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SYMPOSIUM SUMMARY REPORT

SYMPOSIUM ON FOOD PRICES AND AFFORDABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA
Summary Report

23–24 April 2026 | Johannesburg, South Africa

Organised by: Institute for Economic Justice (IEJ) and the DSTI/NRF 
Centre of Excellence in Food Security (CoE-FS)  

Report compiled by: Lebone Seleho

1. About the Symposium

Everyone has the right to food, guaranteed by the South African Constitution. But extensive food insecurity 
persists because food prices are too high and a vast portion of the population’s incomes are too low. In many 
South African households, the monthly question is no longer only whether food prices are rising, but which 
meals must be skipped, diluted or replaced with cheaper, less nutritious alternatives. Because of the scale 
of the food insecurity and hunger crisis and the role of food prices in shaping this, the Symposium brought 
together academics, government officials, civil society organisations, informal traders and activists to work 
collectively towards a food affordability policy framework for South Africa.

Organised by the Institute for Economic Justice (IEJ) and the DSTI/NRF Centre of Excellence in Food Security 
(CoE-FS), the event was designed to be strongly participatory and cross-sectoral. Government was 
represented by the Department of Agriculture, the Competition Commission, and the National Consumer 
Commission, who confirmed the importance of the symposium in terms of South Africa's national food 
systems transformation agenda.

Day One focused on diagnosis: the scale of food insecurity and hunger, and then the structural drivers of high 
food prices that, combined with low incomes, make food unaffordable. Day Two focused on solutions: the 
policy interventions, international lessons, and governance arrangements that could make food more 
affordable. The two days together aimed to lay the groundwork for a national food affordability policy 
framework.

"Seven out of ten people in this country are food insecure. They are not dying because there is no food. They 
are dying because they cannot afford it. At the heart of solving this problem of hunger and food insecurity is 

addressing affordability. That is why we are here." — Marc Wegerif, Co-organiser

2. Trends in Hunger and Food Insecurity

Multiple presenters confirmed a deeply troubling picture: food insecurity in South Africa is structural, worsening, 
and disproportionately borne by the poorest households, women, and young children.
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Scale of the Crisis

Drawing on Statistics South Africa (2025) and the FoodForward SA-SALDRU State of Household Food Insecurity 
2026 report, Dr Edzani Mphaphuli (GrowGreat) presented the following:

• 63.5% of South African households are food insecure; 17.5% experience severe food insecurity.

• The number of severely food-insecure people grew from 5.2 million in 2019 to 8 million in 2023.

• 40.8 million people live below the upper-bound poverty line (R2,635/month); 10.8 million below the food 
poverty line (R855/month).

Mervyn Abrahams (PMBEJD) pointed out that staple food prices have risen 33–50% over five years; wages 
and grants have not kept pace. The cost of a basket of food for a typical household has increased by 33% 
since 2021, while social grants rose by only 24%

Kelle Howson (IEJ) noted that 64.7% of all households spend less per person on food than the food poverty 
line, closely tracking the proportion experiencing food insecurity. This underlines that the crisis is 
fundamentally one of income relative to food costs, not of food availability.

Children and the First 1,000 Days

The most devastating consequence of food not being affordable is the stunting and preventable deaths of 
children, particularly in the first 1,000 days of life (pregnancy to age two). The average national stunting rate 
is 27% for children who are five years old and younger. This spikes to 43% among two year olds. Approximately 
10,000 children die each year from malnutrition-related causes, around 30 per day. Dr Mphaphuli's call: “Food 
affordability is health policy, child policy, and survival policy.”

The Income-Food Cost Gap

Stephen Devereux presented the affordability gap using data from Pietermaritzburg Economic Justice and 
Dignity (PMBEJD) (July 2025): A basic food basket for a low-income household costs R5,443/month, and a 
nutritious food basket costs R6,558/month. A grant-dependent household receives only R3,810/month, and 
a minimum wage earner takes home R5,297/month—both falling well short of even the basic food basket 
cost, let alone a nutritious diet. When total living costs (electricity, transport, hygiene) are included, expenses 
reach R9,486–R10,601/month, making the affordability gap even more stark. When transport and electricity 
are deducted as the first essential costs before food is considered, even these figures understate the gap.

After examining patterns and experiences of food price and affordability problems, the symposium turned 
to what determines food prices.

3. What Determines Food Prices in South Africa?

No single factor explains the food affordability crisis. There are a set of interlocking structural drivers that 
together constitute a system that consistently produce high prices and resist correction.

Corporate Concentration and Market Power

Every level of the food value chain is highly concentrated. Kagiso Zwane (Competition Commission) and 
Stephen Greenberg (JTFS Network) documented:
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• Input markets: The top 4 seed companies grew from having 21% of global market share in 1994 to 65% 
by 2014. South Africa is the most seed-concentrated country globally.

• Storage: Three companies (Senwes, NWK, AFGRI) own 78% of silo capacity in the maize belt.

• Processing: Concentration ratios (CR5) exceed the 50% oligopoly threshold in sugar (83.2%), bakery 
(85.4%), oils and fats (63.1%), and grain mill products (55.9%).

• Retail: The top 5 grocery retailers control approximately 67% of food retail. An example of how they used 
their power is the exclusive lease arrangements in shopping malls that blocked independent competitors.

This concentration enables what researchers call the 'Rocket and Feather Effect': prices rise sharply when 
costs increase but fall slowly when costs decrease, systematically expanding margins during cost shocks. 
Competition Commission monitoring (2025) found retail gross margins on maize meal at 37% by late 2025, 
even as the underlying white maize price had fallen significantly. The Competition Act, as currently drafted, 
cannot adequately address this structural tendency; it can only pursue explicit collusion or proven dominance, 
not systemic market power.

Price Formation Across the Value Chain

Devereux used the HLPE food systems framework to show how costs and profit margins at each stage in 
supply chains - farming, processing, distribution, and retailing - accumulate to determine the consumer price. 
A key distinction: costs are largely exogenous (farmers and retailers cannot control fuel or fertiliser prices), 
while profit margins are discretionary and subject to competitive pressure. This architecture provides eight 
potential intervention points. Andrew Bennie (IEJ) traced this in the maize value chain specifically, noting 
that maize farmers have declined from over 30,000 commercial producers in the 1990s to approximately 3,400 
today, and these are embedded in an increasingly concentrated downstream system.

Global, Macroeconomic, and External Factors

As South Africa is integrated into the global economy, there are a range of external factors that impact food 
prices in the country. These include that prices available on international markets for items like maize 
determine local prices, resulting at times in higher prices even when there are domestic surpluses. Other 
international factors include exchange rate volatility, geopolitical disruptions (e.g. Russia-Ukraine war, USA 
and Israeli attacks on Iran), international oil prices and energy costs, and climate-related agricultural shocks. 
While South Africa cannot do much about such international events, what can be done is to better protect 
the country’s food system and food prices from these external factors.   

Regulatory Imbalance

Group discussions surfaced a systemic regulatory imbalance: large corporations face insufficient constraints 
on structural market power, while small enterprises and informal traders face burdensome compliance 
requirements (barcoding, centralised distribution rules, trading licences) that effectively exclude them from 
formal supply chains. Hardin Ratshisusu (National Consumer Commission) acknowledged the Consumer 
Protection Act limitations for food markets: no food pricing case has yet been successfully prosecuted under 
the competition framework, and enforcement timelines mean cases are decided long after market conditions 
have changed.
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4. What Can Be Done: Policy Options and Solutions

Day Two moved from diagnosis to solutions. Seven presentations and extensive group discussions produced 
a rich set of complementary interventions. Presenters consistently emphasised that no single lever will close 
the food affordability gap; a coordinated package, or 'toolbox,' is required.

4.1 Raise Household Incomes

Devereux concluded: “The minimum wage is too low, and social grants are too low. Both need to be addressed 
and index-linked to food price inflation.” Kelle Howson (IEJ) showed how the real value of the Child Support 
Grant has declined significantly, the Social Relief of Distress (SRD) grant now stands at less than half the food 
poverty line, and 70,000 grants have been cancelled in the past year, mostly for administrative reasons, not 
due to proven ineligibility. The IEJ, as part of the Universal Basic Income Coalition, advocates for converting 
the SRD into a permanent, adequate Universal Basic Income Grant (UBIG) pegged at least to the food poverty 
line, financed through progressive taxation. Evidence from Namibia's Basic Income Pilot showed that within 
7 months, daily food shortages fell from 30% to 12% of households.

4.2 Price Stabilisation: Buffer Stocks and Food Reserves

Buffer stocks were identified as a priority intervention by the symposium. Noncedo Vutula (UCT / Nelson 
Mandela School of Public Governance) traced the global history of buffer stocks from ancient grain reserves 
to post-war food security architectures and documented successful contemporary models in Indonesia, India, 
China, and Brazil. She noted that South Africa's current agricultural support levels are far below World Trade 
Organisation (WTO) thresholds, leaving significant policy space for public stockholding.

Brazil's CONAB system (presented by Thome Luiz Freire Guth) is a successful model. Through their buffer 
stock system, the government buys surplus grain at minimum support prices, stores it, then releases stocks 
when there is speculation and prices rise. The lesson is stark, when Brazil shifted away from physical 
stockholding toward financial instruments under neoliberal pressure, domestic food prices rose sharply, and 
price spikes became more severe. The restoration of public stocks under President Lula is directly responding 
to that experience. The buffer stocks in Brazil are successful as part of a wider range of interventions that 
include support to family farmer, preferential procurement and different forms of food assistance. A Pan-
African Grain Management Facility (AGMF), proposed by Merle Schulken (UMass Amherst), would extend this 
logic regionally, insulating African consumers from global commodity price volatility.

4.3 Competition Reform and Price Transparency

Structural reform of food markets is needed alongside enforcement of competition laws. Priority actions 
identified as needed:

1. Amend the Competition Act to address the ‘Rocket and Feather’ effect and systemic market power, not 
only explicit collusion.

2. Introduce mandatory disclosure of cost structure data by firms at each supply chain stage to regulators, 
with confidentiality protections, enabling the Competition Commission to distinguish cost-justified from 
opportunistic price increases.

• Establish market share targets (e.g., 30% for SMMEs within 10–20 years) as part of industrial policy for the 
food system.
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• Explore state equity stakes in major food corporations (e.g., through the PIC) to give the government a 
voice in pricing decisions.

• Consider a maize export tariff to insulate domestic consumers from global price volatility during supply 
shocks.

4.4 Direct Price Interventions on Nutritious Foods

Zero-rating or subsidising specific nutritious foods, regulating profit margins on essential products, and a 
voluntary price basket agreement modelled on Mexico's 2022–23 'Paquete Básico' (where 16 large retailers 
agreed to hold the combined price of 24 essential products stable, with presidential enforcement through 
public naming and shaming) were all proposed. A dedicated, well-funded price monitoring system covering 
both formal and informal sectors was identified as an essential enabling step to better inform any price 
intervention. Analysis of food affordability and interventions must also address other essential costs for 
households, such as transport, energy, hygiene and health care.

4.5 Support the Informal Sector and Shorten Supply Chains

Marc Wegerif (University of Pretoria / CoE-FS) presented two years of price data showing that street vendors 
are, on average, 48.5% cheaper per kilogram than formal supermarkets across comparable fresh produce 
items and more responsive to wholesale price drops, thus passing on cost savings to the consumers. Spaza 
shops and other independent retailers are also selling maize meal at lower prices than supermarkets, especially 
when sourcing from medium sized family owned millers. South Africa's undernourishment rate (10%) and 
stunting rate (24.4%), according to comparable figures from the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the 
United Nations, are worse than many other countries, such as Ghana and Senegal, which have far smaller 
economies (overall and per person) but more vibrant informal and public food market sectors.

Policy responses to enable this sector:

• Protect and expand municipal fresh produce markets, which are the supply backbone for street vendors 
and other informal traders.

• Create more local public markets and space for street vendors through requiring a minimum amount of 
public food trading space in proportion to population sizes in all residential areas. This is to be captured 
in all Integrated Development Plans and Spatial Development Frameworks.

• Amend the Consumer Protection Act and urban bylaws to affirm and enable informal food trading as a 
public good rather than a regulatory challenge.

• Improve enabling infrastructure (water, sanitation, storage, shelter, cold chain) at informal trading sites.

• Support medium-scale family-owned millers and independent retailers, which are already out-competing 
major corporate millers on price in low-income urban areas.

4.6 Social Protection Reform

Social protection must be paired with supply-side food system reform; otherwise, grant income is captured 
by the same corporations that drive up prices. Jane Battersby (IPES-Food / UCT) identified the 'Income Trap': 
rising purchasing power without food system reform leads to more unhealthy ultra-processed food on the 
market, not better nutrition. The Grocery Market Retail Inquiry already found that supermarket expansion 
into township areas immediately captured SRD grant spending. Universal basic income, minimum wage 
increases, and the long-overdue Maternal Support Grant for pregnant women must be designed alongside 
structural changes to manage food price inflation.
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4.7 Governance, Research, and Coordination

Discussions identified important actions that are needed to improve governance of the food system in order 
to ensure food affordability. These include:

• Convene the Food and Nutrition Security Council as a multi-stakeholder governance body mandated to 
coordinate food affordability policy across the range of relevant government structures (e.g. NDA, DTIC, 
National Treasury, DSD, and municipalities) and non-state actors, including civil society and movement 
groups, academia, and food system actors from production to retailing. The existing legislative framework 
and policies provide for this body, but it has not been constituted.

• Review and reform the Marketing of Agricultural Products Act (MAPA) to redirect commodity levy funds 
toward transformation, reduce concentration in bulk handling infrastructure, and create pathways for 
new market entrants.

• Commission systematic value chain research, particularly on the opaque processing, manufacturing, and 
distribution stages, to fill critical gaps in understanding price formation.

• Formally declare and support indigenous crops (sorghum, millet) as agricultural products with dedicated 
extension, subsidy, and market development support, reducing dependence on globally concentrated 
white maize and wheat inputs.

5. Key Cross-Cutting Themes

The Crisis is Structural and Worsening

Food unaffordability is not a temporary or cyclical phenomenon. Prices have risen 33–50% over five years; 
severely food-insecure people have grown from 5.2 million to 8 million since 2019. South Africa produces 
enough food to feed its population, but the crisis is one of access and price.

Children Are the Most Harmed and the Least Protected

The most catastrophic consequence is the stunting, developmental harm, and preventable death of children 
in the first 1,000 days. President Ramaphosa's pledge to end child stunting by 2030 is unachievable without 
substantially reducing the cost of nutritious food or the incomes people have available to buy it. The Maternal 
Support Grant, which would directly address the most critical developmental window, remains unapproved.

Corporate Market Power is Central to the Problem

Every level of the food value chain is highly concentrated. This enables sustained profit margins, asymmetric 
price transmission, and barriers to entry that prevent competitive correction. As one participant observed: 
“The system is not broken; it is functioning perfectly for those who own and profit from it.” The Competition 
Act needs reform to address structural market power, not only explicit collusion.

No Silver Bullet — A Package of Interventions is Required

Every presenter confirmed that no single lever will close the food affordability gap. A coordinated package 
spanning income support, buffer stocks and price stabilisation (for food and other essential expenses), 
competition and market reform, informal sector investment, targeted nutritious food interventions, and 
governance coordination is needed. Brazil's integrated architecture minimum price guarantees, buffer stocks, 
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public procurement for school feeding, social protection, and agroecological support demonstrate what this 
can look like in practice.

Gender is a Critical Dimension

Women - disproportionately responsible for household food provisioning, more likely to head single-income 
households, and typically earn less - bear the greatest burden of food unaffordability. They skip meals, stretch 
food budgets, and manage household hunger first. Gender must be integrated into all policy design.

Data and Transparency Gaps Must be Addressed

A recurring theme across both days: the absence of systematic data on cost structures and profit margins at 
processing, manufacturing, and distribution stages makes it difficult to distinguish cost-justified from 
opportunistic price increases. Mandatory disclosure mechanisms, a centralised real-time price monitoring 
system covering formal and informal sectors, and systematic value chain research were identified as urgent 
priorities not just for research but as prerequisites for effective policy intervention.

The Rights Frame Must Be Central

IPES-Food's rights-based entry point was affirmed throughout: food affordability is not a market outcome 
to be optimised, but a constitutional and human rights obligation. South Africa’s Constitution guarantees 
the right to have access to sufficient food for everyone under Section 27, while Section 28 exclusively 
guarantees every child the right to basic nutrition. The state has an obligation not just to provide grants but 
to regulate the food system to prevent it from violating that right and to reform the structures that cause food 
unaffordability. Legal reform of the Competition Act and MAPA may be needed to give these obligations 
greater operational force.

Actions Can And Must Be Taken

In concluding the symposium, all agreed that there is a need for action. Participants were encouraged by the 
inputs and examples shared and the discussions, which showed that there are clear actions that can be taken 
to improve food affordability. There are short- and long-term actions that can be taken to improve food 
affordability now and into the future. The participants identified and prioritised potential interventions as 
listed below. Each participant also committed themselves to taking specific actions to move us towards a 
comprehensive food affordability framework. The organisers of the symposium agreed to take forward the 
various suggestions and engage further on this with all the participants and other key actors in the food 
system.

Priority Actions Identified by Participants

• Establish national buffer stocks / strategic food reserves, the single most frequently mentioned 
intervention across both days.

