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‘Leadership in action’ is such a powerful statement, 
and depicts an agricultural sector, with untapped, 
but not unnoticed potential at all levels. It provides a 
clear step away from the perception of ‘farm work-
ers’ as just farm workers, and highlights the role the 
collective plays in shaping the current and future 
generations on and off farms.

Leadership in its simplest form, means to lead by ex-
ample and to be the role model in a community, a 
business and a society. In this collection we celebrate 
the agri workers that stood up, and said ‘Here I am’ 
with pride and conviction. They showed that being in 
any employment, no matter which level of an agricul-
tural enterprise, creates the opportunities to grow. It 
also showcases the sector’s finest, of whom we can 
be proud of.

On the other hand ‘in action’ means that the agri 
workers are on the move, or rather they are mov-
ers and shakers for a sector, that often finds itself 
battling the negative perceptions and stigmas, and 
they can (and will) create the momentum to change 
perceptions and challenge the status quo. The agri 
worker winners make a formidable group of individu-
als and a team to tackle the negativity of the sector.

The Western Cape Department of Agriculture salutes 
these men and women, who stand as a testament of 
determination, dedication and sheer love of agricul-
ture and leaders in the agricultural sector. Better to-
gether, the agri workers, farmers, retailers  and gov-
ernment reflect a challenging and changing sector, 
making sure we have food.

INTRODUCTION
Joyene Isaacs, Head of Department





FOREWORD
Minister Alan Winde, Western Cape Minister 

of Economic Opportunities

The stories featured in this edition of Abundant Har-
vest showcase the shifting perceptions of agricultur-
al work.

Part of this process was renaming the Farmworker 
of the Year competition to the 2016 Western Cape 
Prestige Agri Awards.

There is a stigma attached to the idea of agriculture 
work, shaped in part by the legacies of the past. 

Challenges still remain in the sector and that is why 
when I received the portfolio of agriculture, I was 
committed to restoring dignity and respect to this 
profession.

Agriculture is an economic powerhouse in the prov-
ince, employing over 150 000 people. Our high-qual-
ity products are in demand across the world.

Through our Project Khulisa growth strategy we are 
seeking to add up to 100 000 jobs to the agri-pro-
cessing sector. This is significant for agriculture, with 
its backward link to agri-processing.

Agricultural workers have to benefit from this pro-
jected growth, and they need the skills to be able to 
take advantage of opportunities in this sector. This 
is a priority of mine.

I am encouraged by the profiles included in this pub-
lication. Past winners such as Jerome Thomas pro-
vide valuable feedback on how we can continue to 
improve our support to the winners of the competi-
tion, through assistance with starting agri-business 
ventures.

Together, we will work with our partners such the 
Agri Workers Prestige Forum, to build a strong and 
united agriculture sector.



GROW LEADERS
PRESTIGIOUS AWARDS 

T
he Western Cape Prestige Agri Awards (pre-

viously the Farm Worker of the Year Com-

petition) has become a bastion on the labour 

landscape of agriculture in the Western Cape, laud-

ing those who work the land, those without whose 

physical effort there would be little or no food on the 

plates of the citizens of South Africa.  

From humble beginnings in 2002 it has shown in-

credible momentum – its inspiration circling through-

out the province and touching lives on hundreds of 

farms. In 2002 Elsa Jordaan and the Hex River Valley 

Table Grape Association initiated a competition for 

agri workers from their region and received a total 

of 36 entries.

 “I grew up in the Karoo and always had a deep re-

spect and appreciation for agri workers’ strong faith, 

extreme perseverance and their unique sense of hu-

mour,” remembers Elsa. 
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“When Sanlam approached me with a sponsorship 

for a Farmer of the Year competition in the Hex Val-

ley, I asked that we rather organise a competition for 

agri workers.” Three years later the Western Cape 

Department of Agriculture joined this venture as a 

sponsor and since then it has developed into the flag-

ship project of the Department’s sub-programme for 

agri worker development.

“Agri workers represent an employment catego-

ry often looked upon with disdain; seen as a job for 

those without any other opportunities and the lowest 

of educations,” says Danie Niemand, director of agri 

worker development. “We’ve been working hard to 

change this image, to help create a platform for agri 

workers to speak out, and a safe place for produc-

er and agri worker to engage openly. The Western 

Cape Prestige Agri Awards has at its core a focus to 

acknowledge agri workers for their invaluable con-

tribution to agriculture and to change the way they 

view themselves. At the same time, we’ve seen the 

perception of producers change.”

The competition awards agri workers the opportu-

nity to showcase their skills and abilities in various 

categories, including general worker, tractor driver, 

administrative personnel, animal production, tech-

nical operator, irrigation specialist, social develop-

ment (crèches, health work, etc.), agri-processing, 

foreman, junior management and middle manage-

ment. An additional category for the entrant with the 

best potential for future achievement was recently 

added.  Workers first compete at regional level and 

winners are honoured during various regional events 

with prizes including certificates, trophies, monetary 

rewards, and training and travelling opportunities. 

Shoprite are the valuable sponsor of the competition, 

enabling the department to continue to host this 

competition and to award significant prizes for the 

winners.

2010

Christo Somers

2011

Sageas McKenna

2008

Joseph Plaatjies



Thereafter, these winners compete provincially for 

the honour of being heralded the Western Cape Agri 

worker of the Year.  “The whole process has been 

designed to build self-esteem and to unite people,” 

says Danie. “On the one hand the initial process of 

entering brings the producer and the agri worker to-

gether, while the interviews demand a next level of 

confidence from the entrants.” The interviews at this 

level include questions regarding BEE, communica-

tion, labour law, transformation and productivity, as 

well as agriculture related social and health matters.  

Joy van Biljon from the Koue Bokkeveld Training 

Centre is very enthusiastic about the agri awards. 

“I’ve been in charge of organising the Witzenberg re-

gional prestige awards since 2005 and over a 1000 

agri workers have taken part since then,” she says. 

“The competition is effectively breaking down the 

negative perception of agri workers. We all thrive on 

acknowledgement, don’t we! We believe, however, 

that the competition cannot exist in isolation and that 

agricultural associations, producers and agri workers 

have to work together to bring about the necessary 

changes.”   

According to Danie Niemand it has not always been 

plain sailing: “In the beginning some producers were 

sceptical about the intentions of the competition,” he 

says. “But they soon saw that winners became men-

tors and the value of the competition really lies there-

in that there are actually no winners and losers in the 

strict sense of the word – only inspired people, aim-

ing higher.” One of the other obstacles was that there 

was a feeling that only those with higher education 

had a chance to win. “We brought in the category for 

the entrant with the best potential and decided to 

scrap the category for senior management to make 

sure we give agri workers from all levels an equal op-

portunity.”

The Prestige Agri Worker Forum is another worthy 

outcome of the process. All provincial winners join 

this group who regularly meets with the provincial 

MEC to raise and consult regarding issues related to 

agri workers.  Members of the forum are held in high 

esteem as they are often requested to deliver moti-

vational speeches at agri worker events.

2013

Kolie Paulse

2012

Wimpie Paulse
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“Unfortunately other provinces have not yet grasped 

the magnitude of the positive impact that this com-

petition has on the various role-players in agricul-

ture,” says Danie. “It has always been our dream that 

others would follow in our footsteps so that agri 

workers all over the country can have a chance to 

grow as we’ve seen happen here.” 

The Western Cape Prestige Agri Awards in essence 

shines a spotlight of honour on the career of an agri 

worker – thanking them for their contribution to-

wards the sustainability and growth of agriculture in 

this province. 

“We salute you!”

2015

Alexious Shoko

FACTS & FIGURES

36 entries 
1 region

2002

1 245 entries 
15 regions

2016

Total agri workers entered to date: 

9 369 (Nine thousand three hundred and sixty nine)

Number of categories: 

11 (Eleven)

Overall winner’s prize: 

R20 000 cash, Shoprite voucher to the value of  
R20 000, trophy, iPad Air to the value of R10 000 + 
data to the value of R1 000 and an overseas study 
tour to the value of R60 000. 

In addition: 

Inclusion in the Prestige Agri Worker Forum which 
meets with the Minister of Economic Opportunities 
quarterly.

