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What a year this has been.

As 2020 closes in, one may reflect on both personal and professional

plans made before March as South Africa went into a lockdown due to

Covid-19. Chances are, those plans have been postponed, cancelled or

took on a different form. I asked a few Agricultural Economists how

changes that came with Covid-19 affected their way of doing business -in

support of the sector. A common response was that "work has to
continue". Evidently, there was a switch from boardrooms to virtual

rooms because "work has to continue". The sector operates in an ever-

changing environment, and if anything, 2020 highlighted an ever-relevant

role of an Agricultural Economist in solving complex challenges. 

We are delighted to present the third and last issue of the 2020 AEASA

Newsletter. It may arrive at a time when you have already disconnected,

however, featured articles will still be of relevance in the new year. 

The year 2020 came with its challenges, opportunities and lessons. This

issue features opinion articles by experienced Ag Economists on 2020 -

Covid-19 - the role of agricultural economics & the Agriculture and Agro-

Processing Master Plan. 

Many thanks to all the contributors.

See you in 2021 -"Work has to continue".

That said, "please mute your mic and switch off your video" as you enjoy

this break with your loved one. 

     Newsletter Editor 

EDITOR'S NOTE 
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PRESIDENT'S NOTE
-Dr Mmatlou Kalaba 
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The Tomlinson Commemorative Lecture which

was just two months away when the first lockdown

regulations were announced. The Lecture that was

supposed to be hosted in the KwaZulu-Natal

(KZN) province and presented by Mr Duncan

Stuart was postponed to a future date.

Then, the preparations for the 2020 AEASA

conference was placed on hold, and later the

conference was cancelled. The conference was to

be hosted in Phalaborwa, in the Limpopo province. 

The cancellation of the 2020 conference implied

that some of the activities that are associated with

the conference or take place there are also

affected. So, activities such as the Workshops,

Simon Brand Memorial Lecture, some awards

were either cancelled, postponed or partially

observed in virtual sessions.

The year 2020 will be talked about in history books for

many years to come. It will be remembered for many

reasons, including the way it changed life as it was

known. Our association had to deal with some of the

obstacles and adapt to the changing and uncertain

environment.  Among other challenges, AEASA had to

cancel annual and traditional events despite plans

being already in motion.  Some of the affected AEASA

activities include:

AEASA management and members learnt

important lessons from these challenges and

adjustments. One of the important lessons was

that, when things get tough or impossible, you

find another way. And indeed, we found means of

communicating, of having some of the events and

ensuring that the association does not remain

rooted and static. We found ways to host some of

the events, exchanging and sharing ideas with

members and the general public, but overall we

kept engaging.

AGM, Presidential address and

Webinars. 
Under difficult circumstances, the organization was

able to go ahead with the Annual General Meeting

(AGM). It was one of the most important meetings in

the history of the organization. For the first time in

nearly six decades of the organization’s existence, the

AGM had to take place virtually. Important matters

about AEASA as well as the agricultural discipline

were discussed. It was also about preparing for the

future of the discipline and the association.

As it was mentioned, the disruptions that followed in

2020 due to the pandemic are also starting a shift in a

new way of looking at the future. It is important that

every member contributes towards the shaping of that

future. AEASA hosted two webinars and the traditional

Presidential address. The webinar themes remained

within the pandemic, focusing on the impact on the

agricultural sector as well the role of data science in

managing the future decision making. 

The presidential address was presented on the day of

the AGM. And for the first time, it was open to non-

AEASA members. It was also an opportunity for the

president to express the views regarding the

association, the sector and the challenges that are

presented by the pandemic. The address focused on

the need to address the structural and long-term

standing issues in the sector. In brief, the message

was that, now that the pandemic has opened some of

the issues on both short-term and long-term basis, let

us not waste a good crisis. That we use the

opportunity deal with both problems and not just

recovery from the pandemic.



This also applies to the reminder for members to renew the

2021 AEASA membership as well as the distribution of the

Agrekon journal. Since this is the first an annual

conference was not held in more than 40 years, that means

membership fees were not collected. Therefore, such

reminders are also an opportunity to update details of

members on our system. Members’ assistance and

cooperation will therefore be highly appreciated. 

