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After the 13 episodes of the first series
of African Farming recently came to an
end on the channel Mzansi Wethu, you
now have the chance to see all the
episodes again on our African Farming
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 you might
have, or just get some great farming
advice. Thank you to all of you for the
great feedback. KEEP IT COMING! 

Also, don’t forget that we’re on Twitter
and Facebook, 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.
WE LOVE HEARING 
FROM YOU.
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A NECESSARY CONVERSATION

S
ometimes it’s easier simply to

brush aside upsetting things

that make you deeply

uncomfortable. Race in the

farming sector is one of

those issues. Don’t get me

wrong, there are some really

great things happening out there – most

hard-working South African farmers of all

colours are united in their goal to ensure a

food-secure country and a prosperous

industry. However, there are isolated

incidents that one simply can’t ignore.

Since starting with African Farming, both

on television and in our magazine, I have

told the inspiring stories of various black

farmers. Most were deeply moving, giving

one real hope for a better future, especially

in an industry with a history as complicated

as farming.Consistently, in allmy interviews,

I asked the question, “How is your

relationship with your white neighbours?”

The overwhelming majority of black

farmers then shared heart-warming

stories not only about how they got along

with their white neighbours, but also how

these relationships often developed into

much more.

Recently I asked Dr Job Mthombeni the

same question during my visit to his farms

in Hendrina and Standerton in Mpuma-

langa. It turns out his relationship with his

neighbour is one that should serve as a

shining example of what can happen in the

sector. He told me how, during the past

season, when he was late in planting his

maize and he was struggling to get his last

preparations done, his neighbour, Sarel van

der Merwe, saw him battling and

immediately offered to help.

“I immediately said yes,” recalls Ntate

Mthombeni. “A few minutes later, five

big John Deere tractors arrived, pulling huge

rippers, and immediately got to work.

Then they disked and, before I knew it,

another two tractors pulling planters and

sprayers arrived. They started at 06:00 that

morning and by 10h:00 they were waving

me goodbye!”

A commercial farmer himself, Ntate

Mthombeni admits to having learned a lot

from Sarel since moving to his farm in 2000.

To be honest, there are many great stories like

this right across our country, as more and

more white commercial farmers start to help

their black neighbours, while others have

taken up the task of mentoring up-and-

coming farmers. As a country, we need to

appreciate and tell these stories because they

point towards the people we want to be.

Unfortunately, however, this is not the case

everywhere. Of course, one doesn’t want

to spoil all the good that’s happening by

having this necessary but uncomfortable

conversation. Yet two recent incidents made

me change my mind.

The first happened a few years ago – but

upon hearing it, I was immediately upset.

I couldn’t help wondering how many others

may be suffering the same fate, while being

forced to brush it all under the carpet to

simply survive in what is a very small industry.

In my conversation with Sibusiso “Sbu”

Zwane, a pig farmer featured in this issue, I

was told how his career was almost destroyed

because he dared to stand up for himself after

being second in line for a managerial post,

only to find that when the white candidate

pulled out, the owner insisted on appointing

a white manager and simply overlooked Sbu.

He was labelled difficult to work with,

resulting in him effectively being cancelled by

the industry. What were the chances of others

in the industry, who hadn’t worked with him,

even giving him a chance?

So upset was the son of the owner of this

business where Sbu was treated so poorly,

that he resigned from the business over this

incident. But the damage had been done,

and eventually Sbu had no other choice but

to start his own business to survive. Today

he’s successful, and that business that didn’t

hire him, lost some real managerial talent.

The second story was that of a black

stud breeder who struggled to cope during

the exclusively Afrikaans meetings of his

breed society. Most white farmers might

regard such behaviour as nothing more

than unthoughtful but, seen from the

black farmer’s perspective, it was not

only a real challenge for his business, he

also experienced it as deeply inconsiderate

and dismissive.

Most commercial farmers wouldn’t give

a second thought to speaking Afrikaans at

meetings but surely, in 2021, if there is a

black member present, shouldn’t one at

least ask wheher he or she is comfortable

with the language being spoken?

Another farmer told me he eventually

deregistered his herd because he simply

could not understand what was being said

during meetings, despite numerous

attempts over the years to try to address the

issue. Surely this could have been avoided.

Aren’t we all trying to achieve the same

thing – to breed great cattle?

Everyone in the agricultural industry,

regardless of race, colour or creed, must

speak out against behaviour that makes

fellow South Africans uncomfortable.

Maybe more so now, given the political

climate we live in. One bad incident can

cheapen all the other wonderful things our

farmers are doing together. Let’s be as

straight about this as we are about

corruption in the public sector. Nothing less

than our future depends on it.

– PETER MASHALA

LETTER FROM THE EDITORLETTER FROM THE EDITOR
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Need some advice? You’ve come to the right place.
African Farming has a huge pool of skilled farmers, big and small,

more than willing to share years of highly practical farming
experience with you. So if there’s anything you’d like

help with, let us know and we’ll find the answers for you.
In the meantime, here’s some more handy farming tips.

FARMING
CHEATS!
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If you want to know more about
something that appeared in the
magazine or any other farming
topic, why not send us an email
at magazine@ africanfarming.
com and let us help you find

a solution? From animals
and plants to finance and

buying a farm – if you
don’t know, we’ll find out!

WANT TO KNOW SOMETHING?

becoming increasingly valuable. The amount

of nutrients – nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P)

and potassium (K) – made available to crops

by poultry or kraal manure, when applied at

8t/ha, together with their current monetary

value (based on fertiliser prices), is shown in

TABLE 1 . Remember, rand values are

calculated conservatively, since nutrients other

than N, P and K are not taken into account,

and neither are the other beneficial effects

manures have on your soil.

Manures should ideally be worked into the

soil by tillage before a crop is planted. To get

the best out of the nitrogen in manure, it

should be “turned in” immediately after it has

FERTILISATION
Don’t underestimate manure!
Farming doesn’t always have to be

complicated. There are some basic things you

can do to increase the profitability of your

business greatly – things like liming to correct

soil acidity, ripping to solve soil compaction, or

using more manure for your crops.

Any manure – poultry, cattle, horse, sheep

or goat – is excellent for building soil fertility.

Not only does it supply nutrients, it also

benefits plant growth in a number of other

ways, and so helps to improve your yields.

Nutrients in manure
A particular advantage of manure is the range

of macro- and micronutrients it provides to

crops. These nutrients are in found in relatively

low concentrations in manure, so you need to

apply a lot – usually about 2.5t/ha to 20t/ha,

with poultry manure generally being applied

at lower rates than kraal manure.

As fertiliser prices rise sharply year on year

(FIGURE 1 ), the nutrients in manure are

been spread. Manure left on the surface may

lose significant amounts of N to the

atmosphere within just a few days.

Poultry manure is generally much higher in

P and lower in K than kraal manure. Using

poultry manure on crops for long periods may

result in the soil containing too much P and

too little K. It is advisable to test your soils so

that you know what you have too little of, or

too much.

Making most of rain
Ploughing or disking manure into your soil

helps to make the most of rainfall. Yes, it’s

true. Scientists have found that manure

Typical amounts of N, P and K supplied to the crop in the season of application by poul-
try and kraal manures applied at 8t/ha, and their rand values based on current fertiliser
prices (data assumes 86% dry matter and first season nutrient availabilities of 60% for
N, 50% for P and 100% for K).

FIGURE1:PRICETRENDSOFTWOMAJOR
FERTILISERS,UREAANDMAP,OVERTHE

PASTTHREE-AND-A-HALFYEARS

FIGURE2:THEEFFECTOF8T/HAOF
POULTRYMANUREONTHEWATER

INFILTRATIONRATEOFACEDARASOIL

FIGURE3:THEEFFECTOF
LONG-TERMPOULTRYMANUREUSE

ONSOILPHUNDERSUGARCANE
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TABLE 1: THE RANDVALUE OF N, P AND K

Manure
type

Application
rate

N
Kg

P
Kg

K
Kg

Valueofnutrientsbasedon
currentfertiliserprices

Poultry 8t/ha 114 52 89 R4 771

Kraal 8t/ha 99 21 96 R3 381



OPPORTUNITIES
Coca-Cola offers
assistance to black farmers
Ever wondered where some of the black

commercial farmers we write about got their

funding? Well, Coca-Cola Beverages South

Africa (CCBSA)’s Mintirho Foundation is one

of many that offer funding in the form of

grants, loans or equity, as well as training to

farmers so they can benefit from all the

agricultural products CCBSA buys.

Some of the foundation’s most successful

clients are farmers you might know and who

have been featured in African Farming, like Dr

Job Mthombeni of Mthombeni Farming

Operations (apples, soya beans and maize) in

Mpumalanga (this edition) and Sinelizwi

Fakade of Rocky Park (maize, potatoes and

soya) in the Eastern Cape (January 2021).

Mintirho assists developing farmers from

previously disadvantaged backgrounds and

has paid out R800 million since it was

established in 2018. Although much of this

funding has been for sugar-cane farming

because it is such an important component of

the company’s soft drinks and juices, a lot has

also been invested in fruit, vegetables,

fertilisers and logistics. CCBSA buys grapes,

lemons, oranges, litchis, mangos, peaches,

apples, pears and guavas to produce its juices

and juice concentrate.

To qualify for funding, you need to either

produce crops or be involved in agro-

processing or do some sort of value-added

distribution. You would also be eligible if you

have an innovative solution for an agricultural

problem. The foundation provides growth

capital but may also cover expansion once an

initial project is successful. Training and skills

development are also provided through grant

funding. Projects must be 60% black-owned,

and preference is given where women or

youths account for 75% of ownership.

Owners must have security of tenure in the

form of a title deed or a lease longer than 20

years. The maximum funding is R40 million

per transaction.

Call 011 848 2600/2 or email Mintirho@

ccbagroup.com for more information and

to find out when the next round of

applications opens.
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Poultry manure being transported to vegetable fields.
Large amounts of kraal manure from a feedlot about to be spread
on sugar-cane fields.

prevents the soil from forming a crust on the

surface, allowing rain to penetrate the soil and

stop it from running away. An experiment on

a Cedara soil with very poor water infiltration

(FIGURE 2 ) showed that adding 8t of poultry

manure per hectare increased the rate at

which water penetrated the soil from about

10mm per hour to 30mm per hour. But that’s

not all: manure also helps soil to “hold” more

water for crops to use. This is particularly

important if you are farming on sandy soils

that hold very little water. Any improvements

can have a major benefit for your crops.

Loosening the soil
Compacted soil can be a big problem. And

because it’s happening below ground, you

don’t see it. Researchers have found that

manure plays an important role in building the

structure that reduces the tendency of a soil to

compact. Keep in mind that ploughing or

disking manure into soil reduces its density

and allows roots to grow deeper.

Manure and soil acidity
Fertilisers, especially nitrogen fertilisers, make

soil more acid, while manure makes soil less

acid. Poultry manure is especially good at this.

Most poultry manures have a pH of about 8

and are rich in calcium (Ca), so by repeatedly

using poultry manure you can lower soil

acidity and soil pH – not only in the topsoil, but

also in the subsoil. This can be seen clearly in

FIGURE 3 . On two sugar-cane fields next to

each other, poultry manure was repeatedly

applied to one, while the other received

nothing. The result: soil in the field where

manure was applied had a pH level of a unit

higher throughout the soil profile, compared

with the field where no manure was applied.

