




















































































WHAT FARMERS SAY THEY NEED TO 
SUPPORT RESILIENCE
This collection of farmer experiences of living and thriving in troubled times (2020–2022) show that agroecology 
builds and strengthens resilience. 

The transition to agroecology is urgently needed. Not only will this ensure food producing systems can better adapt 
to climate change and other shocks, but it will contribute to climate change mitigation, decrease biodiversity loss, 
improve health and nutrition, and create a more equitable food system for food producers and consumers.

Several ways in which farmers’ resilience through agroecology could be better supported by government and civil 
society organisations, inferred from the experiences farmers have shared, include:  

GOVERNMENT SUPPORT MUST BE RESPONSIVE TO THE  
NEEDS OF AGROECOLOGY FARMERS

Input subsidy programmes continue to focus on industrial farming inputs including fertiliser, pesticides, hybrid 
and GM seed. In April 2020, Minister Thoko Didiza of the Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural 
Development, announced a R1.2 billion COVID-19 disaster relief fund for small-scale farmers in recognition of their 
crucial contribution to local food supply. 

Civil society criticised the fund for: excluding vulnerable producers who had annual turn-overs under R20 000; 
and the onerous application process which required financial records and proof of tenure (in the case of Biowatch-
supported farmers, access to local extension services to obtain and deliver forms, and banks to draw statements 
while all the offices were closed for lockdown). The process also assumed farmers only produced a single commodity 
and support could only be obtained through vouchers from major agridealers. 

In response to the criticism, in October 2020 a Presidential Economic Stimulus Initiative (PESI) for subsistence 
producers was announced. This time, farming households could apply for the grant via cell phones using a USSD 
code. Applications closed in December and farmers were to be notified in January 2021. A second round was 
announced in December 2021 for support in 2022. 

Some farmers applied after being alerted to the opportunity by Biowatch, but their success and the usefulness of the 
grant varied. Once again, grants were made available through vouchers from major agridealers. By routing support 
through agridealers selling conventional farming inputs, farmers are limited in the choices they can make for useful 
support, and in some cases are given no choice. It is clear that for policies to be appropriate, farmers must be asked 
what they need. 
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FARMER TO FARMER LEARNING AND DEMONSTRATION

The gardens of experienced agroecology farmers are inspiring and instructive to new farmers adopting or 
transitioning to agroecology. For many farmers, seeing is learning. Several farmers who recently joined Biowatch 
programmes, were inspired and convinced by what they saw in one-day “come-and-see” visits or the immersive one-
week training led by experienced farmers, and quickly adopted agroecology methods. 

This highlights the role of established farmers and their living “learning sites” in spreading agroecology rapidly and 
effectively into new areas.

SUPPORT FOR LOCAL MARKETS

Although many smallholders have their eyes set on supermarket contracts, these are fraught with challenges. Big 
chains are often only interested in a single crop, prompting farmers to reduce their diversity for economic ends, 
which increases their vulnerability. Smallholders can also struggle to meet administrative and quality assurance 
requirements, as well as the quantities to sustain contracts with big retailers. 

Informal trade benefits smallholders as it affords them greater choice and control over what they produce and 
when and how much to sell or hold back from the market in response to changing circumstances. However, farmers 
struggle to divide their focus between production and selling, especially if this involves long trips into town and 
pursuing market opportunities. Some farmers have gone to extraordinary lengths to sell produce. This suggests 
new opportunities for marketing agroecology produce to consumers who are willing to support farmers based on 
common values, through solidarity buying networks. There is also the need for parallel development of marketing 
and business skills within farming communities, to support distribution of good food locally without adding to 
farmers’ burdens or increasing dependence on marketing intermediaries. 

More local market spaces are needed for smallholders to sell produce in areas with good foot traffic in their 
communities. Local markets can accommodate a greater diversity of produce, including traditional foods. This would 
benefit farmers who could reduce transport costs and earn more for produce, and consumers who would pay less 
but access fresher food. More income circulating in the rural economy has many knock-on benefits. Appropriate 
policy support from government is needed for local markets.
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APPROPRIATE SMALL-SCALE PROCESSING

An inability to process grains, pulses and oil seeds into popular and culturally consumed foods inhibits farmers’ ability 
to consume their own produce throughout the year. Due to the heavy labour in stone grinding, maize is mostly 
coarsely processed for samp or eaten fresh. Some farmers in Pongola and Ingwavuma still have old cast iron hand-
powered milling machines, which enable them to mill meal and stock feed even though they are not connected to 
the electricity grid. 

