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ABOUT SOUTHERN AFRICA FOOD LAB

The Southern Africa Food Lab was established in 2009 to promote creative responses to the problem of hunger through 
multi-stakeholder dialogue and action. The Lab team is one of unprecedented diversity in the region, comprising 
stakeholders from corporate, grassroots, NGO, academic, and government sectors, all working together to transform 
the food system from farm to table. Over the past decade the Lab has successfully facilitated collaboration and 
dialogue, not just raising awareness, but effectively catalysing action to foster innovations and experimental action 
towards a thriving, just and sustainable food system.

www.southernafricafoodlab.org 

ABOUT THE ROFE PROJECT

The aim of Researching the Obesogenic Food Environment, its drivers and potential policy levers in South Africa 
and Ghana is to draw on methods from nutritional epidemiology, data sciences, value chain analysis, and policy 
analysis to understand the changing food environment. This includes an analysis of the range, quality, and cost of 
foods acquired by poor consumers and the retail outlets that supply them; the food purchasing decisions of members 
of poor and vulnerable populations; the key suppliers of both healthy and unhealthy foods; and the industry dynamics, 
corporate strategies, and public policies that shape these food environments. The ROFE project is led by the UWC 
School of Public Health in collaboration with the Institute for Poverty, Land and Agrarian Studies (PLAAS) and 
is affiliated with the DST-NRF Centre of Excellence on Food Security.

ABOUT WWF SOUTH AFRICA

WWF is one of the world’s largest and most respected independent conservation organisations, with almost six 
million supporters and a global network active in over 100 countries. WWF’s mission is to stop the degradation of 
the earth’s natural environment and to build a future in which humans live in harmony with nature, by conserving the 
world’s biological diversity, ensuring that the use of renewable natural resources is sustainable, and promoting the 
reduction of pollution and wasteful consumption.

WWF South Africa is a national office that is part of the WWF network. We are a local NGO that for 50 years has 
worked towards the aim of inspiring all South Africans to live in harmony with nature, for the benefit of our country 
and the well-being of all our people.

www.wwf.org.za 

ABOUT THE SHEFS PROJECT

SHEFS is a global research programme funded by the Wellcome Trust with three country case study sites: United 
Kingdom, South Africa and India. The primary purpose of Sustainable & Healthy Food Systems (SHEFS) is to provide 
new, interdisciplinary research that policymakers can use to shape food systems that will deliver healthy, accessible, 
affordable and sustainable food for future populations.

shefsglobal.lshtm.ac.uk 
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BACKGROUND 
One of South Africa’s key challenges is the growing burden 
of poor health caused by increasingly unhealthy diets. 
Malnutrition including under-nutrition, micronutrient 
deficiencies, and overweight and obesity severely 
impedes the country’s development trajectory. Growing 
food demand, persistent hunger and the adoption of 
unhealthy diets including generalised overconsumption 
and the overconsumption of unhealthy and ultra-
processed foods lead to significant strain on public 
health and has severe impacts on natural resources and 
the environment. Although access to adequate nutrition 
is a constitutional right, hunger is rife and access to 
nutritious and affordable food is a daily struggle, with 
one in four people experiencing food insecurity. 



Poor diets are now the number one risk factor in the global burden of disease, and account for 
one in five deaths. 

In South Africa, recent research shows that there has been a 50% increase in consumption of processed and packaged 
food since 1994. In a market predominantly shaped by large industrial food companies, obesity and other non-
communicable diseases are on the rise. South Africans have become less healthy in the past two-and-a-half decades. 
Two thirds of women in South Africa are overweight and obese, 27% of children under five are considered stunted, 
and 43% of deaths are caused by diet-related non-communicable diseases. 

Such problems are related to the intersection of poverty and food system transitions leading to changes in the types 
of food available and accessible to people in the local food environment, especially the increasing availability and 
affordability of ultra-processed foods. The combination of external and personal factors influences people’s food 
choices, attitudes and habits.

While food availability, prices, vendors, product properties, marketing and regulation design the food environment 
externally, a secure food environment also depends on factors like geographical access, affordability, convenience 
and desirability of food. 