You could say that we help manage the 
competition; we give direction and serve as 
mouth piece for the workers. We are mak-
ing a contribution towards the future and 

growth of agri workers as a group and aim 
to continuously improve the image of 

agriculture

“

In 2015, following a voting process, it was unani-

mously decided to change the term farm worker to 

AGRI WORKER. The name of the competition was 

also changed from “Farmworker of the Year” to  

WESTERN CAPE PRESTIGE AGRI AWARDS.
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TO DO MORE
I HAVE THE ENERGY 

A
lexious (Alex) Shoko’s walk with agriculture 
has taken him on interesting, but often try-
ing paths. Though life almost had him change 

direction, his love of the land eventually guided him 
to his current position on the management board of 
the thriving Mouton Valley Farm in Piket-Bo-Berg. 

Alex’s grandfather was a cook for a farmer in Zim-
babwe and his father obtained a certificate in agri-
culture and worked as farm manager and later an 
extension officer. Despite his initial desire to have a 
job that would have him driving a bakkie like the ex-
tension officer that visited his father when he was in 

primary school, his aptitude for science turned his 
interest to engineering. In the end, agriculture won 
and Alex completed a 2-year certificate in agricul-
ture. “This was a time when agriculture in Zimbabwe 
was still flourishing, there were good rains and har-
vests and the training was of a high standard,” he 
says. 

Upon completion of his studies Alex worked as a 
teacher, teaching agriculture and science for a while, 
but soon chose to return to college for another two 
years, graduating with a diploma in agriculture. 
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Again he was railroad from becoming an extension 
officer when he was offered a position as farm man-
ger on a farm growing maize, tobacco and raising 
cattle. “I enjoyed the challenge.”

In 1996 he joined the government’s Ministry of Na-
tional Affairs and Cooperative Development as a co-
operative officer responsible for farm management 
of the numerous cooperative farms. Government, 
and consequently Alex, was responsible to train and 
help the beneficiaries to develop their enterprises.

The opportunities in agriculture was abundant and 
in 2000 Alex once again exchanged his position 
for that of a farm manager, “but two years later the 
land reform process started, commercial farms were 
given to emerging farmers, and I lost my job.” He 
returned to the Department of Agritechs as an ex-
tension officer until 2007, when the dire economic 
situation in his country forced Alex and his wife to 
search for greener pastures in South Africa. “Due to 
inflation, one pair of shoes was the only thing I could 
buy with my last salary.” For a while Alex, who des-
perately wanted to once again apply his experience 
and skills in the agricultural sector, had to work as a 
‘dugga boy’ in Johannesburg. 

After a stint as gardener and a short contract at a 
nursery, Alex applied for a position of gardener ad-
vertised by the farm neighbouring his current em-
ployer. “I bought the FarmersWeekly every week to 
look for relevant jobs,” he shares. “It was such a relief 
to at least work on a farm once again! I was now 
able to support my family in Zimbabwe.” (His chil-
dren were still in a boarding school there.) 

Within four months, Alex obtained a position as team 
supervisor on the neighbouring Mouton Valley Farm.  

In Grade 5 I decided I would one day be an agricultural extension 
officer. The reason then: an extension officer visited my father 

and I was impressed that he drove a bakkie. 

“
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“They must have recognised my skills and proposed 
that I help look for contract workers and then su-
pervise them,” he explains. “By the end of the year I 
was managing two teams of 16 men each, and soon 
eight teams and then eight supervisors whom I had 
to manage.”

“I knew about the competition, but did not consider 
myself worth competing. In 2015 my manager, Rik-
us, nominated me and although I was hesitant, I de-
cided to try. Winning on regional level encouraged 

me to go forward.” About the competition he says, 
“Everything is being done in an honest and trans-
parent way; the panel asked fair questions and the 
member who introduced me, made me feel comfort-
able and confident.” 

“And then it was the gala dinner – such a splendid 
event!” he remembers.  “Before they announced my 
name I was really thinking that the one who will win 
is very fortunate and I was keen to know who this 
person would be. I had no hope that it would be me. 

I now have friends all over the Province! The composition of competitors – 
coloured, white, women, men, Xhosa, Sotho, and Zimbabwean – 

builds a connection between people with the same purpose: productivity. 
There is no segregation in participation – 

it reflects the balance of the real agricultural society. 

“



Suddenly they called my name – I jumped and ran. 
Really honestly, I’ve never seen myself so happy! I 
was really moved. Every day when I remember that 
image of me on stage, I can see it is possible for 
me to be happy to that extent. I felt honoured that 
people noticed my contribution to the agricultural 
industry.”

According to Alex the competition has greatly con-
tributed to the relationship between workers and 
farmers. “It made me realise that Mouton Valley is a 
company who values and supports me – everyone 
saw that. I tell everyone that my winning is a result of 
the training they provided me with, the mentorship 
of people such as Jan van Wyk (a previous winner) 
and the general way in which this farm’s manage-
ment treats their workers.”

Alex’s prize for claiming the overall winning position 
in 2015 included a significant cash amount and a vis-
it to an international agricultural conference held in  

India.  “Researchers, lecturers, officials and produc-
ers from different countries gathered to discuss 
problems and to identify a way forward,” he shares. 
“The exposure to the international agricultural com-
munity, the different ideas and solutions offered 
opened my eyes. I’ve been working in agriculture for 
some 24 years and thought that I had done enough. 
After the conference I realised I’m still young; I felt 
rejuvenated and now I have to learn and achieve 
more; I still have time to make a difference.” Alex is 
consequently determined to obtain his Agric Mas-
ter’s degree. 

“I have the ability and the energy to do it! The com-
petition has not only changed my life, my whole fam-
ily now feels that they can achieve more.” 

“I have a passion for agriculture – I feel that I can 
make a contribution, I cannot do anything outside of 
this wonderful sector.” 
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AMBASSADOR
AGRICULTURAL

A 
conversation with André Thops confirms that 
he is the ideal spokesperson for agriculture. 
Not only is he well-spoken (perhaps due to his 

experience as a teacher), but he has had exposure 
to being a farmer, has worked in primary and sec-
ondary agriculture and has a first-hand experience 
of transformation as one of the first coloured farm 
managers in the Valley.  

During his four-year term as a teacher, he did holi-
day work for Boetie Auret, a De Doorns farmer. “In 

1994 Boetie approached me regarding a permanent 
position,” he says.

“He truly was a pioneer in the Valley; he attached 
no value to the issue of race-related capacity and 
I managed one of his farms for him.” A table grape 
diploma at Elsenburg (3 years distance learning with 
experiential training on the farm), various courses 
presented by Jan and Eunice Avenant, as well as a 
bursary for HR training from The Netherlands gov-
ernment prepared André for his career change.



In addition to working with Boetie Auret, André 
farmed John Dycey’s farm and was farm manager 
for Fanie Swarts. “Although I thoroughly enjoyed 
the challenges of this sector, I knew that primary 
agriculture would not be my life. For a while I owned 
a farm in the Valley and farmed with olives, but later 
sold the land in favour of renting land.” André’s skills 
set and his vast experience enables him to make 
an instrumental contribution on various platforms: 
he acts as board member of the Elsenburg College 
Board; he is a director of the De Doorns Wine Cellar 
and vice chairperson of the Hex Valley Water Users’ 
Association.

In 2004 Elsa Jordaan, the ’mother‘ of this competi-
tion, convinced him to participate. “She simply never 
took ‘no’ for an answer,” he remembers. “The prize 
money was a mere R500, but then, the value of the 
competition has never been about the money.” An-
dré adds that the acknowledgement one receives is 
invaluable: “The media attention and the feedback 
from fellow community members and industry role 
players confirm that you are doing something right. 
It gives one a psychological advantage, a standing, 
a legitimate voice.” At that stage André was already 
training other farmers in the area.

The benefits of this competition is not only visible 
in the lives of the winners. “You can clearly see the 
growth that has taken place when someone en-
ters for a second time,” he says. “People embrace 
the process of benchmarking them against others 
on their level and then improving where they real-
ise they can.” He feels satisfied with the measure of 
participation by women: “One sees that women – 
even in the deeper rural areas of the province – are 
increasingly signing up for training courses. 

Die kompetisie het gemaak dat ek meer verantwoordelik 
voel teenoor landbou: ek moet nou rolmodel wees in alle 

opsigte – nie net praat nie, maar doen!
‘n Wenner het volgelinge wat kyk wat hy doen.

“
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They can now enter (and excel) in any of the tradi-
tionally male categories.” 

For the Western Cape Department of Agriculture’s 
programme for farm worker support and devel-
opment André has much praise: “Danie Niemand’s 
sub-programme is a well-oiled machine. The com-
petition is approached scientifically to make sure no 
one is treated unfairly or favoured in some way.”

