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Abstract
The contribution of own food production to the nutrition of households in two neighbouring, rural, semi-arid settlements was
investigated. A survey of a 10% probability sample (n=131) of households in Sekuruwe and Ga-Molekane in the Mokgalakwena Local Municipality, Waterberg District Municipality, Limpopo Province, South Africa, conducted in 2001, provided
data on household composition, income (cash and kind), poverty status, expenditure and agriculture, including a detailed
account of the types and quantities of food that were purchased during the month preceding the date of the interview. For each
household the food obtained from the different types of agriculture they practised was quantified. Protein, iron and Vitamins
A and C were selected as indicators to assess the contribution of purchased and own produced food to the food intake of
households. Food composition tables were used to estimate the nutrient content of the different foods. To assess the contribution of irrigated home gardening to food intake of households, Drum & Drip micro-irrigation systems which enabled irrigated
vegetable production on an area of 36 m 2 were installed on the residential sites of 10 volunteer households in the study area.
The results confirmed that income is the most important determinant of household food security in rural South Africa. However, food obtained from various types of dry-land agriculture contributed significantly to household nutrition and without
farming the food security of households would be reduced, especially among the ultra-poor.  Small-scale irrigated vegetable
production was shown to have the potential to substantially raise the amount of the Vitamins A and C available to households
but did not address the lack of protein in the diet of ultra-poor households and the lack of iron in the diet of all households.
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Introduction
The FAO (2003) defines household food security as ‘access by all
household members at all times to adequate, safe and nutritious
food for a healthy and productive life’. About 35% of the South
African population is vulnerable to food insecurity (De Klerk
et al., 2004). This type of vulnerability is most prevalent among
black people who live on commercial farms or in the rural parts
of the former homelands (De Klerk et al., 2004). In contemporary
South Africa, income is the principal determinant of household
food security (Kirsten et al., 2003). For monetary income South
African Black rural households mainly depend on sources other
than farming, including claims against the state, wage earnings,
remittances by kin who live and work elsewhere, and petty trade
(Carter and May, 1999; Crookes, 2003). On average, monetary
income from farming typically contributes less than 10% to total
household income. Households that have farming as their main
source of monetary income are rare (May, 1996; Baber, 1996;
Crookes, 2003; Monde, 2003). However, farming is not only a
source of monetary income. It can also provide income in kind,
in the form of food for home consumption, thereby enhancing
household food security.
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The strong link between household income and household
food security in South Africa raises questions about the importance of small-scale agriculture in household food security,
but few studies have investigated this relationship. Schmidt
and Vorster (1995) determined whether or not participation in
irrigated vegetable production on an 18 m 2 plot improved the
nutritional status of households, particularly among children, in
a semi-arid setting in North-West Province but their results were
inconclusive. Kirsten et al. (1998) related variables describing
agricultural production of households in KwaZulu-Natal to the
anthropometric data of children aged 0 to 60 months that formed
part of these households. They found that agriculture improved
the nutritional status of households, but only when production
generated substantial monetary income, or when it enabled a
substantial reduction in household food expenditure. The reason
was that households involved in farming that met either or both
of these conditions purchased larger quantities of energy-dense
foods, such as fats, oils and meat and also more fruit and vegetables than households that did not farm or households of which
the farming did not meet either of these two conditions. These
results suggest that the main relationship between agriculture
and nutrition is indirect and dependent on the contribution of
agriculture to income. From their findings Kirsten et al. (2003)
concluded that improving agricultural production as a strategy
to alleviate poverty and enhance household food security needed
to target areas where the natural resources were conducive to
successful crop production. This conclusion raises doubts that
small-scale food production in water-stressed environments
contributes meaningfully to the nutrition of poor African households.
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