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Synopsis
The Home Garden Survey was conducted over the
course of five weeks in March and April 2013 and
was intended to gather information on nearly 500
individuals that had visited one of Abalimi’s two
Garden Centres in the Nyanga and Khayelitsha
townships of Cape Town, South Africa over the
course of August 2012 to January 2013. The
information is intended to help Abalimi Bezekhaya
to better understand the demographics of its home
gardeners and to identify their level of knowledge
related to food gardening and their motivations for
growing their own food. This information will be
used by Abalimi to expand its current support of
home gardeners in a number of identified areas.

Methodology
The research was conducted using a semi-structured
interview and the observation of 52 individual home
gardens. The interviewees were identified using a
random sample of visitors to the Abalimi Garden
Centres located in Nyanga and Khayelitsha between
August 2012 and January 2013.

Background
Abalimi Bezekhaya has been working with
individuals and groups in several areas of the Cape
Flats since 1982. The work of Abalimi Bezekhaya
has historically been centred around groups,
particularly community gardens working on land
offered for use by schools, clinics, Civic Centres or
on barren “wasteland” that would otherwise be left
unused. Over the years, thousands of individuals
have passed through the Abalimi Garden Centres to
purchase compost, seeds and seedlings or just to seek
advice. However, sparse and sometimes incorrect
information has been gathered on these individuals
over the years, which makes it difficult to fully
understand how Abalimi has impacted this group. It
is hoped that this research will assist Abalimi
Bezekhaya to begin more regular contact with its
home gardeners as well as understand how to better
assist them to make growing their home food
gardens successful and sustainable and to expand the
number of households throughout the townships
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with home gardens.

Difficulties
The team ran into several obstacles in
conducting this research. These include the lack
of accurate and sufficient information in the
Farmer Register to allow us to contact identified
individuals. Several of the entries in the farmer
register were not dated, which made it difficult
to identify when the individual came to the
Garden Centre and therefore we were forced to
leave them out of the sample. Furthermore, once
we had identified our sample, the information
given sometimes proved to be incorrect or
incomplete. This made it difficult for the
research team to reach many of the individuals
identified for the survey.
We also discovered multiple duplicate entries in
the farmer register rather than one entry with all
of an individual’s activity identified under that
one entry. As such, it is evident that the number
of individuals that have visited Abalimi’s Garden
Centres may be less than previously expected.
Based on our findings, it may also be the case
that the number of individuals visiting the
Abalimi Garden Centres has not increased
drastically over the past 6 months, but instead,
the data collection has improved and now better
reveals the number of individuals coming
through the garden centres.
Finally, some of the answers given during the
home garden survey may not fully reveal the
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information that we were looking for. Often,
what the home gardener said about their garden
did not match up with what we could observe in
their garden. A good number of the gardens were
dry and bare, allegedly due to the summer heat or
that they were about to rotate their crops.
Meanwhile, some of the questions may not have
been explained properly, including the questions
on composting, which we later discovered we did
not clarify well and many of those that answered
yes were in fact not composting.

Survey Questions

no longer had a home garden for various reasons
including construction in their yard or lack of time
to care for the garden. 64% of surveyed individuals
were female and 37% were male.

It took about 30 minutes to conduct each
interview and about another 10-15 minutes to
view the home garden and take photographs. The
interview questions began with general questions
such as age, gender, housing typology, education
level, number of individuals living in the
household, amount of money spent on food per
month, and where they buy groceries. The second
section included questions about their home
garden, including how long they have had a home
garden, what vegetables they are growing, how
much space they are growing on, where they buy
inputs for their garden, and what difficulties they
run into with their garden. A small section was
included to identify if they were using
composting techniques to fertilize their garden
and whether they had identified the possibility of
using organic waste from their neighbours to
improve the amount of compost they could
produce at home instead of having to purchase
from elsewhere. The final section focused on their
connection with Abalimi Bezekhaya and inquired
as to whether the individual had received formal
training for gardening, whether they have assisted
anyone else in their community to start a garden,
if they would be interested in participating in a
community garden and how they heard about
Abalimi Bezekhaya.

The age distribution of Abalimi-supported home
gardeners was found to be 12% under the age of
40; 15% in their 40’s; 29% in their 50’s; and 44%
over the age of 60.

