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Urban Agriculture as a concept in urban planning in South Africa. Example from Port Elizabeth.


Background





My experiences in this field derive from a short-term work in comprehensive urban planning in Kimberley and Port Elizabeth in 1998, within a Swedish  project, financed by Sida, and two months of volunteer work in Port Elizabeth in 1999. During the latter period I was cooperating with a British agronomist, James Ogborn. Together with politicians and ”grass roots” we tried     to constitute a network for urban agriculture. This resulted in an ”Urban Agricultural Task Team”. This team was formally established by the Council.





Port Elizabeth is a city with approximately one million inhabitants, situated on the south east coast of South Africa. Kimberley  is the centre of diamond mining in the middle of the country with around 200 000 inhabitants. Port Elizabeth is growing very fast. Thousands of people are coming into the city every month, some of them accompanied by cows or goats. Most of them are settling illegal on areas at the fringe of the city.  People are moving in from the countryside also from Kimberley, but in a lesser number.





Both cities are situated in areas dominated by  steppe.  Both are characterised by green, shady, divine parts with big trees and large woody gardens with beautiful houses on the one hand, and on the other wider areas with small houses, mostly shacks, in densley built groups, surrounded by dry, dusty land with some small shrubs and grass here and there and very few trees.  It is apparent that the natural basic conditions do not differ very much between these parts. With as much water, organic material and fertiliser that are used in the green parts  the desert like parts could be as pleasant and fruitful as the green ones.     





My task in the planning team was to bring in the concept of urban agriculture into the comprehensive urban plan. I spent most of the five weeks working time in each town  meeting and listening to people – single persons and organised groups in the townships and local politicians and employees at the city council - to investigate the needs, interests and possibilities for urban agriculture. I met lots of people struggling to get something to grow in minimal house gardens and on land around schools, hospitals and churches. I met people with very interesting ideas for example to produce catfish in the partly cleaned waste water of Kimberley and to use the organic waste from the  city for compost or permacultural methods for gardening.  However, I also met lots of resigned and dejected people with no ideas, no hope and no energy to use their time and their  environment for something productive. The apartheid system has put its heavy stamp on many of the South African people. 





Urban agriculture in the plan for Port Elizabeth


In this paper I will confine myself to the draft of the comprehensive urban plan for Port Elizabeth�. The principles for urban planning which I will discuss, however, are similar for both cities but more evident in Port Elizabeth because of  greater influx and greater unemployment.  The draft plan was produced by South African and Swedish planners in cooperation and discussed in different political and interest groups in Port Elizabeth. My work as an expert on urban agriculture left few marks in the plan. However, more important is that the Urban Agricultural Task Team  influenced on the drafting, even though the adjustment can appear small in relation to the  proposal as a whole.





For Port Elizabeth an estimation was made 1998 of a population growth from approximately one million to 2.3 – 2.9 millions by the year 2020. At the same time the increase of the employment in the formal sector was estimated to 95 000 – 285 000 persons, depending on the economic growth rate (3% or 6%). The higher economic growth rate the larger population. 





The unemployment rate for Port Elizabeth is difficult to define. Nobody knows exactly. The figure used in the plan is the total number of  employed, which today is 325 000. In the black townships the unemployment rate is likely to be far over 50 % and in the squatter areas employed people are exceptions. 





 The following main proposals are presented in the  plan document:





1. A system of so called urbs is suggested. An ”urb” is a unit intended to be as self-sufficient as possible. The maximum size is approximately 1000 ha with a population of approximately 100 000 – 125 000 inhabitants.





2. A highly effective system for human transports is suggested to make it possible for people to transport themselves between the townships and the workplaces and service. This transport system will link the ”urbs” together. 





3. Very high density in the ”urbs” is suggested to minimise the distances within the ”urb” and to the transport system and to minimise the costs for water and sanitation pipes. It is also stated that high density will result in more land being available for urban agriculture within the ”urbs”. The goal is at least 30  dwelling units per ha. For low income families at least 40 dwellings per ha is proposed;  that is 250 square meters gross area per dwelling/family ( 4,5 persons). This area includes erf (plot) and a share of schools, industries, shops, churches, sports areas etc.  96 square meters out of these are counted as open space area which includes urban agriculture.  





4. It is a priority goal ”to recognise good agricultural land as a scarce resource and to ensure its protection for agricultural land”.





 The special chapter about urban agriculture starts with the statement that it is estimated that there are approximately 50 000 indigent families in Port Elizabeth and that 70 percents of the population earn less than R1500  per month (around 225 Dollars). Then it is pointed out that:”Urbanisation is by its definition an activity that departs from the rural life based on agriculture and animal husbandry. People moving into urban settlements tend to cling to their rural activities as a means of providing for their families”.


