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At midnight on 26 March 2020, the South African government 
imposed a hard ‘lockdown’ in an effort to contain the 
domestic spread of the COVID-19 pandemic. Hunger was 
the first shockwave to hit as millions could no longer earn 
an income to buy food, school feeding schemes shut, and 
informal food trading was banned. The hunger crisis that hit 
during lockdown was not due to a shortage of food, but rather 
the result of a lack of access to food. 

During the first four months of lockdown, citizens waited 
for national government to release emergency aid in the 
form of extended social grants, and for provincial and local 
governments to get food aid to the ground. Yet it was clear 
from early on that government alone could not address 
this emergency. Civil society, the private sector, and well-

resourced citizens began working together in different ways to 
find sources of food, identify the communities most in need, 
and put in place the logistics needed to mobilise food aid1. 

However, food aid at this level is difficult to maintain. South 
Africa must create a more sustainable system to ease the 
country’s historic food poverty. There needs to be a transition 
to a position of long-term food and nutrition security so that 
each citizen’s constitutional right to food is upheld2.

The 2020 Food Dialogues, organised by the SA Urban Food 
and Farming Trust, happened at a most opportune time – May 
2020. This all-virtual event facilitated an exchange of ideas 
that sowed the seeds of change, sharing ways to create a 
more inclusive, fair, and sustainable food system.  

SA Urban Food 
and Farming Trust

1
The coronavirus threw South Africa’s fractured and unequal food system into stark relief – making visible the lived reality of 
millions, who were burdened with hunger and diseases linked with food poverty well before the pandemic struck. How can we 
create a more sustainable, inclusive and resilient food system that gives greater power to those who still have little influence over 
how the system works? Some solutions emerged during the 2020 Food Dialogues.

1 Food aid took various forms: food parcels; community kitchens providing hot 
meals or sandwiches; schemes that allowed recipients to use smartphones to exchange 
digital vouchers for food hampers from participating retailers; and food aid to school 
feeding programmes. 

2 Funmilola Adeniyi, researcher at the Dullah Omar Institute, explains that a 
citizen’s right to food is enshrined in the South African Constitution, which states that 
everyone has a right to access sufficient food; that every child has the right to basic 
nutrition; and that every detained person and prisoner has a right to nutrition. The law 
places the responsibility on the government to ensure that there is enough food nationally, 
but also that the food is safe and meets dietary requirements. 



2
DRIVE PUBLIC INNOVATION BY REIGNITING CIVIL SOCIETY

A
P

R
IL

 2
0

2
1

1

 “The shock of the COVID-19 pandemic has laid bare the shortcomings in the food system. It has 
also showed up the level of urgency, resources, opportunities and risks as never before. There 
is cause for concern as well as for hope, but even more cause for deeper engagement, greater 

persistence, and continued dialogue.”

Kurt Ackermann, 
Executive Manager and Trustee, SA Urban Food and Farming Trust

As far back as the 1600s, when the Cape Peninsula was settled 
by the Dutch and used as a refreshment station for passing ships, 
the food system has been exclusionary in South Africa. It was 
deliberately made so in order to perpetuate inequality, since 
control of food is a way to assert power. 

The industrialisation of the economy in the 1800s further 
cemented an economic system designed to create a poorly-
paid and perpetually under-nourished labour class that was 
increasingly living in urban slums around industrial hubs. As 
South Africans were forced to move away from the countryside 
and into cities with an ever more industrialised food system, 
diets became less diverse, and people became dependent on 
and conditioned to bulk up on refined staples such as maize-
based foods. 

Since the end of apartheid, policies have loosened regulations 
governing the food system, helping to consolidate power in 
the hands of a few powerful actors. This has limited how much 
power and choice consumers have within the system; made it 
harder for new agents to enter the system; and arguably made 
the whole system more vulnerable. 

