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You can watch all the episodes of the first 
three series of African Farming on our 
website at www.africanfarming.com.

Here you will also be able to read every 
issue of our African Farming magazine, 
ask us any farming questions, and get 
some great farming advice. Thank you  
to all of you for the great feedback.  
KEEP IT COMING!

The latest episodes of AF Digital are also 
on our website and Facebook page.

Also, don’t forget that we’re on Twitter, 
and if you have access to email, why  
not sign up for our African Farming 
e-newsletter? That way you’ll never  
miss anything! Remember to use 
#africanfarming and keep on posting  
your thoughts about the magazine, 
farming in general, and your own 
experiences in agriculture.
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DEVASTATION OF STOCK THEFT 

I woke up one rainy morning in December to 

a phone call from my brother, telling me the 

cattle had disappeared from the kraal. I still 

remember the shock I felt as I tried to make 

sense of everything. Is it possible that someone 

could have come at night and driven them 

out? Maybe they found a weak corner to 

break out because of the heavy rain the 

previous night? Fortunately, it turned out to 

be the latter. In the pouring rain, the poor 

animals couldn’t stand getting soaked in their 

own dung and fled.

In the current climate where stock theft is 

rife, you tend to think the worst when faced 

with such a situation. Stock theft has been a 

long-standing problem for the industry, but it 

has become increasingly severe in recent 

years. So much so that criminal syndicates 

commit this crime with impunity. It is impos-

sible not to come across devastating incidents 

every week. These are acts of serious economic 

sabotage, but they also have an emotional and 

psychological impact on farmers. 

A farmer friend called me in January to inform 

me that seven of his cattle had been stolen and 

slaughtered in the bush. Most likely, this was for 

meat sales on the informal market. It was clear 

from his voice how much this had affected him.

The subject stirs deep emotions in me. Back 

in 1996, my dad suffered a stroke after all his 

cattle were stolen in one night. I believe his 

stroke was a result of the theft. He ultimately 

passed away a few years later. 

Although I was still in high school at the time, 

I still remember how he never really recovered 

from that setback. Many other farmers, some of 

whom I know personally, have experienced 

similar outcomes.

Farmers have suffered devastating effects 

from stock theft, and many have decided to 

give up. However, there are those who stand up 

one more time and try again. For some, it is out 

of love and passion; for others, out of necessity. 

Several weeks ago, I read a post from Buti 

Malinga, a pig farmer in the Vaal area (featured 

in the December 2021 issue of African 

Farming) who suffered two major break-ins in 

less than two weeks. On 22 December 2022, 

thieves forced their way onto his farm and 

stole 24 grower pigs. On 3 January 2023, 

they stole 48 grower pigs. It’s not the first 

time it has happened, but it used to be two to 

four pigs taken each time. For a small piggery 

like his, the latest incident is enough to 

destroy his business. But Buti must continue 

to farm because he has limited options. There 

is more to this than just the farmer. When a 

livestock farmer gives up and the farm is sold, 

there is an economic impact, as people lose 

their jobs and families are affected.

It has been estimated that the monetary 

value of livestock stolen in 2020/21 was 

around R1.1bn. This statistic is already 

unacceptable. In addition to the economic, 

emotional and psychological effects, safety 

and security are also critical considerations. 

What will happen to a farmer and his family if 

they interrupt thieves while they are stealing 

or slaughtering their animals?

Now is the time for farmers and all 

interested parties to stand up and tackle this 

issue head-on. Campaigns are already 

underway, mainly led by farmers’ unions and 

other organisations, and we all need to get 

involved. It is imperative that farmers raise 

awareness and start putting pressure on the 

local and national police to take this very 

seriously. It is imperative that all farmers 

participate in organised agriculture and local 

anti-stock theft groups and come up with 

action plans, while adhering to and applying 

some basic livestock iden ti fication strategies. 

To win this fight against livestock thieves, 

the farming sector needs more unity than 

ever. We must win this battle together for 

the  sake of our country’s economy, the 

emotional and psychological wellbeing of 

farmers, and ultimately, for the survival of 

future generations.

    – PETER MASHALA

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR
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A young farmer from the Overberg in the Western Cape has 
developed a lightweight weed spraying cart that can be used 
in hard-to-reach spaces. The Weedmaster Quad can be pulled 

by any vehicle. Johan Coetsee found out more.

F
armers battling to find a 

lightweight weed sprayer can 

look to an innovation from a 

young cattle farmer from Napier. 

Johann Swart (27) from Goede-

verwachting Farm had identified 

the need for a small, light weed 

sprayer that farmers can attach to any vehicle 

– even a quad bike – to spray weeds next to 

their fields and in any hard-to-reach spaces. 

Johann recently displayed his Weedmaster 

Quad weed spraying cart at the Land bou

weekblad and Omnia Farmer Innovations 

competition at Nampo Cape in Bredasdorp. 

“There is a big need for a weed spraying 

cart such as this, especially in wet weather 

when it is hard to get into the fields with a 

bigger and heavier weed sprayer attached to 

a tractor.”

In 2022, Johann was motivated to find a 

solution. He is very handy when it comes to 

working with steel and iron and – besides 

farming beef cattle with his father – he does 

a lot of steelwork for fellow farmers. 

“My father is connected to the local 

cooperative and he planted the seed in my 

mind and encouraged me to build an 

efficient, lightweight weed sprayer.”

Johann started out by organising his plans 

in his head. “I started by buying everything 

that I would need, including a 250-litre 

plastic tank. I felt this was the ideal size for a 

spraying cart of this size. I designed and built 

the chassis to carry a 250-litre tank, but it can 

easily be adjusted to carry a slightly larger 

tank as well.”

The spraying cart weighs only about 320kg 

when the tank is full.

THE INS AND OUTS  
OF THE SYSTEM
The chassis is built from lightweight, square 

steel tubing and has two wheels mounted 

onto the suspension to prevent shaking. 

After welding the chassis together, Johann 

shifted his attention to the most important 

part of the sprayer: the spray boom.

“The spray boom is 1.5m wide, which is 

ideal for spraying weeds next to grain fields. 

“I  attached four fixed nozzles to the 

.LOCATION.   
Napier,

Western Cape

••

The Weedmaster Quad weed sprayer 
has a 250-litre tank for the spray solution. 
Even when completely full, it is still light 
enough to work in spaces that usually are 
inaccessible to bigger weed sprayers. 

 
 FEATHERLIGHT 

SPRAYER BLOWS 
WEEDS AWAY
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boom, as well as two nozzles on either end 

of the boom. 

“Together, the four fixed nozzles spray 2m 

across. Along with the nozzles on the ends – 

which can be turned on and off as needed 

with taps – a width of 3-4m can be covered. 

This is ideal for spraying through a wire 

fence, or from the edge of a field to avoid 

damaging neighbouring crops.”

The spray boom can be set to five different 

heights – from 450mm to 1m – depending 

on the height or density of the weeds, and 

the wind speed.

The nozzle’s spray flow is controlled with a 

manual regulator, and it works at an average 

pressure of 200kPa.

The spray boom, held here by Johann Swart, can be used in 
five different positions, depending on the height and density 
of weeds, or wind speed.

“There is also a manual sprayer with a 

nozzle attached to a 10m plastic pipe 

attached to the herbicide tank. The front end 

or handle has a long nozzle and an on-and-

off lever. The long nozzle is useful to spray 

areas inaccessible when pulling the sprayer.

“What makes the sprayer different is the 

large SMF101 deep cycle battery I mounted 

on the spraying cart. The battery powers the 

12V pump that provides the sprayer’s 

pressure. 

“When the battery is fully charged, it can 

work for up to 12 hours before it needs to be 

recharged (usually overnight).”

PREVENT CLOGS
Another useful application of the spraying 

cart is its ability to isolate the herbicide supply 

with a stop cock. This allows the tank to be 

rinsed out with a pump-and-spray system to 

prevent clogging, or before switching to a 

new spray solution. 

Johann says it cost him around R25 000 to 

build the cart. 

“I purchased all the materials brand new 

and did all the welding and other work 

myself. It would probably cost a lot more 

than R45 000 to buy a similar cart with the 

same versatility.” 

ENQUIRIES: 076 915 6567, or e-mail: 

johann.xi@gmail.com

The cart’s SMF101 deep cycle battery powers the 12V pump for the 
sprayer. A fully-charged battery can produce power for 12 hours’ of 
spraying. The 12V electrical pump used for the spraying system is right 
beneath the battery. There is also a manual sprayer with a spraying 
nozzle attached to a 10m rolled-up plastic pipe, which can be used to 
spray areas inaccessible to the cart, such as under bushes and rocks.

The wheels are mounted on a suspension 
system that prevents the sprayer from 
shaking too much when it is used, exten-
ding the lifespan of this equipment. 

The red tap isolates the herbicide, allowing 
the tank to be flushed out with clean 
water, including the pump.   

The 1,5m spray boom has six nozzles, 
with the two nozzles on either end of 
the boom able to be turned on and off as 
needed, and is ideal for spraying weeds 
through a wire fence. All the nozzles can 
be controlled separately.
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When Thabo Mavundza’s academic journey to become a 
medical doctor took an unexpected turn, the South African 
agricultural industry was gifted with a bright young mind. 

A bold and forward-looking agricultural engineer, Thabo leads 
Westfalia Fruit Africa, a multinational supplier of fresh fruit 

and related products. Peter Mashala met Thabo in Tzaneen 
to learn more about his journey.

 
 A BRIGHT MIND 

TURNS TO 
AGRICULTURE

T
habo Mavundza left his home 

in Mavalani village in Giyani, 

Limpopo, in January 2005 

with the intention of returning 

a few years later as a medical 

doctor. Little did he know, life 

had other plans for him. 

Instead, he became an agricultural engineer, a 

career choice that today sees him leading 

Westfalia’s biggest business unit. 

