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Visão • Vision 

There is a village named Inhacoongo. Without contradiction, the 

landscape is both arresting and austere, with an almost mythic 

quality. It is a place where a connection to the earth still holds 

value. Here, people grow things; chili peppers, cassava, leafy 

greens, and coconuts. To the extent that one can ever say such a 

thing, people in Inhacoongo  live off the land. Yet, farmers are 

often not spoken of the way they deserve to be. That is, as peo-

ple whose fundamental- and often fragile- relationship with the 

land is a creative process. The ability to improvise, master me-

ticulous work and punishing routines, and tease a living out of 

the earth is what determines a farmer's fortunes from year to 

year. Under almost any circumstance, a successful harvest is no 

small accomplishment when one considers that a missed rain, a 

late application of fertilizer, or an unexpected arrival of pests or 

disease can spell the difference between market access and crop 

failure, between prosperity and bankruptcy. Farming is a human 

craft given meaning and expression through the daily grind of 

working the soil and juggling the labor and technical require-

ments that it commands. But vulnerable to a host of factors be-

yond their control, the life of a farmer tends toward evocation 

rather than explanation. Classifications such as commercial 

farmer, out grower, subsistence farmer are terms which can ob-

scure this basic point. The scale and type of farming might oper-

ate according to different demands, but in the end, it is simply 

what many people do; they farm.  
 

In the development world, technology typically attracts attention 

for what it can do for production, not what it means for the pro-

ducers. TechnoServe’s Irish Aid-supported program in Inham-

bane province, however, is designed to bring together the best 

The Secret Garden 
Lying next to her by the ocean 

Reaching out and touching her hand 

Whispering your secret emotion 

Magic in a magical land 

                                     Bob Dylan, Mozambique 
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farmers with appropriate technologies to enhance the long-term 

resilience of poor households and stimulate growth of the agri-

cultural economy. And, it is here that a successful model devel-

oped with Mozambique Organicos is building a network of 

farmers who are generating income through biological farming 

of export-quality horticulture crops. Trials of seed varieties, 

specialized agronomic services such as integrated pest and spray 

management, irrigation installation, and organic composting 

techniques increase productivity, both in the number of produc-

tive cycles per season and the yields achieved during each cycle. 

Moreover, in order to optimize farm diversification and income 

generation, food crops are being intercropped with cash crops, 

the primary ones in Inhambane being coconut, cashew, peanuts 

and cassava, which are largely sold as raw commodities. Indeed, 

the number of coconut trees in the province represents the fifth 

largest grouping in the world and are crucial to maintaining the 

region’s tropical climate. But while most households currently 

grow coconuts, few have invested in good management of their 

trees. As aging trees rob nutrients from depleted soils, yields 

continue to fall and coconut-related incomes remain low. How-

ever, in establishing models for household and community-level 

replanting, soil fertility can be dramatically improved, resulting 

in jobs, income, and increases in the availability of nutritious 

fruits and vegetables.  

The arrival of commercial farming with export orientation has 

created a connection to a wider world and with this a change in 

economic habits. People farm for themselves and their family 

first, but also for the market. Inhambane province is now export-

ing crops to Europe for the first time in over forty years and 

with this the area has seen the rise of entirely new job titles like 

pack house worker and irrigation manager. Moreover, residents 

are becomingly economically active beyond the fields and the 

nearby EN1 highway echoes the mood. With a major spike in 

the volume of chilies locally grown, a niche center of special-

ized production has taken root with family factories and kiosks 

lining the road selling “Dona Rachida’s” famous hot sauce. Lo-

cal production, local processing, local marketing. Taken to-

gether, what until recently was a subsistence economy depend-

ent on a small number of rain-fed staple crops, is now on the 

cusp of being absorbed into an increasingly complex commer-

cial network. Responding to such a major shift represents both a 

formative challenge and opportunity for the region. But there is 

inspiration to be found in this garden, and as land has long been 

said to hold regenerative power, the marriage of agrarian and 

technical know-how in the fields of Inhacoongo  seems well 

suited to the moment.    
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On Farming 
Alexandre Negrão, Inhambane Program Director 

