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A lot has happened since the first publication of Perspective in November
2020. After PALS’s six years of success in the Western Cape as a private
land reform initiative, Mpumalanga PALS and Maluti Farming PALS were
established in January 2021. Introducing PALS SA, and the expansion is
about to get momentum including more and more regions and provinces
in South Africa. Watch this space ...
That, however is only one form of expansion. The PALS initiative, which
is aligned with the National Development Plan, represents a radical
departure from past land reform initiatives and is based on solid business
principles, the up-skilling of new era farmers and the availability of the
PALS centre for support and guidance. Yes, expanding of knowledge is
key to the success of what PALS has to offer.

The PALS centre, also referred to as the “one-stop-shop” provides a physical location where the coordination,
facilitation and most notably the mentoring functions and training are orchestrated from. Two of the success pillars
of any PALS project are their mentorship programme and its on-going training and development of shareholders.
Since my involvement with PALS the strong focus they have on mentorship and the critical relationship between the
commercial farmer and his new partners became evident. No land reform initiative will be successful without a
mentorship programme in place, where knowledge and skills get transferred to allow the new upcoming farmer to
develop and expand his skillset.
PALS remains committed to ensure the continuous growth and development of new farmers by offering various
training modules which are facilitated by the PALS centre. Over the years PALS have collaborated with the AECI and
the Koue Bokkeveld Opleidingssentrum in the Western Cape and are investigating various options to expand the
training and development they offer throughout South Africa. (Read a take of the youth on expanding knowledge,
also in this issue). We envisage an agriculture training college in the future in the Witzenberg area as set out in the
goals of PALS. Thereafter training facilities will follow in the other PALS regions. Expanding PALS to the four
corners of South Africa is the future of farming in this country.
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Johnny Karolus is a happy man and he will tell you he is a
fortunate man, but not a lucky man. Nothing in his
agricultural career came on a plate. He had to go and get it.

It was evident that here is someone to take note of. He
quickly progressed to tractor driver, pest control foreman
in the vegetable division before becoming the loadmaster
in the vegetable packhouse.

Johnny made friends with those trees, looked at them, got
mentors to teach him and got the irrigation to a level it has
never been. The thing is, although he started as an
inexperienced irrigation foreman, he measured himself not
against the previous irrigation foreman, but the production
manager. The same thing when, during one appraisal, he was
asked where he sees himself in five year’s time. “I know they
expected me to say in the position of the foreman above me,
but what I did was point at oom Carel’s chair. I knew that
would in reality never happen, but then I also believe fully that
never is too soon to quit! The thing is, in order to make a
decision, you have to measure yourself against nothing but the
best.”

“That didn’t last long before oom Carel van der Merwe,
owner of Donkerbos, told me to move over to the fruit
side to do irrigation. It was a case of ‘swim, Johnny, swim’
but at that stage, I was totally scared of the trees. I mean,
they were like the réál thing, you know. Almost sacred. I
couldn’t look at them, only at the soil around them. Up to a
point. One day my father remarked that this is the
beginning of a big failure. That was the turn-around.”

Johnny always reminds himself that anything anybody can do,
he can do ... and better. In 2004, when Inus Oosthuizen was
appointed general manager of Donkerbos, he promoted
Johnny to fruit production manager. Empowering yourself with
knowledge is another belief of Johnny and he did every course
he could, mostly high above his perceived grade, but always
with success. He got involved in all the production practices on
the farm in order to obtain as much knowledge as possible.

