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Survival Strategy or Business Training 
Ground? The Significance of Urban 
Agriculture for the Advancement of Women 
in African Cities 

Donald B. Freeman 

Crop cultivation and the rearing of livestock in the open spaces of 
large third world cities have reached the point where their impor- 
tance as a part of the urban informal sector can no longer be overlooked. 
In East Africa, several recent surveys have confirmed that urban culti- 
vation, carried on largely by women, is both prevalent and vital to the 
livelihood of a significant proportion of the population (Freeman 1991; 
Rakodi 1988; Mazingira Institute 1987). These surveys complement a 
rather slim body of previous field research focused specifically on ur- 
ban agriculture in Africa. Most of the latter deal with cities in 
Francophone central and west Africa (Vennettier 1988, 1972, 1961; 
Jeannin 1972; Morriniere 1972; Lassere 1958). A number deal with culti- 
vation in the peri-urban fringe (Swindell 1988; Guyer 1987; Haubert 
1985). The general conclusion of these studies is that many urban house- 
holds, at all income levels, produce a considerable proportion of their 
own subsistence needs. The more recent evidence further suggests that, 
despite a relatively short history in large African cities like Nairobi, 
cultivation of open spaces by women seems set to become even more im- 
portant in the years to come. 

By contrast, most studies dealing generally with African urban 
development and the informal sector have either ignored women culti- 
vators altogether (International Labour Organization [ILO] 1985, 1972; 
Sandbrook 1982; House 1981; Rempel 1978; van Zwanenberg 1972), ac- 
corded their food-production efforts little real significance (Peil and 
Sada 1984, 59; Hake 1977), or viewed them as a subcategory of other, 
more visible activities of urban women entrepreneurs (Coquery- 
Vidrovitch 1991; Beavon and Rogerson 1990; Robertson 1976). Several 
recent studies, however, (e.g., Rakodi 1988; Guyer 1987; Sachs 1985) 
have focused more closely on agriculture within African cities, identi- 
fying it as a critical survival strategy by poor women migrants to the 
city as well as fringe dwellers on the urban periphery. But the notion 
persists among researchers that this phenomenon should properly be 
viewed as a temporary adjustment to urban conditions by recent rural 
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AFRICAN STUDIES REVIEW 

unskilled migrants while they await a preferred nonfarm job in the for- 
mal or informal sectors: "urban farming should be seen as a short-term 

adjustment to urban social and economic problems, especially in the ur- 
ban informal sector" (Obia 1992, 228). The underlying implication is 
that, in the interests of orderly urban development, not only researchers 
but also the migrants themselves should view urban agriculture as 

merely a temporary, transitional, stop-gap occupation: 

If urban agriculture is mistakenly allowed to be construed by rural 
people as a panacea for rural problems, there can be no measure of 
urban planning or government support that could stem the tide of 
millions who will move into cities hoping to share in this new 
wealth... there should be no illusions about the success of urban 
farming; success can only be meaningful if urban agriculture is made 
to complement, not substitute, rural agricultural production (Obia 
1992, 228). 

The activities of the urban poor, among whom women cultivators 
of open space-at least in Kenya-form a substantial minority, reveal 
no particular penchant for harboring unrealistic expectations about be- 
coming wealthy through urban farming. As this paper will show, more- 
over, motivations of these urban cultivators appear not to be influenced 
by what planners, researchers or urban administrators allegedly feel 
ought to be the correct attitude toward urban farming. Leaving aside 
the question of what ought to occur, however, we might inquire 
whether the prevailing scholarly view of urban agriculture as merely a 
short-term adjustment device can be sustained in the face of recent evi- 
dence. In Nairobi, for instance, 80% of urban cultivators interviewed in 
a recent survey planned to continue cultivation even if they got another 
job (Freeman 1991, 85). Nearly 63% of respondents in the same survey 
had cultivated their present urban garden plots for five years or more, 
and nearly half (46.5%) had resided in Nairobi for ten years or longer 
(Freeman 1991, appendix tables 15, 29). And if urban agriculture is no 
more than an ephemeral coping strategy, why are substantial numbers 
of urban farmers opting to combine shamba cultivation with enterprises 
directly integrated with crop production? The informal sector has many 
of these burgeoning small-scale businesses, run largely by women, that 
include food kiosks, restaurants and bars, market stalls, and maize 
roasters (Nelson 1988, 201). 

This paper analyzes interview data, collected by the author and 
a team of Kenyan research assistants in a 1987 survey of active cultiva- 
tors in Nairobi, to shed light on these questions. A two-level, clustered, 
spatial sampling frame (Clark and Hosking 1986, 164-7) was employed 
to select 10 sample squares from a 50 square grid covering the Nairobi 
extra-Provincial District (figure 1). For each of these sample squares, 
interview targets were set on the basis of known land use, population 
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Figure 1 
THE 1987 SAMPLE SURVEY 
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density, and other criteria (Freeman 1991, 123-4). Active cultivators 
were approached at random and interviewed as they worked in their 
seasonal shambas during the "long rains" (May -July). A standard ques- 
tionnaire, translated into Kiswahili and Kikuyu, was administered by 
specially trained interviewers to elicit data that included the stated 
motivations of the women concerned (see Freeman 1991, appendix 1, for 
further details of this survey). 

