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Foreword

OCTOBER 2020

The report explores technology and IT trends in agribusinesses to give 
decision-makers in the agri industry the insight they need to navigate 
their digital transformation journey.

Businesses and countries across the globe have encountered incredibly 
challenging economic conditions due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
enforcement of lockdown resulted in an increased reliance on new and 
innovative technologies to help businesses keep their people safe and 
their businesses going. 

The agri sector was somewhat sheltered from the storm as they were 
allowed to continue much like normal, reducing the need for radical 
adjustments. The downside is that it is potentially leaving the agri 
sector behind in terms of the radical digital transformation happening 
in many other sectors across the globe.

We believe that technology will continue to disrupt most industries in 
the coming years and that the agri industry will not be spared, especially 
the primary agri sector. With an increased focus on food security and 
the quest for traceability from farm to fork, both primary and secondary 
agribusinesses will have to rely on technology to produce and supply 
food faster, more cost-effectively and safer than ever before.

In response to this context, this publication addresses the following 
key points:

CURRENT MAJOR 
TRENDS IN 

TECHNOLOGY AND 
HOW IT IS APPLIED IN 
THE SOUTH AFRICAN 

AGRI INDUSTRY

HOW YOUR 
TECHNOLOGY 

STRATEGY SHOULD 
COMPLEMENT YOUR 
BUSINESS STRATEGY

HOW THE CURRENT 
STATUS OF YOUR 

TECHNOLOGY AND IT 
STRATEGY MEASURE 
UP AGAINST THAT OF 

YOUR PEERS

SAREL VISSER

CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER
GROVATION

WE ARE PLEASED  
TO SHARE THE RESULTS 
FROM OUR FIRST-EVER 
AGRI IT BENCHMARK 
SURVEY IN THIS 
REPORT.
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Below is a summary of the four major predictions we are making regarding the role that technology 
will play in the agri and food sector in the future. We plan on performing the survey annually to 
keep our finger and yours on the pulse of these trends.

Business will own the technology
We predict that the IT function will own less and less of the technology used by the business but 
that they will merely enable the environment in which these technologies function. 

We foresee that agribusinesses will move away from traditional single-instance ERP architecture 
towards a best-of-breed architecture where the traditional ERP solution functions as a finance 
and accounting hub. This shift increases the need for a robust integration strategy and potentially 
a standardised middleware solution.

This shift will be pronounced for complex and diversified businesses. More homogenous 
businesses will still be able to rely on single instance architecture in large parts of their business.

Control it, don’t own it
New solutions are brought to the market with increasing 
speed, and an increasing number of providers offer their 
solutions on a subscription basis. We predict that these 
two trends will conflate into fewer businesses that own their 
software and hardware. Instead, they will simply consume it 
on a subscription basis. 

We see several benefits in this model: 
• First and probably most overlooked: improved financial 

gearing, which, in theory, should increase the ease with 
which a business can access funding.

• Cash flow benefits, as almost half of the cash outlay, will 
be claimed back in the form of taxes (income and VAT).

• The ability to speed up your digital transformation 
journey by adopting new solutions quicker and switching 
off old ones with limited cost implications.

we BeLIeVe THAT No 
GrowING BUSINeSS 
SHoULd owN ANY 
NoN-INCoMe 
GeNerATING ASSeTS. 
THeY SHoULd reNT 
THeSe ASSeTS ANd 
INVeST More IN THeIr 
INCoMe-GeNerATING 
ASSeTS.
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Precision everything
Precision farming is currently one of the top buzz words in the market. 
We predict that as the cost of sensors drop, businesses in the agri 
and food value chain will start to measure more and more of their 
operations on a granular basis. 

For example, livestock farmers will measure the profitability of each 
animal and no longer measure their herd, as is already common 
practice in the dairy sector. We believe this practice will increase in 
the sectors of meat production sector and even fruit, for example, in 
measuring the profitability of a tree instead of an orchard.

This shift will increase the need for business intelligence (BI) and data 
analytics solutions to help management turn the business data into 
insights to manage their business more effectively.

Performance management
Remote workforces will become a more common practice. 

It holds many promises, such as:

REDUCED EMPLOYMENT AND OPERATING COSTS

ACCESS TO TALENT POOLS OUTSIDE A BUSINESS’ 
GEOGRAPHICAL REGION

INCREASED FLEXIBILITY

However, the big question remains: how will we be able to manage 
these remote teams to ensure that we continue to get a good return on 
the salaries we pay? It will require HR’s role to shift towards managing 
performance and keeping employees engaged. 

We predict that two schools of thought will emerge: one where an 
employee’s every move I tracked during work hours, and the other 
where employees will be contracted for their expected performance 
upfront and then be rewarded according to their performance against 
the agreed contract. Needless to say, we would prefer to see the last 
option being applied rather than the first.

We hope that you will find the results illuminating and that it will help 
you make more informed decisions.
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Executive summary 

This first-ever agri IT benchmark engaged 943 farmers, mega farmers, 
co-ops and fresh market businesses in South Africa to understand 
the technology and IT trends in both the primary and secondary agri 
industries. The purpose of this benchmark is to assist decision-makers 
in these industries in making technology decisions that support their 
strategic journeys.

The benchmark makes a clear distinction between the primary and 
secondary agri industries. The primary industry refers to the farmer 
or producer, while the secondary industry includes organisations that 
provide value-add services to agricultural products from the farms. 

In the primary industry, 926 South African participants were invited, 
of which only four submitted their data, representing a mere 0,43% 
of the invitees. Therefore, no benchmark could be set for the primary 
industry this year.

In the secondary industry, 17 South African participants were invited, 
of which ten submitted their data, representing 58,8% of the invitees. 
Participants included South African co-ops and fresh market groups. 
The secondary industry was therefore well represented, and the 
majority of the report focuses on their results.

KEY FINDINGS

DISTRIBUTION OF INVOLVEMENT FOR  
THE SECONDARY INDUSTRY
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ACCORDING TO 
GARTNER, IT SPENDING 
AS A PERCENTAGE OF 
REVENUE IS THE MOST 
RECOGNISED MEASURE 
OF TOTAL IT INVESTMENT 
RELATIVE TO TOP-LINE 
BUSINESS RESULTS.

IN THE FIRST-EVER IT 
BENCHMARK IN SOUTH 
AFRICA, IT SPENDING 
AS A PERCENTAGE 
OF REVENUE IS 1,3%, 
WHILE IT SPENDING AS 
A PERCENTAGE OF 
OPERATING EXPENSES 
FOR THE SECONDARY 
AGRI INDUSTRY IS 5,43%.

The single biggest business 
category in which the participants 
are involved was agri retail 
and wholesale, with 50% of 
participants indicating it as the 
biggest business category in 
their organisation. The business 
category in which most 
participants are involved is agri 
services (80%), closely followed 
by agri retail and wholesale 
(70%). Commodity trading and 
agri processing were also strongly 
represented.