Improving soil life
Soil life such as earthworms, fungi and

bacteria helps to keep soil healthy and

productive. To survive, these organisms need

food in the form of organic matter, and

manure supplies just that. Not surprisingly, it

has been found that by adding manure you

stimulate the life in soil, with the number of

earthworms, in particular, increasing after

manure has been added to soil.

Summary
Manure is medicine for soil, and the best

way of getting tired and worn-out soil

healthy again is to apply manure. Soil to

which manure has been applied needs less

fertiliser and produces better and more

crops. So if you’re a clever farmer, you won’t

look at manure and see a waste product – in

fact it is an incredibly valuable asset!
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you trust. You cannot take advice from

everyone,otherwise you’ll alwaysbe running

in different directions.

■ When you’re looking for advice, be careful

not to waste people’s time. Make sure you

know what you want advice on, and then

implement it. In otherwords, youmustwant

to be helped!

■ Don’t wait for government before getting

started. There’s a good chance you will not

get any help.

■ Own the land you farm.You cannot develop

land that doesn’t belong to you.

■ Liveonyour farm.Managingabusiness from

a distance is never a good idea, and almost

always ends up costing you money.

MANAGEMENT
Advice from a top farmer
Every farmer needs someone to talk to,

whether to get advice or simply to bounce

ideas off. And it’s not only young farmers

starting out that need someone to talk to

from time to time. Most established,

successful farmers turn to a trusted adviser

for guidance when they’re unsure of a

decision or just struggling with a particularly

complex problem.

African Farming asked one of our leading

wool farmers whose family has been farming

for four generations what tips he would offer

young farmers at the start of their career:

■ Get a mentor! You must have one person

■ Farming is a long-term investment, not a

get-rich-quick scheme. The first generation

sets it up, the second generation builds on

it, and hopefully the third generation will

reap the benefits.

■ Don’t forget: all farmers are capital-rich but

cash-poor. Only the third generation will

have cash if everything goes well.

■ Understand the concept of time. Put

differently, time equalsmoney. For instance,

if you have produce likewool lying in a shed

somewhere, or maize in a farm silo, it is

costing you money. You could have sold it

and earned interest on the cash. In a similar

way, if you plant late you could end up

getting lower yields.

MAINTENANCE
Tighten fences, quick and easy
Bultfontein farmer and inventor Michris

Janse van Rensburg is known all over Africa

for his innovative designs that make farming

easier, from vegetable planters to herbicide

applicators. His latest invention will find a

home on any farm – a wire tensioner. Every

farmer, no matter what they farm with, will

be faced at some point with a fence where

the wires have become slack. Now there is

help to tighten fencing easily. Michris’s new

design includes a rachet system that

maintains tension and ensures enough

space in which two pieces of wire can be

joined. Contact Michris at 073 454 4111.

The wire tensioner with all its parts.

The ratchet wheel, which prevents
the tensioner from slipping and so
maintains the tension of the two
pieces of wire that are being joined.

A pair of pliers can be used as a lever to
tighten the wires.

The wire tensioner connected to a corner post. At the
back end the ratchet system can be seen with which the
wire is tightened.

Inventor Michris Janse
van Rensburg

A wire fence being
repaired with the wire
tensioner Michris
designed. Note how
the system allows
for enough space to
connect two loose
pieces of wire easily,
without any part of
the tensioner getting
in the way.
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This diagram
shows the
rectangle on
the cattle hide
to be used
for leather
production,
as well as the
areas suited
to branded.
The lettering
in this
illustration
represent
the branding
letters.

TRACEABILITY
Mark your animals
It’s something you don’t have to think about too

much, because if you own livestock – be it cattle,

sheep, goats, pigs, horses or ostriches – you must

by law mark or brand them. The Act on the

Identification of Animals (Act 6 of 2002) is very

clear on this. One of themain reasons is to be able

to identify your animals if they are stolen.

So at what age should animals be marked? All

cattle should receive their identification marks

before the age of six months. They may be

tattooed at one month or may be branded at six

months of age. The branding process must be

completed by the time their first pair of incisors

appear – also known as the two-tooth stage.

Small stock, pigs and ostrichesmust be tattooed

at one month of age. Ostriches can be branded at

six months. Horses may be tattooed at six months

or branded at 12 months.

As for the position of the markings, cattle must

be tattooed in the left or right ear, whereas

branding can be on any properly visible part of

the body, excluding the neck. As indicated above,

you can brand cattle anywhere outside the

rectangle. The first owner may put his brand on

the left hind leg, the second ownermay brand the

left shoulder, the third owner the right hind leg

and the fourth owner the right shoulder.

When it comes to sheep, goats and pigs, the

first owner may use the left ear for tattooing and

the second owner the right ear. Pigs may also

receive marks on the left or right side of the neck

or shoulder area by using a hogslapper.

Ostriches under the age of six months may be

tattooed under the left wing, whereas birds older

than six months may be branded on the thighs.

The first owner may apply the branding on the

outside of the left thigh and the second owner on

the outside of the right thigh.

LIVESTOCK
Don’t stress your animals!
Like with humans, stress in animals can

be a serious problem, often with dire

health consequences. Stress increases

the levels of the stress hormone cortisol,

which suppresses the immune system

and so affects productivity and

reproduction by delaying puberty and

retarding ovulation. Stress can also

affect the behaviour of an animal,

making it more aggressive or

changing its social and sexual behaviour.

Moreover, if animals are exposed to

stress over a long time, the effects can

be transferred to the next generation.

Elements that cause stress can be

external, like when it is too hot or cold,

or when conditions are difficult, like

sheep or cattle lambing and calving on

rough terrain. There are also behavioural

stressors, like being dominated by

others in the flock or herd, infections,

competition in confined spaces or when

they’re handled or transported roughly.

When animals are stressed, they will

bleat or bellow. They may also try to

escape, and could have little energy,

lose their appetite, become dehydrated,

breathe faster or experience an increase

in their heart rate.

The best way to avoid stress in

animals is to keep them comfortable.

Provide shade and enough water,

ensure ample space in confined areas,

transport them safely and hygienically,

and, when handling them, be calm and

keep your distance.

Crushes and other handling

equipment should be designed to mimic

the natural behaviour of the animals.

Google the famous US animal scientist

Temple Grandin to find out more on

animal-handling equipment design.

Stress is a major problem when

slaughtering animals. If an animal is

stressed when it is slaughtered, its pH

remains above 6, making themeat dark,

tough and dry.

Humans work best when they’re

calm, and the same applies to animals.

Don’t let stress cost you money!

MANAGEMENT
Get serious about cattle
The Agricultural Research Council

(ARC)’s Kaonafatso ya Dikgomo (KyD)

Scheme aims to help smallholder

farmers break into the mainstream

agricultural economy. Kaonafatso ya

Dikgomo means cattle improvement

or betterment, and the aim is to

achieve sustainable livestock improve-

ment by helping farmers keep accurate

animal-performance records.

As the ARC must manage the

National Animal Recording and

Improvement Schemes for the country,

its field workers assist smallholder

farmers with basic animal husbandry

and herd recording. Animal records

include birth notification, weaning

weight, and 12-month and 18-month

weight. This information is captured

on the Integrated Registration and

Genetic Information System (Intergis)

for analysis to enable farmers to make

selection and culling decisions.

All of this helps to improve fertility

and calving rates, which means more

money in the farmer’s pocket.

The ARC now also has a mobile

laboratory to test the fertility of bulls,

synchronise cows, do AI and embryo

transfer, as well as pregnancy testing.

More than 700 Nguni cattle farmers

currently benefit from this technology.

In addition, the council works closely

with provincial health technicians and

veterinarians to provide animal-health

advice to farmers. Rangeland scientists

help them to manage their grazing

more effectively, and nutritionists help

them plan fodder flow and develop

feeding strategies.

A livestock identification catalogue

helps with traceability to combat stock

theft. Hair samples are collected,

allocated a unique bar-coded reference

number, and stored at the ARC

laboratory. Such a sample then confirms

ownership when an animal is stolen.

Call 012 427 9700 for more

information or visit arc.agric.za to get in

touch with KyD officials near you.
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DILIGENCE
AND DIVERSITY:

A RECIPE
FOR FARMING

SUCCESS

I
n 2020, in recognition of her excellent

management and strong breeding

principles, Lerato Senakhomo (30) of

the Senakhomo Nguni Stud was

named the ARC National Emerging

Beef Farmer of the Year. In 2018 she

was named the Department of

Agriculture and Rural Development’s Young

Farmer of the Year after winning the

department’s Female Entrepreneur Award

and the Land Care Entrepreneur of the Year

award. She had climbed the ladder of

agricultural progress fast upon completing

courses in livestock production, poultry

production, project management and

hydroponics at Buhle Farmers’ Academy in

Delmas, Mpumalanga.

SMALL START, BIG MOVE
Lerato farms in Bultfontein near Nigel,

Gauteng, with her parents, Tshidiso and

Mmalerato Senakhomo, who enrolled her at

Buhle on the advice of a neighbour. “My

parents started small-scale farming on a

leased plot in Hallgate outside Nigel in 2006.

My mom produced broiler chickens and my

dad had a few cattle and some goats,” says

Lerato. She joined her parents on the plot in

2012, after her time at the academy.

Lerato knew that to farm profitably they

needed more land and better economies of

scale. In 2014 she made a breakthrough and

the Senakhomos were awarded 535ha in

Bultfontein by the department of agriculture

and land reform. They soon moved their 15

sheep, a few cattle and some broilers and

layers to the new farm. “It was an

overwhelming experience to move from a

1.2ha plot to a 535ha farm.Wewere intimida-

ted by all the land. My parents wanted me to

head up the business because of the knowl-

edge I had gained from Buhle,” recalls Lerato.

She knew she needed to use the 80ha of

available arable land for grain production. The
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Positive encouragement from her parents, solid training and
the right attitude set Lerato Senakhomo on the path to success

in the farming world. Not a woman to let failure stand in her way,
she takes advantage of opportunities to learn about agriculture
and surrounds herself with excellent mentors. Lerato speaks

to Peter Mashala about her thriving agri-business.

Lerato Senakhomo stands among
maize from which she is proud to
claim a 5.5t/ha yield. After initial low
yields owing to a low pH, the soil has
since been corrected by applying lime.
PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

.LOCATION.
•

Nigel,
Gauteng



snag was that she had no experience in that

field, let alone equipment. “But God always

has His ways,” she remarks. “Our neighbour,

Jan Hatting, offered to mentor us and help us

plant our first crop.” The agreement with Jan

was that they would pay him after harvesting.

The Gauteng Department of Agriculture and

Rural Development (GDARD) gave them 21

bags of yellowmaize seed, which they topped

up to plant the 80ha block.

“We didn’t do very well that first year, with

a yield of only 2.5t/ha. In our second year we

got over 3t/ha, which was enough to be

recognised byGrain SA’s 250tMaize Producers’

Club,” recalls Lerato. But for an area with an

annual rainfall of 700mm to 900mm it was a

poor harvest, so they looked at all the

possibilities to see where they’d gone wrong.

