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KEY MESSAGES
 Local government in South Africa has no discrete formal mandate to address
food-security and nutrition issues.
 It is both necessary and urgent to enhance urban food systems to ensure that they not only address
existing high levels of hunger and malnutrition but are also resilient to future stresses and shocks.
 There is a need for a more hands-on approach from local government to advance the right to food
and nutrition together with the right to a healthy and safe environment as we grapple with climate
uncertainty, the nature of the post-lockdown economy and the recovery of the labour market.
 National policies have an apparent bias towards the formal sector. However, given that informal
food traders play an integral role in the food security and nutrition of urban Africans; continued
disregard for informality will not only have negative effects throughout the agri-food system but will
be particularly detrimental to small-scale farmers, peri-urban farmers, gardeners in urban areas and
informal vendors.
 Local governments need to transform from being regulators to becoming enablers by building positive
relationships with different actors, in particular small-scale actors and the informal sector.
 Various civil society efforts are under way to elevate the constitutionally enshrined human right to
food. This right is already in international human rights law, but it still needs to be explicated in
South Africa.
 There are many points where local government powers intersect with what is required to realise the
right to food and nutrition, such as their ability to regulate fresh-produce markets to connect smallscale farmers and informal traders to consumers, to reduce food wastage, and to regulate public
advertising to discourage the promotion of unhealthy foods.
 To reach vulnerable populations as soon as possible, local government can invest in setting up
registers of food-poor households with the support of civil society (trusted local leaders, non-profit
organisations, community-based organisations and faith-based organisations).
 Solving the food and nutrition challenge requires a wider societal response, supported by new
responses and structures that engage not only local governments but also wider civil society actors and
even businesses, in advancing integrated planning to address the systemic issues confronting urban
food systems.
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INTRODUCTION
The COVID-19 pandemic has brought the fragility of urban
food systems into sharp focus. Governments, private sector
entities and civil society organisations alike are now grappling
with the challenge of how to enhance the resilience of urban
food systems to deal with sudden shocks like the COVID-19
pandemic and ongoing stresses like climate change.
In trying to limit the spread of COVID-19 in particular, policymakers have been
confronting the difficult task of balancing the positive health effects of lockdowns
against their economic costs, namely the burdens imposed on low-income and
food-insecure households.

The effect of the COVID-19
pandemic on food systems
reveals the limited focus given
to investing in local innovation
systems and upgrading
domestic value chains to
provide market conditions that
benefit domestic enterprises,
provide fair and safe working
conditions, and supply
nutritious and affordable food
to consumers.

During lockdown, the marginalised and the poor have experienced increased food
prices and decreased access to food following the suspension of school-feeding
schemes and the closure of informal markets and spaza shops, exacerbated by
the loss of livelihoods (Wegerif, 2020; Nayashanu et al., 2020). This has been
particularly pronounced in urban areas where people are even more reliant on
accessing their basic food needs through purchases, public services like schoolfeeding schemes and donations (United Nations, 2020).
Local government (metropolitan, district and local municipalities) is well placed to
transform urban food systems because cities and towns offer multiple entry points
for strategies that can realise the right to food. According to Dubbeling (2013),
these include:
 Promoting and integrating urban agriculture into city planning
 Promoting safe reuse of urban waste and wastewater in urban and peri-urban
agriculture
 Supporting food projects for the urban poor/disadvantaged
 Supporting farmers’ markets
 Building the capacity of local small enterprises in food processing and
distribution
 Forming cross-sectoral policy councils or platforms
 Reducing food waste, including linking efforts to food banks, among others.
In addition, as urbanisation continues across the country and populations keep
increasing, local governments need to make use of their access to resources and
infrastructure in order to strengthen city-region or urban food systems.
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By using South Africa as a case study, this report argues that there is a
need to develop new responses that engage not only local government,
but also wider civil society actors and even business, to advance
integrated planning that addresses the systemic issues confronting urban
food systems. The overarching objective is to assist local governments
in developing a coordinated and equitable approach to optimising
food systems in the face of current and future global climate impacts on
these systems.
South Africa presents an important case study to demonstrate the role of urban
food systems in supporting a more equitable global food system. The country is
characterised by a highly unequal society; poverty and hunger persist in spite of
high agricultural productivity that should support every citizen’s nutritional needs.
The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on food and health systems highlights the
need for organisations to “fundamentally reshape” (Hamann, 2020). In the case
of cities, these impacts are particularly significant due to high rates of poverty and
high burdens of chronic, non-communicable diseases.

