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This workshop report has been produced as part of the Transformation lab (T-lab) 
events convened by the southern africa Food lab at stellenbosch university working 
with the centre for Food policy at city, university of london.

This workshop contributes to the sustainable and healthy Food systems (sheFs) 
project - an interdisciplinary research partnership forming part of the Wellcome Trust’s 
funded Our Planet, Our Health programme. The overall objective is to provide novel 
evidence to define future food systems policies to deliver nutritious and healthy foods 
in an environmentally sustainable and socially equitable manner. This workshop was 
funded by the Wellcome Trust through the sheFs project (Grant number-205200/
Z/16/Z) and a Global challenges research Fund (GcrF) institutional block grant from 
city, university of london.

T-lab on coasTal wild foods in 
The wesTern cape, souTh africa

RepoRt on t-lab held 2 - 3 May 2019; 

Food JaMs, salt RiveR.

https://wellcome.ac.uk/what-we-do/our-work/our-planet-our-health


south africa is characterised by unacceptably high levels 
of poverty, unemployment and inequality with a large 
proportion of the population affected by food insecurity 
and non-communicable diseases resulting from poor diets 
(enhörning and Malan 2019; Matsha et al. 2019). 

background



The persistent problems of hunger and malnourishment are exacerbated by 
many complex and interrelated factors spanning climate change, inadequate 
health services, population growth, socio-political dynamics, rapid urbanisation 
and economic inequities (du plessis et al. 2018). The impacts of a failing food 
system include food poverty, hunger and malnutrition, a lack of dietary diversity, 
child wasting and stunting, increased vulnerability to disease and an obesity 
epidemic (drimie et al. 2013). inevitably, it is the poor who are most impacted.

The Western cape is one of the nine provinces of south africa and is home to over 5.82 million people 
on 129 370 km2 of land. by province, the prevalence of hunger in the Western cape is the lowest in the 
country, at 16.4% in 2012 (shishana et al. 2014). however, many households do not have access to adequate 
food, and many children are at risk of malnourishment, despite having a comparative prosperity and well-
established food system (acdi 2016, Mbhenyane 2016). The province’s food system is in crisis, without any 
clear or shared understanding of a pathway toward a more sustainable configuration (Drimie & Pereira 2016).
       
The Western cape is prone to negative impacts caused by climatic changes, such as increased temperatures, 
decreased winter rainfall, longer dry spells and more frequent droughts (acdi 2016). it is also subject to some 
of the trends that shape south africa’s agrarian sector, including a dualism between large-scale commercial 
farming and under-resourced smallholders, large corporate company domination over available or accessible 
food, and increased food waste (pereira 2014). Most of the urban dwellers in the province rely on their rural 
counterparts and the retail sector (both formal and informal) for their food supply (battersby 2011). Market 
concentration is the predominant behaviour determinant in the food industry, allowing a few production, 
processing and retail companies to determine choice and influence policy.

as a result of low income, demand on their time and the availability and accessibility of affordable, nutritious 
food, many in the Western cape often consume highly processed, energy-dense food that is low in nutrition 
and devoid of dietary diversity (Temple and steyn 2009). such diets comprise energy-dense foods including 
refined cereals, sugar and fat, with little to no nutrition - rather than nutrition-dense foods like lean meats, 
fish, vegetables and fruit (Faber and Drimie 2016, Mbhenyane 2016).

ensuring that a growing population has access to a healthy, affordable, and environmentally sustainable 
diet will undoubtedly remain one of the greatest challenges facing the region. addressing food insecurity 
in south africa requires innovative responses that fundamentally reconsider its causes, particularly because 
challenges facing the food system cut across issues, sectors, and scales.

coastal wild foods remain relatively unknown outside of traditional cape communities. They include marine 
plant species (kelp, sea lettuce, etc) as well as terrestrial species (veldkool, sandkool, soutslaai, dune spinach, 
samphire, waterblommetjie, etc), and could be extended to include a number of underutilised fish species 
(snoek, cape bream, etc). See Appendix A for the background information note.

The T-lab on coastal wild foods was intended to strengthen a coalition of coastal food actors from across 
the system by building connections and identifying practical steps that participants can take in anticipation 
of future disruption and opportunities that arise. This was undertaken through practical connections, mutual 
learning, personal reflection, networking and strategic reflection particularly about policy.



social innovation labs are a novel approach to confronting 
complex societal issues which require system change. such 
labs provide a structured process and a safe space within 
which to approach complex and often contentious issues 
and develop innovations through deep collaboration 
amongst diverse groupings of stakeholders.

TransforM-
aTion labs



Transformation labs (or T-labs) build upon the concept of social innovation labs, as 
carefully designed and facilitated processes aimed at supporting multi-stakeholder 
groups to address complex social-ecological system problems by creating “safe” 
spaces to discuss and launch innovations. The space is designed to afford diverse 
groups the opportunity for deeper engagement. These transformative spaces seek 
to foster transformation and not just innovation within social-ecological systems.

