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44 1. INTRODUCTION TO PROLINNOVA1

PROLINNOVA is a Global Partnership Programme under the umbrella of the Global Forum on Agricultural 
Research (GFAR). It is an international learning and advocacy network that was initiated by non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) keenly concerned with agricultural research and development (ARD). It focuses on 
recognising the dynamics of indigenous knowledge and on learning how to strengthen the capacities of farmers 
(a term that includes peasant/family farmers, forest dwellers, pastoralists and fi sherfolk) to adjust to changing 
conditions – to develop and adapt their own site-appropriate systems and institutions of resource management. 
The central goal of PROLINNOVA is to develop and institutionalise partnerships and methodologies that promote 
processes of local innovation for environmentally-sound use of natural resources. The ultimate aim is that an 
approach of building on and enhancing local innovation processes through participatory action learning becomes 
understood, accepted and integrated in the regular work of research, extension and education institutions.

This international programme is currently underway in nine countries: Cambodia, Ethiopia, Ghana, Nepal, Niger, 
South Africa, Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda. In each country, an NGO convenes the major stakeholders in ARD 
to design and implement a “country programme (CP)”. A sister programme (PROFEIS – Promoting Farmer 
Innovation and Experimentation in the Sahel) recently received funding to expand the activities in francophone 
West Africa, a programme to promote local innovation in the Andes and another in Mozambique were designed at 
multi-stakeholder workshops in 2006, and similar activities are underway in Kenya and the South Pacifi c. 

PROLINNOVA’s vision, mission and goal

Vision: a world in which farmers play decisive roles in agricultural research and development for 
sustainable livelihoods

Mission: to foster a culture of mutual learning and synergy in local innovation processes in agriculture and 
natural resource management

Goal: to develop and institutionalise partnerships and methodologies that promote processes of local 
innovation for environmentally-sound use of natural resources

In particular, PROLINNOVA seeks to: 
• demonstrate the effectiveness of user-led innovation for sustainable development
• build farmer-extension-researcher partnerships
• enhance capacities of farmers, researchers, extension workers and policymakers in participatory   
 approaches
• pilot decentralised funding mechanisms to promote local innovation
• stimulate national and regional policy dialogue to favour local innovation
• set up platforms for refl ection, analysis and learning about promoting local innovation
• integrate participatory approaches to farmer-led innovation and experimentation into research,   
 extension and education institutions.

1- Extract from the booklet: Recognising Local Innovation: experiences of PROLINNOVA partners (2006) Editors: Chesha Wettasinha, 
Mariana Wongtschowski & Ann Waters-Bayer.
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2.1 Local innovation 

When we use the term “local innovation”, we 
refer to the dynamics of indigenous knowledge. 
By “indigenous knowledge” (IK), we mean the 
knowledge that grows within a social group, based 
on learning from experience over generations but 
also including what was gained at some time from 
other sources but has been completely internalised 
within the local ways of thinking and doing. “Local 
innovation” (without an “s”) refers to the process by 
which people in a given locality discover or develop 
new and better ways of doing things – using the locally 
available resources and on their own initiative, without 
pressure or direct support from formal research or 
development agents. The outcome of this process 
are “local innovations” (with an “s”), for example, 
farming techniques or ways of organising work that are 
new for that particular locality.

Local innovation = process
Local innovations = outcome of the process

Who are the “local innovators”? All farmers innovate to 
same extent, many of them simply in order to survive. 
But the innovators that we recognise are those who 
are doing something outstanding to improve their lives, 
their communities and/or their natural environment. 
They are farmers or land users who develop new 
ways of production or managing farming / natural 
resources, building on local knowledge (i.e. knowledge 
that everyone in the area has) but using new ideas 
from various sources, including their own creativity. 
They are often naturally curious people who are willing 
to take risks. They are not necessarily the “model 
farmers” who have been groomed by development 
projects to adopt transferred technologies.

2.2 Participatory innovation development

Farmers have been experimenting informally and 
developing local innovations since time immemorial 
throughout the world, but only relatively recently have 
development professionals, scientists and academics 
started to give increased attention to identifying and 
documenting innovations and innovation systems 
and processes. It is not suffi cient, however, just to 
document and perhaps even scientifi cally validate 
local innovations. To really make a difference, that 
is to say, to make a useful contribution to the local 
innovation system, all actors – farmers, development 
agents, scientists and others – need to move beyond 
the innovations that farmers have developed only 
with their own resources. Where the actors agree 
that it is appropriate to do so, they need to develop 
these ideas further, in joint experimentation, also 
integrating relevant information and ideas coming from 
others, including formal research. Thus, the research 
and development agenda grows out of the ways in 
which rural people are already trying to improve their 
livelihood systems. It builds on existing ideas and 
motivations.

Recent discussions regarding PID have led to a 
common understanding that while local innovations 
form a sound entry point for a joint experimentation 
process, the term PID can actually be applied 
to any joint experimentation process where 
farmers actively participate in directing, planning, 
implementing and evaluating the experimentation 
process.  Using an existing idea or local innovation 
of a farmer as a starting point ensures that the 
research and development programme is based 
on what farmers are already doing to solve their 
challenges and adapt to changing conditions.

2 - Extract from the booklet: Recognising Local Innovation: experiences of PROLINNOVA partners (2006) Editors: Chesha Wettasinha, Mari-
ana Wongtschowski & Ann Waters-Bayer.
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3. PROLINNOVA South Africa

The South African Country Programme (Prolinnova 
SA) was initiated in April 2004, following the 
international launch of the Prolinnova Global 
Partnership Programme during March 2004 in 
Yirgalem, Ethiopia. Initially Prolinnova SA started 
with a small Core Team of volunteers, a Country 
Coordinator based at Farmer Support Group (Monique 
Salomon) and a Secretariat based at Midnet in 
KwaZulu-Natal. In 2005 Brigid Letty was appointed 
as the Programme Coordinator to provide additional 
support. 

During 2004, 2005 and 2006 Participatory Innovation 
Development (PID) workshops were held in KwaZulu-
Natal, Limpopo & Mpumalanga Provinces respectively. 
Given these developments and the increasing 
workload, the core team met in Durban in November 
2006 where it was decided to review the governing 
structure in South Africa in order to increase coverage 
and activities on the ground in the various provinces. 
At this meeting a number of changes took place:

• The Core Team was replaced by a National
 Steering Committee (NSC) and three Provincial  
 Task Teams  (PTT) based in KwaZulu-Natal,   
 Limpopo and Mpumalanga
• The position of Country Coordinator was removed  
 and some of the Country Coordinator functions  
 as well as those of the Core Team are now being  
 undertaken by the National Steering Committee
• The position of Programme Coordinator remains  
 and the Institute of Natural Resources is now the  
 lead implementing agent and performs the   
 Secretariat functions
• This structure was fi nalised on the 6 February  
 2007 in Durban. The Provincial Task Team   
 coordinators are as follows:
 • KwaZulu-Natal Task Team - Hannes de Villiers  
   of the Department of Agriculture and Environment,  
   and Maxwell Mudhara, Farmer Support Group,  
   University of KwaZulu-Natal (Pietermaritzburg)
 • Limpopo Task Team - Ernest Letsoalo (Centre  
   for Rural Community Empowerment, University of
   Limpopo) and Joe Ramaru of the Limpopo   
   Department of Agriculture (Polokwane)
 • Mpumalanga Task Team - Ntowane Marobane 
   of the Agricultural Research Council (ARC) and  
   Khensani Sambo of the NGO Ecolink (Nelspruit).

Anybody residing in these provinces who wants 
to collaborate with or initiate PROLINNOVA SA 

activities in these provinces should contact these 
representatives. Anybody residing in the other 
provinces who may wish to do the same should 
contact the Programme Coordinator, Brigid Letty (See 
back page for contact details). 

The NSC now forms the governing structure of 
Prolinnova South Africa and the PTT Coordinators 
and the Programme Coordinator report to the NSC. 
The structure of the NSC enables the workload and 
CP activities to be more evenly spread amongst the 
members. At the meeting held on the 6 February 2007 
the following National Steering Committee became 
effective, replacing the Core Team:
• Rauri Alcock (CAP - an NGO) – Chairperson
• Thiambi Netshiluvhi (ARC) – Vice-chairperson
• Ernest Letsoalo - Limpopo Task Team   
 Representative
• Ntowane Marobane – Mpumalanga Task Team  
 Representative
• Maxwell Mudhara – KZN Task Team    
 Representative / Curriculum Development
• Monique Salomon – NGO perspective and PELUM
• Tim Hart (Human Science Research Council)  
 – editorial role (including newsletter).
• Roberta Burgess (N Cape Department of Agriculture)

4. DOCUMENTING INNOVATIONS

4.1 The Purpose And Benefi t 

Documenting innovations is a way of creating 
awareness about the creativity and innovativeness 
of farmers and natural resource users.  It is also a 
passive method for protecting farmers’ intellectual 
property rights.  Some of the innovations contained in 
this catalogue may provide ideas about overcoming 
challenges, while some may need to be taken further 
through a PID process. 