Food poverty existed well before the arrival of COVID. A recent 
survey by the African Centre for Cities at the University of Cape 
Town (UCT) found that before the pandemic, 60 per cent of 
people living in Cape Town were already unable to afford a diet 
with adequate nutrition. Nationally, hunger was heightened 
during the lockdown. 

1

WHAT IS THE FOOD SYSTEM?
According to the High-Level Panel of Experts (HLPE), appointed 
by the UN’s Committee on World Food Security, the food 
system ‘gathers all the elements (environment, people, input, 
processes, infrastructure, institutions, etc.) and activities that 
relate to the production, processing, distribution, preparation 
and consumption of food, and the outputs of these activities, 
including socio-economic and environmental outcomes.

WHERE DOES FOOD FLOW?
The retail sector in South Africa has changed rapidly in the past 
25 years, most notably with the expansion of supermarkets such 
as the ‘Big Five’ – Pick n Pay, Shoprite, Woolworths, Spar, and, 
more recently, Food Lover’s Market. 

South Africa has also adopted a shopping mall culture, with 
the fifth-highest number of shopping centres in the world. Mall 
developers often partner up with big supermarket or fast food 
chains, allowing them to become ‘anchor tenants’. 

The powerful formal food retail sector runs parallel to the 
marginalised, but no less important, informal food sector. 
Sometimes these two systems have a parasitic relationship, 
sometimes a mutual relationship. These are important dynamics 
within the food system which, if better understood, can help the 
country address historic food poverty. 

This learning brief explores key learnings from the 
2020 Food Dialogues, by concentrating on three focus areas: 

1.  How the food system works

2.  The impact of COVID-19 on the food system 
 and the implications of this on food security, 
 health and nutrition

3. What we can do to create a better food system

HOW THE FOOD SYSTEM WORKS

At the same time, the health effects of food poverty – obesity, 
diabetes, heart diseases, and certain cancers – also left many 
South Africans at higher risk of contracting more serious, or even 
fatal COVID-19, the disease brought on by the coronavirus. The 
root of these so-called ‘lifestyle-related diseases’ – a problematic 
term that needs revisiting – lies in a lifetime of dependence 
on a diet of cheap, ultra-processed food-like products. These 
illnesses are the direct outcome of an unequal food system, with 
the poor carrying the greater burden of hunger, as well as the 
diseases brought on by food poverty. 

The pandemic has demonstrated how deeply unequal the food 
system is, as a result of this history. Through the crisis, some 
parts of the food system have become more robust, while other 
parts have become more precarious.
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Lockdown was felt most acutely by smaller businesses and 
the informal sector. For instance, many in the taxi, hospitality, 
and domestic cleaning sectors found themselves immediately 
unemployed. Meanwhile, small parts of the food system were 
shut down temporarily. Small-scale farmers were unable to 
move their produce or earn the income they needed to keep 
their operations afloat. Informal traders and other independent 
suppliers, who initially were not regarded as ‘essential services’, 
could not trade through the early weeks of the lockdown. Even 
when those policy restrictions were eased, many found it difficult 
to work through the bureaucratic steps set by municipalities in 
order to get permits to trade.

It is important to note that during lockdown there were pockets 
of plenty, such as export stock in supply houses, or restaurants 
and hotels sitting with stock that they could not use as tourism 
closed temporarily. One of the immediate challenges was finding 
logistical solutions to get this food to families most in need, 
rather than have it go to waste. 

2

THE IMPORTANCE OF A HEALTHY DIET
A healthy diet is one that is rich and diverse, with foods that are 
as close to their natural state as possible: the right balance of 
fresh vegetables and fruit, seeds, nuts, healthy fats, and protein 
from plants or animals. Many of these real foods are beyond 
the reach of most South Africans. They are often too expensive, 
or they aren’t sold within walking distance of people’s homes. 
Some real foods are financially risky to buy, because they perish 
easily, get damaged through handling, or people may not have 
refrigeration at home. Cooking these foods may also take more 
time or electricity than people have to spare. 