Key elements of a successful T-lab include having a complex problem to address, the participation of a motivated 
and diverse group of stakeholders who are willing to take a leading role, a window of opportunity to address 
the problem, a shared goal of an action plan as an outcome and skillful facilitation.

over the past three years, the Southern Africa Food Lab and Centre for Complex Systems in Transition 
have facilitated three T-Labs convening emerging food movements in the Western Cape. The first two (hosted 
on 1 November 2016 and 2 July 2017) can be further explored through the report T-labs for Alternative Food 
Systems in the Western Cape which can be downloaded HERE.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.southernafricafoodlab.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/T-Lab-Report-.pdf
https://www.southernafricafoodlab.org/
www.sun.ac.za/cst
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in early May (2019), a group of forty actors involved in diverse 
ways in the local food system gathered in salt river, cape 
Town for a T-lab focused on strengthening the contribution of 
coastal indigenous foods to a more sustainable and healthy 
food system in the Western Cape. Farmers, small-scale fishers, 
indigenous knowledge holders, farmer- and fisher-support 
non-profit organisations, chefs, bartenders, academics, 
activists, and officials from government and conservation 
were brought together with the aim of strengthening the 
emerging coalition of coastal food actors.

T-lab on 
coasTal 
wild foods



held at the soute venue in salt river and facilitated by scott drimie, director of 
the southern africa Food lab, and laura pereira of city, university of london, the 
T-lab fostered personal reflection, networking and strategic thought in order to 
stimulate mutual learning and new connections. The aim was for participants to 
work together to identify practical steps to build practice around coastal foods in 
the Western cape.

The first day of the T-lab was focused on making connections and sharing around existing innovations and 
work being done on coastal foods. To this end, two hours were dedicated to participant introductions. each 
participant was asked to reflect on the following as part of their personal introduction, encouraging a depth 
of engagement beyond names and titles: What is my passion about food? How does this underpin who I 
am? What do I do in my work around food? What do I need to help improve my work? What would I like 
to see for this community? What can I contribute? These introductions were followed by lunch, prepared by 
participant and edible fynbos pioneer loubie rusch. salads incorporating local indigenous greens were served 
alongside whole smoked snoek, a culturally-significant indigenous fish. 

Following lunch, professor Moenieba isaacs of plaas (institute for poverty, land and agrarian studies) gave a 
presentation on the South African fisheries sector. Isaacs’s research focus is on the social and political aspects 
of fisheries reform in South Africa. Her presentation helped to contextualise small-scale fisheries policy and 
the challenges facing small-scale fishers, as well as the iconic snoek that was served for lunch. She ended her 
presentation with a reading of a poem written by ursula arends and herself for Women's day on 9 august 2017:



DIE VROUE VAN BUFFELSJAGBAAI

Jy kan hulle nie miskyk nie – die Vroue van buffelsjagbaai!
hulle is die rug-string van hierdie gemeenskap; jy sien hulle om elke draai!
Met die kleinspan op die Jungle Gym, wat lag en skreeu uit pure genot!
Vandag het on Visitors wat van oral af kom, die Kaap, Gordonsbaai en bellville, Mps en die hele lot!
die Vroue van buffelsjagbaai – met voorskoot aan, en doekie op die kop,
hulle maak al die “specials” wat jou hart sal laat hop!
perlemoen-frikkadels, piekel-arikreukels, Kreef, en harders,
Geelbek en Geelstert en silwervis – alles behalwe “pap snoek”!
Moenie praat van die brood uit die oond, en die koekies met die “icing”!
en sarah se suurvye Konfyt, met “double-cream” yoghurt,
Jislaaik, Moenieba dis vir jou “VreK leKKer”!
en dan droom die Vissersvroue van buffelsjagbaai ...
Van vissers-permitte, en vissers-regte, en beter behuising en mense regte vir almal;
Maar die grootste droom, is vir ‘n perlemoen-plaas –
Ja, die droom van buffelsjagbaai se eie “community aquaculture perlemoen plaas”, en werk en “food 
security” vir ons mense.
die droom van nog ‘n “blinkwater”, nog ‘n “stilwater”, en nog ‘n “blouwater”!
eendag, sal die son helder skyn op al hierdie drome,
Want die Vroue van buffelsjagbaai,
sit nie op hulle agter-stewe!!

a video of this poem can be found HERE.

a loose translation:

THE WOMEN OF BUFFALO HUNT BAY

You can't overlook them - the Women of buffalo hunt bay!
They are the backbone of this community; you see them around every turn!
With the small team at the jungle gym, laughing and shouting out of sheer pleasure!
Today we have Visitors from all over the cape; Gordon's bay and bellville, Mps and the whole lot!
The Women of buffalo hunt bay - with apron on, and cloth on the head,
They make all the specials that will make your heart leap!
perlemoen Meatballs, pickle arikreukels, lobster, and harders,
Yellow-billed and Yellow-tailed and Silverfish - all but "Pap Snoek"!
That’s not even mentioning the bread from the oven, and the cookies with the icing!
and sarah's sour Fig Jam with double-cream yogurt,
Jislaaik, Moenieba it’s so good!
and then the Fishermen's Women of buffalo hunt dream ...
From fishing permits, and fishing rights, and better housing and people's rights to everyone; 
but the biggest dream is for a perlemoen Farm -
Yes, the dream of buffalo hunt bay’s own community aquaculture perlemoen plaas, and work and food 
security for our people.
The dream of another "Blinkwater", another "Stillwater", and another Blue Water! One day, the sun will shine 
brightly on all these dreams,
because the Women of buffalo hunt bay, do not sit on their butts!