In his role as head of agriculture at Westfalia 

Thabo Mavundza is head of agriculture 
at Westfalia Fruit Africa and leads 
many other industry bodies, such as the 
South African Institute for Agricultural 
Engineering (SAIAE), the Engineering 
Council of South Africa, and is a non-
executive director at the South African 
Avocado Growers Association.   
PHOTOS: SUPPLIED BY WESTFALIA

This new role has been 
a huge and challenging 

transition. One can 
never be 100% ready 
and I am excited to 
continue to learn, 

develop and hone my 
leadership skills.



9

department of this major global supplier of 

fresh fruit products and processed avocado 

products. He was appointed to this position in 

2022 after serving for years as its head of 

engineering in Africa. Westfalia Fruit Africa 

has direct operations in South Africa, Mozam

bique, Kenya, Burkina Faso and sources fruit 

from Zimbabwe, Tanzania and other avocado

AFRICAN FARMING  | February 2023

producing countries, with production on more 

than 3 000ha of orchards.

“This new role has been a huge and 

challenging transition. One can never be 

100% ready and I am excited to continue to 

learn, develop and hone my leadership skills,” 

says Thabo.

A resultsoriented gogetter, Thabo is 

Fruit Africa, Thabo is responsible for the 

overall operations of farming (fruit pro

duction), commercial nurseries, packhouses 

and engineering. This includes the manage

ment of Westfalia Fruit’s joint ventures.

At only 35, Thabo heads the agriculture 

.LOCATION.   
Giyani,

Limpopo 

••
Westfalia Fruit Africa specialises in the entire avocado value chain, from variety 
development, nursery and growing to exporting fresh and processed avocado products. 
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also president of the South African 

Institute for Agricultural Engineering (SAIAE), 

chairperson of the Tzaneen Irrigation Board, 

committee member of the Engineering 

Council of South Africa, a non-executive 

director at the South African Avocado 

Growers Association, and chairperson of the 

Advisory Board of Bioresources Engineering at 

University of KwaZulu-Natal. 

HUMBLE BEGINNINGS
The life of Thabo and his brothers was typical 

of a village upbringing in Giyani. “I still have 

fond memories of growing up in the village, 

herding livestock and going wild fruit hunting 

with other boys,” says Thabo. 

His family wasn’t wealthy – but because 

this was common among many families in the 

village, Thabo didn’t grow up feeling poor. 

It was only when he grew older that Thabo 

realised his parents were struggling financially. 

This was his motivation to achieve outstanding 

grades at school to obtain a bursary and study 

at university. 

After matriculating from Mavalane High 

School with a distinction in 2004, he was 

University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) and, with 

bursary in hand, Thabo left the village in 

January 2005 to start his studies in a far-off 

province. He was stunned when he learned 

that he was too late to register and that the 

first term for medical students was well 

underway. 

“I was shattered because I secured a 

bursary, but I couldn’t study,” Thabo recalls.

Thabo had no intention of heading back 

home. He looked for alternative courses and 

found the Science Foundation Programme, a 

bridging course for students from dis-

advantaged backgrounds. 

“I couldn’t use the bursary for this 

programme but my family stepped up for me. 

Fortunately, they were able to secure a loan to 

help me register and find temporary housing,” 

he recalls. 

It wasn’t long before he realised how 

challenging it was to study far away from 

home. “I also found it difficult to survive 

month to month when I had little to no 

money. It was difficult for me to get by on my 

parents’ R150 per month,” he explains. 

Although Thabo performed exceptionally 

awarded a bursary from the Limpopo Depart-

ment of Health to study medicine. 

“Becoming a doctor was my childhood 

dream, harnessed and encouraged by my 

family,” Thabo recalls. 

He was preliminarily accepted to the 

“I pitched up for my 
first day of work 
wearing a brand-

new suit and shiny 
shoes. I was taken 
to a field where an 

excavator was stuck 
in the mud to help 

get it out!”
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well at the end of his first year, he still did not 

secure a spot to study medicine. 

He was devastated to be denied his dream 

for the second time. 

However, this was the moment when his 

life took a different turn. Thabo learned about 

an opportunity to study agricultural engi

neering in a governmentfunded pro gramme. 

TURNING POINT
“Professor Jack Smithers, who at the time was 

head of the UKZN School of Bioresources 

Engineering and Environmental Hydrology, 

convinced me to enrol. I didn’t know what an 

agricultural engineer was but I wasn’t leaving 

empty handed,” he laughs. 

Thabo soon met Prof Timothy Simalenga, 

who headed the professional development 

programme at the Agricultural Research 

Council Institute of Agricultural Engineering 

(ARCIAE). The programme not only funded 

his studies, but also paid him a stipend. This 

programme required Thabo to work at the 

ARC in his holidays. 

“I met Johan van Gaas, who was the head 

of agricultural engineering at the institute, in 

June 2006 when I was in Pretoria.” 

Thabo was placed in the farming mechani

sation depart ment and began to understand 

and grow interested in this field.

After graduation, Thabo was snapped up 

by the ARC, where he worked for about a year 

before moving to the Mpumalanga Depart

ment of Agriculture, Rural Development, Land 

and Environmental Affairs for two years. 

When he joined the department, the 

engineering unit did not exist. They were the 

first to start it – which provided Thabo with 

many opportunities to learn.

“Having just launched the land reform pro

gramme Masibuyele Emasimini, the depart

ment bought a lot of tractors and imple ments, 

only to realise that they had no engi neers to 

assist them,” he recalls. 

In November 2012, Thabo was appointed 

as workshop manager for Westfalia’s engi

neering department. 

“I pitched up for my first day of work 

wearing a brandnew suit and shiny shoes. 

I was taken to a field where an excavator was 

Westfalia Fruit Africa’s operations in South Africa, Mozambique, Kenya and Burkina 
Faso, as well as Zimbabwe, Tanzania and other avocado-producing countries, covers 
an estimated 3 000ha of orchards.

stuck in the mud to help get it out!” Thabo 

laughs. 

It took Thabo some time to adapt to a 

totally different environment and culture. 

“The situation was difficult at times, to the 

extent that I considered leaving,” he explains. 

It took about four years before Thabo made 

a breakthrough – and by the end of 2016, his 

abilities were clearly evident to his superiors. 

His responsibilities grew, and he could no 

longer remain the workshop manager solely 

focused on engineering. 

As his focus shifted, he began grooming 

some of the general workers to perform 

specialised work. With the help of Sizwe 

Magagula, the HR manager at the time, Thabo 

started an AgriSetaaccredited learnership 

programme for young artisans. 

“Through this programme, we brought in 

students and mentored them. Eighteen of 

these students work for Westfalia today,” 

explains Thabo.

In 2018, Thabo was appointed head of 

engineering for Westfalia (Africa). In this 
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role, he was responsible for all the company’s 

engineering needs: from irrigation systems to 

servicing and maintaining infrastructure. This 

unit employs over 90 people across the African 

operations, in Mozambique, South Africa and 

Burkina Faso. 

CAREER HIGHLIGHT
A highlight for Thabo was designing the low-

flow irrigation system in-house. “Several 

companies use this system now. The system is 

designed to irrigate a large area at once. 

Instead of irrigating block by block, we are 

now able to irrigate the whole farm at once, 

which saves a lot of time.” 

Where trees were previously fertilised by 

hand, the updated irrigation system enables 

fertigation, improving production efficiency. 

The system was created in Israel, Thabo says.

CLIMBING THE LADDER AND 
CONTINUOUSLY LEARNING
With an inquisitive and outgoing nature, 

Thabo started exploring business aspects 

outside of his engineering expertise. He 

became interested in water use management 

and became aware of some shortcomings in 

the business. 

“Despite our efforts, we were not fully 

compliant, and it would be my mission to 

bring us up to speed,” he explains. 

It was at this time that Thabo began 

participating in the activities of the water 

boards, irrigation boards, and water user 

associations in Tzaneen.

He was later elected chairman of these 

three associations. He began working with 

other infrastructure bodies dealing with roads 

and electricity. His involvement with different 

organisations led the company to develop 

stronger relationships with its stakeholders, 

particularly with government departments 

that were strained. 

He also participated in community meetings 

and became involved in community work. 

Westfalia has become more involved in local 

communities too, and offers skill development, 

bursaries, and other social programmes.

“In addition, we now work with commu-

nities that hold claim to land owned by 

Westfalia. The company decided not to fight 

the claims but to rather work with local 

communities to hand over the farms while 

continuing to farm in partnership with the 

new owners,” explains Thabo. 

Agricultural engineering is an important aspect of agribusiness, and helps farms to be more 
efficient and profitable. 

Westfalia has direct operations in South Africa, Mozambique, Kenya and Burkina Faso, 
and sources fruit from Zimbabwe, Tanzania and other avocado-producing countries. The 
company uses state-of-the-art packhouse facilities before marketing the fruit locally and 
internationally.
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Ex-Zimbabwean farmer Hendrik O’Neill and his farm workers 
found themselves bankrupt and fighting for survival in 

South Africa. The lessons they had learned back home about 
holistic management saved them. The team turned a rundown 
farm into an efficient, regenerative farm. Peter Mashala visited 

them in Radium, Limpopo.

 
 BUILT FROM 
SCRATCH, ON A BED 

OF HEALTHY SOIL

T
en years’ ago, Hendrik O’Neill 

and a group of his farm 

workers arrived in South 

Africa from Zimbabwe. Under 

former president Robert 

Mugabe’s infamous land 

reform programme, Hendrik 

had been stripped of everything, including the 

12 000ha family farm and about 6 000 cattle. 

Hendrik and his workers started from 

scratch on a 20ha smallholding in Radium, 

near Bela-Bela in Limpopo. 

Using holistic management principles, the 

team has steadily built up a regenerative 

farming operation on 60ha, with more than 

2  000 chickens, 500  pigs, 100 cattle and 

100 sheep.

