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Mopani Learning Journey - Reflections1
	

November 2016	
	
 
Introduction	
This document contains a number of reflections on a learning journey the Southern Africa Food Lab 
hosted in the Mopani district of Limpopo at the end of 2016, to review the developments in its 
Supporting Smallholder Agriculture programme and consider its role in and implications for the 
organisation. 
 
The Southern Africa Food Lab (SAFL) exists to facilitate dialogue, raise awareness, and foster 
innovations towards a thriving, just and sustainable food system. The SAFL believes that the 
smallholder sector is a key point of entry to bring about more sustainable food systems in South 
Africa. This is based on an understanding that many of these farmers support people most vulnerable 
to hunger through informal markets, and that they have farming operations most suitable for the 
development of sustainable and local food systems. 
	
For a number of years, SAFL have engaged with the smallholder system through the Supporting 
Smallholder Agriculture (SSA) programme, which initially set out to better understand smallholder 
market access and farmer support. A number of smallholder development initiatives have since 
emerged within SSA, many rooted in the Mopani district of Limpopo.  
	
The SAFL describes these initiatives as “innovations”: new ideas about how to address challenges 
faced by smallholders farmers through new partnerships and new commitment. By their very nature, 
these innovations have been experiments or pilots with learning and adapting built in as key 
mechanisms. In this way the SAFL and its partners glean clearer ideas about how ultimately to shift 
the food system to one that is more socially and ecologically just.  
	
Mopani Learning Journey  	
A learning journey is a methodology used by SAFL to expose a group of people to the current 
realities, experiences and stories of the people involved directly in its work around food systems. For 
the Mopani learning journey, the group of people were drawn from academia, civil society, 
government and funding organisations who had a common interest in smallholder farming, but had 
diverse views and perspectives on the role of such farmers to shift the system. The learning journey 
was thus an entry point into a greater understanding amongst participants of the realities facing some 
smallholder farmers in Mopani through deeper engagement with the farmers and each other. 
	
Held over the 1st to the 3rd of November 2016, the purpose of the learning journey was to critically 
assess the SSA programme, using dialogue as tool to collect stakeholder inputs to further refine the 
adopted SSA approach. Up until the learning journey, the SSA approach was to support smallholder 
farmers through innovations defined by food system stakeholders in previous facilitated dialogue 
processeses, but to also be flexible enough to adapt pilot efforts based on the inputs of those 
smallholder farmers participating in the innovations. The practical work made it clear that farmers 
voices had to be at the centre of the SSA programme and project managers and coordinators 
endeavoured to increasingly amplify farmer voices in the work.  
 
Due to the short duration of the learning journey and the long distances travelled, emphasis was 
placed on the agro-ecology training aspect of the SSA. This is described in more detail below.  
																																																													
1 Compiled by Dr Scott Drimie with inputs from Dr Anri Manderson and Kenneth Carden. 
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Questions for the learning journey included: 
	

● How have smallholder voices been amplified through SSA, if at all?  
● What have been some of the impacts of the SSA programme in Mopani in terms of social 

resilience, farmer support, agricultural practices, introduction of more appropriate standards, 
and access to markets? 

● Is the in-community trainer extension model useful for smallholder farmers? Why/not? How? 
● Can smallholder agro-ecological farming methods grow in a space dominated by conventional 

agriculture? Why/not? How? 
● What are the (additional) conditions required for the adoption of agro-ecological farming 

methods by smallholder farmers in the Mopani district? 
● What is the role of organised structures such as the Mopani Farmers Association (MFA), in 

smallholder farmer development? 
● Should we support market-oriented smallholders in loose value chains to continue to supply 

informal markets and in turn the food security of the most vulnerable populations?  
● Should we also develop smallholder farmers to become suppliers of more formal local food 

systems? 
● What are some of the challenges smallholder farmers experience with informal markets, if 

any? (unfair payments, food safety etc.) 
	
The details of the learning journey are provided in annexure one.  
	
SAFL Learning	
At the outset of the exercise a number of important lessons were drawn out by the SAFL team. These 
are summarised below:  
	

● The importance of not looking at smallholders as a homogenous group: The work has utilised 
a smallholder typology developed by Ben Cousins which differentiates the farmers to enable 
different approaches for the different groups. The focus of SSA has been increasingly on 
supporting market-oriented smallholders trading in loose value chains.	

● By differentiating smallholder farmers, farmer support methods can be envisaged that are 
appropriate for different groups as per the typology: The agro-ecological training at 17 Shaft 
looked primarily at smallholder farmers trading in loose value chains although the nature of 
organic markets in South Africa may lead to tighter value chains targeting for retailers or 
other outlets servicing high-income groups. 	