  


Further, it is stated that a vegetable garden on the back or front yard of the dwelling is the most practical way for urban agriculture but that many do not have sufficient space around their homes. A community  garden is therefore an alternative. Vacant sites in very dense residential suburbs are proposed to be investigated and promoted as market gardening sites. Land that is planned for housing but not yet developed is suggested to be considered for food- gardening in the interim.  





Concerning stock farming, a new By-law is introduced and will be implemented. According to this law it is not permitted to keep animals within the urban area. Those animals already existing there must be registered and kept in certain places, which are critical for the Municipality to identify. The intention is that stock farming will not be permitted on a large scale even in the appointed places, and only existing stock, no newcomers, will be dealt with.





As a conclusion it is stressed that: ”Within the urban pattern certain forms of agriculture, such as food gardening, could take place where this does not mean increased urban sprawl”. 





Inconsistencies


It is good that urban agriculture is taken seriously in the planning process. It is a new phenomenon in the history of town planning. Though, reading the document thoroughly, you can find many inconsistencies, reflecting the fact that people with very different views have been involved in the work. The Urban Agricultural Task Team has made a great effort to bring in their issue as much as possible. But, the task of introducing a new aspect into urban planning during the last phase of the planning process is difficult and needs to be discussed further and in a bigger context. 





Let us start looking at some of the inconsistencies. For example, the proposal that land for urban agriculture ought to be identified within the ”urbs” will be difficult to carry out if the goal of the density will be realised. There will be very small possibilities for gardening around the houses. Besides, less than 100 square meters per dwelling unit are meant for public open space, including community gardens.  This open space area is also meant for recreation, stormwater management, biodiversity, environmental education etc. Squares and plazas, sports fields and parks are also important places that must have space. Community gardens thus will have to compete for very limited areas with lots of  other interests       





It is also worth considering that urban food-gardens nowhere in the document are pointed out explicitly as a land demand. It is only places without other interests that are assigned for such purposes. The space that is reserved in the plan for agricultural land is only areas in the outskirts of the city and they are explicitly meant for big scale agriculture. There is a risk, thus, that any other activity like housing, churches, commercial activities, golf courses and sports fields will be prioritised, as up to now.  There is, however, land pointed out for large scale farming and market gardening purposes west of the city. This area will be reserved now and in the longer term as it is the only land available for these purposes. 





”Urban sprawl ” is a horror often expressed in relation to American cities, with enormous areas of detached houses, where people  are totally depending on private cars. The warning for  ”urban sprawl” is repeated in many places in the document, but  is not discussed in connection to the problem with lack of garden possibilities around the dwellings.  Maybe ”urban sprawl” could be a positive phenomenon for urban agriculture in South Africa? The risk for increasing the number of private cars is anyhow very low in Port Elizabeth with regard to the poverty.





I am questioning the relevance of applying the same basis for town planning in the case of South Africa as in towns in parts of the world with high employment rate and with a planning history based on a perspective of unlimitied resources. The instruments of physical planning are developed from the conditions in the industrialised western society, based on the fundamental principle of a functional separation between work and leisure or in other words between production and reproduction. 





The situation in the growing cities in the third world is totally different from that in the first world, mainly due to the unemployment rate. The living conditions in the townships of Port Elizabeth for example cannot be separated into work and leisure, production and reproduction.      A vast majority of the people there is unemployed and very poor. Many are balancing on the edge of survival.  They spend their day in the home environment or walking around the city looking for job, making some little earning now and then. Their home is a schack in a densley built area. The small ground outside the very tiny house is used for storing stuff and for outdoor activities  and is necessary to give place for the childrens play and  meeting relatives and friends. There is very little space for production of food or other things. In spite of the minimal space some people have a cow or some goats, pigs or chickens, which are very disturbing to the neighbours because of smell, flies and noise.





Thus the basis for physical planning in these towns should not be the employment and consumption way of life but the unemployment and the sustainable way of life. In such an urban  plan the housing area should mean something else than only a place for reproduction, rest and consumption. The housing area is in fact the most important place for survival for these inhabitants.  The goal for the planning should be to create the best possibilities to earn a living without employment; a living based on self-production and informal economy. That means space for other activities than just cooking, eating and sleeping. Food-gardens and animal raising should be among the most important life supporting activities there.


 


The explicit over-all  goal for the comprehensive urban plan for Port Elizabeth is maximum economic growth. To achieve this growth the aim is to create an environment  that is attractive to (foreign) investors. Of course it is a favour with lots of unemployed people within short distance, with no competing means of provision.  Minimal costs for salaries are of vital interest for the entrepreneurs.





The plan presents two scenarios of economic growth, 3 % and 6 %. It is stated: ”Both scenarios assume a higher growth in the total economy than over the last 25 years. The gap between employed in the formal sector and the rest of the population will tend to increase in both scenarios. However, in the High Growth scenario the public sector will have the economic capacity to increase transfers and maintain services for the entire population. The assumption is that it will be difficult in the Low Growth scenario.”





