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Urban infl ux due to large-scale rural-urban migration is a major global demographic trend. 

South Africa is experiencing such rapid urban infl ux as large volumes of people are migrating 

to cities, particularly inner city areas. The main drive for such migration is the search for better 

employment and education opportunities. Through this, new social systems have evolved in the 

inner cities in South Africa and thus pose a major challenge to the South African government. 

One of the biggest challenges is ensuring food security. This brief outlines this challenge and 

looks at determinants of food security, food production, food security strategies, the role of 

income and income availability as well as possible alternatives for ensuring food security in 

urban areas.

Introduction

The migration of people from one area of settle-
ment to another is a natural social phenomenon 
that could be driven by economic incentives, po-
litical instability, environmental degradation or 
the decline of the natural resource base.1 This is 
especially evident when people decide to migrate 
from areas that are economically less active, such 
as rural areas, to areas that are economically more 
active like urban areas. Through this process, 
large-scale urban infl ux is reaching increasingly 
higher levels. The world’s urban population has 
increased from about 200 million in 1900 to about 
2,9 billion in 2000 i.e. about 50% of the world’s 
population.2 South Africa is no exception to this 

phenomenon and according to the United Nations 
Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT) 
61,7% of the South African population currently 
resides in urban areas.3 

With this newfound population infl ux, urban 
areas of South Africa are faced with new social 
challenges. These include lack of housing, poor 
sanitation and sewage disposal, lack of adequate 
energy and/or fuel sources, lack of access to clean 
water and high rates of crime and violence.4 Over 
and above these one of the biggest social and de-
velopmental challenges today is to ensure food 
security for all people in urban areas, especially 
inner cities.5

Food security can be defi ned as physical and 
economic access to suffi cient, safe and nutritious 
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foods which meet an individual’s dietary needs 
and preferences for an active and healthy life.6 
Three key dimensions to urban household food 
security can be identifi ed. These are food avail-
ability, food access and food utilisation.7 One of 
the main issues is that urban residents have to 
purchase most of the food they consume as op-
posed to rural areas where people can produce 
their own food. Urban food security is therefore 
highly dependent on money and thus it becomes 
imperative that suffi cient attention is given to 
the challenges of generating effi cient and stable 
income as prerequisite for ensuring food security 
in urban areas. 

This brief analyses the plight of food insecurity 
in urban areas with specifi c focus on the inner-
cities of South Africa. Attention has been given to 
income generation and affordability of food in an 
urban context. The hypothesis is that due to food 
insecurity in urban areas a spiral of urban based 
poverty is emerging. 

Determinants of Food 
Security in Urban Areas

Food availability in an urban area is largely deter-
mined by food supply to cities.8 Food supply sys-
tems include a complex distribution chain which 
involves wholesalers, intermediaries, distributors 
and street vendors.9 Such a distribution chain has 
the potential of increasing the price of food which 
has a negative consequence due to vulnerability 
of the urban poor to price increases. This vulner-
ability mainly stems from limited income or lim-
ited opportunities to generate income.10 Notably, 
access to food goes hand-in-hand with income 
availability.11 The urban poor often pay more for 
food since they are forced to buy small quantities 
of food due to limited income. 

As could be noted, food prices are a critical fac-
tor and determinant of urban food security. They 
are a single factor to which the urban poor are ex-
tremely vulnerable. According to Ruel and Garrett, 
food prices depend on fi ve factors. Which are: 

the effi ciency of the food marketing systems in  ●

urban areas; 
the buying patterns of the household. This re- ●

fers to whether the family buys their food in 
bulk or in small quantities as well as where 
they purchase their food; 
the ability of the household to produce some  ●

of the food it needs through systems of urban 
agriculture; 
the household’s access to public transfers such  ●

as food aid programs or subsidies; and

macroeconomic policies of governments, in- ●

cluding food policies 12

Against the background of the global economic 
meltdown and the use of certain staple diet foods 
(e.g. maize) for fuel, food prices have increased 
exponentially. For example, in Southern Africa 
food prices are experiencing above-average highs, 
especially for staple crops like maize.13 In South 
Africa, in particular, the price of maize have risen 
by 20% in the past year, the price of dairy products 
by a third and the price of bread has increased by 
20%.14 This means that poor households are now 
spending 37% more on these basic food items that 
in turn reduces people’s ability to access food. 
This is particularly true for market dependant vul-
nerable households. 

