
inhabitants from participation and as
such full citizenship. 

In the municipality of eThekwini in
KwaZulu-Natal, UA is a multi-functional
tool that is increasingly addressing a
broad range of livelihood issues. The area
represents a diversity of agricultural
practices within the periurban and urban
confines, from Umbumbulu where
organic vegetable production has become
popular, to Mpumalanga where
numerous community gardens play an
important role in achieving food security
for the least resourceful. The popularity
of UA has attracted attention at all levels
of government, from the local Municipal
Parks Office to the Department of
Agriculture. There has also been
international interest and support to local
CBOs and NGOs engaged in UA,
particularly those extending their efforts
to support households affected by
HIV/AIDS. But consistently it is
individuals, those reliant on UA, who
remain the most determined and active
in pushing UA forward. A survey
conducted in 1992, which looked at the
urban areas presently contained within
the expanded eThekwini municipality,
found that 25% of households surveyed
were active in UA, 10% of whom were
selling their produce (May et al, 1995).
The study concluded that while the levels
vary between economic groups,

participation in UA is not so much a
question of who does but rather of who
doesn’t. UA is most common amongst
middle-income earners (i.e. those with
relative access to resources). 

More recently research was undertaken
to investigate the role of UA in three
communities: Umlazi, Wentworth and
Isipingo, all of which are located in the
South Durban Basin (SDB), an area of
mixed industrial/residential use located
in the southern half of the eThekwini
municipality. Described as the “economic
heartland” of Durban, the SDB “is an
environmental ‘hotspot’ containing areas
of heavy industry and residential
development located in close proximity
to one another in a topographically
contained region” (Roberts et al., 2002).
The SDB is home to auto manufacturers,
oil refineries, paper mills, and various
other forms of light and heavy industrial
activity. Despite concerns about
pollution, residents are deeply attached
to their communities and since
democratisation are increasingly vocal
about the industrial threat to their lives
and livelihoods. Many of the inhabitants
can still nostalgically recall the rich
natural history, including farming and
fishing, of the area. 

STUDY AREAS
The three areas chosen for investigation –
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n South Africa today one can observe
conscious movement towards
changing the use of urban space to

encourage interaction and participation.
Various organisations and bodies are
exploring the relationship of land use,
citizenship and entitlement. South
African civil society is attempting to
renegotiate historical distortions
regarding land access and usage. This
process is understood as“
democratisation in the participation of
land governance” (Huchzermeyer, 2004).
Many South Africans are reshaping their
communities in response to local needs
and interests, and through this process
are establishing new identities. Urban
residents are breaking down a legacy of
planning devised to control movement
and segregate communities. Such steps
are necessary for a country that
previously excluded the majority of its
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In an economically and racially segregated
city, urban agriculture (UA) can be a tool for

political and social transformation that
modifies the physical structures by

developing meeting grounds, linking areas
and eliminating buffer zones. In

transforming the physical spaces, UA can
change the way people identify themselves

and engage with one another. These are
critical elements in the discussion of

sustainable livelihoods and the alleviation of
poverty. 

I Umlazi demonstration garden
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Wentworth, Isipingo and Umlazi –
represent former Coloured, Indian and
African townships respectively and as a
result offer distinct economic, social and
political perspectives. Research in all
areas was divided amongst growers on
individual/backyard gardens, communal
and school gardens and informal ad-hoc
gardening mostly on public land.
Motivations for gardening varied
significantly amongst the three areas,
reflective of socio-economic access and
security. In Umlazi gardening is
predominantly a communal socio-
economic activity; in Isipingo individuals
(mostly retired) engage in UA for a sense
of personal worth and household
contribution; and in Wentworth UA is
used as a tool for community organising
and political mobilising. But while the
significant trends vary within each area,
all respondents expressed common
interests in nutrition, food security,
household income, and community
development. This article examines UA
activity within the three communities
giving particular focus to the findings
from Umlazi.

UMLAZI
With a population of close to 75,000,
Umlazi is by far the largest of the three
communities studied. Consisting of both
formal and informal housing and
settlements, the former township is
diverse in its landscape extending
broadly about 20 kilometres inland from
the East Coast. 

Following the international trend of food
producers – 80% of respondents from
Umlazi are women, mostly retired, living
in heavily dependant households. The
same percentage of respondents relies on
government grants as their primary
source of income. UA in Umlazi
represents an important source of
economic and nutritional benefit. But as
the research revealed, UA also provides
an important arena for social interaction
and community building.

