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ABOUT THIS REPORT 
This report is structured according to the four 
key themes on food wastage that emerged from 
the interviews with fruit and vegetable farmers 
in four provinces of South Africa. Each of the 
themes – perceptions of food wastage, root 
causes of food wastage, perceived challenges 
and practices to prevent food wastage – is 
broken down into subthemes. These discussions 
are followed by a section on farmers’ ability 
to estimate food wastage, their motivation 
to address this matter, and general insights 
from conversations and interviews. The report 
concludes by identifying opportunities for 
improvement to limit and deal with food wastage 
on South African farms. 

http://www.wwf.org.za/report/food_loss_and_waste_on_farms
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KEY MESSAGES 
This research lays the groundwork for implementing 
a behavioural strategy that could reduce the estimated 
34,4% of food that is wasted in South Africa. It would 
also help the country to achieve the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for 2030, 
especially SDG 12.3, which states: “By 2030, halve per 
capita global food waste at the retail and consumer 
levels and reduce food losses along production and 
supply chains, including post-harvest losses.” 

 ■ Farmers in South Africa are aware of food loss and waste on their farms, including the 
factors that contribute to these losses, and are motivated to address them.

 ■ The lack of baseline data on food waste at the primary production level poses a key 
barrier to implementing a behavioural strategy to address food wastage, as it prevents 
crucial monitoring and evaluation processes required to measure its impact. 

 ■ Farmers in the study considered food waste to be an opportunity, rather than a 
challenge, paving the way for driving future behaviour change to reduce food waste.

 ■ The biggest motivator of preventing food waste in primary production is 
financial viability.

 ■ Less than 40% of farmers measure how much food is wasted during the 
farming process. 

 ■ Making waste prevention more accessible and affordable will reduce resistance and 
encourage farmers to waste less.

 ■ Education is needed for both farmers and employees regarding pesticide use, 
understanding the cost of waste, and developing strategies to reduce food loss and waste.

 ■ Farmers will donate food, even when they do not have a surplus, but they do not know 
who to contact when they have big donations to redistribute. A centralised contact point 
could be set up to organise the logistics and redistribution of the food.

 ■ The insights and improved understanding of farmers’ perceptions and behaviour 
regarding food waste and losses could guide policymakers and institutions in their 
implementation of initiatives to reduce food waste on farms.
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INTRODUCTION
Food waste is recognised as a major global challenge in achieving a 
sustainable future, and food insecurity is a significant challenge faced by 
South Africans. Yet efforts at quantifying, understanding and reducing food 
loss and waste on farms have been poorly documented. 

© Canva / WWF South Africa
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stage, food wastage is mostly attributed 
to storing and packhouse rejections, 
and a lack of cold-storage facilities 
(Opara et al., 2021).

South Africa has committed itself 
to achieving the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
for 2030, including SDG 12.3. To 
achieve this, the “immediate priority 
lies in better understanding the nature, 
magnitude and drivers of food waste, 
through the generation of reliable 
scientific data and evidence – across 
the food supply chain and across 
different food types” (DST, 2017).

The lack of baseline data on food 
wastage at the primary production level 
poses a key barrier to implementing 
a behavioural strategy to address this 
problem, as it prevents the crucial 
monitoring and evaluation processes 
required to measure its impact. Any 
attempt at implementing a behavioural 
strategy to reduce food wastage would 
risk being ineffective and, at worst, 
creating further wastage in the food value 
chain. For these reasons, the Behaviour 
Change Agency (BCA), on behalf of WWF 
and Food ForwardSA, conducted this 
initial research into understanding food 
wastage at the primary production level 
in South Africa.

The lack of quantifiable food waste and 
loss data at primary production level is 
challenging because of the agricultural 
sector’s heterogeneity and the relative 
lack of research when compared to other 
stages in the food supply chain. There is 
also much confusion about the difference 
between “food loss” and “food waste” 
(see Box 1). 

One of the primary motivations for 
reducing food waste worldwide relates 
to increasing the availability of safe-
to-consume foods for individuals 
and households (Sheahan and 

BOX 1: DEFINING FOOD LOSS, FOOD WASTE AND FOOD WASTAGE
The Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) (2013) defines food loss, food waste and food wastage as follows:

 ■ Food loss refers to a decrease in mass (dry matter) or nutritional value (quality) of food that was originally 
intended for human consumption. These losses are mainly caused by inefficiencies in the food supply chains, such 
as poor infrastructure and logistics; a lack of technology; insufficient skills, knowledge and management capacity of 
supply chain actors; and a lack of access to markets. In addition, natural disasters also play a role.

 ■ Food waste refers to food appropriate for human consumption being discarded, whether or not after it is kept 
beyond its expiry date or left to spoil. Often this is because food has spoiled, but it can be for other reasons such as 
oversupply because of movements in the market, or individual consumer shopping/eating habits.

 ■ Food wastage refers to any food lost by deterioration or waste. Thus, the term “wastage” encompasses both food 
loss and food waste. 

Gustavsson et al. (2011), Grolleaud (2002) and WWF (2017) support these definitions, stating that “food loss” occurs 
primarily at the production, post-harvest and processing stages of the supply chain, whereas “food waste” occurs at the 
later stages of the food supply chain (retail and consumer level) and applies to food lost because of behavioural issues. 
This also applies to food lost on farms because of, for example, farm worker behaviour. 

Östergren et al. (2014) define food waste as: “any food, and inedible parts of food, removed from the food supply chain 
to be recovered or disposed (including composted, crops ploughed in/not harvested, anaerobic digestion, bio-energy 
production, cogeneration, incineration, disposed to sewer, landfill or discarded to sea). 

In this report, “food wastage” is used to encompass both food loss and food waste. 

Barrett, 2017). Given the high rates 
of malnutrition, including among 
children in South Africa, reducing food 
wastage should be considered of critical 
importance to make more nutritious, 
safe and affordable food available, in 
particular to children. 

South Africa wastes about 10,3 million 
tonnes of edible food per year, based on 
a five-year average taken between 2014 
and 2018 (Oelofse et al., 2021). Food 
waste occurs in all stages of the food 
supply chain, from primary production 
to the consumption stage. To date, the 
most methodologically sound estimates 
for food wastage at the primary 
production stage in South Africa has 
been 34,3%, but it is estimated that 45% 
of the total food supply (production plus 
imports less exports) in the country is 
being lost or wasted.

The most wasted food types are seeds 
and pulses, followed by fresh fruits 
and vegetables (estimated to comprise 
44% of total food wasted per annum) 
(Oelofse et al., 2021). For fruit and 
vegetables, the primary drivers of food 
wastage at the primary production level 
are pests, diseases and unmarketable 
characteristics (Le Roux et al., 2018), 
often caused by hostile weather or poor 
farming practices. At a post-harvest 

SDG 12.3  
GLOBAL FOOD  
LOSS AND WASTE

“BY 2030, HALVE PER CAPITA 
GLOBAL FOOD WASTE AT THE 
RETAIL AND CONSUMER LEVELS 
AND REDUCE FOOD LOSSES 
ALONG PRODUCTION AND SUPPLY 
CHAINS, INCLUDING POST-
HARVEST LOSSES.”
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ABOUT THIS STUDY
This research focused on gaining an understanding of farmer behaviour 
as it relates to food wastage on farms. It took into consideration farmers’ 
awareness, attitudes and behaviours concerning food loss and food waste, 
including the value they place on reducing food wastage, and any food 
wastage management practices they employ. 

