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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The purpose of this discussion paper is to describe the deep ecological and social challenges 

associated with the South African food system, and the consequent need for a comprehensive 

approach to adaptation that builds resilience in socially just ways. It therefore emphasises the 

need for a holistic just transition agenda for the food system in the form of: policy and public 

discourse, the approach to sustainability, and in the procedures of participation through which 

such an agenda is formulated and enacted.

Any transition in the South African food system would have to grapple with the fact that it currently 

demonstrates signi�cant social inequalities, with close to a �fth of households considered food insecure. 

This is despite the fact that South Africa is considered a food secure country, in that the agricultural sector 

produces enough food to feed the population at a national level. Thus our food system currently does not 

adequately meet most of the population’s social needs in terms of food accessibility, affordability, and nutri-

tional suf�ciency. This undermines the potential for adaptation that achieves ecological and social resilience.

These inequalities are partly rooted in a highly unequal agro-food system of production and ownership. A 

mere 15 000 large-scale farms produce the bulk of the food supplied to commercial markets, while some 

2.3 million (largely Black) smallholder farmers produce food for subsistence and markets. Labour in the agro-

food system is often precarious and low-paid, highlighting the urgent need for a decent work agenda, as 

well as agrarian reform, in a transition.

At the same time, the food system is deeply vulnerable to climate change: the Southern African region is 

a climate change “hotspot” and is forecast to heat at double the global average, while signi�cant declines 

in food production are predicted due to climate impacts. As a major consumer of fossil fuels, South African 

agriculture’s vulnerability is further deepened by rising energy costs, as well as load shedding. In parallel to 

this, the agricultural sector impacts signi�cantly on the environment and is a signi�cant contributor to the 

country’s GHG emissions; thus necessitating both mitigation and adaptation.

We identify a range of existing approaches to the transition in the food system put forward by different 

actors including agroindustry, food justice advocates, policy advocates, and NGOs and social movements: 

market-centred, greening the system, food justice, and systemic change approaches.  These approaches are 

largely aligned to varying economic and political interests. While the market-centred remains prevalent in 

policy approaches and political in�uence, approaches that centre more far-reaching ecological changes to 

production and consumption, combined with structural changes for distributional and social justice, need to 

play a greater role in informing policy making. This is otherwise known as a deep just transition. 

However, a just transition in these terms will face powerful incumbent interests in the food system resistant 

to change. A key challenge is, therefore, how to build a viable coalition around a developmental strategy 

that can drive long-term change in the face of trade-offs, costs, and countervailing forces. The current 

institutional and policy inertia in initiating a just transition towards sustainable food systems also points to 

the necessity of strengthening a broad and progressive social coalition. This coalition can be empowered to 

instigate necessary pressure and shifts towards a food system that re�ects a rights-based economic model 

that centres care, and social and environmental wellbeing.

https://www.iej.org.za
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A strong coalition for transformative change would need to be supported through research which identi-

�es the existing and potential threats to social equity arising through the differing sustainability transition 

pathways in the agro-industries. This includes further research aimed at understanding existing adapta-

tion strategies by main actors in speci�c agro-industries and what their impacts, particularly on workers in 

those value chains, are. Such research can therefore inform rights-centred thinking on policy options and 

development strategy for a just transition in the agro-industries. A just transition framework may further 

complement these efforts, especially if its exact principles and criteria applicable to people’s struggles and 

the South African context are further elaborated in a bottom-up and collaborative way. These proposals 

could further the agenda of a just transition in South Africa’s food system, prioritising the needs of com-

munities and social partners, while simultaneously identifying the strategic demands and pathways to 

developing transformative resilience in our food system.

These proposals could further the agenda of a just transition in South 

Africa’s food system, prioritising the needs of communities and social 

partners, while simultaneously identifying the strategic demands and 

pathways to developing transformative resilience in our food system.

Woman planting Onions on Suikerbossie farm, Koue Bokkeveld / Cedarberg region, South Africa. 
(Photo: Cheryl-Samantha Owen / Alamy Stock Photo)

https://www.iej.org.za
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1

INTRODUCTION
Food systems globally are one of the largest contributors to the emissions causing climate change 

(Tubiello et al., 2021), and are the single largest cause of the global biodiversity crisis (Benton et 

al., 2021). They are also deeply vulnerable to climate change impacts. South Africa is no exception. 

Global and local developments in the climate policy space re�ect an increasing awareness of the 

urgent need to address the climate impacts and vulnerabilities of food systems. Together, these 

raise questions about how to achieve a just transition in the South African food system, towards 

a food system that decarbonises, improves nutrition,  builds equitable livelihoods, and is ecologi-

cally harmonious. Such questions are inadequately answered by South African government policy. 

The Just Transition Framework developed by the Presidential Climate Commission (PCC) recog-

nises agriculture as an ‘at risk’ sector. However, it lacks a holistic perspective of the food system. 

Current government policy provides little direction for what kind of outcomes a just transition 

in our food system should yield, or indeed what constitutes a transition that can be commonly 

experienced as ‘just’ by the breadth of constituencies affected. 

The purpose of this discussion paper is to describe the social and ecological challenges associated with the South 

African food system. Consequently, it emphasises the need for a comprehensive approach to adaptation that 

builds resilience in socially just ways. Adaptation refers to the ecological, social, and economic adjustments to 

increase the capacity of a system to cope with climate change impacts (UNFCCC, 2015). However, adaptation 

should build transformative resilience: deep transformations of our social, economic, political, and ecological 

systems to enhance the ability of those systems to anticipate, prepare for, and respond to hazardous events, 

trends, or disturbances (Baloyi et al, 2022). This points to the need for a holistic just transition agenda for the food 

system to be embedded in government policy and public discourse, concrete approaches to sustainability in the 

food system, and in the procedures of participation through which such an agenda is formulated and enacted. 

Cattle grazing near Elliot, Eastern Cape, South Africa. 
(Photo: David Keith Jones / Alamy Stock Photo)

https://www.iej.org.za
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The notion of the ‘just transition’ refers to the process of shifting an ecologically harmful industry towards 

a sustainable set of practices and processes in ways that do not burden workers and communities who 

depend on those existing industries with the consequent costs. A just transition also ensures broad social 

inclusion and equality in the transition’s bene�ts (IEJ, 2022). Much of the prevailing just transition discourse 

and policy has focused on the energy system. This is unsurprising given the dominant contribution that the 

country’s polluting, coal-�red energy system makes to its carbon emissions, the number of jobs at stake 

in the necessary transition away from coal, and the on-going energy crisis manifested in rolling blackouts. 

However, given the deep social inequalities in the food system, its ecological impacts, and its extensive vul-

nerabilities to climate change, there is an urgent need to transition to a food system that achieves equitable 

livelihoods and decent work, environmental sustainability, and nutritious diets for all. This will require deep 

and multifaceted shifts in that system.

The discussion paper is structured as follows. Section 2 shows that the South African food system is embed-

ded in, and reproduces, deep social inequalities and injustices, seen in issues like persistent levels of food 

insecurity and malnutrition, and low-wage and precarious work in agro-industries. Section 3 shows that 

agriculture and associated agro-industries are extremely vulnerable to climate impacts, which raises the need 

for adaptation. However, the system also contributes to emissions causing climate change and other envi-

ronmental problems, and so mitigation strategies are also needed. These two sections therefore illustrate 

the nature of the ecological and social problems in the food system, which urgently call for a just transition 

that builds adaptation and resilience through addressing the social and economic drivers of inequality. This 

raises questions of what the current momentum is regarding sustainability issues in the food system, and 

what the balance of power between different sustainability approaches is. Section 4 therefore turns to inter-

rogating the prominent approaches to transition in the food system, particularly as it relates to discussions in 

the South African context. We identify a spectrum ranging from “market-centred”, to “greening of produc-

tion”, to “food justice”, to calls for deeper “systemic change” of social and ecological relations as a basis of 

transition. We assert that simply tweaking the existing system, or providing green modi�cations to it, risks 

reproducing and entrenching existing social inequalities. While some technologies and existing capacities 

for greening of production processes are key to a transition, ensuring these are subordinated to measures to 

achieve the right to food and address prevailing power and social inequalities will be critical to achieving a 

transition that is just and transformative. Section 5, therefore, discusses the need to continue strengthening 

coalitions for change in the context of entrenched interests opposed to a just transition. Section 6 points 

to research and advocacy needs aimed at strengthening the case for, and social force needed to advance, a 

just food system transition.

While some technologies and existing capacities for 

greening of production processes are key to a transition, 

ensuring these are subordinated to measures to 

achieve the right to food and address prevailing power 

and social inequalities will be critical to achieving 

a transition that is just and transformative.

https://www.iej.org.za
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2

THE SOCIAL 
INEQUALITIES AND 
INJUSTICES OF SOUTH 
AFRICA’S FOOD SYSTEM
Without pre-emptive action, the impacts of climate change are likely to reproduce and deepen 

social inequalities (Oxfam, 2020). Crucial to a just transition, therefore, are measures to confront 

inequality. Currently, the South African agro-food system re�ects, is shaped by, and reproduces 

the country’s sharp social and economic inequalities. This section gives a brief introduction to 

the country’s agro-food system and examines its inequalities seen in the agrarian production 

structure, in patterns of consumption, food insecurity, and malnutrition, and in the conditions of 

labour in the existing agro-industries.

