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The Hunger Crisis and the City Church Vision 
 
We are heading into a worldwide food crisis in the years ahead.  Tracy Ledger's book 
"An Empty Plate" shows the crisis is here now in South Africa.  I propose to you the 
vision of the City Church working with the rural church is God's answer to multiple 
problems. 
 
I am going to give you a report from Daily Maverick of the incredible hunger crisis 
facing Southern Africa from their review of Tracy Ledger's  book "An Empty Plate:  
Why we are losing the battle for our food system, why it matters and how we can 
win it back" 
 
Every church leader in South Africa should have a copy.  You can download it from 
www.takealot,com. 
 
Here is my challenge and opportunity that I see for us as a church.  The first priority is 
what does the Lord think about this. Here I refer you that famous scene in scripture 
where after preaching to thousands Jesus had "compassion" on the multitude because 
they were hungry! 
 
The second question is how do we answer the challenge of Jesus to His disciples 
"Feed them".  Our first response is on the level of "But Lord all we have are five 
loaves and two fishes!"...or the equivalent thereof.   
 
In actual fact we have a whole lot more than five loaves and two fishes.  What we do 
have is a fantastic agricultural eco-system in South Africa that is populated by the 
most part of born again, evangelical farmers who love the Lord, a national transport 
infrastructure and a mass of small local churches on every street in the large urban 
townships of South Africa that are filled with God's people who for the most part they 
and their neighbours and their children are going to bed hungry and malnourished. 
 
What is lacking is a vision by church leaders that will link the urban churches with 
rural development so that unemployed young people of which more than 60% are 
unemployed and getting into trouble, can find useful work in empty rural areas on 
community owned farms to produce food for the hungry in the church. 
 
This of course would require the urban church leaders to drop all this "miracle 
money" instant prosperity nonsense and get our young people out of the cities and 
into the country regions where our Kingdom farmers can train and teach them and 
disicple them on community farms to feed the nation.  This is what the church did in 
the great Monastery Movement of 400 AD to 900 AD.  They preached the gospel of 
work, discipline, skills development, prayer, literacy and food production.  They 
discipled whole tribes of vicious violent Germans, Franks, Danes, Vikings, into 
Chrisitian communities that created a Christian civilization out of pagan looters and 
killers. 



Here is a great summary of the crisis facing South Africa in our food crisis and how it 
impacts the problems we have in poverty, education, family breakdown...all the issues 
the urban pastors are facing in their churches, that can be traced back to malnutrition 
and hunger. 
 
Tracy Ledger offers the usual ideas for rectifying the problem through government 
and corporate action.  I believe we the church can come up with far greater effective 
solutions of getting food directly from farm to processor and to church members 
while at the same time creating jobs, training young people, feeding the poor with 
nutritious food and being a witness to the nation. "Let your light so shine before men 
that they glorify your Father in heaven..."   
 
Folks this is a Kingdom issue! It requires a new kind of church expression that brings 
God's people together to solve a national problem. Shinning the light of God's 
compassion and solution on this problem will bring glory to our Father in heaven. 
 

A broken system: The hunger crisis 
plaguing South Africa 

  
Shani Reddy 18 September 

In a Jacana ‘Don’t Shut Up’ conversation with Maverick 
Citizen editor Mark Heywood, author Tracy Ledger explains 
the direct link between malnutrition and a propensity for 
violence. From abused farmworkers to a lack of coordination 
at all levels of government, the food system not only 
perpetuates the hunger crisis, it is probably the single biggest 
factor that explains the gender-based violence epidemic. 

In her book, An Empty Plate: Why we are losing the battle for our food system, why it 
matters and how we can win it back, Tracy Ledger discusses the lack of coordination 
between national, provincial, and local government, and the fact that nobody is taking 
responsibility for the hunger crisis. She forensically examined food retailers, from 
how they profit and set prices, to the supply chain processes. 

Ledger explains that one of the reasons she authored her book is because she realised 
how little the average South African understood about the food system in which we 
exist: 

“There is this huge system out there that is incredibly important, and this system 
determines who gets to eat and who doesn’t get to eat. It determines who can make a 
living from farming and who does not. It determines the income of farm workers, the 
price, the quality, and the source of food on your shelves.” 

Nearly 7,500 children under the age of five die annually in South Africa as a direct 
result of hunger. “This is not because of the long-term effects of malnutrition on the 
immune system, [these children] literally starve to death,” says Ledger. 



Moreover, Ledger states that one in four South African children are “so chronically 
malnourished” that they are classified as stunted. This means those children are prone 
to suffer ill health, hypertension, diabetes and likely to be obese later in life due to the 
permanent damage of their metabolic system. 

“Those children are also much less likely to do well in school, because their cognitive 
development standards, even if we had a fantastically functioning education system, 
would be disadvantaged,” says Ledger. 

Malnutrition not only affects a child’s health, but it permanently damages the brain’s 
impulse control, which in turn creates an increased propensity for violence in adults. 

Ledger explains that, “It is highly likely that the single biggest factor that explains our 
extraordinarily high levels of violence and domestic violence is, in fact, directly 
related to childhood malnutrition.” 

Why we have a malnutrition and hunger crisis 

Nearly 80% of South African households do not spend enough money every month 
for basic nutritious food items. Ledger says this is because there is simply not enough 
money in these households to buy food: 

“People cut down on the most expensive items: the quality protein, which is exactly 
what children need to develop cognitively and physically.” 