Looking forward to 2021

AS we look forward to 2021, we are doing so with a lot

of hope. It is also important to understand that the

Covid 19 pandemic will not magically disappear, just

because it is a new year. If anything, there are signs

that the first few months of the new year may have

more cases than the previous peak. This is a time

when all citizens need to exercise more caution,

responsibility and vigilance around the pandemic.
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During these events, members may have noticed additional

communications to the ones from Elma du Plessis from the

National Agricultural Marketing Council (NAMC) and the

AEASA Secretary/Treasurer.  The new communication is

from the Association Business Event (ABE), the new

Secretariat that management sought their services to

complement communications, databases and other areas

of need in the association. The ABE services and activities

were announced at the AGM, and we hope for cooperation

from members when they receive messages from them.

The email messages originate from the address,

petrie@abevents.co.za.

Two Tomlinson Commemorative Lectures, one

in the KZN and another in the Free State

provinces.

2021 AEASA conference, to be hosted by the

province of Limpopo.

There will be more webinars on topics which

have been pointed out from the surveys done

related to communication, as well as relevant

ones at those given moments. 

Despite all these challenges, the management

committee will carry on with the 60th

anniversary plans and activities. 

At the same time, we should all carry on with our

activities even under such difficult situations. So,

we are planning for the 2021 year with a hope of a

better year, and with alternatives in case the

uncertainty and unpredictability continues. Some of

the planned activities for the year ahead include:

Best wishes for the festive period

As we bid farewell to the year, AEASA
management committee would like to wish
all members a wonderful festive season.
We hope everyone will be safe, until we
meet again in 2021. While most people are
fatigued from hearing about the corona
virus, the reality is the it is not tired of us.
Therefore, all of us must remain
responsible, for our own sake as well as
those around us.  

-Dr Mmatlou Kalaba 
AEASA President

AEASA Webinars available on our YouTube Channel: AEASA_LEVSA 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCL7PbondmtKntxk-nrQkN4w 



Policy and relief programmes

Agricultural markets and value chains

Agricultural trade patterns

Food systems and food security

Impact on rural economies and poverty

Impact of regulations on profits, financial sustainability and future of selected industries

Agricultural growth and development efforts

Food Demand and price analysis

Application of behavourial analysis as a cross-cutting theme related to regulations and

enterprise survival

The illicit economy and agriculture and the compromise on food safety and other regulations

The role of technology in supply chains in the context of the pandemic

Global Agrifood systems and food supplies —although generally exempt from COVID-19

restrictions—have been exposed to policy disruptions and global market instability. South Africa

has been no exception but South African agriculture is in a unique position where additional

regulations were added which impacted the agricultural economy and food systems more severely

than elsewhere.

The editor of AGREKON hereby invites papers for a special issue on “the COVID-19 pandemic
and the impact on the agricultural and food system in South Africa”. The papers should

specifically tackle the application of economic theory and agricultural economics to various

aspects of the COVID-19 pandemic in the context of the agricultural and food system. This could

include:

The submissions deadline for the special issue papers is 28 February 2021 and should be

forwarded to Prof Johann Kirsten at jkirsten@sun.ac.za for consideration. Proposals by guest

editors with a slate of potential papers and authors will also be considered.

AGREKON:
Call for papers on the COVID-19 pandemic and

South African agriculture
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AEASA Turns

Share your AEASA Moments on Twitter 
@AEASA_LEVSA #AEASA2021



2020 AEASA Awards 



2020 AEASA AWARDS
Congratulations 

 

Best Undergraduate Students 

University of Pretoria                    Chiko Chiobvu
University of Fort Hare                 Ntandazo Arosi
University of the Free State         G Smythe
Stellenbosch University               Mia Esterhuyzen
University of KwaZulu-Natal        Josh Meyer

SJJ de Swart Award - Best Article in Agrekon

1st: Franziska Schuenemann & William Kerr. European Union non-tariff barriers
to imports of African Bio-Fuels. Vol. 58(4). Dec, 2019

2nd: Innocent Mugwagwa, Jos Bijman and Jaques Trienekens. Typology of
contract farming arrangements – A Transaction cost perspective. Vol. 59(2).
June 2020 

Best Scientific Journal Article or Book Chapter published in a Journal other than
Agrekon

1st. Shew, A.M., Tack, J.B., Nalley, L.L. and Chaminuka, P., 2020. Yield reduction
under climate warming varies among wheat cultivars in South Africa. Nature
communications, 11(1), pp.1-9.
2nd. Salahuddin, M., Gow, J. and Vink, N., 2020. Effects of environmental quality
on agricultural productivity in sub Saharan African countries: A second
generation panel based empirical assessment. Science of The Total Environment,
741, p.140520.

