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DeDication
I dedicate this lecture to the memory of my mother, from whom I 
learned the meaning of food, and to my father, from whom I first 
learned about the food system.



introDuction

Whether as citizens, professionals or academics, 
we are all deeply connected to the food system.1 

Rich or poor, old or young, we all must eat. Thus, it is fair 
to say that food security – having access to affordable, 
safe and nutritious food – “touches the core of what it 
means to be a human being”.2 But all is not well with 
our eating. A recent GALLUP poll on food security in 
Africa found that nearly 60% of the respondents were 
vulnerable to hunger. Furthermore, there was an over-
whelming consensus that food prices had increased 
sharply over recent months (Gallop World Poll, 2009). 
The current famine in Southern Somalia (where 750 000 
people face death unless drastic action is taken) has again 
brought the images of starving children onto television 
and computer screens, sparking outrage and emergency 
action (BBC, 2011). In contrast, a 2010 article in Time 
magazine tells us that there are not enough doctors in 
the USA to treat the epidemic of obesity (Park, 2010). 
Closer to home, stories ranging from biodiversity loss 
and conditions on farms, to food price spikes and food 
safety scares, have become regular fare in newscasts and 
special reports. 

There is no shortage of prescriptions on what ought 
to be done to address specific issues in the food system. 
Recent reviews on global agriculture and food systems 
provide rigorous analyses and strong recommendations 
for policy changes at local, national and international 
levels (Foresight, 2011; Oxfam, 2011). In South Africa, 
The National Planning Commission’s Diagnostic Report 
gives dedicated attention to food security issues (NPC, 
2011). Certainly, the media coverage of and renewed 
focus on agriculture, food and nutrition in national and 
international research programmes are to be welcomed. 
But do all our efforts add up? Are our research, policy 
recommendations and programmatic efforts sufficiently 
aligned to create the step change we need, given the 
urgency and complexity of the situation?  

I spend much of my professional life (and a fair bit 
of my personal life as well) pondering these questions. 
After years of working in the field of nutrition and 
food security as an academic and policy analyst, both 
in South Africa and in the international development 
assistance system, I am coming to the conclusion that 
the way we have been working no longer works for me. 
We mostly operate in silos – nutritionists have difficulty 

5

We can’t keep eating like this: food system 
change for sustainable health

1  The food system is broadly defined to include the entire food value chain, from agricultural input markets, through food  
production, processing, distribution, retail, consumption and waste handling, to regulatory functions and support services.

2  Comment from participant in a workshop hosted by the SA FoodLab, 2010.

Continuing to eat in a way that undermines health, soil, energy resources and social justice cannot be  
sustained without eventually leading to a breakdown. 

– Michael Pollen

We can’t solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them

– Albert Einstein, 1879–1955, physicist

We need to reconceptualize how food shapes our lives. We know we are what we eat, we need 
to realize that the world is also what we eat and we can use this idea as a powerful tool to shape 
the world better. 

– Carolyn Steele

If you don’t see yourself as part of the problem you can’t be part of the solution. 

– Adam Kahane



communicating with economists, agriculturalists seldom 
engage with rural sociologists, soil scientists and food 
chemists only meet on rare occasions. Although we 
advocate for participatory approaches, our efforts are 
still largely expert-driven. And we focus relentlessly on 
problems. The emphasis is on malnutrition, on hunger, 
on food insecurity and on what to do to overcome 
those challenges. I remain deeply committed to efforts 
to ‘combat malnutrition’ (I even edited a book with that 
title), to ‘reduce food insecurity’, and to ‘fight hunger.’ 
There is undoubtedly a place for problem-focused 
approaches, but I also find them exhausting, debilitating; 
in a word, energy-sapping. It seems to me that we have 
reduced a multi-faceted human cultural activity – that of 
cultivating, processing, preparing and enjoying food – to 
an intangible technical problem to be fixed. It no longer 
satisfies. 

I now focus on linking up with people and processes 
that are approaching challenges in new ways. In the 
process my perspective on the subject has changed 
considerably, and I am excited about continuing to 
explore different approaches to working for change 
in the food system. I have come to understand food 
security as a complex social challenge, which requires 
innovation in how we approach studying and addressing 
it to create food systems that work for everyone. I firmly 
believe that our efforts to ‘fight hunger’ must be placed 
in the context of an inspiring framework that resonates 
with the felt experience and cultural meanings of food, 
while also focusing on the sciences of agriculture and 
nutrition and the complex systems we have created to 
maintain and regulate our eating. For me, this is captured 
in the notion of ‘nourishment’: … a food system that 
nourishes. 