“Back in Zimbabwe, we were forced off the 

farm without the opportunity to wind down 

the business or take our assets with us. We 

had to grab whatever we could, including 

some cattle,” recalls Hendrik. 

Hendrik had started regenerative farming 

in  Zimbabwe with fellow farmer Johann 

Zietsmann. Following the teachings of 

Allan  Savory, the father of holistic 

management, they started rotating or moving 

their animals daily for 365  days a year, 

practising high-density grazing. 

But their regenerative venture was ended 

abruptly by Zimbabwe’s land reform 

programme. On their arrival in South Africa in 

2013, Hendrik and his workers had to start 

over. They rented a 20 ha smallholding and 

started a livestock speculation business. The 

plan was to purchase heifers and export them 

to Zimbabwean farmers. 

The first shipment was delivered successfully 

– but as Zimbabwe’s economy declined, 

farmers couldn’t afford to purchase cattle. 

With his financial resources drying up, Hendrik 

tried to sustain the business on the local 

market. He couldn’t buy enough heifers to 

make this venture profitable. 

“It was a low point in our lives. Things 

couldn’t have gotten any uglier.”

Suddenly, Hendrik was on equal terms with 

his workers. Their financial situation was dire. 

They were sitting on 20ha and needed to 

pay rent. 

“We were fighting for our lives,” he recalls. 

They put their heads together and decided to 

buy pigs and practise high-density grazing 

and holistic management systems. 

Holistic management involves under-

standing the environment you manage and 

acknowledging that nature functions as a 

whole. Hendrik believes that to achieve 

sustainability and success, farmers must mimic 

nature with livestock. 

One of the workers, Solomon Munyenga, 

had previously worked on Allan Savory’s farm. 

While none of them had experience with pigs, 

free-range pigs seemed to be the most 

practical option. 

“We started with nine pigs and had to let 

go of any preconceived ideas we had about 

them. Most people believe that pigs are foul-

smelling and should be kept in pens.”

Using electrified wire, they constructed 

small, movable camps in which the pigs can 

be safely kept and easily moved around. The 

pigs are allowed to graze only a small piece 

.LOCATION.   
Radium,  Bela-Bela,

Limpopo

••

Anderson Mutasa arrived in South Africa 
with Hendrik and three other workers in 
2013. He oversees farm production and 
manages the rotational system.

Starting with only five Dexter heifers, 
the herd has grown to over 100 mixed 
breed cattle that include crosses between 
Jerseys, Boran bulls and Nguni bulls. The 
team now plans to breed dual purpose 
animals for South African conditions.
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of ground intensively each day. They root 

and erate the soil and fertilise it at the same 

time As a result, moisture is retained in the 

soil.

It was immediately apparent that by raising 

livestock in this way – with proper manage

ment and timing – soil health could be 

improved. Rotating all the animals daily is key 

to this grazing system. 

“The amount of time spent grazing one 

camp is more important than the number of 

animals grazing. Time spent grazing and the 

recovery period allowed are more critical than 

utilisation,” Hendrik emphasises. 

They had been raising pigs for about two 

years before they were joined by a likeminded 

partner, Sally Nicholl. At the time, Sally was 

operating her own accounting company in 

Sandton, contracted to a large bank. “I was 

born and raised in Zimbabwe before my family 

moved to South Africa in 1981,” she recalls.

Sally was at a point in her life where she 

was seeking a purpose. “I came across Allan 

Savory’s TED talk on holistic management. 

During the 20minute talk, I felt a spark and 

started reading more books by Allan and 

other authors,” Sally says. 

During a visit to Allan’s Africa Centre for 

Holistic Management in Zimbabwe in 2015, 

Sally saw how land management was im pro

ving the environment in rural com mu nities. 

“This is what real wealth is all about,” she says. 

Allan referred to the work Hendrik and his 

team were doing in Radium – and in May 

2015, Sally paid them a visit. 

“After spending a day on the farm and 

talking to the guys, it became obvious they 

were still struggling to make ends meet. I was 

ready for a new phase of my life.” Sally joined 

the team as the third partner – with Hendrik 

and the workers the other two partners – and 

started investing in the business.

In May 2016, she left the city and joined the 

farm fulltime, taking responsibility for the 

marketing and finance side of the business. 

She has since brought in clients from 

Johannesburg, mainly butcheries. “We supply 

100% hormonefree meat from pigs that 

graze naturally. It is organic, freerange meat.” 

Initially, they tried to enter the organic 

formal market but soon realised there were 

serious barriers to entry. 

“There was a gap between what is 

demanded by the formal market and what we 

are producing. The pork we produce is much 

richer in colour and has pigmented skin, as 

opposed to the usual pork meat people are 

used to,” says Sally. “We approached super

markets with our own brand of products. In 

addition to the slow movement of the pro

ducts, we had massive overheads related to 

packaging, distribution and infrastructure.” 

They decided to abandon the formal market 

and to concentrate instead on informal and 

local butcheries, primarily those focused on 

free range. Using an accredited abattoir for 

slaughtering, they sell about 70% of their 

pork locally, at R12/250g.

Their biggest challenge now is to meet 

extremely high local demand.

“We are very active in this market and find 

it difficult to meet demand. This is because we 

need to balance the number of pigs we 

slaughter with our breeding herd.” 

Anderson Mutasa, who oversees farm 

production, emphasises that pigs are not just 

breeding animals: They are an important part 

of the broader regenerative farming system. 

“Pigs root around, wiggle and dig up the 

ground, preparing it for rain and stimulating 

plant life. This is essential to the health and 

wellbeing of other livestock in the system. Pigs 

serve as the tillers of an operation.”

PORTABLE CAMPS
The herd has just over 500 pigs that graze in 

several small camps. The camps are 

demarcated by two electrified wires, spaced 

about 20cm apart, with the top wire barely 

reaching 0.5m in height.  

Powered by an inverter and batteries, the 

wires restrict the pigs’ movement to the camp. 

The pigs are moved to a new camp every 

morning. The previous day’s camp is then 

broken down and new camps are created 

following a rotation plan. 

Special structures have been built that 

allow only small growing pigs to enter for 

food and protection from predators. They’ve 

also constructed round, mobile huts to 

provide shade. Indigenous trees are preserved 

to allow the pigs to rest in the shade at will.

Breeding pigs play an important role in regenerative farming – they act as 
tractors by wiggling and digging up the soil before rain. 

The pigs are moved into a new area every day, and are counted as the staff 
and dogs guide them through a steel sluice.
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“Originally, we built square shelters for 

the pigs, but realised quickly that it takes too 

many people to carry them. As a result, we 

began building circular shelters that one man 

can roll to the new camp,” explains Anderson 

Mutasa, who oversees farm production.

There are no farrowing pens as the pigs 

make their own beds under trees using grass. 

The mothers are kept in separate paddocks 

until the piglets are big enough to join the 

main herd. 

Based on Hendrik’s philosophy, animals 

should thrive without intervention, be well 

adapted, and suit their purpose.

THEN CAME CHICKENS
As soon as the pig herd was established, a few 

chickens followed, whose primary function 

was to clean up after the pigs. The chickens 

roam freely and live permanently with the 

pigs, eating insects and ticks. 

“The guys would pick up a few eggs for 

their own use and perhaps slaughter a few,” 

says Sally, referring to the time she arrived on 

the farm. Sally realised the eggs could be sold 

to create a second income stream. Using 

rotational grazing and mobile cages, chickens 

were integrated into the production process. 

Chickens are moved once a day using 

1.8m-high interlocking diamond mesh panels. 

The chickens are counted once a day as they 

move through these steel channels from one 

area to the next. 

The chickens are multiple crosses and are 

hatched from homegrown eggs in incubators 

in the farmhouse. 

The chickens multiply quickly in this system 

because more eggs are hatching successfully. 

Instead of laying eggs all over the farm, which 

led to the loss of eggs, the chickens are now 

laying eggs in a protected environment. 

“This lets us collect more eggs to sell,” Sally 

cattle, pigs and chickens have fertilised the 

soil. The maize is used to make silage, and 

some maize is mixed with sunflower for 

chicken feed. Vegetables that are not 

consumed or sold are fed to the pigs. 

The practical effects of regenerative 

agriculture – which have been achieved in a 

relatively short period since 2014 – are evident 

on this small 60ha farm. The farm easily 

accommodates more than 2 000 chickens, 

500 pigs, 100 cows and 100 sheep, all grazing 

on a rotational basis every day. 

This is made possible by mobile watering 

systems, fences and shade, and high-density, 

short-duration grazing. 

The common misconception that you need 

a large farm to make money, is therefore 

proved to be untrue, Hendrik says. 

“A big part of agriculture is the mindset. 

The size of the land does not matter. A small 

piece of land can provide a comfortable life-

style. The key is effective resource manage-

ment and adhering to the basics.” 

The team turned a rundown, unproductive farm into a flourishing 
regenerative farming operation.

In November 2022, Hendrik and his partners hosted a Joel Salatin 
Masterclass on their farm. Joel is a farmer, lecturer and author 
who has been practising regenerative agricultural principles on 
Polyface Farms in Virginia, United States, for more than 60 years.

explains. The business expanded to include 

the sale of whole chickens for consumption, 

and fertilised eggs and chicks for reproduction. 

The team managed to secure an additional 

40ha, bringing their total farm size to 60ha. 

Anderson says this system has not only 

increased income, but also improved pro-

duction efficiency. They saw a drastic improve-

ment in soil capacity and fertility, which 

resulted in an abundance of grazing that the 

pigs were not fully utilising. They diversified 

into cattle to produce milk, both for their own 

use and to sell the surplus.

DIVERSIFYING INTO DEXTERS
“We bought five Dexter heifers. Dexters are 

a  versatile dual-purpose breed, with good 

milk and meat yield for the grass they eat,” 

says Anderson. 

