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Ensuring food security in South Africa amidst rising food inflation and increasing vulnerability requires a compelling paradigm shift in agriculture from a traditional to an outcomes-based approach.








Author: Susan Pletts

This paper discusses the challenge of combating the rising food inflation and the vulnerability of South Africa and the region to the current food crisis.   The responsibility of agriculture in finding a solution to this prevailing situation cannot be ignored, while it does not eliminate the complementary role-players from an equal accountability.   The face of agriculture has to change from focusing on the commercial farmer, to including the vast land potential of rural people residing in the tribal trustland areas.   

It advocates the emancipation of the rural person from vulnerable land tenure to a formal system where the farmer is able to rely on a long term venture for sustainability of production.   It further analyses the logistical problems associated with the demographics of these tribal trustland areas and the social challenges inherent in the current dispensation.

Finally, this paper proposes solutions to these challenges in the form of training and support, a restructuring of tribal trustland and rural farming projects where primary and secondary co-operatives will play the major role and where formal financing may be obtained from funders or formal financial institutions.   It further proposes a paradigm shift from focusing on commercial farming for the solution to the food crisis and turning attention to local self-sufficiency, which would be enhanced through the provision of “Drop-In” Supply Centres to combat demographic and logistical hindrances which dominate the rural farming scenario. 

Practical research and experience in the rural areas together with extensive involvements in the lives of the people and their projects or enterprises, has empowered the author of this paper to advocate the outcomes-based focus on solutions which will provide sustainability in the face of vulnerability and the crisis of food inflation.
1.
INTRODUCTION

At the outset it should be mentioned that this paper will be different in the sense that the subject matter will not contain numerous statistics, percentages and graphs but will focus instead on people!   Without people, we would not need land, water or food and without people we would be unable to secure land, water or food.

The author of this paper has covered much of the KwaZulu Natal province taking training to rural people, getting involved with their projects and assisting them wherever possible from transporting chickens to them to organising their business into the formal structure of a legal entity.

Much of what is expressed in this paper is gleaned from first-hand experience or research.   It has not been dependent or reliant on academic information which often remains purely academic and the subject matter of yet another meeting!

The back-drop of these scenarios is agricultural land which has been re-distributed through the land reform programme conceived during the demise of the apartheid government, which discriminated against Black land ownership and education together with the approximately 2,8 million hectares of Ingonyama Trust Land which is controlled by the Zulu king and traditional leaders.   Land redistribution has occurred either through the “willing buyer, willing seller” concept or through the land claim system where people who were disadvantaged through being dispossessed of their land, are able to be compensated by being re-instated on that land or being paid out the value of that land.   Much of this land is established to commercial farming ventures at the time of re-settlement.
Who should we deem to be responsible for curbing the hiking food prices?   According to Jo Walker, Oxfam’s Co-ordinator in South Africa, “the current food price hike must be seen as a wake-up call to governments and donors that current policies are not working for poor people.”   It is also the opinion of the author that current policies are not working as the rural farmer on tribal trustland needs to be empowered to produce independently ensuring sustainability while the newly settled emergent commercial farmer needs urgent intervention in the form of business acumen and entrepreneurship training.
2.
COMMERCIAL FARMING CHALLENGES

A number of challenges present themselves in the commercial farming arena, resulting in threatened food security and rising prices despite owners having title to their land:

· Land claims – resolved and unresolved.   The resolved land claim farms have transferred large tracts of commercial land into the hands of the “disadvantaged claimants”, who most often lack knowledge, expertise, experience and equipment to make the business work.   A recent training course attended by newly settled farmers revealed that despite owning a very large tract of land covered in Sugar cane, Macadamia nuts and bananas – not one of the farmers knew how to switch on a calculator, that interest gets added onto unpaid accounts, that contracts with Eskom pass on to the next generation with line charges payable whether electricity is consumed or not and that to make a profit means knowing your input costs and adding a percentage profit on to the selling price of the product…..and so on!   Well into the season, not a single stick of sugar cane had been harvested and the farmers had no idea where to turn to.
· The unresolved land claims exert immense pressure on the farmers/owners as they are not permitted to engage in any form of improvement on their land once they have been served their claim notification and this remains in place until the claims has been resolved.  The uncertainty of the future also deters the owner from focussing on full production.

