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Section 1 - Introduction

On four sites along the western part of South Africa, groups of 
small-scale farmers are growing crops in accordance with the 

principles of agroecology (AE). The sites are located in poor, marginalised 
communities who suffered racist dispossession and oppression under 
colonialism and Apartheid, and who still suffer exploitation and 
oppression under neoliberal capitalism. The farmers are members of 
these Black1 communities who have set themselves the task of resisting 
and ending their oppression. They are members of a social movement 
called the Right to Agrarian Reform for Food Sovereignty Campaign 
(Food Sovereignty Campaign, FSC) and see the practice of agroecology 
as part of their struggle for social and specifically climate justice.[1] This 
booklet tells the stories of these farmers as they put AE into practice as 
their contribution to the global struggles with climate change.

1 Most of the farmers were classified as ‘Coloured’ by the colonial and Apartheid state - a label 
that the anti-Apartheid movements rejected.
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Climate change in South Africa

South Africa’s Minister of 
Environmental Affairs published 
the ‘Draft National Climate 
Change Adaptation Strategy’ in 
May 2019.[2] The document starts 
with the observation: 

South Africa is experiencing 
significant effects of climate 
change particularly as a result 
of increased temperatures 
and water variability. The 
observed rate of warming has 
been 2°C per century or even 
higher – more than twice the 
global rate of temperature 

increase for the western 
parts and the northeast (DEA 
2017a, 72). There is evidence 
that extreme weather events 
in South Africa are increasing, 
with heat wave conditions 
found to be more likely, dry 
spell durations lengthening 
slightly and rainfall intensity 
increasing.

The department projects that 
for the 2080-2099 period, under 
low mitigation, the country will 
see temperature increases of 
more than 4°C, while the western, 
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central and northern interior 
could see increases greater than 
6°C. In the case of high mitigation 
increases are projected to be 
between 2.5 and 4°C. Both 
scenarios predict severe negative 
impacts. 

Key vulnerable sectors according 
to the draft are agriculture and 
forestry, the coastal zone, health, 
terrestrial ecosystems, urban 
and rural settlements and water 
resources. Reduced rainfall, 
increased heat and greater 

incidences of extreme weather 
events were identified as the risk 
factors. The impacts included 
reduced agricultural yields, 
pressure on water resources, 
flooding, fires, alteration of 
species’ habitats, increased 
erosion. The document noted that 
informal settlements and their 
population are the most exposed.    

The impacts of climate change 
land on top of existing situations 
of extreme inequality and mass 
poverty. It is an unfolding disaster. 
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Climate change and agriculture in South Africa

In terms of land holding, 
production and revenue 
generation, agriculture in South 
Africa is dominated by large-
scale, commercial farmers. The 
continuities with agriculture 
under Apartheid is strong. 
Ownership and management are 
dominated by white men. The 
change from the past is that these 
men are now more commonly 
acting as representatives of agri-
business corporations rather than 
as the owners of family farms. 

Increasing corporate domination 
has severe implications for the environmental and climate impacts of 
agriculture. Corporations are in it for profit. They impose an agriculture 
of mono-cropping, land ownership concentration, genetic modification, 
export orientation, cheap and compliant labour, and intensive use of 
petroleum based chemicals. These features make agriculture a big 
contributor to carbon emissions and climate change. At 7% of total 
emissions coming to 30.54 metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent 
(MTCO2e), agriculture is the second highest emitter of greenhouse gas 
after the energy sector.[3]

When it comes to agriculture, the plans of the South African government 
focuses on adaptation. In the 2012 White Paper on the “National climate 
change response”, agriculture is not mentioned as a sector of special 
focus for mitigation measures.[4] Yet, while adaptation is important, as 
the second biggest sectoral contributor to greenhouse gas emissions, 
agriculture has a significant role to play in mitigation.
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Agroecology as mitigation and adaptation

As a way of farming, AE offers ways forward to climate change 
adaptation as well as mitigation. Small-scale or emerging farmers see 
AE as a way to combine indigenous and scientific knowledge in order 
to achieve an agriculture that is ecologically sound and socially and 
economically just. AE therefore includes soil and water management 
techniques that give the best chance for successful climate change 
adaptation. 

It also includes a number of techniques and practices that contribute 
to mitigation. Agroforestry integrates trees with crops and livestock on 
the same piece of land,[5] and the AE farmers of the FSC give priority 
to indigenous trees. It helps to control water runoff and soil erosion 
and absorb carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. Farm diversification 
through crop rotation, multiple cropping or intercropping reduces 
energy inputs and greenhouse gas emissions.[6] Organic agricultural 
methods mean petroleum based agro-chemicals are not used and the 
commitment to prioritise local markets mean produce is not transported 
for thousands of kilometres burning tonnes of fossil fuels. 

The United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction recently said on 
their website that:

A new academic review of over 10,000 studies finds substantial 
evidence that agroecological practices – like farm diversification, 
agroforestry and organic agriculture – can make a significant 
contribution in helping low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) 
meet their climate adaptation and mitigation targets through their 
food systems.

The study found that agroecology can play a major role in climate 
change adaptation and mitigation.[7]
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Obstacles and challenges for agroecology

Despite the scientifically proven 
value of AE and the fact that the 
FSC and a number of other groups 
have taken up its practice and 
advocacy, it faces serious obstacles 
and challenges, including the 
following: 

• Land access - AE stands for 
systemic change and can only 
reach its full potential if the 
entire agricultural system 
becomes agroecological. Unlike 
the organic farming movement, 
AE was never intended to 
become a niche activity that 
exists alongside the dominant 
chemical-industrial agricultural 
sector. At the moment 
farmland is overwhelmingly 
owned by this latter sector, 
and actual and potential AE 
farmers are either landless or 
are forced onto small, marginal 
pieces of land. The potential 
of AE is severely suppressed 
under these conditions.

• Credit and capital access - 
The input costs of AE farms 
are a fraction of that of the 
chemical-industrial model, but 
AE farmers still need credit 
and capital for farm inputs 

and survival during no-income 
times. Most AE farmers are 
poor and unable to put up 
properties as securities for 
loans. Investors are not willing 
to take risks or prefer to put 
their money into ventures 
that promise greater returns. 
There is also racial and gender 
discrimination by banks and 
lending institutions against 
black and women farmers. 
Government is not willing 
to step in as a provider of 
capital and credit as they are 
committed to supporting large-
scale, commercial farming as 
their first priority. Most AE 
farmers are unable to use 
their land to its full potential 
because of their lack of access 
to capital and credit.    

• Market access - South Africa’s 
agricultural markets are 
dominated by agribusiness 
corporations and supermarket 
chains. Small-scale farmers are 
systematically excluded from 
the dominant value chains that 
serve the bulk of consumers. 
Those that are included serve 
a niche market at best or find 
themselves in a situation of 
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‘adverse inclusion’. This means 
you are included on terms that 
are to your disadvantage. AE 
farmers are forced to produce 
for their own consumption or 
for next door neighbours who 
often cannot pay but have to 
rely on donations.

• Professional services - 
Productive farms often 
need input from outside 
professionals such as 
accountants, extension officers 
and veterinarians. AE farmers 
cannot afford to pay for these 
services by private providers 
and have to rely on what the 
state provides. State officials 
and contractors that perform 
these roles are trained and 
practiced in the dominant 
agricultural model. They do 
not promote, practice or even 
understand agroecology. AE 
farmers are therefore excluded 

from access to professional 
services.

• Government and political 
support - Underlying most of 
the obstacles in the way of AE 
is the absence of support from 
the government. The political 
orientation of the government 
is towards supporting large-
scale, commercial agriculture 
as practiced by agribusiness 
corporations. This is in line 
with the overall neoliberal 
orientation of the state that 
permeates all aspects of state 
policy. The department of 
agriculture has adopted an 
agroecology strategy that 
is based on the idea that AE 
must be a niche practice that 
coexists with the dominant 
chemical-industrial model. This 
goes against the fundamental 
principles of AE.
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Agroecology as a 
political movement

Given the wide ranging 
objectives of AE and 
the hostile political 
environment, AE cannot 
exist as simply an 
agricultural practice. If 
its practitioners want to 
reach their objective of 
systemic change, they have 
to practice AE as a political 
movement as well. 

