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Background

• There is a pervasive (yet empirically untested) opinion 
among South African researchers and policy makers alike 
that 

households in the country’s rural areas are not 
actively engaged in agricultural production

• Yet, very little research has been carried out in South 
Africa regarding food production and consumption 
adequacy at the household level 

• No multi-season analysis
• No research has yet linked nutritional assessments to 

agronomic potential to identify what can be grown to 
improve nutrition among poor rural people.



Objective

This study set out to explore the 
consumption and production 
patterns of households in some of 
the country’s poorest rural 
communities and determine the 
contribution of production to 
household food security as 
measured by dietary diversity. 



Methodology

Qualitative and quantitative data collection was carried out between 
October 2013 and November 2015 through:

1. Focus group discussions, 
2. Key informant interviews and 
3. A two-round panel survey to cover both the summer (278 

households)  and winter (280 households)  seasons at each site. 
4. Validation of the findings with the communities 



Overview

9/10 households produce crops, 8/10 
irrigate. Most of the surveyed 
households that were engaged in 
larger-scale crop production were in 
Jozini. Water drawn from the dam.

8/10 households produce crops, 3/10 irrigate
1. Agriculture appeared to play a more 

central role in livelihoods 
2. More diverse and vibrant involvement in 

household, subsistence and smallholder 
production

3. Producers farmed larger plots and 
produced more staples 

4. Produced enough maize to feed their 
families for the entire year without the 
need to purchase maize

5. Greater variety of crops and more involved 
local management and innovation.

9/10 households produce crops, 5/10 
irrigate.
Subsistence level production 
dominates. 



Rain-fed and irrigated crop production

• Eastern Cape: 92% of production was in household 
gardens

• Limpopo: 78% of production was in home gardens
• Very few households were engaged in school gardens 
• KZN: 19 households were involved in community 

gardens – all were irrigated
• Larger plots (typically over a hectare) were farmed in 

• KZN (on the irrigation scheme) and 
• Under rain-fed conditions in Limpopo.



Rain-fed and irrigated crop production

• Production at the site in in Limpopo was predominantly 
rain fed. 

• A very high proportion of households in the KZN site 
irrigated their crops

• Half of the home gardens in the Eastern Cape site were 
irrigated - 10% were watered with buckets from water 
tanks (rain harvested).

• All community gardens were irrigated
• 78% of farmland and 75% of school gardens were 

irrigated
• Just less than half (47%) of home gardens were 

irrigated



Constraints 

• A number of fruit and vegetable crops can be produced in 
the Eastern Cape, KZN and Limpopo communities. 

• However, very few crops produce edible food in winter. 

What can grow in summer What can grow in winter



The contribution of production to household 
consumption

• The majority of households consumed foods from only four to eight food 
groups. 

• The average household dietary diversity index for summer was 4.6 
(standard deviation 2.14) and 5.0 (standard deviation 2.03) in winter. 

• In summer: 
• Only three foods groups (cereals, other vegetables, oils and fats) were consumed by 

more than half of the households
• Roughly one in three households included white roots and tubers, dark green 

vegetables, and meat and milk products 

• In winter:
• The consumption of cereals, and oils and fats remained consistent, 
• The consumption of dark green leafy vegetables and meat dropped considerably. 
• The consumption of dried legumes and milk increased in winter. 



• Only 32% of the households surveyed had consumed food from 
eight or more food groups during the previous day in summer, 
while 20% of the households had consumed foods from these 
food groups during the previous day in winter. 

• In summer, 56% of households included other vegetables (mostly 
tomatoes, onions, green peppers and wild/indigenous vegetables) 
in their meals, while 61% did so in winter. 

• Seasonal differences seen:
• white roots and tubers (44% in summer and 43% in winter), 
• dark green leafy vegetables (29% in summer and 15% in winter) and 
• orange-fleshed vegetables (22% in summer and 24% in winter). 

• However, these were not consumed every day or in large 
quantities. 

The contribution of production to household 
consumption



Engagement in production influenced dietary 
diversity
• Even though most foods were purchased, cropping increased the 

availability of foods for home consumption. 
• Far more cropping households consumed foods from eight or 

more food groups in both summer and winter. 
• 40% of households involved in cropping consumed foods from 

eight or more food groups in summer and 26% did so in winter. 
• Only 20% of the non-cropping households, consumed foods from 

eight or more food groups in summer and 7% did so in winter. 
• Over half (55%) of irrigating households consumed foods from 

eight or more food groups in summer and 42% consumed these 
foods in winter. 