“We found out the soil pH was significantly

low, and we needed to put down about 3t/ha

of lime,” she explains. Faced with a lime bill of

R96 000, the family sold their cattle to raise the

money. “I promised myself we would restock

once the maize production was profitable,”

explains Lerato. In the 2015/2016 season the

maize yields improved to 3.2t/ha and in the

next season to 4.2t/ha. “We’re now sitting at

5.5t/ha,” says Lerato proudly.

In 2017, Lerato received the annual Star of

Buhle award, given to an exceptional graduate

from the academy. Patrick Kubyana, then John

Deere’s smallholder farmer market develop

ment manager, attended the ceremony and

met Lerato after the event. “That meeting

revolutionised my business,” says Lerato. “The

John Deere team started by checking the

books, my records, everything happening in

the business, what goes in and what goes

out.” She was given a logbook and shown

how to use it. “They made me look at how

muchmoney I used for petrol every month and

11
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Lerato’s cattle are on a partial supplementary feed ration that they usually receive in
the morning before going out to graze. She currently has a breeding herd of 58 cows
and is keeping the heifers in order to increase the number.

taught me how to account for every rand

I spent,” she adds. She was helped with book

keeping, legal matters and business coaching.

“The business coach motivated me and I learnt

the importance of marketing,” says Lerato.

Financed by John Deere, Lerato structured

a deal to buy a John Deere E Series tractor, a

threerow planter and a ripper. This meant

she could stop paying a contractor to plant.

Lerato currently plants maize on 80ha and

grows grass, which is sold to feedlotters and

livestock farmers, on 50ha. “We plant about

20ha to teff and the rest is veld dominated by

Eragrostis curvula. We cut twice a year and

get 500 bales of 1.2m per cut,” she says.

WORKING WITH NGUNIS
Lerato joined the Agricultural Research

Council’s (ARC) Kaonafatso ya Dikgomo

scheme, which helps emerging cattle farmers

apply beef recording and improvement

technology and select for economically

important traits to improve the profitability

and productivity of their herds. “One of the

most important things in management of any

business is to keep records. That way you can

see whether your business is growing or

stagnating,” Lerato emphasises.

Her first application for Nguni cattle under

the Nguni Cattle Development project, jointly

runbyGDARDand the Industrial Development

Corporation (IDC), had been unsuccessful in

2016. However, encouraged by her extension

officer, Vuyo Bottoman, she applied again in

the following year and was successful.

“The first time I failed the interview. A

panellist askedme how long the pregnancy of

a cow was, to which I confidently replied that

it was nine months. But they told me it is

counted in days, so they needed the number

of days,” recalls Lerato. “I was angry because

The smaller-framed indigenous
Nguni outperforms its European
counterparts when it comes to
resistance to drought and disease.
This bull shows inherently good body
condition, which is linked to efficient
grass conversion.

I thought that was just being spiteful.” Yet,

with Vuyo’s reassurance, she tried again. “The

second time around I was prepared and I was

granted the loan.”

The scheme loans 30 incalf Nguni heifers

and a bull to aspirant cattle farmers in an

effort to reintroduce the Nguni breed into

black farming communities, with a longterm

view of developing an international niche

market. “Beneficiaries of the scheme must

repay the equivalent cattle or their commercial

value within five years,” explains Lerato.

To her surprise, when her animals were

delivered in February 2018, 72 animals

arrived. They were part of a registered herd

whose owner had decided to let it go. “After

discussion with my Kaonafatso ya Dikgomo

mentors, we decided to keep the herd

registered,” recalls Lerato. When she knew

the cattle were coming, Lerato had applied

for equipment from the Department of

Agriculture and received a crush pen with a

neck clamp and scale. “I was set up for my

livestock venture,” she says.

Lerato says the programme has helped her

in terms of looking after the herd. “We work

closelywith theARCandprovincial technicians

and vets on animalhealth issues and disease

management,” she explains.

The cattle are run on a semiintensive

system. “We give them supplementary feed,

mostly in the morning, and let them graze

after 10am. Sometimes they leave the kraal

earlier and then they get their supplementary

feed in the afternoon,” says Lerato. The

primary ingredient is yellow maize, mixed

with grass and sometimes with soya oil cake.

She says no pampering is necessary, as Ngunis

do very well on veld and are generally

problemfree. “They’re hardy, tolerating

extremes of heat and the cold of the Nigel



area in winter.” Ngunis also have good

resistance to tick-borne diseases. “We don’t

have a strict vaccination programme but

before the start of the rainy season we

vaccinate against lumpy skin. We vaccinate

our heifers against contagious abortion. We

also dip with Drastic Deadline every few

weeks,” explains Lerato.

Nguni cows mature early and are known to

be fertile and easy-calving animals. Lerato says

their well-developed maternal instinct can

make a herdsman’s life difficult. “Sometimes

they hide their calves in the veld and come

back to the kraal alone. We monitor them

carefully, especially during late pregnancy, so

that we don’t lose calves. We test for

pregnancy twice a year and estimate probable

calving dates to help us monitor the cows.”

BREEDING PLANS
“There are 58 breeding females in the herd;

because we are still building numbers, we

keep most of our heifers. We sell culls to the

informal market, especially to the Muslim

community and to the traditional-ceremony

market,” she explains. The feedlot sector,

however, does not like to take Ngunis as they

have a reputation of non-performance in the

feedlot, Lerato says. Bulls destined for

slaughter are raised as oxen and sold to the

Muslim market, which at specific times

slaughters only oxen. “I have a relationship

with most of these guys,” says Lerato.

Once herd numbers are up, she‘d like to

establish a commercial beef herd by

crossbreeding Ngunis with Droughtmaster

cattle. Lerato says in addition to the superior

disease resistance of the Nguni, the breed

also produces very tender meat. She feels

crossing Ngunis with Brahmans or

Droughtmasters would put weight onto the
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UPCLOSEANDPERSONAL…

LERATO SENAKHOMO

IS THEREANYTHINGYOUWOULD
HAVEDONEDIFFERENTLY?
I would have studied pig production
at Buhle – this is what I think is missing
inmy career.

YOURBIGGEST SUCCESS TODATE?
Having involved John Deere in the
operation. It has revolutionisedmy
farming business.

WHOHASMADE THEBIGGEST
CONTRIBUTION TOYOURBUSINESS
SO FAR?
My parents laid the foundation for
my career and they continue to play a
big role inmy life. The lateMme Pinky
Buthelezi alsomade a big impact on
me as amentor.

WHATKINDOFRELATIONSHIP
DOYOUHAVEWITH THE
NEIGHBOURING FARMERS?
I have a good relationship withmy
neighbours, who are extremely
helpful.Wemay not be good friends,
but we help one another a lot.

WASFINANCINGASTRUGGLE FOR
YOU?ANYADVICE FOROTHERS
WHONEED TOSECURE FUNDS?
It was and continues to be a struggle.
My advice would be to keep knocking
on every door – you never knowwhich
onewill open.

WHATROLEDO INPUT SUPPLIERS
PLAY INYOUROPERATION?
My input suppliers aremy partners.
They are part of what is going on in
the business, particularly the grain
production side.

WHATADVICEWOULDYOUOFFER
THEMINISTEROFAGRICULTURE IF
YOUHADTHECHANCE?
Weneed aminister who listens and
takes the time to understand the
needs of farmers. Her job is to uplift
them through enough of the right
kind of support.

HOW IMPORTANT ISORGANISED
AGRICULTURE TOYOURBUSINESS?
I think it is particularly important. I’m
a beneficiary of Grain SA study groups
and receive a lot of information from
the local Masithuthukeni farmers’
study group in Nigel.



A road cuts through the maize fields in this sweeping view of the Senakhomos’ farm.
The 535ha property includes 80ha of arable land planted to maize. Lerato says the
move from small-scale farming on a 1.5ha plot to working a farm of this size was an
overwhelming experience in the beginning.

At this time of the year, most of
the breeding herd is in calf. The
breeding season runs from October
to December, and calving starts at
the end of winter, in July.

animals without compromising meat quality

or disease resistance.

To keep her cash flow healthy, Lerato

speculates with sheep and goats. “We used

to run sheep and goats on the farm, but with

increasing theft we now only buy and sell. We

buy most of our goats and sheep at auctions

in the Free State and the North West,” she

explains. Because the farm is close to a large

township and to town, she markets the small

stock informally, with most of her customers

buying from the farm.

Lerato has earned her place in the farming

world through diligence, drive and her ability

to focus on the details while never losing sight

of the big picture.
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A PATH TO
PROGRESS AND
PRODUCTION IN

PIG FARMING

B
y the time he turned 14,

Sibusiso “Sbu” Zwane was

already running a small

business, selling mangoes

from his grandfather’s fruit

farm in Shiluvana village

outside Tzaneen. “I was

born and raised on the farm, which produced

mangoes, citrus and cattle. My uncle runs it

now but I still visit there from time to time,”

says Sbu, adding that he is grateful for the

upbringing that shaped his successful career.

As a youngster, livestock was not his

interest. “I was more interested in fruit,

probably because that’s where I made my

pocket money.” From October to November,

he supplied small local processors with green

mangoes. “I’d find customers who came in

their bakkies to collect green mangoes – that

would be for my income. My grandfather’s

big client was Nkowankowa-based Monate

Atchar, the largest buyer of green mangoes

in our area,” Sbu recalls.

SOLID FOUNDATION
Sbu’s interest in livestock was stimulated as a

student at Khataza High School, where

agriculture as a subject was part of the

curriculum. “My interest and my active

participation in class grew as I began to learn

about stuff I was already familiar with,” he

says. After matric, he enrolled to study animal

production at Technikon Pretoria, now the

Tshwane University of Technology. Here he

excelled with distinctions in all his subjects at

the end of his first year, an achievement that

brought him to the attention of one of his

lecturers – the late Professor Pieter Rossouw.

“I became close with Prof Rossouw, who

started taking me to farms on weekends. We

visited farms where he consulted and I’d help

him with the work,” Sbu recalls.
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As a teenage mango trader, Sibusiso “Sbu” Zwane learnt
lessons in agriculture young and put them to good use

later as he rose through the ranks in the pig sector. Now a
commercial pig farmer who runs his own business, Sbu shares

his experiences with African Farming’s Peter Mashala.

Sbu Zwane shows off a piglet
from one of his sow pens. When
he took over the 250-sow unit, the
infrastructure was neglected and
there were only 150 old sows. He says
he would have failed had it not been
for his experience and some savings.
PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

.LOCATION. •

Shiluvana,
Limpopo



Prof Rossouw’s primary focus was pigs and

piggeries, and this helped to develop Sbu’s

love of pigs, which became his major subject.

He learnt about artificial insemination (AI)

during on-farm training and then did an

advanced course in AI.

In his third year Sbu needed in-service

training and Prof Rossouw introduced him to

legendary Bonsmara breeder David Baber of

Nu-Alcade Bonsmaras, who had a 120-sow

unit on his farm, Summer Place. David was

looking for a piggery manager and gave Sbu

the job. “So I did my internship as a manager

at Summer Place and stayed on for another

two years,” he chuckles. But it was not all

plain sailing. The transition from being a

student doing part-time weekend work to

managing a farm full time was a challenge.

“I had to manage people and change the

management style completely. It was tough

for the older guys, who had been there for

years, to take orders from this young lad,”

explains Sbu. But with David’s support the

team adjusted quickly.

