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T
hose who followed our 
history and politics will 
remember the establishment 
of CODESA, the Convention 
for a Democratic South 

Africa, back in 1991. CODESA 
was established after more than 90 
organisations gathered and decided that 
an interim government was needed to 
manage the transition to a democratic 
government. While not everything 
was smooth sailing and talks broke 
down more than once, the concept 
of CODESA was a sound one and its 
intended purpose was certainly pure. 

Thirty-one years later, we have 
experienced pretty much everything 
that the transition to democracy 
could throw at us: ups and downs, 
highlights and low moments, renewal 
and deterioration. In addition, the past 
two to three years certainly brought 
home the stark reality of how quickly a 
well-oiled machine’s gears can become 
clogged. It has indeed been a bumpy 
road, but so far we have navigated it 
quite well. 

From hero to zero
This brings me to our current situation, 
one that is characterised by growing 
concern over soaring food prices, 
worldwide instability, invasions and 
talk of war, violence, corruption, 
unemployment – the list is endless. 
Our industry is facing a challenging 
time and our national fresh produce 
markets are in serious need of its own 
(successful) CODESA – an interim non-
partisan structure and process that will 
restore these markets and allow them 
to meet their ultimate brief, namely to 
feed our nation. 

Our national fresh produce markets 
are known to play a vital role in South 
Africa’s food chain, acting as anchors 
in the formulation of fresh produce 

prices. But despite their importance, 
we have seen these establishments 
diminished into sub-optimal, poorly 
maintained facilities that represent 
a significant risk to the well-being of 
all stakeholders in the fresh produce 
value chain, notably so the end 
consumer who ultimately (and literally) 
has to pay the highest price. This issue 
was highlighted and debated during 
our recent Potatoes SA (PSA) Industry 
Roundtable.

Decline and derailment
Largely owned and managed by 
municipalities, fresh produce markets 
are key in facilitating the exchange 
of produce between farmers, 
large-scale buyers of produce, and 
informal vendors. These markets are 
an important source of revenue for 
municipalities, and offer immense  
cash-generating potential. 

However, with municipal budgets 
under severe financial pressure due 
to a multitude of reasons, many have 
been unable and even unwilling to 
reinvest in these assets. The result is a 
decline in the quality of infrastructure 
at and access to these facilities, with 
a subsequent serious decline in basic 
hygiene and sanitation standards and, 
very concerning, a lack of security. 

This non-reinvestment by 
municipalities along with all the 
consequences of the general decline 
at markets, have come at great cost 
to our producers. Think of logistical 
issues, the price of fuel, product waste, 
low margins, and high input costs. 
In the end, our producers are losing 
product (8 to 12%) while their margins 
are shrinking.

These difficulties are clearly 
reflected in potato producers having 
to constantly reduce acreage for 
higher margin crops. Over the past 

three years we have seen between 
2 500 and 3 000 ha reduced in this 
way. This by an industry that generates 
some R8 billion at the primary level and 
another R25 billion at the secondary 
level. 

Oiling the gears
A bleak picture? Yes. But then the 
agricultural value chain has always 
been known to tackle challenges 
head-on and emerge from it stronger. 
Our potato producers and processors 
are indeed a ‘glass-half-full’ bunch and 
there are many lessons to be learnt 
from their persistence. One such 
lesson is that there is power in groups, 
especially in the marketplace.

There lies a major opportunity in 
getting our fresh produce markets 
back up to standard so that consumers 
can get maximum bang for their 
shrinking buck. Just like the CODESA 
of 1991, numerous stakeholders in the 
fresh produce value chain should get 
together to create a can-do mindset, 
and establish a set of standards 
and procedures that will restore our 
markets to their rightful place in the 
economy. 

Surely there is a mutual desire to get 
these vital markets up and running at 
full capacity and potential. In fact, let’s 
call this one COPARFSA – Convention 
of a Proactive Approach to Restoring 
Fresh Produce Markets in South Africa. 
A bit long and not a great acronym, but 
you get the idea!

PSA recently took the first step 
by hosting the industry roundtable, 
but this was just a toe in the water 
– a basis from which we and other 
like-minded stakeholders now need 
to take action. We look forward to 
hosting more such days, but the 
invitation has one proviso: this is not a 
one-party show. 

Fresh produce markets 
need a CODESA 

By Willie Jacobs, CEO of Potatoes SA
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