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Message from the Director

“Making land work for rural people" remains the motto underpinning the Farmer Support Group's
(FSG) work. In this endeavor, we seek to ensure that we improve agricultural initiatives to enhance
productivity and uplift people's livelihoods. Even though the 2020/2021 season was challenging in
various respects, from health to climatic perspectives, such a thrust has remained. Lockdown
regulations that affected operation at the farm level and also within FSG operations accompanied the
COVID-19 pandemic as it curtailed travelling and saw gatherings forbidden. On the other hand,
climate change effects are gradually becoming more pronounced and adversely affecting farmers'
operations. Farmers experienced both excessive rains and severe dry spells. In this regard, FSG
engaged farmers on several fronts to mitigate the effects of these challenges. FSG dedicated its efforts
to providing production inputs deemed more suitable for the emerging circumstances. Concerted
efforts also went into making farmers aware of climate change and for them to emerge with
appropriate mitigatory measures in a shared and participatory manner. Second, we focused on
enhancing the integrity of the land through improved land management practices, including contour
bunds, cover cropping and terracing. Strengthening the local communities’ agency has been a
significant part of our programs and is beginning to bear fruit, especially in farmers' ability to advocate

for services that they require in view of the emerging challenges.

Our heartfelt thanks go to the various funders that have continued to support the FSG’s work
financially and through knowledge sharing. We also appreciate the continued cooperation of our
partner organizations with whom we share development experiences and learn from each other
through various spaces. FSG remains dedicated to its vision of ensuring that "Smallholder farmers,
especially youth and women, manage their natural resources sustainably to improve their livelihoods,
food and nutrition security in the value chain” is achieved and will not spare any effort in ensuring that

we achieve our set goals.
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1.Who are we?

Farmer Support Group (FSG) is a community development and outreach unit of the University of

KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) that implements capacity development projects along the agricultural value

chain with rural community members. FSG engages, capacitates, and empowers smallholder farmers

through participatory approaches and local activism to manage natural resources sustainably for

improved livelihoods. Since 1985, FSG has
worked in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) communities
to enhance food security and ensure sustainable
livelihoods amongst rural farmers especially

women and children.

FSG seeks to work towards the 2030 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDG) of No Poverty and Zero
Hunger. It strives to achieve this by capacitating
communities, especially women and youth, to be
cognizant of injustice, inequality, and rights
through engagements in local platforms.
Ultimately, community groups will actively
interact and engage appropriate stakeholders for

access to services.
Vision

Smallholder farmers, especially youth and

women, manage their natural resources

sustainably to improve their livelihoods, food

and nutrition security in the value chain.
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Mission

Engaging and empowering smallholder farmers
through participatory approaches and local
natural

activism to sustainably manage

resources for improved livelihoods.
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Areas of Operation

FSG works with the communal area farmers in KZN Province, focusing on Okhahlamba Local
Municipality (OLM), Msinga Local Municipality (MLM) and Zululand District Municipality
(ZDM). The characteristics of these areas are typical of other communal areas, e.g., poverty,
food insecurity, high incidences of HIV/AIDS, poor resource management, and land
degradation. FSG has worked with 36 community groups, inclusive of women and youth, in
the two local municipalities and farming cooperatives within five local municipalities in ZDM.

To date, 1596 farmers directly benefited from FSG’s work.

Modus Operandi
FSG conducts projects that target the entire agriculture value chain offering a range of
investment tools and advisory services. FSG activities are further unpacked into the

following five programs:

Community-based

natural resource

management

Sustainable

agriculture for food
security and income

generation

Community

mobilization
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to help ease the burden felt by farmers FSG conducted soil management sessions in which
farmers were given practical agroecological methods such soil fertility management,

sustainable land use, water usage and preserving the soil structure.

1.1.2 Community-based natural resource management

Farmer’s vulnerability to unprecedented rainfall is high due to runoff that results in soil
erosion and loss of productivity. Strategies to mitigate the rainfall effect are therefore
important to preserve the
land. In response, FSG
provided training on
preserving land, seed and
water using  climate-
sensitive practices. FSG
trained farmers on ways to
prevent land degradation.
The  construction  of
contour ridges was used as

one of the methods, and

also stone packing was

done where applicable.

One group had severe drought issues as its water source was drying before the end of the winter season.
FSG encouraged farmers to plant early and produce winter crops to mitigate the effect of the shortage
of water during winter. FSG assisted the groups in approaching the councilor to reconstruct a water
storage weir. In- response, the councilor aided by constructing stone packs in areas close to the groups’
gardens that were being eroded. The councilor further constructed a small weir from which farmers

could draw water.
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1.1.3 Agricultural value chain

FSG facilitated the development of agriculture value chains in OLM and Msinga according to
farmers’ needs. Farmers were mentored on developing agricultural value chains through
looking for alternative markets. A group that was producing broiler chickens was encouraged
to slaughter and cut them into pieces for supplying the market. FSG also introduced pop-up
markets at the area level
meetings.