I hesitate, though,  that economic growth really is the primary interest for the large number of unemployed people if the consequence is very densley built housing areas with small plots and no place for food-gardens or other small enterprises. How urgent is a transport system for people with no reason, no job, no money to transport themselves compared to a piece of land for subsistence food production? What if high economic growth does not occur?  If no increased transfers  will be possible despite an increasing population? Then the possibilities for life- supporting production in the home environment will be of crucial importance to the poor.





Very dense urban areas are badly vulnerable systems. As the survival of the inhabitants is totally based upon import of food, lack of money is a much bigger problem there than in most rural areas, where it probably is possible to get at least some sort of food. Every decrease in employment rate and every increase in food prices makes it more profitable for the individual to grow some food or keep some animals. In a very dense urban area you have very small possibilities to cope with this situation. 





There are always  different interests behind a plan. Sometimes they coincide. Apparently this has been the case during most of the last century in industrialised welfare states like Sweden. During this time the model of living for the majority of the people has been constitutetd from the base of employment, salary and consumption.  It is still the case in the industrialised western world. The daily life for most men is divided into paidd working time at a workplace and unpaid free time at home. For the women the time is mostly divided into  paid working time at a workplace and  unpaid working time at home. Some women spend all their daily life at home at least during some periods of their lifetime. This has led to the housing areas being planned for ”reproduction”, i e rest, sleep, child care and house work as cooking, washing, sewing etc. They are planned for consumption, not for production.





In the case of Port Elizabeth, though, the different interests are apparently conflicting. Apart from these conflicting interests, an explanation to the planning philosophy behind the  plan, could  be that instruments, developed in the first world, are used unreflectingly, specially  when foreign planners are involved or the native planners have been educated abroad. It is similar to the use of  first world techniques, which are often not appropriate to the conditions  in the third world countries.


An alternative planning philosophy


In my Final Report from the work in Port Elizabeth, I made a proposal for another way of planning  which, however, was not accepted by the planning team for the comprehensive urban plan�. I used the same basic concept with ”urbs” but suggested space for urban agriculture being included in the dwelling unit, ”urbas”. With the presumption that full self-sufficiency of food would require 300 square meters per person, the result would  be 6,5 dwelling units per ha (du/ha). That is the prevailing density of the well-to-do areas of Port Elizabeth, for example Summerstrand. 50 percent self-sufficiency  would result in 10,7 du/ha and 20 percent in  22,1 du/ha.





There are many different suggestions of the area needed to feed a person. The span is between 100 and 800 square meters. Of course the requisite area differs with the climate, the soil, the access to water and fertiliser and the diet of the family – vegetarians need less area. The suggested areas however, are based on labour-intensive integrated agricultural methods, using organic fertilisers to keep and improve the fertility of the soil. 250 square meters are suggested by Dr Gus Nilsson in Botswana� and 300 square meters by Leberecht Migge, a former garden designer in Germany (1881-1935)�.





I also raised the idea to offer bigger plots to the inhabitants with building permissions for two or three houses. This would create a flexibility and give the choice to the plot owners whether they would build one house and use the rest of the area for agriculture or build a workshop or another dwelling-house for grand-mother or to let or sell.  If this successively would lead to a densification of the suburb, so what! It would be the single family to make a profit and not an exploiter. This might also be a way to handle the fact that the family sizes in reality differ between 1 and 15 persons, which is a serious problem where the plots are too small to allow for the enlargement of the minimal dwelling-houses.  This idea was not  taken up seriously either by the planning team.





A presumtion for bigger plots is to minimise the costs for pipes for sewage. That is one of the reasons why it is urgent to implement modern recycling technology instead of transporting the sewage by fresh water to the sea.  


Allotment gardens versus home gardens


Allotment gardens in the neighbourhood of the homes are proposed in the plan as one possibility for food production. In Port Elizabeth there are some allotments situated on common area and on ground outside churches, schools and hospitals. Most of the gardeners are struggling with lack of resources like water pipes, fences and tools. In some cases they have to walk a very long distance. If allotment gardens shall be a real possibility for food production to the majority of the poor people in the townships, they have to be established in a big scale and close to the housing areas.  Initially people also may need some financial support. It is envisaged that the Urban Agricultural  Task Team will control some pilot projects for food gardens.





A house garden is  definitely preferable to an allotment garden for many reasons, specially for women. With a couple of children it is hardly  possible to walk away from home very often to maintain and harvest the food-garden. Also, the garden in the back- or front yard is more safe both against thefts and against straying animals. It is noticeable that many households in South Africa consist of only women and children; sometimes also some elderly people. That fact ought to be an important starting-point for the town planning. An additional advantage of the home garden is that it is easy to use sewage water and organic waste from the household in the garden near the house. This, however, requires education.   