As often-time judge on provincial level, André ex-
periences that candidates are increasingly well-pre-
pared for the interviews. “Their level of work-relat-
ed knowledge and general knowledge of the sector 
and the economy have undoubtedly improved. The 
questions that were asked five years ago are almost 
irrelevant today – the organisers have kept it chal-
lenging. 

Entrants now have to know why something is being 
done, not merely how it should be done. They have 

to understand the consequences of all they do on 
the farm.”

He admits that there remains a margin allowing for 
improvement:  “In time we’d like to see white agri 
workers also participate in the competition, but the 
name and origin of the competition have, and will 
most probably still, exclude this group.” Another 
challenge is the fact that most often the overall win-
ner is the winner of a management category. “It is in 
essence understandable for these are most often the 
people with higher levels of business acumen, are 
comfortable expressing themselves and easily slips 
into the role of agricultural ambassador, but perhaps 
we can resolve this creatively.”

Further studies are now on the cards for André (in 
addition to time spent on his successful online wine 
sales business). “It seems everything that I do inevi-
tably keeps me involved in agriculture in some way. 
Agriculture has been good to me.”

The name change from Farmworker of the Year to 
Prestige Agri Awards will hopefully make the 

competition ‘colourless’. 

“
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HORIZONS
NEW

”Y
ou and me, sitting across from each oth-
er in the Wimpy, drinking coffee – this is 
an example of what the competition has 

changed for me,“ says Antonie Visagie, overall win-
ner of the 2005 round of the Agri Worker competi-
tion, during our interview. 

Antonie grew up as the son of agri workers. “I grew 
up in a different era, opportunities were fewer and 
leadership positions on farms weren’t available for 
us. 

“You might have other dreams, but you start helping 
out on the farm and you realise the work is interest-
ing. Something holds you back and then you realise 
… this is your place, you love it.” 

Antonie reminisces about the 1980’s when leading 
farmers in the Hex Valley started the transformation 
process where employment equity is concerned. 
“The Dicey’s were some of the first farmers to start 
the change, even before ‘transformation’ was a 
term,” he says. “But Ian Dicey had vision. 

The competition takes you to a new level. Your whole family has to 
adapt to the new image. Yes, you enjoy a certain amount of fame, 

but simultaneously a huge responsibility to set an example. 

“
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He opened my eyes for the responsibility of 
leading; of taking ownership. 

Those days one was quite uncomfortable 
when you were raised to a position of lead-
ership,” he says. “At one stage I was even my 
own father’s supervisor. You can imagine how 
that went down when I had to return to our 
family home at night!” He smiles broadly.

Training at Kromme Rhee opened up horizons 
for Antonie. “I had the practical knowledge 
about farming, but now, through the added 
theoretical exposure, I discovered greater 
possibilities of a career in agriculture and I 
wanted to learn more and more.” 

Antonie’s tryst with the competition first 
came in 2002 when he participated and won 
the middle management category. In 2005 
the competition had expanded to a prov-
ince-wide level and Antonie entered again 
and won the position of overall winner. At 
that stage, and up to 2009, he worked at  
Mooigezicht Estates: “I benefited tremen-
dously from the knowledge and guidance of 
owners Stephanus and Francois Rossouw.”  

“I never really imagined the consequences of 
winning such a competition,” he says. “You 
win and suddenly it’s in the newspapers and 
AgriTV approaches you and you have to de-
liver speeches all over – naturally I was a bit 
stressed, even overwhelmed!”

A win is secondary to the growth
“Upon winning this competition, one receives 
great job propositions and it is quite natu-
ral for your employer to feel threatened. Of 
course he has invested in you and wouldn’t 
want to lose you. It is very important that you 
keep the relationship healthy and open.” 

Through the competition I have 
been given a voice. And I use it.

“
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According to Antonie, not coming first in this com-
petition is only negative when you enter with the 
wrong expectations. “See this always firstly as an 
opportunity to improve yourself – then even just 
being nominated equals a win. Remember, here you 
can benchmark yourself against people from all ag-
ricultural industries across the province! The stand-
ard of the entries and the difficulty level of interview 
questions have undoubtedly increased, but our peo-
ple are now more ready than ever to handle this!”

“The competition opens up a whole new world. You 
experience, think and reason about and come to un-
derstand a whole range of new things. 

Your life changes. And then you come back to the 
Valley and you share what you’ve seen and heard 
and learnt with those around you. You start inspiring 
others about all the opportunities in agriculture.”

“The competition has undoubtedly improved the re-
lationship – and communication – between employer 
and employee on farms, and relationships and per-
ceptions within the broader community have also 
been touched.”

Antonie embraces the new horizons that the chang-
ing landscape of agriculture, including this worthy 
competition, have offered him. “I have been given a 
voice and I use it.”
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HER MARK
QUIETLY MAKING

B
ehind Cathleen (Cathy) Beerwinkel’s seeming-
ly demure demeanour one finds a strong and 
opinionated woman who has always known 

what she wants from life, and has steadily but surely 
grafted a career in the Hex Valley.

“I was born on the farm Arbeid Adelt,” Cathy remi-
nisces. “My single-parent mother was an agri work-
er and although she made sure we finished matric, 
there was no money for further studies. Even though 
this was an environment I was familiar with, I desper-
ately wanted to rather be a nurse or a secretary. 

After a stint of six months in Wellington to see if I 
could work and save for my studies, I had to return 
to the farm – no luck.” 

Her uncle and aunt was ‘foremen’ on a neighbouring 
farm and offered her a job working in the vineyards. 
“I helped a bit with the admin of keeping the attend-
ance documentation up to date, but had to be part 
of the team. I wasn’t good with this physical work 
of pruning: it was cold and difficult and when I fell 
behind my cousin had to help me keep up.”



One evening she shared her frustrations with her 
aunt. “It wasn’t that I was scared of working, but I 
so desperately wanted to be a secretary.” They ap-
proached the owner for financial assistance to en-
able Cathy to study at the Worcester College. “Mr 
Coetzer was so eager to help me and in 1993 I en-
rolled for the trade secretarial certificate course (NQ 
level 4).” Following Cathy’s excellent first term re-
sults, Coetzer decided to turn the initial loan into a 
sponsorship. Casual weekend work at a local retailer 
covered her books and commuting expenses. Her 
return to the agricultural sector came when Johan 

Naude (owner of Naudesia farm) offered Cathy of-
fice space to handle the administrative needs of the 
Workers’ Forum,  formed when the Landelike Stig-
ting (Rural Foundation) was disbanded. “Initially I 
knew very little about labour law, but through inter-
action with and training from Landelike Regstudies 
(Rural Legal Studies) I quickly learned about the Ba-
sic Conditions of Employment Act, ESTA and other 
issues influencing farm labourers.” Soon Cathy was 
also being chosen for different relevant committees 
like the Cancer Association and the school govern-
ing body. 

Daar bestaan so ‘n spangees tussen die werkgewer 
en werknemer, en ek glo, persoonlike groei aan albei 
kante. Ons beweeg nader aan mekaar en is nie meer 

so skaam om met mekaar te praat nie.  

“
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However, she needed more permanency in terms 
of employment and in July 1998 Naudé appointed 
Cathy in a permanent position handling reception, 
wages, employment equity, and training and perfor-
mance evaluation issues, working with seven farm 
supervisors. 

In 2002 Naudesia was one of the first 36 farms to 
compete in the newly established Farm Worker of 
the Year Competition. The initial three categories 
(general worker, middle and junior management) 
excluded Cathy from competing, “but Mary Hane-
kom from our farm won 3rd place that year,” says 
Cathy.  “In 2003 I asked that they create a category 
for administrative workers on farms and in 2004 I 
could compete.” Cathy came second, but her deter-
mined personality had her coming back in 2005 for 
a win. Cathy’s tenacity to improve herself and her 
circumstances is grounded by a selfless drive to do 
the same for others.

After claiming 1st place in the regional competition, 
Cathy was forced to do a telephonic interview for 
the provincial level after her child was born a few 
days before the interviews were to be held at Elsen-

burg. Yet, even over the phone, she had no difficulty 
convincing the judges that the winner’s crown this 
year belonged to her.   In 2009 she not only wins in 
her region, but also on provincial level!

“To be nominated on your farm is an honour, but 
winning the cash and a trophy simply puts you over 
the moon,” she enthuses.  “Remember, the competi-
tion firstly pitches you against yourself: you are able 
to measure yourself and see where you can improve 
from the interview and the types of questions they 
ask. It can also alert you to opportunities and high-
light areas where you might be in an unhealthy com-
fort zone.” 

