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ABSTRACT 
 
Rural households in the developing world are subjected to a range of risks, shocks and 
trends that impact on the bio-physical, social and economic environments in which they 
exist and that together constitute their vulnerability context. For many households living 
in South Africa’s rural areas, extreme livelihood insecurity and vulnerability persist in 
response to which households may employ a range of coping strategies.  
 
This study forms a part of a broader one, which considered the range of risks to which 
rural households in two South Africa villages are vulnerable. The study considered the 
manner in which households respond to such risks. The results presented here focus 
specifically on land-based crises, namely seasonal crop shortfalls and loss of or 
damage to crops. Household wealth and gender of the de jure household head were 
selected as characteristics for comparison. Although a range of coping strategies is 
considered, the emphasis is on the safety-net function of non-timber forest products 
(NTFPs) as there is limited empirical evidence of this. The research included 
participatory rural appraisal as well as semi-structure interviews. The research 
considered a two year period. 
 
Forty-five percent of households reported seasonal crop shortfalls during the previous 
two years, while 43% reported crop loss or damage. Households turned to NTFPs in 
response to both however this was not the most prevalent strategy. During discussions 
respondents noted a range of advantages and disadvantages to the safety-net function 
of NTFPs which manifested predominantly in the sale and use of fuelwood and wild 
edible herbs. The more anticipated nature of seasonal crop shortfalls as opposed to 
incidences that resulted in complete crop loss, allowed for more adaptive strategies. 
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In light of evidence that NTFPs contribute to livelihood security, access to and 
maintenance of this resource base must not be undermined unless alternatives are 
provided.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Rural households engage in a range of livelihood strategies including off-farm and land-
based strategies (Shackleton et al., 2001). Through these multiple strategies people aim 
to secure their livelihoods and achieve multiple and desired livelihood outcomes. 
Research has highlighted a positive association between livelihood diversification and 
households’ ability to cope with exogenous shocks, principally through consumption 
smoothing (Barrett et al., 2001). In the case of communities whose access to certain 
assets is limited, how they combine and protect their existing assets is often crucial in 
ensuring survival (DFID, 1999). Livelihood diversification is not a static concept but is 
spatially and temporally dynamic, affected by both exogenous and endogenous events 
that affect rural households and, is variable for household characteristics such as 
gender and wealth (Block and Webb, 2001). Poor households with limited resources 
encounter entry barriers to preferred livelihood strategies, highlighting the importance of 
land-based strategies (Block and Webb, 2001), including the use and sale of non-timber 
forest products (NTFPs). 
 
Within the South African context rural households are reliant on a mix of off-farm and 
land-based livelihood strategies. Off-farm activities include a significant contribution 
made by and a reliance on government grants, local waged employment (either formal, 
informal, full-time or seasonal) and migrant remittances. The range of land-based 
strategies includes arable farming, animal husbandry and the consumption and trade of 
natural resources (Shackleton et al., 2001). In a country such as South Africa where a 
large proportion of the population is located in rural areas, land-based strategies make 
an important financial and social contribution to livelihoods. According to May et al. 
(2000) over one third of rural households in South Africa practice arable agriculture; if 
home-gardens are included the majority of rural households are cultivating some form of 
arable land (Kepe, 1997; May et al., 2000). Smallholder food production is an important 
aspect of rural livelihood sustainability and considered as a sector of the rural economy 
requiring further research and policy development, particularly as the challenge to 
maintain food self-sufficiency continues to grow (Dovie et al., 2003). Bryceson and 
Fonseca (2006) describes that in most of Africa, despite diversification into off-farm 
strategies, households maintain investments in land-based strategies as a cushion 
against shocks that affect non-farm activities whether this be large-scale economic 
shocks or idiosyncratic household shocks.  
 
Another important land-based livelihood strategy is the use and sale of NTFPs. NTFPs 
provide a range of products which, when incorporated into the livelihood strategies of 
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rural people aid in reducing their vulnerability to risks (Neumann and Hirsch, 2000). 
These products are used for food, energy, shelter, medicines, tools and fibre. They are 
used to meet basic needs, are sold in local, regional and national markets to generate 
cash and, serve an important gap filling or safety-net function (Angelsen and Wunder, 
2003; Shackleton et al., 2002). There are few rural households that do not use NTFPs 
as part of their livelihood strategies, but the extent of use varies, determined by factors 
such as land tenure, resource availability and accessibility, institutional dynamics, 
available alternatives and, population dynamics (age, wealth and gender) (Cavendish, 
2000; McSweeney, 2003; Shackleton and Shackleton, 2006). For this study, two 
household characteristics, household wealth and gender of the de jure household head, 
were selected as points for comparison. Cavendish (2000) points out that little is known 
of how household “type” affects use but there is need to recognise the significant socio-
economic differentiation within communities (and between communities) when targeting 
management interventions and designing policy aimed at sustainable resource use 
(Shackleton and Shackleton, 2006). 
 
NTFPs have often been undervalued because studies have failed to examine the range 
utilised by communities and only considered them in terms of their direct-use values, 
not their existence and option values, their role in establishing social ties, local 
exchanges for goods and services, sacred areas, and ecological services (Shackleton 
et al., 2001). In addition to these is the value associated with the potential natural 
insurance role offered by NTFPs. Cavendish (2000) found the contribution made by 
NTFPs to rural livelihoods to be an important one, in competition with other incomes, yet 
despite this it is often overlooked as a livelihood strategy and land-use option. The 
contribution made by NTFPs to rural livelihoods, including their potential to contribute 
towards poverty alleviation and their role as a form of natural insurance, has received 
increasing attention over the last decade (Belcher et al., 2005).  However, the empirical 
data on the safety-net role and how this contributes is still sparse (Belcher et al., 2005). 
To support rural households in their own endeavours to secure a sustainable livelihood 
it is necessary to have an understanding of the livelihood strategies (including the use of 
NTFPs) in which they engage and how these differ between wealth groups, genders, 
age profiles and so forth.  
 
Rural households, particularly those in the developing world, are subjected to a range of 
risks, shocks and trends that impact on the bio-physical, social and economic 
environments in which they exist and that together constitute a household’s vulnerability 
context. Within any given community there are some households that are more prone to 
crises than others and, who are also less prepared and able to cope. Household 
responses to adversity may vary depending on the nature of the shock, its intensity as 
well as on household characteristics and its asset base (Pattanayak and Sills, 2001). 
Factors that may influence the degree to which households are vulnerable as well as 
their ability to cope include wealth, social networks, the household’s existing livelihood 
structure and asset base and the composition of the household members in terms of 
both age and gender (De Waal and Whiteside, 2003; Pattanayak and Sills, 2001). 
Numerous commentators have explored both the idiosyncratic and covariate risks to 
which households are vulnerable with a particular focus on how households cope and 
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what factors determine a household’s ability to cope (Block and Webb, 2001; Dekker, 
2004; Günther and Harttgen, 2009; Skoufias, 2003). According to Wong and Godoy 
(2003) the rural poor are insufficiently insured and therefore vulnerable to uncertainty 
and risk.  
 
