
CAPE TOWN UNDER LOCKDOWN
Coping with COVID-19 challenges to local food systems

The covid-19 pandemic is forcing
national governments to make
decisions that affect local food
systems. Border closures are
disrupting commodity flows and food
systems, with farmers facing
challenges regarding harvesting and
selling of their produce. Local food
systems, strongly dependent on
informal economies and social welfare
programmes, have been disrupted
during lockdowns. The study examines
the challenges, coping strategies, and
innovations that have arisen from the
perspective of small-scale farmers and
city dwellers.

Cape Town’s food system is embedded in the
wider context of South Africa’s food system and
the history of the country. The post-apartheid
system has not yet been transformed into a
more integrative system and although racist
laws have been abolished, segregation persists
in everyday life. This notwithstanding, South
Africa has undergone vast change since the
amendments to the Co-operatives Act in the
direction of a free market system and the
opening of the country to foreign trade and
investment, in turn leading to a more corporate
power and privatised food system. To compete
globally, South Africa invested in mechanised
agriculture and large-scale production. 

Cape Town’s food system is highly segregated –
as is the city itself. Urban agriculture, for many
years promoted as a solution to food insecurity,
plays a minor role in the food system. Actors
have different interests, expectations and power
relations; consequently, their contribution to
urban agriculture differs. The approx. 3.000
home gardeners cultivate vegetables on a few
square metres, and around 80 small-scale food
gardens (100m² to 1 ha) are managed by a small
number of individual farmers who mainly sell via
non-governmental organisations (NGO) acting as
intermediaries to Cape Town’s wealthy
neighbourhoods. Farmers are producers,
consumers, sellers and  mostly price-takers,  net-                  

workers, input providers, facilitators, activists,
knowledge providers, artists and influencers, and
inevitably take centre stage in the world of urban
agriculture. Cape Town producers are either
home gardeners or food/market gardeners. A
few thousand home gardeners have been trained
by several NGOs and cultivate around their
houses and in their backyards on private
grounds, primarily for home consumption. Food
gardeners are organised in small communities of
farmers and the groups share bigger gardens,
mainly on public land such as school grounds,
hospitals or clinics, and cultivate about one
hundred food gardens.

Access to farms and markets of small-scale farmers



A significant change in the household diet is
reported, due in part to a lack of household
income. Farmers perceived an increase in prices
during lockdown as well. After an initial increase
in meat consumption in the first lockdown days
(was still sold informally), a decline can be seen,
which is mainly due to low money, but also to the
desire to eat healthier.

Official reports showed price hikes in white
maize, reaching the highest level during the lock-
down, increasing by 24%. The price
coincidentally increased when a lockdown was
announced. Still, price fluctuations mainly
resulted from the weakening of the rand against
the US dollar and Zimbabwe’s entrance back into
. 

Climate Change
Agriculture is the largest consumer of water
(consuming about 50% of the country's water for
irrigation). The sector is vulnerable to changes in
water availability as well as increased chemical
water pollution and soil erosion, from a
combination of projected spatial changes in
rainfall patterns, increases in intense rainfall
events and increased evapotranspiration.

During lockdown, many  farmers
could not reach their fields and are
experiencing considerable financial
difficulties; the majority of
farmers say that food is available in
the townships, but it is hardly
affordable. A farmer stated: "It has
exposed how severe poverty is in
our community. The majority of
people is running out of money to
buy food and seeing long queues
for food".

"People have to
stay at home.

No work, no food.
People are

hungry"

the market after the ban on GMOs was lifted,
rising demand. Therefore, prices could pull back
as soon as the early producer deliveries enter the
market to replenish the stocks. Additionally, food
prices have increased by 7.8%, and studies
suggests that households may be spending 30%
more on food.

71% of net wealth is held by 10% richest of the
population, whereas 60% of the poorest held
only 7% of the net wealth.
The Gini coefficient is 0.63.
Only 15% of South African jobs are in
the informal sector.
The unemployment rate was at a staggering
29% before the coronavirus. The jobless rate
could rise to 50% under COVID-19.
Agriculture accounts directly for about 13% of
national employment.
The contribution of agriculture to GDP is 2.2%.
72% of the nation's private farmland is owned
by white people, who make up 9% of the
population.

Economic facts

In Cape Town, there  are  reports
of  increasing violence and riots, long queues in
front of supermarkets, and discrimination  in the 

allocation of permits needed by farmers or their
employees to cultivate the gardens, as well as
corruption around the food parcels. 
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