SOUTH AFRICAS FOOD PRODUCTION
PER PERSON PER DAY
600 g
300 g
STARCHY FOOD
FRUIT &
VEGETABLES

In a country that produces 600 g of starchy foods, 300 g of fruit and vegetables,
and 150 g of meat and fish per person per day,1 it is a grave injustice that 27,4%
of children under 5 years are stunted due to malnutrition (which is greater than
the developing country average of 25%) (Global Nutrition Report, n.d.). Although
the proportion of people vulnerable to hunger more than halved between 2002
and 2018 according to Statistics South Africa’s 2018 General Household Survey,
6,6 million people in South Africa still experienced hunger in 2018 (StatsSA, 2019).
The COVID-19 pandemic has shown that an inability to withstand stresses in the
food system is produced by on-the-ground social inequality, unequal access to
resources, poverty, poor infrastructure, a lack of representation, and inadequate
systems of social security, early warning and planning. These are the factors that
translate climate vagaries into suffering and loss (Ribot, 2013). One strategy
proposed to break through food-system lock-ins is to seize windows of opportunity
– for example moments of major policy review or of society-wide concern such as
that brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic – and unleash well-coordinated
action on multiple leverage points (Vermeulen et al., 2019). However, the task of
bringing together the necessary actors and diverse perspectives is neither simple
nor self-evident. But it is critical if post-pandemic food systems are to be any more
equitable and, for that matter, sustainable. Starting at city level is a good place to
initiate a dialogue on food-system transformation.
This report focuses on the local government sphere, which in South Africa has no
discrete formal mandate to address food-security issues. It is a first attempt to assist
local governments – district, metropolitan and local municipalities – in developing
a coordinated and equitable approach to optimising food systems, by providing a
snapshot of the difficulties that come with this “absent policy mandate” for urban
responses towards the current and future impact of global climate change on these
systems. The report sketches the impact of COVID-19 on urban food systems, zones
in on issues of equity in a climate-compromised world, and highlights the features
of the urban geography, food-system governance and the importance of municipal
mandates. It concludes with a set of recommendations for consideration within
local governments and broader policy change.

1 The South African Guidelines for Healthy Eating Suggest up to 300 g of starchy foods per day,
5 portions of fruit and vegetables and 75–100 g of meat three times per week per person.
See fao.org/3/a-as842e.pdf

150 g
MEAT & FISH

IN SOUTH AFRICA

27,4%

OF CHILDREN UNDER FIVE
ARE STUNTED DUE TO MALNUTRITION

We can (and should) learn
from the fall-out of the
pandemic and use the
insights to build urban
food systems that can be
more resilient to future
shocks, most notably
those of climate change.
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COVID-19:
ENTRENCHING HUNGER,
INEQUALITY AND EXCLUSION
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Especially during the initial lockdown
Alert Levels, the government’s lockdown
regulations demonstrated considerable bias
towards large-scale formal actors. There was a
push towards formalising the informal sector
by setting conditions about who was allowed
to operate and access relief measures.
Findings of a large survey (NIDS-CRAM)2 that was released in July 2020,
show that South African children in particular may be the COVID-19
pandemic’s greatest victims and that the country’s progress towards ending
hunger may have been reversed.
Almost half (47%) of all survey participants reported running out of money
for food in April, the first month of the country’s hard lockdown (Cleary,
2020). Adding to this, between May and June, 15% of interviewees said
that a child in the household had gone hungry in the past week (prior to
the survey interview) (Cleary, 2020). In households with children, 8% of
respondents reported frequent hunger, which is defined as three or more
days per week (Cleary, 2020). A smaller survey done in Postmasburg, a small
mining-dependent town in the Northern Cape, presented similar findings for
household-level food insecurity (Perkins et al., 2020).

