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Abstract
Using farmer surveys the smallholder commodity systems of Brassica rapa L. subsp. chinensis and Solanum retroflexum
Dun. in Vhembe District, Limpopo Province, South Africa were described and analysed. Production, transaction and consumption of the two vegetables were deeply embedded in the food, trade and farming systems of local people. The cultivation
systems, which appeared effective, were developed by borrowing elements from the systems of other crops to which new
knowledge specific to B. chinensis and S. retroflexum were added. Several elements of the production systems that could
benefit from scientific enquiry were identified. These included genetic improvement and the optimisation of planting density
and nutrient supply.
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Introduction

rum (S. americanum), S. nigrum and S. scabrum (Edmonds and
Chweya, 1997).  S. retroflexum is an annual branching herb that
grows up to 75 cm in height, has alternate, heavily veined leaves
with small hairs on both sides, white flowers with a yellow centre and green berries that turn dark purple when ripe (Grabandt,
1985; Schippers, 2002).
Relative to white cabbage (B. oleracea L. var. capitata),
which is arguably the most commonly produced and consumed
leafy vegetable among black people in South Africa, the two
crops studied here are richer in nutrients per unit fresh mass
(Table 1). This makes them potentially suitable elements for
inclusion in food-based approaches aimed at combating hidden
hunger, which is an important type of under-nutrition among
poor rural people in South Africa.

In this study, the smallholder commodity systems of Brassica
rapa L. subsp. chinensis and Solanum retroflexum Dun. are
described and analysed. In South Africa, these two vegetables
are exclusively produced and consumed by African people.
B. rapa subsp. chinensis refers to non-heading types of Chinese cabbage (Opeňa et al., 1988), an annual, flowering vegetable
with dark green leaves supported by light green to white petioles
that form a rosette (Hill, 1990). Chinese cabbage has a short growing season. From sowing to the end of the vegetative stage takes
about six weeks for early maturing cultivars and 11 weeks for
late maturing cultivars (Rubatzky andYamaguchi, 1997; HongFu, 1988). Depending on the cultivar, the plants reach a height of
15 cm to 30 cm at the end of the
vegetative stage. The progenitor
TABLE 1
form of Chinese cabbage, Brassica
Calcium, iron and Beta-carotene content of 100 g fresh edible portion of
campestris, is believed to have
Brassica oleracea L. var. capitata, Brassica rapa L. subsp. chinensis and
evolved in the Mediterranean from
Solanum
nigrum (adapted from Opeňa et al., 1988; Edmonds & Chweya, 1997)
where it was introduced to China
Scientific name
Common EngCalcium
Iron Beta-carotene
more than 2000 years ago and diflish name
equivalent
ferentiated into the various sub(g)
(mg)
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species (Opeňa et al., 1988). The
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0.8
  280
Brassica. oleracea L. var. capitata White cabbage
crop probably found its way from
Asia into Africa as a result of trade
102
2.6
2305
Brassica rapa L. subsp. chinensis Non-heading
between these two continents.
Chinese cabbage
Solanum retroflexu Dun.
Black night266
2.6
6650
Solanum nigrum L.
forms part of the S. nigrum comshade
plex of species and is indigenous
to South Africa (Grabandt, 1985; Edmonds and Chweya, 1997).
A commodity system or chain, called filière in the French
Other species in the Solanum nigrum complex that are comlanguage, involves many activities, including production, colmonly found in Africa include S. gracile, S. villosum, S. nodiflolection, up-stream storage, transformation, down-stream storage, redistribution and consumption. The filière approach, illus#
Revised version. Originally presented at the International Sympotrated in Fig. 1, is used as a framework to investigate the way in
sium on the Nutritional Value and Water Use of Indigenous Crops
which particular agricultural commodities are produced, stored,
for Improved Livelihoods held on 19 and 20 September 2006 at the
transformed, transacted and consumed in a locality or region
University of Pretoria in Pretoria, South Africa
(Leplaideur, 1994; Moustier et al., 1997).
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