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

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

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

Don’t forget that we’re on Twitter,  
and if you have access to email, why  
not sign up for our African Farming 
e-newsletter? That way you’ll never  
miss anything! Remember to use 
#africanfarming and keep on posting 
your thoughts about the magazine, 
farming in general and your own 
experiences in agriculture. 
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RESOURCEFUL FARMERS PLAN 
WAYS AROUND POWER CUTS

P
ower utility Eskom’s recent 

announcement that it would 

be implementing Stage 4 load 

shedding had me appreciating 

people who have sought out 

an alternative power supply 

for their homes or businesses. 

Just the other day, I was on the phone with a 

farmer who told me that he now has no 

choice but to install solar power on his farm 

if he is to survive in this business. His energy 

needs and the size of his operation mean 

that this won’t be a cheap exercise, and he is 

already struggling with the many challenges 

common to every black farmer in the country. 

Now he must come up with a plan to finance 

this costly project. 

And where is the government responsible 

for these massive power cuts that cause 

major losses to individual farmers and to the 

country’s economy? They are certainly 

nowhere around to help him fund this 

project. 

Power cuts are enormously detrimental to 

irrigation operators, like this farmer, because 

crop water requirements cannot be met. This 

leads to significant reductions in crop yields. 

The gross incompetence at Eskom has a 

major cost implication to his and many other 

farmers’ businesses.

To make matters worse, South African 

farmers are recovering from the effects of 

Covid-19, so this is a double blow. The 

energy crisis will lead to major job losses if it 

continues. We need to wake up and we must 

wake up soon if we are to save this country. 

It is not only the primary producers who are 

affected, but every operator in the value 

chain, from processors to input suppliers. 

Obviously, the more farmers, processors and 

other players in the value chain are squeezed 

on their profits, the more expensive food 

becomes and the greater the pressure on 

consumers, especially the poor. 

Load shedding causes massive financial 

losses for corporate South Africa and 

contributes directly to a spike in food waste. 

Food waste increases with load shedding, as 

refrigeration units stop working in our homes, 

in shops  and in hotels, to name a few. 

Electricity is a vital component for all stages of 

the food production process – without it, food 

spoils and must be discarded.

The conversation I had with the farmer 

raised another important matter that we don’t 

usually discuss when we talk about load 

shedding. He brought up the issue of how 

reliant he is on electricity for his personal 

security. Living on a farm in South Africa is a 

major risk on its own; now imagine if farm 

lights, cameras and electric fences are all off 

and we can see how vulnerable farmers and 

their staff become. Many of the farmers I’ve 

spoken to report that theft spikes when the 

electricity is off. Stock and cable thieves use the 

power outages as an opportunity to make 

their jobs easy. 

Alternative power, whether it comes from 

solar power or from backup generators, is 

costly. If this chap, with his decent operation, 

is complaining about the cost to set himself 

up with solar power, we can only imagine 

how difficult things are for struggling small-

scale farmers. Think of a small poultry farmer 

trying to keep his newly bought day-old 

chicks alive. What is he to do? 

Having said that, it’s encouraging to see 

how some farmers have been able to set 

themselves up with an alternative power 

supply in one way or another. There are 

those who have managed to fund themselves 

and others who have been helped by third 

parties. In this edition we feature Thabitha 

Chauke, a farmer from Lephalale, who has 

managed to avoid the effects of load 

shedding and cut her electricity costs by 

more than 90%. She has achieved this by 

switching to solar power that she installed 

with the help of Exxaro Mining. Find out 

more on page 8.

Another farmer, Maria Tswayi, also 

featured in this issue, is completely off the 

grid and runs her farm entirely on solar 

power. Maria is part of the well-known 

Sernick Group Emerging Farmer Programme, 

which interestingly has many of its farmers 

on solar energy. Turn to page 12 for Maria’s 

story.

We must really recognise and appreciate 

these efforts by farmers and the companies 

that support them. Using alternative energy 

sources frees farmers from dealing with the 

woeful performance of Eskom, and it is way 

more sustainable. Farmers who switch to 

using renewable energy are taking action to 

mitigate climate change and keep the planet 

and its resources stable.  

    – PETER MASHALA

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

‘Stock and cable 
thieves use the 

power outages as 
an opportunity.’
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African Farming went in search of great tips and tactics 
from some of our leading farmers to get you thinking 

or hopefully make or save you a bit of money. 

TOP FARMING 
ADVICE If you’d like to know more 

about something that appeared 
in the magazine or about any 
other farming topic, why not 

send us an email at magazine@ 
africanfarming.com and let us 
help you fi nd a solution? From 
animals and plants to fi nance 

and buying a farm – if you 
don’t know, we’ll fi nd out!

■ Make sure that your soils do not already have 

enough of the nutrients contained in your 

fertiliser. 

■ Don’t use fertiliser blends containing three or 

more nutrients when a single-nutrient fertiliser 

will do. 

■ Apply fertiliser correctly and at the right time 

for plants to make the best use of it. Then 

apply technology as far as possible.

