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Born into the fourth generation of a Cape Town family 
of flower vendors, Suraya Cassiem had enough faith in 
herself to move on and become the proud owner of an 
export flower farm. Her stylish appearance reveals very 
little about the battles she has had to fight to become a 
business woman of note.



When I first laid eyes on the farm I was to turn into a thriving 
business, it was a jungle.

I didn’t know a thing, but I told my dad, “I was going to fight”. 
This farm was to become ours.

I was only in grade 3 when my father asked me to write my 
name on a piece of newspaper. When Buya (“father” in Malay) 
saw it, he said it was time for me to leave school and help in 
the family business. I had to tolerate rain, wind and sun, but it 
made me a very strong woman and I am proud of it. I had to 
grow up quickly, but it made me who I am today. I had to help 
put food on the table for our family of eight children and it 
taught me self-respect.

As a 10-year-old girl I ran my own flower stall in a Stellenbosch 
alleyway. During those apartheid days I was often chased 
from offices and houses when I tried to sell my flowers. But I 
have also developed a bond with the people of Stellenbosch. 
We learned to love each other. I often saw students arriving as 
starry-eyed first-years, leaving as graduates. This also inspired 
me to make more of my life, to become more than an ordinary 
flower seller as my mother, grandmother and great-grand-
mother were.



At the function I chatted to Rasool and he remarked on how hard the 
flower sellers in Cape Town’s Adderley Street worked. I also overheard 
three historically disadvantaged people talking about the farms they 
were to receive from Government. “If they are to get it free, why can’t I?” I 
asked myself and embarked on a mission to find out how this was done.

It was only by God’s grace that a protea farm of about1 070ha came onto 
themarket at that stage. It had 50ha under proteas, but was run-down 
and needed a lot of work. I and 10 partners, all family members, restored 
it to an export farm in just four years. It was hard work. I promise you,
prisoners have a better life.

At first I was denied the stall, but it was in the time of the new Government 
and I heard something about President Nelson Mandela and small 
enterprises.

Being Afrikaans-speaking, I had to ask what an “enterprise” was. I then  
started my flower stall in George’s busy York Street.

This stall was also the beginning of greater things. Once I was asked to do 
the flowers for Western Cape Premier Ebrahim Rasool’s visit to the local
municipality. I was also invited to the reception. At first I refused to attend, 
but a friend twisted my arm. I didn’t have the knowledge of government and 
politics and all that stuff.

It took a bit of courage and a lot of arguing to convince my parents to allow 
me to move to Bloemfontein in the Free State. It was an unfamiliar place 
with unfamiliar people. But there were great opportunity for business. I 
obtained a flower stall and was chased away yet again. I got a grip on those 
Free State farmers and won them over. I stayed in Bloemfontein for 12 years 
before moving to George.

My early days in the Southern Cape town of George were difficult. I often 
had to rely on inner strength and perseverance to survive. More than once I 
had to sleep in the back of my bakkie. Once again I was greeted by hostility 
when I took a chance and started a flower stall. 

The neighbours’ initial attitude was negative. But 
this only lasted until the Cassiem family proved 
themselves to be good farmers with a well- 
developed business sense. All those years that we 
bought flowers on the farms, we stole with our eyes. 
We knew what a first-grade flower looked like. Now 
Government has finished with me as well. From 
now on, I’m on my own.

I employ about 40 people on the farm and in my 
florist’s shop and flower stall.



I advise other empowerment projects to 
ask Casidra (the Cape Agency for Sustain-
able Integrated Development in Rural 
Areas) for guidance. Casidra supported me 
throughout. Thanks to the Western Cape’s 
MEC for Agriculture, Cobus Dowry, I could 
go to China to exhibit my products at an 
international flower show. I was the first 
black woman to be awarded an export 
contract to China. I send about 400 to 500 
boxes of flowers a week to this country. 
You can’t imagine what that meant to me  
I felt on top of the world. 

I personally introduced proteas to China. 
I went into partnership with white com-
mercial farmers to help supply the flowers. 
We need each other and we can work well 

together. One shouldn’t step on other  people. Rather respect

each other.

One thing led to another and I landed some more contracts. I estab-
lished a joint venture – Africa Flower Exporters – with the fruit-ex-
porting giant, Colors, and started exporting proteas to the flower 
Mecca of the world, the Netherlands.

To date, none of our flower cargoes have been rejected.

It makes me feel good. The export business is an interesting school. 
One should not be under the impression that, because you are 
favoured by black economic empowerment, your goods will be 
accepted. You have to walk the same road as any other farmer. You 
have to build good relationships. It is important to send produce 
that is outstanding quality and to ensure that everything reaches its 
destination on time. It is my wish that the flower industry as a whole 
should unite. It will give us so much more power if we stand 
together. South Africa can become big in the world of flowers.