Since its inception in 1894, the area has
been a source of discussion and dispute
regarding allocation and management of
land. Today land management is a
complicated confusion of holdings
ranging from Traditional Authority to
private,  municipal, provincial or national
ownership. With regards to UA the
diversity of titles creates a complex

situation. Any request for tenure must
first determine the appropriate owner, a
process that can take several years,
delaying access for the local growers.
There are currently several community
projects that have been denied official
status from the Parks’ Board due to the
lack of clarity of land ownership. And
while gardening is still likely to continue,
official status is necessary for the funding
and information offered by the
municipality. In spite of the difficulty in
acquiring secure land title, agricultural
activity is prolific in Umlazi. There are
persistent examples of informal UA

initiatives on public land, such as the
visible roadside vegetable cultivation of
beans, pumpkin and maize. 

FUNCTIONS/BENEFITS
As mentioned, the formal income levels
for the majority of respondents are low,
necessitating a broad range of economic
activities. While UA-related activities in
Umlazi contribute to  reducing
household vulnerability by offering a
direct or indirect income source, the
primary benefits of the gardens are not
economic, but rather social and political.
Currently those most active in UA
(women) do not have the necessary
resources (time and inputs) to make their
gardens economically viable. The
profitable commercial gardens are being
managed full time by individuals with
limited constraints (primarily men).
Therefore, although the potential for
economically beneficial UA exists in
Umlazi, the current socio-economic
distortions make such a reality
inaccessible to the most vulnerable.
Within this context, UA has a diversity of
functions with regards to community
development. The gardens support a
range of projects and interests from
individual households to communal
kitchens for people infected with
HIV/AIDS.

The abundance of informal production
on public land in Umlazi is indicative of
the dense settlement planning and the
decreased accessibility of households to
open spaces compared to neighbouring
Isipingo and Wentworth. With limited
private landholdings and marginal public
gathering spaces, the spatial allotment of
UA meets an important demand.
Respondents placed socialising as one of
their primary motivations for engaging in
UA, above nutrition and income. In the
gardens people come together to
organise and build networks thereby
facilitating an important link in local
political development. Growers use their
gardens as a spatial tool for community
building, something that was previously
restricted during apartheid. The gardens,
communal and individual, operate on
subsistence and commercial levels, with
memberships consisting of of women’s
groups, neighbours and community
organisations. 

The consequences of HIV/AIDS
permeate all three communities and
efforts to support those affected are
extensive. Projects include a support
group run out of the Prince Mshiyene
Hospital in Umlazi and the distribution of
food to affected households identified by
local growers. In many instances, gardens
are being cultivated simply to feed
neighbouring households. “Nutrition is
important” one woman exclaimed, “If we
do not eat we will not survive”. Gardeners
in all three communities recognise the
real and immediate benefit of locally
grown food. This sentiment was
confirmed with the HIV/AIDS support
group at the hospital in Umlazi whose
membership has tripled in the last year.
Participating growers welcome the
possibility of sidestepping lengthy
bureaucratic processes of other support
programmes to receive the direct
consumable benefits of food from the
gardens. Community response through
UA alleviates a household’s inability to
meet its nutritional needs whether
because of a limited budget or
debilitating illnesses such as HIV/AIDS. 

In most cases, growers (especially those
gardening informally on public land)
maintain good relations with their
neighbours, as they understand that their
existence is dependant on community
support. Furthermore, growers promote
the notion that their UA activities provide
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Informal gardening along the roads
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a service by discouraging squatters and
thieves who would potentially make use
of vacant untended land. Growers often
mentioned the issue of crop theft, either
as a source of conflict and loss of income
or as an indication that food security is
eroding and people are hungry. 
The support provided by Umlazi’s
communal UA activities is necessary and
appreciated. Similar efforts exist in
Wentworth and Isipingo, where local
women are using their gardens to offer
safe spaces for those who are at risk:
battered women and youth. The gardens
are refuges for both emotional and
physical healing. Entire gardens are
devoted to benefiting physically
disadvantaged children and orphaned
children. The direct and indirect benefits
associated with UA in the SDB are filling a
gap not met by formal systems of
assistance. 

