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Abstract 
iZindaba Zokudla (IZ) is a multistakeholder 
engagement project that aims to create opportuni-
ties for urban agriculture in a sustainable food 
system in Johannesburg. IZ implements the 
Farmers’ Lab, a social lab used as a transitional 
mechanism in a larger transition to sustainability. 
To move the South African urban food system to 
an ecologically sound, economically productive, 
and socially equitable system, significant stakehold-
er integration is needed, and the iZindaba Zokudla 
Farmers’ Lab provides that. This reflective essay 
presents a history of the project (2013 until now) 
detailing the project’s creation of an ecosystem 
based on social labs that facilitate innovation in the 
food system. Emergent entrepreneurs and others 
use the social labs and their activities, as well as 
stakeholder engagement in their enterprise devel-
opment, and these Labs have created opportunities 

for applied and other research in the university. 
This has brought innovation and change to agro-
ecological practice in Johannesburg. This reflective 
essay article situates IZ within the broader evolu-
tionary change in South Africa and considers how 
conversations about food lead to the creation of 
sustainable food systems.  

Keywords 
Multistakeholder Engagement, Social Labs, Urban 
Agriculture, Social Innovation, Entrepreneurship, 
Food Systems, Transitions to Sustainability 

Introduction: iZindaba Zokudla and South 
Africa’s Food System 
In 2013 I held a three-day workshop in Soweto 
with my colleague Angus Campbell from the 
University of Johannesburg. We developed a strate-
gic plan for the development of urban agriculture 
in Soweto, as part of a participatory technology 
development service-learning project (Campbell & 
Malan, 2018; Malan, 2020a; Malan & Campbell, 
2014). This eventually became known as the 
iZindaba Zokudla—Conversations about Food 
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Farmers’ Lab. The name invokes the idea of 
community deliberation about food through an 
“iZindaba” (the traditional court of the king) about 
“Zokudla,” (the food that we eat). iZindaba 
Zokudla (hereafter IZ) organizes the Farmers’ Lab, 
which has set in motion a number of changes in 
the Johannesburg food system. This essay reflects 
on how this has happened.  
 Multistakeholder engagement methods devel-
oped by the NGO TransForum (Regeer, Mager, & 
van Oorsouw, 2011; Van Latesteijn & Andeweg, 
2011) and REOS Partners (REOS Partners & 
TransForum, 2011) lie behind the Lab. The Lab 
allows emergent producers to draw on resources 
from the University of Johannesburg, such as the 
UJ’s Process, Energy, Environment, and Technol-
ogy station (UJ-PEETS)1 and the UJ Centre for 
Entrepreneurship2 (UJCfE) and its forum: Let’s 
Talk Business.3 The Johannesburg Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry4—an important main-
stream stakeholder—has collaborated with IZ to 
develop a focus on emergent farmers and entrepre-
neurs. This essay considers how these shifts 
occurred in the South African food system.  
 The monthly Lab is widely advertised and 
attracts between 100 and 400 urban farmers and 
related stakeholders. Due to the apartheid history 
of South Africa, these farmers and stakeholders are 
considered emergent, or new, participants in the 
economy who struggle to establish viable enter-
prises in the food system. A “social lab” (Hassan, 
2014a, 2014b; Kahane, 2010) can bring such actors 
into the food system by using multistakeholder 
engagement methodology (Dubbelling, 2010; 
Regeer et al., 2011; Southern Africa Food Lab 
[SAFL], 2015; UN Habitat, 2008; Van Latesteijn & 
Andeweg, 2011) and participatory design method-
ologies (Manzini, 2014). The monthly Lab echoes 
ideas about food policy councils (see Ledger, 2016) 
and local traditions of community meetings. The 
European idea of a living lab (Dutilleul, Birrer, & 
Mensink, 2010; McGann, Blomkamp, & Lewis, 
2018; McGann, Wells, & Blomkamp, 2019) is 

 
1 https://www.uj.ac.za/faculties/febe/peets 
2 https://www.uj.ac.za/faculties/cbe/ujcfe 
3 https://www.facebook.com/talkbusinessjohannesburg/ 
4 http://www.jcci.co.za/cms/index.php?command=View&item_id=192 