https://vimeo.com/228932869


Questions to professor isaacs led into a group conversation around some of the challenges in the food system 
and the role of policy. a small group exercise pivoting on four groups organically formed by participants 
addressed the following question: What are the greatest threats facing an alternative coastal food system 
that nurtures local, indigenous foods, safeguards communities and protects the environment?

a wide-ranging conversation ensued incorporating a range of issues. These included the power of large (fishing) 
corporations and big business more generally to control and exploit the ocean. Their central motivation was 
securing profits but was directly linked to the aspirations of consumers and a growing convenience culture. 
consumer apathy about indigenous foods further undermined support for local, indigenous food systems. 
The ongoing “ocean grabbing” through the encroachment of community rights and elite-control of these 
rights undermined community cohesion and agency. a related issue was that of local politics that undermined 
communities as gang syndicates linked to drugs and crime were often directly involved in eroding these rights 
and social cohesion. rules and regulations, particularly around conservation, focused too much on plants and 
animals and not enough on people and their heritage. overarching policy and institutional arrangements 
needed to move towards ownership and control of a “full basket of foods from land and sea” that underpinned 
diverse, multiple livelihood strategies that would secure the future of communities.

The small groups subsequently participated in a “gallery walk” to share how they had responded to the 
question. scott drimie then closed the day with recognition of the challenges raised in these small groups, but 
also recognition of the energy and desire that was evident in each group to engage with these challenges by 
looking for responses and solutions.

The second day of the T-lab focused on specific interventions needed in order to address some of the challenges 
identified during day one. Scott Drimie and Laura Pereira opened with a recap of the previous day followed 
by a “speed dating” exercise. This facilitation model is premised on rapid, one-on-one conversations used 
to build relationships and networks. The prompt for these conversations focused on opportunities for actions 
and options for working together to help address some of the identified challenges and threats. This exercise 
generated a lot of energy in the room and the subsequent group discussions focussed on what had emerged, 
how the coalition could find opportunities for working together and taking action, what gaps and areas need 
to be strengthened, and whether other actors are needed in the coalition.

 
The group was then guided by Scott Drimie into individual reflection to sit privately, think and free-write around 
the following: What will I do? What do I need? What are my principles? The group then came together to 
share these thoughts, producing a very deep and emotional conversation prior to lunch. lunch offered a special 
treat in the form of chikanda, a delicacy from Zambia made from the tubers of wild orchids that is sometimes 
referred to as ‘african polony.’

https://www.southernafricafoodlab.org/a-taste-of-chikanda/


after lunch, the group reengaged with a much more practical focus on what concrete steps were required 
from a governance perspective to move this network forward - especially the role of government. This final 
conversation pivoted around what will be done, what is needed, and what principles can be agreed upon 
as guides. Thereafter, they explored the bigger picture of what this means and what steps need to be taken, 
whether a coalition ought to be built or a loose network and whether there was interest in hosting another 
meeting for the group around a more specific topic.



The facilitators sought to make the intention and goals of 
the T-lab clear to the participants from the start and several 
documents were available as further reading material. 
These included an information document on underutilised 
coastal foods in the Western cape (see Appendix A) and 
the T-labs for Alternative Food Systems in the Western 
Cape report.

A key reflection was that some participants did not understand what the T-lab 
was after receiving the email invitation and concerns about the invitation 
format. in future, the text of the invitation should appear in both the body of 
the email as well as on the attached invitation document, with T-lab reports and 
information documents shared prior to the T-lab.

several participants had years of work and expertise related to aspects of coastal 
wild foods, while for some participants coastal wild foods were a relatively new 
concept or something that they had not thought deeply about before. This led, 
at certain points, to difficult conversations around next steps that would support 
existing initiatives or begin something new as well as to a further conversation 
about what. This led to a further conversation about what it means to be ethical 
in this domain of work considering the deep hurt and contestation of whose 
knowledge this was and who had rights to it following centuries of exploitation.

reflecTions 
on The 
process



The conversation on day two regarding individual next 
steps surfaced difficult issues. At the beginning of the 
group dialogue, the following were raised as individual 
next steps to be taken:

surfacing 
and working 
Through 
Tension



“how do i custodian [other people’s cultural heritage through cooking recipes] without taking charge of, 
taking control of it, and taking ownership of it and then turning it into some strange sort of elitist, bastard 
version that runs away into the distance? ...I want to do a lot more of trying to figure out how to achieve that 
exact balance.”