The Dexters are on the same grazing system 

as the pigs. They are moved several times a 

day and controlled by electrified wires. A 

mobile milking stall was built, allowing the 

team to milk the cows right in the camp in the 

morning, before they are moved to the next 

grazing camp. 

The heifers were initially bred with a Boran 

bull, then a Nguni, and then Jersey. Having 

grown the herd to over 100 mixed breed 

cattle, Anderson says they now plan to breed 

a dual purpose animal that is adaptable to 

South African conditions. 

In addition to the rotational grazing system, 

a sheep flock comprising mainly Pedi and 

Meatmaster sheep has been added.

Hendrik says supplements and vaccinations 

are rarely needed because the animals derive 

health and nutrition from the soil and the 

food they eat. Moving the animals daily helps 

prevent the build-up of pests and diseases. 

Hendrik and his team grow vegetables, 

maize and sunflower immediately after the 

Sally Nicholl gave up her flourishing 
accounting firm to join the farm team 
as a partner. Her responsibilities include 
marketing and finance.
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Tracy Marobobo, one of the top performers in the Sernick 
Group’s farmer development programme, gave up an 

engineering career to continue her father’s farming legacy. 
Tracy and her husband, Thukela, farm alongside her father, 

Matoo Khothule, and are setting a great example of successful 
succession planning. Peter Mashala visited them on their 

farm in Ventersburg in the Free State.

 
 ENGINEER TURNS TO FARMING 

TO CARRY DAD’S LEGACY

F
emale farmers are proving  

to be more success ful than their 

male coun  ter parts in the Sernick 

Emerging Farmers Programme. 

Patrick Sekwatlakwatla, Sernick 

Group head of marketing and 

transformation, believes women 

tend to take better care of their cattle and 

farms due to their natural caregiving instincts. 

One of these leading female performers is 

Tracy Marobobo, who joined the Sernick 

programme in 2018. It’s been a quick rise for 

Tracy, who has only been farming cattle full-

time since 2016. 

She studied engineering at the University of 

Cape Town. After successfully passing her first 

year, she obtained a bursary from Sasol, and 

worked for Sasol for a few years after 

graduating. Then, Tracy and her husband, 

Thukela Marobobo, moved to Durban and set 

up an engineering consulting business. 

“We offered consulting services in project 

management and engineering in mixed-use 

residential development. I also conducted mo-

ti va tional talks, especially for young female 

entre preneurs,” explains Tracy. 

In 2016, the couple left their consulting 

business to join her father, Matoo Khothule, 

on a 526ha farm near Ventersburg in the Free 

State. This state-owned farm consists of three 

farms, Roodekrans, Doorndraai and Al Teklein. 

Leaving their consulting business to join 

Matoo was quite a big risk – but livestock 

A qualified engineer, Tracy Marobobo 
turned to agriculture to fulfil her true 
passion for farming, and to further her 
father’s legacy. She has set her sights 
on becoming a commercial Bonsmara 
farmer, and is already one of the leading 
performers in the Sernick programme.

.LOCATION.   
Ventersburg,

Freestate 
••
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farming has always stood Tracy and her father 

in good stead. 

“Livestock has always proven to be a wise 

investment for us. The first year of my studies 

was funded by my father using proceeds from 

cattle sales; and whenever we ran out of 

money, cattle saved the day. When things got 

tough in our business, Dad would sell an 

animal or two to help us,” recalls Tracy. 

Tracy has set her sights on becoming a 

commercial Bonsmara farmer – and continuing 

to build on her father’s farming legacy is 

important to her. 

Matoo began farming back in 1997, after 

he was laid off from the gold mines at 

Allanridge, near Welkom in the Free State. 

During this period, the gold rush had come to 

an end and Goldfields closed its Welkom 

operations. The local economy collapsed and 

many people were left destitute. 

Matoo started farming with only four 

cows  in the communal area of Allanridge. 

When his herd grew to 16, he left Allanridge 

and found a 145ha farm in Steynsrus, near 

Ventersburg, through the former Department 

of Land Affairs. 

Tracy grew up on this Steynsrus farm, and 

worked with her dad part-time before her 

move to KwaZulu-Natal.

“I had around 30 cows when Tracy started 

university and sold some to put her through 

school,” says Matoo. 

In order to expand the farm to accommodate 

the increasing stock, Matoo applied for more 

land. After following the process for more 

than 10 years, he was finally given a caretaker 

contract on a farm in Ventersburg, where they 

are now. In 2016, he acquired a second, larger 

farm nearby. The three farms, Roodekrans at 

about 186ha , Al Teklein at 0.5ha, and Doorn-

draai at about 339ha, were given as one farm.

The expansion allowed Tracy and her 

husband to join Matoo in 2016.

“A larger farm would allow us to expand 

the business and focus on it full-time,” 

says Tracy.

The state purchased the farm for R5,4m in 

2011. At the time, it had excellent infra-

structure, including poultry sheds, windmills, 

water pumps, a house, dams, and proper 

fencing. Unfortunately, the farm was left 

unattended for years. 

“Upon arriving here in 2016, we found that 

all of this infrastructre had been vandalised. 

All electrical reticulation had been removed 

from the homestead, and the overhead 

transformer that provided electricity to the 

farm, had disappeared,” Tracy says. 

Even the veld had been severely overgrazed 

by nearby farmers. The first step was to repair 

or replace everything that had deteriorated. 

“This included installing pumps and 

electricity, as well as rehabilitation of grazing 

land. We also had to introduce ourselves to 

the neighbours and establish new relationships 

with them.”

Although they have rebuilt the farm using 

their own savings, as well as an intervention 

from Sernick, they do not have sufficient 

funds to fix all the infrastructure. They were 

allocated just over R350 000 for infrastructure 

development through the programme, which 
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was mainly used for fixing and lining two 

cement dams and restore water reticulation to 

the various camps. “We have sunk two 

boreholes, installed two solar water pumps, 

two 10 000 litre water tanks, a brandnew 

handling facility, including a scale, and put up 

fencing for three main camps,” she explains. 

As they still don’t have a proper lease with 

the department, their biggest current chal-

lenge is funding opportunities. “We are still 

operating under a caretaker agreement.”

BETTER BEEF WITH SERNICK 
While they continue to work on securing their 

lease agreement, their focus is on improving 

the quality of their beef cattle. 

Tracy quickly realised that they needed 

The farming trio changed their herd of mixed-breed cattle to pure Bonsmaras, due to the 
breed’s great attributes, such as hardiness, muscling, body condition and weaning weight. 

Tracy’s husband, Thukela (left), amd her dad, Matoo Khothule, help her farm on a 548ha 
state-owned farm near Ventersburg in the Free State.
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more knowledge in order to improve 

production. She began attending farmers’ 

meetings and information sessions. In 2018, 

she attended the Sernick Group’s farmers’ day 

in Edenville and heard about the company’s 

emerging farmer programme. 

“I met Patrick, who advised me to enrol in 

the training programme. I applied for and 

started training through the Sernick pro

gramme in 2019,” Tracy explains. 

The programme provides SETAaccredited 

training for livestock production; including 

technical skills to enable farmers to develop 

their own herds, and maintain healthy cash 

flow and working capital. 

Through a system of three tiers, farmers can 

upskill to become viable commercial farmers 

with their own reproductive capacity. In the 

third and final tier, farmers receive 35 good 

quality cows and a bull on a rental basis, to 

give them an opportunity to replace their old 

stock with good quality cattle that fetch 

higher prices. Farmers repay the loan by 

returning 40% of their offspring each year to 

Sernick over a fiveyear period. 

“We have already sent our first batch of 

weaners to Sernick, and the second batch will 

follow later this year,” Tracy reports.

During training, Tracy learned a lot about 

good breeding practices and the importance 

of improving herd genetics.

“We had a lot of mixedbreed animals on 

the farm, including Jersey cows, which my 

father originally bought so he could provide 

milk for himself and the workers.”

Impressed by the hardiness, muscling, body 

condition and weaning weight of the Bons

two. The maximum carrying capacity is one 

livestock unit (LSU) per 5ha, Tracy says.

“We basically have sweet veld with a mix 

of  grasses that are very palatable, including 

“Unproductive 
cows are like 

thieves on your 
farm, stealing your 

resources.”

One of the strategies to rehabilitate overgrazed camps was to rest the camps 
for a long time. This has paid off and they have yet to run out of grazing.

mara breed, the trio made the decision to 

change from mixed breeds to pure Bonsmaras. 

“We started replacing the older animals, 

keeping a few heifers as replacements.” 

Productivity is their priority in the current 

herd. Tracy’s first rule of breeding is that each 

cow must produce a calf every year. Not only 

that, but the cows must be capable mothers 

and wean their calves at a good weight. 

While they’ve made mistakes in the past by 

keeping unproductive cows, they do not com

promise now. 

“Unproductive cows are like thieves on 

your farm, stealing your resources. We have 

two bulls from stud herds and we perform 

fertility tests on them every year.”

Tracy admits another mistake was using the 

offspring of a good stud bull they had received 

from the department some years ago. 

THREE CAMPS
The family runs 70 cows on the farm and 

hopes to increase to 105 cows within a year or 
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species like Smuts finger grass (Digitaria 

eriantha), that were established by the 

previous owner.” 

The cattle are divided into three separate 

herds. Two groups of cows each run with a 

bull. “A third group is made up of open 

heifers that will enter production this season,” 

says Tracy. The heifers will be artificially 

inseminated to avoid using the two large bulls 

on them. “Getting a third bull is not an option, 

so we need to get semen straws from a 

smaller bull that is suitable for heifers.” 

In the meantime, Tracy is working with a 

veterinarian to prepare the heifers. With a 

100% calving and weaning rate and zero 

mortality, Tracy says they have a successful 

operation. 

All participants in the emerging farmer 

programme receive vaccinations and nutrition 

plans designed by Sernick, which include the 

The family prioritised repairing the water reticulation system and by installing new solar-powered water pumps and lining an old cement 
dam with waterproofing. This was to ensure proper water distribution to the grazing camps.