Best Masters Research

1st: UFS – Mampe Masemola. Smallholder Farmers’ Preference and Willingness
to Pay for Veterinary Vaccines: A Case Study of Cattle Farmers in the Free State
Province.

2nd: US – Stephen Mulunda. Structural Characteristics of Zambia’s Agricultural
Sector and the Role for Agricultural Policy: Insights from SAM based Modelling 
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Member Space
A G R I C U L T U R A L  E C O N O M I C S  A R T I C L E S  F R O M  O U R  M E M B E R S



The sixth government administration is in an

economic planning phase, busy developing

growth plans aimed at building local

industrialization capacity, creating jobs, increasing

food security, developing infrastructure, stabilizing

budget deficit and enhancing economic recovery

from the Covid-19 pandemic. The agricultural and

agro-processing sectors are part of the seven key

economic sectors that have been identified to

drive the re-industrialization of the country’s

economy. Since October 2019, social partners in

agriculture, agro-processing and food retail, that

is, government, labour, industries and civil society,

have been drafting and negotiating commitments

and targets for the implementation of the

agriculture and agro-processing master plan

(AAMP). Initially, the AAMP was meant to be

finalized and signed-off by end of October 2020,

however, due to Covid-19 lockdown, the

consultation and drafting process was affected

and subsequently the new deadline for signing the

AAMP is March 2021.

The AAMP is a social compact that seeks to

achieve inclusive growth and employment

creation in the sector by adopting a change theory

to unlock idle natural resource potential, remove

barriers to entry in commodity value chains, open

local and international markets for new business

opportunities, accelerate transformation and

encourage the co-existence of small to large

farmers and agribusinesses through an enabling

and investment friendly environment and

supporting policies. 
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In essence, the AAMP is a sectoral growth

blueprint that will accelerate the

implementation of key reforms required to

address structural constraints limiting short-

to-long term growth in the sector. The

interventions contained in the AAMP

expand on the opportunities and challenges

discussed and prioritized in the National

Development Plan and later on the

Operation Phakisa for Agriculture. 

Social Partners eagerly wait the signing of the 
agriculture and agro-processing master plan

-Dr. Sifiso Ntombela
Chief Economist @ National Agricultural Marketing Council

Core to the AAMP success is the formation

of meaningful private and public

partnerships that will ensure an expansion

of agricultural production on commercial,

government-owned and communal land

and access to efficient and affordable

finance. Localization of food processing to

replace imports, to create jobs as well as to

increase the resilience to climate variability

is also part of interventions contained in the

AAMP.

 The NDP introduced a 3-tier growth

strategy with the biggest opportunity for

growth in the under-utilised farming areas

of the former homelands and land reform

projects, followed by expansion in

production of export-led high value crops

and agro-processing to boost food security.

Similarly, the AAMP promotes a private-

public partnership targeting small, medium

and large-scale farmers as well as

agribusinesses to channel investments and

skills towards the under-utilized areas to

drive mass production of agriculture and

localization of agro-processing.



The change theory adopted in the AAMP encourages the development and investments in

underutilized areas that struggle to attract private investments, hence their potential has not been

realized and the AAMP enables this through a district focused value chain approach where possible.