“Finding time to go to those places to engage with the people who come from there to hear the narrative, 
to hear the story about those things, so that that can be told properly [through the restaurant].”

“To make those channels available for chefs to go and chat to whoever is producing, or take that person to 
the kitchen to show the chef how to cook certain dishes... in a way that protects it... give it to someone that’s 
going to understand it and try to work with it properly.”

“To engage bartenders or restaurants or business owners and discuss with them who is your provider? Where 
are you sourcing all this stuff from? does your staff know about this? ...spread the message, because i think 
the more people that open up their eyes to this, the more we can make a change.”

Two participants, both of whom have worked with indigenous knowledge for many years, responded to these 
points:

“There’s a lot that's going on that you aren’t aware of that is detrimental to the work that i do and that of the 
other people in our communities. i’m trying not to be ruthless and blunt at the moment. ...but what you guys 
are doing, it throws a spanner in the works.”

“it is such a precarious space at the moment, because you have a heritage of genocide of indigenous people. 
...How is it that indigenous knowledge is in non-indigenous, even colonial, spaces? And through a financial 
modality, right?”

"How do we honour those people who are doing all the work, all the producers, all the indigenous peoples, 
through our distribution channels? ‘oh, we need to tell the story, we need to see the face of the farmer.’ 
That's the common thing. but ultimately, what ends up happening is, even if that's your intention, it doesn't 
go very far because the reality of the farmer or producer or the person you're trying to support doesn't really 
change. Not in the long run.”

“You have to deal with those traumas that are unspoken... it’s a very deeply spiritual work. and you don’t see 
it because it’s very private also, but it has to be part of what it is that you do.”

The focus was moved from a “very short-term solution” of financial exchange and support to the legal struggles 
for “the rights of people” which “for generations have been obliterated” as the space “where people can stick in. 
because if people who hold the kind of clout that people in this room do, are able to push through the political 
agenda a little bit more, that would change things quite drastically. or potentially could change things quite 
drastically.”

These exchanges highlighted the issue of trust between the participants. some participants were reluctant to 
commit to personal next steps: “when people are willing to take that step on the fire-line” only then “I will have the 
trust to be able to work with people.” 

This iterated that trust in a contested system such as that of food takes time to develop and that issues around 
power dynamics needed to be carefully considered: “i...feel that this space is not safe enough for me to talk about 
my deep reflections.”

one participant shared their next steps for action as the following: “being here talking, asking questions, asking 
difficult questions and continuing to ask difficult questions and not assuming what the answers will be and actually 
listening.”

an “open mind and an open heart” were recognized as critical “to facilitate that listening.”



at the end of the second day, one participant proposed 
an action plan: to schedule a “working meeting with 
anybody from this group who is interested in deepening 
the conversation of learning from abalobi*, across the plant 
space and the shared space. and see if we can actually focus 
on delving deeper on that.” This proposal was met with some 
enthusiasm and some caution by different participants.

neXT sTeps



after further discussion, it was agreed that the southern africa Food lab would 
create a short proposition: a brief concept with things to do and a few objectives, 
after which the group will reconvene for abalobi* to share the learnings from their 
pilot through the voices of small-scale fishers.

* The Abalobi initiative is an open, transdisciplinary and social learning endeavour, bringing together various 
stakeholders, with traditional fishers taking centre stage. ABALOBI, as a mobile app suite and programme, is 
aimed at social justice and poverty alleviation in the small-scale fisheries chain, transformation in the way we 
produce knowledge, stewardship of our marine resources, and resilience building in the face of climate change. 
Promoting traceable, storied seafood by empowered small-scale fishers from hook to cook, in a manner that is 
not only ecologically responsible, but also socially fair. 

conclusions

The T-lab was focused on building practice and strengthening relationships through dialogue and reflection, 
and on identifying practical steps to take this forward. This was done through guided plenary conversations 
and small group conversations, through structured activities like the “speed dating” exercise and the personal 
reflection free-write, as well as through informal interactions during shared meals and tea breaks. At the end of 
the T-lab, a coastal Wild Food social gathering or FOOD JAM was held during which participants and others 
interested in participating were able to deepen connections by preparing, cooking and sharing a portion of the 
meal featuring coastal wild foods.  

 

T-labs continue to be an emerging concept within the Western cape as a contribution to growing knowledge 
in the global south about how to initiate spaces of co-production aimed at just sustainability transformations. 
This T-lab, the third conducted in the cape Town area, connected a diverse range of stakeholders in the 
wild coastal foods space, strengthening connections across sectors and fields through dialogue and guided 
reflection. Recognising the potential for coastal wild foods to contribute to the Western Cape food system, the 
T-lab convened stakeholders in order to build practice and relationships in anticipation of future opportunities 
to disrupt or change the dominant system, all the while fostering a deep awareness of the ethical context in 
which this is situated.

