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Abstract

This article explores urban agriculture in Cape Town and its organisational forms. Based on a
literature review of peerreviewed articles and grey literature, it examines the state of linkages
among urban farmers and various supporting organisations of urban agriculture. Moreover,
it examines the coordination of activities among key supporting organisations. By analysing
the roles of state and non-state actors and linkages, the article discusses implications for the
development of urban agriculture. This article suggests that a lack of effective coordination of
initiatives among supporting actors presents a significant pitfall in the development of urban
agriculture. Furthermore, the failure of farmers to self-organise is identified as equally
detrimental. Therefore, it calls for improved synergies between state and non-state actors
involved to ensure that the gains of urban agriculture are enhanced.

1. Introduction

Cape Town has a long history of supporting urban agriculture within its borders
(Rogerson, 2010), in fact, it is the only South African city with an urban agriculture
policy (Olivier & Heinecken, 2017). Olivier & Heinecken (2017) argue that Cape Town
has the most diversified urban agriculture sector, with support from both non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) and the government. Visser (2006) holds that
increasing unemployment levels and failure of the economic sector to absorb the
unemployed encouraged the city to employ urban agriculture as an intervention strategy
to generate jobs and counter poverty. According to Battersby et al. (2014), there are at
least 100 NGOs supporting the practice across the city. Notwithstanding, the economic
benefits of urban agriculture in Cape Town remain modest (Haysom et al., 2017). One
of the factors responsible for this has been identified as the limited coordination
amongst supporting actors (Haysom & Battersby, 2016), but from a broader perspective
equally important is the organisation of urban farmers (Volenikova & Oprsal, 2016).
Collective organisation among urban farmers has been recognised as a necessary
strategy to ensure access to resources from supporting organisations (Schmidt et al,
2015). Moreover, Volenikova & Oprsal (2016) suggest that urban farmer organisation
facilitates the lobbying for desired developmental change. In other words, a more unified
voice from the urban farmers aids in lobbying for policy development. Consequently, the
success of urban agriculture does not lie only in the ubiquity of support but equally
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significant is the organisation of the urban farmers in accessing resources and
influencing favourable change. Furthermore, the linkages between the supporting
actors are crucial as they potentially enhance the impact of urban agriculture
initiatives.

Missing in the South African discourse is an exploration of the coordination between
urban farmers and supporting organisations. Moreover, available literature fails to
interrogate the factors which facilitate the networking of urban farmers. As a result, this
dearth of information affects policymakers in the formulation of inclusive urban
agriculture initiatives.

Against this background, this article attempts to examine the organisation of urban
agriculture in Cape Town. As such, a possible future scenario for the practice is discussed.
To this end, a review of peer-reviewed articles and grey literature on urban agriculture in
Cape Town was conducted. Furthermore, the adoption of the social capital lens to explore
these complex relationships among the supporting actors and the urban farmer in Cape
Town ensured the possibility of identifying gaps that need further exploration. This
discussion also seeks to advance a theoretical perspective of social capital in
developmental initiatives. This article unfolds through three sections. Firstly, the
theoretical lens for the discussion is presented, followed by a review of the literature on
the organisation of urban agriculture. Finally, conclusions are drawn in the last section
providing possible recommendations for academia and policymakers.

2. The link between social capital, social development and urban agriculture
The social capital theory was employed as the analytical framework for this discussion as it
enables one to appreciate linkages between individuals, groups and institutions. The
concept of social capital is characterised by various definitions across various disciplines
such as economics, sociology, business, education, anthropology and political science
(Megyesi et al., 2015). However, Liou & Chang (2008:99) suggest that despite the lack
of a unanimous definition of social capital, there is a general consensus that ‘social
networks are assets’. This study adopted the definition by Martin et al. (2000:10)
which states that social capital is ‘the social relationships in which individuals and
communities are involved, including networks, membership of groups and levels of trust
and reciprocity’. This definition was adopted as it tries to capture the essence of the various
definitions provided by the main promulgators of the concept. Megyesi et al. (2015)
state that the primary positive impacts of social capital are the reduction in transaction
costs through facilitating collective action.