• Universal Basic Income Grant (UBIG): convert the SRD into a permanent, adequate income support 
pegged at least to the food poverty line.

• Constitute the Food and Nutrition Security Council, a dedicated multi-stakeholder governance 
body mandated to address food security, prices and affordability.
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• Dedicated, funded food price monitoring system for the formal and informal sectors, near real-time, 
with mandatory cost disclosure from value chain actors.

• Protect and expand public fresh produce and other local food markets; require minimum food 
trading space in spatial planning instruments.

• Zero-rate additional basic and nutritious foods; explore targeted subsidies on foods critical for 
the first 1,000 days.

• Reform the Competition Act and MAPA to address structural market power, asymmetric price 
transmission, and under-supported small actors.

• Preferential public procurement from small-scale farmers; actualise the existing 30% set-aside 
mandate.

• Maize export tariff, combined with domestic buffer stocks, to insulate consumers from global 
commodity price volatility.

• Diversify agricultural production toward indigenous, climate-resilient crops to reduce systemic 
input cost exposure.

Brazil’s experience of lifting over 40 million people from food insecurity and its removal from the FAO hunger 
map in only 2 years illustrates that meeting the Constitutional Right to Food of all households in South Africa 
is realisable in the short and medium term, through a range of policy measures. It just requires imagination, 
political commitment to the Right to Food and social justice, planning, and resources. A food affordability 
policy framework in South Africa can embody this, and its implementation can make a critical contribution 
to ending hunger and food insecurity. 

This symposium demonstrated that South Africa possesses the knowledge, institutions and commitment 
required to address food affordability. The challenge now is to convert this shared understanding into 
coordinated policy action. Participants committed to continuing collaboration towards the development of 
a national Food Affordability Policy Framework that advances the constitutional right to sufficient food and 
nutrition for all.
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1. SYMPOSIUM OVERVIEW 
AND OBJECTIVES
The Symposium on Food Prices and Affordability in South Africa was convened on 23–24 April 2026 in 
Johannesburg. Organised by the Institute for Economic Justice (IEJ) and the DSI-NRF Centre of Excellence in 
Food Security (CoE-FS), the University of Pretoria, and the Food Prices Working Group of the Food System 
Just Transitions network, the event brought together academics, government officials, civil society 
organisations, informal traders, and activists to work collectively towards a food affordability policy framework 
for South Africa.

The symposium was opened by Marc Wegerif (University of Pretoria & CoE-FS), Andrew Bennie (IEJ), and 
Peter Ramolotja (Department of Agriculture, Land Reform, and Rural Development), who collectively framed 
the event around South Africa's persistent food insecurity, the constitutional right to food, and the gap 
between incomes and food costs. Together, they situated the symposium as an opportunity to develop a 
food affordability policy framework, noting that both income levels and food prices are deeply problematic 
in the current context. Government's participation signalled alignment with South Africa's broader food 
systems transformation agenda, and the two-day programme was introduced as moving from diagnosis on 
Day One to policy solutions and next steps on Day Two. 

The symposium had the following objectives, not limited to:
• Provide a platform to share existing information and priorities, and identify knowledge gaps on food 

prices and affordability.

• Deepen understanding of food price formation in South Africa.

• Identify and interrogate policy options for addressing food price rises, volatility, and unaffordability.

• Establish a process to coordinate and share research findings and policy proposals towards the 
development of a food affordability policy framework in South Africa.

Day One Programme Overview and Planned Outputs 
Planned outputs include a report, research design documents, policy proposals, and written notes to help 
shape research and policy options, with the broader goals of building shared knowledge and understanding 
around food affordability issues and securing participant commitment to concrete next steps. Day One was 
oriented toward understanding the scale of the problem and the determinants of food prices in South Africa, 
covering topics ranging from food and nutrition insecurity to international and local perspectives on 
affordability, food price trends and drivers, corporate concentration, value chain dynamics, and market 
structure, and concluding with group discussions to identify the most critical drivers of high food prices, key 
actors, and gaps in existing research.

Key Guiding Questions for Day One
• What is the situation of food (un)affordability in South Africa?

• What are the main factors determining food prices?

• What makes food prices higher than needed?

• Who are the main actors involved?

• What are the research gaps in relation to understanding food prices and affordability?
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2. SESSION 1: SETTING THE SCENE — 
FOOD INSECURITY AND AFFORDABILITY

2.1 Presentation by Edzani Mphaphuli, Executive Director, GrowGreat

Scale of Food Insecurity in South Africa

Dr Mphaphuli opened with a stark statistical picture of food insecurity, drawing on Statistics South Africa 
(2025) data and the FoodForward SA–SALDRU State of Household Food Insecurity in South Africa 2026 Report:

• 40.8 million people live below the upper-bound poverty line of R2,635 per person per month, scraping 
by on less than R100 per day.

• 10.8 million people live below the lower-bound food poverty line of R855 per month, just enough for 
basic caloric survival.

• 63.5% of households are food insecure.

• 1 in 4 South Africans live on a severely limited diet.

• 17.5% experience severe food insecurity.

• 17.8 million food-insecure people in 2023, up from 14.25 million in 2019.

• 8 million severely food-insecure people in 2023, up from 5.2 million in 2019.

She emphasised that South Africa produces enough food nationally to feed its population, yet millions cannot 
access adequate nutrition. The key drivers of food insecurity are poverty, unemployment, and high food 
prices. 'People are not hungry,' she said. 'They are being made to be hungry.'

The Cost of Nutritious Food

GrowGreat's '10 Best Buys' campaign identified ten protein-rich foods that the organisation is pushing to 
have prices reduced on. The cost of purchasing this basic nutritious basket for a pregnant woman and one 
child was estimated at between R654 and R702 per month, and this does not include staples. Dr Mphaphuli 
noted that even tinned pilchards, long considered an affordable protein, are becoming unaffordable for many 
families.

Household Coping Strategies and the Breakdown of Buffering

Drawing on the FoodForward SA–SALDRU report, she described the 'coping ladder' used by households 
facing food insecurity: meal stretching → shifting to cheaper staples → skipping meals → borrowing and debt 
→ asset sales → foregoing medication. Key findings included:

• Diet quality falls first: households shift to cheaper staples and fewer kinds of food long before total food 
absence occurs.

• Adults, particularly women, skip meals so that children or partners can eat.

• 77.8% of households report (reported) talking to children about not having enough food, exposing children 
to emotional and nutritional consequences of food insecurity.
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• Food shortages often peak before monthly social grant payouts and during periods when seasonal work 
is unavailable. 

• When nutritious food is unaffordable, unhealthy, cheap filling foods stop being temporary substitutes 
and become default food choices.

• Hunger has consequences for medication adherence. Many households cannot take medication because 
they have no food to take it with.

The First 1,000 Days: A Decisive and Currently Unprotected Window

Dr Mphaphuli emphasised that the first 1,000 days of life (270 days of pregnancy plus the first two years) 
represent a decisive window for brain and body development. By age two, the brain has reached 
approximately 80% of adult size. Failure to secure nutritious diets in this period has lifelong consequences.

Current data on stunting is alarming:

• The national average stunting rate for children under two is 27%.

• Stunting spikes catastrophically to 43% among children aged 12–23 months during the transition to 
complementary feeding.

• Stunted children are more likely to be overweight or obese, reflecting protein malnutrition, not calorie 
excess.

• Approximately 10,000 children die every year from malnutrition-related causes: 1,000 directly from severe 
acute malnutrition, and over 9,000 with severe acute malnutrition as an underlying cause. This is 
approximately 30 children per day.

Government Response and Gaps
Dr Mphaphuli acknowledged that government is responding, but not yet at the scale of the crisis:

• Cash transfers (social grants) provide protection but do not fully offset rapid food price increases.

• The Maternal Support Grant remains unapproved, despite pregnancy being the most nutritionally 
vulnerable period of the life course.

• ECD subsidies were increased from R17 to R24 per child per day in the 2025 budget, but implementation 
is lagging.

• Food donations are limited by timing, quantity, predictability, and transport costs.

• All these interventions miss the most vulnerable period of life, the first 1,000 days.

She closed with a call to action: 'Food affordability is health policy, child policy, and survival policy. Start by 
protecting pregnancy and the first 1,000 days. Target the cost of nutritious diets so that unhealthy foods do 
not become the cheapest and most stable option. Food policy is child policy.'

2.2 Q&A and Discussion — Session 1

On the Distribution of Malnutrition

Mahamad Abdullah (Empower Cycle Trust Business Group) asked about the geographic distribution of 
malnutrition and whether land for home gardening could help.

Dr Mphaphuli responded: The problem is proportionally worse in rural provinces, the Eastern Cape, Limpopo, 
and Northern Cape, with KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo, and the Eastern Cape recording the highest numbers of 
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children dying from hunger. However, in absolute numbers, the most food-insecure people are in urban 
provinces (Gauteng and KZN) because of higher population densities.

Florian Kroll (CoE-FS, University of the Western Cape) added, "It is critical to recognise that food prices are 
particularly important for urban spaces, where most people do not have access to land for cultivation." Dr 
Mphaphuli also noted that malnutrition at an early age shifts the genetics of children, making the children 
more likely to develop non-communicable diseases, a transgenerational impact with long-term economic 
consequences.

On the Blockages to the 10 Best Buys Campaign

Andrew Bennie asked what blockages had prevented progress with government and retailers on making 
nutritious foods more affordable.

Dr Mphaphuli responded: Business will not move unless it is in their interest (profit). Since urban residents 
cannot grow food, retailers effectively control the market. Nothing pushes retailers to lower the price of 
specific foods unless there is real competition. The government is also not using its power to designate specific 
foods and mandate affordability. 'Business will only come to the party if they are forced to.'

On Measurement of Food Affordability

Mark Volmink (University of the Western Cape) asked how affordability should be measured in terms of 
calories, nutrients, or full dietary diversity.

Dr Mphaphuli responded: The platform should work towards defining what it means to have a healthy diet 
that is affordable for all. Current food insecurity measurements focus on hunger (not eating in the last day) 
rather than diet quality. We need to reframe how food insecurity is measured, shifting the focus to whether 
people can access a nutritious diet, not just survive on calories. Food poverty lines should be anchored to 
nutritional requirements, not just caloric minimums.

Mervyn Abrahams (PMBEJD) added: The economic impact of stunting is also critical. With 27–30% of children 
stunted, South Africa is undermining its future human capital and productivity. This is not just a moral issue; 
it negatively impacts future economic growth. South African Informal Traders Alliance, SAITA, noted that 
informal traders are not making profits, food prices are too high for them, and they trade purely for survival.
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4. SESSION 2: UNDERSTANDING FOOD 
SYSTEMS AND AFFORDABILITY

4.1 Presentation by Stephen Devereux, DSI-NRF Centre of Excellence in 
Food Security (CoE-FS)

The Food Systems Framework

Devereux used the HLPE (2017) food systems framework to explain how food systems generate good or bad 
nutrition outcomes. He distilled the essence: costs plus profit margins in food supply chains determine 
economic access or affordability, which leaves consumers with budget-constrained choices, resulting in diets 
that are inadequate in quantity, quality, or diversity.

• For each commodity, taking bread as an example, the price is built through four stages of the supply chain:

• Production (farming of wheat involves input costs: fertiliser, seeds, land, transport, and storage).

• Processing (milling and baking involves additional costs and profit margin).

• Distribution (packaging, transport, warehousing, further costs added).

• Retail/marketing (the retailer or street trader adds their own costs and profit margin).

Costs vs Profit Margins: A Key Distinction

Devereux distinguished between costs and profit margins as the two components of price formation:

• Costs are largely exogenous; farmers and retailers do not control the fuel price or fertiliser price. When 
there is a shock (e.g., fuel price increase), costs rise throughout the supply chain, and prices must rise 
accordingly.

• Profit margins are discretionary and subject to competitive pressure. Cartels can fix prices (as happened 
in the bread price-fixing scandal). Firms can also collude tacitly.

He cited Shoprite's 2023 financial results: a gross margin of 24%, net margin of 6%. While this sounds small, 
on Shoprite's total sales volume, it amounts to approximately R13 billion in annual profit. Small percentage 
changes in margins make a huge difference to both profits and consumer affordability.

Eight Intervention Points for Lower Food Prices

An important insight from the framework is that there are eight potential intervention points: four at the cost 
level (production costs, processing costs, distribution costs, retail costs) and four at the profit margin level 
rather than a single point of control. Prices can be reduced by lowering costs at any stage (e.g., reducing fuel 
levies) or by putting downward pressure on profit margins (e.g., through competition regulation or price 
transparency).

The Food Affordability Gap in South Africa

Devereux presented the food affordability gap, the gap between household income and the cost of a nutritious 
diet, using data from the Pietermaritzburg Economic Justice and Dignity (PMBEJD) Group (July 2025):
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• The basic food basket costs R9,486 per month for a low-income household of seven.

• A social grants household (two Child Support Grants at R560 each, one SRD grant at R370, one Old Age 
Grant at R2,160) receives only R3,810 per month, which cannot even cover the basic food basket.

• A national minimum wage household (R5,297 per month) earns less than the basic food basket cost for 
a family before any other expenses.

• The cost of a nutritious food basket is R10,601 per month, far beyond the reach of both grant-dependent 
and minimum-wage households.

Policy Conclusions

Devereux outlined two broad approaches to closing the food affordability gap:

• Demand-side: Raise household incomes ideally through employment, but in its absence through social 
grants that are index-linked to inflation so purchasing power is not eroded.

• Supply-side: Lower food prices through the eight intervention points, reducing excessive profit margins, 
increasing competition, or targeted subsidies on nutritious foods.

He concluded, 'Two key policy lessons: the minimum wage is too low, and social grants are too low. Both 
need to be addressed, and both need to be index-linked to ensure they keep pace with food price inflation.'

4.2 Q&A and Discussion — Session 2

On Knowledge Gaps in the Food Supply Chain

Yvonne Erasmus (SERI — Socio-Economic Rights Institute) asked about what is known and unknown in the 
different parts of the food supply chain. She noted that there seems to be reasonable knowledge about 
production costs and retailer margins (because retailers publish financial statements), but the processing, 
manufacturing, and distribution segments are opaque.

Devereux agreed: We know relatively more about retailers and producers than about the in-between stages 
of processing and distribution. The Competition Commission and Consumer Commission may know more, 
but the general picture is incomplete. This is a significant research gap.

On Own Production as an Alternative Pathway

Stephen Greenberg (Just Transition in the Food System Network) asked whether a large-scale increase in 
own food production could bypass the food price problem entirely.

Devereux responded, "Own production shortens the supply chain and eliminates distribution, processing, 
and retail markups." Street vendors who buy directly from farmers and sell in townships also shorten the 
chain and are often cheaper than supermarkets. However, urban dwellers typically lack land. Both approaches 
are valid in their respective contexts but must be part of a broader solution, not the whole solution.

On Raising Incomes vs Lowering Prices

Justice Lekgoro (Gauteng Department of Agriculture) raised a concern: if incomes rise, food prices will also 
rise because markets respond to increased purchasing power. Should government focus on lowering 
production costs instead?
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Devereux responded, both are necessary. Raising incomes is preferable and has multiplier effects when social 
grant recipients spend money, creating economic activity for others (e.g., street vendors) who then spend on 
food. We should not expect significant inflationary pressure from raising incomes unless there are supply 
constraints, which do not appear to be the dominant issue. Ideally, social grants and the minimum wage 
should be index-linked to inflation so that purchasing power is protected automatically.

On the Role of Workers in the Food System

Marc Wegerif raised the issue of workers in the food system. When we put pressure on prices to come down, 
who absorbs the cost: the CEO or the workers? He noted that farmworkers have historically borne the 
consequences of cost pressures and that any affordability intervention must be careful not to shift the burden 
to already-vulnerable food system workers.

Devereux agreed: food system workers from farmworkers to supermarket cashiers and informal traders are 
part of the picture, and their livelihoods must be considered in policy design.

Andrew Bennie reinforced the point: We do not have a complete picture of how value is distributed within 
particular value chains. Systemic value chain analysis, including which actors capture value and under what 
power relations, is essential to designing fair and effective interventions.
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5. SESSION 3: SOUTH ASIAN AND 
INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE 
ON FOOD AFFORDABILITY

5.1 Presentation by Derek Headey, International Food Policy Research 
Institute (IFPRI)

The Healthy Diet Affordability Framework

Headey argued that monitoring and policy have historically focused too narrowly on calories, when the focus 
should be on complete nutrition and balanced diets that meet nutrient requirements and reduce the risk of 
non-communicable diseases. The 'cost of a healthy diet' provides a new food poverty line that is more 
meaningful than traditional caloric poverty lines.

Measuring healthy diet affordability involves three steps: choosing and quantifying food-based dietary 
guidelines; costing the diet; and comparing the cost to household income or wage distributions.

Key Stylised Facts on Food Affordability

Fact 1—South Africa has very high rates of healthy diet unaffordability:
62% of South Africans cannot afford even a generic global healthy diet (FAO estimates). This is exceptionally 
high, comparable to 12% in China and 20% in Brazil. The most likely explanations are high income inequality 
and relatively high prices of nutritious foods in South Africa.

Fact 2 — Vegetables, fruits, and animal-source foods drive diet costs:
Starchy staples and oils are cheap calorie sources, making up a small share of diet costs. But vegetables, 
fruits, and animal-source foods, critical for micronutrient adequacy, collectively make up 71% of the cost of 
a healthy diet. Legumes and nuts are the cheapest healthy food group and are non-perishable.