The South African food system, while effective in meeting calorie requirements, has also inflicted more damage to the 
natural environment than any other human enterprise. In addition to a shift towards refined grain staples and unhealthy 
packaged food options there has also been a steady increase in the consumption of chicken, beef, dairy, lamb and 
pork. According to WWF South Africa’s 2019 report Agri-food Systems: Facts and Figures, such dietary changes 
are escalating biodiversity loss, deforestation, desertification and soil degradation, water scarcity and declining water 
quality. The food system is therefore a significant factor in the wider climate crisis discourse and movement.

Turner, C.; Aggarwal, A.; Walls, H.; Herforth, A.; Drewnowski, A.; Coates, J.; Kalamatianou, S.; Kadiyala, S. 2018. Concepts and critical 
perspectives for food environment research: A global framework with implications for action in low- and middle-income countries. 
Glob. Food Sec. 2018, 18, 93–101.

Conceptual framework. The conceptual framework depicts the food environment as the interface within the wider food system. Key 
dimensions are mapped to external and personal domains. Interactions between these domains and dimensions shape people’s food 
acquisition and consumption.

FOOD SYSTEM

FOOD ENVIRONMENT

External Domain

AVAILABILITY
Presence of food sources or 
products

PRICES
Monetary value of food products

VENDOR AND 
PRODUCT PROPERTIES
Vendor properties (typology, 
opening hours, services) and 
product properties (food quality, 
composition, safety, level of 
processing, shelf-life, packaging)

MARKETING AND REGULATION
Promotional information, 
branding, advertising, 
sponsorship, labelling, policies

ACCESSIBILITY
Physical distance, time, space and 
place, individual activity spaces, 
daily mobility, mode of transport

AFFORDABILITY
Purchasing power

CONVENIENCE
Relative time and effort 
of preparing, cooking and 
consuming food product, time 
allocation

DESIRABILITY
Preferences, acceptability, 
tastes, desires, attitudes, culture, 
knowledge and skills

PRODUCTION, 
STORAGE, 

TRANSFORMATION, 
TRANSPORTATION

HEALTH AND 
NUTRITION 
OUTCOMES

ACQUISITION  
AND 

CONSUMPTION

Personal Domain

https://www.wwf.org.za/water/?27341/agri-food-systems-facts-and-futures


FOOD SYSTEMS 
DIALOGUE 
On 31 October 2019, a Food Systems Dialogue took 
place in Pretoria, South Africa. The dialogue was a 
collaboration between the Southern Africa Food Lab, the 
ROFE Project at the School of Public Health, University 
of Western Cape and Kwame Nkrumah University of 
Science and Technology, WWF Nedbank Green Trust, 
and the SHEFS project at the Centre for Food Policy at 
City University London.  Leading representatives from 
state, civil society, the private sector and academia came 
together to review recent evidence emerging from food 
environments research and formulate a practical agenda 
to promote health, nature and an equitable economy. 

https://www.southernafricafoodlab.org/
https://www.uwc.ac.za/Faculties/CHS/soph/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.uwc.ac.za/Faculties/CHS/soph/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.wwf.org.za/
https://shefsglobal.lshtm.ac.uk/


In many ways, the dialogue resonated with another major dialogue held at 17 Shaft in Soweto 
in November 2017, convened by the Southern Africa Food Lab. This knowledge sharing and 
leadership platform involved a diversity of people active in the South African food system. The 
overriding sense that emerged was a lack of engagement between civil society, government 
and the private sector that exacerbated a fragmented food system vulnerable to current and 
emergent risks. A sense of desolation emerged as participants considered an omnipresent and 
unstoppable food system that failed the majority whilst benefiting a few. 

Two years on, this dialogue was underpinned by a greater sense of agency and the need for social mobilisation to 
address the seemingly intractable dimensions of the food system. The dialogue established a platform for a wide 
set of actors across sectors and stakeholder groups to enter into conversation about the broader food system. The 
intention was to enable some of the country’s leading stakeholders to engage, discuss and initiate opportunities 
for better coordination of action and systemic responses. Many of these actors would not normally look critically at 
the food system together with the intention of triggering new insights and connections and possible solutions. In 
fact, some of these actors, notably public health researchers and activists and food processing corporations, pursue 
opposing agendas. However, convening a group with deep tensions and contradictory views was important to allow 
a nuanced discussion of the complex issues at stake, and required sensitive negotiations. 

