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A collective responsibility
The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic could push more than 
130 million people worldwide into chronic hunger by the 
end of 2020, according to the Food and Agriculture Organi-
zation (FAO). 

The latest National Poverty Line released by Stats SA in 
August 2020, indicate that a person livining in South Africa 
today needs at least R585 to ensure basic required energy 
intake per month.

Such reports regarding the challenges of people who try to 
stave o� hunger - doesn't bode well for governments, the 
world and ultimately the people who experience the brunt 
of food insecurity. 

But where does this leave farmers? Is it a sign that farmers 
are failing the world or are governments and business failing 
farmers? The answers are complex, su�ce to say, the 
response to food security is everybody's business. 

No single entity or category of stakeholders can ensure food 
security by themselves, without the support of various 
cross-sector collaboration e�orts. We believe that food 
security and alleviating poverty is a collective responsibility. 

In partnership with FarmSol, South African Breweries will be 
supporting 556 new smallholder farmers with mentorship 
and production input - in the Eastern Cape province - as part 
of our contribution to household food security.
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Research found that the 
presence of small-scale 
farmers enriches the choice 
of poor rural dwellers, resulting
in signi�cant cost-savings, even 
when an area is largely dependent 
on “imports” from formal, modern 
agro-food infrastructure.   

Markets and support

Informal markets for smallholder produce should 
be actively supported by municipalities, for example, 
by providing improved road access to farms and 
supporting auction sales, says Ben Cousins, Emeritus 
Professor at the Institute for Poverty, Land and Agrar-
ian Studies (Plaas).  

Market-oriented smallholder farmers could be 
contracted in to supply public institutions such as 
schools, hospitals and prisons.

 “Over time, as experience develops and their 
farms become more capitalised, some

small-scale producers will begin to supply 
formal markets and tight value chains as well, 
and thus begin to compete with large-scale 

farmers,” Cousins says. 

Unlocking the potential  

Farmer co-operatives to purchase inputs in bulk and 
to market collectively should also be promoted more 
e�ectively than at present, to bring down the high 
transaction costs of these activities for small-scale 
producers.

One important distinction between large-scale versus 
small-scale farmers is that for the products produced 
by the former, a large share of the �nal value is 
captured not by the farmers themselves, but by other 
players in the value chain, according to a study, 
Michael Aliber and Lelethu Mdoda of the University 
of Fort Hare.

The big impact of 
developing agriculture
Experts believe that government could consider 
requiring supermarkets to meet quotas for 
smallholder produce, and requiring input suppli-
ers to tailor their products for the smallholder 
market. 

Both land redistribution and agricultural develop-
ment programmes in communal areas have enor-
mous potential to alleviate poverty and increase 
food security.

However, the contribution of developing agriculture 
to the welfare and livelihoods of rural dwellers, is 
often dismissed as negligible, with the general 
consensus being that commercial farmers ensure 
greater food security.
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Support programme

“We see it as a societal responsibility to 
develop and train female farmers, as many of 
our nation’s households are headed by single 

or widowed women,” says Vuyi Mtotywa, 
�nancial director of FarmSol.  

FarmSol assists by administering SAB agricultural 
input loans at 0% interest and by providing on-farm 
tailored mentorship and support through quali�ed 
agri-specialists..

The agri-specialists are constantly on the �eld to 
ensure farmers procure the correct inputs and comply 
with fertilisation and spraying programs to save costs 
and maximise yields. 

Mapula Seboko, who farms near Taung, says that 
although she produces maize and barley only on 10 
ha under irrigation, FarmSol has helped her with 
production funding, agronomy support and to access 
a more lucrative niche market.  

Supporting women in farming
Despite major challenges around access to land 
and funding, the contribution of women to the 
success of rural and household food security 
remain critical. 

Women have traditionally been under-represented in 
farmer support and restitution programmes, interna-
tionally, despite their important role in household 
food security. 

“Most of the barley farmers in the FarmSol 
programme in the Western Cape are men, but 
behind those men are women, be it a spouse, sister, 
mother or daughter, who are supporting and farm-
ing alongside these men,” says Chantal Gertse, 
�nance manager of FarmSol in the Western Cape. 