There are various different forms of insurance and coping strategies which have been 
identified in response to a variety of shocks as well as expected expenses (Block and 
Webb, 2001; Bryceson and Fonseca, 2006; De Merode et al., 2004; Maxwell et al., 
1999; Wong and Godoy, 2003). Included in this bundle of strategies, is the use and sale 
of NTFPs. NTFPs as a rural safety-net offer both consumption and income smoothing 
options (Pattanayak and Sills, 2001). Households rely on a diversity of wild foods to 
provide food security and to supplement diets, on medicinal plants for treating both 
people and livestock, on construction materials and on the sale of a range of products to 
fill income gaps and provide necessary cash (Dovie, 2003). It is argued that the safety-
net function of forests must not be endangered without providing viable alternatives 
(McSweeney, 2005). Large-scale forest loss in many areas therefore not only threatens 
biodiversity but undermines livelihood security (Belcher et al., 2005). Despite increased 
awareness of the potential safety-net role of natural resources, research is needed on 
what motivations and circumstances compel households to turn to natural resources to 
mitigate risk (McSweeney, 2003). Recent research into the safety-net role of NTFPs 
identifies that most of the evidence to date on the insurance role fulfilled, has been 
ethnographic in nature. Only with the increasing interest in the role played by forest 
products and other natural resources in poverty alleviation, have studies begun to 
consider the role both more critically and quantitatively (McSweeney, 2003; Skoufias, 
2003). Additionally research has often focussed on tropical forests with less focus on 
the contribution of those resources from other ecosystems including savannas and 
woodlands. Consequently there is the need to examine the concept and nature of rural-
safety-nets in the South African situation with a particular focus on the role of NTFPs. 
This study set out to contribute towards the improved understanding of this role.  
 
METHODS 
 
The research consisted of two components for the purpose of triangulation: 
Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) and the administration of an interview schedule to 
individual households. The relevant secondary data were collected and reviewed. 
Ground proofing was conducted and permission was gained from the relevant 
authorities. PRA was used to establish an understanding of people’s livelihoods and the 
vulnerability context of the communities in question and included techniques such as 
wealth ranking (Paumgarten, 2006). The wealth ranking exercise was based on 
community-identified criteria (Paumgarten, 2006). All households in each village were 
ranked and the results used to target the semi-structured interviews. A list of wealthy 
and poor households was drawn up. Twenty-five households were chosen from each 
category in each village: that is fifty households in each village consisting of 50% poor 
households and 50% wealthy. During the interviews gender of the de jure household 
head was noted.  In Dyala, thirty-three of the selected households are male-headed and 
seventeen, female-headed whilst in Dixie, forty-two are male-headed and eight, are 
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female-headed. The interview schedule focussed on a two year period because an 
unrestricted timeframe may have yielded too many crisis events to analyse each as well 
as the relevant coping strategies, in sufficient detail. A short period also limits the 
incidence of inaccurate recall with events that have occurred far in the past.  
 
During group discussions, participants identified a list of anticipated stresses and 
unanticipated shocks to which households are vulnerable. Anticipated stresses were 
taken to be any events that impact negatively on the household but for which the 
household is able to plan in advance because of their regular nature and occurrence. 
Unanticipated crises are unexpected, shock events that households are unable to 
predict. Whilst a household may plan for “difficult times” and the possibility of these 
occurring, the exact nature of the shock and when it’s experienced is not a given. This 
paper focuses on one anticipated stress, namely seasonal crop shortfalls, and one 
unanticipated crisis, namely crop loss or damage. During the individual household 
interviews, households were questioned as to whether or not they had experienced 
these stresses or shocks over the preceding two years and how they had responded. In 
particular, the use of NTFPs as a rural safety-net was explored.  
 
The data was collated and compiled for the two villages then analysed and compared 
using both household wealth and gender of the de jure household head as points for 
comparison. Where nominal categorical data was recorded the Pearson’s Chi-Squared 
Test was used to determine significant associations between variables. A p-value of 
less than 0.05 was taken to be significant. These results have been tabulated giving 
both the Chi-Square- and p-values. Numerical values (both continuous and discrete) 
such as the frequency of consumption and the average number of resources consumed 
were analysed using either a t-test for independent samples (where the data was 
normally distributed) or the non-parametric Mann-Whitney U Test if the data failed tests 
for normality and homogeneity. Here again, p-values have been recorded. T-values and 
Z-values are displayed in the same column: T-values have been underlined and Z-
values italicised in order to distinguish them.  
 
STUDY AREA 
 
The village of Dyala is located within the Eastern Cape province in what was, under the 
previous political regime, the Ciskei, whilst the second village, Dixie, is located in the 
Limpopo province in what was the former Gazankulu homeland. Historical shifts in land 
ownership have influenced the land tenure arrangements in both areas resulting in a 
mix of communal, state and private ownership. Both communities rely on the communal 
land for access to indigenous forest resources, including NTFPs which contribute to 
households’ livelihood security through both direct household provisioning and sale 
(Shackleton et al., 2007). Access to the surrounding state and private land is restricted. 
Most of these former homeland areas still bear the scars of their history and both sites 
have similar characteristics in terms of poor service provision, low levels of development 
and a reliance on a variety of livelihood strategies including arable agriculture, animal 
husbandry, formal and informal employment, government grants and the use and sale 
of natural resources (Shackleton, 2005). With limited employment opportunities in both 
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areas, land-based livelihood strategies make an important contribution to livelihood 
sustainability although low rainfall and droughts can undermine the potential 
contribution of these strategies.  
 
Former homeland areas throughout South Africa still show marked signs of poor service 
delivery, high unemployment and under-development. In accordance with these 
characteristics, neither village is supplied with electricity, potable water or sewage 
reticulation. As a result households rely heavily on fuelwood, paraffin and gas for power. 
People rely on river and rainwater (for both domestic use and irrigation), and in Dixie, on 
a limited number of communal standpipes. Both villages are accessible via dirt road. In 
the case of Dyala, this can become impassable during heavy rains. Neither village has a 
clinic but rely instead on mobile clinics, a service which is constrained by poor roads. 
Both villages have primary schools but pupils wishing to attend high school need to 
travel further afield. For a greater diversity of services, both communities rely on their 
closest regional centres. These centres are however not always easy to access as there 
is no public transport servicing the village, taxis are expensive, few households own 
cars. General economic activity in both areas is very low with high unemployment. 
Furthermore, with several surrounding communities, competition for limited available 
jobs is high. With respect to the Kat River valley, many of the employment opportunities 
that do exist are on the surrounding commercial farms and are generally seasonal in 
nature. There are also limited opportunities in the forestry sector and small-scale 
tourism ventures. In terms of employment in the region surrounding Dixie, there is 
generally a lack of local employment opportunities with tourism being the major 
employer (Kotze, 1992). People are also employed in the informal economy. There is a 
marked reliance on pensions and migrant remittances. According to Gelb (2003) the 
Limpopo and Eastern Cape provinces are amongst the poorest in the country.  
 
With respect to the biophysical environment, both villages fall into summer rainfall 
areas: Dyala’s mean annual rainfall is 997 mm, with Dixie receiving approximately 600 
mm per annum. Agricultural activities are governed by the rain with erratic rainfall being 
a challenge, particularly in Dixie (Shackleton and Shackleton, 2000). The area 
surrounding Dyala is forested with a mix of commercial timber and indigenous forest. 
Highveld Sourveld grasses are common although in areas where heavy grazing occurs, 
Acacia karroo has spread. Alien species such as Acacia mearnsii also occur in the area 
although Working for Water is in the process of removing this as well as other alien 
invader species. The lower slopes of the surrounding mountains support grassland and 
scrub-forest whilst at higher altitudes the forest canopy consists of plant genera such as 
Podocarpus, Xymalos, Rapanea, Ptaeroxylon and Vepris (DWAF, 1996). The dominant 
commercial timber is Pinus plantations. Numerous streams, both non-perennial and 
perennial ensure a supply of water for the villages in the valley. Dixie falls within the 
“Arid Lowveld” classification (Acocks, 1988). The vegetation includes savanna 
communities and the landscape is dominated by tree genera of the Acacia, 
Combretaceae, Sclerocarya and Mimosaceae (Huntley, 1984; Swart, 1996). The Sand 
and the Sabie are the two main perennial rivers in the area although many of their 
tributaries are seasonal in nature.  
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RESULTS 
The diversity of livelihood strategies 
Households in both villages have adopted a diversity of livelihood strategies, both off-
farm and land-based. The former strategies include a reliance on government grants 
(namely old-age pensions, child-support grants and disability grants), wages from both 
formal and informal employment and, migrant remittances. Some community members 
are also self-employed. The land-based livelihood strategies include arable agriculture, 
animal husbandry and the use and sale of NTFPs (Table 1).  
 
