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The oppression of women is still a key feature of South African society.
The 2009 rural women’s conference  - “From Poverty to Food Sovereignty”  -

deliberated on the features of this oppression which  solidified our focus for the year.
Women continued to lead the struggle for change through the Food Sovereignty

Campaign and in local communities. Our popular education and research provided
further platforms to deepen the analysis of women’s oppression and liberation.
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chairperson’s report

The hopes that the post-Polokwane administration would bring new

opportunities and approaches to rural development have faded.

Excitement, inspired by the apparent dedication to meeting the needs

of the rural poor - a new arrangement of national departments, new

ANC policy framework for Rural Development and Agrarian Reform –

fell in light of the minimal budget allocation to rural development, land

reform and agriculture.

The apparent failures of local government institutions have thrown into

sharp relief the role of the non-governmental sector in rural development

and the upliftment of the rural poor.  A SPP-led Namaqualand Land

Summit to review land reform by communities themselves also pointed

to the failure of the programme to deliver benefit to women. SPP, with

its strong awareness of the systemic and global proportions of the rural

class struggle, shrugged its shoulders and continued to pursue its

innovative and radical programme of action for agrarian social change.Lu
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As SPP enters its second year of a three-year cycle

its programmes have matured. The organisation’s

strength and leadership in the sector has consolidated

itself through good practice ranging from on-the-

ground agro-ecological training through to building

an agrarian movement, locally and globally, and

sound and dynamic internal organisational practice

and development.

SPP’s tradition of reflection is critical in the space

it occupies.  SPP continues to engage with and

facilitate government processes.  Simultaneously it

seeks to build a strong social movement which is

able to defy the establishment where it fails the

poorest and most marginalised.

This tradition is boosted by strong links to progressive

academics and civil society formations, locally and

globally, and has ensured the development of a

radical programme of action around gender and

environment as it relates to agrarian reform.

Links into global agrarian social movements, through

the IBSA partnerships with Brazil and India, has built

new confidence in local farmers and SPP staff

themselves.

Local organisation within the sector has always

proved challenging. The past year has ushered in a

new collaboration, still taking shape, between eleven

South African NGOs working in rural development

and agrarian reform with SPP playing a leadership

role in developing this platform with partners. This

kind of structured cooperation in the land sector

has not been seen since the collapse of the National

Land Committee in the late 1990s.

Developing good practice in organisational

administration and management remains a focus

in managing relationships with donors and in

ensuring appropriate accountability and governance.

New systems to ‘capture’ the work of SPP, support

report writing and tracking of impacts (qualitatively

and quantitatively) have been piloted and is being

rolled out to all projects within SPP.

With donors, SPP demands the same kind of

reflection and accountability as it asks of its own

practice. Far from frightening off donor money,

SPP’s approach builds strong, developmental

relationships with its northern partners.         .

The board of SPP would like to extend thanks and

appreciation to that extensive ‘field’ of people,

organisations and networks that provide the rich

ground in which the work of SPP can flourish.

Board Members:

Johann Mettler, Megan Euston-Brown, Lungisile

Ntsebeza, Karen Daniels, Bipin Prag, Esmé Smith

and Richard Brown

chairperson’s report
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“Aunt Ralie is 81 years old, but still participates in all the marches with passion and zeal!
These moments Inspire and defines Purpose.”
Herschelle Milford - Director
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director’s report

The impact of the multiple dimensions of the global

crisis has been evident in our work particularly over

the last two years. We have observed growing poverty

and job losses with the closure of the mines and the

shedding of jobs in the agricultural sector. Food price

increases, hunger and desperation, compounded by

growing HIV/AIDS pandemic and related diseases

have characterized the towns and farms where we

work. The ecological destruction as a result of the

global neo-liberal market system has highlighted the

need for multiple strategies of resistance. These

include promoting alternative production systems,

resistance against the industrial model of agriculture

that promote biotechnologies like GMO’s,

mobilisation and direct action to advance food

sovereignty.

The effects of the global financial crisis have been

most acutely experienced by particularly women

casual and seasonal farm workers. These impacts on

women compelled us to closely examine the impact

of land and agriculture reform on the women we

work with. It was evident that after 20 years of work

in Namaqualand, women did not meaningfully benefit

from land reform. The rural women’s conference

hosted early 2009 gave us a clear direction on the

priorities for the next period.