To date a PID workshop has been held in a different 
province on an annual basis. As part of the workshop 
participants are requested to return to the areas in 
which they work and to record a number of innovations 
and innovation processes in conjunction with local 
farmers and community members. This is done by 
means of checklists and interviews. At the follow-
up workshops the participants are requested to 
present these innovations to their peers on behalf of 
the farmers and communities to whom they belong.  
Sometimes participants have been unable to attend 
the follow-up workshops or they have been unable 
to identify any innovations amongst the farmers with 
whom they work. Similarly, participants sometimes 

3. PROLINNOVA SA - 4. DOCUMENTING INNOVATIONS
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identify practices that are probably not innovations 
according to the above defi nitions. As workshop 
participants become more familiar with what farmers 
are actually doing and how they are indeed innovating 
so they will record more and more innovations and 
also understand the processes that result in local 
innovation development. This is a long process and in 
the meantime we have taken the decision to document 
a range of the innovations that were presented at the 
feedback workshops. 

This catalogue presents a selection of innovations 
recorded in the Limpopo and Mpumalanga provinces 
during 2006. In addition to the local innovations 
documented, the last section of the catalogue is the 
profi le of a farmer innovator from KwaZulu-Natal.

Throughout the document various issues have 
been raised for consideration.  They are issues that 
challenge our understanding of local innovation.

4.2 The Interviewers

Name Organisation Contact details

ND 
Belemu

Limpopo 
Department 
of Agriculture

082 909 0772
belemun@agricho.
norprov.gov.za

Brigid letty Institute 
of Natural 
Resources

033 3460 796
lettyb@ukzn.ac.za

Michael 
Malinga

Farmer 
Support 
Group, 
University 
of KwaZulu-
Natal

072 561 9239
malingam@ukzn.ac.za

Ntowane
Marobane

Sustainable 
Rural 
Livelihoods 
Division, 
Agricultural 
Research 
Council

084 433 4388
marobane@arc.agric.za

Lulama 
Mkula

Sustainable 
Rural 
Livelihoods 
Division, 
Agricultural 
Research 
Council

mkulal@arc.agric.za

Daniel 
Mudau

Limpopo 
Department of 
Agriculture

072 446 4280

Maxwell
Mudhara

Farmer 
Support 
Group, 
University 
of KwaZulu-
Natal 

084 804 3729
mudhara@ukzn.ac.za

Harold
Netangaheni

Limpopo 
Department 
of Agriculture

083 293 4288

Kees 
Swaans

Vrije 
Universiteit 
Amsterdam

kees.swaans@falw.
vu.nl

Tebogo
Serapelwane

Sustainable 
Rural 
Livelihoods 
Division, 
Agricultural 
Research 
Council

083 711 2224 
018 389 5353
tebogo@arc.agric.za

Zanele 
Shezi

Farmer 
Support
Group, 
University 
of KwaZulu-
Natal

033 260 5665
sheziza@ukzn.ac.za

4.3 The Arrangement Of Innovations In  
 This Catalogue

In the catalogue, the innovations have been presented 
in the following categories:
• Crop production and soil conservation
• Livestock production
• Organisation of people / social practices
• Beliefs and cultural practices
• Domestic needs

Within each section there are innovations that have 
been thoroughly detailed as well as some with shorter 
descriptions.

In addition, we have raised a few issues/questions for 
each of the innovations that have been included in the 
catalogue.  The purpose of this is to initiate discussion 
that will help to strengthen our understanding of 
local innovation and the important role that it plays 
in allowing rural communities to adapt to changing 
conditions. 

4. DOCUMENTING INNOVATIONS
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5. DESCRIPTIONS OF LOCAL 
INNOVATIONS

5.1 Crop Production & Soil Conservation

5.1.1 Stone bunds to prevent soil erosion

Name of innovator Emily Baloyi
Name of interviewer ND Belemu
Location Thohoyandou, Limpopo 

Province

Background

Mrs Baloyi is a pensioner who farms to supplement her 
household food supply. She has two hectares of maize 
land, of which 1.8ha is cultivated.  The arable lands are 
managed under a communal tenure system. The fi eld 
is ploughed using a hand-hoe and weeds are removed 
manually. She also has cattle and poultry. There are 
about 300 households in the village.    She starts to 
prepare her maize fi elds in early spring and plants 
in October.  Problems that she encounters include 
livestock damaging her maize, shortage of maize 
seeds, erosion and witch weed. The specifi c problem 
that she has been innovating around is soil erosion, 
which she is trying to solve by constructing stone 
bunds and planting vetiver grass.

The innovation

Construction of the stone bunds to prevent erosion 
is diffi cult work but she is coping. Mrs Baloyi started 
this practice 30 years ago, having learned it from her 
parents. She spends no money on carrying out this 
innovation. The benefi ts are a good yield because 
the soil is conserved and the land is not eroded. 
Other farmers want to hire her to do the stone bund 
construction for them. She constructs the stone bunds 
using big and small stones and the community says 
she is also helping them by removing the stones from 
fi elds where there are too many.

Issues Raised:
• Can this be called an innovation if the farmer   
 learned it from her parents? It does seem to be  
 a good idea in that it is producing results for her
• Is it possible that the removal of stones from   
 stony areas is opening new land up for   
 agricultural purposes? 
• Is she removing the stones in a way that does  
 not encourage erosion on the land where they  
 are found?

5.1.2 Using grass to stop erosion of irrigation  
  furrows

Name of innovator Andru Ndlovu
Name of interviewer Ntowane Marobane
Location Hazeyview, Mpumalanga 

Province

Background

Andru Ndlovu is a young farmer in the Hazeyview 
area of Mpumalanga Province.  Farming is his main 
occupation and only source of income (producing and 
selling crops).

Mr Ndlovu farms on 22 hectares of privately owned 
land, of which 7 hectares is cultivated. This is privately 
owned land. He has a mixed farming system and 
besides growing vegetables and fruit, he also keeps 
six pigs. He uses surplus produce that he has not been 
able to sell to rear pigs. He also plans to advertise to 
more hawkers so that he has more customers and can 
avoid this problem. He would like to process some of 
the produce, for example, tomatoes into tomato sauce.

Problems that he encounters include: 
• Lack of a tractor
• Sometimes he experiences water shortages
• Marketing of his produce is problematic and he  
 currently only sells to a few hawkers, so sometimes  
 he has surplus which he cannot sell 
• When the produce is not sold it rots.  

The innovation 

Mr Ndlovu has developed a soil conservation 
innovation. He lays grass across the main irrigation 

5. DESCRIPTIONS OF LOCAL INNOVATIONS
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furrow in order to reduce the fl ow of running water 
and to prevent it eroding the furrow. A sack is put in 
the furrow where the irrigation pipe delivers the water 
in order to stop it eroding the furrow at this point. The 
grass is laid across the furrow so that it does not take 
root and grow again and is replaced when it gets older.  
He uses soft grass, such as Themeda triandra, which 
takes the shape of the furrow. He puts soil on top of 
the grass to keep it in place.

Mr Ndlovu has been using this innovation for fi ve 
years, having started in 2002.  The innovation is an 
adaptation of an idea that was initially used by his 
grandfather (At that time, his grandfather took water 
from a stream and did not use irrigation pipes). Mr 
Ndlovu learned it while he was young and thought of 
using it again when he started farming. He has not 
spent any money on developing the innovation. The 
labour he uses is the labour he hires to help with his 
farming. The only thing required in this innovation is 
the grass.  The correct grass should be used – one 
that is soft enough to take the shape of the furrow – so 
that water cannot run underneath the grass layer. 

In terms of benefi ts gained so far with the innovation, 
his furrows have not eroded. No problems have been 
experienced with the innovation except that one must 
replace the grass as it gets older. One other farmer 
has copied the innovation. He was an employee on Mr 
Ndlovu’s farm and that is where he learned about the 
innovation.