With respect to the average number of livelihood strategies adopted per household, 
there is no significant difference between the two villages, nor are the differences as 
determined by household wealth and gender of the de jure household head significant 
(Table 2). This suggests that livelihood diversification is a common feature of rural 
households. These various livelihood strategies contribute directly towards livelihood 
security and also allow for the acquisition of assets and the investment in various saving 
schemes.  
 
Table 1: Mean proportion of all households (%) across both villages involved in various 
livelihood activities 
 

 Livelihood activity Proportion of households (%) 

Employment (formal and informal) 53.0 
Self-employment 30.0 
Government grants  
             - Grants (total) 60.0 
             - Old-age pension 23.0 
             - Child-support grant 39.0 
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             - Disability grant 11.0 
Agriculture  
            - Total arable agriculture 56.0 
            - Gardens 36.0 
            - Fields 26.0 
            - Sale of agricultural produce 10.0 
            - Storage of agricultural produce 41.0 
Livestock  
            - Total livestock 64.0 
            - Chickens  52.0 
            - Cattle 28.0 
            - Goats 22.0 
            - Pigs 19.0 
            - Sale of livestock  22.0 
NTFPs  
             - Use 100.0 
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             - Sale 22.0 
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Table 2: Average number of livelihood strategies per household – stratified by village, 
household wealth and gender of the de jure household head (Mean ± SE)  
 

 Dyala Dixie 

All 4.7 ± 0.2 4.3 ± 0.2 

T/Z; Significance T/Z = 1.5; p>0.05 

Wealthy 5.1 ± 0.2 4.6 ± 0.3 

Poor 4.3 ± 0.3 4.0 ± 0.2 
T/Z -1.3 -0.9 
Significance >0.05 >0.05 

Male-head 4.9 ± 0.2 4.3 ± 0.2 

Female-head 4.2 ± 0.4 4.3 ± 0.4 
T/Z 1.4 0.0 
Significance >0.05 >0.05 

 
 
Households were questioned as to which strategy they consider to be the most 
important in terms of the contribution to household livelihood security (Figure 1). No 
wealthy households considered land-based strategies (including arable agriculture, 
animal husbandry or the use and sale of NTFPs) as their key livelihood strategy. They 
identified two key strategies: employment and the contribution from old-age pensions. 
With respect to poor households, kinship and child-support grants were considered 
important contributors. Unlike their wealthy counterparts, some poor households 
considered land-based strategies as key strategies. That is, poor households 
considered both land-based and off-farm strategies as key contributors to sustainable 
livelihoods. Male- and female-headed households also identified a range of strategies 
although whilst employment was considered key by male-headed households, a greater 
proportion of female-headed households identified old-age pensions and kinship as 
their vital livelihood strategies. No male-headed households considered animal 
husbandry to be a key strategy whilst no female-headed households considered arable 
agriculture, self-employment or the use and sale of NTFPs to be primary contributors. 
This does not imply that households are not involved in these activities, only that they 
do not consider the contribution as the primary livelihood contribution.  
 
Although the findings highlight a diversity of livelihood strategies, this paper focuses on 
land-based strategies, specifically arable agriculture and NTFPs. The following sections 
give an overview of the general practice of arable agriculture as well as general use of 
NTFPs before exploring the vulnerability associated with arable agriculture and how 
households cope, focusing particularly on the safety-net role of NTFPs. 
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Figure 1: Strategies households perceive as key contributors to sustainable livelihoods 
 
Arable agriculture – the contribution of fields and gardens 
Fifty-six percent of households practise some form of arable agriculture, either 
cultivating home-gardens, fields or both (Table 1). Of those households engaged in 
arable agriculture 81.9% had planted in the two years preceding the study. A 
significantly greater proportion of households in Dyala have arable land; 70% compared 
to 42% in Dixie, however the difference with respect to those households that had 
planted is not significant (Table 3). With respect to household wealth, in Dyala a 
significantly greater proportion of wealthy households have land allocated to arable 
agriculture however the difference is not significant in terms of the proportion of 
households that had planted in the preceding two years. The difference in Dixie is not 
significant for households with land or those who had planted. Of households with 
arable land, more than 80% of both wealth groups in either village had planted in the 
preceding two years. With respect to gender of the de jure household head, in Dyala a 
significantly greater proportion of male-headed households have land allocated for 
arable agriculture. The difference is not significant for Dixie. The difference with respect 
to the number of households that had planted in the preceding two years was not 
significant in either case (Table 3).  
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Of the total sample, only 10% of households report the sale of agricultural produce while 
22% noted the sale of livestock and NTFPs respectively (Table 1). Forty-one percent of 
households store produce. Reasons for storing include providing food for the 
household, to keep as seed for the next seasons’ crop and, as feed for the household’s 
livestock. 
 
Non-timber forest products – the contribution to livelihoods 
All of the households sampled make use of NTFPs with eighteen NTFP categories 
listed in total: seventeen in Dixie and fourteen in Dyala with households in Dixie using 
significantly more than those in Dyala (Table 4). With respect to the influence of 
household wealth and gender of the de jure household head on the average number of 
resources used per household, neither proved significant (Table 4). However, it should 
be noted that number of resources used is not necessarily indicative of reliance on 
those resources or significance of their contribution to livelihood sustainability. In Dyala 
seven and in Dixie eleven of the listed resources are used by more than 50% of 
households. These resources include fuelwood; sand; wild edible herbs; wild edible 
fruits; medicinal plants; wood for household items, carvings and furniture; twig hand-
brushes; grass hand-brushes and, indigenous poles for fencing (Table 5).  
 
The top five resources across both villages, in terms of proportion of households using, 
are fuelwood, sand, wild edible herbs, wild edible fruits and medicinal plants (Table 5). 
Each of these is used by more than two thirds of the sampled households. In both 
villages household wealth does not significantly determine the proportion of households 
using various wild resources with the exception of two resources in Dixie, namely 
indigenous poles for fencing and insects. Gender also plays no significant role in the 
determining the proportion of households using wild resources with the exception of the 
use of medicinal plants in Dyala (Table 6). 
 