The existing neo-liberal policy framework of the state

remains intact despite hopes that the 2008 Polokwane

Conference would have prepared for a major shift

in orientation and priorities. The restructuring of

departments and particularly the split of the former

Department of Land Affairs and Agriculture into the

Department of Rural Development and Land Reform

and the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and

Fisheries, was a clear indication that the orientation

and bias of our government remains with commercial

agriculture, which supports an export and profit

driven chemical industrial model of agriculture,

dominating the entire value chain.

Further indication that no meaningful changes will

be forthcoming is a minimal budget for rural

development, land reform and agriculture despite a

new Comprehensive Rural Development Programme

Framework being piloted. The Minister of Rural

Development and Land Reform publicly admitting

that the past land reform programme was a huge

failure and threats of “Use it or Lose it” by the

Minister of Land Affairs have been strongly opposed

by the Campaign who consistently raised concern

around the lack of appropriate post settlement

support for agro-ecological farming, local food

production, consumption and markets. “How can we

lose it if we do not even have it” was a common

outcry from farmers. The Agrarian Reform for Food

Sovereignty Campaign and likeminded movements

engaged and challenged the new department around

the lack of consultation and demanded clarity on a

plan to implement these new policies. We have yet

to see the impact of these engagements. Looking

into 2010 we see much focus on and resources

diverted away from the poor in favour of a World

Cup that would have no visible benefits for the urban

and rural poor.

Patterns of ownership of land and water rights remain

in the hands of white commercial farmers with less

than 6% of agricultural land being distributed. In this

scenario we witness continued evictions of farm

workers and dwellers from farms. Urban farmers like

Ithemba Farmers Association on a daily basis

struggle and fight for their right to land and agriculture

director’s report
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in the city. Municipal commonage remains the

dominant vehicle for agricultural production as the

consolidation of land in rural areas reduces chances

for equitable redistribution of land.

The continued roll-out of AGRA (Alliance for Second

Green Revolution for Africa) has prompted us to

accelerate strategies to raise awareness around GMO’s

and promote Food Sovereignty. We hence hosted Dr.

Devinder Sharma, a food analyst and activist from

India as a key discussant at the screening of the

documentary “Poison on the Platter”, which critically

examines the genetically modified food with special

reference to India. It has relevance to South Africa

where the introduction of genetically modified crops

such as cotton, soy and maize has been actively

promoted by our government and the bio technology

industry, without significant public participation or

awareness.

Alliances with global partners have assisted us to

strengthen local actions and processes for seed

conservation and agro-ecological production. Horizontal

farmer to farmer learning exchanges to India,
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Zimbabwe, Mozambique and Brazil changed mindsets,

opened up new opportunities and greatly enhanced

solidarity, local practices and cooperation amongst

farmers.

The launch of our agro-ecological learning sites

process in itself is a form of resistance as we build

a movement of producers who reject the dominant

production model and advocate for alternative

extension support. Building local skills and expertise

is at the heart of this process.

Strong rural movements are critical to change power

relations and ensure equitable redistribution of land,

water and resources for food sovereignty. The service

delivery protests in areas not usually known for such

direct action indicate frustration and reflect the dire

circumstances of the rural poor. Movement building

requires a multipronged approach. For SPP this means

greater and continued popular emancipatory

education aimed particularly at women and youth

and which open up new conversations within the

broader public domain. Deepening our political

consciousness and ongoing learning remains at the

core of our practice.

Participation in collaborations such as the Northern

Cape Network (organisations working in the

Namaqua district and Upington-Keimoes areas),

Tshintsha Amakhaya (a partnership of 11 nationally

placed organisations) and the IBSA Civil Society

Platform (South-South Collaboration from India,

Brazil, South Africa) provides us the space to learn

and share from our col lective practice.

The introduction of the Paris Agenda ushered a critical

era for development organisations and social

movements. SPP too is constantly challenged to

review and sharpen our practice as we explore

sustainable alternatives to enhance the livelihoods

and rights of the rural and poor and landless while

considering the sustainability of the organisation.

Good governance, management and financial

administration anchor the organisation. The personal

and professional development of staff is strongly

encouraged. Several staff members pursue further

studies. Opportunities for skills enhancement like

accompanying farmers and farm workers on learning

exchanges and representing the organisation at

various forums such as the World Social Forum, are

provided.