Apart from the motivations of cultivators, the broader develop- 
mental significance and context of urban agriculture is of interest here. 
Clearly, several questions regarding that context need answering. For 
example, is the practice of urban farming, as some researchers theorize, 
merely a temporary survival strategy or does it have wider signifi- 
cance as a permanent income supplement or a point of entry into the ur- 
ban business milieu? Is it the last resort of an urban underclass that in- 
cludes recently arrived migrant women and others born into urban 
poverty? Or is it seen by women (including those long established in the 
city) as an opportunity to launch entrepreneurial ventures, to gain a 
chance at self-improvement, to achieve greater independence and ob- 
tain a more secure basis of subsistence? By focusing on the characteris- 
tics and motivations of women cultivators, both as a group and through 
selected individual cases, this paper seeks to clarify the imperatives 
that lead women to persist in this (technically illegal) activity. It 
strives to understand their tenacity, which is all the more remarkable 
in view of the great risks of theft, harassment and destruction of their 
crops in the crowded city. Their activities, it would appear, run counter 
to the direction of political, economic and social forces that all seem 
bent toward eliminating informal agriculture as a part of the urban 
scene (Freeman 1991, 96-101). 

The Context of Urban Agriculture: Post-Colonial 
Urbanization 

African women were often strongly discouraged by their own clans 
and by European administrators from migrating to the cities during the 
colonial period (Hake 1977, 65-7). At that time, the African urban in- 
formal sector, including the cultivation of vacant urban lands, was dom- 
inated by young males who were enmeshed in a system of temporary 
wage labor and an enforced pattern of circular migration from and to a 
rural home area (O'Connor 1983; Sandbrook 1982; Gould and Prothero 
1975). For many, cultivation was a spare-time job: subsistence activity 
by urban Africans without formal sector employment was illegal, and 
offenders were routinely deported from the city or fined. In the post- 
colonial period the rate of migration of women to African cities in- 
creased sharply. Women equal or even outnumber men in some African 
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metropolises at present. When compared as a group to men, women tend 
to migrate from rural areas closer to the city, and have largely escaped 
the enforced, colonially based tradition of circular migration. In their 
rural home areas, women rarely own the land they cultivate, while 
men control both land ownership and cash crop production (Muro 1985, 
63; Leo 1984; Heyer, Roberts and Williams 1981, 6-7). In contrast to most 
male migrants to the cities, females often lack formal training (over a 
third of the author's 1987 sample, for instance, had never been to 
school. This was true for only 19% of males. A mere 38% of females had 
completed primary school compared with over half the males). Women 
also frequently lack experience in any sort of business or manufacturing 
skill (Kenyan Bureau of Census and Statistics 1981, 1978). Consequently, 
women usually encounter greater difficulty in obtaining adequate em- 
ployment in the cities vis-a-vis men (Bell 1986, 193). The higher for- 
mal education levels and traditional dominance of males in matters of 
property ownership, income-earning and decision-making-in East 
Africa at least-give the latter a distinct advantage in the fierce com- 
petition for formal (and even most informal) jobs. Kenyan men com- 
monly receive wages that are 10 to 20% higher than women in the same 
jobs (Bujra 1986, 130; Kenya Central Bureau of Statistics 1978, 7). On the 
other hand, according to recent data on Nairobi and other East African 
cities (Rakodi 1988; Mazingira Institute 1987), women outnumber men 
two-to-one in the urban agricultural sector. In the author's 1987 survey, 
397 out of 618 sampled cultivators, or 64.2%, were women. 

Since males nearly monopolize the better-paying urban wage jobs 
while women predominate in urban agriculture, there has been a ten- 
dency to assume that farming in the African city is a last resort for im- 
poverished women, alongside such similarly illegal activities as 
pombe beer brewing and prostitution (Parpart 1986, 155; Bienefeld 1981; 
ILO 1972, 54). Such an assumption, however, seems to lack the support 
of adequate information. Statistically based studies of the involvement 
of women in African urban economies are few and far between, to say 
nothing of quantitative analyses of socioeconomic factors explaining 
female labor participation and motivation. Of those studies that con- 
sider African urban women explicitly as entrepreneurs (for instance 
Beavon and Rogerson 1986, 205-6; Overholt and Anderson 1985; Sachs 
1985) a common theme is the "religious, historic, familial and cultural" 
barriers to participation by women in enterprise and development gen- 
erally (Dulansey and Austin 1985, 105). Not surprisingly also, a number 
of generalized assumptions and misconceptions persist about women as 
entrepreneurs in the cities. It is commonly assumed, for example, that 
the range of possible legal sources of income for women is confined to 
petty trading, menial services, low-wage clerical and domestic work, 
and handicrafts: "In [urban] areas women's contribution to the subsis- 
tence of their families has always centered on craft production and 
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petty commerce" (Bujra 1986, 125-6). It is further assumed that women's 
farming skills are abandoned once they reach the cities because they 
are "no longer able to carry on subsistence activities within the urban 
setting" (O'Barr 1976, 14). Thus urban women "lead less strenuous lives, 
avoiding the long hours in the fields, and the heavy burdens that sub- 
sistence farming requires" (Valentine and Revson 1979, 470). 

An important first step toward documenting and understanding 
the actual rather than the assumed motivations of women farmers in 
the city is to examine the factual evidence concerning their food-pro- 
duction activities. This we now do, using both published and previously 
unpublished data for the city of Nairobi. 