2.1 Agro-economic context

South African agriculture makes signi�cant con-

tributions to the economy, employment and 

livelihoods. The sector contributed about 3.2% 

to GDP in 2021. This is an increase from the 

previous ten years where the contribution con-

sistently remained between 2-2.5% (StatsSA, 

2021; World Bank, 2021). Alongside this con-

tribution to GDP, the agricultural sector plays 

an important role in the economy in a range 

of other ways. Firstly, its employment impact is 

high relative to its contribution to GDP. In 2020 

it was responsible for 6% of formal employ-

ment in the country (Makgetla, 2020). Including 

seasonal and impermanent jobs, it employs a 

total of approximately 860 000 people (varying 

seasonally), of a total of approximately 15.9 million jobs nationally (NAMC, 2023; StatsSA, 2023). The 

employment it creates is located largely in rural areas where there are high levels of poverty and few other 

job opportunities. Secondly, it has downstream linkages to food processing and beverage industries. Agro-

processing of food products made up approximately another 2.6% of GDP in 2021 and is one of the largest 

components of the manufacturing sector by employment, providing approximately 20% of formal manu-

facturing jobs in the same year (between 300 000 to 451 000 jobs in total) (DALRRD, 2021; TIPS, 2020). 

Thirdly, agriculture made up approximately 10% of export revenues in 2022 (IOL, 2023; CEIC Data, 2023), 

thereby being a signi�cant contributor to foreign exchange earnings. This largely comes from citrus, wine, 

grapes, corn, and wool, with citrus accounting for the largest share of 42.2% of agricultural export earnings 

in 2021, followed by table grapes at 19.1% (Absa, 2022).

TEXTBOX 1

Defining a food system 

A food system can be broadly de�ned as 

encompassing a web of actors, processes, and 

interactions involved in inputs, production, 

processing, and distribution and consumption 

of food, which interact with the environmental, 

political, social, and economic contexts. Food 

systems operate at multiple scales: the local level is 

in�uenced by national, regional, and international 

policy, while national food systems’ architectures 

are in�uenced by local and international practices 

and pressures (HLPE, 2017).

https://www.iej.org.za
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Finally, agricultural production in South Africa is diverse and the country does not need to import most fruits 

or vegetables to meet dietary needs, although high amounts of wheat and poultry, which are important in 

the make-up of current diets, are imported (FAO et al, 2022). Agriculture also makes up the largest share of 

South Africa’s land (38%) and water (60%) use, and therefore has a disproportionate spatial and environ-

mental impact (StatsSA, 2020; Baleta and Pegram, 2014). In macro terms, agriculture and the broader food 

system are therefore an important economic sector. But it is riven with social inequalities and injustices - 

questions with which any perspective and action on the food system in the context of climate change would 

have to grapple. This starts with the reproduction of a sharply unequal production and ownership structure.

2.2 An unequal production and ownership structure

The South African agro-food system exhibits an apparent dualistic structure that is a key foundation of 

inequalities.  On the one hand, there are about 40 000 of�cially-recorded (tax registered) commercial farm 

units in the country, but most of our food is produced by around 15 000 commercial farm units, mostly 

white-owned (Hodge et al., 2021). This food is then provisioned primarily through a corporate-controlled 

distribution, processing, manufacturing, and retailing network. On the other hand, about 2.3 million Black 

smallholder farmers still produce food for their own households and supplementary local sales, and a further 

230 000 or so Black smallholders produce for markets (Greenberg, 2015). They generally do so with little 

support and restricted access to productive resources. For example, only 5% of water used by the agricul-

tural sector is used by smallholder Black farmers (DWS, 2018). These patterns of water use are also gendered 

- Black women farmers control less than 1% of the water used in agriculture (Tekwa and Adesina, 2023). 

Yet, estimates by Aliber and Mdoda (2015) suggest that the food that smallholders produce equates to 

about 20-25% of the value-added of the large-scale commercial agriculture sector. A failed post-apartheid 

land and agrarian reform programme has largely left this unequal agrarian structure, with its intersecting 

race, class, and gender inequalities, intact.

Such inequalities are rooted in historical land dispossession and the architecture of support built for the 

commercial agricultural sector under apartheid. After 1994, the ANC government sought to deepen the 

deregulation and liberalisation of agriculture that had begun in the 1980s (De Klerk, 1996), culminating in the 

Marketing of Agricultural Products Act (Act 47 of 1996). This was done on the belief that the Act’s removal of 

the various policy and support measures that propped up white agro-food capital would result in a more level 

playing �eld in relation to Black farmers and entrants. However, the opposite seems to have happened: as a 

result of dismantling of support measures and increased competition, between 1990 and 2008 the number 

of commercial farm units in the country declined by 76% (Vink and van Rooyen, 2009). Agricultural produc-

tion has thus become more concentrated as farm business consolidation has become a key response to the 

competitive environment. Similarly, liberalisation allowed for institutions such as cooperatives that had built 

up signi�cant value and market position through decades of state support to turn this into privatised market 

power. Thus today, food storage, processing, and manufacturing is highly concentrated in corporate hands 

(Greenberg, 2015). In the dualities of this system, while commercial agriculture has largely developed its own 

privatised forms of support, Black smallholders continue to suffer under the constraints of a lacklustre land and 

agrarian reform programme and inadequate state support (Cousins, 2013). 

Black women farmers control less than 1% of the water used in agriculture 

(Tekwa and Adesina, 2023). Yet, estimates by Aliber and Mdoda (2015) 

suggest that the food that smallholders produce equates to about 20-

25% of the value-added of the large-scale commercial agriculture sector.

https://www.iej.org.za
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These patterns of inequality continue along various stages of the agro-food system. For example, the gro-

cery retail sector is highly concentrated, with only �ve corporate retailers cornering 64% of the grocery retail 

market in 2019 (Competition Commission, 2019). The informal economy accounts for only 30% of food 

retail sales, but the number of informal retail outlets far outnumber those of formal retail: by 2014 there 

were about 100 000 spaza shops and 650 000 street traders in the country, a predominant proportion of 

whom sell food (Masojada, 2019; Rogan and Skinner, 2017). While the corporate retail sector enjoys high 

levels of power in the food system, the informal food retail sector therefore still provides livelihoods to sig-

ni�cant numbers of people. It also supports the dominant agro-food sector through being an outlet for its 

products, and it plays an important role in food access by the urban poor (Battersby et al., 2016). However, 

it is poorly supported by the state and, as Battersby (2020) and the Competition Commission (2019) have 

noted, is often actively undermined by state policy and action. 

These inequalities in the food system extend to questions of consumption and nutrition, where the pro�t-

ability and productive power of the dominant agro-food apparatus contrast with persistently high levels of 

food insecurity and malnutrition.

2.3 Inequalities in consumption and nutrition

Household food insecurity1 is pervasive in South Africa, despite the country being considered food secure at 

the national level, in that it produces enough to feed the population (and a wide diversity of foods) (FAO et 

al, 2022). StatsSA (2022) estimates that 23.6% of South Africans were affected by moderate to severe food 

insecurity in 2019, with women and Black Africans more likely to be affected. The pandemic’s impact on 

chronic unemployment deepened food insecurity and hunger (van der Berg et al., 2021; Hart et al., 2022). 

In addition to this, the energy and loadshedding crisis (Engineering News, 2023) amongst other challenges, 

continues to place pressure on production, processing, and consumption, contributing to food price in�a-

tion, which hits the poor hardest.2

Malnutrition is also a key public health challenge in South Africa. Malnutrition arises from the under-consump-

tion of nutrient-rich foods, particularly fresh fruit and vegetables, and over consumption of energy-dense 

starches and ultra-processed foods high in salt, sugar, and fat (FAO et al., 2022; Haggblade et al., 2016; 

Pereira, 2016). Consumption of sugary, salty, and ultra-processed foods are also increasing, with signi�cant 

implications for rates of non-communicable diseases (NCDs) and obesity (FAO et al., 2022). Thus 21 million 

people are estimated to be overweight or obese - 68% of women and 31% of men (FAO et al., 2022). 

Furthermore, in 2016 almost 27% of children under �ve were reported as stunted, where their growth and 

development is impaired as a result of poor nutrition (SADHS, 2016).