“I fitted in well from the word go and discovered I had an
absolute passion for agriculture. And passion, a love for
what you do, is the most important ingredient for success,”
he begins his story.
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In the next few years the issue of land reform and helping
potential new black farmers to develop became more
pressing, especially since the attempts of the government
were not really working.
“After contemplating empowerment for a few years, the
ideal opportunity came along. We bought Disselfontein,
literally over the ridge from Donkerbos. At that stage lots
of capital needed to be invested on this farm to ensure an
economical sustainable enterprise. From the 72 ha fruit at
that stage, we only salvaged 28 ha,” says Inus, by then the
managing director of Donkerbos Estate.
Around this time the senior management of Donkerbos
started talking to Gerrit van Vuuren who already had been
researching, planning and structuring a private land reform
initiative. And so, the Donkerbos and Disselfontein combo
(Eyethu Intaba – “our mountain”) became the first ever
PALS project with the Carel van der Merwe Trust owning
70% shares and Wilduso (Pty) Ltd 30% in the farming
company.
The aim is for the 13 shareholders (also 13 key personnel
members of Donkerbos and Disselfontein) to up their
shareholding to 51% in the near future; making it a blackowned company. With the Carel van der Merwe Trust
owning 70% at present, and although it might in future go
down to 49%, Donkerbos will always be involved at a level
that will ensure Eyethu Intaba and Disselfontein will
succeed by helping them with access to capital, knowledge,
the marketing chain, and equipment amongst others.
Nothing on Disselfontein is sub-standard. It is up to scratch
with, or better than anything at Donkerbos. That is why
Disselfontein needed an above average farm manager.
Johnny Karolus, already a director of Eyethu Intaba and
chairman of Wilduso (Pty) Ltd, was appointed in 2018.
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“I have always dreamt big, but this I never even thought about.
The Lord is good for me, is good for us in this success story,”
Johnny comments. Although a humble man, he is in charge of
what can commercially be seen as a mega farming business.
Whatever the purchase price was in 2012, the value has just
about quadrupled in eight years.
“Although Eyethu Intaba has a well-structured business plan, a
good safety net and a team of very capable experts, I have to
mention Johnny,” says Inus. “During harvesting, he was mostly
on his own this year. He mails me his planning, stats and
figures regularly and whether we need to talk or not, but he is
full-steam going ahead. Believe me, he is for sure the manager
of Disselfontein on merit - looking after a contingent of over
240 people. Categorically, he is one of the top managers in the
industry,” replies Inus.
Should you ask Johnny how he does it, he’ll tell you straight it’s
all about trust. “There is no us and them here, only us in it
together. Respect is key, and as a manager, I follow every rule
to the tee and expect everybody to follow suit. I believe you
can delegate tasks, but the responsibility is always yours. But
never stop empowering, just as you’ve been empowered.
“This PALS structured initiative is a well thought-out
framework which took a lot of superior man hours to realize.
Now, that’s one of the things that motivate me: I cannot stuff
up something that is unique. I have to be there all the way.”
Johnny is undisputedly a trouper, but what really makes him
different? He does things because he believes in them.
Because he has a good heart. Like every year, at Christmas, he
takes his own money (although he can easily justify it as a
company expense) and buys Christmas presents for all the kids
of Disselfontein.
Because those presents come from Johnny.
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Driving from Ceres over the Gydo Pass into the Koue Bokkeveld,
you’ll see quite a noticeable mountain on your right, just past Op
die Berg town, there where you turn off into the Ceres Karoo.
That mountain is called Tierberg and it used to be part of the
farm Ceres Remhoogte right next to it. But, actually it is still part
of it, somehow. Maybe an explanation is asked for. It goes like
this:
Heinie du Toit is the fifth generation Du Toit on Ceres
Remhoogte. That is Heinie and his sister, Nonna. And Nonna is
how Stokkies Hanekom became part of the team when they got
married in in 1986 and joined the farming business in 1999.
The people working with (please note, not for) the Du Toits were
always seen as part of the team. As the years went by and, more
so when the New South Africa became a reality, they talked
seriously about making a real difference. They were thinking of
helping their workers to become landowners. This was not a
political quest, but a wish from the heart. However, it turned out
not being that easy. And all of that while all you hear were
threats about land appropriation.
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In 2013 they started outlining the plan and at that stage,
PALS was not officially in operation yet but the Tierberg
project became one of PALS’ first. In 2014 Heinie and
Stokkies were in contact with the newfound PALS and on
their advice formed a personnel trust.
A year later a project framework was drawn up and in
February 2016 they did interviews with employees to select
beneficiaries and a board of directors. For this PALS helped
with training and doing psychometric tests. From a group of
12, the options were narrowed down to a core group of four
directors via a selection process with interviews, looking for
certain criteria as pinpointed by PALS.
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For the next four plus years the team attempted to make real
landowners of the group of four, but at times they felt almost
ready to just chuck it. They experienced dead end after dead
