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Preface 

Phuhlisani is working with the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries to prepare a Policy on 
Extension and Advisory Services. A number of specialists in the field were approached by Phuhlisani 
and asked to write short opinion pieces on the subject. These are available on the dedicated website 
http://www.extensionpolicy.za.net. and can be downloaded from there.  

This document consists of the first fifteen articles written by these specialists compiled into one 
document for the participants in the provincial dialogue workshops which will be taking place in each 
province during the month of October 2012.  

These articles reflect the opinions and/or findings of the authors, and are in no way a reflection of 
Phuhlisani Solutions cc. 
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Extension Opinion No 1 

What a useful extension programme would look like – Andrew Cochrane 

Andrew Cochrane the Manager for LIMA Rural Development Foundation in Mpumalanga and Limpopo 
contributes the first opinion piece on the state of extension in South Africa and what can be done to 
make extension systems more effective and responsive 
 

In participatory rural appraisals and semi-structured interviews conducted with small holder farmers in 
Mpumalanga, it is often distressing to see the results of stakeholder analysis. In most cases, the 
government extension services don’t feature in the stakeholder analysis and when questioned about 
the role played by extension the reactions tend to be negative:  

• “The whole system is a problem, the services are non-existent, the extension officers don’t visit 
us and they don’t know what’s going on”,  

• “There is no supervision of the extension officers, so they just do whatever they like, if I don’t 
supervise my workers on the farm they also will not do what they are supposed to, so actually I 
blame their managers”,  

• “The extension officers are not equipped, they know less than the farmers, that’s why they don’t 
come because they have nothing to say”,  

• “It used to be that if you have a problem and you call them then they come, but now they don’t”. 

When asking farmers what a useful extension programme would look like, the first reaction was to say 
that it should first seek the opinions of farmers and find out what they need, not just do something that 
they don’t need. Other things needed include institutional support and governance training to farmers 
associations and cooperatives, access inputs for farming, access to markets, technical assistance such 
identifying and providing solutions for pests and diseases. Training is most often identified in the areas 
of bookkeeping, record keeping and budgeting. This type of training is generally not available from 
government extension but has been provided by organisations such as Mpumalanga Agri-Skills 
Development Trust (MASDT), GiZ’s Mpumalanga Rural Development Programme, Lima Rural 
Development Foundation and SEDA. 

While it is impossible to please everybody all of the time and such negative reactions are also found in 
private sector extension services, we can and we should be continually looking at how we can improve 
our approaches and outputs to farmer support. Some approaches essential to a transformational 
farmer support service are: 

• A client oriented approach. The farmer is our client and we are there to provide a service, for 
which we are paid either by the farmer, the government, a donor or the private sector. Emphasis 
should be shifted from activities to outputs reflecting delivery. A client oriented approach seeks 
first the opinion and needs of the client and ends with assessing the achievement of that need, 
while always being accountable to the client.  

• A livelihoods framework approach encourages participatory planning and will assist the 
extension officer to take a holistic view of assets and capabilities as well as vulnerabilities of a 
community, association or individual farmer. 

• Social facilitation and organisational skills are essential for extension officers to develop and 
utilise. Such skills are valuable to conduct meetings, determine farmer needs and priorities, 
evaluating impact and assisting farmers to develop collective social capital.  

• Effective management systems, targets and reviews are necessary to provide guidance and  to 
extensioners in the field.  
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• Toolkits for extensioners, such as planning charts, planting tables, participatory planning 
guidelines, budget templates, constitution development guidelines. Many of these tools are 
already available on the internet but are not known. 

• Incorporate a broad spectrum of farmer support organisations; the job is far too big to do alone. 
Partnering with NGO’s and private sector allows for counterpart competencies and innovation.  

• Utilise “master farmers” to complement extension. Lima implements this system whereby 
proven successful farmers can provide advice and mentorship support to 6-8 neighbouring 
farmers for a small monthly stipend. 

• Develop regional strategies in consultation with regional stakeholders who have good 
understanding of the communities, conditions and climate of the region. 
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Extension Opinion No 2 

What can be done in the former homelands? – David Cooper 

David Cooper writes about the challenges of providing extension services in the former homeland 
areas and suggests a changed role for government. 
 

Mbizana and Lusikisiki are some of the most productive farmland in South Africa; good deep soils, 
wonderful rainfall and a mild climate suitable for grains, vegetables, fruit, timber and industrial crops. 
The difference as you cross from KZN is stark. There land is productively used but in the Eastern Cape 
the land is fallow.  

How did this arise? Is the difference due to land tenure, or to poor support services? 

In the early 2000’s government created programmes to stimulate production. This included grant/ loan 
finance over 5 years. The impact was noticeable as fields that had been fallow were now flourishing. 
Unfortunately, the moment loans needed to be repaid the production dried up.  

The conclusion to be drawn is that the approach followed was not sustainable. It was based on creating 
a dependence, intentionally or not does not matter.  

This leads me to the conclusion is that government extension services are unsuccessful at delivering 
productive small scale farming development. Trapped within a bureaucracy, they are not flexible enough 
to reach farmers, assist them to obtain the necessary factors of production, and produce viable 
farmers. Of course government has an important role in regulation and facilitating smallholder 
development, but does it require a public extension service to do this? 

There are examples of successful industry led extension. Perhaps in SA the best example is in the sugar 
industry, where an extension service is linked with a quota-based guaranteed market and farmer 
support where necessary. Undoubtedly this model deserves further scrutiny in other agricultural sectors, 
and could include public private partnerships. Unfortunately, when sugar prices go through a downturn 
in a cyclical fashion, small scale producers are ditched. So industries are fairweather friends for 
smallholder farmers. 

It seems to me that the best prospect for a sustainable extension service is for farmers to contract and 
manage their own extension service. As the owners of their own extension service, they can determine 
the quality of the service provided, and call the service to account.  

How can this be achieved? Government and industry can rather use the funding for extension to fund 
farmers associations and unions to recruit the best available service. With proper support, industry can 
step in with confidence and support smallholder farmers, sometimes paying them a premium for 
example for their Fairtrade credentials. Smallholder and large scale farmers can work in partnership, 
with the extension service providing the linkages. There is a wealth of research, knowledge and 
technology that can be accessed by a focused knowledgeable extension service. 

David Cooper has over 35 years experience in the land sector. He has worked for the Environmental 
and Development Agency (EDA), the Land and Agriculture Policy Centre (LAPC), in the Ministry of Land 
Affairs and at Teba Development. Currently he is working on the community work programme with 
LIMA. 
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Extension Opinion No 3 

Scale up in New Ways - Not More of the Same – Michael Aliber & Ruth Hall 

Michael Aliber and Ruth Hall do the (sobering) maths to count the cost of extension and argue for 
alternative ways of scaling up extension support. 
 

Everyone agrees that agricultural extension services are in a poor state. What is the plan to remedy 
this? It’s inconceivable to think of realising the National Development Plan’s vision of an extra one 
million jobs in agriculture unless extension is addressed. What’s the problem? We argue that the 
problem is multi-faceted: there’s too little extension, it reaches too few people, too seldom, it’s of 
variable but generally poor quality, and frequently inappropriate to the situations and needs of farmers. 
Most of the attempts at improvement over the past 30 years have tinkered at the edge of this massive 
challenge.  

