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What is Organic Agriculture

IFOAM-Organics International is the leading global organisation for organic agriculture. 

Since 1972 IFOAM has occupied an unchallenged position as the only international umbrella 

organization of the organic world, uniting an enormous diversity of stakeholders contributing 

to the organic vision.

“Organic agriculture is a production system that sustains the health of soils, ecosystems and 

people. It relies on ecological processes, biodiversity and cycles adapted to local conditions, 

rather than the use of inputs with adverse effects. Organic agriculture combines tradition, 

innovation and science to benefit the shared environment and promote fair relationships 

and a good quality of life for all involved.”

IFOAM definition

Key players in organic

Established in 

2011, PGS South 

Africa’s objective 

is to support the 

establishment of 

Participatory Guarantee Systems in South 

Africa to facilitate market access for local 

organic growers and to create environment 

where consumers are assured of the 

integrity of organic products. 

To achieve this they aim to:
Maintain the integrity of the development 

of Participatory Guarantee Systems within 

South Africa by:

 Supporting the training and 
development of smallholder  
farmers farming using organic and 
agroe cology principles

 Helping to develop a sustainable 
market access system for producers

 Helping to maintain the integrity 
of products by promoting and 
implementing transparent, horizontal, 
producer-focused Participatory 
Guarantee Systems

 Helping to develop training materials 
for smallholder farmers’ adoption  
of PGS

The South African 

Organic Sector Organi-

sation (SAOSO) is a non-

profit or gan i   zation and 

was established in 2008 

to represent the organic 

sector.

In the absence of a South African organic 

policy and local organic standards, SAOSO 

developed a localised version of the 

IFOAM organic standard in 2016. This 

SAOSO standard includes Participatory 

Guarantee Systems (PGS) as an alternative 

to third-party certification for smallholder 

producers accessing local markets. This 

has led to much momentum in the sector 

with growing interest amongst smallholder 

farmers to adopt agroecological farming 

methods. 

SAOSO’s aim is to promote and support 

the unification of everyone in the sector 

through its strategy: 

“Taking responsibility for food sovereignty 
and Sustainable Development through 
Organic Production and Agroecology 
Practices whilst reversing the adverse 
effects of climate change”
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Organic agriculture is a proven contributor 

in reducing the effects of climate change. 

Healthy soil is the primary focus of 

organic agriculture. A living soil rich in 

organic matter is able to store significantly 

more carbon than soil stripped of life by 

agrochemicals.

The effects of climate change are 

increasingly deterimental to the livelihood 

of smallholder farmers. The practices of 

organic agriculture mitigate the effects 

of drought and erosion on the soil and 

support smallholder farmers’ sustainability 

as providers for their families and 

communities.

This term is often interchanged in the west 

with organic agriculture. Agroecology is 

accepted globally as a science, a technology 

and a social movement. It too can be 

referred to as the science of applying 

ecological concepts and principles to the 

design and management of sustainable 

agro ecosystems. It combines scientific 

enquiry with the place-based knowledge 

and innovation of indigenous and self-

reliant smallholder farming communities. 

Agroecology is inherently multidisciplinary, 

including factors from agronomy, ecology, 

sociology, economics and related disciplines. 

In this case, the “-ecology” portion of 

agroecology is defined broadly to include 

social, cultural, and economic contexts.

Organic for 
Climate Change

Agroecology

Food System - Solutions Offered

The practice of chemical agriculture 

requires continued inputs and an 

increasing dependency on the companies 

that manufacture fertilisers and pesticides. 

The poisons in this method of agriculture 

have detrimental effects on biodiversity – 

insects, plants and micro-organisims – on 

the health of workers and communities 

living in close proximity to these farms, and 

on consumers.

The IFOAM position paper ‘Genetic 

Engineering and Genetically Modified 

Organisms’ calls for governmental 

recognition of the negative impacts 

caused by GMOs already released, with 

corresponding remediation. It also calls 

attention to the fact that these negative 

impacts are a symptom of a more systemic 

problem arising from the dominant 

agro-industrial economic paradigm that 

does not heed the Principles of Organic 

Agriculture.

Chemical  
Agriculture

The Position of 
IFOAM on GMOs

Food System - Concerns
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There are three accepted categories of  organic claims:

 First-party – an organic self-claim directly between a farmer and customer

 Second-party – organic assurance between farmers, local markets and customers

 Third-party – when an appointed organic certification agency conducts an audit of 
a farmers records and practises

PGS are second party organic assurance systems. They enable the creation of inclusive 

markets for smallholder farmers and many PGS have existed for over 40 years. 

IFOAM supports the development of PGS as an alternative and complementary tool 

to third-party certification within the organic sector and advocates for the recognition 

of PGS by governments. 