end. Their patience was tested which created stress, making
them wonder if they ever will realise their dream of becoming
landowners. Until a formula was found via PALS with FNB
offering financial input to help establish Tierberg as an
independent farm of 359 ha with a shareholding of 15% in
the name of Remhoogte as the mentors and 85% belonging
to Bernard Engelbrecht, Dawid Steenkamp, Shirley
Engelbrecht and Johannes Kamfer. The four tigers from
Tierberg. So, the implementation was completed. The dream
is a reality. Or is the dream actually only beginning now?
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Bernard Engelbrecht, production manager:
“During my school years, I thought I’ll end up being a teacher, but
after Matric I started working on Remhoogte. I progressed from a
general worker into a supervisory capacity. Now I’m a production
manager. Maybe it is already a dream come true. In the early days I
never thought I will ever be a landowner. Now the dream continues
and one day, I hope to be part of the management of Tierberg, but a
Tierberg independent, on our own. And then my son, it’s also my
dream that he farms on Tierberg, but at the moment, he has his own
dreams.”
Dawid Steenkamp, entrepreneur, onion and bee farmer:
“I guess the Lord had a plan with me being born in Algeria in the
Cederberg. It’s a small village, but there’s no work. The people all
look after and provide for themselves. My folks left, but Grandpa
stayed. Holidays I went back to him. He taught me how to work the
water and to grow vegetables. Standard 8 I left school, did a lot of
loose jobs, pruning, driving tractors, bit of chemicals, forklift and then
I was assigned to the vegetables. Onions! The learning years of
Algeria has come full circle. But I also now have bees and I produce
firewood. I am grateful and my dream forward is simple. I don’t want
my three children to grow up without an anchor, like me. I want them
to know there is something ... some ownership for them. And I know
they’re at the right place. When they see me on a tractor, they
scream to come with.”
Shirley Engelbrecht, workshop administrator:
“I grew up here and tried to leave, Cape Town was calling, but I came
running back! Started on the farm, planting onions, then pruning, I did
most everything, except carrying a picking bag. I ended up in the
workshop somehow where I still am today. I was honoured to be
nominated to be on the Tierberg board, but sometimes I felt like just
leaving it, nothing was happening. But things fell in place. I am
grateful and my dream is to see what this farm will offer, can offer.”
Johannes Kamfer, chemicals and fertilisation, forming of orchards:
“I basically have no formal education and worked mostly as a general
worker. However, in 2014, when we started with the personnel trust,
I was elected as a trustee and suddenly I realised there was
something here for me. Being made a shareholder was a big thing for
me. Then through PALS we got various training courses, teaching us
the basics of running a business. There I learnt that farming is a lot
more than filling apple crates and pruning trees. It changed my
perspective. I don’t see myself as a subsidiary anymore, because,
every morning when I look at Tierberg, I realise my name is on the
right form. I am a landowner.”
This is the beginning of a new Tierberg. In the hands of the tigers of
Tierberg. This is the way forward. There are many tigers out there.
There is hope out there.
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Whatever happened through the years in South Africa is
history. We can learn from history, but need to focus on the
future. We need to think new.
Some new thinking that started in 2015 was the concept of
PALS. It might be that the concept and construction was
designed by old toppies, but the future is in new, fresh and
good hands. The youth knows that sharing the farming pie is
the future and that empowerment through knowledge is the
only way that it will work. We’re talking training here which
is one of the most important cornerstones to make PALS
work. And the youth is here to teach the old toppies new
tricks.
“One really has to put in the effort and work to know and
understand the group you are training, you have to ensure
that you speak their ‘language of understanding’ and that the
training you give actually resonates with them and that they
understand the concepts you are explaining,” says Carien
Hamman, young attorney training beneficiaries at PALS.
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Another young attorney, Yongama Femele adds: “I am
happy to have been involved in this ground-breaking
project as a public liaison and translator for those who do
not speak English or Afrikaans. The beneficiaries are now
more hands-on in the farming enterprises in which they
have shares. They have acquired the courage to speak in
crowds and ask questions relating to the farming business,
they can hold shareholders’ and directors’ meetings on their
own and know the procedure thereof.”
AECI is big time into South Africa’s agricultural future and
are putting their money where their mouths are by
sponsoring the training offered by PALS, devised in four
modules:
1. Directors and shareholders in their roles (contracts,
duties, meetings, business principles, conflict etc.)
2. Leadership (improve capacity and social cohesion)
3. Business skills/new venture creation
4. Mentorship/capacity building.
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“‘Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day, but teach a
man how to fish and you feed him for a lifetime’ – I was left
with this Confucius quote after attending a PALS-initiative
Directors’ training. I felt happy and grateful while attending
the training and realized their eagerness to learn and
understand and better themselves. Despite their age and
learning deficiencies, they wanted to be taught, they wanted
to ‘learn how to fish’, instead of only be fed for one day,”
Charllite Philander, candidate attorney continues.