Test your soil. It’s the only way to know what 

fertiliser to use, or how much lime or gypsum 

you need. No farmer would add oil to his bakkie 

engine without fi rst examining the dipstick. 

Applying fertiliser without a soil test is the same. 

Get sampling right. In the laboratory, only a 

teaspoonful soil is tested. This represents many 

thousands of tons of soil. About 80% of all 

mistakes with soil testing happen because the 

sample was taken incorrectly. Your fertiliser 

representative usually takes samples, but you 

must make sure it’s done correctly – you’re 

paying for it, after all. Remember, a poorly 

FERTILISER IS 
EXPENSIVE 
– DON’T 
WASTE IT!

 Fertiliser prices have rocketed: 
The price of a widely used 

product like MAP has almost 
doubled since 2019. Here are 

some tips from top soil consultant 
Neil Miles on cutting your 

fertiliser bill.

TECHNOLOGY 
Is there an Uber for farmers yet? 
Technology has changed the way we live. 

Thanks to smartphones, shopping, travel and 

meals are just a click away. But has the same 

sort of tech tsunami transformed farming?

The term ‘agtech’ covers technology applied 

across farming, from agronomy to livestock. 

The money fi nancing this technology comes 

from venture capital (VC) investments, and they 

have been growing since 2011. 

This is signifi cant, because agriculture doesn’t 

normally attract venture-capital investments 

into startup companies with volatile but large 

growth potentials – in farming, fi nancing 

usually goes to established farming operations 

with stable but smaller growth potential.

Such start-ups have a limited track record 

with a short history of invoices to fi nance 

against – something traditional investors avoid. 

Yet VC investors feel that, despite these 

constraints, investing early in some companies is 

worth the risk once risk-tolerance tests and due 

diligences have been done, especially because 

the cost of investing in agtech or companies 

increases the longer one waits. 

In 2020, 416 agtech deals worth a total of 

$5  billion were fi nanced globally. These are 

the subsectors that received the lion’s share of 

this money:

1. Crop protection and input management 

($1.25 billion)

2. Indoor ag ($1.2 billion)

3. Animal tech ($800 million)

4. Ag marketplace and fi ntech 

($450 million)

The biggest investments in agtech are made in 

the US, where $436 billion was invested from 

2016 to 2019. South Africa ranked 12th, with 

$1.2 billion invested over the same period. 

For more information, send an email to 

info@agrienterprises.co.za 

The data from probes, sensors, scales and other equipment can now be integrated to aid 
on-farm decision-making. 
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taken soil sample is usually worse than no 

sample at all! First, get the depth of the samples 

right: row crops 150mm; pastures 100mm; tree 

crops and sugar cane 200mm. Take enough 

sub-samples for each sample submitted to the 

lab. This also applies to grid (“precision”) 

sampling, as discussed below. Use the well-

known Beater soil sampler for quick, accurate 

sampling (see picture above).

Keep long-term soil test records for all 

the lands on your farm. This allows 

recommendations to be based on trends rather 

than single samples and hugely improves the 

reliability of fertiliser and lime recommendations. 

Labs, like everyone, make mistakes. Looking at 

data trends allows you to spot outliers easily 

(see the example in Table 1) and prevents costly 

mistakes. Long-term trends are crucial when 

optimising fertiliser efficiencies. Ask your 

fertiliser company representative to help, so 

don’t keep changing reps either!

Interpret results correctly. You’ve done 

the soil test, now what does it mean? Keep in 

mind that every crop needs certain nutrients to 

grow well. Think of that engine-oil dipstick 

again: at the bottom end of the dipstick, 

markings indicate whether your engine needs 

oil. Without these markings, you’d have to 

guess whether or not you need oil. Similarly, 

with soil tests, you need to know the ‘high’ and 

‘low’ levels for each nutrient. Unfortunately, 

soil-testing services often list ‘sufficient’ levels 

that are inaccurate, or unscrupulous sales 

representatives (not all of them!) use these 

levels to sell you more fertiliser. Make use of 

experienced agronomists who preferably don’t 

sell fertiliser.

Don’t let fancy maps and colours fool 
you. Used correctly, grid (GPS-based) soil 

sampling can help you to use fertilisers and lime 

more efficiently while optimising your yields.  

But be careful: some grid-sampling packages 

offer little value. Don’t be fooled by 100-page 

reports filled with fancy maps and colours! 

Rather ask your service provider some important 

questions: 

	■ The size of grids depends on the variability of 

your soils. For large, uniform cropping fields, a 

grid size of 10ha could be enough, but for dairy 

pastures 0.5ha to 1ha will be necessary. If grid 

sizes are too big, results could be worthless.

	■ Stick to the sampling depths listed above.  

	■ Don’t take a single soil core sample at a 

designated GPS point. Take at least five to 

10 core samples at each sampling position, 

ideally in a zig-zag pattern and at least 2m 

apart, thoroughly mixed, and combined into 

a single sample.

	■ Interpret the data with the help of an 

experienced agronomist. The ‘adequate’, ‘low’ 

and ‘high’ categories used in grid sampling 

reports are often way off the mark.