According to Putman (2000), social capital exists in three different forms, namely
bonding, bridging and linking. In the context of urban agriculture, these forms of social
capital have different impacts on the resources available to urban farmers. Woolcock
(2001) defines bonding as the horizontal relationships occurring in a homogeneous
group. In this regard, bonding brings together individuals who are already acquainted.
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This facilitates the first line of networking amongst urban farmers in the same locality.
Through this network, urban farmers interact with each other.

Bridging social capital attempts to link members of distant groups to enable the
mobilisation of external resources (Woolcock, 2001), where people who do not know each
other may be connected to one another (Nieman, 2006). Such people include distant
friends, associates and colleagues. Here cooperation has the potential to generate trust
between the individuals, fostering collective action. Saegert et al. (2001) identify
institutions such as churches as significant in increasing bridging capital in a
community. This is because such institutions present a platform were members of the
society can interact despite their various backgrounds. The authors believe that such
platforms enable the sharing of ideas and resource mobilisation. Furthermore, Olivier &
Heinecken (2017) note that, unlike bonding, bridging capital is a more effective means of
information dissemination. Finally, Szreter & Woolcock (2004:655) define linking as the
linkages ‘between people who are interacting across explicit, formal or institutionalized
power or authority gradients in society’. Nieman (2006) notes that the relationships
generated through this form of social capital extend beyond the community,
encompassing institutions outside the community borders. Woolcock (2001) argues
that linking is a necessity in ensuring that the community can access additional
resources such as information and training. This implies that linking is applicable to
communities where the resources required may not necessarily be found within the
community borders, hence the need to obtain them elsewhere. According to Nieman
(2006), it takes deliberate effort from the public institutions in building this form of social
capital. Nieman (2006) argues that effective coordination is required to ensure that
relationships are to be formed with the local communities. In other words, the
responsibility, in part, lies with the institutions to ensure that underdevelopment is
addressed in the communities.

In a South African context, Nieman (2006) argues that identifying and utilising existing
social capital should be prioritised by the public institutions and welfare organisations
when implementing development programmes. This is because the concept of social
capital is instrumental for practitioners when rolling out community development
initiatives. Therefore, there is a need to exploit and build upon the already existing social
capital in the area to ensure the success of the projects. Moreover, Nieman (2006:166)
identifies participation, networking and training ‘as good-practice criteria’ for successful
development initiatives. In the same way, Malan (2015) argues that the social capital
theory is invaluable in the context of urban agriculture because it enables the links
between urban farmers and organisations to be identified. The author identifies this as
the first step supporting organisations should analyse and tap into before providing
support for urban farmers.

The City of Cape Town (CoC) views ‘urban agriculture as a way to address some of the
economic and social imbalances’in the post-colonial era (Battersby & Marshak, 2013:457).
Likewise, NGOs in the city have a long history of using urban agriculture as a tool to
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counter poverty in urban communities (Karaan & Mohamed, 1998; Tembo & Louw,
2013; Olivier & Heinecken, 2017). In this regard, urban agriculture can be considered a
community development initiative employed by these supporting organisations.
Drawing from the argument by Nieman (2006), the social capital concept must be
interwoven in the initiatives pursued by such organisations if urban agriculture is to
achieve some level of success.

3. The organisation of urban agriculture in Cape Town

3.1. State actors

Battersby et al. (2014), based on a report on urban food systems in Cape Town, identify the
municipal government and the Western Cape Department of Agriculture (DOA) as
significant state actors in urban agriculture within the city. As already mentioned, the
city endorsed urban agriculture through the Urban Agriculture Policy in 2007. The
policy seeks to facilitate an integrated and holistic approach for the effective and
meaningful development of urban agriculture in the City of Cape Town ... and to create
an enabling environment wherein public, private and civil society agents can work
collectively to create more real and sustainable opportunities for local area economic
development. (CoCT, 2007:2)

Additionally, the policy follows a dual approach of attempting to improve household food
security and the generation of income for disadvantaged households (CoCT, 2007).
Battersby et al. (2015) state that most recently the city Strategic Development Plan for
the Development of Urban Agriculture in the City of Cape Town (2013/14—2015/16)
developed seven key areas for translating the urban agriculture policy into action.
However, it is important to underscore that this ‘new policy’ has not been made
public to date, which raises more questions than answers with regard to the future of
the institutional landscape of urban agriculture in Cape Town. Further, the City passed
the Food Gardens Policy to tackle food insecurity through food gardens (Battersby et
al., 2015). According to Haysom et al. (2017:39) the Food Gardens Policy ‘has effectively
eclipsed the Urban Agriculture Policy’. As a result, the majority of the work done by the
City of Cape Town urban agriculture unit has been effectively curtailed (Haysom et al.,
2017).