The issues of decent employment and better conditions for workers is central to the AAMP. The

AAMP process is supported by research conducted by the National Agricultural Marketing Council

(NAMC), the Bureau for Food and Agricultural Policy (BFAP) and the Centre for Competition,

Regulation and Economic Development at the University of Johannesburg (CCRED). With a number

of analysts in the research teams being trained as agricultural economists and members of AEASA,

it is encouraging to see our disciplines contribution to policy analysis and decision-making in the

country.
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Agriculture was a shining light in a very challenging

economic environment in 2020. COVID-19 caused

widespread turmoil and the measures imposed to

contain it sent shockwaves through the global

economy. South Africa was no exception and as the

initial “hard lockdown” was imposed on 26 March, the

economy nearly ground to a halt for 5 weeks, before

starting a gradual process of reopening. With food

producing sectors exempted from the restrictions,

agriculture was the sole positive contributor to South

Africa’s GDP in quarter 2 and even in quarter 3, when

other sectors turned positive as the economy started

to open up, agriculture continued to shine with growth

of  growth of 9.5% relative to the same quarter in

2019. 

While agriculture was allowed to operate, it was by no

means smooth sailing and the sector was still

influenced by the pandemic – essentially in 3 ways.

Firstly it was challenged by a number of value chain

interruptions. In the initial stages of lockdown, a lack

of clarity as to what constitutes essential services

resulted in many support services to agriculture not

being operational. Measures implemented to keep

employees safe from infection added additional costs

in the value chain and social distancing requirements

implied that many packing and processing facilities

were unable to operate at full capacity. Having

produced a bumper citrus harvest, ports and

inspection services were operating on skeleton staff,

resulting in delays. Despite these challenges,

agriculture rose to the occasion and provided an

example of what can be achieved when public and

private sector pull together to solve the problems at

hand.

Implementation of the BFAP food tracker

provided a web based monitoring tool for

stakeholders to report bottlenecks, which were

escalated efficiently by the Department of

Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural Development

which worked very closely with the Agricultural

Business Chamber in order to address them with

urgency. Overcoming these challenges, South

Africa produced and successfully exported the

largest citrus harvest on record, as well as the

second largest maize crop on record – both of

which were important factors supporting growth.   

The second area of impact is less direct, but will

also persist for much longer. Consumer spending

power came under real pressure as a result of the

economic restrictions and given the structural

challenges faced by South Africa’s economy prior

to the pandemic, the recovery will be slow. This

implies that demand patterns will be affected for

some time, and that some of the improvements in

dietary diversification over the past decade may

be reversed, as lower income consumers return

to more affordable staples, while spending less

on animal products. 

Much of the success of South Africa’s agricultural

growth over the past decade was underpinned by

strong export performance from high value

products. The horticultural subsector stands out

in this regard, but the beef sector also moved

from a traditional net importer to a net exporter,

enabling substantial improvements in producer

profitability by optimising carcass value. In this

regard the third area of impact from the pandemic

has changed the playing field. 
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Dr. Tracy Davids
-Manager of Commodity Markets and Foresight @ BFAP



Agriculture as one of the key strategic economic

sector in SA, has shown some resilience during

Covid 19 induced economic slowdown. Food

demand was high since the beginning of the covid

19 lockdowns, but these disrupted market supply

chain for many smallholder farmers in rural areas.

Many agricultural producers, mainly smallholder’s

farmers in deep rural areas were delinked from key

urban high-end markets, either resulting from

logistics cut off or lack of demand by key consumers,

especially in the hospitality industry. Many farmers in

rural areas of Limpopo suffered post-harvest loses

resulting from lack of buyers of low-grade fresh

produce that is not sold at high markets. A question

was raised that, why can’t the government use this

opportunity to buy farmers' harvest and pack them

as part social relief food parcels?. Only to realise

that some of the produce is not consumed by either

producing farmer households or local community e.g

sweet melons, baby corns, bringles, and okra etc.

There is a mismatch between local food demand

and what is being produced by local rural farmers. 

Many countries acted to protect domestic food security by imposing restrictions on export volumes

and at the same time, the disruptions in terms of logistics flagged the potential vulnerability and risks

associated with global trade and supply chains. While this does not portray the end of global food

and agricultural trade, it does point to a tougher trade environment with stricter protocols,

competition and non-tariff trade barriers. Particularly at a time when South Africa is looking for

additional markets to absorb growing volumes from rapidly expanding fruit sectors, this will require

effective and well capacitated government departments working in close collaboration with private

sector to grow access in regional and global markets.