Fact 3 — Unhealthy foods are often much cheaper per calorie than healthy foods:
Using 2017 international dollar comparisons: 100 kcal from instant noodles cost $1.46; chocolate biscuits, 
$1.63; and soft drinks, $2.15, all far cheaper per calorie than most healthy foods. Shadow prices amplify the 
gap: healthy foods (especially vegetables and legumes) require long preparation times and have short shelf 
lives, making them even more costly in practice.

Fact 4 — Healthy food prices are more volatile:
Fruits and vegetables display the highest seasonal price variation in every country studied. Quantifying this 
volatility for South Africa and for different communities and regions is an important research gap.

Policy Options: The Three P's

Headey framed policy options around three interconnected problems:

• The Poverty Problem: Too many people have insufficient income to afford a healthy diet. Key solutions: 
re-evaluate and reform social protection through a nutrition lens; use microsimulation methods to model 
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the impact of different cash transfer levels, targeting rules, and alternatives to cash (vouchers and food 
fortification).

• The Price Problem: High relative prices of healthy foods discourage consumption. Key solutions: use 
price and nutrient profile data to identify high-nutrition, low-cost foods for promotion; model agri-food 
system investments that reduce healthy food prices; consider taxes and regulations to raise the cost of 
unhealthy foods; invest in transport and storage infrastructure (international evidence shows a strong 
correlation between healthy diet costs and logistics efficiency); R&D to produce healthier processed foods 
with longer shelf life and shorter preparation times.

• The Preference Problem: People may not choose healthy diets even if they are affordable. Key solutions: 
focus behavioural change on young children and their caregivers; use schools, universities, and 
workplaces as institutional platforms; develop innovative social media infotainment to normalise healthy 
eating; use specialised food preference surveys to understand decision-making.

Cross-Cutting Advocacy Recommendations
• Lobby for the cost of a healthy diet to replace the caloric food poverty line as the core policy benchmark.

• Monitor the cost of a healthy diet at high frequency alongside conventional food CPI.

• Monitor healthy diet affordability using wages as an income proxy, enabling monthly tracking.

• Promote healthy diet affordability monitoring in multi-sectoral nutrition frameworks—the 'healthy diet' 
construct brings together health and agriculture ministries around shared targets.

5.2 Q&A and Discussion — Session 3

On Government Intervention — Direct Price Regulation and Food Subsidies

Stephen Greenberg asked why Headey had not strongly advocated for direct government intervention, price 
regulation, food subsidies, or open market operations (government storing and selling food cheaply).

Headey responded: Food subsidies have historically focused on cereals with mixed results. The current 
evidence tends to favour nutrition-sensitive cash transfers over commodity subsidies. However, there are 
examples where adding legumes to public distribution schemes has helped. The key challenge is that most 
evidence around nutrition-sensitive transfers targets pregnant women and mothers of young children; there 
is less evidence on whole-household or broader population approaches.

On Gender Dimensions

Kelly Koopman raised gender as a critical dimension: the responsibilities of food security rest disproportionately 
on women; food preparation time costs are gendered; and South Africa has a high proportion of female-headed 
households economically and in terms of care labour.

Headey agreed: Female workers face time constraints (some rural women in Sri Lanka rise at 4 am to start 
cooking before their own workday begins), making time-saving foods more attractive even if less healthy. 
Wage inequality between men and women is also significant in many countries and needs to be integrated 
into healthy diet affordability monitoring.

On Regulation of the Food Industry and Advertising

Florian Kroll (CoE-FS, UWC) asked about the regulation of the food industry, particularly companies that 
invest billions in shaping consumer preferences toward unhealthy foods and whether alternative R&D models 
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(like healthier versions of instant noodles) had progressed.

Headey responded: Advertising regulation for children has been tried in many countries with some success. 
Compelled product reformulation is another avenue the Gates Foundation and Rockefeller Foundation 
explored, working with large companies to create healthier versions of popular, unhealthy products. Trans-fat 
regulation in North America succeeded partly because companies were threatened with regulation and 
voluntarily reformulated. This model, where all companies face the same regulatory threat simultaneously, 
creating a level playing field, may be applicable to broader reformulation.
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6. SESSION 4: FOOD (UN)AFFORDABILITY 
TRENDS IN SOUTH AFRICA

6.1 Presentation by Mervyn Abrahams, Pietermaritzburg Economic 
Justice and Dignity (PMBEJD)

The Household Affordability Index

The PMBEJD Household Affordability Index tracks the price of a basket of 44 foods commonly bought by 
low-income households, priced monthly by women from low-income households at 47 supermarkets and 
32 butcheries in Johannesburg, Durban, Cape Town, Pietermaritzburg, Mtubatuba, and Springbok (Northern 
Cape). The index represents a household of seven persons.

The Overall Food Basket: 33% More Expensive Over Five Years

The cost of the full 44-food basket increased from R4,051 in January 2021 to R5,401 in January 2026, an 
increase of approximately 33% in nominal terms. This rise reflects a structural shift, not merely temporary 
spikes: even when inflation slowed, prices remained permanently elevated at higher levels than before the 
shock.

Core Foods: The 17 Priority Items

The 17 'core foods' items prioritised first by low-income women when shopping rose from R2,194 to R2,823 
(approximately 29%) over the same period. These core foods now account for 52% of the total basket cost. 
When money is tight, households buy these first, leaving less for nutrient-dense items like dairy, fruit, and 
vegetables, directly eroding dietary diversity and nutritional adequacy.

Rising Costs of Key Staple Foods
• Maize meal: Increased approximately 40–50% over the 2021–2026 period, despite good harvests in some 

years. South African maize growers' export orientation often means consumers pay export parity prices 
domestically.

• Rice: High volatility, spiking 32% in 2024 due to India's export ban, then partially correcting back to near 
baseline by 2026. Short-term affordability shocks were severe.

• Cake flour: Sustained price climb of approximately 24.5%, partly due to Russia-Ukraine conflict impacts 
on wheat supply.

• Cooking oil: Surged approximately 72% by January 2023, then partially corrected. It now sits approximately 
46% above the 2021 baseline, a new structural price floor.

• Chicken (IQF pieces): Cumulative increase of approximately 37% above the 2021 baseline. South Africa's 
most affordable meat protein is becoming increasingly out of reach.

Transport and Electricity as Pre-Conditions for Food Access

A critical finding from the PMBEJD research is that food is not the first item purchased when income arrives. 
Transport costs (essential to maintain employment) and electricity costs (essential for cooking) must be paid 
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first. When transport and electricity are deducted from the national minimum wage, the remaining income 
is insufficient to cover even the core foods. The key findings:

• 55–60% of a minimum wage is consumed by transport and electricity costs.

• Remaining income after transport and electricity: approximately R1,400–R2,000.

• When this remaining income is divided among four household members (reflecting unemployment levels), 
per capita spending on food falls below the food poverty line.

• When core food costs exceed the residual income, households are forced into a pure survival diet of 
staples; only dietary diversity is impossible.

VAT Zero-Rating: Relief, but Not Sufficient

22 of the 44 foods in the basket (50%) are subject to VAT. VAT on the total basket amounted to R346.89 in 
January 2026, more than the cost of 30kg of maize meal (R308.14). However, a striking finding is that the cost 
of zero-rated foods has increased faster than the cost of non-zero-rated foods over the 2021–2026 period. 
This suggests that the main drivers of food price inflation are in the supply chain, not in taxation. The VAT 
exemption provides some relief, but it is being eroded by upstream cost increases and market power.

Wages and Grants Are Not Keeping Pace
• The National Minimum Wage increased from R3,321 to R5,067 over the period, but the food basket cost 

consistently exceeds the minimum wage.

• The Child Support Grant increased approximately 24% over 2021–2026, while the food basket increased 
over 33%.

• The gap between the CSG and the cost to feed one child indicates that current social protection is insufficient 
to secure basic child nutrition.

Conclusion and Provocation

Abrahams concluded that food unaffordability in South Africa is persistent and structural. He offered a 
provocative reframing: 'We keep talking about high food prices. Is it really high food prices, or is it too low 
income? Perhaps food in South Africa is already cheap. Maybe we just don't earn enough to buy it. If we raise 
wages as we should, food might become more expensive — but that reflects the reality that our wage levels 
are too low. Most financial economists and government are too afraid to ask that question.'

6.2 Q&A and Discussion — Session 4

On Child Support Grant Erosion

Marc Wegerif noted: The Child Support Grant went up 24% while the food basket went up 30+% over 2021–2026. 
This means grant-dependent households are losing real purchasing power for food every year. He also 
observed that the VAT exemption appears to have been captured: if retailers or producers are raising prices 
of zero-rated foods faster than VAT-liable foods, some of the fiscal cost of the exemption is being absorbed 
as profit rather than passed to consumers.

On Whether the Food System is Broken

Devereux offered a challenging framing: The food system is doing a good job of keeping shops full of food. 
The problem is not that the food system is broken; it is that the economy is broken. It is not creating jobs, 
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and social grants do not compensate for lost income. Should we blame the food system, or should we focus 
on job creation, social protection, and the right to food through governance?

Mervyn Abrahams responded: It is not one or the other. The food system is embedded in the economic system. 
Both need to change. The fact that tomatoes are 10% more expensive this month because they are transported 
from Limpopo to Durban reflects a structural inefficiency in the food system, not just the economy. Both 
wages and the food system need reform simultaneously.

On Measuring Real Household Food Stress

Mark Volmink (UWC) asked how real household food stress is measured and whether current methods are 
adequate. Abrahams noted that the PMBEJD approach triangulates quantitative price data with qualitative 
conversations with women, capturing both the data picture and the lived experience. The consistent finding 
is that households cannot access sufficient food, and the standard they need is nutritional food, not just 
calories.

On Cosmetics and Non-Food Household Expenses

Thabile Diphofa (Department of Agriculture) raised the issue of cosmetics and personal hygiene as budget 
items that compete with food, washing powder, toothpaste, Vaseline, and deodorant. Abrahams confirmed 
that the PMBEJD tracks these under a separate household hygiene and domestic cleaning index available on 
their website (www.pmbejd.org.za).

On Spatial Legacies and Transport

Florian Kroll (CoE-FS, UWC) highlighted that transport is not only a cost, but also a barrier to economic 
participation (accessing jobs) and to accessing cheaper food in other areas. Some of the solutions to food 
affordability lie at the provincial and local government level and involve investment in public transport 
infrastructure and bridging spatial divides inherited from apartheid planning.
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7. SESSION 5: DRIVERS OF HIGH FOOD 
PRICES IN SOUTH AFRICA

7.1 Presentation by Naledi Radebe, Agricultural Economist, National 
Agricultural Marketing Council (NAMC)

NAMC's Mandate and Role

The National Agricultural Marketing Council is a state entity established under the Marketing of Agricultural 
Products Act (No. 47 of 1996). Its mandate includes investigating, recommending, and advising the Minister 
of Agriculture on agricultural marketing policy; overseeing statutory measures; and monitoring agricultural 
marketing trends and the application of regulatory measures. NAMC publishes monthly food price monitoring 
reports for 28 commodities, covering both domestic and global price trends.

Food Price Inflation Trends (February 2020 – February 2026)

The presentation traced food price inflation against overall CPI, identifying key periods of acceleration:

• 2020–2021: COVID-19 pandemic caused supply chain disruptions and price acceleration.

• 2022–early 2023: Peak inflation period, driven by the Russia-Ukraine conflict (disrupting approximately 
30% of global grain and oilseed supply) and domestic drought. Food inflation reached its highest point.

• 2024: A period of easing, with food inflation declining toward the target band, helped by improved harvest 
conditions and some stabilisation of global commodity prices.

• 2025: New acceleration: foot-and-mouth disease (FMD) outbreak affecting red meat; African swine fever 
affecting pork; avian influenza affecting poultry and eggs; festive season demand; and ongoing geopolitical 
tensions.

• Early 2026: Slight moderation, but new upward pressure from the Middle East conflict's impact on global 
oil and fertiliser prices, and a possible El Niño development.

Drivers of Food Price Inflation

NAMC identified both global and domestic drivers of food price inflation in South Africa:

• Global commodity prices: South Africa's food prices are linked to international markets through export 
parity pricing and import dependence.

• Exchange rate fluctuations: A weaker rand increases the cost of imported goods and inputs.

• Geopolitical conflicts: The Russia-Ukraine war and the Middle East conflict constrain global fertiliser and 
crude oil supply, with cascading effects on input costs and food prices.

• Rising agricultural input costs: Fuel, electricity (8.76% tariff increase in the current period), and fertiliser 
prices all feed into production, processing, and transportation costs.

• Climate shocks: Drought (particularly in grain-producing areas), animal disease outbreaks (FMD, avian 
flu, African swine fever).

• Structural issues: Logistics inefficiencies, particularly over-reliance on road transport; and market 
concentration throughout the value chain.
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Suggested Government Interventions
• Prioritise support for domestic agricultural production, including strengthening veterinary services and 

disease control measures.

• Encourage local production and blending of fertilisers to reduce import reliance.

• Explore targeted fuel levy relief for the agricultural and food transport sectors.

• Support the domestic agro-processing industry to reduce dependence on importing processed food.

7.2 Q&A and Discussion — Session 5

On How NAMC Data is Used by Government

Yvonne Erasmus (SERI) asked how NAMC's reports are used internally by government and whether there are 
examples of data informing policy intervention. Radebe responded that NAMC provides advisory services to 
the Minister of Agriculture, using its research to ground policy proposals. An example given was the FMD 
outbreak response, where NAMC traced contributing factors and advised on measures to contain the spread.

On Quantifying the Contribution of Different Drivers

Coletta Gandizanua (University of Pretoria) asked whether NAMC can disaggregate the contribution of different 
drivers—e.g., how much is market concentration vs. global commodity prices. Radebe indicated that NAMC 
engages with industry bodies that provide data on commodity-specific factors and that they compare domestic 
trends with global trends. However, attributing specific percentages to individual drivers remains a research 
challenge.

On Post-Farm Operational Costs

Mahamad Abdullah (Empower Cycle Trust) raised the issue of operational costs from wholesale to retail, the 
full cost of the business model at each stage, and argued that food being treated as a commodity rather than 
a human right inflates prices. He also raised the difficulty small-scale farmers face in accessing retail shelves 
dominated by large corporate grocery chains, which have strict supply chain requirements (barcoding, 
centralised distribution, etc.).

On the Informal Sector

A participant asked whether NAMC tracks informal sector prices. Radebe indicated that NAMC's food price 
data primarily covers the formal/urban sector, but that the organisation's agribusiness division engages with 
smallholder farmers and tracks production data from them. A full informal sector pricing index remains a 
gap.
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8. SESSION 6: CONCENTRATION, 
COMPETITION, AND FOOD PRICES

8.1 Presentation by Kagiso Zwane, Senior Economist, Competition 
Commission of South Africa (CCSA) 

Executive Summary of Findings
• An era of continuous shocks: Food markets have experienced several continuous global and local 

disruptions since 2020.

• Concentrated markets with high barriers: These shocks are amplified in inelastic goods markets with high 
barriers to entry throughout the food value chain.

• Asymmetric price transmission (Rocket and Feather Effect): When costs rise, prices rise sharply and 
immediately; when costs fall, prices decline slowly, leading to a structural tendency toward margin 
expansion.

• Structurally high food prices: Food price inflation has remained generally above general inflation, with 
prices not returning to pre-shock levels.

Corporate Concentration Throughout the Value Chain

Zwane documented concentration at every level of the food system:

• Input markets (globally concentrated): Top 4 seed companies: 21% of global market share in 1994 → 
65% in 2014. Top 4 agrochemical firms: 62% of global pesticide and herbicide supply. Fertiliser production: 
concentrated in a handful of oil/gas-producing countries. Poultry genetics: 2–3 global players control 
genetic material for virtually all commercial broilers and laying hens worldwide.

• Farming: 31% decrease in farming units between 1993 and 2017 (Competition Commission Concentration 
Tracker). Commercial grain farmers halved in number but became more productive (59% more grain per 
farmer between 2015–2019).

• Storage and logistics: Commercial silos (legacy of deregulated co-ops) handle 73% of South Africa's 
grain. In fresh produce, the top 4 agents account for 81–90% of total value of produce sold at municipal 
fresh produce markets.

• Processing and manufacturing: Oligopolistic structures in milling, oilseed crushing, and dairy 
processing, with 5–10 firms dominating each. Concentration ratios (CR5) above 50% in sugar (83.2%), 
bakery (85.4%), oils and fats (63.1%), and grain mill products (55.9%).

• Retail: Dominated by four large grocery retailers. Exclusive lease arrangements in shopping malls, phased 
out through the Grocery Market Retail Inquiry, had effectively blocked independent butcheries, fruit and 
veg retailers, and other competitors.

The Rocket and Feather Effect in Practice

The 'Rocket and Feather Effect' describes asymmetric price transmission: prices rise rapidly when costs 
increase (the rocket) but fall only slowly when costs decrease (the feather). This implies that margin expansion 
occurs during periods of cost shocks. Examples from Commission monitoring:



29SYMPOSIUM ON FOOD PRICES & AFFORDABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

• Maize meal: Retail prices were on an upward trajectory for the first half of 2025. By November 2025, retail 
margins on maize meal were at 37%, alarmingly high. White maize prices fell from R22.16/tonne in May 
2025 to R14.49 in December, but retail prices did not fall proportionally.

