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Background
Throughout Africa indigenous and indigenised vegetables and fruit have sustained rural populations for many centuries.
Through natural selection by survival under local environmental conditions, aided by collection of seeds from top-performing plants only by local farmers, these have become adapted to these conditions. Unfortunately, indigenous plants have
received scant attention by researchers in Africa (including South Africa) in regard to improving agronomic practices and
upgrading genetic potential. Likewise, little attention has been given to studies on their nutritional value and the bio-availability of nutrients contained in them. It seems as if there has recently emerged new interest amongst South African researchers
in these crops. It is hoped that this publication will help to promote this interest further.
On 19-20 September 2006 an ‘International Symposium on the Nutritional Value and Water Use of Indigenous Crops
for Improved Livelihoods’ was held in Pretoria, South Africa. This special edition of Water SA contains 3 articles prepared
specifically for this edition and 13 articles that are peer-reviewed revised versions of papers originally presented at the
symposium. The unedited early versions of these 13 papers, as well as 5 other papers that had been presented at the
symposium, are available on a CD-ROM which can be obtained from Prof André Oelofse, University of Pretoria, at
Andre.Oelofse@up.ac.za
The primary aim of this symposium was to bring together experts in the fields of agriculture and nutrition who focus on
the contribution that indigenous and other traditional crops can make to improve human nutrition. Agriculturists are concerned with improving the production of food, both in terms of quantity and quality. Nutritionists are concerned with determining the quality of different foods and promotion of the adoption of high-quality diets by people. Unfortunately experts
from the two groups often work in isolation from each other, without adequate effective interaction between the two groups.  
According to the participants, the bringing of the two disciplines together at the Symposium was a major breakthrough. This
message was carried through during the process of compiling this special edition.  

Setting the scene
South Africa is a net exporter of food, including various subtropical, citrus and deciduous fruits. More than enough vegetables are also produced. Yet, a large proportion of South Africans
are food insecure or under-nourished, as is abundantly clear
from the articles in this volume. Even more serious are the widespread deficiencies in essential vitamins and mineral element
nutrients, of which vegetables and fruit are the main sources, in
the diets of vulnerable groups.
In and around major cities and towns adequate amounts of
vegetables and fruit are usually commercially available, but high
retail prices put these beyond the means of the poor. In rural
areas, especially remote rural areas, these types of vegetables
and fruit are often scarce due to inadequate transport infrastructure. As a result, the vegetables and fruit that are imported into
these areas tend to be even more expensive than in urban areas.
Own production of such crops could improve access, but access
to good quality seed or planting material, inputs to ensure plant
nutrient availability and plant protection, water and specialised
advisory services is usually severely limiting or non-existent (see the first article in this edition by Jansen van Rensburg
et al.). In such situations reliance on indigenous and indigenised vegetable (and fruit) crops becomes increasingly more
important.
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In the context of Africa, indigenous crops are crops that
have originated in Africa (Schippers, 2002, 2006). These
include a wide range of species that are consumed as human
food. Amongst them are several species that are described as
‘‘green leafy vegetables’’, because their leaves and stems are
the main parts of the plants that are consumed. Present varieties have evolved over many centuries of survival under local
environmental conditions and thus became adapted to these
conditions. In many cases dedicated local farmers have aided
the process by keeping only seeds from the best plants for planting during the following season. Probably the best-known and
most widely consumed indigenous leafy vegetables consumed
in South Africa are Amaranthus species (‘‘wild spinach’’),
melons and cowpeas.
Indigenised species, within the context of Africa, are species
that originated in other continents, especially Asia and South and
Central America (Schippers, 2006), but have become part and
parcel of traditional African food culture and agriculture. Over
long periods, often over many centuries, local (‘‘indigenous’’)
varieties of indigenised crops have evolved by means of similar
processes as described for indigenous crops. Maize is probably
the main indigenised food crop in South Africa. Amongst others, acid- and aluminium-tolerant maize cultivars that produce
up to double the yields of acid- and aluminium-sensitive cultivars in strongly acidic soils, evolved in the East Pondoland
area of the Eastern Cape Province and KwaZulu-Natal (Mendes
et al., 1985). Pumpkins and sweet-potatoes, which originated
in Central and South America (Schippers, 2006), are amongst
the best-known and most widely used indigenised green leafy
vegetables in South Africa.
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