In this paper I briefly review the ‘state of our food 
systems’ and propose that we align the system, and our 
work on it, with notions of sustainable health. I then 
introduce the concept of ‘a food system that nourishes’ as 
an organising framework for such realignment. I describe 
our work in the Southern Africa Food Lab (SAFL) as an 
example of the kind of innovations needed to support 
transformation in the food system, and I suggest that the 
Food Security Initiative can put Stellenbosch University 
at the forefront of efforts to create food systems 
that nourish. We have an opportunity to bring such 
nourishing systems into being through our scholarship, 
our teaching and our community engagement. And we 
can also do it through the everyday act of eating. 

a fragile anD failing  
fooD system

the process of industrialisation and technological 
development in the 20th century brought about 

enormous changes in the food system, including 
transformations in how and where food is grown, 
processed and distributed, and in the choices consumers 
make about where and what they will eat. Technological 
development, combined with modern management 
practices, has made food cheaper (notwithstanding food 
price spikes such as in the 1970s and again in 2008). This 
contributed to a decrease in the proportion of hungry 
people in the world (Godfray et al., 2010). However, 
the benefits from increased productivity and efficiency 
have been unequally distributed, and public health and 
food safety concerns are increasingly being voiced. 
Furthermore, the environmental impacts of intensive 
agriculture are now becoming evident, leading some 
to conclude that the food system is ‘fragile and failing’ 
(Lang, 2003; Oxfam, 2011).  

The discourse on what is wrong with the current 
food system has been gathering momentum over the 
last decade. Following the food price crisis of 2008, 
which sparked peaceful protests and violent riots in 
several countries, references to a ‘food crisis’ have 
become commonplace (Oxfam, 2011; World Bank, n.d.). 
Countless reviews, scholarly meetings and journal articles 
document the multiple dimensions of the problems in 
our food system. Newspaper articles, websites and blogs 
depict interconnected crises of scarcity and excess, of 
want and waste, of imminent disaster and long-term 
decline. 

While it is widely accepted that the world currently 
produces enough food to feed a growing world popula-
tion, almost a billion people (925 million to be more 
precise) were deemed to be hungry in 2010. About 16% 
of the population in developing countries is classified as 
hungry, but in sub-Saharan Africa the proportion of hun-
gry people reaches 30% (FAO, 2010). While famine in 
the Horn of Africa is a gross human rights violation, the 
estimated 171 million young children who suffer from 
chronic malnutrition worldwide represent a silent emer-
gency of enormous proportions (De Onis, Blossner & 
Borghi, 2011). In addition, an estimated two billion peo-
ple are vulnerable to the hidden hunger of micronutri-
ent deficiencies (Micronutrient Initiative, 2009). There 
is a strong association between a lack of variety in the 
diet and risks of micronutrient deficiencies (Arimond et 
al., 2010). Readily preventable deficiencies of Vitamin A, 
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iron and iodine can cost African countries up to 2% of 
GDP per year in lost productivity and disability. One fifth 
of maternal deaths worldwide are due to iron deficiency 
anaemia (Micronutrient Initiative and UNICEF, n.d.).

 In South Africa, in spite of strong government commit-
ment to addressing development issues, food insecurity 
persists, particularly in rural and informal urban areas. 
National figures, which suggest that self-reported hunger 
declined from about 30% of all households in 2002 to 
18% in 2008, mask large disparities between locations 
and household types. Female-headed households appear 
to be particularly affected by food insecurity (Jacobs, 
2010). About one in five young children are chronically 
malnourished (Ardington & Case, 2009). Micronutrient 
malnutrition, particularly deficiencies of Vitamin A, iron 
and zinc, affects the health, growth and learning ability 
of young children and, ultimately, the productivity of 
the population. At the same time, and often in the same 
communities and households, overweight and obesity 
contribute significantly to the incidence of chronic di-
seases, including diabetes, cancers and coronary artery 
disease (Garrett & Ruel, 2005). While the economic 
cost of undernutrition is considerable, there is growing 
evidence that non-communicable diseases associated 
with poor diets and sedentary lifestyles can cause pover-
ty and slow economic growth (Beaglehole et al., 2011). 

