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ABSTRACT Agriculture has a significant role in contributing to rural economic growth and ensuring food security.
However, the agricultural sector has been exposed to challenges such as climate change and scarcity of resources
that affect production. In spite of agricultural challenges, South Africa is still food self-sufficient nationally, except
at household level. The study sets out to determine the effects of agriculture on household food security in rural
areas. A survey was conducted in uThungulu District Municipality within six local municipalities using questionnaire
and semi-structured interviews. Crop and livestock farming are recognised as the strategies to alleviate food
insecurity. Agricultural policies need to be prioritised. Monitoring and evaluation tools must be developed to track
whether these policies reflect the needs of rural populace. The Government should become the custodian of land
and develop programmes that will enable rural people to access land to promote agriculture for improvement of
food security.

INTRODUCTION

Agriculture has a significant role in contrib-
uting to rural economic growth and ensuring
food security. However, the agricultural sector
has been exposed to challenges such as climate
change and scarcity of resources that affect pro-
duction. South African Statistics (2013) showed
that agriculture contributes 2.2 percent to Gross
Domestic Product and agricultural practice by
rural households has declined over the years. In
spite of agricultural challenges, South Africa is
still food secure nationally, except at household
level. Alemu (2015) points out that food insecu-
rity at household level is becoming a major chal-
lenge, as the majority of the populace is becom-
ing more food insecure due to low rates of agri-
cultural production, low access to food result-
ing from low income in rural areas. Tibesigwa
and Visser (2016) show that in South Africa, an
estimated 20.7 percent of households are in-
volved in agriculture and sixty-five percent of
these households practise agriculture purely for
subsistence purposes to meet household food
demand.

Nkonya et al. (2012) indicate that an estimat-
ed one-third of the world’s crop land is losing
topsoil faster than new soil is forming, and many
of the poor live on degraded land that negative-

ly impacts on food production. Misselhorn et al.
(2012) allude that from the year 2000, food secu-
rity has become a crucial item in the global agen-
da and the subject of various inter-governmen-
tal processes. However, Margulis (2013) notes
that international efforts to reduce world food
insecurity have fallen considerably short of ex-
pectations and commitments.

Chan (2014) asserts that the Chinese Gov-
ernment’s initiative was to assist Africa to solve
its food security problem through establishment
of China-Africa agricultural cooperation. Shisan-
ya and Hendriks (2011) argue that dynamics that
instigated food insecurity in South Africa is eco-
nomic stagnation and poor agricultural policies,
consequently lack of purchasing power. Further-
more, Modi (2015) estimated that millions of small
scale farmers and agricultural cooperatives in-
ternationally live in marginal environments in
rural areas. In addition, poor governance leads
to lack of technical support of agricultural coop-
eratives and lack technical support. Therefore,
this study intends to investigate if small scale
agriculture can improve food security in rural
areas particularly in uThungulu District since it
has numerous food security projects being im-
plemented and there is still a need for more food
security intervention.
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Agricultural Cooperatives and Improvement of
Food Security

Vandenberg (2006) clearly states that coop-
eratives are an important means by which poor
people group themselves together to improve
their economic situation. Vorley (2012) states that
agricultural cooperatives in an African context
are characterised by small family subsistence
farming on less than 5 hectares of land with mixed
farming systems. Furthermore, Mujawamariya et
al. (2013) state that cooperatives aim to help small
and poor farmers without radically changing the
distribution of economic power. Anim et al. (2015)
point out that the agricultural sector has identi-
fied co-operatives as catalysts for sustainabili-
ty of agricultural initiatives. Allahdadi (2011) ar-
gues that the existence of agricultural coopera-
tives plays a role for rural farmers through im-
proving the stability of the farming sector, im-
proving market access for their products and
strengthening their position in the agri-food
chain. Despite these initiatives, agricultural co-
operatives and rural smallholders are still facing
numerous challenges that constrain their
progress and ability to farm effectively and pro-
duce marketable surplus. South Africa is report-
ed to have inadequate access to economic re-
sources to invest in agriculture and this is more
perceptible in rural areas.

Agricultural cooperatives lack management
skills, corporate governance and not using busi-
ness principles to operate (Anim et al. 2015).
However, Thaba et al. (2015) contend that only
twenty percent of agricultural cooperatives that
are sustainable are those controlled by white
South Africans and heavily supported by the
former apartheid regime. It has been noted by
Ncube and Kang’ethe (2015) that white people
in South Africa still dominate as commercial farm-
ers and are in control of the fresh produce, with
sky-rocketing prices that favour them as pro-
ducers. Agricultural cooperatives that can pro-
vide a decentralised system of food and employ-
ment maintain a higher level of income and food
security to sustain rural livelihoods (Chambo et
al. 2009). The South African legislative enshrines
food security as a human right whereby every-
one must have access to food.