similar to what IZ has created, albeit located out-
side the state in civil society. With this Lab, I cre-
ated a unique opportunity to experiment with inter-
actions between the university and society and 
attempt innovation in the food system. Along with 
the stakeholders, I have gained important experi-
ence on how contemporary actors attempt to 
change food systems.  
 The Lab is situated in a classical “mercantile-
industrial food regime” (McMichael, 2009, p. 143) 
dominated by a large retail sector (Ledger, 2016) 
with a sizeable informal sector (Battersby, 2011). 
Large rural commercial producers dominate agri-
culture in South Africa (Greenberg, 2010), and they 
are, as is the case elsewhere, under pressure to 
transform (Blattner 2020; IPES-Food, 2016; 
McIntyre, Herren, Wakhungu, & Watson, 2009; 
NASEM, 2018; Pereira, Karpouzoglou, Doshi, & 
Frantzeskaki, 2015). South African agriculture is 
racialized and divided between white commercial 
agriculture and black emergent and small-scale agri-
culture. State programs (Broad-Based Black Eco-
nomic Empowerment Act No. 25899, 2004; Codes 
of Good Practice on Broad Based Black Economic 
Empowerment No. 1354, 2017), including land 
reform, point to racially affirmative targets and out-
comes. Unfortunately, “90% of [these] redistrib-
uted farms are not productive” (The Economist, 
2015, pp. 40–41), and only “around 50 percent 
have improved … livelihoods” (Cousins, 2018, p. 
7). Transformation, in general, has to build a 
“class” of African food producers in a context 
where they have been systematically marginalized 
or “depeasantized” (Bundy, 1988; McMichael, 
2005). The Lab in this dualistic agricultural struc-
ture (Cochet, Anseeuw, & Fréguin-Gresh, 2015) 
nevertheless aims to create opportunities for urban 
agriculture in a sustainable food system.  
 Urbanization (Frayne, Crush, & McLachlan, 
2014), capital influx, and modern mall and super-
market development place an emerging South Afri-
can township entrepreneur in a peculiar position 
where there is “little chance of … finding a footing 
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in a high-end commercial space to sell his wares” 
(Mahajan, 2014, p. 2). Townships were and are 
labor repositories isolated from economic centers 
and served as key instruments of oppression under 
apartheid. For urban farmers, these modern mall 
and supermarket developments can be seen as the 
urban part of an “adverse incorporation” (Neves & 
du Toit, 2014, p. 846) into a neoliberal global food 
system. This may explain why urban agriculture 
delivers only minor benefits for farmers in South 
Africa (see Crush & Frayne, 2011; Frayne, 
McCordic & Shilomboleni, 2014; Ruysenaar, 2013), 
which is unsurprising (Stewart et al., 2013; Zezza & 
Tasciotti, 2010), but debatable (Csortan, Ward, & 
Roetman, 2020; Diekmann, Gray, & Baker, 2018; 
Dubbelling, 2010; Nkosi, Gumbo, Kroll, & 
Rudolph, 2014; UN Habitat, 2008). IZ has pio-
neered methods, events, and processes, albeit pecu-
liar to the immediate context, to enable African 
and other marginalized producers (like urban farm-
ers and emerging food processors) to gain access to 
various entry points in the South African food sys-
tem. This reflective essay addresses a number of 
key questions for understanding such a transforma-
tive approach.  

What Does iZindaba Zokudla Do? 
IZ hosts, among other events, the Farmers’ Lab at 
the Soweto Campus of the University of Johannes-
burg. This open, facilitated event invites emerging 
farmers and entrepreneurs, state officials, busi-
nesses, and activists to introduce new opportuni-
ties, technology, services, products, and systems for 
emerging entrepreneurs and activists. The Khula! 
app available on Google Play, and the aparate.co 
system, were launched in the Lab. IZ has influ-
enced submissions to parliament (Rousell, 2017), 
established seed libraries (Slow Food, 2018), and 
organized (with the NGO Slow Food) the Soweto 
Eat-In (since 2016) that showcases the best in her-
itage, sustainable, and indigenous foods. The Lab is 
an omnibus event that has been able to create 
“innovative governance arrangements that cross 
multiple geographic, scalar, and administrative 
boundaries” (Hammelman et al., 2020, p. 72).  
 The Lab is a transitional mechanism in the 
broader transition to sustainability in South Africa. 
Innovation is “a complex, multifaceted and 

dynamic process involving multiple and changing 
stakeholders, interacting intimately with its envi-
ronment, evolving over long periods and unfolding 
in directions impossible to devise from the start” 
(Triomphe et al., 2014, p. 54). A social lab re-
creates the conditions for such innovation to occur 
as it offers an opportunity for “a sequence of tech-
nological and organizational innovations … to take 
root and [offer] improved opportunities for local 
communities” (Triomphe et al., 2014, p. 49). IZ 
and the Farmers’ Lab have enabled innovation in 
the Johannesburg food system in the form of pub-
lications and opportunities for structured and 
unstructured interaction. They have also anchored 
and built relationships between academia, busi-
nesses, and stakeholders (Hammelman et al., 2020, 
p. 80-82). Recalling the history of the project, and 
the Slow Food Soweto Eat-In, enables a deep 
understanding of the key themes and concerns in 
such transitions to a more sustainable food system. 
I now turn to a discussion of the leading themes 
underlying a transition to sustainability in order to 
show how they can be utilized as a means to effect 
change in the food system. 