Twenty-two percent of households reported selling NTFPs (Table 1). Households sell 
these products either full-time or on an ad hoc basis when the need or opportunity 
arises. Whilst some households sell in nearby regional centres, at local pension points 
and to visiting outsiders others sell to meet the need of households within the village 
itself.  
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Table 3:  Proportion of households (%) involved in arable agriculture – stratified by 
village, household wealth and gender of the de jure household head 
 

  Arable agriculture 
(all) 

Planted last 2 years(% farmers) 

Total Mean 56.0 81.9 

 Dyala 70.0 82.9 

 Dixie 42.0 80.9 

 X2 7.9 0.0 

 Significance <0.05 >0.05 

Dyala Wealthy 88.0 81.8 

 Poor 52.0 84.6 

 X2 7.7 0.1 

 Significance <0.05 >0.05 

 Male-head 84.9 85.7 

 Female-head 41.2 71.4 

 X2 10.2 0.8 

 Significance <0.05 >0.05 

Dixie Wealthy 44.0 81.8 

 Poor 40.0 80.0 

 X2 0.1 0.0 

 Significance >0.05 >0.05 

 Male-head 42.9 77.7 

 Female-head 37.5 100.0 

 X2 0.1 0.8 

 Significance >0.05 >0.05 
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Table 4:  Total number of resources used per village and mean number used per 
household – stratified by village, household wealth and gender (Mean ± SE)  
 

 Dyala Dixie 

Total no. of resources used per village 14.0 17.0 

All 7.2 ± 0.2 10.2 ± 0.2 

 T/Z = -10.6; p<0.05 

Wealthy 6.9 ± 0.4 11.3 ± 0.4 

Poor 7.4 ± 0.3 12.1 ± 0.4 
T/Z 1.1 1.2 
Significance >0.05 >0.05 

Male-head 7.2 ± 0.4 11.7 ± 0.3 

Female-head 7.4 ± 0.3 12.1 ± 0.7 
T/Z -0.7 -0.9 
Significance >0.05 >0.05 

  
Table 5:  Proportion of all households (%) using NTFPs – stratified by village 
 

 Dyala Dixie Mean X2 Significance 

Fuelwood 96.0 100.0 98.0 2.0 >0.05 

Sand 92.0 100.0 96.0 4.2 <0.05 

Wild edible herbs 80.0 100.0 90.0 11.1 <0.05 

Wild edible fruits 88.0 84.0 86.0 0.3 >0.05 

Medicinal plants 68.0 88.0 78.0 5.8 >0.05 

Wood for household items 52.0 94.0 73.0 22.4 <0.05 

Twig hand-brushes 46.0 96.0 71.0 30.4 <0.05 

Grass hand-brushes 92.0 28.0 60.0 42.7 <0.05 

Fencing poles 42.0 70.0 56.0 7.9 <0.05 

Weaving reeds 0.0 94.0 47.0 88.7 <0.05 

Bushmeat 10.0 50.0 30.0 19.1 <0.05 

Fish 0.0 52.0 26.0 35.1 <0.05 

Wild honey 22.0 22.0 22.0 0.0 >0.05 

Insects 0.0 38.0 19.0 23.5 <0.05 

Housing poles 2.0 28.0 15.0 13.3 <0.05 

Thatch grass 14.0 16.0 15.0 0.1 >0.05 

Mushrooms 12.0 0.0 6.0 6.2 <0.05 

Seeds 0.0 8.0 4.0 4.2 <0.05 
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Table 6:  Proportion of all households (%) using NTFPs - stratified by household wealth and gender of the de jure 
household head 

 Dyala Dixie Dyala Dixie 
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Fuelwood 92.0 100.0 2.1 >0.05 100.0 100.0 0.0 >0.05 93.9 100.0 1.1 >0.05 100.0 100.0 0.0 >0.05 
Sand 
 

88.0 96.0 1.1 >0.05 100.0 100.0 0.0 >0.05 90.9 94.1 0.2 >0.05 100.0 100.0 0.0 >0.05 
Wild edible 
herbs 

76.0 84.0 0.5 >0.05 100.0 100.0 0.0 >0.05 72.7 94.1 3.2 >0.05 100.0 100.0 0.0 >0.05 
Wild edible 
fruits 

84.0 92.0 0.8 >0.05 84.0 84.0 0.0 >0.05 81.8 100.0 3.5 >0.05 83.3 87.5 0.1 >0.05 

Medicinal Plants 60.0 76.0 1.5 >0.05 84.0 92.0 0.8 >0.05 57.6 88.2 4.9 <0.05 88.1 87.5 0.0 >0.05 
Wood for hh 
items 

60.0 44.0 1.3 >0.05 100.0 88.0 3.2 >0.05 60.6 35.3 2.9 >0.05 92.9 100.0 0.6 >0.05 

Twig brushes 32.0 60.0 3.9 >0.05 100.0 92.0 2.1 >0.05 42.4 52.9 0.5 >0.05 95.2 100.0 0.4 >0.05 

Grass brushes 92.0 92.0 0.0 >0.05 24.0 32.0 0.4 >0.05 90.9 94.1 0.2 >0.05 28.6 25.0 0.0 >0.05 

Fencing poles 48.0 36.0 0.7 >0.05 56.0 84.0 4.7 <0.05 36.4 52.9 1.3 >0.05 71.4 62.5 0.3 >0.05 

Bushmeat 8.0 12.0 0.2 >0.05 44.0 56.0 0.7 >0.05 15.2 0.0 2.9 >0.05 52.4 37.5 0.6 >0.05 

Fish 0.0 0.0 - - 40.0 64.0 2.9 >0.05 - - - - 52.4 50.0 0.0 >0.05 

Insects 0.0 0.0 - - 48.0 28.0 2.1 <0.05 - - - - 35.7 50.0 0.6 >0.05 

Weaving reeds 0.0 0.0 - - 100.0 88.0 3.2 >0.05 - - - - 92.9 100.0 0.6 >0.05 

Wild honey 20.0 24.0 0.1 >0.05 24.0 20.0 0.1 >0.05 30.3 5.9 3.9 >0.05 19.1 37.5 1.3 >0.05 

Housing poles 4.0 0.0 1.0 >0.05 16.0 40.0 3.6 >0.05 3.0 0.0 0.5 >0.05 23.8 50.0 2.3 >0.05 

Thatch grass 12.0 16.0 0.2 >0.05 16.0 16.0 0.0 >0.05 18.2 5.9 1.4 >0.05 14.3 25.0 0.6 >0.05 

Mushrooms 12.0 12.0 0.0 >0.05 - - - - 15.2 5.9 0.9 >0.05 - - - - 

Seeds 0.0 0.0 - - 4.0 12.0 1.1 >0.05 - - - - 9.5 0.0 0.8 >0.05 
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Vulnerability 
Rural households are vulnerable to shocks, trends and seasonality (DFID, 1999). 
Vulnerability is dynamic both spatially and temporally. Whilst this study focussed on a 
two year period, there are broader and historical trends and changes in the social, 
economic and bio-physical environments in which households exist (Paumgarten, 
2006). Households also experience increased levels of hardship throughout the year. 
During the PRA respondents identified a range of anticipated stresses and 
unanticipated crises to which rural households are vulnerable (Table 7). During the two 
year period all of the sampled households experienced at least one of these, with some 
households experiencing several (Table 8).  
 
Table 7:  Identified anticipated and unanticipated crises 
 

Crisis Description 
1. Anticipated   
Annual expenses Expenses associated with school fees and related costs 
Social expenses Expenses associated with social events (e.g. religious 

holidays) Agricultural expenses Expenses associated with arable agriculture (e.g. buying 
seed) Seasonal crop 

shortfalls 
Crop shortages from seasonal fluctuations in 
planting/production 2. Unanticipated 

Crises 
 

Livestock diseases/ 
death 

Expenses involved in the treatment of livestock diseases 
and the impact of losing livestock 

Crop loss/damage Crop loss/damage resulting from pests, heavy rains, etc. 
Loss of/damage to 
property 

Property lost or damaged as a result of fire, weather, theft, 
etc. 

Illness/injury 
Illness/injury of household members and associated costs 
including medical, loss of income, etc. 