● Understand the formal and informal markets accessed by farmers: SAFL argues that 
smallholder farmers support the food security of the most vulnerable populations through 
supplying informal markets and should further be supported to become the suppliers of local 
sustainable food systems. This entry point has enabled a more focused approach.  

● The importance of centering such a process through an empowered Farmer “Voice”: This 
means that the farmers with which SAFL works should have a clear role “in setting the 
agenda” about innovations in specific settings. This has not been straightforward, as questions 
arise about which farmers influence the work. This needs careful consideration as it may 
become contested. 	

● SAFL has gained experience in how to support a process of experimental action through 
facilitating the implementation of the work with continual reflection and feedback: The work 
on connecting, linking and supporting has been documented elsewhere by the SAFL and is 
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available on the SAFL website (see “The Southern Africa Food Lab’s theory of change: 
Using and adapting the U-process to seed and nurture innovation” dated 31 October 20162). 	

● Important methods of supporting the development of agro-ecological farming approaches and 
extension support through the partnership with the 17 Shaft Training Centre in Soweto, 
Johannesburg have emerged:  Key to this has been using agro-ecology as a vehicle through 
which leadership training can be undertaken. Stronger leaders are better able to address the 
multiple challenges facing smallholder agriculture outside of the training, and importantly be 
able to adapt to different contexts. 	

● In understanding more formal markets, SAFL has engaged with the standards put forward by 
formal sector retailers: This work has also led to a concerted drive to support the emergence 
of alternate participatory approaches such as the Participatory Guarantee System (PGS) that 
may be more appropriate to large numbers of smallholder farmers. 	

	
Key Emerging Issues from the Learning Journey	
Throughout the learning journey opportunities were created for discussion and debate. The reflections 
were pulled together in a final focused discussion, which was facilitated on key issues on the last 
evening.  Some of these key issues are summarised below. 
	
In-Community Champions	
The SAFL partnered with the 17 Shaft Training Centre in Soweto, Johannesburg to pilot a programme 
for trainers in agro-ecology, artisan skills, and leadership. This was initially intended for members of 
MFA and Giyani PGS. The call for the application was later extended to other smallholder farmers in 
the district, who wished to convert to more ecological farming methods, in order to reach the desired 
number of trainees. The training took place from May to August 2016, after which seven trainers 
returned to Mopani district to support people wishing to farm agro-ecologically.  
	
On reflection, some learning journey participants believed that the “in-community” basis of the 
training was likely having an impact, particularly as the trainers had returned to their own 
communities and other institutions including the MFA and Giyani PGS. The trainers were continueing 
the work without guidance or financial support from the SAFL. Some of the trainers were using the 
Giyani PGS as a vehicle to enable both on-going community training and accessing different markets 
especially the Bryanston Organic and Natural Market. The deep personal knowledge of the challenges 
of community structures, agro-ecological conditions, culture and history amongst other issues are well 
known to the trainers.  
	
Some strengths were identified in the training including the use of appropriate language, that it was 
context specific, and provided clear links between theory, practice and leadership. In particular the 
consolidation of different skillsets including agro-ecological approaches, leadership and artisanal 
skills had built the confidence of the trainers. This was evident in the way they engaged people in 
community training, the learning journey participants and the MFA executive committee. One 
learning journey participant described this as establishing “foot soldiers” within communities to 
sustain impact. 
	
In reflecting on the establishment of champions, one learning journey participant commented that the 
SPAR owner was another example of a community champion, having lived in Giyani for 17 years. He 
was clearly very highly regarded by people using the retailer.  
	

																																																													
2 Download the document here: http://www.southernafricafoodlab.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/SSA-
Dialogue-to-Innovation-draft-111116.pdf. 
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Building leadership is not without its challenges, however. This was starkly revealed through the 
interaction between some of the trainers (who were MFA members before completing the three month 
training), and the MFA. The MFA executive committee had made it clear during the training that the 
three month process should be considered as a personal gain and not a duty for the MFA and, as such, 
they would not support the four MFA trainees with stipends for the three months of training. The 
MFA also did not offer any agro-ecological programmes for these trainers to slot back into, although 
expressing that they were supportive of the concept and were working on such programmes for the 
future. It was originally intended that the MFA would be the institutional structure through which the 
trainees would transfer their skills, but when the MFA failed to offer the necessary instituional 
support for trainers to transfer their skills, two of the trainers who are also fulltime farmers, decided to 
go in another direction.  
	
They began the process of registering an alternative structure and formed a secondary cooperative, an 
Agroecology training and processing center to train smallholder farmers in the Mopani district. Their 
intention is to then also start another PGS and buy these farmers’ agro-ecologically endorsed produce 
for processing. After returning to Mopani, the MFA became uncomfortable with the new secondary 
cooperative working alongside it rather than beneath it. This subsequently led to a conflict of interest 
being declared by the MFA executive and the two trainers being asked to leave the Association. 
	