The food system is thus not serving human health 
adequately at present. There is growing concern about 
how food systems are affected by, and contributing to, 
natural resource depletion and climate change, thus 
affecting environmental health as well. With a global 
population set to grow to about 9 billion by 2050, and 
increasing demand for processed and animal-based foods 
due to anticipated increases in wealth, the question is 
whether it will be possible to meet human food needs 
and aspirations, given the limits of the earth’s resources, 
competing demands for land and water, and the impact of 
climate change and mitigation measures. The Millennium 
Ecosystem Assessment (2005) summarises the potential 
negative effects of food production that are not reflected 
in food prices. Among these are environmental pollution 
due to nutrient run-off, biodiversity loss and water 
shortages, and changes in ecosystems, for example 
due to overfishing. Agriculture is also a major source 
of greenhouse gasses such as methane and nitrous 
oxide, which are deemed to be more harmful than 
CO2 (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005). Higher 
temperatures over much of sub-Saharan Africa, combined 
with declining soil moisture and more variable rainfall, 
are already making agriculture more challenging. Land 
degradation and desertification are two of South Africa’s 

most challenging environmental issues (Department of 
Environmental Affairs and Tourism, 2006).  

Given these challenges, world leaders are beginning 
to recognise that ensuring that the world’s growing 
population is able to feed itself in a sustainable and 
equitable manner is one of the major challenges of the 
21st century (Anon, 2009). The question is whether our 
tools and techniques for addressing this challenge are 
adequate for the task. 

a fooD system in support of 
sustainaBle health

the food security situation in South Africa, and in 
the world, exhibits many elements of a complex 

social challenge (Kahane, 2004). Such challenges are also 
called ‘wicked problems’ because they are difficult to 
define precisely and usually have multiple causes (Rittel 
& Webber, 1973). Food security is socially complex, 
meaning that there are many players and many (often 
opposing) perspectives that need to be accommodated 
in problem framing and resolution. For example, there 
are different perspectives on the role of biotechnology 
in achieving higher yields without further damage to the 
environment. Furthermore, there is no single ‘solution’ 
to a complex issue, and trade-offs and unforeseen 
consequences of proposed solutions are common. This 
means that food security is also dynamically complex; 
for example, the consequences of diverting funds from 
agricultural research and education may only be felt 
years later, when farmer support services collapse or 
are unable to assist farmers to adapt to changing weather 
conditions. Likewise, farmers adopt new techniques such 
as no-till farming because of its known effect on water 
and soil conservation, but its impact on carbon fixing 
or nitrous oxide emission is not yet known (Godfray 
et al., 2010). A challenge like food security is a moving 
target, as the conditions, as well as players, policies and 
related challenges, may all be changing as the problem 
is being addressed. Issues related to food security may 
be unfolding in unfamiliar and unpredictable ways due 
to major global or local shifts, such as rising demand 
for biofuels, or catastrophic events like major droughts 
or floods, demanding new and often untried responses. 
This is referred to as generatively complexity. Given that 
even our best models and surveillance systems are not 
geared to respond to such unpredictability, appropriate 
policy responses are not obvious.  

In the face of such complexity, we need new frame-
works and different change strategies. This challenge 
has also been recognised in the broader health arena. 
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Efforts to enhance the integration of animal, human 
and environmental health have gained momentum over 
the past decade. The barriers to implementing such 
approaches are not primarily technical, but rather social, 
cultural and political. To make progress, researchers, 
policy makers and programme implementers from 
different sectors and disciplines must begin to understand 
each other’s perspectives and motivations. Over the last 
few decades, researchers in the health and environmental 
sectors have started to develop integrated approaches 
to understanding the complex interrelationships 
between human and environmental health. The concept 
of ecosystem health has been used to draw attention to 
maintaining and restoring the world’s ecosystems as an 
essential component of addressing human health issues, 
while also acknowledging that human health is essential 
for environmental sustainability. Closely related to this, 
the ecohealth paradigm stresses the role of ecosystem 
management in improving human health. Ecohealth has 
three core elements, namely transdisciplinarity, social 
justice and gender equity, and stakeholder participation. 
Both approaches seek to understand the complex 
interactions between the components of the ecosystem 
(biophysical, socioeconomic and cultural) and how these 
influence human health (De Plaen & Kilelu, 2004). 

