
Address by Hortgro Executive Director, Anton Rabe: 

 

Hortgro’s transformation journey started in 1998 just after deregulation with the adoption of 

a “Transformation Declaration of Intent”, and the subsequent appointment of a 

transformation manager with a focus on LR/BEE, skills development/ training, socio-

economic development, and support to farm worker and rural communities with various 

programmes over the years. 

 

A multi-stakeholder forum was formed that guided these activities and it was agreed that 

we need to progress with care and rather move slower in order not to compromise on 

success; given the unknowns. 

 

After exploring some options – also outsourcing some aspects in recent years which did not 

work - we now have a representative Advisory Committee in place, with internal 

operational capacity accountable to the industry via the Advisory Committee, our 

producer association boards and the pome and stone producer councils. Operationally, 

we now deal with transformation and economic development in the same way we do as 

with all our operational functions. 

 

Now, with the formalised relationship with PALS, we believe that more synergies could be 

unlocked, and that unnecessary duplication which might have happened otherwise, can 

be prevented. 

 

It was fairly sensitive territory at the time where we have unfortunately witnessed (my words 

and somewhat of a generalisation and possibly a bit unfair) some highly opportunistic land 

reform “initiatives” and “rent a crowd schemes” – at the time SLAG & LRAD-projects – 

where some commercial farmers in distress used this to exit the industry with transfer of 

ownership (which is not sustainable transformation or empowerment in itself) whilst the 

other key dimensions of skills transfer, mentorships and technical support were not 

addressed. 

 

This comment by no means implicates all the initial initiatives and we have some very 

successful businesses in our industry because of these programmes going from strength to 

strength. 



 

Unfortunately, we however still experience ongoing negative sentiment and scepticism 

amongst – may I add some! - politicians, officials, and the media. However, despite this, I 

believe that Hortgro and the broader industry have managed to build an excellent industry 

track record of successful interventions and programmes addressing all the dimensions of 

transformation at primary and secondary level to create opportunities in our value chain. 

 

Although a story for another day, suffice to say that there are still some highly opportunistic 

individuals from the emerging fraternity seemingly intent on undermining the industry’s 

genuine efforts to change the face of our industry. Efforts to detract from the Hortgro 

brand, standing and integrity for whatever reasons other than blatant opportunism and 

unfortunately even racism! 

  

Point is - right from the start we adopted a transparent and participative process and a 

horses for courses philosophy, not one size fits all, but broad-based (not the same 

individuals over and over again!) with partnerships given the nature of our industry being 

long term, highly technical, capital and labour intensive, with high entry barriers and being 

prone to up and down cycles as we are experiencing right now. 

 

The proverbial bottom line is there is no quick fixes or silver bullets (but at least some silver 

linings) – Just hard work, diligence, innovation and resilience, honesty and transparency, 

integrity, and resisting entitlement! Being resilient and determined to make a lasting 

difference. 

 

As the adage goes - Transformation is a process, not an event or events, and require a suite 

of diligent, consistent, and competent technical support measures, training and 

mentorships covering the various dimensions of farming and the running of a successful 

agri-business.   

 

Transformation programmes and initiatives must be – meaningful, impactful, and 

sustainable. 

 

At Hortgro we are not chasing numbers but want to ensure success and growth over time 

by creating meaningful value – wealth and ownership – for individuals which can be 



passed on to future generations. Bottomline is - We have made progress - and we have 

made mistakes. Our collective challenge now is to learn from those mistakes, not to repeat 

them and to duplicate the successes. 

 

I believe we are well geared to do so. We have developed excellent partnerships - 

Commercial farmers/groups, the Western Cape Department of Agriculture, the 

Treasury/Jobs Fund, we tried with Landbank but in practice it just did not work – hopefully 

with the new blended finance programme we can re-kindle this relationship. 

 

Apart from skills, bursaries, our learning, and development programmes, we have 

embarked on a journey in 2007 to initially establish 1000 hectares. 

 

We're nearly there – flowing from the so-called boompie project, then Jobs Fund1 both with 

support from the WCDoA, the latter included equipment and infrastructure such as 

packhouses and dams, and now with Hortfin which in essence is a blended finance 

scheme, and the recent MOU with PALS, we are ready to tackle challenges wider than the 

Western and Eastern Cape and beyond the farm gate. 

 

We already had engagements and follow ups with Free State, Limpopo, and Mpumalanga 

where we hope to duplicate the partnership approach, and obviously the MOU with PALS 

will no doubt augment these initiatives. We have a long way to go, but I believe we have 

established a sound foundation to build on. 

 

Now we need to muster finance – Our industry transformation levy is a mere drop in the 

bucket and can only be used to create basic capacity and facilitate/augment serious 

money – both blended finance and commercial funding. 

 

Again, I for one believe the era for grants are gone and that we need finance that can be 

repaid for use by the next applicant - transfer of management skills, financial acumen, 

technical know- how and linking into packaging and viable markets with access to the 

global trade. 

 



We also need to find a solution for what I call the PLAS dilemma – It is vital that those 

farmers get title deed to get access to finance, and that their own investment is 

recognised. For this policy needs to be amended. 

 

And equally challenging is some real problems with CPA’s – Community Property 

Associations – where too many individuals just cannot materially benefit from the collective 

ownership model. Too many of them don’t work. 

 

We also need to tackle generational succession - many of our commercial growers are 

3,4,5 generations and longer in the business. Wealth is not created in one generation - we 

have merely paved the way for the next generation, and we have a responsibility to the 

next generation to ensure such transition with transfer of skills and ownership taking place. 

 

We do regard ourselves – Hortgro - as part of the solution, not the problem as some 

opportunists like to make us out to be!  It is always easier to criticise than to build, create 

and support. 

 

Hortgro is ready and geared for this challenge and look forward to working with like-

minded parties, amongst others, PALS, to make the difference and success stories our 

country so desperately needs.   

 

Thank you for the opportunity. 

 


