
Best practice for developing aspirant farmers 
In the article, ‘Emerging 
farmers must be empowered’ 
(FW, 29 April), Willem de 
Chavonnes Vrugt quite 
correctly states that SA does 
need emerging farmers 
and, as he says, we need to 
change the current method 
of transferring skills and 
educating aspirant farmers.

Best practice has been 
developed in this field, and 
experience shows that this 
model (explained below) 
does indeed work for 
empowering aspirant farmers 
to run profitable, sustainable 
farming businesses. 

The approach required is 
holistic, giving new entry 
farmers a wide variety of 
skills, and also providing 
effective post-training 
mentorship after they 
graduate. It is a method 
that takes considerable 
time and effort but, in the 
long run, produces the 
sustainable, commercial 
farmers that SA needs.

It is important to set the 
right entry criteria and level 
of training. Training should 
not necessarily require a 
National Senior Certificate. 

Gaining knowledge and 
business skills can never 

be free; the question is only 
who should pay for it? Even 
with the recent reprieve on 
fees, universities and colleges 
remain relatively expensive, 
presenting a serious entry 
barrier. Yet, there are 
thousands of aspirant farmers 
in this country with the 
potential to run the successful 
farming businesses we need. 

Training for aspirant 
farmers must be geared 
towards not just those with 
good school results, but also 
those who have access to land, 
the ability to develop the 
necessary business skills, and 
a driving passion for farming.

CORRECT TRAINING 
MODEL 
Once admitted, students 
need both academic theory 
and comprehensive practical 
experience. The training 
must cater for the particular 
needs of aspirant farmers. 
One of the key reasons many 
agricultural development 
programmes fail is that new 
farmers lack business skills. 

Farmers need to understand 
every aspect of how a 
business operates, from the 
principles of market research, 
to drawing up a business 
plan, planning production, 
managing a budget, cash 
flow and loans, and doing 
all the administration that 
a working farm requires. 

De Chavonnes Vrugt 
mentions the need for access 
to finance, and is quite 
correct. Farmers need to 
understand how to apply for 
loans and present a viable 
business plan, as well as ways 
in which to raise collateral, 
and how to ensure they can 

service their loans. They 
must learn to gain access to 
the distribution channels 
of more formal markets, 
where quantities and profits 
are higher. To satisfy these 
markets, they must learn how 
to supply quality produce 
consistently, year-round. 

Farming is vulnerable to 
many fluctuating conditions, 
such as volatile markets, 
extreme weather events, 
and shifts in consumer 
behaviour. Training must 
help aspirant farmers prepare 
for and understand the need 
to mitigate these risks as far 
as possible, as should the 
mentorship that needs to 
be available to graduates. 

It takes years to create an 
effective entrepreneur in any 
field. Farming is no different. 
Aspirant farmers need 
support for several years, 

as they learn to implement 
the theory they have learnt 
in the classroom. Both 
parties, mentor and farmer, 
must be committed for the 
long haul, to ensure that 
the farm becomes stable.

POST-TRAINING SUPPORT
Many commercial white 
farmers benefit from the 
knowledge of farming 
and access to agricultural 
networks of their fathers and 
grandfathers before them.

New farmers must build 
these networks from 
scratch. Post-training 
mentorship provides the 
steps on this ladder. 

There is no doubt that 
with the right post-training 
support, farmers have 
a far higher chance of 
successfully establishing 
viable farming enterprises. 

Our experience shows that 
all the elements described 
are necessary to empower 
aspirant farmers to run 
profitable farming businesses, 
rather than the subsistence 
farms that many of them 
are currently running. 

There is good reason 
to develop this model 
further in the interests of 
creating the jobs South 
Africans desperately need, 
because agriculture holds 
enormous potential. 

Training bodies need to 
work with government 
and the private sector 
to create these jobs.

The good news is that 
it is, indeed, possible, 
and much of this work 
is already underway.
Neil de Smidt, director of 
Buhle Farmers’ Academy
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Send your letters and photos to: Farmer’s Weekly, PO Box 1797, Pinegowrie 2123, SA, fax 011 889 0862, or email farmersweekly@caxton.co.za. 
The views and opinions expressed on the letters page do not necessarily reflect those of Farmer’s Weekly or Caxton.
Readers’ letters will be published and edited at the sole discretion of Farmer’s Weekly. 

In the article ‘Preparing for next season’s production 
cycle’ (FW, 24 June), the words ‘per year’ were 
omitted from the following sentence. The correct 
version is: “When the farm moved from crop to beef 
production, the Dannhausers gradually transformed 
4 000ha croplands into 300ha pasture per year.”

• Farmer’s Weekly has a high regard for factual 
accuracy and welcomes reader input.
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‘ IT TAKES YEARS TO CREATE AN 
EFFECTIVE ENTREPRENEUR IN ANY 

FIELD – FARMING IS NO DIFFERENT’ 