 
Successful farming comes from dedication, perseverance, technical knowledge, experience, and know-how. You need to be able 

to work with people as well. People need to respect you; to be able to drive a team, motivate, day to day, all year through. There 

is no end to the sacrifice you put into farming. There are no Sundays, Christmas days, birthdays, nothing. But to me it is the 

most honorable profession because you are taking nothing from anyone; you are taking from the land. That is all. My grandfa-

ther used to say “people make a living taking money from each other, I don’t. I take mine from the land and I put it back.” It is 

honorable, but it can be very difficult. You are fighting against the elements of nature. To me, farming is more than just produc-

ing. It is about working with the elements of nature and being motivated to start again when the elements win. You fail, you do 

it again. You fail, you do it again. Perseverance usually wins over adversity. But it is not easy to get up at 5 o’clock in the morn-

ing and put on your boots and look at the long list of things you need to do.  

A farmer is a statesman. He does a little of everything. He manages people, he manages trees, he manages orchards, controls 

stocks; projects crop yields, make estimates and balance sheets to the banks. It is a profession where you do a lot and involves a 

little of many other professions. I have never been an architect, but I have built many houses. I have never been a boilermaker, 

but I can now take a cutting torch and cut a straight line, weld, and grind. A farmer is forced to do all these things. Think about 

it, my grandfather was a farmer. He built his empire and diversified into other things. But he was basically a farmer. The fol-

lowing generation, my dad also had the bug for the land. Then, it came to me. 

A Talk with Koos Van Der Merwe  
Koos Van Der Merwe, Mozambique Orgânicos  

Moçambique Orgânicos (MO) is a commercial farming enterprise producing high-end horticulture 

in the Inhambane province of Mozambique. Through an informal partnership with the Depart-

ment of Agriculture, MO has been farming on the Government Research Facility in Inhacoongo 

since May 2009 testing soils, production technologies and new varieties of fruits and vegetables.  

I grew up in the house of an academic; my dad was a professor 

of history. All three of my sisters went into history, either a 

Master’s degree or a doctorate. My brother and I went into natu-

ral sciences. Because of my father’s academic positions we 

would move around South Africa every five or six years, but the 

last part of my high school career was in the north coast of 

Kwazulu-Natal, which is very similar to the climate we have 

here (Inhambane). My father always had an interest in agricul-

ture and we had a farm in the mountains of the northern Trans-

vaal. It was a small cattle and game farming area, and I suppose 

I got my love of the environment and conservation coming from 

there. After school, I did my national service and was lucky 

enough to have studied first and missed the whole South African 

bush war experience.  

So, we did some interesting things and it built up my love of the 

environment.After uni-versity I taught for two years and then 

joined the national parks board for seven years in Kruger Park as 

environmental conservation education pro-grams. I started farm-

ing close to the park; ornamental flow-ers, vegetables and a fish 

farm. Eventually I closed up the fish farm as I didn’t want to 

shoot the fish eagles! There were just too many natural enemies 

for a commercial fish farm.     

I had been working with a British-Mozambican Company, Van-

duzi, in Chimoio, for three years before being contacted, in 

2009, by Riz Khan of TNS who approached us with a business 

plan to grow chilies. We were able to negotiate a deal with the 

government to locate on the research farm and I think we started 

farming a month later. Within a year of coming here we started 

exporting. The whole idea of the model is to provide the core 

farm with the skills and equipment and packaging facility, ex-

tend the production area to the small farmers surrounding the 

farm, give them the supports they need, buy back the product, 

adding the value and selling it. That is the basic concept.  
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we are at 35. Our soils are very sandy. There has been flood-

ing in much of the country, but our tractors are working. We 

had damage, but because of the nature of the soil it is not too 

bad. It is a very forgiving soil. You can add what you need. 

But because it is sandy it doesn’t hold water and to get it to 

start producing is a challenge. But once you do that, there is 

great potential.  

 

The people are the other reason we came to the area. If you 

look at the business prospect in agriculture, the soil, the cli-

mate, the distance to market that is all very important. But 

then you need to look at your labor force. Where will they 

come from? What is the level of training, commitment, 

safety? And we found a very special area here. Perhaps by 

accident. We wanted to come to Mozambique to help develop 

the country, but when we came here we didn’t realize what a 

unique place it was. We found wonderful workers and quick 

learners. They call Inhambane “the land of good people” and 

it is true. We have been very blessed to be in an area that has 

very special people. I think we were just guided here to be in 

such a place. What we are doing here is a bit different from 

what the local farmers know, but the conservation principles 

that we use are basically the same as what they have been 

doing for years. So, to explain it is relatively easy. The Mo-

zambicans are good farmers. If you show them that by doing 

what you have been doing just a little different you can do so 

much better. People are open to it. We are doing labor inten-

sive crops because that is one of the advantages Mozambique 

has. Wages are still competitive and people are still willing to 

do farm work, which is not always the case across the border. 

