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1. Introduction
Seriti Institute hosted a Field Exchange Visit in Bela-Bela that brought together 26 small-scale farmers

from Limpopo and surrounding areas. The initiative was made possible through support from the
Adaptation Network and co-funding from Citi Foundation. For three days, these farmers had the
rewarding opportunity to learn from each other and expert facilitators about sustainable farming
practices based on agroecology principles. The field exchange focused on topics of agroecology,
environmental sustainability, and social responsibility in agriculture. Emphasising on sustainable
approaches that are crucial for rural food security and supporting climate-resilient local economies, as
well as agroecology techniques and sustainable land management practices, which equip farmers to
implement climate-resilient approaches to strengthening food security. By sharing knowledge about
integrated ecological farming methods and fostering peer learning, participants will be better able to
apply adaptive measures and enhance resilience within their agricultural activities and local

constituencies.

2. Structure of the event
The event was broken down into 3-day sessions that were split into various themes as indicated in the

below table.
Date Themes
27 February 2024 (Day 1) e Agroecology; Local food production and security; Markets.
28 February 2024 (Day 2) e  Environmental Issues: Climate Change; Recycling Initiatives; Compost

Making; Land & Environmental Stewardship.
e Health Issues: Nutrition & Diets; Food Waste and Loss.

29 February 2024 (Day 3) e Animal Production & Health: Rabbit, Livestock and Piggery.
e Agro-processing technigues and measures.

e Environmental: Regenerative Agriculture and Input Reduction.

2.1. Day one: Agroecology, local food production & security and markets

The field exchange workshop provided farmers with an opportunity to share knowledge about
agroecology practices such as water management, soil regeneration, ecological pest control, animal
health and sustainable crop production. This was achieved through farmers’ presentations, group
exercises, site visits and demonstration sessions. Getting a mix of farmers created an environment where
one would learn how agri-business operations are held differently in other regions and this created room
for an exchange of capacity-building information. The programme also contributed to redefining how
farmers interact with stakeholders in the agricultural value chain to ensure greater and more equitable

access to crop buyers, farming tools and equipment, and information.
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2.1.1. Introduction to agroecology — Advocacy

The event kicked off with a presentation by Dr Stephen Greenberg, who spoke about the different
agroecology principles and provided room for the advocacy of the agroecology approach to the farmers.
Stephen emphasised that agroecology advocates for resource management that is inclusive,
accountable, and transparent. He thoroughly explained how agroecology used ecological concepts that
are governed by 13 principles, and some indigenous knowledge for agricultural production rather than
external potentially dangerous inputs as it considers the long-term implications of farming systems. This
topic was a revelation for most of the farmers as some had marked it off as one of the old methods of
farming which led to a slower production rate, since it involved input reduction, however stating that
most of it was particularly important to consider the long-term effects of the current farming actions
that one follows. This topic served as a reminder of thinking about the possibilities of the next generation
being able to use the current production land for agricultural purposes without struggling with having

to fix soil fertility issues.

2.1.2. Embracing collaboration, innovation, and sustainability

There were also discussions regarding the cooperative strategy of collaborating with social partners and
local communities to promote resilient, food-secure communities, lessen poverty, and produce
beneficial socioeconomic impacts. This was achieved through presentations by two Community-Based
Organisations (CBOs) and NPOs that Seriti currently works with in Bela-Bela and Modimolle called the
Economic Urban Farming and Organisation Hands-On, respectively. Both organisations gave a brief
background introduction of themselves and further dived into the impact-driven programmes that they

are involved in.

Seriti acknowledges the need to establish alternative supply chains that align with sustainable farming
methods to address issues related to national food and nutrition security and generate livelihood
opportunities. This led to a discussion about the establishment of the Multi-functional Agri-nodes
(MFANs). These nodes were established to address food security, create local employment, and embrace
the sense of ownership and legacy for the community (i.e., resilience). The four main Agri-nodes that
Seriti is currently working on, namely, Bela-Bela (Limpopo), Deelpan (North-West), Inchanga (KwaZulu-
Natal) and Standerton (Mpumalanga), were briefly unpacked to the audience so that they could
understand the operations and vision of having a node within a community. The MFAN strategy, founded
on agroecology principles, encourages environmental stewardship while promoting economic growth.
It serves as a catalyst for positive change, promoting economic growth, providing food security, and

building resilient rural communities.
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2.1.3. Group discussions/exercises.
The session fostered several group exercises to ensure that there was an exchange of information among

the farmers which included the following aspects.

