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Abstract
Urbanisation into poverty in cities of the global South gives impetus to urban agri-
culture (UA) as a strategy to improve food security for low-income residents. This 
study disputes that UA is a trivial sector by arguing through the invisible short 
food value chain lens that it contributes to food security in local communities. The 
study adopted the extended case method that immersed researchers for more than 
a year to understand the practices of 11 farming entities and 20 of their customers 
in Johannesburg. Open-ended interview guides were administered to key inform-
ants from the city, provincial government, and non-governmental organisations. 
Findings show that UA increases food availability in local communities through the 
short food value chain. However, the local economy is undocumented and invisible 
to city stakeholders, negatively affecting their land use planning decisions for the 
sector. Though stakeholder consensus on UA is still lacking, the City of Johannes-
burg recognised UA’s potential and allocated both temporary and permanent land 
access arrangements for farming. Small-scale farmers lack the capacity to supply 
formal institutions, which can be overcome by intermediaries, such as civil society 
facilitation. The limitations of UA manifest in its inability to attract labour and keep 
records which inhibits its potential and support at the city level.
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Introduction

Urban food security is an increasing challenge to towns and cities in the global South 
that are urbanising in poverty. The then Executive Director for UN-Habitat at the 
World Urban Forum in 2006 observed that the “urbanisation of poverty [is] the most 
important urban issue as well as the need to address this as part of the environmental 
sustainability agenda” (Tibaijuka, 2006:5). A critical component of urban poverty is 
food insecurity. Tawodzera et al. (2012) and Toriro (2021) observed an increase in 
food insecurity in low-income areas in different urban areas in Zimbabwe. Studies in 
the Harare Region show high levels of food insecurity in low-income settlements of 
Mabvuku, Mbare, and Epworth (Tawodzera et al., 2012). In addition, a study in 11 
cities in nine countries of Southern Africa shows that low-income neighbourhoods 
suffer from chronic food insecurity (Crush & Frayne, 2010). Elsewhere, studies in 
urban areas in Ghana, West Africa, and Uganda, East Africa show increasing levels of 
food insecurity as well (Mambo & Grant, 2023). This study argues that the growing 
level of food insecurity, positions urban agriculture (UA) as a viable short food value 
chain strategy towards food provision in cities. This paper interrogates the contribu-
tion of UA to food security through the distribution of food to local communities.

Studies on UA have focused on diverse areas. Researchers in the USA, Canada, 
Nigeria, Tanzania, and Zambia focused on the food production and food insecu-
rity nexus (Lynch et al., 2001; Simatele & Binns, 2008; Lovell, 2010; Cabannes, 
2012; Halloran & Magid, 2013). In addition, studies in the USA, Germany, and 
South Africa highlight the social capital benefits of UA that include social inclu-
sion, confidence building, and the creation of safe spaces in cities (Siegner et al., 
2018; Matthei, 2017; Battersby and Marshak, 2013; Cabannes, 2012; Van Aver-
beke, 2007). Lovell (2010: 2505) found that UA improved access to healthy and 
culturally appropriate food; and Cabannes (2012), and De Zeeuw and Drechsel 
(2015) add that UA contributes to food security and nutritious and fresh food. 
Studies in the sustainable city discourse in Africa, Europe, and Latin America 
show how UA was used for greening and beautifying neighbourhoods as well as 
reducing the urban heat island effect (Mougeot, 2005; Simon, 2016).

In the South African context, studies in Cape Town by Battersby and Mar-
shak (2013) and Johannesburg by Malan (2015b) show that the primary drivers 
for UA are food security, nutrition, and livelihood opportunities. Studies in Preto-
ria and Cape Town show that UA contributes to social capital among communi-
ties and livelihoods for low-income residents (Kanosvamhira, 2019; Olivier and 
Heinecken, 2017; Battersby & Marshak, 2013; Van Averbeke, 2007). Linchpin 
to our argument in this paper are studies in Johannesburg that have focused on 
food insecurity levels. The City of Johannesburg (2016c) reports that 14.8% of 
the population was food insecure and the figure rose to 34% in the latter study 
by Rudolph et  al (2021). Our study expands the debates on the contribution of 
UA to cities, with selected case study farming entities from Johannesburg. Bat-
tersby (2018) and Pottier (2015) observe that food debates have received little 
attention compared to other needs in city planning and development. In addition, 
Toriro (2018) argues that planners focus on housing, transport, recreation, and 
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other sectors neglecting food. Within this UA debate, Battersby (2018) elabo-
rates that the concern about food security in Africa is framed on the productionist 
debates emphasising the need to increase food production. This paper argues that 
UA contributes to food security by distributing food within the local urban com-
munities. We call this the short food value chain.