Patterns of Urban Cultivation By Women: The Example 
of Nairobi 

The pattern of urban cultivation in the city of Nairobi may be 
taken as fairly typical of large cities in sub-Saharan Africa: besides 
the very prevalent "backyard" vegetable gardens found throughout the 
Kenyan capital, open space areas of all kinds, and in every part of the 
city, commonly contain numerous shambas (cultivated plots usually 
with an admixture of various grains, lentils and root crops as well as 
vegetables and fruit). Most but not all open space locations for urban 
shambas are on public lands, typically along roadsides, on river flood- 
plains or drainage way-leaves, in parks, along rail lines or utility 
easements. 

Such open areas are often a legacy of ambitious colonial efforts at 
comprehensive urban planning and land-use zoning, following early 
20th-century European planning ideals. Thus, African metropolises like 
Nairobi still abound in spacious parks, wide boulevards and way- 
leaves, generous reserves of institutional land, and low-density garden 
suburbs for the elites (frequently protected from surrounding, 
"unhealthy" low-income areas by a cordon sanitaire). The first truly 
comprehensive land use plan for Nairobi, incorporating such contempo- 
rary European ideals, was adopted in 1948 (Freeman 1991, 30-44; 
Frenkel and Western 1988, 211-28; Thornton White, Silberman et al. 
1948, 2). Since independence, urban administrators have attempted to 
retain these planning features, often by means of strictly enforced zon- 
ing regulations and uncompromising campaigns to oust squatters or oth- 
ers illegally using public lands. Despite these measures, however, the 
appropriation of urban open spaces by the informal sector, particularly 
by urban agriculture, appears to be increasing. 

Attempting to map the overall pattern of cultivated shambas in 
these urban open spaces is, however, impractical because the plots are 
ephemeral, very numerous, frequently small, and sometimes deliber- 
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ately hidden from view by ingenious forms of camouflage. The latter in- 
clude strategically planted, but natural-looking screens and barriers of 
native shrubs that often bristle with thorns; cover-cropping using vari- 
ous domestic and wild species that are artfully interplanted; and the 
utilization of natural contours of the land to conceal areas of cultiva- 
tion. 

The garden plots are worked intensively, but their use is seasonal 
rather than continuous. The time of maximum activity is during the pe- 
riod of the long rains (April to June). In the author's 1987 survey, female 
cultivators were found working their plots in industrial, commercial 
and residential areas, in upper class neighborhoods and slums, both 
close to the central business district and nearer to the urban outskirts 
(figure 2). Some of the areas close to the urban periphery comprise tra- 
ditional, previously rural shambas engulfed by the expanding city over 
the last 10 years, but include also informal plots on public lands like 
roadside verges and parks. Close to the central business district and the 
industrial area of the city where available space is at a premium, 
many cultivators have "borrowed" public or private open space for 
their unauthorized (i.e., illegal) plots of maize, beans, sugar cane, ba- 
nanas and vegetables. Male farmers are more numerous (although still 
a minority) in these inner city areas, reflecting perhaps this more in- 
tense competition for land (Freeman 1991, 140, appendix 2, table 30). 
Very few cultivators, however, pay rent for the land they use, or even 
ask permission of landowners. In fact, there appears to be no discernible 
economic, social or political system for the organized allocation of ur- 
ban open space to cultivators, other than mutual recognition of prior 
claims by "established" urban farmers to plots of vacant ground they 
have previously worked. 

There were few parts of the city, including the inner city areas 
mentioned above, where women cultivators were not strongly in the 
majority. In the municipality as a whole, nearly two out of every three 
cultivators in the author's survey were women, and they were even 
more strongly represented in northern suburban areas where the propor- 
tion of women cultivators was generally over 70%. More than 32% of 
the women cultivators in the Nairobi sample chose private residential 
land for their cultivation plots, while public roadside verges were 
farmed by a further 27%, and river floodplains by an additional 16%. 
Female urban cultivators tend to be middle aged or elderly rather than 
young: the majority are over 35, with only 15% under 25 years of age. 
They also tend to have large families to support: 38% of female respon- 
dents in the survey had six or more children, and fewer than 8% were 
childless (as opposed to 16% of male respondents). In addition to their 
own children, 45% of the women were supporting additional 
dependents. 
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Figure 2 

THE NAIROBI URBAN CULTIVATOR SURVEY: SAMPLE AREAS AND INTERVIEW LOCATIONS 
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There is a striking difference between female and male cultiva- 
tors in the matter of formal education. It is an unfortunate fact that, as 
stated earlier, over one third of females had no schooling at all, as 
against less than a fifth for male cultivators. More than half of the 
males had completed primary school but only 38% of female farmers 
had done so. It is also noteworthy that 30% of males had at least some 
high school education, whereas only about 16% of females had one or 
more years of secondary schooling. Less than 4% of females had gone 
beyond the secondary educational level as opposed to more than 8% of 
male cultivators. 

The above data seem to support the inference that women are 
likely to experience a severe disadvantage in the competition for wage 
jobs and higher-paying informal sector occupations in large African 
cities. They suggest that women are constrained to accept low-paying, 
arduous, low-skill activities (including urban agriculture) for which re- 
turns are correspondingly small. Given the earlier-stated evidence of 
long-term involvement of women in this sector and a willingness to con- 
tinue farming in the city even if another job is obtained, one might con- 
clude that urban agriculture is a low-income trap which imprisons un- 
skilled migrant women. The author's field survey, after all, found that 
nearly 60% of women who are cultivating the open spaces of the city 
have resided in Nairobi for 10 years or longer. Clearly the notion that 
this activity is simply a temporary adjustment mechanism is dispelled. 