2.1.3.1. Markets, Trainings, Agro-processing & Stereotype impact

Farmers were separated into groups per their residential areas (i.e., Bela-Bela local ext.; Bela-Bela
Radium; North-West and Modimolle). They were tasked to draft mental maps of how their agricultural
markets operate, discuss the diverse types and roles of stakeholders involved within the value chain.
They further discussed about the gender impact, stereotypes, typical roles of farmers and customers,
and give a detailed report about the local challenges and provide effective marketing strategies to use

in making their agri-business profitable.

The points of interest taken from this exercise were that farmers require training regarding marketing
procedures and strategies. They are less informed about the different market requirements, and the
common mistake made is venturing into the agri-business space without conducting proper market
research (i.e., market dynamics to choose which crops to grow, the amount to produce to meet demand,
and how to price their products). The farmers also showed limited knowledge regarding digital

marketing strategies and are mainly still using the word-of-mouth route to promote their products.

These small-holder farmers are typically farming in very productive areas, but they face numerous
obstacles. The challenges include the affordability of agro-processing and general agriculture machinery,
a lack of knowledge on how to improve productivity and maximise the small production areas in which
they are located, and a lack of transportation from their farms to markets. One of the overlooked
markets included being a supplier for local schools that were implementing feeding programmes for
children and local ECD centres. It was also stated that most community members preferred purchasing

fresh produce from retail stores rather than directly from the farmers.

Some of the emerging issues that came out of the gender and stereotype impact topics included the

sad reality that many farmers, particularly female and elderly farmers, those with disabilities, and

farmers with low literacy levels, continue to be excluded from agricultural value chain benefits. They
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also touched on the challenges limiting young people’s engagement in agrifood systems and the need

to find creative means of sparking interest in agricultural work.

2.2. Day two: Environmental and health issues
Day two focused on the discussion around climate change, exploring how farmers perceive the concept,
finding out how it is affecting their enterprises, and suggestions on climate-smart solutions to reduce

food loss in the agricultural value-chain and learning about recycling initiatives.

2.2.1. The effect of climate change in agriculture production

The extreme temperature changes such as heavy rainfalls, heatwaves and hailstorms have been
identified as the major contributors toward the reduction of the crop yields of many farmers in the past
3-5 years. These have also changed the planting schedules of some crops and some farmers have
experienced longer vegetables maturing growth rate than usual with crops such as beetroot, cabbage,
and onion. Another issue that has been identified was the reduced soil moisture and water holding
capacity of the crops during excessively warm summer seasons where farmers find that they are
required to irrigate more often amid the water shedding and expenditure challenges that they face.
There has also been impacts on livestock production pertaining to the growth rates, yields of milk and
eggs, reproductive health, morbidity, and mortality of livestock as well as the availability and quality of

feed, heat stress, and illnesses.

2.2.2. Climate smart solutions

Farmers came up with climate smart suggestions such as the reduction of chemical fertilisers to promote
soil and water conservation, mulching to retain soil moisture, rainwater harvesting methods, making use
of greenhouses of different types, sizes, and different covering materials, and selecting the right crop
varieties to plant and to adapt crop calendars according to the new temperatures and rainfall patterns,

to name a few.

2.2.3. Ensuring equality with the agricultural sector

Enhancing the participation of farmers with disabilities in agriculture was also an interesting
conversation for the audience, as there were two organisations in the group that presented this fantastic
group of people namely the Reamogetswe Disability Centre and Now is the Time Foundation for the
Blind. These organisations mentioned the difficulties experienced when it came to including farmers
with disabilities in the agricultural value chain. Attendees discovered that a lack of disability awareness
presents various obstacles for people living with disabilities. The local community members lack
appropriate communication skills and are unaware of disability issues, making it difficult for farmers with

disabilities to bargain and sell their crops. Furthermore, there were certain prejudices, including an
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assumption that farmers with disabilities produce lower-quality goods or slow down the production

processes.