2 The National Income Dynamics Study: Coronavirus Rapid Mobile Survey (NIDSCRAM), included data from roughly 7 000 respondents across the country who were
asked a series of questions telephonically about hunger, health and employment
between May and June 2020. NIDS-CRAM investigates the socioeconomic impacts
of the national lockdown associated with the State of Disaster declared in South
Africa in March 2020, and the social and economic consequences of the global
COVID-19 pandemic. The study is run by researchers from three universities: the
University of Stellenbosch, the University of Cape Town and the University of the
Witwatersrand. All papers are available for download at cramsurvey.org/reports.
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Research exploring the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
There is a clear need to do more for the informal
lockdown on informal settlements in particular, confirmed the
sector to enable it to reach its full potential
contribution to food security of small-scale, owner-operated
both in times of normalcy and – especially – in
and local actors (Wegerif, 2020; Nayashanu et al., 2020).
times of crisis.
During Alert Level 5, food traders had to obtain written
permission from a municipal authority before they could
operate in informal settlements. Many people thus had to travel further to get food.
This not only resulted in increased transport costs but also undermined the purpose
of the lockdown as people faced greater risks of contracting COVID-19 on public
transport and from queueing in the supermarkets that were open (Wegerif, 2020;
Nyashanu et al., 2020).
The COVID-19 pandemic has also exacerbated pre-existing structural causes
of poverty and food insecurity. Regular and stable income is necessary for food
security as well as other aspects of the household asset base. Income disrupted by
COVID-19 coupled with limited food storage capacity and refrigeration meant that
households were less able to store fresh produce or take advantage of bulk buying.
This not only limited dietary diversity but resulted in frequent food-buying trips,
exposing members of these households to potential COVID-19 infection.
The social sector and communities have engaged rigorously
in relief efforts. During lockdown, 18% of adults reported
accessing support for food or shelter from government (8%),
NGOs, churches or other associations (6%), or neighbours
and the community (9%). Three quarters of those accessing
localised social relief were from vulnerable groups in
households already reached by the grant system. However,
the extent of hunger rates and particularly child hunger was
great, even where both social assistance and grants was being
provided, which points to the need to expand food relief
targeting to households not covered by social protection (Wills
et al., 2020).
While there have been many hopeful statements that the food
system will transform positively post-COVID-19, it appears
as if, in a state of crisis, governments will develop regulatory
responses that will further consolidate the status quo, rather
than seize the opportunity to address bottlenecks in the food
value chain (Battersby, 2020).
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Urban governments need to transform from
being regulators to becoming enablers by
building positive relationships with different
actors, in particular small-scale actors and the
informal sector.
For local governments in particular,
accelerated investment should be a pillar of the
COVID-19 response, aiming for an immediate
impact to sustain and improve livelihoods,
while also preparing for a more inclusive,
environmentally sustainable and resilient food
system. Investment both during and after the
COVID-19 crisis should accelerate movement
towards food systems that are more resilient
to future pandemics and that offer better
protection for all.

ALERT LEVEL 5

26 March–31 April 2020
Permitted
Only essential goods –
Any food product, including
non-alcoholic beverages

Prohibited
Cooked hot food
Liquor sales, both
on- and off-site
consumption

Permitted
Food sales with written
permission from a municipal
authority
SUPERMARKET

Permitted
Food-related agriculture

ALERT LEVEL 4

1–31 May 2020

HOT COOKED FOOD: Only for home delivery

RESTAURANTS: Only take-away and for limited hours

ALERT LEVEL 3

1 June–17 August 2020
Permitted
Any food product, including animal food, permitted

RESTAURANTS: Only take-away and for limited hours

ALERT LEVEL 2

18 August–20 September 2020
LIQUOR SALES
On-consumption
permitted subject to
curfew
Off-consumption
permitted on seleced
days and times