This paper is divided into five sections. Section I presents the introduction and chal-
lenges of urban poverty and food insecurity and the need for urban agriculture. Section 
II presents the theoretical framing for the food value chain, focusing on the short value 
chain and its weakness that makes it unpopular with the formal economy. Section III 
presents the extended case method adopted for studying urban farming in Johannes-
burg. Section IV focuses on the food value chain among small-scale ‘urban farmers’ 
and the limitation of the short food chain that makes it unattractive to city stakeholders.

The Global Framing of UA

UA is defined as an industry that grows, rears, processes, markets, and distributes food 
within the city and peri-urban regions (Mougeot, 2005; United Nations Development 
Programme, 1996, 2015; American Planning Association, 2011). Though the term 
‘industry’ connotes ‘business’, UA manifests itself in different forms, characterised as 
leisure (or recreational), subsistence-oriented, and business farming (Cabannes, 2012). 
The dominant UA practices are small-scale subsistent farmers that grow crops or keep 
small livestock for household consumption and sell surpluses (Toriro, 2021). Farm-
ers consume their farm products, significantly improving household food security and 
nutrition. However, the sale of surpluses is equally a critical contribution to food secu-
rity at neighbourhood level.

One argument in favour of UA is that the sector contributes to food security by pro-
viding fresh food to urban communities (Crush et al., 2012; De Zeeuw & Drechsel, 
2015; Redwood, 2012). Staatz et  al., (1990:1) define food security as a state where 
there is “access by all people at all times to enough food for an active and healthy 
life”. Toriro (2021:183) adds that food security refers “to a state in which people have 
sufficient appropriate food”. These readings underscore that food security relates to 
issues of; (i) access, (ii) sufficient, and (iii) appropriate food provision. In this study, 
we adopted a framework for measuring food security from Toriro (2021:184) and Bat-
tersby (2018:204) who expanded Staatz’s work on measuring food security to include: 
(i) availability – where food is sufficient for people’s needs, (ii) accessibility – explains 
people’s physical and economic access to food, and (iii) acceptability – where food 
is culturally acceptable and obtained in a manner that upholds people’s dignity, self-
respect, and human rights.

The Theoretical Framing for the Short Food Value Chain

The food value chain constitutes an array of integrated activities required to produce 
a product (from inputs to the final consumption) that enhances the value of the prod-
uct to stakeholders along the chain (Kaplinsky & Morris, 2000; Lambert & Cooper, 
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2000; Nyamah et al., 2022). In this study, we expanded this food value chain definition 
to include, the interrelationships between the actors in the value chain itself (Sanchez-
Hernandez, 2011). The interrelationships between producers and consumers are critical 
as customers are side-lined by the long food value chain that is `non-personal` (Aubry 
& Kebir, 2013) and does not provide feedback to the farmer. Geographically, Kaplinsky 
and Morris (2000) and Sanchez-Hernandez (2011) categorise the food value chain into 
short (local community) and long (national and international) food value chains. How-
ever, in this study, we further break the short value chain into local (local community 
or neighbourhood) and intermediate (city-wide) value chains. Contrary to literature that 
treats the citywide value chain as local (Sanchez-Hernandez, 2011), we feel that actors 
within a neighbourhood (that we classify as the short food value chain), know each 
other better and have stronger linkages and interrelationships that inform food produc-
tion and distribution within the community. In this study, we use the food value chain 
lens to move our UA debates from the productionist to the food systems; a term that 
explains the management and distribution of food from production, processing, distri-
bution, and consumption (Toriro, 2021). It’s important to note that this local food value 
chain approach also becomes a window into further understanding UA’s contribution to 
individual and neighboourhood scale.

Food Value Chain and Urban Agriculture

From the three food value chains elaborated earlier, the short food value chains closely 
identify with the low food miles movement. The low food miles explain how UA sup-
plies fresh food, reduces transport costs and carbon footprints in delivering food to city 
residents (Crush et al., 2012; De Zeeuw & Drechsel, 2015; Morgan, 2010; Redwood, 
2012). Aubry and Kebir (2013) elaborate that the food crisis of the late twentieth cen-
tury and the mistrust in the global food systems promoted the development of the short 
food supply chain. Notwithstanding these arguments, the short food value chain is both 
controversial and unattractive to city stakeholders as it is linked to the undocumented 
informal economy (Malan, 2015b).