The T-lab provided a platform for participants to learn from and share with one another while delving into 
the threats and opportunities related to coastal foods. it created space for relationships to be formed and 
strengthened, collaboration to be envisioned, and a set of principles and action steps to be discussed.

http:/http://www.southernafricafoodlab.org/south-african-slow-food-knowledge-sharing-community-launched-over-a-good-meal/


The T-lab organisers would like to acknowledge Jade de 
Waal and her team from Food Jams/soute who hosted the 
event, loubie rusch and her team from local Wild who did 
the catering and Jackie sunde from abalobi who helped 
with the logistics of transporting the fishers.
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appendiX a: coasTal wild foods
T-lab information note prepared by Jenny Willis and laura pereira 

inTroducTion: why underuTilised foods 
species and why now? 

strengthening the contribution of underutilised plant species to the local food system could be a critical 
opportunity for innovation in the Western cape, where a number of destabilising challenges are presenting a 
window of opportunity for food system change. We refer to underutilised plant species in the Western cape as 
NUS (neglected underutilised species), linking these species to existing literature defining NUS as outside of 
the agricultural mainstream (Global Facilitation unit for underutilized species, 2007: 4). This can include marine 
plant species (kelp, sea lettuce, etc) as well as terrestrial species ( veldkool , sandkool , soutslaai , dune spinach, 
samphire, waterblommetjie , etc), and could be extended to include a number of underutilised fish species 
(snoek, cape bream, etc). Nus hold potential in the Western cape as nutritionally-dense food sources that are 
drought-tolerant, ecologically-appropriate and socially significant. At present NUS are only marginally included 
in the Western cape agri-food system, their use most visibly driven by high-end chefs. 

The wesTern cape food sysTeM 

The unsustainable trajectory of the global food system is exacerbated in south 
africa, where environmental shocks and socio-economic challenges are pressurising 
a system already in crisis. 
  
since 2015 the nation has been contending with prolonged climate change-related drought, with a series of 
severe water restrictions imposed on agricultural producers as well as individual consumers (Ziervogel, 2019). 
Water availability has direct impacts on the south african food system, especially as the agricultural sector 
continues to be dominated by water-intensive conventional food crops. 

cape Town’s 2018 countdown to ‘day Zero,’ when the municipality anticipated needing to shut off the bulk of 
its water supply, has for the time being been averted; but the countdown stands as a cautionary example of the 
extreme impacts that climate change will cause with increasing frequency, and intensity, globally. devastation 
wreaked by hurricane idai along the southern east coast of africa in March 2019 is a stark reminder of the critical 
need to build resilience to climate change in the region. The special report by the uN intergovernmental panel 
on climate change, released in late 2018, described how in order to avoid some of the most adverse effects 
of climate change, greenhouse gas emissions must be drastically curbed, and the world economy transformed, 
within only a few years (ipcc, 2018). 



socioeconomically, the legacies of colonialism and apartheid continue to shape the south african food system. 
The nation has one of the world’s highest rates of income and wealth inequality, and poverty is increasing (sahrc, 
2018: 19-20). Though there is enough food to adequately feed everyone, nutritious diets are unaffordable for 
many poor households (ledger, 2016). land continues to be unequally distributed, with 87% of all arable land in 
south africa owned by about 35,000 white commercial farmers, while approximately 4 million small-scale black 
farmers work the remaining 13%, with little connectivity to the formal food system (pereira & drimie, 2016: 23). 
The lack of transformation in south africa means that cape Town’s poor communities, as before and during 
apartheid, comprise people of colour who are geographically and socially marginalised. These communities 
have been increasingly overlaid by “toxic environments,” a term coined in 2004 by Kd brownell referring to 
environments of high exposure to inexpensive, accessible, and heavily marketed high-fat, high-calorie, and high-
sugar foods (Brownell and Horgen, 2004). Consolidation of power and profit within the food value chain, food 
insecurity, and ongoing nutrition transition — where traditional patterns of food consumption are supplanted 
by a Western diet high in refined carbohydrates, sugars, fats and animal-source foods (Popkin et al, 2012: 6) 
— leave the poor in south africa to shoulder the triple burden of malnutrition (May, 2017: 5). Malnutrition in all 
of its forms, from undernutrition to obesity, hinders the ability of people “to live a full life, work, care for their 
children, be productive, generate a positive cycle, and improve their living conditions” (drimie & pereira, 2016: 
6-7). 

It is in this socioeconomic context that a fledgling economy in NUS is being driven by high-end chefs. 
several Nus are native to the cape Floristic region (cFr), a global biodiversity hotspot with an unparalleled 
concentration of plant species. Much of the cFr lies in the Western cape, where its diversity is threatened 
by conventional agriculture, urbanisation, development, encroachment by alien invasive species, and climate 
change. Furthermore, much of the traditional ecological knowledge (TeK) around the use of Nus in the cape 
Floristic region is considered lost (de Vynck, et al, 2016: 66; bvenura & afolayan, 2015: 1003). 