© Canva / WWF South Africa
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BOX 2: METHOD USED IN THIS STUDY
A preliminary list of potential respondents was received from an existing database supplied by Food ForwardSA. The 
list comprised farmers who had previously donated food to the organisation. Email contact was attempted with all 
potential respondents on the database. Of the 28 potential participants originally on the list, 10 farmers participated in 
the survey. An additional seven farmers were added to the database to compensate for outdated information, incorrect 
contact numbers and unreachable participants on the original database. Of these, five were included in the survey, 
totalling 15 farmers who took part in this survey. 

Semi-structured telephonic interviews and, where possible, in-person interviews were conducted with these farmers. 
The interviews were designed to last approximately 45 minutes and were conducted by one researcher to ensure 
semantic continuity. In practice, the interviews lasted between 15 and 60 minutes, with an average time of 45 minutes 
per interview, depending on the length of responses from farmers. Thirteen surveys were conducted in Afrikaans and 
two in English, based on farmers’ preference.

Figure 1: Map showing number of farms 
per province

10

3

1

1

RESEARCH CONTEXT
Four fruit farms, five vegetable 
farms and six mixed farms (fruit 
and vegetables) were targeted in this 
survey. Ten farms are in the Western 
Cape, three in the Eastern Cape and 
one each in KwaZulu-Natal and 
Limpopo (Figure 1).

Crop yield, reported by farmers in 
tonnes per year, was used as a measure 
to determine farm size relative to 
the sample (Table 1). Farms were 
designated as “medium” farms when 
crop yields fell between the mean and 
median of this sample. The average 
yield from farms in the sample was 
4 566 tonnes/year. 

TABLE 1: CROP TYPE AND YIELD IN RELATION TO FARM SIZE
Crops grown Crop yield (tonnes) Farm size

Butternut 10 Small

Onions 10 Small

Pomegranates 15 Small

 
Butternut, beetroot, carrots 15 Small

 
Broccoli, cauliflower, butternut 20 Small

Tomatoes 120 Small

Pomegranates 180 Small

Mushrooms 540 Medium

Spinach and strawberries 950 Medium

 
Pomegranates, prunes 1 100 Medium

Soft citrus 1 200 Medium

Clementines 5 000 Large

  
Cucumbers, tomatoes, peppers 8 880 Large

  
Apples, pears, stone fruits, onions 20 000 Large

  
Apples, pears, onions 30 000 Large
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Part C focused on the root causes 
of food waste on farms. The farmers 
were initially asked to state what they 
believed the root causes of food wastage 
on farms could be and whether they 
could quantify food wastage arising 
from these causes. The researcher also 
prompted the respondents to gain 
insights into potential behavioural 
contributors to food wastage. 

Part D asked farmers about the 
perceived challenges they have faced 
or foresee facing when addressing 
food wastage. Farmers were also asked 
about the successes they have had in 
implementing practices to prevent food 
wastage on their farms.

Part E aimed to establish whether 
farmers were motivated to address food 
wastage, and what these motivations 
could be.

Qualitative data analysis
Once translated and transcribed, 
thematic analysis was used to identify 
the key themes in the data. A “theme” 
can be described as capturing 
something important in the data in 
relation to the research question, and 
representing some level of patterned 
response or meaning within the data 
set (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 

The procedure for thematic analysis 
used in this study was based on the 
methods described by Alhojailan et al. 
(2012). The first step was to become 

Figure 2: Coding framework for the thematic analysis showing the four key themes and their subthemes

Research questions
The research sought to answer the 
following questions:

 ■ What are the root causes of food 
wastage on farms?

 ■ What, if any, strategies are being 
used to address or reduce food 
wastage on farms?

 ■ What are the challenges associated 
with implementing these strategies?

 ■ Which behaviours need to be 
changed at the farm level to reduce 
food wastage?

 ■ What are the barriers preventing 
behavioural change to reduce food 
waste on farms?

Survey structure 
The survey comprised five main parts, 
each containing two to five questions.

Part A, the opening section of the 
survey, focused on basic demographic 
data, such as where the farm is situated 
and the type of crops grown there. 
Farmers were also asked to estimate 
their yearly crop yield.

Part B aimed to gain insight into 
perceptions of food wastage on farms. 
The focus of this section was to 
determine whether farmers understood 
the concepts of food loss and food 
waste, and whether they considered the 
two concepts to be different.

FOOD
WASTAGE

PERCEPTIONS

Opportunities Challenges

Behaviour

Environment

Market

Supply chain

Political climate

Safe for humans

Pre-harvest

Not safe for humans ROOT CAUSESPRACTICES

BehaviourLogistics Financial Regulatory

CHALLENGES

familiar with the dataset through 
active reading, noting patterns in the 
data and ideas for coding during the 
familiarisation process. Initial codes 
were generated to make connections 
between different sections of the data. 
The codes were then sorted into relevant 
themes. Some themes were identified 
a priori based on the literature review 
and pre-existing knowledge, whereas 
others were identified during the coding 
process. Four key themes emerged, 
shown by the keywords “Perceptions”, 
“Root causes”, “Challenges” and 
“Practices”. As the coding exercise 
progressed, no new themes emerged in 
later interviews. The coding framework 
showing the themes and subthemes that 
were identified is illustrated in Figure 2.

LIMITATIONS OF 
THE STUDY
Although every effort was 
made to include a range of 
farms based on location, size 
and crop type, the sample 
size is relatively small. This 
study is not a comprehensive 
representation of the diverse 
farming community in South 
Africa but the results reflect 
anecdotal data.  

FOUR THEMATICS OF FOOD WASTAGE
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Given the diverse representation needs of the local agricultural sector, a sample size of 15 farmers might appear to 
be relatively small. However, the qualitative nature of this research ensures that a nuanced, detailed understanding 
of opinions can be generated, which lays a firm foundation for directing future quantitative studies.

© Canva / WWF South Africa
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FOOD WASTAGE 
ON FARMS 
Four themes emerged from the survey: 
perceptions of food wastage, the root 
causes of food wastage, perceived 
challenges, and practices to prevent 
food wastage. Each of these themes is 
broken down into several subthemes.

© Canva / WWF South Africa
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 THEME 1  
PERCEPTIONS OF FOOD WASTAGE 
The first theme to emerge from the survey dealt with farmers’ perceptions of 
food wastage. It contained two subthemes: opportunities to overcome food 
wastage and the challenges farmers face in doing so.