Too little 

In 2005 the national corps of public extension staff was approximately 2800. The ratio of extension 
staff to commercial and subsistence farmers was estimated as follows: 

    Commercial farmers: 1 : 21 

    Subsistence farmers: 1 : 857 

    Combined: 1 : 878. 

These are averages. But how many people actually benefit from extension services? One  indicator on 
offer is from Stats SA’s 2009 General Household Survey, which found that among agriculturally-active 
black households, only 1.8% had had contact with an extension officer within the previous 12 months. 
When looking only at those black farming households that are considered smallholders (ie are farming 
primarily to derive a cash income), the figure is much higher – but still quite modest – at 13.6%. This 
suggests that, to the extent that extension services are available, they are concentrating on those who 
are farming primarily to derive an income, but that overall, the vast majority of black farming 
households are getting no benefit whatsoever from extension. 

Too expensive 

The biggest worry with extension is arguably the fact that small as it is in terms of footprint, it already 
absorbs a lot of budget. For the 2009/10, the collective expenditure of provincial agriculture 
departments for extension and advisory services was about R2.1 billion, in return for which about 47 
000 agriculturally-active households received one or more visits from an extension officer.  This works 
out to R44 000 per visited household for the year, which is about three times the annual tuition for full-
time study at UCT.  In fact there has been some progress since 2009, seemingly on account of the 
Extension Recovery Programme (ERP) (in 2011, 76 000 households were reached at an average cost of 
about R30 000), but the cost of extension remains very high relative to how many (few) people benefit 
from it.  

Not good enough 

It is not only the numbers of extension staff which is the critical factor, but rather their capacity to 
deliver, which in turn is influenced by their level of education, their ability to advise on matters beyond 
primary production (e.g. farming as a business), clients’ geographical spread, and the extent to which 
local farmers’ groups/associations through which extension officers could operate (Department of 
Agriculture 2005).  
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A study by the University of Pretoria, commissioned by the Department of Agriculture, found that 63% of 
farmers judged that their extension worker had no advice of value to offer while 37% percent conceded 
that they sometimes have information of some value (Duvel 2003). Problems arose from the low 
qualification and competence of extension workers, necessitating an extensive and structured support 
programme. 

So, the potential expansion of support to small-scale farmers raises a serious question about how 
suitable quality and coverage of extension would be provided. Having said that, the above-mentioned 
study is old, and the ERP has focussed not only on increasing the numbers of extension officers, but 
also improving their technical knowledge. Any yet, it is still unclear if enhancing the current approach is 
correct, or rather identifying a different approach altogether.   

A different approach 

So we have too little extension, it’s of variable but often poor quality and, while it accounts for a large 
share of agricultural spending (about 25% for the 2012/13 budget year), and it is reaching only a small 
proportion of those who need it.  

Here’s the nub of the problem: How can we substantially scale up provision of extension services to 
reach most small-scale farmers, and at the same time improve the quality and appropriateness of 
extension advice?  

The ERP would appear to be a movement in the right direction. However, it is fundamentally 
‘incrementalist’: it seeks to take the current approach to a higher level, but it remains essentially the 
same approach. And yet, scaling up the existing model to a more satisfactory level would be 
prohibitively expensive – expanding the size of the extension corps even by a factor of three, or even 
doubling agriculture budgets, will not reach even the majority of farmers.  

We need a different approach. There is a need to test and refine new models that make better use of 
existing resources, such as farmer-based extension models, and draw in non-state service providers. 

First, we need to determine viable extension models. These need to be appropriate cost-effective 
models that provide real value added, with methods of delivery that extend impact considerably, for 
instance through farmer-based models.  

One way we can move forward is to commission reviews of international best practice in order to 
identify new approaches that can be adopted and adapted in South Africa, using innovative learning 
methodologies.  

As we explore and adapt lessons from elsewhere, a new approach could be geographically focused in 
districts with large numbers of small-scale farmers and with high potential, focusing extension efforts 
where there is the greatest potential for high and widely-shared payoff.  

Dr Michael Aliber is an agricultural economist and a widely published researcher. Associate Professor 
Ruth Hall is a senior researcher at the Institute for Poverty, Land and Agrarian Studies at the University 
of the Western Cape. 
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Extension Opinion No 4 

Pro poor extension – Mike Murray 

Mike Murray highlights the limits of extension approaches based on transfer of technology and argues 
for a pro-poor approach to extension. 
 

Historically, the term ‘extension’ became synonymous with extending University and research 
knowledge to the farmer and rural dweller. In turn Western agricultural departments (and their Colonial 
derivatives) have used extension to ‘extend’ departmental services and products to change farmer 
behaviour in a direction prescribed to by government policies. Such a ‘top-down’ approach to extension 
has been further reinforced by different techniques (such as the ‘Training and Visit Method’) and for 
decades there has been a blurred overlap between training and extension.  

Equally, the historic role of extension in SA has had a strong knowledge transfer, or even a training 
component. Under the country’s previous dispensation where support services were largely delivered to 
the established commercial farmer, there might have been justification for that. But now, with the focus 
being on the emergent farmer, perhaps the extension officer posts should have their largely-inherited 
job descriptions re-visited. 

‘Training’ and ‘extension’ must be different, particularly in a development context. While training 
enables people through skill acquisition; extension is more about encouraging people to change their 
farming behaviour. However training and extension must be mutually reinforcing (e.g. it is no good 
motivating farmers to start using fertiliser if they don’t know about fertiliser types, crop fertiliser 
requirements and fertiliser application rates). And both trainers and extension workers must be 
competent in technical and communication skills. That is a required competency in social/community 
development that should set the extension worker apart in the new dispensation.  

Perhaps that is why current extension effort – largely devoid of community development competency - 
seems only successful amongst those emergent commercial farmers who least need to improve 
productivity and income (the more ‘progressive’ emergent farmer)? 

Social development (empowerment) encompasses a broad concern for the development of people, for 
improving people’s lives, for facilitating people’s own decision making, and for allowing participation in 
such decisions. Outcomes of such should include a reduction in dependence, the development of 
initiative and motivation, and the heightening of critical awareness to enable people to appraise their 
own identified options.  

How to introduce this complex but needed extension skill into emergent farming? Here are some 
practical actions that would be worth considering: 

• Choose extension officers on the basis of displayed “missionary zeal” and a passion to help the 
poorest groups, rather than on technical qualifications alone. 

• Build required participative communication and people skills into extension officer training (the 
extension officer should be both a “giver” and a “receiver” of information). 

• The support services provided by a Department of Agriculture should be responsive to the call 
from an extension officer to assist with the declared needs of a target group (too often a support 
service is delivered independently, and driven by a separate agenda). 

• Extension officers should initially concentrate on building trust, respect and acceptance by their 
target groups (could a case even be made for peasant farmers to select the extension officer?). 

• The extension officer should strive to identify and target the poorer members of his/her 
constituency and the particular constraints that they face (too often an extension worker will 
concentrate on more advanced and vocal farmers who respond best to extension). 

• Farmers should be encouraged to identify their own problems and to develop their own 
solutions to them. 
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• Always ensure that new technologies and approaches fit well and are validated on target group 
farms, particularly in terms of prevailing local cultural and social values, before expecting that 
they would be widely adopted. 

• Always allow farmers to change at their own selected pace – if change is perceived to be 
universally beneficial it will not be slow. 

• Remove any bureaucracy that might stultify the need for extension flexibility and creativity.  

