
HSRC POLICY BRIEFS GUIDELINES

Tips for writing policy briefs
• Be short and to the point. It should focus on a particular problem or issue. Do not go into all the details. Instead, provide enough information for the reader to understand the issue and come to a decision.
• Be based on firm evidence.
• Focus on meanings, not methods. Readers are interested in what you found and what you recommend. They do not need to know the details of your methodology.
• Relate to the big picture. The policy brief may build on context-specific findings, but it should draw conclusions that are more generally applicable.

Submission format
• MSWord document 
• Font: Times New Roman 12
• Length: Maximum 2000 words
• Use the subheadings as they appear on the structure above 

Section Description
The title should be short, catchy, and to the point.
Short: Try to keep it to less than 12 words. If that is not possible, consider breaking it into a title and subtitle.
Catchy: It should grab the reader’s attention. Try to include relevant key words, or find an unusual turn of phrase that sticks in the 
mind. Also consider using a question as a title.
To the point: It should be relevant to the topic.
EXAMPLES
• Food security in protracted crises: What can be done?
• HIV, food security and nutrition
• Farmer field schools on land and water management: An extension approach that works

Ask yourself, ‘What are the main messages that you want policymakers to get – even if they read nothing else?’

Think of the introducing the problem statement through a what, who, when, where, why and  how format. For example:

• The problem (What is the problem? Why is it important for your audience?
• Where and who is involved?
• Why?( Give evidence or examples.)
• The policy relevance of the problem/ current policy situation on the problem
• The aim of the policy brief
• It is very important to give this aspect a human angle

Introduction/statement of the aim of 
the policy brief

Executive summary / Key messages 

Title

Critique of the policy context/option 

The Research evidence
• The key aspects of the research evidence   on which the policy brief is based
• To the most part stay clear on the technicalities of the methodology 
• Interpret the data or the key evidence messages for the reader

Conclusion (not necessary) Your sense of the positive change that will emanate from taking up your recommendations 

This section will function as both endnotes and references. No more than fifteen references. 
NB: Do not use the (author/date) system in the body of the PB but superscript notes only.

Acknowledgements Include any funding or other acknowledgement here as necessary.

Policy Brief Authors

Insert the professional affiliation of the PB authors and a contact email here as follows:
• Sharlene Swartz, PhD; Research Director, Human Sciences Research Council; adjunct Associate Professor of Sociology, University of 

Cape Town.
• Benita Moolman, PhD; Research Specialist, Human Sciences Research Council
• Enquiries to: Prof Sharlene Swartz: sswartz@hsrc.ac.za

Graphics This may enhance the messaging and ensure that the brief is not too wordy

What is a Policy Brief?
K.H RAMOROKA, M.M SITHOLE AND  G. KRUSS | JANUARY 2023

Summary
Performance in the agribusiness industry in South Africa has 
been subdued because of factors such as climate change 
and rapid technological advances. At the same time, there 
is growing emphasis on agriculture’s role in achieving the 
sustainable development goals of ensuring food security 
and eradicating hunger. 

The priority is a well-designed, inclusive, sector-specific 
science, technology and innovation policy framework 
and set of instruments to promote economic growth and 
human development. Significant new policy initiatives are in 
process in South Africa towards these goals. While recent 
growth has been encouraging, the evidence suggests 
that levels of technological innovation remain low. More 
businesses should be encouraged to use research and 
development (R&D) and technological advances available, 
to improve yields, productivity, and prevent environmental 
degradation. 

Agribusiness transformation is complex, requiring policy 
instruments to directly respond to and address barriers to 
innovation at farming enterprise level. Implementation of 
the policy vision can be more effective if guided by research 
evidence on farmers’ existing practices and capabilities on 
the ground. How do agricultural businesses experience the 
barriers blocking and discouraging them from engaging in 
technological innovation? 

And, how aware are agricultural businesses of public sector 
policy support, and government incentives to promote 
innovation on a wider scale? 

