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TOP—Testing 
a new pear 
at Provar’s 
Tastelab 
facility 
OPPOSITE—

Comparing 
apple varieties 
at Sapo, 
including the 
promising 
Bigbucks

T he South African fresh produce indus-
try has undergone huge changes since 

deregulation in 1997, many of them essential as 
the country strived to compete across both tra-
ditional and newly opened export markets. Vari-
etal development, in terms of improving fruit 
flavour, shelf life and yield, is one of the key 
areas for the industry, and as technology has 
developed, so has the expertise available.

One such expert is Provar, a privately-
owned, independent new fruit cultivar and root-
stock evaluator and data centre, offering the 
latest in product development intelligence. The 
group has been fully involved in industry evalu-
ation for one and a half years, and offers a three-
pronged service for new cultivars: monitoring 
tree characteristics from budding to harvest; 
performing visual and sensory fruit evaluation 
and characterisation; and evaluating fruit stor-
age potential and shelf-life.

“We service the fruit industry by helping 
it put the correct varieties in the right place,” 
explains Iwan Labuschagne, Provar’s chief exec-

utive. “We identify the best-adapted cultivars for 
the right conditions, and are essentially a mix of 
scientists and IT support, as we also use software 
to help improve our evaluation process.”

The bottom line, according to Labuschagne, 
is that Provar delivers an evaluation service sup-
porting fruit breeders, IP owners, licensees, pro-
ducers and marketers, enabling the value chain 
to make informed choices that minimise plant-
ing risk, and ensure a healthy and competitive 
South African fruit industry. Currently, this 
covers topfruit, stonefruit and grapes.

“We are bombarded by external breeders 
from other countries who export new varieties 
to South Africa, leaving our producers in a sit-
uation where they are asking ‘what should we 
plant?’,” he continues. “For example, we import-
ed over 600 different apple varieties and selec-
tions over the past six years, but which of these 

The future starts here
The dynamism of the fresh 
produce market means it is 
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will really add value to the chain? We are there to 
help answer that question.”

Provar’s evaluation process begins with 
open fruit exhibitions, where produce is scored 
according to tasters, and goes all the way 
through to full-trial evaluation where the com-
mercial potential of a fruit is tested. There is 
plenty to look at too, as in 2017 alone there were 
247 different evaluations. These numbers will 
only go up in the future, according to Labuscha-
gne, who says there are cultivars that are partic-
ularly exciting from a commercial point of view.

“I would say new apple cultivars in general 
are coming out on top of our evaluations, with 
pears ranked a bit lower, although there are 
interesting new selections in locally bred blush 
and full-red pears,” he adds. “For stonefruit, we 
are seeing peaches planted less frequently than 
nectarines, which are high on the list, then 

Fruitfly Africa is an industry-owned service body created to 

plan, coordinate and execute area-wide fruit fly control, funded 

by producer levies and the National Department of Agriculture, 

Forestry and Fisheries. With South Africa home to the Mediterranean 

fruit fly (Medfly), an international quarantine pest, it plays a crucial 

role in implementing 

control programmes 

and utilising practices 

such as the Sterile Insect 

Technique (SIT). 

“Until 2009 there 

was no integrated pest 

management for Medfly,” 

explains Nando Baard, 

manager of Fruitfly Africa, 

at the organisation’s 

Stellenbosch facility. 

“However, as it is a 

phytosanitary pest, and is 

therefore bad for export 

markets, it was decided 

that we should prioritise its control.”

The SIT is seen as an ecologically-compatible means of pest 

control, and best utilised in conjunction with other pest management 

technologies such as bait application and sanitation, across a 

widespread area – in this case, some 34,000ha, according to Baard. 

In SIT, which is carried out at the Stellenbosch facility, the 

Medfly is reared in great numbers, and the males sterilised, before 

being released weekly in high numbers in the target areas, usually 

throughout the year. They mate with wild females which results 

in infertile eggs being laid, and provided certain other population 

management activities are properly carried out, the wild population 

then declines rapidly.

LORD OF THE FLIES
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World Book Day took place on 1 March this year – a fitting date for 

those participating in a recent press trip to the country courtesy of 

Red Communications to hand out books, as part of the Help a South 

African School initiative. Children at the St Vincent RC Primary 

School at Koelenhof in Stellenbosch were delighted to get their 

hands on a wide range of books generously donated by schools in 

the UK. 

BOOKS AND DELIGHTED LOOKS

ABOVE 

LEFT—Iwan 
Labuschagne 
of Provar

of course we have South African-bred plums 
which are very important for the category.”

Like Provar, the Sapo Trust is all about 
improvement for the benefit of the industry. 
A plant improvement organisation first estab-
lished in 1974, its mission is to develop a com-
prehensive range of virus-free plant material 
that can be supplied cost-effectively to the fruit 
industries in South Africa, pioneering variety 
development and the commercialisation of new 
varieties.

Owned by the South African stonefruit, top-
fruit, table grape, dried fruit and canning fruit 
associations, Sapo is here to cultivate growth for 
the future, according to business unit manager 
for production Frederick Voigt. “We develop a 
comprehensive range of virus-free plant mate-
rial that is cost effective for growers,” he out-
lines. “The five producer associations make the 

decisions on what we work on, and from this we 
pioneer new varietal development.”

The team of 60 at Sapo handles some 12 mil-
lion rootstocks in a year, but only a select few 
will make the grade commercially. Stonefruit 
is an example of a category where success has 
been had in recent years.

“Lots [of stonefruit trees] have been plant-
ed since 2010, mainly driven by plums, and we 
have lots of good local varieties – although we do 
have to find markets to sell them in,” says Voigt. 
“In apples, Bigbucks is a very exciting variety 
that offers good packout and eating quality, and 
in the next couple of years we will have nearly 
1,000ha in the ground as we have sold lots of 
rootstocks. For pears, Cheeky is an up-and-com-
ing variety, but we must also remember that it is 
important to not only bring through new vari-
eties, but improve existing ones as well.” —


