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Innovation by rural women: two cases from the Tjiane Drop-In Centre, Ga-
Mphahlele, Limpopo Province, South Africa

Background

South Africa is faced with the threats of unemployment, poverty and inequality. In rural areas of South
Africa, especially in the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo Provinces, villagers are faced with
high unemployment especially among youth, child headed families and people with comorbidities.
Although most families have back-yard gardens and/or raise livestock, villagers do not have enough
skills to produce or rear animals to support their livelihoods.

Through the “Expanding the promotion of local innovation for food security and healthy nutrition to
strengthen resilience with a focus on women” (ELI-FaNS) project, the Prolinnova SA Limpopo Province
Task Team (LPTT) recognised local innovative ideas employed by members to the Tjiane Drop-In
Centre for enhancing food and nutrition security of needy households and also creating employment.
ELI-FaNS is a project funded by German NGO called Misereor that aims not only to develop the
innovative capacities of rural communities, especially women, to effectively improve food security,
nutrition security and nutritional diversity, but also to institutionalise participatory approaches into
target organisations, mainly government research and extension agencies, as well as academia.

The establishment of the Tjiane Drop-In Centre

In 2007, ten women from Tjiane village
in ga-Mphahlele established the Drop-
In Centre after noticing the growing rate
of poverty and other challenges,
especially for children, in the
community. The purpose of establishing
the Drop-In Centre was to feed orphans
and abused children, children from
impoverished families, and people with
comorbidities that cannot afford basic
needs, with the help of local
community, government departments
and state-owned enterprises.

They contributed money, asked for
donations from their community and Figure 1: Women of Tjiane Drop-In Centre

then bought food, packaged, and distributed it to needy families. Realising that more families and
children need their support, they approached government departments for contributions. They got
funds from the South African Social Security Agency (SASSA), which enabled the Drop-In Centre to
expand.

In 2011, the Drop-In Centre hosted a volunteer from the Peace Corps program whose interests were
to educate children, community workers, and the community about HIV/AIDS and related illnesses.



While working in the Tjiane community, the volunteer assisted the members of the Drop-In Centre to
apply for more funding. They received grants from different funders including the United States
President's Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) for the HIV/AIDS program. These funds were used
for the day-to-day operation of the Drop-In Centre and pay stipend to volunteers. The majority of the
drop-in centres in South Africa sustain themselves through donations and food parcels to pursue their
purpose. From this system, the LPTT identified two cases of social innovations, which are shared here.

Social innovation: A system for food and nutrition security

Tjiane Drop-In Centre has a system of producing vegetables to feed people in need, while selling the
remaining produce within the community, and to retailers such as Shoprite, Spar and Boxer. The
money they get from selling vegetables is used to buy inputs for more production. This mechanism of
the Drop-In centre to sustain itself can be viewed as a social innovation that is contributing to food
and nutrition security in the community.

The Drop-In Centre established a vegetable
garden to supplement food parcels. They
asked for additional land (+ 4 ha) from the
Local Authority to expand the area of
production due to necessity for fresh
vegetables and high demand in the
community. What is unique about the Drop-
In Centre is that they are able to produce
enough vegetables to feed needy families
and to sell, rather than relying on food
parcels from government.
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Figure 2: Setting up poles for tomatoes.

Social innovation: job creation by Tjiane Drop-In Centre

Through the experience of applying for funds, the Drop-In Centre was able to source funding from
Independent Development Trust (IDT) in 2014. IDT requested the Drop-In Centre to use some of the
funds to create jobs for 400 people. They approached other organisations in the vicinity of their village
that were struggling to pay their volunteers. The organisations included drop-in centres, early
childhood development (ECD) centres, government clinics, Department of Basic Education, traditional
authority halls, disability centres and old age homes. Prior to the Covid pandemic in 2020, 400 people
were employed within these organisations but currently the number has declined to 198, due to
limited funds.

Conclusion

While the Tjiane Drop-In Centre was initially identified by the LPTT as a mechanism to reach out to the
local community to identify local innovations, it soon became apparent that the Centre was itself an
example of a social innovation. The centre brings in a different dimension to drop-in centres with
regard to its efforts to sustain itself by producing its own food to supplement the food parcels they
normally receive and also by creating job opportunities for members of the community.
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