The only thing that makes adoption diffi cult is that one 
needs to know what type of grass to use (fl exible and 
durable) as well as where to collect it. If someone is 
implementing the innovation, then the thing to watch 
out for is that the depth of the furrow is suffi cient to 
ensure that the water cannot fl ow out of the furrow and 
that the sacks are correctly placed so that the water 
does not erode the furrow when it fl ows from the pipe.

“This innovation is an adaptation of 
an idea that was initially used by his 

grandfather”

Issues Raised:
• Is this an adaptation of an existing idea? 
• Is suitable grass abundant in the area - will this  
 practice compete with livestock owners who   
 want grass for their cattle if it is scaled up?

 5.1.3 Using scarecrows to chase away monkeys  
  and baboons

Name of innovator Fezane Ngwenya
Name of interviewer Ntowane Marobane
Location Malekutu, Mpumalanga 

Province

Background

Mrs Fezane Ngwenya is a farmer aged between 51 
and 60 years in Malekutu, Mpumalanga. She cultivates 
an area of 2.5ha that is within the local communal 
tenure system. She grows vegetables and fi eld crops 
(maize, sweet potatoes, bambara nuts and cassava). 
In terms of her time, her main occupation is working in 
the community garden of Izimpilo Women.  Her main 
income-generating opportunities are home-based care 
and agriculture, (producing and selling vegetables).

She encounters the following agricultural related 
problems:
• Monkeys and baboons eat the maize 
• The soil dries out when there is not enough rain
• She is unable to purchase suffi cient fertilizer.

While she ploughs every year, if there is not enough 
rain and if no preventive measures are taken against 
the monkeys/baboons, she does not harvest anything.

The innovation 

Using scarecrows to chase away monkeys and 
baboons is a method that Mrs Ngwenya has used for 
more than 40 years. She learned the idea from her 
parents and grew up practicing it. She has not spent 
any money in developing the innovation. It requires 
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family labour or hired labour to construct and rotate 
the statues from one place to another. Old clothes and 
wood are required to construct the statues. 

The innovation has benefi ted her to date in that the 
fi elds are protected against the monkeys/baboons 
who do not enter the fi elds so willingly. She has not 
encountered any problems with the innovation.

She is not sure how many farmers have copied the 
innovation, but she is aware that farmers farming in the 
mountainous areas use various means of chasing the 
monkeys/baboons away from their fi elds.  They also 
obtained their ideas from their parents.

Adoption of the innovation is only diffi cult because 
the clothes need to be changed all the time and the 
scarecrows must be rotated frequently because if no 
changes are made the baboons/monkeys become 
suspicious and end up entering the fi elds.

She has noticed that male and female scarecrows 
need to be clothed accordingly. The baboons/monkeys 
seem to be able to tell the difference between ‘male’ 
and ‘female’ scarecrows.

According to Mrs Ngwenya, making use of the 
innovation has no cost to the rest of the community.
Other smaller innovations

An alternative to this innovation, one that she also 
learned from her elders is to take the skin from a dead 
monkey/baboon and make a statue/scarecrow using 
the skin (taxidermy).  When other baboons/monkeys 
see that one of their kind has died, they run away. 
This method has proved useful in keeping monkeys/
baboons out of the fi elds. However, the main problem 
with this innovation is that it requires killing a monkey/
baboon and it is also labour intensive.

Issues Raised:
• If a practice is uncommon in one community but  
 commonly used in another community, is it still  
 an innovation?
• If the practice has been learned from her   
 parents and has not been adapted in any way  
 is it a local knowledge or an innovation?
• The practice seems to be successful in that it is  
 producing results for her and possibly   
 something similar is being used by other   
 farmers.

5.1.4 Methods to chase away baboons

Name of innovator Jeremiah Mkhaule
Name of interviewer Ntowane Marobane
Location Hazeyview, Mpumalanga 

Province

Background

Jeremiah Mkhaule is a pensioner who farms in 
Hazeyview, Mpumalanga.  Farming is his main 
occupation in terms of both time and income. He is 
very passionate about farming. He farms on 6.6ha of 
land, cultivating crops on 4ha. He has a mixed farming 
system, growing crops and keeping cattle. The land 
on which he farms is under the communal land tenure 
system. Besides generating income from the sale of 
his agricultural produce, he also receives an old age 
pension.  

He encounters the following problems:
• He farms next to the Kruger National Park and has  
 diffi culties with baboons and hippos eating his  
 maize. These wild animals are his main problem  
 and the only thing he can do is to try and chase  
 them away from his fi elds. 
• In terms of solving his problems, he says that he  
 cannot kill them because he also wants the future  
 generations to know that there are animals called  
 baboons.

The innovation 

His main innovation is the erection of scarecrows 
to chase baboons.  He started using scarecrows in 
1978 has been using them for 28 years. The idea was 
learned from his parents and he grew up knowing that 
it works for chasing away baboons.

5. DESCRIPTIONS OF LOCAL INNOVATIONS
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He has not spent any money in developing the 
innovation.  He uses family labour for the innovation. 
He also requires a source of old clothes in order to 
dress the scarecrows.

The farmer fi nds the innovation benefi cial because 
when the statues are in place he has a good harvest 
since the baboons are not eating his produce. He has 
not experienced any problems with the innovation.

He is the only farmer in the area using the innovation 
because his farm is on the border of the Kruger 
National Park and when the baboons come from the 
park they fi rst encounter his farm.

There are no diffi culties encountered in adopting 
the innovation but one needs to have experience 
since you need to change the clothes or rotate the 
scarecrows because if the baboons see the same 
person (scarecrow) that they saw the previous day on 
the same spot, they tend to become suspicious and 
end up going into the fi eld, despite the presence of 
the scarecrow. If someone uses this innovation, then 
changing the clothes or rotating the scarecrows is the 
most important aspect for ensuring that the innovation 
is effective against the monkeys. The innovation is not 
costing the rest of the community anything. 

Other innovations

Mr Mkhaule has also built a wooden platform in a tree 
that stands alongside his cultivated lands.  When he is 
not working in his fi elds, he spends much the day (all 
daylight hours) on his platform where he beats a tin 
container to make noise that will chase away the wild 
animals.

“Rotating the scarecrows is essential.”

Issues Raised:
• Is this Mr Mkhaule’s innovation if it has been   
 learned from his parents? 
• Was it an innovation when his parents fi rst   
 starting using it?
• It seems to be a useful idea in that it is   
 producing results for him and also in keeping   
 the baboons away from the other farmers.
• Is there a labour cost given the size of his   
 fi elds and the need to rotate the scarecrows on  
 a daily basis during the growing season?

 5.1.5 Making a fence from plastic bottles fi lled  
  with water

Name of innovator Jane Tshiloane
Name of interviewer Ntowane Marobane
Location Ka-Nyamazane, 

Mpumalanga Province

Background

Mrs Jane Tshiloane is a pensioner living in a township 
at Ka-Nyamazane in Mpumalanga. Her main 
occupation is her vegetable garden. While she sells 
her fresh produce, she also receives a pension.

Her vegetable garden is 100m2 and is located on the 
verge across the road from her house. The garden falls 
within a municipal area. She keeps no livestock and 
only produces crops in the vegetable garden.

General problems encountered include the presence 
of pests as well as fertilizer and water shortages. A 
hosepipe from her house is run across the road in 
order to irrigate the garden but cars are damaging 
the hosepipe so she would like to have a tap at her 
garden.

The innovation

Mrs Tshiloane makes use of a ‘fence’ constructed 
from plastic bottles fi lled with water to prevent dogs 
from going into the garden. She has been using this 
innovation for 2 years, She started using it in 2004.

She had seen people using plastic bottles fi lled with 
water on lawns to stop dogs from defecating on their 
lawns. From this she developed an idea to use it in 

5. DESCRIPTIONS OF LOCAL INNOVATIONS



1212

her farming. She has not spent any money developing 
the innovation and has only had to pay for the water 
that she uses to fi ll the bottles, which she collects. She 
works alone and has not hired anyone to assist with 
developing or implementing this innovation.

The only thing required to use the innovation is 
access to a lot of 2 litre plastic bottles and water.  The 
benefi ts gained so far with the innovation are that 
she is eating healthy vegetables without dogs playing 
and defecating on her garden. She has experienced 
no problems with her innovation and six other people 
have copied her idea. They found out about the 
innovation when they passed by her garden when 
using the road. They started asking her about it. There 
is nothing that makes adoption diffi cult and nothing 
serious needs to be watched out for when someone 
else is implementing the innovation. It does not cost 
the rest of the community anything.

Issues Raised:
• Is this an innovative practice since an idea   
 has been taken from one context and applied in  
 another one?