Child and maternal hunger have important developmental implications. While limited longitudinal data is 

available on the challenge of maternal hunger, the 2020 CoCare Maternal Support study revealed 39% of 

pregnant and post-partum mothers surveyed reported going to bed hungry at least once in the past week 

(Mabaso et al., 2021). The MATCH study found that of the 2 214 pregnant and new mothers surveyed, 

16% reported that they had gone to bed hungry at least once in the last week (Hunt et al., 2021). These 

deprivations in the �rst years of life have signi�cant implications for the ability of children to reach their full 

physical and cognitive potential. They thus reproduce the deep, racialised inequality in our society, as the risk 

of stunting, obesity, and diet-related NCDs is disproportionately carried by poor, Black populations. These 

class inequalities are also reproduced through the conditions of labour across the agro-industries.

1.   Food security refers to “a state which exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to suf�cient, safe, 
nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active life” (StatsSA, 2019).

2.   According to the January 2023 Household Affordability Index (PMBEJD, 2023), the average cost of the foods prioritised and bought 
�rst in the household food basket increased by R367.30 (15.7%) from R2 338.83 in January 2022 to R2 706.13 in January 2023.

https://www.iej.org.za
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2.4 Precarious and low wage labour

While the South African food system is highly productive, produces a wide diversity of foods, and employs 

a signi�cant number of people, it is characterised by high rates of exploitation and precarity of workers. 

Workers in the agricultural sector experience some of the highest levels of precarity in the country, yet 

organisational representation and power is also low - it has been estimated that only about 10% of agri-

cultural workers are unionised (TCOE, 2016). Until recently, farm workers received a lower minimum wage 

than other sectors and even with the new minimum wage (R25.42 per hour), workers struggle to make ends 

meet, thus also displaying high levels of food insecurity (Devereux et al., 2019; Ledger, 2016).

Employment is often seasonal, casualised, and conducted through labour brokers. Decreased state support 

for agriculture since the early 1990s and liberalisation of trade, which increased the power of both domestic 

and retail buyers in the global north in relation to farmers and the former’s ability to accrue greater shares of 

value at the expense of the latter, led farmers to adjust labour costs through greater casualisation and greater 

employment of impermanent labour (Visser, 2016). Temporary workers often have no contract, or are unable 

to understand, or not empowered to negotiate, their contract. Female farmworkers often receive the lowest 

wages, and are most at risk of casualised working conditions, reduced hours, and retrenchment (Visser and 

Ferrer, 2015). This level of precarity and low income of agricultural workers contrasts with the incomes of eco-

nomic actors in the agricultural value chain like farm owners. Makgetla (2020) �nds that worker remuneration 

accounts for just a quarter of sectoral value added in agriculture, while for the rest of the economy it is half.

Extensive casualisation and precarity has also de�ned the conditions of labour in the agro-industries beyond 

farming. The restructuring of the labour process in the manufacturing sector in South Africa, especially 

through labour brokering, accelerated since the 1990s, including in food processing and manufacturing. 

However, the formal trade union movement has been unable to  develop an effective response to this 

restructuring. This is seen in declining union density in the overall manufacturing sector: in 1990, 70.16% 

of manufacturing workers were unionised, but this declined to just 29.8% in 2017 (Dor, 2019). Precarious 

work has thus become embedded at the heart of manufacturing production, food manufacturing included. 

This has also been accompanied by a deskilling of work to allow for more �exible and precarious employ-

ment arrangements in the pursuit of corporate pro�tability, and has deepened the political fragmentation 

of workers in the factory and weakened the power of trade unions in food manufacturing (and across the 

manufacturing sector) (Dor, 2019).

The South African Food system is therefore deeply unequal and unjust. This inequality exists at the level of 

material resources - between those who cannot afford a nutritious diet and those who can; and between 

working people (those of hungry households, smallholder farmers, informal traders, and precarious workers) 

and the dominant, concentrated set of corporate actors that illustrate consistent pro�tability and economic 

dominance. This inequality also relates to power in the food system, in terms of working people and their eco-

nomic marginality, weak collective power in relation to the state and dominant corporate actors, and the lack 

of supportive state policy and action on the one hand; and the economic and political power of dominant food 

system actors to shape the system through market power and state policy, on the other (Ledger, 2016). These 

are some of the social features that any sustainability transition in the food system, if left unaddressed, would 

interact with. We now turn to exploring the ecological features of the South African food system in relation to 

climate change, illustrating why a transition in terms of adaptation and mitigation is necessary. 

Temporary workers often have no contract, or are unable to understand, 

or not empowered to negotiate, their contract. Female farmworkers often 

receive the lowest wages, and are most at risk of casualised working 

conditions, reduced hours, and retrenchment (Visser and Ferrer, 2015).

https://www.iej.org.za
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3

FOOD, CLIMATE CHANGE, 
AND SUSTAINABILITY: 
KEY CHALLENGES FOR A 
JUST TRANSITION
Globally and in South Africa, food systems are one of the principal contributors to the emissions 

causing climate change, but they are also vulnerable to climate change impacts. This calls for 

mitigation measures in the food system to lower its emissions as part of the overall reductions 

required, through changes in production and consumption practices. However, food system vul-

nerabilities to climate change in South Africa call for comprehensive adaptation measures in a 

food system transition as well, an issue we now turn to, before discussing that same vulnera-

ble system’s contributions to climate change and environmental degradation. Key to consider 

is the ways in which these impacts could further reproduce and deepen the social inequalities 

described above.

3.1 Food system vulnerabilities to climate change

The South African food system is already subject to multiple stressors and has low adaptive capacity (the 

ability to adjust in order to cope with climate impacts), and thus is vulnerable to the effects of climate 

change (Carter and Gulati, 2014). The broader Southern African region is a climate change ‘hotspot’ and is 

forecast to heat at double the global average (Hoegh-Guldberg et al., 2018). Climate change predictions for 

South Africa show high con�dence for a hotter climate in the future, while rainfall predictions suggest an 

overall increase in water stress in Southern Africa (MacKellar et al., 2014). This is likely to be compounded 

by extreme weather events, such as heatwaves and �ooding. In this context, and with some of the highest 

global rates of food insecurity, Southern Africa is also expected to experience some of the greatest declines 

in food production (John Hopkins, no date). With most arable land being rainfed in South Africa, increasing 

rainfall variability will have dire effects on livelihoods, food availability, and prices (and therefore accessibility 

of food) (Johnston et al., 2013).

Maize and wheat are South Africa’s staple foods, and with projected warming and rainfall patterns, the 

production of both will suffer signi�cant losses. Maize is particularly sensitive to temperature and rainfall 

changes (Johnston et al., 2013). For example, climate change will signi�cantly reduce the growth duration 

of maize, which means it has less time to accumulate biomass (and hence yield). Under a scenario of 2°C 

of global warming above pre-industrial levels, by 2090 maize will take 27 less days to reach maturity com-

pared to the 1995-2014 period, and 61 less days under an extreme global warming scenario of 3.6°C above 

pre-industrial levels. This makes South Africa the second most impacted country globally, in this regard, after 

Lesotho (Cloete, 2023).  

https://www.iej.org.za
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Outlined below are the further impacts of climate change on the agricultural sector. Each of these phenom-

ena are expected to have marked effects on different agricultural sub-sectors. 

• Heat waves and extremely hot days have the following impacts:

 » Heat stress can cause physical ailments for workers such as increased heart rates, cramps, dizziness, fatigue, 

and nausea. This could have severe impacts on the health and wellbeing of farmworkers, as indicated by 

the death of seven workers in the Northern Cape due to heat stroke during the heatwave of January 2023 

(EWN, 2023). On the production side, this may cause a drop in the amount of food produced per worker 

due to lowered physical labour capacity at high temperatures. In South Africa, 7% of working hours could 

be lost by 2030 which amounts to 13 000 full-time jobs (Global Change Institute, 2020).

 » We could see a reduction in the quality and quantity of milk and meat produced by cows and sheep. 

In cases of extreme heat it could lead to animal death (Global Change Institute, 2020).

 » A reduction in crop yields due to changes in season timing, shifts in growing location, and length of 

the growing season. This will also impact harvesting and planting dates (Johnston, 2016) and there-

fore also the employment patterns of seasonal workers (in the context of labour casualisation). 

• Aridity/droughts could have the following impacts:

 » Less water may be available for agricultural production, resulting in severe stress on farming (we 

have already seen some of the impacts of this due to load shedding; see Text Box 2 ‘Load shedding: 

Deepening food system vulnerabilities’).

 » Livestock will be affected directly as they require water to survive, with indirect impacts of limited 

grazing fodder in response to drought. This would be worsened in cases of �re (TIPS, 2020).

 » Livestock may also be affected by the impacts of drought and increased temperatures on crop produc-

tion, as most livestock diets are dependent on, or supplemented with, maize and soy feed, especially 

those in commercial feedlots.

 » Smallholders are more vulnerable to these problems as they already face limited water access, and are less 

likely to be able to afford modern machinery and inputs or technologies that may assist with adaptation. 

In addition, they have less access to insurance or forms of �nancial security (Ortmann and King, 2007).