• Eggs: After the avian flu outbreak, producer prices declined from R13.32 (June) to R11.69 (November) 
2025, but retail prices declined only slightly from R23.84 to R23.02—the spread widened significantly.

• Chicken (IQF): Retail prices rose from R96.38 (June 2025) to R101.56 (December 2025) even as producer 
prices remained stable at around R45. Retail prices did not stabilise even after poultry imports resumed 
following the Brazil avian flu ban.

The Commission's Research Programme and Collaborative Work
• International Competition Network: Co-chairs the Special Project on Food and Agriculture Markets; 

developed a Toolkit on Price Monitoring and Advocacy Reforms in Food Markets.

• BRICS Competition Law and Policy Centre: Co-chairs the Working Group on Agriculture and Food Markets, 
with a focus on global grain trade.

• African Competition Forum: Co-chairs a similar working group on agriculture and food markets.

• Joint research project with DALRRD: Benchmarking South African food prices against comparable countries; 
assessing SME participation in essential food value chains.

• Township and rural economy study: Understanding the competitive dynamics of supermarket entry into 
township and rural areas.

• Soft law and monitoring: The Commission continues tracking prices of essential food throughout the 
value chain and uses soft law mechanisms to constrain profiteering.

8.2 Q&A and Discussion — Session 6

On When the Commission Intervenes and Excessive Pricing

A participant asked: At what point does the Commission intervene on the Rocket and Feather Effect, and is 
it even legal behaviour?

Zwane responded: The Rocket and Feather Effect is a screening device that identifies areas of the value chain 
that are not behaving competitively. But based on aggregated data alone, it cannot be used to draw firm 
conclusions or pursue a case. Asymmetric price transmission is not itself a contravention of the Competition 
Act. For an excessive pricing case, the Commission must first establish dominance (under Section 8) and then 
prove that prices are excessive within the Act's definition. This is analytically and a difficult attribution of 
costs across multiple product lines is complex, and by the time a case is decided, market conditions will have 
changed. The Commission has hit the limits of the Act as currently drafted, particularly in food markets. 
Market inquiries have proven more effective as a tool, with negotiated settlements avoiding lengthy tribunal 
and appeal proceedings.

On Whether the Food System is Broken—A Competition Lens

A participant offered a sharply critical view: The Competition Commission's own work shows that the food 
system is broken. Despite the bread cartel fine (the largest ever imposed in South Africa at the time), cartel-like 
behaviour has continued in dairy, fresh produce, white maize meal, and sunflower oil. The system is not 
merely malfunctioning; it is systemically incentivising behaviour that harms consumers, despite regulatory 
action. 'The system is functioning perfectly for those who own it.'
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Marc Wegerif offered a moderating view: The Commission is looking for criminal conduct, cartels and explicit 
collusion. But systemic trends, the Rocket and Feather Effect, are not crimes even if they produce unjust 
outcomes. The challenge for this symposium is to identify what other policy interventions, regulations, and 
structural changes can address these systemic trends that the Competition Act cannot reach on its own.

On Competition Law Reform and Socioeconomic Rights

A participant raised: The Competition Act requires the Commission to consider societal well-being and 
socioeconomic rights. Could the failure of food markets to deliver affordable, nutritious food be framed as a 
violation of Section 28 (every child's right to nutrition)?

Zwane acknowledged: Since the Mediclinic Constitutional Court judgment, integrating socioeconomic rights 
analysis into competition law enforcement has become increasingly important. The Commission does consider 
rights in its case-making, particularly for pharmaceutical cases. Whether it provides a viable pathway for food 
market cases remains to be tested. He also noted that a potential area for reform is thinking about market 
structures that lend themselves to more competitive pricing rather than waiting for explicit collusion to 
prosecute.

On Data Transparency and Competition

Yondela Mahlathi asked about the tension between data transparency and competition law—too much 
transparency can facilitate cartel behaviour (price signalling). Zwane acknowledged this: there is a genuine 
analytical challenge. The Commission's goal is to obtain cost structure data from firms, keep it confidential, 
and use it to separate cost-justified price increases from opportunistic pricing. This requires sophisticated 
data collection and modelling, and remains an ongoing empirical challenge.

On Fresh Produce Market Price Manipulation

Brian Phaaloh (South African Informal Traders Forum) described price manipulation at fresh produce markets: 
a small number of market agents control multiple major fresh produce markets. Because directors sit on the 
boards of multiple agents, price movements are essentially coordinated without explicit communication. He 
asked who should be regulating this. Zwane noted this is part of ongoing market monitoring and that the 
fresh produce market inquiry has already produced findings on agent concentration.
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9. SESSION 7: PRICE FORMATION 
IN THE MAIZE VALUE CHAIN

9.1 Presentation by Andrew Bennie, Food Systems Programme, 
Institute for Economic Justice (IEJ)

Why Focus on Maize?
• Maize meal accounts for 10–15% of monthly income for low-income households. Price increases have a 

disproportionate impact — a direct driver of inequality and nutritional deprivation.

• Maize meal is a 'core food' — households prioritise it even when prices are high (inelastic demand). When 
more is spent on maize, less is available for nutritious vegetables and protein.

• Maize is highly vulnerable to climate change — heat and drought reduce yields. Research suggests climate 
change may add 1.5–2% to food inflation per 2°C increase in average temperatures.

• Examining maize allows analysis of all stages: farmers, silos, millers, retailers, and the role of global 
markets.

Structural Features of the Maize Value Chain

The structure of the maize value chain was shaped by the shift from regulated markets to liberalisation:

• Prior to the late 1980s: Single-channel marketing through cooperatives; controlled minimum/maximum 
prices for farmers and consumers.

• Post-1996 deregulation: Cooperatives transformed into private companies, retaining their regional market 
dominance but now operating on market principles without public interest mandates.

• Maize farmers: Decreased from over 30,000 commercial producers in the 1990s to approximately 3,400 
in 2024. Far fewer, but much more productive.

• Storage and silos: Three companies (former co-ops Senwes, NWK, and AFGRI) own 78% of silo storage 
capacity in the maize belt.

• Milling: The five largest firms account for approximately 55% of income; the 20 largest, approximately 
84%.

• Retail: The top 5 retailers control approximately 67% of food retail in South Africa.

Factors Shaping the Price of Maize
• World market price (export parity pricing — because SA is linked to global markets).

• Exchange rate fluctuations.

• Domestic supply and demand (harvest outcomes, regional demands such as exports to Zimbabwe, Zambia, 
and Malawi during drought years).

• Climate impacts.

• Market power of dominant silo owners, millers, and retailers.



32SYMPOSIUM ON FOOD PRICES & AFFORDABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

Asymmetric Price Transmission — Debate and Evidence

Bennie reviewed the evidence on whether the Rocket and Feather Effect is present in maize specifically. Some 
researchers (2006, 2025) find it clearly. Others (Louw et al. 2017, Finan/Treasury 2024, Natalie Vien et al. 2025) 
do not find it, or find it to be cost-justified. The Competition Commission's more recent monitoring (2025) 
finds it present at the retail level, with a gross margin of 37% on maize meal by late 2025. The debate reflects 
limited systematic data on cost structures and profit distribution within the chain.

Research Gaps
• Lack of systematic data on pricing behaviour, cost structures, and profit margins throughout the value 

chain.

• Absence of a complete picture of value distribution—which actors capture value and how much.

• Limited research on the specific pricing strategies of dominant silo owners, millers, and retailers.

Policy Directions
• Assess whether existing competition law enforcement can be strengthened or reformed.

• Increase marketing channels and the number of players to reduce concentration and stimulate 
competition — but ensure that competitive pressure does not fall on wages.

• Introduce mechanisms for greater transparency in pricing behaviour — mandatory cost structure 
disclosure, real-time monitoring.

• Consider buffer stocks as price stabilisation tools — government holds stocks and releases them when 
prices spike and purchases when prices fall below certain thresholds.

• Explore regulation of profit margins in essential food products.

• Longer-term structural shift: reduce dependence on white maize and wheat; increase role of indigenous, 
climate-resilient crops (millet, sorghum).

9.2 Q&A and Discussion — Session 7

On Buffer Stocks and Public Stockholding

A participant asked whether public buffer stocks are politically feasible given corporate concentration in 
storage. Bennie noted that buffer stocks are widely used internationally—Japan uses them for rice; Qatar is 
currently deploying grain buffer stocks in response to the Middle East conflict. They serve to stabilise prices 
around spikes. Ideally, buffer stocks would be embedded in a broader system linked to public procurement, 
incentivising ecologically sound production and creating markets for indigenous crops.

On How Milling Margins are Calculated

Marc Wegerif asked for clarification on the 43–45% milling gross margin figure. Bennie explained these figures 
came from the Competition Commission's monitoring reports (2023–2026 cost of living reports), representing 
gross margin as the difference between the product's selling price and its direct production costs. He 
acknowledged this is not necessarily net profit, and that a more complete and systematic picture is needed 
to understand the full cost-to-profit story.
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On Market Entry and Corporate Concentration

Yondela Mahlathi asked whether concentration is the result of closed markets or open markets with no new 
entrants. Stephen Greenberg responded: Both. Barriers to entry are enormous, and the capital costs required 
to build a mill or silo are prohibitive for most potential competitors. Additionally, multinational asset managers 
(BlackRock and Vanguard) own significant shares across multiple competing firms in the South African food 
system, creating tacit alignment of interests without explicit collusion.

On Agroecological Transition and Mandatory Disclosure

Florian Kroll (CoE-FS, UWC) raised two interconnected points: (1) What are the concrete possibilities for 
promoting a transition toward agroecological production to reduce dependence on chemical, genetic, and 
energy inputs that are globally concentrated? (2) Is there a case for mandatory disclosure of cost factors to 
a regulatory body like the Competition Commission, which could hold data confidentially and use advanced 
data analytics for near-real-time price formation monitoring?

Stephen Greenberg responded: Government input supply programmes should be opened to support ecological 
inputs, organic fertilisers, compost, manure, seed from local producers. Public procurement (which has 
required 30% from small enterprises since 2001) is not being used effectively and must be actualised. On 
mandatory disclosure: this is a promising model that the Commission could aggregate confidential cost data 
and share only aggregate trends publicly, enabling better surveillance without facilitating price fixing.
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10. SESSION 8: CORPORATE 
CONCENTRATION AND FOOD PRICES

10.1 Presentation by Stephen Greenberg, Just Transition in the Food 
System Network 

What Do We Know About Corporate Concentration?

Greenberg drew on various data sources to demonstrate the extent of corporate concentration in the South 
African food system:

• In seeds: South Africa is the most concentrated country globally across all seed types (field crops, 
vegetables, etc.).

• Farming: 6.5% of farms generate 67% of total agricultural income (2018 data).

• Grain silos: The top 4 operators control 69% of crop stored (2019).

• Manufacturing (CR5 concentration ratio of the top 5 firms):

- Sugar and products: CR5 = 83.2%

- Bakery products: CR5 = 85.4%

- Oils and fats: CR5 = 63.1%

- Grain mill products: CR5 = 55.9%

- Grocery retail: CR5 = 61%

Note: An oligopoly is defined as CR5 of 50% or above. All the above exceed that threshold. Even at 40%, 
competitive pressure is considered significantly reduced.

Profit Margins and Concentration: A Correlation

Stats SA data on profit margins in food manufacturing shows that food and beverage manufacturing margins 
are generally above the overall manufacturing average. The highest profit margins are in sugar, bakery, 
vegetable and animal oils and fats, and grain mill products—precisely the sectors with the highest concentration 
ratios. While correlation is not causation, it is consistent with the hypothesis that concentration enables 
above-normal profits.

Value Distribution in Food Supply Chains

NAMC farm-to-retail price spread data shows that for monitored commodities (mainly meat and dairy), 33–75% 
of final consumer value is captured downstream of the farm gate. The specific breakdown within that 
downstream portion between storage, transport, processing, and retail is largely unknown. This is a critical 
research gap.

Does Corporate Concentration Lead to Higher Prices?

Greenberg acknowledged the complexity: the relationship is not automatic. Arguments suggesting 
concentration does not necessarily raise prices include economies of scale, intense competition between 
major retailers on price (thin margins, high volume), and the law prohibits explicit anti-competitive behaviour.
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Arguments that concentration does raise prices or harm consumers include the following:

• Buyer power: Large retailers have strong negotiating power over suppliers, can set conditions that harm 
smaller players and distort pricing.

• Price stickiness (the Rocket and Feather Effect).

• Corporate profiteering: Ability to earn excess profits beyond what cost increases justify.

• Food waste: Up to 27% of edible food in South Africa is wasted (CSIR research). The cost of this waste is 
passed to consumers in final prices.

• Buyer-driven value chains: Retailers determine prices and distribute value back down the chain; farmers 
and even many manufacturers are price takers.

• Indirect effects: Corporate influence on food policy undermines democratic governance; suppression of 
wages and barriers to entry weaken livelihoods and food choices; environmental damage from large-scale 
industrial production.

Research Gaps and Proposed Directions
• Detailed market share data for corporations is usually proprietary and very difficult to access.

• Direct evidence on the link between corporate concentration and food prices in specific South African 
value chains.

• Alternative pathways: Redistribution of land and agricultural resources; support for small enterprises and 
cooperatives; preferential procurement to create markets for smaller producers; re-embedding local food 
systems to connect production and distribution at local level.

• Setting market share targets, e.g., 30% of the market for small enterprises over 10–20 years as part of an 
industrial policy for the food system.
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11. GROUP DISCUSSIONS: DISTILLING KEY 
DRIVERS, ACTORS, AND RESEARCH GAPS

Participants broke into four groups for approximately 40 minutes to identify and prioritise the most important 
drivers of high food prices, the main actors involved, and the key information and research gaps. Each group 
used colour-coded cards (white for drivers, yellow for actors, and green for gaps) and reported back in plenary.

11.1 Drivers of High Food Prices

A. Market Structure and Corporate Power
• Liberalised and deregulated markets have excessive integration into global commodity markets.

• Corporate concentration/oligopoly throughout the value chain.

• Corporate greed and opportunistic pricing, especially during and after shocks.

• High input costs (manufacturing and retail).

• Branding and advertising are driving up demand for branded products and inflating prices.

B. Regulation and Policy Environment
• Over-regulation for small players high compliance costs, bureaucratic requirements (e.g., barcoding, 

centralised distribution requirements for farmers to access retail).

• Under-regulation of large corporations, insufficient constraints on market power and pricing behaviour.

• High cost of regulatory compliance for informal traders.

C. Global and Macro-Economic Factors
• Global commodity prices South Africa's exposure through export parity pricing.

• Exchange rate weakens, rand increases import costs for food and inputs.

• Inflation, a generalised inflationary environment, increases all input costs.

• Geopolitics Russia-Ukraine war, Middle East conflict affecting energy and fertiliser supply chains.

• Wars and climate change are interacting as multipliers.

D. Energy and Input Costs
• Rising electricity costs (8.76% tariff increase in the current period), including for food processing, 

refrigeration, and retail.

• Fuel costs — affecting transport at every stage of the value chain.

• Input supply costs — fertilisers, pesticides, seeds (all subject to global concentration and price volatility).

E. Supply Chain and Logistics
• Supply chain disruptions post-COVID recovery, poor infrastructure, and municipal service failures.

• Logistics inefficiency over-reliance on road transport; costs of delivering produce from farming areas (e.g., 
tomatoes from Limpopo to Durban).

• Distribution inefficiencies of centralised distribution models add cost.
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F. Environmental and External Shocks
• Climate shocks, drought, floods, and extreme heat are affecting harvests.

• Pest and disease outbreaks: FMD (red meat), avian flu (poultry, eggs), African swine fever (pork).

G. Production and Access Issues
• Farmers' production constraints land, input costs, and credit access.

• Lack of access to markets for smallholder farmers.

• Cost of access, particularly for rural households, where monopoly retailers may charge more than urban 
competitors.

H. Demand-Side Factors
• Consumer preferences, brand loyalty, and preferences for certain (often less healthy) products can sustain 

high prices even as healthier alternatives become cheaper.

• Food waste up to 27% of edible food is wasted in South Africa; the cost is passed to consumers.

Preliminary Prioritisation (from Group Report-Back)
One group ranked the drivers in approximate priority order:

1. Corporate concentration and greed

2. Regulation, both over-regulation of small players and under-regulation of corporate power

3. Legislation needs reform

4. Climate and external shocks (including geopolitical factors)

5. Consumer preferences

6. Food waste and food loss

11.2 Main Actors Involved in Food Prices

Participants identified the following actors as central to food price formation and affordability, not necessarily 
as 'bad actors' but as those who must be engaged in any policy intervention:

Government and Public Institutions
• Municipalities (service delivery, local food systems, trading licences).

• Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural Development (DALRRD).

• Department of Trade, Industry and Competition (DTIC).

• National Treasury.

• Department of Cooperative Governance (CoGTA).

• Department of Social Development.

Regulatory and Oversight Bodies
• Competition Commission of South Africa.

• National Agricultural Marketing Council (NAMC).

• National Consumer Commission.

• Consumer Protection Authority Council.
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• Agricultural Produce Agents Council (APAC).

• Health regulators (food safety and labelling standards).

