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Our main areas of focus since the launch in March 2017 
HGA has focussed on the following four areas since its launch earlier this year, each of which will be 

covered in more detail in this newsletter: 

  

 Engaging with the private sector and government institutions 

 Student internship program 

 Identifying existing and prospective projects 

 Publicising the initiative 

 

1. Engaging with the private sector and government institutions 
From the onset we have met with various members of the private sector and government institutions to 

garner support for the initiative and all have responded both positively and enthusiastically.  

 

We first met with Mr. Allan Hutton and Ms. Shalene Sogoni from ABSA and with the Mayor of the 

Ubuhlebezwe Municipality, Mr. Nxumalo in May. Then in June, we were invited to attend a joint meeting 

between the Ward 8 business forum and the board of the Harry Gwala Development Agency in 

Hlutankungu near Highflats. The agency has been tasked with a district-wide schools nutrition program to 
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commence next year with funding from the Department of Education.  Their intention is to source all the 

produce required for this from within the Harry Gwala District. Initially this would be supplied by 

established commercial producers but the aim is for the program to provide a market for emerging 

farmers and for HGA to identify small-growers and for them to be upskilled in the process.  

 

In July we met with Ms. Vanessa Thorpe-Burger and Mr. Naveen Sewrathan from the Land Bank and in 

August, with the CEO of Mascor, Mr. Bill Commons. Mascor are particularly keen to support the initiative 

and have agreed to supply us with a vehicle which will be made available in October. In September we 

met with Bryan Mills from De Heus to further discussions around the proposed maize storage facility in 

Ixopo, the negotiations for which the Allwoods of Highflats Farmers Association, were instrumental in 

initiating. The objective is that the storage facility will ultimately provide an opportunity for emerging 

farmers in the area to sell their produce whilst providing a facility to established farmers as well. There 

could also be scope for established farmers to partner with emerging farmers or those occupying claimed 

fallow land in order to expand areas for maize production through joint venture agreements. We are 

scheduled to do a presentation for the CEO of the company in October.  

 

Independently, Mr. Rob Stapylton-Smith, Mr. John Bredin and Mr. Rory Bryden have also met with many 

private sector companies including Pannar, FNB, Standard Bank, Nedbank, Investec, Growmor, TWK, 

Meadow Meats Abattoir, Kynoch, Omnia, Farmers Agricare, Humansdorp Co-op, Pioneer, and Clover. It is 

hoped that this legwork will materialise into valuable partnerships with the private sector in the future. 

With respect to government institutions, although HGA desires to remain completely autonomous, the 

objective is to keep government aware of what the organisation is doing. With this in mind, we are looking 

for a suitable platform (such as a quarterly meeting at the district municipality level) from which we can 

provide regular feedback to government on our activities and those of the commercial farmers supporting 

the initiative.  

 

3. Student Internship Program 
Soon after our launch, Mr. Dudley Smith of the former Ingwe LM made us aware of the need and 

opportunity to be involved with the Esayidi TVET College in Umzimkulu. The college offers a National 
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Diploma in Farm Management which involves 18 months of theory after which candidates who 

successfully pass their examinations are then to complete an 18 month practical internship. However, 

there is currently no system in place to help students obtain internship placements and complete their 

diplomas and this despite an intake of upwards of 100 students, twice a year at this campus alone. HGA 

hopes to place 60 of these students on commercial farms in order to obtain the experience needed to 

qualify for their diplomas. Initially this would just be a ‘once-off’ effort to support the institution, pending 

feasibility of more long-term involvement.  

 

Commercial farmers who take on these students typically provide accommodation and food and a certain 

degree of mentoring, and at times a stipend. As taking on an intern already comes as a sacrifice to a 

commercial farmer, HGA has gone about trying to source the funding to cover the cost of the stipend. 

Despite efforts from Mr. Dudley Smith to obtain this through local government, success was not achieved. 

We then thought to make use of the skills development levy that farmers pay to AgriSETA on an ongoing 

basis and, after discussions Mr. Dudley Smith had with the SETA, it was recommended we work through 

Kwanalu to obtain funding in the same way Future Farmers does. We then met with Sandy Le Marque at 

Kwanalu who subsequently accepted our proposal and invitation to collaborate. Meetings were also had 

with Judy Stuart of Future Farmers in order to learn from her experiences and we are very grateful for the 

support they have extended to our endeavour.  