Some of Cathy’s most precious memories which 
were direct consequences of winning the competi-
tion, include being invited to the 2006 Female Farm-
er of the Year gala ceremony in Durban. “To expe-
rience such luxury and to fly for the first time made 
me so extremely happy,” she remembers.  “Then the 
late Minister Dowry and former Premier, Ebrahim 
Rasool, invited me to deliver a speech at a women’s 
month event, followed later by an invitation from 
then Worcester mayor, Mr Charles Ntsomi!” 
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Sharing her experience
“Every previous winner in the Hexriver Valley is 
called upon to give back in some way,” she says. “We 
not only encourage new farms to become involved, 
we also help prepare those that do enter. You know, 
even those who do not win has to have a speech 
ready – you have to be prepared for every circum-
stance.” According to Cathy new participants are in-
itially very nervous. “But I tell them: just be yourself 
and talk about what you know best – your farm’s 
management had enough confidence to nominate 
you, now make them proud. I tell them to sit straight 
and to make eye-contact with the judges – then 
you’ll not feel so intimidated.” 

“This competition, the judging process and the 
glamour of the consequent award function, is like 
the harvest after many years of hard work. Some-
times in winter it is hard work to prune the vineyards, 
but when you do it right, you’ll know that the har-
vest in January will be good.”  Cathleen forms part of 
the judging at provincial level and the Prestige Agri 
Worker Forum.

Cathleen Beerwinkel has moved on. Although still 
surrounded by the vineyards of De Doorns, she now 
applies her skills as administrative officer at the Hex 
Valley Secondary School. However, it is the agricul-
tural heart of this valley that has shaped her.

This competition definitely improved the image of the 
agri worker through every participant and winner that 

went home a changed man or woman. 

“
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BE MORE!
DO MORE,

C
hristo Somers’ first encounter with agriculture 
was from his sling-bound perch on his moth-
er’s back while she worked in the vineyard on 

a farm in the Piketberg area. She still likes to tell, 
when their family moved to town, how Christo wor-
riedly asked, “How will we now be part of the har-
vest?”

It seems that agriculture wouldn’t let him go. During 
school holidays Christo and his friends would find 
work at Broodkraal (a farm in Piketberg) and earn 
enough money for the holidays and to join the per-
manent workers for the seaside break after harvest 

time – much to the envy of their friends. His natu-
ral aptitude for and interest in biology and science 
eventually led him to obtain a degree in microbiolo-
gy and biochemistry at the University of the West-
ern Cape. “My lecturer actually once again sparked 
my interest in agriculture when he alerted me to the 
possibilities that exist within the wine industry – see-
ing that I was already familiar with that environment, 
it made complete sense. Upon finishing my studies I 
was appointed by an agricultural research body and 
worked there for a year and a half on a contract ba-
sis.” 
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Hereafter Christo struggled to find work and for a 
while had to be satisfied with a weekly income of 
±R300 earned at a bottling business. “Then in 2003 
I applied at Riebeek Cellars (Riebeek Kasteel) and 
was offered my current position of laboratory tech-
nician. I soon realised that my particular personality 
and skills set make me the ideal candidate for this 
kind of lab work, as I thoroughly enjoy the methodi-
cal and analytical processes.” 

Christo learned early on that he shares the respon-
sibility of promoting agriculture amongst the youth. 
“We have to alert young people to the variety of 
careers within the sector, and we have to let them 
understand what it takes to make a success in this 
industry. Sure, there exists a certain measure of un-
certainty about the future of agriculture in this coun-
try. We have to be realistic, yet positive about the 
opportunities. After all, we all have to eat!” 

In 2010, the first year that the Swartland region took 
part in the competition, Christo entered in the cate-
gory for junior managers. “My involvement in the cel-
lar and the business side of things prepared me for 
the interview and although I thought I had a chance, 
I was really surprised to actually win.” 

“One often feels that no one notices you, but this 
competition gives recognition where it is due,” he 
says. “The prizes are awesome, but the feedback re-
garding your contribution to the agricultural sector 
is priceless. It actually encourages us to do more, to 
be more! Participation in the competition also makes 
you consider the people who have helped to shape 
your career. I think of my parents’ determination 
to pay for my studies; of my science teacher who 
helped me to enrol at university; of Koot Nel who not 
only gave me holiday work, but also responsibilities 
and valuable exposure.” 

Attending a splendid event like the prize giving gala for the first time, 
changes something in a person. To be able to sit at a stylishly laid 

table makes one feel important and extremely valued.

“



Christo’s prizes included a short course at the Uni-
versity of Stellenbosch, as well as an overseas trip to 
Germany. “I will never forget the first time I boarded 
an aeroplane – and then we flew no less than nine 
times during that one week!”

“I’m really pleased that the name of the competition 
was changed to Agri Worker of the Year,” he says. 
“When I won in 2010 I was aware that this achieve-
ment opened the doors to others in secondary ag-
riculture, but still the name of the competition was 
limiting and excluded certain categories.” 

Christo mentions that mingling with other entrants 
serves as a hatchery for new ideas as everyone free-
ly shares their knowledge. “Someone who has come 
through the ranks has invaluable experience to share 

with those younger than him or her.”

He feels that there remains ways in which to im-
prove the competition: “All regions should have a  
champion who actively drives the process. I know 
some regions has a forum that spreads the informa-
tion and encourages farms to participate, but this 
should be standard procedure everywhere. No one 
should be deprived of the opportunity to enter.”

“I’ve met so many people following my participa-
tion in the competition – some with qualifications 
and some with years of hands-on experience on 
the farms – and they have all contributed to broad-
en my insight into the sector. The competition has 
strengthened my overall optimistic view concerning 
the future of agriculture in South Africa.”
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HEART
TRAINER AT

J
affie Galant is the division manager of 100 hec-
tares on the farm Bronaar in the Koue Bokke-
veld, Ceres. Despite circumstances preventing 

him from finishing school, education and training has 
become part of his very fibre – initially with him on 
the receiving end, and later with him encouraging 
others to grab the opportunities for personal growth.

“You could say that agriculture has always been part 
of my makeup as a person,” he surmises. “Firstly I 
was born on Boplaas (from where the famous poet 

Boerneef hails), my grandparents and parents were 
agri workers and consequently I helped out on the 
farm during holidays. I loved it – even when my only 
work was to pick up after the official picking teams 
in the orchards. I’d say my real interest started then 
and there.” Jaffie tried another avenue doing a stint 
as rack packer at the local co-operative, but the farm 
called him back.

“I started as a general worker, but that didn’t bother 
me – I knew farm work,” he says. “What made the 



difference for me almost right from the start was the 
development opportunities that were being made 
available by the Landelike Stigting (Rural Develop-
ment Agency) in the area.” Bronaar owner Haupt-
fleisch van der Merwe was one of the founders of 
this organisation and Jaffie benefited from the prox-
imity of such a visionary man. “When I saw what was 
happening for people living on farms, I came back 
because I wanted to be part of this. The training pro-
grammes prompted me to never stagnate and the 
farm saw my potential and lifted me up further and 
further.” Jaffie grew in confidence and the relation-
ship between employer and employee continually 
improved.

Jaffie became involved in and soon made progress 
as an instructor of the NPI training programme, 
even winning the national NPE competition for the 
best instructor. For a while this was his focus, but 

during harvest time he would return to the farm.  
“After some three years doing training,  I shifted my full  
attention back to the farm – this was where I was 
now needed. I was able to motivate my fellow work-
ers who saw in me the possibilities that agriculture 
had for them in store.”

“Hauptfleisch recognised my need to make progress 
in my career,” Jaffie remembers. “When a division 
manager left, he consequently offered me the po-
sition and had the necessary training already lined 
up.” By 1995 Jaffie was in charge of 30 ha of apples 
and pears. “He took me by the hand and spared no 
effort for me to develop further. At Landelike Stig-
ting meetings I was the only coloured attendee and 
although it was a bit uncomfortable initially, I soon 
realised that colour really did not matter. What mat-
ters is what is in you and what you want to achieve 
in life.”

Agri workers are often the face of agriculture. We 
are world-class people – the result of our handiwork 

is enjoyed the world over. 

“
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What matters is what is in you and 
what you want to achieve in life.

“
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“At that stage the relationship between the produc-
er and his workers was really healthy. Sometimes I 
feel that politics has ruined some of that.”