Death/funeral 
expenses 

Costs associated with the funeral of household members or 
extended family 

Loss of income Loss of income resulting from retrenchment, injury, etc. 
Increased living costs Increasing costs associated with increasing rates of 

inflation  
With respect to anticipated stresses, gender of the de jure household head does not 
significantly influence vulnerability to these stresses although household wealth does 
with each stress reported by a significantly greater proportion of wealthy households 
(Table 8). Over the two year period annual school fees were reported by the greatest 
proportion of households. This paper discusses seasonal crop shortfalls in more detail. 
Seasonal crop shortfalls are experienced in the winter months when agricultural 
productivity declines. Forty-five percent of households reported facing seasonal crop 
shortfalls over the two year period. A significantly greater proportion of wealthy 
households reported this stress with there being no significant difference for gender of 
the de jure household head (Table 8). With respect to unanticipated crises, these are 
experienced irrespective of household wealth or gender of the de jure household head 
with no significant differences for either with the exception of livestock diseases/illness, 
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reported by a significantly greater proportion of wealthy households (Table 8). This 
paper discusses crop loss and/or damage in more detail. Crop damage and/or loss, 
including total crop failure, was experience by 43% of households, with 33% 
experiencing total crop failure. Neither the difference for household wealth nor gender of 
the de jure household head is significant. 
 
Table 8:  Proportion of all households (%) in both sites experiencing anticipated and 
unanticipated crises over a two year period – stratified by household wealth and gender 
of the de jure household head 
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Anticipated          

Annual expenses 72.0 84.0 60.0 7.1 <0.05 70.7 76.0 0.3 >0.05 

Social expenses 67.0 82.0 52.0 10.2 <0.05 68.0 64.0 0.1 >0.05 

Agricultural expenses 44.0 54.0 34.0 4.1 <0.05 49.3 28.0 3.4 >0.05 

Seasonal crop shortfalls 45.0 58.0 32.0 6.8 <0.05 49.3 32.0 2.3 >0.05 

Unanticipated          

Livestock disease/death 38.0 58.0 18.0 16.9 <0.05 42.7 24.0 2.8 >0.05 

Crop loss/damage 43.0 48.0 38.0 1.0 >0.05 46.7 32.0 1.7 >0.05 

Total crop failure 33.0 36.0 30.0 0.4 >0.05 36.0 24.0 1.2 >0.05 

Loss/damage to property 50.0 52.0 48.0 0.2 >0.05 48.0 56.0 0.5 >0.05 

Illness/injury to household 
members 66.0 72.0 60.0 1.6 >0.05 66.7 64.0 0.1 >0.05 

Death/funeral expenses 39.0 48.0 30.0 3.4 >0.05 41.3 32.0 0.7 >0.05 

Loss of income 24.0 16.0 32.0 3.5 >0.05 24.0 24.0 0.0 >0.05 

Increasing living costs 78.0 80.0 76.0 0.2 >0.05 76.0 84.0 0.7 >0.05 
 
This paper addresses one of the identified anticipated stresses (seasonal crop 
shortfalls) and one of the identified unanticipated crises (crop loss/damage) and 
explores in greater detail how households coped with these. The greatest impact 
associated with seasonal crop shortfalls is on household diet. Households coped with 
these crop shortfalls in a variety of ways including relying on stored produce; budgeting 
to allow for substitution of produce with bought alternatives; relying on kinship and 
community-support networks, etc. Other strategies mentioned included households 
making agricultural adjustments such as only planting gardens and planting crops that 
require less water; buying vegetables on credit from people who come to the village to 
sell; and selling livestock (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2:  Coping with seasonal crop shortfalls (like letters mark significance) 
 
The only strategy significantly determined by household wealth was the ability to 
purchase vegetables to maintain a more balanced diet. No strategies were significantly 
different for gender of the de jure household head. Irrespective of household wealth or 
gender, the contribution made by NTFPs was within the top five most prevalent 
strategies. Kinship played a lesser role in helping households deal with seasonal crop 
shortfalls with no female-headed households reporting relying on this strategy. A 
possible explanation for this is that seasonal crop shortfalls affect all households with 
arable land simultaneously, leaving everyone to cope with their own losses and less 
able to assist each other. Those that do manage to cultivate during this time, don’t 
cultivate enough to share with friends and family. 
 
The safety-net role played by NTFPs manifested in the sale of fuelwood to allow for 
purchasing vegetables; in the increased use of fuelwood (in response to reduced 
spending on paraffin) and, in supplementing the diet with wild edible herbs. Few 
households in Dyala supplemented with herbs, explaining that the herbs are seasonal 
and therefore very scarce during the winter months. While also scarce in Dixie, here 
households dry the herbs in the summer, storing them for winter.  
With respect to the unanticipated crisis of crop loss and/or damage, once again 
households adopted a variety of strategies to cope (Figure 3). Respondents indicated 
that the unexpected loss of produce was a serious problem with households relying on 
the crop for food, to store for winter crop shortfalls, to use as seed and to sell. In 
response to crop loss households bought vegetables to make up for the lost harvest, 
changed their diet and reduced household spending. Kinship and community-support 
networks came into play with households relying on family, friends and community 
members to give them vegetables whilst some households provided labour in the 
community in exchange for money and/or food. Households also sold livestock. Some 
households were able to salvage some of their crop whilst others gave the damaged 
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crop to their livestock for food or used it as fertilizer, planting again in the hope of more 
success. Households treated their crops for pests and diseases, either purchasing 
pesticides or relying on home-made options.  
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Figure 3:  Coping with crop loss and/or damage (like letters mark significance) 
 
With respect to the household characteristics of wealth and gender of the de jure 
household head, most strategies were utilized by households from all groups although 
only poor and male-headed households reported working in the community in exchange 
for food and, only male-headed households reported selling livestock to meet the costs 
associated with crop loss. With respect to those strategies with significant differences, a 
significantly greater proportion of wealthy households reported reducing household 
spending on luxury goods whilst significantly more poor households relied on kinship 
and provided labour for food. No strategies were significantly different as determined by 
the gender of the de jure household head. Households also turned to NTFPs during this 
time with the use of NTFPs manifesting in the same way as with seasonal crop 
shortfalls: households reduced spending on paraffin to allow for the purchase of 
vegetables and pesticides and therefore relied more heavily on fuelwood. Fuelwood 
was sold and the consumption of wild foods increased however responses indicated this 
depended on the time of the year and the availability of these foods. Unlike seasonal 
crop shortfalls which households can anticipate and therefore dry wild edible herbs in 
preparation, crop loss/damage is more difficult to anticipate. Households from both 
wealth groups and irrespective of gender of the de jure household head reported relying 
on NTFPs: there were no significant differences. This use was not a prevalent strategy 
nor was it the least utilized. For each of the identified crises households reported the 
increased use of NTFPs, the substitution of purchased products with NTFPs or sale of 
NTFPs as a coping strategy. For each crisis the use of NTFPs as a rural safety-net was 
not the most prevalently reported means of coping nor was it least prevalent means.  
 
With respect to NTFPs as a coping strategy, certain opportunities and constraints were 
mentioned. During discussions people expounded on the advantages of using NTFPs 
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as a rural safety-net. These included that these resources are generally free and easily 
available and therefore helpful when households have no money. Selling these 
resources requires no start-up capital although certain resources require the necessary 
skills and knowledge. People stated it was beneficial that there was a vast range of 
products households could choose to use or sell. Relying on NTFPs as opposed to 
other resources also allowed for households to remain financially independent and debt 
free. Other coping strategies have certain disadvantages which make NTFPs a 
favourable choice; for example borrowing money means paying it back often with high 
rates of interest; selling assets or livestock leaves the household in a position of trying 
to recoup those assets and often in a vulnerable position as those assets are no longer 
available when other crises emerge whilst changing the household diet or removing 
children from school can impact negatively on the household’s human capital. Despite 
these aspects counting favourably towards the use and strength of NTFPs as a rural 
safety-net, several households also noted disadvantages/weaknesses to this rural 
safety-net function. Households expressed reasons as to why NTFPs do not adequately 
insure households during times of misfortune. These include: (i) restrictions, permits, 
tenure and location; (ii) age, health and strength; (iii) distance, time and lack of 
transport; (iv) weak or absent markets when money is needed; (v) loss of/changing 
knowledge and skills and, (vi) resource scarcity, seasonality and over-use.  
 