 

Nevertheless, after correspondence with Esayidi College, Future Farmers and Kwanalu, we felt it 

necessary to gain clarity on the legal aspects of the proposed internship program. As far as we are 

currently aware, if an intern is based on a commercial farm on a full-time basis for a period longer than 

three months, they are then subject to labour laws and can no longer be considered a student. We have 

sought consultation with numerous people to obtain clarity on this as we feel it is imperative that these 

legal implications be made clear before undertaking to administer this program. Procedures around 

disciplinary issues, injury on duty, and expectations the students may have regarding future employment 

also need to be made explicit in order to protect the parties involved. 
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Ultimately, Esayidi College may need to be willing to adjust their internship program requirements to 

avoid legal complications, or be willing to subscribe to the idea of the students undertaking their 

internships whilst being subject to labour laws which is how Future Farmers operates and does so 

successfully. Another important consideration is the selection process of the interns, a system for which 

appears not to be in place at this institution. We would like to mimic Future Farmers in this respect 

whereby students are interviewed to assess their suitability and to establish where exactly their interests 

lie. Following this, a prospective ‘host employer’ interviews a group of potential students who are 

interested in his/her particular farming operation.  

 

If despite the uncertainties described here you feel comfortable volunteering to take on one or more 

student interns, please do contact us on the following email address: projects@hgagri.co.za  

 

4. Existing and prospective projects 
From the beginning we have sought to identify projects in the district that farmers have already initiated 

to both learn from these and to see how we might support them and then to explore opportunities for 

establishing new projects.  

 

Mr. Douglas Stachan’s food security projects 

In May, Mr. Douglas Strachan showed us his projects within the Mazabekweni community near Highflats, 

and the Madakeni community located on his old family farm near Umzimkhulu. Mr. Strachan has worked 

with the former community for eight years after a staff member approached him for assistance with her 

home garden plot. Agroecological cultivation techniques suitable for small gardens were taught in an 

initial demonstration that was open to the broader community to observe and this has since developed 

into a process of farmer-to-farmer extension whereby acquired skills and experience are passed on to 

other households who express an interest in cultivating their own home patch. To date this project and 

its principles have been rolled out to roughly 50 households in Mazabekweni alone and has expanded to 

neighbouring villages as news of their success has spread.  

 

mailto:projects@hgagri.co.za
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Figure 1: Mr. Douglas Strachan with members of the Mazabekweni community 

We believe this is a model that could be applied in other communities in the district and we would like to 

explore the opportunities for doing so. An important aspect of this projects success we believe has been 

the fact that Mr. Strachan had a point of entry in the community through his employee whom approached 

him. Much time and effort will be saved if we can work with communities where there is already an 

established point of contact and, in addition to this, by working with community members who sought 

assistance themselves and therefore displayed self-motivation and the potential to drive the process in 

the future.  

 

Mentorship projects between 

established and emerging 

commercial farmers 

In June Mr. Beesie Stone took us to 

his old farm Ponderosa near Ixopo, 

where we met Mr. Gehla who he 

has been assisting with cabbage 

cultivation and having great success 

in doing so. There is tremendous 

opportunity for development of Figure 2: Mr Gehla, with his flourishing crop of cabbages now under irrigation on Mr. 
Stone's former farm, Ponderosa near Ixopo 
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emerging farmers in this valley, including the neighbouring farm, Dawn Valley where Mr. John Bredin has 

been involved for some time. There are however political complexities among the current residents on 

these farms that would require negotiating.  

 

We then Visited the Celokuhle 

Farm Trust near Swartberg 

with Mr. Robert Williamson. 

This farm was sold to the 

government by the Baxters 

and has been occupied by this 

trust for ten years. Mr. 

Williamson has been acting as 

a mentor here for the last five 

years after being approached 

by Mrs. Ngcobo for assistance. 

The District Land Reform 

Committee had stipulated that 

a mentor was required in order 

for their trust to receive 

financial support. At the time of our visit, the Agribusiness Development Agency (ADA) were putting in a 

pivot and plans were afoot for upgrades to the dairy.  

 

Closer to Donnybrook, Mr. Rob Stapylton-Smith continues to mentor his neighbour Mr. Ducky Ngcobo 

with whom he has been involved for ten years. Mr. Ngcobo had a taxi business before purchasing 

Summerhill Farm and deciding to take up dairy farming. There has recently been a lot of activity here with 

ADA financing upgrades to infrastructure including roads, water reticulation and fencing of camps for 

rotational grazing. This has not been without its headaches though as the companies to whom tender was 

awarded were not capable to carry out their jobs. Fortunately, the work is now complete and Mr. Ngcobo 

can enjoy the increased productivity these developments should allow for. In the vicinity, Mr. Stapylton-

Smith has also assisted the very industrious Mr. Dlamini by providing a hammer mill which he is using to 

Figure 3: (left to right) Mrs Ngcobo, Dylan Weyer (HGA project manager) and Robert 
Williamson meet at Celokuhle Farm 
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supplement his income by offering a service to local 

community members. We would next like to have soil 

samples taken on Mr. Dlamini’s land in order to see how 

we might boost his maize production.  