But when further details are examined, the view that this activ- 
ity is a low-income trap also appears to be an overly simplistic inter- 
pretation of the real situation. Consider, for example, that more than 
40% of the women cultivators in the above-mentioned survey had an in- 
come-earning job in addition to their shamba cultivation. In the case of 
20% of the total sample of women cultivators, moreover, the other job 
occupied their time for at least 40 hours per week: that is, it was equiv- 
alent to full-time employment. For 47% of these women, the location of 
their shamba was one or more kilometers from their main workplace. 
This entailed the extra burden of travel each week during the growing 
season, but signalled that they accorded their shamba a place of con- 
siderable importance in their working lives. 

A minority of the sampled women cultivators (around 8%) are en- 
gaged in other income-earning enterprises that are functionally related 
to their urban farming activities. These include running a food kiosk, in- 
formal restaurant or market produce stall. As will be shown, this group 
is important since there is evidence that it contains a cadre of energetic 
female entrepreneurs, who often cooperate with other women in busi- 
ness ventures and who represent highly visible role models for urban 
women to emulate. Another notable trend among the women cultivators, 
as distinct from their male counterparts, is the fact that fully 36% of 
women had several different shamba plots at often widely separate lo- 
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cations (for men the proportion is less than 20%). Although there is no 
firm explanation for this practice, it may perhaps represent a form of 
insurance against severe losses through theft or the willful or acciden- 
tal destruction of their entire crop. 

The traditional status of Kenyan women as rural agricultural la- 
borers, who are customarily allowed only limited usufruct privileges on 
land owned by someone else, seems to apply also to urban agriculture. 
Almost half (49%) of the sample of women cultivators farmed public 
open space in Nairobi, suggesting a lack of their own land, and a further 
26% cultivated their plots on land owned by a private landlord. In the 
case of both private and public lands, monetary payments for the right 
to cultivate are rare; in the vast majority of instances, permission to use 
the land has neither been sought nor formally granted. Fewer than a 
quarter (23.5%) farmed urban land owned by themselves or a family 
member. Given this low figure for direct ownership of shamba lands by 
the female cultivators, it is surprising that they are able to hold onto 
their plots for so long in an urban setting. More than half of the women 
interviewed had cultivated the same plot of land for more than three 
consecutive years, and over a third farmed the same vegetable plot con- 
tinuously for more than six years (compared with about 22% of men). 

For many women, urban farming appears to be a lonely occupation. 
More than half of the female survey respondents (55.6%) got no help at 
all with planting, weeding and harvesting, and the remainder had 
mostly unpaid family help. Only about 12% ever pay for help received 
in cultivating their fields, and very few women share their produce 
with non-family helpers in lieu of cash payment for cultivation assis- 
tance. 

Women who farm urban open spaces are more vulnerable than men 
where theft and harassment are concerned. Fully 45% of women inter- 
viewed reported that some of their crop had been stolen, as against 39% 
of male respondents. Women also tended to lose more of their crop to 
thieves: over a third were likely to lose 10% or more of their produce, 
and 7% of women expected to lose anywhere from a fifth to half of 
their current crop. Men lose significantly less, perhaps because they are 
more likely to guard their crops personally or take other action to pre- 
vent theft around harvest time (fewer than 5% of women do so). It ap- 
pears, therefore, that the strategies of women and men to counteract 
theft of their crop are quite different: women cultivators appear from 
their responses to be more passive and reticent when it comes to actu- 
ally "facing down" thieves. It is also probable that they simply keep 
close to home at night when thieves are most likely to be active, and 
are thus resigned to losing some of their crop. But women are more 
likely, on the other hand, to spread the risk of crop theft, predation or 
destruction by cultivating multiple plots in different locations, a strat- 
egy for which men show much less inclination. 
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The patterns of consumption of food produced by women farmers in 
the city point to the importance of cultivation for household subsis- 
tence, but not necessarily immediate consumption. Fewer than 30% of 
those interviewed consumed their harvest immediately, whereas most 
of the others carefully stored their produce, usually in their own 
dwellings. Two thirds of the respondents stored their harvest for peri- 
ods of a month or more. When asked about the proportion of their har- 
vest that went to feed their own family, the women seemed to fall into 
two roughly equal groups. The first (about 55%) use their entire crop for 
family subsistence. The second set aside a proportion of their crop for 
sale, or for exchange or sharing with others. About 12% of the women 
sold half or more of their crop for cash. 

Average cash receipts for women cultivators were, however, quite 
modest. Only five women reported cash sales of more than K Shs 2000 
(U.S. $127 at 1987 exchange rates) from their current crop. For most of 
those who sold part of their produce, the cash income averaged about K 
Shs. 400 (U.S. $26). To give perspective to these figures, it should be 
noted that the modal category for annual household income (from all 
sources) in the author's survey was K Shs. 10,000-14,999 (U.S. $ 632- 
950). Many urban farmers may, of course, plant a second crop later in the 
year, during the "short rains," and so obtain additional cash income at 
that time. Most sales of produce were to neighbors, small vegetable 
stalls or dukas, and wholesalers. But some of the farm produce from ur- 
ban open space cultivation also went into allied businesses operated by 
the farmers themselves, such as food kiosks in the Nairobi industrial 
district or various informal sector commercial areas, and sidewalk 
stalls or informal dukas. 