DISCUSSION 
 
Livelihood diversification 
Households in both villages have adopted multiple livelihood strategies including off-
farm and land-based strategies. This diversity of strategies is not significantly different 
between sites, between wealth groups or between those with a male- or female-head 
suggesting that livelihood diversification is a common feature of rural livelihoods, as 
reported by other commentators (Pattanayak and Sills, 2001; Shackleton et al., 2001). 
Despite the contribution made by off-farm strategies, many of interviewed households 
still rely on land-based strategies (including arable agriculture and the use and sale of 
NTFPs) to contribute to their livelihood portfolio. According to Shackleton et al. (2000) 
past assessments of communal lands have under-valued the contribution of land-based 
strategies to rural households. Although this study found that both wealthy and poor 
households diversify, research on livelihood diversification has found variable 
associations between diversification and household wealth with some noting wealthier 
households with more diversified income streams (Block and Webb, 2001) and others 
noting intermediate households as the most diverse, with the poorest lacking the means 
to diversify (Niehof, 2004; Smith et al., 2001). Of the range of strategies identified here, 
the two that do not require any form of cash injections are kinship and NTFPs making 
these the most accessible to poor households both as a livelihood and coping strategy. 
All households reported the use of NTFPs suggesting that whilst poor households rely 
on NTFPs, wealthy households benefit from the “free” resources and the cost-saving 
offered, thereby allowing for investments in alternative strategies. Kinship is a key 
strategy for both groups. Gender has also been found to determine not only 
diversification as a whole but also the activities in which different genders diversify. 
According to Niehof (2004), men and women have different options and responsibilities 
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and therefore diversify differently. In this study the gender of the de jure household head 
appears to have less of an influence on livelihood diversity with the overall total number 
of strategies per household being insignificantly different for gender of the de jure 
household head. Although the composite picture shows both male- and female-headed 
households investing in a diversity of livelihood strategies, certain strategies show 
differences for gender of the de jure head. Both Niehof (2004) and Smith et al. (2001) 
have noted a blurring of traditional gender roles, with female-headed households forced 
to diversify in response to crises (e.g. HIIV/AIDS) and men usurping traditionally female-
dominated activities with growing markets (and increased returns) as a result of 
changing demands and preferences.  
 
Land-based livelihood strategies are significant in terms of the proportion of households 
involved and should not be discounted supporting other studies suggesting that 
although formal cash income through waged labor, remittances and government grants 
is considered the “mainstay” of many rural households, a high proportion still rely on 
land-based strategies (Dovie, 2001; Shackleton et al., 2001). The results from this study 
highlight the contribution of land-based strategies to poor households in particular, with 
only poor households noting the contribution from these activities as key to their 
livelihood sustainability (although both wealth groups engage). 
 
Arable agriculture 
With respect to land-based strategies, households involved in arable agriculture were 
cultivating either home-gardens or fields or both. Although only 56% of households have 
land set aside for cultivation, 81.9% of these households had planted over the two year 
period, indicating that those households with land allocated for arable agriculture 
actively cultivate and that arable agriculture makes an important contribution rural 
livelihood security (Andrew and Fox, 2004; Shackleton et al., 2001). The findings 
highlight the potential for spatial variability with significantly more households in Dyala 
having access to arable land. The difference however is only significant for the 
ownership of land, not for recent cultivation indicating that households in Dyala with 
arable land either choose not to cultivate or are faced with barriers to cultivation (e.g. 
absent extension services, high input costs, shortage of labour, poor climate and poor 
soils). Household wealth influences arable agriculture. In Dyala significantly more 
wealthy households have access to arable land however the difference for proportion of 
households planting is not significant. Having land allocated for agriculture does not 
imply that households are able to cultivate on a regular basis: wealthy households that 
were not cultivating noted a shortage of labour (either because the adults were 
employed or too old) as a key barrier although other barriers were also cited. In Dixie 
the difference for wealth is not significant for the proportions of households owning 
arable land or the proportions planting. Wealth has been noted to have a variable 
impact on arable agriculture: Block and Webb (2001) noted that wealthy households 
diversify away from crops while Dovie et al. (2003) noted the commercialisation of crops 
to be associated with higher disposable income allowing for investments in agricultural 
inputs.  
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With respect to gender of the de jure household head, the results suggest that this 
influences access to land but not necessarily the cultivation of that land. In Dyala 
significantly more male-headed households have arable land however the difference for 
cultivation is not significant. In Dixie the difference with respect to access to land as well 
as cultivation, is not significant although all female-headed households with land had 
planted in the two year period. According to Shackleton et al. (2000) women and 
female-headed households are often more dependent on land-based livelihood 
strategies. Dovie et al. (2003) noted a greater involvement of women in arable 
agriculture whilst men pursued off-farm options. Access to arable land is an important 
safety-net which offers increased food security and helps to establish and maintain 
kinship ties through reciprocal labour-sharing for planting/harvesting as well as through 
gifts of produce (Shackleton et al., 2000). 
 
The consumption and trade of natural resources 
NTFPs provide a range of benefits to rural households who use a variety of products for 
both direct household consumption and sale (Cavendish, 2000; Dovie, 2003; 
Shackleton et al., 2001). This study found households from two South African villages to 
be using NTFPs for food, shelter, construction, fencing, medicinal purposes, energy, 
tools and functional items and, cultural and decorative items. Across the sample the use 
of NTFPs is a common feature supporting findings from elsewhere in southern Africa 
(Campbell et al., 2002; Cavendish, 2000; Dovie, 2001; Shackleton et al., 2002; Twine et 
al., 2003). The proportion of households using NTFPs can be high particularly for key 
resources such as fuelwood and wild foods (Cavendish, 2000; Dovie, 2003; Twine et 
al., 2003). This study shows spatial variability in the use of NTFPs with local conditions 
playing a role in determining the extent to which households rely on these products. For 
example in Dyala the use of weaving reeds was not reported in the household 
interviews: respondents in the PRA explained that the weaving reeds are found in areas 
under state-owned tenure and therefore inaccessible without the correct permits. This 
spatial variability is important to bear in mind when addressing the use of NTFPs and 
may have implications for land-use planning, development programmes and policy 
aimed at both poverty alleviation and the sustainable use of NTFPs and the ecosystems 
in which they are found.  
 
Although the use of NTFPs is spatially diverse, there is little indication in either village 
that household wealth or gender of the de jure household head influence the proportion 
of households relying on NTFPs. This suggests that the poor collect NTFPs out of 
necessity whilst the wealthy maximize on the cost-saving offered by free and “risk free” 
NTFP extraction. There is mixed evidence in the literature on the relationship between 
household wealth and NTFP use. For example, Ambrose-Oji (2003) both noted middle-
income groups as the primary beneficiaries while Cavendish (2000) found wealthy 
households using greater quantities (although the poor depend more on the contribution 
made) compared to Campbell et al. (1997) who noted poor households using greater 
quantities. Twine et al. (2003) describe poor households to be more reliant on so-called 
“essential items” such as wild foods whilst wealthy households used a greater range of 
products and more “luxury items”, including wooden utensils and poles. Others have 
found the relationship between household wealth and proportion of households using to 
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be negligible (Cocks et al., in press; Godoy et al., 1995; Shackleton and Shackleton, 
2006). The findings of this study support the latter: wealth does not significantly 
determine the use of resources in terms of the proportion of households using NTFPs 
and the average number used per household. This highlights the important contribution 
of NTFPs to rural households irrespective of wealth (although the poor may depend 
more on the contribution made) and suggests the need to include wealthy households in 
assessments of resource use aimed at informing development programmes and policy.  
   