With the current development of the Agro-Processing Master Plan (AAMP), the sector has an

opportunity to build on the success of 2020, uniting government, labour and private sector, to

research, debate and implement practical solutions and unlock the sectors potential for inclusive

growth going forward.        
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Tshilidzi Mathobo
Sector Specialist–Agro-processing and Manufacturing

@ Musina Makhado Special Economic Zone 

Local bakkie traders and street vendors are

main buyers of low-grade fresh produce e.g

avocados, oranges, bananas, tomatoes etc.

But during the lockdown, only businesses

allowed to operate were formal retail

supermarkets and local spaza shops. That left

the whole rural value chain dysfunctional

because of the informal nature of the business

they conduct. 

On a positive side; 2020 economic disruptions

have forced many to adopt a digital way of

doing things, either how people interact and

how market transactions are concluded. It

somehow improved efficiency and reduced

costs of doing business. 

There is an opportunity to develop virtual

market platforms for smallholder farmers in

rural areas, to trade and transact while on

their farms. Cooperative marketing and

development produce collection depots in

rural areas can reduce markets loses for

smallholder farmers.



It has been about 9 months since the COVID-19

pandemic hit our shores. The global community

continues to fight this pandemic and while the focus

is on health, the economic and social implications

are far-reaching. This came at a time where the

global economy was already sluggish. Although

agriculture was considered an essential service,

during the initial stages of lockdown there were a

few challenges that impacted supply chains

negatively as farmers struggled to access inputs and

reach markets locally while moving produce cross

border was an even bigger hassle due to logistical

bottlenecks and lockdown restrictions. There were

congestions at border posts and long delivery

periods as a result of the lack of harmonization of

public health measures at border posts, such as

testing and quarantine policies. The complexity of

agricultural supply chains also became evident as

informal traders were left as essential initially; they

are the lifeblood of many rural and urban

communities. Thanks to the commitment towards

continuous engagement and corporation between

government and stakeholders, things eventually

adjusted to the new normal.  

Throughout this year, the most important lesson that

I learnt has to be the resilience of the farming

community. The hope and enthusiasm that lies

within producers, despite difficult times and

especially through a pandemic, has been awe-

inspiring, they kept going strong and provided food

for the nation. Although things have been hard, in

terms of production the sector received good rains

and a bumper maize crop; this was a much-needed

reprieve for many producers who have experienced

drought over the past seasons.
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Ikageng Maluleke
Agricultural Economist  @ Grain SA

I always imagined a conscious shift towards

4IR, but to my surprise, as a sector adoption

and use of technology for different functions

made us jump into the 4IR without even

realising it. The initiative to release state-

owned land to the public is a step in the right

direction, in terms of inclusive growth,

considering the state of our economy and the

need for food security.

As the world tries to rebuild economies amid

the ongoing second-wave of the pandemic,

things have settled down a bit as supply chains

and logistics companies get into the habit of

doing things according to the new normal. The

country’s management of the pandemic and

mitigation of a second wave of COVID-19, will

determine the further impact on the economy;

there has to be a balance between saving lives

and livelihoods. I believe that it has become

increasingly important to prioritise the

development of vigorous food supply chains,

drive technology adoption, and promote value

chain integration as well as market access to

create a resilient and sustainable food system

across the continent and around the globe. 



Closing 2020
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Entrenching the role of agricultural economics in the
mainstream agricultural economy

Dr Thulasizwe Mkhabela 
-Group Executive: Impact & Partnerships @ the Agricultural Research

Council

To say that 2020 has been a difficult year is an

understatement of epic proportion. The Covid-19

pandemic and the concomitant containment

measures (such as lockdowns and other restrictions

on both movement and business activities) have

wreaked havoc on economies the world over.