The objectives of the dialogue were to:

1. Deepen our knowledge about what is happening within the food system to make visible its dimensions;

2. Consider our own role and that of others in addressing the challenges and the need to work differently; and

3. Build alliances, foster ideas, ask questions and propose actions for further development.

So what did these actors “dialogue” about? In essence, the challenges created in the nexus between food, poverty, 
health, nutrition, nature and economics and what could be done about these challenges. This was achieved by 
bringing in recent cutting-edge research to make visible the dimensions of the food system. 

The design and delivery of the dialogue process was strengthened through an affiliation to the global Food Systems 
Dialogues (FSDs). Marius S. Weschke from FSDs provided guidance prior to the event and it is hoped that outcomes 
of this dialogue will add further impetus to the FSDs’ global goals.

Facilitated by Mahmood Sonday from Reos Partners, the day began with a brief commemoration of the work of late 
Prof David Sanders, PI of the ROFE project, who struggled for over five decades to promote and protect the health 
of vulnerable people by campaigning for the recognition of the social determinants of health. The day’s proceedings 
were informed by an initial presentation made by Prof Rina Swart and enriched through provocations by Jane Battersby 
(UCT), Tracy Ledger (PARI) and Nowhi Mdayi (People’s Health Movement). 

http://www.southernafricafoodlab.org/16877-2/


Various lenses were used including that of food systems and food environments. These frameworks helped the group 
“see the system” and the role of different actors in both perpetuating the problems and solving them. The rationale 
was that the system cannot be understood by reducing it to smaller parts; it must be viewed holistically with an 
acceptance that there is no definitive fix or solution. This implied that we must interact with the system to understand 
it because cause and effect relationships are unclear. 

Small groups that were “pre-assembled” to ensure a diversity of perspectives worked at tables with facilitators and 
prepared questions. These diverse groups of participants engaged in several rounds of facilitated conversations 
before feeding back in plenary to highlight key issues and suggest next steps from various perspectives. The tables 
generated important insights that fed into an emerging agenda for the participants to engage further.

“As much as we talk about the challenges in our food system, which are very big, the question of food is also one 
that is deeply personal and one with which we engage every day,” said Sonday. “Every day we and millions of 
South Africans have to eat, but what we eat is a function of what’s available, what we can afford and what we deem 
desirable. These choices, which are often beyond our control, affect our health and the planet. These seemingly 
innocuous choices about what we eat have so many wider implications.”

REMEMBERING DAVID SANDERS
Professor Thandi Puoane paid homage to Emeritus Professor David 
Sanders, founding Director of the School of Public Health at UWC, 
and founding member and co-chair of the People’s Health Movement 
who passed away suddenly on 30 August 2019. 

She reflected on him as her friend, colleague and mentor, a man 
passionate about working with the poor and particularly with 
malnourished children. 

Sanders was not only a well-renowned academic who shaped research 
and teaching in public health for almost five decades, he was also a 
consummate activist and commentator, who spoke truth to power.

His departure is a huge loss, but his legacy will live on in the 
innumerable lives he touched, in his teachings and his writings.



SETTING THE SCENE:  
REVEALING SOUTH AFRICA’S FOOD ENVIRONMENT  
– RINA SWART (UWC) 

UWC’s Professor Rina Swart discussed the ROFE project and it’s progress in revealing food 
environments in South Africa. 

The project explores how food environments promote obesity and considers policy opportunities to change the food 
environment. It is funded by the IDRC Canada.

The project is based on the following four premises:

1. Ultra-processed foods are associated with health harms.

2. There is value in understanding why consumers choose what they do.

3. We need to interrogate how food reaches poor consumers.

4. We need to understand current policy incentives and opportunities, especially to poor consumers.

Case studies were conducted in Khayelitsha and Mt Frere, including surveys of households and local food enterprises, 
focus group discussions and expert interviews. These case studies were not representative of South African populations 
as a whole. 

Some key findings to date:

• The diets of the majority of respondents lack diversity and are highly starch-based. 

• The diets of more privileged respondents are high in obesogenic foods. 

• Ultra-processed and obesogenic food is widely available, even in informal and rural settlements. 

• Food which is both healthy and affordable is not available to impoverished community members. 

• Local government regulation does not consider the health and nutritional impacts of food traded and 
often restricts street trade offering healthy foods, while spazas selling unhealthier options are under-
regulated.

• By decreasing the cost of vegetables and assuming an increase of their consumption, life expectancy 
will increase due to a decrease in deaths resulting from non-communicable diseases. 