The second major change was to move

from natural mating to an AI system.

“We didn’t even have fridges for semen

storage; I used cooler boxes and ice. I’d take

the cooler boxes to my room and wake up in

the middle of the night to check that the

temperatures inside the boxes were still okay.

This went on for a few months until we

upgraded the system,” he laughs. The

significant improvement in conception rates

using AI made David a happy man.

CAREER MOVES
Now recognised as a competent young black

pig farmer, Sbu’s name started popping up in

discussions between some of the country’s

major pig farmers. One such farmer,

impressed by his performance, was John
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Wright of Ibis Piggeries in Polokwane. In

2003 he approached Sbu, offering him a

supervisor position in his boar house.

“At the time, Ibis Piggeries was running a

2 500-sow unit and this offer was a great

opportunity for a youngster like me,” recalls

Sbu. After talking it over with David and

getting his blessing, Sbu joined Ibis Piggeries.

A few months later he was promoted to

assistant manager. “When I was at Ibis, in

terms of conception rates, we were the best

performing piggery in the country at 98%.

No one else came close,” says Sbu.

He had been with Ibis for four years when

Charles Street Veterinary Services (CSVet) in

Pretoria offered him a job as an animal

technician. “John wasn’t chuffed with the

news at first but after a long talk between

Sbu rotates his three PIC boars to work for one week and rest for two, which gives
them time to recover. The sows are artificially inseminated with semen tapped from
the boars in a facility on the farm. Doing it this way means a big saving in boar costs,
because for natural servicing you need 20 to 25 boars for 150 sows.

Pigs must have fresh, clean water freely
available. An animal needs between
5 litres and 10 litres a day, and lactating
sows need even more when they’re
feeding piglets. This drinking device
is activated by pressure from the pig,
allowing free-choice access to water.

him and CSVet, he gave his approval,” says

Sbu. At CSVet he worked on various farms

across the country, doing pregnancy

diagnosis, blood and feed sampling and

medication supply. “We did back-fat

management with several piggeries and

helped them with AI. We also collected data

and analysed farm performance,” Sbu

explains. At Ibis, back-fat measurement was

used as a tool to help improve conception

rates, he says. “It’s a balancing act; you have

to manage the feed to make sure sows don’t

gain too much fat or lose too much weight.

The fat layer should not exceed 15mm. The

more fat in the pig, the less productive the

sow is and the fewer piglets she will have.”

This, along with good insemination timing,

helps improve production, he says.

It is more profitable for Sbu to sell porkers rather than baconers to his clients,
he says. The lean tender meat of porkers makes for better profit margins.



Sbu left CSVet in 2007 to join a leading

piggery nearby.

“The travelling was getting to me and I

wanted to settle down,” he says. He started

as the weaner and grower house manager of

a 1 500-sow unit at his new place of work.

WIthin five years he was promoted to

assistant production manager and then to

acting production manager, until he left the

company under unhappy circumstances.

“The job of production manager came up

and when it was advertised, I applied and

went through the screening process and the

interviews in the normal way. I came out as

the second choice, an outcome I had no

problem accepting. I had no resentment, as I

knew that in an interview anything can

happen. But then the guy who got the job

changed his mind and didn’t join the

company after all. Despite this I was not

offered the job, even though I had been the

runner-up,” explains Sbu.

During this period, the company was

named best-performing piggery two years in

a row, with 28 weaners per sow per year and

the highest number of piglets born alive.

When Sbu decided to confront the owner,

they had a fallout that almost ruined his

career. “I heard afterwards from a reliable

source that the owner wanted a white

manager,” he says. Angry at how Sbu had

been treated, the owner’s son resigned, and

in 2014 Sbu also resigned.

For months he unsuccessfully looked for a

job, but kept coming up against brick walls.

“It’s a small world,” he says. “After the

confrontation no one wanted to work with

me, because the word was out that I was

difficult and that I had a bad attitude.”

GOING SOLO
After months of unsuccessful job hunting,

Sbu decided to go on his own and opened

his company, SQL Animal Diagnosis. The

company started small, helping emerging

farmers. Then he was contracted by the

Gauteng Department of Agriculture to train

and mentor emerging farmers in Gauteng.

He also supplied medication to small privately

owned piggeries and government-owned

projects such as those run by the correctional

services, for extra income.

His big break came when his application

for the farm where he is currently based was

approved in 2019. “I knew this farm because

I consulted here when I was with CSVet,” he

says. “I arrived in March 2019 and found the

farm in awfully bad shape. Because the

owner was selling, he had neglected the

maintenance.” The farm was set up for a

250-sow unit, but there were only 150 old

sows when Sbu took over.

“The keys were handed to me and the next

day I woke up with 150 pigs and nothing else.

I had to cash in all my savings just to keep the

pigs alive,” he recalls. Had it not been for

those savings, or had the farm been given to

someone with no experience, the operation

wouldn’t have lasted another two months.

“This is how our government sets up

smallholder farmers for failure. This is the

type of thing that happens, and then all

black farmers are labelled incompetent,”

says Sbu. He had to buy replacement sows,

fix and replace broken equipment and

infrastructure, and upgrade the farm’s

security. “We are right next to an informal

settlement outside Atteridgeville and security

is an issue,” he explains.

The first step was to replace older, less

productive sows. According to Sbu, pigs

have about 10 productive years and produce

an average of eight to 12 piglets per litter.

Commercial producers generally cull sows

when they start dropping to fewer than

eight piglets per year.

“I have two cycles per year per sow and I

inseminate between six and eight sows every

week. Our pigs farrow year-round,” he says.

He uses three PIC line boars on the farm:

PIC 337, PIC 380 and PIC 410. “One boar is

good for a week because I can mix about 30

doses of semen per boar,” he explains. This

gives the boars at least two weeks of rest.

Sbu uses only AI because it is cheaper and

more effective. “If I were using boars for

natural service, I’d need 20 to 25 boars for

150 sows. The whole process would take

longer and I cannot afford that. A boar can

serve one sow a day and work for a

maximum of two days,” explains Sbu. “Even

so, by the second day, the sperm quality

would drop.”

According to Sbu, the 30 doses he mixes

from one boar can fertilise eight sows a

week. A sow needs about two doses to be

fertilised properly. “I get about 350ml of

semen per draw from one boar and after

processing this, I will mix about 1 litre, which

can make up to 30 doses. I mix the semen

with a prepared diluent solution and it stays

viable for at least 10 days, stored in a

refrigerator at 17°C,” he explains.

Sperm count and quality are checked

microscopically. In a drop of semen from a

healthy productive boar, there should be lots

of active, well-shaped sperm cells.

“When the sperm cell count is low, or the

cells are deformed or they are not very active

and don’t swim properly, I know something

is not right with the boar,” says Sbu. “If it’s

not an old boar, I’d probably medicate the

animal and leave it for two to three weeks.

Semen can deteriorate when a boar is sick or

stressed. But if I tap it again and get the

same results, I’d look at replacing the boar.”

FEED STRATEGY
Sbu says there is no special diet for the

boars. They are fed dry sow and boar feed

made from maize, soya oil cake, bran and

pre-mixes containing essential amino acids.

Amino acids are vital for maintenance,

growth, reproduction and lactation in pigs.

The sows are not on any special diet either.

“Many farmers feed ad lib when they are

breeding, but in my experience – and

according to research – it makes no

difference. I don’t flush feed because it

doesn’t really work,” Sbu says. There are

farmers who feed 1kg of ration twice a day,

but he feeds his animals only once a day. “I

feed 2kg every morning and that’s it, except

for lactating sows with suckling piglets –

they are fed three times a day.”

Sows switch from lactating feed to dry

sow feed just before breeding. “At this time,

they are stressed because they have been

taken away from their piglets and are in a

new environment. Stress stimulates heat,”

explains Sbu. “What matters most is the

timing of the insemination.”
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In his lab, Sbu checks semen under
a microscope to see if it is are viable
and able to fertilise oocytes (eggs)
successfully. Semen must show good
morphology (a lack of deformity
such as double heads or tails) and
the ability to swim strongly.



The best time to inseminate, according to

him, is when the sow is at her cycle peak

with the greatest number of ovulated eggs.

“The more eggs ovulated, the greater the

chances of getting more piglets. But if we

artificially inseminate too early or too late,

we could miss that opportunity,” he says.

The ovulation peak period can last between

18 and 24 hours, depending on the sow. “I

heat-detect early in the mornings by walking

through the pens alone, without a boar. If

the sow stands next to me immediately,

I know she’s ready,” explains Sbu. Responsive

sows are marked, and round number two is

done with the boar. “If the sow stands next

to the boar, I know she is on heat, but not at

her peak. I mark those animals and leave

them for later in the afternoon,” he says.

Sows that stand without the boar are

inseminated immediately. “I check for heats

every day after the morning feed.”

After insemination, a record is made

indicating the day and time of the service

and the predicted farrowing date. Pigs cycle

every 21 days. “So I also record the predicted

dates of the first (21 days from AI) and

second (42 days from AI) cycles. On Day 21

after insemination, I will walk the boar in the

pen; if the sow shows signs of heat, then I

know she is not pregnant. If there are no

signs of heat then she is pregnant,” explains

Sbu. He repeats this procedure on Day 42.

By this stage pregnancy can usually be

confirmed by eyeballing the animal. “You’ll

start seeing swollen teats and in some pigs

you can feel the piglets. A week before they

farrow, I move them to the farrowing house

and switch them from dry sow feed to

lactating feed,” says Sbu.

Piglets get a Dexiron 200 or Uniferon 200

iron injection on Day 7. “I dock tails and

tattoo them with the identification mark on

Day 10,” says Sbu. Piglets have easy access to

creep feed to prepare them for weaning. “I

wean the piglets between 28 and 34 days

and vaccinate with M+Pac to help prevent

mycoplasma hyperpneumonia [pneumonia].”

MARKETING AND THE FUTURE
Sbu markets a minimum of 60 porkers a

month to various clients. “I prefer to sell

porkers rather than baconers, as I get paid

more per kilogram because the meat is

leaner and more tender,” he explains. “My

porkers are always graded P, which is the
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UPCLOSEANDPERSONAL…

SBU ZWANE

WHAT IS THE BESTADVICEYOU
HAVE EVERBEENGIVEN?
To Identify my potential andwork
hard to get the best out ofmyself.

WHATWOULDYOUHAVEDONE
DIFFERENTLY IF YOUCOULD?
I should have startedmy own farming
business earlier on inmy career.

WHATHASBEENYOURBIGGEST
SUCCESS TODATE?
I have moved from being happily
employed to running my own
show in a sector that remains
untransformed. It has been difficult
to be in the positions I have been in
and still be able to do what I do.
I see that as a success.

WHOHASMADE THEBIGGEST
CONTRIBUTION TOYOURBUSINESS
SO FAR?
The late Prof Pieter Rossouw had a
huge impact onmy life, and I remain
indebted to him for everything he did
to advancemy career.

WHAT IS YOUR RELATIONSHIP
WITHNEIGHBOURING FARMERS
LIKE? DO THEY PLAYA ROLE IN
YOUROPERATION?
My relationship with all my neigh
bours is great. They have not yet
made any contribution to my
farming business, but we are good

neighbours and we all help one
another when necessary.

