The most important single ingredient in the formula of success is knowing how to get along with people." 
– Theodore Roosevelt
A visit to Pongola in July 2011 highlighted the nature of the relationship between Pongola cane growers and Tsb Sugar (Tsb)and how this impacts on perceptions of the value addition in the supply chain as well as investment in a region.     In chatting with Tsb and leading growers about prospects for the region, it is evident that this cane supply area requires a lot of time and resources developing a mutually rewarding relationship that will not only benefit the sugar family but the Pongola community as a whole.
Mr Trevor Endres, General Manager of the Tsb Pongola mill was upbeat and optimistic about the performance of the mill which has twice broken performance records.  “Currently the mill is crushing faster than its weekly allocation of 37 000 tons and at a throughput approaching 250 tons cane per hour.  Trends show a positive mill performance moving towards former production levels. The mill has also consistently achieved the quality specification required by a multi-national organisation as well as receiving the Silver Award for quality from a major South African retailer”, says Trevor.        “We have invested some R60 million in capital expenditure and have plans for a further R85 million investment over the next three years.  Our ultimate goal is to get this mill back up to production levels of 1.4 million tons cane per annum.”  
Trevor says that it is not only investment in capital expenditure that will bring about change.  There are also plans for training and development as well as investigating a possible expansion of the mill and improving the RV quality of the crop in the region through seed cane nurseries  (including tissue culture propagation), by putting an emphasis on the right varieties that deliver good RV tons per hectare as well as ripening programmes.  Tsb is subsidising 75% of a ripening scheme and, together with the cane growers supplying this mill, are jointly funding a Geographic Information System (GIS) of the area which will enable improved management of cane supply and crop husbandry. 
Amongst others these initiatives have brought about a new grower/miller relationship in what was perceived to be an increasingly despondent and weary cane growing region.  According to Edmond Rouillard, a large scale cane grower and Chairman of the Pongola Mill Group Board, the general situation around cane farming have dramatically improved in the region over the past two years.  Says Edmond: “Tsb has brought a fresh breeze through the valley which has improved grower morale.  The mill performance statistics speak for themselves.  There has been increased investment in this region which has seen a lot of land changing hands over the past two years and at exceptional prices.  Land prices have increased from approximately R50 000 per hectare to some R100 000 per hectare! ”      He recalled a time where there was a general feeling of doom and gloom in the Pongola cane supply area.    “The growers were despondent and negative about the way things were going, to such an extent that people were selling  farms or   planting alternative crops simply because of the performance of the mill and negative perceptions of the future of the sugar industry in the area. ”    
Other factors which also affected the morale of the area were uncertainty due to land claims, a massive increase in input costs such as fertiliser and electricity as well as the additional costs of financing the Bivane Dam. Although virtually guaranteeing quality irrigation water, the associated repayment costs of the dam had a somewhat divisive impact on growers in the region.    All of the above resulted in a dwindling crop as growers were not reinvesting in their farms and normal replant programmes were not being undertaken.  
However, things are looking up too from the Bivane Dam perspective.  Edmond is excited as he explains how a newly devised cane incentive scheme between Tsb and  the growers has got the “grower community talking”.  Besides being an individual scheme vs a group scheme, it is set to see growers earning bonuses for higher quality RV cane on an individual per ton basis – the higher the  RV quality above the average for the region, the higher the bonus  - which will go a long way towards assisting growers recoup the  costs of the Bivane Dam  - the single most important objective of the scheme.  
Edmond says further: “Communication is good between the miller and supplying growers – there is a constant supply of information, the cane price is doing well and the mill is performing well, Tsb and the the Pongola growers are working together as opposed to against each other. The fact that Tsb management is approachable to the very highest level makes a huge difference.”   High on the list of priorities for both the grower and miller in fostering and nurturing this new relationship is communication.    This has resulted in high commitment and co-operation in the grower/miller relationship which will become more relevant and important at the local level as opportunities present themselves to enhance revenue streams for both parties.   In typical farmer language Edmond says, “I think Tsb Sugar understands that if you look after and feed a cow it will give you a lot of quality milk in the long run.”    

CANEGROWERS’ Regional  Manager for Pongola, Garreth Sparks has the last word.  “Today, the talk in the area is only about how well the mill is running.  There is a general positive outlook amongst growers and that perception in itself is powerful.”  This Tsb/Pongola Grower relationship, compounded by capital being spent in the region by both cane growers in their crop and the miller in its factory, can only bode well for the region’s future.    The foundation has been set - it is now up to the growers and the miller to nurture this relationship and build on this foundation. 