· Commercial farming in South Africa does not enjoy subsidised support from government and Jo Walker (Oxfam) confirms that most African governments have failed to meet their 2003 promise to allocate at least a tenth of their spending to agriculture with evident consequences.   Of course we do not wish to breed a generation of apathetic “beggars” looking for handouts; we need to have a “kick-start” package available for the new farmer – as in the Lungisani project mentioned below.   

· The Siyavuna/CASP budget in KZN in 2006 was tabled as being in excess of R236 000 000.00 but there is a perceived belief that these funds do not find their way to grass roots level.   “Siyavuna” like CASP (Comprehensive Agricultural Support Programme) was launched by the Minister of Agriculture and Land Affairs to aid emergent farmers in their enterprises.   The author has yet to meet a rural farmer who has enjoyed any such benefit.

· Many seasoned commercial farmers have either retired from the farming business or relocated to other countries where their futures are deemed to be more secure.
3.
TRIBAL TRUSTLANDS

· Petrus J D du Toit has authored a paper entitled: “A Lost Generation: Farmers on Tribal Land” which echoes the understanding of the author.   Du Toit states in his summary that during the last two centuries, farmers on tribal land have been subjected to external forces that are designed to destroy their capability to become independent farmers.   His in-depth study from 1999 to 2002 of some 3000 farmers on tribal land, shows that their place as farmers is as unstable today as ever before.  Why?

· Land tenure is vulnerable with no title ownership.   A “PTO” (Permission To Occupy) this land, issued according to the favour of the Inkhosi (chief) prohibits the farmer from securing any funding as this land cannot be offered as collateral/security for generating funding.   No collateral – no funding – no start-up capital = doomed venture.   It is also to be remembered that the Inkhosi is able to revoke the “PTO” which in turn destabilises the farming venture.
· Insecurity demoralises these farmers and the author is aware of certain areas where business allegedly does not happen without producing the correct political membership card.   
· Tribal Trustland farming areas are usually very remote and long distances from urban settlements with necessary service amenities.   The farmers encountered in these areas by the author are poor, simple and uneducated but still with a passion to learn and be productive farmers.   Semi-literate to illiterate prevails over educated people translating into a lack of working and business knowledge and skills.   Du Toit states that the median annual income (of farmers in his research paper) amounted to R7 200.00 in 2002.   Even doubled today, the median annual income would only be R14 400.00 which is R1 200.00 per month.

4.
PROBLEMS AND ASPIRATIONS COMMON TO EMERGENT RE-SETTLED                              FARMERS AND TRIBAL TRUSTLAND FARMERS – THE PARTICIPANTS IN THE FOOD SUPPLY CHAIN WITHOUT WHOSE SUCCESS WE SHALL NOT ENJOY FOOD SECURITY!

The most significant problems encountered by the author include a diminished self image, a lack of confidence and belief in self which translates into hopelessness and a lack of business understanding and knowledge – academic and practical.
5.
FOCUS, INHIBITIONS AND ASPIRATIONS OF RURAL FARMERS

If it can be taken that training course participants are representative of rural farmers, which the author believes that it can, as the sampling for research purposes is representative – it should be borne in mind that those attending training are deemed to be proactively involved in “bettering” their positions.

McKay (McKay 1997-pg 5) says the following of training and development: Training provides practical and vocational skills in developing the individual, the community and the economy.   Development is for people and crucial to focus on the import of human agency or “the will to act”.   Development engenders “human empowerment” and the “belief in one’s ability” to participate in so doing.

Fears may be listed as follows:

· The inability to understand course material or cope with questions being asked

· The possibility of feeling inferior or being degraded in a public forum

· The inability to express what is in the mind due to years of subordination and oppression

· The inability to conduct business at a professional level when a person has not even encountered utilising a banking service/account

· The fear of reprisal from those not upgrading their current status and who through jealousy will intimidate and actively counter the application of new knowledge

· The impeding of progress by fellow project group members who do not attend training courses and who refuse to allow the implementation of what has been learnt as an expression of their jealousy.   This is a particular threat to new projects

Inhibitions may be listed as follows:

· Lack of expression or communication as the participant is aware of her illiterate/semi-literate status