iZindaba Zokudla and Transitions to 
Sustainability  

Transformation after Apartheid 
A sustainable food system in South Africa firstly 
implies a de-racialized economy with increased par-
ticipation by previously marginalized (mostly Afri-
can) entrepreneurs. The next step includes sustain-
ability in their enterprises by adopting sustainable 
(ecological, social, and economic) production 
methods, such as appropriate technology and cir-
cular economy business models, and the delivery of 
sustainable products that have low ecological 
impacts and equitable redistribution. A true 
achievement of a sustainable food system would 
result from the networks, synergies, and interac-
tions among actors and stakeholders in the system. 
The emergence of innovative enterprises that 
deliver social benefit and transformation goals is 
certainly due to evolutionary drivers in South Afri-
can society that emphasize de-racialization, small-
farmer development, and township revitalization 
(Cochet et al., 2015). These innovative enterprises 
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are also a background driver of an evolutionary 
transition in South Africa (Friedmann & 
McMichael, 1989; Geels & Schot 2007). As the 
facilitator, I had the opportunity to strategically 
interpret emerging farmer development as a prob-
lem of entrepreneurship and deliberately enabled 
coalitions among stakeholders to focus on it. This 
implies methodological, associative, and narrative 
dimensions, and below I show how these are 
valuable in a transition to sustainability.  
 Small farmers need to be “entangled” with 
stakeholders (Latour, 2007, pp. 84, 136) to shape 
an inclusive transition (Garud & Gehman, 2012; 
Pereira, Drimie, Maciejewski, Tonissen, & Biggs, 
2020). Within this evolutionary context, associa-
tions, networks, social capital as a relational driver, 
and narratives and stories about the past and future 
as durational drivers (Coenen, Benneworth, & 
Truffer, 2012), play a role. Transitions show inter-
actions among associations, innovations, and 
actors, narratives of change, and the political 
economy (Pereira et al., 2020).  

Facilitation and Methods as Means to 
Food Systems Change 
Facilitative methods that allow for diverse cross-
society interaction aim to create interpersonal 
change (Bojer, Roehl, Knuth, & Magner, 2008; 
Kahane, 2010; Regeer et al., 2011) through meeting 
“the other.” This is necessary for meaningful inno-
vation in a divided society. Participation starts 
when we shift from thinking, “someone should” to 
“I will,” as this enables “actors to … undertake 
individual and collective actions … to shift the sys-
tem” (Kahane, 2010, pp. 118, 125). Facilitation and 
events enable people’s agency to influence deeper 
processes (Nogueira et al., 2020). Cross-society 
interaction can subvert differences among people 
(Anderson & McLachlan, 2015) and build 
“bridges” between knowledge systems by “layer-
ing” different kinds of knowledge and interests 
alongside each other. As a result, new activities, 
narratives, and a “transmedia” emerge that make 
scientific and other meanings accessible. Facilita-
tive methods create social “raw material” that 
entrepreneurs use to create their enterprises, and 
these embody a further transition to a sustainable 
system (Lynde, 2020; Malan, 2020b; Tobias, Mair, 

& Barbosa-Leiker, 2013). Below I discuss how the 
facilitation of the Farmers’ Lab makes such systemic 
innovation possible.  

Creating Stories of Change 
Methods build networks, associations, and commu-
nities, and enable us, providing a safe space (Ben-
net et al., 2016; Kahane, 2010; Pereira et al., 2015) 
to reconstruct and narrate the past, present, and 
future. Narratives are important for the genera-
tional nature of sustainable development, as any-
thing can be recycled as narrative, from geography, 
to opportunities, to technologies, and synergies 
among systems and enterprises become possible 
through our stories. A narrative about sustainability 
thus has technical benefits because a narrative can 
show how new technical information can be used 
and re-used. I show this by reflecting on the Slow 
Food Soweto Eat-In and how such narratives have 
shaped the activities of IZ and how entrepreneurs 
create their enterprises. 