WAS ITA STRUGGLE TOSECURE
FINANCING, ANDWHATADVICE
WOULDYOUOFFER SOMEONE IN
ASIMILAR POSITION?
It is difficult to get finance as a
beginner farmer, and evenmore
so in the pig business. My advice to
upcoming farmers is to start with
what they have and not towait for
government to help.

WHATROLEHAVE INPUT SUPPLIERS
PLAYED INYOURSUCCESS?
Not a big role, really. And this is
because I have not involved them
much in the business. I havemanaged
to solve animal health issuesmyself
most of the time because ofmy
experience and the connections I’ve
madewith suppliers.

WHATADVICEWOULDYOUGIVE
THEMINISTEROFAGRICULTURE?
Please do not use a blanket approach
when you try to solve black farmers’
problems. Engagewith the farmers
and let them contribute to developing
solutions to their own problems.

HOW IMPORTANTHASORGANISED
AGRICULTURE, LIKE THE SOUTH
AFRICANPORKPRODUCERS’
ORGANISATIONBEEN TOYOU?
In the pig sector, black farmers have no
support at all. Bodies such as SAPPO
are not doing a lot for developing pig
farmers and this needs to change.

During his time as a student, Sbu
learnt how to do AI in pigs – a
delicate and often tricky operation.
His experience in pig reproduction
and handling semen is coming in
very handy now that he has his
own business running 150 sows.

highest quality. If you get graded O or R, it

means the carcass has more fat content. So

once you start growing them heavier, you

will be graded lower.”

Sbu’s background and inherent capacity

have stood him in good stead this far,

helping him go from strength to strength

while rising to face difficult challenges. Now

that he is in the prime of his life, Sbu has the

ability, the experience and the resilience he

requires to make his mark on South Africa’s

pork sector.
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APPLES LEAD THE WAY
FOR THIS FARMER

when the demand for building grew he left

his job to concentrate on construction.

“I still loved farming, but construction was

paying better and I was working for myself,”

he says. His construction business took off

and soon he was getting bigger contracts.

All that Job achieved, he did with no formal

training or education. “I was just passionate

about building. I worked myself up the ranks

and got a few awards in the process,” he

says. Among these were an international

building award in Madrid, Spain, and an

International Platinum Star award.

A respected person in the building industry,

he was appointed as director to the boards of

Eastern Transvaal Housing and Eastern Trans

AFRICAN FARMING | April 2021

Dr Job Mthombeni has come a long way since his days as a farm
labourer. Thanks partly to a successful construction business, he
has been able to make his farming dreams come true. Hard work,
planning and the ability to learn from his mistakes have also played

a huge role in Job’s path to commercial farming. He talks to
Peter Mashala about lessons learnt, and the way forward.

Dr Job Mthombeni in a stand of maize
on his farm Kromkrans. He gets an
average yield of 7t/ha from dryland
fields. PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

.LOCATION. •
GertSibandeDistrict,

Mpumalanga

A STEADY CLIMB
Born on the farm Vlaklaagte near Bethal, Job

grew up on the SIS Estate, where his parents

were farm workers. “I helped out on the

farm during school holidays before taking on

seasonal work and then working fulltime on

another farm, Bosmanspoort, owned by

Fanie Nel, also in Bethal,” he recalls. He

spent 16 years working for Fanie, much of it

as a driver of tractors, and later trucks.

“I delivered sand to township builders. For

extra income I would market myself as a

builder, as I had taught myself to build while

still doing general work on the farm,” he

explains. On weekends Job built small two

and threeroomed township houses, and

O
n his farm Kromkrans

in the Gert Sibande

District, between Hen

drina and Carolina in

the south of Mpuma

langa, Dr Job Mthom

beni farms apples,

grain and beef. Once a farm worker, he

bought Kromkrans in 2000.

In 2011 he bought another farm of

1 000ha in Standerton – bringing his total

hectarage to 1 217ha. He runs a mixed

farming operation of 20ha of apples, 500ha

maize and soya beans, 62ha bluegum trees,

a breeding herd of 500 cows, a small flock of

laying hens and some sheep.



vaal Township in 1996. Later he joined the

The Estate Agency Affairs Board and the

board of Nu-Way Housing. “I was also a

director of Mabele Chain Stores and I was a

founding board member of the Motheo

Group with Thandi Ndlovu,” he says. Today

Job is also the deputy chairman of the

Deciduous Fruit Development Chamber.

In 2000 Job applied for and got Kromkrans

farm through Land Redistribution for

Agricultural Development. “I had never lost

my passion for farming, but I wanted to own

my own farm and to produce on it,” says Job.

When he took over Kromkrans, the farm was

dilapidated and there was no machinery.

“I started by fixing a few things and I bought

a second-hand John Deere tractor so that

I could plough the fields,” he recalls. He

bought cattle and sheep and planted 50ha to

maize, which he increased to 100ha within a

few years. Currently he runs a crossbred herd

of 100 breeding cows on Kromkrans and

plants 300ha to maize and soya beans; he

leases an additional 200ha of arable land.

In 2009, with the help of a government

grant, Job planted 5ha of apples. In 2011,

he bought 1 000ha of farmland in Stander-

ton, 110km from Kromkrans. Here he plants

maize and soya beans on 400ha and uses

the remaining land to graze his 400-cow

Bonsmara breeding herd.

There is also a 62ha blue-gum plantation

on this property, and Job has just received

environmental impact assessment approval

to put up a piggery.

DIVERSITY WITH APPLES
Over the years Job has suffered crop losses,

mainly caused by hail but also by other
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Workers deliver eucalyptus branches to the distilling plant, where Job is experimenting
with distilling essential oil from the eucalyptus as a possible way of getting value out of
the blue-gum plantation on the Standerton farm.

weather-related events, that have cost him a

lot of money.

“With grain crops, if it isn’t hail, it’s too

much rain that knocks production. Soya

beans are especially sensitive,” he explains.

This season, rain held up planting and the

fields that had been planted were

waterlogged for weeks.

“The crop is now infested with weeds as

we’ve not been able to spray herbicides, and

it’s going to affect our yields.You can have

one good year with grains and then you can

have three bad years in a row.”

While he was researching a crop with less

risk, Job discovered that the Gert Sibande

District is ideal for apple production. But, he

says, because apples are a long-term

investment the margins for error are smaller

than they are in the case of cash crops like

soya beans and maize.

“We are in a hail belt here, so we planted

our apple trees under hail nets with the help

of Comprehensive Agricultural Support

Programme funding,” Job says.

His first commercial apple harvest was

sold to Spar shops in the area. “The second

year… I’m not sure who put the word out

because there were so many bakkies and

lorries coming from Limpopo, and locally, in

and out of the farm, taking apples,” recalls

Job. The customer base grew, and clients

came from as far away as Swaziland and

Thohoyandou in Limpopo.

“The informal market is great here

because, besides the Free State, none of the

inland provinces have apples. Even elsewhere

in Mpumalanga there are no apples, only

here. It’s the closest place for people in

Limpopo, Mpumalanga and Swaziland to

The road to the 1 000ha farm Job
bought in 2011 outside Standerton.
This land served to expand his farm
holdings from 200ha to 1 217ha – no
small feat for a man who started his
career as a farm worker. Blessed with
a natural intelligence and a shrewd
head for business, he has made a great
success of his farming enterprises.

get apples.”

By 2015 Job had 11.5ha of orchards,

which he had planted to Early Red, Royal

Gala, Granny Smith, Royal Beaut and Cripps

Pink varieties. But there were some

challenges. The orchards are near a river; the

soil is moist most of the time and the netting

was showing signs of collapse.

“I should have spoken to a soil scientist

before I planted my apple orchards,” Job

admits. “I would have known where was

best for apple production and I could have

sorted out soil imbalances and drainage

problems before I planted. Fixing problems in

mature orchards is more difficult and more

expensive than doing it before you put the

trees in.”

He had planned to expand to 60ha of

apples but did not have the necessary

irrigation rights. “After a lengthy process,

I finally have 100ha of scheduled irrigation,”

says Job. “Now I can increase my apple

production to 100ha.”

In 2020work began on orchard expansion,

this time after getting the advice of a soil

scientist. “Last year we planted 20 000 new

trees on 10ha and we have started relocating

the old trees to this portion as well,” explains

Job. He adds that he was hit by a veld fire

four years ago and fire-damaged trees in the

old orchard had to be taken out. His current

apple production is 20ha.

LOOKING AFTER TREES
The new orchards are planted to Sundowner,

Granny Smith, Big Bucks, Rosy Glow and

Royal Beaut varieties. Job has introduced a

training technique that involves bending the

trees for optimal production. The main



stem is bent horizontally when the tree is

a year old. This technique encourages more

shoots, which means more productive trees.

“We are aiming for at least seven

branches per tree,” says Job. “Because this

was their first year in production, we only

allowed four apples per tree and we have

already started picking.”

Job says the trees must be thinned when

they start bearing fruit. “By thinning out

some of the smaller apples from the cluster,

the remaining fruit grow bigger because the

tree puts all its energy into those apples. If

this is not done, especially the first time the

tree bears fruit, the apples tend to drop off

the branch, resulting in fewer fruit or no

fruit,” he explains.

Although this is the first fruit of the new

trees, Job says the harvest looks beautiful

and has been selling well on the informal

market. At the end of the season they will

see what the total yield has been. “We don’t

expect much, but next season we are looking

at 40t/ha, considering the condition of the

trees. If we stick to a good spraying,

fertilising and irrigating programme, we

should get a good harvest,” he explains.

“We could reach yields of between 80t/ha

and 100t/ha when the trees are mature at

4 years of age.”

Right now, Job has his sights set on the

local market but once he has expanded the

orchards and the trees have matured, he

plans to look at the export market.

“The deputy president, DD Mabuza, has

secured a market for Mpumalanga apple

growers with Oman in the Middle East. This

is what I’ll be targeting,” he says.

MAIZE AND SOYA
Job rotates soya beans and maize on 700ha.

“The importance of crop rotation cannot be
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UPCLOSEANDPERSONAL…

DR JOB MTHOMBENI

WHAT IS THEBESTADVICEYOU
HAVE EVERBEENGIVEN?
Create a good relationship with your
neigbours, especially when you are
new in a neighbourhood. These are
the people whowill help you. Also,
always have a good planter and
a sprayer on the farm – those are
the twomost important pieces of
equipment for a grain farmer.

WHATWOULDYOUHAVEDONE
DIFFERENTLY IF YOUCOULD?
I should have built good relationships
withmy neighbours and suppliers
from the beginning. I made a lot of
mistakes that I could have avoided
by asking for help when I started
farming.

WHATHASBEENYOURSINGLE
BIGGEST SUCCESS?
Managing to get all my children
involvedwith the farm and enjoying
it. Now I have no sleepless nights
about what happens when I can no
longer farm.

WHATKINDOFRELATIONSHIP
DOYOUHAVEWITH
NEIGHBOURING FARMERS?
I have a great relationship withmy
neighbours. Most of the farmers in
my area, especially in Standerton, are
white commercial farmers who are
always helpful.

WAS ITA STRUGGLE TOGET
FINANCING?DOYOUHAVEANY
ADVICE TOOFFEROTHERS INA
SIMILAR POSTION?
Finance is always a struggle. My
advice is to keep your books clean –
this attracts funding, especially from
banks. Once you have a loan, make
sure you pay themoney back on time
and build a good credit record.

