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JAMES MARTIN writes about how a 'neo-colonial' family have entered into a partnership with 60 black families living on their Karkloof farm.
 We'd been waiting for six years. So we were all going about our business on the day the Department of Land Affairs phoned to say the transfer was through. 

I called Maje Zondi on the farm and, as nonchalantly as I could, congratulated him on his ownership. And he began calling me by my first name. 

The uncertainty was behind us. His secret plans to build a house of real blocks and send his grandchildren to university could now become a reality. 

So much has been written about the challenges of land reform, from both a policy and an implementation point of view. But not much of this talks to the experience of forging new relationships with people we've known all our lives, relationships that could not have been imagined in the past. 

The story is a simple one: firstly, a land transaction and 60 families taking communal ownership with a willing buyer and a willing seller, and secondly, the creation of a new farming partnership to sustain the agricultural viability of the farm. Labour tenants are now neighbours of former landowners. Boyhood friends from across the colour line now sit as men and co-directors of a million-rand enterprise. Poor families express their joy at the thought of a sustained income through collaboration and the old owners of the land are satisfied at the sound commercial practice that has finally unfolded at Sherwood Farm in the Karkloof. 

The 2 000-hectare beef and forestry farm has been in the Morton family since the mid-1800s, when it was used for summer grazing. The earlier Mfcane and the winter climate had discouraged black people from settling there and the first recorded payments made to six labourers are in the early 1890s. 

The situation remained like this until the sixties and seventies, when government required landowners to forcibly remove what they called excess tenants. Mona and Nancy, the Morton sisters living on the farm, refused to oblige and found themselves before a government board in the Howick magistrate's court defending the rights of the families on the farm to remain there, as they felt that not only had these people done nothing wrong but no alternative place had been found for them to live. 

Relative calm returned. Blacks removed their caps in the presence of whites. White sons, regardless of age, were called nkosana, the diminutive of mister, never by their names. Relationships were unequal but clear - until 1994. 

 With the pending "threat" of land reform, we, as landowners, identified that the Labour Tenants' Act created an opportunity for us to allay our uneasiness at the thought of losing the farm by being forced to sell it or being invaded or, even worse, having the farm expropriated. 

In 1996, prompted by both fear and conscience, we held the first mass meeting on the farm, with owners and tenants in attendance, where it was agreed that a committee to represent the interests of the community should be established. Ground rules were openly discussed and recorded on a flip chart in the farmyard. We had a mission, a vision, values and protocols - much like we see in the boardrooms of the corporates in cities. It was a lot to absorb. 

From then on, regular committee meetings took us through a slow but thoughtful process, culminating in 2003 when the 60 families obtained full ownership of the farm Egamalethu ("In Our Own Name"), which is a 600-hectare portion of the original farm. The families had used their labour tenant grants provided by the Department of Land Affairs and we, the landowners, had received a market-related price. 

 Since then, the relocating homes have shot up, no new families have invaded, the number of black neighbours has not increased, criminal activity hasn't increased - much to the surprise of sceptical white locals - and it's pretty much business as usual. Sure, the goats and cattle are straying but a mechanism is now being implemented to impound wandering animals, a process that has been negotiated with the community. Sappi are assisting with fire-fighting training and equipment, and a new dipping tank has been built with funding from the Department of Agriculture. A memorandum has been signed between the Department of Land Affairs and the uMngeni  Municipality to release further funds for infrastructure and the development of the farm. 

The community has also just received R860 000 worth of cattle through the Land Redistribution and Agricultural Development (LRAD) programme. This investment now functions as their individual share capital contributions in the equity and joint partnership venture with the landowners on the balance of the old farm. In all, two years of discussions, documents and meetings took place before the partnership could materialise. 

Throughout this period the sustained, and sustaining assistance and guidance received from various people, at no cost to the yet unborn equity partnership, proved indispensable. 

The Amafolosi Farming Partnership is now an established entity. Minutes are kept and signed off at every meeting (which is held in Zulu and English), the herdsmen are encouraged to study further and are learning to drive, to open bank accounts and plan to contribute to a pension fund. The shareholding is split between whites and blacks according to their equity contribution and the blacks have the controlling share. 

Great! It is not threatening; we are a team and decisions are taken through open discussions and the community members on the board are gaining confidence in their abilities to make meaningful contributions. 

We are also anticipating the installation of the country's first homestead catfish ponds, funded by the Department of Agriculture, which will provide food security for the beneficiary family. It will also provide the broader community with a fresh supply of protein and hopefully a sustainable small enterprise, with the intention of piloting it for implementation into other communities. 