Building Networks and Narratives 
A “safe space” allows actors to “support diverse, 
autocatalytic networks of human agents that can 
propel transformation toward goals such as sus-
tainable energy” or food (Lenton & Latour 2018, 
p. 1067). The emergence of autocatalytic or self-
organizing networks among stakeholders and actors 
results from evolutionary shifts, narratives, and 
methods, but primarily from the associative 
behavior of actors. Social change lies outside the 
capability of a single actor but is possible in the form 
of a “cascade” of changes that emerges when actors 
and actions enable others to act (Latour, 2007).  
 These cross-society networks can be described 
in terms of social capital (Herbel & Haddad, 2012; 
Malan, 2015), networks and power (Castells, 2009) 
and how actors can use objects and persons in 
their strategic activities—often through narratives 
that “animate” an “autocatalytic” network or com-
munity. Bonding social capital among similar actors 
is necessary for both an emergent African class of 
producers to emerge collectively and for a territo-
rial or local focus to become visible. However, the 
need for systemic innovation, and to break local 
parochialism, requires a form of bridging social 
capital among dissimilar actors, and, here, examples 
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of cross-sector and society linkages are offered that 
utilize narratives and other cues to build such net-
works (that, in turn, can lead to the formation of 
enterprises).  
 Narratives allow an actor to sequence social 
capital, technology, networks, and stakeholders, 
among other things, as part of enterprise develop-
ment and an evolutionary shift in society. How-
ever, great systemic change will emerge if we can 
form bonds among highly diverse actors that link 
local actors with globally significant issues and 
stakeholders. Linking social capital unifies broader 
forces in society. To understand this, I offer dense 
descriptions that show how narratives and actions, 
events, stakeholders, and other cues can motivate 
networks, sectors, and entire economies and socie-
ties to move in a particular direction. I then reflect 
on how such grand change can be attempted from 
a local vantage point.  
 This approach to social change is consistent 
with practitioners who advocate for simultaneous 
change in many places in the system (Burns, 2012, 
2014) and the “polycentric” governance 
(Ruysenaar, 2013; Pereira & Drimie, 2016) of 
transitions. Such approaches can accommodate 
inclusion and experimentation (Bennett et al., 
2015), continuous learning and scaling (Pereira et 
al., 2015), and disrupt existing paths of practice 
(Jørgensen, 2012; Regeer et al., 2011). To make 
sense of this, I reflect on how background political 
evolutionary drivers in IZ create opportunities for 
a transition, how methodological interventions 
make a difference, and why associations are impor-
tant in utilizing stories of the past, present, and 
future to enable shifts to sustainability.  
 The Soweto Eat-In may be a singular case of 
change (Yin, 2009) that emphasizes how emerging 
farmers can build cross-society linkages. The 
broader history of IZ allows me to show how nar-
ratives and general activities can be utilized in 
building coalitions of actors across social divides.  

Sources of Knowledge and the Organization 
of the Case Study 
There has been very little original material pub-

 
5 https://www.facebook.com/IzindabaZokudla/ 
6 https://izindabazokudla.com  

lished on IZ. The Facebook page5 and website6 are 
true but very partial reflections of the events and 
activities the project undertakes. This article draws 
on my experiences as the convener of IZ, my field 
notes, occasional interviews, and numerous con-
versations to present a short chronological and the-
matic history of this project. I have kept detailed 
records of the project. Publicly visible social media, 
open discussions during the events the project 
hosts, semiconfidential information on social 
media, and my confidential field notes inform the 
case study. As both an academic and an activist, I 
can offer a grounded description of the project, 
albeit with a complex of different kinds of public 
and confidential information. The article does not 
offer objective empirical knowledge, but rather an 
insiders’ (and mild) activist perspective on the 
events and activities of the project. It is aimed at 
practical enlightenment and theoretical reflection. 
Because it is impossible to obtain direct consent 
from all respondents (some gave it in the context 
of a confidential interview), this article is ethno-
graphic in character. It tries to abstract the 
knowledge gained and may, at times, conceal iden-
tities as it aims firstly to deliberate on abstract is-
sues in the food system. However, given that most 
of the activities presented here were made in pub-
lic, I unavoidably refer to some organizations and 
individuals in an identifiable way.  

A History of iZindaba Zokudla 
Our initial 2013 workshops created a strategic plan 
for urban agriculture in Soweto. The workshops 
aimed to embed the initial service-learning activi-
ties in a broader context. I conducted four months 
of prior fieldwork to enable a contextual under-
standing of the area and to mobilize stakeholders 
for the workshops. This strategic plan, created 
using a variation of open space methodology and a 
SWOT analysis done by a local, organic intellectual, 
identified key focus areas for urban agricultural 
development. This plan presents a crucial picture 
of what needs to change to support urban agricul-
ture in Soweto. The plan emphasized eight key 
focus areas for change: 
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1. Land and Water (Soil); 
2. Relevant Stakeholders (Authorities, 

Extension Officers); 
3. Training (Youth, Skills, Information); 
4. Tools (Greenhouse, Tractor, Technology, 

Infrastructure); 
5. Marketing (Transport, Business 

development, Agro-processing); 
6. Organizational Development 

(Cooperatives, Labor);  
7. Permaculture (Pests, Seeds, Composting); 

and 
8. Security (Theft, Fencing). 