In addition to wealth factors, the collection and use of NTFPs has been described 
strongly linked to gender (Cavendish, 2000; Dovie, 2001). The relationship between 
gender and resource use is determined to some extent by the physical nature of the 
work but also by existing gender roles (Shackleton et al., 2001). Although women and 
female-headed households are considered to use and rely on a greater range of NTFPs 
(Shackleton and Shackleton, 2004b), findings from this study show no significant 
relationship between gender of the de jure household head and the overall use of 
NTFPs (with respect to the average number of resources used per household). Whilst 
gender of the de jure household head does not appear to influence resource use further 
analysis using the gender composition of the households may provide a clearer gender-
based distinction (Cavendish, 2000).  
 
The results show fewer households involved in the trade of NTFPs, although in both 
villages households are trading in certain NTFPs (22%). Shackleton et al. (2000) 
identify regions of South Africa where up to 25% of households are involved in the trade 
of one or more resources with women being particularly involved in this activity. Dovie 
(2001) found a smaller proportion of households selling NTFPs. According to 
Shackleton et al. (2001) in addition to the direct-use values associated with these land-
based strategies (including the use of NTFPs), there is the potential and largely 
unrecognised rural safety-net function offered. The use of NTFPs by all households in 
both communities suggests the potential safety-net option is available to them all. 
 
Vulnerability and risks 
This study emphasizes the range of crises to which rural households are vulnerable 
(including anticipated stresses and unanticipated shocks), corroborating the findings of 
others (Pattanayak and Sills, 2001; Wood, 2003). The results highlight the extent of 
vulnerability with all of the households reporting experiencing at least one misfortune 
over the two year period, with many households experiencing more. Both idiosyncratic 
and aggregate risks were identified. To some extent the risks experienced are related to 
the households’ asset base and therefore households with particular assets are 
susceptible to particular risks (for example, wealthy households with livestock are more 
susceptible to livestock diseases). Other risks are more general, irrespective of 
household characteristics such as wealth and gender of the de jure household head. 
For this reason vulnerability should be gauged in terms of ability to cope, recovery time, 
the frequency of risk and the extent of impact and associated costs rather than the 
“experience” of risks. The experience of multiple crises in a reasonably short period of 
time suggests the need for either a select few effective means of coping or a diversity of 
strategies to ensure resilience. It is hypothesised that with potentially limited recovery 
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time between crises and with each crisis potentially associated with various “side-
effects” requiring multiple responses, a diversity of strategies ensures robustness. 
 
The findings indicate that while the experience of risk is a common feature, there are 
differences to each stress/crisis in terms of how household wealth and gender of the de 
jure household head influence susceptibility to the crisis and the ability of the household 
to cope. The findings also highlight the vulnerability associated with arable agriculture 
with the majority of households involved in arable agriculture reporting seasonal crop 
shortfalls and crop loss/damage. With respect to the selected anticipated stress of 
seasonal crop shortfalls, a significantly greater proportion of wealthy households were 
affected. Gender of the de jure household head did not influence vulnerability to these 
although female-headed households are commonly reported as more vulnerable than 
their male-headed counterparts (Posel, 2001). The experience of risk however does not 
give an adequate indication of the impact on livelihood sustainability. While 46% of 
households reported planting in the two year period, 45% percent reported seasonal 
crop shortfalls suggesting seasonal crop shortfalls are common to households 
cultivating arable land. According to Pattanayak and Sills (2001) arable agriculture is 
subject to multiple risks. With respect to wealth related differences, the difference in the 
proportions of wealthy and poor households cultivating was not different suggesting that 
both groups should be prone to seasonal crop shortfalls. This is not the case however 
with greater proportions of wealthy households reporting the experience: poor 
households may make agricultural adjustments planting less favoured but hardier crops 
during the dry winter months while wealthy households may choose not to cultivate (or 
cultivate less) during the winter but rather rely on their available capital to purchase 
vegetables during this time. These aspects require further investigation. Of the 
unanticipated crises, crop damage and/or loss and total crop failure were reported by 
43% and 33% of households respectively (46% of households had planted) 
emphasising the risks involved in arable agriculture. There are no significant differences 
for wealth or gender of the de jure household head. Respondents indicated pests, 
diseases, heavy rains and poor seed as reasons for crop loss/damage. These factors 
are non-discriminate and therefore may affect any cultivating household suggesting that 
household response needs to be considered in addition to vulnerability. According to 
DFID (1999) a household’s response to crises may vary depending on the nature of the 
shock, its intensity and household attributes and assets.  
 
The results of this study indicate that for the selected shocks there is a range of 
possible responses that households employ in their attempts to cope. Numerous 
commentators have drawn attention to the range of possible coping strategies (Godoy 
et al., 1998; Maxwell et al., 1999; McKenzie, 2003; Sauerborn et al., 1996). These 
responses include both individual and risk-sharing strategies as well as risk-
management and risk-coping strategies (Dekker, 2004). These strategies are used 
either in combination constituting a portfolio of coping strategies or in isolation, 
depending on the context and the crisis in question. The results also indicate that while 
some coping strategies are specific to the crisis in question, others are more generic. 
Common coping strategies noted included relying on NTFPs; relying on kinship and 
community-support networks; reducing household spending on luxury goods and food 
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stuffs; changing the household diet (either quantity and quality of each meal or reducing 
the number of meals per day) and, saving/budgeting for particular expenses or for 
emergencies in general. Of the range of strategies identified in response to seasonal 
crop shortfalls and crop loss/damage, most showed no significant difference for 
household wealth or gender of the de jure household head. However, significant 
differences were noted. For seasonal crop shortfalls, the only significant difference 
noted was that a greater proportion of wealthy households were able to supplement 
their diets with purchased alternatives. Maxwell et al. (1999) consider changes to food 
consumption as an indicator of food insecurity. By purchasing vegetables during the 
winter, wealthy households are able to minimise changes to household food 
consumption. For households where a high proportion of the budget is allocated to the 
provision of food, even small shocks can lower household consumption (Maxwell et al., 
1999). Group discussions indicated the substitution of purchased food with wild 
alternatives in response to food consumption changes.  
 
With respect to crop loss/damage, significant differences were noted for kinship, 
reductions in household spending and providing labour for food. A significantly greater 
proportion of poor households reported the reliance on kinship and community support-
networks to cope with crop loss. DFID (1999) describes kinship as an important 
resource of last resort particularly for the poor and vulnerable, compensating for a lack 
of alternative insurance options. In response to the same, a significantly greater 
proportion of wealthy households reduced spending on luxury items to allow for the 
purchase of more essential goods. Poor households are already constrained in their 
spending with a focus on essential items, making cost-cutting difficult. Skoufias (2003) 
refers to extreme cases of reductions on spending when households can no longer 
afford to feed or educate their children. This has implications for the future of the 
household, perpetuating poverty and undermining the household’s human capital. A 
significantly greater proportion of poor households provided labour in exchange for food 
– no wealthy households relied on this strategy. With respect to the use of NTFPs as a 
safety-net, this was reported by all four groups in response to both the selected crises. 
No significant differences were noted. Despite this range of coping strategies rural 
households invest in to secure their livelihoods, Wong and Godoy (2003) state there is 
mixed evidence of the effectiveness of these informal insurance mechanisms 
particularly with respect to larger, covariate shocks.  
 