The first open-ended question posed 
to the farmers asked them about their 
initial thoughts when the words “food 
loss” and “food waste” were mentioned 
to determine the emotive connotations 
they associated with these two terms. 
Their responses were thematically 
grouped as either an opportunity or 
a challenge (Table 2). This was based 
on the farmers’ notion that food loss 
and food waste could either benefit 
them (financially) or someone else (end 
up on someone’s plate), or that food 
loss and food waste could not benefit 
anybody and would only cause financial 
and moral turmoil.

For most farmers (nine), the term “food 
waste” had a positive connotation. They 
interpreted it as an opportunity to bring 
about change and generate an income. 
“Damaged produce that is not up to 
market standard” because of employee 
or worker mishandling, for example, 
was explained as an opportunity to 
either repurpose the produce or to 
see the loss as a teachable experience. 
Farmers viewed this as something that 
could be prevented through behaviour 
change, be it harvesting practices or 
crop maintenance. “Food loss” had 
a negative connotation, as it was 
considered a loss that is outside human 
control. This supports the definition that 
food loss is based on processing while 
food waste is behaviourally driven. 

The respondents were also asked 
whether they thought there was a 
difference between “food waste” and 
“food loss”. The overall sentiment 

Upon retrospective 
reflection by the 
researcher, more effort 

could have been made to 
ensure that the terms “food 
waste” and “food loss” were 
discussed separately, a 
valuable observation for future 
studies. However, the length 
and nature of telephonic 
interviews does not always 
provide the opportunity 
for different concepts to 
be described separately. 

was that food waste was preventable 
and food loss was not. The following 
statement from a respondent reflects 
this sentiment: 

“Food loss can be a complete loss, 
before harvesting even, such as 
through the environment [hail, an 
increase in pests] and in most cases, 
there was never any hope for it to end 
up on someone’s plate.”

Further responses mentioned waste as 
“whatever can’t be promoted or sold to 
the market”.

Later during the survey process, 
most farmers used and understood 
the terms “food waste” and 
“food loss” interchangeably. 

FOOD
WASTAGE

PERCEPTIONS
Opportunities

Challenges

TABLE 2: FARMERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF FOOD LOSS AND FOOD WASTE
Opportunities Challenges

Sentiments shared by nine farmers: Sentiments shared by six farmers:

Damaged produce that is not up to market 
standard Income lost

Good food that doesn’t reach the market Food not suitable for human consumption

Food bought but not consumed Pollution 

Preventable wastage Non-preventable losses

Food that can be sold

“Food that could have been 
repurposed for redistribution, 
something preventable.”

“I think of rotten food, something 
bad for the environment.”
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 THEME 2   

ROOT CAUSES OF FOOD WASTAGE
The second theme dealt with the root causes of food wastage. Five 
subthemes emerged as contributory factors, namely environmental causes, 
behavioural causes, market-related causes, supply chain considerations and 
the political climate.

Farmers were asked what they thought the principal 
contributor was to food waste and food loss on farms. Their 
initial answers were given before any prompting from 
the researcher, to help eliminate interviewer bias. Of the 
15 farmers, 13 stated that environmental factors were the 
biggest contributor to food loss on farms. Interestingly, the 
only two farmers who did not mention environmental factors 
grow crops in controlled environments such as greenhouses 
or tunnels, which mitigate risk from environmental factors.

Other contributors mentioned before prompting included 
poor management and oversupply of crops. Poor 
management, such as mismanaging the application of 
chemicals and planting or harvesting at the wrong time, 
was mentioned by 27% of farmers. Regarding oversupply, 
respondents explained that a crop that achieved a high 
market value in one year was then overproduced and 
oversupplied the following year. This resulted in a lower 
market value of the fruit or vegetable for that year, making 
it less profitable than the farmer had expected. The result is 
that crops are left in the field because harvesting and other 
production costs will not be offset by the market price.

Once farmers had given their answers pre-prompting, they 
were asked whether there was anything that people did on 
farms that led to food waste. They were also further probed 
to consider market-related and supply chain contributors 
to food loss and food waste. The researcher prompted the 
farmers by mentioning the factors that were deemed relevant 
under these themes.

The farmers’ responses were categorised thematically 
according to either environmental, behavioural, market-
related, supply chain or political climate factors, as 
summarised in Figure 3. These subthemes are discussed on 
page 16 to 20.

ROOT CAUSES OF FOOD WASTE

Figure 3: Analysis of the root causes of food waste (mentions per subtheme) 

FOOD
WASTAGE

ROOT CAUSES
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ENVIRONMENTAL CAUSES
Environmental factors, particularly those that are disastrous 
and extreme, contribute to food loss. These include floods, 
droughts, hail and frost, an increased pest load, and diseases 
because of weather or other conditions. 

Weather
“Weather” was the most coded cause of food loss (i.e. it was 
mentioned the most by farmers (12)). Depending on the crop 
grown, specific weather conditions that were mentioned 
included sun damage to fruits, and wind or hail damage. It 
is important to highlight that defects caused by weather lead 
mostly to cosmetic damage to fruits or vegetables, where the 
skin or peel of the fruit or vegetable might have blemishes 
or discolouration, but the flesh remains edible and of a high 
quality. Where the damage surpasses the cosmetic level, 

such as swollen or burst fruit or vegetables resulting from 
excessive rain or temperature fluctuations, the quality and 
integrity of the edible product would be compromised. 

When asked to elaborate, a citrus farmer explained:

“When things go bad with the weather, it goes really bad. It 
just takes one big hail storm to destroy an entire crop. You 
could easily lose 80–100% of your crop to bad weather or 
pests. That happened to us last year: one big hail storm and 
80% of our fruits were on the ground.”

Pests and diseases
The concern about pests (mentioned five times) was most 
prominent among fruit farmers; however, vegetable farmers 
also noted the potential damage to crops by pests. Citrus 
farmers, especially, referred to fruit fly and false codling moth 
as major concerns.

Some of the climate-change projections for South Africa predict the increasing frequency and intensity of 
unforeseen weather-related events, which would mean more crop losses because of severe weather events. Farmers, 
therefore, need to adopt risk-mitigation practices to deal with potential losses and waste, or will need to adapt to 

changes in the climate. This would normally mean incurring additional costs. 

As with the weather, the spread of pests and diseases can affect a large portion of planted crops, leading to food loss on a 
greater scale. This is expected to increase in frequency because of climate change.

FOOD
WASTAGE

ROOT CAUSES

Behaviour Supply chainEnvironment Market Political climate

© Canva / WWF South Africa
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BEHAVIOURAL CAUSES
Behavioural causes refer to the actions of the various actors 
in the supply chain, which include farmers, farm workers, 
retailers, suppliers and consumers. The behavioural actions 
of employers and workers that can contribute to food 
loss include poor decision-making during the pre-harvest 
process, chemical mismanagement, poor management and 
irresponsible harvest practices. Consumers often reject food 
based on cosmetic considerations, which leads to food waste. 
These actions are artefacts of a lack of knowledge, awareness 
and training.  