Jaffie entered the competition in 2006 in the cat-
egory for senior management. “Winning the com-
petition gave me a platform to voice my opinions, 
to contribute towards the promotion of the positive 
image of agriculture and to meet others involved in 
this sector. You can’t know how it felt when the Min-
ister of Agriculture brought us together to listen to 
us. People now knew who Jaffie was! You know, the 
man on the street now also talks about agriculture.” 
Jaffie reflects on the production tour for which his 
farm paid in 2007: “I experienced the way agricul-
ture is practiced in Belgium, Italy and The Nether-
lands – oh, to see where our export products go!” 
On Bronaar the management team nominates the 
next year’s entrants for the management categories, 

while the general workers nominate their colleagues. 
“Everyone who enters come to me for advice,” he 
says. “The main gist of my advice: be yourself and 
know what is going on around you. And they all 
come back from the interviews having made new 
friends and a purposefulness regarding their work.” 
Jaffie feels new categories for fields of farm work 
like workshop staff and truck drivers could be added 
to embrace the diversity of industries.  

Jaffie speaks highly of the Prestige Agri Workers’ 
Forum – a body consisting of all previous over-
all winners of the competition: “You could say that 
we help manage the competition; we give direction 
and serve as a mouth piece for the workers. We are  
making a contribution towards the future and growth 
of agri workers as a group and aim to continuously 
improve the image of agriculture.” 
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TO LEARN
NEVER TOO OLD 

M
eet Jan van Wyk, of the Mouton Valley Farm, 
Piket-Bo-Berg. Jan was a general worker 
when he was named overall winner in 2006. 

“It’s not a cliché – it changed my life.” Today he’s 
on middle management level and, probably most 
importantly, a mentor for younger workers. “Yes, 
I’m a role model,” he says unabashedly. “How can I 
not reach out to those coming up from the bottom, 
they need someone to look up to. Sure, agriculture 
is hard work, but I’m still here; I believe in this farm’s 
management and I choose to focus on the positive 
things.” 

It is this spirit of optimism and the positive energy 
flowing from Jan that inspire other workers to be 
the best they can.  But it wasn’t always so. “I had to 
give up school in Grade 9 when my father, who also 
worked on this farm, became ill,” he shares. “I was so 
inexperienced … my first job was to plant trees. I was 
despondent, because things weren’t working out as 
I expected.” It was sheer determination, a spiritual 
turning point and people who believed in him, that 
made Jan realise he could do more; could be more.
“One has to realise - sooner than later - that life does 
not owe you anything – what you make of your life 
depends solely on you,” he fires. “You have a dream? 

Landbou maak my gelukkig en dankbaar.
“
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You make it happen. There will always be people 
who are in a position to offer you a hand up – take it!” 
According to Jan his father was his first role model. 
“He wasn’t a learned man, but his conscientiousness 
regarding his work was an example I wanted to fol-
low. On the farm, it was the manager, Jan van Zyl, 
who challenged me to achieve more in life. I learnt 
everything I know about farm work from him.” 

The competition gave Jan an opportunity to test 
himself. “The process was hair-raising, but I was cer-
tain about my abilities and knew I only had to con-
vey that to the judges. Through the questions asked 
by the panel, I could analyse myself, it made me con-
sider new things related to my work.” It is evident 
that one of the benefits of the competition is that 
entrants inevitably discover more about themselves. 
“The competition also awakens a need to constantly 
improve yourself,” he adds. “I realised that if I could 
achieve this, I can reach the next level by having re-
alistic goals and by using the training and other op-
portunities that are available.”  

Upon asked about the competition’s contribution 
towards the improvement of relationships: “I feel 
that I’m appreciated,” he says. “Their acknowledge-
ment has an effect on my attitude and also those of 
the workers around me. It brings management and 
employees closer together and we share in the cel-
ebration. We feel management do not begrudge us 
the limelight the competition brings – they are just 
as happy when we win.”

Limelight indeed! 
The winners of this competition becomes celebrities 
in their various communities as neighbours, family 
and friends share in the glow and media hype fol-
lowing the award ceremony. “The community real-
ly expresses their pride in us. The win allows us to 
influence the lives of others – especially the youth. 
And one of the most important messages I want to 
convey is that without believing in yourself, you’ll 
never be able to face challenges or make the most 
of opportunities – and there are many!”
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For me the turning point came when management 
nominated me for this competition. They saw 
something in me that I wasn’t aware of yet.

“



“I can tell young people with a clear conscience: ag-
riculture is a wonderful career, but you have to equip 
yourself. Climb the staircase of success with training 
and work hard.” 

According to Jan the workers on their farm want to 
participate, “sometimes even at a higher level that 
they qualify for,” he smiles. “With the competition 
structure you can clearly see why someone won – it 
is completely fair and transparent.” Being the natural 

mentor that he is, Jan gives advice to others wanting 
to enter. “Some are afraid that the questions would 
be too difficult. I tell them even if you fail you have to 
have the instinct of a boxer: if you lose, you get up, 
prepare for the next round and come back stronger, 
better prepared. Listen and learn!”

Jan (52) has spent the last 34 years making his con-
tribution on Mouton Valley Farm. He is currently 
busy obtaining his matric. Why? “I do it for myself.”
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WITH THE VINE
THEN I FELL IN LOVE 

A
t one stage the 37-year old Jerome Thom-
as, winner of the 2014 competition, wanted 
nothing to do with farm life. But life in town 

brought with it many temptations and eventually Je-
rome escaped back to the life he had known as a 
child. “For a year I was a casual worker on Kanonkop 
outside Stellenbosch,” he says. “During that time I 
questioned those who have worked on the farm for 
a long time and soon realised that many feasible ca-
reer possibilities existed. Growing frustrated with 
not being appointed on a permanent basis, Jerome 
took the bull by the horns, so to speak, and asked 

for an appointment with the owner. “The next thing 
I knew was that they asked for my ID document and 
informed me that I would not be paid monthly. I was 
also chosen to lead the newly formed workers’ com-
mittee.” 

Jerome has never shied away from asking hard 
questions and challenging the status quo. “But this 
is how I helped change the mind-sets of the work-
ers. During our monthly meetings we kept every-
one informed and found solutions to problems.” The 
healthy relationship with the owner and the progress 



made in the worker corps soon had Jerome serving 
on the management team. “Now I could get insight 
into the business side of things and give feedback 
to the workers.”

“Initially I asked a lot of questions and people might 
have thought that I’m arrogant, but I had to learn 
from those with experience and incorporate their 
knowledge into the more modern approach to 
farming,” he says. “And then I really fell in love with 
the vine and the work in the cellar.” Not even the 
long hot hours of harvest time seemed to be able to 
dampen his enthusiasm.

In 2008 Jerome entered the competition for the 
first time and won his category. “But I recognised 
the qualities necessary to be the overall winner – I 
now understood what it was actually all about.” The 
next time Jerome entered in 2014 he was ready. “Al-
though I felt good about my final interview, I was 
hesitant to attend the award function,” he remem-
bers. “The next day was our gospel festival and I still 
had such a lot to do. I started speculating about who 
would win, but the final announcement still came as 
a big surprise.”

Op ‘n stadium wou ek net ‘n dorpsjapie wees!
“
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The competition, and especially the interviews, act as 
a hothouse where wonderful ideas are shared and hatched.

“
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”At first I didn’t hear them announce my name and 
then I was up on the stage and I simply knew what 
to say.” Today people in agricultural circles know 
about Jerome and invite him to share his vision for 
the sector. “I’ve seen how attitudes change for the 
better when workers start winning their categories 
in this competition. They come back full of energy 
and the will to improve. They are no longer hesitant 
to share ideas and to ask questions.” According to 
Jerome one of the drawbacks is that category win-
ners vanish after the event. “These winners should 
continue to act as mentors and be involved in the 
judging process.” 

Although he was thankful for the significant prize 
he received, he surmises that the different category 
winners should ideally also receive prizes suited to 
their specific categories. 

“One of the aims of the competition could be to as-
sist winners to start their own businesses, whether 
it means to own land and farm, or to open a related 

business.” This seems to be one of Jerome’s dreams 
… no, more like a concrete objective towards which 
he is steadily working.

Membership of the Prestige Agri Worker Forum as 
one of the benefits related to winning the compe-
tition has opened many doors for him. “I’ve seen it 
carries weight when one of us desires an issue to 
be addressed on municipal or provincial level,” he 
says. “Sometimes I just feel frustrated that we have 
a voice, but cannot implement solutions to some of 
the problems faced by those working on the farms.” 
One of the viable solutions that Jerome is an advo-
cate for is the establishment of an agricultural tech-
nical school for the children of agri workers. “These 
children often struggle with the academic side of 
schooling, but would excel in a more hands-on tech-
nical training environment which could better equip 
them for a career in agriculture.”