• There are very few opportunities to incentivise the provision of healthy foods and no restriction on 
the marketing of unhealthy foods to anybody in South Africa. 

Prof. Swart showed a powerful video regarding one South African’s experience with affording and accessing food. 
If you are interested in showing this video for education purposes at food systems-related events, kindly contact Dr 
Camilla Adelle cadelleup@gmail.com. 

mailto:cadelleup@gmail.com


PROVOCATION 1: FOOD 
SYSTEMS, ENVIRONMENTS 
AND CLIMATE CHANGE  
– JANE BATTERSBY
Jane Battersby is PI of the Nourishing Spaces project. 

https://www.africancentreforcities.net/programme/nourishing-spaces/


Jane elaborated on the impacts of the food system:

12% of the population experience hunger; 

21% of the population experience food insecurity;

22% of children under 5 are stunted;

31% of women over 14 are anaemic;

68% of women and 31% of men are overweight or obese.

“In our highly consolidated food system we have the illusion of choice. Why are people consuming what they are 
and what does it have to do with food security and the environment?”

WHAT DETERMINES CHOICE?

• Income and expenditure (food is an expense that people can and do reduce whereas fixed expenses 
like rent and transport are inflexible);

• Income stability (a fixed monthly wage enables people to plan their meals, whereas those living hand 
to mouth cannot);

• Cultural norms and marketing;

• Infrastructure, storage and refrigeration (energy and water availability impact on choices);

• Safety (not just food safety, but physical safety while accessing food); and

• Transport (retailers cluster around transport hubs).

“We have a very resilient food system due to its variability. There are various points of vulnerability and resilience 
in various pathways that food enters the market. Going forward, we need to set our sights beyond household 
security, looking at the urban system as a whole.” 

Weekly food for a family in Stellenbosch (spot the veggies – or rather the lack thereof).



SMALL GROUPS ROUND 1

Following the introductory talks and the first provocation, participants broke up into small groups to consider the 
following questions:

1. How do you feel?

2. What would an ideal food system look like and what would we get right in the future? 

3. To achieve such a future system, what changes would we need to make in terms of a given domain 
(groups were assigned a domain; either environment, health, access and logistics, or economics and 
livelihoods), specifically with regards to:

• production

• processing

• transporting

• selling

• eating

ROUND 1 FEEDBACK

“My current feeling is ‘What I can change?’ It made me reflect on how I view the system and where my lens has 
always been. My lens is influenced by my training. Mine is usually at the plate. For me it was how all of us can come 
together to build. We focus on the plate, but before the food lands there, where has it been? It feels uncomfortable 
to me in this space.” 

“Clearly it’s a complex problem because we look at the contributing factors, it’s not just one thing. So many things 
have to be addressed in order to have a food system that can prevent NCDs, obesity, etc. Very important to look 
at upstream factors. We’ve spoken of downstream factors a lot.” 

“If I may be very direct and personal about things; I was very much touched by the manner in which they looked at 
the social relief – a social grant does not give people any choices. When the director looked at what we provide for 
people, we don’t provide them any choice but to sustain their livelihoods on highly processed foods.” 

“But on the other hand, Government is doing much to give people choices, but people don’t grapple with that. 
People are given the opportunity to be contributors to their own food security. When land is given to people, it 
lies fallow.” 

“This felt more urban. It didn’t seem to address the realities of rural SA. I feel like we aren’t the right people in the 
room. It’s much bigger.” 

In drawing together the implications of what was discussed at the tables, the following emerged:

The ideal food system is one that delivers nutritious food for all. It is simpler, localised, equitable and empowers 
people. Food production is sustainable and organic. Fruit trees are planted in public spaces. Food is primarily a 
means of nutrition rather than a commercial commodity. The ideal food system works for everyone. The healthy 
choice becomes the obvious and easy choice. We need provocative policies to realise a system which isn’t profit-
driven. Cross-cutting issues include food safety, reduced waste and improved human rights. 

In terms of the environment, we want to see community-based diverse food systems. We need to consider sustainable 
production and resource efficiency. Greater support for small-scale infrastructure in transport could change lives. 
Processing could be more local and labelling should be more informative and user-friendly. We need to explore local 



access to markets and support small businesses. We also need to reduce waste and consider eating no meat, or at 
least less. Perhaps we need higher taxes on meat. Finally, and obviously, we need climate-sensitive production. 