The Stated Motives of Female Cultivators 

The data on patterns of urban cultivation presented above serve to 
highlight some distinctive features of this growing land use practice in 
the large cities of Africa. Now we must consider the important matter 
of the rationales behind this practice which, after all, involves 
widespread disobedience of city by-laws against urban farming and the 
keeping of livestock. This requires examination of the first-stated re- 
sponses by women when asked by interviewers in the author's 1987 sur- 
vey "what led you to cultivate this land?" These responses have been 
categorized to show the most frequently expressed primary motives for 
cultivation (table 1). These quantitative data are supplemented by se- 
lected, detailed case studies of individual women cultivators (who 
have been given fictitious names in this study to preserve their 
anonymity). The individuals chosen are deemed to be fairly represen- 
tative of those in the main categories of motivation. 
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Table 

Principal Motivations of 

Nairobi Hunger or Need Self- To Minimize To Obtain Cash 
Sample Area for Food for improvement Cash Purchase of Income From 

Family/Self (keep busy, gain Food or to Sale of Produce 
independence, Supplement 
not appear idle, Bought Food 
enjoy activity) 

No I % I No I % I No I % I No I% 
1 1 3 37.51 0 0.0 1 3 137.5 0 10.0 
2 2 100.0 0 0.0 0o 0.0 0 I 0.0 
3 46 55.4 10 12.1 8 9.61 5 6.0 
4 26 57.81 9 120.01 7 1 15.5 1 0 10.0 
5 15 45.4 5 15.2 0 0.0 8 24.2 
6 1 21 47.7 1 12 127.3 6 113.61 2 4.5 
7 1 29 1 35.4 1 15 1 18.3 1 16 119.5 1 6 1 7.3 
8 1 25 1 52.1 1 4 8.3 1 7 114.61 7 1 14.6 
9 1 20 71.4 1 0 o 0.0 3 110.7 2 1 7.1 
10 1 11 45.81 3 12.51 5 120.81 2 18.3 

TOTAL 
NAIROBI 198 49.9 58 14.6 1 5 13.8 32 8.1 

Note: rows may not add to 100% due to rounding. 
Source: Author's Survey 1987. 

The most commonly expressed prime motivation for urban farming 
(almost half of the sample of women) is the need to avert hunger of the 
cultivator and her family by producing staple crops (usually maize, 
beans and other vegetables) from the shamba plot (table 1). To many 
women, this rationale was so overwhelmingly important and so self- 
evident that they seemed surprised that the question was even asked. 
This, together with the previously mentioned data on longevity of cul- 
tivation, is strong supporting evidence for the view that urban agricul- 
ture represents a basic and permanent part of the urban informal sector, 
on which large numbers of the urban poor (especially in female-headed 
households) depend absolutely for their continued existence in the city. 

When examined more closely, however, this food supply role of 
urban gardens discloses two rather separate aspects. First, the produce 
from a woman's shamba provides both basic staples and variety 
(nutritional balance) in a poor urban family's diet. Staple crops that 
can be stored for long periods, like beans, maize and potatoes, are vital 
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1 

Urban Women Cultivators in Nairobi 

Nearness or To Keep Land Other/ Demonstration Interviews 
Availability of Free of Weeds Declined to Effect "Saw 
Vacant or Respond neighbours 
Useable Land doing it" 

No I% No I % I No I % I No % No % 
2 1 25.0 1 0 0.0 0 0.0 I 0 0.0 8 1 100 
0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 1 0.0 1 2 1100 
8 1 9.6 1 2 1 2.4 1 2 1 2.4 1 2 12.4 1 83 1 100 
0 I oo o0 o 1 2.21 2 f4.4 45 100 
4 1 12.1 0 0.0 I 1 1 3.0 1 0 10.0 133 100 
2 1 4.5 1 0 0.0 1 1 1 2.3 1 0 1 0.0 1 44 1100 
3 1 3.6 1 8 1 9.7 1 3 1 3.6 1 2 2.4 1 82 100 
4 _ 8.3 0 0.0 1 2.0 0 0.0 48 100 
2 7.1 1 1 1 3.6 1 0 o0.0 0 10.0 128 100 
3 1 12.5 0 0.0 0 0.0 I 0 10.0 24 199.9 

28 7.0 11 1 2.8 1 9 2.2 1 6 11.5 397 100 

to tide a family over lean months between harvests. Indeed, survey 
data indicate that maize is the most important crop in Nairobi 
(dominant in 55% of urban shambas), followed by beans (about 12% of 
plots) and potatoes (nearly 9%). To these rather bland and non- 
nutritious staples of the urban diet, zest and quality are added by such 
leafy green vegetables as sukuma wiki (a variety of spinach that 
dominates in 6% of sampled plots), as well as by root crops like 
cocoyams (locally called nduma or arrowroot and dominant in 5% of 
shambas). Fruit such as bananas and plantains, and various spices, are 
also popular with urban cultivators. Unfortunately, several of these 
crops, notably bananas, cocoyams and maize, which have a ready 
market in the city, are also popular with thieves, and are difficult to 
camouflage successfully. Many women farmers opt instead for crops like 
potatoes and beans which can be easily camouflaged or left in the 
ground until ready for harvesting. 
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But a second aspect of urban farming is that the availability of 
home-grown food frees up scarce cash earned by family members who 
hold down other jobs: cash that would otherwise have to go toward 
food purchases. This is especially important to the poor urban wage la- 
borers with frequently large families who need to pay monthly rent, 
school fees, and sundry other unavoidable cash expenditures, and 
whose incomes may be, at best, precarious and irregular. For such fami- 
lies, food expenditures commonly range from 40 to 60% of total family 
income. Home-grown produce is estimated to save about 100-200 K. Shs. 
(U.S. $7-14) per month in food purchases for the average poor Nairobi 
family (Freeman 1991, 109). In the case of the poorest urban households, 
that seemingly modest saving may amount to a significant proportion of 
the family's total monthly disposable income. This motive of saving 
scarce cash, which is somewhat distinct from the simple need to avert 
hunger, was mentioned by about 14% of the women in the interview sur- 
vey (table 1). 