The political goals of 
AE are closely tied to 
the movement for food 
sovereignty. It includes 
struggles and campaigns for 
land redistribution, agrarian 
reform, gender justice 
and direct democracy. 
AE stands opposed to 
the domination of the 
food system by business 
corporations that enrich 
a small group of mainly 
white male capitalists and 
exploit and impoverish 
everyone else. AE schools, 
demonstration sites and 
learning sites therefore 
include agricultural 
methods as well as political 
analyses and strategies.
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In this booklet we look at the 
agricultural practices and the 
political struggles of the four 
groups at the AE sites. The next 
section gives an overview of the 
four sites one after the other. The 
overview introduces the group 
active at the site and then sketches 
out the relationship of the group 
to the land. After noting the 
climatic conditions and dominant 
agriculture in the area, the booklet 
lays out the approach of the group 
to crop production2.

The most important crops for the 
group are listed and the approach 
to seeds and seedlings is noted. 
This is followed by a discussion 
of the key techniques of crop 
cultivation used by the group 
including soil preparation, pest 
control and storage. Crop uses 
and marketing are discussed and 
followed by a look at the measure 
farmers took to adapt to climate 

2 Livestock raising is a marginal activity for 
the groups except one.

change. The overview concludes 
by looking at the political practices 
of the group including farm self-
organisation, movement building 
and alliances as it is practiced in 
the political struggles facing the 
group. 

In conclusion, the booklet looks 
at the lessons offered by the four 
sites. What can we learn from:

• how the sites started,

• how AE relates to land reform,

• how AE enables adaptation to 
climatic conditions and climate 
change, and

• the social and climatic impact 
of AE crop production?

The final subsection looks at AE as 
a political movement and discusses 
its nature, scope and prospects. 

 

The focus of this booklet - understanding 
agroecology as an agricultural practice and a 
political movement 
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Research and sources

The author visited the sites between 19 and 23 April 2021 and was able 
to interview key informants. Subsequently, follow up interviews were 
conducted by telephone. These interviews and the direct observations of 
the author are the main sources of information used for the production 
of this booklet.  

Interviews with the staff of the Surplus People Project (SPP) and SPP 
reports formed another source of information. SPP is a non-government 
organisation working with the AE groups and other communities 
towards agrarian reform for food sovereignty.
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Although the focus of this booklet 
is on these groups of AE farmers 
in South Africa, it is important 
to take into account the regional 
context of Southern Africa and 
how AE proponents are working 
across borders. Various studies 
show that habitats in southern 
Africa are particularly vulnerable 
to the negative impacts of climate 
change and are already sensitive 
to extreme changes in land 
and sea surface temperatures, 
precipitation variability and the 
intensity of weather events. This 
trend is more likely to intensify 
and poses a number of risks in 
a region with high population 
growth and heavy dependence on 
subsistence farming. Ecosystems 
are losing their ability to provide 
people with long-term life support 
systems due to climate change and 
unsustainable use practices.

One of the key sources of solidarity 
and support for the farmers whose 
stories are told in this booklet, 
is a cross border collaboration 

with AE farmers in Namibia and 
Mozambique. The collaboration 
project3 is supported by NGOs in 
the different countries – PASCA 
and SPP in South Africa, ASDA in 
Mozambique and EduV in Namibia 
(Figure 1). 

Its aims are to improve 
environmental education and 
climate change adaptation among 
rural communities. Although the 
target groups of the project differ 
from partner to partner, there 
is an obvious commonality, as it 
addresses the marginalised and 
disadvantaged rural population in 
the target areas of Mozambique, 
Namibia and South Africa (Figure 
2). The direct target groups of 
the environmental education 
measures include small farmers 
as well as teachers and pupils. For 
the agro-ecological component, 
small farmers are the main target 
groups. 

3 The collaboration is also funded and 
supported by SODI

A transnational project to improve 
environmental education and adaptation to 
climate change in Mozambique, Namibia and 
South Africa
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Section 2 - Agroecology sites

Site 1 – THE ABYSSINIANS HERBAL ESTATE

Name   
The Abyssinians Herbal Estate.

Location  
The site is located on the 
outskirts of the Boland town 
Paarl in the Western Cape 
Province. Paarl has a population 
of around 125 thousand and is 
about 60 km from Cape Town by 
road (Figure 3). 

Key informants   
John Ontong (48) was the key informant and is the spokesperson for the 
group4. He was accompanied by Christopher (47) and Benjamin (22) who 
also answered some of the questions. The three men are Rastafarians 
and have dreadlocks and wore Rasta paraphernalia. John and 
Christopher stay in Paarl’s townships about 7km from the site. Benjamin 
lives at the site. 

Description of site 
The site is a fenced in piece of land located towards the top of a sharply 
sloped hillside. It is about 5.5ha in size, but most of it is lying fallow. The 
active garden comprises only 1ha at the top of the site. There are two 
net cages that are part of the garden as well as a corrugated iron shack 
structure. Two water tanks holding 2000 liters each and a dog kennel and 
space occupied by two mid-sized dogs complete the garden part of the 
site.    

4 Harry May of SPP did additional research and provided the author with further written 
material to draw from.
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How did the group start? 
The Abyssinians Herbal Estate started as a registered cooperative in 
2010 and received R50 000 in government funding on registration. Their 
initial focus was on growing herbs for medicinal use and food. They had 
24 adult members - 12 men and 12 women. Abyssinians also counted 20 
children as members, which brought the total to 54. 

Membership 
From the total of 54, the numbers of members dwindled over the years. 
People left as they found jobs mainly on commercial farms in the area. 
Others became frustrated as the group struggled with water access, and 
the rest were for various reasons not able or willing to work for long 
periods while the site provided only periodic income. At the moment it is 
only John, Christopher, Benjamin and the wives of John and Christopher 
who remain as members. 
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Land - access, tenure and struggles
Abyssinians Herbal Estate faced 
and faces a difficult struggle with 
land tenure, which has become a 
struggle for water access as well. 

The land that the site is on is 
owned by the South African 
Heritage Resources Agency 
(SAHRA) - an agency of the 
government’s Department of 
Sport, Arts and Culture. When 
the Abyssinians started out, the 
land was leased by a commercial 
farmer named Danie Malan. The 
group gained access to the land 
by entering into a subleasing 
agreement with Malan. The 
Abyssinians could cultivate the 
entire 5.5ha as the land was 
serviced by an irrigation system 
from a dam located at the bottom 
of the site. 

When SAHRA heard of this 
arrangement, they objected on the 
grounds that Malan did not have 
the right to sublease the property. 
Malan left in 2010 as a result 
of this dispute. He removed the 
pumps and pipes of the irrigation 
system, as it turns out that this 
was his property. As a result, the 
Abyssinians lost their access to 
water and were unable to cultivate 
the land. They eventually received 

the two water tanks with the help 
of SPP, which put them in the 
position where they could grow 
the current garden. 

The lack of water access was a key 
reason why most members left 
the group. Even now, the current 
members are frustrated by the 
limitations imposed on them. 
The group is in negotiations with 
SAHRA to move to another piece 
of land that is located below the 
dam and can be irrigated much 
easier. The estimated price for a 
water pump to irrigate the current 
site is R1.6 million - way out of the 
range that the group can afford. 
It means the future of the group 
depends on their negotiations with 
SAHRA.
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Climatic conditions and the dominant 
agriculture 

Paarl has a warm, temperate climate with an average rainfall of 
821mm per year and an average temperature of16.5 °C.[8] Rainfall is 
concentrated in the winter months of June to August. 

Paarl is located in the Cape Winelands district and is a major centre of 
production for grapes, wines and grape based spirits.[9] The wine sector 
dominates agriculture although some deciduous fruit (such as apricot, 
nectarines, pears and apples) and vegetables are also grown. Agriculture 
in Paarl expresses the features of the neoliberal model in a concentrated 
way. Mono-cropping, ownership concentration, export orientation, 
heavy chemical use and cheap labour are all on display. 

The Abyssinians Herbal Estate with their focus on herbs and their AE 
approach is heavily marginalised in this context. 



22

Crops

1. Type of crops 
 
In adverse conditions. The Abyssinians Herbal Estate grows small 
amounts of the following crops: 

• Potato

• Okra - Abelmoschus esculentus, a member of the mallow family 
with edible seed pods

• Rooiwortel - Bulbine natalensis, a herbal plant

• Peanuts

• Wilde als, African wormwood - Artemisia afra, a herb

• Licorice5 or liquorice plant - Helichrysum petiolare, a herb.

