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Abstract 
 

Many Large-scale Growers (LSGs) are diversifying out of sugarcane production due to the 
ongoing sugar industry challenges that have impacted the returns on cane farming. This is 
evident, in part, by the 17% decrease in the area under cane over the past 10 years. The 
true costs of diversifying from sugarcane to another crop are unknown, as there are various 
hidden costs involved. This paper (poster) outlines the implicit opportunity costs, namely, the 
costs that do not have a monetary value, during the process of diversification. This was done 
by using online surveys and questions that were sent by means of mobile chat technology 
(Whatsapp). Lastly, the learning experiences of different growers will be provided. 
Diversification, the cost thereof, and the decision-making regarding diversification need to be 
understood in the sugar industry. It is an increasingly important trend, as it leads to growers 
becoming financially sustainable.  
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Introduction 
 
The majority of sugarcane growers are either diversifying their farm businesses, thinking of 
diversifying, or planning to diversify to other crops. This paper shares the experiences of 82 
Large-scale Growers (LSGs) from across the mill areas who have diversified their farm 
businesses. These experiences provide learning outcomes for sugarcane growers who are 
planning to diversify. The experiences of Small-scale Growers (SSGs) are also shared, in 
order to understand their different perceptions about diversification. The outcomes from this 
paper are aimed at providing an understanding of the scale of diversification in the mill areas 
and it will provide guidance to the South African Cane Growers Association (SACGA) and 
other stakeholders who offer grower support services. 
 
There are no existing platforms for growers to share their experiences and the challenges 
that they face in the management of farms with different enterprises. The monetary costs of 
diversifying, such as the per ha costs, are easily accessible, but other implicit costs are not 
easily known. 
 
This study aims to provide valuable information from the experiences of both LSG and SSGs 
when it comes to the topic of diversification within the sugarcane industry. The objective of 
the study is to share with those growers who are looking to diversify what costs they should 
look out for, as well as the challenges that are experienced in the process of diversification. 
 
 

Methodology 
 

A survey questionnaire, in which growers were asked to participate in a four-minute survey, 
was sent to the LSGs, using the Monkey Online Survey tool, and a survey with five 
questions was sent to the SSGs via the Whatsapp communication tool. 
 
A survey questionnaire with 12 questions was sent to LSGs in the SACGA database via the 
email system and their cell phones. It had a combination of questions with available options 
to choose from, as well as open-ended questions.  
 
A questionnaire with five questions was sent to the SSGs. Zulu was used as the language of 
preference, so that the growers could answer in their vernacular, which allowed them to 
express their views easily.   
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Results and Conclusions 
 
Figure 1. Variety of crops on participating farms 
 

 
 
This question was aimed at understanding which crop most growers diversify to. Figure 1 
shows that the majority of LSGs who participated in the survey also farm with macadamia 
nuts and other crops, such as vegetable crops, tea tree and pecan nuts, etc., and a few of 
them also planted citrus. 
 
 
Figure 2. The reason why participants diversify their farm businesses 

 
This question wanted to understand the reason behind the farm diversification trends in the 
sugar industry. Figure 2 shows that the profitability of other crops is the main reason why 
most farmers diversify, followed by the uncertainties surrounding the sugar price and market. 
The least number of growers was influenced by the challenge of trying something new and 
the regional trends. 
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Figure 3. Other costs in farm diversification 

 
 
Figure 3 shows that one of the costs that most growers should look out for, if they want to 
diversify, is the time taken away from the cane, because the other crops taking a longer 
period to harvest, when compared to sugarcane. Training and skills transfer, as well as 
access to markets, are the other costs that provide a challenge in diversification.   
 