Chemical mismanagement
A surprising finding by a substantial proportion of farmers 
(10 mentions) was the major contribution of incorrect 
pesticide use to food wastage. Although international 
studies sometimes collectively refer to pest and disease 
management along with other agronomic practices that 
contribute to food loss (Committee on World Food Security, 
2014), the extent of the local problem was unexpected. 
One probable reason that this was considered to be such a 
weighted contributor is the potential extent of crop damage 
when chemical mismanagement – be this the application of 
pesticides, herbicides or fertilisers – takes place. Negative 
effects on the environment include damage to soil health, 
biodiversity (e.g. the loss of key pollinators such as bees 
and beetles, soil invertebrates and amphibians), the health 
of workers and farmers, and sometimes a negative effect 
on crop yield. Excessive use of chemicals also increases 
chemical run-off into waterways and the environment.  

One farmer stressed the importance of proper training in the 
use of pesticides:

“Farmers sometimes get reckless with pesticide and mix 
it incorrectly, or spray too much or at the wrong time, 
sometimes too close to harvesting. Many farmers make 
mistakes when spraying due to a lack of knowledge. These 
guys can lose entire crops at a time.”

FOOD
WASTAGE

ROOT CAUSES

Behaviour Supply chainEnvironment Market Political climate

Consumer preferences
Produce that does not meet aesthetic requirements is likely 
to be rejected by either market-based buyers or ultimate 
consumers (Minor et al., 2020). Farmers sounded quite 
frustrated at the often-unrealistic aesthetic standards 
required for a fruit or vegetable to be accepted into the 
food supply chain. According to farmers (five mentions), 
consumers are influenced by the media and marketing to 
require the “perfect fruit/vegetable”, even when quality, 
taste and nutrients are not compromised by blemishes. Most 
of the farmers’ frustration was, however, focused on the 
“middleman”, such as retailers and promoters. 

One farmer referred to a campaign by celebrity chef 
Jamie Oliver to champion “ugly” produce, and how 
something similar could have a positive effect on the local 
market. He mentioned that a local supermarket recently 
started a more affordable “value” range for fruit and 
vegetables where they sell Class 3 fruit and vegetables.

“This helps a lot of people who can’t afford fresh produce 
otherwise. It would be great if more stores can roll this out.”

The negative effect of high cosmetic standards on food waste 
at a primary level has been widely published internationally 
(Göbel et al., 2015; Krzynowek and Hawkins, 2015). Locally, 
there is hardly any published research on the negative effect of 
high cosmetic standards on food waste at the produce level and 
even less research on how consumers respond to “ugly” foods.

Poor management
General poor decision-making during the pre-harvest process 
can lead to major food losses. Farming practices that farmers 
considered to be more susceptible to poor management 
included water management, planting practices and timing, 
planning and timing of harvesting and crop monitoring. 
One farmer believed that the relationship between employer 
and employee was directly related to the commitment and 
productivity of staff.

“If you just dish out orders to staff without explaining the 
reasoning behind it, they will not be on board with your food 
waste goals.”

This example of good management also resonated with other 
respondents, who mentioned that farmers needed to be 
intricately involved in and present at every step of the process, 
from planting to harvesting and packing, along with their team.

Labour/harvesting practices
As found in other studies (Baker et al., 2019), farmers in 
this study also cited labour practices as contributing to food 
loss and food waste (10 mentions). Labour practices in this 
context refer to the way crops are harvested and handled 
during production. Damage to crops during harvest can 
be attributed to the lack of skills and training of individual 
labourers, as well as their personal work ethic. 

From the interviews with farmers, it was 
concluded that the reason behind incorrect 
pesticide use fell within the behavioural or 

management context. Potential causes of chemical 
mismanagement include a lack of knowledge and 
training on the use of specific products, unintentional 
and uninformed mistakes, and general risky 
behaviour. There is thus an ideal opportunity for 
improvement, where farm workers can be sufficiently 
educated on the correct use of pesticides with minimal 
effort from their employers.
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“… sometimes the market just dips. Covid-19 obviously was 
one of the main things that caused the low market value, 
especially for mushrooms. People consider it a luxury item 
and not as nutritious. So they were buying citrus for their 
health and not mushrooms. We were just dishing out crates 
for donations.”

Minimum wage
Paying farm workers the mere minimum wage can lead 
to a lack of motivation, low productivity and subsequent 
damage to crops during handling. This unexpected finding, 
albeit from only one farmer, contradicts the consensus 
in popular media and some studies (Kubayi, 2021) that 
farmers are opposed to paying their workers the prescribed 
minimum wage. 

Input costs
The recent increases in input costs, such as for fuel and 
fertiliser, are placing unprecedented pressure on farmers. To 
put this into perspective, the price of fertiliser has increased 
by 134,6%, from R6 821 per tonne to R16 001 per tonne 
between March 2021 and March 2022 (National Agricultural 
Marketing Council, 2022). Fuel prices are also at an all-time 
high, with diesel at R26,14 per litre in November 2022. This 
could lead to food waste.

“The cost of harvesting, storing and sending food into the 
supply chain no longer justifies the cost required to grow 
that food in the first place.”

MARKET-RELATED CAUSES
Market-related drivers that contribute to food loss at farm 
level include poor demand forecasting and poor inventory 
management by retailers. These contribute to oversupply, 
fluctuating demand/supply and related inconsistent market 
prices. Many retailers cannot adapt to the cosmetic/
aesthetic specifications as per the food regulations under the 
Foodstuffs, Cosmetics and Disinfectants Act 54 of 1972 and 
the Health Act 63 of 1977. These regulations are perceived 
to be contributing to food waste along with the packaging 
demands that retailers place on farmers. 

Oversupply of crops
When reporting on the oversupply of crops as a contributor 
to food waste, farmers (seven mentions) described the 
cyclical scenario where a successful crop that reaches a high 
market value in one year floods the market in subsequent 
years, followed by “dry seasons” where its supply is decreased 
again. This inevitably leads to a supply-and-demand issue, 
once again creating favourable circumstances for oversupply 
during the subsequent year. 

“I know it probably won’t be good for competitive reasons, 
but if we could just somehow be warned that a lot of farmers 
plan on planting the same crop, we can make other plans.”

Low market value
Following the oversupply of certain crops, demand and 
market values decrease, leaving farmers under pressure 
to achieve profit margins. Many farmers (five mentions) 
suggested that it was not economically viable to harvest 
produce when there was a lack of demand. Low market value 
can also be linked to changes in consumer behaviour, as a 
mushroom farmer explained:

Food packaging plays a critical role in food 
safety and in extending the shelf-life of food. 
Although packaging can reduce food wastage, 

the type of packing, its recyclability and possible 
reuse must be considered.

Oversupply is not a unique challenge. Two 
farmers even suggested that district-based 
commodity associations or study groups do pre-

planning and information sharing to determine the 
number and type of crops farmers intend to plant. 