5.1.6 Gravity-fed sprinkler irrigation

Name of innovator Jackson Ngwenya
Name of interviewer Ntowane Marobane
Location Numbi, Hazeyview, 

Mpumalanga Province

Background

Mr Ngwenya Jackson is a middle aged farmer in 
Numbi (Hazeyview) in Mpumalanga.  Farming is his 
main occupation and the sale of his produce is his 
only source of income.  He farms on 11ha of land and 
cultivates crops on 5ha. The land tenure system in the 
area is communal. He has a mixed farming system, 
also keeping a range of livestock (cattle, pigs, goats, 
chickens and donkeys).

The innovation

Mr Ngwenya’s main innovation is a gravity-fed 
sprinkler system to irrigate his lands.  He has been 
using this innovation for 15 years - he started in 1991. 
After tiring of transporting water with a wheelbarrow, 
and through his experience of working on farms where 

the water from dams is used to feed sprinklers, he 
developed this innovation. He has spent R6000.00 
on various materials (pipes, sprinkler heads, etc) 
developing this innovation.  Using the innovation also 
requires the use of family labour.

He takes water from a small weir on a stream above 
his lands and brings the water down with pipes to his 
sprinklers.

The benefi t is that he no longer has to fetch and carry 
water in wheelbarrows. He has not experienced any 
problems with the innovation. No other farmers have 
copied his innovation. According to Mr Ngwenya, 
adoption is diffi cult because it is very labour intensive 
and people do not want to work. He also says that if 
people want to use the innovation they should fi rst be 
sure about the title deed of the land that they want to 
use (presumably because some capital investment on 
the land is required). 

According to Mr Ngwenya the innovation is not costing 
the rest of the community anything because he is 
practicing it as an individual.

Issues Raised:
• Is this an innovation even though it makes use  
 of some conventional concepts and materials?
• What are the implications in terms of existing   
 legislation related to extraction of water for   
 agricultural purposes?
• Is there a cost to the rest of the community   
 during dry periods?  
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5.1.7 Methods of soil and water    
  conservation

Name of innovator Mr Negolokwe
Name of interviewer Harold Netangaheni
Location Venda, Limpopo 

Province

Mr Negolokwe’s innovations include the use 
of stone bunds to control run-off and erosion 
in his lands, methods to incorporate organic 
matter into the soil to prevent erosion and a 
method of taking water from a weir that he 
has constructed on a river to his fi elds with 
pipes, which he uses to feed sprinklers. His 
ideas have come from his parents and other 
local farmers. Constraints include insuffi cient 
pipes, baboons, slope, theft, labour intensive 
practices and funds.  Dissemination is through 
his sharing his ideas with other farmers. He 
encounters diffi culties where some people in 
the community are jealous – they cut wire and 
let livestock into his fi elds. 

Issues Raised:
• Is the building of stone bunds a local   
 practice or an innovation?
• If there are a number of people making  
 use of pipes and gravity to irrigate their  
 lands, are they all being innovative?

5.2 Livestock Production

5.2.1 Castration of goats and cattle using a knife

Name of innovator M Zondo / S Dubazane
Name of interviewer Zanele Shezi
Location Okhombe, KwaZulu-

Natal Province
 
Background

Agriculture in Okhombe involves three main activities, 
all of which are included in a traditional extensive 
farming system. The order of importance is livestock 
(cattle, goats, chickens, sheep), maize and vegetable/
fruit crops. Maize is the most important crop in 
Okhombe. Fields are mainly planted with maize and 
crop residues are fed to livestock after the harvest. 
Individuals own livestock and make use of communal 
grazing.

General problems in the village: 
Okhombe is experiencing many challenges ranging 
from an increasing unemployment rate, low crop 
production due to acidic soil, stock theft and soil 
erosion.  

Mr Zondo, a local community member, is regarded 
by the other people living in the area as a local 
veterinarian because of his skills in treating domestic 
animal diseases and injuries. Most of the livestock 
owners seek help from him when they experience 
problems with their animals. He is willing to share his 
knowledge of livestock health with other people. His 
main agricultural activity is keeping livestock. 
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The innovation

Most of the farmers in the village are using a machine 
known as a Burdizzo to castrate male animals, but 
Mr Zondo has come up with the idea of using a sharp 
knife to perform castration on cattle, goats and pigs.  

Mr Zondo has been performing animal castrations 
for the past ten years. He used to help neighbouring 
farmers if their animals had to be castrated and that is 
how he got the idea to use a knife. He noticed that if 
the activity is done with a Burdizzo by a person who is 
not very careful it can damage the veins of the animal 
which can lead to the animal becoming infected and ill. 
He thought that the castration would be very quick and 
easy with a knife. 

It is labour intensive to use the castration innovation 
if you have to perform more than three castrations 
in a single day. Mr Zondo castrates his own stock by 
himself because his animals know him very well. When 
he does it for other farmers, family members must be 
there to help catch the animal and to make sure that it 
lies very still while Mr Zondo performs the castration. 

The following things are required if someone is to use 
this method of castration: fi rst of all courage is required 
to believe in what you are doing; secondly, a solution 
of warm water with salt and Jeyes fl uid is required. 
The Jeyes fl uid is used immediately after the operation 
to wash the wounded area and to prevent fl ies from 
attacking the wound, thereby reducing the chances of 
infection.  

According to Mr Zondo, the benefi ts of the innovation 
are:
• An increase in his span of oxen
• As Mr Zondo is doing this for other stock owners, it  
 also generates some income.  

In terms of problems experienced with the innovation, 
Mr Zondo has not had any serious problems such as 
mortality after castration.  He does, however, believe 
that the testicles should only be eaten by men because 
if they are eaten by women the animal is likely to die 
or the wound will take more time to heal. He also says 
that a person who uses izihlungu/izibiba (poisonous 
medicinal plants) is not allowed to assist at all during 
the castration. Another comment made was that when 
castration is done in winter it takes time for the wound 
to heal.

Approximately eight farmers have copied his 
innovation and are using a knife, but most people 
are still using the Burdizzo. These users learned by 
observing him while he was doing castrations for 
other stock owners. Having people around to assist in 
catching the animal is a way of sharing this knowledge 
although their presence is mainly to provide labour 
during the operation. Some people do, however, think 
that castrating with the knife is risky for the animals.

A number of aspects must be considered when the 
innovation is to be implemented: fi rstly, it is very 
important to make sure that the knife is sharp enough 
so that the activity can be be done as quickly and 
easily as possible. This ensures that the cut is clean 
and that the animal does not feel too much pain. Mr 
Zondo uses a sharpening stone (Umlalazi) to sharpen 
the knife. The castrator must also ensure that he only 
removes what needs to be removed and that what 
remains is not damaged. If done properly, the wound 
should heal within ten days. 

This innovation cannot be learned theoretically – 
learning through a practical demonstration is the 
easiest.

Issues Raised:
• Is it necessary to verify that the knife method is  
 more effecive than the Burdizzo before one   
 shares this innovation?
• To what extent does Mr Zondo incorporate   
 cultural beliefs into his innovation? 

 
5.2.2 A chicken brooder

Name of innovator Mr Scelo Phukuza
Name of interviewer Lulama Mkula
Location Idutywa, Eastern Cape 

Province

Background

Mr Scelo Phukuza is a farmer living in Idutywa 
(Mbashe Local Municipality) in the Eastern Cape.  

The innovation

Mr Phukuza uses a tractor wheel as a brooder for 
rearing day old to one month old chicks.  The tyre is 
able to hold about 100 chicks. The chicks are kept 
warm by a 100 watt light suspended above the tyre. 
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This method makes it easy to look after the chicks 
because of their restricted movement.

Mr Phukuza started using the tyre because he 
could not afford to buy the infrared lights and other 
equipment for rearing chicks. This is his own idea – he 
was thinking about ways to reduce the high mortality 
rate of the chicks due to the cold weather.

In terms of labour, the tyre needs to be lifted during 
cleaning. This requires two people because it is very 
heavy.

The benefi ts of the innovation are that the mortality 
rate of the chicks is reduced.  Mr Phukuza also saves 
money because he does not have to buy expensive 
infrared lights and equipment.

Issues Raised:
• In terms of replicability, how easy is it to source  
 tractor tyres for such purposes?
• Is it the use of different materials to replace
 commercially available equipment that is   
 innovative?