· Inhibited participation by women farmers as  in rural areas they have become accustomed to remaining non-expressive

· Non-desire of women to express forward-thinking in the presence of the male attendees

· Unable to grasp new opportunities due to a lack of knowledge and current available opportunities

Aspirations of rural farmers can be identified as follows:

· To become good income earners

· To be accepted in society as equals

· To enjoy the basic human rights as afforded by the constitution of the country

· To have equal access to land ownership, project support, grant funding and on-going training and development support

· To be able to conduct normal business

· To be able to do their own budgeting and cash flow programmes

· To be considered participants in the decision-making processes that affect their lives

· To be afforded basic necessities like electricity, running water and sanitation

· To be able to help their children with their school homework (i.e. be educated enough themselves to do it)
· To be respected and treated with dignity

· To be recognised as participants in the country’s economy, community poverty-alleviation and job creation projects

6.
PARADIGM SHIFTS

· Less focus on hi-tech farmers and more focus on boosting food production through smaller farmers.

· From vulnerable land tenure to security of either title deeds or long-term leases instead of the current “PTO”.

· Formation of structured farming businesses through the registration of primary co-operatives which would in turn be managed and serviced by secondary co-operatives to market produce.
· On-going training as life-long learning to empower the farmers.

· A total paradigm shift from the mind-set that only commercial farmers contribute to food security.   Smaller rural farmers also have the vision to feed, clothe and educate their families through producing food enough to sustain their own needs and the sale of surplus.   Through the experience gleaned in the rural farming arena the author has undergone a drastic transformation from this traditional mindset to an understanding that an outcomes-based ideal is inclusive of the smaller farmers who would link their co-operatives for bigger business.
· An understanding that rural is not useless or unproductive or hopeless, but rather that once a person is able to believe in themselves and be filled with hope, this inspires excitement and productivity.

7.
A STUDY OF RURAL CO-OPERATIVES

7.1
TRAINING COURSES

Training courses are designed to intervene and promote short-term turnaround for the business person/entity.   Rather than flood the mind with unnecessary academics which do not facilitate strategic and short-term application, training covers the most essential practical aspects to make the business work.

7.2
FORMATION AND REGISTRATION OF LEGAL ENTITY


7.2.1
Lack of Access to Facilities

Experience has demonstrated the incapacity of people to have their legal entities registered.   This occurs for a number of reasons viz. lack of finance (access to attorneys, auditors etc is prohibitively expensive), distances from urban areas where these facilities are available and a simple lack of understanding of how registrations work/function.

Certain individuals have attempted to have their legal entities registered through SEDA and found this process extremely difficult and despite paying a fee towards the registration, have experienced a lack of delivery.

7.2.2
The writer has also encountered rural people being the victims of unscrupulous operators who have come into their geographical area, signed them as co-operatives, taken their money and then disappeared.   One such example occurred in the Msinga area where a group of vegetable garden farmers had signed documentation in 2003, paid their money and then in 2007 were still waiting for their registration certificate.


Using 3G technology in an area where no electricity, water or telephones were available, a connection was set up to CIPRO and it was confirmed that the application forms had never reached their intended destination.   A new co-op name was then reserved for the group, application forms printed in the nearest town using the Wanyuka mobile office and the town’s electricity supply, a constitution developed and once all signatures were completed the documents were submitted to CIPRO in Pretoria.   Within three weeks the group had received their registration certificate.

7.3
FUNDING


7.3.1
Lack of Access to Funding

This is a problem which has been encountered across the board – no exceptions.   Whether it be grant funding, CASP funding or bank funding, the groups encountered by the writer had nothing to report.

7.3.2
Funding Application Process

The rural group members have demonstrated a catastrophic lack of business and financial management skills.    Through hundreds of people who have been trained to date, the writer has never encountered more that three persons out of a group of thirty who had even operated a savings account in a bank.   This would naturally impede the application process as the applicants would have no knowledge of how to construct a cash flow projection let alone a business plan.   Basic numeracy has not been mastered in the majority of instances with this being the reason for the writer now transporting boxes of calculators to training groups in order to fill this learning gap.  Applying a profit to product prices would entail understanding percentages which requires more learning than just basic numeracy.