Another important dimension of urban food 
security is food utilisation.15 There are notable 
differences between eating patterns of different 
ethnic and cultural groups and between urban and 
rural areas in South Africa. For instance the white 
population of South Africa typically consumes a 
diet which has a high fat intake, low carbohydrate, 
low fi bre and high free sugar.16 In a typical diet of 
white urban residents the meal pattern includes 
three meals per day of which one meal is the main 
meal.17 The main meal normally contains a staple 
food such rice and/or potatoes, a generous portion 
of meat or chicken and at least two types of veg-
etables.18 On the other hand, two distinct diets can 
be distinguished among the black African popula-
tion. The rural black African population follows a 
traditional diet, which is high in carbohydrates, 
low in fat and sugar and moderately high in terms 
of fi bre intake.19 The black urban residents have 
lower fat intake and higher carbohydrates. Other 
food items which are consumed in large quanti-
ties in urban areas include among others cereals 
(98,5% of people), stimulants like tea and coffee 
(72,6% of people) and products with high sugar 
content like cold drinks (89,1% of people).20 It can 
therefore be said that the urban black African 
population is showing signs of transforming to 
the Western-style diet.21 Accompanied with these 
changes in lifestyle and consumption habits is a 
decrease in physical activity, increased tobacco 
use and alcohol consumption.22 In contrast to this 
physical activity is high in rural areas as result of 
farming and other livelihood activities that form 
part of daily life.

All the above-mentioned changes in urban 
lifestyles and diets have a negative effect on the 
health of urban residents and this poses a great 
health challenge for urban dwellers. The high 
intake of fats increases the proneness of these 
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populations to diet-related non-communicable 
diseases (NCDs) like obesity, hypertension, dia-
betes and strokes.23 Obesity has further increased 
to such a degree that cardiovascular diseases 
such as coronary heart disease and strokes are 
showing an increase in developing countries. 
Obesity further brings about a situation where 
an individual is predisposed to such cardiovas-
cular risk factors.24 In addition, the increased use 
of tobacco has led to the number of deaths from 
lung cancer in developing countries increasing 
by 30% in recent years.25 This nutrition transi-
tion in urban areas and the subsequent higher 
intake of fat, sugar and salt is at the core of 
health problems.

Food Production and Food Security 
in Urban Areas of South Africa

Food security primarily depends on the amount 
of food that is produced in a country. If suffi cient 
amounts of food are not produced domestically 
countries need to import from other countries. This 
in turn increases the price of food which in turn 
leads to higher levels of food insecurity. South 
Africa produces its main staple foods and exports 
any surplus amounts of food which is mainly 
sourced from large-scale commercial farms.26 Field 
crops, livestock and horticulture are the main ag-
ricultural sectors of South Africa with wine and 
fruit production growing substantially in the past 
decade. South Africa has a dualistic agricultural 
economy, meaning a well-developed commercial 
farming sector co-exist with a small-scale farming 
sector, which is mainly practised on the basis of 
subsistence farming.27 

Agricultural output is the main difference be-
tween these two sectors. Commercial farming is 
mostly controlled by white farmers who are able 
to generate suffi cient fi nancial resources to apply 
modern farming technologies and improved farm 
management techniques in order to raise produc-
tivity of farms. This means that agricultural pro-
duction especially in this sector has nearly dou-
bled during the past thirty years and is the main 
contributor to food security.28 Subsistence farming 
on the other hand, which is more common in rural 
areas, lacks technological and fi nancial input and 
is therefore more vulnerable to disasters such as 
droughts and fl ooding. Although agriculture is 
practised in both rural areas and on commercial 
farms, the input to food security in terms of pro-
duction volume is higher on commercial farms. 
Commercial farms are profi t-driven, which means 
that food availability and affordability is largely 

driven by the economic principles of supply and 
demand. This can negatively affect food security 
especially in inner cities where residents do not 
always have a constant income fl ow. 