FarmSol realises the importance of empowering 
female farmers in their own right. Since its inception 
in 2016, FarmSol in partnership with South African 
Breweries have supported 163 female farmers, with 
the number of female participants growing annually.  
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Global hunger on the rise

Malnutrition also remains a severe problem, with an 
estimated 75 million children across 55 countries 
su�ering from stunted growth and 17 million children, 
under the age of �ve, being acutely malnourished, 
according to the 2020 Global Report on Food Crises. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the situa-
tion, with preliminary assessments suggesting it could 
add between 83 to 132 million people to the number 
of undernourished people in the world this year. The 
world is not on track to achieve the United Nations 
Sustainable Development goal of Zero Hunger by 
2030. 

After decades of steady decline, the number of people 
who su�er from hunger started to increase again in 
2015, with nearly 690 million people now su�ering 
from hunger, according to The State of Food Security 
and Nutrition in the World 2020. 

Uphill battle for informal 
markets
The COVID-19 pandemic is expected to worsen 
existing systemic and structural challenges.

The informal market in South Africa is responsible 
for 60% of the bread, 30% of the poultry and 40% of 
fresh produce moving through this market and 
distribution sector, including quick service restau-
rants. 

The Bureau for Economic Research expecting a 
contraction in GDP of 9,5% in 2020 for South Africa, 
with a modest rebound of just 3,1% in 2021.
Dr John Purchase, CEO of the Agricultural Business 
Chamber (AgBiz), believes that Covid-19 and the 
lockdown have literally “cut of the legs” of the 
informal food supply network.

Food access problems were the most common in 
the North West, where 36,6% of households had 
inadequate or severely inadequate access, followed 
by the Northern Cape (32,3%), Mpumalanga (28,4%) 
and the Eastern Cape (25,4%), according to Stats SA.

Food markets
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The volatility of the South African grain markets and 
ine�ciency of this farming method further exacerbate 
the risky agricultural environment that farmers have to 
navigate, further squeezing the small farming pro�t 
margins derived from farming on undeveloped or 
nutrient-mined farmland like most emerging farmers 
do; the result of this is almost a guaranteed failure.

Variable rate application

One way in which farmers in developed countries 
address these risks, is by moving away from equipment 
ownership to rental programs, resulting in reduced cost 
per hectare in terms of the depreciation of machinery, 
equipment maintenance and other factors. The strategy 
also ensures equipment, tractors and implements, are 
on par with the newest technologies entering the 
market. 

Farming machinery capabilities have increased dramati-
cally over the past ten years and traditional physically 
demanding farming models that had its successes in 
South Africa, is now a thing of the past in these coun-
tries. >>

 

Unearthing smallholder 
potential 
By Tiaan Venter, Regional Manager – Eastern Region 
at FarmSol 

With our rich culture, agronomic potential and 
agricultural diversity, South Africa can become 
a global leader within agricultural innovation 
and farmer development.

Farmer development and support programmes 
have the potential to signi�cantly alleviate poverty 
and improve food security, with the National 
Development Plan, which was drafted in 2012, 
envisioning the creation of close to 1 million jobs 
by 2030.  

The volatile market, changing climatic conditions, 
and lack of coordination within the farmer devel-
opment sector make it di�cult to build sustain-
able farmer development strategies, with many 
private companies in the agriculture industry 
struggling to balance the development and 
pro�tability agenda, against market and quality 
standards requirements. 

The problem with the routine standard commer-
cial farming model - the �at rate approach - is that 
higher quality soil is not farmed to its full potential, 
while the lower quality soils are farmed with an 
unachievable expectation of higher yields. 

Standard basic soil correction procedures can 
combat this by raising an entire �eld’s nutritional 
status and health, but it does not �x the dilemma 
of over-correction in areas where it is not needed 
and under-correction in areas where it is.
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The introduction of variable rate application technol-
ogy (VRAT), for example, enables all applications to be 
handled on a per hectare basis, with each hectare 
being farmed to its optimal achievable yield potential 
- preventing an over or under-spending; this is trace-
able through data collection systems integrated in 
the equipment. 