Private Sector (Core Value Chain)
• Farmers and producers (highly fragmented at the farm level).

• Silo operators and storage companies.

• Fresh produce market agents.

• Millers, processors, and manufacturers.

• Grocery retailers and supermarkets.

• Input suppliers (seed, fertiliser, agrochemical companies, often multinationals).

• Transport and logistics companies.

• Financial institutions (credit, insurance).

Civil Society and Knowledge Actors
• Universities and research institutions.

• Civil society organisations (food rights, advocacy, and nutritional monitoring).

• Consumers (end of chain noted: need lower prices and better quality).

• Informal traders (SAITA and others).

11.3 Information and Research Gaps

A. Informal and Small-Scale Economy
• Smallholder and subsistence household production data: how much is produced and consumed?

• Pricing strategies in the informal sector.

• Regulatory compliance challenges and costs for small and informal actors.

B. Market Functioning and Price Formation
• Cost structures and profit margins at each stage of the value chain, not just at the farm and retail ends.

• Distribution of value within specific value chains, who earns what, and what power relations enable this.

• Value chain-specific price formation, including the role of lead firms in setting prices up and down the 
chain.

• Dynamic pricing price differences across locations, brands, and over time are hidden by aggregate statistics.

C. Corporate Power and Transparency
• Market share data for large corporations is typically proprietary and inaccessible.

• Transparency on pricing decisions, cost attributions, and margin justifications.

• The role of global asset managers (e.g., BlackRock, Vanguard) who hold shares across multiple competing 
food companies.

D. Systems Understanding
• Food systems mapping: understanding how food flows across the country and through value chains.
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• Consolidation of existing knowledge and institutional alignment. Much research exists, but it is fragmented 
across organisations.

• Understanding the overall structure of markets and what pricing behaviours that structure naturally 
generates (beyond explicit collusion).

E. Losses, Risks, and Alternative Markets
• Food loss data and its contribution to consumer prices.

• Informal market dynamics pricing, access, and quality comparisons with formal retail.

• Land concentration and monocropping impacts on food price resilience.

• Black market (illicit trade) dynamics where present, how they affect access and pricing.
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12. DAY ONE REPORT-BACK: 
CONSOLIDATED FINDINGS

The report-back session brought together the outputs of all four groups and the day's discussions. Facilitators 
organised the cards on the wall and led a brief plenary prioritisation. Key observations from the plenary:

• Corporate concentration and the related question of regulatory failure were identified as the primary 
structural driver of high food prices  with strong support across groups.

• The liberalisation and deregulation of markets which exposed South Africa deeply to global commodity 
price shocks and gave incumbent corporations unchallenged market positions is the systemic foundation 
that makes other drivers so damaging.

• Geopolitical and climate shocks amplify the effects of concentration: in a concentrated market, shocks 
take prices up rapidly and bring them down only slowly.

• The informal sector both informal traders and smallholder farmers is severely constrained by a combination 
of regulatory burdens, market access barriers, and lack of data. This sector is both under-researched and 
under-supported.

• Research gaps are significant, particularly around value chain-specific price formation, cost structure 
transparency, and the role of lead firms in pricing.

• The suggestion to distinguish 'black market' from 'informal market' was raised and affirmed  the informal 
market is a legitimate and important part of the food system, not inherently illicit.
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13. KEY THEMES, CONCLUSIONS, 
AND NEXT STEPS

13.1 Cross-Cutting Themes from Day One

The Crisis Is Structural and Getting Worse

Food unaffordability in South Africa is not a temporary or cyclical phenomenon. It is structural. The number 
of severely food-insecure people grew from 5.2 million in 2019 to 8 million in 2023. Prices of staple foods have 
risen 33–50% over five years. Wages and grants have not kept pace. Price shocks do not fully reverse. The 
crisis is worsening, even in a country that produces more than enough food to feed its population.

Children and the First 1,000 Days Are Disproportionately Harmed

The most catastrophic consequence of food unaffordability is the stunting, developmental harm, and death 
of children, particularly in the first 1,000 days of life. President Ramaphosa's pledge to end child stunting and 
malnutrition by 2030 cannot be achieved without substantially reducing the cost of nutritious food. The 
Maternal Support Grant remains unapproved, leaving the most vulnerable developmental window without 
dedicated support.

Corporate Market Power is Central to the problem.

Every level of the food value chain from seed companies to retailers is highly concentrated. This concentration 
enables the Rocket and Feather Effect (prices rising fast and falling slowly), sustained profit margins, and 
barriers to entry that prevent competition from providing a natural corrective. The Competition Act, as 
currently drafted, cannot adequately address these systemic structural issues.

Both Demand-Side and Supply-Side Interventions Are Needed

No single lever will close the food affordability gap. A combination is needed: raising incomes (jobs, social 
grants indexed to inflation); reducing food prices (through competition reform, price transparency, and 
targeted interventions on nutritious foods); investing in infrastructure (logistics, transport, storage); and 
structural shifts (shorter supply chains, indigenous crops, agroecological production, support for smallholders 
and cooperatives).

Gender is a Critical Dimension

Women disproportionately responsible for food provisioning, often in female-headed households bear the 
greatest burden of food unaffordability. They are the ones skipping meals, stretching food budgets, and 
managing household hunger. They are also typically paid less than men, increasing the affordability gap. 
Gender must be central to all policy design.

Data and Transparency Are Urgently Needed

A recurring theme across all sessions was the lack of comprehensive, systematic data on price formation 
within the food value chain. We do not know enough about cost structures and profit margins at the processing, 
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manufacturing, and distribution stages. Mechanisms for mandatory disclosure with confidentiality protections 
managed by the Competition Commission could enable far better analysis and policy-making.

13.2 Actions Committed to for Day Two and Beyond
• Day Two will focus on what can be done specific policy interventions, regulatory reforms, international 

lessons (including Brazil's public food procurement system), and the development of a food affordability 
policy framework.

• Speakers will present on buffer stocks and food price stabilisation; Brazil's experience with the National 
School Feeding Programme and food systems governance; and community-level food system alternatives.

• Group discussions on Day Two will identify the most promising policy options and begin mapping a 
process for developing a food affordability policy framework for South Africa.

• Participants committed to contributing to a report and to ongoing coordination of research and policy 
work beyond the symposium.

13.3 Closing Note

As Marc Wegerif observed in closing Day One: 'Seven out of ten people in the country are food insecure. Not 
getting all the time all the food they need. That's a crazy statistic in a country with the wealth that we have 
around us. The situation is getting worse. From 5.2 million to 8 million severely food-insecure people between 
2019 and 2023. They are not dying because there isn't food. They are dying because they can't afford it. At 
the heart of solving this problem is addressing the issue of affordability. That's why we're here.'
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1. DAY TWO OVERVIEW — FOCUS, 
OBJECTIVES, AND GUIDING QUESTIONS

Day Two of the Symposium on Food Prices and Affordability shifted the focus from diagnosis to solutions. 
Having established on Day One what determines food prices and why food is unaffordable in South Africa, 
Day Two asked, "What can be done?" A range of expert presenters shared international evidence and South 
African perspectives on specific intervention options, followed by group discussions to identify the most 
promising policy options and research priorities.

Guiding Questions for Day Two
• What could work in South Africa to improve food affordability?

• What are the possible unintended or negative outcomes from such interventions and the counter-arguments?

• How can any potential negative outcomes and arguments be addressed?

• Who are the main actors who could make the interventions happen?

• What are the knowledge gaps and research needs?

Day Two Programme
• Opening: Recap of Day One and framing of Day Two (Mark Volmink)

• Session 1: International and South African perspective on need for action and options (Jane Battersby, 
IPES-Food / UCT) 

• Session 2: Food reserves and buffer stocks (Noncedo Vutula, UCT / Nelson Mandela School of Public 
Governance)

• Session 3: Regulatory actions, options, considerations, and limitations (Hardin Ratshisusu, National 
Consumer Commission; Sibongiseni Ndimande, DALRRD)

• Session 4: Social protection options (Kelle Howson, IEJ) 

• Session 5: Informal sector and local market options (Marc Wegerif, UP & CoE-FS)

• Session 6: Learning from Brazil's food affordability architecture (Thome Luiz Freire Guth, CONAB, Brazil) 

• Session 7: Economic interventions in the food system: taxes, duties, incentives (Merle Schulken, UMass 
Amherst) 

• Group discussions: Debating policy options to identify the most promising options and combinations

• Report-back and closing: Next steps and individual commitments
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2. OPENING: RECAP OF DAY 
ONE AND FRAMING DAY TWO

Recap of Day One (Mark Volmink, PhD Candidate, University of the Western Cape)

Mark Volmink delivered the opening recap, summarising the key themes from Day One. He framed Day One 
as essential groundwork, understanding why food prices are high before Day Two could address what should 
be done. Key points he highlighted:

• South Africa's food system faces serious structural challenges: food insecurity persists despite sufficient 
national production, driven by poverty, inequality, unemployment, and weak coordination.

• Dr. Edzani Mphaphuli: Hunger is driven by poverty, unemployment, and high food prices. Adults sacrifice 
their own food for children. The first 1,000 days of life are decisive. Food affordability must be treated as 
a health and child survival issue.

• Stephen Devereux: Food prices are shaped by costs and profit margins across the full supply chain. 
Households make budget-driven choices that reduce diet quality. Many households cannot afford nutritious 
food on grants or minimum wage.

• Derek Headey (IFPRI): 62% of South Africans cannot afford a healthy diet. Unhealthy foods are significantly 
cheaper per calorie. Policy must address the poverty problem, the price problem, and the preference 
problem simultaneously.

• Mervyn Abrahams (PMBEJD): The food basket rose 33% since 2021, while grants rose 24%. Transport and 
electricity costs crowd out food budgets. Food shocks cause permanent price increases; prices don't 
return to pre-shock levels.

• Naledi Radebe (NAMC): Food inflation is driven by COVID impacts, geopolitical conflicts, climate risks, 
disease outbreaks, and logistics failures.

• Kagiso Zwane (Competition Commission): High concentration across seeds, storage, trading, and retail. 
The Rocket and Feather Effect prices rise fast and fall slowly. Market monitoring and competition reform 
are essential.

• Andrew Bennie (IEJ): Maize meal is essential, and prices are highly volatile. The storage and retail sectors 
are concentrated. We need better data on margins, profits, and price pass-through. Buffer stocks, price 
transparency, and local processing are needed.

• Stephen Greenberg (JTFS Network): Corporate concentration is high across food sectors. Power is 
concentrated in few firms. Land reform, support for cooperatives, and preferential procurement are key 
responses.

• Group discussions: Main drivers are corporate greed/concentration, liberalised markets, geopolitics, and 
regulation failures. Main actors include corporates, farmers, government departments, competition and 
consumer authorities.

Framing Day Two: From Academia to Activism

Stephen Devereux framed the day: 'Yesterday laid the groundwork. Today is not about writing journal articles. 
Today we are here to come up with an agenda for action.' He noted that Day Two would cover food reserves 
and buffer stocks; subsidies and regulatory actions; social protection; the informal sector; learning from 
Brazil; and economic interventions in the food system. He asked participants to hold in mind what could 
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work, what are the counter-arguments, how can negative consequences be addressed, and who are the actors 
to target.

Additions from the floor before formal sessions began included Mervyn Abrahams reinforcing the point that 
transport and electricity costs are 'shadow costs' that consume food budgets before food is even considered, 
a point he felt deserved even stronger emphasis than it received on Day One. Marc Wegerif emphasised the 
need for a holistic response: 'This is a crisis. It needs a clear response and a combination of interventions to 
increase incomes, and managed food prices, ensuring that the burden doesn't fall on the poorest, such as 
farm workers.'
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3. SESSION 1: INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE 
ON FOOD AFFORDABILITY — IPES-FOOD

3.1 Presentation by Jane Battersby, African Centre for Cities, 
University of Cape Town & IPES-Food | Delivered online

About IPES-Food

IPES-Food (International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems) is a global think tank of 
approximately 25 researchers and activists working across peasant agriculture, grocery markets, corporate 
concentration, and other food system dimensions. It produces detailed analytical reports, briefs, and press 
releases and supports social movements globally. Recent reports have covered digital innovation in food 
systems, fossil fuels and food, and territorial food markets.

The Global Moment: Opportunity and Risk

IPES-Food is developing a new workstream on food affordability, motivated by a global moment of both 
opportunity and risk. On the opportunity side: increasing global concern about food affordability and the 
cost of living crisis; progressive politics around affordability emerging in multiple countries (public grocery 
stores discussed in New York mayoral elections, progressive food system commitments in UK Green Party 
manifestos, Brazil's public food system model); and the G20 focus on food price volatility and inflation.

On the risk side: far-right movements apportioning blame for the cost-of-living crisis onto migrant populations 
and a 'doubling down' on the logic of the industrial food system, the argument that simply producing more 
will reduce prices. IPES seeks to challenge these dominant narratives before they shape policy in harmful 
directions.

Unpacking the Dominant Narratives: Three Traps
• The False Savings Trap: Making food cheap is not the same as making food properly affordable or nutritious. 

In the rush for cheaper food, the costs often fall on food system workers (already among the lowest-paid), 
and the result is more ultra-processed, nutrient-depleted foods on supermarket shelves. 'Cheap' often 
means greater corporate power over the food supply. Cheapness cannot replace decent minimum wages, 
affordable housing, functional healthcare, or income support for those who cannot work.

• The Income Trap: Simply raising incomes will not automatically produce healthy or sustainable diets. 
Rising purchasing power, without food system reform, leads to the 'maladaptation' of the food system, 
pushing more and more unhealthy foods into the pockets of people who can now technically afford food. 
What we've seen in South Africa: the expansion of supermarkets into lower-income areas to capture social 
grant spending.

• The Productivist Trap: The logic that we need to produce more to reduce prices does not necessarily 
translate into cheaper food for consumers, and generates the very conditions of agricultural 
intensification, environmental damage, and increased climate vulnerability that drive future price shocks.
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Pathways Forward (IPES Framework)
• Purchasing power and social protection: Increase incomes, strengthen social security, reduce the precarity 

of employment, and de-casualise labour markets. But social protection must be paired with food system 
reform; otherwise, grant income is simply captured by the same supermarket chains that drive up prices.

• Public food infrastructure: Investment in municipal markets, hawker markets, and public trading spaces 
as mechanisms to provide affordable food access and livelihoods without increasing environmental and 
social costs. Battersby highlighted the Cape Town Epping Paradise Hawkers Market as a working example 
of direct farm-to-hawker purchasing, enabling real affordability.

• Agroecological transition and territorial markets: Invest in local procurement systems and agroecological 
production to reduce import dependence and make the food system less vulnerable to global shocks.

• Equity, intersectionality, and the distribution of burdens: Interventions must target the most vulnerable 
women, people with disabilities, migrants, children, and explicitly address shadow costs beyond food 
prices (transport, energy, and housing).

• Partnerships beyond the usual food system actors: IPES is seeking to build solidarity with trade unions, 
labour movements, anti-poverty organisations, social protection advocates, peasant and smallholder 
farmer organisations, disability rights activists, and housing activists to reframe food affordability as a 
system-wide structural issue.

The Rights-Based Entry Point

Battersby framed IPES's approach around the right to food rather than market access. If food affordability is 
treated as a market outcome, policy focuses on making the market work more efficiently. But the right to 
food is a legal and human rights obligation it requires the state to protect, respect, and fulfil that right. This 
pushes us beyond supply and price to think about the kind of food system the state has an obligation to 
shape. She agreed with Devereux's framing of the food system as 'maladapted' rather than 'broken': it is 
working exactly as it was designed, just not in the interests of most people. (As Patrick Caron has argued: 
'The food system is not broken, it's working exactly as it was designed to do.')

3.2 Q&A and Discussion

On IPES's Engagement Strategy

Andrew Bennie asked how IPES engages with broader coalitions beyond the food system. Battersby explained 
that IPES is planning a few strategic country deep-dives, with South Africa as a potential entry point. The idea 
is to build specific national components of the global report from local contexts, working with partners like 
the Union Against Hunger and organisations such as CONSEA (Brazil's national food council) as models.

On Not Entrenching the Existing System

Stephen Greenberg raised the tension between immediate crisis response and longer-term systemic change: 
'When fertiliser prices rise, governments respond by subsidising fertiliser which further entrenches the 
industrial model. Our immediate interventions cannot act in opposition to the longer-term agenda of food 
system transformation.' Battersby agreed: the disaster-development nexus literature demands that emergency 
responses do not entrench existing power structures.
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On South African-Specific Politics of Scarcity

Florian Kroll (CoE-FS, UWC) asked how the global dynamic of food scarcity narratives driving right-wing 
politics plays out in South Africa. Battersby noted that in the South African context, the same dynamic manifests 
through xenophobic rhetoric and practice toward informal traders, scapegoating migrant traders for food 
safety concerns or job competition rather than addressing the structural causes of food unaffordability.

