
IvoryNG
A Lifestyle...Expanding Possibilities

November/December 2018

Olanrewaju Howells
Raising  A New  Generation of  Farmers, Creating Wealth in Real Estate
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From the Desk of 
Editorial/Lifestyle Director

Who would have thought that a 
graduate of Mass Communi-

cation, rather than take an interest 
in the media communication space, 
chose to not only be interested in real 
estate and farming, but become so 
vested enough to become one of the 
emerging pioneers of commercial 
farm estate development as well as 
real estate development with in-
vestment opportunities? Well meet, 
Olanrewaju Howells whose looks 
and unassuming nature belies his 
profession. He is the Managing Di-
rector of Beyond Buildings Invest-
ment Limited, a premium real estate 
company, aimed at redefining asset 
management and real estate invest-
ment culture. Alongside this, he also 
runs Varden Farms and Resort, the 

parent company of a farm estate in 
Epe area of Lagos. A certified mem-
ber of the International Real Estate 
Management Institute, his passion 
goes beyond just running these busi-
nesses; he is committed to making a 
difference with real estate and farm-
ing. His goal is to create a new gen-
eration of farmers and to get people 
to fall in love with farming like in 
the days of yore, what with the agri-
cultural revolution currently sweep-
ing across the nation. And with the 
real estate sector, it goes just beyond 
putting up residential buildings for 
people as he explains in this insight-
ful interview...  Cheers!
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Despite studying mass com-
munication at the Moshood 
Abiola Polytechnic, you still 

preferred a life in the real estate 
world. What informed the switch?
The interest has always been there as 
my father was a surveyor, so I learnt 
the ropes from him. To me, Mass 
Communication is life. People just see 
communication as journalism but it 
goes beyond that.  For me, it was all 
that I needed to help me build a better 
dream and learn how to not just lead 
but to communicate effectively, my 
dreams and vision at any given time. 
It is an embodiment of so many things 
and not just limited to marketing and 
public relations.

What is Beyond Building 
Investment Company really all 
about? 
It is a diverse commercial real estate 
investment company that provides a 
range of services to the capital mar-
kets which include: acquisition, asset 
and property management, leasing, 
construction management, invest-
ment advisory services, as well as 
development and dispostion. The 
company aims to enrich investors 
by providing safe and sound real 
estate investment services to reduce 
systemic risk and also generate 
positive returns and improve 
Nigeria’s standard of living. Infact 
before Beyond Building, there was 
Rent Masters which pioneered 
online rentals and helped reduce 
the stress of having to go through 
agents taking one from one house to 
another which was time consuming 
and physically tasking. We soon 
developed a platform where people 
would be able to view houses  online. 
From there, we grew into other areas 
of real estate. 

And you are also into farming. 
What is the correlation between 
farming and real estate?
What we call real estate itself is the 
land. What I use it for is the applica-
tion of real estate. Anyone can pur-
chase a piece of land but it is now left 

Olanrewaju Howells
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to each individual to decide 
what to do with it; from put-
ting up factories, to shopping 
malls, to residential build-
ings to farms etc. However, 

real estate is far beyond residential 
buildings, there is a whole lot to it. 
Wealth in real estate is real, realiz-
ing it for yourself is the big deal. So 
in that regard, I decided to dedicate 

some parcels of land to 
farming through Varden 
Farms, which was birthed 
in 2016 but the journey to 
it actually began two years 
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earlier. 

How is Varden Farms different 
from the average farm land 
where you can plant crops or 
rear livestock? 
Varden Farms is not just a farm 
but a complete value chain of 
agriculture, from production to 
processing and to distribution. 
The purpose of Varden Farms 
is to create a new generation of 
farmers with the aim of making 
them fall in love with farming. 
What farming was to Nigeria 
years back isn’t what it is today 
and so Varden Farms is being 
positioned to restore the lost 
glory of farming. If we succeed 
in building a platform that will 
make the emerging class to em-
brace farming the way our fathers 
did, you know, using it to build 
the economy, there is no reason 
why it won’t replace oil as the new 
goldmine.

When you say Varden Farms, it 
obviously means there are dif-
ferent aspects of it
Yes. There is Varden Foods; the 
organic food company that spe-
cializes in growing vegetables, 
dairy and poultry as well as the 
processing and distribution of 
these products to shops. If you 
observe, there are some ailments 
we suffer from these days that 
were not in existence before and 
this all boils down to the fact that 
years back, people ate more or-
ganic food than processed food, 
thus making them healthy. Some-
times we don’t even know some 
of the things we consume these 
days. Urbanization has made 
things easier, including meals on 
the go and this generation hasn’t 
made it any easier. So Varden 
Farms is set to recapture those 
days of yesteryears in terms of 
fresh organic food and to change 
the orientation of the new gener-
ation who believe that farmers are 
poor or that farming is boring. 
That is a very wrong notion be-
cause farming is actually very in-
teresting. There is the agro co-op-
erative multipurpose society, 
where funds are majorly raised 
and deployed. Every member 
of the co-operative is a farmer, 
meaning that each one is actively 
involved in the whole process. 

