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Shared Growth Challenge Fund sweetens life for small scale farmers 

 
In a nutshell: The way in which land restored to land claimants is used can be significantly 
improved if rental markets are allowed to develop and cooperation is improved.  

Detail: In the land of sugar cane, the future prosperity or decline of a sugar mill and the 
small-scale growers that supply it are forever linked. 

Tsb Sugar is sold under the Selati brand and enjoys 20% of the South 
African market, but its sugar mills are consistently crushing below 
capacity, which is placing their future – and the future of growers - 
increasingly at risk.  

Dave Thomson, Tsb Manager: Land Reform, says: “At present only 
44% of our cane supply in the Malelane area just outside Nelspruit 
comes from the 5,500 hectares of communal land operated by 
small-scale growers, most of whom are successful land claimants. 

“This supply has been in steady decline for the past 10 years, when 
it should be growing to a potential of 70% of our supply.” 

In response, Tsb in Mpumalanga has formed a partnership with the 
Business Trust to develop a long-term sustainable solution. The 
Business Trust launched the Shared Growth Challenge Fund to 
promote innovation by established businesses, encouraging them to 
extend their core activities in ways that benefit the poor as 
consumers, suppliers or employees. 

Business Trust CE Brian Whittaker explains: “We set up the fund to enable private companies 
who meet the selection criteria and provide their own matching funds to develop business 
driven solutions to improving the lives of the poor – in this case, small scale cane growers. 
Business driven solutions underpinned by commercial viability stand a much better chance of 
success than if communities remain reliant on welfare. We expect the businesses that benefit 
from the fund to be commercially driven, involve poor people as producers or consumers, be 
innovative and address development challenges in a way that can be scaled up if successful”. 

The critical challenge in this case is to assist communities who have won claims to manage 
that land for their benefit by improving the quality and consistency of their supply to the mill. 

According to Thomson, the problems facing Tsb and the community begin with a lack of 
succession planning within farming families: “At first we believed that simply by providing 
technical expertise and operational assistance, these farmers would increase yields, but we 
realised the real issues go well beyond farm management. For example: many young people 
are simply not interested in farming; and several irrigation schemes have collapsed for a lack 
of cooperation among farmers. There are also risks of manipulation and free riding and farmer 
associations are often not strong enough to control this. You simply cannot have free-riders 



who do not contribute to the running of these schemes”. 

The key principle Tsb believes is that there must be incentives for top growers to expand 
while protecting the communities land rights.  

“Up to now there has been no opportunity for the top growers to expand. But if they can 
access land though rental or management agreements then we can get the rental market 
going. The good farmers can become more profitable, yields will increase as more land comes 
into production and those who don’t want to farm still own the land and earn an income from 
leases, in a completely voluntary system,” says Thomson. 

“With consolidation into estates comes rental management contracts and lower procurement 
costs, as well as better access to seed.” 

The Business Trust’s Programme Manager Golden Mahove says this is a win-win situation: “Not 
every small scale grower is a farmer. Many are teachers, policemen or pensioners and they 
don’t want to farm. Let them lease out their lands to those who want to farm and have the 
necessary capacity to do so. This is not disempowering them as landowners, but creates 
bigger, more viable farms run by successful emerging farmers while the owners keep their 
land rights and derive an income from land rental.” 

The grant provided by the Business Trust Shared 
Growth Challenge Fund is being used to contract 
independent teams of facilitators to implement 
institutional changes needed to make this system 
work. They assist growers to identify and 
implement business solutions. It is anticipated that 
institutional changes that consolidate the rental 
land market and get the cooperatives to be more 
effective will result in long-term sustainability and 
increase cane production. 

The profitability of the mill and the growers is 
entwined. If the new institutional arrangements can be sustained small growers will have 
secure land and water rights; the most active emerging black farmers will expand their 
operations and sell more cane to the mill. And farmers will manage their operations profitably 
by working together to share knowledge, management capacity and risks. The support to the 
farmers is step wise. It starts with capacity building and developing rental land markets, all 
the way to providing technical support to improve irrigation and the replanting of cane. 

Kennedy Nyerenda from the Tshikondeni Farmers Association says their 32 members had 246 
hectares of land under cane five years ago: “We have only 37 hectares still in production 
today. My father was a farmer, but in this association there are now only old people left and 
they cannot run the farms. The pumps were all vandalized and copper wire stolen so we have 
no water.” 

Thanks to the Business Trust Shared Growth Challenge Fund, the association now has a 
business plan and a constitution and is hoping to have new fields under cultivation before the 
start of the rainy season. “The few hectares still with cane will be used as a nursery for the 
others, but we need a supervisor before we begin the process. That is our first task.” 

And so job creation begins. The project is a revolutionary approach to small holder communal 
farming. It will create over 2,000 jobs (directly and indirectly), and provide a model for the 
development of community-owned land restored through the land restitution programme, 
which is estimated to be R1.1 billion for the region over the last three years.  

For more information see www.sgcf.co.za or www.btrust.org.za  

http://www.sgcf.co.za/
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