reviving the use of Nus in an ecologically-sound and socially-inclusive economy may offer an opportunity 
to contribute towards a more ecologically-appropriate agriculture and improve dietary diversity, while 
simultaneously reversing the loss of TeK in the cFr. however, the growth of this economy poses risks. one is 
the potential ecological damage from wild harvesting, another is the potential shift to monocrop cultivation in a 
region where many vegetation types and microbiomes are already threatened. Further entrenching historically 
established power dynamics and the commercialisation of traditional knowledge is a second risk. it is imperative 
that power dynamics and inequities are considered and addressed before the market in Nus of the cFr is 
further developed, so that it does not adversely affect those who previously relied on these foods or those 
holding TeK around their use. anticipatory governance and inclusive policy measures will be critical in ensuring 
an equitable development of this market to create a more sustainable and healthy food system. 

background: The global food sysTeM 

The global food system is precarious. The prevailing focus on production begun 
during the Green revolution, the prescribed solution to undernourishment during 
the 1950s through 1970s, has made food systems increasingly ecologically 
unsound and vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, population demands, 
and economic shocks (pereira, 2017: 98; Gordon et al, 2017: 1). dietary diversity, a 
key component in adequate nutritional intake and health, has dwindled drastically 
since the Green revolution’s dissemination of high-yield varieties of major crop 
staples (Gomez, et al, 2013: 10, 16-17). 

of 100,000 known edible plant species, only about 30 are used globally as energy sources (Fao, 2014: 2). 
Currently three quarters of global food needs are dominated by twelve plant and only five animal species, while 



over half of global caloric needs are met by the three staple carbohydrates of rice, maize, and wheat (pereira, 
2017: 98; Jaenicke and höschle-Zeledon, 2006: 7). This concentration has produced a food system wherein 
“only the more affluent [are] able to afford a healthier, more diverse diet that consists of a greater variety of 
grains, fruits and vegetables” (James et al, 1997). 

at a global level, there are increasingly calls to replace the unsustainable production bias of the Green revolution 
with more sustainable agri-food systems in which Nus are recognised for their potential as climate resilient, 
nutritionally-dense foods that can improve food security, diversify diets and preserve food culture (Mbhenyane, 
2018: 5-6; pereira, 2017: 100 ; bioversity international, 2017: 9). Nus can help to build resilience through a 
diversity “triple-win” of farming system diversity, agro-biodiversity, and dietary diversity, which could have 
positive impacts on health for the poor currently unable to access the healthier, more diverse diets available to 
the wealthy (pereira, 2017: 99-100; ipes-Food, 2016: 27). 

Nus can be understood broadly as outside of the agricultural mainstream, regardless of whether they are 
more specifically “neglected, underutilised, minor, orphan, underexploited, underdeveloped, lost, new, novel, 
promising, alternative, local, traditional, niche...” (Global Facilitation unit for underutilized species, 2007: 
4). NUS, generally locally-specific species adapted to their natural environments, are therefore valuable for 
the diversity they represent within the food system and because of their specific environmental and social 
appropriateness (bioversity international, 2017: 

9). Both of the latter would be beneficial to the Western Cape, which holds a number of NUS formerly foraged 
as food by the first peoples of the region (Manning, 2013; Valente et al, 2014; Bvenura & Afolyan, 2015: 1003; 
Vynck, et al, 2016: 66). 

NUS adapted to the Cape Floristic Region have potential socio-cultural benefits in addition to climate resilience 
and nutritional value, as research increasingly connects wild and foraged food to place-specific notions of 
culture and identity. “Wild foods can represent an inextricable link between people and their lands, defining 
biocultural identity,” strengthening custodianship of local knowledge and ties to ecosystems, while maintaining 
local food customs (bioversity international, 2017: 34; bharucha & pretty, 2010). These foods often convey 
"distinctiveness of local identity, representing ethnicity, culture, landscape, social context, connection to nature 
and stories of survival and wealth” (Munke et al, 2015). 

however, much of the traditional ecological knowledge (TeK) around Nus in the Western cape has been 
eroded (bvenura & afolayan, 2015: 1003). Though the Khoikhoin and san depended on Nus as a source of 
food and medicine, “very little is known about the plant resources the [Khoikhoin and san] peoples of the [cFr] 
used as foodstuffs”: colonial expansion in the 1700s led to the collapse of the Khoikhoin and san peoples, 
with much of their hunter-gatherer tradition lost as consequence (philander, 2010: 89; Vynck, et al. 2016: 60, 
66). apartheid subsequently engineered the rejection of remaining indigenous identity and heritage among 
coloured descendants of the Khoikhoin and san, enforcing simplistic racial categories to keep coloured and 
black south africans from forming alliances that would threaten white supremacist rule (philander, 2010: 92-93). 
since wild-harvested products are typically accessed through TeK passed down through generations (Munke et 
al. 2015: 207), negation of indigenous Khoikhoin and san identity contributed to the erosion of remaining TeK 
around the use of Nus in the cFr. The Group areas act and forced removals further divorced people from their 
connections to land, uprooting and displacing coloured families, among others, throughout the cape. 