The conceptual framing of this study analyses the interrelationship between farm-
ers (producers) and residents (consumers) in the short food value chain and how this 
promotes food security. Aubry and Kebir (2013) argue that the short food value chain 
is characterised by the absence of intermediaries as well as the short distance between 
producers and consumers. The proximity between producers and consumers is facili-
tated by; (i) direct farmer selling on farmgate or through farmer`s markets; and (ii) sell-
ing as a farmers’ collective (ibid.) as shown in Fig. 1.

Study Methodology

The Study Context

Johannesburg faces increasing incidences of poverty and food security, despite 
its huge contribution to the South African economy. The city emerged from the 
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discovery of gold to become the largest municipality in Gauteng Province with 
a population of 4.9 million in 2016, and an annual growth rate of 2.3% (City of 
Johannesburg, 2016a). Johannesburg was proclaimed a mining settlement in 1886, 
producing 80% of the national gold output in 1911; however, this output declined 
to 3% in 1980, and no production at present (Harrison & Zack, 2012). Propelled by 
the mining activities, the manufacturing industry emerged and overtook the min-
ing sector between the 1960s and 70 s but also declined after the 1980s (Boadou, 
2017). Though the mining and manufacturing industries started declining, the 
dawn of democracy in 1994 lifted travel restrictions, creating a huge influx of 
migrant labour to Johannesburg (Boadou, 2017). As a result of low employment 
opportunities, urban poverty and food insecurity rose in Johannesburg. An eco-
nomic survey estimates that 15.6% of the city lived below the food poverty line 
in 2014 (City of Johannesburg, 2014), an income requirement by an individual 
for their minimum daily energy intake (Statistics South Africa, 2018). As a result, 
unemployed and low-income residents turned to informal trading and UA. Litera-
ture on South Africa and Johannesburg has shown the uptake of UA in response to 
increasing food insecurity (Malan, 2015a, b; Rogerson, 1998). Our study focuses 
on this knowledge gap, that is, how the short food value chain contributes to food 
security in Johannesburg.

Research Design

We adopted the extended case design by Michael Burawoy for the empirical study 
of UA practices in Johannesburg. In this method, researchers undertake long-term 
ethnographic immersion into the daily practices of the participants (Burawoy, 
1998; Samuels, 2009; Wadham & Warren, 2014). Burawoy worked for the Anglo-
American Corporation to study the Zambian Copperbelt after the country’s inde-
pendence (Burawoy, 1998). Similarly, the lead author was employed by United 
Way South Africa, an NPO, as an intern and Urban Agriculture Programme 
Coordinator for one year 10 months from August 2015 to April 2017. The NPO 

Short  

Both direct and indirect farmer-

customer relationships - selling 

through the farmer collective 

Indirect farmer-customer 

relationships - selling through 

supermarkets and other 

intermediaries.

Direct farmer-customer 

relationships - selling through 

farmgate and farmer`s market.

Food value-chain 
Intermediate 

Long 

Study 
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Fig. 1   The food value chain and the food distribution mechanism to consumers. Source: adapted from 
Sanchez-Hernandez (2011) and Aubry and Kebir (2013)



96	 M. Zivhave, K. Kornienko 

collaborated with the City of Johannesburg (CoJ) on the capacity building of urban 
farmers. This platform empowered the author to interface closely with urban farm-
ers and city stakeholders. As part of the United Way South Africa team, the author 
participated in farmer training workshops and seminars, review meetings, farmer 
exhibitions, and observed farmers sorting and delivering products to the market. 
After leaving United Way South Africa, the author undertook week-long partici-
pant observations and interviewed farming entities, their networking partners, and 
customers. The process tracked farmers’ inputs, production processes, marketing 
processes, and the final consumers to establish the food value chain (Table  1). 
Based on this extended farmer engagement, we adopted the term ‘farming entity’ 
rather than ‘urban farmer’ for this study. Our discussions with an array of ‘urban 
farmers’ that included a student association and NPOs showed that some farmers 
did not regard themselves nor wanted to be called farmers though they practiced 
farming. Thus ‘farming entity’ in this study implies full-time urban farmers, pro-
fessionals who practice UA for research and training, and students who practice 
UA for leisure and advocacy.