2.2.4. Environmental stewardship

Environmental stewardship encompasses a wide range of acts aimed at conserving, protecting, and
enhancing the environment's sustainability. It all comes down to being responsible and taking the best
possible care of the natural environment. Stewards are responsible for driving environmental
stewardship efforts — as responsible caretakers of the land. The farmers were shown a YouTube video
entitled: What does environmental stewardship mean? And they were all given a chance to explain what
they understood by the concept and explain how they would join in the movement of acting like

stewards when they return to their communities.

2.2.5. Recycling initiatives

Two Ecosystem Champions from Organisation Hands-On presented their recycling initiatives.

2.2.5.1. Making toys using recyclable materials

The speaker brought in the crucial element of farmers and parents needing to find numerous creative
ways to be involved in their children's educational and play activities. Speaker highlighted that making
toys from several types of recyclable materials such as bottles, bottle caps, card boxes, plastics, wool,
and glass would enhance creativity and increase children's interest in learning about environmental

responsibility and improve the communication skills between parents and children.

2.2.5.2. White Paper Charcoal

This presentation sparked a lot of interest among the farmers as they saw it as a game changer in the
environmental space. The conceptinvolves the use of recyclable white paper found in school bins, water,
and sunlight to produce charcoal that can be used for both cooking and heating. The benefits include
the fact that the materials are readily available, it offers a solution to deforestation, it is easy to
manufacture, it leads to less emissions and it stands as a waste management solution, making it eco-

friendly.

2.2.6. Nutrition, Diets, Food Waste and Food Loss

The topics then moved to health-related issues, which included Nutrition & Diets as well as Food Waste
and Loss. These were presented in the form of creating awareness about the health choices that people
make, their impact on food waste statistics, knowledge sharing about the importance of eating a
balanced diet and which vitamins and minerals were found in the different foods that are eaten, being
aware of certain behavioural factors that contribute to both diet choices as well as food loss. The farmers
were also given a few strategies to follow in making a difference, which included setting meal plans as a

family, reducing bulk buying, always checking the expiry date and nutritional value of each food item
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before buying, using leftovers creatively for the next meal, storing food appropriately, and encouraging

the consumption of nutritious snacks for younger children.

2.3. Day Three: Site Visits
The farmers had an opportunity to have 4 site visits during the field exchange event, which can be briefly

described as follows:

Type of visit Reason Outline of lessons learnt

Multi- Practical demo session —learning how e Farmers had an opportunity to learn and understand the
functional to produce your own seedlings. concept of the Agri-node and the goal of ensuring a
Agri-node sustainable agricultural environment.

e Had discussions about community engagements, market
access and the creation of the space for inclusive
participation.

e  Farmers were put in groups of four to plant seedlings after

the presentation of the entire production process.

Compost Visit a female farmer that produces | e  Farmers learnt about the process and usage of the
Making vermicompost and organic liquid products as well as about the ways to convert food waste
Producer fertiliser. into an environmentally friendly product.

e  Demonstration of how the liquid fertiliser is extracted and

applied on the ground.

Ntivo Tour into Ntivo production working e  This tour encouraged farmers to start regardless of their

Seedlings space — highlighting the power of space and surroundings. This farmer produces various
utilising small spaces to make a mark kinds of products — vegetable and herb seedlings, fruit
in the agri-business world. trees, indigenous trees, vermicompost, and honey.

e  Engagement sessions were held regarding the plant care
and maintenance procedures of the various crops, as well
as the marketing strategies that are required for entry in

the agri-business industry and achieving product

recognition.
Local Tsalapeng Meat Suppliers e  Farmers had the opportunity to learn about agro-
Butchery processing operations, the market opportunities, animal

production, and the industry requirements.
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2.3.1. Rabbit production presentation

There was a major interest in the rabbit production presentation from the farmers as they were
unfamiliar with this type of production. The farmer stated that there was a growing demand for this
type of production in Asian and European markets both domestically and internationally. Furthermore
because of specialised markets, rabbit meat is highly valued and is often regarded as a delicacy. Another
interesting factor was that because it has more protein and less cholesterol than chicken, rabbit meat is
more nutritious. Food processors started switching to rabbit meat because of the avian flu disruption in
the chicken industry. The agro-processing techniques and measures, market opportunities for local

farmers as well as the feeding and breeding processes were shared with the audience.

