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World Food Day 2019  

South African Indigenous Food Crops and Food Security   

World Food Day is marked every year on 16 October, in honour of the date on which the United 

Nations founded the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) in 1945. It is widely celebrated by 

organisations concerned with food security, including the World Food Programme and the 

International Fund for Agricultural Development. Every year there is a theme for organisations and 

governments to focus their interventions and resources on in order to promote food security. This 

year’s theme is “Our actions are our future. Healthy diets for #ZeroHunger World.” 

Food systems around the world continue to evolve due to changing social systems. The increasing 

rate of population growth, and scientific and technological innovation have over the years been the 

most significant driving forces in changing food systems. But governments across the globe still 

grapple with the challenge of providing equitable and nutritious food to the human population. This 

challenge is continually exacerbated by the rapid depletion of natural resources and the effects of 

climate change.  

The need to maximise food production and to improve food systems has over the years eroded 

indigenous food crops and systems in most parts of the world. Partly as a result of this, most of the 

food that is available for consumption at affordable prices and accessible rates of production is of low 

nutritional value; and the production of such food often involves unsustainable methods, with little 

consideration for naturally functioning ecosystems or for human health.  

South Africa’s indigenous food crops are divided into three categories: grains, vegetables and fruit. 

They include food crops that are originally from South Africa, as well as crops which were introduced 

to the country and are now considered traditional. These include millet; bambara groundnut; cowpea; 

cassava; amadumbe; blackjack; marula, wild plum; and raisin bush. Most of these crops require very 

little input to grow; they are highly nutritious; and are resistant to droughts, pests and diseases. They 

have the resilience to grow under various weather conditions, and have the potential for providing 

food security. The majority of these crops are adaptable to marginal areas, and as such increase the 

rate of food accessibility where it is most needed. There is a growing amount of research regarding 

the health benefits of these crops; and the potential that they have to eradicate hunger through the 

expansion and development of related food systems and their economic value. 

 



The following links provide more details on South Africa’s indigenous food crops:  

 http://southafrica.co.za/benefits-challenges-indigenous-food-crops.html 

 file:///C:/Users/User/Downloads/sustainability-11-00172.pdf 

 https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2019-07-05-bambara-and-food-crops-of-

continental-memory/ 

 https://mg.co.za/article/2019-10-04-00-heritage-foods-are-on-the-menu 

 https://www.up.ac.za/institute-for-food-nutrition-and-well-being/article/2655068/health-

promoting-properties-of-indigenous-commercially-produced-south-african-foods 

 http://www.sun.ac.za/english/Lists/news/DispForm.aspx?ID=4425 
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