5. DESCRIPTIONS OF LOCAL INNOVATIONS

5.2.3 Chicken nests

Name of innovator Joyce Mudalahothe
Name of interviewer Daniel Mudau
Location Venda, Limpopo 

Province

Mrs Mudalatho has found an effective way 
to make nests for her hens to lay eggs in. By 
raising the nests off the ground, she is able to 
prevent dogs from eating the eggs. She uses 
an existing skill which she has (weaving) and 
locally available resources (sticks and vines) to 
construct the nests.  She has also learnt that 
the positioning of the nests is important – she 
makes sure that they are placed on the side of the 
building that receives the least rain and wind. This 
is an effective innovation that is appropriate for 
resource-poor members of her community.

Issues Raised:
• It this innovation of more value because it  
 uses local materials?

5.2.4 Method of constructing chicken   
  houses

Name of innovator Emily Baloyi 
and other group 
members

Name of interviewer ND Belemu
Location Thohoyandou, 

Limpopo Province

The participants of a egg laying project have used 
stones to construct their poultry house because 
they are readily available and cheaper than 
buying bricks. They are now able to share profi ts 
and are also planning to extend the poultry house.

Issues Raised:
• Another good example of people using  
 local resources that are often underutilised  
 or overlooked
• Do other people build with stones - if so, is  
 this still innovative?
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5.2.5 Method to control goats that roam

Name of innovator Madube Mzila
Name of interviewer Kees Swaans & Michael 

Malinga
Location Mkhuphula area, Msinga, 

KwaZulu-Natal Province

Background

Mrs Mzila is a farmer in the Msinga area. Her 
sources of income are her state pension, agriculture 
and livestock.  She spends most of her time in the 
communal gardens. In the afternoons she makes clay 
pots, beads and amacansi (woven grass mats).  Mrs 
Mzila is the fi rst wife of the two wives of Mr Mzila, who 
is working in Johannesburg and has left his two wives 
to take care of the home.

The innovation

In this area goats roam around everywhere and at 
night they are not rounded up and housed in the kraal. 
The boys or men of the household climb the mountains 
to check on them, or women check on them when they 
are going to collect wood. A problem existed because 
the two wives of Mr Mzila did not have anyone to 
send to check on the wellbeing of their goats. Also, 
their homestead is the one nearest to the top of the 
mountain, so wild animals were feeding on their young 
livestock. On occasions when a dead goat was found 
and residents were called to come and identify it, it 
was sometimes found to be one of their goats and it 
had died because they had not noticed that it was sick. 
Their goat herd was reduced to less than ten due to 
illness, theft and wild animals.

On one occasion three of their goats gave birth at 
the same time.  The Mzila family took them home so 
that the young ones would be protected and grow 
bigger and stronger, enabling them to run away from 
predators (e.g. jackals) on the mountains. Since the 
trees and the grass next to the homestead are not 
good for grazing, they were forced to chop branches 
and leaves to feed the mother goats. It happened 
automatically that they fed them at almost the same 
time every day and to their surprise not only the 
mother goats started to come for the food, but also 
all their other goats. When the young goats were 
strong enough, they were released but their mothers 
continued to come back every day for the green 
leaves. 

This is where the idea of attracting the goats to return 
home came from. In the morning they give the goats 
fresh green leaves.  At midday,  the goats come back 
for water, which they have added to their initial idea 
since the area is relatively dry. When the goats come 
back again in the evening, more leaves are given.

This idea arose in 1992 and the benefi ts are visible 
since the Mzila family had less then ten goats then and 
now there are more than eighty. The idea was new as 
nobody else was doing it in the area. After they started, 
a few other farmers tried to copy them but encountered 
a problem when they needed to fetch water both for 
themselves and for their livestock. People see no 
reason to let their goats drink at home when they can 
look for their own water. In the Mzila household, their 
husband sometimes pays R100 for 1000 litres of water 
from the local supplier when he sees that they are 
struggling. Mrs Mzila sees this as a very good example 
of cooperation and proof that their idea is working.
The innovation has cost the household nothing more 
than their time and occasionally the extra water that 
they must purchase. They have included the activities 
into their daily routine. They do not cut leaves for the 
goats everyday, but they always provide them with 
water. There is rule in the area that no one is allowed 
to cut green trees for fi re wood, so they do not want to 
cut too many leaves in case it causes the local Induna 
to introduce a new rule about cutting leaves.

The benefi t of the innovation is that their goats have 
increased from less then ten to more than eighty, not 
counting the young ones. Since their husband has 
returned from Johannesburg, he has bought cattle and 
they informed the interviewer that these were bought 
with earnings from their goats.
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This innovation has made it easier for them to take 
care of their goats. They are always the fi rst ones to 
notice the fi rst infections in the goats, which puts them 
in the position to control diseases and to ensure that 
livestock are vaccinated. This minimises the risk of 
high loss due to illness.  

The innovation does have an associated problem. The 
goats are one of the things that cause confl icts with 
their neighbours as they do not stay on the mountain 
but actually enter neighbours’ gardens and yards, 
causing damage.  They also scratch themselves on 
house walls, damaging the decorations that are on 
the houses. While the Mzila family does not mind this 
anymore, it causes confl ict with other people whose 
goats are staying up in the mountains.   

In terms of adoption, others have tried to adopt this 
innovation but it is not easy as it requires patience 
and dedication, which today’s people lack. Water is 
a problem in their area and other people do not want 
to fetch water for animals when they need water 
themselves. Some people in the area have adopted 
the fi rst part of the innovation, where they collect the 
newborn goats and feed their mothers until they are 
strong enough to return to the mountain.     

Issues Raised:
• What is the cost of this innovation to the rest of  
 the community?
• How do local laws and legislation affect the   
 implementation of this innovation?
• Other households have adopted that part of   
 the innovation which works for them indicating  
 that people are selected based on what suits   
 their needs.

5.2.6 A box to raise chicks

Name of innovator Mamdliwamafa Dlamini
Name of interviewer Kees Swaans & Michael 

Malinga
Location Msinga, KwaZulu-Natal 

province

Background

Mrs Dlamini is a farmer from Msinga.  She is the 
wife of the induna at Mkhuphula and her sources of 
income are her state pension, agricultural activities 
and handicraft. Like other women in the area she has 

fi elds in Mtateni – an area of communal fi elds that lies 
along the Mpofana River. Her homestead has nineteen 
houses, fi fteen people, more than thirty goats and 
more than fi fty local chickens.  Chickens are regarded 
as ‘women’s cattle’ as a woman has every right to sell, 
slaughter or give a chicken to someone as a gift. Mrs 
Dlamini said that she does not generally sell chickens 
because this is not a business but when her husband 
is not at home and she wants some money she does 
not mind selling  a few. She used to exchange them for 
whatever she needed or used them to pay people who 
have helped her in the garden and in her fi elds.

With regard to raising chickens, Mrs Dlamini 
experienced a problem with a hawk (uheshane) that 
preyed on the chicks. Trying to solve this problem, she 
used to tie the hens’ legs to the legs of the table in the 
kitchen so that they would not take the chicks outside 
into the yard. With the hens and chicks inside, she 
faced problems of chicks running into the fi re, being 
stepped on by children and, most of all, the hens’ legs 
being damaged by the string that she used to tether 
them.

The innovation

This problem bothered Mrs Dlamini for a long time until 
seven years ago when she saw broiler chicken farms 
where they are able to raise the chicks without hens. 
The question that came to her mind was whether she 
could not do something similar to what they are doing. 

She took an old cardboard box and made small holes 
for ventilation. She put in two empty fl oor polish tin 
containers, one for water and the other for feed. She 
put the chicks in the box and sent the hen outside with 
the others. Previously she ground maize for the chicks, 
but then her husband bought mash (chicken feed) from 
town and she mixed together the ground maize and 
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mash to make the mash last longer. She keeps the 
box in her kitchen, but on the afternoons when she is 
working on her handicraft she takes the box to where 
she is sitting. 

Mrs Dlamini found that the hen quickly forgot about the 
chicks and started laying eggs while the chicks were 
still very small. Even though the chicks did not grow 
as quickly as she wanted them to, seven out of ten 
survived, compared to the previous situation where 
only three out of ten would survive. 

Mrs Dlamini does not know how much she has spent 
on developing her innovation, but she buys chicken 
mash, which she thinks helps to improve the chickens’ 
growth and she buys tablets from Greytown for 
vaccination. She said that there was a year when she 
lost twenty fi ve chicks at the same time because of 
Newcastle disease, so now she has learned to prevent 
the disease. When she does not have any tablets, she 
puts aloe in the drinking water.

She does not think anyone else in Mkhuphula keeps 
chickens like she does. The benefi t of the system that 
she developed is that more chicks survive to maturity. 
She thinks that her chickens are growing faster than 
before because she gives them enough food. In 
addition, the hens were previously spending a lot of 
time raising chicks instead of laying eggs and hatching 
more chicks. Now, as soon as she releases them, they 
start laying eggs again.  