7.3.3
Mentoring and Monitoring Projects to Sustain Funding Preservation

It has been recommended to those holding office, that projects should be mentored and monitored in order for assistance to be available to group members not only when urgently needed, but at all times to ensure a smooth flow within the business and to keep track of the financial situation.  

As the group members demonstrate independent skills in managing the business decisions, record keeping and responsible governance, the mentor or business advisor should gradually decrease intervention until the project becomes totally independent.   A regular skills analysis should be conducted to determine when this should be.

7.4.
BUSINESS SKILLS


7.4.1
Academic versus experiential skills.

It is seldom found that educational trainers are themselves equipped with formal business experience.   Therefore it should be acknowledged that many trainers simply pass on academic knowledge without being able to show trainees how to make this knowledge work in the practical realm.   There is no point in needing to know how to work out depreciation when the bank reconciliation has not been understood and therefore finances are running out of control.   Trainers with actual commercial business knowledge combined with agricultural skills need to be employed to intervene and set projects in the right direction.


7.4.2
Research Findings

It is alarming to note how few trainees understand area calculations – what is a hectare – and thereafter what produce is harvested from a given area.   Produce is sold in containers – either round bowls or plastic packets – without having been priced correctly due to a lack of basic mathematical knowledge.   Constructing relevant cash flows with these rural groups has highlighted this area of deficiency.   Business skills intervention is urgently needed.   As the newly appointed head of Land Affairs stated recently – more than 50% of new farmer projects have failed!

7.5
ACCESS TO SUPPLIES AND MARKETS

Rural projects do not have reasonable access to input supplies, necessary services such as electricity, water and road networks and markets for their products.   It was noted on one training encounter in a remote rural area that the agricultural extension officer, who happened to be a young lady, was without transport.   How does such a person do her job adequately when she is required to service a very large expanse of area, let alone assist the people?   

The writer happened to be in a remote rural area on a pension payout day – the day on which local residents would be waiting in anticipation to sell their products.   The competition which arrived, setting up gazebos and marquees, some utilising very large articulated vehicles for transport totally overshadowed the local producer.

It is known that there is some assistance granted to co-operatives with the marketing of their products, but the remote rural entity is struggling.

7.6
SOCIAL DYNAMICS


7.6.1
Social Cohesion

Another great challenge to these group projects is maintaining the social cohesion.   Research has shown that the divides caused by jealousy, differing levels of education, gender differences and political sympathy are apt to cause irreparable rifts.    There is a need to impart the desire for achieving a common vision for the good of all which should dominate decision-making.   This particular facet of group dynamics tends to engender caution in the financier appraising the project.


7.6.2
Democratic Governance

It is known that the majority of rural co-operative members have grown up under the tribal trustland system where democracy is not practised in the sense which is required to make a group project workable and sustainable.   Certain customary requirements teach a person to react and behave in a manner which contradicts that which is required by a financier who looks for self-confidence, direct eye contact, a firm hand-shake and a demeanour that projects an air of knowing where the vision is going under his control.   The first impression made by a credit applicant is usually a lasting one.

Democracy in South Africa is still young for the older rural person – especially the person who is illiterate or semi-literate.   Capacity building and conflict resolution is essential.   The writer has discovered that empowering a person to believe in themselves is the first essential step to making good decisions.   


7.6.3
Exit Mechanisms/Strategies

This is one of the most difficult agreements to be reached in the formation of a constitution for a co-operative group.   Members usually debate many hours over this clause.   If this matter is not explicitly detailed in the constitution, it can cause the total breakdown of the group project.   When the writer constructs a constitution, every member is expected to sign it to demonstrate their agreement with the contents thereof.

7.7
RECOMMENDATIONS

7.7.1
Democratic Governance Skills

These need to be inculcated into every group member – firstly through training and secondly through practice.   This skill does not develop overnight and therefore if at all possible, a type of “honest broker” should be in place to assist with meetings, decisions and governance until the project is able to sustain itself.   Meeting procedures must be taught together with the ethic that good leaders know how to serve their people – not the other way around where power can be intoxicating.