We have always prided ourselves as an organisation

that acts as catalyst for social change.

Our annual reports over the last few years intended

to capture the resilience and struggles of the women

and men we learn from and work with. We hope

you will again draw inspiration from the visuals in

this report.

This year we include photographs of our board

members and staff as recognition and appreciation

for their invaluable contribution to SPP. The passion

and dedication of the staff allows us to continually

explore new approaches and practices.              .

As we enter a new decade it will be this passion,

dedication and innovation that will sustain us as we

collectively continue the struggle for agrarian

transformation.

Herschelle Milford

director’s report
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“A 61 year old woman told me in an interview that she has been conserving traditional
seeds since she was 12 years old, her household has never gone to bed hungry and

neither have her neighbours. I was reaffirmed that I’m part of a good cause”

Sithandiwe Yeni - Development Facilitator, West Coast
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Agrarian reform for food sovereignty is a basic human right of the rural and urban masses, and
forms the basis for transforming the rural economy and broader societal change. It is quintessential
to address the problem of landlessness, rural underdevelopment and poverty. Pro-poor agrarian
reform is a pre-condition to ensure people’s and food sovereignty (the right to produce own
food, determine agricultural policies and access healthy food, which is being undermined by the
neo-liberal socio-economic system) and the basis for a radical transformation of rural relations.
Small scale farmers, farm dwellers and workers and the rural poor are important social forces
to bring about this transformation. The Right to Agrarian Reform for Food Sovereignty Campaign
established by small-scale farmers, farm workers and dwellers is a critical vehicle in this process.

agrarian reform for food sovereignty
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agrarian reform for food sovereignty

The intention of this summit was to provide people the
opportunity and space to articulate a new vision for
rural development and land reform.

SPP history bears witness to the critical role women

played in mobilisation, struggles for land rights and

production of food for livelihoods. At a learning space

in 2008 we reflected that our intervention strategies

did not effectively address the specific needs of women.

We then embarked on a journey to collectively with

women reflect on the key issues and obstacles they

face in agrarian reform.

60 rural women gathered to explore the theme “From

Poverty to Food Sovereignty - Rural Women Unite”.

The purpose of this conference was to share ideas

around the several challenges facing rural women and

to explore options for collective action and solidarity.

The issues discussed in this gathering included Food

sovereignty and agro-ecology; Biodiversity, Feminism

in History; Climate change; GMO’s, Agro-fuels and the

AGRA (Alliance for Second Green Revolution for Africa).

Women shared practical experiences around seed

conservation, alternatives to the multiple crises and

agro-ecological production for local markets. A critical

component of the conference was discussions around

building social movements, campaigns and local

struggles.  The conference ended with a picket at

parliament to protest against and highlight the slow
9



pace of land reform, limited access to land and

support for agro-ecological production and

implementation of women’s rights.

Key outcomes of this process was a common voice

on local food production to feed families and local

communities; the acknowledgement that women

should take control of local processes regarding land

and agriculture; women should organize to influence

policy makers; and women should fight domestic

and sexual violence. A research project to assess the

obstacles women face in terms of access to land and

resources was the next phase in this journey.       .

THE RIGHT TO THE CITY

- LAND OCCUPATION FOR FOOD SOVEREIGNTY

The Ithemba Small Farmers Association is a group

of about 300 urban farmers who are practicing small

scale farming on 71 ha of land, on the outskirts of

Cape Town, which belongs to the Department of

Housing (Western Cape Province). Since 1984 to

2008 about 175 farmers have occupied and used the

land; one of the farmers has been farming for more

than 27 years. The Ithemba Farmers Association

approached SPP for support when they were faced

with a high court eviction order as the government

has earmarked this land for purposes of a housing

program.

The association organised themselves and has been

regulating land access to its members by allocating

plots to farmers practicing mixed farming (livestock

and crop production). Water infrastructure has been

established by the local municipality. Some of the

farmers are also staying on their designated plots.

People have different reasons for occupying the land.

Some of them lost their jobs and instead of falling

into a vicious poverty circle, took the opportunity to

farm as a means to providing livelihoods and ensuring

food security. Others have been interested in farming

for a long time but never had the opportunity to get

a piece of farmland. They regard the state as being

unable to providing the required development support

and decided to take the lead in their own

development.