This policy brief interrogates trends from a survey of 
commercial agricultural businesses, including farming, 
forestry and fisheries enterprises, to inform policy 
implementation insights. The evidence indicates that 
resource, knowledge and market factors play a key role 
in creating an enabling environment for innovation in the 
agribusiness industry. Therefore, policy interventions that 
target these factors can support pathways to overcome 
innovation constraints. On this basis, the policy brief makes 
a call to the government and policy makers at national, 
provincial, local and regional levels to develop policies that 
are responsive to key barriers and may improve innovation 
performance along the agribusiness value chain. 

There is a pressing need for innovation-oriented policies 
to accelerate the propensity to innovate. In practice, these 
policies should inform the development of innovation-
specific funding instruments for agribusiness, government-
financed agribusiness R&D, strengthened regional value 
chains, cooperation, and more effective market linkages. 
Therefore, this policy brief also offers guidelines to exploit 
technological innovations on a wider scale, and outlines 
strategies to benefit from existing science, technology and 
innovation  (STI) knowledge and infrastructure.

Addressing barriers 
to innovation by 
agribusiness to drive 
growth in South Africa

The authors are responsible for:
• A short document for providing policy advice to a 

non-specialist audience on a single topic
• A concise summary of a particular issue, the policy 

options to deal with it, and some recommendations 
on a particular course of action (advocacy)

• A medium for exploring an issue and distilling lessons 
learned from the research (information 
sharing/objective)

Before you start
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Addressing barriers 
to innovation by 
agribusiness to drive 
growth in South Africa

Ask yourself:
• Who am I writing this brief for? What are the questions they want answered?
• What are their interests, concerns?
• How knowledgeable are they about the topic?
• How open are they to the message?
Focus your content as follows:
• Provide the necessary background for the reader to understand the problem.
• Convince the reader that the problem must be addressed urgently.
• Provide information about alternatives (in an objective brief).
• Provide evidence to support one alternative (in an advocacy brief).
• Stimulate/enable the reader to make a decision.

Parameters
No more than 2–8 
pages (1000 – 2 
000 words). 
A good average is 
1 500 words.

Structuring your Policy Brief
Here is the recommended structure for HSRC policy briefs; note that it 
differs radically from the structure of a journal article
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Executive summary
Diet related non-communicable diseases (NCDs), such 
as cancer, diabetes, and cardiovascular diseases, can 
be controlled through  increased consumption of fruits 
and vegetables. Increasing consumption of fruits and 
vegetables in South Africa requires the alignment of  
agro-food policies with, trade, investment, and health 
sectors. The aim of this policy brief is to examine the 
extent to which fruit and vegetable policies are aligned 
to NCD prevention in South Africa. A study conducted in 
2019-2021 (Ndinda & Sinyolo, 2019)  found that, despite 
improvement in fruit and vegetable consumption in  in 
recent years, there is limited alignment of agricultural 
policies with NCD prevention policies and programmes 
in South Africa. While the health and nutrition policies are 
strongly aligned to NCD prevention, they focus mainly 
on behavioural changes such as exercises or nutrient 
supplemnetation. The agri-food and trade policies are 
weakly aligned to NCD prevention, with no explicitly 
stated objectives or targets for NCD prevention. They 
focus  is on food availability and access, and less on the 
nutrition component of food security. There is a need to 
explicitly insert NCD prevention and control objectives 
into agro-food policies to ensure the achievement of a 
healthy nation. Critical stakeholders in the achievement 
of policy coherence for NCD prevention are departments 
of agriculture, health, trade and industry, and national 
treasury. In addition non-governmental organisations and 

community-based organisations are critical grassroots 
stakeholders as they deal with the outcomes of policy 
incoherence.