Table 1: Land A3

Date Ptest Ktest Acid Sat

Sep 2016 34 150 5

July 2017 40 156 3

Aug 2018 33 176 27

Sept 2019 30 161 2

Aug 2020 35 75 1

Sep 2021 7 170 4

Beware of fertiliser blends and 
speciality products. Avoid habit – rather 

rely on science. Don’t fall into the trap of “I 

always plant my crop with 2.3.4” or  “I always 

top-dress my pastures with 1.0.1 in spring”.  

Well, if soil tests show the potassium in the 

2.3.4 and 1.0.1 is not required, rather save by 

simply using products like MAP or LAN. Dairy 

pastures, for instance, often have too much 

potassium. Adding more of it in fertiliser blends 

not only wastes money, it also reduces the 

palatability of the pasture! Be careful of 

speciality products. For example, farmers use 

expensive potassium sulphate instead of 

potassium chloride. The reason? Many say 

chloride is harmful to soils, which is not true. If 

it were, the use of sodium chloride as a salt 

source for humans and animals would have 

been dangerous. 

Split nitrogen dressings. Nitrogen (N) is 

the ‘accelerator pedal’ for crops and pastures 

but must be managed carefully. Applied 

nitrogen is easily lost in several ways – washed 

away by water, through the air or leeched 

through soil. Usually only about 50% of applied 

nitrogen makes it to the crop. To stop such 

wastage, apply nitrogen in split dressings, not 

as a single large dressing. With maize, for 

example, don’t apply all the N before or at 

planting. If your crop needs, say, 150kg N/ha, a 

quarter to one third could be applied in the 

planting band. The remainder should be applied 

in one or two top dressings during the 

vegetative growth phase. Also, remember to 

broadcast urea when top-dressing it – don’t 

apply it in a narrow band, as a lot will be lost to 

the air. 

Email Neil Miles at milesofsoil@gmail.com 

or visit soilhealth.co.za to find out more. 

Fertiliser is the biggest cost in cropping. 

The Beater soil sampler being used. 
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DAIRY 
Keep these records  
and make more money 
No farmer likes paperwork, but as respected 

independent dairy consultant Johan Heunis and 

Milk SA transformation director Godfrey 

Rathogwa recently told a training workshop of 

about 20 smallholder dairy farmers from across 

South Africa, avoid record-keeping and you 

won’t make money! 

Records allow a diary farmer, and any other 

farmer, to compare results over time from 

different parts of the farming business. These 

help you understand what is going poorly and 

needs to be changed, and wat is doing well and 

should be built on. Here are some of the top tips 

Johan and Godfrey shared when it comes to the 

records dairy farmers should keep if they want 

to make more profit.

“The annual average number of dry cows 

should always be 20% or less than the number 

of total cows – cows in milk plus dry cows, but 

excluding the number of pregnant heifers,” 

says Johan. More than 20% means you have 

fertility and conception problems in your herd. 

This will reduce the amount of milk you 

produce, thereby reducing your income. If 

fertility is poor, the average days in milk will be 

fewer, which will result in a lower average 

production over the entire lactation.” 

To prevent your milking cow’s average 

production from dropping, make sure she stays 

fertile. Monitor all cows for 10 days after they 

have calved. Look for signs of uterine infection 

and, should you find any, treat it immediately. 

After calving, the dairy manager must record 

a cow’s first heat. If by 60 days after a cow has 

calved she is not showing heat, a veterinarian 

should have a look to see why. If a cow easily 

comes back into heat, mate her at the first heat 

50 days after calving to get her in calf as soon as 

possible.

“A cow with a low body-condition score at 

calving can experience all sorts of problems: a 

retained placenta, excessive anoestrus or poor 

fertility, and low butterfat in her milk,” Johan 

continues. “She can also produce 1 000 litres 

less milk during her next lactation.”

If smallholder farmers want to make enough 

money to expand their businesses, their cows 

that are in milk must produce an average of at 

least 20 litres milk per day throughout their 

lactation. Of course, the average cow’s monthly 

production will differ from month to month as 

seasons and quality of feed change. 

IT’S A BUSINESS,  
SO RUN IT LIKE ONE
“We’re in business, explains Johan. “Producing 

less milk than you can, for whatever reasons, 

FEED 
Magic, cheap mistletoe
Harvesting mistletoe is one of the most cost-

effective drought survival techniques available 

to stock farmers, writes seasoned Karoo 

farmer Roelof Bezuidenhout.

Karoo farms with lots of sweet thorn trees 

(Acacia karroo) are much more drought-

resistant than those that don’t have this plant. 

The reason is that these trees, besides giving 

shelter, also supply feed all year round – either 

in the form of leaves, flowers or pods, 

depending on the season. They also host the 

parasitic mistletoe, commonly known as 

voëlent, which is totally underrated and 

underutilised as an emergency drought feed. 

The mistletoe pictured above (probably 

Agelanthus natalitius) grows in clusters that 

become almost as heavy as lucerne bales and 

are equally nourishing. Plucked out of the 

branches by means of long hooks, they make 

a nutritious and palatable green feed that 

soon gets the rumens of sheep and goats 

working well. Unfortunately, details about the 

true nutritional value of mistletoe are not 

available yet.