 The third focus area (training) was, in fact, on 
some posters in the workshop presented as a farm-
ers’ school—the initial name for the Farmers’ Lab. 
The reference to permaculture is an important 
marker of the desirability of a biologically based 
agriculture, but also of the economic, political, and 
other choices farmers want to make as they farm. 
 These workshops triggered a proliferation of 
unplanned activities when a few invited academics 
came on the wrong day. Christa van Zyl (2014) 
developed participatory design methods for graphic 
design, and Joyce Sibeko established a relationship 
between iZindaba Zokudla and the UJ Centre for 
Entrepreneurship. These shifts in the university 
fortuitously linked IZ to its current entrepreneurial 
focus. Ancillary and unplanned activities parallel to 
mainstream interventions do emerge from social 
labs as actors use such workshops for their own 
projects (Nogueira et al., 2020). This pluralizes 
activities and creates alternative avenues of action 
for participants that are important in safeguarding 
the autonomy of actors and stakeholders.  
 Angus Campbell and I implemented the partic-
ipatory technology development service-learning 
courses in 2014 (Campbell & Malan, 2018; Malan, 
2020a; Malan & Campbell, 2014), and I held four 
additional workshops with educators on school 
gardens. The School Garden Dialogues aimed to 
persuade schools to combine agriculture and entre-
preneurship. Unfortunately, this was abandoned 
after participation by teachers dwindled, and in the 
first interview that took place in April 2015, offi-
cials mentioned the difficulties of breaking the silos 
in the then Department of Education. However, 

many of these educators and farmers are still regu-
lars at the Farmers’ Lab.  
 The Farmers’ Lab, the key event in IZ, emerged 
after it became clear that the participatory technol-
ogy development service-learning course could not 
continue due to the difficulty of coordinating 
humanities and design students’ schedules, 
although students found the activities very enrich-
ing (Campbell & Malan, 2018; Malan, 2020a). Par-
ticipatory and intermediate technology design nev-
ertheless became part of Angus Campbell’s 
research program, albeit implemented at the mas-
ter’s level (Brand, 2014; Brown, 2017; Harrison, 
2017). The program offers clear lessons on how we 
can design for progressive outcomes (Campbell, 
2017; Campbell & Brown, 2018; Campbell & 
Harrison, 2015). 
 The Lab emerged almost by accident after a 
nearby institution offered to teach informal agricul-
ture courses at the Lab but withdrew at the last 
minute. A local farmer, certified as a master perma-
culture trainer, stood in to teach for half a day at 
each Lab. This gave birth to the idea to use local 
farmers to lecture on important topics in the Lab. 
As a pleasant side effect, this structure also helped 
us realize how to enhance the density and number 
of relationships among farmers and entrepreneurs. 
From these beginnings, the current format of the 
Labs that combines local and outside experts 
emerged iteratively by trial and error, as well as 
through theoretical reflection on the needs of 
systemic change.  
 The Lab, hosted once a month and up to 10 
times a year (as opposed to twice a month in 
2015/16), attracts numerous stakeholders, as was 
the case with Slow Food. This NGO endeavors to 
empower emergent farmers to protect traditional, 
heritage, and other foods, by helping them over-
come cost barriers. Subsequently, the Lab signifi-
cantly lowers the opportunity cost for businesses, 
activists, and the state to interact with such emer-
gent entrepreneurs. The Lab allows stakeholders 
and actors to develop projects, networks, and rela-
tionships among themselves, and this has implica-
tions for systemic change. These events organize 
and re-organize stakeholders, keep them updated, 
solicit additional participation, and make available 
ample information and goodwill to implement 
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interventions. The Lab is utilized as a safe space, 
which lowers the cost of autonomous action, as 
ideas can be pitched in the Lab before costly real-
world implementation. 