Xhosa huts and a cattle kraal along the Mazeppa Bay. 
(Photo: Eric Nathan / Alamy Stock Photo)
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• Extreme rainfall events have the following impacts 

 » Extreme rainfall can destroy harvests and negatively affect yield levels and quality. Farm workers 

report that �ooding can destroy harvests by washing away seeds.

 » Hail storms can destroy already grown produce, making it almost impossible to sell.

 » Soil depletion and erosion can change the kind of vegetation that grows in an area, with an increase 

in plants that animals do not eat, affecting grazing (DAFF, 2015).

Climate change impacts may therefore include crop failures, rising production costs, and rising food prices. 

This will impact workers through their working conditions, as well as by changing production arrangements 

as farmers respond to weather shifts.

TEXTBOX 2

Loadshedding: deepening food system vulnerabilities 

South Africa’s highly commercialised and concentrated agricultural system is responsible for only 2% 

of South Africa’s energy use (DMRE, 2021), but it is highly dependent on electricity and the use of 

fossil fuels to function. Diesel and petrol supply 68% of the energy in the sector, mostly for transport 

of inputs, feed and products to market, and to power farm machinery such as tractors and harvesters. 

Electricity is 38% of the energy used in the sector (DMRE, 2021). Electricity is used to power water 

pumps for irrigation and to pump water for livestock to drink, to refrigerate produce and animal 

vaccines, to provide clean water for the washing of produce, and is also necessary in the packaging 

process. Given that much of the country’s best produce is shipped overseas (especially fruit), electricity 

is also used for refrigeration to keep produce fresh for long-distance trade, for pest control, and for 

other phytosanitary reasons.

Given the system’s energy dependency, when electricity supply breaks down, this has a number of ripple 

effects on a food system that, we have shown, is already unequal and unjust. Inconsistent electricity has 

reportedly led to crop losses due to inability to irrigate, lower crop yield due to lower irrigation, and 

farmers are reported to be planting less area in order to avoid losses when they cannot irrigate (Child, 

2023; Papayya, 2022).

In January 2023, annual consumer in�ation had decreased to 6.9%, but food price in�ation had 

increased to 13.4%, the highest rate of increase since 2009 (StatsSA, 2023b). In South Africa’s globalised 

food system, a number of factors are behind these food price rises, including the weakening of the 

Rand since September 2022, global supply chain disruptions since Covid-19 and Russia’s invasion of 

Ukraine, rising fertiliser and input costs, and adverse growing conditions in other parts of the world 

that have raised the global price of grains and cereals. However, load shedding has led to lower food 

supply and higher production costs and so because of this, even if the effects of the other factors 

behind food price rises ease, high-food prices are expected to remain in the months to come (BFAP, 

2023a; Mare, 2023).

Working class households are particularly hard hit by rising food prices. For the poorest, a much larger 

proportion of the household budget is spent on food than those in higher-income deciles. This means 

food price rises hit them particularly hard. Such households have little choice but to respond to higher 

food prices (and rising costs of other necessities like electricity and transport)  by reducing overall food 

consumption and/or reducing consumption of higher-nutrient and more expensive foods in favour of 

more bulky, starchy foods with lower nutrient content (PMBEJD, 2021a and 2021b). Load shedding is 

thus a further national dynamic that is deepening the intersecting energy and food crises. In the context 

of persisting inequality, it is also aggravating the impacts of low wages and high unemployment, 

further undermining the Constitutionally-enshrined right to food.
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3.2 Indirect climate impacts on the agro-industries

Alongside these direct impacts, anticipated shifts in demand by consumers and regulation by governments 

in response to climate change may fundamentally reshape food systems, and so the livelihoods of work-

ers, especially in agricultural export sectors. This could occur through increased environmental provisions 

in preferential trade agreements (Brandi et al., 2020). An increased consumer focus on embedded water/

CO
2e

 intensity of food production in destination markets could become further re�ected in the private 

standards that retail buyers in markets like the European Union require of South African producers. While 

the European Union’s Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) does not yet include food imports, 

it seems that agricultural exports from South Africa could face tougher environmental standards in the 

future, impacting export market access. Parallel to climate impacts, certain geopolitical interventions related 

to shifts in energy markets have also been shown to have dire consequences for certain commodity value 

chains (the Russia-Ukraine war being one example). The rising costs of arti�cial fertiliser (as a result of rising 

gas prices), fuel, and chemicals have been putting increasing pressure on producers and food prices (BFAP, 

2023b). Sudden spikes in agricultural commodity prices, for example due to shortages, can put strain on 

processors, which could place downward pressure on wages. More research needs to be done to better 

understand the impacts of these changes on workers in speci�c agro-industries.

A further area where climate may impact workers and livelihoods is through shifting diets. For example, 

there is increasing momentum globally for major changes in diet which (if enacted) will severely impact 

animal-based foods, because of their key contribution to climate change emissions (see Section 3 below).  

The EAT-Lancet Commission (2020) suggests that overall red meat consumption is required to fall by 50% 

globally by 2050, alongside a wider decline in the consumption of animal-sourced products, in order to 

reduce emissions related to agriculture. This particularly includes a reduction in the consumption of beef, 

the intensive production of which has an ultra-high ecological impact (see Willet et al., 2019). In broad 

terms, such factors would suggest the need for the shrinkage of the livestock industry for red meat con-

sumption in order to reduce emissions and ecological impacts, with efforts to reduce demand being a key 

lever (Lohman, 2023). 

If such shifts were to take place in South Africa, a signi�cant number of livelihoods would be impacted. 

The livestock industry, while exhibiting a low labour-intensity, employs a large number of people (an esti-

mated 21.4% and 24.5% of total agricultural employment in commercial and mixed farming respectively) 

(StatsSA, 2020). Livestock also plays an important role in household agriculture, conducted predominantly 

by Black families. In 2019, an estimated 1.1 million households engaged in livestock farming (StatsSA, 

2020). However, ownership of particularly large animals such as cattle is highly gendered, in that they 

tend to be owned and controlled by men (DALRRD, 2021). The meat industry more broadly is important 

for incomes, contributing more than 50% of agricultural incomes in six of South Africa’s nine provinces 

(Makgetla et al., 2021). Once limited to discussions about fossil fuel-related industries, the ‘stranded asset’ 

problem (infrastructure and assets that no longer attract investments and returns) is an increasing matter of 

concern in agricultural policy circles too. However, given these features of livestock in South Africa, and the 

varying livelihood roles played by livestock in the country’s unequal agrarian structure, lowering livestock’s 

contributions to emissions is more complicated than simply lowering meat consumption and livestock num-

bers (one aspect of this, inequality in meat consumption, is explored in Text box 3). 

The South African food system’s vulnerabilities to climate change therefore call for extensive and planned 

adaptive measures that not only increase the system’s climate resilience and protects jobs, but takes a con-

textually-speci�c approach to justice that increases and enhances the quality of jobs and livelihoods, and 

ensures the right to food. This is also necessary in light of the need to mitigate emissions from the food 

system, to which the next section turns.

https://www.iej.org.za


14 IEJ DISCUSSION PAPER – TOWARDS A JUST TRANSITION IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN FOOD SYSTEM – May 2023

TEXTBOX 3

Social inequality and the environmental impacts of meat consumption 

The environmental impacts of food production and consumption are shaped through existing 

social inequalities, which meat consumption illustrates. By international standards South Africa 

is a major meat consumer. On a per-capita basis, South African meat consumption is among 

the highest in Africa (approximately 60kg per capita per annum) and approximately double 

that of African countries with similar GDP per-capita such as Botswana (25kg), Morocco (34kg), 

and Egypt (26kg) (FAO, 2017). For context, the South African Food-based Dietary Guidelines 

recommend consumption of around 33kg of lean meat per year (which averages to 90g per day) 

(BFAP, 2021). Added to this, South African meat consumption is slanted heavily towards beef 

consumption and accounts for around a quarter of meat consumed, while there is relatively 

little consumption of plant-based proteins and �sh by international standards (BFAP, 2021) 

Meat and livestock has been among the faster-growing sub-sectors of the South African food 

system, and it is expected to continue growing in the coming decade, with an expected 13% 

increase for beef, 20% for chicken, and 22% for pork (BFAP, 2021)

However, the consumption of high ecological impact foods re�ects broader social inequalities. 

The main problem is excess consumption among the rich. As Figure 1 below shows, wealthier 

consumption deciles consume more meat and dairy, both relatively and absolutely, with the 

top income deciles spending around half of their total food consumption expenditure on this, 

compared to around a quarter for the poorest. These inequalities are particularly stark for beef, 

with the poorest income decile spending 14 times less on beef than the richest decile.