The problem that she experiences is that the 
cardboard box is too small and when the chicks grow 
bigger they destroy it. She is hoping for a bigger and 
stronger structure to use, even a house, which her 
husband has promised to build for her.  
According to Mrs Dlamini, more than fi ve people 
have adopted this idea. When they visit her at home 
they always ask what is in the box. She always tells 
them that it is her ‘magic box’ where she raises her 
chickens.  It is sometimes not easy for people to adopt 
this idea as they run out of feed while the chickens are 
still young and then abandon everything.

Things to watch out for include cleanliness and 
dedication to ensure the wellbeing of the chicks. One 
needs to spend time changing containers and the 
cardboard box to prevent infections.  
 

“ The hens were previously spending a 
lot of time raising chicks instead of laying 

eggs and hatching more chicks. Now, 
as soon as she releases them, they start 

laying eggs again.”

Issues Raised:
• A good example of starting small and then   
 considering ways to expand the activities   
 and use more long lasting structures once the  
 innovation is found to be effective.
• This is an example of an externally derived idea  
 that has been adapted for local use.

 

5.2.7 Lubricant to assist diffi cult calvings 

Name of innovator Livestock owners
Name of interviewer Vincent 

Serapelwane
Location Bahurutshi ba ga 

lencoe, North West 
Province

People make use of a plant, known locally as 
Motsihlani, which assists when cattle have calving 
diffi culties. The concoction, made by crushing the 
whole plant except for the roots and mixing with 
a little water, is used to wash the hands of the 
person that is assisting with the calving and pulling 
the calf out (it is said to work as both a lubricant 
and a disinfectant). 

Issues Raised:
• Is this an example of indigenous knowledge,
 local knowledge or innovation?
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5.3 Organisation Of People / Social   
  Processes

5.3.1 Isixaxa Mbiji (pulling together)

Name of innovators D Mduba, A Hadebe, 
B Hlongwana, M Hlongwana,
S Mduba, D Ntuli, W Mduba

Name of interviewer Michael Malinga
Location Potshini, KwaZulu-Natal

Background

This is a middle-aged group of seven men that farm in 
Potchini, a rural area in KwaZulu-Natal.

Their main occupation is farming. While for most of 
them agriculture (especially maize) is their main source 
of income, some have sons working elsewhere that 
send money home, two have state disability grants and 
one member has a taxi that operates in the area.

Each of the farmers has their own fi elds but in addition 
to this they also plough as a group fi ve fi elds in 
Potchini and in an adjacent area.  These fi elds do not 
belong to them permanently and they have a fi ve year 
agreement with the owner of the fi elds and plough for 
him in exchange for the use of these fi elds. 

This is a mixed farming area.  In summer, people are 
involved with planting and the livestock is sent up to 
graze in the mountains. In winter, when the crops have 
been harvested, the livestock is allowed back to the 
community, which causes a problem for farmers that 
are growing winter vegetables.

The individual farmers were struggling to plough their 
fi elds on their own and in time to allow for planting 
at the correct time.  They also had diffi culties asking 
their neighbours for assistance because many of 
them do not have livestock or tractors for ploughing.  
Another problem was that that of inputs. They could 
not afford to use the fertilizers as suggested by the soil 
sample analysis.  Other problems they experience are 
shortage of grazing for their livestock, weeds in their 
fi elds and markets for their crops (sorghum, maize and 
potatoes).

The innovation

The group of men came together in 2000 to face their 
diffi culties and those of the community as a whole.  
Operating individually they faced many diffi culties 

and decided to go back to the traditional way of Ilimo 
(a social arrangement of farmers).  The aim was to 
be able to fi nish ploughing early so that they could 
undertake other activities such as weeding.  As a 
group they also received requests from community 
members to help with ploughing and planting which 
meant they could not fi nish they own ploughing as 
early as they had intended. 

As they found that they had to deal with additional 
complications such as land redistribution and 
community problems, they transformed the Ilimo 
programme in 2004 into a more modern institution. 
They created a three member committee.  Members 
play monthly contributions of R100, which increase 
at ploughing time according to their needs.  They 
use these contributions to buy inputs and cope with 
problems they encounter.  When they buy inputs they 
always buy in bulk and get discounts from the sellers.  
The group has a bank account and three storage 
rooms.  

In terms of human resources, this programme helps 
them to be able to focus their energies on one of the 
members at a time and fi nish ploughing earlier which 
allows them to start weeding in time.  The group 
shares everything from crop farming to livestock 
farming.  Some members have livestock but no human 
power. They have plans to buy a farm and an Nguni 
bull.  They wish to become commercial producers now 
that they are seeing the benefi ts of food security.

According to the members, the benefi ts of this social 
innovation are mostly in sharing and unity.  They are 
able to stand against all odds, even against those 
family members who are against this unity.  They have 
been able to help neighbours and family members with 
ploughing.  Since they have enough time for weeding, 
they have also had improved yields compared to when 
they were struggling on their own to plough their fi elds. 

In terms of other people adopting their innovation, 
some people in community do make use of a 
traditional Ilimo when necessary. Adoption of the 
innovation is made diffi cult by a need for patience 
and respect for each other.  It’s a matter of giving and 
taking – sacrifi cing something in order to benefi t from 
something else.

Issues Raised:
• Is this an example of a social innovation?
• Is this also an adaptation of a traditional system?

5. DESCRIPTIONS OF LOCAL INNOVATIONS
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5.3.2 A system to avoid theft of livestock

Name of innovator Maginiso Dlamini
Name of interviewer Kees Swaans & Michael 

Malinga
Location Msinga, KwaZulu-Natal 

Province

The background

This is a social innovation developed by the community 
of Mkhuphula. Mr Dlamini, who works for a stationery 
company in Msinga, was interviewed about it.  He is 
the acting-induna as his brother, the induna, is away at 
his other home in the city.

In the early 90’s stock theft was a problem in 
Mkhuphula and surrounding areas. The induna (the 
representative of the village headman) and his ibandla 
(group of male advisers) had to preside over many 
cases that were interlinked with stock theft.  There 
was a network of thieves operating in almost the entire 
Msinga area and this network stole cattle from one 
area and sold them into other areas. Since everyone 
was alerted to thieves, the thieves started to operate 
during the daytime, pretending that they had bought 
the livestock when they travelled with them to other 
areas.

The innovation

Since so many cattle and goats were stolen through 
this buying and selling scam, police tried to regulate 
the buying and selling through the local police stations. 
But this system did not work because police stations 
were too far from the people and from where the theft 
was happening. 

On one occasion, the Mkhuphula induna and his 
male residents gathered to mediate the case of two 
neighbours who accused each other of being thieves 
or of being involved in the thieves’ network. The 
problem had developed because one man had seen 
his neighbour selling goats that he knew did not belong 
to him. At the meeting it was decided that whenever 
the head of a household is selling livestock, he has to 
inform the neighbours and they must witness the sale.
The agreement did not solve the particular case that 
was discussed, but it proved to be the solution to 
the problem of theft within the community because it 
overcame the problem where people steal and sell 
their neighbours’ livestock.

The benefi t of this innovation is that since 1992 fewer 
stock theft cases have been reported and this has 
also reduced theft even in the areas that surround 
Mkhuphula. As Mkhuphula is a few kilometers from the 
tar road, thieves were passing by on their way to the 
main road. Thieves are no longer able to pass by with 
livestock due to the enforcement of the witness law. 
Mr Dlamini said that with the availability of cell phones, 
they have helped many people from other communities 
by stopping whoever is travelling with livestock, asking 
for the proof of the sale as well as a witness to the sale.

When someone sells an animal without a witness, 
even if the animal is not stolen, a fi ne of R150 has to 
be paid.

The challenge that is faced with this innovation is that 
where confl icts and jealousy exist between neighbours, 
they do not want to help each other with witnessing the 
sales.

In some instances when more than one household is 
selling their livestock, especially around the annual 
December holidays, there is competition for customers 
and households use this rule to delay the sale so that 
the customer will move on to other livestock owners. 
To solve this, the community is planning to introduce 
a new system for the December period.  During this 
period, anyone selling animals will announce it and 
buyers will go via the induna to the person that is selling. 

Besides Mkhuphula, the Ndaya and Latha 
communities have also adopted this system. 
Representatives from Mkhuphula were called to their 
Inkosi’s (headman of the area) meeting to explain their 
plan.  Mr Dlamini was not sure whether the other areas 
that fall under their Inkosi have also adopted it from 
that meeting.