In terms of health, production and marketing are the two greatest levers of change. We can improve the way we 
produce food by growing our own, using less chemicals and so on. By reducing processing (less sugar, salt and 
preservatives) and eating in-season, fresh foods, we can substantially improve the nutritional value of the food we are 
producing anyway. In terms of marketing, we need to at least level the playing field between unhealthy and healthy 
foods. We need regulation at all levels of food production, processing and manufacturing. We must educate and 
mobilise communities around health.

In terms of access and logistics, we need to be far more people-focused and engage a broader system. There is 
tension between the role of the state, dependency on the state and the absence of the state. We want to see a 
simpler, more local and equitable food system which empowers people, especially local green shoots (localising 
smaller and shorter value chains). We need to revitalise the local market concept.

“The indicator of a healthy food system is healthy children.” 

In terms of economics and livelihoods, we do need to see regulation of products. How do we determine value on 
the food value chain? Ultimately the issue comes down to the true cost of food. Farmers should be empowered to set 
their own prices. There is such inequality in this regard. Policy interventions are meant to be a buffer. We need more 
appropriately zero-rated foods. How are polony and white bread on that list? 

There should also be high value for the consumer. Farmer support is one means of achieving this. Processing should 
be as minimal as possible and health must be considered – less added salt, sugar and preservatives. There should also 
be no empty trucks. We’d like to see more information at point of sale and concerted marketing efforts to promote 
healthy goods. Consumers need to be educated in terms of portion control, preparation and food safety. 



PROVOCATION 2: 
CHANGING OUR 
SUBJECTIVITY: BUILDING 
A GOVERNANCE SYSTEM 
THAT WORKS  
– TRACY LEDGER 
Tracy Ledger is a South African researcher affiliated to the Public 
Affairs Research Institute at the University of the Witwatersrand, 
Johannesburg. Her main area of research is institutional failure in 
the public sector, with a focus on local government.



Tracy used milk as an example to highlight some of the links between what happens on the production side and the 
consumption side. 

“In the last few years, 50 000 people in the dairy sector have lost their jobs. Farmers sell milk at R4,80 a litre, but 
people buy it for R15 a litre. Why is this so? How did a country with a Section 27 constitutional right to food and a 
Section 28 constitutional right to childhood nutrition end up with this reality?” 

“Our food system outcomes represent a national crisis in terms of the impact on education, public health and 
domestic violence. It is a system which entrenches inequality and poverty.”

“Malnutrition is probably the single biggest cause of violence in our nation. We assume that government has the 
power to intervene, but in fact they signed away that power in the Marketing of Agricultural Products Act of 1996. 
Government does not have the legal right to intervene directly in markets for the purpose of influencing food 
security outcomes. We need to have the Marketing of Agricultural Products Act declared unconstitutional. How 
can the government be held to provide nutrition if they can’t intervene in any concrete way?”

Common myths we believe:

• Myth: Smallholder farmers can viably participate in mainstream value chains. Fact: They can’t make a 
living. They will be bullied by processors and retailers. 

• Myth: Food security and malnutrition are not about the food system. Fact: The issue is that food is 
unaffordable relative to people’s incomes. 

• Myth: Food comes from farmers. Fact: Food increasingly comes from large food processing and retail 
corporations.

• Myth: Retailers don’t make a profit. Fact: Retailer executives take home massive salaries and year-end 
bonuses.

• Cheap imports benefit consumers. 

• Food production is best left to producers. 

“We are all participants in the food system. It’s our money that supports the people who have power in the system. 
If consumers were mobilised to understand the broader implications of their buying choices, they could invoke 
change. If we all put our foot down to say that farm workers deserve a living wage, it would change.” 

“We especially need to think about who has influence in that governance system, and it isn’t really politicians, 
although we always think that we need to focus our change and lobbying efforts on them. We need to worry less 
about telling government what to do, and more about exercising power where we have it which is through the 
corporates.”

“It is corporates who have disproportionate power: they essentially decide who gets to eat and who doesn’t get 
to eat as well as what we eat. Corporates have no interest at all in our or our communities’ wellbeing, and they 
do not carry any of the externalities (public disease burden etc) created by the system. Discourse is central to the 
hegemony of the corporates, since it effectively has made their system the only ‘viable’ system. This means that we 
need to fight back by challenging this idea, and exposing the inefficiencies and costs of their system, and present 
real alternatives.” 