The Sernick development programme provided training and a loan in the form of livestock, 
as well as key infrastructure development, such as handling facilities. 

use of summer and winter licks. “Since we are 

in the middle of calving season, we are 

currently feeding the cattle a production 

lick,” says Tracy. 

The production lick helps cows produce 

enough milk. “We also provide our own 

mixture of salt and LS33 from Voermol 

throughout the year.” Salt encourages cattle 

to drink more water, she says, while LS33 is a 

liquid protein, vitamin and mineral supplement 

with a molasses base.

VISION FOR THE FUTURE
The goal is to optimise their land by diversifying 

production. Their future plans include 

developing about 200ha of undeveloped 

arable land for maize production, as well as 

teff grass to build a fodder bank. 

Recurring veld fires are an ongoing concern 

as they destroy grazing reserves in the dry 

season. “It’s critical to be prepared with a 

fodder bank for such emergencies,” says 

Tracy. They’ve also started egg production 

with a layer unit of 300 birds – with plans to 

increase to over 1 000 in the future – and will 

later add sheep and pigs.

Tracy would like to leave the farm in a 

better financial and physical condition for her 

children than the condition they received it in. 

“Succession planning is absolutely para

mount as it ensures the businesses survives 

and continues to exist through the gene

rations. Successors must be groomed early to 

enable the proper transfer of skills, leadership 

and business acumen. 

“In this way, we can avoid situations 

where the business crashes when the owner 

dies. We must teach, groom and empower 

our children to run our businesses in our 

absence,” says Tracy. 
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Digital marketplaces are changing the dynamics of trading and 
are helping food producers access broader markets. For 

marginalised groups like female and emerging farmers, they 
also present an opportunity to break barriers, and build more 

profitable businesses. Robyn Joubert reports.

 
 PLATFORMS GIVE 

MORE POWER TO 
PRODUCERS

W
omen are ac ti

ve ly in volved in 

the agri cul tural 

sector and make 

up a sig ni fi cant 

ma jori ty of the 

work force. Yet 

they are still underrepresented at ownership 

and management level in agri culture and 

agroprocessing, and face daily challenges to 

succeeding in a maledominated industry. 

“The significance of agriculture can never 

really be overstated. Agriculture provides 

employ ment, contributes to gross domestic 

product and is our source of food security. 

What is often overlooked is the role that 

women play throughout this,” says Linda 

Manda, Standard Bank global head of agri

business at Standard Bank.

“If you Google ‘women in agriculture in 

Africa’, you’re going to see a woman with a 

baby on her back working in the field. That is 

unfortunately representative of how women 

are seen to participate in this very important 

sector,” Linda says.

Women struggle to be seen in agriculture, 

not only due to unconscious bias, but also 

conscious bias.

Lethiwe Mthethwa, who joined her 

family’s farming operation after completing 

her studies 12 years’ ago, says she still often 

needs to be accompanied by a male when she 

does business. Lethiwe produces maize, 

soyabeans, sheep and cattle alongside her 

three brothers on Milnedale Farm, a 612ha 

farm in Dann hauser, KwaZuluNatal.

“The farm was started by my late father 

and we are following in his footsteps. It’s not 

easy for me as a woman when we go to the 

markets. They don’t believe we can arrive with 

the right quantity of the correct product 

because I am a woman. So sometimes I have 

to take along my brother to negotiate for land 

access or market access,” says Lethiwe. 

Kagiso Manoko runs the familyowned 

Bokone Bokone Boerdery, a vegetable farm in 

Brandvlei, Gauteng. Her primary crop is 

cabbage, and she also produces yellow and 

white maize and spinach, and is expanding 

into oyster mushrooms. Kagiso says she is 

often the only woman in the room. 

“I started farming 10 to 15 years’ ago, 

producing broilers with a couple of friends. 

I was the only female. I went on to work in the 

timber sector. I was the only female. Then 

I decided to make something of our farm at 

home. It’s been challenging as a woman to go 

out there and sell my produce. I don’t know 

why it’s so hard for people to understand that 

Corporate organisations and platform 
business models play a key role in shifting 
dynamics in the agrisector. Standard Bank 
hosted an online panel discussion in 2022 
featuring (from left): Dannhauser farmer 
Lethiwe Mthethwa,  West Rand farmer 
Ndowa Mauwane, HelloChoice chief 
marketing officer Carly Kent, Brandvlei 
farmer Kagiso Manoko, and Linda Manda, 
Standard Bank global head of agribusiness. 
The discussion was led by Standard Bank’s 
Niki Neumann (right).
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taged children and communities,” says Niki 

Neumann, Standard Bank head of agribusiness 

platforms and innovation.

One of the key pillars of OneFarm Share is 

delivering enterprise acceleration for small

holder and/or developing agribusinesses. This 

is done by offering participating smallholder 

farmers access to markets, reliable offtake, 

sameday payment, increased access to 

agronomy and businessdevelopment services, 

and logistical and packaging support. 

“OneFarm Share has provided a springboard 

for over 350 local, smallholder agribusinesses, 

of which 106 are womenowned. It has 

delivered substantial value to farmers with 

over R20 million paid to women smallholder 

and smallscale commercial farmers on the 

platform. This is from the total of over R43 mil

lion earned by 354 participating smallholder 

farmers,” says Niki.

The impact of this financial injection has 

been incredible. “It has led us into a new 
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a woman like me can produce a large 

cabbage. So I always have to ask my baby 

brother or my dad to do the marketing for me. 

I do the growing and they go out there and 

sell it,” said Kagiso.

Thankfully digital buyandsell platforms 

are creating a more inclusive system, offering 

a tool for transformation – and an opportunity 

to break down barriers to entry into primary 

agriculture. By directly connecting farmers 

and buyers, digital agritrading platforms are 

modernising the buying and selling process; 

bridging supply chain inefficiencies; and 

driving economic growth for emerging and 

commercial farmers.

OneFarm Share, powered by Standard Bank 

in partnership with South African agrifintech 

company HelloChoice, is one such platform. It 

was formally established in February 2021 in 

response to the food security and supply

chain crisis caused by Covid19, and with the 

intent to improve the sustainability and 

inclusivity of the agrifood value chain. 

OneFarm Share ultimately acts as a digital 

matchmaker. Farmers, food producers and 

fresh produce markets can sell or donate their 

surplus, unsold or subspec fresh produce to 

the platform. This is then matched with 

requests for food from registered charity 

organisations working in the relief market. 

In cases where produce is purchased, either 

at a reduced rate from commercial producers 

or at marketrelated prices from smallholder/

emerging farmers, the platform purchases the 

produce for the endrecipient.

“OneFarm Share cumulatively channelled 

over 14 606t of fresh produce to end bene

ficiaries by the end of December 2022. This 

translates to more than 58 million meals for 

hungry South Africans, including dis ad van

Dannhauser farmer Lethiwe Mthethwa says that as a woman, she is often faced with disbelief that she can deliver the right 
quantity of the correct product.

space where we can support the market, 

support womenled farming businesses as 

well as agribusiness in the value chain. By 

offering marketrelated pricing and sameday 

payment, the programme has directly 

impacted the livelihoods of both the 

“Farmers, food 
producers and fresh 

produce markets 
can sell or donate 

their surplus, unsold 
or sub-spec fresh 
produce to the 

platform.”

Lethiwe participated in an online 
discussion hosted by Standard Bank.
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 Q: WHAT ADVICE DO YOU HAVE  
 FOR WOMEN FARMERS? 

CARLY: Place a high value on growing 
your networks and on learning new 
skills. Women must adopt technology. 
Embrace the online platform, embrace 
the marketplace. Get a wider reach. 
Traditionally men had a foot in the 
door in historic channels but technology 
is gender neutral. Technology is there 
for you to use. Trust it and get involved. 

NDOWA: Farming is challenging 
but you can do it. Don’t give up! If I 
can make sure that I wake up in the 
morning, regardless if it’s rainy or 
sunny, and I go to the farm and make 
everybody run around and do what 
they need to do, then you can do it too. 
Get a mentor – somebody to hold your 
hand from the beginning, in the middle 
and always. The mentor will help you 
personally, and will help you with the 
business. But the most important thing 
is networking. Find people around you 
who do the same thing as you and talk 
about your challenges. You will always 
find an answer or solution by speaking 

to other farmers. We are not only 
‘growers’. We can go all the way. 

LETHIWE: It’s not as hard as it looks! 
Get involved and see for yourself. I am a 
woman. I can drive a tractor. I can drive 
a harvester. I can get my hair done. I can 
get my nails done. I can wear heels. 
I want to invite women to get involved, 
to work together as farmers, and to 
seek and share information. We need 
to grow, to get more skills, and to get 
involved with technology. We can learn 
so much from each other. Also, look 
for opportunities in processing and 
the value chain. My family is moving 
in this direction in our meat and maize 
divisions. We don’t want to sell our 
products raw anymore. We want to 
own a mill to produce maize meal 
and samp on site. We want to own an 
abattoir and butchery on the farm. 
We want to have our own feedlots. 

KAGISO: Be intentional with your 
actions. In this industry, there’s always 
something new coming up and  
something new happening. Don’t get 
left behind. Upskill yourself, do the 

training, go to school. Do the dirty 
work yourself and learn from your own 
experience – because what somebody 
else says it is, and what it actually is, are 
two different things. 

NIKI: Capitalise on opportunities 
and make use of available technology, 
information and networks to build 
and grow your agribusiness. There 
are organisations that have set out to 
support smaller agribusinesses, and are 
working hard to make a meaningful 
impact in resolving the challenges you 
face. Seek those organisations out, 
participate in the conversation, always 
upskill yourself and those around you, 
and let’s work together to drive and 
accelerate your enterprise. 