Food production can shape and constrain consumption outcomes in powerful ways, and to 

the extent that the foods people eat are not simply a product of personal taste and behaviour 

(Bayliss and Fine, 2021).  Most importantly this happens through what types of food are made 

affordable and easy for consumers to access and what types are not. This is not always an 

outcome of thrift in production, but also about the way that powerful actors in the food system 

may – intentionally or otherwise – weaken or eliminate alternative food provisioning systems 

through their own growth strategies. A key example is the spread of supermarket retailers’ 

discounting stores into new rural and township markets over recent decades, which has 

important implications for the capacity of small enterprises to access markets (Bowman, 2021; 

Greenberg, 2017). Powerful business actors in the food system may also shape regulation and 

governance of food through lobbying, and shape norms about what types of food are desirable 

through marketing and product innovation (IPES-Food, 2017; Howard, 2016). Addressing the 

ecological impacts of meat consumption in South Africa would therefore call for a multi-

pronged approach that centres distributional equality, improved nutritional outcomes, and 

associated regulations.

Food production can shape and constrain consumption 

outcomes in powerful ways, and to the extent 

that the foods people eat are not simply a product 

of personal taste and behaviour (Bayliss and 

Fine, 2021).  Most importantly this happens through 

what types of food are made affordable and easy 

for consumers to access and what types are not.
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3.3 Food system contributions to climate change and emissions

The global food system is responsible for approximately one third of anthropogenic greenhouse gas (GHG) emis-

sions (Tubiello et al., 2021). This occurs through land use change, agricultural production, energy use, and transport 

across the value chain, as well as waste production. In South Africa, the agro-food system as a whole was estimated 

in 2021 to contribute close to one-�fth of the country’s GHG emissions, at approximately 18% (Crippa et al, 2021). 

Of this, farm production is responsible for the largest single share at about 6.7%, land use change about 1%, and 

pre- and post-production processes (input manufacturing, processing, packaging, retail, and consumption) about 

10% (ibid). These statistics are shown in Table 1, alongside the statistics for the global food system.

TABLE 1

Food systems emissions as a percentage of total GHG emissions, global and 

South Africa, 2021

Global South Africa

Farming 14% Farming 7%

Land use change 11% Land use change 1%

Pre- and post-production processes 9% Pre- and post-production 10%

Food processing and packaging 2.9% Food processing and packaging 0.9%

Food transport 1.6% Food transport 1%

Food retail 1.3% Food retail 1.2%

Consumption 0.9% Consumption 5.6%

Food waste disposal 2.9% Food waste disposal 1.3%

Total 34% Total 18%

Sources: Crippa et al. (2021) and Tubiello et al. (2021).
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Meat and dairy consumption by household income decile.
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The main sources of greenhouse gas emissions (GHGs) from the food system are 

Methane (CH
4
) is the dominant gas emitted by the agricultural sector. It has greater heating effects than 

carbon dioxide (CO
2
) but a much shorter lifespan in the atmosphere. Methane gas in this sector is predom-

inantly produced by a process called enteric fermentation, which happens in the digestive system of certain 

animals such as cows, sheep, and goats and is exhaled or burped out by the animals. This natural process is 

compounded by intensive farming practices (such as concentrated feedlots) which result in more methane 

produced than with extensive livestock grazing (where animals are raised through their lifecycle on open 

grazing land) (Paustian et al, 2006; Vigne and Mathieu, 2014). The livestock sector is thus by far the biggest 

contributor to methane emissions from agriculture in South Africa at 49% (DFFE, 2022).

Fertiliser and manure management Nitrogen-based fertilisers produce N
2
O, a long-lived GHG which is 

the third largest contributor to global climate change after carbon dioxide and methane. These types of 

fertiliser are also very energy intensive to produce, accounting for an estimated 1.3 to 2% of global CO
2 

emissions (IEA, 2021). While nitrogen is also produced by natural processes, human activities have increased 

its concentration in the atmosphere by 30% in the past 40 years through the production and use of syn-

thetic fertilisers (Tian et al., 2020). This is not only a source of GHG emissions, but also has a polluting effect 

on water sources. Fertilisers in run-off from cultivated land can also contribute to eutrophication3 of water 

resources, impacting negatively on biodiversity. 

Energy Carbon dioxide is emitted through the use of electricity as well as fuel for machines, cooling, and 

transport throughout the different stages of the value chain, with the latter contributing approximately 19% 

of the total food systems emissions globally (Li et al, 2022). Global trade contributes signi�cantly to total 

food-miles, especially for fruits and vegetables using cold-chain logistics (ibid) (a signi�cant export sector of 

South African agriculture). 

Land conversion in�uences GHG emissions When land is converted, for example from natural grassland 

or forest to cropland, this changes the amount of CO
2
 that the land and vegetation absorbs, stores, or 

releases. The release of GHG emissions is increased when grassland is converted to cropland, whereas the 

conversion from grassland to forest decreases the amount of GHG emissions (DFFE (2022). Currently land 

use change is responsible globally for 11% of emissions from the food system, and about 33% of total 

human-sourced emissions (Crippa et al., 2021).

Agricultural production Production of �eld crops contributes 11% of total agricultural emissions in South 

Africa. Of these �eld crop emissions, 57% comes from the application of synthetic fertilisers, while the appli-

cation of lime contributes a further 30%, and  crop residues retained in the �eld another 13% (Tongwane 

et al., 2016). The largest proportion of crop contribution to GHG emissions are from the growing and har-

vesting of maize, wheat, and sugarcane production, largely because they are the most extensively cultivated, 

while industrial production of vegetables have the highest rate of GHG emissions per tonne (Tongwane et 

al., 2016). Livestock raising is the single largest source of agriculture-related GHG emissions, at 70% of the 

total derived from agricultural production, due in large part to the process of enteric fermentation, which is 

responsible for 49% of methane emissions alone (DFFE, 2022).

3.   Eutrophication refers to excess growth of algae and plant matter in water bodies when excess nutrients, as a result of pollution from 
nitrogen fertiliser for example, which leads to oxygen depletion and substantial ecological degradation in the water, impacting 
other biodiversity.

While nitrogen is also produced by natural processes, human 

activities have increased its concentration in the atmosphere 

by 30% in the past 40 years through the production 

and use of synthetic fertilisers (Tian et al., 2020).
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Food waste In South Africa, estimates suggest approximately 10.3 million tons of food is wasted per year, 

equating to 34.3% of local produce, and 45.4% of all available food (Oelofse et al., 2021). Approximately 

82% of the waste is produced between the production and distribution phases in food supply chains, with 

almost half occurring during processing. This is largely due to the fact that this is where much of the value is 

added and involves processes of peeling, cleaning, getting rid of skin and bones, and so on. The most recent 

statistics show that 18% of waste occurs during consumption (in households and restaurants) (Oelofse et 

al., 2021).

While the South African food system’s contributions to greenhouse gases causing climate change are not as 

high as the global average, it nonetheless constitutes a signi�cant source (the proportion of which would 

increase if left unchecked while the energy system was decarbonised). Furthermore, if measures to address 

social inequality were enacted in a transition, which could increase demand for healthy food such as veg-

etables, it would be necessary to ensure that it is met through sustainable production techniques that do 

not lead to increased GHGs or other ecological impacts. The South African agricultural sector is thus an 

important target for mitigation measures.  

This Section has described some aspects of the contributions of the South African food system to climate 

change and environmental degradation, which calls for measures to mitigate these contributions by lower-

ing emissions. Given the vulnerability of the food system to climate change impacts, adaptation measures 

are also necessary. Any sustainability transition would also need to address the inequalities of the food 

system, which also re�ect wider societal inequalities. With growing global awareness of the ecological 

problems of food systems there is also growing momentum for effecting sustainability transitions in food 

systems. But approaches to sustainability are not uniform, and re�ect differing economic and institutional 

interests, and prevailing power relations. We turn to explore some of these now.

Riebeek West, Swartland region Western Cape, South Africa. 
(Photo: Peter Titmuss / Alamy Stock Photo)
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4

CONTRASTING VISIONS 
OF SUSTAINABILITY 
TRANSITION IN THE 
FOOD SYSTEM
In the South African context, the term ‘just transition’ has been most commonly used in dis-

cussions of the energy transition, and rarely in relation to the food system. For South Africa to 

successfully lower emissions and move towards a just, sustainable, and climate-resilient economic 

pathway, the impacts and opportunities of transition must be considered across sectors. Further, 

whereas the energy system has been the primary focus of a just transition, an economy-wide 

approach to a deep just transition is needed (IEJ, 2022). This requires a consideration of the con-

nections between sectors in an overall transition. For example, the potential for agriculture and 

land reform to create jobs and absorb some of the job losses from the coal sector. Furthermore, 

nutrition, consumption, and more broadly the food system, are inevitably deeply affected by any 

shifts in employment, household incomes, and cost of living (including shifts in energy costs). 

Therefore, to ensure that justice and livelihoods are prioritised in South Africa’s just transition, the 

notion must be expanded to include the agricultural sector and the food system. Thinking about a 

‘just transition’ framework speci�c to food system change is nascent (see, for example, Kaljonen 

et al., 2023). However, approaches to sustainability in the food system have pre-dated the preva-

lence of the just transition concept, in practice and thinking. This section will therefore lay out the 

major existing approaches to food system change as relevant to South Africa’s food system, how 

they relate to the ecological question, and examine alignment with a just transition framework 

that aims to support deep, systemic change and justice in South Africa’s just transition.