On How Social Protection is Captured by Corporates

Koketso Moeti (Amandla.mobi) observed a striking contradiction: When the SRD grant was introduced, 
Shoprite immediately created R350 food bundles to capture the grant spending. Tiger Brands now offers a 
'Cool 360' monthly package marketed to grant recipients. The same companies that lobby against expanding 
social grants benefit enormously from them. Battersby agreed: this is why social protection cannot be designed 
in isolation from food system reform without structural constraints; grants simply become a transfer to food 
corporations.
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4. SESSION 2: FOOD RESERVES 
AND BUFFER STOCKS

4.1 Presentation by Noncedo Vutula, Chief Research Officer for 
Regional Integration and AfCFTA, Nelson Mandela School of Public 
Governance, UCT

Defining the Terms

Vutula opened by distinguishing two related but distinct concepts. A food reserve is a broad term for any 
stored food held for emergency response, food security, or strategic needs. A buffer stock is a specific type 
of food reserve that is actively managed to stabilise prices and manage supply fluctuations by buying during 
surplus periods and releasing during shortages. All buffer stocks are food reserves, but not all food reserves 
function as buffer stocks.

History: From Ancient Origins to Modern Policy Instruments
• Ancient origins: China, Rome, and Egypt used grain reserves to prevent famine and control commodity 

survival.

• 17th–19th century: Urbanisation and trade drove grain reserve development for supply stabilisation.

• 1930s–1970s: Policy institutionalisation buffer stocks used in response to the Great Depression, post-WWII 
food security needs; international commodity agreements, and food aid programs.

• 1960s–1980s: Green Revolution increased production; large national reserves were established in India 
and China with a focus on self-sufficiency and price stability.

• 2007–present: Food price spikes (2007–8), COVID-19 (2019–20), climate change, and renewed focus on 
food resilience and risk management.

• Key gap: Between the 1980s and 2007, the World Bank and IMF's agricultural liberalisation agenda forced 
many governments to dismantle buffer stocks, close grain boards, and end administered prices. This gap 
in history is significant; it explains why so many countries now have far less capacity for public 
intervention than they had in earlier decades.

Global Use: Who Uses Buffer Stocks and How
• Asia: India, China, Indonesia, and the Philippines maintain large, state-controlled buffer stocks. 

Indonesia's system is rated high-performing due to fast coordination and large, well-stocked reserves. 
The government buys commodities at administered prices and releases them to poor communities for 
free or at subsidised rates during price shocks.

• Africa and Latin America: Ethiopia, Nigeria, Brazil, and Mexico use buffer stocks strategically for 
emergency response and price stabilisation, though often limited in scale and speed of response.

• ECOWAS: A regional buffer stock for emergency response. A similar system exists in ASEAN.

• Brazil: The CONAB system (detailed in Session 6) is linked to farmer support, production guarantees, and 
logistics infrastructure rated high-performing because of quantities, logistics, and connection to the 
domestic food security architecture.

• Developed economies: Do not use buffer stocks but rely on domestic subsidies and market supply and 
demand mechanisms.
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WTO Rules on Public Stockholding for Food Security

Vutula provided detailed context on the WTO Agreement on Agriculture and its implications for South Africa:

• Annex 2 (Green Box): Public stockholding is permitted if it is non-trade-distorting, i.e., procured at market 
prices rather than administered prices.

• Article 6 (Amber Box): Support counts toward the trade-distorting amber box if procurement uses 
administered prices above market prices.

• De minimis threshold: Countries may not spend more than 10% of the value of production of a particular 
commodity on administered price support without it counting as trade-distorting.

• The reference prices used to calculate this threshold are based on 1986–1988 prices, critically outdated 
and not reflective of inflation, making the limit increasingly restrictive in practice.

• The 2013 Bali Ministerial Decision introduced a 'peace clause': developing countries can exceed the 10% 
limit for food security programs without being penalised, provided they notify the WTO and show minimal 
trade distortion. This is subject to ongoing negotiations.

• Key ongoing debates: expansion of commodities eligible for exemption (e.g., adding cassava, which is a 
major African staple but not currently included); and expansion of the list of countries entitled to use 
public stockholding without penalty (South Africa was not on the original list and is now being advocated 
for).

• South Africa's current support levels are far below the 10% threshold. There is significant room to expand 
agricultural support and public stockholding before WTO rules would be triggered.

• Commercial agricultural lobby groups in South Africa are opposing WTO discussions that would expand 
public stockholding provisions. This is a political economy issue requiring civil society and government 
advocacy.

Food Security Hotspots in South Africa and Policy Instruments

Vutula identified the most acute food insecurity hotspots in South Africa as Limpopo and the Eastern Cape, 
with KwaZulu-Natal, Mpumalanga, and North West less severe but still significant. She proposed the following 
policy instruments and tools for South Africa:

• Strategic food reserves with targeted emergency stocks, linked to existing social programmes.

• Regional buffer stock system within the SADC region — recognising that South Africa is expected to supply 
basic commodities to neighbouring states during shortages, and a coordinated regional approach would 
make this more sustainable.

• Support for smallholder farmers and backyard food gardens, magnifying existing seed, fertiliser, and 
small implements programmes.

• Price support subsidies for basic food items, particularly protecting vulnerable households from food 
price spikes.

• Subsidies for paraffin, transport, and electricity for low-income households to free up income for food.

• Trade policy tools using import tariffs and trade remedies to protect domestic food production, particularly 
against dumping (e.g., poultry imports from Brazil).

• Strengthening spaza shop regulation in terms of what they stock, pricing practices, and quality controls 
as a mechanism to improve food access in low-income communities.

• Well-regulated spaza shops in communities can play a critical role in food access, but the state must 
intervene to prevent exorbitant pricing and ensure food quality.
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4.2 Q&A and Discussion

On Indonesia's Buffer Stock Model

Koketso Moeti (Amamdla.mobi) asked for a simple explanation of how Indonesia's system works. Vutula 
explained: During supply shocks, the Indonesian state buys commodities at administered (below-market) 
prices. During the shock, the state releases these stocks to poor communities either for free or at subsidised 
rates. The state cushions the poor from price spikes. The system is non-distorting of commercial markets 
because the stocks are not released into competitive trading channels.

On WTO Limitations and Policy Autonomy

Florian Kroll(CoE-FS, UWC) asked why WTO rules prioritise trade non-distortion over food security and how 
much they constrain South Africa. Vutula responded: The WTO was shaped by developed countries in the 
early rounds; their interests, particularly agricultural export competitiveness, are embedded in the agreement. 
South Africa's current support levels are low enough that there is policy space within WTO rules. However, 
participation in WTO negotiations is critical. NAMC does convene stakeholders for these discussions, and civil 
society voices must be heard to counterbalance commercial agriculture's lobbying against expanded public 
stockholding provisions.

On Decentralised and Community-Level Buffer Stocks

Stephen Greenberg asked whether a decentralised model of village grain banks or municipal-level buffer 
stocks has been considered. Vutula noted this is part of the thinking (proximity to vulnerable communities 
is a key design principle she discussed), but the formal debate remains at the national and regional level. She 
confirmed there is room to expand the policy discussion to include local and community-managed models.

On What Buffer Stocks Can Do for South Africa Specifically

A challenge for the group was to think specifically about what a buffer stock system would do to address 
South Africa's particular challenges. Most buffer stocks in Africa were set up for counter-seasonal price 
stabilisation, buying at harvest when prices are low, storing, then releasing when prices rise. We don't have 
those seasonal issues in the same way. We also don't have serious supply deficits most years. So what 
specifically would a buffer stock do for us to stabilise prices during shocks? To insulate from global commodity 
price volatility? We need to think through that more precisely. 'This was left as a key question for further 
research and policy design.

On Transport and Electricity Subsidisation

Andrew Bennie raised Vutula's slide on subsidising transport and electricity for low-income households. He 
asked: should the focus be on subsidising households, or on structurally reducing electricity prices (reversing 
the current upward trend), or both? Vutula emphasised that both are needed: immediate subsidies to cushion 
the poor, alongside longer-term mechanisms to cap or bring down the underlying costs.
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5. SESSION 3: REGULATORY ACTIONS, 
OPTIONS, CONSIDERATIONS, AND 
LIMITATIONS

5.1 Presenter: Hardin Ratshisusu, Acting Commissioner, National 
Consumer Commission 

NCC Mandate and Role

The National Consumer Commission (NCC) is established under Section 85 of the Consumer Protection Act 
(CPA). Its mandate is to promote and advance the social and economic welfare of consumers in South Africa, 
with particular focus on low-income consumers, those in remote or low-density areas, miners, seniors, the 
illiterate, and vision-impaired individuals. The NCC investigates alleged unfair pricing practices, ensures CPA 
compliance, educates consumers, and refers matters for adjudication to the National Consumer Tribunal.

The Central Question: Is the Market Working?

Ratshisusu framed the fundamental question: 'Is the market working in South Africa?' The Consumer Protection 
Act operates on the assumption that the market works, and intervenes when it does not. But the question of 
whether the food market is actually functioning and what the alternative would be if it is not the most critical 
policy question. He noted: 'I also don't think we have the capacity to regulate every product that is out there.'

What the NCC Can Do Under the CPA
• Section 48 (unfair, unreasonable, and unjust pricing): A broad prohibition giving the NCC power to intervene 

in any pricing issue, including price gouging during crises. Used during COVID-19 for garlic, ginger, and 
lemons.

• Section 40 (unconscionable conduct): Additional tool for challenging predatory or deceptive commercial 
behaviour.

• Section 42(1) (false, misleading, or deceptive representations): Being investigated in relation to Black 
Friday pricing. The NCC suspects retailers inflate prices before Black Friday and then 'discount' them back 
to the level they wanted to reach, similar to a major ACCC (Australian Competition and Consumer 
Commission) case against Woolworths.

• Price disclosure requirements: In the formal retail sector, prices must be clearly displayed. In the informal 
sector, this is often not complied with.

• Bundling prohibition: Consumers cannot be forced to buy only a bundle. Bundles that deceive consumers 
by appearing cheaper than the sum of individual items are prohibited. Ratshisusu noted this is particularly 
targeted at poor consumers who find bundles convenient but are often being misled about value.

Key Findings from NCC Market Monitoring
• The informal market is large and often trades in goods with undisclosed prices, near-expired items sold 

at discounts, and bundled products that obscure value.

• Compliance notices, while effective at scale (the NCC can issue 500 vs a tribunal that hears 10 matters per 
quarter), are currently being challenged in court. A ruling that compliance notices are invalid would 
effectively make the NCC's rapid-response enforcement mechanism dysfunctional.
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• Dynamic and surveillance pricing: Retailers use loyalty cards and apps (SmartShopper, Extra Rewards) 
to profile customers and offer personalised discounts. Low-income customers typically receive smaller 
discounts. When a customer's spending patterns suggest they have no alternative nearby retailer, 
personalised prices appear to rise. This is extremely difficult to track and regulate under current frameworks.

• Black Friday pricing irregularities: Tools like 'Scrappy' have been tracking markup-and-markdown patterns 
since 2019 with publicly available data, but the NCC has not yet found the evidence conclusive enough 
to initiate enforcement. The NCC is interested in collaborating with researchers who have this data.

Constraints and Limitations
• The CPA does not regulate prices directly; it assesses market outcomes and intervenes on conduct.

• Enforcement is slow: tribunal processes take significant time; by the time a case is decided, market 
conditions have changed.

• No food pricing cases have been successfully prosecuted under the competition framework because of 
the difficulty of proving a price is 'excessive' vs. 'cost-justified.'

• Overlapping regulatory mandates: food safety, quality standards, and pricing are covered by multiple 
regulators with coordination challenges.

• Informal sector challenges: prices are often not displayed, no receipts are issued, and it is very difficult 
to know whether consumers are getting fair value. Formalisation through registration and support (point-
of-sale machines, pricing records) would help.

Ratshisusu concluded: 'I don't think the Consumer Protection Act is going to be the magic wand. But we will 
do our best. The most important thing is inter-agency collaboration. We look forward to the outcomes of 
these deliberations.' He expressed interest in proposals for a centralised price tracking portal.

5.2 Sibongiseni Ndimande, National Department of Agriculture

Constitutional and Legislative Mandate

Ndimande situated the DALRRD's role within South Africa's constitutional framework. The Constitution 
(Section 27(1)(b)) guarantees the right to food and water. The Marketing of Agricultural Products Act (MAPA, 
No. 47 of 1996) is the primary piece of legislation governing food market structure, setting the tone for South 
Africa's market-led agricultural system while providing the Minister with powers to intervene through statutory 
measures (levies, export controls, and record keeping).

Historical Policy Shifts: From 1994 to 2025

Ndimande traced three phases of agricultural policy since democratisation:

• Pre-1994 to 2015: South Africa moved from a protected, subsidy-heavy agricultural system (with 
cooperatives, boards, and administered prices) to a liberalised market. The Marketing Act of 1996 
formalised this shift. Key results: reduced state support; concentration of market power in processing 
and retail; transformation of cooperatives into private companies that retained monopoly storage positions; 
the 'winner and loser' phenomenon where large commercial operations benefited from liberalisation 
while smallholders were excluded.
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• 2015 to 2025: DPME-led policy reviews identified that agriculture faces an existential paradox: abundance 
exists alongside hunger. Poverty levels worsened. The system is characterised by existential abundance 
coexisting with hunger; a positive food trade balance and export orientation (e.g., South Africa is the 
2nd-largest global citrus exporter but only the 9th-largest producer, reflecting the export orientation of 
the sector); and growing disconnect between export performance and domestic food security.

The Review of the Marketing of Agricultural Products Act

DALRRD is currently undertaking a review of the MAPA. The Chief State Law Advisor has provided a legal 
opinion (noting the act predates the Constitution and must be constitutionally tested). The Minister is 
considering several options:

• Separation of market structure from levies: One option being considered is a new money/levies bill to 
clarify the state's role in collecting levies (currently collected by, controlled by, and utilised by industry 
commodity organisations), redirecting them more effectively toward transformation and broad-based 
farmer support.

• Reform of commodity organisation governance: These organisations now control the bulk handling 
infrastructure built with public investment. The DALRRD is scrutinising how these cooperatives are using 
this publicly-funded infrastructure and whether it is aligned with government policy objectives.

• Strengthening data information exchanges and market transparency: Working with the Competition 
Commission on data protocols that allow price pass-through monitoring from commodity to producer 
to retail level.

• Competition and market structure reform: Reducing concentration capabilities, allowing more players 
to enter, and improving competition is expected to have a downstream impact on pricing structures.

• Support for new entrants: 'Sunrise packages' to support new market entrants into the agricultural 
marketing system.

Timeline: The bill is expected to take approximately three years to progress through Parliament. No formal 
public consultation has begun. The Minister is still collecting evidence and considering options.

On indigenous crops: Ndimande confirmed that the Minister has formally declared indigenous crops as 
agricultural products, with a government review underway of what that means for support, extension, and 
market development. He noted the importance of localising production to avoid the transport and logistics 
costs that are currently making indigenous crops (like sorghum) more expensive than comparable imported 
products.

5.3 Q&A and Discussion

On the Informal Sector — A Different Mindset Needed (Marc Wegerif)

Marc Wegerif offered a strong counter-perspective to Ratshisusu's characterisation of the informal sector: 'In 
informal spaces, there are no prices, and of course there are prices. People know the prices. They ask. They 
know the trader. They return goods and get compensated. We need a different mindset when thinking about 
informal traders and spaza shops. Discounting near-expiry foods is a good practice, as it makes nutritious 
foods accessible to the poorest and reduces food waste. A regulatory environment should not just enable 
this, it should encourage it. The Consumer Protection Act needs to be amended to reflect the realities of our 
food system and to better enable micro-scale actors who are actually making food more affordable.'
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On Dynamic and Surveillance Pricing

Koketso Moeti (Amandla.mobi) detailed the growing problem of dynamic pricing through loyalty cards and 
retailer apps. She pointed out that the biggest discounts go to high-volume buyers and return customers, 
while low-income customers receive the smallest discounts, and those who appear to have no nearby 
alternatives face higher personalised prices. Ratshisusu acknowledged that this is a major issue that the 
NCC's current complaint-based mechanisms cannot adequately address. He called for better price tracking 
tools and expressed openness to partnerships with researchers.

On the MAPA Review and Its Risks

Stephen Greenberg raised concerns: the levies system managed by commodity organisations currently 
entrenches a particular model of agriculture (large-scale, input-intensive). The Agriculture and Agro-processing 
Master Plan similarly promotes smallholder integration into corporate value chains, which exposes smallholders 
to the very input cost risks being discussed. 'How can we avoid the review simply entrenching the existing 
model further? Florian Kroll (CoE-FS) added that there is an opportunity in the review to promote traditional 
and indigenous crops—making sorghum, millet, and others more accessible and affordable to poorer 
consumers through extension support, subsidies, and localised value chains.

On Informal Trader Education Before Enforcement (SAITA)

A representative from SAITA (South African Informal Traders Alliance) challenged the NCC: 'Before you destroy 
goods of informal traders, should you not first educate them? Many don't understand expiry date rules because 
they are in the informal sector. Destroying their stock destroys their livelihood. Education and awareness 
must come before enforcement. Ratshisusu acknowledged the point and confirmed that the formalisation 
pathway does include support for registration, point-of-sale systems, and pricing record-keeping, not just 
enforcement.
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6. SESSION 4: SOCIAL 
PROTECTION OPTIONS

6.1 Presentation by Kelle Howson, Institute for Economic Justice (IEJ)

The Links Between Income Poverty and Food Insecurity

 Howson began by situating social protection within the dual crisis of food prices and income poverty. Unlike 
many comparable regional economies where subsistence agriculture plays a significant role, the vast majority 
of South African households rely on income to access food. South Africa's food insecurity is therefore more 
tightly linked to income relative to food prices. Key statistics:

• 19% of households with no employed member experienced hunger in 2021, compared to 7.6% of 
households with one employed member.