Mike Murray is an agricultural economist who has worked in agricultural extension. He currently works 
as an independent consultant. 
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Extension Opinion No 5 

Developing specialist extension services for new dairy farmers – Jeff Every 

Jeff Every, CEO of Amadlelo Agri sets out his ideas for a partnership to improve support services for 
new entrants to a competitive dairy industry which has seen a dramatic reduction in its farmer base. 
 

Amadlelo was established in 2004 by 70 commercial dairy farmers in the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-
Natal. The aim was to take under or unutilised land and develop it to its full potential; train local 
community members in dairy farming and management and address some of the issues currently 
facing the dairy industry in South Africa. 

Amadlelo is regularly approached to provide dairy consultant type advice to new entrants into the dairy 
industry. Amadlelo does not have the finances or human resource capability to be able to provide this 
service.  

The following is suggested as a way that this issue could be addressed in a combined effort between: 

• Amadlelo Agri 
• Agricultural Consulting Services 
• University of Fort Hare 
• Department of Agriculture (National) 
• Department of Rural Development and Agrarian Reform (Eastern Cape) 

The Milk Producers Organisation (MPO) as the commodity organization representing the interests of all 
dairy farmers in South Africa. 

It must be said that this report does not follow a comprehensive needs analysis of new entrants but 
reflects on what what Amadlelo has done to support it’s own farm managers that are new in the dairy 
industry and our responses to the enquiries that have been received from new entrants into the dairy 
industry. 

Because of historical inequality new entrants into the dairy industry do not have the privilege of having 
grown up on a dairy farm and therefore lack practical exposure to many aspects of dairy farming that 
are taken for granted by those who have. 

The support programme for new entrants, given the complexity and competitiveness of modern dairy 
farming, needs to be redefined to enable these new entrants, be they farm owners or managers, to be 
adequately equipped and supported as are the current long established dairy farmers. 

Certainly in the Eastern Cape area most of the successful commercial dairy farmers have a 
comprehensive consulting backup in place as well as benchmarking facilities and they generally belong 
to study groups. 

The needs of new entrants are at least this and more. 

We see the support structure as follows: 

1. Dairy Extension Specialist – duly qualified BUT also duly experienced in all aspects of modern 
dairy giving one on one advice but also through study groups as indicated below. They need to 
know the practical ins and outs of all aspects of practical as well as theory and if they don’t 
know be able to call on their relevant data base of suppliers and problem solvers. Amadlelo 
would like to select from the pool of talent that is within the Department of Agriculture and then 
train and experience these graduates on their own farms for two years insuring that they have a 
thorough theoretical and practical knowledge of applied dairy farming in the widest sense.  



Extension Policy Opinion Pieces: Sharing ideas from www.extensionpolicy.za.net  
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 10 

2. Dairy Study groups linking experienced dairy farmers and new entrants – providing proper 
benchmarking information as an aid to problem identification and solving 

3. Backup services to dairy extension specialist from Amadlelo in practical dairy farming. 
4. Backup Services to Dairy extension specialist from academic institutions. 
5. Involvement of the dairy commodity group as is currently the case with short course for the dairy 

industry as a whole and also the current course that are given to new entrants. 

This comprehensive approach will ensure the best chance of these farmers being able to take their 
rightful place in an industry which has seen its farmer base reduce from over 7500 in 1998 to just 
2500 farmers currently. This massive reduction in numbers has been more than compensated for in 
growth of individual farm sizes as a response to tight margins and shrinking profits. 

Only those who have access to knowledge resources as well as the latest technology adapted from low 
cost leaders such as new Zealand are managing to grow and thrive given the current attrition of high 
cost traditional TMR ( Total Mixed Ration ) dairy farmers. 
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Extension Opinion No 6 

Mainstreaming conservation and biodiversity - the extension challenge – Farayi 
Madziwa 

Farayi Madziwa from Conservation South Africa critically reviews agricultural extension and examines 
how to promote agriculture productivity and economic viability whilst simultaneously conserving 
biodiversity and agricultural resources 
 

Historically agriculture has been the primary livelihood in rural landscapes and at times, also within the 
urban setting (urban agriculture). Currently the sector is characterized by high levels of poverty, a failing 
land reform programme, low profitability especially for the emerging farmer, rising cases of 
unsatisfactory labour practices on farms and uncontrolled ploughing of virgin land. These challenges 
have led to rising tension between conservation agencies and farmers, a trend that appears to be 
common in Southern Africa, affecting agricultural performance in the region. In addition, performance 
within the sector is further hampered by limited interaction between technology developers and 
extension staff, poor communication between actors in extension service delivery, administrative and 
institutional arrangements and biophysical factors that relate to wind, rainfall, and various factors 
affecting soil health.  

While many of the challenges facing the agriculture sector in the past can be traced to inapt policy 
design processes and gaps in policy implementation and enforcement, an important aspect (and one 
identified in the 2001 state of the nation address under the theme “vision for South African 
Agriculture”), is innovation and knowledge sharing and development in agricultural extension services. 
This is especially important bearing in mind the added risk imposed by climate change to the agriculture 
sector. In the past, agricultural extension service delivery has not been effective mainly due to the 
following:  

1. Poor quality extension support due to the low quality of formal extension education and the lack 
of appropriate in-service training.  

2. Gaps between extension and research and a lack of focus on communal and small scale 
producers given that most research capability remained targeted at the commercial sector. 

3. Outdated extension methods that fail to capture current international phenomena e.g. climate 
change mitigation and adaptation. 

4. Increasing farmer debt due to the imbalance between high input use encouraged by extension 
services and actual farm production and yields. 

A major challenge facing extension services is mainstreaming conservation of agricultural resources 
and biodiversity into agricultural production and expansion. Conservation South Africa (CSA) is piloting a 
demonstration project (the Biodiversity and Red Meat Initiative) using its extension staff to capacitate 
commercial and communal farmers in Namaqualand, Northern Cape Province, to rise to this challenge.  

In partnership with WWF South Africa, CSA has also developed a best practice land management 
reference, namely the Living Farms Reference (LFR). This tool provides a reference for ensuring that 
agriculture productivity and economic viability are upheld whilst simultaneously conserving biodiversity 
and agricultural resources and additionally building resilience against climate change. The Living Farms 
Reference is based on contemporary international best practice knowledge and advice that has been 
tailored to apply to the South African farmer and to the local environment, and is intended to be used by 
extension services in order to better support farmers. It addresses economic, social and environmental 
concerns at the industry and farm-level.  Drawing from this reference, industry-specific guidelines have 
been developed such as the Right Rooibos and Sustainable Mohair guidelines, as well as the South 
African Brewery’s “Better Barley” guide.  

The fundamental principles underlying the LFR have also been incorporated into other guidelines such 
as the Protea Growers Manual, Red Meat Producers Best Practice Guideline and the Woolworths 
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Farming for Future initiative. Conservation South Africa has also developed a monitoring and evaluation 
tool (the i-Farm) that uses record books and excel spreadsheets to record and analyze data from 
individual farmers. CSA is also now looking to develop this tool as a web-based application using 
telecommunications technologies to collect and analyze data from individual farmers, supporting 
sustainable land management and providing for efficient and effective information transfer for 
agriculture extension. These tools have been piloted in the Northern Cape and Western Cape Provinces 
and are currently being introduced in the Eastern Cape.   