Demographics

19% of surveyed individuals had an education
level below Grade 6; 60% had an education level
between Grade 7 and Grade 11; 10% graduated

Of those surveyed, 87% had some form of home
garden visible in their yard, while 13% said they
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with a diploma and 8% had some form of higher
education. One respondent said that she had never
gone to school while another was still in school at
the time of the survey and so was not included in
these numbers.

were single; 6% were divorced; and 21% were
widowed. The median household size was 4
members and the average household size was 4.5
members. The median number of children was 1
and the average number of children was 3.5. Of the
households surveyed, 31% said they supported at
least 1 individual with disabilities. One respondent
also noted that because of the care required for her
own disabled daughter, she started a daycare for
disabled children at her home and started her home
garden to help supplement food for the children.

33% of survey respondents claimed that they were
unemployed at the time of the survey; 31% of
respondents were retired; 17% were employed in
jobs including drivers, domestic helpers, a
photographer, a nurse, a traditional health
practitioner and a restaurant manager; 15% were
self-employed in areas ranging from Spaza shop
owner, running a daycare, a painter and a
seamstress. One young boy was still in school and
so was not included in this section.

Food Cost &
Consumption
The average cost of food per month for those
surveyed was 1650 Rand, while the median cost of
food per month was 700 Rand. However, there was
an obvious disconnect between 60% of
respondents that said they spent less than 900
Rand on food per month and 31% of respondents
that said they spent more than 1000 Rand on food
per month. This difference could be attributed to
the difference in household income or could also be

14% of those surveyed were found to be living in
shacks with a varying degree of available space for
gardening purposes; 83% lived in homesteads and
4% lived in multi-unit housing. It is important to
note that these numbers may be skewed, as it was
more difficult to visit homes in certain areas with
easy access by car. Additionally, several areas were
deemed unsafe to visit so we did not conduct
interviews in these areas. Finally, it was often
necessary to have both the address and a correct
phone number for us to conduct an interview. If
we could not find the house we would then call the
individual on the telephone and ask them to guide
us to their home or meet us on a main road to
direct us to their home.

33% of survey respondents were married; 39%
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attributed to the amount of food they are able to
grow for themselves in their home garden.
Shoprite was the most common grocery store
visited by those surveyed. Pick and Pay was the
second most common grocery store, followed by
Goal. Most respondents noted that they spent an
average of 12 Rand each way to visit the grocery
store using taxis. Several respondents also said they
visited street vendors on occasion but said this was
typically for last minute items or fruits and these
purchases did not comprise a large portion of their
diet. Several of surveyed individuals noted the
quality of vegetables available at large grocery
chains to be less than desired. Several survey
respondents identified access to fresh vegetables as
a major reason for starting a home garden, which
may be linked to the lack of access to fresh
vegetables in available grocery chains. Some home
gardeners also noted the high cost of fresh fruits
and vegetables, but some said that it was cheaper
to buy from large grocery stores than from local
street vendors or Spaza shops.

25% of home gardeners had an estimated 10 sq m
or less with which to garden; 17% had between
10 and 20 sq m; 23% had between 20 and 30 sq
m; 21% had more than 30 sq m; and 12% were
unknown. These numbers may be affected by the
fact that it is typically those that already have
room for a garden or were desperate for a way to
grow their own food that would put the time and
effort into growing their own vegetables.

26.9% of home gardeners said they ate from their
garden everyday; 17.3% ate from their garden
three times a week; 26.9% ate from their garden
twice a week; and 15.4% ate from their garden
once a week. The rest of the respondents did not
have a garden or did not feel they grew enough
vegetables to consider it a part of their diet.

44% of home gardeners were actually gardening
on less than 10 sq m; 27% were gardening on 10
to 20 sq m; and 14% were gardening on more
than 20 sq m. The rest of the respondents did not
have a garden at the time the survey was
conducted. We regularly noticed that individuals
were often gardening on much less space than
they had available. Some survey respondents
claimed that they were saving the additional space
to build shacks for their children. We also saw a
large number of homes that had filled in the
available space with concrete. It was often too
difficult remove the concrete once it had been
added and therefore this space was deemed
unusable for gardening purposes.