Although the negative effect of paying the mere 
minimum wage was mentioned by only one 
farmer, it is an interesting opinion that needs to 

be explored further within a broader sample size.

If the cost of harvesting, processing and 
distribution does not justify input costs, farmers 
face a dilemma of food wastage versus financial 

loss, which results in crops being left unharvested. 
International studies support this (Beausang et al., 
2017; Heikkilä, 2016). Although only mentioned by 
one farmer during the survey, the theme of high input 
costs in farming was prominent throughout informal 
conversations with participating farmers.

FOOD
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SUPPLY CHAIN CAUSES
Supply chains, which include production, processing and 
distribution, are complex and non-linear networks. They 
consist of feedback relationships and multiple sources of 
inputs and outputs at various scales, and across many levels. 

High transport costs
Of the 15 farmers, seven mentioned the high cost of transport 
as a major contributor to food waste. Given the rural location 
of farms, transport costs to redistribute crops that are not sold 
can be unaffordable to some farmers. Lower-grade fruit or 
vegetables that are edible but cannot be sent to packhouses 
“would rather end up as animal feed than to be donated because 
it’s just too expensive to arrange transport for surplus”.

Delays at ports
According to two of the respondents, the challenges of 
exporting fresh produce according to strict cold-chain 
regulations and tight time schedules have resulted in 

entire shipping containers of food being wasted because of 
bottlenecks at ports. Farmers in this survey reported that 
the Covid-19 pandemic, the Russo-Ukrainian War and poor 
infrastructure at ports have led to delays in exports.

“Sometimes the harbour only has one crane operational to 
serve thousands of containers. By the time your fruit arrives 
in Europe, the shelf-life is shortened due to delays and that 
food ends up in someone’s bin.”

Packhouses
The dependency of small- and medium-scale farmers on 
third-party packhouses is costly and can contribute to food 
wastage. Since packhouses only pack Class 1 and 2 crops, any 
fruit or vegetables considered Class 3 or lower are charged 
a “dumping fee” and not packed. The high cost of packaging 
fruit is also a concern for farmers (seven mentions) as 
“packhouses keep their prices fixed, even when the market 
value of fruit decreases”. Combined with higher-than-usual 
input costs, farmers face the dilemma of sending crops to 
packhouses at a potential loss, or holding harvests back.
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QUALITY STANDARDS AND CLASSES OF FRESH FRUIT
There are three classes of fresh fruit, namely Class 1, Class 2 and the lowest class* (often called Class 3). Class 1 is normally 
exported and Class 2 is sold locally. The lowest class is often processed. The table below highlights the general quality 
standards for fruit and the maximum permissible deviations from the standard. 

Quality defect Class 1 Class 2 Lowest class (~Class 3)

General appearance Fresh, attractive and intact Fresh and firm No applicable quality standards

Colour Good and typical of the cultivar concerned Good and typical of the cultivar concerned No applicable quality standards

Shape Well-formed and typical of the cultivar 
concerned

Slight deviation in shape on condition that the 
characteristics of the cultivar are still retained No applicable quality standards

Blemishes Not exceeding 15% of the total surface area Not exceeding 30% of the total surface area No applicable quality standards

Shrivelling Visibly free of external signs of shrivelling Visibly free of external signs of shrivelling No applicable quality standards

Maturity (overripe/unripe) Fully developed but not overripe, with firm flesh Fully developed but not overripe, with firm flesh No applicable quality standards

Sunburn Visibly free of external signs of sunburn Visibly free of external signs of sunburn No applicable quality standards

Bruises/Bleeding Not exceeding 10% of the total surface area Not exceeding 20% of the total surface area No applicable quality standards

Hail marks Not exceeding 2 mm in depth and 5% of the 
total surface area of the fruit

Not exceeding 2 mm in depth and 10% of the 
total surface area of the fruit No applicable quality standards

Foreign matter May deviate only 15% May deviate only 20% No applicable quality standards

Stems May be absent if the skin is not damaged May be absent if the skin is not damaged No applicable quality standards

Injuries May deviate only 10% May deviate only 15% No applicable quality standards

Any other internal/external defect 
qualities not mentioned above May deviate only 10% May deviate only 15% No applicable quality standards

Decay May deviate only 5% May deviate only 10% May deviate only 20%

Malformations May deviate only 15% May deviate only 20% No applicable quality standards

Deviations from packing and 
marking requirements May deviate only 20% May deviate only 30% No applicable quality standards

* Lowest class: Fresh fruit that does not comply with the specific standards and requirements for Class 1 and Class 2 but is still edible, intact, with a normal appearance 
and free from foreign or off-flavours and odours that indicate decay. 

Source: Adapted from the Agricultural Product Standards Act 119 of 1990
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POLITICAL CLIMATE 
Although not considered by many as a root cause, three 
farmers elaborated on the challenges of operating within 
the unstable political climate in South Africa. Most notably, 
political unrest or riots have catastrophic effects on 
food production. 

Unrest and riots
Often farm workers cannot show up for work because  
of roads being blocked or intimidation during riots. 
 A farmer elaborated:

“Riots are bad for us. When a truck filled with fresh produce 
is rerouted, the cold chain is compromised, not to mention 
when that truck is looted. That’s easily millions [of rands] 
worth of food lost.”

The riots in KwaZulu-Natal in July 2021 were referenced as 
an extreme yet relevant example of the level of destruction 
caused during times of unrest, which poses a major risk to 
food security in South Africa (Sihlobo, 2021). The damage 
wreaked during these riots was estimated at R70 billion to 
businesses alone. 

Loadshedding
The impact of loadshedding on the food supply chain, most 
notably during cold storage, leads to significant losses, unless 
there is an alternative energy supply. 

“We are forced to look at green energy, solar panels, 
biofuel. Eskom is not doing us any favours and we 
are losing more money on wasted harvests than on 
solar panels. So yes, it’s expensive and a big hassle to 
install, but we are left with no choice at the moment. 
I think more farmers should do the same.”

In 2021, the cost of loadshedding to the South African 
economy was estimated as between R360 billion and 
R450 billion.1

As the third largest contributor to the South 
African gross domestic product, the agricultural 
sector is one of the worst-hit sectors in the 
country. Given the constantly increasing price 

of diesel, the increasing input costs to farmers who 
have to rely on diesel generators to keep production 
facilities going during loadshedding are eradicating 
their profit margins. 