7.7.2
Co-operative Management Training

This course should be offered to every co-operative member as knowledge equips the person with a new level of understanding as to why decisions are made.   The writer has designed a course of this nature which encompasses every level of management including financial management skills, labour relations and the Basic Conditions of Employment Act, study of a constitution and the Co-operatives Act itself.   This alleviates senseless discussion regarding decisions that are taken for the good of the business but are in conflict with personal interests.


7.7.3
Exit Mechanisms

These should be clearly defined and the person assisting with the formation of the constitution should be able to present as many of the different scenarios as possible to the group so that differences of opinion are ironed out prior to the registration of the co-operative.

7.7.4
Mobile Registration Unit

Due to the demographic situation of rural groups, it is recommended that a  mobile co-operative registration situation be embraced and implemented.   The writer has registered in excess of thirty co-operatives in the last eight months – a service performed free of charge to the groups in a bid to assist them set up the foundation of a business that work towards the alleviation of poverty.


7.7.5
Installation of Office Management Systems

With the lack of business experience, despite having business training it is difficult for the trainee to install an office management system.  Education builds on existing foundations and research and experience have shown the writer that the business foundations do not exist in many instances.   It should be a matter of urgency that a service provider should be appointed to travel to the different co-operative projects where the office structures could be installed.   Thereafter, follow-up visits should occur to ensure that those controls etc which have been installed are being managed and adhered to.  This would form a type of mentorship situation where the business managers would have a caring person alongside them to assist them into profitability and sustainability.   This “mentor” would slowly be extracted from the business as the capabilities of the resident managers demonstrated their ability to function independently.


7.7.6
Agricultural “Drop-In” Centres

The Department of Health has been instrumental in creating “Drop-In” Centres where HIV patients, orphans and needy people are able to obtain attention and assistance with their needs.   Agriculture needs to urgently intervene in the plight of the rural person and create “Drop-In” Supply Centres where the basic necessities of the rural farmer can be reached in a sustainable manner.  Currently, the writer sees and experiences the hardship of a rural person, who has no means and who wishes to become food secure but cannot due to the long distances needed to travel to purchase input supplies.   Amongst these inputs would be seed, fertiliser, chemicals, animal or chicken feed, packaging for marketing of produce.

These Drop-In Centres could be coupled together with training centres of which there are only three currently set aside purely for training viz. Ensingweni, Nyangwini and Msunduzi.   Considering the magnitude of the future of training in KwaZulu Natal, it would be a great investment for a training centre to be erected within every district municipality which would fall under the auspices of the Department of Agriculture and which would be within reasonable reach of all residents farming within that district municipality.   Attached to this training centre would be a facility for storing the necessary farming inputs as discussed above.   


7.7.7
New Generation Co-operatives

The Standard Bank AgriReview – First Quarter 2006 features an article on the New Generation Co-operative which had taken America by storm.   This co-operative differs from the structure known to us in that a commitment is obtained from each member as to how much produce they will supply to the co-operative.   Should the supply then be short of the committed figures, the member then has to pay in the difference.  An adoption of this level of commitment would then avoid the prevailing situation where different levels of commitment cause friction within the group.


7.7.8
Secondary Co-operatives for Marketing

Considering the mammoth task that rural people have, getting their products to a market it is recommended that Secondary Co-operatives be formed where the Primary Co-operatives could group together to source lucrative and sustainable markets.   Good markets are only sustainable where the co-operative is able to consistently deliver products – grouping of produce would assist in maintaining the flow.


7.7.9
Hotline Access to Business Services

A mobile or roving business centre could be put in place, where problems could be resolved through a phone call or a visit by this mobile centre.   Rural people do not have access to such a service that is within their means of reach.


7.7.10
Urgent Intervention

Urgent intervention is needed to turn around the failed project statistics.   Training needs to meet people where they are at – which would require an experienced ETD (Educational, Training and Development) Practitioner doing a Situational, Needs and Skills Analysis.   Necessary training would then be recommended.