Garden Details
33% of home gardeners said that they had been
gardening for more than 10 years; 25% said they
had been gardening between 5 and 10 years; and
10% said they had been gardening for less than 1
year. 10 respondents did not answer this question
(19%).
44% of respondents said that they received no
additional help in their garden; 33% received help
from a family member within their household; 4%
received help from a family member outside of
their household; and 14% received help from
friends or neighbours.
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The most commonly cited difficulties were pests
(28.9%); the cost of water (26.9%); snails (25%);
theft (13.5%); lack of tools (13.5%); poor soil
difficult to grow in (13.5%); the cost of compost
(11.5%); birds (9.6%); lack of space (9.6%); lack
of knowledge on gardening techniques (7.7%); rats
(5.8%); lack of money to buy supplies (3.8%); the
difficulty of doing the manual labour required
(1.9%); and moles (1.9%). This question proved
to be poorly explained as we found many of the
answers to not cover the broader context of why
individuals in the townships choose not to grow
their own food in home gardens despite the
prevalence of hunger.

easier to grow and are a regular part of the Xhosa
diet. The second most common vegetables were
tomatoes (44.2%), potatoes (40.4%), beetroot
(36.5%), green peppers, and carrots (32.7%).
These vegetables take more knowledge to grow
successfully and are not as readily available as
seedlings. The next most common vegetables
were mielie (23%), broccoli (21.2%), green beans
(21.2%), pumpkin (19.2%), lettuce (17.3%) and
turnip (17.3%). Finally, the least common
vegetables grown included spring onion (9.6%),
sweet potato (7.7%), butternut (7.7%), eggplant
(7.7%), chillis (7.7%), cauliflower (5.8%), garlic
(3.8%), leek (3.8%), red onion (1.9%), cucumber
(1.9%), red pepper (1.9%), marog (1.9%),
english spinach (1.9%), soy beans (1.9%),
avocado (1.9%), watermelon (1.9%) and
strawberries (1.9%).

Garden Variety
The most common vegetables being grown in
home garden plots were spinach (83%), cabbage
(69%) and onions (48%). This seemed to be
connected to the fact that these vegetables were
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of the gardener. Many gardens with a large variety
of vegetables were those that were most successful.
Many of the gardeners that had less experience
grew the more common vegetables or those that
took less effort to grow successfully. We also saw a
link between the vegetables that were available in
seedling form at the garden centres. Many of the
gardeners with less knowledge grew all of their
vegetables from seedling form and purchased the
seedlings from the garden centres. Therefore, the
most common vegetable varieties corresponded
with the seedlings available for purchase at the
garden centres.

spinach (87%); tomatoes (17.4%); potatoes
(8.7%); green pepper (8.7%); seedlings (8.7%);
mielies (4.4%); chillies (4.4%); and onions
(4.4%). The average price spinach was sold for
was 5 rand for a bunch. Onions were sold for 5
rand, potatoes and tomatoes were commonly sold
for 1 rand each, chillis were sold for 5 rand per
bag and seedling trays were sold for 12 seedlings
for 4 rand or an entire tray for 50 rand.

Vegetable Sale
52% of home gardeners did not make extra money
off of selling vegetables from their garden. 44.2%
of home gardeners said that they sold vegetables
from their garden for a small profit. 63.5% of
home gardeners said that they regularly gave away
vegetables to neighbors and friends or to people in
need. 36.5% of home gardeners said they did not
give away vegetables from their home garden.

Perceived Benefits of
Gardening

Of the 44.2% of home gardeners that sold their
vegetables the most common vegetable sold was

The main benefits of having a home garden
identified by survey respondents were eating fresh
vegetables (50%); saving money (40.4%); doing
an activity they enjoy (26.9%); healthy living
(19.2%); helping others by giving vegetables away
(15.4%); making a small profit (13.5%); having
food to eat that they don’t have to buy (11.5%);
interaction with the environment and green space
(5.8%); eating organic vegetables (3.8%); getting
exercise (3.8%); having a variety of vegetable
options (1.9%); and not having to ask for hand
outs (1.9%).

Knowledge and
Training
The majority of home gardeners seemed to have a
basic knowledge of urban gardening. When asked
if they used compost, 40.4% of survey
respondents said that they did not compost
themselves but only bought compost from the
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the Department of Agriculture, the Department
of Labour – Create Your Own Peace Garden, the
University of Stellenbosch, SEED, Quakers or in
school.

Main Findings
Based on the findings of the Home Garden
Survey it is clear that Abalimi Bezekhaya is having
a positive influence in the communities where it
works. Though there was concern that many of
the individuals that came through the Abalimi
Garden Centres would not be gardening, we
found that a reasonable number of them (87%)
had some form of garden visible in their yard
(although not all of them had anything growing
in them). Nevertheless, the level of success being
experienced by each gardener varied widely
among those surveyed.
It was obvious that Abalimi Bezekhaya was
known mainly through word of mouth or by
individuals walking by the Garden Centres and
becoming interested in what the organization was
all about. Several home gardeners were also found
to have started their garden with the help of
another gardener on their street or in their
community.