The farmers predominantly produce for their

households. Surpluses are sold to the local community.

The women lead a significant process of social

solidarity production by giving produce to the poor

and vulnerable in the area as well as to extended

families. Special efforts are devised to support local

soup kitchens, schools and HIV/ AIDS patients.

Our support was premised on the dictum “not about

us without us” which fall within the broader

emancipatory development methodologies. This

entailed a multi-pronged lobbying strategy to engage

the state by means of numerous meetings with

officials and political heads, submissions to various

institutions; media exposure and press statements

as well as direct action.  Together with the association

we did a profile of the farmers and land users to gain

a gendered analysis and understanding on their rights;

different land uses; statistics around access and a

general social profile of the members. Subsequently

we determined that some of the farmers have rights

in terms of the ESTA as the land is zoned as

agricultural land. The farmers immediately joined

the Food Sovereignty Campaign as it was an

appropriate vehicle to advance their cause.  On World

Food Day the Ithemba Farmers Association and

members of the Agrarian Reform for Food Sovereignty

Campaign took direct action against Maccs Sand

Mining Company threatening to destroy their

livelihoods.  Legal services and support strengthened

engagements with the state.

agrarian reform
 for food sovereignty
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“The purpose of this conference was to share ideas around the several challenges
facing rural women and to explore options for collective action and solidarity.”

11



The impact of the sustained lobbying strategy was

an acknowledgement by the MEC for Housing that

land for production and urban farming forms a central

pillar of a broader human settlement strategy and

that building houses only is not sustainable. He

committed and agreed to exploring alternatives to

offer the Ithemba farmers.

LAND REFORM IN NAMAQUALAND 20 YEARS ON

- A SYNOPSIS

The need for a reflection and review of land reform

in Namaqualand emerged from our engagements

with different stakeholders and local communities.

Despite large scale progress in terms of land reform

several critical issues remain unresolved and

necessitated a larger conversation with role players.

We therefore started a process where local

communities and beneficiaries of land reform could

reflect on experiences which would culminate in a

mini land summit for the region. The intention of

this summit was to provide people the opportunity

and space to articulate a new vision for rural

development and land reform.

Taking stock revealed interesting information. 52

land claims were registered of which 48 has been

settled (3 community claims and 1 family claim still

needs to be resolved). All 29 individual claims have

been settled. Since 1996 more than 475 000 ha land

has been redistributed through state mechanisms

such as commonage, LRAD and PLAS. Land title

arrangements processes have been concluded on the

state farm known as Meskraal No 283 where 40

plots were given to residents of Komaggas in 1883.

The plots changed ownership several times but with

the exception of three these changes were never

formalised in the Deeds Office. A title arrangement

commissioner was appointed in terms of Land Title

Arrangement Act 111 of 1993 to establish who the

rightful owners of the other 37 plots were, as well

as what should happen to adjacent land. This process

has been concluded, rightful owners appointed and

titles registered in the Deeds Office.

The TRANCRAA (Transformation of Certain Rural

Areas Act 94 of 1998) makes provision for the transfer

of land to a municipality or communal property

association (CPA). In the six rural areas there are

approximately 29 873 residents with access to and

use of 1 807 108 ha land. These lands are currently

managed by four local municipalities. The lands

consist of three sets namely: 1 188 670 ha Act 9

land (excluding residential land); 245 550 ha from

the state’s land reform program and 372 489 ha

state land allocated to the different rural areas

through the Namaqualand District Planning process.

SPP facilitated this process and a final report was

submitted to the DLA in May 1999. Since 2000 to

2003 we facilitated a comprehensive community

process which culminated in a referendum in the

different areas. In September 2003 SPP presented

the final reports from this process to the DLA. The

main recommendation was that despite the

ownership, ongoing administrative support should

be availed for the benefit of the communities. In

August 2007 the memorandum for the transfer of

the land was presented to the DLA in Pretoria from

the province. Since August 2007 to January 2008 all

the required signatories to the memorandum was

finalised. The DLA planned a ceremonial transfer of

the trust land prior to the 2009 elections but

communities refused this option as they preferred

a conversation with the Minister regarding the several

outstanding land issues as pertained in the submitted

final reports.  In the meantime the Agrarian Reform

for Food Sovereignty Campaign is gaining momentum

in the region.

agrarian reform
 for food sovereignty
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A comprehensive memorandum of demands and

alternatives has been presented to the Minister in

2008. In 2009 the Campaign sent a letter to the

President to highlight their issues. He acknowledged

receipt and referred issues to the respective

departments of Rural Development and Land Reform.