Researchers from the University of KwaZulu-

Natal’s School of Biological and Conservation 

Sciences have however established that 

mistletoes have higher nitrogen concentrations 

than their legume host trees. They found that 

mistletoe need less water than their hosts, 

and by maintaining this lower water need 

they passively accumulate a higher nutrient 

concentration than their hosts. The study also 

found that without birds feeding on the fruit, 

and so spreading its seed, germination would 

not be possible for mistletoes. 

Afrikaner cattle grazing mistletoe.

Milk SA transformation director Godfrey 
Rathogwa. PHOTO: LLOYD PHILLIPS

A dairy cow’s lactation should peak after calving and 
gradually decline towards drying off. Her nutritional 
requirements should match her productivity and the 
stage of lactation she is in.  IMAGE: JOHAN HEUNIS

During lactation, a mature 
dairy cow requires 12kg of 
dry matter roughage a day. 
PHOTO: LIZA BOHLMANN
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Depending on their age, dairy heifers 
should be fed a specific ration that 
effectively meets all their daily 
nutritional requirements.  
PHOTO: MARIEKE SNYMAN

For a smallholder dairy herd to generate sufficient income 
that allows for expansion, each of its lactating cows should 
produce an average of at least 20 litres of milk per day.  
PHOTO: CHARL VAN ROOYEN  

INSET: Keep records of milk produced. PHOTO: HELEEN VAN AS

can cost you as a single smallholder dairy farmer 

hundreds of thousands of rands a month, and 

millions a year.” 

Records of when a dairy heifer or cow was 

last mated will indicate when she is due to 

calve. She should be dried off two months 

before calving, and her grazing supplemented 

with maize silage, hay and lick until she calves. 

Besides planted pastures, Johan believes 

“quality home-produced feed is king”. It’s 

cheaper than buying in, and the farmer can 

control its production, quality, storage and how 

it’s used. Having to buy in feed can seriously 

reduce profits.

“The quality of silage is determined by the 

correct fertilising and weed control during the 

crop’s growth; by harvesting and inoculating it 

at the right times; and by ensiling it properly 

using good compaction, good-quality plastic 

coverings, and enough tyres to keep the silage 

tightly covered and compacted,” he explains.

Johan adds that a dairy farmer should ideally 

produce enough grass, hay and silage to 

adequately feed the entire herd in the current 

year and then also have sufficient left over to 

To save substantially on their overall production costs, dairy 
farmers should ideally grow their own fodder for their animals 
instead of buying it in. PHOTO: LIZA BOHLMANN

 It is critically important that on-farm silage bunkers are kept airtight 
to promote the anaerobic conditions needed for proper fermenta-
tion of the ensiled plant material. PHOTO: CHARL VAN ROOYEN

provide at least 50% of the following year’s 

total fodder requirements. This additional carry-

over fodder is a contingency in case of 

unexpected risks like drought, frost and fires 

that could severely reduce the farmer’s grass, 

hay and silage production the following year.

MATCHING NUTRITION  
TO LIFE STAGE
Johan says a dairy cow of an average 500kg 

live weight, in early lactation, needs 12kg of 

dry matter (DM) roughage plus 8kg of 

concentrate feed a day. Mid-lactation she 

requires 12kg DM roughage plus 6kg 

concentrate feed a day, and in late lactation she 

requires 12kg DM roughage plus 4kg 

concentrate feed a day. 

Dry cows must get 7kg of maize silage plus 

ad lib hay daily; heifers up to six months must 

get 18% calf pellets and lucerne hay ad lib 

daily; heifers of six to 12 months must get 2kg 

of 16% calf pellets, 2kg maize silage and ad lib 

hay daily; and heifers of 12 to 24 months must 

get 5kg maize silage plus 0,5kg protein lick and 

ad lib hay daily.

Johan and Godfrey point out that the dry 

matter content of maize silage is about 33%.  

To feed 1kg DM of maize silage, you must feed 

3kg wet material. 

These are substantial volumes throughout 

an individual dairy female’s productive life. 

Detailed record-keeping is required to know 

and plan for each dairy female’s nutritional 

needs in a year. Accurate calculations are 

critical to fodder-flow planning and utilisation. 

“If you do not have enough stored fodder 

or even totally run out of it, your milk 

production will drop significantly,” cautions 

Johan. “It is vital that you try to get a loan to 

buy in more, and to cover the costs of planting 

enough silage maize for the following year. 

The profits you make from maintaining 

maximum milk production should be more 

than enough to allow you to repay the loan 

and to cover the costs of planting maize silage 

the following summer. 

For more information, get in touch with 

Johan Heunis at johanheunis@igen.co.za 

or Godfrey Rathogwa at godfrey@milksa.

co.za, or visit www.milksa.co.za
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Thabitha Chauke dropped out of university in 2002 to answer what 
she believed was a call from her late father to work the family plot. 

Years of hardship followed before Thabitha built her business, 
Amokelani Farm, to what it is today – a thriving commercial tomato-

growing operation that supplies the local market as well as 
international buyers from Botswana and Mozambique. In 2018 her 

ability was recognised when she was named the top female producer 
in the Waterberg district and the Lephalale municipality. 
Peter Mashala caught up with her to find out more.