2. Seeds and seedlings  
 
The group avoids buying seeds and seedlings commercially because 
they stay separated from mainstream agriculture with its use of 
genetic modification and chemical pesticides. Their main sources 
of seeds are the ones they capture from their own plants and the 
ones they get from other AE farmers. The ability to capture and 
reuse seeds varies from crop to crop. The group’s biggest success 
has been with okra, while the results with other crops have been less 
successful. The FSC and SPP play an important role in connecting the 
Abyssinians to other AE farmers for the exchange of seeds. 
 
The group has started to grow their own seedlings. Special soil 

5 Due to South Africa’s racist history, this plant is commonly known by a racially derogatory 
name
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beds are prepared for this purpose or special drawers are used. 
The presence of the net cages and water tanks has been crucial in 
making this possible as seedlings need to be protected from birds and 
watered constantly. 

3. Fencing and netting 
 
The fencing around the site protects the garden against grazing 
animals, of which there are many in the area. Crime and vandalism 
are also threats that the fencing helps to manage. We could go so far 
as to say that the garden would not be possible without fencing. One 
of the challenges facing the group is the upkeep of the fencing. 
 
The net cages play a few important roles. It protects the plants and 
especially the seedling from extremes in temperatures and from the 
wind. The nets provide cover against birds and insects that would 
damage the plants and destroy the seedlings. More nets are needed 
for the garden to expand and become more productive. 
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4. Key techniques of crop cultivation:

• Soil preparation 
Instead of spending much time on clearing weeds, the Abyssinians 
see ‘weeds’ as useful mulching. They do not remove the weeds 
but work it into the ground as compost and mulch for the 
conservation of soil moisture and health. Only organic compost 
is used, which the group makes for themselves or gets from other 
AE farmers. Making soil beds and soil preparation in general is 
labour intensive as the group uses simple garden tools for this 
task. 

• Pest control 
Net cages play an important role in pest control by simply keeping 
birds, insects and wind-blown seeds out. In addition, the group 
regularly sprays the garden with a mixture of water, chilies, canola 
oil and wild garlic. These two methods provide enough protection 
to prevent too much loss of harvests.  

• Harvesting 
Harvesting is done by hand and requires great care. The plants 
are often sold or shared whole and too much damage is off 
putting to users. Another reason is related to the medicinal use of 
the plants. Unintended mixing of different plants must be avoided 
because medicinal mixtures often need to be done in precise 
proportions. The small size of the group and unavailability of 
labour for harvesting is one of the main reasons why the garden 
has to be kept fairly small. 

• Storage 
The Abyssinians harvest their herbs in relatively small quantities 
at a time. The limited space in the net cages and shack structure 
is enough at this point. At times when these run out of space 
they use their houses as storage. Herbs need not be refrigerated, 
which makes storing them also easier. 
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• Agro- processing 
Beyond using the sun and wind to dry out the herbs and sorting 
and mixing it by hand, there is no agro-processing done at the 
site. The group expressed their desire to go into the production 
of essential oils from the herbs that they grow. A special machine 
is needed for that and they are currently in talks with SPP about 
finding ways to fund the purchase of the machine. 

• Transport 
As with storage, the quantities of herbs produced do not require 
massive transport. The group makes use of John’s personal 
vehicle, and calls in extra help when necessary. 

5. Uses of crops 
 
The herbs are used as medicine in accordance with local traditions. 
Most of the herbs that the Abyssinians grow can be found growing 
wild in the mountains around Paarl. There are long established 
traditions of the medicinal use of these herbs, some dating back 
to pre-colonial times when the area was inhabited by Khoekhoen 
pastoralists. 
 
During this time of the Covid pandemic, the group received many 
requests for herbal treatments for the disease. They prepared 
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a mixture of herbs of which the key 
ingredient was the wilde als (African 
wormwood) they grew. To this they added 
kalmoes (sweet flag, Acorus calamus), 
ginger and slangblaar (snake-leaves, 
Acokanthera oppositifolia).  
 
Other than that, the usual medicinal uses 
of some of the herbs grown and collected 
by the Abyssinians are as follows: 

Plant Medicinal use

Rooiwortel - Bulbine 
natalensis, a herbal 
plant

Improves testosterone level, boosts libido and reduces 
estrogen. Used for diabetes, heart diseases, diarrhea, 
rheumatoid arthritis, kidney and bladder problems, and as 
blood purifier.  Root is used.

Wilde als, African 
wormwood - Artemisia 
afra

Anti-inflammatory, antiseptic and antidepressant. Used to 
treat respiratory illnesses and symptoms such as coughs, 
cold and flu. Treatment for indigestion, colic and worms. 
Treats diabetes and arthritis. Purifies the blood. General 
health tonic.  Foliage is used.

Licorice or liquorice 
plant - Helichrysum 
petiolare 

Used for cultural and spiritual practices. Burns as incense 
to communicate with the ancestors. Treatment for coughs, 
colds and asthma. Used for high blood pressure. Relieves 
pain, repels insects and treats pimples. Helps for insomnia. 
Khoekhoen used it as bedding.  Foliage is used.

Buchu – Agathosma 
betulina

Stomach problems. Kidney and bladder ailments. Diuretic 
and general tonic. Foliage is used.

White Onion – Albuca 
flaccida

Purifies the blood.  Treats cholesterol and hypertension, 
cancers, ulcers.  Cleans the womb and blood in the stomach.  
The bulb is used.

Aloe aborerescens –
aalwyn

Purifies blood.  Treat gastrointestinal complaints, Treat 
skin ailments and acne.  Conditions hair. Skin moisturizer.  
Crystallized sap is a diabetic remedy.  Foliage is used

Groenamara – 
Artemesia absinthium

Stomach problems, stomach ulcers, colic, diarrhea, menstrual 
pain and discomfort. Foliage is used.

Bulbine- Bulbine foleyi Applied topically for skin rash, pimples, cuts, burns and bites

David’s Root, 
dawidjiewortel – 
Cissampelos capensis

For diabetes. Builds strength.  Root is used
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Plant Medicinal use

Lemongrass – 
Cymbopogon spreng

Aids indigestion, fever, cramps, arthritis, colic and flatulence. 
Foliage is used

Ysterhouttoppe, 
sandolien – Dodonea 
viscosa

Increases circulation of blood. Treats ulcers, kidney 
problems, arthritis, and sore throat.  Tips and Foliage are 
used.

Renosterbos – 
Elytropappus rhinocerotis

For winter hands and feet to draw out water and swelling in 
hands and feet.  Relieves pain in hands and feet.  Foliage is 
used

Kapokbos – 
Eriocephalus africanus

Treats fever, migraine and women’s ailments.  Foliage is used

Bloubloekom – 
Eucalyptus globulus

Treats fever, cough, wounds, muscle aches and pains.  Foliage 
is used.

Fennel – Foeniculum 
vulgare

Cough, diuretic and indigestion.  Whole plant is used

Kraalbos – Galenia 
africana

Skin ailments.  Foliage is used.

8 days, agdaegeneesbos 
– Hermania spp

Skin ailments, stomach aches, blood purifier. Foliage is used.

Lavender – Lavandula 
angustifolia

Treats chest, hypertension, insect repellent and a relaxation 
aid.  Foliage is used.

Wildedagga – Leonotis 
Leonorus

Treats cancer, ulcers, aches, gout and dandruff.  Purifies the 
blood.  Foliage is used.

Mint – Mentha longifolia Health tonic, stomach, respiratory ailments. Foliage is used.

Malva – Pelargonium 
graveolens

Wash for earache.  Foliage is used

Wynruit – Ruta 
graveolens

Treats asthma, lung and heart disease, gout, tooth and 
earaches. Foliage is used

Rosemary – Rosmarinus 
officinalis

Treats ear problems, low blood pressure, nerves, 
sleeplessness and headache.  Foliage is used.

Bloublomsalie – Salvia 
africana

Treats colds and coughs. For menstrual complaints and 
diarrhea.  Foliage is used. 

Kankerbos- 
Sutherlandia Frutescens

Hypertension, ulcers, gastrointestinal complaints and gall.  
Fertility treatment.  For cancer.  Foliage is used. 

Comfrey – Symphytum 
officinalis

Leaves are wrapped around sprains.  Foliage is used.