FOOD
WASTAGE

ROOT CAUSES

Behaviour Supply chainEnvironment Market Political climate

© Mark Stebnicki / Pexels / WWF South Africa

1. businesstech.co.za/news/government/536794/the-shocking-cost-of-load-shedding-to-south-africas-economy

https://businesstech.co.za/news/government/536794/the-shocking-cost-of-load-shedding-to-south-africas-economy/
https://businesstech.co.za/news/government/536794/the-shocking-cost-of-load-shedding-to-south-africas-economy/
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 THEME 3  

PERCEIVED CHALLENGES
The third theme was the challenges farmers face in reducing food wastage 
on farms. These challenges are discussed under four subthemes, namely 
logistical, financial, behavioural and regulatory challenges. 
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PERCEIVED CHALLENGES IN MANAGING FOOD LOSS AND WASTE* 

Figure 4: Summary of perceived challenges in managing food loss and waste

66% LOGISTICAL
CHALLENGES

FINANCIAL
CHALLENGES

BEHAVIOURAL
CHALLENGES

REGULATORY
CHALLENGES

53%

40%

27%

 ■ A lack of reliable and connected contacts to 
redistribute surplus food and food waste

 ■ Rising fuel costs; outdated infrastructure

 ■ Expensive and time consuming to transport surplus

 ■ Input costs are exorbitant: no margin for waste 
management

 ■ On-site processing too expensive to start

 ■ Expensive to subcontract “orchard sanitising”

 ■ Staff training is costly and time consuming

 ■ Farmers do not have easy access to pesticide training 

 ■ Farm workers’ behaviour/attitudes 

 ■ EuroGap restrictions on affordable pesticides

 ■ Strict annual audits are expensive

 ■ Good agricultural practice: no waste reworking into 
ground

* The percentages do not add up to 100% because a farm can have multiple challenges.

Each farmer was asked to describe the challenges that make it harder for them to decrease food loss and food waste on farms.  
A summary of farmers’ responses, expressed in percentages, can be seen in Figure 4. 
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FINANCIAL CHALLENGES
Input costs required to grow a crop are higher than ever 
before, leaving no margin for managing waste on farms. 
Although two farmers mentioned that they have on-site 
processing facilities (juicing or pulping), other farmers 
consider the establishment of such a set-up to be too 
expensive, despite realising the potential benefits and long-
term savings it could bring.

LOGISTICAL CHALLENGES
Redistribution of surplus food and food waste is expensive 
because of high transport costs. Farmers see this as a major 
barrier to managing food wastage. Surplus crops must either 
be collected by a receiver, such as a broker or a charity, 
or transported by the farmer. Apart from the high cost of 
fuel, the condition of roads is often poor, making trips time 
consuming and even dangerous.

Organising the logistics to redistribute food is also a  
major concern for farmers, as it is time consuming and they  
do not have a reliable contact person who can arrange  
the redistribution.

During the harvesting process, some fruit or 
vegetables are left on trees or in the field. A 
common practice to remove the waste from 

the farm is “orchard sanitising”. Regular orchard 
sanitising is conducted to control false codling moth, 
fruit flies, fungal pathogens and other perceived pests. 
However, this service is too expensive for farmers to 
subcontract and was only mentioned in passing by 
three of the respondents.© Canva / WWF South Africa
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recognised product for EuroGap. The registration of these 
pesticides for EuroGap occurs in South Africa and is often 
slow, costly and delayed by local bodies. Farmers exporting to 
Europe are particularly affected by these challenges. 

For farmers to export and trade freely across the world, 
they must comply with strict audits, such as localg.a.p.3 and 
GlobalG.A.P., 4 which are expensive to undergo. This adds 
further to the financial burden of the ever-increasing input 
costs of farming.

Waste cannot simply be “left in the field” or 
reworked into the ground, as this is prohibited 
by good agricultural practice. It poses a risk for 

the development and spread of diseases and pests. 
Farmers must incur costs to have their on-farm 
surplus or waste removed from their farms if they 
cannot process it.

BEHAVIOURAL CHALLENGES
A major challenge when attempting to address food wastage 
on farms is the cost and time required to train staff to prevent 
or manage it.

As was reported in previous sections, chemical mismanage-
ment (incorrect pesticide, herbicide and fertiliser use) 
can lead to severe damage to crops and contribute to food 
wastage. In this section of the survey, farmers indicated that 
easy access to training, especially on correct pesticide use, 
was a challenge. 

REGULATORY CHALLENGES
A citrus farmer from Limpopo raised an interesting point 
about political protectionism at the level of European imports:

“Spain introduced this new rule that citrus [from southern 
Africa] has to be severely cold-treated. By the time the 
citrus reaches Europe, the fruit already has cold damage 
and the shelf-life is either significantly reduced, or the fruit 
is discarded. It’s a political thing, Spain wants to keep our 
citrus out so they can promote their own.”

Shortly after the interview, news articles confirmed this 
response by the farmer, the latest reporting that 3,6 million 
cartons of South African citrus could be destroyed upon 
arrival in Europe due to “unjustified legislation” being 
enforced (Lehutso, 2022).

Other regulatory barriers include EuroGap2 restrictions 
on the use of organic, affordable pesticides and substances 
that are available in South Africa but not registered as a 
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Another challenge was highlighted by one farmer specifically 
regarding farm workers’ behaviour:

“Before harvest starts, all the farmers get together to discuss 
their dates for harvesting to ensure [an even distribution on 
the harvesting system]. We block out days on the calendar that 
won’t be viable, and we have now started to block out all ‘pay 
days’, because we have had harvest days booked in the past 
when nobody would show up, [because] they are drinking. The 
harvest then has to be postponed and these things are planned 
in advance, so your shelf-life and quality are immediately 
compromised. It’s sad because these people have so little, yet 
they spend it on something that keeps them away from work.”

The concern about workers’ priorities refers to a deep systemic issue in society; however, the potential impact of 
workers’ behaviour on food loss and food waste is so significant that it warrants attention.

2. eurogap.com.tr

3. globalgap.org/uk_en/for-producers/localgap

4. globalgap.org/uk_en

https://www.globalgap.org/uk_en/for-producers/localgap
https://www.globalgap.org/uk_en
https://eurogap.com.tr/
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The management options to reduce food loss and food waste can 
be ranked according to the waste hierarchy (Papargyropoulou et 
al., 2014). Research suggests that the environmental choice of a 
waste management system from a life-cycle perspective follows 
the food waste pyramid in many cases (Eriksson and Spångberg, 
2017; Laurent et al., 2013) (Figure 5).

Farmers were asked how they manage food waste on farms, 
or what they do with food that would anyway have gone to 
waste. Their responses were grouped into practices before or 
during harvest, practices for food that is not safe for human 
consumption and practices for food that is considered safe for 
human consumption, as summarised in Figure 6.

THEME 4  

PRACTICES TO PREVENT FOOD WASTAGE
The fourth theme was practices to prevent and reduce food loss and 
food waste. These practices can be divided into three subthemes, namely 
practices before or during harvest, practices for food that is not safe for  
human consumption and practices for food that is considered safe  
for human consumption.