There is an urgent need for trees and shadow in the housing areas for the poor. Many trees have been planted as part of different projects but lots of them have been disturbed by animals, playing children, vandalists, lack of water etc. If the people have bigger plots they can plant trees themselves and take care of them. Trees can also give fruit to the households. 





A garden near the house can also be a wonderful complementary room. Poor people need quality of life as well as rich. Many families are big and most houses in the townships are very small. The space outside the house is useful for lots of other things than just food production.





Environmental issues


There are many expressions in the plan document for Port Elizabeth, which  show a  consciousness and concern about environmental issues. For example it is suggested to investigate  the possibilities of turning the organic waste from Port Elizabeth into compost to be used by the market gardening areas that prove food to the city.





In the plan for Port Elizabeth, it is noticed that water is a limited resource. The present supply of water to Port Elizabeth will only be sufficient until the year 2005. It is an explicit intention to decrease the water use. 





Another explicit goal of the Municipality, however,  is to eliminate the bucket system by bringing water borne service to all areas in Port Elizabeth. One of the main reasons for minimising the plots is to minimise the pipes for fresh water and sewage to obtain as low costs as possible for the housing.  





Lack of water is one of the main restraints for agriculture in places with a climate like that in Port Elizabeth. Optimally  every drop of water should be kept  and used for food production instead of being used as a means for transport of excrements to the sea. The urine and excrements should be used as fertilisers.  The water toilet is an evident example of engineering,  that is unsuitable for South Africa. It is developed in countries with different economic and natural conditions, which can afford such wasteful systems, at least for a period.  Sweden has lots of water and has not yet had enough economical reasons to fully develop ecological sanitation for our own use, even if there are such systems on the way. There are in fact a lot of examples in Sweden where composting and urine separation toilets are installed, even in blocks of flats in the cities�.





The poverty is another obstacle for the water toilet. In townships where water and sanitation are installed, often the water toilet  does not function because of lack of money to buy toilet paper.  By use of  cardboard boxes and other available things the toilet soon stops to work.


 


It ought to be a task for the so called developed countries to assist in refining and implementing modern ecological sanitation everywhere in the world.





There are lots of knowledge and experiences available to develop  sustainable systems to reuse water and nutrients in urban agriculture�, There are also lots of interesting ideas for intensive gardening. One of the most inspiring ideas is ”The Productive Homestead” by Dr Gus Nilsson in Gaborone in Botswana. He claims that a 1000 square metre plot including a house can feed a family and pay for the building of the home over a 20-year period�.  He has also   developed ideas for using Nigerian Elephantgrass for purifying waste water.  As this grass is exceptionally productive, it should be a splendid opportunity as forage for cows kept in community kraals.  This could be integrated systems, solving the waste water problems as well as the problems with animals, straying around in the cities. Such so called  zero-grassing methods will be necessary when starting to implement the new By- laws in Kimberley  and Port Elizabeth.





In Port Elizabeth an idea for a model-project was under development in 1999 in cooperation between the inhabitants in a former squatter area and the British voluntary agronomist James Ogborn. 1500 families are living in the settlement. They have formed an association and bought the area in order to develop a legal settlement, named Joe Slovo Settlement. The area is situated at the fringe of the city with small possibilities for a conventional water borne sewage system.  This project was possible by means of the housing subsidies being used in a very unconventional way, supported by the former Minister of Agriculture and Land Affairs, Mr Honecamp. Mr Ogborn proposed a system using a combination of shallow short term pitlatrines and double-dug vegetable beds. This is a hygienic water saving system, used by him in an Eritrean refugee camp in north-eastern  Sudan. The rain-fall in the location is low, approximately 400 mm. The effective adoption of this system, however, depends on the level of education attained by the people. They are very concerned about agricultural and environmental issues and intend to be as self-sufficient as possible. The hygienic risks of using the system should  be evaluated very thoroughly in the local environment before being used in a larger scale.  





Conclusions


It is my opinion that the prevailing view of the influx of people to the cities as an inevitable and even desirable process has to be reviewed. It is often said that ”people go to the city because they want to”. Of course this is true for many of them, but I also met lots of people, both in Kimberley and Port Elizabeth, who missed the rural way of life and dreamt about a smallholding, which today is unattainable for them. As long as people have no choice – no  land, no schools, no hospitals, no transport systems in the countryside - they will continue to move into the cities. The will is not free in this case.  And the buyers of manpower will go on regarding this as a favourable situation because it will permanent the possibilities to get very cheap labour.





 Strategies that encourage and facilitate small-scale farming and provide services in small towns and in the countryside have not been tested enough.�  They could help to decrease the great influx to the big cities.  Urban agriculture in big cities is not a desirable situation but a necessary means for unemployed people to survive there. Rural agriculture is still the most convenient way to produce food.
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