I
t comes as no surprise that Thabitha 

Chauke has had a keen interest in farming 

since early childhood – agriculture has 

been part of her family’s lifestyle for 

generations. As a youngster, she 

accompanied her father and grandfather 

to their sugar cane fields on the outskirts 

of Hlagakwena, near Lephalale in Limpopo. 

“I used to help with the cane, which we sold 

at the informal market in the village,” recalls 

Thabitha. This legacy plot, now the home of 

her business, Amokelani Farm, is where she 

grows tomatoes, cabbages and watermelons.

Dafris Chauke, Thabitha’s father, who 

worked as a driver for the Limpopo Department 

LEFT: It took Thabitha Chauke more 
than 10 years to establish a sustainable 
farming business. Following in her 
father’s footsteps, she now runs 
Amokelani Farm, producing tomatoes 
and other vegetables with 13 perma nent 
staff members in her employ.  
PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

A LAND LEGACY 
TRANSFORMED 

of Agriculture and Rural Development in 

Lephalale, carried on farming sugar cane part 

time after his own father passed away. 

“I helped my dad until after I finished matric, 

when I left for university,” says Thabitha. 

Although she wanted to study agriculture, her 

mother, Maria Chauke, had other ideas. Maria 

saw her daughter’s high marks taking her into 

a career as a chartered accountant, so Thabitha 

enrolled for a BCom degree with the then 

Vista University in Mamelodi, Pretoria, in 2002. 

In the middle of her first year at university her 

life was turned upside down when Dafris died. 

“I started having dreams about helping my 

dad on the plot. The dreams kept coming back 

The introduction of solar power, which 
supplies more than 80% of the energy 
needed on the farm, has helped her 
reduce the electricity bill from more than 
R60 000 to about R10 000 per annum.

and I  couldn’t focus in class,” says Thabitha. 

“I believed my dad was com mu ni ca ting with 

me to go back and work the land.” 

When she told her mother about the 

dreams, Maria insisted she finish her studies. “I 

tried to stay on, but in the end I gave up, 

packed my bags and went home without 

telling her,” Thabitha says.

LEARNING THE ROPES
Once home, Thabitha quickly realised the 

difficulties of her situation: she had no money 

and no experience in running a farm. On top 

of this, since her father’s passing, the farm had 

all but collapsed and was in a sad state. The 

only real infrastructure was a borehole that 

had been used to irrigate the sugar cane. 

“I asked my dad’s former colleagues 

whether they knew about possible help I could 

get from the department,” recalls Thabitha. 

Although she did not get financial assistance, 

.LOCATION.   

Lephalale , Limpopo

••
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the department did offer her educational 

sponsorship. This included her studies at Tompi 

Seleka College of Agriculture in Marble Hall, 

Limpopo, towards a diploma course in 

agricultural production and farm management, 

and several other short courses. In 2008 she 

was invited to join a youth exchange 

programme on a visit to Ghana, also sponsored 

by the department.

INSPIRATION FROM GHANA
The trip to Ghana had a tremendous influence 

on Thabitha and transformed her mindset. 

“Ghanaian farmers, mostly women, are at the 

forefront of production,” she says. “They don’t 

run huge operations but are highly productive 

on small plots. The most important lesson I 

learnt was the power of working together and 

self-reliance. They do everything themselves 

without much support from their government.”

Thabitha returned highly motivated. She 

decided that she wasn’t going to wait for 

government funding to start farming. She set 

up a small company selling food, catering for 

events and subcontracting in construction 

projects. “I was very fortunate that there were 

RDP projects going on at the time, and I 

managed to score some small subcontracts. 

Every bit of money I made I invested in the 

farm,” she says. 

The first thing she did was to install a 

transformer, then she bought a new pump so 

that she could start planting tomatoes and 

green beans on her 0,5ha. Once harvested, 

the beans were taken to the Tshwane Fresh 

Produce Market. “I made no money because 

of transport costs, something I hadn’t factored 

in. However, these were mistakes and 

experiences I needed,” she insists. 

When she realised sending produce to 

Pretoria would not work, she grew butternuts 

on the same land and sold them locally. The 

butternut price plummeted that season, so her 

margins were low. But all his, says Thabitha, 

helped her understand the importance of 

doing market research and planning production 

according to supply and demand.

Meanwhile she did not give up knocking 

on any doors that just might be open to 

helping her get the right equipment for her 

business. And that’s how she came to meet 

Malapile Chokoe, a community development 

practitioner at coal-mining company Exxaro in 

Lephalale. At the time Exxaro was working on 

ideas to support young women who wanted 

to venture into farming as part of its corporate 

social investment (CSI) programme. 

The Exxaro team recognised Thabitha’s 

passion and drive, and agreed to help her, 

making an initial investment of R1.1m in the 

project. This meant Thabitha could buy much-

needed equipment like a tractor, a bakkie, and 

a water pump. Exxaro later topped up the 

support with an additional R1m and went 

further by securing the services of an 

experienced local farmer, who became 

Thabitha’s mentor. 