Wilde knoffel, wild 
garlic – Tulbaghia 
capensis

Fever, Flu, Respiratory and lung ailments, diabetes, arthritis.  
Foliage is used.
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The 2 members are also members of the Cape Bush Doctors and have 
collectively more than 40 years of experience of ethno medicine.  
They bring together their cumulative knowledge into traditional 
herbal remedies as the key learning of this site.   
 
Although a number of medicinal plants have been established at 
the AE demonstration site, the two farmers still harvest most of the 
medicinal plants from the wild.  They have applied for a permit from 
the Department of Nature Conservation to harvest medicinal plants 
from the wild for a garden to be stablished at the site for educational 
purposes.  In addition to using plants that farmers are also using 
dassiepis. This is the concentrated, crystallised urine of the hyrax 
or dassie, Procavia capensis, found in rocky outcrops of the Cape 
Mountains.

6. Marketing  
 
The herbs are sold from the homes of John and Christopher in the 
townships. Clients are their neighbours, friends and family and they 
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are reached through word of mouth. Many cannot pay and often the 
group simply shares the herbs with users as a gesture of community 
solidarity. This is consistent with the AE approach to marketing. The 
priority is local production for local consumption - ‘carbon miles’ are 
kept to the minimum.

7. Climate change adaptation 
 
John and Christopher were both born and raised in the Paarl area. In 
their experience, the climate has changed significantly over the last 
few decades. Rainfall is down and temperatures are up. The rain does 
not fall consistently in the traditional rainy season anymore. Their 
main adaptation strategy is to plant crops that use less water, e.g. 
okra. 

8. Agroecology learning and demonstration 
 
The group functions as a hub of knowledge and learning for the 
surrounding communities. Residents approach group members for 
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assistance and knowledge regarding herbs. The group uses these 
occasions to talk to people about the philosophy and methods of 
agroecology.  
 
The Abyssinians regularly take part in workshops and exchanges 
to develop their own knowledge of AE. The FSC and SPP play an 
important role as trainers and connectors to other AE farmers 
 
The site also functions as a space for training and demonstrations. 
Currently the focus is on preparing Benjamin to lead the group in the 
future. Otherwise, the group struggles to get young people involved 
consistently, but continues to reach out and make efforts in this 
regard.  
 
The main focus areas of the training at this site are: (1) Identification 
of plants and its uses (2) How to use the herbs (practical sessions) and 
(3) Consultation session (participatory session) where participants 
can consult with the bush doctors and advice is provided (4) 
Propagation of herbal plants and other seedlings (5) Soil fertility by 
using vermiculture (earthworms) and (6) Integration of the work on 
this site to advance agroecology and food sovereignty.  In addition, 
the broader group of participants can make inputs from their 
experiences to these engagements.
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Farmer self-organisation, movement building 
and alliances

The Abyssinians Herbal Estate 
functions as an independent 
group. It has struggled to build 
up a large membership, but has 
strong networks and standing in 
the local community. They intend 
to use their networks and standing 
to reach out to other groups of 
emerging farmers in the Paarl area 
and their AE approach with these 
groups.

The group is affiliated to the 
FSC, a movement of emerging 
farmers and farm workers fighting 
for agrarian reform for food 
sovereignty. Through the FSC, 
the Abyssinians have a network 

of similar groups of small-scale, 
emerging farmers that extends 
throughout the Western and 
Northern Cape provinces. They 
regularly participate in meetings, 
educational workshops and 
public protests through the FSC. 
The FSC is their main base for 
the achievement of the political 
objectives of AE. 

The Abyssinians hope to use 
the support of the FSC to 
strengthen their group in the local 
communities. This they want to 
do through building alliances with 
other groups and movements who 
are also active in the Paarl area. 
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Political struggles

The pressing immediate struggle of the Abyssinians is the fight with 
SAHRA about land tenure and water access. In particular they want 
SAHRA to allow and assist them to move to the piece of land where they 
will be able to secure water access. This fight also places the task on them 
to confront other government departments, particularly the Department 
of Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural Development (DALRRD). 
According to the Abyssinians, SAHRA’s actions are undermining land 
reform and the department should therefore intervene on the side of the 
group.

The Abyssinians are also involved in the broader campaigns and 
struggles of the FSC for agrarian reform, food sovereignty and AE. 
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Name   
Nuweplaas

Location  
The site is located in 
Nuweplaas, a village of 26 
households. Nuweplaas sits 
in the Cederberg mountains 
of the Western Cape and one 
travels through Wupperthal 
mission station to reach it 
about 10km further up in the 
mountain. Wupperthal is about 
300km from Cape Town  
(Figure 4).

Site 2 – NUWEPLAAS
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Key informants 
Niklaas (Leswin) Koopman, a 43-year-old man, was the key informant6. 
He was born and bred in Nuweplaas and still lives in the village.  

Description of site 
The site is a fenced in piece of flat land 3ha in size. It is located next to the 
two rows of houses that constitute the village. Most of the 3ha is covered 
with rooibos (red bush) tea plants that is indigenous to the area. There 
are two large net cages, two green plastic water tanks and a house in the 
process of construction.    

How did the group start? 
The group started in 2011 as the Tra Tra Farmers Association, which was 
registered as a cooperative, but it is currently inactive. 

Membership 
Leswin is currently working on his own, but calls in two or three young 
people when necessary. The Tra Tra Association became inactive for a 
number of reasons. There was infighting among members that was very 
discouraging. Some members left the village for work in other towns and 
some young people withdrew because they were unable or unwilling to 
perform the hard labour required. Members also fell out because they 
could not pay the land access fees.  

6 Harry May of SPP did additional research and provided the author with further written 
material to draw from.
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Land - access, tenure and struggles

Climatic conditions 
and the dominant 
agriculture 

Nuweplaas became the property of three Koopman brothers in the early 
1900s. It was originally a property of 482ha. The brothers divided the 
property into three for their descendants. Leswin is a descendent of one 
of the original Koopman brothers.

He does not own the land that the site is on, but he has the right of use 
like most people in the village. Leswin has engaged an attorney to assist 
him to get a title deed for the land. This has been a long running struggle 
because of the overlapping of ownership and user rights in Nuweplaas. 

Leswin also rents land from other Nuweplaas residents where he keeps 
cattle, goats, sheep and geese. The livestock are not part of the AE site.    

The Cederberg area has a hot, dry 
climate with an annual average 
rainfall of 392mm and an average 
temperature of 18 °C.[10] Rainfall 
is concentrated in the winter 
months of June - August. 

Rooibos tea is the main crop 
for commercial farming in the 
Cederberg area. Commercial 
farmers dominate the processing 
and marketing of the tea. Sheep 
is also commercially farmed and 
there have been an increase in the 
numbers of game and guest farms.  
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1. Type of crops 
 
The following crops are grown  
on the site: 

• Rooibos tea

• Lucerne 

• Potatoes 

• Seedlings of onions, tomatoes 
and some other vegetables. 
 
Rooibos (Aspalathus Linearis) 
grows in its natural endemic state in the Western Cape’s 
Cederberg region. The Cederberg region provides the perfect 
environment for rooibos cultivation: a Mediterranean climate 
(with a winter rainfall between 200 mm and 400 mm per year), 
lots of sunshine, deep coarse acidic sandy soils, and temperatures 
that can range from zero degrees centigrade in winter months up 
to forty-five degrees Celsius in summer.  
 
Rooibos is a hardy crop and the rooibos plant is well adapted to 
drought conditions.

2. Seeds and seedlings  
 
The site has a strong focus on harvesting seeds and growing 
seedlings. Seeds are picked up when they fall to the ground and 
either stored or used to grow seedlings. The seedlings are grown in 
the net cages. For Leswin Koopman it is important to save rooibos 
seeds for a number of reasons which include: 

Crops



39

• The preservation of their local knowledge and historical practices;

• Building resilience in the face of climate change by selecting seeds 
that are suited to their own climatic conditions and soil types;

• Enhancing the seed pool by blending local seed varieties with wild 
or “veld” rooibos varieties;

• Selection of seed varieties that are resistant to pests and disease 
and other adverse events; 

• Building seed sovereignty.  This is part of their struggle for food 
sovereignty and building a movement agro-ecology practise.

3. Fencing and netting 
 
The site is well fenced off, which is necessary as protection against 
grazing animals. Unlike in more urbanised settings, crime and 
vandalism is not such a big problem. 
 