During the lockdown, the City of Cape Town did try to support 
informal traders by distributing COVID-19 Informal Traders’ 
Toolkits, aimed at helping them continue to trade safely and 
in line with COVID-19 protocols.

CASE STUDY: 
How lockdown affected small farmers

The sheer delight of growing things is what makes Veronica 
Baleni, first and foremost, a farmer. Although, over time, 
this meant she had to become a business person, too. In 
2006, she started growing vegetables for her family on their 
1m2 stoep in Khayelitsha, Cape Town. Within a few years, 
these vegetable gardens had spread across 400m2 around 
their home, and she had bought another 1-hectare plot 
nearby. She loved the farming process and that it kept her 
family well nourished. But, as the operation grew, she saw 
the need for an organised business and so she registered 
the Bhukula Farming Co-op in 2016. 

Baleni was at the coalface of the small-scale farmer 
experience during the coronavirus economic slowdown, 
where she saw first-hand how the disruptions to food flows 
cut off farmers’ access to markets, and with it their income 
streams. “The shutdown hit us hard,” she says. “We lost 
sales because of the closure of markets and restaurants, 
and the restriction of people’s movement. Vendors couldn’t 
come to the farm to buy vegetables as they had before. 
Small farming businesses were forced to lay off some of 

THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE FOOD 
SYSTEM AND THE IMPLICATIONS FOR 
FOOD SECURITY, HEALTH AND NUTRITION

Creating a more resilient food system means fostering and 
maintaining greater diversity across the entire value chain and 
includes alternative food flows, so that food can reach every 
household in the country.

their helpers, so they saw a drop in production.” Small 
businesses are less able to survive this kind of short-term 
loss in income. 

Baleni weathered the worst of the lockdown by tending 
her crops, feeding the unsold produce to the farm 
animals, and showing people in her community how to 
plant their own food gardens. “But beyond this, it’s all 
about markets, markets, markets,” she says. From the 
perspective of small-scale farmers, having secure and 
reliable access to markets is central to their own survival 
as businesses, as well as to creating a more resilient food 
system. This means building a food supply chain that 
includes informal and small-scale producers in a food 
system that otherwise favours the big ‘visible’ corporate 
enterprises that dominate production, manufacture, 
distribution, marketing, and food retail. 
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People may also have lost a taste for them, after years of 
exposure to highly flavoured processed foods, and aggressive 
marketing that has created a cultural norm that branded and 
packaged foods are aspirational. Much of people’s daily diet is 
made up of ultra-processed food-like products, or bulked up with 
starchy, highly refined staples such as maize-based products and 
bread. Ultra-processed foods are often packed with energy but 
nutritionally empty, and are high in fats, with added salt, sugar, 
and flavouring. They are usually cheap, convenient, and widely 
available.

“The amount of shelf-space these processed foods take up in 
a supermarket shows how accessible and pervasive they are,” 
says Thandi Puoane, Emeritus Professor at the University of the 
Western Cape’s (UWC) School of Public Health (SoPH). Long-
term exposure to a diet made up mostly of these foods results 
in a host of health complications, the burden of which is largely 
felt by the poor, whose food choices are often limited to these 
products. 

The question is: why are these food-like products so cheap and 
available, while healthy foods aren’t? The answer lies in the 
economics of the industrial food system that is dominated by 
big, often international producers, and enabled by government 
policies. 

“When times are hard, the one area that people cut back on is 
food,” Puone says. When a packet of chips or a take-away burger 
is cheaper than cooking a diverse meal of vegetables and fish, 
and someone’s weekly budget has to be split between food and 
other essential household costs, it’s easy to see where people 
might cut corners. 

This is why public health experts argue that society should 
look beyond the food choices that people make, and focus on 
changing the food system that shapes those choices. 

