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Abstract
The objectives of the study were to provide quantitative information on the material benefits generated from urban farming
in order to assess the contribution of this activity to the food security and nutrition of participating households and to explore
the meaning of urban agriculture in the livelihood of participants. The study was conducted in five informal settlements of
Atteridgeville, Pretoria and involved a pilot study, a household survey and multiple case studies using participants in the different types of urban farming projects as units of data collection and analysis. More than half of the households in the study
area participated in urban farming which consisted of home gardening, group gardening and dryland farming in open urban
spaces. Active participation was predominantly by women. The contribution to total household income and food security of
the different types of farming found in the study area was generally modest but the livelihood benefits derived from urban
farming extended far beyond material gain, reducing social alienation and the disintegration of families associated with urban
poverty. Lack of space and limited access to water for irrigation were the main constraints that affected participants in urban
farming.
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Introduction
Post-apartheid South Africa has levels of poverty not found
in most other upper middle income countries (Adato et al.,
2004). At the start of the 21st century, an estimated 48% of the
South African population (21.9 million people) lived below the
national poverty line (UNDP, 2004). The distribution of income
in South Africa was also highly unequal and disparities between
rich and poor were worsening as indicated by the increase in the
Gini coefficient of the country from 0.60 in 1995 to 0.73 in 2001
(UNDP, 2004). Historically, poverty in South Africa has been
associated with race, gender and rurality. In 1999, 61% of black
South Africans were poor compared to a mere 1% of whites
(May, 2000), whilst female-headed households were more likely
to be poor than male-headed households (Aliber, 2003) and poverty was mostly located in the rural areas. For example, in 1995,
74% of the poor in South Africa lived in rural areas, where the
poverty rate was estimated to be 71% (Adelzadeh et al., 2001).
During the recent past, particularly between 1991 and 2001,
South Africa has experienced accelerated rural to urban migration of black people who previously had been confined to living
in designated rural homelands by legislation that restricted their
movements and place of residence (Boraine, 2004). Migration
is one of the strategies used by the rural poor to improve their
livelihood (Swift and Hamilton, 2001; Ellis and Freeman, 2005).
However, lack of jobs in the urban areas of South Africa has
limited the opportunities of the new arrivals to find employment
in the cities. This has resulted in the transfer of poverty from
rural to urban areas (May and Rogerson, 1995; Rakodi, 1999;

* To whom all correspondence should be addressed.
 +2712 382-5777 ; fax: +2712 382-5869;
e-mail: vanaverbekew@tut.ac.za

Available on website http://www.wrc.org.za
ISSN 0378-4738 = Water SA Vol. 33 No. 3 (Special Edition) 2007
ISSN 1816-7950 = Water SA (on-line)

Jerve, 2001). In the urban areas of South Africa, poverty is particularly concentrated in low-income and informal settlements,
which are nearly exclusively occupied by black people (Martin
et al., 2000). It is in these settlements that problems of food insecurity and under-nutrition are most likely to occur. For example,
Theron (2000) identified a 17% stunting rate among children
aged 12 to 24 months in Concern and Phomolong, two of the
five informal settlements of Atteridgeville, Pretoria, where the
current study was conducted. She identified inadequate intake of
calcium and iron among both stunted and non-stunted children
as the most important dietary deficiencies in the study area. Provided that land and other necessary resources are available, production of vegetables for home consumption is one of the most
obvious ways in which poor urban households can address these
particular deficiencies in their diet (Burgess et al., 1998).
Worldwide, urban agriculture is one of the strategies poor
urban residents adopt to reduce poverty and improve their food
security (Rogerson, 1993). Several studies have pointed out that
this is also the case in South Africa. According to Rogerson
(1996), the majority of urban farmers in South Africa produce
food as part of their survival strategy and their farming activities
are not expansionist enterprises. This was confirmed by Martin
et al. (2000) who reported that urban agriculture in Pretoria and
Cape Town tended to be associated with lack of formal sector
employment and aimed primarily at the production of food for
home consumption, which enabled households to save on food
expenditure. However, they also pointed out that besides providing food, urban farming performed other important functions,
including, social, cultural, developmental, aesthetic and environmental.
Information on urban agriculture in South Africa is largely
qualitative. Quantitative information on the material benefits
being derived is important when seeking to assess the contribution of urban agriculture to the food security and nutrition of
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