A number of important issues are raised in this story. The training led to new structures being created 
with ramifications for the old. It also led to new leadership that was prepared to challenge the old.  All 
of this led to some upheaval in the lives of the two trainers as well as the leadership of the MFA. It 
revealed important questions about expectations and assumptions about how the training would 
impact back in Mopani. Shifts in the institutional structure of the MFA was not expected, but has 
provided important questions for the on-going training process and expectations around how changes 
happen.  
	
Gender	
Gender provides another powerful lens. This was raised as an understated issue in the discussions on 
the learning journey. Observing what had transpired with the community training, an obvious point 
was that for programmes to succeed, they need to incorporate an understanding of women’s multiple 
roles in agriculture such as food provisioning, and address gender constraints at the household and 
community level through leadership training.  
	
The leadership aspect of 17 Shaft programme is important in this regard. The female trainers were 
clearly able to hold their own in community interactions, which was something raised by themselves 
in the discussions. There are challenges with this in that by challenging existing structures, 
particularly those that are male-dominated, tensions may rise or be exacerbated, as the status quo will 
essentially be challenged.  
	
As mentioned above, the notion of a homogeneous group of ‘smallholder farmers’ limits analysis of 
the causal processes through which inequalities emerge. It may underplay internal tensions within 
households, which are often gender-based, and can misdirect the formulation of responses required to 
address challenges faced by farmers. The differentiation of smallholder farmers should therefore have 
a strong gender dimension, not just the market or operational aspects.  
	
Drought	
The agro-ecological approach was deemed a strategic intervention in the context of drought. 
Agricultural initiatives in places like Mopani must take adequate account of current and changing 
agro-ecological realities, such as soils, vegetation and rainfall, which are key for assessing productive 
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potential. Looking at the future certainty of climate change uncertainty and recurrent drought, are the 
SSA initiatives adequately placing these issues at the centre of the approach? This means that risks, 
availability of water for irrigation, and locational advantages for different crops and types of 
livestock, are key. 
	
Challenges and Concerns	
A number of challenges and concerns were raised in the reflection, which provide an important 
opportunity for learning. 	
Is what we are doing relevant to youth?  How do we instil a deep commitment amongst youth to 
agriculture and agro-ecology in particular? Youth may be interested in the creation of an alternative 
food system to give people choice, but are probably more concerned about whether this is an 
opportunity to broaden livelihood strategies including regular cash income. SAFL needs to understand 
and focus on what appeals to youth for instance feeling like they are part of a cause and fulfilling their 
life mission through protecting and nurturing nature for future generations. David Burstein writes 
about Millennials3 in his book Fast Future (2013), saying that their approach to social change could 
be labelled as “pragmatic idealism” with a deep-seated desire to improve the world, paired with an 
understanding that it will require the establishment of new institutions, whilst working for existing 
ones.  
	
Leading on from this it is key that we need facts and figures about the contribution of agriculture to 
multiple livelihoods: farming is not the only source of income for rural households, as many embark 
upon various other activities such as providing transport services for school pupils travelling to nearby 
towns, manufacturing of bricks for sale, and other services. These details are necessary in order to 
make the case for agriculture amongst young people. The potential for smallholder farming to make a 
significant contribution to employment creation and poverty reduction is key in this regard. 	
 
Probably the key issue is that SAFL needs to keep focus on what it is trying to achieve - is the 
emphasis on agro-ecological training the most effective and appropriate way to shift the Mopani food 
system to become more just and sustainable? The 17 Shaft initiative clearly emerged as a response to 
an articulated demand, which is important (farmer’s voices at centre). However, questions need to be 
asked about the emphasis of agro-ecology as a means to address the deep structural underpinnings of 
social and ecological injustice?   
	
Ensuring the “voice of the smallholder” is commendable - but whose voices are heard?  It was 
suggested that SAFL be explicit in this particularly, as smallholders are a diverse group. Without 
being explicit, the SAFL may obscure the inequalities, especially gender-based differences, and 
significant class-based differences between farmers.  
	
Understanding scale is important - how feasible is it to take the 17 Shaft project to scale?  If 
contrasted against big government programmes such as the Agri-Parks it seems very small. What is its 
relevance at the national level? What is SAFL’s strategy for influencing the dominant system in a 
larger scale? Or is it enough to be demonstrating an alternative that can find its strength from the 
niche SAFL is supporting? What more can be done to support the ripple effect of the quality 
community training being offered? Is SAFL thinking enough about the future demand for agro-
ecological products through consumers? Is SAFL focused across the system from the smallholders 
through to the markets and consumers? 
	