Daily Program 
The Lab is a rowdy affair with anywhere from 100 
to 400 participants arriving for the day. Participants 
include farmers and food processors, students vol-
unteering time at the Lab, entrepreneurs (who are 
often looking for products or clients), stakeholders 
to change, and the occasional surprise visitor. 
Farmers bring produce to sell at the Lab, and there 
have even been attempts to institute some farmers 
markets at the events. This rowdy plurality of par-
ticipants provides the raw material needed for 
innovative practices and forms the basis of further 
action. Reflection on the daily program enables 
deeper methodological understanding.  
 The daily program is controlled by an agenda 
inclusive of the theme of the day, which is 
announced on the media. The themes are often 
determined in an end-of-year evaluation and plan-
ning session. As the facilitator, I also deliver a for-
mal editorial, which sets the theme for the day. 
Anyone can make an announcement in the subse-
quent announcements hour, and these are captured 
through photos and video. Details of the oppor-
tunity are written down on the blackboard, posted 
on Facebook and aparate.co pages, and also typed 
up in a report published on Facebook. This leaves 
a digital record of the project, which enables any 
participant to retrieve details of the event and net-
work at any time. This is followed by an expert-to-
farmer and farmer-to-farmer lecture, often on the 
same topic and presented in a vernacular language 
that enables immediate understanding of complex 
topics like technology or new services.  
 Each event is further documented through an 
attendance register, an SMS notification system, a 
sign-up sheet for farmers to be allocated a formal 
slot in next week’s proceedings, other documenta-
tion that a stakeholder might need, and a declara-
tion of ethics for the event. This enables the devel-
opment of the next event’s agenda and enables 
record-keeping and advertising. The documents on 

 
7 https://www.izindabazokudla.com/ 

the activities of each day—the editorial, a report on 
the day, and ad hoc documentation—leave a trace 
for further study as everything is posted on Face-
book and aparate.co. This creates a plurality of rec-
ords for each event that anyone can use to organize 
themselves or others. This proto-digital participa-
tory project management system (Malan & van der 
Walt, 2019) led to the development of IZ’s web-
site7 by Juanita van der Walt. 

Yearly Program 
The daily program of the Lab runs parallel to a 
yearly program that is developed at the beginning 
or end of each year using variations of Open Space 
and World Café in an evaluation and planning 
exercise. This is difficult to follow due to incon-
sistent presenters but gives participants control 
over the proceedings. Participatory methods that 
need time and focus stand in some tension with the 
plurality of the event. Specific issues, however, can 
be attended to in the Lab, as the African Centre for 
Biodiversity (ACBIO) did when they workshopped 
seed libraries and their submission to parliament in 
August 2017. The agenda changes often depending 
on which stakeholders participate on a particular 
day, but the events nevertheless enable structured 
engagement. Independent retailers, for instance, 
have used the Lab to build competitive supply 
chains that recruit farmers by declaring the per-
centage of shelf prices that will be paid to them. 
This makes them accountable in public and, in fact, 
governs the food system. Those who aim to host 
similar events could develop a yearly program 
along production cycles and perennial themes, say, 
for a producer group. The Lab, however, is best for 
pluralizing such a program as alternative actors will 
surely emerge, and this can lead to great dynamism 
among stakeholders, given that a single stakeholder 
cannot capture a group of farmers. Participants can 
also control how stakeholders may gain access to 
them.  
 The Lab serves as a meeting place and oppor-
tunity for singular actors to expand their reach by 
making use of the material in the Lab for their own 
enterprise development. Broader movements have 
emerged, like an iZindaba Zokudla forum in 
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another city with a companion page on Facebook.8 
The Lab reduces risks and costs of enterprise 
development and elicits specialist support from a 
broad coalition of stakeholders as information and 
opportunities, technologies, and services are 
offered. It enables both stakeholders and entrepre-
neurs to renegotiate standard and blueprint ideas 
on agricultural and enterprise development. This is 
where innovation lies: in the interactions among 
peers in a public space.  
 Such innovation emerges from the program of 
the Lab: The first announcement made in the Lab 
was by a local chicken-feed maker who sought and 
immediately started trading with local chicken 
farmers. These announcements are used regularly 
by UJ-PEETS, UJCfE, and activists to recruit 
stakeholders. Some entrepreneurs use the hour to 
market their business, and many use it to gauge 
client reactions to new products. The Lab hosts 
movie screenings, has organized ancillary activities 
like a gardens tour in Soweto for farmers, and has 
facilitated the planning for a greater event, the Slow 
Food Soweto Eat-In. This has enabled a broad 
ecosystem wherein actors and stakeholders can 
operate and has resulted in interesting develop-
ments in the food system in Soweto, Johannesburg. 
However, the building of formations with and 
beyond social capital connections is what is most 
interesting of IZ. To understand this, it is necessary 
to reflect on the Slow Food Soweto Eat-Ins, as 
these bring together a greater cross-section of 
stakeholders to food systems change in South 
Africa.  