“I will not stop serving this sector and these people.”
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LIFE ON A FARM
THE GIVE-AND-TAKE OF 

A
s with many others, the life of Joseph Plaat-
jies‘ agri worker father brought him to agricul-
ture. “In the 80’s my family moved from the 

Koo/Montague to the Graham Beck estate outside 
Robertson,” Joseph shares. “The development that 
I saw here left no doubt in my mind that this was 
where I wanted to graft a career. There were (and 
still are) so many opportunities and the culture of 
this family business is to grow its people.” 

Joseph started out as a general farm worker. “You 
know, I wish young people would realise that there 
is absolutely nothing wrong with a career in agricul-

ture. No one has to end with a shovel in your hand – 
these is so much more,” he says. “I spent my first five 
years doing general work (sometimes it is best to re-
ally understand a business from the bottom up), but 
then I started doing training courses - initially tractor 
and truck driving, and later irrigation and pesticide 
courses – and then moved to a supervisory level.”

In 2008 Joseph entered and won the competition as 
a senior vineyard block manager. “The Becks saw my 
potential and nominated me for the competition.” 
Joseph elaborates: “Management makes sure we all 
understand how we fit into the chain, in which direc-

Die pryswennersfunksie! O, die glans, goeie kos, 
nuwe mense en ervarings ... wat ’n bederf!

“
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tion the farm is moving and how important every-
one’s contribution is. That makes you proud of your 
work and when you enter for this competition, you 
are able to sit in the interview with square shoulders 
and face the questions with confidence. The com-
petition definitely brings management and workers 
closer together – you start seeing each other in a 
different light.” 

His prize included a trip to France as part of an ex-
isting exchange programme between the Western 
Cape Department of Agriculture and the French 
government. When asked about this trip, Joseph do 
not mention the luxury of overseas travel as such, 
but enthuses about the value of experiencing the 
different agricultural practices of a foreign country. 

A living competition
Joseph has definite recommendations to further im-
prove the competition: “One of the current flaws is 
that the overall winner inevitably comes from the 
ranks of those in management positions. These are 
usually the people used to situations that expect 
them to communicate well, people who have bene-
fited from more growth opportunities and who thus 
carry themselves confidently. And I understand that 
the winner should be someone who can stand in 
front of a crowd and share his views, but how can a 
tractor driver compete against a middle manager? 
Perhaps more emphasis on second and third places 
will serve as a solution.”
 

When one hasn’t won, you know why not. A marathon can 
have only one winner, but next year you have another chance. 

“



The recent change of the name of the competi-
tion sits well with Joseph: “Although the term Agri 
Worker of the Year feels fresh on the tongue, it will 
undoubtedly embrace a greater variety of people 
involved in the agricultural sector, and for young 
people it might erase some of the perceptions of the 
job still nestled in the past.”   

“Initially workers were hesitant to enter the compe-
tition,” Joseph says. “But after I won, people were 

inspired to do the same. I advise them to utilise all 
growth opportunities – no course, from first aid to 
something directly related to your current job, is 
ever wasted.” 

Joseph has given 26 years to the Graham Beck busi-
ness. “The rewards are great, not just in financial 
terms, but especially in terms of my dignity and per-
sonal growth.” And yes, a piece of soil to call his own 
remains his heart’s desire…  



K
O

L
IE

P
A

U
L

S
E



FOREMOST
FARMER FIRST AND

D
uring a conversation with Karools (Kolie) 
Paulse it is easy to forget that he is not the 
owner of Kweekkraal outside Citrusdal. As 

manager of this farm, one of the Mouton family’s nu-
merous farms, he runs the citrus operation with such 
a sense of pride and commitment that one could 
easily mistake him for the owner. Like many other 
children growing up on farms, Kolie followed in the 
footsteps of his agri worker parents. Upon leaving 
school he joined the Du Toit group in Ceres as a gen-

eral worker. Soon his drive to learn and improve his 
station, brought him promotion to such positions as 
tractor drive and irrigation specialist. Eventually the 
group made him increasingly responsible for certain 
of their operations, including the butchery and sheep 
farming operation in the Ceres Karoo, as well as their 
vegetable section.  “I was climbing the ranks,” he re-
members, “next came junior team leader and then 
team leader.”
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In 1989 Kolie and his wife moved to Citrusdal and 
he found employment with Johan Mouton, owner of 
Kweekkraal. “I realised then already that Johan was 
open-minded; he believed in developing his people 
and had even won the Farmer of the Year competi-
tion before,” Kolie says. “At that stage Kweekkraal 
was an unsuccessful farm and Johan asked me to 
turn it around for him. I wondered: is this purely a po-
litical move to make him look good, or was he giving 
me a chance, because I deserved it?” Kolie asked this 
question and the answer came: “If there’s one person 
who can fix that mess, it’s you.” 

Within two years Kolie and his team had the farm 
turned around, well on its way to profitability. “I 
wanted Johan to be proud of this farm as it lies next 
to the N7 and people have to see we are doing things 
right.” Kolie’s first mission was to unite the team of 
workers. “Naturally some of the people initially found 
it difficult to take leadership from me, but I knew we 
had to get the basics right before production would 
improve. I can farm hard, but my heart is soft to-
wards people. I wasn’t hesitant to discipline where 
necessary, but I drew them in by delegating respon-
sibilities and making them part of the turn-around 
strategy. 

I love to farm! It has brought me to wonderful 
things. Of course there is serious pressure, but it’s a 

great kind of pressure. 

“
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Today we all benefit from the prosperous operation 
– we improved production on this farm from 30 tons 
per hectare to an impressive 70 tons per hectare.”

“And yes there’s stress, but not the unhealthy kind,” 
muses Kolie. “My day begins around 05:15 and I al-
most never leave before 20:00 – it just feels like my 
own farm.” Kolie smiles: “A previous girlfriend said I 
work like a machine, but agriculture is not simply my 
job, it’s my life!”

In 2013 Kolie entered the senior manager category 
of the competition: “I wasn’t competing against the 
others, solely against myself. I wanted to test my-
self in this way. My participation in the competition, 
winning the trophy and the overseas trip gave me a 
story to share. What excites me is that other farmers 
now ask us how we are so successful in integrating 
the different racial groups on all levels of the oper-
ation. The secret: we all love the land; we all love to 
farm.”

Visiting the Fruit Logistica showcase in Germany 
opened this farm manager’s eyes to the global ap-
proach to producing, packing and exporting fruit. 
“Seeing the different cultivars of citrus and the high 
standards alerted me to what and how we have to 
produce to compete on such a level. I was tremen-
dously impressed by the technological develop-
ments and innovative farming methods. The sky’s 
the limit when it comes to technology for agriculture 
– oh, such opportunities exist!”

Farmers often invite Kolie to talk to their workers or 
at farmers‘ days. “Remember, the competition would 
have meant nothing if I wasn’t a good farmer.” 

Laat ons vir onsself praat! Moenie dink 
ons het nie ’n stem nie. Ons weet wat 

hier aangaan. Mense wat om die 
verkeerde redes namens ons wil praat, 
maak ons besigheid seer – moenie die 
boer kritiseer met ’n mond vol kos nie.

“



About the competition and its strengths and weak-
nesses Kolie has various opinions: “It would have 
been wonderful if it could expand beyond the bor-
ders of the Western Cape so that others could also 
benefit from the growth opportunities locked up in 
the competition. Also, I feel the different sectors, all 
with their own agricultural competitions, should try 
to unite more – maybe it’s possible to create one 
provincial or even national platform for everyone in-
volved in agriculture to compete. For example, why 
should middle and senior level managers of the dif-
ferent racial groupings compete in different compe-
titions?”

“The name change has come at the right time, but 
we’ll have to ‘talk’ it. I know it will take time for every-
one to get used to it, but the name ‘agri worker’ is so 
much more inclusive.” 

57-Year old Kolie Paulse is excited about agriculture 
and the possibilities which exist for people like him. 
“There’s such hope in the sector. I feel the image of 
agriculture is changing and more and more young 
people consider it as a viable career option. For me, 
if there was a possibility for my own farm, I would 
grab it – but nowhere else than the Western Cape!”

I like taking people with me on this journey on the farm. I cannot do 
it alone. When I started at Kweekkraal we had to agree on certain 
principles regarding production and discipline; the result is a mean 

team which fires on all cylinders. 