The money was used to build on-farm 

storage, erect fences, and purchase 

implements, seedlings, chemicals and 

fertilisers. “We drilled another borehole and 

put in solar power to reduce my dependency 

on Eskom. This has cut my electricity bill from 

over R60  000 a year to a little less than 

R10 000,” says Thabitha. 

Exxaro’s help enabled Thabitha to increase 

her production area to 13ha. Tomatoes make 

up to 90% of her total production and are 

farmed under cover. “We grow cabbage and 

watermelons as additional crops on 2ha,” she 

explains. Her company, Amokelani Farm, now 

employs 13 permanent staff members who 

have all had technical farming training on 

production techniques and vegetable farming, 

thanks to Exxaro. 

Thabitha says her tomatoes are sold to 

traders from Rustenburg, Mozambique and 

Botswana. “My clients collect from the farm 

and sell on to hawkers and supermarkets in 

their areas.” She adds, however, that the 

Botswana market is not too reliable because of 

that country’s regulations. “Fresh produce 

imports are highly regulated and controlled by 

the Botswana government. They are allowed 

to import tomatoes only when there is a 

shortage in the country,” she explains.

DOUBLE CROP SEASONS
Thabitha plants in February and again from 

July to August. “If you miss those planting 

dates, you are out. Lephalale is very hot. If you 

plant in September or October, your crop is 

unlikely to survive the heat.” 

Land preparation starts in December, with 

ploughing, ripping, discing and ridging. 

“Inside the tunnels I don’t ridge but plant into 

the flat soil surface,” she says. 

“I’m preparing to plant 10ha, which means 

I must order 130 000 tomato seedlings for a 

population of 13 000 plants per hectare, and 

I  need to make the order at least five to six 

weeks before planting date.” Her plant 

spacing under the shade netting differs from 

that in the field. Under cover, there is 300mm 

between plants in a row, whereas outside it is 

600mm. “The 600mm spacing works outside 

because we don’t prune the trees. Under 

cover, we remove all the suckers,” she says. 

Thabitha is getting ready to plant two 

varieties of round and jam tomatoes for the 

Mozambique market. “My clients there have 

pre-ordered these varieties for the next 

season,” she says. 

Through support from Exxaro, Thabitha 
has managed to buy  a planter, a disc 
harrow, a plough, a ripper  and a boom 
sprayer, among others.

She buys most of her seedlings from 
a nursery but is currently running trials 
to start producing her own seedlings to 
cut costs.
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 UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL…  

THABITHA CHAUKE

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE YOU 
HAVE EVER BEEN GIVEN?
Don’t put all your eggs in one basket. 
Learn a lot about your own trade 
so that you can diversify. Also, plan 
ahead.

WHAT WOULD YOU HAVE DONE 
DIFFERENTLY IF YOU COULD? 
I would have learnt earlier to allow 
myself to make mistakes. It is from the 
mistakes I have made that I’ve learnt.

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR BIGGEST 
ACHIEVMENT TO DATE?
My biggest achievement has been 
acquiring knowledge and experience 
in this trade. Even if I lose everything, 
I will not lose what I know. This means 
that I could start again from scratch.

WHO HAS MADE THE 
MOST IMPORTANT CONTRI
BUTION TO YOUR SUCCESS 
SO FAR?
My workers on this farm. They are 
fully committed to the success of 
this business.

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE 
YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH 
YOUR NEIGHBOURS, AND  

DO THEY PLAY ANY ROLE IN 
YOUR BUSINESS?
I’m surrounded mostly by communal 
farmers and our relationship is good.

DID YOU FIND IT CHALLENGING 
TO SECURE FINANCING, AND 
WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU 
OFFER OTHER FARMERS WHO 
ARE IN NEED OF FUNDING?
It was difficult until I got a break
through with Exxaro. I think farmers 
need to look for other ways to get 
financed. Many private companies 
have corporate social investment 
(CSI) programmes that may be able 
to assist with farmer finance. It is 
important to be consistent – investors 
want consistency.

DO INPUT SUPPLIERS, LIKE SEED 
OR CHEMICAL COMPANIES,  
PLAY ANY ROLE IN YOUR 
FARMING OPERATION? 
I don’t have any relationship with 
input suppliers. Ours is an overthe
counter exchange.

IF YOU HAD THE OPPORTUNITY 
TO GIVE THE MINISTER OF 
AGRICULTURE SOME ADVICE, 
WHAT WOULD YOU SAY?
Women need land! Please make sure 
that government services trickle down 
to the rural areas where most women 
farmers are found.

Before planting, Thabitha puts down 

2:3:2 (nitrogen, phosphorous and potassium) 

fertiliser. A week after planting she applies 

calcium and the following week, ammonium. 

In Week 3 she puts down potassium and 

magnesium. 

“We use drip irrigation, which helps us to 

measure and control the amount of water 

needed in our everyday irrigation programme,” 

she explains. “A plant should have at least 2 

litres of water a day. So we irrigate twice a day 

for an hour per session.”