• 66.7% of South Africans (40.8 million people) live below the upper-bound poverty line, unable to afford 
basic necessities.

• 17.6% (10.8 million people) live below the food poverty line.

• 64.7% of all households spend less per person on food than the food poverty line, closely correlated with 
the 63.5% of households experiencing food insecurity.

• Even with slowing food price inflation or food system reforms, income poverty will remain a critical barrier. 
Income support must sit alongside supply-side efforts.

The Social Grant System: Historically Effective, Now Eroding

Social grants are an income source for almost 50% of South African households, and the only or primary 
income source for 23.8% of households. Historically, they have been highly effective at alleviating food 
insecurity. Evidence of positive impacts:

• The Old Persons Grant (OPG) increases food security in recipient households by 5–8 percentage points.

• The Child Support Grant (CSG) narrows the nutrition gap between economically disadvantaged and 
wealthier children.

• 93.3% of all SRD grant beneficiaries report using their grant primarily for food purchases.

However, as coverage has increased, the positive impacts on nutrition have levelled off. The proportion of 
social grant recipient households vulnerable to moderate or severe food insecurity rose from 20.2% in 2019 
to 26.6% in 2023. The reason: the real value and adequacy of grants have declined relative to food costs.

The Declining Adequacy of Key Grants
• Child Support Grant (CSG): When introduced, it roughly correlated with the food poverty line. Now there 

is an increasing gap between the CSG value, the food poverty line, and the cost of a nutritious food basket 
for a child (as measured by PMBEJD). The CSG is effectively declining in real value.

• Social Relief of Distress (SRD) Grant: Introduced in the COVID context, the SRD has only received a R120 
rand increase in 2024 and has fallen woefully behind food price inflation. It is now less than half the food 
poverty line. The IEJ's Universal Basic Income Coalition produced materials showing that the dramatic 



58SYMPOSIUM ON FOOD PRICES & AFFORDABILITY IN SOUTH AFRICA

decline in what the SRD can actually purchase in the basket of food accessible on the SRD in 2020 vs. 2025 
is dramatically smaller.

Coverage Gaps: Who is Being Left Out
• No permanent income support for working-age able-bodied adults (18–59): the SRD grant is the only 

support available, and it remains temporary in regulations, set to expire in March 2027 with no confirmed 
replacement.

• The SRD means test threshold (R624 per month, equivalent to the 2022 food poverty line, not the current 
one) leaves out people who are in food poverty but technically above the outdated threshold.

• Erroneous exclusion: IEJ's survey of 900 people excluded from the SRD found that 9 out of 10 excluded 
individuals were in fact eligible and in need of support. Barriers include the online-only, English-only 
application process (17.9% of South Africans have no internet access); inaccurate income verification 
through automated bank account surveillance; and shared bank accounts incorrectly triggering 
exclusions.

• SASSA's operating budget is being cut in real terms even as it is being asked to scale up surveillance 
reviews, creating long queues and operational barriers to review completion.

The Grant Review Campaign: A Coordinated Contraction

National Treasury is requiring SASSA to implement intensive 'grant reviews' applying SRD-style bank account 
surveillance, credit bureau data checks, and biometric verification to all social grants as a condition of SASSA's 
operating budget. Results:

• 70,000 grants have been cancelled in the past year, mostly for 'failure to review,' not proven ineligibility.

• Treasury projects R3 billion in savings over the next 3 years, implying quadrupling the current rate of 
cancellations.

• SASSA's own annual reports show that the vast majority of social grant fraud (over the period 2014–2025) 
was perpetrated by government employees, contractors, and officials, not by beneficiaries. An average 
of approximately 54 cases of beneficiary fraud per year, against 28 million grants disbursed.

• The fraud narrative does not justify the scale of the review campaign. The IEJ argues the campaign is 
ideologically driven by the National Treasury's commitment to fiscal consolidation and a primary budget 
surplus.

IEJ's Recommendations: Universal Basic Income

The IEJ, as part of the Universal Basic Income Coalition, advocates for:

• Converting the SRD grant into an adequate, universal, and permanent basic income for all adults aged 
18–59.

• Pegging the grant to at least the food poverty line (rising toward the upper bound of the poverty line over 
time).

• Financing through progressive taxation, including clawbacks for high-income earners, so benefits accrue 
to the lowest deciles.

• No conditionalities (e.g., no job-seeking requirements)  conditions are inappropriate in a context of 
structural unemployment and create exclusion errors.

• International evidence: the Namibia Basic Income Pilot (2008–9) found that within 7 months, daily food 
shortages fell from 30% to 12% of households; the proportion of households that never faced food 
shortages rose from 20% to 60%; and the proportion of undernourished children fell from 42% to 17%. 
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A Kenya UBI study found food variety and protein consumption increased by up to 25%.

• UBI is not a silver bullet: it must be part of a broader well-being framework alongside improved basic 
services, strong labour protections, and food system reform; otherwise, grant spending may simply be 
captured by food corporations and drive food price inflation.

6.2 Q&A and Discussion

On Why UBI Was Not Adopted in Namibia and Kenya

Marc Wegerif asked why dramatic evidence from Namibia did not lead to adoption. Howson responded:  
Political economy is the answer. In Namibia, it looked very likely to be adopted, then stalled with World Bank 
and IMF involvement cited as a common denominator. In Kenya, the large-scale pilot is run by an NGO with 
limited policy connectivity. In South Africa, the DSD has officially recommended UBI, and the ANC has adopted 
it as policy, but the National Treasury's ideological commitment to fiscal consolidation is the primary barrier, 
not evidence.

On Telecommunications and Digital Exclusion

A participant raised how increasing government digitisation of services, SMS notifications, and online-only 
applications disproportionately excludes the most vulnerable, including people with recycled phone numbers 
(South Africa has apparently run out of phone numbers), multiple SIM card users, and those with intermittent 
connectivity. Howson agreed that this is a critical systemic issue affecting access to social grants and services 
broadly, and linked it to the earlier point about the NCC's need to update its complaint mechanisms for digital 
pricing environments.

On Progressive Taxation and Political Will

A participant asked about the political feasibility of progressive taxation and wealth taxes, given the current 
austerity climate. Howson noted that within government, the DSD and other departments support expanded 
social protection, while the National Treasury opposes it. The opposition is ideological, not evidence-based. 
The IEJ and coalition partners continue to advocate for a developmental macroeconomic framework as an 
alternative to the current austerity paradigm.
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7. SESSION 5: INFORMAL SECTOR 
AND LOCAL MARKET OPTIONS

7.1 Presentation by Marc Wegerif, University of Pretoria: DSI-NRF 
Centre of Excellence in Food Security (CoE-FS) 

The Scale and Significance of the 'Informal' Food Sector

Wegerif opened by rejecting the 'informal' label, preferring 'micro-enterprises' and 'public markets.' He 
presented two years of price data and market analysis covering fresh produce and newer work on maize 
across multiple low-income urban areas, including Alexandra, Ivory Park, Langa, and Soshanguve. Key framing:

• Municipal markets turned over R24.6 billion in 2024, with 50–60% going to what is termed the informal 
sector (street traders and related). This is a multi-billion rand sector of critical importance to the food 
system.

• Stats SA and the Consumer Price Index do not adequately track informal sector food prices, a significant 
gap in national food price monitoring.

• Two years of price data collected by local data collectors at two price points per month, tracking 10 fresh 
produce items across 5 urban sites, compared against Stats SA formal sector data.

Street Vendors Are Significantly Cheaper Than Formal Retailers

The central finding of Wegerif's research: across the 8 items that could be systematically compared (weighed 
per kilo), buying from street vendors rather than formal supermarkets saves buyers an average of 48.5%. Key 
examples:

• Tomatoes: saving of R9.63 per kilo from street vendors vs. supermarkets.

• Onions: Street vendors are 51%+ cheaper per kilo than the formal sector.

• Street vendor bunches of spinach and cabbage are generally larger than formal sector bunches of the 
same nominal price.

• Regressive pricing in formal retail: cheaper per-kilo prices in formal retail require large-volume purchases 
(9–10 kg bags of potatoes, whole crates of tomatoes)  accessible only to those with more money and more 
storage space. Street vendors sell small amounts at competitive per-kilo prices, making nutritious food 
accessible to the poorest.

Markups: Street Vendors vs Supermarkets

Using tomatoes as a worked example, tracing price from farm gate through the municipal market (wholesale) 
to retail:

• Farm gate price: R9.12 per kilo (farmer receives this, minus transport costs).

• Wholesale price at municipal market (inclusive of market commission and agent commission): R10.42 
per kilo. The commission and agents' fee amount to just over R1, a very small share of the final retail 
price.

• Street vendor retail price: R18.02 per kilo, a markup of 72.9% from wholesale.

• Formal sector (supermarkets) retail price: R27.64 per kilo, average markup of 163% from wholesale.
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• Average across all 8 tracked items: Street vendors' markup averages approximately 96% from wholesale; 
supermarkets/formal sector, approximately 186%.

The Rocket and Feather Effect: Clear Evidence from Informal Sector Data

Wegerif's price data provides clear visual evidence of the Rocket and Feather Effect in fresh produce. When 
wholesale prices drop, street vendors reduce prices rapidly. Formal sector prices are much slower to respond. 
Over the two years, wholesale prices rose 6.1% on average across 10 items. Street vendors absorbed some 
of that increase; their prices rose only 4.1%. Formal sector prices rose more than the wholesale increase, 
meaning formal sector actors gained a profit margin even as wholesale prices rose.

Research on Maize: Medium-Scale Family-Owned Millers Are Out-Competing 
Corporations

Wegerif presented emerging research from Alexandra, Ivory Park, and Diepsloot on maize pricing. A striking 
finding: in low-income urban areas, the market for maize meal is increasingly dominated by brands from 
medium-scale, family-owned mills, not the major corporate millers (like Tiger Mills). These family-owned 
mills (mostly run by Afrikaner men who came from farming backgrounds) are highly efficient, sell primarily 
into low-income Black neighborhoods, and are out-competing the big corporate millers on price.

Price comparison for 12.5kg ACE maize meal equivalent across retail formats in Alexandra (over 10 months):

• Shoprite: R148.74 per 12.5kg equivalent.

• Independent supermarket ('most affordable family-operated supermarket in Alex'): R124.39.

• Wholesale suppliers: approximately R119.

• Spaza shops: R133.89 for the same product, same sell-by dates, undercutting ShopRite.

• Independent brand (SuperGo, a brand from a family-owned mill not available at Shoprite): R149 at the 
independent supermarket, significantly less at wholesale.

• ShopRite has not stocked ACE in Alexandra since early 2025, suggesting competitive pressure from 
independent retailers.

International Comparison: South Africa is Underperforming Poorer Countries

Wegerif made a striking comparative point using FAO (2025) data:

• South Africa's GDP per capita (PPP) is far higher than Ghana or Senegal.

• Yet South Africa's undernourishment rate (10% of the population) is higher than Ghana (6.3%) and Senegal 
(5.1%).

• South Africa's stunting rate (24.4%) is higher than Ghana (15.6%) and Senegal (17.2%).

• Both Ghana and Senegal have far larger informal food sectors with more public open markets where many 
traders sell. Their better nutrition outcomes in poorer economies suggest that South Africa's dependence 
on corporate-dominated formal retail is a liability, not an advantage.

• 'South Africa has no excuse. It is an embarrassment that we are performing worse than countries with far 
smaller economies.'

Policy Recommendations
• Protect and expand public and municipal markets, which are absolutely critical to the functioning of the 

street vendor sector and to food affordability.
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• Require minimum food trading space in all spatial and development planning instruments (Integrated 
Development Plans, Spatial Development Frameworks, and under SPLUMA). South Africa's spatial plans 
largely ignore informal food markets. Johannesburg's IDP mentions only one food market (City Deep) 
and no street vending or public food space at all.

• Use China's model of specifying minimum public food trading space per 1,000 residents in planning 
regulations, with caps on maximum trader size to ensure multiple small operators.

• Affirm and enable informal food trading rather than treating it as a regulatory challenge. In township 
settings, near-universal coverage (every 100–200 metres) by spaza shops and street vendors selling fresh 
produce is a public good, not a nuisance.

• Improve enabling infrastructure for informal traders: better sanitation, water, storage, and security at 
trading sites. These improvements serve both livelihoods and food quality.

• Enable traders in middle-class and suburban areas, not just townships. Current bylaws are enforced 
selectively: townships are essentially unregulated (allowing a vibrant food sector), while affluent areas 
see enforcement that blocks vendors from accessing wealthier markets.

• Research and support the medium-scale family-owned miller model: These businesses are highly 
competitive on price and quality, promote market diversity, and provide an alternative to corporate 
dominance in milling. They need regulatory support, market access, and potentially financing.

• Transform the ownership profile: The family-owned miller sector is currently predominantly white/
Afrikaner-owned. Promoting Black-owned, smaller-scale mills and spaza shop development is a 
transformation and equity imperative.

7.2 Q&A and Discussion

On Incomes and Self-Exploitation in the Informal Sector

Andrew Bennie asked: Do informal traders achieve lower prices partly through self-exploitation, and if so, 
would improving their incomes raise the prices they charge? Wegerif responded, "There is significant variation 
from survivalist traders to people building houses, sending children to university, and creating substantial 
livelihoods." The 96% markup from wholesale is not negligible. The low-overhead business model (using 
public space, sharing transport, building up slowly from small capital) is not inherently exploitative. Better 
infrastructure and enabling conditions would improve livelihoods without necessarily increasing prices and 
would reduce risk and expand capacity.

On Working Conditions and Labour

Florian Kroll (CoE-FS) raised the question of working conditions, noting that ethnographic research shows 
many people in the informal sector prefer working there over the formal sector because conditions are 
sometimes better. He also noted the prevalence of enforcement-based repression of informal traders by law 
enforcement confiscations, bribery, and harassment justified by bylaw contraventions or hygiene concerns. 
Wegerif confirmed this is a real and damaging dynamic, particularly in suburban areas. The solution is not 
stricter enforcement but legislative affirmation of informal food trading as a public good.

On Market Structure and Scale (Competition Commission)

Kagiso Zwane, Competition Commission, observed that while informal retail is important, it is not currently 
moving the needle at a national level; it cannot yet discipline the behaviour of major retailers nationally, only 
locally. He agreed that scale-up requires enabling infrastructure (especially cold chain and storage for fresh 
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produce) and market access support. Without growth and scale, the informal sector will remain locally 
impactful but unable to change national pricing dynamics. He emphasised that the market structure 
question, what kind of market do we want to see, is the critical frame.

On Indigenous Crops and Nutrition

A participant asked about the role of indigenous crops in the nutrition outcomes of South Africa, Ghana, and 
Senegal. Wegerif acknowledged this as an important research gap, as countries like Ghana and Senegal 
incorporate traditional foods more widely into diets, and this likely contributes to better nutritional outcomes 
despite lower incomes. South Africa has largely abandoned traditional food crops in favour of maize 
monoculture.
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8. SESSION 6: LEARNING FROM BRAZIL'S 
FOOD AFFORDABILITY ARCHITECTURE

8.1 Presentation by Thome Luiz Freire Guth (CONAB, Brazil)

Brazil's Agricultural Context and the Structural Challenge

Guth opened with the structural dilemma shared by all agricultural systems: food production is seasonal, 
geographically dispersed, highly perishable, and low in added value, while consumption is continuous. This 
creates dual risks: production risk and price risk that cause either food insecurity (shortages) or economic 
insecurity for farmers (price collapse). Brazil produces 356 million metric tonnes of grains today, 
approximately 8 times the 47 million metric tonnes produced in 1977. Managing the price implications of this 
scale of production while protecting both producers and consumers is CONAB's core challenge.

CONAB and the Minimum Price Guarantee Policy (PGPM)

CONAB (formerly CFP, established in 1962) has managed Brazil's agricultural price stabilisation since 1966. 
The Minimum Price Guarantee Policy (Política de Garantia de Preços Mínimos PGPM) uses several instruments:

• AGF (Federal Government Acquisition): Direct purchase of surplus by the state at the stipulated minimum 
price when market prices fall below it. The government physically stores the product.

• COV (Put Option Contracts — PO): Functions as price risk insurance. The government sells producers 
the right but not the obligation to deliver production at a pre-fixed price in the future. If exercised, it 
generates public stocks.

• PEP (Equalization of Flow Payments): A financial subsidy when prices fall below the minimum, the 
government pays cooperatives, industries, or wholesalers the difference between the minimum price and 
the market price. Does not create physical stocks but maintains producer income.

• PEPRO (Income Equalization): Similar to PEP but paid directly to producers or cooperatives when they 
sell to industry at below-minimum prices.

The Buffer Stock System: How It Stabilises Prices

When market prices fall below the minimum, the government buys (creating stocks). When prices rise above 
a specified selling threshold (PLE  Liquidation Price), the government releases stocks to prevent speculative 
price spikes. This system creates an implicit price stability expectation in the market. Traders know the 
government can release stocks, so speculative pricing is constrained even when government stocks are not 
large.