The net cages protect the seedling from extremes in temperatures 
and from the wind. Nets provide cover against birds and insects that 
would damage the plants and destroy the seedlings. 
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4. Key techniques of crop cultivation:

• Soil preparation 
The soil where the tea is grown is ploughed in preparation for 
planting using a plough pulled by a motorised tractor. Leswin does 
not own a tractor. He rents or borrows one from other farmers in 
the area when it is time for ploughing. Because the rooibos plant 
is endemic to the area and grows wild in large quantities, the soil 
does not need much more preparation than that. Compost is only 
sometimes ploughed into the soil. 
 
In the “net houses” where the seedlings and vegetables are 
grown, more careful soil preparation is needed. Trench beds are 
prepared with compost and mulching using manual labour with 
simple garden instruments. One or two young people are brought 
in to help with this.  
 
Cultivation practices vary: A typical rooibos field is harvested 
annually for about 4-5 years; after which rotation crops are 
planted for 1-2 years to provide fields with a rest/recovery period 
where nutrients are returned to the land.

• Pest control 
Leafhopper insects are a major pest attacking rooibos tea plants, 
with young plants being especially at risk. The insects suck sap 
from the plant and can also be vectors for fungi, bacteria and 
viruses. There are chemical pesticides available but it is not used 
in order to maintain the AE approach of the site. Watering the 
plants well is the best AE protection against leafhoppers, but this 
is a challenge in a dry area such as Nuweplaas.  
 
“Net houses” and organic pesticides are used to protect plants 
and seedlings in the same way as the Abyssinians7. Additionally, 
the site uses intercropping as a means of pest control. Specific 
pests attack specific plants and the spread of pests is interrupted 
by not planting the same kinds of plants next to each other.

7 See above.
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• Harvesting 
In the summer months, from 
December to February, the 
rooibos tea is harvested by 
hand. Labour is provided 
by other farmers and youth 
in the village. Branches of 
the tea bush are cut and 
made into bundles. The 
harvest is supplemented 
with harvesting wild tea 
in the mountains. The site 
does not have a tea drying 
court, so the tea has to 
be transported in these 
bundles to drying courts 
somewhere else.  
 
Lucerne is harvested about 
five times a year, depending 
when it is needed as 
livestock feed. This is also mainly in summer.  
 
Seedlings and vegetables are harvested in smaller quantities 
throughout the year. Using “net houses” and AE methods means 
that the plants are ready for harvesting over periods that are 
much more spread out than for example genetically modified 
crops. Harvesting is a constant task although the smaller scale 
means no or little outside labour is required.  

• Storage 
The harvested bundles of tea are kept in the field for a short time 
before transport. Lucerne is also harvested for direct use. Special 
storage facilities are therefore not used. 

• Agro- processing 
Leswin has plans to start a drying court for the rooibos tea on 
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Box 1: Steps in rooibos tea propagation, 
planting and harvesting

Step 1
In late January each year the seed is 
organically germinated and planted in 
the nursery. Kraal manure is burnt on the 
land where the seeds will be sown.  The 
kraal manure is worked into the soil.  Wild 
or “veld” rooibos tea seeds are mixed with 
cultivated, field rooibos tea to improve the 
quality and diversity of the seeds.  These 
seeds are better adapted to local climatic 
and soil conditions.   Through these 
practices the farmers are able to adapt to 
climate change and build climate resistant 
agricultural systems.  
Step 2
Seeds is sown by the 20th February in the 
prepared soil.
Step 3
After 3 to four months of nurturing the 
seedlings are ready to be transplanted into 
the fields.
Step 4
In June seedlings are planted into the 
prepared fields as winter rains get 
underway and the temperatures drop.  
When fields are used for the first time, 
oats are sown on the fields before planting 
it with rooibos seedlings.  Agro-ecological 
seedlings are transplanted each year into 
the fields by hand.
Step 5 
In January the following year the young 
seedlings are ready to be harvested or cut 
as top tea.  Rooibos is harvested twice a 
year, in January and September.
Step 6
Rooibos tea that is harvested on the fields 
is blended with “wild” or “veld” rooibos tea 
to improve the quality of the rooibos tea.

the site. He is looking to 
get funding and support 
from the agriculture 
department. At the moment 
the tea produced on the 
site is processed at a drying 
court in Niewoudtville 
about 120km away in the 
Northern Cape Province. 
This court is owned by 
commercial farmers. The 
dependency of the site on 
this court means Leswin 
cannot negotiate his 
own price on the market 
and has to accept the 
price negotiated by the 
commercial farmers. They 
are large-scale producers 
and can accept lower prices 
than he can. 

• Transport 
After harvesting, the 
rooibos tea is transported 
to Niewoudtville 120km 
away in the Northern Cape. 
The trucks that collect from 
the commercial farmers in 
the area around Nuweplaas 
are used. 

5. Uses of crops 
 
Rooibos tea is drunk for the 
taste, warmth, to socialise 
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and for health benefits. Although it has been used in these ways in 
South Africa for centuries, it only became popular in other parts of 
the world after 2000. Scientists are still in the process of studying 
its health benefits but indications are that it lowers inflammation, 
blood pressure and blood sugar, which protects against heart disease, 
diabetes and a number of other diseases.

6. Marketing  
 
The tea grown at the site is marketed through the association 
of commercial farmers around Nuweplaas. Trucks come from 
Niewoudtville in the Northern Cape to collect the bundles of raw 
tea bush from the farms in the area. It is then dried and processed at 
facilities in Niewoudtville and sold on to retailers from there.



44

7. Climate change adaptation 
 
According to Leswin, the area has become hotter and drier in his 
lifetime. This motivated him and other farmers to switch from 
potatoes that was their main crop in the past to rooibos tea. The tea 
plant needs much less water and can withstand hotter conditions 
better. For the seedlings and vegetables, the “net houses” helped 
them to adapt to climate change.

8. Agroecology learning and demonstration 
 
There are 12 or 13 households in Nuweplaas who are involved in 
farming. Initially the site supplied them with seedlings but nowadays 
Leswin focuses on teaching them how to grow their own seedlings in 
accordance with AE principles.  
 
There are always young people involved in the site who learn 
practically about all the aspects of AE farming. They attend 
workshops and exchanges to learn from other AE farmers about 
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agricultural practices and the political content of AE. SPP and 
the FSC play important parts in making this possible. The young 
people tend to move on to other jobs and places after they have 
been trained. Despite the disruption this sometimes causes to the 
functioning of the site, this is not seen as a loss. It is rather seen as a 
means of spreading the knowledge of AE to other places and spaces.  
 
If the plan to install a drying court site succeeds, then the site will 
also become a demonstration site for the drying and processing of 
rooibos tea.
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Box 2: Integrated crop-livestock systems

The AE site in Wupperthal include an integrated crop and livestock system.  The system 
is reliant on the synergistic relationship between the animal and plant elements that help 
to enhance critical agroecological system processes, with potential impacts on resilience 
anomalies.  Animals (pigs and goats) are kept in camps/fields that are periodically rotated for 
the use of planting vegetable crops.  
The integration of animals into cropland is a practice that has existed for a very long time in 
Wupperthal.   Integrating animals into vegetable and grain crops has a wide range of benefits 
for the farm and ecosystem. Depending on management considerations and desired benefits, 
there are a number of ways that animals and crops can be combined. Some examples in 
Wupperthal include grazing livestock on crop residue, cover crops, or weeds, applying 
manure produced on-farm, or feeding crops grown on-farm to livestock.  According to Leswin 
the benefits of the integration of animals and crops include:
1. Increase in farm diversity and resilience;
2. Improvement in soil health;
3. Increased water infiltration and reduced soil erosion;
4. Increased nutrient recycling.
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Farmer self-organisation, movement building 
and alliances

Political struggles

When the site started it was part 
of a cooperative called the Tra 
Tra Farmers Association. This 
cooperative became inactive due 
to internal conflict and a number 
of other reasons. Although it still 
formally exists, Leswin farms the 
site on his own. When needed, he 
brings in one or two young people 
to assist and pays them a wage or 
in kind. In addition, there are 12 or 
13 households in Nuweplaas who 
are also involved in farming. Leswin 
works together with them and 
they assist each other, although 
they are not formally constituted 
as a group. 