Apart from producing suffi cient amounts of 
food through commercial farming, there is a need 
to develop policies that will accentuate the attain-
ment of suffi cient levels of food security for all cit-
izens of a country. Since 1994, the South African 
government intended to increase public spending 
in order to improve the food security of many 
South Africans, particularly those who were in a 
historically disadvantaged position through vari-
ous legislation and policies. There have been land 
reform policies and programmes that were aimed 
at transferring 33% of arable land to previously 
disadvantaged communities. These programs in-
cluded the Land Reform Programme of 1994 which 
had three branches namely Land Restitution, Land 
Redistribution and Land Tenure Reform.29 An ad-
ditional program aimed at redistributing land for 
farming purposes was the Land Redistribution 
for Agricultural Development Programme (LRAD) 
of 2000. LRAD was intended to assist people in 
acquiring lease land for agricultural purposes. The 
general feeling was further that LRAD should be 
strictly for purposes of commercial farming.30 The 
situation however remained unsatisfactory until 
2000, when the government decided to formulate 
a national strategy to deal with food security is-
sues in the country. This strategy is called the 
Integrated Food Security Strategy for South Africa 
(IFSS).31 The vision of the IFSS is in accordance 
with the defi nition of food security offered by the 
Food and Agricultural Organisation of the United 
Nations (FAO). The vision is ‘to attain universal 
physical, social and economic access to suffi cient, 
safe and nutritious food by all South Africans at 
all times to meet their dietary and food prefer-
ences for an active and healthy life.’32

The IFSS uses a development approach that 
entrenches public private civil society partner-
ships and focuses on the food security of house-
holds while still keeping national food security in 
mind.33 The operation of the IFSS can be summa-
rised as follows: 

Food security interventions will ensure that  ●

the target population that experiences food se-
curity gains access to productive resources; 
If a segment of this population is unable to  ●

gain access to such resources, food security in-
terventions will ensure that those people gain 
access to income and job opportunities to en-
hance its purchasing power; 
Food security interventions will empower peo- ●

ple to have access to safe and nutritious food; 
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Food security interventions will provide that  ●

the state provides relief measures in conditions 
of disability or extreme conditions of destitute; 
and 
Food security interventions will precede using  ●

analysis that is grounded on accurate informa-
tion of which the impact will be constantly 
monitored and evaluated.34

In spite of this promising picture, South Africa 
faces a wide spectrum of challenges for ensuring 
food security. These challenges range from issues 
at national level to issues at household level. At the 
national level these challenges at the time of the 
adoption of the IFSS were inadequate safety nets for 
the country’s poor and weak disaster management 
systems.35 This refers to the fact that South Africa 
does not yet have a structured system of how to re-
spond to food security disasters such as droughts 
or fl oods.36 At the national level, the challenge is to 
create economic conditions that would favour poor 
households that suffer from food insecurity. 

At the household level, many families have in-
suffi cient and unstable food supplies. Additionally, 
many households do not have the capabilities to 
produce enough food. Further challenges are the 
lack of access to funds in order to purchase food, 
which has as underlying problem limited income 
opportunities as well as poor nutritional status.37 
These challenges still remain evident today and 
improvement has to be made on both national and 
household levels. Dealing with these issues has to 
be a continued process by policy makers in gov-
ernment and civil society. 

Income Generation and Availability 
as Determinant of Food Security

Urban residents, especially in inner cities, need 
income to survive and to ensure food security for 
themselves and their families. Thus, they need 
stable employment in order to ensure a stable and 
constant level of income. In this regard, there exist 

Figure 1 Average Household Incomes in Cities of South Africa (in ZAR)
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signifi cant income differences between cities of 
South Africa (see Figure 1). This implies that the 
vulnerability of urban residents to food insecurity 
also differs among cities. 

According to De Swardt et al. (2005), fi ve 
sources of income exist in South Africa. These 
are wages, grants, temporary employment, self-
employment and other sources of income. Wages 
constitute the largest source of income, almost 
60%, while social grants are the second-highest 
source of income, especially in rural areas, 
at 17%.38

It is important to note that the expenditure of 
urban residents also differs signifi cantly among 
the cities of South Africa (see Figure 2). Thus, 
higher expenditure on food paired with other com-
modities such as accommodation, transport and 
electricity means that urban residents have less 
money to spend on other necessities for ensuring a 
healthy and sustainable livelihood. 

Urban Agriculture as an Alternative 
for Ensuring Urban Food Security

Urban agriculture is one of the main alternatives 
for ensuring urban food security and how to 

ensure that people in urban areas have suffi cient 
food resources. The contribution of urban agri-
culture to food security is a subject that has been 
researched and documented in many countries 
in the developing world as an important facet of 
urban survival. The United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) in 1996 identifi ed several po-
tential advantages of urban agriculture: 

For the poorest of the poor, it provides good access 

to food. For the stable poor, it provides a source 

of income and good quality food at low cost. For 

middle-income families, it offers the possibility of 

savings and a return on their investment in urban 

property. For small and large entrepreneurs, it is a 

profi table business.39

In South Africa urban agriculture is also viewed 
as one policy option to strengthen the asset base 
of the urban poor. Rogerson (2000) argues that 
the debates surrounding urban agriculture in 
South Africa in essence have been divided into 
two different schools. The fi rst school which is the 
mainstream group is generally positive and very 
optimistic about the contribution that urban agri-
culture can make. An evaluation was made on the 
use of urban agriculture in Cape Town and it was 
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concluded that it ‘offers gardeners an opportu-
nity to become involved in a development strategy 
which holds tremendous potential and which can 
expand into an entrepreneurial activity.’40 Thus, it 
can be used for more than solely the production of 
food. Income generation in an urban context is as 
important as the means to produce food based on 
the premise that urban residents have to buy most 
of the food they consume.