Farmers produce peanuts and in some areas sesame, but their full potential for butters and oil substitutes are not 
utilised due to the labour in processing these the traditional way. Other innovations in off-grid and small-scale 
processing, such as solar drying, could help farmers to ensure food security through the spring lean season as well as 
supporting vibrant local food systems. 

FARMER-LED SEED SYSTEMS

Diverse farmer seed is an often-neglected cornerstone for resilience. By being able to draw on locally adapted seed 
when one needs it, farmers can make choices about what to plant and when. Having one’s own sufficient seed also 
avoids having to have cash to buy seed before one can farm, and also enables farmers to replant should the first 
planting in a season fail due to unpredictable weather conditions. 

Reviving, saving and multiplying farmer varieties of grains, pulses and traditional vegetables has been the main 
focus for farmers and Biowatch as these are the backbone of food security. This goes hand-in-hand with traditional 
knowledge on harvesting and use. 

In addition to their cultural value, these varieties have greater genetic diversity which enables more resilience in a 
changing climate. Knowledge on saving the seed for other vegetables is an area that needs support.  

Much more could be done to support farmer-led seed systems, especially through state research and extension 
resources, and proactive policies supporting farmer-led seed systems.
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Farmer-led seed systems and the diversity of crops, animals and harvested wild foods are important cornerstones to farmers’ 
ability to adapt to changing climatic and economic challenges.
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APPENDIX: PLANT AND OTHER ISIZULU NAMES

The following is a list of plants frequently mentioned by the Biowatch-supported farmers in northern KwaZulu-Natal 
who were visited and interviewed between April and June 2022, by researchers Mark Mattson and Samu Zuma. 

This is not a full list of the biological biodiversity nurtured by agroecology farmers in northern KZN. Remarkably, as 
noted by Mark and Samu, “we recorded more than 60 species of plants in some gardens.” For example, reflecting on 
Nomusa Ngwenya’s garden in Pongola, Mark notes: 

This number is more than a number. Her plants belong in different functional categories 
– food security, cultural value, pest control, medicinal, seed banking and sharing, income 
generation, nutritional diversity, flavourants, cover crops and mulches, fodder, and liquid 
manures – and are integral to her methods and motivations, her identity and pride as a 
farmer.

In the list, the commonly used English names are those that are commonly used in KZN, whilst the isiZulu names are 
those that are commonly used by the farmers we work with in northern KZN.

There are always challenges with using commonly used names – they are meaningful at a local level, but often vary 
from area to area. There may also be two (or more) isiZulu names for the same plant – this relates to the richness and 
diversity of the Zulu language which is linked to the richness and diversity of the landscape in northern KZN. 

In KZN, isiZulu names are commonly used by English mother tongue speakers, for example “iboza” is often used by 
English language speakers instead of the English “ginger bush”. And sometimes an English name such as “apple” is 
adapted into isiZulu and is anglicised and is known as “ihhabhula” or “i-apula”. 

Botanical or scientific names are internationally recognised, but are often not in general use. Plants such as the 
banana which has been domesticated for centuries, have a complex classificatory system. So, we have erred on 
the side of caution with these names, using Musa spp. for banana – indicating there are several species of Musa. 
However with plants which are indigenous to our region we are able to give reliable botanical names with genus and 
species. 
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ENGLISH NAME BOTANICAL NAME isiZULU NAME
African nightshade / umsobo Solanum retroflexum umsobo
avocado Persea americana ukwatapeya / ukotapeya
banana Musa spp. ubhanana
bean (sugar bean, kidney bean, black 
bean)