2.3.2. Piggery production presentation

This presentation provided information about the importance of giving the animals the right feed mix,
the target market, the market opportunities, and animal health procedures. The farmer mentioned that
the reason that most farmers are not able to access the right production markets and off-take
agreements with supplier was due to their animals not being fed the correct type of feed to meet the
market requirements. The most important type of feed has a balanced mix of maise or processed
sorghum, soya oil cake or sunflower oil cake and wheat bran meal then the premix. Farmers need to
stop giving pigs swill as this decreases the meat quality of the animal and can lead to people getting

diseases and illnesses from consuming such products.

2.3.3. Regenerative Agriculture and Input Reduction Presentation

Anintern under the Bela-Bela Department of Agriculture and Rural Development presented on the topic
of Regenerative Agriculture and Input Reduction. She defined regenerative agriculture as a
comprehensive approach to farming that aims to restore and enhance the health of the soil, ecosystems,
and communities. She further explained the principles, key practices, benefits, and challenges that are
faced in this. As a result, the farmers gained insight into how regenerative agriculture offers a positive

change in basic assumptions toward resilient, sustainable, and ecologically friendly farming methods.

2.4. Evaluation Outcomes

The event targeted 15 small-scale farmers: 5 each from Seriti, and two non-profit Local Implementation
Partners in nearby communities (50% women, and 30% youth) respectively. However, 11 additional
participants were added under the co-funding of Citi Foundation. It is worth noting that over 80% of the
participants were over satisfied and impressed by the experience they received from the event. This is
a positive sentiment and Seriti suggests that these kinds of events must be frequently conducted from

different locations.
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Overall Experience of the Field Exchange

Ok

During the event, several topics were covered, and this brought diversification of discussions. Most
farmers enjoyed sharing knowledge (16), meeting new farmers (8) and seedling production (5). This
further reinforced the fact that farmers enjoyed this type of event as they learn useful

methods/techniques of farming from each other.

18
16
14
2
C
.512
S
s 10
o
[
© 8
g
€ 6
=}
=
4
2
0 Illllllllllllllll
S RPN I R ST N N L S N RS 2 N M NP o &
7;\\(\ @Q} &9 N Q}\O ((\?5\ o X0 ,b(\% R & @Qf\ &8 '23‘\0 O 0 & ke @é <&
ST @ N L R S R N
o’ PN & &P e K F P 9 F & & @
& & K PICAEC RN BANCOERCHE RO s
& & N g SO & S E 8
REE & & N & © Y ¥ ¥ X
< 'bg ((\Q

2.5. Conclusion
Seriti recommends that this type of field exchange is very important in capacitating small-scale farmers
especially in rural/peri-urban areas. The event helped farmers to learn from others and be able to build

a network that will aid as the information centre for the producers that attended the event. As
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highlighted from the evaluation outcome, farmers enjoy sharing information among themselves and
this kind of event must be conducted frequently. The distinct types of farmers that were included on
the agenda had an opportunity to give a standup talk about their journey as a farmer — What they
specialised in, their planting seasons, the impact of climate change on their production, dealing with
different markets, sales, and the funding opportunities within the field. This added a last element of

inclusion to facilitate the close-out of the Field Exchange Visit.

The Adaptation Network Field Exchange Visit demonstrated the potential of agroecology to empower
small-scale farmers across South Africa. Promoting sustainable farming practices, facilitating knowledge
sharing, and showcasing innovative models like Multi-functional Agri-nodes, vermicomposting, and
seedling production, the event highlighted pathways toward resilient and equitable livelihoods for this
vital workforce. The Field Exchange Visit proved to reinforce understanding of socioeconomic and
environmental sustainability factors. Transitioning from mere subsistence farming to emergent and
small-scale production and enterprise holds promise for local farmers to become drivers of
transformation. For thriving local food systems, small-scale farmers should embrace their roles as
cultivators and caretakers of the earth! Training opportunities, skills development, and market linkages
are needed to foster a support network. Replicating and scaling such initiatives is crucial to uplifting

South Africa's small-scale food producers — safeguarding human, social and environmental assets.

YouTube videos used (links embedded):
v" Whatis climate change?

Thank you, farmer

What does environmental stewardship mean
Water and agriculture

AR
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