The Slow Food Soweto Eat-In 
The Soweto Eat-In (2016, 2017, and 2018) is a key 
institutional opportunity that has catalyzed a cas-
cade of additional changes by bringing together a 
diversity of actors in the food system. An “eat-in” 
is a European tradition of gathering in the village 
square for a communal meal. Slow Food Johannes-
burg and the South African Chef’s Association had 
been hosting eat-ins at various wealthy country 
clubs and resorts. However, they had a more com-
pelling interest in hosting an event in a South Afri-
can Township. The series of events that led to the 

 
8 https://www.facebook.com/IzindabaZokudlaPage/  

creation of the Soweto Eat-in illustrates how a 
cascade of changes can emerge in a food system. 
 The Lab hosted a Food Processing Day in 
April 2016 with lectures from both chefs and local 
caterers. Caroline McCann, a representative of 
Slow Food International, suggested that we incor-
porate local caterers in the planned Eat-In. The 
Lab on the day could further organize farmers for a 
farmers market at the Eat-In. This allowed me to 
further innovate, and I suggested creating a Free 
People’s Conference, which brought public dia-
logue and significant new stakeholders, such as a 
local chapter of the FAO, to the event. This cas-
cade of features was built upon the current Slow 
Food and the South African Chefs Association’s 
cooking competition and led to a multifaceted 
event.  
 The Free People’s Conference at the Soweto 
Eat-In was an open and free conference that facili-
tated dialogue about the food system among 
diverse stakeholders, experts, and laypersons 
through panel discussions on a range of topics. 
This conference, nested in the greater event and 
slogan of “good, clean and fair” food (Slow Food, 
2018), creates narratives, product profiles, and 
enterprise models for emerging entrepreneurs. The 
South African Chefs Association’s cooking compe-
tition utilized a free-range, grass-fed Nguni cow (an 
indigenous breed) that emphasized sustainable eat-
ing. This eventually included the Skaftini (lunch-
box) challenge that emphasized a healthy lunchbox 
for the National School Nutrition Program. This 
layered yet another meaning onto the event. A 
Farmers’ Lab team competed in this challenge in 
2016, which led to Slow Food sponsoring them on 
an entrepreneurship course. All of these chefs sub-
sequently established new enterprises.  
 The Eat-In as an event highlights the effective-
ness of a networked and locally based strategy for 
change. I mentioned in my notes that we could pig-
gyback on the larger organizational capabilities of 
Slow Food for this event, as Slow Food did with 
IZ to reach emerging farmers. This opportunity to 
build two-way, mutually beneficial networks led to 
a cascade of innovations that radically differenti-
ated the Eat-Ins from their European counterparts. 
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This enabled all stakeholders, particularly emerging 
and new ones, to achieve more than they them-
selves could do on their own. This integration of 
interests was how the event became possible and 
brought together not only the author, but also 
newer stakeholders, like the South African Chefs 
Association, and the wider university. The Seven 
Colors Market that commenced immediately after 
the Eat-In on the same site boosted the network 
and local character of the event even further. This 
fortuitously linked food as a theme to a broader 
entertainment agenda and increased the reach and 
appeal of the event. Besides the branding value, it 
illustrates how innovation can flow through a 
network, which catalyzes action.  
 IZ and its activities enable us to reflect on the 
key trajectories a food system needs to go through 
to reach sustainability. I emphasize below the most 
interesting and important lessons we may gain 
from IZ. An approach to enterprise development 
that draws on stakeholder engagement as opposed 
to technical learning and mentoring, within an 
events-based social innovation system, is eluci-
dated. Forms of social capital or networks were 
animated by broader narratives and facilitative 
methods and opportunities. This enables me to 
comment on how activists and practitioners can 
advance a progressive agenda through a system of 
social labs.  

Reflecting on a Transitional Mechanism: 
Food Systems Change as a Conversation 
about Food 
South African policies (DAFF, 2008) advocate a 
participatory and institutional solution to innova-
tion in agriculture and society (Ledger, 2016; 
Pereira et al., 2015) that can lead to autocatalytic 
change “composed of many elements already in 
existence, albeit reconfigured and combined with 
new participants, ideas, infrastructure, and tech-
nologies” (Bennet et al. 2016, p. 442). In the first 
Lab (May 2015), a participant commented on how 
the same people who were chased around the 
university by security forces during apartheid were 
now receiving free instructions at the same place. 
The background transition from apartheid is 
significant as a systemic transition, and my con-
clusions reflect on this systemic change as opposed 