Leswin and a few other 
Nuweplaas farmers are also part 
of the farmers’ group of their 
neighbouring village, Wupperthal. 

Through the Wupperthal farmers’ 
and residents’ group, Leswin and 
his neighbours are affiliated to 
the Food Sovereignty Campaign. 
Leswin has been a leading member 
of the FSC for many years, and 
the FSC provides him and his 
neighbours with a platform for 
organising, movement building and 
making alliances in a similar way as 
it does for the Abyssinians Herbal 
Estate.

Finding support for the development of the tea drying court and 
independent marketing channels is the most pressing immediate 
struggle for the site. The Department of Agriculture stubbornly clings 
to a framework that requires emerging farmers to become the juniors 
of white commercial farmers. AE farmers do not want that; they want to 
develop their own operations that are not subordinated to those of the 
dominant commercial farmers.  

The site is also involved in the broader campaigns and struggles of the 
FSC for agrarian reform, food sovereignty and AE. 
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Site 3 – PELLA FOOD GARDEN

Name   
Pella Food Garden

Location  
The site is in the oasis of 
Pella in the Northern Cape 
Province that is a former 
mission station of the 
London Missionary Society 
and the Roman Catholic 
Church. Pella is located on 
the banks of the Orange 
River and borders Namibia. 
It is about 255km from Upington and 711km from Cape Town (Figure 5).  

Key informants 
The key informant was a woman named Esther Nell (50).   
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Description of site 
The site is about 3ha of fenced in sandy, flat land. There are two large, 
separate “net houses”. One of the “”net houses” houses aquaponics 
infrastructure that consists of five fish tanks and five concrete containers 
filled with gravel. There is also a bricks and mortar structure that serves 
as office and storage space. 

How did the group start? 
The group started in 2003 as an informal women’s group focusing on 
gardening. The land was accessed with the help of the local residents’ 
association, the Pella Forum. It was formally registered as a cooperative 
in 2016.  

Membership 
The members consist of five women, who are all directors of the project. 
They work with two men from the local community, who they call in 
when needed. Three of the women are between forty and fifty years old. 
The other two are younger and one is disabled.
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Land - access, tenure and struggles

Climatic conditions and the dominant 
agriculture 

The land on which the site 
is situated is owned by the 
municipality. The women gained 
access to the land as part of the 
social upliftment work of the 
municipality. As long as the project 
shows progress the women are 
not required to pay rent. Pella 
is a former mission station and 
falls under the Transformation of 
Certain Rural Areas Act, Act 94 of 
1998 (TRANCRAA). Land access is 
governed by custom, which gives 
user rights to residents. 

Pella’s climate is desert-like with 
very hot and dry conditions.
[11] Average temperatures in 
summer are around 28°C and in 
winter around 13. Average annual 
rainfall is 8.9mm and rainfall is 
concentrated in the summer 
months from December to 
February.

Agriculture in the region is 
dominated by the Karsten Group, 
one of the biggest agri-business 
corporations in South Africa.[12] 

The group owns the largest date 
farm in the southern hemisphere, 
which is located next to Pella.
[13] Table grapes are the main 
commercial crop and are produced 
for export to Europe. The crops are 
irrigated from the Orange River 
and other fruits and vegetables are 
also grown.

Agriculture is dominated by the 
chemical-industrial model with its 
reliance on mono-cropping and 
cheap, subjected labour.   
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Crops

1. Type of crops 
 
The following crops are 
grown on the site: 

• Beetroot 

• Onions

• Green pepper

• Tsamma/makatana (a 
melon) 8

• Sweet potato

• Tomato

2. Seeds and seedlings  
 
The extreme heat and cold of Pella is not conducive for growing 
seedlings, which are very sensitive. Only since the installation of the 
net cages in 2016 could the group start growing seedlings on a larger 
scale. Special soil beds are prepared for this purpose. The group 
grows seedlings for themselves and is also able to supply other 
farmers and home gardeners in the community.  

3. Fencing and netting 
 
The group had serious problems with theft and vandalism in the 
beginning. In 2016 the organisation Biotherm assisted the group to 
put up fencing, which mitigated this problem considerably. There are 

8 Due to South Africa’s racist history this fruit is commonly known by a racist word.
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still sometimes attempts to steal crops and infrastructure such as 
batteries, but the issue has become manageable. Fencing also 
protects the crops and seedlings from grazing animals that walk 
around freely in the village.  
 
The netting has been equally crucial providing shelter against birds, 
insects and protecting the plants and the farmers from the extreme 
heat. The aquaponics infrastructure 9 is also covered by the netting. 
This helps with maintaining the optimum temperature for growing 
the crops and for the fish as well. 

9 See below for a fuller description of the aquaponics infrastructure and techniques.
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4. Key techniques of crop cultivation:

• Soil preparation 
The site captures their own seeds and obtains seeds through 
exchanges with other AE farmers. They have special drawers in 
their office building where the seeds are stored. 
 
The seedlings are grown in trench beds prepared with organic 
compost and mulching. For some, more sensitive seeds, special 
drawers are used. Onions and other root vegetables are grown 
in the soil. Water is obtained via a pipe from the village reservoir, 
which is ultimately fed from the Orange River. The work is done 
by hand using garden tools such as shovels and rakes.  
 
Green peppers, tsamma, tomatoes and other crops that grow 
above ground are cultivated by aquaponics. In this method of 
cultivation, crops are grown in gravel through which water from 
fish tanks are circulated. 
 
The infrastructure consists of five concrete fish tanks in which up 
to 500 catfish are kept. The catfish and aquaponics infrastructure 
were obtained with assistance from Biotherm and Inmed. Fish 
need to be fed with special food obtained from the same sources.  
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Water from the fish tanks are pumped with solar energy driven 
pumps through pipes that go to five concrete containers filled 
with gravel. The seedlings are planted in the gravel. Excrement of 
the fish in the water acts as compost and the plants grow three 
times faster than in soil. Water circulates back to the fish tanks 
and plant material that has dropped into the water also serves as 
feed for the fish. 

• Pest control 
The site is not bothered by insect pests as the nets keep them out. 
The farmers also use fire ash as a means of pest control as well as 
organic pesticides from Kirchhoff’s and Margaret Roberts. 

• Harvesting 
Harvesting of the seedlings and vegetables is done by hand. As a 
result of the increased productivity of the aquaponics system, the 
farmers get three harvests for every one they get from soil based 
farming. 

• Storage 
In 2018 the group won the prize for female subsistence farmer 
of the year for the Northern Cape Province and for the country 
as a whole. The prize money was R400 thousand and they could 
spend it in any way they wanted. The group decided to install a 
cold storage facility, which helps them to store their harvests for 
much longer. At the moment their problem is load shedding 10 that 
causes their vegetables to spoil while in storage sometimes. 

• Agro- processing 
At the moment there is no agro-processing at the site. 

• Transport 
The group does not have their own transport and brings in 
transport providers when needed. 

10 Periodic, planned power cuts by Eskom, the national electricity company.
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5. Uses of crops 
 
Seedlings are used in their own fields and by home gardeners in 
the village. Water from the fish tanks is used as compost and the 
vegetables and fish are eaten. 

6. Marketing  
 
The group sells vegetables, seedlings, fish and fish water compost 
directly to the community. The site is located in the middle of the 
community and this facilitates this kind of marketing. In addition, the 
group provides vegetables to a local school feeding scheme and sells 
to a spaza  shop in the community11. 
 
Inmed Foundation is assisting the group in talks with supermarkets in 
the area. These include mainstream supermarkets like OK and Spar 
in the town Kakamas 160km away. 

11 Informal shops run from a house.
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7. Climate change adaptation 
 
According to Esther, Pella has become hotter and drier in her 
lifetime. Rainfall is also much more unpredictable than in her lifetime. 
The irrigation system is fed from the Orange River that flows all year 
round. This helps them to adapt to the changes in rainfall. The netting 
and aquaponics help with adaptation to temperature extremes. 

8. Agroecology learning and demonstration 
 
The Pella Food Garden group has accumulated significant knowledge 
about AE as well as aquaponics over the years. They see this as a 
combination of science and traditional knowledge. Elders in the 
village regularly give them advice about crop cultivation even as they 
are amazed by the new aquaponics technology.   
 
