible basis 
for a different type of society, one with an active, engaged population. The production of co-
operation, communication, forms of life and social relationships – in short, biopolitical 
production – is the basis for new forms of democratic decision making beyond representation 
(Hardt & Negri 2004, 339). 
 
Food gardens practitioners, again especially in collectives, are also constantly confronted 
with the limits of current systems of politics and administration. This certainly is not 
something unique to food gardens, but the seeds of a political critique inevitably begin to 
grow out of the constant experience of government inaction or negligence, and of political 
patronage and cronyism. Even where government makes some effort, the limits are soon 
exposed. Training for commercial agriculture is meaningless as long as there is no access to 
land or other resources to practice it. The three or five year rollout of a food security pilot 
programme following a two or three year restructuring of intergovernmental co-ordination 
systems is meaningless to a person who is HIV positive and needs nutritious food this 
evening and tomorrow morning. Accompanying this is a growing recognition that lack of 
eloquence or inability to articulate ideas and plans in the framework of the dominant 
corporate-developmental discourse means being locked out of access to public resources. 
These frustrations seed a political critique even as they are located in organisational or 
institutional forms inherited from the past or framed by the dominant power of the day. 
 
Conclusions 
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The unfortunate collapse of the LPM agriculture group in 2005 has prevented the continuing 
detailed consideration of some of the organisational issues that this research hoped to 
uncover. Without a mass-based activity, praxis becomes very thin. It remains possible to 
combine theoretical reflection with practical activity. But the questions change. Instead of 
seeking answers to questions of the role of agriculture in the context of a struggle for land in 
South Africa, the fundamental question for agricultural work has shifted to the potential for 
agricultural activity to offer a basis for resistance to exploitation and marginalisation. Here 
resistance is not meant as an attack on an unwanted imposition of power, but as a defence of 
the practical activities needed to realise an alternative vision. We cannot choose the questions 
that struggle (or the lack thereof) impose on us. We can choose, to an extent, where to locate 
ourselves at a specific conjuncture, and our location will partly determine the questions we 
confront. But that doesn’t mean the other questions are invalid. They are just questions for 
someone else, elsewhere. It’s like fighting various rearguard actions as we attempt to thrust 
ourselves into a new space of possibility. It is clear that, whatever the revolutionary 
aspirations, the majority of the South African and African population are struggling for 
survival without a clearly formulated collective political project to escape from this situation. 
A sustained collective project is most likely to emerge from the harsh, unbeautiful, but also 
creative and beautiful, ways that people find to survive and to resist, in the positive sense of 
fighting for an alternative, however unclearly visualised. There is a dialectical relationship: 
resistance creates the conditions for the expansion of human agency/creativity. 
 
The question posed at the start of this research was whether there is evidence of a growing 
radicalisation of the politics of food access. The reference point was the LPM and related 
food gardens in Gauteng. Although there was a glimpse of the possibilities of weaving a 
network of food producers into a radical anti-evictions movement, this dissipated with the 
decline of the movement. The food gardens have subsequently fallen back into a subordinate 
relationship with local powers and, even if not uncritically working with local authorities as 
potential ‘beneficiaries’, certainly not elaborating a public critique of the food production 
system and the hunger that stems from it. Yet…the necessity of survival has an inherent 
critique that cannot be removed. It is a critique of a marginalising development model, of 
ongoing hunger and insecurity, of political favouritism and corruption. These, rather than 
finely honed academic theories, are the building blocks of any sustainable future emerging 
critique. A key expression of this inherent critique is the tendency towards collective practice 
in the face of a culture that produces passivity, external leadership and individualism. As 
long as the impulse for collective action remains alive, resistance and the struggle for an 
alternative future does too. The current reality of the small, isolated, politically weak food 
garden projects is a far cry from a vision of a politically articulate and mobilised national 
network of food gardeners. But without the painstaking work of building and sustaining the 
individual gardens such a vision can never be realised. 
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