During FSG’s farm

visits, it was noted that

farmers needed
assistance in
determining the

profitability of their
enterprises. In response,
FSG trained farmers on

financial management

and marketing. The
sessions allowed farmers to document and determine if they were running profitable

enterprises. Sessions on savings and credit schemes were also conducted with farmers.

S
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1.1.4. Community mobilization

Agriculture must be central in any efforts to build better food systems that are sustainable and
resilient to future crises in the face of COVID-19 and climate change impacts. FSG recognizes
that multistakeholder collaboration plays a critical role in finding solutions to the complex
and interrelated challenges facing farmers. Therefore, FSG facilitated area-level meetings to
prioritize issues relevant to farmers on a quarterly basis. Furthermore, FSG facilitated tri-
annual district level engagement meetings to identify and articulate farmers’ challenges arising
from area level meetings in a coherent manner.

The meetings identified water availability to be a farmers’ challenge. The issue was taken
forward for further discussion at the task team level, where it was adopted as an issue for
national campaigning and advocacy. The information shared during training resulted in the
farmers being aware of their rights and of government structures, hence they started engaging
with ward committees.

A group in OLM secured inputs from the provincial Department of Agriculture (DOA) after
engaging with the ward extension support. This came after the committee took their issues to
extension personnel in their ward. The groups received inputs, e.g., mesh-wire fence, a gate,
and poles. Furthermore, other farmer groups in the same ward received 50 kg of fertilizers
each from the DOA. This proved that engaging stakeholders indeed yields good results, and
the department is now acknowledging community groups gardens and are included in its

plans.

1.1.5 Information dissemination

One of FSG’s strategies for empowering communities is information, dissention, and
advocacy. Disseminating information is important in improving the community knowledge
base and subsequently allowing better decision making and judgement in various agrarian

reform issues, such as land and water. It is also an essential tool in promoting technology
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transfer. FSG has created platforms and opportunities that enable farmers and different

stakeholders to exchange information to improve farmers production.

2. Learning exchanges

Learning exchanges are accepted as a
good way for capacitating farmers.
Before the lockdown, the AFRA/FSG
learning exchange was conducted at
the UKZN Ukulinga farm. Some 36
farmers affiliated with both FSG and
AFRA attended.

Representatives from AFRA
communities shared their experiences
in advocating for service delivery and
dealing with issues at different
government structures. The meeting

motivated all representatives to be

more proactive when implementing
their development plans. As a result, farmer participation in local ward meetings and
engagement of stakeholders improved.

Traditionally, FSG facilitates two meetings between farmers and stakeholders to address the
farmers’ challenges. FSG also normally arranges two cross-learning events identified by
groups to enhance their activities. However, due to the COVID-19 lockdown restrictions, such

engagements were prohibited.
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3. Responding to COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic impacted negatively on the livelihoods of rural farmers. The

national lockdown made it impossible for rural farmers to undertake agricultural activities.
Furthermore, many farmers were not fully informed about the stringent measures the
government imposed. FSG implemented various interventions to reduce the impact of
COVID-19, and these included the distribution of food parcels, research, remote monitoring,

and distribution of production inputs.

3.1 Remote monitoring

To help alleviate the impacts of the COVID-19 lockdown restrictions, FSG conducted remote
monitoring and communication with the farmers since movement was prohibited. FSG
phoned farmer representatives weekly to assess the situation on the ground concerning inputs
and markets. FSG also sent SMS messages to community members every fortnight to inform

about important information related to COVID-19 and lockdown.

3.2 Action research

The lockdown negatively affected the livelihoods of rural farmers, especially women and
children. To understand the impact of COVID-19 and ways to address the impact, FSG
partnered with Umngeni Resilience Project to conduct a telephonic survey with 215 farmers
in rural communities of Msinga, Okhahlamba, Richmond, and uMshwathi Local
Municipalities of KZN.

The research provided valuable information on the status of rural farmer’s food security
situation. The research established that none of the respondents received agricultural

assistance during the lockdown, which impacted their production. Some 63 percent had no
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access to seedlings. This created a domino effect as 67 percent of farmers then experienced
decreased agricultural income due to loss of production during the lockdown.

The lack of service and crippling effect on agriculture thereof was noted when 64% of farmers
mentioned not being able to cope with income shock due to an increase in household food
consumption, changes in dates for income grants and loss of income.

It was also established that smallholder farmers were not fully conversant about the pandemic,
or the precautions needed to avoid it. In response, FSG compiled a COVID-19 information
pamphlet containing information about symptoms, the importance of vitamins for immunity,
ideal crops to plant in different seasons to boost immunity, and other virus-related

information.

”
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COVID-19:
Guideline to protecting yourself
and your family

“Staying healthy and safe apart.”
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3.4 Production inputs

During the lockdown farmers struggled to get the necessary inputs for their farming activities.
To alleviate this situation, FSG purchased some inputs for the farmer groups, including
poultry feed for broilers. Farmers were provided with drought tolerant seeds that would fare
better under the harsh conditions of Msinga. The seeds also included some of the crops used
for making organic pesticides.

Furthermore, the input support included herbs which can be used as companion crops to

protect against pests, but can also be consumed.
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