FEATURE Empowerment

Community-first approach
ensures sustainability
‘No man is an island’, the saying goes, and this holds every bit as true for a farmer.
Schoonbee Landgoed relies on the surrounding community to provide both a workforce
and an enabling environment for its business, and this has led management to strategically
align the operation to benefit local community members. Lindi Botha reports.
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choonbee Landgoed,
situated in Groblersdal,
Limpopo, produces a wide
variety of citrus and table grapes
on 3 000ha of irrigated land.
The original farm was bought
by Gert Schoonbee about
60 years ago and run as a family
farm. In 2015, the business
started moving towards a
more corporate structure,
and introduced numerous
changes in the way it operated,
both in terms of production
and employee well-being.
To ensure year-round
employment for its workforce,
Schoonbee expanded the citrus
orchard by 4ha of citrus per
1ha of established grapes. With
the current 850ha of citrus and
380ha of grapes, 500 people
can be employed permanently
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and a further 2 000 have work
for 10 months of the year.
Gert Upton, Schoonbee’s senior
manager for marketing and sales,
says the business procures as
much labour as possible locally.
“It’s very important to us to
make a social impact in our area
and ensure our people can look
after their own families. For
every one person we employ, they
support a further four people.
Effectively, we support about
10 000 people in this area.”
Managing director, Ista Upton,
agrees that the company’s
long-term sustainability is
directly linked to the socioeconomic conditions of the
surrounding communities.
“Identifying vital leverage
points in the community where
we can play a role in supporting
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community development
and creating sustainable job
opportunities are some of our
key objectives,” she says.
To this end, the company is
involved in several projects with
the surrounding communities.

PEACE TABLE GRAPES

In 2007, the Limpopo
Department of Agriculture
and Rural Development

established Rahlagane
Table Grapes Agricultural
Primary Co-operative (RTG)
to create employment in the
communities near Schoonbee.
Although the initiative received
mentorship from government, by
2014 it had become apparent that
there was a need for a commercial
partner to address challenges
such as securing production
capital, gaining the expertise
to produce world-class table
grapes, and accessing markets.
A lack of accreditation and
infrastructure further threatened
the viability of the initiative.
Schoonbee Landgoed became
that commercial partner, and
in 2015 established Peace
Table Grapes, with the main
objective being skills transfer.
Peace Table Grapes actively
manages 10ha of grapes, and
the goal for next year is to gain
permits from government and
the local community to double
current capacity. Schoonbee
Landgoed has implemented a
number of strategic changes
to cultivate a more cohesive
production unit. Seven RTG
beneficiaries were given training
on table grape production,

FAST FACTS
BELOW:
The HalleluYah clinic
staff (from left):
Stephanie Fouché
(administration
assistant), Filda
Mokobake (primary
healthcare
practitioner), and
Rosemary Seepe
(general assistant).
BOTTOM:
Schoonbee staff
members (from
left): Gert Upton
(senior manager
for marketing and
sales), Charlene
Upton (marketing
consultant),
Cornelia van Zyl
(community
enablement
manager), Ista
Upton (managing
director), Gert
Schoonbee
(director), and
Kobus Visagie
(general manager
of the Waitrose
Foundation in SA).
BELOW RIGHT:
Executive manager
Arnold van der Walt
inspects citrus
trees with Jonas
Chauke, a junior
manager, as part
of the practical
mentorship
programmes
at Schoonbee
Landgoed.

• A community-driven approach has helped to ensure a stable, motivated
workforce at Schoonbee Landgoed.
• With the help of the Waitrose Foundation, the farm opened an on-site
clinic to ensure optimal health and productivity for workers.
• Mentorships and internships are provided to the local community.

and an Internet connection
was installed to streamline
communication systems.
Upton admits that transferring
skills is time-consuming and a
big commitment if done properly.
“You can’t upskill and empower
someone through a quick process
of showing them a few pictures
of what’s expected. Everyone is
on a different level, so it requires
multiple approaches. It takes time,
but that’s the difference between
really empowering people and
simply ticking a few boxes just
to get the BEE scorecard.”
Moreover, when embarking
on a mentorship programme, it
is important to see it through.
“You must take their hand and
walk the long road together. You
must have a vested interest and
actually expect nothing in return.
Doing any kind of charitable
work or mentoring must come
from a desire to make a change,
and not as an obligation.”