As far as the aquaponics is concerned, the group feels they have 
reached a new stage. Up to now their focus was on learning and 
they attended training sessions of people from outside Pella such as 
Biotherm. Now they feel ready to act as trainers and facilitators in 
the local community in both AE and aquaponics. They were looking 
forward to the installation of a fish breeding facility in their office, 
which would make the garden a fully-fledged demonstration site. 
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Farmer self-organisation, movement building 
and alliances

Political struggles

The Pella Food Garden is part of the Pella Forum, a local residents and 
farmers association. They work closely with other farmers in the forum, 
and play an important role supporting home vegetable gardeners, of 
which there are many in Pella.

Pella Forum is part of the FSC and has played a leading role in it over the 
last decade. The FSC provides Pella Forum and, through it, the Pella Food 
Garden with a platform for organising, movement building and making 
alliances in the same way as it does for Abyssinians Herbal Estate and the 
AE farmers in Nuweplaas and Wupperthal.    

The two key issues confronting Pella Food Garden are the periodic 
power cuts known and load shedding and finding support for the efforts 
to expand their marketing network. Both involved state or state owned 
institutions with Eskom responsible for power and the department of 
agriculture responsible for marketing support. Other than this, there is 
the looming uncertainty regarding land governed by TRANCRAA. There 
are concerns about the tenure security of people affected by this act and 
addressing it is one of the key campaigns for the FSC.  

The site is also involved in the broader campaigns and struggles of the 
FSC for agrarian reform, food sovereignty and AE. 
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Site 4 – CAROLUSBERG FOOD GARDEN

Name   
Carolusberg Food Garden

Location  
The site is located in 
Carolusberg, a village in the 
Northern Cape Province that 
grew up around a now closed 
copper mine. Carolusberg is 
8km outside Springbok and 
about 570km from Cape Town 
(Figure 6).  

Key informants 
Anna April (74) was the key 
informant and she was assisted by 
another elderly woman also named 
Anna. Anna April is a former farm 
dweller who moved to this mining 
village in the late 1990s. 

Description of site 
The size of the site is between half 
and one hectare. It is fenced in and 
there are two net cages and a net 
tunnel. Two water tanks and a few 
eucalyptus trees are also visible. 
The soil is sandy and dry. 

How did the group start? 
In 1999 the Okiep Copper 
Company, who owned the mine 
in Carolusberg, made the land 

and funding available to start the 
garden. They did this as a way to 
provide people with alternatives 
because the mine was about to 
close. The group initially had 
twelve members. Over the years 
the group received funding 
and help from the Industrial 
Development Trust, the Social 
Development Department, Scabies 
and SPP, who provided the water 
tanks.

Membership 
The two women are the only active 
members left. They rely on family 
and community members to help 
out when extra labour is needed. 



59

Land - access, tenure and struggles

Climatic conditions and the dominant 
agriculture 

Land access was relatively easy and uncontested, but the women do not 
have title deeds for the land. They also have access to the old clubhouse 
of the mine, which provides them with a space for meetings, relaxation, 
cooking and seed storage.   

Carolusberg is located in the same 
climatic zone as Pella. Conditions 
are similarly hot and dry.[14]

Being 150km away from the 
Orange River, the area around 
Carolusberg is too dry to support 

crop production on a large scale. 
Commercial agriculture focuses 
on livestock, predominantly sheep 
and goats.[15] Cattle and game 
farming are also common in the 
region and vegetables are grown 
where there are water sources.     
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Crops

1. Type of crops 
 
The following crops are 
grown on the site: 

• Ginger

• Sweet basil

• Sugar beans

• Potato

• Beetroot

• Onion

• Carrot

• Sweet potato

• Russian grass

• Mint

• Cancer bush 
(Sutherlandia 
Frutescens)

• Chilies

• Peas

• Pumpkin. 
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2. Seeds and seedlings  
 
The site acts as a seed bank for AE farmers in the region. A large 
room with drawers in the former clubhouse of the mine is used for 
storage. They capture seeds from their own plants and also get seeds 
through exchanges with other farmers, some of them in KwaZulu 
Natal 2000km away. Captured seeds include tobacco. Ranking beans 
are also planted for seed capturing. 
 
One of the netcage is used specifically to cultivate seedlings. Seed 
drawers are used with sea shells placed in the drawers to ease 
watering. SPP provided the seed drawers and helped with their 
installation. In addition to the drawers, seedlings are also grown in 
specially prepared beddings. Ginger, sweet basil, sugar beans and 
onions are the main seedlings that are grown. 

3. Fencing and netting 
 
The fencing and netting play the same roles as in the other sites. 
Fencing protects the site against theft, vandalism and grazing 
animals. Netting protects the seedlings and plants against birds, 
insects and extreme heat or cold. It also provides a cool environment 
for the farmers to work in in summer and protects them from the 
cold winds in winter. 

4. Key techniques of crop cultivation:

• Soil preparation12 
The soil is prepared by hand using garden tools. Organic animal 
compost is collected from livestock owners and worked into the 
soil. The main source of water is the two water tanks provided by 
SPP.  There are various ways of cultivating vegetables organically 
on a small non-commercial scale.  One of the methods that is used 
at this site is the trench bed method: 

12 For detailed discussion of all the methods refer to SPP, 2009 “Basic Principles for Organic 
Cultivation and Livestock Production. Manual for small scale farmers to start organic and 
livestock production”.



Box 3:  Trench Bed method 

Make a hole in the ground. Fill the hole with organic material and soil. It is possible to 
plant immediately in a bed prepared in this way.

Digging a trench
The trench should be 1 meter wide, two meters long, with a depth of 50 cm (knee depth). 
Make a distinction between the top and bottom soil. Separate the two soil types, because 
the topsoil is more fertile than the bottom soil (more organic material originating from 
roots).

Hint!
Always dig the trench from east to west. This ensures that plants receive adequate 
sunlight throughout the day. If dug from north to south, the bed will get too much shade. 
If there is not enough space to make an east-west bed, it may be done in a north-south 
direction. Make sure the beds are level, with a slight gradient to allow water to flow 
downwards, but only very slowly so that the soil does not wash away and cause erosion.

If the soil is at a steep incline (gradient) there are ways to dig the bed to overcome it.

When there is a moderate incline, the beds can be made to obtain a step effect, as 
illustrated in Figure 7. The steeper the incline, the more “steps” can be created in the 2 
metre long bed.

Develop a terrace as illustrated here 
[right], should you have a steeper 
gradient.

Bedding preparation on a steeper 
gradient

Land: bedding preparation on a 
mild or slight gradient

Figure 7

62



11. Mark the four corners of the trench bed with sticks to keep the shape and area of the 
trench.

12. The soil on top of the trench or bed should be fine and loose and can be loosened 
further with a rake.

13. Any other soil left over can be used for making compost.
14. If the bed is prepared with enough organic material it will be sufficient to supply 

nutrients to the soil for ± 5 years, without adding more organic material.

Filling of the Trench bed
Fill the trench with organic material (garden refuse, vegetable peels, egg shells, egg 
cartons). Do not use plastic, rubber or glass in the trench. Animal manure (sheep, cattle, 
goats, chickens and pigs) can also be used, but do not use cat or dog manure, raw meat or 
fat.

1. Fill the hole half full with the material mentioned.
2. Place rough material such as branches, maize corns, straw and dry grass at the 

bottom. This ensures good air flow through the system.
3. Place about six small, squashed and rusted tins on top of the rough material. This is 

to supply the micro nutrients (nutrients needed in very, very small amounts) such as 
zinc and iron to the soil.

4. Cover the tins with a layer of newspaper or carton, cut or torn into smaller pieces.
5. Add the rest of the organic material (organic kitchen refuse, etc.).
6. Compact the material and add more organic material if the trench is not yet full.
7. Sprinkle some dry animal manure over. This provides the necessary bacteria needed 

to start the decomposition process of the organic material.
8. Wet the material in the trench properly, using a garden hose or bucket. The 

dampness will assist in the decomposition process.
9. Cover the organic material with the soil from the trench. This will prevent bad smells 

and flies during the decomposition process. Fill the trench with the soil taken out - 
bottom soil first and then top soil. Do not stand on the bed.

10. The filled trench should be about 15cm above the soil surface.

Figure 8
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Figure 9 Figure 10 Figure 11

As time goes by organic material will decompose further. At the start of the bed it will be 
higher than ground level, but as the organic material decomposes and nutrients are used 
by the vegetables, the height of the trench will decrease and will become level with the 
soil (closer to the end of five years).
The area adjacent to the trench can be turned into a trench after five years.