Building on these ideas, I propose that we view the 
challenges of the food system through a lens of ‘sus-
tainable health’. Such an approach can help us to keep 
human wellbeing, including physical health and nutrition, 
as well as the health of the planet in focus, building on 
a sound economic foundation without which neither hu-
man nor planetary health will be sustained. In what follows 
I propose an organising concept that could inform such an 
approach, and describe the strategies we employ in the 
Southern Africa Food Lab to facilitate the kind of cross-
disciplinary and cross-sectoral learning that is needed.    

a fooD system that nourishes

the word ‘nourishment’, like nutrition, refers, quite 
simply, to ‘providing with food or other substances 

necessary for life and growth’ (The Free Dictionary, 
n.d.). It can also refer to fostering the development of 
something or someone, caring, or keeping alive. It has the 
same roots as nurture and cultivate. A feminine word, 
perhaps, and obviously connected to food. But we know 
we are also nourished by good books and stimulating 
conversations, by beautiful things, and challenging tasks 
done well. Nourishment is the opposite of depletion, 
extraction, withholding. It is a word that suggests fullness 

and sufficiency, rather than scarcity and want. It conjures 
up a rich, empowering, supportive, thriving system, 
whether it applies to what and how an individual eats, 
the development of a local food system, or the rethinking 
of the global food system. It draws its inspirations and 
images from nature, rather than machines, and so has 
real power as a source of new thinking about the food 
system. But it is not a soft word. It does not imply that 
economics is irrelevant, or that power and politics do 
not exist in the system. In fact, it is a term that ‘raises the 
bar’ for our evaluations of the food system, and demands 
of us that we find tools and indicators to measure the 
state of the food system not merely in terms of calories 
or financial outputs, but also in terms of human dignity, 
cultural diversity, social justice, and respect for the 
earth (Maxwell & Slater, 2004). Using this concept, I am 
reinterpreting my work in the world as contributing to 
the design of food systems that nourish, whether at the 
individual and household level, in communities, or at the 
national and even international level.  

I propose that we use the notion of nourishment as 
an organising principle to inform a systemic approach 
to food security. Drawing on concepts from integral 
theory as applied to ecology, I identify four interrelated 
‘terrains’ of the food system, and identify the variety of 
disciplinary approaches to and perspectives taken on the 
food system. Using the framework, we can begin to frame 
the broad contours of an approach to food security that 
is explicit about its aims and values (creating a system 
that nourishes), can operate at different levels (from the 
individual to the global system), and can focus on specific 
aspects, while bearing the broader system in mind. 
The four terrains relate to the individual (behaviours 
and experiences) and the collective (systems and cul-
ture) respectively (see Figure 1) (Esbjörn-Hargens & 
Zimmerman, 2009). 

Figure 1: The four terrains of the food system

Source: Adapted from Esbjörn-Hargens & Zimmerman (2009)

We can thus begin to enact a food system that nourishes 
by giving attention to questions such as those included 
in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Creating food systems that nourish

experience
In what ways do attitudes, emotions, feelings, per-
ceptions enhance or inhibit ‘nourishment’?

•	 How	do	individuals	in	different	circumstances	
experience their roles in the food system?

•	 Where	does	power	reside	in	the	system?	

•	 What	attitudes	and	assumptions	contribute	to	
wasting food?

•	 Does	the	system	enhance	feelings	of	freedom	or	
fear?

•	 Do	professionals	connect	their	own	eating	and	
their work in the system?

•	 Why	do	people	respond	to	shocks	(e.g.	job	
losses) in the ways they do? 

•	 Does	the	system	inspire	creativity	and	artistic	
expression? 

•	 What	psychological	and	emotional	factors	hinder	
participants in the food system from speaking 
out about their concerns and frustrations with 
the system? 

•	 How	do	individual	preferences	and	values	influ-
ence the selection of food system research 
programmes? 

culture
In what ways do worldviews and collective per-
spectives of different groups enhance or inhibit 
‘nourishment’ – for themselves and other groups? 

•	 How	do	different	cultural	groups	view	food	and	
farming?

•	 How	are	debates	about	alternative	approaches	
to food systems conducted in different settings?

•	 How	do	different	cultures	understand	food	as	a	
means to achieve social status?

•	 Does	the	food	system	entrench	or	challenge	
gender inequity?

•	 Does	the	system	accommodate	food	rituals?

•	 What	aspects	of	academic	culture	influence	
priority setting in research on the food system? 

Behaviours
In what way do behaviours and practices at different 
levels in the food system enhance or inhibit ‘nourish-
ment’?

•	 Do	poor	people	have	access	to	a	variety	of	nutri-
tious food and do they choose to eat these foods? 

•	 Does	participation	in	the	system	result	in	in-
creased assets for poor people?

•	 How	do	farming	practices	affect	soil	health,	green-
house gas emissions, water contamination?  

•	 How	do	consumer	practices	(e.g.	recycling)	con-
tribute to ‘nourishment’?

•	 How	do	people	adapt	their	dietary	practices	due	
to different kinds of shocks?