The findings show there are opportunities offered by NTFPs as a rural safety-net 
including that NTFPs are free and in most cases easily obtainable, there is a range of 
products that can be used for both consumption and income-smoothing and they reduce 
reliance on other coping strategies. NTFPs are perceived to be attractive to the rural 
poor because in many cases, whilst collecting NTFPs is labour intensive it requires little 
capital investment or skills (Angelsen and Wunder, 2003). Whilst NTFPs can be free 
and easily obtainable, factors such as land-tenure, resource availability and 
accessibility, institutional dynamics, available alternatives and, population dynamics 
(age, wealth and gender) affect consumption (Kepe, 2002; Shackleton and Shackleton, 
2006). This study identified the constraints to NTFPs as rural safety-nets to include: 
insecure tenure, inaccessible locations and restrictions on access; age, health and 
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strength; the opportunities costs of collection (distance, time, lack of transport); a loss of 
knowledge and skills required for the collection of NTFPs; resource scarcity, seasonality 
and over-use and, weak, absent or ill-timed markets. Various commentators have noted 
these constraints to NTFPs as a rural safety-net (Bryceson and Fonseca, 2006; De 
Waal and Whiteside, 2003; McSweeney, 2003; Niehof, 2004; Pattanayak and Sills, 
2001). For NTFPs to make a positive contribution to coping the opportunities need to 
outweigh the constraints. Some of these constraints can be addressed through policy, 
land-use planning, market and product development and skills training.  
 
In response to the two selected crises, the use of NTFPs as a rural safety-net was 
found to manifest through direct household provisioning and sale. The dual 
manifestation allows for both consumption- and income-smoothing (Shackleton and 
Shackleton, 2004a). With respect to direct household provisioning, households used 
wild foods as a dietary supplement and substitute as both crises impacted on household 
food security. The increased use of fuelwood (as a substitute for more costly forms of 
energy, e.g. paraffin) was also noted, with the resultant saving being used to purchase 
food, pesticides, etc. Other commentators have noted the use of NTFPs as a rural 
safety-net with a particular focus on the contribution of wild foods (particularly during 
times of low agricultural productivity (Ackermann, 2003; Dovie, 2003; McSweeney, 
2003; Pattanayak and Sills, 2001). De Merode et al. (2004) highlight that the 
unsustainable use of particular wild foods may exacerbate food insecurity, vulnerability 
and poverty. As with Dixie where households dry and store wild edible herbs for the use 
in those months characterised by seasonal crop shortfalls, Ackermann (2003) noted the 
storing of yams to allow. Discussions with respondents also noted the sale of NTFPs in 
response to the selected crises. The sale of NTFPs has been identified as a means for 
coping with agricultural shocks and seasonal food shortfalls with this function not 
restricted to the poor (Arnold and Ruiz-Perez, 1998; De Merode et al., 2004; Shackleton 
and Shackleton, 2004a). Fuelwood was identified as a key product to sell as it is both 
available and is used throughout the year. Additionally the wood can be collected and 
stored to be sold when the household requires money. Other commentators have noted 
the importance of wood products for these reasons (McSweeney, 2005; Pattanayak and 
Sills, 2001). This study found the use of NTFPs as a rural safety-net to be a common 
feature and not influenced by household wealth or gender of the de jure household 
head although Paumgarten (2006) noted differences when specific NTFPs are 
considered (in terms of both use and sale). NTFPs are essentially “free”, households 
choose to rely on these rather than deplete their asset base. Skoufias (2003) points out 
that if households rely on NTFPs for minor crises they can save their other options 
ensuring future welfare.  
 
The use of NTFPs as a rural safety-net is likely to be context specific as determined by 
various exogenous and endogenous factors. According to McSweeney (2003) 
households’ response to shock is determined by the nature of the shock itself as well as 
the households’ options for coping and therefore households may respond differently to 
the same shocks. Despite the use of NTFPs as a rural safety-net in both villages the 
results indicate that households’ responses to the range of crises were seldom 
restricted to the exclusive use of NTFPs as a rural safety-net but rather involved a 
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combination of strategies. For each crisis considered, NTFPs were not the favoured 
strategy in terms of proportion of households nor were NTFPs the least favoured. This 
supports findings from Brazil: NTFP collection was found to be positively correlated with 
agricultural shocks and expected agricultural risks but a range of other strategies were 
identified including kinship and waged labour (Pattanayak and Sills, 2001).  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Livelihood diversification is widely practiced by rural households irrespective of 
household wealth and gender of the de jure household head. Whilst this is considered 
by some to constitute a poverty trap, this diversification provides households with a 
range of insurance mechanisms they can turn to when facing a variety of crises. 
Households’ ability to diversify should not be undermined unless secure forms of 
income and insurance strategies are provided irrespective of households’ socio-
economic characteristics. Included in this diversity of strategy is arable agriculture. 
Arable agriculture contributes to livelihood security, despite the often documented status 
of communal lands as unproductive systems. However, there are also risks associated 
with arable agriculture including seasonal crop shortfalls and crop loss/damage. In order 
to cope with such stresses/crises, households invest in a range of coping strategies that 
are used in combination when coping with crises. Included in this range of strategies is 
the use and sale of NTFPs. The objective of this study was to examine the concept and 
nature of rural safety-nets in the South Africa situation with a focus on the rural safety-
net role of NTFPs. The study focused specifically on the strategies adopted by 
households to cope with seasonal crop shortfalls and crop loss/damage.  
 
NTFPs were used in coping with both these crises however, they were not the only 
strategy used but rather contributed towards coping in conjunction with other strategies. 
Households’ use of NTFPs in response to multiple crises highlights the importance and 
multi-functionality of this role. However, it is also important to note that NTFPs as a rural 
safety-net form a part of a greater bundle of insurance mechanisms with each strategy 
having associated opportunities and constraints. Although there is a range of strategies, 
the poor are restricted from some as a result of their lack of access to financial capital 
therefore highlighting the importance of ensuring and maintaining poor households’ 
access to those strategies that are not determined by household wealth, including 
NTFPs. The rural safety-net function of NTFPs manifests through both the use and sale 
of various products, with products such as fuelwood and wild foods playing a key role. 
The focus on select products implies that were increasing poverty to drive more and 
more households to an increased reliance on NTFPs, particular products face the risk of 
unsustainable use and over-utilization. Wealthy, poor, male- and female-headed 
households were found to be relying on the safety-net function offered by NTFPs. This 
finding gives an indication of importance of the safety-net function to rural communities 
as a whole.  
 
The importance of the rural safety-net function of NTFPs is governed by access to and 
availability of these resources. Respondents indicated several constraints to the safety-
net function that need to be addressed if NTFPs are to continue to make or make an 
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increased contribution to poverty alleviation goals. Interventions need to be targeted at 
each of these constraints. For example, although the sale of NTFPs is a manifestation 
of the rural safety-net function, respondents indicated weak markets as a problem. 
Market development, marketing skills, value addition and product development may 
assist in this regard. Respondents noted the loss of knowledge and skills associated 
with the use of NTFPs to be a constraining factor. Here skills training and knowledge 
transfers may contribute to the opportunities offered by NTFPs. In light of evidence that 
NTFPs contribute to a significant proportion of households in both villages on both a 
regular basis as well as through the rural safety-net function, access to and 
maintenance of this resource base must not be undermined unless alternatives are 
provided (Cavendish, 2000). According to Scherr (2000) well managed systems of 
access to basic subsistence resources should be essential both with respect to national 
safety-nets and environmental sustainability. The rural safety-net role needs to be 
communicated to policy developers and land-use planners not only for the benefit of 
poverty alleviation strategies but also to ensure the sustainable use of NTFPs. 
Maintenance of and continued access to communal lands and the resources provided 
may contribute significantly towards sustaining and improving the welfare of rural 
households particularly poor households. 
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