This data collection enables an online view through 
multiple platforms of live farming practises,  inputs 
per hectare, e�ciency and �nally an overlay of pro�t 
per hectare all of which are highly important for the 
quanti�cation of success or failure of any given 
program, whether a commercial or emerging enter-
prise.

Taking a measured approach and using 
technology that is already available 
within the South-African market, 
businesses can help unlock opportunities 
for smallholder farmers and connect them to smart 
solutions; this will in turn lead to improved pro�tabil-
ity for the farmer and a successful business partner-
ship with the smallholder farming community.

EMPOWERING
FUTURE-FIT
FARMERS
When we help someone achieve their 
dream of becoming a farmer...

we are seeding our
collective future.

Every journey starts with a single step

Join our journey

www.farmsol.co.za
#FarmSolHoldings 

#FarmSolYouthAmbassador



*Picture: Prof Pieter Gouws is the director of the Centre of Food Security at 
Stellenbosch University.

What can farmers do to reduce these 
risks?

Farmers should carefully follow the instructions on the 
chemicals and agricultural products they use to prevent 
chemical threats. Agricultural products must be applied 
properly and within the prescribed withholding period. 
They should also only be used on the crops for which 
they are registered.

Poor water quality is generally a higher threat on 
smallholder farms, but is becoming a more generalised 
problem due to river and water contamination. Farmers 
should monitor the quality of their water and introduce 
water treatments when water quality might be a threat. 
 
What is the role of biosecurity in food safety?

Biosecurity is an extremely important way to reduce 
food safety risks, by preventing the spreading and 
introduction of diseases on a farm. 

Taking precautions to prevent livestock from getting in 
contact with potential contaminants is important to 
reduce production risks, irrespective of the size of an 
operation.

Biosecurity threats are usually greater on big industrial 
farms than on smaller farms, where animals might also 
be subjected to less stress. >>

Importance of food safety
FieldSteps spoked to Prof Pieter Gouws, direc-
tor of the Centre of Food Security at Stellen-
bosch University, about the importance of food 
safety when it comes to food security.

What are the main threats to food safety?

The �rst is microbial threats, for example when 
food contain pathogenic organisms that make 
people sick, as happened with the listeria outbreak 
a couple of years ago. 

The second is chemical threats, which is related to 
the use of pesticides and other chemicals that may 
cause illness, and the third is related to physical 
threats, for example when food contain stone, 
glass or metal.

How do these threats a�ect people?

Food contaminated with pathogenic micro-
organisms, such as bacteria, viruses, parasites or 
toxins can cause illness, ranging from mild to fatal 
symptoms. The contaminated food might not look, 
taste or smell bad, but it may cause an infection 
within hours or days after ingestion. 

The symptoms and severity of the foodborne 
illness will depend on the type of pathogen or 
toxin that was ingested, the amount ingested and 
the health status and age of the individual. 
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Njabulo Mbokane 
A M B A S S A D O R

What is the role of biosecurity in food safety?

Biosecurity is an extremely important way to reduce food safety risks, by 
preventing the spreading and introduction of diseases on a farm. 

Taking precautions to prevent livestock from getting in contact with 
potential contaminants is important to reduce production risks, 
irrespective of the size of an operation.

Biosecurity threats are usually greater on big industrial farms than on 
smaller farms, where animals might also be subjected to less stress.

How can consumers reduce these risks?

Cleanliness is really important. Fresh produce should also be washed or 
pealed before eating, especially if it will be consumed raw. Food should 
be stored properly - for example grains in dry environments and dairy 
products around 4°C.  

Storage areas should be kept clean to prevent cross contamination 
between foods. When fruit, for example, are mouldy, they should be 
removed from the rest of the fruit and the area should be cleaned to get 
rid of spores. 

Contact details

E-mail: Sylvia@farmsol.co.za
Website: www.farmsol.co.za 

Tel nr:  +27 11 480 8592
Address: 56 Grosvenor Road, 

Bryanston, Sandton, 2191
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A project by:

About 690 million 
people in 2019 

experienced hunger. 

Source:
FAO
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