Phaseolus vulgaris ubhontshisi

bean (dwarf bean) Phaseolus vulgaris isambasamba / uchokwane
bean (green bean) Phaseolus vulgaris ubhontshisi / oluhlaza
beetroot Beta vulgaris ubhithirudi
blackjack Bidens pilosa uqadolo
cabbage (& red cabbage) Brassica oleracea iklabishi
calabash Lagenaria siceraria amaswela
carrot Daucus carota iziqathi
cassava / yam Manihot esculenta umdumbula
chilli Capsicum annuum pele-pele
cowpea Vigna unguiculata imbumba
cucumber Cucumis sativa ukhukhumba
finger millet Eleusine coracana uphoko
gallant soldier Galinsoga parviflora inyoni kayiphumuli
ginger bush / iboza Tetradenia riparia iboza
goosefoot / fat hen / lambs quarters Chenopodium album imbilikicane
granadilla Passiflora edulis ugranandila
green pepper Capsicum annuum
guava Psidium guajava igwava
intshungu Momordica foetida intshungu
jack bean Canavalia ensiformis umaduma ezinqeni
jugo bean Vigna subterranea izindlubu
jute mallow Corchorus tridens igusha
khaki bush Tagetes minuta unukani
lablab / dolichos beans Lablab purpureus lablab
lemon Citrus limon ulamula
lemon bush Lippia javanica umsuzwane
lemon grass Cymbopogon citratus utshani obuyitiye
lettuce (& red lettuce) Lactuca sativa ulethisi
macadamia Macadamia integrifolia
mahogany tree Trichilia emetica umkhuhlu
maize Zea mays ummbila
mango Mangifera indica umango / umangoza
monkey orange Strychnos madagascariensis umhlala
mulberry Morus alba ijinkijolo 
mung bean Vigna radiata umngomeni
naartjie Citrus reticulata/nobilis inatshi
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ENGLISH NAME BOTANICAL NAME isiZULU NAME
okra Abelmoschus esculentus igusha lesilungu
onion Allium cepa uhhayanisi / u-anyanisa
orange Citrus aurantium iorintshi / iwolintshi
paw-paw/papaya Carica papaya uphopho / upopo
peach Prunus persica amampetshisi
peanut Arachis hypogea amakinati / amatongomane
pearl millet Pennisetum glaucum unyawothi
peppadew Capsicum baccatum
pigeon pea Cajanus cajan udhalli
pigweed Amaranthus spp. imbuya / ugobolo / imifino
plantain Musa paradisiaca ukhova
pumpkin Cucurbita maxima amathanga
sand apricot-vine Landolphia kirkii amabungwa
sesame Sesamum indicum udonca
sorghum Sorghum bicolor amabele
sourplum Ximenia caffra amathunduluka
spinach Spinacia oleracea isipinashi
stinging nettle Obetia tenax ububazi
sugar cane Saccharum officinarum umoba
sweet potato Ipomoea batatas ubhatata
sweet sorghum Sorghum bicolor imfe
sweet watermelon Citrullus spp. ikhabe
taro potato / amadumbe Colocasia esculenta amadumbe
tomato Lycopersicon esculentum utamatisi
turkey berry Canthium inerme umvuthwamini
water berry / umdoni Syzygium cordatum umdoni
watermelon Citrullus lanatus ibhece
wild custard-apple Annona senegalensis umthofa
wild date palm Phoenix reclinata usundu
wild jute /wild mallow Corchorus asplenifolius igusha
wild medlar Vangueria infausta umviyo
Zulu potato Solenostemon rotundifolius amatabhane
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isiZULU ENGLISH
amahewu maize-brewed non-alcoholic drink 
amasi maas / soured milk
amasimu near fields
emasimini far fields
idokwe porridge made from either sorghum or maize
imifino pot herbs, cooked like spinach
incansis reed matting
incwancwa fermented porridge
ingadi garden
inqolobane granary
ipapa a stiff porridge made from maize meal
isinambathi a mixture of pumpkin and maize
isivande / isife / sasekhaya small fields close to the household
izinkobe cowpeas mixed with maize
izinkuhlu a porridge made from the seeds of mahogany trees (umkhuhlu) and eaten with 

sweet potatoes

ukhamba clay pot
umbhantshi a porridge made with maize and the boiled fruit of the wild medlar tree
umqombothi traditional beer
umshayo a room in which an open fire is made beneath the maize which is hung from 

the rafters above
uphuthu maize porridge

The following is a list of some of the isiZulu words and names mentioned in this book, which are commonly used by 
the farmers we work with in northern KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. 
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