How is the soil improved?
• Organic material helps the soil to keep moist for longer. The soil drains well, water 

penetrates deeper and the soil holds moisture for longer, because there is more 
organic material in the soil.

• Root systems of plants develop better and deeper and gives origin to healthier 
plants.

• Organic material and better soil penetration by roots which aerates the soil attracts 
earthworms. Earthworms assists in the decomposition of organic material which add 
to soil fertility.

• More air in the soil supplies more oxygen to the roots which is available to plant 
roots for growth and respiration. Some farmers may have larger pieces of soil and 
would want to plant more vegetables to sell. They can make a couple of beds, or beds 
can be longer than 2 meters, but should never be wider than 1 metre. Reasons for 
this is:

• Narrower beds are easier to water and weed.
• Plants can be easier and more effectively protected against animals and birds
• If it is possible not to walk on the soil in the bed it will prevent compaction of the soil.

Advantages of the Trench bed method
It is a cheap and effective method, producers do not need to buy nutrients or fertilizer. 
Because the crop is healthier it will suffer less attacks from pests and diseases and the 
cost for pest control will be less.
This method yields more and a higher quality crop for the following reasons:
• Organic material used at the bottom of the trench acts as a sponge which takes up 

water and releases it as needed by the plants. It uses less water.
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• Organic material attracts beneficial insects.
• It saves money using less nutrients and pest control.
• Income can be generated by selling good quality vegetables, or producers can 

produce their own vegetables, cutting cost by not having to buy food.
• Organic “refuse” is used to fertilize the soil.
• By using organic refuse, the environment is kept cleaner.
• This method yields more vegetables per unit area than conventional methods.

Seedlings are cultivated in specially prepared beds, watered by 
hand with watering cans. Peas and beans are planted to replenish 
the soil, especially after pumpkins have been harvested from a 
specific patch.

• Pest control 
Carolusberg has the most sophisticated AE pest control system 
of all the sites. The farmers plant specific species with particular 
crops in order to protect the crops from pests. Dill (Anethum 
graveolens) and Stink Afrikaner (African marigold, Tagetes erecta) 
are planted with peas to protect them. Chilly and cancer bush are 
the most widely used pest control plants.

• Harvesting 
Harvesting of the seeds, seedlings and vegetables is done by hand. 
Sometimes the women have to bring in extra help for this, which is 
not difficult because the helpers get a portion of the harvest. 

• Storage 
The main storage facility is the seedbank. Drawers in a large room 
in the brick clubhouse is used for this purpose. The site is able to 
act as a seedbank for a large number of farmers and gardeners in 
the region and beyond. 
 
The clubhouse also provides space for storage and bagging of 
vegetables.

• Agro- processing 
At the moment there is no agro-processing at the site. 
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• Transport 
The group does not have their own transport and brings in 
transport providers when needed. 

5. Uses of crops 
 
Seeds and seedlings are used at the site and donated, exchanged and 
sold to other AE farmers and gardeners in the region. The vegetables 
are used for food by the local community. 
 
Herbs are used as medicine. Ginger is an important ingredient 
of traditional medicines known as ‘Holland’s medicine’ in the 
area. These include ‘lewensessens’ (life essence), a treatment for 
constipation and distended stomach, and ‘wonderkroonessens’ 
(wonder crown essence), a treatment for constipation, winds and 
indigestion. A mixture of cancer bush, mint and ginger is also used to 
treat COVID -19.  
 
Russian grass is grown as an experiment to find a source of animal 
feed. The grass needs much less water than other feeder crops to 
grow.

6. Marketing  
 
Most of the vegetable harvest is donated to households in the 
local community. The farmers do not see the site as a commercial 
enterprise, but as a community upliftment and solidarity project. 
They are striving to address malnutrition in the community. 
Vegetables are bagged and the bags of different vegetables are 
donated to households in the community.

7. Climate change adaptation 
 
According to Anna, the main change to the climate that she noticed 
was that winters are colder than before. Up to 2000, potatoes and 
pumpkin could be grown until June, but now it is not possible. These 
vegetables can only be grown until March. 
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8. Agroecology learning and demonstration 
 
The farmers are concerned about what will happen to the site once 
they are no longer able to operate due to old age. They are putting a 
lot of time and effort into teaching younger people about AE. At the 
moment there is a ‘succession plan’ in place for a son of Anna to take 
over the site. 
 
The site is a seedbank and also a repository of knowledge about 
seeds for other AE farmers in the region. The women also attend 
training and exchanges through SPP and the FSC with the goal of 
building their own knowledge of AE. 
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Farmer self-organisation, movement building 
and alliances

The Carolusberg farmers are part of the Nama-Khoi and Namaqualand 
Emerging Farmers Associations. They are active in the community, 
municipality and the region on matters that concern AE farmers such as 
land tenure security. 

They are also part of the FSC, which provides them with a platform for 
organising, movement building and making alliances in the same way as 
it does for Pella Food Gardens, Abyssinians Herbal Estate and the AE 
farmers in Nuweplaas and Wupperthal.    



69

Political struggles
The key issues confronting the site relate to their concerns for the future. 
Lacking a title deed for the land makes them worry about the tenure 
security of the site, particularly if for some reason the founders of the 
site are no longer involved. They also worry about who will take the site 
into the future. Both these concerns are political in the sense that tenure 
security and agricultural support are to a large degree dependent on the 
state. The site and the FSC therefore have to confront the state in order 
to solve these problems. 

The site is also involved in the broader campaigns and struggles of the 
FSC for agrarian reform, food sovereignty and AE.
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Conclusion

Starting agroecology sites

The experiences of the four sites teach some 
clear lessons about how AE sites are started. AE 
supporters can use these lessons to promote and 
facilitate the starting of more such sites in order to 
build towards a critical mass of AE farmers that can 
change the whole system. Some of the lessons may 
seem obvious, but as long as they are not heeded 
they need to be repeated and emphasised. Key 
lessons in this regard include:

• Land access AND water access are needed. 
Without water, the land procured or accessed 
may not be enough to sustain an AE site.

• Members will drop out. There are many reasons 
for this, the main one being that farming is an 
activity that takes time to pay off. Many people 
are too poor to sustain themselves until the 
payoff happens. This is a bad situation, but 
despite it the site can still be sustained if a core 
group remains involved. 

• People are more likely to sustain an AE site if 
they are part of a bigger movement. In these 
examples the FSC play key roles in sustaining 
the sites including providing motivation, 
connections, funding and knowledge.

• Initial resources and funding are important to 
get the group going and building momentum.

• Infighting must be expected and prepared for.
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Agroecology and land reform

AE is about more than land reform. It is about changing the entire 
agricultural and food system. However, the importance of a radical 
redistribution of the land cannot be overemphasised. Its purpose is not 
only to give AE farmers access to land, but also to break the hold on the 
land of corporatised chemical-industrial agriculture. 

An AE agenda is therefore an agenda that commits its supporters to 
contest the land reform programme of the government, which is shot 
through with the neoliberal approaches favoured by agro-corporations. 

Agroecology and climate change

The four sites demonstrate the ability of AE farmers to adapt to climate 
change. It is also clear that although the sites contribute very little to 
carbon emissions, they do not contribute significantly to mitigation. They 
operate on too small a scale to do that. Their achievements with regard 
to adaptation are clear and should be celebrated. When it comes to 
mitigation though, we can only say that they demonstrate the potential 
of AE farmers to contribute. For this potential to be fulfilled, a radical 
change to the agrarian system is needed. 
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Social impact

Despite the limitations of their size and scale, the sites demonstrate the 
progressive social impact of AE clearly. They provide alternative, healthy 
sources of income to farmers, provide a way to contribute to climate and 
environmental justice and function as nodes of community upliftment 
and social solidarity. 

Agroecology as a movement

Agroecology is firmly established in South Africa. The FSC and farmers 
such as the ones discussed here played a crucial role in achieving this. 
Currently the task is to build AE as a movement in order to gather a 
critical mass for change.

AE schools and campaigns around the political problems facing farmers 
in these sites are part of the package of interventions needed. Land 
justice is recognised as a critical issue in South Africa. To a lesser extent, 
so is climate justice. AE provided the means through which the integral 
links between land and climate justice can be shown and addressed. 

End
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