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Abstract 
 
Small-scale growers in Mpumalanga face future sustainability challenges. This is largely 
driven by small farm sizes, failing irrigation infrastructure and institutional arrangements. 
All too often technical interventions are offered as the solution to sustainability 
challenges.Institutional arrangements are often ignored as part of the solution to long-
term sustainability. This is even more important where group co-operation is required. 
The Small-Scale Grower Sustainability Project in Mpumalanga aims to ensure that 
institutional and technical solutions complement each other. 
 
Institutional change process seeks to create a foundation upon which grower communities 
can map out development processes thereby creating common goals, vision and actions. 
Using this approach improves success rates in development projects as attitudes and 
perceptions are timeously addressed, leading to greater social cohesion and achievement 
of common objectives. This paper describes institutional change methodologies used to 
date in Mpumalanga, the impact of institutional change on grower organisations and the 
resource implications for facilitating similar change. 
 
Given the challenges facing the sugar industry around group ownership of land, whether 
small-scale growers or land claimants, lessons will be useful when implementing similar 
initiatives in the industry. Empowered communities that are able to take part in their own 
development, participate in project implementation and make informed decisions will 
contribute to long-term sustainability if institutional and social issues are given due 
consideration at the start of the process. 
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Introduction 
 

Small-scale growers in Mpumalanga are faced with challenges which have resulted in 
declining sugarcane farming businesses and unsustainable debt levels. Over time small-
scale grower production has declined because replant programmes have failed to keep 
pace with aging ratoons, and low levels of investment in and maintenance of aging 
irrigation infrastructure. Escalating input costs, especially fertiliser and electricity, have 
resulted in growers cuttingdown on fertiliser application, virtually mining their fields, 
which has further pushed down yields. 
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When addressing sustainability challenges, the answer for a long time has been to use 
technical solutions. More recently, development practitioners have realised that 
challenges do not always require technical solutions, and that social and institutional 
solutions are just as critical. 
 
Institutional arrangements are often ignored as part of the solution contributing toward 
long-term sustainability. This is even more important where group co-operation is 
required on communal irrigation schemes. Any rehabilitation and sustainability 
interventions should be geared towards ensuring that institutional and technical solutions 
complement each other. 
 

Background 
 
Small-scale growers in Mpumalanga have been formed into groups and settled on 
communal irrigation schemes where they operate and maintain common irrigation 
infrastructure. There are presently 1243 small-scale growers delivering cane to the 
Malelane and Komati mills. Growers are organised into 36 irrigation projects covering an 
estimated 10 036 hectares of irrigated cane. All irrigation projects are under communal 
tenure. Average farm size is 7.3 hectares. Average grower age is 56 years (Thomson, 
2010). 
 
Social and institutional change is an emerging field of expertise that has been developed 
since the early 1980s. The approach ensures that communities are actively involved in 
their development and take ownership of solutions and outcomes of development 
interventions (van Averbeke W and Mohamed SS, 2010 ). This paper outlines some of 
the institutional change processes being implemented amongst small-scale growers in 
Mpumalanga. 
 
 

Participatory Rural Appraisal 
 
The social transformation approach employs the use of Participatory Rural Appraisal 
(PRA) methodologies. The roots of PRA techniques can be traced to the activist adult 
education methods of Paulo Freire (Chambers, 1994). Proponents of PRA argue that 
where rural people are actively involved and empowered in determining their 
development needs, projects are more likely to be successful. Chambers (1994), a key 
exponent of PRA, defines PRA as, “a family of approaches and methods to enable rural 
people to share, enhance, and analyze their knowledge of life and conditions, to plan and 
to act. ”PRA is therefore an adaptive process which relies on local peoples’ analytical 
capabilities and knowledge to develop and take ownership of their future development. 
PRA is a tool for facilitating discussion which also allows the community and facilitators 
to begin developing a relationship (Conroy, 2002). 
 

 
Methodology 

 
The process began with the appointment of independent facilitators who are skilled in 
facilitating change management that encompasses business and social transformation. 
Grant funding to contract independent facilitators was raised from the Business Trust as 
well as the South African Sugar Association. The main motivation for contracting 
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independent facilitators was to ensure that growers determined their own future based on 
independent advice and guidance. This has contributed largely to progress achieved to 
date. 
 
The brief to the independent facilitators is to empower small scale growers to implement 
change based on change management principles of: 
 
• Involving and obtaining the commitment of all stakeholders in the planning and 

execution of the change process. 
• Clarifying the need for change. 
• Diagnosing present challenges. 
• Establishing what the results of the change process should be in conjunction with all 

stakeholders. 
• Developing a result oriented rather than an activitiesoriented strategy for change. 
• Ensuring that the enabling structures are all aligned. 
• Diagnosing and managing resistance to change. 
• Building in reliable feedback mechanisms to monitor and improve the change process. 
 
