BOTTOM LINE Smallholder Farmers

Farmer support that
makes a real difference
FarmSol partners with South African Breweries to support smallholder grain farmers across eight
provinces in South Africa. Aron Kole, managing director of FarmSol, spoke to Glenneis Kriel
about his company’s history and aims, as well as his personal journey in agriculture.
Why did this seem like a
good time to start FarmSol?

How did you become
involved in agriculture?

My love for agriculture started
at the age of 10, when I used
donkeys to plough the fields,
with a one-furrow plough, in my
rural village near Rustenburg
in North West. I did so for
an elderly, entrepreneurial
man called Ntate Seloko.

FarmSol was launched to meet
the huge need for emerging
farmer development support.
Our aim is to help grow the
collective power of smallholder
farmers to optimally unearth
and sustain the value that
agriculture presents to them.
The agriculture sector has
faced major challenges during
the 25 years since the end
of apartheid. The success of
the sector can only be truly
meaningful if emerging farmers
make a significant contribution
to South Africa’s agricultural
output, as their success is tied to
economic growth, food security,
agricultural sustainability
and rural development.

Has the journey into
agriculture been worth it?

Back in high school, people
told me I was wasting my
talents when they realised I
was working towards a career
in agriculture. But I’ve always
been drawn to agriculture; for
me, it’s not just a career, but
something of a calling, I suppose.
Once I understood the
mechanics of agriculture and the
positive impact it has on society,
I knew it was the way I wanted
to spend my life and make a
difference. Agriculture is true
wealth, not just because of what
you can gain from it, but what
you’re able to give because of it.

Tell us more about
your background.

I have over 15 years of
industry experience, working
at agribusinesses in the
private sector. Here I gained
intricate knowledge of both
the technical and management
sides of agriculture, as well
as good insights into driving
projects aimed at providing
solutions to smallholder
farmers in South Africa.
This experience is backed
by an MBA and strategic
leadership and advanced project
management qualifications.
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What is the objective
of the company?
I feel privileged and blessed to
be part of FarmSol. Agriculture
remains the best place and tool
to fight poverty and hunger.

Who started FarmSol?

South African Breweries
(SAB) launched FarmSol in
2016 through an enterprise
and supplier development
fund called the SAB Thrive
Fund. FarmSol was appointed
as an implementation partner
of SAB to provide support
services to emerging and
smallholder farmers under SAB’s
Go-Farming programme.
It was later appointed as
an implementing partner to
support SAB with its agricultural
development initiatives as part
of the ABInBev/SAB merger.

ABOVE:
Aron Kole is the
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of FarmSol.
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FarmSol aims to create sustained
value for the smallholder farmer,
all the way from the field to
household brands in the food
and beverages sector. We strive to
nurture dedicated individuals to
the point where they can thrive
independently as sustainable,
successful farmers who don’t have
to rely on grants or any form of
broad-based development support.

How does Farmsol’s
business model work?

To the grower, we provide value
through integrated agronomic
support services that combine
technology and the latest
developments to ensure that
current farming demands are met
with knowledge and confidence.
To the buyer, we facilitate a
connection to invest in growers,

who will grow products to
their specification, ensuring
cost saving and preserving
the identity of products.
FarmSol is the linkage that
connects the smallholder farmer
and the multinational in the
food and beverages sector.

What services do
you provide?

Besides project management,
we provide on-farm training
and tailor-made support
through our dedicated team of
mentors and agri specialists.
We help unlock and administer
loans to smallholder farmers
and negotiate offtake agreements,
where risks are mitigated
against under- or oversupply
of grain. Farmers are also
exposed to our experienced
technical partners, who assist
them with grain trading
and hedging instruments
to mitigate price risk.
In addition to this, FarmSol
offers VAT and administrative
support to beneficiaries.

FarmSol does much to
make new technology
more accessible to
smallholder farmers.
Why is access to new
technology so important?

To break out of the poverty trap
and farm on a commercial scale,
farmers need to adopt the latest
technology. Mechanisation isn’t
about the size of the equipment
or the biggest motor, but about
technology that allows a farmer
to be more precise, efficient
and safe, and that ultimately
increases farm profitability.
Mechanisation is becoming
increasingly important considering
the rising demand for greater
food production within a limited
time frame and as efficiently as
possible. Climate change is also
resulting in higher production
risks and shorter windows
of opportunities to plant.

How does FarmSol
render technology more
accessible to farmers?

SAB has invested in mechanisation
that uses precision agricultural
technology. FarmSol beneficiaries
have access to this technology,
and crops are carefully monitored
and farmers grouped into
the same production stages
to reduce costs and ensure
that crops are planted and
harvested at optimal times.

What are the qualifying
criteria for farmers who
want to participate in
the programme?

A farmer has to meet a
certain score to qualify for
the programme. Amongst
others, an applicant needs to
be a South African citizen, the
business entity should be at
least 51% black-owned, and the
applicant should be a bona fide
farmer actively participating
in agricultural production.

‘WE AIM TO
HELP EMERGING
FARMERS MAKE
A SIGNIFICANT
CONTRIBUTION
TO AGRI OUTPUT’
The main crops funded are in line
with SAB’s requirements, which
at this stage are barley, hops and
non-genetically modified yellow
maize. To qualify for our loans,
the farmer should have a solid
business plan indicating his or
her ability to repay the loan.
FarmSol recently entered into a
partnership with John Deere that
will expose our beneficiaries to
the company’s latest technology
and gain first-hand experience of
using it. We’re looking for more
partnership opportunities like this.

Who are your
beneficiaries and where
do they come from?

To date, FarmSol has supported
more than 520 farmers, of whom
183 are female. The variation in
South Africa’s climate provides
opportunities for beneficiaries

to plant a number of crops.
We have farmers producing
barley under irrigation in Taung
and Hartswater in North West
and near Jan Kempdorp in the
Northern Cape, and farmers
producing dryland barley in the
Bredasdorp and Swellendam
areas of the Western Cape. Our
beneficiaires are also growing
wheat, canola, oats, groundnuts
and maize in five other provinces.

How are farmers
remunerated?

During the previous season, we
paid profits of over R15 million
to more than 139 farmers, with
the average payout being about
R107 000. This income helps rural
communities become vibrant
economies and contributes to
poverty alleviation. It also helps
put a decent meal on the table,
especially considering that one
income-generating South African
has many people depending on
him or her for financial support.

What is your
competitive edge in the
development sector?

We boast the highest number
of agri specialists and mentors
appointed specifically to support
emerging farmers. Our support
is tailored around the needs
of the smallholder farmer.
We also provide the most
comprehensive development
support, focusing on providing
specific interventions that
help move a farmer through
various stages to becoming a
sustainable producer. We ensure
that the support provided
has measurable outcomes.

What are your plans
for the future?

We aim to expand our operations
beyond the SAB supply chain
to other fast-moving consumer
goods brands. This would enable
us to offer more opportunities
and accommodate more
farmers and procure crops
from broader communities.
• Email Aron Kole at
aron@farmsol.co.za. FW
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