LINDA: Don’t underestimate the 
value of networking. But the real piece 
of advice is to be clear about what you 
want. Do not be apologetic about it. 
And then, devise a road map of how to 
get there. Be deliberate. That’s when 
you bring in networking and equip 
yourself to adapt – in your deliberate 
aspiration to get where you want to go. 

Brandvlei farmer Kagiso Manoko uses the OneFarm Share platform to move her surplus cabbage, which reduces food waste.
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women farmers and those working on the 

land. Simultaneously, it has helped accelerate 

these small- and medium-scale enterprises on 

their paths to commercialisation,” says Niki.

Kagiso says OneFarm Share helps her move 

her entire cabbage crop; reducing food waste 

from her business. “Most of the time I have 

markets lined up for my cabbages. When I do 

have a surplus, I sell it to OneFarm Share, even 

if it is for less than the original price. It helps 

my business because I’m not wasting the 

excess; and I’m not wasting the resources 

I spent on producing that crop. It’s also good 

to know the food is being handled responsibly 

and goes where it’s supposed to go.” 

Underpinning OneFarm Share is Hello-

Choice’s platform technology. The HelloChoice 

fresh produce trading platform was launched 

in 2018 and allows sellers and buyers to 

conduct their typically time-sensitive trading 

directly with each other. 

“Technology is a great way for smallholder 

farmers to get on an equal footing when it 

comes to trading their produce,” says Carly 

Kent, HelloChoice chief marketing officer.

“HelloChoice has over 5 290 users and has 

traded over R268m worth of produce. Close 

to 1 260 smallholder and emerging farmers 

have traded on HelloChoice, benefiting 

directly from easy access to a broad market of 

buyers and a quick payment cycle,” says Carly.

BREAKING BARRIERS 
Women smallholder farmers face the same 

challenges as many of their emerging male 

counterparts, including access to markets, 

information, skills and know-how, land and 

finance. While gender equality is improving, 

women still face additional barriers to success, 

including weaker bargaining power due to an 

imbalanced power dynamic and poor re pre-

sentation in the sector. Many women still battle 

the perception that farming is a ‘man’s job’.

“Great businesses are often built on strong 

networks, having access to the right resources 

at the right time and creating a track record 

and credibility. This makes the successful 

marketing and selling of agricultural produce 

exceptionally challenging for new entrant and 

women farmers. Agriculture is a tough 

environment to succeed in and requires a 

good commercial network – something that 

women-led agribusinesses have historically 

been limited on,” said Niki.

FROM FASHION TO VEGGIES
Formerly a personal assistant at a fashion 

retailer, Ndowa Mauwane founded Onkies 

Garden in 2021, focusing on vegetable 

production. Ndowa grows lettuce, spinach, 

cabbage, herbs and chilli on 2ha in Johannes-

burg’s West Rand. 

She sells spinach on OneFarm Share and 

says the platform has taken a lot of stress out 

of her day-to-day business.

“When OneFarm Share came to Onkies 

Garden, it was fantastic. Now I can focus my 

attention on farming. I don’t have to worry 

about finding the extra market or logistics. 

They come in, take my produce and pay me 

on time,” says Ndowa.

Now, Ndowa’s business is moving in the 

right direction. “I was fortunate that other 

stake holders got involved. The Gau teng 

Depart ment of Agriculture and Rural Develop-

ment assisted me in obtaining my SA-Gap 

certification. This allows me to approach a 

wider market for my produce. I’m growing 

and my customer base is growing. I only have 

2ha land currently, so the challenge now is to 

get more land. This is my life. I wake up and 

breathe, dream and eat farming. That’s what 

I do – and I love it,” said Ndowa. 

For more information, visit onefarmshare.

co.za and hellochoice.co.za

“Most of the time 
I have markets lined 

up for my cabbages.”

West Rand farmer Ndowa Mauwane sells spinach on the OneFarm Share platform. “It takes a lot of stress out of moving my excess crop.”
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Hydroponics is ideal for commercial plant production where 
space is limited. Ivan and Prishlen Lutchman are achieving 

profitable yields growing hydroponic lettuces, using 
relatively simple infrastructure and crushed-gravel beds. 

Lloyd Phillips visited this successful father-and-son team 
on their farm in KwaZulu-Natal. 

 
 A CRUSH ON GRAVEL FOR 

HYDROPONIC LETTUCE 
PRODUCTION

H
aving spent 20 years 

managing commercial tun-

nel production of En glish 

cucumbers, toma toes and 

red and yellow peppers for 

an agri business, it was an 

easy step for Ivan Lutch-

man to bring these skills to bear on his own 

tunnel enterprise when he was retrenched.

In 2013, the same year he was retrenched, 

Ivan began leasing a rundown facility just 1km 

from his home in Upper Tongaat, KwaZulu-

Natal. Using his hard-earned savings as 

capital, he was carefully frugal when it came 

to revamping 20 plastic tunnels, collectively 

covering 2ha. These capital expenses included 

new plastic sheeting for the 5m x 80m 

standing tunnel frames, irrigation pipes, a 

water reticulation system, growing mediums 

and seedlings.

In these tunnels, Ivan began commercial 

production of English cucumbers and red and 

yellow peppers, for direct sale to local retailers 

and for marketing through the Durban and 

Pietermaritzburg fresh produce markets.

“This was, and still is, a successful business. 

Over the next 10 years I was able to use profits 

from this business to set up a shade house on 

the same property as the tunnels and to lease 

another 2ha smallholding for the production 

The Lutchmans’ specialise in the hydroponic production of frilly green and frilly red lettuce varieties. In the warmer summer months, it takes 
about 21 days from transplant to harvest. In the cooler winter months it takes about 30 days. PHOTOS: LLOYD PHILLIPS

IN SHORT 
· The Lutchmans prioritise 
maximising the quality and 
nutritional content of their 
fertigation water so that their 
lettuces are sufficiently resilient to 
pests, diseases and other stresses. 

· Raw water pumped from the 
nearby Wewe River is first filtered 
and then treated with sterilising 
chemicals before it is used to 
fertigate the hydroponically- 
grown lettuces. 

· Each lettuce production bed 
has a base of thick plastic covered 
by a 50mm layer of blue concrete 
stones, 1.27cm in diameter. The 
fertigation water moves slowly 
through these stones.

.LOCATION.   
Tongaat,

KwaZulu-Natal ••



Blue concrete stones of approximately 1.27cm in diameter are used 
as the growing medium for the hydroponic lettuce beds. These 
stones are readily available, competitively priced and durable.

Garden snails are among the pests and 
diseases that can potentially destroy the 
lettuce crops. The snails are proactively 
controlled with pelleted bait; and any 
other threats are reactively controlled 
with targeted applications of the 
appropriate registered products.
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of outdoor crops, like cauliflower, broccoli, 

spinach and parsley,” Ivan says.

From the outset, Ivan used a hydroponic 

fertigation system for his first 20 tunnels, and 

later for a shade house where he began 

growing lettuce. Ivan says he was attracted to 

hydroponics because it is well-suited for 

intensive farming where space is limited. 

There has also been much research and 

development internationally, resulting in 

advances in systems design, in the nutrients 

used to feed the plants, in fully- or semi-

controlled environments, and in managing 

pests and diseases. Pests include whitefly, 

thrips and aphids, while fungal diseases 

include downy mildew, powdery mildew and 

phytophthora root rot. 

Of all the enterprises that he operates now 

together with his son, Prishlen (31), Ivan is 

most proud of the shade-cloth house in which 

the two men and their employees grow 

hydroponic lettuces in beds of gravel. 

They are fortunate to have 

access to the nearby 

perennial Wewe River, 

from which they 

extract water for the 

fertigation of their 

crops. Just in case, 

however, there is also a borehole on standby.

“Although the river generally flows strongly 

and almost continually self-flushes, the 

upstream human activities mean we can never 

be too careful about ensuring that any water 

we abstract from it, and even from the 

borehole, is safe to use for fertigating our 

lettuces and other crops,” Prishlen says. 

“We have our own constant water treat-

ment system that we regularly test ourselves. 

Every six months we also send samples of 
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both the raw river water and our treated 

water to certified laboratories in Durban or 

Pietermaritzburg. They teste for disease-

causing coliforms, like Escherichia coli, and for 

other pathogens and con ta mi nants that are a 

threat to water quality and food safety.”

ENSURING TOP QUALITY 
WATER FOR FERTIGATION
Prishlen explains that he and his dad use a 

Water Well filtration and treatment system 

that can process 2 000 litres an hour. Raw 

water is first pumped straight to a 5 000 litre 

capacity storage tank (tank 1). This water is 

then gravity-fed through the Water Well 

system and into a second 5 000 litre storage 

tank (tank 2). Based on the results of the daily 

water readings of tank 2, the Lutchmans mix 

in appropriate quantities of granular chlorine 

and nitric acid to achieve a water pH of 5,5, 

and an electrolytic conductivity (EC) of 

approximately 2 millisiemens (µS) per centi-

metre. The purer the water is, the less it can 

conduct electricity. For example, and according 

to byjuslearning.com, the BYJU’s Learning 

website, deionised water has an EC of 

0,05 µS/cm, water from rain or snow has an 

EC of 2-100 µS/cm, and drinking water has an 

EC of 200-800 µS/cm.

Ivan says: “These parameters are suited for 

treating water intended for fertigation in our 

coastal region’s humidity and its somewhat 

brackish water. On humid days, plants 

struggle to evapotranspire and, therefore, 

Father and son team, Ivan (left)  and Prishlen Lutchman, are passionate about their hydro
ponic lettuce enterprise. They prioritise producing a quality product that will have consumers 
repeatedly coming back for more.

The water in this 5 000 litre storage 
tank is regularly tested for purity and 
nutrient content. The results dictate 
what treatments are mixed with 
the water, before it is gravityfed 
as fertigation to the nearby beds of 
hydroponic lettuces.
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to excrete excess salts through their 

stomata. If our raw water is not treated 

properly, the salts already in the water will 

build up too much within the lettuces. The 

leaves and stems turn an unsightly pale yellow, 

and the plant becomes stressed and more 

susceptible to attacks by pests and diseases.”