BOX 1: FOOD PRODUCTION AND SALES
REGULATIONS DURING LOCKDOWN
ALERT LEVEL 5: 26 March–31 April 2020
 The sale, dispensing and distribution of liquor prohibited
 Only essential goods can be sold: Any food product, including
non-alcoholic beverages, but excluding cooked hot food
 Grocery stores, and wholesale produce markets, small-scale
owner-operated grocery stores, informal fruit and vegetable
sellers and langanas with written permission from a municipal
authority can operate
 Food-related agriculture, livestock, transport of live animals
and auctions (subject to health directions) and related
agricultural services permitted
 All fishing, operation of fish hatcheries and fish farms
permitted
 Harvesting and storage activities essential to prevent the
wastage of primary agricultural goods permitted
 Restaurant, take-away, bar and canteen services not permitted
ALERT LEVEL 4: 1–31 May 2020
 The sale, dispensing and distribution of liquor prohibited
 All agriculture, hunting, forestry, fishing and related services,
including the export of agricultural products permitted
 The sale of hot cooked food, only for home delivery
 Restaurants only for food delivery services (09:00–19:00) and
subject to curfew (no sit-down or pick-up allowed)
 Transportation of liquor prohibited
 Transportation of liquor for export purposes permitted
 Retail stores only allowed to sell permitted goods: Any food
product, including non-alcoholic beverages, but excluding
cooked hot food
 Wholesale and retail trade, covering stores, spaza shops,
e-commerce and informal traders, can sell food products,
including non-alcoholic beverages and animal food
ALERT LEVEL 3: 1 June–17 August 2020
 No alcohol may be sold or transported for domestic sale
 All agriculture, hunting, forestry, fishing and related services
permitted
 Any food product, including non-alcoholic beverages and
animal food, permitted
 Restaurants only for food delivery services (09:00–20:00) and
subject to curfew (no sit-down or pick-up allowed)
 Every business premises, including, but not limited to a
supermarket, spaza shop, grocery store, retail store, wholesale
produce market or pharmacy to operate with limited number
of customers allowed at a time
ALERT LEVEL 2: 18 August–20 September 2020
 All agriculture, hunting, forestry, fishing and related services
permitted
 Restaurants permitted, only for take-away and delivery
 The sale of liquor by a licensed premises permitted only for
off-consumption, from 9:00 to 17:00, Mondays to Thursdays,
excluding Fridays, Saturdays, Sundays and public holidays
 The sale of liquor by a licensed premises for on-site
consumption permitted, subject to strict adherence to
the curfew
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Box 2: Civil society stepping in to
relieve hunger during lockdown
The Melville Viva Feeding Scheme
started on 16 April 2020, during
South Africa’s Level 5 hard
lockdown, when people were
almost entirely confined to their
homes for five weeks. Even public
parks were locked and walking
in the streets for leisure was
prohibited. The scheme initially
distributed food parcels to 30
people ‘in an effort to address
growing hunger in the area’ (Viva
Foundation, 2020).The programme
grew dramatically over the
next four months, eventually
dispensing about 5 600 food
parcels in total before it shifted
mode in order to try and cope with
the demand it was facing (Meth
and Charlton, 2020).

WWF SOUTH AFRICA INSIGHTS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR EQUITABLE FOOD SYSTEMS

11

WWF SOUTH AFRICA INSIGHTS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR EQUITABLE FOOD SYSTEMS

URBAN GEOGRAPHY
AND FOOD SYSTEMS
Given the reality of large and increasing
urban populations, climate change and food
security must be central to the urban policy
agenda. It is essential for urban governments
to proactively shape their food systems
and respond urgently to the complex and
interrelated challenges.
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Regrettably in South Africa, although rated as a food-secure nation, large numbers
of households have inadequate access to nutrient-rich, diverse foods (Chakona
and Shackleton, 2017). This pervasive malnutrition amounts to an intolerable
burden not only on national and municipal health systems but also on the cultural,
social and economic fabric of urban areas, and is the greatest impediment to the
fulfilment of human potential. In the built environment, this reality is shaped by
imperial and apartheid history. By design the lowest-income households continue
to be located on the peripheries and outskirts of cities and towns. This urban
geography influences food insecurity in several ways:
 For residents of low-income areas, it shapes economic opportunities and the
potential to earn an income (Battersby and McLachlan, 2013). Income is a major
driver of food security and therefore “low-income earners, residing far away
from their jobs and facing inadequate public transport, have lengthy commutes
and spend a large proportion of their incomes on transport, leaving less money
for food” (Battersby and McLachlan, 2013).
 With limited time, rising energy costs and limited cooking technology,
households choose to cook foods that require less preparation and eat more
processed and prepared foods (Battersby and McLachlan, 2013). These foods
are often more expensive per unit and less nutritionally dense than more
traditional foods.
 The structure of the food retail market also impacts on urban food security.
Within the country, the location of formal food retailers is skewed towards
wealthier areas. In poorer neighbourhoods, 70% of people buy from informal
food traders (Wegerif, 2020). In the United States of America and Europe this
is known as the “food desert” phenomenon. In South Africa, scholars have
WWF SOUTH AFRICA INSIGHTS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR EQUITABLE FOOD SYSTEMS