Key historical observation: When Brazil shifted away from physical stock accumulation (reducing the role of 
AGF in favour of financial instruments like PEP and PEPRO), domestic food prices rose sharply, and speculative 
spikes became more severe, particularly for rice and corn. The 2020–2021 period was extremely difficult to 
control food inflation because of inadequate public stocks. This direct causal relationship between public 
stockholding and price stability is well-documented in Brazil.
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CONAB's Infrastructure and Social Functions

CONAB operates a static storage capacity of approximately 2 million metric tonnes across public warehouses 
and conventional partner units. The stocks serve multiple functions:

• Price stabilisation, releasing grain when speculative prices emerge.

• Support for small livestock producers (especially poultry and swine) selling corn from public stocks at 
accessible prices to small-scale livestock farmers who cannot compete on price with large agribusiness 
for feed grain.

• Food security in the rural northeast, a particularly food-insecure region of Brazil, where buffer stocks 
support local consumption and income generation.

• Sustaining family agriculture guaranteed minimum prices, which incentivise continued production by 
family farms.

• CONAB also uses stocks for direct sales at wholesale prices to ensure regular supply for vulnerable rural 
operations and school feeding programs.

The Current Direction: New Stock Formation Policy Beyond Minimum Prices

Brazil is currently developing a new Stock Formation Policy that would transcend the limits of the PGPM, 
giving the government authority to form stocks for food security purposes, independent of the minimum 
price mechanism. This recognises that price stabilisation sometimes requires action even when market prices 
are above the minimum support price, particularly during speculative spikes or supply disruptions.

8.2 Q&A and Discussion

On Whether Brazil Will Expand Public Stockholding

Andrew Bennie asked whether the current government is committed to strengthening public stockholding 
and whether this is linked to support for smallholder and ecological farming. Guth confirmed that the current 
Lula government is attempting to restart public stock formation, not at 1987 levels (which were too expensive), 
but sufficient to dampen speculative price spikes and support small livestock producers. The new stock 
formation policy is directly responsive to the price chaos of 2020–2021.

On Political Disruption of the System

Florian Kroll (CoE-FS) asked whether the abandonment of buffer stocks under Bolsonaro was politically driven 
and whether these mechanisms can be secured against political disruption. Guth confirmed: neoliberal 
economic thinking under Bolsonaro led to the view that government should not hold stocks, 'it is too 
expensive.But Guth's research shows this is incorrect; the government buys low and sells high, making stocks 
economically viable. The risk of not having stocks (speculative price spikes, livestock sector crises, and food 
insecurity) is far more costly. The lesson for South Africa: building institutional capacity for buffer stocks 
creates path dependency and resilience, but it must be designed with explicit political economy considerations 
to protect it from ideological reversals.

On Maize Export Tariffs for South Africa

Marc Wegerif asked whether a maize export tariff could be a simple mechanism to reduce domestic maize 
prices in South Africa. He noted, if there is a 10% export tariff, exporters would need to reduce the domestic 
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price to be internationally competitive, effectively lowering the domestic price by approximately 10%. Merle 
Schulken (presented in the next session) responded that export tariffs are part of the 'counter-cyclical tariff' 
category in her typology. Several countries use them: Argentina, Russia, and India. They are permitted under 
WTO rules but are politically sensitive internationally (a 'beggar-thy-neighbour' policy during global shortages). 
However, combined with a domestic buffer stock, export tariffs become less problematic because the country 
is releasing real domestic supply rather than simply restricting exports.
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9. SESSION 7: ECONOMIC 
INTERVENTIONS IN THE FOOD SYSTEM

9.1 Presentation by Merle Schulken, University of Massachusetts 
Amherst 

A Model of Food Price Shocks

Schulken presented a three-stage model of how food price shocks propagate:

• Stage 1 — The Impulse: An input price shock from global commodity markets (particularly relevant for 
South Africa, which is well-integrated into global grain markets), domestic climate/agricultural shocks, 
input cost shocks (fertiliser, fuel, electricity), or exchange rate volatility.

• Stage 2 — The Pass-Through: Processors and retailers charge markups on top of higher input costs. The 
critical question: will they internalise some of the shock (reducing their margins), or pass it fully on, or 
even protect multiplicative margins (nominal profits increase during a shock)? Industry-wide shocks are 
easier to pass on than idiosyncratic firm-level shocks because all competitors face the same cost increase 
simultaneously. When the media amplifies shock narratives, consumer demand becomes more inelastic, 
enabling a larger pass-through. The Rocket and Feather Effect is a form of asymmetric pass-through.

• Stage 3 — Broader Affordability Crisis: Via input-output linkages, food price shocks propagate throughout 
the economy. In the early stages, wealth tends to redistribute upward; low-income households (who 
spend the most on food) are disproportionately hurt. If wages and profits are both nominal, a shock 
effectively transfers real income from food spenders to food producers and retailers.

A Typology of Intervention Strategies

Schulken presented a comprehensive typology along two dimensions: indirect vs direct price stabilisation, 
and market design/regulation vs public market participation vs price intervention.

Indirect Commodity Price Stabilisation (Long-Term Structural)
• Market design and regulation: Sustainable agricultural development and rural poverty alleviation policies 

(land redistribution, infrastructure, subsidies); commodity market regulation (against speculative bubble 
formation); regional trade integration; competition policy; capital and exchange rate market design.

• Public market participation: Minimum purchase prices in public procurement (guaranteed markets for 
smallholders as in the CONAB model), regional grain management facility; public options as a competition 
policy, and infrastructure development (energy, roads, and storage).

Direct Commodity Price Stabilisation (Immediate Market Interventions)
• Market design: Counter-cyclical tariffs or quotas to stabilise short-run domestic supply (used by Switzerland, 

Norway, Argentina, Russia, and India).

• Public market participation: Buffer stocks (regional and domestic); emergency reserves; virtual buffer 
stocks (used to curb speculation); foreign exchange market participation (to reduce exchange rate-driven 
food price shocks).

• Price interventions: Temporary emergency price caps.
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Case Study: Mexico's Voluntary Price Basket (Paquete Básico)

Schulken detailed Mexico's innovative response to its 2022–23 food price inflation under President AMLO:

• 16 large retailers voluntarily signed on to a 'pact' keeping the sum total price of 24 essential products 
stable at 1,039 pesos per basket. How the 24 products were priced individually was left to the retailers; 
only the total had to stay fixed.

• The basket included items that a low-income family would typically consume.

• AMLO publicly named and shamed non-compliant retailers in his weekly Monday addresses and praised 
those maintaining the basket using presidential attention as a reputational enforcement mechanism.

• In exchange, the government offered a temporary suspension of certain import tariffs, streamlined 
bureaucracy for supermarkets, energy price subsidies, and frozen highway tolls.

• Simultaneously, the government provided counter-cyclical tariff relief (to maintain domestic food supply) 
and increased support for domestic agriculture.

• This was a 'package deal,' not just a price cap, but a coordinated multi-instrument response combining 
regulatory, market participation, and price intervention elements.

• Similar approaches were seen across Europe during 2022–23: EU Common Agricultural Policy subsidies; 
energy and fuel price caps in multiple countries; VAT reductions on food; Spain and Portugal's energy 
market workaround; and many countries' voluntary or mandatory grocery price stability baskets.

The Pan-African Grain Management Facility (AGMF) Proposal

Schulken presented a more speculative regional-level proposal developed for the G20 Food Security Task 
Force:

• A multi-level buffer stock operating at both regional and national levels, modelled on what India and 
China did in recent decades.

• For regionally traded products (cassava, millet, sorghum) that do not have global reference prices: the 
AGMF would function as a market maker, setting a minimum support price, accumulating surplus stocks, 
and releasing them to prevent speculative spikes. Surplus stocks would be channelled to national school 
feeding and food assistance programs.

• For globally traded products (maize, wheat) where African countries are mostly import-dependent: the 
AGMF would aim to canalise all African imports/exports, insulating regional prices from global price 
shocks. When global prices are high, the AGMF releases stocks at the long-run average global price, 
protecting African consumers.

• Benefits for South Africa as a maize exporter: price stability for producers (who can sell to AGMF at a 
stabilised price when global prices are low); consumer protection from global price volatility; and support 
for regional market integration and intra-continental trade.

9.2 Q&A and Discussion

On Export Tariffs for South African Maize

Marc Wegerif's question (previously noted) prompted Schulken to explain that export tariffs are 'counter-cyclical 
tariffs' in her typology used by Argentina, Russia, and India. They are not banned by WTO rules. Politically, 
they are 'beggar-thy-neighbour' during global shortages because they restrict supply to the global market. 
However, combined with a domestic buffer stock (which releases supply counter-cyclically), this concern is 
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significantly mitigated in a country with a buffer stock is net-adding to global supply over time even as it 
manages domestic prices.

On the AGMF and Benefits for South Africa

Stephen Greenberg asked whether the AGMF benefits surplus-producing countries (like South Africa) as well 
as deficit countries. Schulken responded, Yes, in three ways: (1) price stability for producers they can sell to 
AGMF at a stabilised price when global prices are low; (2) consumer protection South African consumers are 
currently exposed to global commodity price volatility even when there is a domestic surplus (because the 
surplus is exported); (3) regional market integration co-benefits the AGMF would build out intra-continental 
trade infrastructure and open new marketing channels within Africa.
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10. GROUP DISCUSSIONS: DEBATING AND 
IDENTIFYING PRIORITY POLICY OPTIONS

After the presentations, participants were given individual cards and asked to write: (1) their most important 
intervention proposals (white cards); (2) information or research opportunities and gaps (green/blue cards); 
and (3) their personal commitment.

10.1 Consolidated Intervention Proposals

A. Price Regulation and Market Control
• Price regulation and price caps on essential products.

• The Competition Commission must fix price-fixing behaviour and agree with stakeholders on accountability 
margins.

• Explicit food price stabilisation policy including buffer stocks and price stabilisation instruments (learning 
from international examples).

• Zero-rating of additional basic and nutritious foods; reduction of tax on food.

• Maize export tariff to insulate domestic consumers from global price volatility.

• Minimum price guarantee policy (as in the Brazilian PGPM model).

• Subsidisation of staple food prices.

B. Social Protection and Household Support
• Universal Basic Income Grant (UBIG) / Universal Basic Income.

• Increase national minimum wage and social grants (CSG, SRD) to at least the food poverty line.

• Strengthen household buying power and comprehensive food relief coverage.

• Subsidise electricity and transport for low-income households.

C. Market Restructuring and Anti-Concentration
• Break corporate concentration through competition enforcement and structural reform.

• Establish a state-owned enterprise (SOE) with a stake in food processing and retail.

• State equity stake in major food corporations (e.g., 20%) to give the government a voice in pricing decisions 
through entities like the PIC.

• Build the Union Against Hunger (UAH) as a food affordability movement.

• Promote Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) for food market infrastructure.

D. Food Price Monitoring and Transparency
• Dedicated funding and institutional mandate for price monitoring in the formal and informal sectors.

• Mandate real-time food price formation data collection, aggregation, and analysis.

• Food price prediction platforms.

Data transparency measures mandatory cost structure disclosure.
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E. Supply Chain and Infrastructure
• Improve supply chain efficiency and shorten supply chains.

• Invest in logistics and infrastructure, including transport and cold storage.

• Biosecurity management interventions.

• Spatial planning and zoning reforms to ensure minimum public food trading space per residential area.

F. Buffer Stocks and Food Reserves
• National buffer stocks received the most individual card mentions.

• Emergency food reserves and strategic public food reserves.

• Staple food and fuel reserves.

• Public supply options, including government procurement and distribution.

• Understanding and designing how buffer stock systems would work in the South African context.

G. Localisation, Public Markets, and Informal Sector Support
• Protect, invest in, and expand public fresh produce markets.

• Support informal traders and spaza shops through enabling infrastructure (water, storage, shelter).

• Amend urban regulations and bylaws to support food traders rather than restrict informal food trading.

• Require minimum public food market space in spatial planning.

• Establish public fresh produce markets at taxi ranks and transport stations.

• The Mexico food basket model involves voluntary price agreements with retailers on a basket of essential 
goods.

H. Smallholder and Agricultural Development
• Include smallholder farmers in market share targets for smallholders and SMMEs.

• Preferential public procurement from smallholder farmers.

• Support subsistence and smallholder farming development.

• Agricultural diversification and promotion of climate-resilient crops.

• Land reform and redistribution to enable diversified agricultural production.

I. Agro-processing and Industrial Policy
• Promote agro-processing industry growth and support SMMEs in food manufacturing.

• Develop affordable, nutritious processed foods using indigenous crops.

• Promote agroecological practices and sustainable food production.

J. Governance and Coordination
• Convene the Food and Nutrition Security Council, a dedicated multi-stakeholder governance body with 

a mandate on food prices and affordability.

• Increase inter-governmental coordination and break institutional silos.

• Establish a dedicated institution to enforce food price policy.

• Government must deepen intervention, especially in the informal sector.
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10.2 Information and Research Opportunities

A. Price Formation and Value Chain Analysis
• Food price formation research farm to shelf: which stage adds the most cost?

• Formal sector pricing analysis margins, profits, and who sets prices at each stage.

• Corporate price formation specific data on dominant firms' pricing strategies.

• Value chain analysis in specific farming systems (priority value chains to be determined).

B. Data Systems and Monitoring
• Centralised price monitoring portal for the real-time, formal and informal sectors.

• Data collection at different stages of production has consistently been identified as the most important 
research need.

• Nutritious basket research and tracking.

• Informal trader price data collection.

• AI and data science tools for price monitoring and prediction.

C. Informal Economy and Small-Scale Sector
• Informal sector studies pricing, access, livelihoods, and contribution to the local economy.

• Market access barriers for smallholders.

• Indigenous foods market opportunities and value chains.

• Role of informal trade in nutrition outcomes.

D. Policy Learning
• Mexico food basket subsidy model application to South Africa.

• Price stabilisation tools from other countries: comparative analysis.

• Buffer stock system design for South Africa, specifically what problem would it solve and how?

• Longitudinal studies on agroecology (yields, income, environmental outcomes).

E. Climate and Sustainability
• Impact of the climate crisis on food prices in South Africa is projected and current.

• Building climate-resilient food systems.

• Biosecurity and risk management.

F. Governance and Accountability
• Governance frameworks for pro-poor value chains.

• Institutional alignment challenges and coordination mechanisms.

• Accountability mechanisms in food pricing.

• Link between social protection adequacy and food price inflation.
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11. CLOSING: COMMITMENTS 
AND NEXT STEPS

The symposium closed with participants identifying their personal commitments on pink cards what each 
individual or institution would do to take the work forward. The facilitators provided a brief synthesis of Day 
Two's key themes before closure.

Key Themes Across Day Two

No Silver Bullet — Multiple Interventions Are Needed

Every presenter and discussion reinforced that no single intervention will close the food affordability gap. A 
package of complementary interventions spanning income support, price stabilisation, market restructuring, 
local food infrastructure, and governance reform is required. The Brazil model demonstrates what an 
integrated architecture can look like: minimum price guarantees, buffer stocks, public procurement for school 
feeding, social protection, and support for agroecological production, all operating together.

The Informal Sector is a Strength, Not a Problem

Wegerif's research showed that street vendors and informal retailers are consistently cheaper than formal 
supermarkets; more responsive to wholesale price drops; and more accessible to the poorest. South Africa 
is underperforming poorer countries (Ghana, Senegal) that have more vibrant informal food sectors. The 
policy response should be to enable and invest in this sector through public markets, infrastructure, zoning 
reform, and regulatory affirmation, not to regulate it away.

Social Protection is Being Eroded at the Worst Possible Time

Howson's presentation revealed a systematic campaign to reduce social grant spending disguised as fraud 
prevention at a time when the real value of grants is already declining, and food insecurity is worsening. The 
UBIG is essential but must be paired with food system reform. Social protection spending without supply-side 
constraints will be captured by food corporations.

The Food and Nutrition Security Council Must Be Convened

Multiple participants called for the establishment of a Food and Nutrition Security Council, a dedicated 
governance body that can coordinate government, industry, civil society, and research actors around food 
affordability policy. The existing legal and policy framework (National Food and Nutrition Security Policy and 
Plan) provides for such a council, but it has not been constituted. This was identified as an immediate, 
actionable next step.

The Rights Frame Must Be Central

IPES-Food's rights-based entry point was affirmed throughout Day Two: food affordability is not a market 
outcome to be optimised, but a legal and human rights obligation. The state has an obligation to protect, 
respect, and fulfil the right to food. This means not just providing grants (fulfilment) but also regulating the 
food system to prevent it from violating that right (protection), and reforming the structures that cause food 
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unaffordability (respect). Legal reform, particularly of the Competition Act and the Marketing of Agricultural 
Products Act, may be needed to give these obligations more operational force.

Priority Actions Identified

The plenary report-back identified the following as the most frequently mentioned priority interventions 
(measured by the number of card mentions and vocal endorsements):

• Buffer stocks / national food reserves are the single most frequently mentioned intervention.

• Universal Basic Income Grant (UBIG).

• Establishing the Food and Nutrition Security Council.

• Price monitoring systems dedicated, funded, covering formal and informal sectors.

• Public fresh produce markets protecting and expanding existing ones and creating new ones through 
spatial planning.

• Zero-rating of more basic and nutritious foods.

• Maize export tariff.

• Break corporate concentration through competition enforcement and structural reform.

• Preferential public procurement from smallholder farmers.

• Agricultural production diversification, reducing dependence on imported inputs and white maize 
monoculture.
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