•	 How	is	power	exercised	in	the	food	system?	

systems
In what ways do physical and social systems enhance 
or inhibit ‘nourishment’? 

•	 How	do	current	and	past	economic	policies	affect	
food system outcomes?

•	 What	agricultural	strategies	can	be	justified	given	
the lack of clear evidence on the environmental 
impact of alternative strategies?  

•	 How	do	current	land-use	policies	(or	the	lack	
thereof) affect food security?

•	 In	what	ways	is	the	food	system	linked	to	national	
security?

•	 What	economic	policies	are	needed	for	the	food	
system to thrive? 

•	 What	policies	are	in	place	to	manage	the	impact	of	
different food-related shocks?

•	 What	is	the	impact	of	infrastructure	on	‘nourish-
ment’?

•	 How	does	the	education	system	shape	under-
standings of food security?  
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The proposed framework for rethinking the food 
system accommodates the complexity of the issue. 
Different ‘thought styles’3 contribute to the knowledge 
base in each of the four terrains. So, for example, 
ethnographic and sociological approaches would be 
used to study world views and values, while economics, 
political science and engineering, among others, contri-
bute to our understanding of system dynamics that shape 
nourishment. Nutrition science, agricultural sciences, 
including soil science, animal and plant health, and 
economics contribute to our understandings of individual 
behaviour, whereas psychology, philosophy, literary 
critique and the humanities contribute to understanding 
the felt experience of food security. The challenge is, of 
course, to find effective ways to combine perspectives 
from these different thought styles to inform problem 
framing, agenda setting, decision making and action to 
address specific dimensions of food security. In the 
Southern Africa Food Lab, an initiative I started a few 
years ago in collaboration with Prof. Ralph Hamann of 
the UCT Graduate School of Business and colleagues at 
REOS Partners, we are learning how to do this. I now 
turn to a brief discussion of this initiative.  

creating a nourishing  
fooD system
The Southern Africa Food Lab

the SAFL (www.SouthernAfricafoodlab.org) is a multi-
stakeholder initiative that brings together diverse 

role-players in the regional food system to identify and 
pilot innovative means to help shift the food system 
onto a more sustainable and equitable path. The focus 
is on bringing about change in the food system through 
social innovation, including how stakeholders interact 
with each other and work together to prototype, pilot 
and institutional new activities in the system. Technical 
innovation may emerge, but is not the primary focus of 
the Lab. The Lab involves a range of different modes of 

learning to harness the energy for change in the group, 
and to prototype innovations that could have a ripple 
effect throughout the food system. Team agendas and 
activities are driven by the interests of the stakeholders 
involved in the teams, and are in line with their core 
work goals and responsibilities. In the next section I 
provide a brief overview of the history and development 
of the Food Lab and the lessons I have learned through 
my involvement in leading the Lab. 

The SAFL started as a one-year collaborative project, 
known as the Food Security Change Lab, to support 
systemic change for improved food security in South and 
Southern Africa by increasing meaningful collaboration 
in the system. It was created by a group of concerned 
stakeholders who came together in Johannesburg early 
in 2009 for a workshop entitled: “What will it take to 
ensure sustainable food security in South Africa?” About 
70 participants from business, government and civil 
society attended this workshop, which concluded that 
improved cross-sector collaboration was vital for dealing 
with the many ‘stuck issues’ that impede system-wide 
improvements to food security in the region. A large 
majority of participants confirmed their commitment to 
contribute to such a collaborative process. 

The SAFL is designed on the basis of the principles 
of Theory U (Scharmer, 2007),4 and modelled on 
an international initiative, the Sustainable Food Lab, 
which involves more than 70 global, regional and local 
organisations, including multinational organisations, 
NGOs and grassroots groups (www.sustainablefoodlab.
org). The purpose of a Lab is to create an opportunity for 
a group of committed participants working on a complex 
social challenge, such as food security, to learn, reflect 
and create innovative responses together. In Phase I of 
the initial change lab we conducted dialogue interviews 
with 21 representatives of different parts of the food 
system, in which key challenges in the system were 
identified. The findings were synthesised and shared 
with the larger SAFL community. In the next phase, Lab 

3  A thought style consists of a distinct body of knowledge (including theories, publications, texts used in teaching, etc.), as well as 
the ‘image of knowledge’ held by members of the thought community. This includes their beliefs about the role of science, the 
nature of truth and legitimate sources of knowledge. These images are not consciously taught to new members, and are seldom 
made explicit, but are absorbed through involvement in the thought community. A thought style also includes other values and 
assumptions that may be more generally held in the society. Thought styles do not only exist in the academic world, but other 
groups, such as religious groups, also have distinct thought styles. Furthermore, one can be a member of more than one thought 
community – foregrounding one thought style over another in different contexts. 