An observation was made that the local leadership 
of the Mkhuphula community is different and more 
respected than is the case with other communities. 
They have not changed their induna for a long time 
and this has contributed to their unity. Msinga is 
known for fi ghting but in Mkhuphula they hardly know 
the hardship of being involved in fi ghts with other 
communities.  
Other innovations

There is a community managed domestic water supply 
in the area. They are managing the tap system that 
was in installed by Mvula Trust ten years ago. There is 
a system in place to run the scheme: on the seventh 

5. DESCRIPTIONS OF LOCAL INNOVATIONS
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day of every month they come together to pay R10 for 
diesel for the borehole pumps and for the maintenance 
of the scheme. Each house is allowed to fetch 60 
litres of water and they pay R1 per 20 litres thereafter. 
On Saturdays, households are permitted 100 litres 
because of the extra needs since children are not at 
school and are washing their uniforms. The community 
has won several awards for their scheme.    

Issues Raised:
• Is this an example of social innovation because  
 people have worked out their own systems to  
 address problems?

5.4 Value Adding 

5.4.1 Tlhago ke Pholo Devils claw project

Name of innovator Tlhago ke Pholo boswa 
devil’s claw project

Name of interviewer Tebogo Serapelwane
Location Cassel Village, North 

West Province

Background:

The participants of the Tlhago ke Pholo boswa 
devil’s claw project are a group of women aged 
between 20 and 70. In terms of time, their main 
occupation is farming with devil’s claw. In terms of 
income generation, they rely on their farming activities 
as well as various social grants.  

Approximately 1000 households have access to the 
2100 ha farm, which is under communal land tenure, of 
which 200ha is cultivated for crops. Cassel is generally 
a livestock area due to its natural vegetation and its 
low rainfall. Devil’s claw grows wild in the surrounding 
veld which is the reason why this group of women 
decided to farm using the available natural resources. 
They engaged the traditional leaders and Department 
of Agriculture to regulate the harvesting procedures 
through issuing of licenses to avoid exploitation of the 
plants. Currently they also have access to 60ha of 
land where they will propagate Devil’s claw to ensure a 
continuous and sustainable supply.

Devil’s claw is the common name for Harpagophytum 
procubens and Harpagophytum Zeyheri, which 
belong to the same family. Devil’s claw is a weedlike, 
perennial plant with creeping stems spreading from a 

tuberous fl eshy rootstock. The devil’s claw is native to 
South Africa.  It occurs mainly in typical savannah veld 
with grass cover and trees, especially Acacia species.  
It has secondary roots or tubers that grow out of the 
main and lateral branch. The red and white fl owers are 
borne on the stems during spring. The name ‘devil’s 
claw’ originates from the claw-like seedpod that is 
formed during the growth season. The plant has been 
used for a long time in the traditional medicine of 
Southern Africa. It is used as prevention against skin 
cancer, for treating various fevers and for stimulating 
digestion.

One of the problems that 
the group encounters is that 
devil’s claw has become a very 
important source of income for all 
the surrounding communities but 
they do not harvest it sustainably.  
Sustainable harvesting involves 
digging out the lateral tuber and 
leaving the mother tuber for 
regeneration.

The project participants aim to look for a good market 
for devil’s claw to enable them to buy all the necessary 
equipments. They also want to teach the surrounding 
communities about sustainable harvesting methods.

The innovation

The group initially packaged the sliced devil’s claw 
and sold it either to the public in small packets with an 
instruction for preparation or to white buyers to resell in 
other markets such as Germany. Through this system 
they were not making enough money, especially 
because devil’s claw processing is labour intensive 
and the fi nal product was costly to transport.
It is important to note that the ancestors originally 
sliced the tuber and boiled it to produce a liquid 
medicine.

The group strategised about other ways to process 
the devil’s claw. The innovation that the group has 
developed is the process of harvesting, slicing, drying, 
grading, packaging and adding value to the devils 
claw. The fi nal products that they make include liquid 
or powder medicine as well as a juice or herbal tea.

“Devil’s Claw grows wild in the veld and 
has long been used in the traditional 

medicines of Southern Africa.”

5. DESCRIPTIONS OF LOCAL INNOVATIONS
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They decided to grind the dried devil’s claw into 
powder using a fl at stone. They thought that the 
medicinal properties would be strong and people would 
not need to take it in large quantities i.e. it could be 
sold by the scoop or spoon.  They thought it would be 
easy to carry large quantities to the market with better 
returns because it is in a ‘ready to use’ form.  They 
realised that the powdered medicine was too bitter for 
children so they found that the best way was to make 
a juice by reducing what was used for adult liquid 
medicine by 50%. To make it more appetizing they add 
brown sugar and raisins, just as they do when making 
ginger beer.

The liquid form of the medication has long been 
practiced by the ancestors, but the powder and juice 
forms were started six years ago by the group in 1999.  
The project members developed the methods through 
trials and testing. It is their own innovation and for 
them an improvement on what their ancestors did.

The process involves the following steps:
• Identify the crop and clear the area using a spade
• Only mature plants should be harvested - check  
 that the taproot at the top is bigger than a matchbox  
 and then the side tubers can be harvested
• Use a digging stick and dig out the lateral tubers,  
 leaving the mother tuber to regenerate
• Fill the hole with topsoil fi rst so that the plant can  
 go on living and produce more tubers for future  
 harvests
• After harvesting, clean soil from the tubers with a  
 dry cloth to avoid skin removal
• Slice the tubers using a stainless steel knife to  
 avoid rust - slice thinly and put the slices out to dry
• Use net or plastic sieves to dry the tubers.

In terms of the cost of their innovation, they spend R50 
per 10 litre of juice (for brown sugar and raisins) but 
there is no cost for the powder because the grinding 
stones are free. Cash, implements and inputs are 
required in order to use the innovation.

Benefi ts gained so far from innovation include income 
generation, a sense of ownership and ubuntu3 (by 
contributing a levy of 50 cents from every kilogram of 
dried devil’s claw that is sold to the tribal development 
fund). 

Problems experienced with this innovation include hard 
labour and the lack of proper implements. Solutions 
to this include purchasing equipment such as scales, 
cutting and drying machines.  Other than this, there is 
nothing that makes adoption diffi cult.

Many local communities are starting to practice the 
same innovation. This group presented it at the 2002 
World Sustainable Development Summit. It is also 
discussed and shared at pension pay points, local 
competitions and seminars.  If other people are to 
implement this innovation, they need to watch out for 
the following things: that harvesting is sustainable, that 
the slicing and drying of the tubers is correctly done 
and that the weather conditions are satisfactory for 
quick drying.

The innovation is not yet complete because the 
group still wants to do additional value adding for 
pharmaceutical medicines and a herbal tea.

Other smaller innovations

The drying process for the devil’s claw: initially nets 
were placed on the ground and a high incidence of 
rotting was experienced. Later, the nets were lifted 
higher above the ground to allow better circulation of 
air and to allow the thinly sliced tubers to dry faster. 
This method was started in 2001. The innovation was 
an outcome of the members’ observations.

Issues Raised:
• Is this innovation an adaptation of an    
 indigenous knowledge system? 
• What is the cost of this initiative to the rest of   
 the community?
• Is the community able to enforce the use of   
 sustainable harvesting techniques? 
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3 - Ubuntu is an African concept or philosophy of life.  Group solidarity is seen to be central to the survival of communities with a scarcity of 
resources.  (Ubuntu and the Law in South Africa - JY Mokgoro, Judge of the Constitutional Court of South Africa.; Reproduced from: http://
www.puk.ac.za/lawper/1998-1/mokgoro-2.html)
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5.5 Beliefs And Cultural Practices

5.5.1 Method to chase away rain

Name of innovator Grace Nkosi
Name of interviewer Ntowane Marobane
Location Hazeyview, Mpumlanga 

Province

Background

Mrs Grace Nkosi is a farmer living at Sand River 
(Hazeyview) in Mpumalanga and is aged between 
51 and 59 years. Farming is her main occupation 
and only source of income. She cultivates an area 
of 1.5ha which is part of a communal land tenure 
system. She keeps no livestock and only grows maize 
and vegetables. The problems that she experiences 
include a lack of water, fertilizers and seeds as well as 
diffi culties in paying back loans.

The innovation

Her innovation is to stop rain falling during functions 
and special occasions. This is a practice that involves 
making a fi re and boiling maize continuously in a 
three-legged pot for the duration of the occasion.  She 
says that the choice of person to tend the fi re is most 
important as it must be someone who is humble and 
does not have bad thoughts. Some people in the area 
follow a similar practice but boil soil and not maize in 
the three-legged pot. She is able to use this practice 
although she is not a sangoma (traditional healer) or 
an inyanga (herbalist).