Introduction 
Non-communicable diseases (NCDs), which are medical 
conditions that are non-infectious and cannot be passed 
from person to person, such as  cardiovascular diseases, 
cancer, chronic respiratory diseases and diabetes, are the 
leading cause of premature deaths globally, and in South 
Africa (World Health Organisation, 2017; Stats SA, 2021). 
NCDs accounted for 59% of deaths in 2018 in South 
Africa, and after the mortality rate from NCDs overtook 
that of infectious diseases in 2010, the gap between the 
two significantly widened in the 2010 – 2018 period (Stats 
SA, 2021). It is estimated that every day in South Africa 
about 130 people die of heart attacks, and another 240 die 
of stroke (Holmes, 2013). 

Policy interventions have proved to be effective strategies 
for improving poor diets. Research and practice have 
led to a consensus about core policy actions that 
promote healthy diets. The first policy interventions are 
categorised under the food environment, which include 
nutrition labelling, food taxation and restriction of food 
advertising. The second is known as the food system, 
where interventions target supply-chain incentives. The 
third policy interventions are grouped as behaviour change 
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Coherence of agro-food policies with NCD 
prevention in South Africa: Lessons for Policy 
& Practice
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Executive Summary
One of the key components essential to the productivity 
of emerging small-scale farmers who secured farms 
through the land redistribution programme in South Africa 
is access to adequate and reliable sources of water for 
irrigation. The lack of access to water compounds the 
adverse impact of challenges that inter alia include the 
high cost of electricity and lack of farming knowledge 
prevalent among these farmers. Securing a water use 
licence and accessing water for irrigated agriculture is not 
guaranteed for most emerging farmers. Often, they do not 
have sufficient finance and access to technical expertise 
to invest in sustainable water supply-systems for irrigation. 
Consequently, the operations of the majority of these 
farmers are sub-economic, which indicates a need for 
greater efforts towards ensuring improved access to water 
for them. Ceteris paribus, this will enhance their chances 
of realising greater agricultural production and, in the 
process, improved livelihoods.

Introduction 
Since the mid-1990s, the government of South Africa has 
been grappling with the design and implementation of 
land redistribution reforms intended to ensure equitable 
distribution of agricultural land between the races, as it 
is currently dominated by Caucasians. The government 
seeks to increase the magnitude of and contribution by 
black farmers in this industry. However, the success of 
land redistribution remains a highly contested issue in the 
country’s development discourses, particularly with regard 

to the extent to which the programme has achieved its 
goals and expected outcomes (see Hall, 2010; Méndez-
Barrientos et al., 2018). While other issues on the subject 
unfold, that of the water governance regime and its impact 
on emerging and mainly black farmers is perhaps one the 
most important concerns for all stakeholders to tackle 
urgently. There are indications that even after two decades 
of water sector reforms, access to water remains highly 
skewed along racial lines, and thus, the envisaged massive 
socio-economic transformation of rural communities and 
landscapes has remained a pipedream. 

This policy brief relies on empirical data gathered through 
an applied qualitative and stakeholder-oriented study 
in the Bela-Bela and Groblersdal municipalities, in the 
Limpopo Province of South Africa to demonstrate the 
extent to which (or not) and barriers (if any) to access to 
water confronting emerging farmers. It is assumed that 
addressing the challenges that these farmers face in 
accessing and using water partly determines the pace of 
their transition from subsistence to commercial farming. 
During the study, we embraced insights from published 
literature and government policy documents to gain a 
broad understanding of the reform processes and the 
theoretical basis informing public policy in this domain. We 
also interviewed key informants at the local and provincial 
levels and visited 63 land redistribution projects at the 
study sites for detailed profiling of the farms. 

We argue that there is a need for stakeholders in the 
sector to pause and reflect on what else needs to be 
done to enable the land and water sector reforms to 
positively transform the rural socio-economic landscape 
in the country. We focus more on the so what? of the 
reform process, thereby departing significantly from the 
what?, why? and how? of the reforms that dominated 
earlier analyses by other scholars. In doing this, we seek 
to identify the missing water-related ingredients for 

Ensuring Access to 
Water for Emerging 
Small-Scale Farmers 
in South Africa: 
A Water Reform 
Policy Perspective
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