WHATROLEHAVE INPUT SUPPLIERS
PLAYED INYOURSUCCESS SO FAR?
My input suppliers are part of my
business. I involve them in every step
I take –we farm together. My chemical
suppliers calibrate the chemicals
for my operation. I don’t go to the
company; we alwaysmeet here in
the fields onmy farm.

WHATADVICEWOULDYOUGIVE
THEMINISTEROFAGRICULTURE?
Please workwith real farmers. Visit
farmers on their farms as often as
possible. This way you’ll understand
that they have unique challenges,
depending on the size and type of
farm. Do not spend all this time trying
to figure out with your officials how
you can help farmers. The farmers will
tell youwhat they need.

HOW IMPORTANTHASORGANISED
AGRICULTUREBEEN TOYOUR
BUSINESS?
These are themost important
structures in agriculture. They should
be the link between farmers and
stakeholders such as government.



Bonsmara cows graze peacefully, lifting their heads as they show their natural
curiosity toward visitors. Job runs a 400-cow Bonsmara breeding herd on his
Standerton farm.

Job uses a technique that involves
bending the main stems while the apple
trees are still young. This slows their
growth and improves their fruit-carrying
capacity. When the trees are mature,
he expects yields of 80t/ha.



over-emphasised; monocropping destroys

your soils,” Job insists. Legumes such as soya

beans work well in rotation with maize as

they fix nitrogen in the soil, which maize

needs for good yields. He says his input

suppliers advise him on cultivars, chemicals

and equipment.

He tests the soil every year to give him a

guide as to which fertilisers and nutrients he

needs that season. “I share the soil test

results with my chemical and seed suppliers,

who advise me on which chemicals to use

and the application rates, as well as suitable

cultivars for the season,” explains Job.

The planting season starts in October, but

if the rains are early, he might begin in

late September. “We prepare our soil

just after the first rains, sometimes around

15 September, by ripping and disking.”

Although most farmers prefer to rip once

in two or three years, Job rips every year.

“Only disking may result in planting in

shallow soils. I like to say I don’t farm dust

because it’s like putting your seed in the

dust, which means your plants can’t access

the nutrients. He adds that, because the real

soil and its nutrients are much deeper, he rips

down to between 500mm and 600mm. This,

according to him, helps with water drainage

and when there is a dry season, the roots can

easily penetrate the soil to follow the

moisture. Disking without ripping also raises

the risk of compacted soil, which the roots

cannot penetrate.

Job says the annual rainfall on both farms is

between 400mm and 500mm. “But with this

climate change, one is never too sure. The

new conditions have brought challenges, like

new pests we are not familiar with,” he says.

They scout frequently, even after spraying.

The scouts collect live insects to be sent to the

lab for identification. “From the lab, we’ll get

information on which chemicals to use.”

Climate change, according to Job, seems

to cause more hailstorms and at times too

much rain. “This year we have had above-

average rainfall, which had a negative effect

on most of our soya-bean crop.”

The average maize yields in Hendrina and

Standerton are 7t/ha, whereas soya-bean

yields range between 2.5t/ha and 3t/ha.

Patience and perseverance are qualities

that have paid off for Job – a man who surely

is a worthy role model for aspiring black

farmers everywhere.

ABOVE:Wandile explaining the
principles of the Famacha method of
identifying sick sheep to shepherds
and the owner of the animals, Rain
Zihlangu. PHOTOS: J VAN ROOYEN
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EASTER: NO
TIME TO REST

VILLAGE LIFE

Easter will once again mean family time – unless president
Cyril Ramaphosa gives us bad news during one of his “family

meetings”! Like the rest of the country, Wandile Khave is looking
forward to catching up with relatives and friends as they return
from all over the country to visit their families at eNdelane Village

near Idutywa in the Eastern Cape. But despite all of the
festivities, the farm work still needs to get done.

T
he wet summer has

brought about some

good grass but also

some bad diseases.

Even though outbreaks

of wireworm and blue-

tongue are happening

all over the country, the flocks of sheep at

Wandile Khave’s village have managed to

stay relatively healthy. Samples showed that

these animals had very few parasite eggs in

their dung. The skill of doing accurate fecal

egg counts is something Wandile has

developed to such a level over the years that

he now analyses all the fecal samples at the

animal hospital in Steynsburg, where he

works as herd-health manager.

On his travels between villages to give

animal-health talks, Wandile was surprised by

the number of bluetongue cases. Many of



the infected sheep also had bottle jaw,

whereas others suffered from sunburnt

snouts. A lot of infected sheep also suffered

from sore feet, which is easily confused with

foot rot.

Wandile had been visiting the villages to

talk about the uniquely South African

technique called Famacha scoring, which

makes it possible to identify anaemia in

sheep so that sick animals can be selected

for drenching, while also taking into account

blocked noses, bottle jaw, poor condition

and diarrhoea.

Wandile was well prepared for the talks.

Over the years he has carefully watched how

his veterinarian mentor gave feedback to

livestock farmers and owners, while his well-

stocked first-aid kit always provided him with

all the remedies he needed. Before Wandile

makes the trip to his village, he checks that his

first-aid box is fully stocked, using the above

checklist to make sure he doesn’t forget

anything.

After scanning the ewes, Wandile marks all

pregnant ewes with a green tag. Every

morning, before they go to the grazing, each

pregnant ewe receives a bucket of mixed

chocolate maize. The shepherd looking after

the sheep is also instructed to watch carefully
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 for any ewes that might abort. If it happens,

the shepherds know they must collect the

lamb and the placenta, and place them in a

cool box with ice until he can get a lift for it to

the state veterinarian’s office in town. The

shepherds know how important it is to look

out for abortions and to get a quick diagnosis

before it becomes a far bigger problem.

Easter is also time to speak to all the

returning family members about their flock-

health programmes, and over the years

Wandile has found himself working with

nearly 100 clients.

Breeding plans will also be discussed with

his own family members, especially after

Wandile discovered a group of commercial

ram breeders who breed really toughMerinos.

He is convinced these rams will be perfect for

the family flock. He has also fallen in love with

Savanna goats, and he’s on the lookout for a

beautiful white Savanna ram for his 30 goat

ewes before the next mating season starts.

Yes, this time of year involves a lot of hard

work, between the slaughtering for

celebrations, cleaning and repairing the

homestead and entertaining visitors. Yet

Wandile knows all this activity will energise

him for the tasks lying ahead this year, both in

the villages and at the animal hospital.

WANDILE’S LALI BOX CHECKLIST
Remedy Use √

A box of Disprin tabs Administer rectally for any pain, swelling or fever. Three tabs for a ewe, five for a ram and 15 for cattle. √

Sulfa injection Use for any mild infection or wound. Preferred for lambs and calves.

Terramycin LA All-purpose antibiotic – stops pulpy kidney outbreaks and is good for hurt muscles in young animals.

Mastitis remedy Use as an eye ointment to treat mastitis.

Povidone-iodine Use to clean wounds and to spray on castration and tail-docking wounds.

Purple spray For treating wounds, to prevent flies from laying their eggs in lesions. Also used to treat tick bites. Don’t use on dogs!

Berenil injection To treat biliary in dogs (1ml per 20kg) and redwater in cattle.

Bandages (75mm) To cover wounds.

Elastoplast (75mm)
To cover wounds and for use with splints when treating fractures and injuries. Use lengths of thin plastic pipe that
stretch from the joint before and after the cut.

A roll of cotton wool Wrapped around fractures and secure with electric insulation tape before final bandaging.

2,5ml and 20ml syringes (10
of each), plus pink needles

Syringes are used only once for injections.

Electrolyte powder To treat dehydration. One can also mix a tablespoon of sugar with 2 litres of water.

Calcium borogluconate
injection To treat weak animals, like ewes or cows after calving. Injected under the skin.

Dextrose (20ml ampule) First spray iodine where you intend injecting, then inject weak or cold lambs in the abdomen, next to the navel.

Diarrhoea powder Mix well with water. Dose a calf with one bag, a quarter of a bag for lambs, and two bags for cattle.

F10 disinfectant Use to clean instruments, for washing calves suffering from Senkobo skin disease, and for treating ringworm.

Ivermectin injection For use against scab and ticks. Also helps for blowfly strikes and nasal worms. Not very effective against wireworm.

Wandile says he always makes a point
of getting his all-important first-aid kit
in order before he sets off on a trip to
the lalis.
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WORKING TOGETHER:
SUCCESS IN

FAMILY FARMING

Simbra stud breeder. They grow dryland

sunflowers on communal land they lease in

Bethanie, whereas the home farm of 100ha

in Sanddrift is dedicated to producing feed

for the intensive livestock operation of

60 Simmentaler and Simbra breeding cows,

80 Meatmaster sheep and 100 Boer goats.

“We moved here in 2004. The boys have

known the system from a young age and

have always taken part in farm activities,”

Gopolang says. He believes it was natural for

them to start taking more responsibility as

they grew in their self-appointed roles. “I just

had to guide and teach them a few things.”

It’s a dream come true to have his boys

join him on the farm, according to Gopolang.
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Farming seems to come easily to Gopolang Tladinyane and
his sons, Motlapele and Reaobaka, who are happily dedicated to
their family team and to their farming business. Gopolang knows
the value of early learning in agriculture and finance, and has
made his boys profit-sharers in the business. The Tladinyanes

‘talk farming’ to Peter Mashala of African Farming.

ABOVE: Gopolang Tladinyane (left) is
showing Reaobaka (centre), Motlapele
(right) and Baatile (front) the ropes
early on. PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

.LOCATION. •
Sanddrift,
NorthWest

have it finished in no time, then I can focus on

the livestock,” he reports.

Motlapele, in Grade 11 at Bekker High

School in Magaliesburg, looks after the grain

production. Helping with the spraying of the

soya beans tops his to-do list. They finished

planting sunflowers two months ago on 50ha

in Bethanie, about 20km west of their farm,

he says. These will be ready to harvest in June.

“Right now we need to rake and bale the

lucerne that’s been cut. The market is starting

to peak as winter gets closer.”

A DREAM COMES TOGETHER
Motlapele and Rea farm with their father,

Gopolang, a well-known Simmentaler and

I
t’s Friday and Gopolang Tladinyane’s

eldest sons,Motlapele (16) and Reaobaka

(13), have just arrived on the farm from

boarding school. After dropping off their

bags, changing and wolfing down a

quick snack, they’re off to see what

needs to be done before sundown.

Rea, in Grade 8 at Hartbeespoort High

School, is the mechanic and manages the

small stock on the family farm in Sanddrift,

about 20km north of Brits in North West.

He’s just checked whether there is anything

urgent waiting to be fixed in the workshop.

“Everything seems to be running smoothly;

the tractors are in good working order, except

one that needs the top gasket replaced. I can



His third son, Baatile (5), is at Thornhill

Primary School and always wants to go

farming with his dad. His three sons were all

born on the farm.

“Farming is a multigenerational business;

you don’t get it right with the first

generation. The next generation builds on

what was left by the previous one,”

Gopolang says. He, too, is from a farming

family and learnt from his father, who

farmed on communal land in Jericho,

Gopolang’s birthplace. His dad still farms

Brahman cattle.