Is there a point to this commentary? Admittedly it has taken 10 years of pushing and anguish, and it would be flippant to say that there haven't been disappointments and tussles along the way. A mental transformation has had to take place for everyone, to enable us, a neo-colonial family, to willingly sell our land to, and make partners of, the black inhabitants. Despite five generations of mutual interdependence and the trust and loyalty that goes with it, the deep racial programming of our past sits there and only when it's threatened do we see its true might. 

In the accounts one hears about failing land transactions, it is often clear that the blacks and whites, tenants and owners, have not reached a level of understanding to enable resolution. Consultants are then brought in, the rift between the parties is maintained and all the fears surrounding these deals are reinforced. 

It is a challenge but one that can be overcome. I do not mean to make it sound simpler than it is or to be skating over complex issues; some small farms do not have the privilege of being large enough to viably slice up and, in some cases, there are questions as to the rights of certain individuals. The answers are often not straightforward. 

 Hopefully, however, we can come away with a model that can be successfully applied to other groups of people locked onto the same piece of land. If we base our black economic empowerment transactions on a combination of commercial and respectful principles, there is no reason why they should not work. 

I think that, in our case, leadership, compromise and the willingness to pull together have helped the process. We have just begun a long journey with no guarantees but it's now just a group of shareholders who have to buckle down and make the business work!

 Who's involved 

 1. The community 

Comprised of 60 families, who all have a long history with the farm, the community is governed by a committee, whose chairperson is Mabuso Buthelezi. The adults are mostly employed on local farms, with some of them working in Pinetown or Pietermaritzburg. 

From the community, who after seven years of waiting had grown a little despondent, 40 applicants applied to be a part of the Amafolosi share equity, which is called the "stockvel" by its members. Those who did not apply are angry that they were not given sufficient information to make an informed decision and feel that they should be given an opportunity to do so. This is being done and they will be able to obtain funding and participate in the scheme. 

Poverty levels are extreme and HIV/Aids has torn through the community like a hailstorm. The community has always been allowed to graze its cattle and derive a livelihood from the land. The land the community has acquired is nowhere nearly large enough to sustain all its livestock, so we are offering grazing on the balance of the farm, until such time as the cattle numbers increase in Amafolosi and we need it for the business. 

The deputy chair of the farming partnership is Sqwayi Zuma, a close friend of mine. With almost no education, he is now managing huge timber contracts and has offered exceptional wisdom and stability to the process. Five members of the community sit on the board - two men and three women. 

2. External support 

At the beginning, I approached Professor Mike Lyne of the University of  KwaZulu-Natal, who had funding to investigate and support the establishment of schemes such as ours. Since then we have been working closely with him and Peter Greene from the Lima Rural Development Foundation, with their fees being paid by U.S.Aid. They have done good work and offered invaluable guidance. Peter Rutsch was employed by us to guide the process from a legal perspective. Again, he has been enthusiastic and passionate about the project. We have been fortunate to have the funding from U.S.Aid and the funds to pay for a legal person to support the establishment of the project. If we were to rely solely upon the DLA, the project wouldn't have reached this level of sophistication. 

3. The farm owners - Sherwood farm 

Made up of two families, the Martins and the Colebys, the older generation initially found it difficult to adapt to the changes but amazingly they have come to "own" the project and are proud of the achievements thus far. There are seven family members of my generation, with my cousin Arthur Coleby, myself and my sister Carrin Martin being the only actively-participating members. Three of the older generation and my sister and I sit on the board. 

My cousin has been elected as the manager, with the undertaking that in three years' time, he will be replaced by a local black manager. 

We are an average Midlands family, with various ancestral links to Europe. At the first committee meeting at the farmhouse, the community members were all given tin mugs for their tea. I am happy to report that we now all use the same antique crockery and silver-plated cutlery. 

I am the chairman of Amafolosi and have been driving the project. Having grown up with the community and played centre forward for the Sherwood farm soccer team in my youth, how could I not take things this route? Before one of my childhood friends died of Aids in 1998, he asked me to promise that I would provide his mother with a secure and titled piece of land. Things like that point you in particular directions. 

I am currently managing a provincial outreach learnership programme with the KZN Youth Commission, in which it is intended that 10 000 unemployed youth will be placed in the workplace and in business ventures of their own over the next three years. 

I have been involved in community development for 12 years and am fortunate enough to be able to work with community groups and so understand how the wheels turn with relation to funding and the public sector.


• 
 James Martin is the chairman of the Amafolosi Partnership. 
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