 
Figure 4. Implicit costs in the diversification process 

 
 
This question wanted to establish which implicit costs the growers think would cause the 
most strain in the process of diversification. Figure 4 shows that most growers chose 
enterprise development as the most costly exercise, because it is time-consuming. This was 
followed by time, as it takes a long period to gain benefits  of farm diversification. The other 
costs included crop insurance, setting up an irrigation system, the loss of income from cane, 
less cash-flow, the establishment costs and the time taken for the other crop to become 
profitable. 
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Table 1. Implicit costs and reasons why growers should consider their importance  
 
Implicit Cost Response and Advise 
Time “The time taken for the trees to mature - during this time the 

irrigation, maintenance of the orchards, pruning, fertilising 
and herbicides were underestimated.” 
 

Agronomy “Land prep, soil corrections, cost of trees and fertilizer, 
irrigation requirements. Waiting for a return on new crop.” 
 

Enterprise Development “You need a lot of capital to fund any crop diversification 
and the time waiting for it to become profitable” 
 

Enterprise Development “The lack of income from the sugar combined with the costs 
of establishing the diversification crop” 
 

Skills and Expertise “Lost a lot of trees due to lack of expertise” 
 

Time “Macs slow to produce income and Tea Tree high 
establishment cost and labour” 
 

 
 
Table 1 shows some of the other costs, things to look out for and some advice shared by six 
growers with those farmers who are planning to diversify their farms.  
 

Small-scale Grower Survey Results 
 
A total of 16 growers from different mill areas participated in the survey. A summary of the 
survey results can be found in Table 2. It is clear from the response summary that SSGs 
perceive diversification as a way of getting an income from cash crops, while waiting to 
harvest their sugarcane. The majority of the participants have not diversified, but have the 
desire to do so. While many challenges were mentioned regarding the implementation of 
diversification, all participants noted its importance and recommended that other SSGs 
should consider diversification. 
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Table 2. Summary of SSG Survey Results  
 

 
 

Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
Diversification is an on-going trend in the sugar industry and LSGs and SSGs see 
diversification differently. LSGs diversify to expand their business enterprises and to mitigate 
the risk due to the uncertainties around the sugar price and market. SSGs, on the other 
hand, see diversification as a way of food security and a way of making money, while waiting 
to harvest the cane crop. The common challenges around diversification for both LSGs and 
SSGs include their skills/expertise, the need for land and capital equipment. Both grower 

1. What do you understand about the importance of diversification?  
• Food security,  
• It’s a way of getting income as sugarcane takes longer to harvest and get income 
• Department of Health encourages we eat healthy food items. 
• It way of getting cash/extra income from other businesses 

 
2. Have you diversified? If Yes which crops/business enterprise? 

If yes majority answered: 
• Sell fruits and vegetables 
• Planted cabbages, spinach  
• Sell airtime and electricity tokens 
• Cane contracting services 
• Chillies, peppers, broiler chickens 
• Construction 
• Baking  
3. Do you have plans to diversify, which crop/business do you want to venture 

into? 
• Rabit farming,  
• Tuckshop 
• Plant butternut and spinach 
• Plant mealies, potatoes 
• Chicken farming 
• Construction   

 
4. What are challenges that you could face in the process of planning to 

undertake diversification? 
 

• Crop theft 
• Capital for equipment, funding, seedlings 
• Lack of skills and expertise 
• Access to market 
• Land 

 
5. Would you advise other SSGs too consider diversification? Why 

 
• Yes, mills are closing a bad indication about the sustainability of the sugar industry. 
• Yes, the times we live in require more than one crop to sustain you. 
• Cane takes longer to harvest while cash crops take shorter periods. 
• Extra income 
• RV price fluctuations are causing uncertainties  
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types strongly advise their counterparts to diversify their business due to the uncertainties 
that surround the sugar market and because profitably requires them to expand their 
business offerings. The learning outcome of the LSG survey shows that the diversification 
process is long and that it takes a long time before a profit can be experienced. A lot of 
costly capital investment is required for an enterprise to develop, and expert skills are crucial 
for a business enterprise to be successful. Nevertheless, as costly as diversification is, the 
growers see it as being a worthwhile task that will yield great benefits, in the long run.  
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