“The central role of the corporates in the governance of our food system, however, also means that we as 
consumers of food have a considerable power (in the collective) that we do not acknowledge. It is our money that 
keeps the corporates in power. So changing the system requires that we re-imagine our agency in the system, and 
understand that we do have the power to influence outcomes, through the monetary authority that we assert over 
the corporates.”



SMALL GROUPS ROUND 2

Following the second provocation, participants remained in their groups to consider the following questions:

1. What struck you most from the second provocation?

2. What is the one biggest thing that needs to change for this future imagined system to occur?

• What is currently happening that helps us get there?

• How can we develop food environments to deliver the imagined system?

• What dimension of the food system does this relate to? 

ROUND 2 FEEDBACK

What struck people?

“The government doesn’t have power. We are looking in the wrong place to change the system.” 

“The private sector controls the food system.” 

“The fact that the private sector controls the food system. What type of activist protest and strategy could see us 
holding the private sector accountable?”

“We, as consumers, are part of the food system.”

“Through our investments we may be funding these businesses.”

“Consumers have the power to change things.”

“Consumers hold far more power than they realise – for example, SAFCEI stopped the nuclear deal. We need to 
tap into this power.” 

“The power of consumers. We have examples of movements in this country that have resulted in change.”

“The need for human rights policy. Looking at SA we have a human rights heritage. Its constitutional. But when you 
look at policy and economic discourse we shy away from human rights.” 

“I was struck by two things: the importance of language and narratives. It boxes us in and by and large maintains 
the status quo.” 

“Language matters.” 

“It’s important that we don’t over-simplify the message to the extent that we lose the complexity.”

“People are angry and hungry. High food prices are a catalyst for social unrest.”

“Food prices don’t reflect cost of production.”

“Farmers don’t control what we eat, it’s industry.”

“We are starting to see the impact of food production and consumption on the environment.”



What must change?

“We need a better overview of the market – who owns what, where, how?”

“The laws governing the market system need to change.” 

“If government is to act as decision-maker, we need political will and accountability.” 

“There are synergies with changing environmental awareness, for example export market pressures for sustainable 
production and consumer concerns around climate change and plastics.“

“We urgently need to plan with climate change in mind. It will affect every aspect of the system.” 

“We need to embark on future-proofing the system now by analysing food system trends and identifying needs 
for policy and action.” 

“We need to include other sectors (for example, environment and health) in the discussions around pricing and 
marketing. We should also be including informal traders. They also warrant a voice.“

“As South Africans we forget that food is our basic right. So how do we highlight that and hold the state accountable 
for such a right?” 

“We need a rights-based approach rather than one driven by profit.” 

“We thought of regulating big food companies. For example, I&J have a new venture of buying up all the small 
fisheries. We thought of enforcing the right to food and pushing government to put consumers first.” 

“We need more movements like fees must fall and Rhodes must fall.”

“We need a clearer idea of what we are fighting and who.” 

“We need to hear the voice of the silent people. Most of us are middle class. The person who is food insecure is 
not in this room.” 

“Mobilisation. How do we mobilise people? It’s not a one-size-fits-all answer. It needs to be motivated and action-
oriented. At the end of the day, what do we need to do to make it happen? We need to figure it out together.”

“We need a coalition of the willing. How does the Food Lab become more activist?”

“There are things happening that can help us get to where we want to be: we can learn from the Treatment Action 
Campaign.”

“In terms of what should be done; civil society has the power, not just consumers. Civil society should empower 
farmers to change the national diet. We should also use power to challenge industry.” 



PROVOCATION 3: 
MOBILISING CIVIL SOCIETY 
– WHAT WILL IT TAKE? 
– NOWHI MDAYI 
Nowhi Mdayi is a Steering Committee member of the People’s 
Health Movement, a network of grassroots activists, civil society 
and academics, predominantly from low and middle income 
countries. PHM-SA was started in 2003 by a small group of health 
activists, and launched in 2007 with its Right to Health Campaign.



“In South Africa we reduce food security to veggie gardens. We forget that there are people making policies for 
us without involving us. It took us a while as a community to engage on matters of nutrition. As communities we 
don’t worry about policies, we are unemployed so we must just eat what is in front of us. Suddenly we have 8 year 
old diabetics. It’s the food that we are eating.” 