Legislative Framework on Food Security

Hendriks and Olivier (2015) point out that
the main purpose of the White paper is to en-
sure unbiased access to agriculture and promote

the influence of agriculture in the development
of all communities and society at large to build
the national economy, in order to improve in-
come, food security, employment and quality of
life. Furthermore, White paper on agriculture of
1995 binds South African Government to ad-
dressing both national and household food se-
curity through creating access to food. Howev-
er, De Cock et al. (2013) argue that although
South Africa is food self-sufficient as a nation,
many households remain food insecure and this
suggests that previous food security policies in
South Africa had failed because the black major-
ity is still denied access to market. Furthermore,
the current South African government is strug-
gling to satisfy essential needs of the poor and
still experiencing critical shortages in material,
social and human resources, and have few op-
portunities for economic activity.

Altman et al. (2009) argue that South African
food policies focus on rural food insecurity, with
an emphasis on food production, not food ac-
cess. South Africa has progressively engaged
in the fight against hunger and poverty through
its policies and programme interventions. Kepe
and Tessaro (2012) assert that viewing South
African food security policies clearly shows that
the Government has taken the issue of food in-
security as a matter that needs more attention,
particularly in rural areas where the majority are
vulnerable. Modi (2015) states that it is estimat-
ed that millions of small farmers globally live in
marginal environments, including rural areas, and
lack policy and technical support for their indig-
enous farming systems. Qureshi et al. (2015) ar-
gue that effective policies are particularly cru-
cial to economies consisting of smallholder farm-
ers, who face increasingly unstable markets with
price inflation and the bearing of climate change.
Alemu (2015) state that South African national
policy planning is limited as there is silence about
the spatial dimensions of food insecurity in the
country. Okunlola et al. (2016) note that South
African agricultural policies are still biased to-
wards large-scale commercial farming because
the government extension programmes do not
meet the needs of smaller-scale farmers.

Study Objective

The objective of this study is to determine
the effect of small scale agriculture in enhancing
household food security in rural areas.
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METHODOLOGY

A survey was conducted in uThungulu Dis-
trict Municipality within six local municipalities
namely, Ntambanana, Mthonjaneni, Nkandla,
Mfolozi, uMlalazi and uMhlathuze (Fig.1).

This district is located in the north eastern
region of the KwaZulu Natal (KZN) Province
and is predominately rural. The district has the
third highest population in the province with
plenty arable land utilised to produce horticul-
tural crops and vegetables. UThungulu District
has its share of subsistence farmers who have
the land as their only asset, characterised by
under-development and high levels of poverty.
Both quantitative and qualitative research meth-
ods were used in this study. The questionnaire
was administered to respondents (n=147) who
were available and willing to participate in the
study. The questionnaire included the informa-

tion based on crop and livestock farming prac-
tices. Interview sessions were conducted with
focus groups (n=7) which consisted of 109 mem-
bers who were agricultural cooperatives, and
three key informants using semi-structured ques-
tions. The focus groups and key informants were
purposively selected to participate in the sur-
vey because of their involvement and in-depth
knowledge on agricultural activities.

After data collection, both quantitative and
qualitative data were interpreted together. All
quantitative data was cleaned and coded, and
the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (IBM
SPSS22) computer program was used to devel-
op descriptive statistics, percentages, frequen-
cies and tables. Content analysis was used to
analyse qualitative data, where the researchers
generated themes from the interviews. The re-
searchers started by listening to the voice re-
corder repeatedly to internalise the content and

Fig. 1. Map of uThungulu District Municipality
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transcribe it verbatim. Transcripts were read
through carefully and ideas were written down
in the margin as they came to mind, so that no
data was left out.

FINDINGS  AND  DISCUSSION

The findings indicate that respondents rely
on crop farming activities as the strategy to alle-
viate   food insecurity, such as crop and live-
stock farming. Poulsen et al. (2015) noted that
farming activities may provide a source of food
and income for households and assist in reduc-
ing food insecurity situations. Table 1 portrays
involvement of respondents in crop farming.

