Sizwe Magagula

hat we did not know was the world was about

to change for the worse when COVID-19 hit
the globe, freezing international travel and restrict-
ing gatherings for people. Some organisations had to
close doors temporarily to comply with government
protocols on COVID-19. Some of those companies
will never open their doors again - the impact was
simply too severe.

Agriculture on the other hand became an over-
night flavour, as one of the few industries allowed to
keep their doors open. Suddenly, everyone realised
that when the chips are down, you only need a farm-
er. The impact of COVID-19, however, has been felt
by industry as we were preparing to pop champagne,
celebrating access to the markets stated earlier.

Efforts to get governments to relax the inspection
regime in light of the travel restriction, did not bear
any fruit. As a result, we do not have the access we
had hoped for. Hope is not lost, however. The CEO
and SAAGA’s technical team continue to work hard to
make sure that these agreements are finalised.

With the departure of SAMAC three years ago,
there was a lot of uncertainty among the Subtrop
personnel and doubt among members whether Sub-
trop would be viable and by implication that SAAGA
would be left to carry most of the costs, thus placing
the financial burden on SAAGA members. There were
questions whether SAAGA should not follow suit and
stand on its own as a result. There was a move to
give assurance that the structure would be sustain-
able financially and, that for government relations, it
made the umbrella body carry a stronger voice.

One of the benefits pointed out was that the exit
of SAMAC would free up the CEQO’s time to focus on
the SAAGA strategic issues which had been clearly out-
lined. I am happy to say that these benefits have been
realised. Subtrop has been able to reorganise and build
a strong and stable team of people to support SAAGA’s
strategic objectives. The Association is now in a much
stronger position financially, with a strong balance
sheet to cover members should a need arise.

The financial reserves built over the years unlock
the opportunity for SAAGA to invest in key strategic
projects to gain market access in Asia and America.
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When | addressed you this time last year, | was confident that
SAAGA would have gained access to at least two markets, India
and Japan, and that access to China would have been advanced,

following the granting of market access for SA pears by China. As
you would recall, avocados are placed next in the queue after pears.

Mr Magagula sadly passed away in 2021 during the COVID pandemic

With the appointment of the Transformation Coordi-
nator, we have begun to invest in emerging grower
development programmes to ensure greater partici-
pation of black farmers in industry.

Some of the exciting transformation projects are
the One Hectare project, which is the development
of a hectare of avocado on emerging growers’ land.
It is aimed at teaching, developing and transforming
emerging avocado growers. The project will also be
used to link growers, inputs providers, packhouses,
government offices and other stakeholders. The par-
tial funding of infrastructure and inputs of SAAGA
Cost Sharing at 50/50, is another innovative project
that has been rolled out to lend financial support to
emerging farmers. SAAGA’s partnership with Prokon
to train emerging growers in the Levubu area on fruit
maturity is yielding positive results.

The new initiative of linking emerging growers
to mentors is a project that will undoubtedly grow
the industry — we challenge other members to avail
themselves to mentor emerging black farmers.

We believe that building a strong pipeline of young
people in industry is pivotal. SAAGA has moved to
partner with Stellenbosch University and sponsored
the horticulture department to introduce a subtropi-
cal fruit production course to channel some of the
horticulture students towards the subtropical indus-
try. This was successfully implemented.

SAMAC was also invited to come on board to con-
tribute towards this project, and they enthusiastically
came to the party. We will continue to invest in this
project as part of the industry’s sustainable develop-
ment initiatives.

Local market development is one of the strategic
pillars for the Association. SAAGA has increased in-
vestment in local market development to grow local
consumption of avocado as one of the ways to miti-
gate the single market risk that the industry faces.

Strengthening government relations was one of
the things we said we would undertake, for better
coordination of market access efforts. SAAGA's mem-
bership in Fruit South Africa through Subtrop ensures
that the industry is well represented at Fruit South
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Africa level. We have seen a lot of initiatives to
strengthen government relations through this
platform. I am hopeful that soon this partnership
will lead us to the conclusion of access to the two
markets, India and Japan.

We cannot talk about the industry and not re-
fer to the technical support role SAAGA plays in
supporting growers to manage export risks, to
support market access led research, yield im-
provement and overall quality improvement re-
search. Dr James Mehl has been instrumental in
developing the technical division to respond to
the Association’s and growers’ needs. We thank
James for his sterling contribution.

My term as Chairman came to an end. Clive
Garrett takes over from here. I will remain on the
SAAGA Board as a past Chairman for the next
two years. I would like to thank Derek Donkin for
the leadership role he played, especially during
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the uncertain time of SAMAC's exit — he has now built a
formidable, balanced team in Subtrop that looks after
the members’ interests well.

I would like to thank Johan Benadé for the seamless
supply of financial information which we do not take for
granted. Thank you to the unsung heroes and heroines
in the Subtrop office. I want to thank the Board mem-
bers who helped me to drive the Association agenda.
It has been an absolute pleasure to lead a team of this
calibre. It is a unique opportunity that I will treasure
for many years to come. I want to thank the grow-
ers for challenging and supporting this leadership at all
times. The Association is over the difficult times and is
stronger than ever. We can only grow from here.
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