“My maternal grandfather was also

involved in farming at a commercial level in

the 1950s. He started as a farm worker and

ran his own animals on the farm. Later he

bought about 60ha of land,” he says.

However, apartheid laws meant that his

grandfather could not expand, and so he

moved to Botswana, where some of

Gopolang’s relatives still farm near Lobatse.

Gopolang says he remembers the day

when he was in Grade 12 and saw a poster

advertising farmland for sale.

“It was during the apartheid period, yet

I was brave enough to walk into those offices

for advice on how to buy a farm,” he says,

smiling. “Nothing came of the visit, but it

was those little things that made me realise

I wanted to become a farmer.”

In 2007 that destiny was fulfilled when

Gopolang, by then a qualified mechanical

engineer working as a project manager at

BMW SA in Rosslyn, bought the farm in

Sandrift through a Land Redistribution for

Agricultural Development (LRAD) grant and

a Land Bank loan. He and his wife moved

from Pretoria North with their two small

children. At that stage Gopolang had already
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started farming part time with his father and

was running cattle. Eager to learn and solve

problems, he visited other cattle farmers on

weekends to get practical advice, which he

would apply to his own herd.

During this time he was introduced to

Simmentalers and was highly impressed with

the breed’s milk production. He bought his

first Simmentaler stud cow in 1998 and two

years later registered as a breeder with the

Simmentaler and Simbra Breed Society.

BEEF ON PASTURE
The transition from farming communal land

extensively to farming an intensive system

was a challenge. “Irrigation farms are high-

maintenance,” Gopolang admits. Fortunately

he got on very well with the previous owner

of the farm, who introduced him to the local

farmers. On their advice, Gopolang was soon

planting irrigated pastures, repairing fences

and renovating the house.

At the time he had 10 Simbra heifers.

Using the balance of his LRAD grant, he

bought 10 Simmentaler heifers from Callie

Lee, a respected stud breeder who farmed

further north. Callie later became his mentor.

Gopolang’s Simmentaler and Simbra herd

grew from 20 breeding cows in 2009 to an

80-cow unit run on an intensive system by

2015. “We’ve had to reduce the herd to 60

cows since to make more land available for

fodder production,” he explains.

With good pasture management and a

decent fodder flow plan, he says, it is possible

to carry more than 60 animals on 100ha. The

approved stocking rate is 1 large stock unit

(LSU) to about 10ha in a low-rainfall area, but

Gopolang says the stocking rate can be

increased on pasture. “There are almost 100

Youngest son Baatile stays on the farm
with his parents. He helps wherever he
is needed when he can take time off
from schoolwork.

Besides overseeing the small stock,
Reaobaka is also the farm mechanic.
This skill must be in his blood: dad
Gopolang worked as a mechanical
engineer for 16 years, first at
Volkswagen and then at BMW.

Motlapele, the eldest, is involved in
managing the grain crops. Once he
has completed his studies, he plans
to expand this side of the business to
at least 200ha in the first two years.

cattle, if we include the 20 heifers and 10

young bulls that we normally have on the

farm at any given point. This is why I have

35ha of planted pasture under irrigation.”

Gopolang’s friend, James Wallis, a retired

Extension Officer who worked at the Brits

Department of Agriculture and has a degree

in pasture management, helped him plan

the fodder flow. He rotates soya beans and

maize on about 15ha; 10ha is permanently

planted to lucerne; and about 10ha is

planted to oats in winter.

They plant maize in August and harvest it

in November to make silage, Gopolang says.

“The silage is ready just before winter begins

and we start feeding it out to the cattle from

May, depending on the veld condition.”

He rates maize silage highly for increasing

growth, maintaining the condition of the

cows and boosting their milk production.

When used strategically at different times of

the year, Gopolang adds, maize silage is a

valuable feed in a pasture-based system like

his, and he can maintain his stocking rate.

“Immediately after harvesting the maize in

November, we plant soya beans, which we

harvest in May. These we sell at the Brits Co-

op, and we feed out soya-bean hay with

silage. In winter we put the cattle onto

planted oats, which is especially good for

freshly calved cows,” says Gopolang.

According to him, a hectare of winter oats

can sustain five animals from June to

September. After the early rains, between

September and October, he moves the

animals onto the veld so that he can plant

summer pastures. There are two breeding

seasons: the summer calving period is

between October and February, and winter

calving is between June and July. The herd



achieves an average weaning weight of

between 230kg and 240kg, according to

Gopolang. “Providing licks in winter and

summer is a must,” he adds.

FLOCK MANAGEMENT
Rea proudly explains how his department

works. “Our sheep and goats are mainly on

the same grazing system as the cattle.” He

says his father has allocated each of his sons

shares in the sheep flock. “We have 20 sheep

each, including Dad.” Even though they all

have a share in the flock, Rea explains, it’s his

responsibility to look after the sheep and

goats. “I make sure their body condition is

good and that they are in good health. We

record lambing ewes and their lambs, and

tag them using coloured tags to assign

ownership. My colour is blue.”

The goats and sheep are vaccinated with

One-Shot Ultra 7 to prevent blackleg, gas

gangrene and pneumonic pasteurellosis,

among others. Rea says they also use

Glanvac 3, which protects against cheesy

gland, pulpy kidney and tetanus.

They have one breeding season, with the

lambing season starting in September. “We

vaccinate in August, about two to four weeks

before lambing, so that lambs can get

immunity through the colostrum,” Rea

explains. Lambs are weaned at three to four

months. “Young rams are fattened and sold,

whereas the young ewes are kept so we can

build the flock. I sold about 10 of my own

young rams last year and used some of the

money for a go-cart. The rest I saved,” he says.

Motlapele has been driving the sunflower

project and, although they had a

disappointing yield last season, he’s looking

forward to better yields this season. “We

planted late; the winter got us and we had

poor yields of about 200kg/ha. But this
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UPCLOSEANDPERSONAL…

GOPOLANG TLADINYANE

WHAT IS THEBEST CAREERMOVE
YOUHAVEMADESO FAR?
Switching from engineering to
farming. I have never regretted
doing this.

YOURBIGGEST SUCCESS TODATE?
Givingmy sons the kind of
encouragement that nudged them
into the farmingworld. It makes the
world of difference having them on
board, and so enthusiastic about our
business and the farming.

WHATKINDOFRELATIONSHIP
DOYOUHAVEWITH
NEIGHBOURING FARMERS?
I have good relationships withmy
neighbours and I aim to keep it that
way.Many farmers coming into

the game, don’t realise that your
neighbours are the people who can
mean the difference between success
and failure in your farming operation.
If it weren’t for good neighbours who
were happy to helpme, and decent
mentors, I certainly would not be
where I am today.

WHATADVICEWOULDYOU
OFFERASPIRANT FARMERSON
THE THRESHOLDOFACAREER
INAGRICULTURE?
Don’t let the size of the land limit
your options. If you need more
land, you can always lease, and you
can farm intensively rather than
extensively. Farming beef on pastures
allows me to carry more animals than
I would otherwise be able to do on
my 100ha and stay profitable. I would
also say, get your kids involved and
start teaching them about the rands
and cents from a young age.



Their 80 breeding Meatmaster ewes and 100 Boer goats generally follow the same
grazing system as the Simmentaler and Simbra cattle.

Lucerne makes up 10ha of the 35ha of
irrigated lands. Once it is cut and baled,
a portion will be sold to other livestock
farmers, whereas some of it is kept for
livestock consumption on the farm.

season we planted on time, so we’re hoping

for a good harvest,” says Motlapele.

He says this will be their last year in

Bethanie, as they plan to move the grain

production to communal land in Jericho.

“We are de-bushing at least 100ha there,

which we will plant this season. We’d like to

increase the planting to 200ha in the

following season so that we can grow four

crops in rotation on 50ha each. The sugar

graze will be used for silage and lablab as

fodder, to help us increase sheep numbers,”

Motlapele explains.

He and his brothers have shares of 5ha

each in the sunflower operation.

“I’m responsible for the production, but

we share the proceeds from the 15ha

equally,” says Motlapele. He also does

contract work for other small-scale farmers,

especially in surrounding communal areas.

“This season I’ve worked about 300ha as a

contractor, ripping, disking and planting. I’d

love to expand the grain operation, first by

using available communal land and then

maybe in future getting a private farm with

more arable land,” Motlapele concludes.

Focused on the present but planning for a

big future, this dream farming team seems

ready to take on the challenges of agriculture

and win all the way.





FARMERS’
DIARIES

The month of April brings its own challenges and rewards
as the winter cold draws closer. African Farming went to
find out what some of our farmers are up to this autumn.

VEGETABLES
Eric Maubane, Tarlton, Gauteng

We are harvesting green, yellow and red

peppers, also known as ‘robot peppers’.

There are also chillies, jalapeños and green

beans, which we grow in tunnels all year

round. Our current harvest is from crops

we planted in September to November. In

December, we started harvesting green

peppers planted in September, and in

January the first yellow and red peppers

were ready. I’ll carry on harvesting these

for about 13 months (the norm for most

farmers is nine months). The chillies and

jalapeños I harvest every two days.

We conduct soil and leaf tests when

plants are 8 months old, so that we can

adjust our fertilising programme to pro-

long the plants’ lives. The leaf tests, which

are an even better indicator than the soil

tests, will tell us whether we should

increase certain elements. We work with

four agronomists from four supply

companies. Our golden rule on the farm is

if I buy something from you, you give me

the after-sale service free of charge. I got

this advice frommymentor andneighbour,

Vito Rugani of Greenway Farms.

We grow vegetables throughout the

year because we do it under cover, and we

use a heating system in winter so the crop

lasts longer. We follow a specific fertiliser

programme for the peppers and green

beans: on Mondays we give the plants

calcium nitrate (1kg/1 000ℓ litres of

water); on Tuesdays we water (2ℓ/plant);

on Wednesdays we provide potassium

sulphate (1kg/1 000ℓ of water); on

Thursday it’s plain water again, on Fridays

we use a hydroponic mix with various

elements; and on weekends we spray a

foliar mix directly onto the leaves.

We’re currently busy with assessments

and planning the conversion of production

from planting directly into the soil to a

hydroponic system.

BOER GOATS
Kehentse and Ophelia Mosimanyane,

Tosca, North West

We’ve had some disease in our flock,

including one mortality, because of the

heavier-than-normal rains this season. Our

vet suspects it may have been heartwater,

although this area is known to be a

heartwater-free zone. We’ve never

experienced anything like this before. We’ve

put the goats onto antibiotics. We think

someone may have brought animals in from

a heartwater area or that it could have been

brought in by migrating wildlife. The weather

and veld conditions are conducive to an rise

in the tick population, which may have led to

this situation.

We are in the middle of our breeding

season, which started mid-March, and we

will take the rams out at the end of April.

Normally mating happens in the afternoon

when the ewes get back from grazing. We

select younger males to mate with

experienced older ewes and we put older

rams in with younger ewes. This has

improved our conception rate. At first we

struggled with a rate that was below 70%.

Applying this method – based on advice we

got from an experienced breeder – has

helped increase the conception rate to 90%

for the past two years.

The ewes are on our home-mixed

supplement, consisting of 200kg Maxiwool

concentrate, 250kg crushed yellow maize

and 50kg salt at ration of 250g per ewe per

day. We provide half that ration (125g) in the

morning and the other half in the afternoon.

