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FRESH PRODUCE MARKETS COULD HELP 

SHAPE SA’S FARMING FUTURE 
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Abstract 

This short article focuses on the impact of farm consolidation within agricultural economies and 

highlights the role local markets can play in combating the global trend in growing farm sizes. It 

uses the Latin American system of local fresh produce markets as an example of how South 

Africa could utilise local market systems. The original article was an op-ed piece for Farmers’ 

Weekly, South Africa. 

 

Get big or get out? 

It’s a 400ha farm fifteen minutes from Malmsbury and less than an hour from Cape Town, one 

of Africa’s wealthiest cities. The fertile Malmsbury shale combined with 4 generations worth of 

experience with this land make for a formidable farming combination – the agricultural trophies 

on the dresser next to the door attest to that. The family are innovators too, make much of 

their own equipment and started investing heavily in building soil carbon long before it became 

trendy. Yet the mood in the lounge is sombre, and I’m sitting opposite a farmer trying to keep a 

grip on his life in the face of the obvious fact that things are collapsing. He’s sending his only son 

away to work on a farm in the USA, and leasing his land to one of his larger neighbours who can 

afford to plant it in light of the forecast grain prices. What does a farmer do all year with no 

land and no children?  

I leave with a sinking feeling in my stomach not just for him but for the country at large. After all 

if a highly competent, 4th generation farmer on some of the country’s prime agricultural land is 

failing to make things work then what hope is there, realistically, for our national plans to 

successfully establish a new cadre of emerging farmers on redistributed land?  

This particular story may be playing out on a wheat farm belonging to a white Afrikaans farmer, 

but it as true in the rest of South Africa as in the USA, South Korea or any number of other 

countries across the world. Over the past half century the number of farming units in the USA 

has dropped by two thirds while the average farm size has tripled. Readers of this publication 

will be all too familiar with the rate at which the number of commercial farmers in South Africa 

continues to drop as farm sizes increase. As a direct result of the agglomeration of farms, the 

total number of commercial farming units in the Western Cape dropped by 7 percent from 

7 185 in  2002 to 6 682 in 2007 (Stats SA, 2002; Stats SA, 2007). Corresponding employment 

figures on large farms for the same period showed a 13.5 percent decline from 219 091 full-
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time and part-time employees in 2002 to 189 489 in 2007 (Stats SA, 2002; Stats SA, 2007). That 

was 29 000 jobs we could ill afford to loose, lost in just 5 years largely in the name of forcing 

agricultural efficiency via increasing economies of scale.  

The pervasive economic rational for this is that these losses were a regrettable, but necessary 

step taken in order to ensure that we retain at least some agricultural jobs by staying 

internationally competitive. It is true that economic competition and innovation are critical. Yet 

the current path of universally increasing economies of scale all the way along our food value 

chain is fundamentally contradictory to the basic principles of competition and innovation.  By 

continually reducing the numbers of players throughout the value chain we are creating highly 

monopolistic structures within our food system that lack the diversity required to be truly 

innovative. 

As the playing field between producers, retailers and consumers is currently laid out, increasing 

economies of scale may appear, in some cases, to be delivering better prices to the consumer. 

However, the reality is that any system which relies on shedding jobs and increasing 

monopolisation in order to reduce the price tag of a shelf item is fundamentally unsustainable. 

What society saves at the checkout desk they invariably pay for in other, less obvious ways. 

The most common point of focus in any discussion about combating consolidation tends to be 

the role the state plays in setting import tariffs and trade barriers. However, industry observers 

such as the National Agricultural Marketing Committee (NAMC) highlight the very problematic 

nature of retail consolidation; stating in no uncertain terms that “[The] situation is worsening 

for small farmers as the markets slowly consolidate in favour of privately run supermarkets [ 

and that] it is necessary that the government take measures to protect the small farmers from 

the impending disaster” (Louw, Geyser,  Madevu & Ndanga, 2005, p50). In the seven years since 

the release of this report in 2005, the steady process of consolidation has continued across 

every level of the food value chain and the NAMC have subsequently released a number of well 

researched reports effectively reiterating this same warning.   

Given that the problem appears to be clearly understood, perhaps the question which really 

remains to be effectively dealt with is simply ‘How do we do it?’ 

 

Local fresh produce market systems support fragmented agriculture 

In answering this question of how government and the farming community may take up the 

NAMC’s call to protect small farmers from obsolescence it is useful to consider the safe guards 

put in place by a number other emerging economies up against the same challenge. A notable 

example of which is the maintenance and support for localised market systems which operate 

in parallel with centralised retail chains.   

Given the prominent role localised markets play across many South American countries it was 

encouraging to follow the South African agricultural delegation’s recent visit to Costa Rica, 

where local fresh produce markets remain a prominent feature in the link between family 

farmers and urban consumers.   
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In Costa Rica, as in other Latin American 

countries such as Peru and Bolivia, vibrant 

local markets backed by the state, grant 

local producers direct and regulated access 

to their target markets; a system which is 

benefiting producers and consumers alike. 

These are spaces which promote 

competition in the true sense while helping 

to ensure that the profits from local food 

systems are shared widely amongst the 

community.    

It is important to note that these are not highly crowed, unhygienic informal stalls stocked with 

wilting greens and over ripe tomatoes. With between 20 and 200 registered retailers operating 

under a single roof, competition for customers is high. Traders know that anyone touting sub-

standard produce without adjusting the price accordingly is quickly left by the wayside. Unlike 

large retail chains, which excel in their ability to create captive markets for a wide range of over 

priced goods through the strategic use of loss-leaders, localised fresh produce markets offer 

consumers almost instantaneous price and quality comparison. This system is a text book 

example of perfect competition that benefits the consumer. Yet, because the families 

responsible for producing the goods are also the ones negotiating with customers the farming 

community is also safe guarded against unreasonable exploitation by intermediaries.  

Furthermore, what local markets lack in terms of scale-driven price competitiveness, they make 

up for in other ways; not least of which is the fact that these inexpensive facilities only operate 

for the 5 – 10 hours a week that are required to ensue that local communities are stocked up 

with their basic needs (for the rest of the week these venues are available to fulfil other public 

needs). Taking this into account it is unsurprising that in Costa Rica local markets tend to deliver 

farm produce in greater abundance and at equal price to the local Wal-Mart brands. 

Finding a balance  

It’s clear that international markets and retail chains have a role to play in our globalised food 

system, this is not up for question. Coffee and beef are major export earners for Costa Rica and 

most farmers in that country will produce at least one of the two to sell into the international 

market as part of their income stream.  

However, what the local town markets like those found across Costa Rica demonstrate is that 

with state support in infrastructure and regulation, it is possible to establish parallel systems 

through which local farming families may choose to bi-pass monopolistic retail structures. They 

also demonstrate that in practice these systems are able to support smaller farmers while 

supplying a wide range of high quality produce ranging from fruit and vegetables to diary and 

processed goods at prices that compete with regional Wal-Mart subsidiaries. The key difference 

being that local markets excel at decentralising power and profit.  

For battling farmers in South African for whom farm size and retailer compliance are currently 

insurmountable barriers to success, the alternative offered by localised markets could make all 

Image 1 Weekly produce market in Perez Zeledon, Costa Rica - 

2011 
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the difference. This difference could have a profound knock-on effect for the tens of thousands 

of farm-workers who will otherwise loose their jobs over the next decade as farm numbers 

continue to dwindle.  

 

Luke Metelerkamp is a food systems researcher at the Sustainability Institute in Stellenbosch 
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