The recent labor unrest in South African agriculture speaks 

for itself. Minimum wage will likely go up an-other twenty 

percent and it is already more than double what we have here. 

And we have young people working on farms in Mozambique 

while the average farm worker in South  

We don’t own any land. We rent 

this land from the government of 

Mozambique on a long term lease 

agreement. Our aim is not to build a 

big estate or empire of any kind. 

We’d like to see 1000 hectares pro-

duction around us, but I don’t want 

it to be my production in the sense 

that I’m responsible for growing it. 

We will assist, buy back the pro-

duce and market it. That’s what we 

want to do in the end. 

  

This project was originally a donor demonstration project of 

citrus and mango. But the donor left and when we arrived the 

place was in disarray. The citrus trees were mostly dying and 

the mangoes were surviving but not doing great. So, when we 

approached the director to rent the facility the re-sponse was, 

“yes, please, salvage some of this and do some-thing.” We pay 

rent under the law for access to the 

land, but we also want to support the 

agricultural department; we give 

training to their people to demon-

strate varieties, and deter-mine what 

will grow and what can’t grow. We want to show the possibili-

ties of commercial agriculture. The agriculture guys might see 

it, but the average soul on the ground doesn’t know what a 

commercial farm looks like. They have never seen it.  

 

I’ve been all over Mozambique and the more temperate regions 

of South Africa and there is no area that can match us in terms 

of winter temperatures and the mild environment. Our prox-

imity to the sea gives us a unique micro-climate. The winters 

are much warmer than just ten kilometers inland. There are 

many things here that you can’t grow inland. It is the warm sea 

breeze. And in summer we are much more moderate than 20 to 

30 kilometers inland where they get up to 40 centigrade while 

“The land of 

good people.” 
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a bit of eco-tourism work. There is huge potential along the 

coast here. There is a natural lake of 40 km just three 3km 

north of us. In between the lake and the sea there is a pristine 

piece of coastal forest that is very rare in Mozambique. So, 

we’d like to become involved in that as time goes on. I have a 

passion for Mozambique. As a conservationist at heart, the 

country speaks to me. It is still pristine in many ways. Being 

bush there are a lot of opportunities. If you drive through the 

Cape wine lands and you have orchards to each side, the op-

portunities are gone. It is covered by people with lots of 

money and big companies. If you are willing to take the risk 

to come to a place like this, however, there are so many op-

portunities. But they are high risk. It is difficult, but I think 

any man needs a challenge in life, and this place provides the 

challenge. 

 

Africa is 36 years old. In South Africa they are moving more 

toward large-scale mechanization and mega farms. It is be-

coming more difficult.  

The government support has been great. TNS with Irish Aid 

support has also given us a lot of help. With TNS we have the 

luxury of having someone else that understands agriculture that 

you can sound board and discuss results. And, finally, the com-

munity; people stick together here. A lack of infrastructure and 

support groups means you need to depend on each other. 

 

This is home now. I’ll be 54 this year. In ten years time when I 

want to retire I still want to be here, but retire to the less de-

manding legs of the farming enterprise. Maybe sell the vegeta-

ble part to the workers and others participants and maintain a 

small share. We are working on pineapples and cattle. Both are 

something I definitely want to remain in. And, in the future, do 
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Prismo | Prism 
 

“Sometimes you have to be very strict with the 

other ladies. That means controlling the process 

as the other workers cut and clean, so that I 

know how much should go into each planting 

and boxes, how many kilos they represent. I have 

to make sure that we know the exact number 

and quality; otherwise the farmer might get paid 

too little, or too much.”  

Juvenaia Carlos 

“Production is my life, it is what 

drives me.”  

Arsénio António 
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Prismo | Prism 
 

Packshed sketch 

Green : Existing development 

 Red : New smallholder farmer land  

Contour map of the area 