While the city facilitates the engagement of various stakeholders and officially
recognises urban agriculture within the city borders (Olivier & Heinecken, 2017), it has
been criticised on a number of grounds. Firstly, Battersby & Marshak (2013) carried
out a study which identified that the aims of the Urban Agriculture Policy were not
inclusive of the aims of the urban farmers. Their findings indicated that while the
policy framed urban agriculture in economic terms, urban gardeners framed it along
with social benefits (Battersby & Marshak, 2013). Tembo & Louw (2013) hold that once
project conceptualisation differs between the project implementer and beneficiaries then
problems arise with respect to implementation and sustainability. Consequently, this
may be partially responsible for the challenges experienced in the sector. Secondly,
implementation is found lacking due to the urban agriculture unit being under-
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resourced (Minné, 2013) and failure to integrate the practice into the spatial
framework of the city (Rabkin, 2013). Apart from the city, the Provincial DOA plays a
crucial role in supporting urban agriculture (Swanepoel et al., 2017).

According to Battersby et al. (2014), the Western Cape Department of Agriculture has
supported 114 community gardens in the metropolis since 2008. The Provincial DOA
provides support in the form of agricultural starter packs for school, community and
household gardens (Swanepoel et al.,, 2017). Therefore, despite Thornton’s (2008)
assertion that poorer urban cultivators in South Africa fail to access government
assistance, in this instance Cape Town is an exception (Olivier & Heinecken, 2017).
Nonetheless, Kirkland(2008:114) notes that the Department of Agriculture only
provides assistance ‘when projects are starting up’, therefore there is limited monitoring
of projects (Battersby et al.,2014). This obviously creates problems of project
sustainability.

Secondly, Haysom & Battersby (2016) in their review paper ‘Urban agriculture the
answer to Africa’s food crisis?’ postulate that the success of the urban agriculture is
hindered by a lack of coordination between the state and non-state actors. They note
that NGOs do have viable urban agriculture projects and the local government should
work closely with them so as to improve the viability of state projects. There are in
excess of 100 non-governmental organisations supporting urban agriculture in the city
(Olivier & Heinecken, 2017), therefore this presents an opportunity for the municipal
government to synergise with such organisations so as to improve the coordination of
its activities and extend the benefits of urban agriculture initiatives.

Moreover, Haysom & Battersby (2016) maintain that the situation is exacerbated by
lack of monitoring and evaluation of government initiatives. They state that monitoring
by government is relatively weak and this means lessons are not being learned from
failing programmes. For example, Battersby et al. (2014) noted that during a survey of
community gardens in Cape Flats they could not obtain enough data on selected
gardens due to the lack of record-keeping (monitoring) by the Provincial DOA. They
recommend the government to improve the monitoring of projects so as to ensure that
they are ultimately a success. Consequently, due to limited government involvement in
the actual groundwork (monitoring and training) NGOs play a crucial role in
supporting urban farmer groups in Cape Town (Olivier, 2015:56).

3.2. Non-state actors

Olivier & Heinecken (2017) note that NGOs have been the main instigators of the
development of urban agricultural activities in Cape Town. Battersby et al. (2014) observe
that some of the biggest organisations include Abalimi Bezekhaya and Soil for Life.
For instance, Abalimi Bezekhaya (AB) has been in operation since 1982 (Karaan &
Mohamed, 1998). The organisation currently supports 4558 members (Olivier &
Heinecken, 2017), from the poor communities of Khayelitsha and Nyanga. Karaan &
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Mohamed (1998) note that through donor funds, the organisation is able to subsidise
inputs and improve infrastructure and market opportunities for urban farmers.