This mix has helped us keep their body

condition score between 4 and 5.

We are feeding the kids that were weaned

in January and March a home-mixed

supplement of SS200 (220kg), Voermol

Procon33 (50kg) and crushed yellow maize

(750kg) at a ration of 500g per weaner. We

provide lucerne continuously, as roughage.

We dose the goats with Nem-A-Rid Orange

for roundworm, lungworm, milk tapeworm,

liver fluke and nasal bot. It also provides

residual protection against reinfestation of

wireworm and hookworm. We’re improving

our infrastructure, with extra focus on pens

for the next kidding season.
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CATTLE
Lerato Senakhomo,

Nigel, Gauteng

We have just finished selection from our

Nguni stud herd with the Nguni Stud Breeders

Society and have separated our young bull

culls for fattening. We are preparing them for

the upcoming Eid (Eid al-Fitr), meaning

‘festival of breaking the fast’ – a celebration

marking the end of Ramadan. This is an

important feast in the Muslim community,

and I’ve been supplying Muslims in my area

for years. For this celebration, Muslims only

slaughter oxen and do not use normal feedlot

prices when purchasing. They just look at the

size and if the price suits the size, they’ll pay.

The oxen will be put in the feedlot by 15 April

until at least about the end of July and the

first week of August, when Eid starts.

The farm produces yellow maize and grass

CITRUS
Nokwanele Mzamo,

Kirkwood, Eastern Cape

We’re in the middle of our lemon harvest

now. At the Luthando Trust Farm, a

139ha citrus farm, we have lemons,

oranges and soft citrus (naartjies), which

we pack and market through the Sundays

River Citrus Company. Most of our fruit is

exported to Europe and the Middle East.

We grow one lemon cultivar, the Eureka.

Our oranges are ripening, and we will

start harvesting early oranges by mid-

April. We harvest the later-maturing

oranges from May. We have Afourers and

M7 and B17 navel oranges, which help us

stretch the season for a longer harvest to

supply the market demand for late citrus.

Right now we’re making sure that we

look after the trees by weeding, irrigating

and following a strict fertilisation

programme. For our foliar-spray fertiliser

programme we use LB Urea (1kg/

hectolitre), Tsama Zinc (30ml/hectolitre),

V12 Micro (125ml/hectolitre), V12 Multi

(150ml/hectolitre) and manganese

sulphate (200g/hectolitre). The soil-

application fertilisers are Uran-based:

Liquimax DS (240ml/ha) and RDD Humic

Acid (60ℓ/ha).

to just below Grade 1. Lucerne

thrives in areas that are hot, with

enough water to irrigate. If it

gets too wet, it loses its green

colour and becomes brownish,

which means less money for us

as it has dropped quality.

After cutting, it must lie on the

ground to dry for at least six days before we

rake and bale it. For the best quality, you want

no more than 16% moisture when baling.

Anything more means a downgrade.
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LUCERNE
Keith Middleton,

Jacobsdal, Free State

One can harvest lucerne for

between five and seven years,

depending on how well one

looks after it. We have about

120ha of irrigated lucerne, which we

recently baled and is ready to market. The

quality of lucerne drops with too much rain

so, because of the season’s above-average

rainfall, most of our lucerne has dropped

SHEEP
Eunice Lephoto, Greylingstad,

Balfour, Mpumalanga

We run Mutton Merinos and

Konsortium-Merinos on our mixed

farming operation. The Konsortium-Merino

is a dual-purpose sheep that offers a good

carcass and quality export wool.

Towards the end of the month the sheep

will be vaccinated with Multivax Plus to

control lamb dysentery, pulpy kidney,

tetanus, blackleg, black disease and

clostridial metritis. Their diet will change to

hay and maize stover for the winter period.

We also change their supplementary licks to

high-energy supplements, especially for the

pregnant ewes. Because the ewes are a

Lucerne grades range from 1 to 3:

lucerne with an index value of between 97

and 103 is first grade (Grade 1) and has

average nutritive value. Grade 3 has

incredibly low protein but a high fibre

content. Anything beyond that is useless.

Currently the export market demands

what we call high-density packs, or HD

packs. A high-density pack is a 470kg bale

of Grade 1. The dairy industry demands

large pack bales, which are 470kg each, of

AA Grade.

little more than three months

pregnant and are expected to

start lambing in May, it is vital to

provide sufficient trace minerals,

which are important for optimal

immunity, healthier and heavier lambs, and

reduced ewe mortality. A good diet also

boosts milk production and improved

growth in the lambs.

The Multivax Plus vaccine is a good one

for pregnant ewes as it helps to control

lamb dysentery, pulpy kidney, tetanus and

pasteurellosis in their lambs – provided that

the lambs receive sufficient good-quality

colostrum in the first day of life.

We have planted teff, which the animals

will go onto just before the winter starts.

for commercial purposes, but we

hold back a portion for our own

use, specifically for feedlotting and

supplementing the herd.

We mix our feed, which mainly contains

crushed yellowmaize, grass and soya oil cake.

The feed mix is taken to the Agricultural

Research Council for testing. Ngunis are not

good feedlot animals and we’ll normally

finish them at about 580kg (live weight). We

provide the same supplementary feed to the

rest of the herd in winter to maintain a good

body condition score.

We did our pregnancy tests in March and

have about 62% of the herd pregnant, which

I think is low. We will use this same feedlot

feed to flush feed all the cows running with

the bull that aren’t pregnant, just to boost

their condition.Our next pregnancy tests will

be towards the end of May.



S
imply put, biosecurity is what-

ever one can do to reduce the

risk of introducing and spreading

disease in your herd or flock.

The risk of diseases spreading

is especially high in intensive farming

operations like poultry, pig and feedlot

operations, where many animals live close to

one another. Zoonotic diseases, those

transmissible between animals and man, like

brucellosis, are especially dangerous.

For livestock farmers, biosecurity is

anything that’s done to prevent the

introduction and spread of disease in their

herds and flocks. This is a danger particularly

when buying in new animals. Once the

disease or pathogens have been introduced,

biosecurity would cover any measures taken

to limit its spread. They can be applied at

national and provincial level, right down to

local and farm level.

A good example would be the quarantine

of animals when bringing them into the

country from elsewhere. The aim would be

to prevent the introduction of diseases not

found in South Africa yet. Among the real

worries currently is the deadly PPR (peste des

petits ruminants), also known as “goat and

sheep plague”, that is steadily moving down

the continent towards us.

For diseases we already have in the

country, like brucellosis in cattle, biosecurity

measures include isolating any new animals

arriving on your farm until one is sure they

are healthy. You can also vaccinate all female

animals against this disease to raise overall

herd immunity. If you suspect animals may be

infected, immediately isolate them to limit the

spread of the disease and immediately have

them tested. Government carries out testing of

cattle for brucellosis free of charge.

Newbiosecurity ruleswere published by gov-

ernment (Biosecurity Rules for LivestockAgents,

Government Gazette 43900, Board Notice 135

of 2020) to help govern safe trade with live-

stock in South Africa. These measures were in-

troduced to help minimize the spread of animal

diseases, to help protect the farming economy.

Failure to comply with these rules could mean

that farmers are barred from auctions or the

auctions themselves cannot take place.

Animal disease impacts farmers through the

death of animals, the cost of treating sick

livestock (where possible), poor performance

of affected animals and the cost of preventing

the disease, like vaccinations. Other losses like

the threat to employment, food security, food

safety and public health should also be taken

into account.

PRACTICAL STEPS FOR FARMERS
■ Quarantine:This canonlybedone if farmers

have the infrastructure to keepanimals apart.

This includes good fencing and the control of

access to the animals. Keeping new arrivals

on your farm apart from the rest of the herd

or flock for as long as 28 days allows many

diseases thatmightbe incubating tomanifest

clinically. This time also gives you the chance

to receive any feedback from laboratories for

otherdiseasesyoumightwant totest for,even

if you bought the animals from a reputable

breeder. You can never be too safe.

■ Build a sick bay: Here sick animals can be

kept separate from healthy ones, stopping

the spread of the disease within your herd.

This will also allow the animals to experience

minimal stressduring recovery,bygivingthem

continualaccesstocleanwaterandgoodfeed,

while benefitting from closer attention from

the owner.

■ Control movement: While flying vectors

like midges, flies and mosquitoes can spread

diseases over distances, the transport of

animals is also very efficient in spreading

disease over longer distances and across

borders. It is therefore important tobeupto

date with your immunisation programmes

for your animals and to have a vet inspect

thembeforetransportation.Thiswill allhelp

to minimise the spread of disease.

■ Sanitary slaughter: This is particularly

important in the case of incurable diseases.

Often culling the affected animals or even

potentially affected animals is the quickest,

most efficient way of eliminating serious

diseases. This is especially effective when

combinedwithotherbiosecuritymeasures.

■ Dispose of dead animals safely: When

animals die, dispose of the carcasses safely

to prevent other animals from potentially

contractingdiseases,eitherdirectly fromthe

carcasses or through environmental conta-

mination, likedrinkingcontaminatedwater.

■ Clean and disinfect: Try to always be as

hygienicaspossible ingeneral.This includes

cleaning and disinfecting all equipment

used on animals. Workers should wear

specific overalls or other clothing when

workingwith animals, and these should be

washed after use. Delivery vehicles should

be cleaned and disinfected on arrival at the

farm.Abath of disinfectant throughwhich

vehicles drive, works well.

■ Detect disease early: Train workers on

what is normal animal behaviour so they

can easily spot sick animals. Remember,

consumers are increasingly taking an active

interest in the safety of the food they eat,

which includes biosecurity on farms. The

increase in global trade and the uptick in

meat exports create new opportunities

for farmers, but only for those who can

demonstrateandproveeffectivebiosecurity

measures they have in place.

Remember, always speak to your local veteri-

narian or animal-health technician when

planning biosecurity plans. It can make a big

difference to your farming business.

ASK THE VET
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Dr Sello Maboe

QUESTION
The outbreak of foot-and-mouth
disease in 2019 resulted in the
cancellation of auctions nation-
wide – an example of how poor
biosecurity on farms can cripple
an entire industry. So what can
you as a farmer do to improve
biosecurity in your setup?

Dr Sello Maboe is the technical and

marketing manager at Onderstepoort

Biological Products. Email him at

sello.maboe@obpvaccines.co.za
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Caring for your cattle keeps both your animals and your profits healthy.
Zeropar® Aerosol kills ticks and other external parasites, while preventing 
wound infection and keeping wounds clear for faster healing. Available in
a larger 450ml can, it’s designed to work upside down making it easy to get 
to udders and other hard-to-reach spots. In addition, Zeropar® Aerosol blue 
dye clearly indicates the treatment area.
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www.afgri.co.za

THIS IS NOT A FARM
This is the soil that sprouts food security for a nation.
It’s the future of a nation, and it all starts with the
nourishing food grown by our farmers.

At AFGRI Agri Services, we strive towards constant progression, growth, innovation and forging
our vision for food security in South Africa and the rest of the continent.

We provide comprehensive services to producers including grain handling and storage,
financial support and solutions as well as inputs and hi-tech equipment, supported by a
large retail footprint. We have invested in the development of emerging farmers through
our Lemang Agricultural Services training programme to foster strong future farmers. Your agricultural partner for generations
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