“The high levels of diabetes, hypertension 
and obesity – deadly in the context of 

COVID-19 – were not ‘diseases of lifestyle’ as 
they are framed in policy documents, but the 

outworking of unjust and inequitable food 
systems intersecting with multidimensional 
poverty. COVID-19 caused an amplification 

of existing food insecurity and revealed more 
of the structural problems within our food 

systems, but these problems are deeply rooted 
in our economic, political, social and 

spatial fabric.”

Assoc. Prof. Jane Battersby, 
African Centre for Cities, UCT

IT STARTS IN THE WOMB
The seeds of many health impacts linked with food poverty are 
planted in the womb. This is why public health efforts to address 
these impacts need to prioritise nutrition for pregnant and 
breastfeeding mothers, and their infants. 

The nutrition that a person gets in the First 1 000 Days of life, 
from the moment of conception until their second birthday, 
is critical. It shapes a person’s health, metabolic blueprint, 
and brain function for the rest of their life, explains nutrition 
professor Lisanne du Plessis from Stellenbosch University. Most 
of a person’s brain development – the brain tissue itself, and how 
well the brain works – happens during this 1 000-day window. 
Not getting the right nutrients during this time results in a child 
not reaching their full cognitive potential. 

Poor nutrition during this time can leave a person facing lifelong 
cognitive and physical deficits, and chronic health problems. 
Much of this damage is hard to reverse, and in some instances 
impossible to reverse, even with good nutrition later in life. 
“Improving nutrition during this critical First 1 000 Days is one 
of the best investments we can make to achieve lasting progress 
in global health and development,” says Du Plessis. “Research 
shows that for every dollar spent on nutrition during this time, 
there is a $16 return. There are very few investments that can 
boast this kind of return.” 

Power in the South African food system lies with big businesses 
at different points in the value chain. Smaller businesses are 
under-represented. The informal sector is largely unrecognised 
in its importance for food security, as well as for providing jobs 
and livelihoods that allow people to earn the money needed 
to access food. Various approaches can smooth out the power 
imbalance within a profit-driven food system, address the 
dominance of large corporations, and allow smaller businesses 
and the informal sector to participate. 

3
WHAT WE CAN DO TO IMPROVE 
THE FOOD SYSTEM
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“The only way to have a more equitable 
system is to make a conscious effort to 

redesign one. How we understand the problem 
determines where we look for a solution.”

Dr Tracy Ledger, 
Researcher at the 

Public Affairs Research Institute (PARI)

Here are six ways to improve the food system:

A) Diversify the food system

B) Tech can open the door

C) Support farmers’ markets

D) Municipalities can play a key role

E) Address food waste

F) Good nutrition for pregnant and breastfeeding 
 mothers and infants

A) Diversify the food system

A more resilient food system is one that is more diverse, 
argues Dr Reena das Nair, a senior researcher at the Centre for 
Competition, Regulation and Economic Development (CCRED)  
at the University of Johannesburg (UJ). Outside of supermarkets 
as retail hubs within the formal supply chain, there are many 
alternative market opportunities across the value chain that 
SMEs could tap into, and these alternatives need the be 
strengthened and supported. This must be through supporting 
infrastructure, building networks and relationships, giving 
contractual security to suppliers, and through enabling policies. 

Government and regulatory bodies must ensure a level playing 
field, with equal and fair access to lucrative retail spaces and 
improved infrastructure for traders. An important step forward 
is creating secure and well-supported places within the city for 
informal traders to operate, including providing market spaces 
with services such as electricity, secure storage, refrigeration, 
and good sanitation.

B) Tech can open the door

Digitalisation has advanced services such as food e-commerce, 
logistics, food management, and nutrition. More and more 
retailers are selling online, particularly in the larger retail sector, 
and new models of sales and delivery are emerging, such as 
e-vouchers, and click-and-collect options. 

“The problem is that e-commerce doesn’t serve rural and peri-
urban and poor urban communities,” says Das Nair of CCRED. 
“Many of these technologies and platforms are too expensive 
for SMEs. For instance, membership fees can be up to 30 per 
cent of the cost, which is too high for businesses who are already 
making slim margins.” 