She has seen others using this practice during her 
lifetime and she learned about it from the elders.  She 
has not spent any money in practising the innovation 
and says that no labour is required, except for the 
person to feed the fi re.  The only ingredient that one 
needs is the maize cob.

The benefi t of the practice is that functions go well 
without any disturbance from rain.  She has not 
experienced any problems with this practice. She 
says that she knows of ten people who have used the 
practice and they also learned it from their elders.

The only thing that makes adoption diffi cult is the 
need for the correct choice of person to tend the fi re. 
This is something that must be watched out for when 

implementing the practice. According to Mrs Nkosi, 
there is no cost for the rest of the community.

Issues Raised:
• Is this an innovation or a cultural practice /   
 belief?
• Is it possible to verify whether this practice is   
 effective?

5.5.2 Substituting the slaughter of a beast at a  
  funeral

Name of innovator Msinga Top community
Name of interviewer Maxwell Mudhara
Location Msinga, KwaZulu-Natal 

Province

Traditionally, Zulu people slaughter a beast during the 
funeral of an adult. This is mainly to provide meat for 
the people attending the funeral, especially the men 
who dig the grave.  

Due to the HIV/AIDS pandemic, which is responsible 
for many deaths, some households have simply 
run out of cattle to use for this purpose or the 
cattle numbers have dropped to critical levels. 
Buying a whole beast for slaughter would require 
more resources from an already vulnerable family. 
Traditionally, two things from the beast are considered 
important to meet the requirements of the Zulu 
customs, these are the parts of the intestine and the 
head. The head is given to the men that dig the grave.

Families in Msinga Top have resorted to buying the 
parts of the beast that are necessary for them to fulfi l 
their traditional obligations. Therefore, instead of 
slaughtering a whole beast, only the head and some 
intestines are bought from a local butcher – greatly 
reducing their cost. Other communities could fi nd much 
fi nancial reprieve by following this practice.

It is currently unknown who is responsible for initiating 
this practice and why other communities are not using it.

Issues Raised:
• Is this another social innovation?
• It is a good example of how people may seek  
 alternatives to cultural practices in times of need.
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5.6 Domestic Needs

5.6.1 Innovations that meet domestic needs

Name of innovator The Kuruman community
Name of interviewer Tebogo Serapelwane
Location Kuruman, North West 

Province

Background

The western part of North West Province is very 
hot during summer time because it lies within the 
semi-arid zone. The average summer temperature 
is 30oC. This part of the province is mostly rural, with 
less infrastructural support such as electricity. It is 
predominantly a livestock farming area and is referred 
to as the ‘Texas’ of South Africa.  To survive the 
scorching heat of the day, farmers and herdsmen need 
to cool their body and quench their thirst. 

Innovation 1: Water cooler

Local herdsmen have found a way to make a simple 
yet effective water cooler. They take a 5 litre glass 
or plastic bottle and cover it tightly with thick cloth, 
preferably hessian. The bottle is then fi lled with water 
and the hessian is made wet before the bottle is hung 
under the shade of a tree. After approximately two 
hours the water will be partially cold and will cool off 
the herdsman and quench his thirst.

This method has probably been practised for 
generations, or at least the principle has been used, 
as other people in this area are known to make 
evaporative cooling cupboards

5. DESCRIPTIONS OF LOCAL INNOVATIONS

Issues Raised:
• This is a good example of a technical   
 innovation that uses locally available resources. 
• Is this an innovation since many people are   
 aware of the benefi ts of evaporative cooling?

Innovation 2: Natural coffee

The roots of a naturally occurring plant, Boscia 
abitrunca (Motlopi or Shepherd’s Tree), are shredded 
into smaller pieces. The pieces of the roots are dried 
and then roasted in a three-legged pot until they are 
black, almost as if they are burnt. Brown sugar is then 
added to the pot and the contents of the pot are then 
mixed until they start to shine because of the heat.  
The contents are then emptied onto a fl at surface and 
allowed to dry.

The mixture is then ground into a powder using a 
grinding stone. It is then sifted and is ready to be 
prepared just like an ordinary coffee. This drink seems 
to be different to ordinary coffee because after drinking 
it you feel relaxed and happy.

Issues Raised:
• Is this an example of a substitute for coffee   
 made from local plants or is it a beverage that  
 is consumed for a narcotic effect?
• How long has this beverage  been made in the  
 area and where did the idea came from?

“Farmers and herdsmen have found 
innovative ways to cool off and quench 

their thirst”
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SOME OF MR MTSHALI’S INNOVATIONS

Experimenting with planting dates

Mr Mtshali experiments with alternative planting 
dates for his crops, rather than just using the 
conventional approaches.

Using Napier grass for soil conservation

Instead of just using Napier grass as a fodder for 
his livestock, he has also planted it on contours 
to prevent soil erosion.  This is important as he is 
farming on steep land and needs to prevent soil 
loss.  

6. PROFILE OF FARMER INNOVATOR EPHRAIM MTSHALI

6. PROFILE OF FARMER INNOVATOR 
EPHRAIM MTSHALI

Name of innovator Ephraim Mtshali
Name of interviewer Brigid Letty
Location Inhlazuka, KwaZulu-

Natal

Background

Mr Mtshali lives at St Bernards Mission at 
Inhlazuka, which is approximately 60 kilometres 
from the town of Richmond.  This was land that 
previously belonged to the Marianhill Diocese. 
Ownership has since been transferred to the 
people that live on the property.

Mr Mtshali was born in 1949 and grew up at St 
Bernards Mission.  He started spent his primary 
school years at St Bernards Mission and then 
moved on to high school at Mid Illovo.  He worked 
for Masonite and then later at a number of 
beachfront hotels in Durban as chef and later as 
a supervisor. In 1987, age 40, Mr Mtshali left the 
hotel industry and decided that he would rather 
try to make a living from his agricultural activities, 
which would also allow him to spend more time at 
home with his family.

Mr Mtshali has been closely involved with the 
Misereor-funded agricultural development 
programme of the Marianhill Diocese, which has 
exposed him to a number of organic farming 
methods.

Current agricultural activities

Mr Mtshali grows a range of food crops (including 
maize and potatoes), fodder crops (Napier grass) 
and vegetables and keeps cattle and chickens. 
He farms organically and uses a range of soil 
conservation and water conservation methods.

What makes Mr Mtshali an innovator? 

When asked what makes him an innovator and 
different from other people in the community, 
Mr Mtshali replied that it is because when other 
people encounter problems they just give up, while 
he always tries to fi nd a solution to the problem.
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Irrigation system

He has built a small weir on a spring close to 
his house and takes this water, using pipes and 
gravity, to his garden to use for irrigation purposes.  
He has found this much easier than carrying water 
from the spring in buckets.

Cross-breeding local chickens

He has cross bred his local chickens (Zulu 
chickens) with commercial broilers to produce a 
bird that is heavier and has more meat than the 
local chicken, but which is hardier than the broiler.

Storing potatoes in the ground

He keeps his potatoes in the ground until he has 
a market for them as he has found that they have 
a longer shelf-life in the soil than after they have 
been lifted. 

Fruit trees as windbreaks

He has used fruit trees (especially bananas) as 
windbreaks because it means that they serve 
more than one purpose, providing food as well as 
protecting his house from wind.
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Name Organisation Contact Number

Rauri Alcock 
(NSC Chairperson) Mdukutshani Rural Development Project 082 856 9861

Thiambi Neshiluvhi 
(NSC Vice chairperson) Agricultural Research Council 012 841 9797

Monique Salomon Centre for Environment, Agriculture and 
Development, University of KwaZulu-Natal 083 301 2936

Tim Hart Human Sciences Research Council 012 302 2721

Roberta Burgess Northern Cape Department of Agriculture 053 838 9110

KwaZulu-Natal Task Team

Hannes de Villiers Department of Agriculture and Environment 033 343 8300

Maxwell Mudhara Farmer Support Group, 
University of KwaZulu-Natal 033 260 5673

Limpopo Task Team

Ernest Letsoalo Centre for Rural Community Empowerment, 
University of Limpopo 015 262 4907

Joe Ramaru Limpopo Department of Agriculture 015 294 3196.

Mpumalanga Task Team

Ntowane Marobane Sustainable Rural Livelihoods Division, 
Agricultural Research Council 013 753 7104

Khensani Sambo Ecolink 013 751 2120
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