“The important thing to take away from PALS and the
training we offer is that day by day, one beneficiary and
project at a time, we endeavour to make this country better
for each and everyone of us. PALS don’t just sit back and
give up knowing that they can’t fix everything and everyone,
no, they put in and make the effort to make a difference,
knowing that it may only be a drop in the ocean. All this, just
to ensure that each person’s story is heard, that each
person’s story matters and that each person who’s story is
not favourable does not stay the same but change for the
better so that they can continue to make a difference in
other people’s lives,” concludes Angelique le Roux,
candidate attorney.
What is most amazing and making one believe in the future
of farming in South Africa is how all these young guns are
taking hands (theoretically, remember social distancing) and
how trainer and trainee are looking the challenge in the eye.
It doesn’t phase the young ones that their students are
senior citizens, some who have seen little of a classroom.
And it doesn’t phase the “students” that they learn so many
new things from tutors younger than their own kids. It’s
happening.
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The PALS framework was devised to avoid the
shortcomings of previous land reform models. It is
based upon tried and tested business principles
and a solid legal structure to address issues like
skills development, an exit strategy and other
critical success factors.
At present SA PALS is involved in more than 40 sustainable new enterprises with majority black shareholding proving that
PALS is pushing farming in South Africa into the future. The request for guidance from communities and farmers from all
regions of South Africa confirms the need for a practical coordinated private sector land reform and agri development
programme. Newly listed enterprises in North West, Mpumalanga, Eastern Cape and the Free State are proof of that.
Many smaller farmers are under the impression that only the large commercial farmers can get involved in a PALS partnership
with new black shareholders. This, fortunately, is not the case at all. The PALS framework is adaptable to different conditions
and every farmer or community can implement a PALS enterprise.
Just like the Commercial Property Association or Black Shareholders are made up of a group of potential team members, so
can the commercial farmer side also be made up of a group, forming a bigger whole. The diagram below explains:

Whether you are on the established commercial farming side or dream of becoming an established new farmer, size does not
matter. If you are determined to succeed and if you team up with likeminded people, your endeavours are bound to be a
success. And in the process, life will become more meaningful in the knowledge that you are building a better future for all of
South Africa’s children.
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Maluti Farming PALS (NPC) and Mpumalanga PALS (NPC)
were registered as non-profit companies with boards of
directors consisting of black and white farmers. The Maluti
Farming PALS launch on 28 January 2021 was a physical as
well as virtual meeting. Speakers included the National
Minister of Agriculture and Land Reform, representatives
from organised agricultural organisations and members of
PALS. The board of Maluti Farming PALS elected an
executive committee and sub committees for projects,
stakeholders and government liaisons. With the structure for
the local PALS centre in place, the focus is now on action
with projects. The development of generic crop-share and
livestock-models as well as two larger partnership
enterprises with transfer of land, make up the initial list of
Maluti enterprises planned for implementation. A fruit
farming project is also being structured and awaiting
approval for the registration of a long-term lease. As its
community project Maluti will attempt to facilitate the reopening of farm schools after several schools were closed
and the community expressed their need for access to
localised schools and education.
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In Mpumalanga the board has listed several high value
projects and is busy to facilitate partnerships, not only
between farmers, but also with other stakeholders in
Mpumalanga. For instance, engagements with SAPPI
Khulisa has resulted in the sharing of information, farm data
and concepts for training modules. The development of an
integrated network is the main focus.
In cooperation with the Agriculture Research Council and
WOPCOE (Workplace Centre of Excellence) Mpumalanga
PALS aims to develop a PALS centre of Excellence. This
proposed training centre will then assess and train students
as well as black and white farmers to be successfully
integrated in PALS enterprises. Other listed enterprises of
Mpumalanga PALS include the transfer of land to establish
farming operations with mixed farming and commodities
like cherries, apples, blueberries, citrus, a nursery as well as
a training college. Consultative meetings and presentations
to farmers and role players in all areas are an on-going
exercise and sharing information, facilitating partnerships
and engaging with stakeholders, be it a financial institution,
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government departments or farmers, are already resulting in a
number of newly planned enterprises and other exciting
possibilities. Mpumalanga PALS was forced to postpone it’s
official launch because of Covid-19.This event will now take
place in September in combination with a SA PALS virtual
symposium.
Although North West has not yet registered or set up a
regional PALS centre, several projects were listed. Apart from
planned pecan-nut farming and other enterprises, the
Ramotlakane CPA intends to restructure their farming
operations in partnership with neighbouring farmer, Johan
Erasmus. Before deciding on this route, a delegation of
Ramotlakane CPA and Johan visited PALS in Ceres. “Our visit
was an eye-opener and made us realise what the impact of the
implemented PALS enterprises are for the people involved and
the broader community. It showed that corporation in terms of
the PALS framework can impact on, and improve the whole
agricultural sector.”
George Sekwale, the chairperson of Ramotlakane said the visit
to Ceres was something that he has never experienced in his
life. As veteran of many Comrades Marathons, he is used to
challenges and the perseverance needed to overcome them.
He was excited about the many practical successes of
partnerships sustainably growing together. “The engagements
with PALS in Ceres and the black and white farmers opened
our eyes to more opportunities and the benefits a PALS
partnership with a commercial farmer like Johan Erasmus can
bring to our community.”
After their visit to Ceres, the group returned to North West
and a process of six consultative meetings followed to report
back and obtain the approval of the CPA members to proceed
with a PALS enterprise on the 5 500 hectares of CPA land. The
uniqueness of the proposed enterprise is that the new PALS
farming operation will also include a further 2 500 hectares of
land owned by Johan Erasmus of Jerasus Boerdery. Johan was
elected by Farmers Weekly as their mentor of 2020 and is a
well-known Boran Cattle breeder and mentor to several
communities. Johan also farms with maize.
Mike Msukwini and Aletta Mpangeva were the other
Ramotlakane CPA leaders who visited PALS in Ceres from 12
to 14 March. They were inspired and happy after meeting the
PALS people and farmers. “We should have known about PALS
years ago. We realised and learned that without partnerships,
emerging farmers will struggle. We believe that the PALS
framework will help to create a sustainable farming enterprise
for our community.”
More and more regions are now shifting gears on the road to
implementing their PALS success stories. The process is
picking up momentum.
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The PALS farming model is appropriate for South Africa, a
country that is still on a reconciliation journey from its
terrible past. Partnerships, with a view of delivering inclusive
growth is what will lead to a prosperous and stable political
economy of rural South Africa.

From a business perspective, I also believe that the PALS
incubation houses provide the new entrant farmers with a
scope for learning, not only the technical side of farming but
also managerial which requires business acumen.

Private-public-partnership approaches are key to the
growth and expansion of South Africa’s agricultural
economy, and PALS has the ingredients for this to work.
What is needed now is to replicate some of the successful
projects to various provinces of the country, and also
involve the State in the process. This will ensure that black
farmers’ participation improves from the current low levels
of between 5–10% in commercial farming output of South
Africa.

Importantly, this farmer development model also provides
the opportunity for Agribusiness to be involved in fostering
efforts of real inclusive growth in the sector.
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