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FIGURE 1 – Major land use (A) and changes in major land use (B)
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Context

•	 South	Africa’s	agriculture	is	characterized	by	a	dual	
economy,	with	a	well-developed	commercial	sector	
alongside	predominantly	subsistence	farming	in	
communal	areas,	where	it	remains	the	primary	
source	of	employment.i	

•	 About	80%	of	the	total	land	is	used	for	agriculture,	
of	which	13%	is	arable	and	suitable	for	commercial	
crop	production,	while	the	rest	is	used	as	rangeland	
for	grazing	cattle,	sheep	and	goats	(Figure	1A).ii

•	 Only	40%	of	young	children	(6–23	months)	consume	
a	minimum	diet	diversity.iii	Among	adults,	the	
mortality	rate	attributable	to	inadequate	diets	is	219	
per	100,000	population.	

•	 Major	land	use	changes	include	urbanization,	
agricultural	expansion	and	net	deforestation	
(despite	afforestation	efforts	in	other	areas)	(Figure	
1B).

•	 The	IUCN	Red	List	estimates	that	around	603	
species	across	taxa	are	threatened	in	the	country	
due	to	various	reasons,	including	those	directly	or	
indirectly	related	to	agriculture.		
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Agrobiodiversity 
Index results

•	 South	Africa	scores	medium	for	the	present	status	
of	agrobiodiversity	(Figure	2A).	Agrobiodiversity	
in	genetic	resource	management	for	future	
options	adds	most	strongly	to	the	status	score,	
followed	by	agrobiodiversity	in	markets	and	
consumption	for	healthy	diets	and	a	relatively	low	
score	on	agrobiodiversity	in	production	systems	
for	sustainable	agriculture.	This	trend	indicates	
that	genetic	resources	are	highly	available	and	
can	be	further	unlocked	for	sustainable	use	in	
consumption	and	production.	

•	 The	progress	score	is	medium-low	(Figure	2B).	
Specific	strategies	and	targets	to	use	the	available	
agrobiodiversity	for	sustainable	agriculture	are	
mostly	absent	in	the	sources	analyzed.	On	the	
positive	side,	South	Africa	showed	an	explicit	
ambition	to	diversify	diets	in	its	Roadmap	for	
Nutrition	in	South	Africa	(2013−2017).	

•	 Compared	to	the	10-country	average,	South	Africa	
scores	just	below	average	for	status	score	and	above	
average	for	the	progress	scores.	Its	increasing	focus	
on	and	commitment	to	the	role	of	agrobiodiversity	
for	nutrition	can	trigger	demand	that	helps	unlock	
the	potential	of	agrobiodiversity	along	the	value	
chain,	from	genetic	resource	management	to	
production	and	consumption.

FIGURE 2 – Overview of Agrobiodiversity Index scores for South Africa
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TABLE 1 – Overview of the Agrobiodiversity Indicator scores per pillar for Peru

Pillar 1 Pillar 2 Pillar 3

Agrobiodiversity 
in markets and 
consumption for 
healthy diets

Agrobiodiversity 
in production 
for sustainable 
agriculture

Agrobiodiversity 
in genetic 
resource 
management for 
future options

Commitment Level of commitment to enhancing consumption 
and markets of agrobiodiversity for healthy diets 50   

Level of commitment to enhancing production and 
maintenance of agrobiodiversity for sustainable 
agriculture

 48  

Level of commitment to enhancing genetic 
resource management of agrobiodiversity for 
current and future use options

  46

Actions Consumption and market management practices 
supporting agrobiodiversity 25   

Production practices favouring agrobiodiversity
 25  

Production diversity-based practices
 40  

Genetic resource management practices 
supporting agrobiodiversity   21

Status Species diversity
81 23 96

Varietal diversity
  99

Functional diversity
20   

Underutilized/local species
48  22

Soil biodiversity
 30  

Pollinator biodiversity
   

Landscape complexity
 50  

Note: All scores are scaled from 0–100. The colour scheme was changed on 1 August 2019 to reflect more accurately the scores
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Leading practices

•	 Landscape-based	initiatives:	South	Africa	reports	
hosting	seven	integrated	landscape	management	
initiatives,	aimed	at	concurrently	improving	
sustainable	production,	conservation,	livelihoods	
and	governance.	Research	in	the	country	is	the	most	
active	on	the	continent	when	it	comes	to	assessing	
various	provisioning,	regulating,	supporting	and	
cultural	ecosystem	services.vi

•	 Subsidies	or	payments	to	incentivize	sustainable	
agricultural	practices:	South	Africa	deducts	the	
expenditures	incurred	by	taxpayers	to	conserve	
or	maintain	land,	based	on	a	5-year	biodiversity	
management	agreement.	

•	 International	reporting	on	agrobiodiversity:	South	
Africa	systematically	reports	on	61%	of	indicators	to	
the	World	Information	and	Early	Warning	System	
(WIEWS)	on	Plant	Genetic	Resources	for	Food	
and	Agriculture.	However,	the	country	did	not	
contribute	an	in-depth	country	profile	to	the	FAO	
State of the World’s Biodiversity in Food and Agriculture 
2019.