The study adopted a non-probabilistic sampling approach where respond-
ents were selected to reflect features of the group within the sample population 
(Sproull, 1995; Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). We purposefully sampled 11 farming 
entities and their 20 customers with different attributes as specific cases within 
the case study of Johannesburg (Table  1). Our sample  analysis was  further 
informed by Creswell and Creswell’s (2023) recent argument that the sample size 
for qualitative research depended on the research design, for instance, ethnog-
raphy may examine a single culture group, case studies could explore five cases 
and phenomenology may involve a range of 3 – 10 individuals. The participants 
(farming entities and their customers) are not statistically represented; however, 
their characteristics were the basis for selection for detailed exploration (Ritchie 
& Lewis, 2003; Creswell & Clark, 2017; Moser & Kalton, 2017). The inter-
views and personal observations from the farming entities were triangulated by 
key informant interviews from the CoJ, the Gauteng Department of Agriculture 
and Rural Development (GDARD), and NPOs working on urban farming such as 
Izindaba Zokudla and United Way South Africa.

We adopted the case study research design and follow up analysis strategy that 
allowed an in-depth understanding of programs, events, and activities within a 
specific time and place (Creswell & Creswell, 2023; MacCallum et al., 2019; Yin, 
2018). The farming entities were chosen from the list and categories developed 
by the CoJ, Food Resilience Unit, and its partner United Way South Africa which 
capacitated urban farmers. The farming entities from this list ranged from back-
yard, university, church and rooftop gardens, public parks, plots in open spaces, and 
planned city farms (Fig. 2). These farming entities operated as businesses, farming 
cooperatives, NPOs, and student associations. The study upheld ethical considera-
tions that included the respect for participant’s privacy and confidentiality (Ritchie 
& Lewis, 2003:66 and 67).
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Results – Food Distribution through the UA Value Chain

The farming entities in Johannesburg sold their products through multiple value 
chains, from short to long value chains. These value chains are summarised in 
Table 2.

Fig. 2   Farming case study sites in Johannesburg and their value chains. Source: adapted from the City of 
Johannesburg (2018)
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All farming entities in the study sold their farm products directly to customers 
through the short food value chain. Five sold farm products through the interme-
diate value chain, and three sold their output through the long value chain across 
South Africa as elaborated in subsequent sections.

Urban Agriculture Short Food Value Chain

The 11 farming entities produced and consumed or sold leaf vegetables, tomatoes, 
onions, cucumbers and herbs, poultry, eggs, rabbits, ducks, fruit, fish, and compost 
directly to surrounding communities (Table 3). In total farming entities sold over half 
of their products through the short food value chain. Besides selling food at farmgate, 
Bambanani Food and Herb Cooperative (BFHC), and Wits Siyakhana sold an assort-
ment of vegetables through boxes to customers around Betrams and Bezuidonhout Park 
respectively (Table 3). Besides buying farm products at farmgate, customers from the 
Betrams Community used telephone calls and text messages to order boxes. The tel-
ephone orders were convenient as BFHC prepared the vegetables in advance allowing 
customers to pick them up on their way from work or request home deliveries. Among 
all the 11 farming entities, the Wits Inala Forum had the shortest food value chain. The 
Student Forum grew vegetables at the University of Witwatersrand campus and deliv-
ered vegetables to the Wits Community and Citizenship Organisation Food Bank that 
distributed food hampers to hungry students. The Wits Community and Citizenship 
Organisation Foodbank Officer reported that “our normal food hampers contain largely 
beans and rice; however, when we get vegetables from Wits Inala Forum, we include 
them in our package, which improve the quality of the food that we distribute”.

The direct sales by all the farming entities through the short food value chain cre-
ated a platform for close liaison with customers. This influenced product quality, 
quantity, and volumes of sales. The interaction between the Betrams community and 
the Bambanani Food and Herb Cooperative influenced the cultivation of Covo and 
Chinese cabbage which were popularly with the customers. A Betrams resident noted:

“I buy Chinese cabbage and Covo from Bambanani, the cooperative knows 
these are our favourite greens and plant them throughout the year. This has 
increased the consumption of these vegetables in the community”.