Similarly, Soil for Life (SFL) is another organisation that has improved urban agriculture
activities throughout Cape Town. Soil for Life has an official memorandum of
understanding with the City of Cape Town (Battersby et al., 2014) and currently has
1930 members (Olivier & Heinecken, 2017). The relationship between Soil for Life and
the City of Cape Town is an example of how the Urban Agriculture Policy has ensured
improved relationships between state actors and non-state actors. Van Der Merwe
(2003) observes that the organisation initially supported both home gardens and large
community projects. However, the organisation has stopped initiating community
gardening projects due to a lack of sustenance (Battersby & Marshak, 2013),
suggesting that there is limited social capital within communities. The home garden
project supports home production in low-income households. This project has allowed
a number of low-income households to access training and inputs enabling them to
engage in home garden projects. In fact, the organisation reports that 3930 home
gardeners residing in low-income areas have been trained between 2009 and 2016 (Soil
for Life, 2017).

The significance of such NGOs is detailed by Olivier & Heinecken (2017). In their study
carried out across urban farmers in Cape Town, they observed that NGOs play vital
functions in improving urban agriculture activities in the city. Firstly, they note that
such organisations are able to connect cultivators to the private-sector market, thereby
creating a source of income: for example, the Harvest of Hope project implemented by
Abalimi Bezekhaya, which allows community gardens to supply products to consumers
through the selling of fresh vegetable boxes. Kirkland (2008:118) reports that
individually urban farmers would not be able to access markets without NGOs
assistance. Secondly, the study revealed that NGOs enable farmers to access the
public institutions. In this regard, the organisations are able to assist in facilitating
land access from the state, which is a form of social capital linking.

Citing examples from Abalimi Bezekhaya and Soil for Life, it is clear that NGOs provide
important links between urban farmer groups and stakeholders such as the
government and the private sector (markets and donors). Olivier & Heinecken (2017)
conclude that urban farmers would not be able to access such opportunities without
the presence of NGOs. Consequently, they need support from the government and
private sector as they do also face challenges. For example, the interim chief executive
officer of Abalimi Bezekhaya noted that finance and the diversity of beneficiaries in
terms of background and politics were their greatest challenges (Barr, 2017). Hence
research institutions and funders can play a substantial role in this respect. For
instance, communities differ with respect to struggles and culture, hence research is
fundamental to aid NGOs in formulating tailored responses for the different farmers.
Moreover, coordination of NGOs is not well documented in the literature. Hence
these areas present a gap in the literature which needs to be addressed.
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3.3. Urban farmer organisation and obstacles to self-organisation

It is important to underscore the fact that several multi-stakeholder forums have been
initiated in the past in an attempt to improve urban farmer organisations in Cape
Town. For instance, the events leading up to the creation of the Urban Agriculture
Policy of Cape Town were characterised by stakeholder participation (Visser, 2006;
Dubbeling et al., 2010). Moreover, the City of Cape Town has continuously engaged in
various projects to foster the exchange of information on multi-stakeholder participation
in urban agriculture. A case in point is its participation in Urban Agriculture and Food
Security: Africa-Toronto Exchange in 2010 (‘Urban Agriculture’, 2010). The overall
objective of this exchange was to facilitate a learning experience from established
multi-stakeholder organisations such as the Nairobi and Environs Food Security,
Agriculture, and Livestock Forum (NEFSALF). According to Lee-Smith (2011), the
NEFSALF, consisting of NGOs, government, urban farmers and the market sector, has
served as a dialogue platform for all the actors involved to address urban agriculture
and food security in Nairobi, Kenya. Furthermore, it has encouraged the sprouting
of self-organised urban farmer groups at local levels in an attempt to access the benefits
offered by the forum. Therefore, the exchange programme provided an opportunity for
Cape Town to learn from Nairobi’s experience. More recently, the Urban Agriculture for
Food Security and Income Generation in South Africa and Mozambique (UFISAMO)
project has attempted to conduct stakeholder dialogues and scenario workshops across
Cape Town (Hoffmann et al., 2016) in an attempt to rejuvenate multi-stakeholder
dialogue. The results of these initiatives are yet to be seen as the project is ongoing.

In essence, the cited examples demonstrate that there have been attempts to improve the
state of urban agriculture through stakeholder dialogues. However, the challenge is the
organisation of the urban farmers themselves who are in fact the subject of these
discussions. Accordingly, stakeholders may have to understand some of the challenges
urban farmers face in self-organising and use these as a starting point to offer
assistance. It is important to note that there is a dearth of studies which focus on the
organisation of urban agriculture in Africa (Schmidt et al., 2015). Similarly, the same
situation exists in Cape Town. Nonetheless, a few obstacles hindering self-
organisation can be drawn from available literature.

