
757

Copyright © 2011, IGI Global. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60960-472-1.ch411

Chapter 4.11

E-Agriculture Development 
in South Africa:

Opportunities, Challenges and Prospects

Rachael Tembo
Cape Peninsula University of Technology, South Africa

Blessing Mukabeta Maumbe
Eastern Kentucky University, USA

ABSTRACT

The global development of information and com-
munication technologies (ICT) has created a new 
agricultural development paradigm that promises 
to transform the performance of the agricultural 
sector and improve rural livelihoods in developing 
countries. Over the past five years, South Africa 
has witnessed a swift ICT-led transformation of 
its public service delivery with major innova-
tions in key development sectors. The growth of 
e-agriculture is seen as an engine to accelerate 
agriculture and rural development, promote food 
security, and reduce rural poverty. This chapter 
examines e-agriculture initiatives in South Africa. 

It describes ICT applications in improving the 
quality of on-farm management decisions, agri-
cultural market information system, e-packaging, 
product traceability, and online marketing to ac-
cess lucrative global wine markets. The chapter 
also highlights key constraints, and identifies 
considerations to enhance the future prospects 
for e-agriculture. Given the strategic importance 
of agriculture in supporting the livelihoods of the 
majority rural population in South Africa, the suc-
cessful deployment and effective utilization of ICT 
is pivotal for sustainable agriculture development 
and raising the standards of living of marginalized 
communities. The results of the paper demonstrate 
that South Africa has made significant strides in 
e-agriculture and tangible benefits have accrued 
to the agricultural communities.
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INTRODUCTION

The global development of information and com-
munication technology (ICT) has created a new 
agricultural development paradigm that promises 
to transform the performance of the agricultural 
sector and improve rural livelihoods in most de-
veloping countries. The diffusion and adoption of 
the modern technologies which started in indus-
trialized countries has now spread to developing 
countries. Today, technological advancement in 
agriculture is evidenced in both developed and 
developing countries (Economic and Social Com-
mission for Asia and the Pacific, 2008). As the 
use of these ICT becomes widespread, pressure 
has mounted on identifying not only new users 
but also newer uses for these modern technolo-
gies. Over the past five years, South Africa has 
witnessed a swift ICT-led transformation of its 
public service delivery with major innovations in 
key developments sectors such education, health 
and agriculture. The growth of e-agriculture is 
now perceived as both an instrument and a viable 
option to accelerate agricultural development, 
promote food security, and help alleviate rural 
alleviate poverty in the New Millennium. Whether 
these promises will be turned into tangible or 
perceptible benefits especially for the major-
ity poor agricultural communities in Africa and 
other developing countries remains to be seen. 
Nonetheless, understanding early initiatives in 
the practical use of ICT will help both current and 
future generations to devise new and better ways 
to transform agricultural development using these 
modern technologies.

South African agriculture provides an interest-
ing case study to assess the current use and future 
potential for ICT utilization to advance socio-
economic development. The agricultural sector in 
South Africa is characterized by extreme dualism 
and inequality. The dualistic agricultural sector is 
characterized by a well-developed commercial 
sub-sector that co-exists with a predominantly 
large subsistence or communal farming sub-sector. 

The later sub-sector is located in the remote and 
historically disadvantaged rural areas (South 
Africa, 2005). The former homelands established 
during apartheid comprise the backbone of what 
forms the current largely backward rural sub-sector 
in a relatively advanced South African economy.

Given the great potential and significance of 
agriculture to most African economies including 
South Africa on one hand, and the rising popula-
tion with approximately 70% poor people on the 
continent, the need to effectively deploy ICT in 
the agricultural sector in order to increase food 
production, reduce poverty, improve the people’s 
livelihoods and attain agricultural development 
cannot be under-estimated. By fully utilizing ICT 
and taking into consideration people’s different 
needs, ICT can be a powerful tool for economic 
and agricultural development aimed at eradicat-
ing poverty (World Bank, 2003). It cannot be 
overemphasized that ICT plays a crucial role in 
facilitating communication and access to informa-
tion for agriculture and rural development (Ka-
pange, 2006). This makes access to, and exchange 
of information to be of utmost importance in a 
country such as South Africa with over 47 million 
people who need to be fed through agriculture. 
ICT offers new opportunities that enhance the 
quality (e.g. timeliness, availability, relevance) of 
critical information. This has led to the emergence 
of global agricultural production chains that are 
interlinked by digital networks, and therefore 
has important implications for the livelihoods of 
farmers. ICT are driving agricultural production 
and supply chain innovations globally, but their 
full potential is yet to be realized in developing 
countries’ agriculture communities.

More studies on ICT deployment have focused 
on other sectors such as education, health, bank-
ing, e-government and tourism. Fewer studies 
have focused on ICT deployment in South African 
agriculture. Yet the use of ICT is now viewed as a 
basis for a new development paradigm with im-
mense opportunities to provide escape routes from 
hunger and poverty to marginalized communities. 
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