She says we should be asking why food is so expensive? 

“The gap between retail processed food and farm gate processed food has widened 
considerably over the last 20 years. Farmers are getting a smaller and smaller share of 
the result of food [production], and as food prices go up, households can afford to eat 
less and less food.” 

Ledger adds that while social grants and child care grants are “better than nothing”, 
none of the expenditure is going directly to support hungry households in rural areas 
that could earn a livelihood from farming. 

“That is the way we have chosen for the market to work. And a market is a social 
construct. It is what we decide it is. We need to remember that we are one of the few 
countries in the world that has a constitutionally guaranteed right to food. We do not 
have a constitutionally guaranteed right to profit.” 

In her book, Ledger points out that although there is a constitutional right to food, 
there is not a definition for hunger or for sufficient food and there is not accurate 
monitoring of levels of malnutrition. 

South Africa is not a poor country, we have a lot of agricultural production, but 
Ledger says that we must want to change the system. 

“This is nothing new. For hundreds of years, poor, hungry black people have 
essentially been invisible in this country.” 



In her book, Ledger states that this is a question of power and that choices were made 
in the early 1990s to liberalise the food market because there was the belief that the 
market would be efficient and regulate itself. This, in fact, turned out to be the exact 
opposite. 

“What puzzles me is that in this country there are a bunch of big food processors. 
There is a Constitution that says everyone has a right to sufficient food. Yet, there are 
14 million hungry people, or frequently hungry people,” says Heywood. 

So, what is going wrong?  

Ledger explains that it is extremely difficult to talk to policymakers about this 
problem because the government is divided, and no specific department really has 
oversight for the retail food sector. 

While the Department of Trade and Industry is responsible for supermarkets that sell 
food, the production system itself (from farm to shelf) is essentially unregulated. 

Nearly a quarter of South Africans go to bed hungry each night, according to a South 
African National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey. Covid-19 may have 
perpetuated the hunger crisis, but it did not cause it.  

Ledgers says that what shocked her most during the lockdown was how many senior 
government officials who are responsible for this situation did not realise how bad it 
had become. 

“How can you be so uninformed? This is not just a couple of thousand people. I mean, 
this is literally a quarter of the population that we are talking about.[How can you] not 
be aware that millions of South Africans go to bed hungry every night? 

“How do we think we can build a genuinely democratic and equitable state when… 
millions of South Africans…[face] the daily strife of hunger?” 

Basic income grants and social grants are not the only issue. Ledger reminds us that 
this is “essentially a transfer from taxpayers, to the people who are perpetuating the 
current food system”. 

While it is better than nothing, Ledger says that social grants create the “illusion” of 
giving benefits to hungry households. 

“The net money immediately goes into the sector that is perpetuating the system. That 
is the reason people can’t afford to eat in the first place.” 

This became clear during lockdown. A research report by the Pietermaritzburg 
Economic Justice and Dignity group, found that in the first six weeks of lockdown, 
retail food prices had rocketed. But at the same time, farmers were getting paid less 
for their food. 

“I also find it completely iniquitous that there is no corporate movement or retail food 
sector movement to protect the interests of farmworkers.” 



Ledger says farmworkers are probably the most abused category. One of the reasons 
why farmers often cannot afford to pay more is because they are not getting paid more 
by the people who are buying food from them. 

Ledger asks why we are not putting pressure on retailers to pass back a percentage of 
the retail price that is specifically for the benefit of farmworkers and why retailers are 
buying from farmers who engage in violating the human rights of the people who 
work for them. 

“[Retailers] will brag about the supply chains; they won’t sell you a tub of jam that’s 
been in contact with a peanut in case they kill you. But they supposedly don’t know 
anything at all about what goes on in the farms of the people who supply them.” 

Since her book was first published in 2016, Ledger says that things have not changed 
for the better, with the fiscal situation of local government deteriorating 
tremendously: 

“A lot of the money that should go to subsidise free basic electricity and free basic 
services, which then makes more money available in households to spend on food… 
only about 7% of households are actually receiving that equitable share allocation 
because the rest is going to prop up and increasing the bankrupt local government.” 

What we can do to change the system 

There is a key role for cities to play in embarking on food planning. 

“Local municipalities are critical partners in this, because they are the people who 
have control over the resources, and they’re also the people who should know what is 
going on in their communities.” 

However, there is no food planning or integrated development planning in local 
government. 

“Toronto, India, Australia, Europe, and South America all do food planning because 
they understand that it’s an extremely critical part of local development.” 

Ledger says we are all equally responsible for changing the system and fixing the 
problem. 

Both Heywood and Ledger point out that there are no protests about hunger. No 
marches, no nationwide uproar. 

“We need some social solidarity around this. Even if you’re a person who is not 100% 
worried about putting food on the table, you need to understand that this is also your 
problem and that you have a strong vested interest in a sustainable solution. Whether 
it’s the public healthcare burden, whether it’s levels of violence, whether it’s the 
simple immorality of it, whether it’s the fact that the social fabric will finally tear 
apart, this is your problem.” 



These are constitutional obligations. We have reached the point where people must 
beg for food, when they have a constitutional right to food. 

“I don’t know how we ended up in the situation where you kind of have to ask 
someone nicely to deliver your constitutional rights to you. It is yours and you get to 
claim it.”  

 

 