Since then no response has been received from the

department. The Campaign is now exploring new

measures to put pressure on the state in this regard.

Many new challenges are emerging in the region

such as an application and public notice for the

commercialisation of the Kraalbos indigenous plant

species (Galenia Africana). The voices of the people

of Namaqualand will be important particularly the

implications for land reform and biodiversity of the

region.

In Pella and Onseepkans the issue of limited or lack

of consultation with local communities has resulted

in local direct actions. Bio-prospecting and patents

are new challenges facing communities. We have

been requested by communities to provide the

necessary information, education and ensure the

active participation of local voices and women.

Challenging the impact of conservation on land

reform is an ongoing matter as we have seen more

and more land in Namaqualand being used and

earmarked for conservation.

 LIMITED BUDGET FOR AGRARIAN REFORM

- IS THERE POLITICAL WILL?

Land redistribution in the West Coast district has

been a distant dream for a long time despite many

direct actions, processes and engagements with the

state. The demand for land has been downplayed

and as an act of resistance small-farmers organised

a process and submitted LRAD applications to the

Department of Land Affairs. The outcome was not

surprising - most of the applications were not

successful! This triggered a process of lobbying and

engagement with the Department of Land Affairs

and resulted in farmers occupying the offices of the

district office in Clanwilliam to demand a feedback

session. Subsequent to this action a meeting took

place between the 30 emerging farmers and officials

from the Department of Land Affairs and the

Department of Agriculture. It was clear that the

limited budget constrained agrarian reform in the

region. Farmers raised concerns about the backlog

as far back as 2007 and the preference for farm

equity schemes that does not empower farm dwellers

and workers.

The need for a sustained lobbying action by farmers

and farm workers organisations, associations, forums

and the Campaign was reaffirmed.

BUILDING AND STRENGTHENING FARMERS AND

FARM WORKER ORGANISATIONS

SPP supports the regional and municipal forums of

farmers and farm workers. These forums serve as a

mouthpiece for farmers and farm workers in the

various regions and are represented on the Task

Team of the Food Sovereignty Campaign.         .

Distances between areas and farmers constrain the

building of forums.  Limited access to land and

orientation of farmers are contributing factors. Some

farmers who have joined the Campaign, are leading

the agro-ecology movement and will use this as a

catalyst to organise farmers.

An assessment of the participation and representation,

influence and role of women in the forums should

be an ongoing strategy.
13



agrarian reform
 for food sovereignty
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1458 words reflecting on radical research for change
by Shereen Essof
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The launch of the Surplus People Project (SPP)

“Obstacles Facing Emerging Women Farmers”

research findings provided a moment to engage with

a range of issues including the challenges women

farmers face regarding land-access issues and

discrimination on the basis of sex, race, and class.

It also provided all present with the opportunity to

reflect on the nature of research and knowledge

production.

The word "research" in the social sciences often

conjures up images of someone sitting in an academic

library squinting at a large book with very small print

or wading through “the field” armed with a

burgeoning pile of questionnaires. But research really

means doing some work to find the answer to a

question. The question may be relatively simple:

What percentage of rural women own land? It may

also be extremely complex: What kind of agrarian

reform do we need to ensure that women have food

sovereignty? Different kinds of questions require

different kinds of answers, and different kinds of

answers require different kinds of research to ferret

them out. Knowing what you need is the first step.

For learning organisations like the Surplus People

Project (SPP) it’s useful to periodically ask: why are

we committed to doing research? What questions

are we asking? How are we seeking out the answers?

To what end? These questions more often than not

get buried under the hustle and bustle of the daily

demands of an organisation and yet are critical to

the transformatory project because knowledge is

power.  We live in a world in which knowledge is

produced and used to make changes, inform others,

support a perspective or justify an action.   Hence

the question of who produces knowledge, why and

how is central to understanding how power is created,

taken and maintained.

“They keep you on the floor”, stated one women

respondent in the research process.  Her insight

speaks to the fact of the gendered and sexist nature

of the capitalist patriarchal world we live in.  At every

stage, from the household through to governance

and policy around land reform and food security

programmes, women are sidelined because the world

is a male dominant world. As the research illustrates,

the failure to recognize these inequalities in power

means that the differing needs of women and men

are rarely taken into consideration.