“As a community we started to explore this. What are they selling at the schools for our kids? In schools in 
marginalised communities it’s Russian sausages and vetkoek.” 

“As a community we love to be spoon fed and take whatever is given to us without wondering if it is good for us, 
but now we have started to educate ourselves and each other. We need awareness and education. The community 
knows nothing. But we do know advocacy.” 

“What message do we want to send to government, because these people are killing us. We don’t want to have 
excuses. We want you to come out of your corridors. Let us not only talk about these things when we are at things 
like this. You need to educate us, I want to know what to demand to parliament. Don’t leave us behind!”

SMALL GROUPS ROUND 3

Following the third provocation, groups of participants considered the following questions:

1. How convinced are you of the urgency of the challenge?

2. To achieve the envisaged change, what can I bring? What do I need?

ROUND 3 FEEDBACK

HARVESTING A FUTURE AGENDA: ISSUES AND ACTIONS

What can we bring?

“We can bring our expertise”

“We bring our activism”

“We all have different networks and experience in building them. We can bring that. We also bring perspectives 
from other countries.”

“We tabled all the knowledge and info we have in our group:
• Public health
• What communities need
• How to engage in terms of health
• Retail and access to it 
• Food production
• Sales, marketing
• Food industry
• Manufacturers, wholesalers
• Research evidence from university partners in the group
• Food access and nutrition
• People in the group who have been on learning journeys in communities
• Info about supply chain
• Access to various players in food system”



What do we need?

“We need partnership with government and industry, we need their buy in.”

“We need strong policy without loopholes.”

“We can’t bring fruit, vegetables, or meat but we can bring information, support for advocacy, and community 
mobilisation.”

“There’s a strong feeling that others can bring the reality of South Africa to discussions like this so we are not just 
think tanking in a nice venue.” 

“We need to support food sovereignty.”

“Rural populations are left behind in our discussions. Our dialogues need greater inclusion of rural communities.” 

“We don’t want quick fix solutions, we want network solutions partnering with communities.” 

“We need to insist on human rights.”

“The research available isn’t always disseminated in a way that makes sense to those who receive it. There is more 
information we need to understand the informal sector. For example, spaza shops could be part of the solution.”

“We spoke about drafting a charter of standards for retail; what is happening, what needs to happen and taking 
actions and put together groups that will take this forward.”

“We need social mobilisation backed with clear messages in terms of what change we want to see rather than 
being seen out there.”

“The issue of nutrition education to make informed choices is critical. We need collaboration between policy 
makers and communities.”



“In the quest for changing the food system, the issue of the food industry was raised. We need to try and influence 
that level. It may be ambitious, but it must be done.”

“We must not neglect the role of smallholder producers. With good coordination they’d be able to bring their 
collective capacity to the value chain.”

“There were concerns about a more cohesive policy direction. There was a view that we still have some fragmentation 
and we need more urgent focus on the links between health, economy and the environment.”

“What we need is more effective framing of the issues to enable the building of cohesive coalitions.”

“We need to break the silos.”

“We need ways to have broader legitimacy around some of this work.”

“There are things we haven’t discussed like the oceans. How do we bring those conversations back into these 
spaces?” 

“The issue of land reform cannot be ignored. Smallholder farmers need access to land and secure tenure.”

“The issue that kept coming out was community awareness. We need to raise awareness with regards to food 
waste, nutrition, food diversity and food safety. With regards to that, what we need is buy in from community 
influencers, and an open minded community with regards to food prices. The other thing is that we need a faith 
organisation to be the face of the positive change with regards to food security and food safety.”

“Within our group linkages were made. Enterprise programmes from private sector linked with smallholder farmers. 
In our group we had academia, community activists and private sector. We can help shape consumer choices. We 
can also upscale the problem to the relevant authorities.” 

“We need more information sharing to inform better solutions.”

“We need to create a space to innovate and trust each other.”

“We need guidance on policy.”

“What about the need for funding?” 

“We need action. How do we link this to the previous dialogue and move forward with some of these linkages?”

Harvesting of the day’s conversation



HIGHLIGHTING THE ISSUE OF CLIMATE CHANGE  
– DR TSAKANI NGOMANE

Dr Ngomane is Deputy Director General: Climate Change, Air Quality and Sustainable 
Development in the Department of Environmental Affairs

“I refer to this group as my family. Government is now implementing a National Food Security Plan based 
largely on the influence that has come from this group of people.” 