Senior grapes manager, André
van Niekerk, visits the project
weekly to provide support to
the on-site production team.
Together with representatives
from Laeveld Agrochem,
Schoonbee Landgoed’s scouts
regularly assess the condition of
the grape orchards to ensure that
the correct variety and quantity
of sprays are administered.
Fertiliser company Omnia
supports them with soil fertility
management and plant nutrition.
“These visits create the
opportunity for real-time
training and knowledge
sharing,” says Van Niekerk.
He adds that investing in
agricultural infrastructure has
been crucial for productivity.
“The construction of a 6 000m³
dam has been a critical turning
point for the operational team,
ensuring a continuous water
supply. It has allowed for time
and energy previously dedicated
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to the daily extraction of water
to be focused on cultivating
the best possible crop by
implementing tactical pruning
and orchard sanitation practices.”
Schoonbee Landgoed has
also assisted the co-operative to
comply with global accreditation
standards, helping to ensure
its sustainability. During the
2017/2018 production season, the
crop was packed and marketed
alongside Schoonbee’s produce
to local and global markets.
This has also enabled the
Peace Table Grapes business
to leverage off relationships
with suppliers and receive
greater rates and terms.

‘OUR CLINIC
HAS UNCOVERED
MANY ISSUES;
ONE WOMAN
DIDN’T KNOW SHE
HAD DIABETES’
Of even more significance, the
success of the project has been
to prove that entities previously
dependent on government and
commercial partners can become
self-sufficient and profitable.
Rebecca Lentsoane, a
representative of RTG, says that
the investment of time and effort
by both RTG and Schoonbee has
yielded positive results, with a
harvest of 22 000 cartons (4,5kg
each) for the 2017/2018 season.
“During the current season,
the project managed to
create 88 jobs,” she says.

BETTER PRIMARY
HEALTHCARE

With the help of the Waitrose
Foundation, Schoonbee Landgoed
recently opened the HalleluYah
Primary Health Care Clinic
to look after the well-being of
their 2 500-strong workforce.
The 250m² clinic has two
consulting rooms and a
dispensary carrying primary
healthcare medication.
It delivers healthcare services,
manages and refers injuries
on duty, and monitors the
health of employees. Plans
are also afoot for the clinic to
eventually become a pick-up
point for chronic medication,
as employees can wait for up to
two days to collect medication
at the government clinic.
The Waitrose Foundation
collaborates with farmers to
better the lives of their
farmworkers. It set up a Waitrose
committee with Schoonbee
Landgoed after it was established
that the farmworkers needed
a clinic close by that could
provide primary healthcare.
According to Schoonbee
Landgoed’s community
enablement manager, Cornelia
van Zyl, the clinic saves time
and costs, reduces absenteeism,
and increases staff well-being
and productivity. Twenty
employees are checked daily
for baseline vitals, a brief
30-minute procedure.
“We’ve uncovered many
issues that could have had
an adverse effect had there
been no intervention. One
woman had extremely high

BELOW:
Schoonbee
Landgoed
structures the
citrus and grape
packhouse
schedule to
ensure year-round
employment.

blood sugar and wasn’t even
aware she had diabetes.
“We can also empower [our
employees] with knowledge
about their health and nutrition
so they can make better choices.
Sometimes it’s small things,
like covering your mouth
when you cough or sneeze and
washing your hands regularly,
that make a big difference.”
Van Zyl says the clinic
helps to create a culture that
views the person and the
physical body as important.
“Most of the work is
physical, so it’s important
that people feel healthy.”
Upton concludes: “In a
business like this, people are
our most important asset.
You can mechanise as much
as you like, but you still need
people. We must be able
to create an environment
where people from the next
generations want to work, and
they feel safe and valued.”
• Email Schoonbee Landgoed
at info@schoonbee.co.za, or
phone 013 262 4000. FW

▪

A head start for young people entering the workforce
Schoonbee Landgoed has instituted an
internship programme to provide the
youth with opportunities to acquire
work experience and skills in the
various departments of the farm.
Internships are offered for a year,
initially at the minimum wage and later
for more, depending on candidates’
progress. The farm hosts a total of
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17 interns from a number of South
African universities. They meet weekly
with the senior manager, and transparent
feedback is provided, crucial information
shared, projects assigned, clear
deliverables set and evaluations done.
The internships offer two benefits to
the company: they challenge the existing
systems by bringing in new perspectives,

and they allow Schoonbee Landgoed
to scout for potential employees.
“We have the opportunity to closely
evaluate the skills of these students and
graduates’ work ethic as interns, and their
rapport with the Schoonbee culture, so
we can decide whether to bring them
on as an employee down the line,” says
human resources manager Robert Soka.