THE WASTE HIERARCHY

PRACTICES FOR MANAGING FOOD WASTE ON FARMS

Figure 6: Practices for managing food waste on farmsFigure 5: Ways of managing waste, from least preferable to most preferable

Not safe for humans
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Safe for humansPre-harvest

MOST PREFERABLE

LEAST PREFERABLE

Dispose of waste

Treat waste

Recover energy

Recycle waste

Reuse waste

Avoid and reduce waste

PRE-HARVEST AND DURING HARVEST

Preventative crop management

 ▪ Active and continuous staff training and awareness

 ▪ Spray pesticides and educate farmers on correct pesticide use

 ▪ Create controlled environment (netting, tunnels, ground coverage)

NOT SAFE FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION

Animal feed

 ▪ Pig farms, dried and ground into feed, or used as decoy for baboons

Compost

 ▪ Worked into soil

 ▪ Worm farms

SAFE FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION

Redistribution

 ▪ Sell Class 3 and lower fruit on local market 

 ▪ Sell fruit or vegetables not suited for packhouse to brokers

 ▪ Donations to charities, hospitals and schools

Repurposing

 ▪ Juicing or pulping, freezing, drying, preserving

 ▪ Tourism (pick your own)
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As part of preventative crop management, active and 
continuous staff training and awareness were also cited by 
one farmer. Ensuring that staff know the reason behind 
certain practices increases the chances of the successful 
implementation of those practices. This would also lead to a 
decrease in handling errors during harvesting. 

“Take the time to train your staff. Share your knowledge 
with them about the maintenance of the vegetables 
throughout the growing process so that you can have 
an extra set of eyes on your crop at all times to see when 
something is about to go wrong.”

Farmers also mentioned creating a controlled environment, 
for example through the use of hail and shade netting to 
prevent storm and sun damage, although none of them 
currently make use of these nets. One farmer said the cost 
was too high and that the nets are damaged by high winds, so 
it was not considered a viable option.

PRE- AND DURING HARVEST PRACTICES
Practices that can be followed before and during the harvest 
focus primarily on preventative steps to ensure crop health 
and efficient harvesting. 

Preventative crop management
As an initial step, farmers stated that adhering to good 
farming practices and ensuring crop health are the best ways 
to prevent food losses and food waste. These practices require 
detailed planning for, among others, planting and harvesting 
times, the use of fertilisers and pesticides, pruning practices 
and water management. 

“Our pruning practices are monitored throughout to ensure 
[that] we only supply fruit that is market-ready, which 
takes the pressure off us to implement other practices later 
in the process. The rest is just a matter of looking after the 
orchard’s health and proper planning.”

Not safe for humans
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FOOD NOT SAFE FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION
Unsafe food means food that contains poisonous, damaging 
or disease-causing substances or micro-organisms and that 
may, as a result, negatively affect human health.

Animal feed
Selling surplus crops and food waste to pig farms is a 
common solution for farmers. Some farmers even offer food 
waste to pig farms for free, as they then do not need to incur 
transport costs to get rid of their waste. 

Citrus and pomegranate farmers mentioned that their 
fruit waste gets dried and worked into animal feed for 
additional nutrition.

Compost
Only the mushroom farmer mentioned that they use some 
of their waste for compost, as mushrooms are grown in a 
growth medium and not in soil. Other farmers sounded 
reluctant to use waste as compost, due to strict food-waste 
regulations stating that waste cannot be reworked into the 
ground as this could lead to the spread of pests and diseases.

A way to get around this hurdle was mentioned by a farmer 
who sells their waste to a worm farm, where it is ingested. 
The by-product is then used to make compost.

One farmer, who grows apples, pears and onions, spoke 
about his future endeavours to start a biofuel production set-
up with food waste from the farm.

Investment in formalised staff training results in long-term benefits, such as improving product handling and 
preventing spillage and ensuring the overall decline in food loss at farm level. 
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Safe for humansPre-harvest Not safe for humans
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FOOD SAFE FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION
Safe food means food that does not contain any poisonous, 
damaging or disease-causing substances or micro-organisms 
that may render it harmful to human health. The Department 
of Health requires all foodstuffs to be safe for human 
consumption in terms of the Foodstuffs, Cosmetics and 
Disinfectants Act 54 of 1972. 

This Act addresses the manufacture, labelling, sale and 
importation of foodstuffs. Matters regarding the hygiene 
of foodstuffs are addressed by the National Health 
Act 61 of 2003, whereas hygiene requirements at ports and 
airports, including vessels and aircraft, are governed by the 
International Health Regulations Act 28 of 1974. 

Redistribution
Most farmers can only send Class 1 and 2 fruit and vegetables 
to packhouses. Crops in Class 3 and lower are sold either to 
brokers or to the local market. 

Food can further be redistributed by donations to charities, 
schools or hospitals. All the farmers indicated that they made 
donations when they had a surplus.

Repurposing
When crops have cosmetic damage, such as marks, bruising 
or discolouration, and are not suitable for the buyers’ market, 
they can be repurposed by juicing or pulping, freezing, drying 
or preserving. One farmer who reported zero waste explained:

“All our Class 1 and 2 strawberries are packed and sent 
to market. The lower-class fruits are sold to local brokers. 
Sometimes, a fruit might have a mark, so we cut … out [the 
marks] and freeze the fruit. The small or ugly-looking fruit 
is juiced and we often experiment with new recipes, like 
preserves. No fruit gets thrown out, really.”

One farmer also mentioned that they make their farm 
available for “pick-your-own” open days when tourists can 
pick their own fruit, which clears the orchard of fruit left 
behind during the harvesting process.

© Canva / WWF South Africa

“Food safety” means that food should be safe for 
human consumption and free from hazards that 
may negatively affect consumer health. “Food 

quality” refers to the features and characteristics of 
a food product that is acceptable to consumers and 
meets their expectations, conforms to the required 
specifications and is profitable to the company.

Not safe for humans
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ESTIMATING AND ADDRESSING 
FOOD WASTAGE 
Farmers found it challenging to provide accurate estimates and  
report on their food wastage because of dynamic seasonal changes  
and other circumstances. 

© Canva / WWF South Africa
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The results from the remaining three farmers who estimated 
waste are summarised in Table 3.

MOTIVATION TO ADDRESS FOOD WASTE
The farmers were asked whether they were motivated 
to address food loss and food waste on their farms. All 
respondents indicated that they were motivated to address 
this matter, and believed other farmers to be similarly 
motivated. When asked to clarify what the source of that 
motivation was, 80% (12 out of 15) of the farmers mentioned 
that they were financially driven to prevent food loss  
and waste. 

“Food wasted equals income lost.”

The respondents elaborated on the financial motivation to 
address food waste, being that farmers’ profit margins were 
already so tight that all potential sources of income should 
be utilised.

Another motivation mentioned by farmers (four out of 15) 
was a social or moral responsibility to increase food security. 
One farmer said:

“Providing food security is what farmers are born to do.”

Many farmers are highly involved in their surrounding 
communities and are exposed to the hardships and poverty 
often faced by individuals in rural South Africa. Their 
responsibility towards their communities and the people they 
provide food to daily encourages them to limit any waste that 
could have been a meal.