In order to amplify the impacts of these tools, Conservation South Africa in partnership with 
Stellenbosch University and an overseas based academic institution is at an advanced stage of 
developing an inter-disciplinary post-graduate course in Sustainable Agriculture as well as a Further 
Education and Training (FET) course. Both will be SAQA (SA Qualifications Association) registered and 
will provide practical on the ground training to would-be extension officers, while the M.Sc course would 
be valuable to students and extension officers alike who wish to broaden their knowledge and 
specialize in a specific area. The curricula takes a systems-approach that considers whole landscapes 
and considers the broad value of ecosystem services, including the externalities of farming such as 
downstream effects of effluent, or nitrogen cycles in a landscape. The first intake of students for the 
M.Sc is expected in 2014. 

Adequate and appropriate provision of extension services is paramount for any food security 
intervention strategy that is to be rolled out at scale. There needs to be a paradigm shift allowing 
extension service delivery to consider the limits to production imposed by agricultural natural resources. 
Extension services that encourage intensive and unrestrained application of commercial fertilizers and 
the failure of these services to integrate traditional knowledge and contemporary farming methods, 
including the continued use of research and education that stands aloof of the needs of farmers has 
proven to be a costly exercise to government and a loss of livelihood to the farmer.  

Mainstreaming innovative tools such as the LFR and climate smart approaches into extension service 
delivery is critical to provide timely, adequate and appropriate support for farmers to maintain 
productivity on their landscapes while simultaneously sustaining the ecosystem services that support 
sustained production at the farm level.  

For more info please contact: 

Farayi Madziwa 
Policy and Markets 
Conservation South Africa 
www.conservation.org  
Tel:    021-799-8708 
 

 

 

 

 

 



Extension Policy Opinion Pieces: Sharing ideas from www.extensionpolicy.za.net  
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 13 

Extension Opinion No 7 

The challenge of building resilient livelihoods – Jeremy Burnham 

Jeremy Burnham from the Sustainable Community Investment Program (SCIP) argues that current 
approaches to extension service delivery build dependency rather than enablement. He outlines the 
SCIP alternative. 
 

There are three basic problems with current approaches to extension services, particularly in the public 
sector: 

• They focus on delivery not enablement – we can forever “try harder” to deliver, but it’s a survival 
mechanism, not a development one. 

• They promote addiction not learning – service delivery protests reflect the resentment that 
comes with dependency.  Resilient communities are learning centres, taking responsibility for 
their own outcomes. 

• They erode trust and nourish a Mafia of corrupt officialdom and patronage. 

The Sustainable Community Investment Program (SCIP) proposes an alternative to this model, focusing 
on moving from the delivery of goods and services to the facilitation of communities’ ability to provide 
for themselves.  The belief that they cannot do this is a relic of our past – it sustains the myth of an 
incompetent citizenry so that power can conveniently remain centralised.   

The SCIP model is premised on the conviction that with skilled facilitation, communities - urban or rural - 
can rediscover who they are and mobilise to take responsibility for themselves and grow resilient 
livelihoods.  Three imperatives: 

• Grow the multiplier (the number of times money circulates before leaving a community).  The 
poorer the community, the lower tends to be the multiplier, so most of government’s billions in 
support grants go where they have least return in enhancing livelihoods.  To raise the multiplier 
SCIP supports the establishment and growth of vibrant local markets1  to encourage local trade 
in locally-produced goods and services2 . 

• Make employee/citizen ownership meaningful.  Markets just make it worthwhile to produce 
goods and services.  To actually produce them locally, people have to come to recognise that 
they are not without productive assets.  Local assets (land, water, labour, work-places…) are 
ascribed a value so that individuals recognise they already own resources, and can engage in 
the marketplace with substance. 

• Create Community Trusts.  Once we have markets and “asseted” people, we need a way to 
nurture the trade that is now made possible.  Community Trusts are a vehicle to manage these 
resource flows.  They generate understandable budgets and administer their spending, learning 
and growing from their own experience. 

Our people may be despondent but they are not inherently lazy or incompetent.  The role of extension 
services is not to supply the needs of everyday survival.  That should be only an emergency bridging 
expedient.  If people are to regain their creative connection with themselves and each other, this role 
has to morph into one which elicits their own capacity to beneficiate local resources into enhanced 
living standards.  Not an easy role - it may be the most difficult on the planet, and one which requires 
training, trust and courage.  But it is the only role that is not just digging a bottomless pit of dependency. 
 Existing SCIP interventions3  demonstrate that it works. 

Notes 

1. In the early 1960’s the then government closed down some 360 local produce markets, 
replacing them with 13 central marketing boards.  This effectively collapsed local rural 



Extension Policy Opinion Pieces: Sharing ideas from www.extensionpolicy.za.net  
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 14 

economies in this country, resulting in mass rural destitution and a consequent abundant 
supply of cheap labour to the mines. 

2. The markets will be the first visible manifestation of a SCIP-style intervention.  They may be daily 
or periodic, fixed or mobile, but always exciting, inviting.  They can incorporate: 

o Relevant local extension services 
o Pay points for any government or other grants 
o Financial facilities – a bank or stokvel 
o Entertainment – music, theatre . . . 
o The facilitator, who will use her creativity to highlight to the community gaps in the 

market, and her networks to link with skills and resources to bridge those gaps 

The Siyavuna project on the South Coast is an independent and thriving rural community project, 
started in 2008, developed with SCIP-trained facilitators.  
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Extension Opinion No 8  

Extension needs to be more about livelihoods – Charlie Shackleton 

Charlie Shackleton argues that a sectorally divided approach to extension is doomed to failure as 
people depend on multiple sources of livelihood. 
 

There is widespread consensus that the agricultural extension services in South Africa are failing to 
have much beneficial impact on agricultural practices, sustainability or income.  A variety of contributing 
factors have been identified, such as poor visibility and presence on the ground, insufficient or 
inappropriate training, weak or absent management, inadequate vision, lack of commitment, neglect of 
the poorest and most constrained farmers in favour of the already successful farmers, and more. The 
relative magnitude of these different factors varies from place to place. Similar comments have been 
made about the forestry extension services. 

Debates around what needs to be done to address these shortcomings focus largely on technical or 
financial fixes to deliver more of the same. There are some voices for a total overhaul and 
transformation of the extension services, typically centred on a pro poor orientation. Such a goal is 
obviously attractive and a clear rationale is not hard to develop.  Yet, the discourse remains sectorally 
divided, focussing either on agriculture or on forestry or on fisheries (as does this invigorating 
conversation promoted by Phuhlisani).  This contradicts of one of the most central tenets of rural 
livelihoods and existence in South Africa, namely, that livelihoods are diverse and that very few 
households relay solely on just one livelihood strategy or income source (cash and non-cash). Thus, I 
suggest that extension services orientated on optimising farming or forestry will be doomed to failure as 
they will not be offering knowledge, innovation and advice on how to reduce poverty in all its dimensions 
or improve livelihoods generally because they are dealing with only a subcomponent at any one time.  

Livelihoods of the rural poor in South Africa are diverse. Cash and non-cash income includes arable 
cropping, livestock husbandry, home gardening, collection of multiple natural resources (such as 
firewood, medicinal plants, wild foods), local casual wage labour, petty trade, migrant wages, state 
grants and remittances.  An extension service needs to focus on the land-based strategies of arable 
cropping, livestock husbandry and natural resource use, but not individually and sectorally, nor in 
ignorance of other livelihood needs and incomes because the mix of the three land-based strategies will 
vary in relation to the magnitude, reliability and nature of other household income streams.   