Furthermore, the coronavirus pandemic found the

world economy almost on its knees as both major

and emerging economies were facing daunting

downturns. South Africa has not been spared the

blushes. The Covid-19 pandemic occurred when

the South African economy was facing recessionary

pressures and had already been downgraded to

junk status by major rating agencies. However, the

agricultural sector was a major redeeming feature

of the South African economy with stellar

performance in a sea of dismal economic

performance. It could be argued that the sector was

able to perform as well as it did under such

circumstances because it was declared as an

essential service thus exempted from the severest

of shutdown restrictions. But, such an assertion

would distract from the fundamental reasons why

the sector proved to be resilient. South Africa has a

well-developed agricultural sector that is

underpinned by substantive efficiencies and

productivity on the back of a long history of cutting

edge agricultural research, innovation and

development.

Unfortunately, South Africa has been experiencing

declining investment in agricultural research and

development, especially public expenditure. The

decline in public expenditure on agriculture R&D is

due to, in part, weakening economy in the face of 

increase social pressures on the fiscus leading to

reprioritization of the national budget in favour of

other sectors such social welfare and safety nets

(grants), health, education, etc. The other reason

is lack of understanding and/or appreciation of

the role of adequate public investment in

agricultural R&D as a necessary precondition to

a thriving agricultural sector that can also

accommodate and support new entrants into the

space.

The foregoing state of affairs buttresses the role

that agricultural economics can and should play

in supporting the further development of the

agricultural sector in South Africa and ensuring

that the sector remains efficient and

internationally competitive. Agricultural

economics is well-developed discipline in South

Africa but, perhaps, not appreciated enough by

policy makers. It is incumbent upon the

agricultural economists to entrench themselves

in the broader economic and developmental

discourses by demonstrating the value-add they

can provide. Agricultural economists should

move away from the alluring temptation of

devoting most of their time on only undertaking

sophisticated quantitative (econometrics) studies

that only yield peer-reviewed publications but

have little or value to solving pertinent real-life

problems. 

There is no shortage of quantitatively strong

agricultural economists in South Africa. But there

is a paucity of practical and policy astute

agricultural economists in the country. The

situation is worsening as some of the prominent

economists in the policy space are aging and

becoming less active. 
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It is imperative that the discipline should strive to strike an healthy balance between the “pure”

econometricians and the practical policy orientated economists who can use technical analysis to

support evidence-based policy making. There is an unfettered demand for evidence-based policy

briefing and advisory services for subjects such as the economics of agricultural R&D to

demonstrate the impact of such investment; provision of outlook studies and technical and unbiased

scenario analysis of various policy options using tools such as Computable General Equilibrium

(CGE) Economy-Wide Analysis.

__________ _________ ____________________

Dr Thulasizwe Mkhabela is an experienced agricultural economist and is currently the Group
Executive: Impact & Partnerships at the Agricultural Research Council; mkhabelat@arc.agric.za
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T h e  A g r i c u l t u r a l  E c o n o m i c s  A s s o c i a t i o n  o f  S o u t h  A f r i c a  ( A E A S A )  i s  t h e

p r o f e s s i o n a l  o r g a n i s a t i o n  o f  A g r i c u l t u r a l  E c o n o m i s t s  i n  S o u t h  A f r i c a .  I t

w a s  e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  1 9 6 1  a n d  h e l d  i t s  f i r s t  a n n u a l  c o n f e r e n c e  i n  1 9 6 2 .

A E A S A  h a s  p o s i t i o n e d  i t s e l f  s t r a t e g i c a l l y  f o r  t h e  2 1 s t  c e n t u r y  t o  e n a b l e

i t  t o  b e  r e l e v a n t  f o r  a l l  a g r i c u l t u r a l  e c o n o m i s t s ,  t h e r e b y  a s s i s t i n g  t h e m

t o  s e r v e  t h e i r  c o m m u n i t i e s .  T h e  s h a r e d  v i s i o n  i s  t h a t  A E A S A ' s  p r o d u c t s

a n d  s e r v i c e s  s h o u l d  s u p p o r t  a l l  a g r i c u l t u r a l  e c o n o m i s t s  a c t i v e  i n  t h e

i n d u s t r y  i r r e s p e c t i v e  o f  r a c e ,  l a n g u a g e ,  g e n d e r ,  c a r e e r  c h o i c e  a n d

e d u c a t i o n a l  l e v e l .

AEASA 
The Agricultural Economics Association of South Africa
"Promoting training, research and interest in agricultural

economics"

www.aeasa.org.za