That is the trick of making them 
fall in love with farming. But to 
make that happen, we created 
an environment with an ambi-
ence that will make them want 
to leave their homes and come 
to the farm. That is where the 
resort comes in. Varden Resort is 
poised to become a major tourist 
destination offering customers a 
number of services all aimed at 
generating fun and relaxation. 
The resort comprises of luxury 
farms houses/apartments with 
amenities that makes it ‘a home 
away from home’ – from unin-
terrupted power supply to spell 
binding sceneries close to nature, 
lawn tennis court, gym, children’s 
play area, the food court etc.  

How is produce made available 
to consumers? 
Because we place premium on 
organic foods, we are interest-
ed in processes that make sure 
that most of these vegetables 
and livestock are safe for human 
consumption. Already, we are 
building take out shops around 
town where you can buy fresh 
vegetables from the farm.

Besides wanting people to fall 
in love with farming like it was 
in the olden days, what was the 
other motivating factor behind 
adding a resort to the group, 
especially because it isn’t a com-
mon venture in this country?
A few years ago, we discov-
ered that most of our investors 
couldn’t come and stay on the 
farm. Most of them wanted to 
visit the farm with their family. 
They wanted a place where they 
could take their wives to and they 
would feel safe. Because kids are 
naturally active, they wanted a 
place where their kids could play 
around but in a controlled en-
vironment. We also discovered 
that, there were farm houses that 
were privately owned. There were 
no commercial farm houses. So 
in other for us to create what we 
have today, we needed to merge 
the farm houses with the farm 
itself and make it commercial. 
Meaning that I as a farmer can 
own an apartment in the resort 
that I can visit and stay with my 
family from time to time. But 
when I am not there which could 

be most times of the year, 
rather than leave the 
apartment lying fallow, 
it would generate mon-
ey for me. On the other 
hand, as a farmer, I do 
not necessarily have to 
own an apartment to 
enjoy the benefits of re-
juvenation and also learn 
about farming. I could 
just take time out, rent an 
apartment from a farm-
er who isn’t making use 
of his apartment.  So we 
put all these into consid-
eration and created the 
perfect getaway for fam-
ilies, with something to 
keep each member of the 
family busy.

So would you say you 
are using agro tourism 
to drive the farm? 
Exactly! That is what 
Varden Farms and Re-
sort is all about, merging 
agro tourism to proper 
farming. It is the society’s 
solution to what we lack. 
Both go hand in hand 
because agro tourism 
is about nature, about 
learning a new thing in 
an appealing environ-
ment. We are trying to 
create a new mind shift 
for people who believe 
that farming is boring, 
dirty and for uneducated 
people. We are trying to 
attract people to get more 
interested in farming, see 
it as lifestyle while also 
enjoying all of the other 
benefits that civilization 
has to offer, away from 
actual civilization.

How many farm estates 
do you have presently?
We are working on the 
second one now. The first 
one is Varden Scheme 
One and because we 
would always try to be 
better, we evaluate our 
process. The scheme was 
just about people having 
farmlands and we engage 
consultants to help them 
set it up. 

5

NOV/DEC  2018IvoryNG
A lifestyle..... Expanding possibilities



What are the apartments on 
the farm estates like?
Like any modern well 
equipped apartment with so-
cial amenities on the grounds 
of the estate. 

How safe is the ground of the 
estate, knowing how vast a 
property of that magnitude 
is?
Besides having a perimeter 
fence, we have well trained 
military men on ground as 
well as our own patrol team.  
We not only rely on manpow-
er, we have invested well in 
modern security equipments 
placed in strategic places 
around the farm.

What would you say farm-
ing has done to significantly 
shape you into who you are 
today?
One of the things that farming 
has taught me is the capacity 
to be patient. You can’t be a 
farmer if you are not patient. 
Because, the plant the farmer 
grows, the livestock the farm-
er rears, has a cycle it must 
complete before they can be 
utilized. Plants and livestock 
need constant nurturing which 
contributes largely to getting 
the raw material from which 
you get the finished product. 
Patience helps you visual-
ize how a field of maize can 
emerge from a fallow ground 
andgenerally how to see beau-
tiful things emerge from the 
rough. Farming also helps one 
appreciate that every aspect of 
farming is important as they 
all contribute to the finished 
product. I mean without the 
man pulling out weeds, the 
person who will plant the 
grains will be unable to do so 
and so on and so forth. The 
entire chain is valuable. But 
most importantly, farming 
helps you to appreciate the raw 
power of God. It is an Interest-
ing and humbling experience.