4.1 Approaches to transition in the food system

Earlier in the paper we suggested that adaptation in the food system needs to build transformative resil-

ience, which understands the interconnected technical, social, ecological, and economic changes that need 

to underpin true resilience. This is made especially important by the prevalence of social and power inequal-

ities across all aspects of the food system. Predominant approaches to change in the food system are not 

uniform, and so here we show that assessing approaches in relation to questions of technical, social, and 

ecological change, and their key actors, gives rise to four broad approaches: ‘market-centred’, ‘greening 

the food system’, ‘food justice,’ and ‘systemic change’. It is important to note that these categorisations 

occur along a spectrum, with some approaches and proponents lying at intersections between the broad 

categorisations. However, the approaches can broadly be identi�ed with varying interests, institutions, and 

constituencies, all existing in varying positions to prevailing, unequal power relations.

Nutrition, consumption, and more broadly the food system, are 

inevitably deeply affected by any shifts in employment, household 

incomes, and cost of living (including shifts in energy costs). 
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TABLE 2 

Contextual framing of varying approaches to sustainability transition in South Africa.

Approach Market-centred
Greening the food 
system Food justice Systemic change

Description • Increase production 

output to address 

food crises. Market 

incentives for 

sustainable practices.

• Technology-centred, 

limited  consideration 

for social justice and 

transformation. 

• Green production 

methods to work with 

nature.

• Limited consideration 

for consumption and 

justice elements.

• Right to food. 

• Decent work.

• Justice in production 

and consumption.

• Advocate for 

fundamental, 

structural reform in 

the food system, and 

includes objectives 

of distributive and 

procedural justice in 

production.

Outlook on 
food system 
change

• Economic ef�ciency. 

• Ecological 

modernisation: 

sustainability 

through adoption 

of new technology/

techno�xes.

• Production that works 

with nature.

• Develop new markets.

• Human rights and 

justice.

• Improved food access 

and nutrition.

• Address fundamental 

inequalities in the 

food system.

• Link to broader 

economic and land 

inequities.

• Climate justice.

Problems 
identi�ed 

• Low productivity and 

yield gaps.

• Economic and 

production 

inef�ciency.

• Compounded by 

environmental impacts.

• Ecological impacts of 

industrial production.

• Health impacts.

• Poverty.

• Food insecurity, 

malnutrition.

• Inequality.

• Poor policy 

governance for rights 

realisation.

• Systemic 

contradictions and 

inequalities.

• Dispossession.

• Corporate power.

Solution • Raise productivity.

• Bring capital and 

markets to bear.

• Technological 

intensi�cation to 

raise productivity and 

resource ef�ciency.

• Organic and 

regenerative 

innovation.

• Expansion and 

mainstreaming of 

organic production.

• Green 

entrepreneurialism.

• Social wage and 

protection.

• Food security policy.

• Systems change.

• Social justice as 

preconditions for 

addressing structural 

problems.

• Agroecology and 

food sovereignty.

• Redistribution of 

power and resources.

Agents of 
change

• Large agribusiness 

and agritech �rms. 

• Those who shape 

consumer choice.

• Private sector.

• Farmers.

• Organic pioneers.

• State (policy, 

regulation).

• Social justice actors.

• Movements and 

progressive civil 

society.

• Democratised state 

and state bodies.

Examples and 
actors

• Climate smart 

agriculture.

• Sustainable 

intensi�cation.

• Incumbent actors in 

food system: Agri SA, 

Red Meat Producers 

Organisation (RPO), 

Red Meat Industry 

Forum, Agricultural 

Business Chamber.

• Regenerative farming.

• Conservation 

agriculture.

• Organic farming.

• Regenerative 

Agricultural 

Association of South 

Africa, SA Organic 

Sector Organisation 

(SAOSO).

• Urban and rural food 

justice movements 

and worker 

organising platforms.

• Global: La Via 

Campesina.

• SA: Agroecology 

NGOs, Food 

Sovereignty 

Campaign, Inyanda 

National Land 

Movement, Rural 

Women’s Assembly.

Source: Authors’ construction, including drawing some thinking from those like Gimenez and Shattuck (2011), Haysom (2014), Borras et 
al. (2021), and PLAAS (2022).

https://www.iej.org.za


20 IEJ DISCUSSION PAPER – TOWARDS A JUST TRANSITION IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN FOOD SYSTEM – May 2023

The �rst is a market-centred approach, which centres the role of markets and economic ef�ciency as the basis for 

environmental sustainability. Key in this market-centred approach is the role of technology (rather than changes in 

ecological, social, and economic relations) in solving ecological problems. While certain kinds of technology will play 

an important role in any transition, the reduction of social and ecological problems to purely technical solutions has 

been termed a ‘techno�x’. This approach therefore tends to centre techno�xes like more ef�cient feeds to reduce 

methane emissions from livestock, genetically modi�ed crops to cope with drought and enhance yield, or digital 

technologies for fertiliser application, soil monitoring, and so on. Such approaches generally reinforce the interests 

of private sector-held technologies, so further creating markets for proprietary products (Borras et al., 2022).  This 

approach can include those who favour a reliance on the voluntary initiative of the private sector, and those that 

seek to pro-actively regulate markets to increase the incentives to adopt purportedly sustainable practices, for exam-

ple through carbon taxes. This neoliberal approach to the environment extends to the question of food security: 

food security is posed as a function of production ef�ciency and scale in output. Key actors in such an approach are 

the private sector in general, and incumbent dominant actors in agro-industry. It therefore reinforces existing agrar-

ian, social, and economic relations that, as discussed above, underpin the contours of hunger and food insecurity in 

South Africa, leaving them unaddressed. This is generally the approach adopted by powerful, entrenched actors in 

South Africa’s agro-industries, such as Agri SA and the Red Meat Producers Organisation (RPO). 

An example of this market- and technology-centred approach is the notion of sustainable intensi�cation. Sustainable 

intensi�cation is grounded in the argument that in the context of population growth and climate change, more 

food needs to be grown on less land. Productivity therefore needs to be signi�cantly increased, with technology 

a key means to do so. Although the term ‘sustainable intensi�cation’ was initially associated with practitioners 

and thinkers like Pretty (1997), their initial proposals were more aligned with agroecology principles (see below). 

However, today sustainable intensi�cation has become associated with the powerful corporate actors of the unsus-

tainable global food system, and hence promotes privately-held technologies as the means to sustainability. As 

such, it has been critiqued as a way to sustain the industrial food system, rather than transforming it, and to sustain 

markets and pro�tability for corporate interests (Newell and Taylor, 2018; Borras et al., 2022).

The second approach takes the perspective of ‘greening’ existing production and consumption relations through 

the adoption of more ecologically harmonious production methods; for example, by implementing practices 

that work with, rather than against, nature in how water is used and managed, building up the natural fertility 

of the soil rather than relying on external inputs like arti�cial fertilisers and pesticides. Key examples are organic 

and regenerative agriculture practices by, for example, large-scale farmers. However, it also includes welfare 

programmes implementing organic agricultural practices in poor communities. However, while such sustainable 

agricultural efforts in poor communities respond to food security needs of the marginalised, they can take place 

without an emphasis on the wider social transformations needed to ensure justice and equality. Furthermore, this 

approach advances practices of sustainable food production that are critical to a transition, but they largely occur 

through existing social relations. On their own they therefore do not address the deeper systemic social problems 

in the food system discussed above, related to the causes of hunger and food insecurity, the generally marginal-

ised conditions of labour across the food system, and the patterns of control and accumulation that reproduce 

economic inequality in the food system.  

The third approach can be labelled ‘food justice’, and involves organisations, researchers, and policy advocates that 

focus on the ability of households to access safe, nutritious, and affordable food. The starting point is that food is a 

human right, as re�ected in the South African Constitution. Measures therefore need to be put in place to ensure poor 

and working class households’ food security, such as through social security measures, improved wages, intervening in 

food prices, and decommodifying basic services to reduce household costs (see PMBEJD, 2021a), and tends to focus 

less on production and distribution systems. This category also extends to organisation and representation of food 

and farm workers, focusing on wages and working conditions. Food justice activism in South Africa has engaged 

unevenly with the ecological question. However, it is included here because it includes objectives and perspectives that 
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are crucial to any just food system transition, which is that it should achieve the right to food for all, and decent work 

for workers in the food system. Furthermore, the factors underpinning injustices regarding workers in the food system 

(such as pervasive casualisation and precarity, and associated political fragmentation of workers) highlight important 

complexities that any progressive approach to ecological transition in the food system would have to grapple with.