Of particular interest to my co-workers and I over the last couple of decades has been the contribution 
of natural resource consumption and trade to livelihoods, incomes and poverty alleviation.  There is now 
a wealth of data, information and understanding on this contribution, demonstrating that natural 
resource use typically contributes about one-quarter or one-fifth of total livelihood accruals, not to 
mention their invaluable role as safety-nets in times of shock or adversity, and the importance for 
cultural traditions and ceremonies. For many households and regions the income contribution from 
natural resources it is greater than either arable cropping or livestock husbandry, and at times both 
combined. Therefore, an extension service focussed solely in agricultural activities will always be 
neglecting, and at times perhaps even undermining, a large component of local livelihoods. Currently 
there is no extension service to support the productive use of such resources. Neither agricultural nor 
forestry extension officers are trained or knowledgeable about how to advise on sustainable harvesting 
practices or limits for different natural resource types or species, on propagation or management 
approaches, on value addition options, or on markets for natural resource products. Yet, if the supply of 
such resources is compromised in some way, perhaps by land alienation, land transformation to 
agriculture or infrastructure, over harvesting or uninformed harvesting restrictions, then local livelihoods 
are negatively affected, poverty potentially deepened and adaptive capacity compromised. People in 
such situations must adapt to coping with less, travel further to harvest what they need, or use scarce 
cash resources to purchase substitutes.  All because decision-makers, development planners, and of 
pertinence here, extension officers, are too often blind to the value, multiple roles and importance of 
these resources in rural livelihoods.  
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In summary, an extension service of the future needs to: 

• Be focused on livelihoods rather than on land use production sectors 
• As such, be: 

o integrative across all livelihood sectors 
o adaptive to changing livelihood needs as local and external opportunities come and go 
o sensitive to resource and environmental sustainability as it underpins all land-based 

livelihood strategies 
• Have a pro poor  focus 
• Be grounded on securing livelihood and  food  security as the basis for promoting sustainable 

livelihoods, especially of the poor 
• Build and promote agency, diversity and adaptability within households  
• In communal areas, encourage local communities to develop secure, viable and locally 

supported governance mechanisms for land and natural resource use  
• (as an aside! - Be climate change smart) 

  



Extension Policy Opinion Pieces: Sharing ideas from www.extensionpolicy.za.net  
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 17 

Extension Opinion No 9 

Extension in the Western and Northern Cape Provinces – David Catling 

David Catling, former director of the Land Development Unit reflects on the evolution of agricultural 
extension services in the two provinces and assesses current extension needs. 
 

Previous extension services 

Disadvantaged small scale farmers (SSF) in the Western and Northern Cape Provinces consist mainly of 
rural communities in the Coloured Rural Areas (CRA) and other church lands, and urban and peri-urban 
black vegetable growers. Neither category received any meaningful extension services before 1994.  

In surveys of CRAs, farmers could not recall any significant contacts with agricultural officials except for 
visits of livestock inspectors. Many SSFs had no knowledge of the Department of Agriculture, and most 
sources of agricultural information were from within the family or from fellow farmers. They were totally 
cut off from new crop varieties, and advances in modern fertilizer use and pest control. 

The period 1993-95 saw transformation within the Western Cape Department of Agriculture (Elsenburg) 
and institutions of the Agricultural Research Council (ARC) to rectify this situation. It was crucial to start 
closing the gap between the existing services, almost exclusively for white commercial farmers, and the 
very different needs of disadvantaged SSFs.  

Elsenburg established the Small Farmer Development Centre, which started working in several CRAs. 
They then retrained their research and extension staff, and adopted participatory methods. At the same 
time, agricultural courses at Elsenburg, and to some extent at Stellenbosch University, were 
restructured to accommodate the new clients. The ARC institutes, led by ARC-Infruitec, initiated the 
Farming Systems Research and Development Programme which coordinated work on the problems of 
SSFs growing fruit and vegetables. (Historically the institutes in the Western Cape had also served some 
farmers now situated in adjacent provinces.)  

Other noteworthy organizations involved in extension at this time were the parastatals: Boskop Training 
Centre which gave practical skills training to SSFs; and Lanok which ran agricultural and community 
development projects, and managed state farms adjacent to some CRS. The NGOs: Abalimi Bezekhaya 
supported vegetable growers in the townships on the Cape Flats from garden centres at Khayelitsha 
and Nyanga; and the Land Development Unit (LDU). 

The LDU was established in 1992 for the support of resource poor and aspirant farmers, and peri-urban 
gardeners in the Western Cape Province and Namaqualand. Initiated nearly two years before South 
Africa’s first democratic election, it played a unique and pioneering role, acting as a catalyst and 
facilitator between the formal sector and SSFs. It served on a variety of the committees and working 
groups that abounded during these years of transformation. It convened and chaired the Interim 
Steering Committee for Small-scale Farmers in the Western Cape from 1992 to 1994, and also helped 
to restructure new diploma and certificate courses for SSFs. It was the first organization in the Western 
Cape to use the participatory rural appraisal (PRA) approach, and was the major provider of PRA training 
in the region. The LDU also ran a diverse training programme for government officials, development 
workers and farmers. 

Perhaps LDU’s greatest contribution was the reorientation of government officials, researchers and 
extension workers, and other development professionals, giving them participatory skills and new 
approaches, and putting them in touch with disadvantaged SSFs.It carried out operational grassroots 
projects with rural communities and vegetable gardeners in the townships. Grassroots projects, at the 
very heart of LDU’s strategy, uncovered valuable indigenous knowledge, stimulated informal R&D, and 
investigated suitable models that could be replicated elsewhere. For instance, on-farm trials with farmer 
cooperators were indispensable for revealing local conditions and cultural practices -- and in developing 
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innovation since the work is carried out under the actual conditions of farmers’ fields with the farmers 
as partners in the exercise. Group gardens were successful when there was strong, sustained 
leadership and a relatively low level of community conflict. Revolving funds were justified where farmers 
were situated a long way from the source of feedstuffs, medicines and other inputs, but thorough 
training and careful selection of the fund manager were essential. 

Extension needs of small scale farmers 

The Interim Steering Committee identified four major problems of SSFs: finance and credit; access to 
land and tenure; water for livestock and irrigation; training, extension and support services. The farmers 
themselves said they badly needed: agricultural information, soil analysis, advice on fertilizer use and 
pest control; and training in general farming skills, agricultural finance and marketing -- particularly for 
vegetable production, small stock farming and animal health.  

Other major extension needs identified were: research on specific crops, farming systems using lower 
inputs and smaller scales of production, and relevant audio-visual materials. It was recognized that the 
farmers themselves need to be taught  

(i) basic field skills such as measuring and calculating seed, fertilizer and pesticide rates for their fields; 
calibrating application machinery; the value of high-quality seed; recognition of pest and disease 
symptoms in crops and small livestock.  

(ii) business and organizational skills, financial management, bookkeeping, record keeping and 
marketing. 

When the LDU closed down in 2004, Elsenburg’s Farmer Support and Development wing had been 
‘designed and implemented on the LDU model’ and was being ‘replicated throughout the Province’ 
(Isaacs, 2008). The three relevant issues below remain important to this day.  