Is PGS a Recognised  
Organic Certification?

Organic Certification

PGS is a locally focused assurance system 

of organic production for stakeholders, 

producers and consumers, enabling market 

access for organic smallholder farmers 

and as such creating inclusive business and 

markets.

PGS initiatives are serving thousands of 

smallholder organic farmers and their 

consumers all over the world, and their 

numbers are increasing every year. 

PGS groups share relationships shaped by 

collaboration and community shaped by 

narrative and are built on a foundation of trust, 

social networks and knowledge exchange.

Many groups of producers and consumers 

pursuing more meaningful relationships 

between production and consumption 

are looking at alternative systems of 

certification and food access to meet their 

needs for health, environment and social 

justice. 

The terminology and conceptual framework 

for describing Participatory Guarantee 

Systems (PGS) was developed from the 

IFOAM/MAELA sponsored ‘Alternative 

Certification’ workshop that was held in 

Brazil in 2004. Through this activity a strategy 

evolved to help move the concept forward, 

of what has now become known as PGS.

The Participatory  
Guarantee System (PGS) 
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Why Farmers  
Choose PGS

PGS is a market access enabler for  

smallholder farmers who are committed to the  

principles of agroecology and organic farming methods. 

PGS offers a complementary, low-cost, locally-based  

system of quality assurance, with a focus on community  

strength and knowledge building.

In addition to being involved in the mechanics of the PGS, 

farmers are engaged in a structured ongoing learning  

process, which helps them improve what they do. 

PGS acts as a mechanism to unify smallholder farmers to 

encourage food and seed sovereignty and the protection  

of indigenous knowledge while fostering  

partnerships with existing  

agricultural structures.

Why Choose PGS?

Why Consumers  
Choose PGS

PGS includes the very important process of  

farmers being assessed by their peers, alongside other  

stakeholders like consumers and local interest groups.  

Included in the farm visit assessments, consumers have the 

opportunity of understanding the real issues in the food supply 

chain and understanding the importance of nutritious food 

grown in a responsible manner and the connection to  

environmental and human health.

Participating consumers are needed to create and maintain  

a robust and transparent short food supply chain that  

supports local smallholder farmers. Consumers are  

members in many PGS groups, not only buying  

products but also engaged in decision  

making and management. 

Making Organic Accessible

It is our duty as South Africans to 

mobilise a nation that can move 

towards a sovereign food system that 

responsibly utilizes the land in best 

practice to regenerate and transform 

our economy, culture, farmlands and 

society.

 

SAOSO is therefore working to make 

organic more accessible to both 

farmers and consumers in South Africa 

by supporting and encouraging the 

development of additional PGSs within 

South Africa. 

 

Consumer demand for organic products 

in South Africa exceeds production and 

now for the first time there is a label 

of assurance that can be utilized by all 

producers in South Africa that meet the 

requirements of the SAOSO Organic 

Standard to offer consumers peace of 

mind on organic claims being made.

 

Organic no longer needs to be 

contained in the niche market but 

can now confidently be embraced by 

all South Africans in the short value 

chain, at an affordable price to both the 

farmer and the consumer.
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Stakeholders develop mechanisms and 

define processes that support the princples 

of PGS and they therefore reflect the 

culture of the community and geography 

of the area. This makes them all unique. 

This uniqueness is supported by the 

mission of the IFOAM PGS Committee:  

to “facilitate and encourage Participatory 

Gaurantee Systems around the world, and 

while working to indentify and synthesise 

key elements and characteristics of PGS, 

maintain a fundamentally open an inclusive 

attitude to the many various ways PGS can 

function”.

While PGS are unique, they share an alignment to 

six basic elements. These basic elements unite a 

PGS community and facilitate the development of 

mechanisms that ensure an effective assurance system.

Shared vision of organic agriculture

Participation of all stakeholders, 

farmers, markets and customers

Transparency and open to scrutiny

Trust assuring integrity

Learning Procesess of exchanging 

knowledge and sharing experiences

Horizontality PGSs are intended 

to be non-hierarchical. This is 

reflected in the overall democratic 

structure and through the 

collective responsibility of the PGS

Six basic  
elements

 Grassroots Organization – managed horizontally 
and with equal participation 

 Suitable to small holder agriculture

 Principles and values that enhance the livelihoods 
of farming families and promote organic agriculture

 Mechanisms for supporting farmers to produce 
organic products and be recognized as organic 
farmers

 Norms conceived by the stakeholders through a 
democratic and participatory process

 Documented  management systems and procedures

 Mechanisms to verify farmers’ compliance to the 
established norms and systems of production

 Clear and previously defined consequences for 
non-compliance

 A commitment document, e.g. a farmer’s pledge 
stating agreement with the established norms

 Seals or labels providing evidence of organic status

Ten key features

Key Elements & Features of PGSThe Uniqueness of each PGS
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Bryanston  
Market PGS

Growing Places

The Bryanston Organic & Natural Market 

was established in 1976 as a fundraiser for 

the Michael Mount Waldorf School, making 

it South Africa’s oldest community market 

for organic produce. 