The fourth category tends to focus on the deeper systemic changes in production and consumption systems needed 

to achieve sustainable and just food systems, most prominently in the frame of food sovereignty. Food sovereignty 

refers to the right of people to produce and consume food in ecologically and culturally appropriate ways, and to 

de�ne their own food systems, as against the inordinate power of corporations and markets to do so (Nyeleni Forum, 

2007). It is therefore about practices and policies that are seen to democratise the food system, such as government 

policies that centre the needs of smallholder food producers and the health and nutrition needs of consumers, rather 

than the economic priorities of powerful incumbent interests such as food corporations. Central to the systemic 

change approach is a food system that works with nature, and so it is often positioned against industrial agriculture, 

which depends on high levels of fossil fuel use, long distance trade, environmentally destructive monoculture pro-

duction that reduces agricultural biodiversity, and high usage of chemical fertilisers and pesticides that undermine 

soil fertility and biodiversity (Giraldo and Rosset, 2018). As alternatives, these advocates promote more localised 

food systems, based on smaller-scale farms, closer links with local and regional markets, and farmer-controlled seed 

systems to preserve agricultural biodiversity and prevent corporate takeover of seeds, and farm and community level 

nutrient, water, and seed re-circulation so as to sever farmer dependence on corporate input markets. 

A crucial technique for systemic change advocates is agroecology, a system of production that works with the principles 

of nature, recycles nutrients and resources, minimises the use of external agricultural inputs, and prioritises ecological 

health and human nutrition. However, beyond only a production technique, agroecology is also seen as a science that 

combines farmer and indigenous knowledge with formal science, as well as a social movement that emphasises justice 

in agrarian and societal relations (Gimenez and Shattuck, 2011). The systemic change approach therefore centres the 

redistribution of property, resources, and power as a basis for addressing hunger and building a sustainable food system. 

In South Africa, there are a number of social movements, small-scale farmers, and farm worker and civil society 

organisations calling for the adoption of agroecology (and of food sovereignty more broadly). This includes call-

ing for state support for agroecological food chains through inputs, production practices, and localised markets 

to link producers and consumers. Such movements also often link agroecology to calls for wider systemic change, 

such as through agrarian reform and measures to challenge corporate power in the food system.

Pavement traders in a small South African town in Limpopo province. 
(Photo: Paul Gregg / Travel Africa / Alamy Stock Photo)
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4.2 Relating these approaches to principles 
for a deep, transformative just transition 

Given these different approaches to transition in the food system, their association with particular power 

relations, and fragmentation of organisation from below, we now turn to how they can be understood in 

relation to the notion of just transition. In turn, this implies also exploring how a deep and transformative 

notion of just transition might provide a framework of thinking and action amongst progressive actors in the 

food system, and to counter market-centred, techno�x solutions to the just transition that reinforce existing 

patterns of ownership, control, and inequality. 

 The Institute for Economic Justice has proposed an approach to the just transition that is deep and transform-

ative (IEJ, 2022). This is aimed at moving beyond market-centred and techno�x proposals widely proffered 

by portions of the private sector and endorsed by the state, to a just transition informed by principles and 

measures to achieve systemic, transformative change. IEJ outlines six guiding principles in this regard:

1. A just transition should aim for a caring rights-based economy that centres human and planetary wellbe-

ing. This means looking beyond simply the narrow pursuit of economic growth as a �x-all, to investing in 

social reproduction needs and infrastructure, and in meeting ecological needs.

2. A transition needs to take an economy-wide approach to achieving a low carbon and climate resilient 

economy. It should be systemic in nature, and consider the relations between sectors.

3. Transformation of ownership, distribution, and access to resources is necessary to consider the kinds of 

ownership and systems of provision that can ensure needs are met and well being achieved.

4. The process of planning for, and enacting, a just transition needs to be democratic, empowering and con-

text-speci�c. It must ensure that decision making is democratic and participatory, and it leads to concrete 

improvements in social conditions informed by such democratic decision making.

5. Given that even participatory decision making is affected by unequal power relations, and that these 

relations also determine the distribution of costs and bene�ts of a transition along lines of gender, class, 

and race, an intersectional feminist lens is necessary to address imbalances of power in decision making 

and outcomes.

6. Given that South Africa’s social and economic order is still shaped by racialised dispossession, a just tran-

sition must also be informed by the kinds of restoration needed to work towards equality.

These principles are underpinned by a justice lens, which is critical to tackling climate change as a sys-

tem-wide challenge. Such a lens is also relevant to the South African food system, given its social inequalities 

and injustices described in this paper. The guiding frame of justice would therefore be a key link in framing 

the actions to move from where we are now, to the outcomes that a transition in the food system should 

achieve: improved nutrition, equitable livelihoods, and ecological harmony (Ambikapathi, 2022). The prin-

ciples above point to the need for, �rstly, distributional justice, which should seek to reconcile sustainability 

with social equity in the distribution of risks and bene�ts in the transition process. On one level, this requires 

the design of effective industrial policy, social policy, and regulatory mechanisms that minimise distributional 

trade-offs, compensate losers, adapt existing industries in an inclusive manner, and support innovation, and 

job creation in, and expansion of, more ecologically sustainable activities.  On a deeper level as well, given 

the contours and injustices of the current food system in South Africa, a transition would need to also con-

front existing inequalities and patterns of worker exploitation and precarity, suggesting deep distributional 

questions related to power, income, land and means of production.

Secondly, the principles point towards procedural justice, which should ensure equal opportunities for all 

people to participate in decision-making that concerns them. This also requires that power asymmetries, 

disparities in capacity, and inadequate engagement processes are addressed. These challenges also point 
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to a third necessary form of justice that should guide a just food system transition process (and that the 

principle of an intersectional feminist lens points to), which Tribaldo and Kortetmäki (2022) refer to as 

‘recognition justice’. Recognition justice is grounded in the understanding that while procedural justice is 

critical, gender, class, race, and institutional hierarchies can deprive certain people of equal opportunity to 

participate in societal conversations and decision making. The importance of recognition justice can be seen 

with the example of farmworkers. Many of them still live under far-reaching controls exercised by farmers 

over their working and living conditions, they often live in relative rural isolation with poor infrastructure, 

and their voices remain “at the fringes of national priorities” (Naidoo et al., 2017: 188). Women farmwork-

ers are particularly vulnerable to precarity and exploitation, and the silencing of their voices (Visser, 2016). 

Ensuring that cultural and economically marginalised actors have a voice are therefore important in shaping 

a just transition. 

Running through these forms of justice is a fourth element, related to capacities. In addition to ensuring the 

various forms of justice-guided transition implementation, capacity building is also required to bolster the 

adaptive capacity of relevant actors to respond to the demands that both climate change and transition may 

put on food production and consumption, and to actively engage in decision making processes and confront 

powerful interests (Tribaldo and Kortetmäki, 2022). Such a suggestion for capacity building is not simply 

a technicist proposal, but is inherently political when interwoven with measures to ensure distributional, 

procedural, and recognition justice.

This brings us back to the four broad approaches to transition in the food system in South Africa that we 

have outlined. Many of these principles and elements of justice are already displayed and advocated for by 

some of them. The systemic approach highlights the need to change unsustainable and unfair structures 

and outcomes of the existing food system, so pointing to distributional justice. In addition, agroecology and 

food sovereignty movements’ calls for the democratisation of food systems, at the levels of decision-mak-

ing, knowledge, and policy, point to important elements of procedural and recognition justice (Tribaldo 

and Kortetmäki, 2022). Similarly, the food justice approach emphasises the pursuit of equality in access to 

and consumption of healthy food, and so addressing class, race, and gender inequalities as a precondition 

for achieving improved nutrition (Tribaldo and Kortetmäki, 2022). By emphasising the rights and wellbeing 

of food and farm workers, food worker justice also points to a key challenge to be addressed in achieving 

improved nutrition and equitable livelihoods. Institutions and actors advancing the greening of the food 

system have important capacities necessary to a sustainability transition, but are not necessarily grounded 

in justice. Some in this stream will lean politically towards the market-centred approach, but there may be 

those leaning towards a justice approach, and would have to be identi�ed, potentially as part of a coalition 

building process. 

In this section we have pointed to principles of a general just transition approach and forms of justice that 

can inform such a transition. The climate crisis is heightening, powerful interests are responding to the 

climate crisis at the global and policy level, there is the threat of local actors adapting to climate impacts in 

ways that may harm the interests and needs of working people, and government policy often re�ects the 

organisation of dominant interests in particular sectors (such as in agriculture) and adopts limited notions of 

resilience and adaptation. This raises the question of coalitions able to advance progressive arguments and 

action for change in the food system. 

Recognition justice is grounded in the understanding 

that while procedural justice is critical, gender, 

class, race, and institutional hierarchies can deprive 

certain people of equal opportunity to participate 

in societal conversations and decision making.
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5

COALITIONS FOR 
CHANGE: ALIGNING 
APPROACHES TO A 
JUST TRANSITION 
FRAMEWORK?
The above approach to the just transition recognises that achieving aspirations for just transi-

tions involves addressing not simply technocratic challenges but political ones. That is, the key 

challenge is not only designing the right policies and instruments, but also how to build a viable 

coalition around a developmental strategy that can drive long-term change in the face of dif�cult 

trade-offs, costs, and countervailing forces. The institutional and policy inertia in terms of a just 

transition towards sustainable food systems points to the necessity of a broad, progressive social 

coalition able to advance concrete proposals for socially just decarbonisation and adaptation, and 

instigate the necessary pressure and shifts. Indeed, research has shown how institutional action 

towards sustainability transitions usually happens as a result of strategic engagement emerging 

from prior collective organising and building from below (IPES-Food, 2018). 