The Bambanani Food and Herb Cooperative (BFHC) food value chain is shown 
in Fig. 3.

Table 3   Categorisation of short food value chain in Johannesburg

Short food value chain sell-
ing methods

Number of farming entities 
selling through this method

Proportion of volumes of food sold by 
each farming entity [large, medium, 
small]

Direct sales at farmgate 11 Large
Food box deliveries 3 Small
Online or Internet selling 4 Small
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Urban Agriculture Intermediate Food Value Chain

Some farming entities sold their products through the intermediate food value chain 
to more than one neighbourhood or the whole city (Table 4). Less than half the farm 
products were distributed through the intermediate value chain. Four farming enti-
ties that sold their products this way are: (i) Planner Bee Plant Care, (ii) Rydwai 
Aquaculture, (iii) Growing Healthy Farms, and (iv) the Eikenhof Farm. The farming 
entities also sold their products through the farmers’ markets organised monthly or 
by-monthly and advertised throughout the city.

The 25-member Tshwane Food and Energy Centre collectively procured chicken 
feeds, day-old chicks, and seedlings; and jointly marketed the farm outputs for the 
whole collective. However, the Eikenhof Farm was not successful in the joint pro-
curement. The Chairman of Eikenhof Farm explained:

“We secured the market to supply the Johannesburg Fresh Produce Market, 
Boxer, and Pick ‘n Pay Supermarkets, however, our farmers failed to jointly 
plant, harvest, and deliver the farm products in the quantities and quality 
required. We lost these customers and now members sell individually to sur-
rounding communities”.

Cultivation 

with expertise 

from CoJ, 

GDARD 

Compost 

prepared 

or bought. 

Compost from 

BFHC or organic 

fertiliser from 

Talborne Organics 

Harvest and 

processing 

with expertise 
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market.  

Seed 
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processing

Harvesting Planting 
Input 

Fig. 3   The Bambanani Food and Herb Cooperative short food value chain

Table 4   Categorisation of intermediate food value chain in Johannesburg

Intermediate food value chain selling 
methods

Number of farming entities 
selling through this method

Proportion of volumes of food 
sold by each farming entity [large, 
medium, small]

Farmer`s market 5 Medium
Farming collective 5 Small
Online or Internet selling 4 Small
Supermarkets (or local distributors) 4 Small
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The cooperatives at Eikenhof Farm lacked group cohesion to enforce joint plant-
ing and harvesting, which are critical for bulk production and delivery to markets. 
Selling through the collective required strong organisational skills, which Eikenhof 
Farm lacked. The failure is not an isolated incidence. The BFHC struggled to meet 
conditions set by Spar Supermarket such as product packaging, timely delivery, and 
supplying specific quantities. On the one hand, the supermarket complained that 
“the cooperative charged higher prices than the Johannesburg Fresh Produce Mar-
ket (an international farm produce market in the city)”. On the other hand, BFHC 
lamented that “the supermarket paid lower prices than the local Betrams commu-
nity”. This disjuncture underscored the disconnect between the formal (supermar-
ket) and informal (small-scale farming entities) economy pricing systems. This mir-
rors the small-scale farming failure to meet food security access requirements in the 
formal economy.

Urban Agriculture Long Food Value Chain

Two farming entities; Planner Bee Plant Care, and Rydawi Aquaculture distributed 
their farm products through the long food value chains that extended beyond Johan-
nesburg (Table 5).

Rydawi Aquaculture imported fish generics (the raw materials for fishkeeping) 
from the Netherlands. In addition, the company sold fish keeping equipment (the 
Farm-in-a-boxes) to the whole of South Africa and Southern Africa (Fig. 4). The 
international food value chain is part of the formal economy that is guided by for-
mal business agreements, national policies, and trade agreements. Rydawi Aquacul-
ture secured an import license from the Government of South Africa, Department of 
Agriculture for the importation of fish generics from the Netherlands.

Another farming entity with a long food value chain is Planner Bee Plant Care 
which breaks down cow dung into odourless organic fertiliser called Fertilis. The 
company marketed Fertilis through its supply agreement with another private com-
pany, Talborne Organics Private Limited, across South Africa.