Strategy of field projects. Working constructively with disadvantaged SSFs is not easy and is much more 
than ‘technology transfer’. Before undertaking a development project it is essential to gain an 
understanding of the social dynamics and leadership situation in a community. Farmers are introduced 
to the concept of innovation, new agricultural potential is uncovered, and new capacities and skills are 
learnt. It should be a mutual learning process, both parties respecting carefully defined project 
responsibilities. 

Technical recommendations for emerging and inexperienced commercial farmers. Farming systems 
must not be too costly, sophisticated or difficult to sustain, but should be appropriate to farmers’ 
resources, skills and understanding. Moderate cropping intensities, input levels and yields are gradually 
increased as farmer experience and confidence grows. The testing of new models and appropriate 
farming systems (best carried out by researchers in farmers’ fields) should take place simultaneously. 

Vegetable growing in the peri-urban areas. The support services offered by NGOs are usually based on 
the organic approach (no fertilizers or pesticides) resulting in poor yields that discourage the growers. A 
more scientific approach needs to be introduced here. 
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Extension Opinion No 10 

Improving district level co-operation between public, private and NGO sectors is key – 
Louise de Klerk 

Louise de Klerk CEO of the Timbali Technology Incubator proposes strategic district collaboration to 
prevent duplication of services and orient stakeholders to small farmer needs 
 

1. When considering priorities for public sector extension and research services and its future role, I 
would like to use one extension officer as an example that Timbali is working with, Peter, in 
Limpopo. “Peter” worked with his large constituency of very rural based, low skilled, but dedicated 
small scale farmers for 10 years and has developed a strong trust-based relationship. The 
extension officer has in fact become the gate keeper of his small scale farmer constituency as he 
has witnessed, over the past 10 years, various bona fide, but also fly-by-night institutions that 
insist on interacting with the farmers to obtain data, do training, lend money and sell products, 
etc. Peter is intimately acquainted with the indigenous knowledge and modus operandi and the 
particular constraints and challenges that his farmers face.  

2. When considering how extension and research services can best support small holder producers, 
the suggestion is that strategic relationships should be forged and management planning should 
take place to prevent costly and ineffective duplication of services and turn it around into cost-
effective-farmer-need-oriented stakeholder engagement. 

3. Taking into account the practical example of the extension officer, “Peter”, when considering what 
should be the relationship between public and private and NGO extension services, I suggest that 
all Institutions (both Public and Private) should be listed in a district database to enable 
stakeholder identification and thereafter allow meaningful and frequent communication to take 
place to set the stage for future collaboration. A district oriented database, published on an 
independent, audited, provincial-based website should list past, current and planned 
interventions by government, private sector and NGO’s to  start to identify who is doing what and 
then start to measure the existing extent and impact of myriad services offered to small scale 
farmers. 

4. The most important aspect of services to small scale farmers is for the public, private and NGO 
sector to list their available extension services on the suggested database in such a user-friendly 
way that will allow the farmers to choose whose services they need at what time and at what cost. 
Once this information is available to the entire community, the relationship between farmers, 
extension and research can begin to be managed in a managed, but collaborative way. 
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Extension Opinion No 11  

The untapped potential of homestead agriculture – Albert Modi 

Prof Albert Modi argues that the erosion of extension services and the marginalisation of agriculture in 
the school curriculum undermines the potential of homestead agriculture. 
 

The erosion of public sector extension 

The success of commercial agriculture in South Africa has been as a result of a committed government 
that provided public support through qualified extension officers. These extension officers received 
general training at Diploma level, so that they could deal with issues of crop production and animal 
husbandry practically. Their training was based on scientific evidence that had gone beyond the 
theoretical stages of argument about its applicability. Hence, the extension officers were able to work 
closely with scientists or read science to extract information that would be shared with farmers. 
Effectively the extension officers were conduits of scientific knowledge.   

Farmers relied on the free public service to enhance their farming skills for decades. This allowed any 
farmer who had basic levels of education to grow from small-scale to large-scale commercial farmer 
level quickly. Farmers also worked in cooperatives that were reached easily by extension officers and 
government. In the past 30 to 40 years, the situation has changed dramatically. The role of government, 
through extension officers has been reduced or removed entirely.  

The hidden costs of private sector commodity led extension 

The private sector, through consultants, has taken this role. Consequently, only the (old regime) large 
scale commercial farmers or (new South Africa) middle class persons can afford private advisors. Many 
of the private advisors push agricultural commodities that replace those that have been traditionally 
used by the farmers for decades or even centuries. That way, the farmers are forced to shift their 
systems and rely on systems that may not be sustainable ecologically and/or financially. When 
traditional systems of agriculture are abandoned, sustainable agriculture is abandoned.  

Yield optimisation versus sustainable production systems 

Sustainable agriculture is the mode of farming that attempts to provide long-term sustained yields 
through the use of ecologically sound management technologies. This requires that agriculture be 
regarded as an ecosystem, and as such, farming and research are not mainly concerned with high 
yields of a particular commodity but rather with the optimisation of the system as a whole. It also 
requires looking beyond production economics and considering the vital issue of ecological stability.  

Proposals for change 

If the objectives of the National Planning Commission (NPC) of South Africa, particularly as stated in 
Chapter 5 (“Increased investment in new agricultural technologies and development of adaptation 
strategies for the protection of rural livelihoods and expansion of commercial agriculture.”) and Chapter 
6 (“Rural economies will be activated through improved infrastructure and service delivery, a review of 
land tenure, service to small and micro farmers…”) are to be achieved, we need to revert to the system 
that emphasises Agriculture as a School subject in order to:  

• provide basic knowledge and encouragement for the youth to study Agricultural Sciences at 
tertiary levels  

• create a foundation for an educated future farmer.  
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We cannot ignore the potential role of Agriculture in rural economic development. There is a lot of land 
in rural homesteads, which can be used to expand the contribution of Agriculture to the national Gross 
Domestic Product, while reducing food insecurity effectively.  

Policy must address the big issues 

Policy makers and funders should stop the superficial “rural development tourism” that is aimed at 
throwing financial resources for short term solutions to problems that need the participation of poor 
people and dedicated knowledgeable government staff. 

Professor Modi is an agronomist at the University of KwaZulu-Natal (School of Agricultural Sciences & 
Agribusiness) specialising in Seed Science and Technology. He also founded the Ezemvelo Farmers’ 
Organisation (EFO), the first association of small-scale farmers to obtain group certification in South 
Africa. 
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Extension Opinion No 12  

The importance of localisation - implications for extension – Janet Cherry & Pierrelouis 
Lemercier 

Janet Cherry and Pierrelouis Lemercier of the Nelson Mandela Bay Transition Network draw out 
lessons for the design and focus of extension from a recent review of urban agriculture. 
 

The importance of localisation (and what this might mean for the focus and design of extension 
services) 

NMB Transition Network has recently conducted a pilot study of urban agriculture projects in two wards 
of Nelson Mandela Bay. Our findings and recommendations have been given as input to the 
development of an urban agriculture policy for the City. However, we believe that the study has opened 
our eyes to a number of critical issues for agricultural extension services in both urban and rural areas 
of South Africa. 

NMB Transition Network comes from a starting point of promoting sustainable livelihoods in order to 
create resilient local economies. We believe that improving the quality of life of the poor is completely 
compatible with the transition to a low-carbon (even a zero carbon!) society. We aim to demonstrate this 
through practical, grassroots projects. In addition, we try to influence policy on a number of levels, in the 
city, the Province and nationally, on energy, rural development, agriculture and other related policy 
debates, by suggesting more natural processes that are the bedrock of sustainability.  