ESTIMATING FOOD WASTE
Fluctuations caused by local environmental conditions and 
other circumstances made it hard for farmers to accurately 
estimate and report on their food wastage. Less than half 
of the interviewed farmers could provide an estimate of 
food wastage on their farms. Most of them found it difficult 
to do so, as it was not something that they were recording. 
Another reported reason for the lack of information is that 
the wastage of food is dynamic and changes with the seasons 
and circumstances.

One farmer said, “I can’t say at all, I don’t think it’s ever been 
constant.” This was reiterated by another farmer who said, 
“That’s really hard to say because it changes every year and 
you can’t predict, so we don’t measure it.”

Originally the intention was to ask farmers to provide a 
breakdown of estimates for the causes of food loss and food 
waste that they had identified. However, as farmers found 
it difficult to provide a figure even for overall food loss and 
food waste, it was not possible to make this distinction in 
this study. Small-scale farmers described food waste as too 
insignificant to monitor. 

“There is always some loss, but it has such a small effect, 
and it doesn’t really influence business negatively.”

An overseas study conducted with Scottish farmers showed 
similar findings (Beausang, 2017). This was attributed to 
smaller farms having greater flexibility with many outlets to 
sell their harvest to, whereas large commercial set-ups often 
did contract farming for retailers and had fewer outlets to 
sell to, making the monitoring of waste not only easier but 
necessary as part of the production process (Beausang, 2017).

Of the six farmers who were estimating their food 
waste, two reported zero wastage. They farm with 
vegetables (cucumbers, tomatoes and peppers) and 
strawberries, respectively. One soft-citrus farmer did not 
give a typical response, but estimated possible losses in 
different circumstances:

“If riots are blocking your roads, like we had last year, 
your losses can be up to 30% for transport damages. Severe 
weather, like a big hail storm, can make you lose up to 100% 
of your crop. It’s always a risk.”

TABLE 3: ESTIMATED FOOD WASTE PER CROP*

Crops grown Estimated 
loss/waste

Annual yield 
(tonnes)

Farm 
size

Butternut 8% 10 Small

Pomegranates 10% 1 000 Medium

   

Apples and 
pears 10% 10 000 Large

* Where information was given

The lack of quantification of food loss and food 
waste among South African farmers creates 
an opportunity for behavioural interventions 

to equip farmers with waste quantification tools to 
monitor food wastage (SISC, 2016). One of these 
tools is the Stewardship Index for Specialty Crops,5 
which develops tools for measuring the sustainable 
performance of supply chains for specialty crops 
(fruit, nuts and vegetables). 

None of the farmers mentioned strict regulations 
or policies as a motivator to deal with food loss 
and food waste. This shows that enforcing stricter 

laws on the control of food wastage on farms would not 
be a recommended strategy for bringing about change. 
The inherent motivation of farmers – be it financial or 
moral – is enough to drive meaningful change.

5. stewardshipindex.org

https://www.stewardshipindex.org/


29WWF SOUTH AFRICA    FOOD LOSS AND WASTE IN FARMING: INSIGHTS FROM SOUTH AFRICAN FARMERS

POTENTIAL IMPROVEMENT AREAS
This study identified various areas for improvement. A recommendation 
from farmers relates to logistical assistance to distribute excess food.  
Other areas include broadening the study area, quantifying waste and  
losses, developing a waste-tracking method and conducting case studies  
on zero-waste practices. 

 © Canva / WWF South Africa
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1
Co-develop logistical support 
mechanisms that will enable farmers 
to redistribute surplus food

2 Broaden the scale and scope 
of the food waste study

3 Encourage and enable farmers to 
quantify food loss and waste

4
Develop a traceable and 

transparent waste-tracking 
mechanism

5Conduct case studies of 
zero-waste practices on farms

Providing logistical support to 
redistribute surplus food

Once all survey questions were completed and where time 
allowed (with five farmers), the following open-ended 
question was posed to farmers: “If you could recommend any 
solution that could lead to a reduction of food waste on farms, 
what would it be?”

Of the five farmers, three had very similar recommendations 
that relate to the challenge of not having a reliable 
and connected contact person to help with logistical 
arrangements and the redistribution of surplus food. One 
farmer based his recommendation on a personal experience:

“We had an entire container filled with Class 1 fruit, destined 
for Europe, when Covid-19 hit. We decided to donate the 
fruit but didn’t know who to contact. So we phoned the 
municipality and they weren’t able to collect. Instead, they 
sent a list of personal home addresses. We obviously could 
not personally deliver a million rand’s worth of fruit to 
random addresses as if we are Checkers Sixty60. So we just 
opened the container and told the entire community to come 
and collect fruit. We even asked Gift of the Givers, but they 
had their hands full elsewhere. So a contact person who 
could organise everything would have been better to get the 
fruit to people who needed it.”

Other farmers reiterated this sentiment, saying that they 
did not know whom to call when they had big donations to 
redistribute. Two of the respondents suggested setting up a 
centralised contact point that farmers could call, which would 
then organise the logistics and redistribution. Farmers were 
all willing to donate food, even when they did not have a 
surplus. One respondent said:

“We simply have to give to the community. We are all 
interdependent on one another. We see our donations as our 
monthly tithes and offerings. You can’t go to bed at night 
knowing that there are hungry people in your community.”

Broadening the study area
Insights from more geographically diverse farms 

are required before deciding on a strategy to address food 
loss and food waste on South African farms. A follow-up 
study could include more farmers growing diverse crops 
in various locations. To ensure increased representation of 
diverse opinions, web-based focus group discussions could be 
considered.

Quantifying waste and losses
The findings showed that, out of 15 farmers, only six 

could estimate food loss on their farms. Future studies can 
specifically look at the usability of waste quantification tools 
on various farm types and sizes, and identify possible barriers 
to using these tools. Equipping farmers with the correct tools 
can provide valuable data regarding the type of commodity 
wasted, the timeline and the collection of waste, which could 
help to calculate loss in terms of economic value. 

Developing a validated  
waste-tracking method

The low incidence of waste estimation on farms from this 
research shows that South African farmers would benefit from 
implementing a validated waste-tracking method. Based on the 
findings of this research, it is proposed that the Stewardship 
Index for Specialty Crops6 guidelines be tested, at least in an 
adapted form, to also include measuring pre-harvest waste as a 
behavioural intervention on farms.

Conducting case studies on  
zero-waste practices

It would be valuable to gain further insights from the 
two farmers who reported zero waste on their farms by 
conducting case studies on their methods and successes for 
possible future training and education of other farmers. One 
farmer specifically focused on changing the behaviour of farm 
workers, and constantly educating and involving staff in the 
farming process. This farmer reported a drop in wastage from 
35% to 0% after implementing these practices.

6. stewardshipindex.org/sisc-stewardship-calculator

FIVE IMPROVEMENT OPPORTUNITIES FOR REDUCING WASTE

https://www.stewardshipindex.org/sisc-stewardship-calculator
https://www.stewardshipindex.org/sisc-stewardship-calculator
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