What are some of the chal-
lenges you face both as a 
realtor and a modern day 
farmer? 
Every business comes with its 
own challenges. Most of the 
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time, people expect that since God 
promises us a safe journey, they 
would expect that it will be smooth 
all the way. But my experience has 
taught me that God only promised 
a safe landing. The journey might 
not be what you expect but what 
is sure is that you will get to the 
other side if you persevere. I have 
to deal with all kinds of people 
including professionals, quacks 
and even the land grabbers who 
are popularly known as ‘omo onile’. 
It is challenging but we know that 
each passing day, we are not where 
we used to be, we are getting better 
and making progress. There is also 
the challenge of funding, quality of 
personnel, policy and the market. 
In an economy where people can’t 
really feed, sometimes it is tough 
for them to say they are looking 
forward to investing in real estate. 
With the farm, one of the major 
challenges of farmers is that if the 
agricultural produce does not get 
to the market at the right time, 
there will be crisis. But like I said 
earlier, we place premium on or-
ganic foods, so we are interested in 
processes that make sure that most 
of these vegetables and livestock 
are safe for human consumption. 

 As a farmer, you obviously have 

an opinion about the current 
situation of herdsmen clash-
ing with farmers over farm-
lands. 
I do know clearly that when 
the purpose of a thing is not 
clear, abuse is inevitable. Peo-
ple have been rearing cattle 
long before Nigeria got her 
independence and we would 
keep rearing cattle. I think 
we are in a situation where 
some people don’t want to 
face reality or just want to play 
politics. Cattle rearing is a 
major business that has been 
passed on from generation to 
generation but that being said, 
the life a human being is far 
more important than a cattle. 
I think what should be done 
is striking a balance, building 
systems, structures and enact 
laws that ensures that each 
person plays their own role. 
But I want to believe that most 
of these clashes are politically 
motivated because a proper 
cattle rearer who is a farmer 
will never see the need to go 
after anyone’s land ordinarily. 
Because a farmer who rears 
cattle should ordinarily know 
the pains of what it means to 
have months of painstaking 

efforts to grow a crop, de-
stroyed. He won’t just blindly 
take his cattle to another 
person’s farm to have it de-
stroyed knowing fully well 
that he won’t take it lightly if 
that kind of destruction be-
falls his cattle. Both the crop 
grower and the cattle rearer 
are in the same sector but 
doing different things. They 
both have the same emotion-
al attachment to what they 
are doing. That shows that 
there is something wrong 
somewhere. The government 
has to find a solution to it 
because it has gone beyond 
what the farmers can handle 
on their own. I personally 
believe that the cattle rear-
er and the crop grower can 
work and live peacefully 
without heating up the pol-
ity.

What really intrigues you 
beyond farming and real 
estate?
The Asians whether China, 
Singapore, Korea, Thailand 
etc. There is something about 
them that I find really in-
triguing. The way they build 
their houses, their technol-8
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ogy and these people don’t even 
speak English and you wonder 
how they effectively drive science 
and technology. The Asians have 
made me realize that the value of 
communication is far beyond a 
particular language but just sim-
ply passing information effective-
ly. What bowls me over is the fact 
they are simple and casual with 
the way they do things. I think 
they are underrated. 

Have you always been in busi-
ness? 
Yes because while in secondary 
school, I was already a business 
owner. I was already doing quite 
a lot of trading. I remember that 
at the advent of computers, my 
friends who were abroad would 
send me some and I would trade 
with it. In fact, it got to a time 
that it was really tough for me to 
be a full- time student because I 
was doing business and school-
ing at the same time. I learnt to 
be responsible at a very young 
age.

How do you let off steam?
I have come to realize that pas-

sionate businessmen build 
their work around their 
passion so that while they 
are working, they are letting 
off steam as they enjoy what 
they do. So in that regard, 
I don’t have a special time 
out. However, when I am not 
really working, I like to take 
time out to be with my fami-
ly, friends, visit places, watch 
movies, spend time doing 
things that I lacked as a child 
because going into business 

quite early in life was quite 
challenging for me.
 
What advice do you have for 
a young person looking at 
having a career in both the 
real estate sector and agri-
cultural sector? 
Strengthen your shock ab-
sorber, don’t be distracted, 
focus on the goal because if 
the passion is there, it is only a 
matter of time.
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