4  For a detailed description of Theory U and the Change Lab process, and their application to food and nutrition, see McLachlan 
and Garrett (2008).
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participants went on ‘learning journeys’, which focused 
on learning about the experiences of informal traders, 
fresh produce market managers, community activists 
and consumers in townships and poor neighbourhoods 
in Johannesburg and Cape Town, as well as commercial 
and small-scale farmers, community organisers and 
activists involved in school feeding and entrepreneurship 
development in Limpopo. Through these journeys, the 
participants could collectively experience parts of the 
food system that they did not know, acknowledge their 
own and others’ varied perspectives on these food 
system elements, and begin to explore opportunities 
for innovation. Phase three consisted of a co-creating 
process, in which teams identified potential innovations 
and started to work together to implement them. This 
provided members the opportunity to shift from one 
mode of learning (through observation, data review and 
reflection) to another mode (learning by doing); to utilise 
the energy for change that already existed in the group 
as a result of the previous activities, and to prototype 
innovations that had the potential to have system-wide 
ripple effects. 

The SAFL is currently in an institutionalisation phase. 
Several innovation groups are continuing their activities 
and we are consolidating activities around a number of 
core elements and activities, based on the principles of 
Theory U and the Change Lab process. These include, 
firstly, activities to support new ways of engaging with 
unknown parts of the food system, through immersion 
experiences such as learning journeys. Through direct 
engagement with people in the system, perspectives 
shift and new opportunities for action and change 
begin to emerge. Secondly, the Lab hosts activities to 
stimulate self-reflection and mutual learning among 
members of the Lab, as well as dialogue engagements 
with a broader range of stakeholders in the food system. 
These activities may include dialogue interviews to gain 
deeper insight into the perspectives of key role players; 
and public dialogue sessions on key issues to improve 
the quality of engagement and to move beyond polarised 
positions. A recent forum, for example, considered 
different perspectives on how the retail sector’s sourcing 
decisions influence food security. These dialogues aim to 
build networks and shared understanding, not to reach 
conclusions or recommend firm action. Ultimately, 
these social innovations aim to shift the conversation 
about food security from a one-way engagement, in 
which ‘experts’ share their knowledge with a passive 
audience, to a more engaged interaction among all stake-
holders in the system. Dialogue is also a key activity 

in the context of workshops involving smaller groups 
(such as innovation teams), leading to the third element 
of the lab process, namely targeted, collaborative action 
based on a better understanding of leverage points, and 
mutual understanding, developed through the change lab 
processes. 

The value of these activities lies firstly in creating 
greater understanding among the participants of the 
different perspectives that exist on particular food 
system issues, and facilitating a more systemic per-
spective on the problems with which they grapple 
every day. However, the Lab is not only a ‘talk-shop’. 
In the relatively short time the groups had to work 
together, practical steps were taken that show potential 
for lasting impact. For example, the Lab facilitated 
communication between professional nutritionists and 
groups involved in food distribution activities. Together 
they were able to rapidly resolve questions regarding an 
appropriate basket of foods needed to meet consumers’ 
nutritional needs and local tastes. Two teams focusing 
on approaches to providing support to new farmers to 
enter the market and all farmers to produce food more 
cost effectively and sustainably have established strong 
networks and laid a foundation for collaboration with 
researchers on systematic work to develop a more 
grounded understanding of the formidable challenges in 
this sector. Finally, through networks established in the 
Lab, the Human Rights Commission is embarking on an 
ambitious effort to build capacity in the media to address 
food security issues, and to create a more informed and 
involved citizenry on issues of food security.  

Although we have only been active for a relatively 
short time, the Food Lab experience has provided 
important lessons on convening groups representing 
multiple perspectives and sectors, and on systemic 
approaches. At an individual level, letting go of one’s 
disciplinary or sectoral perspectives, and seeing the sys-
tem ‘with new eyes’, can be a challenge, particularly for 
experts. Nevertheless, participants in Lab activities have 
embraced the opportunity to do so, acknowledging ‘blind 
spots’ and expressing appreciation for the opportunity 
to do so. 

For a systemic process of this nature to remain 
relevant to the participants and have a lasting impact, 
it is necessary to create and sustain a balance between 
thinking, talking, and action. Players in the system have 
different levels of capacity for and interests in developing 
conceptual understandings of problems, building personal 
relationships and professional networks, and taking 
concrete action, all of which are important for systemic 
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change to happen. Innovation teams are successful to 
the extent that members are personally interested in the 
issue, and it has direct relevance for their work. 