From the responses of numerous women farmers in Nairobi, it is 
clear that other motives spur them to this activity apart from the ob- 
vious necessity to-as many phrased it-"cater to the family." 
Frequently expressed motives included the desire for a measure of per- 
sonal independence, to "have something of [their] own," or to gain the 
satisfaction of having a productive occupation that kept them active 
and gave them a sense of self-worth. There was also a frequently ex- 
pressed wish for an "accessible" occupation that provided a little 
ready cash. This was the first-mentioned motive of over 14% of the 
women in the survey (table 1). 

About 8% of the sample of women cultivators are clearly en- 
trepreneurs who have built viable and often burgeoning businesses 
around their productive urban shambas. For these women, the first- 
stated motive for cultivating was to obtain a substantial cash income 
from their efforts (table 1). A not uncommon pattern was for women mi- 
grants to the city-and some established residents also-to use the 
grain, vegetables and fruit from their own and other shambas in pre- 
pared foods that they sold to wage laborers and passing townsfolk in 
informal food kiosks, restaurants and bars. Often these were located at 
some distance from the shambas themselves. The industrial areas and 
fringes of the Central Business District of Nairobi were popular kiosk 
locations, having sizable concentrations of these enterprises. Such ven- 
tures often involved the cooperation of several women, and in some 
cases have expanded into larger operations embracing a number of other 
informal sector activities. Such enterprises clearly represent an avenue 
through which unskilled and relatively less educated women believe 
they can gain entry to the urban business milieu. A number of survey re- 
spondents had already built up both experience and capital for later 
reinvestment in larger, perhaps formal-sector enterprises. It is this en- 
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trepreneurial aspect of urban agriculture that may hold the greatest 
promise for the future advancement of many women in the city, which 
seems to have shut them out of many other opportunities for employ- 
ment and entrepreneurship (Beavon and Rogerson 1990, 263-86). 

This finding that women choose rather than are forced into these 
activity patterns is consonant with several other studies of African 
women entrepreneurs. Bujra, for example, states that "women actively 
choose to engage in work...that will allow them to combine domestic re- 
sponsibilities with earning a cash income...the rewards from petty 
commodity production and commerce are often commensurate with those 
of wage work, at least for women who have nothing to offer but un- 
skilled labor power" (1986, 129-30). MacGaffey (1986) drew similar 
conclusions regarding female entrepreneurs in Kisangani, Zaire, as did 
Parpart in her study of Copperbelt women, who "developed a remark- 
able variety of skills to obtain income. They brewed and sold beer, grew 
extra food, sold domestic services to single men and used skills learned 
in the welfare centers to make marketable handicrafts" (1986, 155). 

A number of less common motives for urban cultivation were men- 
tioned by respondents in the author's Nairobi survey. These included 
the "demonstration effect" (i.e., just following what the neighbors were 
already doing); the desire to keep the land free of rank weeds or brush: 
as one woman phrased it, to "clear away the hiding places of snakes 
and thugs;" and a wish to put nearby vacant land to use either as a con- 
dition of keeping ownership of the land or-if public land-to forestall 
its occupancy by someone else. There were relatively few respondents 
who declined to answer this open-ended question in the survey. 

Although all respondents had their own, often poignant stories to 
tell, three case studies are presented here to provide added insight into 
the main categories of motivation disclosed by women cultivators in 
Nairobi. The data comprise a paraphrasing of responses to the stan- 
dard survey questionnaire. 

Farming the City for Food, Cash and Self-Improvement: 
Three Case Studies 

A Subsistence Farmer: "Rose" (Respondent No. 608) 
Rose (a pseudonym) is a single woman aged 62 years who lives 

near the Nairobi industrial area, about one km. from her two shamba 
plots located about 200 m. apart in a flat, grassy, red soil area around a 
railway station (the plots are on land owned by the Kenya Railways). 
She has eight grown children. More than 30 years ago she and her fam- 
ily came to Nairobi from Kiambu District, just to the north of the capi- 
tal, where she had been a farm laborer. She has never been to school. 
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Rose used to have a small business when she was younger, but it 
was not successful, and she states that she is now too old to try again. 
Since she has no other job, and no one to support her, cultivating her two 
shamba plots is a full-time occupation on which she depends almost 
completely for food and a little cash. She has been cultivating the pre- 
sent plots for eight years, but pays no rent for the use of the land, which 
is planted with a mixture of maize, beans and peas. She has been told 
that it is forbidden to plant non-food crops on the railway property. 

During the season of the "long rains" she cultivates her plots for 
an average of 10 to 12 hours per day, using a panga (a large bush knife) 
she bought a long time ago, and a borrowed jembe (hoe). She relies on 
natural rainfall to promote crop growth, and also uses animal manures 
as fertilizer. She gets no help with cultivation, and takes no action to 
prevent anyone from stealing her produce. After harvesting her crops, 
she stores food in her dwelling for up to three months. About ten percent 
of all she produces will be sold to neighbors, or strangers at a local mar- 
ket, bringing in a few hundred shillings for her meager needs. The rest 
comprises her food supply. She was unable to say how much money she 
earned in the past year, but estimates that she spends about 250 
shillings (U.S. $16) per month on supplementary food, bus fares and 
other expenses. She rarely buys clothes, receiving some clothing occa- 
sionally from a daughter. 