Promoting Food Security through the Short, Intermediate and Long Food Value 
Chain

Findings show that UA is effective in distributing food, mainly through the short value 
chain. This raised the question, how effective are these food distribution approaches 

Table 5   Categorisation of long food value chain in Johannesburg

Long food value chain selling 
method

Number of farming entities 
selling through this method

Proportion of volumes of food 
sold by each farming entity [large, 
medium, small]

Online or Internet selling 2 Small
Long supply chains (national and 

international)
2 Small
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towards addressing food security? The short food value chain is most effective in ensur-
ing food availability, accessibility, and acceptability to local communities. The custom-
ers interviewed in Betrams, Bezuidonhout Park, Eikenhof, Kyalami and Ekandustria 
observed that the availability of vegetables increased among communities close to the 
farming entities. A customer in Betrams explained:

“We have access to green vegetables and tomatoes from Bambanani. They are 
always fresh. Over and above that we discuss with the farmers, the type of tomato 
we require that makes a better soup. We therefore influence the vegetable that we 
eat”.

However, some farming entities face productivity challenges, affecting food avail-
ability to customers. A postgraduate student who received food parcels from the Wits 
Community and Citizens Organisation Foodbank argued that:

“Our food parcels provide better variety when we get greens as well. Unfortu-
nately, the foodbank gets green vegetables from Inala Forum that has limited 
capacity, and so the vegetables are not enough”.

Customers and retailers within the intermediate food value chain expressed satisfac-
tion with the food distributed by “urban farmers. The Jackson Food Market and the 
Bryanston Organic Food Market bought vegetables and fruit from Growing Healthy 
Farms that practiced organic farming (Fig.  5). Customers interviewed at Bryanston 
Organic Food Market were satisfied with the quality of organic fruit and vegetables 
produced by Growing Healthy Farms which met their health needs.

Discussions

The farming entities in Johannesburg have multiple food value chains that impact 
food distribution and its contribution to the food security of the city as elaborated in 
this section.
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Fish generics 

imported from 

the Netherlands.  

Fish graded 

and packed. 

Fish sold to 

individual and 

supermarkets.  

Fish consumed in Johannesburg, 
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Fig. 4   The Rydawi Aquaculture long food value chain
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The ‘Invisible’ Urban Agriculture Value Chain and Land Use Planning

Farming entities sold half of their output through the short food value chain using 
direct sales to the local economy. The practice fosters mutually beneficial interrela-
tionships between farmers and consumers. However, the local economy is informal 
with no recorded outputs and sales. We should clarify that two business-oriented 
farming entities kept records on their production and sales, and this data focused 
on the formal sales to supermarkets, and national and international customers. The 
remaining nine farming entities had incomplete data that could not be computed for 
comparisons on productivity and profitability. For instance, Wits Inala estimated 
the vegetable bundles supplied to the Wits Community and Citizens Organisation 
Foodbank but had no records. One critical finding of this study is that as a result of 
the lack of evidence, UA is sidelined by policymakers and planners (Mbiba, 1994; 
Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 2000; Simatele & Binns, 2008; Toriro, 2018, 2021). Due 
to the lack of evidence, there was no stakeholder consensus regarding strategies for 
integrating UA in Johannesburg. The Urban Development Boundary that zoned a 
greenbelt for UA (City of Johanneburg, 2016a) was threatened by housing develop-
ment plans from the Gauteng Provincial Housing Department. We, however, argue 
that the contestations of the short food value chain do not nullify UA. Instead, we 
point to the limitations of the productionist UA discourse that centres on volumes 
(Battersby, 2018) and call for the food system approach that explores the process-
ing and distribution element of UA (Toriro, 2021). In support of this view, Sieg-
ner et  al. (2018) argue that the viability of UA should not be limited to sales but 
also how urban farmers foster equity and inclusion in the food access debate. Our 
findings show that communities surrounding urban farms in Betrams, Bezuidonhout 
Park, Eikenhof and Ivory Park had improved access to fresh vegetables and fruit. 
We argue that City of Johannesburg land use planning initiatives that established 
the Urban Development Boundary around the city and zoned UA initiatives (City 
of Johannesburg, 2016a), and the temporary arrangements that secured vacant plots 
and open spaces for farming are clear indications for planning initiatives that rec-
ognise UA. Despite the differing views on the concept, our findings show that such 
endeavours should be scaled up and replicated across the city.