We need to acknowledge the tension between strat-
egies that seek to base action on a thorough under-
standing of established evidence of effectiveness, and 
more emergent approaches that develop a perspective 
of the system and then begin to ‘live into the changes’. 
I believe this is an important area for further explora-
tion. We need to create more opportunities for social 
and natural scientists from different disciplines to en gage 
with each other around specific themes, and to under-
stand each other’s assumptions, frameworks and time 
scales. For example, soil scientists, plant geneticists, 
rural sociologists, agronomists, economists and nutri-
tionists would bring different perspectives to questions 
regarding the role of indigenous crops in food security 
strategies. The perspectives of newly urbanised consum-
ers, smallholder farmers and commercial farmers must 
also be heard, which adds another layer of complexity. 
Social innovations, such as the immersion and dialogue 
approaches used in the Food Lab, can assist in facilitating 
these processes.  

Documenting and evaluating the process and impact 
of change initiatives such as the Food Lab are of critical 
importance to learn from the experience, and to cre-
ate evidence to inform ongoing efforts to approach the 
challenges of systems change in innovative ways. This 
is an important area for future research, which itself 
requires innovation in methods and measurements. 
Through the Food Security Initiative at Stellenbosch 
University, which now hosts the SAFL, we can make 
a significant contribution to understanding these social 
change approaches and exploring the synergies be-
tween such efforts and formal research programmes. 
As argued in the next section, the FSI is indeed well po-
sitioned to play a leadership role in creating truly nour-
ishing food systems through our scholarship, teaching 
and social engagement.  

  

the fooD security initiative at 
stellenBosch university

the Stellenbosch University Food Security Initiative 
(FSI) is structured to address food security in a 

comprehensive way. It is a multi-faculty research and 
postgraduate training initiative, structured to contribute 
to some of the strategic themes of the University’s HOPE 
Project, namely addressing poverty, human dignity and 
health. The aim of the FSI is 

to contribute to the emergence of a resilient, 
sustainable food system for Southern Africa, by 
reconceptualising the food security challenge, 
and creating new models of practice in the food 
system, through the integration of findings from 
in depth research on key issues in the food value 
chain, collaboration across disciplinary boundaries, 
capacity building and systematic impact assessment 
(Stellenbosch University, n.d.).

The objectives, project activities and faculties involved 
in the first phase of the FSI are summarised in Table 1.

As the complexity of the food security challenge re-
quires, and on the recommendation of the Advisory 
Group, the FSI has now adopted a transdisciplinary ap-
proach, while it remains committed to drawing on the 
core strengths of the basic and applied sciences at SU. 
Transdisciplinarity is an approach that focuses explicitly 
on addressing socially relevant issues or wicked pro-
blems, through collaboration among different thought 
styles with the intent to resolve such problems – as they 
manifest at different scales – through participation and 
mutual learning. A project would be considered ‘trans-
disciplinary’ if it displays the following characteristics:

•	 It	 grasps	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	 issue	 under	 con-
sideration

•	 It	 accommodates	 diverse	 perspectives	 on	 the	 issue	
and develops a shared conceptual framework among 
the participants

•	 It	links	abstract	and	case-specific	knowledge

•	 It	 generates	 descriptive,	 normative	 and	 practical	
knowledge with the explicit intent to contribute to 
the common good

•	 Given	 that	 the	 ‘common	 good’	 can	 mean	 different	
things to different people, assumptions and values 
must be made explicit and must be open for nego-
tiation (Pohl, 2011). 

This approach to transdisciplinary research redefines 
the process of ‘problem solving’ and leads to change in 
multiple domains, including changes in attitudes (on the 
part of academic and non-academic participants alike), 
changes in ownership of the project, competencies 
and capacities, institutional change and technological 
development. Going forward, the initiative can make a 
significant contribution to creating a ‘nourishing food 
system’ in South Africa and the region by pulling together 
knowledge from different disciplines in a systematic 
manner, and exploring innovative means to strengthen 
the relationships between researchers and decision 
makers in the food system.  
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Table 1: Objectives and activities of the Food Security Initiative

FSI objective Project activities and outputs Faculties and departments 

I. Improve knowledge of the Policy studies, focusing on climate change, AgriSciences: Agricultural 
social, economic and role of agribusiness in achieving food Economics 
political aspects of food and security 
nutritional insecurity in 
Southern Africa. 