provided some insight into this by reporting that in 2013 the highest-income
areas of Cape Town had more than seven times as many supermarkets per 1 000
households as the lowest-income areas (Battersby and Peyton, 2014). Within the
“food desert” phenomenon, the contention is that the greater presence of formal
retailers will improve access to healthier foods. However, it is not clear that this
is necessarily the case.
What is the potential of urban agriculture
to address some of the challenges raised
above? To date there is little credible
evidence of successful urban agriculture
that could potentially impact positively
on food insecurity in South Africa.
The uptake of urban agriculture varies
considerably across the country, but
is below 10% in most of the metros.
Although significant weaknesses in
available data make it hard to justify
current levels of support for urban
agriculture from a food-security perspective, there could be co-benefits, including a
greening of urban spaces, a reconnection to the soil, and at least a minor increase in
the diversity of diets with access to more fruits and vegetables.

Equitable food systems can only be achieved by
engaging with the multiple aspects of the urban
food-system question and seeing how we can force
it up the political agenda, especially when dealing
with nutritional poverty in cities and towns.
If cities and towns are to develop in ways that
are sustainable, climate resilient and equitable,
capacities and mechanisms are needed that will
deliver information into complex technical and
political urban decision-making processes.

In a broader context, there are competing visions of agricultural development in
general and the role of industrial agriculture in combating food insecurity. The
challenge seems to be conceived of in diametrically opposed ways. On the one hand,
the view is that there is no role for urban agriculture. “For advocates of industrial
15
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agriculture, cheap food would not be possible without the great increases
in yield and labour productivity, and it is a basic social necessity in an
increasingly urbanising world and given the extent to which the marginalised
and poor depend on it” (Weiss et al., 2018). From this vantage point, climate
change and other biophysical problems associated with industrial agricultural
production represent primarily technical challenges in need of innovations
like genetic engineering and more labour-serving technologies.
Conversely, for critics of industrial agriculture, new high-tech responses
fail to resolve fundamental problems while heightening risks, including
the extreme narrowing of power in who is determining responses and
benefiting from them (Bonny, 2017). The underlying motive for critics of
industrial agriculture is that it must be acknowledged that both obesity and
undernutrition (the double burden) are to a major extent caused, among
other things, by corporate control over food systems, from the production
stage to the point where food reaches consumers. This challenge is significant
considering that the current food supply chain is dominated by large
corporations and that there is a desire to reduce and simplify systems
even more.
The reality of the South African urban food system is that at the urban scale,
three distinct narratives are evident:
1. A production-driven mindset persists, which results in project-based
interventions such as urban agriculture.
2. Interventions and policies focus on the individual or household, resulting
in efforts to improve livelihoods, such as social protection and incomegeneration initiatives.
3. Production and livelihood interventions have a distinct project focus and
are targeted at the individual or household level.
The result is that the broader food-system failings and challenges associated
with the urban food system, and how these intersect with multiple other
modes of urban functioning, are either overlooked or disregarded. There is
a gap in the understanding of food-governance processes in South African
cities and towns, and how these processes intersect with a wider discourse on
food-system change.
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URBAN FOOD-SYSTEM
GOVERNANCE IN THE
FACE OF CLIMATE CHANGE
The disruption of food systems due to the
COVID-19 pandemic has to some extent
foreshadowed the future impacts of climate
change. Local government should prepare for
the future and exert its influence on the food
system in numerous ways – through planning,
by-laws and, where appropriate, through
supporting civil society organisations
(De Visser, 2019).
The world is facing an increase in extreme weather, higher average
temperatures and a general reduction in rainfall.3 Although these impacts
affect agricultural crop yields, they also have direct impacts on urban food
systems by disrupting transport and power infrastructure, thus affecting
supply lines and cold storage (Ziervogel and Parnell, 2012). Furthermore, the
shelf-life of products, for informal traders and households without reliable
energy access, will continue to be affected. Similarly, water scarcity will not
only contribute to rising food production and processing costs but also pose
food-safety and sanitation risks that need to be managed carefully to protect
urban consumers (Muller, 2019).
While being affected by environmental and economic externalities, the
urban food system is also a driver of environmental change through waste,
emissions and ecosystem degradation linked to food production and input
extraction. If unchecked, these feedback loops further reinforce food-system
instability and vulnerability to shocks.
3 See: carbonbrief.org/mapped-how-climate-change-affects-extreme-weatheraround-the-world
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Adaptation to climate change requires forward-looking decisionmaking that marries scientific diagnoses and technical innovation
with social organisation and political debate about competing
value systems. Experimentation, learning and the capacity to shift
practices in light of new findings need to be seen as part of the
adaptation process (Ziervogel et al., 2014).
Food justice is a relatively new area for local governments. Any agenda
on the impacts of climate change on the urban environment, food
production, livelihoods and hunger must be developed in the context
of the stark inequities in South Africa. This agenda must also take
cognisance of the double burden of undernutrition and obesity in
the country.
One of the challenges that local governments face in mainstreaming
adaptation is the lack of authority held by environmental departments
within municipal structures to address climate change. In South Africa,
national and provincial governments are mandated to address climate
change, but at municipal level it is contested and regularly referred to as
an “unfunded mandate”. Although new policy suggests that it is indeed a
mandate, municipal financing allocations do not yet reflect this. Smaller
municipalities have almost no capacity to act on climate change and the
larger metros have sought international funding to initiate activities.