The outcome of the process is for growers to have a better understanding of future 
challenges and therefore to organise themselves into a more business orientated operating 
model. 
 
The process as it is implemented: 
 
Participatory rural appraisal 
Growers are taken through a participatory rural appraisal (PRA) exercise. This allows 
growers to reflect on their challenges and look for solutions in an interactive way. PRA 
sets the groundwork from information gathered to assist growers in identifying solutions. 
At this stage growers also set their vision.  
 
Training for transformation 
The training for transformation is aimed at instilling the right attitudes, feelings and 
behaviour of growers towards the project. This is seen in terms of their knowledge and 
understanding of the project, their motivation to participate in the process and their 
attitude to resolving tensions and dealing with complex issues that relate to the project. 
Training for transformation begins by setting the foundation for the importance of 
leadership and good governance. 
 
Governance training 
The importance of leadership, accountability and transparency are emphasised during this 
phase. In order for a communal irrigation system to be managed efficiently corporate 
governance is essential – especially regarding finances. During this phase growers define 
their operating model. Broadly there are two options: 
 
1. New constitution. Growers are taken through a process of improving current 

constitutions. The aim is to improve administration and ensure effective management 
and maintenance of communal irrigation infrastructure. 

2. Consolidation. In some cases growers have opted to consolidate their allotments into 
co-operatives. The facilitation team assists in establishing and registering the co-op. 
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This phase begins to equip growers with skills to take ownership of proposed 
changes/solutions. The outcome of this stage is that growers will review institutional 
structures, policies and constitutions. Having operational institutional structures in place 
will bring about the biggest change to a project in the areas of communication, 
transparency and accountability by elected trustees/committees. The analysis of the 
causes of sub-optimal project governance is complex and differs from project to project. 
 
Technical training 
This phase focuses on extension and training. Emphasis is placed on farm and irrigation 
management at grower level. Administration staff are taken through improved record 
keeping and reporting. 
 
The need for further training (whether it is to affect attitudes or to develop competence) 
often only becomes evident once people have had the opportunity to put into practice 
what they have learned so far. Training is an ongoing process that moves to higher-and-
higher levels as it equips people to deal with new challenges that confront their further 
growth and development.  
 
 

Lessons learnt 
 
This section highlights some of the lessons learnt to date. The lessons focus on facilitating 
institutional change. 
 
Change is unique 
It must be recognised that institutional change is a unique process and different 
approaches are needed depending on dynamics encountered. There is no blueprint for 
facilitating institutional change as each community has its own unique challenges, 
dynamics and resource constraints. This needs to be taken into consideration. 
 
Independent facilitators 
Facilitating institutional change needs to be based on trust. Contracting independent 
social specialists who understand processes and techniques is a critical element to ensure 
success. Among sugar industry stakeholders there are vested interests, and staff employed 
to work with growers are often technical specialists. It can therefore be challenging for 
them to facilitate institutional change. 
 
Outside facilitators also bring indifferent perspectives. This has a positive impact on how 
small-scale growers and sugar industry stakeholders view the future. 
 
Two change elements 
The project has been based on a change management philosophy. Change amongst 
growers and their sustainability challenges is as important as organisational change. 
Sugar industry stakeholders also need to continuously review as growers undertake 
change. One of the biggest challenges is breaking the ‘technical philosophy’ – a holistic 
approach that addresses institutional and technical challenges is required. 
 
Common understanding 
Reaching a common understanding of the challenges and potential solutions amongst 
stakeholders is extremely important. Stakeholders need to have a common message when 
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interacting with growers. This area requires a lot of communication between stakeholders 
to achieve this.It needs to be continuously worked on. In Mpumalanga monthly review 
meetings are held to ensure that all parties had an opportunity to discuss issues and make 
input. 
 
Flexible approach 
Institutional change is an unpredictable process. While a particular outcome is desired it 
may not always be achievable. As constraints are encountered new approaches or models 
need to be developed. It is important that all stakeholders are continuously involved and 
are prepared to change their approach. As it is important that stakeholders need to be 
flexible and adapt, a similar attitude needs to be instilled in growers undergoing change. 
 

Conclusion 
 
Long-term sustainability of small-scale growers is a serious challenge. Growers face 
declining incomes from fixed allotments. It is contended that merely addressing technical 
issues does not necessarily result in long-term sustainability, especially in the case of 
small-scale growers in Mpumalanga, who operate on communal irrigation schemes. 
Addressing social and institutional challenges is as important as technical issues. It is 
important to lay a strong institutional foundation upon which the technical issues can be 
built. These elements are all interdependent. 
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