First, land tenure security presents a distinctive problem ‘for it determines the extent of
investment and self-help put into property’ (Rogerson, 2010:376). Unfortunately,
insecurity of tenure has resonance across the country, including Cape Town
(Karaan & Mohamed, 1998). The lack of land tenure results in the prevalence of insecure
and informal land tenure arrangements. Regarding urban farmers’ self-organisation, this
presents a notable challenge as production practices are short-term and characterised
by constant searching for new land when the current land tenure ends or is violated.
As such, urban farmers are never in a single place long enough to form relations with
each other and possibly establish a functional urban farmer group. This affects not only
group gardeners but home gardeners who are tenants on the property.
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Second, Schmidt et al. (2015) argue that urban farmers’ spatial fragmentation presents a
significant hindrance to self-organisation particularly at a local level. Urban farmers in
Cape Town are spatially fragmented across the urban area (Olivier & Heinecken, 2017);
hence the opportunity to interact frequently is reduced as they work on individual
plots, which stifles attempts to self-organise. In cases where farmers are able to meet,
for instance, in the case of community gardens, issues of effectiveness and efficiency
affect group sustainability.

Third, in cases were urban farmers are able to organise Wilbers et al. (2007) hold that
effectiveness and efficiency affect the sustainability of the group. In a study of community
gardens across Khayelitsha Sombalo (2003) noted that urban farmer groups were prone to
disintegration and internal conflicts. Reuther & Dewar (2006) argue that group members
of the Siyazama Community Allocation Garden Association (SCAGA) easily left the
garden if they found alternative employment. Reuther & Dewar (2006) cite this as a
serious impediment to the sustainability of the groups. Battersby & Marshak (2013)
observe that a local non-governmental organisation has stopped trying to establish
group garden projects because gardeners did not take ownership, which obviously affected
its sustainability. Since community gardening is dependent on ‘collective input’ (Battersby
& Marshak, 2013:454) high attrition rates among groups directly translate to low
production levels and wastage of efforts and resources (Tembo & Louw, 2013:234).

Finally, the diversity of the urban farmers with respect to socio-economic status makes it
unlikely to have farmers unite and share the same interest. Similarly, in Cape Town
urban farmers migrate from different places and as far as Zimbabwe (Olivier & Heinecken,
2017). Additionally, the diverse backgrounds of urban farmers engaging in urban
agriculture in Cape Town (Barr, 2017) translate to various needs, making it difficult for
urban farmers to unite under a common objective. This is best exemplified by the
Siyazama Community Allocation Garden Association, which almost collapsed due to
varying agendas among the garden participants (Small, 2007).

Nonetheless, various urban farmers have been able to unite across sub-Saharan Africa
with relative success. For instance, Schmidt et al. (2015) observe that urban farmers in
Dar es Salaam and Moshi (Tanzania) have united despite socio-economic status.
Although the urban farmer groups are presented with challenges they were able to
tackle them collectively. Similarly, Maconachie et al. (2012) report a prevalence of urban
farmer associations in Free Town (Sierra Leone). Based on a survey they observed that
the proliferation of urban associations in the city was a strategy employed by urban
farmers to overcome obstacles, primarily the issue of land insecurity. Moreover, they
were able to access support from NGOs and government in the form of training and
subsidised inputs.

Essentially, this indicates that despite the various hindrances facing urban farmers
across Cape Town they possess the capacity to unite. In fact, a good example is the Philippi
Horticultural Area (PHA) Food and Farming Campaign, which was formed by small-scale
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farmers to try and counter developmental initiatives by the private sector (van der Merwe,
2016). This case provides a suitable example of peri-urban farmers uniting under a single
voice for a common cause. Although it was a reactive response, learning experiences can
be drawn from the PHA Food and Farming Campaign. Perhaps what is required is a more
proactive approach from the urban farmers. In this respect, stakeholders may need to
appreciate the status of urban farmers as the first step towards understanding how
best they can be assisted. This calls for more research surrounding urban agriculture
organisation to ensure informed decision-making. In fact, Frayne et al. (2014) argue that
contextual elements are crucial in determining responses to urban agriculture. For this
reason, case-study inquiries may be crucial in understanding the situation across
different urban farming communities in Cape Town before response measures can be
crafted.