Our research shows, disappointingly but perhaps not entirely surprisingly, that almost all the urban 
agriculture projects in these wards are unsustainable. By unsustainable, we mean both economically 
and environmentally. The projects are dependent on external finance, in order to buy inputs – in 
particular chemical fertilizers and seeds. Moreover, they buy water from the Municipality, and many are 
dependent on the Municipality for the provision and maintenance of water and electricity 
infrastructure.  

The government departments supporting these projects have no training in permaculture or other 
principles of sustainable food production; moreover, the project members have little training in financial 
management or marketing. It was also found that a lack of coordination between the many projects’ 
initiators and financers caused large wastes of resources as well as contradictory messages that 
impede projects from joining their efforts. Weak initial planning and ownership by most beneficiaries 
were also found to be factors that caused these projects to be unsustainable. 

The problem of these urban projects are similar to those experienced by many agriculture and 
vegetable gardening projects established in rural parts of the Eastern Cape over the past decade. The 
government departments have a ‘top down’ approach that involves a set ‘input formula’ for the 
provision of a ‘starter pack’ of seeds, chemical fertilizer and sometimes tools, water tanks and training. 
Assessment of the environment, use of local resources, rainwater harvesting, preservation of seed 
banks, cross support for other projects such as school nutrition programmes, use of fertiliser from 
livestock, use of household waste and grey water –most of the time these are not included in the 
training provided.  

Yet it seems eminently possible to put into place, at very low cost, a programme for sustainable food 
production, based on three principles, namely localisation (including planning and a starter pack  to 
secure ownership), Permaculture (to secure sustainability and quality) and external involvement 
 according to local needs (such as compost or seedling production, and marketing, to secure 
coordination and cooperation) . Such a programme would be premised on localisation – the growing of 
local produce using local resources, by local people, for local consumption and creation of local wealth.  
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Integration of other programmes with local procurement policies – for example, school nutrition 
programmes and other large institutions buying their fresh produce from local farming projects – would 
be one way in which such local economies could be supported and grow.  

External involvement and inter-governmental cooperation, by responding to local needs for 
infrastructure, markets, and financial services, and by setting up of local production of inputs such as 
compost, harvested water or seedling banks, would not only create synergies but also support the 
emergence of local community economies. These would link through local economic development 
programmes into municipal-wide economies and hence larger markets where appropriate.  

The principles of localisation, diversity, quality, no wastage, and multi-usage – all principles practiced in 
permaculture – are easy to learn and to put into practice. They are profoundly empowering, and best of 
all, they are inexpensive, both in terms of finances and natural resources. Finally, this would be, if 
broadly implemented an adequate response to the looming food security issue which is threatening the 
country.  
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Extension Opinion No 13 

Feedback based performance management – Andre Proctor 

Andre Proctor of Keystone Accountability examines how to build farmer voice into measurement and 
performance management for a more farmer-driven extension service 

As many other commentators have noted, extension services in SA are in a very poor state. 

There is agreement on the symptoms (poor management, lack of client focus, no accountability to 
farmers, a ‘top down’ focus on ‘dispensing’ services rather than empowering farmers, lack of an 
integrated and collaborative approach and more. And many good ideas are proposed on this page to 
improve the system. But what is really going to drive this change?  

At Keystone Accountability (a new non-profit initiative based in Cape Town and London) we believe that 
the way we define success and the way we measure and manage our performance is often what really 
drives practice. For the past five years we have been working with thought-leading development funders 
and agencies to design more developmental performance management measures that give voice to 
and empower those intended to benefit. We call this approach Constituent Voice. CV is an empirically 
rigorous and systematic way of listening to and learning from our most important constituents – those 
in whose name we do our work – and then using this knowledge in dialogue with constituents to 
improve the relationships and the effectiveness of programs. 

We have just begun a three-year partnership with Oxfam and the Ethiopian Government to design and 
test a feedback-based performance management system for the Ethiopian extension system to make it 
more effective and more farmer-driven. Here is a very brief summary of what it might look like: 

How data is gathered 

There are two main ways of gathering performance data from farmers and other stakeholders. 

1. Every one or two years, independent and anonymous surveys are conducted with a representative 
sample of farmers. The surveys provide a safe space for farmers to give their honest perceptions 
and ideas for improvement (using a rating scale of 0-10 as well as open written responses) on 
three aspects of extension performance: 

• The relevance and quality of services. 
• The quality of their relationship with the extension officers. 
• The perceived impact on their livelihoods. 

2. On-going micro-surveys are conducted at key touch points (e.g. a training session). Micro surveys 
are ideally suited to automated data gathering technologies such as SMS and handheld devices 
which reduces costs and improves reliability and timeliness. They create a continuous stream of 
real-time performance data on the farmer experience of extension activities, relationship quality 
and impacts on livelihoods for management decision-making. 

In other words, while the comprehensive surveys provide detailed periodic snapshots, the continuous 
feedback allows you to play the movie from the perspective of primary constituents and other 
stakeholders against key indicators. 
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How the data is used 

The data from both sources can be fed into a central database where it can be aggregated and 
analysed using statistical methods. It is then possible to automatically generate comparative 
performance reports at any level of the system (e.g. the performance of a specific agency, a district 
office or a provincial department). 

Keystone has adapted a really simple but powerfully proven methodology from the customer 
satisfaction industry called Net Promoter Analysis. NPA classifies respondents into promoters, passives 
and detractors and calculates a single Net Promoter Score. Data presented in this simple but highly 
effective way enables managers at all levels to manage to the data – and to discuss the feedback with 
respondents and so deepen insights, make improvements and strengthen relationships. 

Figure 1 below is an example from the Ethiopian pilot showing how farmers rated the services provided 
by the Farmer Training Centre (FTC) and the extension officers that serves them. The ratings for this FTC 
are compared with the average rating of all the FTCs in the district. In a properly designed report, a 
much clearer graph is explained with clear and simple text bullets, and illustrated with statements from 
the open feedback farmers gave as well as their ideas for improvement. 

 

Figure 2 provides another example that compares how different FTCs were rated by the farmers they 
each serve (the others can be identified or kept anonymous). This data can be further aggregated to 
compare farmer-rated performance of provincial departments too.  
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It is also possible to gather and compare farmer perceptions of other service providers as well such as 
NGOs and private companies – and to include questions on, for example, the quality of collaboration. 
Doing so, and reporting publicly in this way could provide a huge incentive to behave in a more 
collaborative way. 

Completing the feedback loop: dialogue for improvement 

The real power of NPA and benchmarking lies in the possibilities it offers for reporting back to 
constituents and facilitating collective sense-making and dialogue for learning and improving. This 
fosters the kind of transparency and accountability to constituents that builds confidence and trust and 
enhances the credibility of the program among constituents.  

When organizations report publicly in this way a new kind of learning conversation becomes possible 
between constituents and stakeholders. Even poor and illiterate communities are able to understand 
and make sense of feedback data. Our early experience of this kind of data-based dialogue is that it has 
led to deepened insights, new mutual commitments, improved program activities and strengthened 
relationships. 

Having hard quantifiable performance data of this kind might make it easier for bureaucratic 
management to be a little more flexible in encouraging innovations that lead to better ratings rather 
than pre-defined ‘top down’ targets and performance indicators. 