The second school or viewpoint regarding ur-
ban agriculture in South Africa is that of people 
who suggest that caution should be exercised 
not to view urban agriculture as anything more 
than an alternative safety net for the urban poor. 
Rogerson argues that urban cultivation plays a 
modest role and that the most optimistic claims 
are more congruent with the discourse on develop-
ment than with the actual practice of cultivation.41 
A perspective like this is not necessarily against 
urban agriculture as a tool to address the needs 
of the urban poor, but it makes the plea that ur-
ban agriculture needs to be understood in terms 
of those who undertake it. The discourse would 
then be ‘more in line with the practice, views and 
aspirations of the cultivators themselves.’42

There are however diffi culties that the imple-
mentation of urban agriculture in South Africa 
still faces. In most provinces and municipalities 
there are no clear, coherent policies that can guide 
the management of the implementation of urban 
agriculture in South Africa.43 Access to land with 
secure tenure is another obstacle for municipali-
ties and local governments. A lack of co-operation 
between municipal departments, NGOs and com-
munity-based organisations (CBOs) that are in-
volved in urban agriculture is also a constraining 
factor in some cities. Apart from these institu-
tional constraints, there are social and resource 
constraints too. 

The fi rst big resource constraint, as already 
mentioned, is the access to suffi cient land with 
secure tenure. Urban zoning is an important as-
pect to consider here since suffi cient vacant land 
is needed in order to successfully promote urban 
agriculture. Access to suffi cient water resources 
is the second big constraint regarding resources.44 
Water is a key factor in agricultural productivity 
and Sub-Saharan Africa suffers from a serious 
lack of investment in the development of water 
resources.45 Among the various social constraints 
the most frequently encountered include a lack of 
commitment of participants once land has been 
secured, a culture of dependency, infi ghting be-
tween competing groups for control of resources; 
skill defi ciencies on the part of participants and 
project co-ordinators and theft.46

Conclusion and Recommendations

The rising food insecurity in urban areas is a great 
cause for concern. This needs to be dealt with 
through concrete and clearly defi ned policies and/
or effective implementation strategies. There is a 
need to rethink current policies of urban develop-
ment and current urban programming. Therefore, 
it is imperative that more attention is given to 
the following: 

Income generation in urban areas and specifi - ●

cally inner-cities. New forms of income genera-
tion should also be researched and developed 
in order to ensure stable levels of income for 
longer periods of time.
Food production through urban agriculture  ●

and urban gardening. Co-operation is needed 
between all role-players in managing the im-
plementation of urban agricultural projects, in-
cluding municipalities, local governments and 
city councils. Attention should be given to the 
question of whether South African cities would 
be able to create suffi cient space for urban ag-
riculture. Zoning of specifi c land for the use of 
urban agriculture is here a factor to consider 
for policymakers and urban  planners. 
The sources of food in terms of where food  ●

comes i.e. if the food is coming from commer-
cial markets outside the city or from markets 
in the city itself. 
Concerted efforts are needed to ensure that ur- ●

ban and inner-city environments are healthier 
for the people who live there. This includes 
giving more attention to research on the nutri-
tional status of urban populations. 
Improving strategies through which the urban  ●

poor gain access to food. This should particu-
larly form part of municipal strategies. 
Effi cient allocation of funds for food supple- ●

mentation programs and nutrition education 
programs.

To conclude, it is imperative to note that ongoing 
research on the issue of urban and especially in-
ner city food security is needed in order to fully 
understand the complex dynamics of this issue 
and to acquire more information on the diverse 
conditions and the different stakeholders re-
garding food and nutrition insecurity in urban 
centres. This would include adopting a more in-
tegrated and holistic approach to these problems. 
More detailed and in-depth knowledge through 
research will be one of the key tools to combat 
the ongoing struggle for survival of so many ur-
ban residents in the modern African city of the 
21st century. 
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