There are various forms of critical organising from below happening in various parts of the food system, as 

discussed in Section 4. However, the balance of power still swings in favour of organised commercial agri-

culture and dominant corporate food actors. This appears to be illustrated, for example, in the main tenets 

of the Agriculture and Agro-Processing Master Plan (AAMP), which largely reproduces the existing model of 

agriculture and large-scale commercial farming interests. Furthermore, corporate concentration and power in 

the food system plays an important role in determining the conditions of agricultural production, and shapes 

the market, as well as nutritional outcomes. Since 1994, the state’s role has largely been one of “abdication 

in governing the food system” (Adeniyi et al., 2021: v) as a result of the choice to deregulate the food sector 

in favour of market coordination, principally through the Marketing of Agricultural Products Act of 1996. As a 

result, powerful corporate actors play a key role in food system governance, and shape consumer norms and 

the consumer food environment through marketing and imposing their own food standards, and they play a 

signi�cant role in shaping policy interventions (Adeniyi et al., 2021). There are thus signi�cant vested interests 

entrenched in the current economic and political arrangement of the food system.

There is currently policy momentum in South Africa related to climate change and the just transition; for 

example, with the Presidential Climate Commission, the Just Energy Transition Partnership, and the prerog-

ative to develop sector adaptation plans as required by the Climate Change Bill. The PCC’s Just Transition 

Framework has a limited framing for the just transition in agriculture (including not taking a wider food 

systems focus), and other policies may continue to re�ect stances that are both shallow and that reinforce 

the economic status quo. These policy processes may provide an opportunity for a coalition of progressive 

actors in the food system to mount a challenge to the current policy bias in favour of the prevailing food 

system structure and incumbent interests. 
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Progressive constituencies in the food system, spanning systemic change and food justice perspectives, include 

NGOs, movements and campaigns that support smallholder farmers and the landless in the frame of agroecology 

and food sovereignty such as Surplus People’s Project, Biowatch, Trust for Community Outreach and Education, 

and the Climate Justice Charter Movement; formations organising rural women over seed and food sovereignty 

such as Rural Women’s Assembly; trade unions such as AFADWU, FAWU, and SACCAWU organising workers 

in the food system (mostly in food processing and manufacturing) and formations outside of the formal union 

movements such as those supported by Casual Workers Advice Of�ce and Women on Farms Project, and farm 

worker committees supported by the Eastern Cape Agricultural Research Project; and informal traders associ-

ations such as the SA Informal Traders Association and Informal Economy Development Forum. However, two 

possible challenges arise here in relation to a just food system transition. The �rst is the unevenness in terms of 

conceptualisations and capacities on the connections between their constituencies, the food system structure, 

and climate change. For example, formal trade unions may organise workers in relation to wages and working 

conditions, but this may not yet be connected to contesting wider injustice embedded in the structure of the food 

system, or its climate change contributions and vulnerabilities. The second is political fragmentation. This relates 

to the state of organisation of some constituencies from below linked to the divisions incited by the economic 

and power dynamics in the sector, but also to the extent to which actors like smallholder farmer associations, 

unions and other forms of worker organising, and informal traders, have found common ground to advance a 

common agenda in the food system.

In this context, we suggest that there is a need for a progressive framework to address policies related to sustainabil-

ity in the food system, and that just transition could provide this. Scholars like Tribaldo and Kortetmäki (2022) have 

suggested a framework of principles and criteria for food systems just transitions. But consolidating such a frame-

work in South Africa calls for further deliberation amongst progressive actors representing and supporting working 

people in the food system (and in other sectors requiring transition) to further de�ne and elaborate principles and 

measures in an ongoing, collaborative, and democratic way, and from the vantage points of the different constit-

uencies in the food system. This deliberation could lead to a framework for assessing the justness of government 

(and private) policies and programmes, and for some level of coordination and collaboration in policy and political 

action. Such an endeavour would also call for ongoing linkages between research, coalition building, and advocacy.

Farm workers harvesting onions on Suikerbossie farm, Koue Bokkeveld / Cedarberg region, South Africa. 
(Photo: Paul Gregg / Travel Africa / Alamy Stock Photo)
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6

4.   For example, COSATU (2011); Parr et al. (2018); and Swilling et al. (2016).

5.   For example, Winkler (2020); Burton (2018); Ward (2018); and Semelane et al. (2018).

RESEARCH AND 
ADVOCACY GAPS 
Research can potentially play an important role in building the needed conceptual and political 

frameworks and in supporting coalitions. In a growing body of research on just transitions, the 

existing agro-industries (such as commercial horticulture, wine, livestock, grains etc) have received 

relatively little attention to date. In research relating to South Africa speci�cally, agro-industries 

are commonly recognised as a critically important sector for the achievement of a just transition,4 

but less work has been done on the actual mechanics of a transition in speci�c agro-industries 

compared, for example, to the amount of work that has been done on the energy industry.5 

Drawing from these and other gaps identi�ed in the previous sections, we close this paper by 

suggesting that the following broad areas could bene�t from further research and associated 

advocacy. 

6.1 Identifying how to support workers, communities, and 
women in line with a just transition in the food system 

This paper has identi�ed injustices in the food system embedded in its political and economic dynamics, 

and within broader societal inequalities. Further research is necessary that seeks to better understand the 

links between climate change, production, consumption, and working and living conditions in value chains 

and, consequently, pathways to just transition. This would be necessary to also inform capacity building 

and mobilisation from below to advocate for concrete principles, measures, and proposals for just transition 

within particular agro-industries and across the food system. Key in this would also be ongoing horizon-

tal learning and dialogue across various civil society and trade union sectors, to identify the bases of such 

dialogue and connection, in order to be able to further strengthen a coalition for adaptation and transform-

ative resilience in the food system. This could also include creating platforms for ongoing sharing, learning 

and collaboration.

6.2 Addressing the configurations of power, 
institutions, and finance which ‘lock in’ 
unsustainable practices in the agro-industries

This would involve unpacking the current status quo in policy and implementation that does not serve and 

support environmentally just practices, equitable and fair labour practices, and equitable land and market 

access between agroindustry and small scale producers. It would require that, �rstly, we examine policy 

coherence and alignment with practices on the ground. This would also entail aligning policy proposals 

across areas, such as social policy (including a universal basic income grant), agricultural policy, agrarian 

reform, food security policy, and gender equality. 

Secondly, it calls for deeper examination of how public funding is currently allocated and how it could be reallo-

cated within a more coherent policy framework that encompasses the ambitions of a just transition in our food 
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system. This should link to advocacy and dialogue which creates greater connection between experiences and 

learnings across different popular constituencies (such as workers along value chains, rural women, smallholder 

farmers, and informal traders) related to sustainable and just food system interventions on the ground, and policy.

6.3 Prioritising a transformative climate adaptation vision 
and resisting neoliberal responses to climate adaptation 

A strong coalition for transformative change would need to be supported through research which identi-

�es the existing and potential threats to social equity arising through the differing sustainability transition 

pathways in the agro-industries. This includes further research aimed at understanding existing adaptation 

strategies by main actors in speci�c agro-industries and what their impacts, particularly on workers in those 

value chains, are. This is necessary in order to understand the food system-wide consequences of leaving 

adaptation to the market instead of developing and implementing a holistic policy approach to adaptation 

that centres the needs and rights of ordinary communities, workers, and women. 

Such research can therefore inform rights-centred thinking on policy options and development strategy for 

a just transition in the agro-industries. This can include identifying key strategic levers to instigate change 

towards engendering transformative resilience in the food system in the face of climate change. This could 

also be linked to the development of stronger connections between progressive narratives on energy justice 

and transition, and food justice, in light of the ongoing energy crisis and neoliberal �nancing regime. This 

points again to the need to pursue an objective of building conceptual, political, and advocacy alignment 

between various layers of working people in the food system, impacted communities and environmentalists. 

A just transition framework may help with this, especially if its exact principles and criteria applicable to peo-

ple’s struggles and the South African context are further elaborated in a bottom-up and collaborative way.

There is growing consensus on the need for a transformation in the way food is produced, processed, distrib-

uted, and consumed (D’Alessandro et al., 2021). These proposals could further the agenda of a just transition 

in South Africa’s food system, prioritising the needs of communities and social partners, while simultaneously 

identifying the strategic demands and pathways to developing transformative resilience in our food system.

Farm workers harvesting oranges. 
(Photo: AfriPics.com / Alamy Stock Photo)
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