Local government can exert its influence
on the food system in numerous ways
including, planning, by-laws and, where
appropriate, through supporting civil
society organisations (De Visser, 2019).
However, there are multiple entry points through which local
governments can address food security. Municipalities have the
constitutional power to deliver water and electricity services and are
compelled through the Bill of Rights to ensure access to basic water and
electricity services for everyone. How they do so matters a great deal for
the realisation of the right to food and basic nutrition. It is particularly
important how municipalities facilitate access to electricity, which
is essential for cooking, cold storage and clean water, without which
access to safe and nourishing food is compromised. It follows that how
municipalities structure their electricity and water tariffs (Ziervogel et al.,
2014), and extend water services to communities that do not yet have a
safe and sustainable connection or source, is inextricably linked to poverty
and food insecurity.

COMBINED SPENDING ON FOOD AND ELECTRICITY
AS PERCENTAGE OF HOUSEHOLD INCOME

40%

FOR THE POOREST 10%

7%

FOR THE RICHEST
19

RECOMMENDATIONS
TO ADDRESS THE
CHALLENGES
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From the foregoing it is clear that it is both
necessary and urgent to enhance urban food
systems to ensure that they are not only able
to address existing high levels of hunger
and malnutrition but can also be resilient to
future stresses and shocks. Recommendations
address six fundamental challenges: food
trade, value chains, health and the built
environment, informality, and climate change.

FOOD TRADE
The most important intersection between food security and the powers of
local governments can be observed in the “local food trade”. The Constitution
links three local government competencies here, namely “trading
regulations”,4 “markets”,5 and “street trading”.6 With respect to enhancing
access to healthy and nutritious food, municipal planning responsibilities
are important. They offer points of leverage for local governments to find a
better balance between the role of large retailers and local food traders in
the market (De Visser, 2019). They also offer an opportunity to reduce the
regulatory burden on food traders in low-income and informal settlements
(De Visser, 2019).
There are also other local government competencies that offer opportunities
for municipalities to help improve access to healthy and nutritious food, such
as the provision of clean water and electricity. In addition, municipalities
“can use their power to regulate fresh-produce markets to connect smallscale farmers and informal traders to consumers. They can use their power
to reduce food wastage and can regulate public advertising to discourage
the promotion of unhealthy foods. There are many points where local
government powers intersect with what is required to realise the right to food
and nutrition” (De Visser, 2019). If urban municipalities use this leverage
constructively and progressively, more progress can be made in the quest to
ensure a nourishing food system for all.
4 Schedule 4, Part B to the Constitution.
5 Schedule 5, Part B to the Constitution.
6 Schedule 5, Part B to the Constitution.

21

WWF SOUTH AFRICA INSIGHTS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR EQUITABLE FOOD SYSTEMS

URBAN FOOD PRODUCTION
One of the most significant barriers to the more widespread adoption
of urban agriculture/horticulture within the local government sphere is
driven by the competition for land in urban areas. Productive land in and
around urban areas has historically been an important source of food for
South African cities but the current contribution of these farms for urban
consumption is not easily quantifiable. Food security as an outcome must be
considered when definitions of “prime and unique land” are determined by
municipalities.
While every effort should be made to integrate urban production into the
urban form, it does not guarantee food security for the poor, nor can it be the
only policy response to food insecurity. If a wider food-systems perspective
is taken, it becomes evident that urban agriculture is undermined by factors
shaping the physical and economic access to food. If urban agriculture
promotion is to continue to be an area of policy focus, it needs to consider
how to generate viable markets and value-add processes in order to increase
the viability of urban agriculture as a livelihood strategy.
Furthermore, urban food value chains are not limited exclusively to
agriculture. In coastal or other littoral cities, fish and other marine
and freshwater produce also need to be considered and their value
chains supported. Box 3 highlights an example of an information and
communications technology (ICT) initiative that brought fishers together
with researchers to develop an app for improved access to markets and that
allowed consumers to have a direct line to the person catching their fish.