The parents of the school brought their 

harvests of organic fresh produce to sell to 

other parents of the school.  A very loyal 

customer base developed among parents 

and customers in the area who shared 

common values.

Over the years, as the Bryanston Organic 

& Natural Market developed and the 

surrounding area urbanised, the customer 

base concurrently grew.

The need for an organic assurance 

system was identified in 2005. Third-party 

certification was investigated, but not only 

were the smallholder farmers supplying 

the market unable to afford the cost of 

this certification,  the audit system was not 

user-friendly for smallholder farmers.

Through the shared vision and commit-

ment to organic agriculture, the market 

and farmers realised PGS was a mechanism 

that would benefit them all. The shared 

ownership, the equal participation, the 

horizontal structure, the transparency 

and the opportunity for shared learning 

and knowledge exchange – all built trust 

among this farming community. 

Bryanston Market PGS farmers are from 

semi-urban smallholdings in the Gauteng 

Province. Other individuals, representing a 

range of professions and organisations that 

support the shared vision of this PGS – give 

of their time and expertise to the group. 

Bryanston Market PGS  
mission statement:

To position Bryanston Market PGS as a 

reliable and transparent organic assurance 

system for customers and farmers in order 

to secure a sustainable future for farmers 

in the group, introduce new organic 

farmers to the benefits of a Participatory 

Guarantee System and further develop an 

understanding and commitment to organic 

agriculture among all stakeholders – the 

farmers, local markets and customers.

The independent retail members of 

Bryanston Market PGS are committed 

to enabling smallholder organic farmers’ 

market access through a fair pricing model 

and continually strive to align their policies 

to reflect their commitment to community, 

the environment and future generations. 
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Adoption of 
standards The pledge
The Bryanston Market PGS bases its 

operation on the PGS principles as described 

by IFOAM and uses as its terms of reference 

the recognised locally developed standard, 

the SAOSO Standard for Organic Production 

and Processing. 

“Basic Production Principles” aligned to 

this standard cover • soil manage-

ment • plant management including 

seeds • water management • the 

manage ment of ecosystems • pest and 

disease management • pollution and 

contamination control • harvesting and 

packaging; cleaning, disinfecting and sani-

tation • social equity and justice and 

documentation and records. 

All farmers sign a pledge in which they 

declare that they commit to the principles 

of organic agriculture as defined by IFOAM. 

Membership

Acceptance and 
certificates

Nominal membership and farm visit fees 

are voted on every year and all farmers are 

required to participate in other farm visits 

and attend annual meetings.

Bryanston Market PGS issue successful 

farmers a certificate confirming the farmer 

is growing according to organic principles 

– it states the date on which the farm 

was visited, a list of the produce they are 

currently producing and plan to produce – 

and it is signed by the committee member 

who participated in the farm visit. 

There are pre-agreed upon consequences for 

non-compliant actions and the processes in 

place to deal with transgressions are included 

in the documentation so that members are 

aware of these processes from the start. 

Clear consequences are implemented, inclu-

ding suspending operators with serious non-

compliances.  

These processes protect the whole group 

and the integrity of the organic claims. 

Depending on the seriousness of the 

transgression and its affect on the group 

community, the first action is always informal 

counselling, mentoring or practical assistance. 

Transgressions

Bryanston Market PGS conducts annual 

documented farm visits to all farmer 

members in which all stakeholders 

participate. They have meetings at which the 

decisions of the group are evaluated. These 

meetings feature seed exchanges, robust 

debate on policy, knowledge sharing and 

specialist presentations.

How we work
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Development of 
Siyavuna PGS

Growing Places

Siyavuna Abalimi Development Centre 

(SDC) is a nonprofit organisation that 

trains and mentors emerging organic 

farmers for food security, developing 

micro-enterprises through Farmers 

Associations and markets fresh produce 

under the Kumnandi brand, which means 

‘delicious’ in the Zulu language.

Siyavuna, which means harvesting, started 

in 2010 and is located in KwaZulu Natal, 

working in the rural areas of lower south 

coast of Margate, within the Ugu district 

municipality. 

During the pilot phase of Siyavuna’s 

work, communities were approached 

with the question ‘what do you have?’ 

and the results revealed that the targeted 

communities have land, labour and 

knowledge of traditional agriculture. It 

also revealed that farmers did not have 

any place or market to sell their produce.