Abalimi Garden Centres. The other 57.7% of
respondents said that they did some form of
composting at home, however only a few of these
respondents could show an actual compost pile.
We later discovered that several of the home
gardeners were under the impression that throwing
vegetable scraps on the surface of their garden beds
was composting.

Outside of the homes we were visiting for the
purpose of conducting our survey, it was obvious
that several households in the townships were
taking up gardening and various gardens could
easily be seen from the streets.

55.8% of survey respondents did not receive any
form of training before starting their home garden.
Many individuals noted that they had grown up in
the Eastern Cape where gardening and agriculture
were common practice. They noted that this is
how they knew what to do to grow their own
vegetables. 17.3% of survey respondents had taken
part in an Abalimi Urban Agriculture Course,
however, several of these individuals noted that
they had missed various days of the course and had
not learned specific techniques such as composting
or organic pest control. 19.2% of respondents
received training from another source including
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Most of the home gardeners we surveyed showed
a great deal of enthusiasm for gardening and were
happy to be able to show off the vegetables they
were growing. Those that were not doing well
showed a bit of embarrassment but were still
willing to show us the plot and asked many
questions about how they could improve their
gardens.
Around 50% of the individuals that said they had
gardens showed us a garden plot that was empty
and unused. Several individuals claimed that they
were waiting for the cooler weather to replant,
they couldn’t afford compost and seedlings, or
that they were waiting for a number of other
variables to change. This could be connected to a
widespread negative perception of gardening as
something only done in the Eastern Cape, the
many obstacles faced by individuals in the
townships who wish to grow a garden or it could
be directly related to a lack of interest or
willingness to do the work required for a
successful garden. Despite all of these variables,
we ran into person after person that had a strong
desire to grow their own food garden despite the
obstacles they experienced. It is evident that with
more specific attention given to the needs of these
home gardeners, Abalimi Bezekhaya could
produce positive results in the short term. The
support provided by Abalimi Bezekhaya to home
gardeners currently only scratches the surface of
what it could provide in the future.

Abalimi Bezekhaya has a great opportunity to
support a wider movement of home gardeners
throughout the townships and would benefit
from creating partnerships with other
organizations that are seeking to do the same.
While it may be that this movement would grow
organically, as can already be seen based on our
findings, it may also be possible to assist the
movement along by offering more support
catering to the specific needs of home gardeners
and continuing to show people in the townships
the benefits of growing their own vegetables.

While many individuals showed great enthusiasm
for gardening we also found a lack of the
necessary tools and knowledge to grow a
sustainable food garden. Many gardeners did not
own tools, were worried about the money
required to pay for water, stopped caring for their
garden if they could not afford to buy more
compost or regularly had items stolen from their
yard including tools and watering equipment.
Despite the hardships, many of these individuals
were still attempting to keep their garden
growing, which we found to be related to a
genuine belief that urban agriculture can offer real
benefits to their lives.
	
  

Main Observations
Visibility: A large number of those interviewed
did not know the name Abalimi Bezekhaya.
Instead, many of these individuals knew Abalimi
through the Garden Centres, which are known as
either the Nyanga Garden Centre (next to the
Xolani Clinic) or as Roma in Khayelitsha, as
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many now know the garden by the fact that it is
located at the Roman Catholic Church. This
made us aware that the visibility of Abalimi
Bezekhaya is rather low. The Garden Centres are
often seen as shops rather than as community
centres and a space where people have access to
information and assistance related to growing
their own vegetables. This may be helped by
posting signs about the Abalimi Garden Centres
and membership throughout the townships in
clinics, community centres, grocery stores, schools
(wherever there may be a wall that information
can be posted). This could further get the word
out about Abalimi Bezekhaya and would help the
community to see it as more than a garden store.