Box 3: ABALOBI: ICT in South African small-scale fisheries
governance – ICT4Fisheries
In 2012, the South Africa government adopted and began the roll-out of
a new Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF) Policy seeking to improve the traditional
rights of fishers, and involve them in the co-management of fishing
resources. This led to meetings between researchers at the University
of Cape Town (UCT), national fishery authorities and SSF community
representatives to consider innovative approaches to SSF governance.
In 2015, the ‘ABALOBI Initiative’ was born out of this collaboration – a
transdisciplinary ICT smartphone partnership program involving the
Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (DAFF), UCT and smallscale fishing communities in South Africa.
For more, see: abalobi.info
*ABALOBI, meaning fisher in the isiXhosa language, is the name given to the app suite and
program by small-scale fisher folk engaged in its co-development
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HEALTH AND THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT
Although there are key skills in specific areas of health research in South
Africa, a lack of interdisciplinary or complex assessment methods is resulting
in poorly developed inter-sectoral perspectives (Myers et al., 2011). To date,
very little work has been undertaken on the links between climate change,
food security, nutrition and health. More importantly, in the context of
vulnerability to COVID-19 responses, local governments need to be cognisant
of the different risks, and the distribution of those risks, in the food system.
The following interventions by local governments can improve food safety in
the built environment:
 Greater attention needs to be paid to the provision of food in buildings,
whether places of employment or leisure. This is where local governments
could play a leadership role.
 As a precautionary measure, local government officials could ensure that
everyone has access to healthy and competitively priced food, to address
the worrisome reports of nutritional poverty in urban areas.
 Working together with civil society organisations in their vulnerability
assessment efforts is crucial, as are consumer education and public
campaigns.

The Household Food Index report, spearheaded by the Pietermaritzburg
Economic Justice and Dignity group, is an example of a civil society
initiative providing critical information for local governments that can
allow them to keep track of how price fluctuations could be affecting the
most vulnerable.
 Local governments need to engage with businesses about their pricing
practices, not just for competition purposes but to advance the business
and human rights agenda.

The deepening household affordability and food crisis in South Africa,
now exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, has seen extended
reporting on new food price data for Pietermaritzburg, Johannesburg,
Durban, Cape Town and Springbok, showing an overall increase in the
price key commodities, despite price controls being instituted by national
government under the State of Disaster.7
Finally, the paucity of research on the impact of the built environment on
food choices makes closer examination of this area imperative (Rahmanian
et al., 2014).

7 See: Household Affordability Index at pmbejd.org.za
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ENGAGING INFORMALITY

CLIMATE

To date, urban planners have played a significant
role in shaping the urban food system by making
decisions without considering the impact of those
decisions on the food system (Battersby, 2020).
Many of these decisions have been driven by a
modernisation agenda that has marginalised and
rendered illegal various components of the food
system that feed the urban poor (Battersby, 2020).
Informal food traders play an integral role in the
food security and nutrition of urban Africans,
even in areas where modern food retail abounds
(Battersby and Watson, 2018). Yet, they are
persistently framed by local governments as unsafe,
parasitic and leaching on the liveliness of the city
(Rogerson, 2016).

Climatically speaking, the innovative work in some
of the large cities in South Africa showcases how
adaptation to climate change has been prioritised
(Ziervogel and Parnell, 2012). Although there is
recognition of climate change by many smaller
municipalities, the evidence of action is limited (Faling
et al., 2012). Significantly, the large metros such as
the City of Cape Town, the City of Johannesburg and
eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality have included
food-system resilience in their Climate Strategies and
Action Plans developed or under development with the
assistance of C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group.
The City of Cape Town has a specific goal targeting the
promotion of “food security, as well as low carbon and
climate resilient food systems in Cape Town”.8