Large amounts of money are spent every year on

research that does little to question the status quo

and its norms.  While this research can be useful, it

serves the system we are trying to overhaul and

research that does not in some way challenge and

furthers the agenda of dismantling oppressive systems

and realising alternatives, is of limited validity to the

emancipatory project.  This kind of research which

so far has largely been the instrument of dominance

and legitimation of power for the elites must be

brought to serve the interests of dominated, exploited

and oppressed groups. Why do research  if it does

not empower the people who are normally just the

objects of research, if it does not embody a

relationship where expertise is a resource available

to all rather than a form of power for a few?  How

can research processes do this?  How can they

contribute to making change for people and how

can they reflect and popularise points of view not

generally seen in the mainstream?

For the SPP and other organisations committed to

social justice agendas, research that leaves untouched

the power dynamics embedded in the epistemological

and methodological frames used is not adequate.

Research for the sake of research, falls far short off

the mark.

research for change
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In recent years women and other marginalised groups

who have not formally had access to the producing of

knowledge have challenged research positions and

resultant claims, arguing that they are too often the

object of research that has been produced in a manner

that represents the political, social and economic

interests of a particular (usually dominant, male stream)

group.  Feminists and other movements of the poor,

like Via Campesina, recognise that research has often

been a tool to help perpetuate and maintain current

capitalist patriarchal power relations of inequality and

this perpetuate a limited view of what constitutes

knowledge.

By shifting and re-orientating research agendas, women

(and all marginalised groups) can produce or interpret

“evidence” in ways that reflect their reality and

contribute to changing it. The “Obstacles Facing

Emerging Women Farmers” research together with

the rural women’s conference held in March 2009 has

gone a long way along the road of allowing women

to reclaim and rename our experience and thus our

knowledge of the social world we live in daily, in order

to challenge and reconstruct it because only by doing

so will we write  ourselves back into its record and

only in doing so will it become truly ours, ours to shape

according to our visions of justice and freedom. Such

processes of investigating the world should not remain

a specialised activity.  Everyday lifeskills of living, feeling

and observation, data collection, reflection, analysis

and interpretation can be made accessible and can

support and fuel action, mobilisation and movement

building. The next critical question is how?  How do

we do this?  While I don’t claim to have all the answers,

I believe that a radical feminist politics can provide

some pointers. As I utilise the term, feminism is about

a belief that women universally face some form of

structural oppression or exploitation (a shorthand term

for which is capitalist patriarchy; a commitment to

uncover and understand what causes and sustains

17



this oppression, in all its forms and a commitment

to work individually and collectively in everyday life

to end all forms of oppression.

So what then, constitutes feminist research? Feminist

research then is, by definition, research that utilises

feminist concerns and beliefs to ground the research

process. Feminism takes women as its starting point,

seeking to explore and uncover capitalist patriarchal

social dynamics and relationships from the perspective

of women. Feminism is also a commitment to social

change, arising from the collective actions of women

(and all oppressed people) to refuse the patriarchal

social structure as it stands in favour of a more

egalitarian society. Feminism addresses the power

imbalances inherent between women and men and

between women as active agents in the world.

Feminism argues for a radical restructuring of our

world so women and all people can be free.

While recognising that research as a process is

contained within the same patriarchal relations,

feminist research is research that uses feminist

principles throughout all stages of research, from

choice of topic to presentation of data. It demands

collaboration across our many divides as well as

interrogating and mitigating the power dynamics

contained within them.

In this process some principles could include:  creating

the spaces for women to come together to reflect

on their lives, starting where women are at, allowing

and supporting women's coming to voice, centralising

the understanding of the personal as political, using

research as a means not an end - in this way using

research processes in support of consciousness raising

and political education agendas as well as in support

of, organising and mobilising processes.             .

We have been trained to believe that only certain

people have the skills to do research, but the room

has been created by feminists to challenge the

positivist paradigm, while retaining the rigour.  This

kind of work however needs to be allocated the

time, space and necessary resources to support

process which can potentially take longer and require

more thought and planning.