Areas for 
improvement

•	 Biodiversity	for	food	and	nutrition:	South	Africa	
struggles	with	a	large	malnutrition	problem.	Still	
60%	of	children	(6–23	months)	in	the	country	
do	not	consume	a	minimum	diet	diversity.	The	
rate	of	chronic	malnutrition	(stunting)	among	
children,	which	had	been	declining,	has	increased	
again	during	the	last	ten	years,	reaching	27%.vii	
Among	adults,	65%	of	women	and	40%	of	men	are	
overweight.	Consumption	of	vegetables,	fruits,	
nuts	and	seeds	is	very	low,	while	sugar-sweetened	
beverages	are	overconsumed.	

•	 Sustainable	production	practices:	Actions	targeted	
at	avoiding	overuse	of	chemical	controls	while	
fostering	and	encouraging	sustainable	production	
practices	−	such	as	organic	agriculture,	agroforestry	
and	conservation	agriculture	−	are	still	rare	in	the	
country.	

•	 Multisectoral	coordination:	The	National	Policy	
on	Food	and	Nutrition	Security	recognizes	climate	
change,	globalization	and	lack	of	coordinated	

market	interventions	as	key	elements	for	
guaranteeing	the	provision	of	nutritious	food	and	
healthy	diets,	especially	for	the	poor.	Considering	
that,	further	multisectoral	coordination	and	
commitments	are	recommended.	

Notable findings

•	 In	situ	and	ex	situ	conservation:	The	strategic	plan	
of	the	South	African	Department	of	Agriculture,	
Forestry	and	Fisheries	proposes	specific	targets	for	
in situ	and	ex situ	conservation	of	plants	and	animals.	
This	plan	also	ensures	the	protection	of	indigenous	
genetic	resources	for	food	and	agriculture	
management.	About	41%	of	useful	wild	plants	are	
conserved	in situ,	but	only	2%	are	conserved	ex situ.

•	 Crop–livestock	integration:	About	75%	of	South	
Africa’s	agricultural	land	integrates	crop	and	
livestock	production.	Such	integrated	systems	can	
contribute	to	more	closed	and	efficient	nutrient	
cycles,	soil	fertility	and	crop	diversification.	

•	 Export:	South	African	exports	worldwide	foods	
which	are	extremely	important	for	food	security,	
especially	in	the	African	continent.	The	number	of	
reported	species	in	food	exports	from	South	Africa	
has	steadily	increased	over	time,	from	42	in	1960	to	
71	in	2013.
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Risk assessment

South	Africa	is	exposed	to	all	six	risks	areas	related	to	
low	agrobiodiversity	(Figure	3),	with	risks	of	climate	
change	and	land	degradation	recording	higher	
levels	than	the	others.	Land	degradation	risks	can	
be	explained	by	the	relatively	high	use	of	chemicals	
in	production	and	the	strong	focus	on	agricultural	
intensification.	Medium-low	actions	and	commitments	
to	managing	and	using	agrobiodiversity	as	an	
adaptation	mechanism	contribute	to	these	risks	as	well.

Resilience building

Reversing	the	risk	assessment,	the	existing	
agrobiodiversity	and	current	agrobiodiversity	
management	help	build	resilience	in	various	areas	
(Figure	4).	Most	significant	are	the	country’s	efforts	to	
manage	risks	related	to	pests	and	diseases	through	the	
use	and	conservation	of	varietal	diversity.

FIGURE 3 – Increased risks related to low 
agrobiodiversity levels in South Africa
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FIGURE 4 – Contributions of Agrobiodiversity Index indicators to resilience building in South Africa
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FIGURE 5 – Spatial trends in agrobiodiversity indicators for sustainable agriculture, including agricultural land with >10% 
natural or semi-natural vegetation (A); number of harvested crops per pixel (B), and soil biodiversity index (C)
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Source: Adapted from: A) European Space Agency, 2017; B) Monfreda et al., 2008;viii C) European Soil Data Center, 2016.ix

Indicator trends

Spatial trends

In	South	Africa,	around	50%	of	agricultural	land	
contains	a	minimum	of	10%	of	natural	or	semi-natural	
vegetation	(Figure	5A),	suggesting	that	agriculture	is	
quite	interconnected	with	the	surrounding	ecosystem.	

Continued	management	of	the	relationship	between	
agriculture	and	natural	vegetation	is	critical	for	
agricultural	and	environmental	sustainability.	
Production	systems	range	from	less	to	more	diversified	
ones.	The	number	of	crop	species	harvested	per	pixel	
varies	greatly	across	the	country,	with	higher	values	in	
some	regions,	including	Highveld	and	Lowveld	(Figure	
5B).	The	soil	biodiversity	index	(Figure	5C)	is	medium-
low	in	the	western	areas	which	are	mostly	semi-desert	
with	lower	rainfall.

FIGURE 6 – Temporal trends in species diversity in 
production in South Africa (Shannon diversity Index)
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Temporal trends

In	South	Africa,	species	diversity	in	production	has	
fluctuated	over	time,	but	remained	stable	and	below	
average,	from	1965	to	2013	(Figure	6).	During	these	
years,	South	Africa	has	also	been	a	main	exporter	of	
food,	and	the	number	of	species	in	the	country’s	exports	
has	increased	over	time.	In	1965,	44	out	of	65	major	
species	produced	were	partly	exported,	while	in	2013,	
71	out	of	72	major	species	produced,	were	exported.	A	
similar	trend	is	observed	in	the	number	of	species	being	
imported,	which	increased	from	42	in	1965	to	78	major	
species	in	2013.
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