But these platforms can be valuable for small players in 
processing and retail, and can help improve their participation 
in the value chain. Some of the opportunities lie in improved 
business-to-business operations, such as collating orders, 
building credit profiles, lowering transport costs, and connecting 
SMEs directly with consumers.

C) Support farmers’ markets

Farmers’ markets are an alternative way to keep food flowing, 
without the system being dependent on the buying power, 
infrastructure, or geographical reach of big corporate businesses. 
They can offer smarter and healthier alternatives to the 
traditional supermarket model, connecting consumers directly 
with small farms and reinstating small-scale farmers as the food 
source for the community, maintains Sheryl Ozinsky, Managing 
Director of Oranjezicht City Farm Market, which operates out of 
Granger Bay in Cape Town. 

Community-supported agriculture is another grassroots 
approach that connects producers with consumers through 
consumer subscriptions. Consumers sign up directly with a 
specific farm or collective of farmers, to get their harvest directly. 
 
 
 

 

D) Municipalities can play a key role

Municipalities in particular have a role to play in creating spaces 
for smaller and informal operators to do business, and reducing 
barriers to accessing certain spaces. Some of the alternative 
markets include independent or specialist stores such as 
butcheries, bakeries, spaza shops, feeding scheme markets, 
the catering and restaurant industries, hospitals, prisons and 
farmers’ markets. 
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CONCLUSION: 
LET’S BUILD ON GAINS MADE 
DURING THE COVID PANDEMIC
The response to the COVID-linked hunger emergency shows how 
responsive wider society can be – including citizens, civil society, 
and the private sector. South Africa now needs to build on the 
relationships, collaborations, and networks formed during this 
time, in order to create a longer-term, systemic response to the 
country’s ongoing hunger crisis. 

“We must not squander the mass mobilisation we started 
during this crisis,” says Andrew Boraine, CEO of the Western 
Cape Economic Development Partnership (EDP), a public 
benefit organisation that specialises in partnership-building and 
systems-change thinking. “We can build on the new solidarity 
created during this crisis to mobilise, network, and educate.”

This learning brief summarises some of the key focus areas of the 
2020 Food Dialogues Report

SOURCE:
The Food Dialogues Cape Town 2020 event by rapporteur Leonie Joubert. Published 16 October 2020, 
Cape Town, South Africa. Read the full report here: https://dgmt.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/
Food-Dialogues-Report-2020-LR.pdf  

To move beyond food aid to create sustained food security, 
citizens and civil society organisations need access to resources, 
many of which are locked up at a local municipality level. This 
includes urban land that could be used for community gardens 
and small-scale production; under-utilised municipal buildings 
that could give community organisations a safe hub from which 
to operate; and libraries that provide internet connectivity. 
These all fall within the jurisdiction of municipal administrations.

E) Address food waste

Nationally, South Africa produces 12.6 million tonnes of food 
waste each year. About 10.5 million tonnes of this waste is edible, 
and half of it occurs at the farm level. This raises questions of: 
How to salvage this food and how to prevent it from rotting or 
going into landfills? The Ubuntu Surplus Food Donations Bill may 
help provide for this. Municipalities are central to resolving food 
waste at a city scale, where a large amount of this waste occurs. 
 

F) Good nutrition for pregnant and 

 breastfeeding mothers and infants

Supporting good nutrition for pregnant and breastfeeding mothers 
and young infants can save more than a million lives every year. 
This gives one of the best returns on public-health investment, 
and is an opportunity to break the cycle of society-wide poverty. It 
calls for a willingness to act at scale, which must reflect in budget 
support and consolidated action from all stakeholders, including 
government, NGOs, community organisations, and the private 
sector. This includes having the right type of people positioned 
at the right place: having adequate numbers of people trained in 
the field of nutrition; enough health workers to ensure quality 
nutrition services; and evidence-informed stakeholders across 
the ‘rings of responsibilities’ landscape. 