To prevent physical cold-shock to their 

lettuces, the Lutchmans only start fertigating 

with water that is a minimum temperature of 

12°C in tank 2. Even in Upper Tongaat’s 

subtropical climate, where annual tempe-

ratures average 22,77°C, winter temperatures 

can dip to the low teens before sunrise. 

Although the Lutchmans’ lettuces grow 

under a shade-cloth and not in a lastic-

enclosed house, their environment is still 

warmer in winter than the fertigation water 

that has been standing overnight in an 

outdoor storage tank. The Lutchmans 

sometimes must wait until 10am on winter 

mornings before this water has warmed to at 

least 12°C and can be applied to the lettuces.

The father-and-son team rely heavily on 

regular expert advice on what nutrients, and 

in what exact quantities and ratios, they must 

mix into the fertigation water for their 

lettuces. These need to be subtly changed 

depending on factors such as climate and 

lettuce varieties.

“Our standard fertigation mixture is 1kg of 

rapidly soluble calcium nitrate per 1 000 litres 

of water to provide nitrogen and calcium to 

the lettuces. During their growing period, they 

will also be foliar-fed, as required, with the 

concentrated seaweed extract, KelpMax. A 

knapsack sprayer is used for this. KelpMax 

contains nitrogen, phosphorous, potassium 

and added amino acids to promote root 

development for increased nutrient uptake, to 

increase resistance to pests and diseases, and 

A CLEAN, COMFORTABLE BED
“Before our next batch of lettuce seedlings 

arrives from the nursery, we thoroughly clean 

the beds that they are to be transplanted 

into,” Ivan explains. “The gravel for the beds 

is rinsed of all solids, especially of any poten-

tially disease-carrying plant material from the 

previous crop. The gravel and the plastic 

sheeting it lies on are then disinfected against 

pests and diseases using AgriSan. This is 

applied via a knapsack sprayer. The gravel is 

then spread to a uniform depth of about 

50mm across the plastic base of each bed.”

A CRUSH ON GRAVEL
The Lutchmans like their gravel to be blue 

concrete stones crushed to about 1,27cm in 

diameter. Ivan’s research and experience have 

revealed that these stones are the easiest to 

manage, maintain and source, and are also 

extremely durable. If properly cleaned and 

disinfected between uses, gravel can be used 

for an indefinite number of production cycles.

Other growing medium options include 

pine wood shavings, but these are com pa ra-

tively expensive, hard to source in the Upper 

Tongaat area, can only be used once, and can 

introduce pests and diseases. Peat moss can 

be used more than once before being disposed 

of, but it’s more expensive than pine wood 

shavings and less durable than gravel. 

Ivan cautions that the weight of individual 

gravel stones larger than 1,27cm in diameter 

significantly increases the risk of their sharp 

edges puncturing holes in the plastic sheeting 

that lines the hydroponic beds.

Once the gravel beds are cleaned and 

sterilised, they are surface-sprinkled with snail 

bait. Without this control, garden snails would 

overrun the lettuces, with poten tially devas-

tating financial con sequen ces.

to enhance their colour, hardiness and shelf-

life,” says Prishlen.

The Lutchmans are now specialising in 

growing and marketing red and green frilly 

varieties of lettuce. The men have a standing 

weekly order with a local propagation nursery 

for 600 hardened seedlings of each variety. At 

any given time, there are up to 6 000 lettuce 

plants growing in their shade house. They are 

spread across 30 beds (25m x 0,5m) with up 

to 200 lettuces each.

In the warmer summer months, lettuces  

are harvest-ready about 21 days after  

trans planting into the shade house. During  

the cooler winter months, this period increases 

to about 30 days.

The hardened, but still small and fragile, 

lettuce seedlings arrive at the shade house at 

the two- or three-leaf growth stage. The 

Lutchmans collect the seedlings from the 

nursery and transport them in polystyrene 

seedling trays that each holds 200 seedlings. 

While in the trays, each seedling’s roots are 

lightly encased in a plug of the growing 

medium that the nursery uses to germinate 

and harden them from seed.

They may be growing in a substrate that is 
only 50mm thick, but each lettuce’s roots 
develop sufficiently to make optimal use 
of the nutritious fertigation water.

One of the Lutchmans’ full-time employees, Zanele Jali, shows how the lettuce crops are 
packaged for customers, including retailers and buyers at municipal fresh produce markets.

An outlet at the lowest end of each 
hydroponic lettuce bed captures any 
excess unused fertigation water, and a 
pipe below carries this water to a sunken 
storage tank for recirculation and reuse.
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“We collect the lettuce seedlings in the late 

afternoon for transplanting the next day. They 

are kept overnight in a cool place,” says Ivan. 

“Transplanting is either in the cool of the 

morning from around 6am or in the cool of 

the afternoon from about 4pm. Even with 

shade net, direct sunlight can scorch the 

fragile seedlings.”

A shallow hole is dug by hand into the 

gravel and the seedling’s conical-shaped root 

plug is planted into this hole. The gravel is 

then gently hand-smoothed around the root 

plug and the base of the stem to keep the 

growing plant standing upright. 

Each seedling is spaced about 20cm from 

its nearest fellow and from the nearest edge 

of the bed. This is the highest density that the 

Lutchmans can plant to achieve maximum 

cost- effectiveness. A denser planting will 

result in excessive competition between 

lettuce plants for light, space and nutrients. It 

also leads to the lettuces growing in an 

unattractive and less leafy upright form, unlike 

the round, leafy form that consumers want. 

Consistent quality across all the Lutch mans’ 

lettuces is essential. 

From this point until harvesting, the roots 

will have easy access to the fertigation water 

running through the bottom layer of the 

gravel. This water, which runs under gravity 

from tank 2, enters a bed via a tap and pipe at 

one breadth-end of the bed. An approximately 

10° downslope from this top breadth-end to 

the opposite and lower breadth-end ensures 

that the fertigation water flows smoothly and 

evenly down the full length of the bed, 

without undesirably pooling and stagnating.

During the summer months from about 

September to April, the fertigation water in 

the Lutchmans’ lettuce house will run 

24 hours a day to compensate for heat and 

humidity, and to cater for vigorous plant 

growth. During the cooler months of about 

April to August, the lettuces will be fed about 

four times a day at about 15 minutes per 

feeding. The earliest feed is at about 10am 

when the water has warmed up sufficiently 

and the last will be at about 4pm. This 

controlled feeding, which is managed 

manually, is to prevent over-fertigating the 

lettuces when they are growing more slowly 

due to the cooler temperatures. Such over-

fertigation can result in root rot and the 

“melting”, or damping off, of leaves. 

WELL-MANAGED FERTIGATION 
FOR RESILIENT PLANTS 
“Most of the management for our lettuces is 

for the fertigation. Other management is 

surprisingly little. However, we are always 

scouting for pests and diseases. If one of these 

is seen, we will typically only treat the bed in 

which the problem is. We use only products 

that are registered for these specific problems 

on lettuce. Targeted treatments are applied 

using a knapsack sprayer because handheld 

mist-blowers are too powerful for the fragile 

lettuce leaves. We aim to be proactive with 

preventing or tackling pests and diseases so 

that we don’t have to treat them when the 

lettuces are almost harvest-ready. We are strict 

about chemical residues and food safety,” 

Prishlen says.

Unutilised fertigation water that has 

reached the lower end of each lettuce bed 

does not go to waste. Instead, it drains via a 

plughole in the floor bed and is diverted via 

pipeline to a third, but this time buried, 

5 000 litre storage tank (tank 3). A submersible 

pump transfers this unused fertigation water 

back to tank 2 where it, along with the filtered 

water from tank 1, will be tested and treated 

accordingly. This recycling and recirculation 

saves money on water, soluble nutrients and 

water treatment chemicals. 

Harvesting of lettuces starts at 5am and 

requires three workers, who also grade and 

hand-pack each lettuce. Each plant is pulled 

manually from the gravel bed and placed in a 

crate. Crates are transferred to a nearby 

packhouse where each lettuce is washed, 

trimmed of its roots, and packed in a plastic 

bag. The packed lettuce heads are then stored 

in a cold-room at 9-10°C until they are ready 

to be dispatched to their customers and 

markets. Deliveries are done by the Lutchmans 

in their canopied bakkie.

“The good news is that we’re struggling to 

keep up with demand. This year we will be 

gradually expanding our hydroponic gravel- 

bed lettuce production from 6 000 plants at a 

time to about 12 000 at a time. We want to 

meet demand for both our direct customers, 

with whom we have supply contracts and 

renegotiate prices every six months, and for 

our indirect customers via municipal markets. 

The prices via municipal markets are driven by 

supply and demand and vary from day to 

day,” says Ivan.

The Lutchmans currently pay about R0.90 

per lettuce seedling from the nursery. The 

present average farmgate price for a loose 

lettuce head is R8.00. This is sufficiently pro-

fitable for the Lutchmans’ hydroponic gravel- 

bed lettuce enterprise to be financially viable. 

The two men are passionate about the 

production of their lettuces and other fresh 

produce, and believe this is what gives them a 

quality and reputational advantage against 

their competitors. 

Contact Ivan and Prishlen Lutchman at email 

prishlen.gti@gmail.com

A simple gravity-fed system of pipes introduces fertigation water 
into the top end of each of the beds of hydroponic lettuces.

Shade-cloth covers the structure. It’s not a high-tech setup, but it 
contributes to the cost-effective production of top-quality lettuces.
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BRAGGING RIGHTS FOR FARMERS
Farmers of the Hewu district in Transkei close to Queenstown got the opportunity to show off their 

animals at the Communal Agricultural Transformation Project Show Day this past December. Held 
at the Kamastone Shearing Sheds & Feedlot Facility, hopefuls came from near and far to enter their prized 
livestock. This inaugural show day was an initiative of the Olive Leaf Foundation (OLF), in partnership with 
African Farming, the government of Flanders, and proudly local companies Twizza, BKB and Crickley Dairy. 