Given these histories, the revival of TEK around NUS in the Western Cape could be socially significant. A 2018 
Ecology & Society paper explores food as a method in development practice and the findings — though the 
informing research was conducted in afghanistan and Tajikistan — may be pertinent in the Western cape’s 
context. The authors “propose that food as a method can help to unearth ideas, old and new, that are true to 
a place and a people,” which they position as an invaluable contribution particularly in contexts of entrenched 
and unequal power dynamics (haider and oudenhoven, 2018: 2). in one example, they describe how “food 
seemed to help [a local man] to go back to his own life, his youth, his animals. it helped him dig deeper into 



his memory, and in that memory emerged ideas that were more of his world... you could say that food is a tool 
of mental archeology: it helps excavate memories and ideas” (2018: 6). if TeK has the ability to “connect the 
present to the past and reestablish resilience,” then perhaps reclaiming and regenerating TeK could help to 
address the multiple histories of displacement from indigenous identity in the Western cape (Gunderson et al. 
1997 in berkes et al. 2000: 1260). 

as challenges to the food system mount, innovation around Nus will become increasingly important (pereira, 
2017: 98), with chefs emerging as potential allies in these innovations. according to bioversity international, 
there is considerable “potential to mainstream food biodiversity” with the 

help of the “many chefs [who] are now popularising neglected and underutilised biodiversity through restaurants 
and related food activities (2017: 41). The potential of chefs to be engaged as allies for food systems change 
is evident at a high level in projects like the sdG2 advocacy hub, an international guiding body focused on 
achieving sustainable development Goal (sdG) 2 with the help of chefs. The hub considers chefs capable of 
reframing challenges to the system so that they resonate with the general public, and of curating a dynamic, 
inclusive, global conversation about food that can mobilise stakeholders essential to the transition towards a 
more sustainable food future (sdG2 advocacy hub, 2017). 

innovation around Nus poses its own challenges, however. several of these are delineated in pereira’s case 
study of cassava innovation in Nigeria, which discusses the importance of ensuring that the commercialisation 
of Nus does not adversely affect those who used them prior to commercialisation or those holding TeK around 
their cultivation and processing (2017: 112). power awareness and ethical approaches to knowledge are critical 
wherever underutilised and indigenous foods are valorised; wherever TeK is drawn on in innovation, there must 
be ethical institutions recognising the power dynamics and inequities that can accompany such interventions or 
innovation systems (pereira, 2017: 113; Guerrero lara et al, 2019). 

Navigating these dynamics will be particularly challenging in the highly unequal society of the Western cape. 
While in certain cases food has “proved to be a useful tool to break down or at least circumvent power 
relationships and help gain a deeper understanding of ... place and culture,” there is also a risk of reproducing 
power relations (haider & oudenhoven, 2018: 4; Muller, et al. 2016). The edible insect movement, similarly 
characterised as holding potential for ecological stewardship, bio-cultural diversity and food security (evans, 
2014: 6), is an example of a failure to attain the big-picture impacts of Nus. instead it has reproduced power 
relations in global food systems as much as challenging them, with little benefit accruing to “those who it claims 
to empower” (Müller et al., 2016: 134). 

key insighTs froM research 

This research was based on in-depth interviews with seventeen stakeholders, from 
the restaurant industry to growers and suppliers of Nus to a representative of the 
agency responsible for biodiversity governance in the Western cape. While the 
sample size for this research was small — in part due to the size of this industry — 
a number of themes and dynamics of interest emerged. 

1) Access to NUS: access to Nus was a recurring challenge among stakeholders. The current supply of Nus is 
not meeting demand and there is a dearth of plant material available for cultivation. a scarcity of commercially-
available Nus seed in south africa had led multiple stakeholders to seek seed from companies in the us and 
europe, with potential implications on the fragile biodiversity of the cFr. according to one leading commercial 
supplier of Nus, it is likely that the majority of Nus currently being sold to high-end chefs in the Western cape 
(namely samphire and soutslaai) is grown in Johannesburg, using seed from Belgium and irrigated with artificial 
seawater. 



despite the dearth of material available for cultivation, growing Nus for market was framed by many stakeholders 
as a more sustainable alternative to wild-harvesting. This is critical, given the unlikelihood that the cFr can 
support wild-harvesting of Nus. Nus grow either in mountainous regions — described by one stakeholder as 
“super unproductive, low-nutrient systems where things grow slowly” — or in lowland areas, which, though 
their soils can be slightly more productive, “are examples of threatened habitats that there is not much left of.” 

of stakeholders in the restaurant industry, half seemed to be unaware of the sustainability implications of wild-
harvesting Nus. one said, “it’s very sustainable... to make use of these plants ‘cause they are everywhere,” while 
another emphasized his belief that it was more sustainable to source wild-harvested, rather than commercially 
cultivated, Nus. 

cultivation was framed as an opportunity to explore a more ecologically-appropriate agriculture in the 
Western cape, with the potential to restore damaged ecosystems. such an alternative agriculture may become 
increasingly relevant amid growing threats on what remains of the cFr. Many stakeholders felt there was 
risk, however, that the market for cultivated Nus would be dominated by extractive commercial interests. a 
few stakeholders were concerned by the ecosystem implications of cultivation in the uniquely specieated and 
“super biodiverse” cFr, where “it’s f****** easy to do damage, you don’t need to be like Monsanto to come 
and f*** things up.” 

