
 

Dichotomy of abundance and scarcity: The paradox of
South African agriculture

In the verdant heartland of South Africa, a jarring paradox of two opposing food systems manifests - one burgeoning with
excess, privilege, and waste, the other scarred by scarcity, hunger, and hardship. Born in a time of transformation, when
the nation sought to liberate its food system from the tight grasp of a bygone era, this paradox arose, well-intentioned, yet
seeding the crisis of today.
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This dichotomy is the legacy of the Marketing of Agricultural Products Act of 1996, a policy that was designed to be a gust
of fresh air, yet instead turned into a whirlwind that upset the fragile balance of food security in South Africa. Dr Tracy
Ledger, an agri-food activist, underscores the significance of this legislation, describing it as "the most important piece of
legislation governing agricultural markets in South Africa."

Ledger offers some shocking figures to illustrate the devastating impact of the Act. "Under the old Dairy Board... the retail
margin of milk varied between 1% and 5%. By 2001, this margin had ballooned to between 15% and 30%." This drastic
surge in profits didn’t benefit those toiling on the land but was instead pocketed by the retail sector, looming as large and
dominating as skyscrapers in the economic skyline, shaping the flow of resources and profits.

The shift in power is also apparent in the distribution of the retail price of bread. By 1999, the wheat farmers’ share of the
retail price of white bread had plunged from 33% to a mere 18% and from 32% to just 17% for brown bread. Meanwhile,
the retailers’ share had bloated from 3% to 12% for white bread and from 4% to an astonishing 20% for brown bread.

An abundance of food, but widespread hunger

Despite an abundance of food, in edible/avoidable waste alone - with an unconscionable 10.3 million tonnes, worth an
economic equivalent of a staggering R67bn wasted annually - 30% of South Africans find themselves in the grip of food
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insecurity. This grotesque disparity reveals the harsh reality of an unregulated free-market system: the rich grow richer, the
powerful gain more power, while the plight of the poor and powerless only
worsens.

But there is hope. The path to rectification begins with a radical shift in
perspective on food waste and a serious reassessment of the unchecked
power handed to retailers by the Act. We need laws that halt the discarding of
unsold food, laws that recognise the human right to sustenance and the
sovereignty of our food systems. This is not a plea for the return of over-
regulation but rather a call for balance, for equity.

In this landscape of systemic failings, our government must rise to the
occasion. Organisations like SA Harvest have already stepped forward,
wielding the tools of technology, charity, and strategic interventions to upskill
farmers and food entrepreneurs. Now, it's time for the government to follow
suit and implement more comprehensive measures, following the examples set
by countries like France, which have pioneered laws preventing supermarkets
from discarding unsold food.

As we pen this narrative, let us remember - we're not just writing about food; we're writing about people, about dignity, about
justice. Let our words resonate, let them inspire change. For, the power of the written word is mightier than the sword, and
with it, we can reshape our world - one where the fruits of our harvest are within reach of all, not just the privileged few. The
grand promise of agricultural deregulation has, thus far, left a bitter taste in the mouths of those it was supposed to nourish.
Now, it's time to script a different story.
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