“
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THE LIMIT 
THE SKY’S 

T
he story of Rita Andreas’ life reminds one of a 
fairy tale. Born to farm worker parents on the 
farm Leliefontein in Wellington, Rita’s roots are 

fixed firmly to the land and its people. “Two families 
have toiled on this farm for generations: the Bos-
man’s (owners) and the Appolo’s of which I’m the 
5th generation,” she shares. The healthy relationship 
between their families created a space for Rita to 
grow in and now she’s giving back abundantly.

Rita joined the workforce at an early age, “During 
that time we took it almost for granted that we 

would start our career on the farm. I started right 
at the bottom as a general worker, working in the 
vineyards, including pruning, planting and grafting 
vines. In 2002 I was offered my first admin position,” 
and then there was no stopping her. After a mere 
3 months she was promoted to personnel manager 
and soon after Rita was the farm’s senior personnel 
manager. 

According to Rita the Bosman’s contribution to farm 
worker empowerment started long before 1994.  
“Yes, it was tough! Suddenly this Coloured farm girl 
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had to handle the disciplinary actions of even her 
white co-workers.” 

In 2007, when the Bosman family took empow-
erment to the next level and offered the workers 
shares in the business, Rita played a pivotal role in 
training and guiding the group towards an under-
standing of the process. “A new mind-set had to 
be developed to understand the long-term nature 
of the agreement.” Currently the workers own 30% 
of the total package – including the main farm and 
nursery. 

In 2009 the Bosman’s entered Rita for the com-
petition on middle manager level and she won the 
overall trophy. “My career changed significantly,” 
she says. “Suddenly everyone knew about you and 
asked me to act as motivational speaker at a variety 
of events. My family also had to adapt to the long 
hours I now spent – especially in the evenings – help-
ing people on farms where the circumstances still 
had to change.” 

“In 2011 I asked the Lord to use me on a wider level. 
I felt I’ve helped to raise the bar on our own farm, 
and based on the growth and exposure I experi-
enced following the competition, I was now ready 
to help improve the living and working conditions 
of others.” The agri worker strikes of 2012/2013 cre-
ated this platform for Rita to step forward. “Every 
evening when I was watching the news, I realised 
agri workers had no platform where they could ex-
press our needs or frustrations. I also knew that what 
the world was seeing was not a true picture of our 
people – there were other forces at work.” Rita’s an-
swer to this upheaval that threatened the relation-
ships on farms was the creation of a National Agri 
Workers Forum where agri workers and producers 
proactively worked on restoring the relationship. To-
day this forum has more than 14 700 members and 
keeps Rita extremely busy. 

I’d very much like to represent the agri workers 
right there in Parliament!  

“
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Rita has since moved on from her permanent posi-
tion on the farm to a position in Rural Development 
at the local Drakenstein Municipality (but remains 
the chairperson of the workers’ trust, as well as a 
director of the company). “Farm work has always 
been my passion. The empowerment and network-
ing I’ve experienced as a result of the competition 
gave me a platform to make a difference on a wid-

er level. I have such respect for agri workers and I’ll 
never think myself above them.” Rita’s stature has 
grown in the eyes of her community but also at a po-
litical level.  A few years ago one would already have 
spotted her name on the short list for the provincial 
Minster of Agriculture and following the recent mu-
nicipal elections, Rita is as active as ever in her posi-
tion of changing the lives of especially agri workers. 

Ek sou so graag wou sien dat ‘n kompetisie van hierdie kaliber 
op ‘n nasionale vlak ‘n werklikheid raak.

“
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GALORE!
FEATHERS

A
griculture, and more specifically the farm of 
ostrich producer Saag Jonker, is intimately 
woven into the life story of Sageas McKen-

na. Almost 35 years have passed since Sageas was 
born on Kamanassie, a farm in the Oudsthoorn re-
gion. Here his father also worked and Sageas gained 
exposure to the different career options available in 
agriculture. 

Upon completion of his schooling, he completed a 
two-year course in financial management and imme-
diately returned to the farm in 2000 – initially as data 

processor, then creditors’ clerk, junior bookkeeper 
and finally as manager of the feathers division of this 
thriving company (a position he still holds today).

A peek into the scope of the company’s feathers di-
vision, gives one a clear idea of the measure of re-
sponsibility Sageas carries. Some 40,000 to 50,000 
ostriches are slaughtered every year. Chicks are first 
plucked at the age of five months and again when 
slaughtered. “All feathers come to my department 
and our team dries, sorts and sizes the feathers ac-
cording to types, length and quality. 
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Hereafter it is readied and packed for the export 
market.” His section annually handles 40 to 50 tons 
of feathers. “Our feathers are shipped to China and 
the Middle East for the production of feather dust-
ers, to various leading European fashion houses 
(think boas and evening dresses), and to Brazil for 
those extravagant carnival costumes.”

Sageas manages no less than 142 people. “Our sec-
tion has to process feathers for anywhere from 18 to 
38 destinations on a daily basis,” he says.  “We are 
experiencing the consequences of the bird flu pan-
demic that severely impacted the ostrich industry 
over the past few years. Less ostriches means fewer 
feathers and consequently our product fetches high 
prices at the auctions.” Sageas has a gleam in his eye 
when he speaks about his feeling of pride when he 

watches the fashion channel on TV and sees their 
feathers around the necks of world-famous models 
or in the streets of Brazil or Rio.

Sageas initially entered the competition in the cat-
egory for administrative workers, but it was only 
when he entered on senior managerial level in 2011 
that the overall prize was his. “Winning has broad-
ened my horizons. I’ve met ministers, I travelled 
overseas and learnt to adapt to new and challeng-
ing circumstances.  The exposure forced me – in a 
kind way – to grow in many ways. And for others my 
achievement served as motivation that they could 
do the same. This gave me an opportunity to show 
young people that working on a farm is not what it 
was twenty years ago - you can indeed be proud to 
work on a farm.”

The competition is evolving at a steady pace. 
Change is good, but something too drastic might 

cause the agri worker to dissociate with it. 

“



According to Sageas participation in the competi-
tion changes people radically. “Suddenly everyone is 
watching you and listening to what you have to say – 
you have to set an example.” Another benefit of the 
competition is the improvement of the relationship 
between employer and employee: “There’s definitely 
more dialogue, and a deeper understanding of each 
other’s challenges and realities. And of course hav-
ing one of his employees win the competition is a 
feather in the cap (excuse the pun) of any producer 
– it must be wonderful to know you have the best in 
a certain category right here on your farm.” 

Many young job seekers find their way to Sageas’ 
section. “I try to show them that working hard and 
diligently will inevitably bring great rewards,” he 
says. “I teach them that you are responsible to con-
tinuously improve yourself if you do not want to 
stagnate and be left behind. You have to raise your 
hand when opportunities arise. You have to make 
sure that people notice you for all the right reasons.” 
Sageas is enthusiastic about the future of agricul-
ture and his part in it. “There will always be scope 
for improvement in terms of employment, but who 
knows, perhaps I would eventually consider starting 
my own business. The opportunities within agricul-
ture are endless.”

Ek het nooit daarvan gehou dat mense ’n plaaswerker sien bloot 
as ’n omie met ’n blou oorpak en laphoed nie. Die kompetisie het 
duidelik kom wys dat ’n plaaswerker ’n wye verskeidenheid pligte 

kan hê en ook gegradueerde mense kan insluit. 

“
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YOUR INNER DRIVE
NOT YOUR CIRCUMSTANCES, BUT

F
or the past four years Wimpie Paulse, overall 
winner of the 2012 competition, is the human 
resources manager for the Graaff Fruit group 

outside Ceres. It may seem that his current stature is 
far removed from the realities faced by farm work-
ers, but Wimpie’s past has in fact prepared him for a 
time like this. A child of agri worker parents, Wimpie 
grew up on the farm Kromfontein in the Koue Bok-
keveld. As a result of his conscientious focus on his 
schoolwork, the farm owners enabled him to enrol 
for a BCom degree at the University of the Western 
Cape. Unfortunately the political unrest of 1980-1983 
had him return to the farm prematurely. 

From here his career took off. First as a clerk at the 
De Keur Estate and later, following various training 
courses, including short courses in Management De-
velopment and a Diploma in Personnel Management, 
as an accountant and financial manager for the Riet-
fontein Estate. When Robert Graaff bought Rietfon-
tein, he entrusted the position of Human Resources 
Manager to Wimpie. “I really have insight into the 
agri workers’ realities,” he shares. “I am able to look 
out for the economic interests of the company, but 
simultaneously use my background to the benefit of 
the workers.” 