Continued disregard for informality will have
negative effects throughout the agri-food
system, but will be particularly detrimental
for small-scale farmers, peri-urban farmers,
gardeners in urban areas and vendors.
Considering the contribution of the informal food
economy for the realisation of the right to food,
it is surprising how little research exists on this
sector. Bearing in mind the depth and scale of urban
poverty and food insecurity, and the demonstrated
concomitant reliance on the informal economy to
frequently satisfy food needs and desires (EvenZahav, 2016), this economy demands closer
attention.
Municipalities should seek to consciously plan
food retail environments. Although formal and
informal food retail are generally considered as
separate entities, households use both to source
food. The urban poor are therefore best served by
having access to a range of retail options, including
informal trade. This diversity needs to be recognised
and validated, regardless of the citizenship status of
traders. This is an area ripe for partnership between
local government and research organisations that
need to address the lack of information on
this sector.

However, a greater fundamental change still needs
to happen in cities if we are to create urban food and
farming systems that are sustainable and able to feed
the population. Governance mechanisms must create
an enabling environment that takes into account the
needs and perspectives of vulnerable populations,
whose homes, livelihoods, health and food access are
most at risk from climate-related events. Designing
urban systems that can support urban gardens, urban
forests, and peri-urban farms that supply food to a
majority within the city still resides within the social,
political and economic decision-making frameworks
that largely control the agriculture industry. Thus, the
challenge for food sustainability in the face of climate
change is not a technical struggle to produce more
food, but rather a social one to distribute risk and
resources fairly.

Box 4: eThekwini Agro-Egology Hubs
eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality in
KwaZulu-Natal has highlighted the importance
of versatility, experimentation and “learning-bydoing” (Roberts et al., 2011). It has developed
an Agro-Ecology Programme that promotes
appropriate and sustainable approaches to
the way in which agriculture is planned and
implemented in eThekwini. The intention of
the programme is to develop a thriving urban
agro-ecology sector that significantly contributes
to many of the issues highlighted in this report:
the health and well-being of residents through
promoting food security and household food
production; small-grower-driven agriculture, and
the combating of climate change, among others.9
8 Goal 30 of the City of Cape Town Climate Change Strategy:
Draft for Public Participation (available from WWF).
9 See durban.gov.za/City_Services/AgroEcology/Pages/
Agro_Ecology-Objectives-and-Main-Focus-Areas.aspx
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EXPANDING SOCIAL RELIEF EFFORTS
Despite the state’s response to the lockdown through leveraging the social
insurance and social assistance systems at scale, the need remains large.
While localised community-based social relief efforts will never have the
reach of the government grant system, they are nevertheless necessary
to improve depth of support to households to mitigate food shortages
and hunger.
With the limited funding available, there must be greater utilisation of nonprofit organisations (NPOs), community-based organisations (CBOs) and
faith-based organisations (FBOs) to reach vulnerable individuals and groups
of people, especially those who are outside the grant system. This will require
increased coordination and collaboration across government, the NPO sector
and private philanthropy to build effective distribution platforms.
Local government has a key role to play in building local information flows
to improve targeting of the vulnerable. Countries such as India that invested
in setting up registers of need have seemingly been able to reach vulnerable
populations in a short space of time. This requires investments in building
these information systems with the support of NPOs, CBOs and FBOs, and
working with credible local leaders who enjoy the trust of people in the
community, where they are effective in identifying and reaching those most
vulnerable to food poverty (Wills et al., 2020).
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CONCLUSION
Using South Africa as a case study, our core argument is that there is
a need for a more hands-on approach from local governments – as
urban governments – to advance the right to food and nutrition. This
is inextricably linked to the right to a healthy and safe environment as
we grapple with the uncertainty of the climate, the nature of the postlockdown economy and the recovery of the labour market. There is a need
to develop new responses that engage not only local governments but also
wider civil society actors and even business, to advance integrated planning
that addresses the systemic issues confronting urban food systems.
As the COVID-19 pandemic leaves an imprint on how we think about
food, local government capacities and actions have become increasingly
important. Much of what cities and towns do in the future will be based on
lessons learned from COVID-19 responses at all levels.
Food is central to urban health, urban economies and urban form. If
effective food-security interventions are to be developed, it is critical to
understand the governance processes that shape the food system and the
experience of food insecurity at national and local government scales. This
requires serious consideration of context, and of an empirically driven
understanding of the local food systems and their intersections with urban
form and function in the context of a changing climate.
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