2) Knowledge around NUS: dynamics around TeK proved either extremely challenging for stakeholders to 
navigate — described by one stakeholder as a “minefield” — or were entirely off their radar. The majority of 
stakeholders involved in restaurants did not connect Nus to TeK, engaging with knowledge around Nus only 
so far as to struggle with the dearth of available information on cooking technique and seasonality. For those 
stakeholders recognising the use of NUS as TEK, they found it difficult to resolve tensions around how TEK is 
to be protected, who it belongs to, and who gets to share it. a former Nus supplier described “waking up” 
to the sacredness of TEK and recognising the injustice of profiting from TEK that, as a white South African, he 
understood was “not mine at all.” 

For several stakeholders, limited knowledge around the use of Nus represented the loss or marginalisation of 
TeK. This marginalisation was further understood as a consequence of colonialism, apartheid and capitalism. 
describing the impact of apartheid-era forced removals on the TeK of Nus, one stakeholder used the term 
“disturbance halo” to describe how “local knowledge has been kind of eradicated close to cape Town,” while 
still at least partially extant in rural areas. The nutrition transition was also implicated in the loss of knowledge 
around the use of Nus, with a number of stakeholders noting how shifts in taste preferences and aspirations 
meant, in the words of one interviewee, “people just aren’t down to eat these kinds of foods anymore.” stigmas 



around the use of Nus, equally connected to the nutrition transition, also came up frequently. 

For a number of stakeholders with heritage linking them to first peoples in the CFR or coloured identity in 
the Western cape, engaging with Nus was a way to reconnect with culture, heritage and identity. it “builds 
narrative into who we are as people,” said one stakeholder, while another felt that “it’s about reconnecting with 
the heritage” and “about education, empowerment, it’s about growing, it’s about building... it’s everything.” 
For a number of stakeholders without these links, learning about Nus allowed them to connect with nature 
more deeply. 

3) Gastronomy of NUS: Nus were widely recognised as a culinary trend. That “it’s blowing up” and “become 
like a cool thing now” was clear, but for many the culinary usage of NUS was largely superficial. One stakeholder 
described how with this style of use “you bypass all of [the meaning], so that is doesn’t have the nostalgia 
and memory and story. It just has terpenes and a flavour profile, and in that you’ve lost the spirit...” Another 
stakeholder described Nus appearing on menus as an “afterthought,” intended merely to signify engagement 
with the trend; a third described the use of Nus as often lacking context, instead “just end[ing] up as a garnish, 
just an interesting looking leaf.” 

  
exclusivity was also a concern: one stakeholder described the use of Nus in high-end restaurants as “the new 
way of colonising those foods,” while another found the cost of NUS too expensive for use even in her fine-
dining establishment. For Nus to be taken up more broadly, said another stakeholder, “you have to remove all 
the stigmas and all the invisible blocks.” For example, positioning Nus as substitutes for Japanese ingredients 
-- as has become popular -- limits their use to those familiar with foreign cuisines and enforces their exclusivity. 
instead, Nus “need to be seen as vegetables that are affordable, highly nutritious” instead of exotic or niche, 
and they need to be more widely available in a broader range of spaces. 

conclusions: seTTing up for The T-lab 

The research findings presented above highlight that while there are critical 
challenges that need to be overcome, there is also transformative potential in 
developing a value chain for Nus in the Western cape. With that in mind, the 
centre for Food policy together with the southern africa Food lab have embarked 
on a T-lab, building on previous such events that have been run in the region, to 
explore this potential and how best it can be realised. 

The main objective of this T-lab is to strengthen an emerging coalition or community of coastal food actors 
from across the system by stimulating new connections and identifying practical steps forward. it aims to 
stimulate connections between people, as well as across sectors who rarely form alliances. The lab intends to 
identify steps to build proactive alliances and practices in anticipation of windows of opportunity opening up 
for disrupting the dominant food system. These steps may look like interpersonal connections and networking, 



learning from each other and personal reflection, as well as strategic thought about policy and governance. 
The T-lab will emphasise identifying practical ways to support this coalition by building on ideas, partnerships, 
a sense of purpose and practical action. 

The intention behind these steps is to guide the emerging economy in Nus towards achieving its potential as 
an ecologically appropriate, drought tolerant, nutritionally dense and socially significant basket of food sources. 
challenges around sustainable practice in the cFr will be critical to navigate timeously as the emerging economy 
in Nus leads to increased cultivation and further wild-harvesting. The power dynamics around TeK, whether 
existing or "re-grown" through intimacy with the land, as posited as possible by a number of stakeholders, 
will be particularly challenging in the unequal and increasingly poor landscape of the Western cape. being 
able to build a common, equitable and sustainable vision for Nus and TeK in the Western cape and pathways 
for achieving it will be a step in the right direction towards actionable and transformative change in the food 
system. 
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