The findings show that 49.7 percent of re-
spondents practised crop farming, which com-
prised community and home gardens for sub-
sistence purposes. Ngcoya and Kumarakulas-
ingam (2016) attest that small-scale farmers in
KZN normally grow crops to supplement pur-
chased food on postage stamp size plots of land.
These findings reiterate those of Baiphethi and
Jackobs (2009) that the rural populace produces
most of the food for consumption purposes
through community and home gardens; unfor-
tunately, these gardens are present in communi-
ties with higher than average household income.
The respondents indicated that subsistence
farming has been seen as the coping mechanism
to alleviate food insecurity at household level
and the majority have low purchasing power
because of their poor socio-economic status. It
was reported that 32.7 percent were not involved
in farming activities due to lack of support ser-
vices from government. This indicates that the
majority of respondents had constrains to par-
ticipate in agriculture as the vehicle to improve
their quality of life and as the source of income.
Six percent were commercial farmers; 10.9 per-
cent practised both subsistence and commer-
cial farming. Those who were practising subsis-
tence and commercial farming indicated that their

gardens were open to the public to promote and
secure the right to healthy and culturally appro-
priate food, and ensuring that local farmers are
in full control of all aspects of food production.
However, according to Anim et al. (2015), sub-
sistence-based production in rural areas has
shown a decline because of limited resource
mobilisation and allocation affecting vegetable
production.

Ten percent of the respondents practised
commercial farming but were unable to access
markets; their produce did not meet required stan-
dards and the price was determined by the mar-
ket which consequently did not generate profit.
Furthermore, Barham and Chitemi (2009) affirm
that major obstacles faced by smallholder agri-
cultural farmers are lack of market access. Fifty-
eight percent of the respondents revealed that
they received free poor quality seeds from the
Department of Agriculture and Rural Develop-
ment (DARD) which consequently led to less
production whilst forty-two percent did not re-
ceive seeds at all. The findings of Pereira et al.
(2014) maintain that the SADC region is faced
with the deterioration of subsistence agriculture
that led to an increase in intervention of agricul-
tural cooperatives by both public and private
institutions.

Agricultural Cooperatives and Crop Farming

 The Government initiated agricultural coop-
eratives in rural areas as a vehicle to enhance
the development of small-scale farmers and food
security, through inputs and outputs that would
make a meaningful contribution to the market.
Mujawamariya et al. (2013) state that agricultur-
al cooperatives in South Africa are character-
ised by small family subsistence farming on less
than five hectares of land with mixed farming
systems. These focus groups reported that their
main activity was crop farming where they pro-
duce maize and beans, but they lacked knowl-
edge and guidance on what to plough in which
seasons and which method is relevant for the
best farming to produce more.  Kepe and Tessa-
ro (2012) attested that the government has tak-
en measured steps to alleviate food insecurity
in outlying areas where the majority are vulner-
able. The focus groups indicated that the pur-
pose of formulating cooperatives was to address
food insecurity issues and uplift poverty-strick-
en individuals, particularly women and youth,

Table 1: Crop Farming in uThungulu District

Purposes of farming Percentage (%)

Subsistence 49.7
Commercial purposes 6.1
Both consumption and commercial 10 .9
Not farming 32.7
Did not respond 0.7
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through sustainable job creation and communi-
ty projects. Vibert (2016) pointed out that most
vegetable agricultural cooperatives in South
Africa are dominated by women providing nu-
tritious produce for households and vulnerable
people in the community. The findings of the
study concur with those of the USDA (2000)
and ILO (2007) that agricultural cooperatives are
formed as a business by a group of people who
use its services and share in profits. All focus
groups were assisted by DARD and local mu-
nicipality officials to start agricultural coopera-
tives; however, no follow up was made to track
their progress.

It transpired from focus groups that they
were not business orientated on how to sustain
their cooperatives due to lack of business work-
shops and trainings as emerging cooperatives.
However, Mujawamariya et al. (2013) pointed out
that Government had committed itself, stating
that there are incentives and capacity building
grants available for developmental-oriented co-
operatives.  Some focus groups indicated that
to form agricultural cooperative it was not their
initiative but top-down approach was used by
government institutions including local munici-
palities and DARD by imposing agricultural ini-
tiatives. Uwizeyimana (2011) suggested that a
bottom-up approach is an appropriate method,
where people who live with the problems and
understand them are in a better position to use
their skills and understanding of the local con-
text to formulate and implement possible solu-
tions and policies that are most appropriate to
local problems. This indicates that top-down
approach portrays lack of community consulta-
tion and lead to projects being ineffective and
as a result they collapse.