 

Prospective projects 

Whilst at the Ward 8 business forum function in 

Hlutankungu, Mr. Cyril Hlengwa, a local from the area, 

approached us requesting assistance with an irrigation 

scheme for about two hectares of cabbages. We arranged 

for Mr. Dave Van Rensburg from Irrigation & Drainage 

Services in Pietermaritzburg to come out and he has since 

put together a simple yet effective design for Mr. 

Hlengwa. We then went about trying to source funding to 

help cover the cost of this scheme and approached 

Sutherland Seedlings, Farmers Agricare and Omnia, all of whom generously agreed to support the project. 

Importantly though, Mr. Hlengwa will be required to cover a fair portion of the cost – a principal we would 

like to employ in all projects we support to ensure there is sufficient buy-in from the emerging farmer 

themselves and not merely acceptance of a handout. Coupled with this is the need to ensure these sorts 

of investments are used wisely and to their full potential and so identifying a mentor is an important 

accompanying step. Mr. Andrew Wetherill of the Highflats Farmers Association has kindly agreed to 

mentor this project for which we are very grateful.  

 

In July, Mrs. Rose Hardman from Creighton, took us to meet Mrs. Audrey Zimande who is also looking for 

assistance with an irrigation scheme to boost her vegetable production. We hope a similar arrangement 

can be made for her as was made for Mr. Hlengwa. 

 

Figure 4: Mr. Dlamini and Mr. Rob Stapylton-Smith at Mr. 
Dlamini's home near Eastwolds 
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Figure 5:  Mr. Cyril Hlengwa from Hlutankungu beside his crop of cabbages which 
he will soon have under irrigation 

 

 

Last month we met with the Mpitini Co-op near Donnybrook. They have access to about 20Ha of land and 

are wanting to cultivate maize, potatoes, and beans and have been working with an extension officer from 

Hlanganani whom we have since met with. We would like to assist this project with land preparation, soil 

sampling, contractors and transportation of their crop to a market and would require the Department of 

Agriculture to provide seed, fertilizer and fencing. The process is however presently being stymied 

because the co-op is yet to be registered with the department due to a backlog of applications they have 

and so they have yet to receive any assistance from them.  

 

The aforementioned extension officer works with nine other co-ops dotted around the Dr. Nkosazana-

Dlamini Zuma (Dr. NDZ) municipality and said each has exhausted the capacity of their maize storage 

facilities and have no market for this produce. We have approached De Heus and hope to soon find a 

solution for this.  

 

Figure 6:  Mrs. Audrey Zimande, an aspiring farmer 
from Ndumakude near Creighton 
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Next month we will further our engagement with the Department of Agriculture in a meeting with the  

local municipalities deputy director, along with the other extension officers for the area, to discuss ways 

in which we might work together on projects going forward.  

 

5. Spreading the word 
An important component of HGA is to explore opportunities for publicising the work that we and the 

commercial farmers in the district are doing to boost grassroots agriculture and ultimately ameliorating 

poverty in the district.   

 

To that end, HGA is to have an article published in 

Business Update, a publication produced by the 

Progressive Business Forum. This forum was established 

in 2006 to facilitate dialogue between the ANC and the 

business community and is circulated to most large 

corporations, cabinet ministers, all members of 

parliament, ambassadors, and the 5000 members of the 

forum which are mainly small-medium sized companies. 

The article is due to be published at the end of October 

and we would like to acknowledge one of our directors, 

Mr. Manie Roodes for his efforts in creating this 

opportunity.  

 

In addition to this we are currently working with Bearista, a Durban-based company, to put together a 

company profile brochure and a website and, in terms of social media, Ms. Lee Stokes from Creighton was 

kind enough to set up our Facebook page.  
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6. Plans going forward 
Besides continued focus on the four areas described in this newsletter, attention will be given to the 

following going forward:  

 

We are in the process of creating a database of all projects currently in place in the district. This will be 

made available to the farmers associations in order for members to be able to add projects and to gain a 

holistic view of the work that is being done across the region. There are of course projects that are now 

dormant or have been abandoned and we would like to know about these too in order to learn from them. 

Please email us on projects@hgagri.co.za with project-related information.  

 

In terms of governance, we are very grateful to have Mr. Peter Christianson as a director, who has 

established an audit committee to ensure the funds HGA receives are used in accordance with the 

mandate of the initiative. He and secretary, Ms. Sarah Firth and Mr. Jeremy Venniker of Venniker 

Accounting, have been working hard to get HGA registered with SARS in order to obtain 18A status so that 

contributors can receive rebates for their support.  

 

Thank you to the members of the respective farmers associations and the companies within the private 

sector who have contributed towards HGA to date, we are greatly appreciative.  

 

Best regards 

Harry Gwala Agri (PTY) Ltd.  
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