																																																													
3 Millennials are people reaching adulthood in the early 21st century, and were thus born between 1980 and the 
early 2000s. 
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A more fundamental issue was raised around agro-ecology itself.  Kees Jansen has argue elsewhere 
that there is a danger of promoting:  
 

…a romantic optimism about farmer-driven agroecological knowledge which is devoid of 
modern science. Alternatives to current modernization trajectories cannot simply return to the 
peasant past and to the local. Instead, they need to recognize the desires of farmers to be 
incorporated into larger commodity networks, the importance of industrialization and 
complex chains for feeding the world population, and the support of state and science, as well 
as social movements  

(Jansen 2014:1)4  
	
Countering this, a major initiative of the United Nation’s Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) 
argues that:  
 

The holistic approach of agroecology incorporates the traditional knowledge and skills of 
communities ...by integrating ecological, agronomic, economic and social research. It has the 
potential to support strong and democratic food systems that provide income and health 
services to small-scale family farmers and rural communities while preserving the 
environment. Agroecological initiatives and practices play roles as diverse as reducing rural 
poverty, eradicating hunger and malnutrition, achieving sustainable agriculture and 
development, enhancing the resilience of agriculture to climate change, shifting towards 
systems that depend less on external agrochemicals, and increasing involvement of traditional 
knowledge of local communities and indigenous people  

(FAO, 5 November 2016)5 
	
SAFL, through the SSA and in particular the MFA, which has been central to much of the work in 
Mopani, has articulated an emphasis on agro-ecology as the alternative they wish to pursue. In 
responding, SAFL has created the opportunity for this debate to happen.  Can more be made of this 
“space for dialogue” by bringing together polarised views in an approach that allows constructive 
engagement? 
	
A Final Emerging Question	
How can we build a new food system in a way which, from the outset, embeds solutions to big issues 
of social emancipation; or, find a way to act immediately, but without losing sight of strategic issues?  
Does Shaft 17 and the SSA more broadly talk to this challenge? 	
	 	

																																																													
4 Kees Jansen (2014): The debate on food sovereignty theory: agrarian capitalism, dispossession and 
agroecology, The Journal of Peasant Studies, DOI:10.1080/03066150.2014.945166 
 
5 http://www.fao.org/africa/events/detail-events/en/c/330741  
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Annexure One	
	
1 NOVEMBER 2016	
07:30-8:30  Flights arrive	
09:15  Leave OR Tambo	
10:00  17 Shaft visit	

Scott to open the LJ (what is an LG & aim of this one = reflection on 
SSA {brief introduction as detailed version on bus}	
Introduction from Rob about 17 Shaft and the LACE training 
programme	
Site visit: tunnels; classrooms; accommodation	

11:30/12:00 Introduction session on dialogue to innovation document on the bus	
Scott: Broader framing of learning journey	
Overview of SSCA into SSA by asking participants to reflect on what 
they’ve been apart of	
Kenneth, Anri & Scott to share their journeys into SSA 	
Weaving learnings in between 	
*Bit of context before we arrive at ZZ2 	

16:30  Drive-by ZZ2 gate 	
(or stop outside it, or go in - whatever is possible when we arrive)	

17:00  Depart from ZZ2	
Give some context on MFA, new trainers, 7th generation cooperative & Giyani 
PGS - be clear that Food Lab has long relationships with MFA through 
particular people. A central entry point has been through the MFA - which led 
to trainers being trained, but as with so many rural development processes, 
divergence occurs. 	

17:30  Arrive at accommodation in Giyani 	
18:30  Overview by Norah & Patrick 	
  Clarifying questions from participants 	
19:00  Dinner	
	
2 NOVEMBER 2016	
08:00  Leave the guest house 	
08:30  Compost making 	
09:15  Under the tree - tea & PGS introduction	
10:15  Leave for SPAR	
10:45   Lunch and talk at Mopani SuperSPAR, Giyani 	

Meet with Adam Zulu on the Fresh Produce floor to look at the fresh produce 
that has been sourced from local smallholder farmers	
Move to boardroom and view video, Peet Snyman to speak about how he started 
the local farmer initiative, Kenneth to speak about the Rural Hub as an 
extension of what has been achieved in Giyani	
Everyone to pick up lunch from the store and return to the boardroom for 
further discussions	

13:00   Potentially leave to visit farmers that supply Mopani SuperSPAR  	
15:00-16:00 Back to accommodation for debrief	
18:00  Debrief at guest house focusing on the 8 or so LJ questions: Kenneth to give 
context, Scott to facilitate, Anri to record 	
19:00  Dinner	
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3 NOVEMBER 2016	
07:00  Leave Polokwane	
11:50  First flights back from OR Tambo	
	
		