Research is more than a set of mechanical skills or

tools.  Different methods carry specific underlying

assumptions that shape how information is gathered

and knowledge produced; at every stage a

commitment to the political principles must inform

our choices and act as the framework guiding the

decisions being made by the researcher / team /

process.  A commitment to making the research

accessible to all and finding ways of using and

repackaging information to support organising and

advocacy agendas would be another logical end.

Ultimately the challenge is for research to be

organised in a fundamentally different way.  This is

neither a straightforward or easy task, but we have

to make the road while walking and be prepared to

commit to an iterative self reflexive process.

Knowledge production does not occur out of context,

in sterile isolated institutions, or with lone researchers.

Research conversations, theoretical innovation and

collective action for change happen through engaging

multiple voices and skills.

Research that speaks to the complexities of South

Africa at this historical juncture can only come about

because boundaries are porous, negotiated and fluid

and through situated solidarities we are able to

negotiate these borders, build relationships,

community and ultimately effect change.

This possibility needs to be celebrated.

research for change
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“ Over 300 households in the Namaqua District are now pursuing
and benefitting from alternative farming systems

and broader community members and households
are also exploring these new practices.”

Ralph van der Poll, Development  Facilitator / Agriculturalist, Namaqualand
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Agro ecology is the basis for an alternative sustainable agricultural
approach that incorporates the economic, environmental and
social dimensions. This approach is rooted within the broader
forms of social, political and economic forms of resistance.
Traditional and local knowledge of farmers are central to implement
sustainable agriculture. The chemical industrial model of agriculture,
which is export driven, actively using agro chemicals, promotes
the use of genetically modified organisms and agro fuels impacts
negatively on the health, environment and land based livelihood
of small scale farmers and farm workers. This corporate profit
driven model of agriculture further entrenches the neo liberal
onslaught. Agro ecological farming is a direct alternative to the
dominant corporate model of agriculture. SPP and the farmers we
support actively promote and implement agro ecology.

agro-ecological farming
- alternative to the dominant model
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agro-ecological farming learning sites
“Key learnings emanating from this exchange were the
importance of leadership and participation; using every
possible land for food production, the value of good
planning and organising; the benefits of
agro-ecological production.”

In 2005 SPP and small-scale farmers embarked on a

process in support of agro-ecology as a direct alternative

to the dominant neo-liberal model of agriculture. Our

approach over the last four years involved awareness

raising around the risks of pesticide use, the numerous

detrimental effects of GM crops on the environment

and people; exposure of small-scale producers to these

alternative practices through horizontal learning

exchanges as well as agro-ecological farming training.

Our ultimate goal is to build and support a movement

of agro-ecological producers that will resist the

dominant model by providing an alternative solution

for food security, poverty alleviation and local economic

development. Key values underpinning this approach

are solidarity and cooperation.

In 2009 we initiated a pilot project of nine agro-

ecological learning sites in order to develop a common

vision with small scale producers to realize food

sovereignty and which advances an agriculture that is

ecologically sound and socially and economically just.

The projects collectively focus on livestock and crop

production, integration of fruit and other trees as well

as medicinal herbs and natural plants.
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Alternative centres of learning are created using

farmers’ land, experiences and local knowledge as

the basis to enhance the agro-ecological model of

agriculture. The ecological integrity of indigenous

small-scale farming systems are restored through

participatory methods that are sustainable, relevant

to the local context and environment using

appropriate technology applicable to local farmers.

All the sites are committed towards implementing

community and household seed conservation, a

critical component of food sovereignty.            .

A working group consisting of farmers and SPP staff

coordinates the process and is responsible for

monitoring and evaluation. Documentation is an

important aspect in order to share experiences and

for collective learning.

Farmers now receive certificates for training they

attend and participate in. This has increased the

morale and confidence of farmers. Farmers, especially

those who attended training outside the country and

who participated in exposure programmes, are used

as co-trainers.

The following training took place in 2009:

Crop production and soil fertility; Animal health

management - traditional methods and remedies for

sheep disease; Integrated Pest Management,

Earthworm farming; Organic compost making, water

management and Conservation Farming.         .

IMPACT OF AGRO-ECOLOGICAL TRAINING

The impact of the training has been the establishment

of an earthworm factory on the land of Porterville

Small Farmers Association. They will “champion” this

aspect of the agro-ecological learning site process.