Although Rose has not experienced harassment over the use of 
the land, the fear of having her right to use it taken away is a problem 
that concerns her. She also complained that her plots are too small for 
her needs. Her main reason for cultivating is, to use her own words, "to 
have some food for myself, since I have nobody to help me except God." 

Farming for the Love of It: "Sakina" (Respondent No. 159) 
Sakina (not her real name) is a 53 year old married mother of 

five children (and eight other dependents) who hails from Machakos 
District to the east of Nairobi. She had four years of primary school- 
ing, and was unemployed before coming to Nairobi 38 years ago. Her 
shamba plot, about a half hectare in size, is adjacent to her dwelling in 
the inner city area of Pumwani, and she farms a second, similarly sized 
plot about 100 m. from the house. She has no other job, and does not 
want one (unless, she stated, she could do something that would employ 
some of her children who are jobless). The land she is cultivating is 
public land. She asked nobody's permission to use it, and has been culti- 
vating her present plots for four years with some paid help. 

Sakina grows an unusually wide variety of different crops on her 
plots. These include beans, sweet potatoes, three varieties of Irish 
potatoes, bananas, cassava, papaya, eggplant, passionfruit, paprika, 
cinnamon and sunflower. There are also a number of native herbs and 
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lentils, as well as such tree crops as mangoes and coffee. Sakina stated 
that she enjoys experimenting to see which crops grow best on her plots 
of land, and this partly explains the unusual variety. She also culti- 
vates several non-food crops including henna. She estimates that she 
spends about 10 hours a day in her shamba at planting and harvesting 
times, and about two hours at other times. Her tools for gardening are 
the usual panga and jembe; she uses chemical fertilizers, but relies on 
rainfall rather than irrigation. Sakina pays two helpers about 40 
shillings per week to help her cultivate her plots. Since she has no 
problem with theft of her produce, she takes no action to prevent it. 

Almost all the food she produces will be used in her own house- 
hold, and may be stored for a month or more depending on the type of 
crop. She does not grow crops for sale. The reported family income in 
Sakina's household, about 90,000 K Shs (U.S. $5700) per year, is rela- 
tively high by local standards (Mazingira Institute 1987, 79, table 
2/44). Supplementary food expenses exceed 1000 shillings per month; a 
major expense is the fees to keep one child in university in Khartoum 
(about 4000 shillings per month). Other household expenses, and re- 
payment of a loan, exceed 1000 shillings per month. 

Sakina's motives for cultivating urban vacant lands are that she 
"hates sitting down idly...loves shamba work and trying out different 
types of plants." She gains satisfaction from success in growing new 
types of crop. 

Urban Entrepreneur: "Joan" (Respondent No. 175) 

Joan (not her real name) was born in Muranga, north of Nairobi. 
She is a married mother of four children who has lived in the capital 
for 26 of her 28 years. She received seven years of primary schooling. 
Her shamba plot is adjacent to her dwelling and also to the food kiosk 
(close to the city stadium) that she operates for about 60 hours each 
week. Joan says that even if she obtained another job she would not 
cease cultivating her shamba, which is on public land. She asked per- 
mission of no one, and paid money to no one for the right to use the 200 
sq. m. plot, which she has been cultivating for 15 years. Crops in the 
ground included staples such as maize, beans and potatoes, but also ba- 
nanas, chili, sukuma wiki and cowpeas (some of the latter had been de- 
stroyed, apparently by insects). Joan works her plot on Saturdays, 
spending about five hours hoeing and weeding. She owns a panga, a 
jembe and an uma (a pronged hoe), together worth about 150 shillings, 
for cultivation. She does not irrigate or use fertilizer. Her mother and 
two non-family members help with cultivation but receive no pay. She 
shares a little of the produce with them. 

Joan states that theft is a problem, and expects to lose about 20% 
of her produce. She takes no precautions against theft, however, apart 

17 

This content downloaded from 128.32.224.18 on Fri, 15 Jan 2016 18:58:20 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


AFRICAN STUDIES REVIEW 

from harvesting food as soon as it is ready. Joan sells the maize she 
grows (about 50% of her output) at her kiosk, and uses most of the other 
produce to feed her family. This helps cut expenses in her household, 
which has an annual reported income of about 19,000 shillings (U.S. $ 
1200) but which makes supplementary food purchases of 250 shillings 
per month. Clothing, rent, school fees, travel fares and other expenses 
exceed several thousand shillings per year. 

Joan's main motives for cultivating are to obtain food to cut 
household purchases and to sell in her kiosk. Her main problem with 
cultivation, besides theft, is the destruction of plants by insect pests, 
notably ants: "there is a part of the shamba where they eat up every- 
thing grown there." She also dislikes the weeds that grow around her 
shamba, and cultivates the land partly to keep them at bay. 

Case studies of many other respondents who took part in the au- 
thor's survey could provide additional fascinating glimpses into the 
lives of women in the informal sector of Nairobi. The above selection, 
however, serves to illustrate the main categories of motivation and 
puts a human face on the study. It also reminds us that there exists a 
complex combination of rationales goading Nairobi's women farmers 
that should lead us to be cautious about assuming that all are desper- 
ate, recent immigrants coping with a hostile environment while they 
search for that preferred wage job. 