Would anyone be interested in a South African pilot of Constituent Voice?  

The principle of independent feedback does not have to be expensive. In a few of our pilots, Keystone is 
training and using community volunteers, students, and other local data collectors to protect anonymity 
and confidentiality of respondents and to make the feedback more reliable. 
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Extension Opinion No 14 

Improving the viability of Urban Agriculture – Jane Battersby-Lennard 

Jane Battersby from the African Centre for Cities draws on research which cautions that technocratic 
‘solutions’ to urban food insecurity will fail if they do not address how formal food systems impact on 
the viability of local markets. 
 

Food insecurity is a pressing problem in South African cities. Research conducted by AFSUN found 80% 
of sampled households in low-income areas of Cape Town to be moderately or severely food insecure. 
At present there is no clear policy focus to address food insecurity in urban areas and no mandate for 
cities to address the constitutional right to food.  

A number of municipalities have attempted programmes to support urban agriculture as a response to 
food and livelihood insecurity. There are also many NGOs working to promote and support urban 
agricultural projects. However, the AFSUN survey found that less than five percent of surveyed 
households had accessed food by growing it in the past 12 months and fewer still had sold produce to 
generate income.  

Urban agriculture can be an important component of food and nutrition security and a viable livelihood 
strategy, as has been evidenced through the work of Abalimi Bezekhaya and others. However, at 
present, what appears to be an obvious solution is not that obvious to the food insecure.  

What is required to make enable urban agriculture to meet its potential as a source of food and 
livelihood security? Firstly, our research has found that farmers and potential farmers have found that 
institutional support is often poorly coordinated and lacks transparency. In addition, some of the 
institutional structures are not responsive to the realities of township life. Extension services therefore 
need to be more responsive, transparent and more clearly coordinated.  

Secondly, although there are aspirations to connect urban agriculture projects to local markets, the 
mechanisms to facilitate this are not currently clear within institutional support structures. In addition, 
urban agriculture advocacy tends to ignore the impact of the wider formal food system on the potential 
of a viable local market for urban agriculture products. In order for urban agriculture to meet its 
potential, it needs to be part of a planning and policy framework that considers the location and 
structure of informal markets, critically engages with the role of formal markets and their impact on 
urban food security, and questions of the ecology of food and the management of food waste, amongst 
others. The current support for urban agriculture as the dominant food security intervention in fact 
hinders its potential and that a more systemic approach asking broader questions about urban land use 
might improve the viability of this practice.  

Dr Jane Battersby-Lennard is a researcher at the African Centre for Cities at the University of Cape 
Town. For a more depth discussion of urban food security and the challenges facing urban agriculture 
visit http://africancentreforcities.net/programmes/academic-research/food-security/ 
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Extension Opinion No 15 

Agricultural extension on Communal Lands: The Pondoland perspective - Richard 
Bolus 
In Pondoland there are commercial farmers, semi commercial livelihood farmers, subsistence farmers 
and home gardeners. There are many more of the latter than the former. There is also a growing 
acknowledgement of the equal importance of all forms of agriculture in addressing national food 
security goals. It is important that as service providers that we understand the dynamics and the sizes 
of these groups. The structure of the extension services is determined by our understanding of the types 
of farmers. Simple research methods appropriate to the farmers and extension agents should be used 
to collect the information on which to plan and implement the extension services.  

Available evaluation tools can be used by the farmers and the extension agents, to understand into 
which group farmers fall, what skills they need to become sustainable within the group and what they 
would need to do to become part of another group in the development chain. Farmers can assess 
themselves as to whether they wish to move into another group or have the resources to do so. 
Different indicators can be used to assess themselves.  A simple and critical indicator is the quantity of 
stored water a farmer has. This will often determine what area a farmer can cultivate and whether 
commercialization is possible. 

The skills, resources and different capabilities amongst farmers and micro farmers will establish their 
potential and what kinds of farmers will emerge. There is a view that commercial farming is the pinnacle 
of agriculture success. Rather more emphasis can be placed on assisting farmers to realize their 
potential within their own circumstances. Some people might be able to move from one group to 
another, whilst others might not be able to or might not want to.  

In order to service the groups of farmers the extension services should aim to differentiate their skills 
and retain specialized staff. The skills of an extension agent that will give assistance to home 
gardeners, is different from those who assist semi commercial and subsistence farmers. For some, the 
skills might be “ hands on” and motivational, whilst others can be specifically technical.  The skills to 
support agricultural development are wide. Each district of 30 000 homesteads, needs rural engineers 
that can design water harvesting systems, build small dams, operate borehole pumps, rehabilitate 
lands and facilitators that can build organisational and business skills. These skills are rare in the 
communal areas. Extension staff have little practical or commercial experience. The present staff will 
need significant additional training if the extension service is to adequately service the farmers.  

It is difficult to imagine agricultural development without at least one Agriculture Support Center or an 
Agricultural Development Node in each district. Nurseries, soil improvement materials amongst other 
agricultural inputs need to be available, preferably through the enterprises of individuals or groups. The 
extension service should take the responsibility of facilitating this. These can be linked to training, 
research and demonstration. The Center should also have a mobile nursery/training unit that goes out 
into the district. The extension service must do more to facilitate farmer access to inputs, but not by 
undercutting existing enterprises. It should be a place that has arable land, water and is accessible. 

Importing skills back into the rural areas will be essential if the speed of agricultural development is to 
increase. The extension services could facilitate the attraction of necessary of skills. Districts could 
have programs to encourage the services of engineers and technicians. Trained staff working on farms 
and nurseries in SA, who come from the Eastern Cape should be encouraged to return. Opportunities 
should be made available to them so that they can share the skills and experience they have learnt 
elsewhere. This would expedite the training process and save starting from scratch.  

The public works programs often have very little to show for themselves on the ground. Agricultural 
extension could make them more valuable. The extension services should be directed to manage public 
works programs for the benefit of agricultural development. These programs would address issues of 
soil erosion, soil fertility, swales and contour establishment, and invasive plant control as is already the 
case. This would best happen in cooperation with farmers. Extension agents would be involved in the 
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design and establishment of water harvesting systems and assist in constructing small dams and 
ponds. Agriculture is dependent on water for intensification. It is the most important issue that needs to 
be addressed if food security in dry seasons is to be attained and if farmers are to move in the 
development chain. 

Given the demise of draught power and the continuing failure of Government services to address 
mechanization, new methods have to be developed for promotion of mechanization. Emphasis should 
be placed on smaller and affordable mechanization.  Although there has been a movement towards 
individual ownership of machinery, the selection and support process continues to result in a poor 
service to the farmers. Methods still need to be adequately piloted. 

Extension services in each district need a component capable of training people in organisational and 
business skills and promoting savings and investment. Poor organisation on irrigation schemes is 
hindering production. Cooperatives and “projects” exist only in terms of their names. Business skills 
training methods and models are rudimentary or non-existent and will have to be borrowed and 
developed.  

In most areas a significant amount of investment is being made by residents, in homesteads and status 
livestock that could be directed into other agricultural development. Ways should be found to free this 
cash resource and re direct it into agricultural production, rather than farmers being led to believe 
Government will provide.   

Richard Bolus is a nurseryman and rural development practitioner with over 35 years of experience of 
working with small farmers in communal areas. He works for the Wild Coast Farm and Forest 
Organisation in Port St Johns. 