According to Thabitha it takes three 

months from planting to harvest and, to be 

profitable, she should harvest at least 100kg 

from every plant in its lifespan. “A tomato 

tree would normally carry about 10 clusters of 

between eight and 10 tomatoes per cluster. 

It’s so important to stick to a good fertilisation 

programme.

“We harvest for about four months, with 

some of the top varieties giving almost six 

months of harvesting. Heat and frost are the 

common threats. We get temperatures of up 

to 40°C here.” 

Thabitha says unfavourably low prices also 

add to the threats farmers face. “We are price 

takers,” she explains. When you compare our 

prices to retail prices, you can see we should 

be making more money as farmers.” 

VISION FOR THE FUTURE
Lephalale’s growth has slowed down since 

construction on Medupi Power Station has 

come to a halt, says Thabitha. This has caused 

the demand for locally produced food to 

drop. “Covid-19 has also affected us, 

especially because many people have lost 

their jobs, which has an impact on us 

farmers,” she adds. 

Thabitha is planning to establish a training 

and skills development centre on her farm 

that offers agricultural training to people 

from local communities. 

“I’m surrounded by other farmers here 

who farm the same number of hectares I do, 

or even more. Many of them are just 

subsistence farmers, growing common crops 

like maize, dry beans and jugo beans [ditloo, 

or Bambara groundnuts],” she explains. 

Her vision is to train these farmers to 

produce fresh produce so that they can join 

forces and sell their products in Gauteng. 

And this is how people uplift communities – 

way to go, Thabitha! 

Tomatoes make up 90% of the business at Amokelani Farm. Thabitha says she sells the 
produce locally and exports to neighbouring countries.
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FARM SMARTER FOR
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ARCC has helped poultry farmers since 2018 to use
meaningful data to monitor and effectively manage poultry.

Let ARCC assist you with the following:

Visit arccwc.co.za and see how ARCC can help you farm successfully.

ARCC smart summary:
Unlock new opportunities

by getting practical,
feasible insights into

your data.

Temperature:
Maintain the correct
temperature to keep
your poultry healthy

and happy.

Feed analysis:
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determine how
much feed you

use per hour.

Water:
Get hourly
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how much water
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Weight analysis:
Effectively
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growth.

Fresh air:
Maintain good
ventilation by

receiving the right
information.

CONTACT
DETAILS

061 441 1555
info@arccwc.co.za
www.arccwc.co.za
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Not that long ago, Maria Tswayi ran a few cattle on communal 
land in Masilonyana village near Theunissen in the Free State. 
Today, with the help of fellow black farmers and the Sernick 
Group, Maria is an award-winning farmer well on her way to 
commercial success. She tells Peter Mashala how hard work 

and consistent effort got her to the top of her group.

T
he Sernick Emerging Farmers 

Programme’s Female Farmer 

of the Year and Emerging 

Farmer of the Year 2021, 

Maria Tswayi, says she won 

these awards and got to 

where she is today through 

consistency and hard work. Maria joined a 

Sernick study group in 2016 while farming on 

communal land in Masilonyana between 

Hertzogville and Bultfontein in the Free State. 

Today she runs a commercial Bonsmara herd of 

90 breeding cows and six bulls on the 1 155ha 

farm Scheerpan about 18km from Hertzogville. 

“I was shocked by the announcement 

because I wasn’t even thinking about winning 

awards. All I did was work hard and apply what 

I had learnt since joining the Sernick study 

ABOVE: Five years ago, Maria Tswayi, 
the Sernick Group’s Emerging Farmer of 
the Year 2021, was running a few cattle 
on communal land near Theunissen. 
Today she runs a commercial Bonsmara 
herd of 90 breeding cows and six bulls 
on Scheerpan outside Hertzogville. 
PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

MANPOWER PUTS MARIA 
ON HIGHWAY TO SUCCESS

group and later the Emerging Farmers 

Programme,” says Maria. 

This hard-working farmer grew up in 

Theunissen in the Lejweleputswa district 

municipality where her parents, Sabata Mokoni 

and his wife, Elisa, worked on various farms. 

Later the family moved when Sabata left his job 

to start a butchery in QwaQwa. “My dad had 

cattle, sheep and goats running on communal 

land there,” Maria says. 

However, Maria often visited Theunissen 

thanks to family ties (her grandparents still lived 

there) and when she met her husband, Abram 

Tswayi, they settled back in her home town. 

“Because I’d always helped my dad with the 

livestock and the butchery, I wasn’t used to 

being idle,” she says. She soon found a job at a 

local doctor’s surgery, but it wasn’t enough to 

keep her busy, so in 2008 she started her own 

construction company taking small 

subcontracts building RDP houses. “We 

worked from 2pm until 7pm at the surgery. 

This allowed me to start at the site before 

reporting for work.”

GROWTH AND TRAGEDY
Maria soon branched out by using some 

money she’d saved to start a small piggery, 

later adding cattle to the mix. Then tragedy 

struck when her son Lucas died in 2012. 

Gutted, she fell into a deep depression and 

isolated herself. “I left my job and my business 

took a knock,” she says. 