Fig. 5   Organic vegetables and fruit produced by Growing Healthy Farms
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The dominant argument that UA makes a small contribution to food security to 
warrant priority in land use planning contradicts viewpoints by NPOs that support 
urban farming in Johannesburg. The Director of Izindaba Zokudla argued that “the 
Southwest Townships (SOWETO) has about a million residents and its vegetable 
markets are worthy millions of Rands for farmers”. In support of the above, the 
United Way South Africa Programme Coordinator observed that its supported low-
income farmers are food secure compared to non-farming households in the same 
neighbourhoods. The treasurer of Bamabanani Food and Herb Cooperative argued 
that her family was healthier than her neighbours in Betrams who cannot afford to 
continuously buy fresh fruit, juice, and vegetables from supermarkets. These prem-
ises form the backbone of our argument for the short food value chain. We argue 
that UA thrives, though its operations are informal and incompatible with main-
stream economics. Within the food security debates, the short food value increases 
food availability, and accessibility (Battersby, 2018; Toriro, 2021) and addresses 
food deserts, which are ‘areas with no food’ (Battersby & Crush, 2014) in local 
communities.

Introducing Networks to the Invisible Value Chain

To further explore how small-scale farmers can supply the formal economy, we turn 
to De Man’s (2004) quasi-integration network. In this system, small-scale actors join 
efforts to supply large customers. The quasi-integration network provides a platform 
for urban farmers to supply big customers. This would provide answers to the unco-
ordinated nature of farming entities in Johannesburg. Both the Eikenhof Farm and 
Bambanani Food and Herb Cooperative failed to supply supermarkets and the Johan-
nesburg Fresh Produce Market which required complex logistical arrangements. 
Small-scale farmers require an intermediary to coordinate the production, process-
ing, and delivery of farm products to the market. In Cape Town, the NPO, Abalimi 
Bezekhaya supplied big customers such as Mount Nelson Hotel by collecting farm 
products, packaging, and delivery from its network of small-scale farmers (Abalimi 
Bezekhaya, 2014). Again, Macupe (2016) documents a small-scale farmer in Preto-
ria who supplied the formal market through an intermediary NPO. The Cape Town 
and Pretoria cases show that small-scale farmers can supply large buyers through 
the support of intermediaries. These arguments, according to Haysom and Battersby 
(2016), Siegner et al. (2018), and Toriro (2021) show that UA does not single-hand-
edly result in food security for the city but contributes towards local food. We should 
underscore that rather than improve food distribution and food security, intermediar-
ies lift the food value chain from an invisible local to a formal value chain.

Macro–micro Level Relationships in Food Security Debates

UA`s invisible short food value chain should be understood within the broad food 
security continuum, which spans from the individual farmer availing food and pro-
moting food access (Battersby, 2018; Toriro, 2021) to the local community and 
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complex food systems (Toriro, 2021) supporting the whole city. Burawoy (1998), 
and Wadham and Warren (2014) argue that micro-level issues are located within 
the broad context of the macro environment. In this context, this study locates the 
unique experiences of individual farming entities (in neighbourhoods) within the 
broad debates on food security at the city (Johannesburg) and regional levels (Gaut-
eng). When food security arguments are limited to broad citywide and regional lev-
els (assessed based on quantities), admittedly the short food value chain makes a 
small impact on the whole urban food system (Haysom and Battersby, 2016; Sieg-
ner et  al., 2018; Toriro, 2021). However, the broad arguments gloss over the city 
sustainability and resilience debates that value the contribution of local [household] 
initiatives (Harrison et al., 2014). With this growing appreciation of UA, the City of 
Johannesburg Integrated Development Plan makes provisions for grassroots initia-
tives such as UA towards addressing urban food security at the household level (City 
of Johannesburg, 2016b).

Within the macro–micro food security discourse, Malan (2015b:62) argues that 
“if UA aims to relieve food insecurity, it has to develop enterprises that supply fresh 
locally produced food to those in the informal or almost-formal sector”. Our find-
ings confirm the above argument that UA contributes to household food security 
as all farming entities consume their farm products and sell surpluses to local com-
munities. While acknowledging that UA’s contribution is limited by the small plots 
that are cultivated (Haysom & Battersby, 2016), [farming plots in Ivory Park and 
Betrams are small]; we value its capacity to distribute food to nearby communities 
and address ‘food deserts’ (Battersby & Crush, 2014), as well as provide informal 
channels through which low-income residents access food (Tawodzera et al., 2019).