Observations confirmed statistically 
(Spearman’s correlation)

Food group Cropping Irrigating Farm- land
Home 
garden

School 
garden

Community 
garden

White roots 
and tubers

0.027 0.073 0.084 -0.138** 0.031 0.063

Orange-
fleshed veg

0.088* -0.027 0.083 -0.083 0.044 0.041

Dark green 
leafy veg

0.142** -0.059 0.153** -0.194** 0.003 0.156**

Other 
vegetables

0.264** -0.234** 0.285** -0.075 -0.068 0.142**

Orange-
coloured fruit

0.085 -0.034 0.138** -0.172** 0.025 0.082

Other fruit 
0.212** -0.121** 0.167** -0.085* 0.029 0.081

Dry beans and 
legumes

0.222** -0.150** 0.134** -0.075 -0.009 0.144**

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed).
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed).



Households engaged in cropping enjoyed 
higher average dietary diversity

• The dietary diversity of non-crop-producing 
households was lower than that of crop-producing 
households in both winter and summer, and decreased 
by at least one food group in winter. 

• Irrigation increased the average dietary diversity of 
crop-producing households even further. 

• The dietary diversity for irrigating households increased from an 
average of 7.1 food groups in summer to 8.9 in winter. 



A more positive influence of cropping on the 
consumption of fruit and vegetables in winter 
than in summer
• Fewer cropping households consumed crops of high 

nutritional values in summer, but consumed more of 
these foods in winter than non-cropping households. 

• This result was not expected, as the number of crops 
that can produce edible portions in winter is rather 
limited. 

• Some explanations:
• Preservation and storage for winter consumption
• Cultural preferences is for dried beans rather than fresh green 

beans. 
• Savings from consumption in summer



Access to water is crucial 

• Quite distinct patterns of production and availability of 
production were evident. 

• The diversity (or lack of it) of produce is also evident. 
• Irrigation is needed to enable the year-round 

production of vegetables. 
• Reliance on rain-fed production constrains production 

in the drier months. 



Other consumption benefits 
• Income from farmland production and irrigated 

agriculture led to increased intakes of fruit and 
vegetables in general, but also meat, eggs, fish, milk, 
roots and tubers. 

• This shows that there is potential for greater 
improvement in dietary diversity and quality if 
households scale up production to produce enough 
food to sell.

• Home gardening also led to a significant positive 
increase in the consumption of white roots and tubers. 



Conclusion

Rather than perpetuating the common rhetoric that 
social grants are a disincentive to production in South 

Africa’s rural areas, it is essential to recognise the 
essential role that household and small-scale production 

plays in supporting household consumption and the 
provision of essential micronutrients.



Conclusions

• Most households were food insecure, with inadequate 
food available to meet the requirements for a 
diversified diet. 

• A significant number of households engaged in 
production at some level, supplementing their diets in 
the areas in which agricultural production was possible 
(Ingquza Hill, Jozini and Maruleng). 

• However, the scale of production and year-round 
availability was a constraint to accessing a diversified 
diet. 



Conclusions cont …

• The study found an encouraging link between 
engaging in agriculture and diet quality.

• Engagement in crop production increased the 
availability of vegetables and, in some cases, fruit 
(when in season). 

• This improved households’ dietary diversity. 
• Income from farmland production and irrigated 

agriculture led to increased intakes of fruit and 
vegetables in general, but also of meat, eggs, fish, milk, 
roots and tubers. 



Recommendations
• Research is needed to investigate:

• What nutritious crops can grow in these areas 
• The potential for early- and late-maturing crops to extend the 

growing season and make food from own production available 
for longer periods. 

• As many of the households were engaged in home 
production, technologies and practices that are appropriate 
to home and small scale production conditions (including 
pest and disease management) should be prioritised by 
researchers, government programmes and extension agents. 

• Water harvesting practices and systems for the delivery of 
water to gardens are essential to enable food production in 
more homes. 

• The provision of boreholes and piped water is essential in 
drier areas such as Ratlou, although production in such 
areas will always require extensive amounts of water.
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