Siyavuna offered three things to the rural 

communities:

1. Mobilization and mentoring of small-
holder farmers 

2. Training

3. Establishment of a local and urban 
market, along with brand development. 

Currently representing approximately 600 

farmers, the project is active in two local 

municipalities; Mdoni and Ray Nkonyeni 

municipality. The participants in these rural 

areas all form the Farmers Association or 

AgriHubs/Co-Operatives.

 Mdoni municipality has three rural 
areas: Malangeni, Mahlongwa and 
Danganya.

 Ray Nkonyeni municipality has seven 
rural areas: Nositha, Boboyi, Madlala, 
Nyuswa, Mavundla, Nzimakwe, and 
Gcilima.   

Siyavuna’s program provides an avenue 

for people to become economically active 

and successfully self-employed in organic 

agriculture by assisting in access to rural 

and urban markets. 

The Kumnandi brand is associated with 

local, fresh and organic produce, and 

Siyavuna hopes that the brand will increase 

in popularity and result in increased demand 

for the produce. Marketing under one brand 

is also meant to eliminate competition 

between farmers and increase cooperation.

Location and 
Scope of Siyavuna

Accessing  
Markets

Siyavuna’s primary sector is organic 

agriculture, and Siyavuna wanted to be 

sure that the produce from the farmers 

was 100% natural so the Participatory 

Guarantee System (PGS) was implemented. 

By offering an organic guarantee and 

providing a space for all participants to have 

a voice, particularly the farmers, Siyavuna 

felt that PGS was the ideal system to 

Community Participation

compliment their Sustainable Community 

Investment Program (SCIP).

The SCIP model, which was piloted in Nositha 

in early 2009, is designed to tackle the inter-

related challenges of poverty, food insecurity 

and low levels of economic participation. The 

program means rural communities should 

participate in local economy in all programs 

that are in the community. 
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According to the Siyavuna PGS commitment/

assurance process, before the farmer can 

sell the produce under the Kumnandi brand, 

they must adhere to four standards

1. Sign the Pledge Document to commit 
to the principles of organic agriculture. 

2. Organic standard

3. Sanction  documents

4. Agree to partici pate in the PGS 
structure

Once a farmer agrees or pledges to these 

requirements then they are able to sell 

their produce to Kumnandi and obtain the 

benefits of selling under this brand and of 

being a PGS member.

Siyavuna then offers ongoing farmer 

mentoring and undertakes an inspection 

process to ensure farmers are adhering to 

these principles and to avoid transgressions 

by participating farmers. 

Requirements of 
being a Siyavuna 
PGS Member

1. Farmers come together and SHARE 
experiences

2. There is honest PARTICIPATION from 
all stakeholders including customers.

3. There is TRANSPARENCY 

4. Farmers TRUST one another

5. Farmers EXCHANGE KNOWLEDGE 
AND ENCOURAGE training processes

6. HORIZONTAL STRUCTURE, no one 
is above the other farmer

The Six Basic 
Elements of PGS 
that Siyavuna 
Practice: 

1. Being part of a farmers association

2. Guaranteed market access

3. Validation of membership – receive 
printed PGS membership card with 
unique membership number

4. Able to sell produce under the 
Kumnandi brand

5. Sell locally (collection points in local 
areas) 

6. Ongoing training and mentoring of 
farmers

The Benefits of 
Being a Siyavuna 
PGS Member:

Food sovereignty is the right of all peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food 

produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define 

their own food and agricultural systems. It puts the aspirations of those who produce, 

distribute and consume food at the heart of food systems and policies rather than 

the demands of markets and corporations. Food sovereignty promotes transparent 

trade that guarantees just incomes to all peoples as well as the rights of consumers 

to control their food and nutrition. It ensures that the right to use and manage lands 

territories, water, seeds, livestock and biodiversity are in the hands of those that 

produce food. Food sovereignty implies new social relations free of oppression and 

inequality between men and women, peoples, racial groups, social and economic classes  

and generations.

Excerpt from Declaration of the Forum  
for Food Sovereignty, Nyeleni, Mali 2007
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Consumers 

Other local 
stakeholders (NGO, 
local retailer 
extension worker, 
consultant, etc.)  

PGS South Africa:
regional / national
stakeholder council.

Assessment 
decision 

Farmers: 
(members of the 
local PGS group) 

Annual farm 
visit of 
assessment 
team 

( )
( () )

Year-round 
social 
control 

Farm 
Inspection
Report

Let’s see it work...

A community exists 
when there is active 
involvement of people 
in the issues which 
affect their lives. 

SAOSO actively promotes
the adoption of the
SAOSO Organic Standard
and PGS in South Africa.
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