Social dynamics related to food security - Social Sciences: Sociology and 
how power, gender inequality, social Social Anthropology 
networks, identity shape livelihoods, 
access and distribution of food , and 
implications of declining fish stocks on 
livelihoods 

Development of a regional and local food Development Management: 
economy model, based on sustainability Sustainability Institute 
principles and an understanding of the 
political economy of local food systems 

Nutritional and food security assessments Health Sciences, AgriSciences: 
in rural and peri-urban communities Human Nutrition; Agricultural 

Economics 

2. Promote the utilisation of Nutritional assessment, local intervention Health Sciences, Human 
safe and nutritious food. studies and policy recommendations Nutrition 

3. Empower small-scale Technology transfer and process Engineering 

farmers through appropriate improvement for emerging farmers, 

new technologies. entrepreneurs and fisherfolk 

4. Reduce food losses in the Waste reduction, including in animal AgriSciences: Horticulture; 
farm-to-fork chain. source foods and postharvest technology Animal Science 

(in plant production); also quantification 
of losses (including waste, quality and 
nutrient losses) along the value chain 

Biotechnology solutions - antimicrobial Engineering 
agents to prevent crop losses 

5. Improve crop production Soil fertility management, combining AgriSciences: Soil Science 
and water-use efficiency. chemistry, physics, microbiology, ecology 

Improving crop production efficiency: Engineering 
technical systems development for crop 
and water supply monitoring 

6. Understand Policy studies, focusing on climate change, AgriSciences: Agricultural 
environmental and climatic role of agribusiness in achieving food Economics 
changes and their security 
implications for agricultural 
policy and practice. 

Biodiversity and water systems modelling, Engineering 
using multi-disciplinary analysis of 
complex systems 
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conclusion

in this paper I have argued that the complex challenges 
we face in the food system require us to shift how we 

think about it, and how we approach creating a system 
that works for everyone. The current food system is 
characterised by gross inequality, with almost a billion 
people worldwide at risk of food insecurity, while an 
estimated 30 to 40% of food bought by affluent house-
holds ends up in garbage cans (Godfray et al., 2010). 
Both undernutrition and obesity are consequences of 
unhealthy diets, of unhealthy diets, lowering productivity 
and taxing health systems in rich and poor countries 
alike. The environmental costs of an agricultural system 
that relies on fossil fuel energy, threatens biodiversity 
by expanding into forests and grasslands, and generates 
greenhouse gasses are vast, as are the effects of climate 
change and rising fuel prices on production systems, 
particularly in Africa. In South Africa, unresolved land 
reform issues, neglect of agricultural research and farmer 
support, and a lack of security in rural areas continue 
to plague food production, giving rise to concerns that 
national food security could come under threat. Calls 
for ‘system redesign’ are no longer restricted to a 
marginal minority of social and environmental activists. 
Government and private sector leaders are joining 
nongovernmental organisations and concerned citizens 
in calling for ‘food system redesign’. 

I have suggested that the food system we create must 
be measured by its contribution to sustainable health. As 
reflected in various new initiatives linking human and animal 
health (e.g. the EcoHealth initiative), sustainable health 
includes human health, soil health, plant health and animal 
health – thus healthy people, economies and ecosystems. 

I have proposed that we adopt the notion of ‘a 
nourishing food system’ as an organising principle for 
rethinking the food system we want, and beginning to 
create it wherever we are. I have demonstrated how 
such a model would assist with reframing the issues in 
constructive terms, without losing the rigor of critical 
thinking on aspects of the system. It can also serve to 
give more prominence to the psychological and cultural 
dimensions of the food system, aspects that are under-
researched and vital for building mutual understanding of 
what we expect of our food systems and the factors that 
influence decision making – whether at the personal, 
interpersonal or systemic level. I then described the 
Southern Africa Food Lab as an example of the kinds of 
innovations that can be found in how we work towards 
a food system that nourishes. The SAFL brings people 
with different (even opposing) perspectives and from 
different sectors together to see the system in a new 
way, and to prototype and pilot new ways of doing 
things in the food system, thus creating models of what 
can work to give us the food system we want. 

Finally, I have argued that the Food Security Initiative 
at Stellenbosch University provides us the opportunity – 
here and now – to enact a food system that nourishes. 
We have the opportunity to develop the model, 
develop research programmes that build on and further 
strengthen basic, applied and transdisciplinary research 
capacity at the University, while engaging with partners 
in the public and private sector in innovative ways. At the 
same time, we can take these ideas into our cafeterias, 
student residences and homes.… The nourishing food 
system can thus also be created as we speak and work 
for it. 
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