Knutson and Armbruster (2013) alluded that
cooperatives are being overloaded with high
expectations for alleviating food insecurity and
overcoming subsistence economy through em-
powering entrepreneurs. The findings showed
that agricultural cooperatives had many chal-
lenges that served as obstacles to achieve food
security and stimulation of the local economy.
This indicates that they lack institutional sup-
port which had failed to work directly at grass-
roots level with low-income people like small-
scale farmers and micro-entrepreneurs. White
paper on Local Government (1998) emphasises
that local municipalities should speed up the
process of service delivery to meet the basic

needs of local people. Furthermore, the food
security policy (Department of Social Develop-
ment and Department of Agriculture, Forestry
and Fisheries, (DAFF) 2012) ensures that all cit-
izens are food secure through creating an en-
abling environment for all communities to pro-
duce more food and have control over its pro-
duction.

The key informants indicated that the Dis-
trict has launched project called “uThungulu
Fresh Produce Market” to address the triple
threats of poverty, food security and unemploy-
ment in the District. This project is aimed at em-
powering the rural communities and small-scale
farmers in uThungulu to have access to market.
Ortmann and King (2007) stated that the Gov-
ernment has committed itself to providing a sup-
portive legal environment for cooperatives. Lyne
and Collins’ (2008) findings share the sentiment
revealed in this study that few cooperatives sur-
vived in the development-oriented stage be-
cause of weak institutional support. The empow-
erment of agricultural cooperatives and rural
farmers would benefit the rural populace; how-
ever, the majority rely on crop rather than live-
stock farming to achieve food security.

Livestock Farming and Food Security

The study revealed that 81.5 percent of re-
spondents (Table 2) were not involved in live-
stock farming because of inadequate grazing
land and livestock theft that was extremely high.
They had a lot of fallen stock caused by severe
drought and as a result they were discouraged
to practise livestock farming.

Thirteen percent of the respondents had live-
stock for subsistence purposes, and 4.1 percent
for both subsistence and commercial purposes.
The respondents stated that livestock are a tra-
ditional asset and family’s inheritance; howev-
er, due to heavy drought they had no choice but
to sell them at a lower price. Poulsen et al. (2015)
indicated that women tend to participate more in

Table 2: Livestock farming by uThungulu District

Purpose of farming Percentage (%)

Subsistence 1 3
Commercial 1.4
Both subsistence and commercial 4.1
Do not have 81.5
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crop and poultry production, while men are in-
volved in livestock farming. One percent of re-
spondents were local commercial farmers and
sold their livestock to local communities at bus
and taxi ranks in towns as an income generation.
Reddy et al. (2016) revealed South African Na-
tional Development Plan (NDP) is silent on the
role of livestock production and while the cur-
rent argument is that small scale livestock farm-
ing is a vehicle to improve food security.

The livestock farmers were advised by the
Government to cut herd size as sizzling tempera-
tures sucked the moisture from pastures and left
them without grass.  This indicate that lack of
resources including financial input from various
government institutions to instil livestock farm-
ing as a means of income generation and one
key informant alluded that small livestock farm-
ers have a significant role to play in ensuring
household food security and the overall growth
of the agricultural sector. Obuoyo et al. (2016)
show that over ninety percent of households in
Kenya practiced livestock faming as the major
economic activity to alleviate food insecurity.  It
transpired from the study results that very few
households own livestock and Koch (2011)
points out that during apartheid era the black
majority were intentionally denied access to as-
sets such as land, livestock and markets. This
suggests that livestock farming in other devel-
oping countries has added to food security.

Agriculture and Access to Land

Land in developing countries is a sensitive
issue, because it is at the heart of social, politi-
cal and economic life in most African econo-
mies. In South Africa, land was forcefully taken
from the black majority by the apartheid regime
through Land Act of 1913, No.27. Moyo (2007)
noted with concern that land as an asset forms
the foundation for all human survival in terms of
social and economic development. Focus groups
indicated that their main challenge was to ac-
cess entitlement to land. Another key informant
indicated that the Comprehensive Agricultural
Support Programme (CASP) was introduced to
assist the populace that was previously disad-
vantaged by this Act. Toulmin (2008) empha-
sised that agriculture and natural resources rely
heavily on the availability of land for contribu-
tion to the Gross Domestic Product, employment,
and national and household food needs.

More than half of the respondents had no
access to using land for agricultural purposes.
The third key informant indicated that the esti-
mated figure is forty-nine percent of black South
Africans who have land access and the findings
of the study indicated that 45.6 percent have
access to land. The funding model which is Com-
prehensive Agricultural Support Programme
(CASP) was established to identify the avail-
able land from previous white owners and this
was given to potential farmers.  The study find-
ings complement those of Fukuda-Parr and Tay-
lor (2015) that South African land reform poli-
cies have been supporting emerging farmers to
improve their production-based entitlement.
However, Toulmin and Quan (2000) argue that in
most instances, land is being highly commercia-
lised, while it is a primary means of subsistence
farming and income generation, particularly in
rural areas where their main purpose is to eradi-
cate food insecurity.