The Developmental Significance of Urban Farming 

The evidence presented in table 1 suggests a rather different in- 
terpretation of the significance of urban cultivation than that hitherto 
accepted. First, it shows that, in Nairobi at least, the urban agricul- 
tural sector so dominated by women comprises two roughly equal groups. 
One is concerned mainly with family subsistence production as a strat- 
egy for urban survival. Many of these women are poorly educated, sin- 
gle parents of large families. Their daily lives and farming practices 
do not seem to be greatly different from those of perhaps most African 
women farmers, whether rural or urban. A number of them, however, 
hold down other jobs or cultivate multiple shamba plots. Farming in 
the city not only averts hunger among members of their families but 
also reduces their sense of helplessness and dependency on charity or on 
some other unsatisfactory quid-pro-quo relationship. Farming is pro-ac- 
tive, constructive, and productive, and raises a woman's sense of self- 
worth. This spirit of self-help provides a very valuable role model for 
children and others in the city. 

The other half of the sample of cultivators reveals motives that 
accord these women a potential significance that is much greater than 
their numbers might otherwise suggest. First, those concerned mainly 

18 

This content downloaded from 128.32.224.18 on Fri, 15 Jan 2016 18:58:20 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Survival Strategy or Business Training Ground? 

with cutting food expenses by growing their own crops have succeeded in 
freeing up scarce household income not just for other consumer needs, but 
also for school fees to educate their children toward a better life. They 
have, at the same time, been saving cash to invest in small businesses or 
craft activities that must surely help raise productivity in the poorer 
strata of urban society. 

Those women who were mainly interested in cash income from the 
sale of their produce also participated in the raising of investment in 
other productive enterprises as well as infusing extra cash into their 
own households. Their direct commercial efforts in selling their pro- 
duce (freshly picked and sold in market stalls, or processed and used in 
food kiosks and informal bars and restaurants) teach business skills to 
these women, who often have little or no formal education. Their busi- 
nesses also provide opportunities for employment of other women and 
men who work in these small enterprises. 

Although relatively small in number at present, these female en- 
trepreneurs perform the valuable duty of acting as business role models 
for others. It has been shown that the "demonstration effect," often re- 
marked upon by economists, works well in the informal sector, and 
perhaps most small businessfolk in African cities got their start by 
watching others and emulating them, or by acting as apprentices for a 
time before striking out on their own. 

The demonstration effect works in a broader fashion than just 
through entrepreneurship in food stalls and kiosks. The fact that so 
many women listed aspects of self-improvement as a main motive for 
cultivating is again a sign that they are adopting a pro-active stance 
and choosing to take positive action to better their lives. Their exam- 
ple is clearly not lost on other urban women, many of whom took up 
cultivation because they did not want to appear lazy or idle, or because 
they saw other women cultivating and were inspired to try it them- 
selves. 

Conclusion 

Urban landscapes in which flourishing shambas grace the open 
spaces in the rainy season have become a common sight in sub-Saharan 
African cities in recent decades. This has accompanied an accelerating 
divergence of urban development away from the colonial ideal of the 
showcase capital, and from the notion that cities comprise the exclu- 
sive domain of the governing and business elites. To the frequent cha- 
grin of Western-trained planners and administrators, these urban cen- 
ters have been transformed into garden cities, but not in the sense urban 
planners intended. 
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The burgeoning practice of farming in the open spaces of large 
third world cities, therefore, presents a challenge to urban administra- 
tors and planners, and to the broader regional and national governments 
who must deal with the causes and consequences of rural-urban migra- 
tion that fuel the urban informal sector. Orderly development of urban 
land use is certainly a desirable goal for city planners in the Third 
World; but this goal must be seen in a realistic context. The harsh facts 
of life for the urban poor make government attempts at prohibition or 
punitive regulation of such things as urban cultivation a futile exercise 
so long as the underlying conditions fueling explosive urban growth re- 
main unaddressed. Increasingly, women are being caught up in this 
process, and are turning to urban farming both as a strategy for survival 
in the short run and as a source of economic and personal advancement in 
the long term. Whereas women have been culturally and economically 
disadvantaged in peasant farming areas, mostly locked out of better- 
paying wage jobs in the city, and even outmaneuvered by men in 
competition for other informal sector occupations, growing and selling 
food from urban lands comprise one activity in which they can gain a 
measure of control over their lives. 

Yet the fact remains that female cultivators face major impedi- 
ments to meaningful advancement in the large African city. The stark 
reality is that most are still very poor, with little education, struggling 
to maintain a toehold in the city. They are often tied to large families 
who depend almost entirely on their labor. With few tools and little 
family assistance, they shrink from taking direct action to protect the 
fruits of their labors from theft, predation or destruction by the author- 
ities who are determined to police anachronistic by-laws. These women 
are dependent in turn on the low-wage, formal manufacturing and ser- 
vice sectors for a market for their produce, and their activities are nec- 
essarily seasonal in the absence of the means to irrigate crops. 

For the majority, therefore, the long-term prospects appear 
bleak, and many seem to realize and even accept that their lot is to 
struggle continuously for survival. For a dynamic minority, however, 
urban cultivation appears as a path to financial independence, business 
experience and self-actualization. The importance of this group as role 
models for other third world urban women, in the view of this author, 
greatly outweighs their actual numbers. To overlook or dismiss their 
developmental potential would be a mistake. 
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