The OLF’s Shane Brody has been working in the Hewu villages for years, and together with communal 
farmers, significant success has been achieved in managing communal livestock herds holistically, while 

selling the grassfed beef into formal markets. For Shane, the day was there for the proud communal 
farmers to shine, and also be seen for all their hard work. 

The judges, entrants, organisers and sponsor representatives enjoyed the show day immensely.

TRANSKEI, EASTERN CAPE 
 

••

The champion cow belongs to Mzimkhulu Makapela. Mzwandile Sifuba’s winning calf.
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Mzimkhulu Makapela (right) was the winner in the best male 
sheep category. He won R1 000 and other prizes.

Sonny-Boy Sokabo, a village elder from Kamastone, thanked the 
sponsors – BKB, Twizza and Crickley Dairy – for supporting an event 
that recognised all the hard work local communal farmers have put 
into optimising their livestock herds and flocks. 

Mzwandile Sifuba (middle) from Kamastone walked away 
with R1 000 for his impressive ox. Nelco van der Westhuizen 
(left) from BKB and Apollo Bomvana, African Farming’s events 
director, handed all the winners their prizes.

Mzimkhulu Makapela (middle) also earned first place for one of his 
impressive cows.

Luyanda Sifuba (middle) from Kamastone walked away with top 
honours for the best female goat.

Luyanda Sifuba (middle) from Kamastone also won the prize for the 
best male goat category.

In 2022 African Farming launched 
a series of Livestock Farmers’ Days. 
The farmers’ days not only 
allowed farmers to learn from 
industry experts and some of the 
most successful farmers in the 
country but also provided them 
with an opportunity to interact 
with each other and stakeholders.

The  first two livestock farmers’ days for 
2023 are coming up soon

ON 28 FEBRUARY IN VREDE, FREE STATE

2 MARCH IN MAKHADO, LIMPOPO

Keep an eye on social media and  
africanfarming.com for info 

about our future events.
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ASK THE VET 

Dr Sello Maboe, Technical and 
Marke ting Manager, Onderstepoort 
Biological Products

TICK-BORNE DISEASES OF LIVESTOCK

It’s estimated that around 20% of 
losses in livestock production world-
wide can be attributed to animal 
diseases.

In Southern Africa, tick-borne 
diseases are responsible for sig ni fi-
cant – yet preventable – economic 
losses in livestock pro duction.

The heavy reliance of the mostly 
poor rural population on livestock 
production makes a com pelling case 
to provide continuous education and 
solutions to minimise losses. 

HEARTWATER  (EHRLICHIOSIS  
OR “HARTWATER”)

WHAT IS IT?
Heartwater is an important, often fatal, tick-

borne disease of domestic and wild ruminants in 

sub-Saharan Africa.  

After years of natural selec tion, indigenous 

cattle breeds appear to be more resistant to the 

clinical disease, compared to imported breeds. 

This means indigenous cattle breeds can be 

infected but not get sick from the disease. 

Animal deaths related to heartwater in 

Southern Africa are often estimated to exceed 

the losses from redwater and anaplasmosis 

combined.

The parasites found in Amblyomma spp. ticks, 

commonly known as “bont” ticks, that cause 

the disease are referred to as Ehrlichia rumi nan

tium. It’s important to note that not all Am bly

omma ticks will be infected, carrying and 

transmitting the disease. The ticks get infected 

by the parasites when they bite and feed on 

infected animals. 

DISTRIBUTION
Bont ticks are most commonly found in the 

eastern coastal regions of KwaZulu-Natal and 

Eastern Cape, north of Pretoria, in the North West 

and Limpopo. In November and December 2022, 

the disease was reported by the Ruminant 

Veterinary Association of South Africa (RUVASA) 

in six of the nine provinces, including Mpumalanga. 

It is not uncommon for the disease to occur 

outside its normal distribution regions. This often 

occurs when animals already incubating the 

disease are transported to non-heartwater areas. 

Cases of the disease have also been reported 

following transportation of bales of grass from a 

heartwater area into an area known to be free of 

the disease, where infected larval and nymphal 

stages of bont ticks may have been harvested and 

baled with the grass. Some parts of the Free State 

have also reported some cases, suspected to 

relate mainly to changing climatic conditions that 

favour the survival of bont ticks. 

HOW CAN THE DISEASE 
BE RECOGNISED?
Heartwater can occur in various forms: peracute, 

acute, subacute or mild forms. This is highly 

influenced by the age, immune status, individual 

or breed susceptibility of the animal and the strain 

of the parasite involved. 

PERACUTE DISEASE
This form is rare but may be expected particularly 

in non-indigenous breeds of livestock, especially 

heavily-pregnant cows introduced from 

heartwater- free areas. With this form, an 

animal may even be found dead in the 

morning without exhibiting notice-

able symptoms the day before. 

Where noticeable, the symptoms 

may be a short bout of fever, 

severe breathing difficulties, 

hyper sensitivity to touch or 

sudden movements, including of 

air on their faces. Some animals may 

display discharges from their eyes and 

in some instances, severe diarrhoea. 

ACUTE DISEASE
This is the most common form of the disease in 

cattle, sheep and goats. Animals with this form of 

heartwater may die within just a few days if no 

effective treatment is administered on time. 

Like most other diseases, the animals may 

start with a severe fever, often with rectal 

temperatures exceeding 40°C. This makes a 

thermometer (preferably digital) one of the 

most vital tools in a farmer’s hand. 

Other signs include:

	■ Loss of appetite. 

	■ Diarrhoea (especially in cattle).

	■ Difficulty breathing (as a result of fluids 

accumulating in the chest cavity).

	■ Nervous signs (restless, circling, sucking 

movements and lip-smacking, with some 

degree of tremors observed on superficial 

muscles).

	■ A high-stepping, stiff gait (usually more 

pronounced in the front limbs).

	■ Exaggerated blinking.

In the terminal stages the animal may:

	■ Lie down on its side and may start paddling 

movements of the limbs, with the neck 

stretched backwards.

	■ Become hypersensitive to stimulation (loud 

noise or bright light).

	■ Exhibit foaming/frothing at the mouth.

In their terminal stages, the chance of 

treatment success is usually at its lowest. 

SUBACUTE DISEASE
This form is rare, often manifesting with an 

extended fever, cough and some mild 

incoordination. An animal may survive this form 

or die within a week or two. 

MILD DISEASE
This form is also rare but 

when it occurs, it is often 

seen in young calves 

under three weeks old, 

animals infected with a 

low-virulence isolate, and 

immune animals that are 

reinfected. 

TREATMENT
Tetracycline antibiotics are highly 

effective in treating sick animals, with 

earliest intervention improving the chances of 

success. Oxytetracycline at 10mg/kg per day or 

doxycycline at 2mg/kg per day for at least three 

Part 2
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days is considered an effective cure. Your 

veterinarian may prescribe a higher dose, 

especially if the treatment is started late in the 

course of the disease. 

Short-acting tetracyclines are generally 

preferred for their ease and safety to administer 

directly into the main arteries. 

Administering into a vein is preferred as the 

medication is likely to get to work faster, provided 

someone knows exactly how to administer the 

dosage slowly. While it is crucial to use sterile 

needles and syringes when administering medi-

cines, injections directly into a vein pose an even 

bigger risk if done unhygienically. It is for this 

reason that brand new needles and syringes, or 

thoroughly sterilised administration kits, are used 

to avoid undesirable complications following 

infections with other germs. 

When intramuscular injections are preferred, it 

is generally recommended to avoid the neck area 

in very young animals that are still suckling at their 

mothers. Painful necks following injection tend to 

interfere with feeding behaviour as the calves use 

the neck quite a lot when suckling. The opposite is 

however true when treating older animals, in 

which case the neck area is preferred, to minimise 

later slaughter trim losses from injection site 

lesions on prime cuts like the rump.  The neck 

meat is generally cheaper and may result in less 

economic losses if injection sites need to be 

trimmed away, which is not often. 

Anti-inflammatory products available from your 

veterinarian are often helpful in speeding up 

recovery. It is important to align these with the 

legal withdrawal periods of different medications, 

be it  on meat, milk or any other consumable 

animal by-products. Other supportive care may 

include minimising handling stress, providing 

shade and other comfort. 

PREVENTION AND CONTROL
A heartwater blood vaccine is available from 

Onderstepoort Biological Products (OBP) as a first 

line of defence against the disease. The vaccine is 

infective Ehrlichia ruminantium sheep blood, 

frozen and stored at -70ºC, for the immunisation 

of cattle, sheep and goats. 

Judicious tick control is suggested as part of the 

control of anaplasmosis. Care should be taken 

when dipping cattle, that they are never too clean 

of ticks. Farmers should allow some degree of tick 

infestation to provide natural infection and 

immunity development, that work in conjunction 

with the use of vaccines. 

ECONOMIC IMPLICATIONS
The economic implications of heartwater are not 

often accurately recorded, for various practical 

reasons, but cost the South African economy 

millions of rands. Mortalities and loss of valuable 

genetics are just some of the losses, including that 

of treatment and labour. 

GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS
Farmers are encouraged to familiarise themselves 

(and workers too, where applicable) with normal 

livestock behaviour to quickly detect if an animal is 

not well. This increases the chances of early 

treatment and success. 

It is also important to remember that other 

diseases may present with some symptoms similar 

to heart-water and farmers need to know the 

difference, especially in the case of diseases like 

rabies that pose a serious risk of deadly trans-

mission to humans. 

Please speak to your local veterinarian or animal 

health technician regarding customised vacci

nation programmes that can help make a dif

ference in your operation. Please feel free to 

contact us on sello.maboe@obpvaccines.co.za 

or 012 522 1500/068 531 4488.
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