In South Africa, particularly in rural areas,
customary tenure system still exists where tradi-
tional authorities still hold powers to land own-
ership and distribution to its local people. Ac-
cording to Ngcoya and Kumarakulasingam
(2016), land tenure is skewed in favour of men in
KwaZulu Natal rural areas where female small-
scale farmers are struggling to get access to land
with the customary traditional leader’s control.
This is confirmed by some of the focus groups
who were deprived access to land by traditional
leadership, and then local municipalities were
approached to assist without success. Concern
has been also raised by Toulmin (2008) that the
majority of traditional leaders have claimed stron-
ger rights over common resources such as land,
and even allocated it to outsiders for personal
gain. This leaves local community members vul-
nerable to dispossession by local elites or by
outsiders acting in alliance with local traditional
leaders. This indicates that land is still a crisis
and is also crippling food security in terms of
productivity and practising agriculture to allevi-
ate food security at household level. These study
findings confirm Jayne’s et al. (2003) findings
that even though South Africa is a democratic
country, severe land inequalities persist between
traditional leadership, smallholders, commercial
farmers and State farms.

Smith et al. (2013) noted that limited land af-
fects food production; consequently, agricul-
tural cooperatives are still unable to compete in
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the market due to the small size of land and lim-
ited farming skills as compared to their counter-
parts. Okunlola et al. (2016) revealed that land
reform in South Africa is not well-versed with
any comprehensive approach for small farmer
development and consequently there is skewed
access and support mechanism to small farmers.
The study revealed that commercial farmers are
doing well compared to small-scale farmers be-
cause the latter have limited access to land as a
resource for producing more food and other
products. The study findings confirm Aliber and
Hart’s (2009) findings that food security initia-
tives or projects do not have clear guidelines on
how cooperatives and smallholder agriculture
should align land and agrarian reform projects
in rural areas.

CONCLUSION

Agriculture is recognised as vehicle for food
security and rural populace depends on subsis-
tence farming as a coping strategy to alleviate
food insecurity. The rural populace is more into
mixed farming system including crop and live-
stock but crop is dominant through home and
community gardens. Lack of livestock farming
in black rural areas was caused by apartheid re-
gime where blacks were denied access to assets
such as livestock. Agricultural sector is more
exposed to challenges such as scarcity of re-
sources, lack of institutional support, poor qual-
ity seeds and drought; consequently, there is a
low rate of agricultural production. Agricultural
cooperatives were initially established as the
vehicle to improve agricultural production to
strengthen their position in the agri-food chain.
Lack or failure of small scale farmers and agricul-
tural cooperatives is due to lack of management
skills and poor technical support from govern-
ment. The study revealed that most agricultural
projects were imposed in communities because
the perceptions were still that food insecurity
would be alleviated through agriculture only.
This situation indicates lack of community con-
sultation and failure of this agricultural initiative
due to lack of agricultural workshops and train-
ings as emerging farmers as well as agricultural
cooperatives.

Land in South Africa is still a major challenge
and an obstacle towards improving rural agri-
culture due to lack of land entitlement. The land
that is available is highly commercialised; con-

sequently, the black rural majority is unable to
have access because they mainly practise sub-
sistence farming. Furthermore, traditional lead-
ers are the custodians of land in rural areas and
their distribution is based on favouritism. These
challenges are crippling the productivity of ag-
riculture as means of food security and source
of income generation. The South African gov-
ernment needs to prioritise agriculture policies
and develop monitoring and evaluation tool to
track whether these policies reflect the needs of
rural populace.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The recommendations are to ensure that the
challenges that are currently faced by the agri-
cultural sector will be addressed properly to im-
prove production and food security. The gov-
ernment should organise workshops and train-
ings that are directed at empowering small scale
farmers and agricultural cooperatives with busi-
ness skills as well as new technological farming
methods. Moreover, government should devel-
op programmes that will promote livestock farm-
ing as means of income generation and provide
them with necessary support services such as
financial assistance, livestock farming trainings
and provide them with skills to commercialise
livestock.  The government should become the
custodian of land then develop programmes that
will enable rural people to access land to pro-
mote agriculture for improvement of food secu-
rity and economic development.
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