to the minutiae of enterprise development.  
 However, what is a safe space for innovation? 
The Lab as an open and free event conditions sys-
temic changes as opposed to changes in farmers’ 
organization. IZ can avoid organizational issues 
and conflicts as there are no members, and partici-
pation is completely open. Participants cannot 
draw on IZ for resources as it has none, and this 
avoids activities that only serve one organization. 
Participation is thus also risk-free. The event has 
benefits because actors can use the information 
and opportunities toward their own interests.  
 The free Wi-Fi and the SMS notifications cre-
ate a sense of inclusion and belonging among par-
ticipants but cannot bind participants to a set 
agenda. The fact that enterprises need to be pur-
sued independently of IZ has deeper systemic 
effects and creates conditions best suited to build-
ing a class of Africa producers rather than organiz-
ing them all into a singular association. A singular 
association will undoubtedly narrow down produc-
tion systems and possibly reify emergent producers 
into set production regimes. Innovation needs 
experimentation, which means that farmers act 
autonomously in realizing their interests in new 
ways. The innovations needed are not grand 
innovations but iterative changes to local food 
enterprises.  
 The Lab allows stakeholders to make such 
changes by planning their own engagement with 
stakeholders and opportunities. Actors should be 
able to freely mix bonding, bridging, and linking 
social capital to suit their interests. This is what 
one would expect of mature enterprises, and this 
must be encouraged among emerging entrepre-
neurs as well. They cannot all be bound by a 
singular technology or new production routine, 
which is prevalent in technology-driven agencies. 
The low costs of engagement allow many stake-
holders who also want to empower farmers to do 
so without capturing them, thereby benefitting 
emerging entrepreneurs as opposed to powerful 
stakeholders.  
 The Lab enabled farmers to build relationships 
among themselves, and this bonding social capital 
is evident in the collaborative announcement hour 
that allows farmers and others to trade among 
themselves. This was very difficult in the past due 
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to the isolated nature of townships and is impor-
tant for the broader economic development of 
South Africa.  
 The way entrepreneurs built relationships 
among themselves drew significantly from narra-
tives of broader political transition but added 
stories about permaculture, organic or imvelo 
(natural) farming, and local township self-reliance. 
Food production at this scale is indeed lucrative 
(Nkosi et al. 2014), and the Lab has emphasized 
the ecological base of such viable food gardens and 
farms. This has created a narrative of how a town-
ship-based enterprise can survive and has led to a 
series of videos on the Facebook page and website 
on how to build a circular economy. The Lab can-
not create such enterprises but can give actors the 
confidence to develop them by making suggestions 
to enterprises that trade locally and on a small 
scale.  
 The Lab has also made possible relationships 
beyond the immediate context by linking with local 
state officials, activists, and academics. Soon after 
implementing the Lab, I was invited to a similar 
workshop session by the city of Johannesburg 
(March 2015) using these methods. Because an 
open Lab is not owned by anyone, anyone can use 
the lab to recruit farmers and entrepreneurs, and 
many do. The mere existence of such a lab has 
effects across society. Because multiple presenters 
are often invited, no single actor can capture the 
event. However, supply and value chains, which are 
forms of association, can be made much more 
transparent in this way and enable emerging entre-
preneurs to trade selectively, so they benefit them-
selves. This governs the market.  
 While associations can build the synergies we 
need for sustainable development, they may not be 
able to bridge the gap between bonding and bridg-
ing and linking social capital. The forms of associa-
tion needed for a transition to sustainability have to 
bridge this gap. IZ suggests that networks would 

be more important than organizations and close 
associations, as they narrow the scope for innova-
tion by relying almost exclusively on bonding social 
capital. Bridging and linking social capital is key in 
innovation, particularly if technology is incorpo-
rated in enterprises. My experience suggests that 
the right narratives need to be employed alongside 
networks and stakeholders to realize this. Facilita-
tion is needed, but the overall character of the 
engagement event is also pertinent. Open events 
allow a broader diversity of networking, and this 
allows actors to find the right connections, albeit 
by trial and error.  
 The Slow Food Eat-In demonstrates how to 
create such synergies. Slow Food International, a 
large, respected organization (while Slow Food 
South Africa is fledgling), brings a superstructure 
wherein members and representatives of numerous 
other activist organizations can participate. The lay-
ering of organizations at this event, the Free Peo-
ple’s conferences that attracted both academics and 
many ordinary people from both the local area and 
from outside the townships, and the resulting inter-
action and innovation give meaning to the idea of a 
safe space. Underneath the broader superstructure 
of Slow Food’s narrative of “good, clean and fair,” 
we mobilized diverse organizations, and this 
avoided the parochialism of an exclusive, say, 
“organic” focus (Anderson & McLachlan, 2015, 
p. 13).  

Conclusion 
IZ, the Farmers’ Lab, the Slow Food Soweto Eat-In, 
and a series of related events enabled emergent 
farmers to seize opportunities in the South African 
political transition and move towards sustainability. 
To realize sustainability, networks may be more 
important than farmers’ organizations, and interac-
tion among stakeholders needs to be facilitated. 
But above all, it is the stories we tell about change 
that re-organize society for sustainability.   
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