87

W
im

p
ie

 P
a
u

ls
e

It was still in his position as financial manager of Ri-
etfontein that he won the senior management cat-
egory and became the overall winner of the 2012 
competition. “Most of the participants were still 
from the production side of farming,” he remembers. 
Since then the organisers of the competition has 
deemed it best to remove the category for senior 
managers. Wimpie agrees that this was for the best: 
“People, who find themselves in senior management 
positions on farms, should participate in the national 
Young Farmer of the Year competition or such.”

“The greatest value of the competition obviously 
does not only lie in the exposure of visiting a differ-
ent city or to fly to an overseas destination. For us to 
be able to network with others across the province 
and the direct access that we have to the Minister 

of Agriculture and other government structures, and 
the ability to make a difference, is absolutely won-
derful.”  

According to Wimpie the competition took him out 
of his comfort zone. “Every winner needs to make 
a paradigm shift. Suddenly it is no longer good 
enough to remain standing in the quiet corner dur-
ing a function; you cannot hide behind the fact that 
you’re disadvantage or from the farm – you have to 
use the voice you received when winning this com-
petition.” About their participation at the Prestige 
Agri Worker Forum Wimpie says that he values the 
opportunity to learn from those from other regions 
and other agricultural industries. “We can hear what 
the Minister is worried about; we are continuously 
exposed to new learning opportunities. You know, 

I never want to reach a point where I imagine that 
I’ve now learnt or achieved it all.

“
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Dis nie ‘n skande om ‘n plaaswerker te wees nie, maar probeer net 
om soveel opleiding moontlik te kry sodat jy opsies kan hê. 

Niemand mag neerkyk op hierdie werk nie – almal moet tog eet!

“



the competition enables us to benchmark against 
others in similar positions – not only in terms of skills 
levels, but even in terms of social exposure.”
About the name change, ”I’ve never had a problem 
with the name ’farm worker‘,“ he says. “But the name 
of agri worker is undoubtedly more all-encompass-
ing to include secondary sectors and even pack 
stores and more.” Wimpie has other ideas about 
ways to still further improve the competition: “I feel 
the organisers could place more emphasis on the 
various category winners instead of crowning an 
overall winner. Associated companies could show 
their support by sponsoring prizes that relate direct-
ly to the specific category.” One of the other pitfalls 
he highlights, is the fact that participants who are 
not efficient communicators, often falls out. “Some-
one could be brilliant in his job, but if he cannot share 

this during an interview, it’s difficult for the judges 
to effectively compare him with the others. It would 
be wonderful if people could be evaluated in their 
workplace, on their own turf.”

“I’ve always believed that your circumstances do 
not have to define you for the rest of your life. I be-
lieve in seizing opportunities for growth that comes 
your way. And now I’ve saddled a wild horse,” he 
grins. “I’ve registered for an MBA with the Business 
School of the Netherlands. It is simply a box towards 
self-actualisation that I’ve not yet ticked.” 

Wimpie’s humility and the level of gravity with which 
he accepts his role as role model, makes one grateful 
on behalf of every young person who benefit from 
his wisdom and insight. 
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A LIFE IN SERVICE

M
aria Petronella Sila Malan’s life goal was to 
get a fair deal for her fellow rural workers 
and to promote a sense of personal respon-

sibility amongst them. Unfortunately her lifeline was 
cut short much too early when she passed away on 
9 April 2010 at the age of 60. Despite the heights she 
achieved, she remained warm, down-to-earth and 
completely accessible to the community she served.

Maria’s life is exemplary of how an unfortunate 
change of direction can amount to great things. Al-
though her chosen career was that of nursing, eco-

nomic pressures experienced by her family, forced 
her to immediately start earning an income and the 
first option was that of domestic worker on the veg-
etable farm, Uitkyk near Klawer, and soon after she 
was transferred to general farm work.

In 1989 a tragedy changed the course of her life as 
well as the direction of others involved in the farming 
operation and the wider community.  A truck carry-
ing agri workers and driven by Smit Rossouw, one of 
the owners, overturned on the Krantzkop Bridge and 
crashed into the river below. Fifty-three people were 



killed, including Smit Rossouw. Maria, as a member 
of the Krantzkop Bridge Disaster Committee, played 
a major supportive and leadership role in the sad af-
termath. 

Maria’s valuable input was noted and when the Ros-
souw family switched to table and wine grape farm-
ing, she was elected for a farm supervisor’s course at 
Boskop College. Shortly after she was appointed su-
pervisor of table grape production, she became the 
farm manager in charge of table grape production, 
supervising up to 200 workers during the season. 
In 2004 Maria completed a 2-year course in table 
grape production at Elsenburg Agricultural College, 
only the second woman and first historically disad-
vantaged woman to do so.

With a particular passion for the plight and empow-
erment of women, Maria’s community and political 
resume gives testimony to her life mission: chairper-
son of the Trawal community committee, councillor 
for the West Coast District Council, vice-chair of the 
Local and District Transformation committee, and 
more. On managerial level she was a Stellar Winery 
board member, and a Waitrose Foundation board 
member.

Maria’s prowess was providentially not indefinitely 
limited to her immediate surroundings. She was in-
timately involved in the Fairtrade accreditation pro-

cess of Stellar Farming and when the Stellar Win-
ery followed suit a year later, Maria became the first 
chairperson of the Stellar Employees’ Trust Joint 
Body, the executive arm of the Trust. The Exco is 
tasked with managing Fairtrade Premium Funds, 
initiating and managing community projects and 
ensuring that the beneficiaries of the Premiums are 
educated and informed about Fairtrade and the pro-
jects. Maria soon spread her wings abroad as a Fair-
trade ambassador for Stellar, travelling to Europe 
and the United Kingdom on numerous occasions 
to represent the company as well as South African 
Fairtrade workers. 

The crown on a person’s success is more often as-
cribed to personal development than mere position. 
In Maria’s case the recognition of her peers and the 
greater agricultural community brought her much 
joy. In 2008 Stellar Farming won the Rudnet Farm 
Health Awards based on her input and in 2009 Ma-
ria was chosen as the Overall Farm Worker of the 
Year. Learning to speak and write English and Xho-
sa, gaining her drivers’ licence at a mature age, and 
becoming accustomed to public speaking and being 
associating with high-powered audiences, including 
the press, was simply the cherry on it all. 

Maria Malan, a life dedicated to servant leadership. 
We salute you!
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AUTHOR’S NOTES
CHARLENE NIEUWOUDT

T
he evolution of the competition clearly mirrors 
the progress made in terms of nation building, 
and it highlights the course-changing impact of 

visionary individuals.  

It is also steadily, but surely shaping a new  
perception regarding a group of people who has for 
generations been making an invaluable contribution 
to agriculture – albeit labelled under the somewhat 
derogatory generalist term of ‘farm worker’.



My challenge to the readers of this book: continue to listen to others with a large measure of tolerance and 
compassion, and with the aim to further narrow the divide. 
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A conversation with the thirteen overall winners has not only brought home for me the exciting spectrum of work 
covered by the term ‘agri worker’, but has triggered a new level of pride for the diversity of people forming this 
rainbow nation of ours – and especially those setting the scene in agriculture. 

The combined strengths evident in these winners give one a good idea of the character of a leading agri worker:

• Cathleen’s quiet determination to realise her  
 dream.

• Wimpie’s resolve never to stop learning.

• Sageas’ unwavering stance in the face of  
 large-scale commercial responsibility.

• Rita’s drive to let others benefit from her personal  
 growth.

• Joseph’s gratitude towards producers who make  
 a difference.

• Jan’s compassionate approach to mentoring the  
 youth.

• Alex’s optimism about agriculture in South Africa.

• Antonie’s wisdom in dealing with the realities of  
 the past, while looking forward with great hope.

• Christo’s security based on experience and  
 exposure.

• Jerome’s youthful energy.

• Kolie’s bursting farmer’s heart.

• Jaffie’s resolute contribution to the development  
 of agri workers, and

• Andre’s ability to address issues with a strong,  yet  
 humble voice.



Western Cape Department of Agriculture

Private Bag X1, Elsenburg, 7607

Tel: +27 21 808 5111, Fax: +27 21 808 5000

Email: info@elsenburg.com

www.elsenburg.com
www.westerncape.gov.za



ISBN: 978-0-9947024-1-8  

Nelson Mandela  
Long Walk to Freedom

Education is the great engine of personal 
development. It is through education that the 

daughter of a peasant can become a doctor, that the 

son of a mineworker can become the head of the mine, 

that a child of farmworkers can become 
the president of a great nation. 

It is what we make out of what we have, not what we 
are given, that separates one person from another.

“