“Today in a discussion of this nature, where we are looking at what needs to be done to influence sustainable 
change in food systems for government, civil society and the private sector, is there a particular area that 
the food system can hang on that resonates with us?” 

“I believe that it is the issue of climate change. When you look at the shift of global politics, the shift of 
popular narrative, the increasing critique of capitalism, when you combine all that, the third greatest area 
of influence is climate change and how the global population is preparing for the future. Certainly in terms 
of impact on food, we’re hearing calls to promote plant-based diets, to change how we finance corporates, 
industry, mining and so on.”

“We are not highlighting that platform sufficiently. There is minimal discussion of the environment. People 
talk of the constitution and fail to mention Section 24.”

“I hope that today we will still discuss the opportunities that the problem of climate change affords to 
change the food system.”

Dr Ngomane was requested as a senior government official and member of the Food Lab Advisory Board to provide 
some reflections to the group. Highlighting government’s commitment to engaging challenges in the food system, 
Dr Ngomane has championed a multi-sector and multi-stakeholder approach. She reminded participants of the 
realities of climate change and the need to fully account for the living system which the food system was fully part of. 



CONCLUSION – MERVYN ABRAHAMS

Mervyn Abrahams is Programme Coordinator of Pietermaritzburg Economic Justice & Dignity.

The nexus begins with the premise that food is critical to every human being. There should not be anything easier 
around which to mobilise people than food. Food makes us who we are. It drives our economy. It drives our educational 
system and our health system. It’s the entry point to all human endeavours. It emerged very strongly today that we 
need to support mobilisation. Mobilisation is critical. Using food as an entry point should be the easiest thing. We 
know that it’s not. 

But we can put our heads together and seek out ways in which we can support mobilisation. We spoke about what we 
bring to the room, public health activism, experience, ability to network, partnership with communities all to facilitate 
some form of mobilisation. We put the question of food seriously on the table and seriously explored how it interacts 
with all aspects of our lives. 

By acting collectively we can influence policy and create a new world. How can we use awareness around climate 
change? Can we leverage the spotlight on climate change by connecting the issue of food?

Then we spoke about people. The potential of social mobilisation and action towards creating something new. We 
need increased access to the private sector, a greater understanding of big food, the retail industry. We need strategic 
engagement with the private sector. 

The purpose of all of this is in support of social mobilisation, the creation of a new world in which there will be new 
relationships. Can the corporate sector begin to imagine this?

What has also emerged quite strongly is the need to be engaged in the policy space. “Nothing about us without us.” 
We need to shape our own destiny.

There are questions that need to be answered. There are issues around the research community. There’s a call to 
strengthen and support our work with tested suggestions. 

We have to do something. Can we begin to think really seriously of food as an entry point to everything else? Every 
protest involves food. Can we get out there and harness and mobilise?” 

There are specific issues that the Southern Africa Food Lab will take on. There is existing work that the Lab is 
already engaged in that will be strengthened as a result of this dialogue. It will continue to inform, inspire and build 
relationships. 

The first is to work closely with ROFE to develop a policy brief based largely on the ROFE research, to make this 
readily available in an accessible form.

The second is to partner with the Nutrition Directorate at DoH to develop a proposal that focuses on strengthening 
government’s nutrition campaign to drive lifestyle and dietary behavioural change focused on high risk, low income 
communities. This will be informed by new behavioural science to understand why people choose the foods they do 
and apply this to increase the impact, reach, cost effectiveness and outcomes of the government nutrition campaign. 

The third is to work closely with the convening team to seek linkages between academic and research groups with 
grassroots organisations in the interests of strengthening social mobilisation. A priority would be to engage with the 
Food Sovereignty Campaign and other organisations engaged in social mobilisation to ascertain what support we can 
provide. A key opportunity is to engage with SAFCEI in terms of mobilising around climate breakdown with a clear 
connection to food. 

A fourth opportunity is that each of the convening partners have been given a mandate from the meeting to continue 
to convene smaller, more specific groups in lab settings (rather than dialogues) to activate some of the change 
processes that have been identified.

A final opportunity is to support the Community of Practice (CoP) on food governance convened by UWC and the 
University of Pretoria to continue to build alliances with civil society organisations and to bring the conversations from 
this dialogue into CoP processes. 
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