Governance of the Short Food Value Chain

The experiences of Bambanani Food and Herb Cooperative, Eikenhof Farm, and 
Tshwane Food and Energy Centre show the need for institutional support to aid 
small-scale farmers in distributing food through the value chain. The Izindaba 
Zokudla facilitated the development of the SOWETO Imvelo Market which brought 
together farmers and consumers with mutual benefits. Through direct sales, farmers 
bypassed intermediaries and got improved prices, and SOWETO residents got fresh 
farm products directly from producers.

At the city level, both the CoJ Food Resilience Unit Manager and the GDARD 
Officer noted that their two institutions collaborated in providing skills training, 
inputs, and tools and secured land for urban farming. The city also established 
the Mayoral Expert Panel on Food Resilience which advised the mayor and pro-
moted food security. Though the panel was later discontinued when the leadership 
changed at the city level, it brought UA to the forefront of the food security debate 
in the city. Despite these efforts, a citywide stakeholder platform to promote UA is 
missing in Johannesburg. Elsewhere, the Association of Kliengatern was useful in 
bargaining with the city, NPOs and universities in the capacity building of urban 
farmers in Berlin (Matthei, 2017). The lack of a farmer stakeholder platform, (and 
indeed an association championing urban farming) weakens advocacy initiatives and 
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marketing of farm products in Johannesburg and could explain the lack of consensus 
on a permanent greenbelt for UA. Such a platform would also assist in upscaling 
farmer success stories.

Limitations of the Urban Agriculture Short Food Value Chain in Promoting Food 
Distribution and Food Security

This study does not romanticise UA but acknowledges its shortcomings. The chal-
lenges of UA are not limited to the lack of documentation of the short food value 
chain alone. Studies in Paris by Aubry and Kebir (2013) and the US municipalities 
by Meenar et  al. (2017) concede that UA initiatives were not self-sustaining and 
failed not attract the youth. More so, unlike industrial jobs, UA offers low salaries, is 
labour intensive, and requires full-time commitments, which discourages ‘farmers’ 
from engaging in multiple jobs which is common in cities (Meenar et al., 2017). The 
low wages are mirrored in our findings as well. The youngest member and secre-
tary to Bambanani Food and Herb Cooperative returned to his rural village in 2017 
after consistently failing to pay rentals in Johannesburg from the farming business. 
In 2018, the chairperson of the same project secured an alternative job and worked 
on the cooperative on a part-time basis. Similarly, only two out of the five women 
who started the 3 Kotze Street Rooftop Garden in 2016 were active during fieldwork 
in 2017. The inability of UA to pay labour affects its productivity and potential to 
contribute towards food security. Again, the lack of records by most of the farm-
ing entities limits the evidence required by city stakeholders to present UA initia-
tives as a strategy to promote food resilience. This study calls for further research on 
the viability of UA as well as the most appropriate governance structure to promote 
small-scale UA in Johannesburg.

Conclusion

Despite arguments to the contrary, the study provides evidence that UA contributes 
to food security in Johannesburg. Farming entities distribute food to households, 
local communities, and city residents through the short, intermediate, and long 
food value chains. The short food value chain improves food access and availability 
through direct sales with mutual benefits of improved sales for farmers and fresh 
food for residents. Most transactions in the short food value chain follow the infor-
mal economy that is undocumented, and invisible to city stakeholders, yet providing 
food to the low-income residents and addressing food deserts. The lack of records 
by urban farmers frustrates city stakeholders who require tangible evidence for their 
land use planning decisions in favour of UA. The City of Johannesburg somewhat 
recognises the potential of UA as evidenced by the establishment of temporary and 
permanent land access arrangements within the city and the peri-urban areas. The 
UA ‘invisible’ food value chain exists and is ‘viable’ to small-scale farmers and 
attractive to low-income residents, though unconventional. The short food value 
chain suits small-scale farming entities that are unable to meet the requirements of 
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the formal economy. This weakness can be overcome when small-scale farmers sup-
ply the formal economy through an intermediary. The limitation of UA in Johan-
nesburg is its inability to pay living wages, which threatens the sustainability of 
the sector. A study’s limitations of this study was the failure to quantify the outputs 
and sales by individual farming entities and thus limiting cross-sectoral comparison 
amongst different farming entities. This limitation points to the need for a reimagin-
ing of the binary of formal/informal economic lens, which would in turn support a 
more nuanced understanding of the complexities of UA’s role in food security.
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