While the Setas are in control of Unit Standard accreditation courses including learnerships, many of these are long-term studies and do not promote urgent intervention tactics to assist the farmer in making his business viable and sustainable.   There is a massive divide between the academic student who has time on his/her hands to gain a qualification and the farmer who simply wants to farm for a profit.
Utilising our resources is beholden upon us – why is it that houses no longer have gutters to capture rain water?   These should be compulsory on low-cost houses and certainly subsidised on rural houses.   Every millimetre on a square metre of roof amounts to 1 litre of runoff, assuming no evaporation.   A 50 square metre roof area and the area’s annual rainfall of for example 900mm could potentially provide 49 cubic metres of water, or 134 litres of clean water per day. (Bill Berry: Extract from report for eThekwini project)
A further utilisation and conservation of resources would be no-till farming with a backpack sprayer and V Hoe – easily accessible in the rural areas, compost made from household waste and earthworms to produce compost. 

8.
THE LUNGISANI PROJECT

The Lungisani project is an example of how intervention in the form of training, empowerment and “kick-start” assistance can motivate and infuse vision for business into previously de-motivated rural inhabitants.

The author first visited this group of rural people during January 2008 to train them in Poultry farming.   They are known as an “HIV and Aids” Group of TB clinic patients.   They are resident in the tribal trustland area of Mnqobokazi.   The group was predominantly women with one male who was very ill.   The Poultry course was successful but the author was most disturbed at the lack of resources available to this group and the problems encountered with the distance away from input supplies.   It was calculated that a mature chicken would have to be sold for R550 to break even on input costs if the chickens had to be raised doing everything according to the book!

In March the author returned to conduct Business Management training and on this trip transported a donation of 100 Day Old Chicks to the group to assist them in starting their business.   This led to transporting 50kg bags of food as well, as the members had no means with which to travel long distances to purchase this food.   The nearest town is 40kms away.   On a daily basis 50kg bags of food were delivered in order for supplies to be sufficient to grow the chicks to maturity.
During the Business Management course it was emphasised that all income from the sale of the chickens had to be saved to be utilised as input funds for the next batch of chicks.   This was honoured and the funds produced when the author returned to teach Marketing during July 2008.   A batch of 400 day old chicks was delivered to the group on this occasion with the cost of the chicks and two 50kg bags of feed being donated while the balance of the food was to be bought with funds from the first batch sold.   This was done and the chickens were growing well when the author returned for a fourth time during July to teach the group Co-operative Management as the author had by this time registered a co-operative for the group to get their business structured and managed correctly.

What a change was evidenced in the group members by this time – business was flourishing and the vibrancy exuding out of the members was tangible.   The author was then approached by the male member of the group who was by this time working with cash flows and record-keeping and no longer had to be fetched from home to attend lectures due to his inability to walk!   He was walking with a spring in his step and was proud to announce that he was returning to the University of KwaZulu Natal to finish his conservation diploma as a sponsored student.   He confessed that he was no longer drowning his sorrows in alcohol but was totally reformed!
The progress made had rendered the author speechless – confirming her belief in empowerment through training and belief in oneself.   The group has now ventured into Papaya growing and maize which will hopefully be milled by a small machine which the author is attempting to procure on their behalf.   This venture will further increase their self-sufficiency and their ability to produce food for themselves and the neighbours.
9.
CONCLUSION


Food security problems are beginning to feature in the media and these issues are serious – not only in South Africa but right through Sub-Saharan Africa.   Input expenses have spiralled and financial viability is not easy to attain or maintain.

Debating, talking and writing need to translate into action and delivery.   Expertise is available to the Department – it just needs to be embraced to turn us into a “Proudly South African” producing nation where the needs of the poor are met and the nation is properly fed.  
Responsibility and accountability rests with people – the people of

· Government

· Donor and sponsor groups

· NGOs

· Tribal authorities who can empower the farmers through allowing formal title to the land they are farming

· Communities to work together and co-ordinate their businesses, avoid duplication and ensure that the community can feed itself balanced nutrition.

· The Ngonyama Trust and other tribal trustland areas to ensure that all unproductive land becomes fully productive agricultural land.

· The Extension services of the Department of Agriculture to become trained in all areas of business in order to assist the rural groups in their projects. 

Finally, it is incumbent on us as South Africans to stop blaming the colonialists for our problems.   An honest approach would recognise that the tribal trustland system, while being culturally acceptable, has not promoted good and vibrant food-secure farming ventures.  For us to feed ourselves this is going to require a complete paradigm shift.
The Lungisani Gallery
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                     Lungisani ladies are caring for their chickens in a traditional hut.
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    The Lungisani Group Members holding certificates on completion of their course
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