Documenting yields, quality of crops and produce

will be critical for the process. Their pigs now roam

around freely and are no longer locked up in the

pigsties during the day. This is good for soil fertility

as a lot of animal waste gets exposed to the soil.

This area will also be used to grow crops or animal

feed in the future. Low tillage has been applied in

preparation for organic wheat production.  

LOCAL PRODUCTION FOR LOCAL CONSUMPTION

PELLA AND CARNAVON WOMEN LEAD THE WAY

Three unemployed women from Pella formed a

Closed Corporation and exclusively focus on agro-

ecological production. They give meaning to the

learning site process by implementing all newly

acquired skills and knowledge.   Cornelia, Maria and

Irene (from there the name CMI Trading Enterprise)

face many challenges – they walk for more than

18km for about 2 hours to the farm they are leasing

from the local Catholic Church. Their children are

taken care of by family and they juggle family

responsibilities with farming activities. The land they

lease was left in a bad condition by the previous

white commercial farmer but they have transformed

the land with minimum implements and resources.

They have multiple land uses – they grow lucern and

sell to local livestock farmers; they grow a variety of

vegetables and do pig, livestock and poultry farming

using an integrated system. The training has resulted

in them making their own compost, earthworm

farming and the various techniques of growing

vegetables.

Eggs are sold to the local community and the local

shop and during 2009 they had a substantial income

from the egg sales. They do not only acquire the

knowledge and the resources for their benefit but

share with other community members.          .

agro-ecological farm
ing - alternative to the dom

inant m
odel
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“The impact of the training has been the establishment of an earthworm factory on the land of
Porterville Small Farmers Association. They will “champion” this aspect of the agro-ecological
learning site process.”
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The Carnarvon Women’s Group in the Hantam Karoo

form part of the agro-ecological learning site project.

They have access to 4.3ha traditional commonage

and use the land for vegetable production. Water is

supplied by windmills and a solar water system. The

women changed from conventional methods of

farming to alternative farming methods after their

participation in the women’s conference. As a pilot

process they prepared 1 ha of (commonage land)

using the agro-ecological farming methods in

preparing their land. They opted to plant watermelons,

melons, beans and sugar beans for the local market

in the township of Carnarvon. In future trees will be

planted for use as windbreakers. After several training

sessions, ongoing support and mentoring, farmers

are positive as their input costs have significantly

been reduced.

Records are kept and plans are underway to

implement mixed farming, earthworm farming,

compost making, water harvesting and conservation

techniques. They want to share their learnings and

information with other farmers in the region and

realise that this is a long term process and that

information is essential. They have started to share

agro-ecological practices in the Carnavon community

by starting to promote and support home food

production.

A real concern is the support and information from

the Department of Agriculture who does not support

agro-ecology as an alternative to the conventional

method which uses chemicals and synthetic fertilisers.

horizontal learning
exchanges
Farmer-to-farmer learning exchanges remain at the

core of our learning practice. Much of the livestock

production in the West Coast region is through

practices requiring exorbitant inputs such as

infrastructure and predominantly on conventional

approaches. Farmers indicated the need for

understanding biological livestock farming. Goats

and sheep are the dominant livestock types from

the drier areas (Bitterfontein through to Van

Rhynsdorp) while pigs and cattle are selected in the

wetter areas closer to larger towns and cities

(Porterville to Clanwilliam). Farmers wanted to learn

more about other farming projects and new

techniques in order to develop their own farming

skills. Two farms using bio-dynamic and organic

principles were visited. The farmers shared their

knowledge on ploughing, growing crops, keeping

different types of livestock organically as well as the

benefits of these diverse and integrated methods.

FOOD SOVEREIGNTY AND SEED MANAGEMENT

Two farmers from the West Coast and a staff member

(with farmers and staff from Biowatch and KZN)

participated in an exchange to India and KZN focusing

on seed management. The main focus was on seed

conservation and seed bank systems and diverse

production systems within the agro-ecological

framework.  Our interest was to explore alternative

farming practices and cultivation methods within

the framework of agro-ecology that farmers practice

and use to oppose the negative effects of seed

monopolies.  At a partner level, we were interested

in how policies on seed are influenced by civil society

organisations and the forms of resistance and the

strategies employed to improve and enhance the

level of resistance. Interesting observations emerged

such as the high level of local knowledge and

experience of farmer groups.

agro-ecological farm
ing - alternative to the dom

inant m
odel
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