We found that many of the home gardeners have
never had any training related to urban
agriculture or gardening. We often found people
growing in very poor soil without the knowledge
of how to improve soil quality. We also found
many gardeners without the knowledge of how to
create plots, correct spacing between plants, and
the proper planting schedule. Several of these
individuals showed great interest in taking part in
the Urban Agriculture Training Course but did
not know that it was available to them through
the Garden Centres. A certain portion of the
interviewees also explained that they were unable
to spend four consecutive days doing the course
because they were either employed full-time or
they were looking for work and had to focus all of
their time on that. It may be beneficial to vary the
schedule for the urban agriculture training course
by doing separate workshops in case someone
wants a refresher course on a specific area or to
allow those who are forced to miss days during
the course to make up that day. The best way to
ensure that everyone who attends the training
course gained all of the required information is to
require them to attend each session before
receiving their certificate. By offering shorter
courses on specific subject areas people will be
able to spread out the days they attend the
training course and more people will be able to fit
it into their schedules.

Membership: Only 30% of the home gardeners
surveyed said that they had an Abalimi Bezekhaya
membership. Moreover, many of those that
claimed to have a membership seemed to view it
as a one-time purchase of compost and seedlings
and were unaware of the other perks that came
with their membership. It may be helpful to post
a sign at both of the garden centres with the price
of a membership and everything that comes with
it. Ideally, each new member would be given a
membership card and number that can be
presented at any Abalimi Garden Centre location.
If the member loses their card then it should be
simple to search for them in the files or on a
database to retrieve their membership number
and expiration date and to create a new card for
them.

Data Collection: Abalimi’s data collection could
be greatly improved with a few important
changes. We ran into a number of difficulties
with the information provided by the Farmer
Register. It is important to think of a way that
information can be gathered on an individual
each time they visit the garden centre under the
same entry. This may mean starting an
alphabetized record of each individual that visits
the garden centres. On their first visit they are
entered into the book with all of their
information including name, address, telephone
number and date of visit. On each following visit
the individual is found in the book and a check is
done to make sure all of the information is correct

It was also evident that many gardeners purchased
memberships but were unaware of when their
membership expired. With a card it would be
easy to see when they needed to renew their
membership in order to keep receiving their
benefits. A membership database would also help
to provide this information at each transaction so
that the individual could be prompted to renew
their membership if it is about to expire.
Skill Level: Many of those interviewed did not
have the basic skills to make their gardens viable.
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and up to date and whatever activity takes place is
added under the same entry. This will allow the
history of an individual to be easily looked at by
going to their record, allowing the viewer to see
when the individual first joined Abalimi, what they
have purchased and how often, if they have done the
Urban Agriculture Training Course, etc. In the same
way, when new information or individuals are added
to the Farmer Register, a check should be done to
insure that the individual is not already in the
system. Currently, the numbers are skewed because
each activity is entered onto the Farmer Register as a
new entry even if it is the same person. Another
important tool that could help improve data
collection would be to use database management
software, which would enable the viewer to sort and
enter information in a much faster, easier and userfriendly way.
Composting: Many of the home gardeners were
found to have a very low skill level on composting.
When asked if they composted, many of those
interviewed said yes. However, upon viewing their
garden it was often evident that they merely threw
food scraps on top of the soil in their garden, which
they considered to be composting. Considering that
many of the gardeners noted that they were
constrained by their ability to access cash to
purchase compost to keep their gardens going, it is
extremely important that the home gardeners are
able to effectively create their own compost. It
would be helpful to this situation to have Abalimi
focus on composting as a major teaching area for the
next year. Composting techniques could be
advertised at the Garden Centres, short composting
workshops could be offered, a composting campaign
could be run, etc. Until home gardeners are able to
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maintain their gardens using their own compost
it does not seem that growing their own food is
a sustainable food security option. Therefore, a
great deal of effort should go into teaching
people to create their own compost using local,
easily accessible waste products.
Community Engagement: Many areas that we
visited revealed that one individual could have a
major effect on the amount of gardening that
takes place on their street or in their
community. These individuals often have a
strong standing in their community and are
often sought out for advice. By finding these
individuals and working through them to
engage their communities, Abalimi has a greater
chance of assisting more home gardeners and
adding more individuals to the ranks of home
gardeners. We often found that “expert
gardeners” were already attempting to assist
their neighbours to start home gardens.
However, with the added support of Abalimi
Bezekhaya and Abalimi field workers, their
efforts may show even better results. These
“expert gardeners” may also be good home
vendors, as this will allow them to assist their
neighbours
more
immediately.
These
individuals may also be the beginning of greater
community engagement by Abalimi Bezekhaya.
Ideally, one day Abalimi will have a field worker
dedicated to working with home gardeners and
running small workshops at the community
level. This individual will also be able to work
with home vendors to ensure that each home
vendor is fully stocked and properly
maintaining their mini-garden centre.
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