ORGANISATION AND MUNICIPAL
SUPPORT
Levels of organisation and representation
varied amongst the three communities.
UA is often one branch of a larger
network of activism that feeds into local
politics both at a municipal and provincial
level. In Umlazi, where socio-economic
access has historically been the most
distorted, the farmers themselves create
the primary mechanism of support for the
UA. Together with all those interested, the
farmers have formed the Umlazi Farmers
Association (UFA), which has close links,
with not only the eThekwini Municipality
but also with the Department of
Agriculture. This association bridges the
periurban division of rural and urban and
is a major stakeholder in facilitating and
supporting urban agriculture. 

Discussions with local consultants and
city managers revealed a high level of
interest, awareness and enthusiasm for
UA in the area. But the problem of limited
resources for inputs and support was also
repeatedly reiterated. The eThekwini
Parks Office, largely responsible for UA,
made it clear that the municipality’s
interest is to see UA as part of the
successful recycling, of people producing
goods that can be sold in the local market,
thereby creating self-sufficient
households that can grow their own food
and earn an income. Although there are
numerous successful individual gardens
in all three areas, the municipal focus is
directed towards supporting community

efforts with the intention that benefits
will diffuse into households once larger
growth is achieved. Local-level food
security is the first priority of the gardens.
Once this has been achieved, market
opportunities can be considered,
including expansion projects like
irrigation, nurseries and composting. But
above all, housing is the municipality’s
foremost objective. UA applications in
competition with housing projects will be
rejected. 

At the eTheKwini Municipal Depot in
Umlazi, there is an Urban Agriculture
Demonstration Garden, a unique feature
in the municipality. Here growers are
invited to attend free weekly
permaculture classes. As well as crop
production, growers are taught good
farming practices including organic pest
control, green manure, composting and
water harvesting. Umlazi community
farmers chronically lack basic production
inputs such as seeds, tools and
information. Demonstration Garden
facilitators offer the farmers appropriate
methods and space to share experiences
and knowledge and build community
linkages. At the Depot, farmers can also
collect materials and seedlings supplied
by the Municipal Parks Office.

Beyond the Demonstration Garden,
municipal fallow land under Parks Office
jurisdiction can be “leased” at no cost to
community groups if they show initiative,
organise collectively and complete the
necessary application forms. Organised
growers with official community garden
status can also receive moderate support
from the municipality in the form of
Starter-Packs (tools, seeds and
information). The Parks Office recognises
the resource constraints of households
and therefore encourages alternative
programmes such as water harvesting,
composting and grey-water recycling
systems. Officially communal plots can be
divided and farmed individually, but
eThekwini would like to see “sharing” of
crops, to promote diversification of diet
and better nutrition. 

There are further plans for collaboration
between the Parks Office and the
Department of Agriculture to encourage
broader funding opportunities,
knowledge dissemination (extension
agents), etc. Parks officials recognise the
potential of coordinating funding efforts

and development strategies to facilitate
UA and small business ventures. Working
with the Department of Agriculture,
connections between farmers and
projects in areas such as the Umbumbulu
and Mpumalanga could be strengthened.
Linkages between various sectors and
stakeholders also expand the possibilities
of exposing farmers to the skills needed
not only to farm but also to run
businesses and market their products.
There is currently a project to create a
database of all local UA activity, from
community gardens to individual farmers.
With this information, authorities will be
more able to recognise the needs and
capabilities of local farmers. However the
transmission of information is difficult in
such an environment, which is largely
made up of non-affiliated individuals and
groups. In addition to information
gathering and distribution, the economic
accessibility of female gardeners must
also be strengthened in order to increase
the benefits of UA. Basic infrastructure
(fencing, storage and irrigation) is
required to support the current efforts of
the local growers. And finally, the growers
must be acknowledged for their
contribution to community sustainability
by providing a source of fresh food to
vulnerable households.

UA is diverse and prolific in the South
Durban Basin. The multiple roles of the
gardens reflect the multiple needs of the
community as well as the versatility of UA
to adapt to local conditions. Within the
SDB, UA is providing a tool for
strengthening food security, a source for
building social networks and a space to
challenge and redefine historical patterns
of distribution and support. UA in the
SDB offers a model of local development
for South Africa. The historical patterns of
inaccessible planning can be addressed by
the spatial claims made through the
gardens.   
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