4. Conclusion

This article endeavoured to explore the organisation of urban agriculture in Cape Town
through a social capital lens by reviewing the roles of state and non-state actors in
supporting urban farmers in the metropolis. As already noted in the discussion, various
issues emerge from the literature. Primarily, it is clear that despite a plethora of
supporting organisations across the landscape there is limited coordination amongst
them. This lack of synergy has been attributed to possibly varying agendas amongst the
actors. Unfortunately, such a scenario results in the unnecessary duplication of efforts
by the actors. Therefore, to avoid the perpetuation of this cycle it is necessary that
supporting organisations interact. Such an initiative can provide a platform where ideas
can be shared and integrated. Certainly, different organisations possess diverse
ideological standpoints and practices with regard to urban agriculture (Battersby et al.,
2015). This explains why there are variations in projects and project implementation
across the city. However, this may be a good factor because it means that supporting
actors may cover the needs of various types of urban farmers from diverse backgrounds.
Moreover, while agendas may not always be reconciled, certain areas of cooperation
may be identified and exploited. Mindful of the fact that such multi-stakeholder
interaction has occurred, perhaps lacking is a continuity of such initiatives.
Furthermore, urban farmers need to be actively involved and included in these multi-
stakeholder dialogues. This may be the only way through which they can get a sense of
ownership which improves the sustenance of such initiatives. Otherwise discussing
problems urban farmers face in their absence may prove to be futile.

Another issue to note is the differences in objectives among the supporting actors and the
urban farmers. Citing the aforementioned studies by Battersby & Marshak (2013) and
Tembo & Louw (2013), it is clear that sharing the same aims among the supporting
organisation and the urban farmer is crucial. Clearly, if the aims of the supporting actor
are not in line with that of the beneficiary then that project is likely to fail (Tembo & Louw,
2013). This is because there is a lack of participation, thereby reducing a sense of
ownership of the initiative pursued. Nieman (2006) holds that developmental
institutions need to ensure that there is improved participation in the projects
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implemented to ensure sustainability. Hence this needs to be applied in the context of
urban agriculture as well.

Thirdly, while the work of NGOs in improving bridging, bonding and linking is highly
commended, there is certainly still a need for improved self-organisation of urban farmers
in Cape Town. Farmer associations do exist at provincial and national levels; however,
there is the need for more farmer-driven groups at local levels. Such organisations are
necessary because they respond to the experiences of the farmers in that particular locality,
something which may not be reflected at higher levels of organisations. If such groups
were to exist, they will probably be sustainable if they are self-organized by the farmers.
This is not to say supporting actors cannot play a role in assisting them but there has
to be a sense of grassroots formulation and participation to ensure that a sense of
ownership is induced. Such initiatives will ensure that urban farmers are able to share
ideas at localised levels and supporting actors may also facilitate the interaction of
farmers across the city. Once there is a strong sense of unity among urban farmers,
linking social capital may then be achievable, resulting in easier access to resources and
facilitation of desired change from policymakers. Therefore, supporting actors need to be
cognisant of the challenges urban farmers face in self-organisation as the first step
towards identifying ways through which they can assist.

In sum, it is clear that there exists a rich foundation for realising the full potential of the
urban agriculture sector in Cape Town. However, unlocking this potential is of utmost
importance. This article contributes to the literature by arguing that the ubiquity of
actors within the urban agriculture sector does not necessarily translate into the success
of the activity. Cape Town’s experience shows that it is neither a simple nor a linear
process to achieve the desired results. Therefore, while the linkages between supporting
actors need some refinement, urban farmers equally have a role to play. Accordingly,
the article suggests that further empirical investigations are required which take into
account the different types of urban farmers and actors in Cape Town. More case-specific
inquiries as argued by Frayne et al. (2014) are crucial for policymakers to formulate
appropriate responses to the urban farming communities in Cape Town. The social
capital approach could be exploited in such investigations to ensure that the
multidimensional interactions can be dissected and examined (Nieman, 2006) since
they influence the state of urban agriculture in the metropolis.
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