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ABSTRACT
Although South Africa is considered to be secure in terms of the availability of food, the
country faces a food system paradox. The prevalence of malnutrition is high and
increasing despite sufficient food being produced and the existence of both sound
policies and world-class science. Global changes such as climate change, conflict and
financial speculation place the sustainability of the food system at risk.
Addressing these issues through evidence-based policies is challenging. Food systems
are complex and present problems that are ill-defined and the solutions uncertain.
Furthermore, the food system is embedded in systems other than the economic, social
and political. Examples include microbial, ecological, hydrological and knowledge
systems. Finally, the operation of the food system results in ‘cross-scale’ interactions,
between processes and actors in different arenas and at different levels such as the plot,
farm, factory, street, supermarket chain or transnational corporation.
One consequence of this is that the actors in the system find it difficult to anticipate correctly the complex sequence
of contingencies that might follow from changes along the breadth and complexity of a system problem. As the
costs of obtaining full information necessary for a rational decision may become excessive, decision-makers use
past experience to assess alternatives. They settle for adaptive behaviour, satisficing rather than optimising,
resulting in poorly coordinated policies that address symptoms, repeat failures and do not deal with systemic
causes. While conventional methods of analysis may be unable to deal with such complexity, new opportunities
for better data science are emerging.
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