.LOCATION.   
Hertzogville, 
Free State
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In an effort to cope, Maria decided to focus 

on farming, which she found easier and less 

stressful at the time. Gradually, as she started 

enjoying it, she became involved in community 

farming projects. Then she met black 

commercial farmers Michael Ramohudi, Jacob 

Kgothule, Reuben Maphira and Johannes 

Setshego, who introduced her to the National 

Emergent Red Meat Producers’ Organisation 

(Nerpo). Maria says she learnt some of the 

basic principles of cattle farming from these 

four men. “I’ve had enormous support and 

guidance from them and they are the reason 

I’m here because they also introduced me to 

the Sernick Group through Patrick 

Sekwatlakwatla.” 

When she joined the Sernick study group, 

Maria was running 20 cattle on communal 

land. She attended farmers’ days and went to 

study group sessions, gaining access to 

experienced farmers keen to help with the 

advancement of aspiring black farmers. The 

more she engaged, the more she learnt about 

cattle farming. In 2016, with the help of the 

four farmers who acted as her mentors, Maria 

applied for a farm through the government’s 

Proactive Land Acquisition Strategy (Plas). “It 

was an intense process that went on for almost 

a year, during which time I was interviewed 

more than once. Finally I was allocated 

Scheerpan on a 30-year lease,” says Maria. 

She moved to the farm later that year with 

about 25 mixed-breed cattle. The challenge 

with farming on communal land, says Maria, is 

that it is virtually impossible to manage your 

animals closely. Cows inevitably meet up with 

bulls that belong to other stockowners. “It was 

always an issue when it came to the ownership 

of that bull’s calves, or identify who the calf 

belongs to since they all look the same,” 

explains Maria. “Many farmers in the 

communal areas do not tag their animals.” 

In 2018, when the Sernick Group and 

treasury initiative The Jobs Fund launched the 

Sernick Emerging Farmers Programme, Maria 

was part of the first intake. “We were given 

Seta-accredited training and the opportunity to 

exchange our old stock for quality Bonsmara 

cattle,” she says. In time she advanced from 

the programme’s first tier to its second tier and 

received advanced training and technical 

upskilling. This tier also includes financial 

management training to help farmers develop 

and maintain a healthy cash flow. 

In 2019, she reached the third tier and got 

the chance to lease 35 cows and a bull, with an 

agreement to return 40% of the male offspring 

every year. Maria says she qualified for the 

third-tier programme because she met the 

requirements. “I had enough land and my herd 

had grown to more than 30 cows. Because I 

implemented everything I learnt from the 

training, my livestock and my infrastructure, 

especially the fences, were in great condition,” 

she explains. 

HERD HEALTH AND GRAZING
Maria maintains a healthy disease-free herd by 

following a strict vaccination and supplementary 

feed programme. “We don’t have too many 

diseases here, but we do have a lot of ticks. 

Because of our high rainfall, we dip every 

week,” she explains. “We vary the pour-on 

dips to avoid tick resistance.”  

The veld is dominated by Themeda triandra 

(red grass or rooigras), which provides nutritious 

grazing in good supply. She has divided the 

farm into 13 camps of 90ha to 110ha. “I don’t 

use all the camps. In summer I slow the grazing 

rotation down and keep the animals in a camp 

for a maximum of one month,” she says. In 

winter she speeds up the rotation to avoid 

overgrazing. “I feed out a ready-mixed winter 

lick from Sernick to help maintain body 

condition. We feed winter licks from April to 

October, because our rain is usually late.” From 

mid-October, when the grass has flushed, the 

cattle go onto a summer lick. “There is always 

a production lick out, especially for cows that 

haven’t weaned their calves,” she adds.

Instead of having two breeding seasons, 

Maria has divided the herd into two groups 

and puts the bulls with the groups a few 

months apart. “I used to have a winter 

breeding season, but I phased it out. Calving in 

March puts cows under pressure as they’re 

trying to maintain body condition while their 

calves are still drinking milk off them during the 

hard winter months,” she says. She had to feed 

out more supplement as the winter grass 

Since 2019 Maria has managed to achieve a calving rate of 100%, which 
she attributes to good herd health and a feeding regime she’s learnt 
from the Sernick Group’s training programmes. 

The Sernick Emerging Farmers 
Programme helps farmers acquire 
quality cattle and ensures that they have 
the best infrastructure, including cattle 
handling facilities. 

Maria has diversified by adding boer goats to her operation. 
She says she finds them easier to manage than sheep. 
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 UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL…  

MARIA TSWAYI

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE YOU 
HAVE EVER BEEN GIVEN?
Never try to run a business by 
remote control. You must be where 
your business is so that you know 
everything that happens there. 

IS THERE ANYTHING YOU 
WOULD HAVE DONE 
DIFFERENTLY IF YOU COULD? 
Everything I have done has worked out 
as it should and I’m happy with this. 

WHAT HAS YOUR BIGGEST 
ACHIEVEMENT BEEN SO FAR? 
Securing this farm and running my 
business without the difficulties I used 
to have on communal land have been 
my greatest success. 

WHO HAS MADE THE BIGGEST 
CONTRIBUTION TO YOUR 
SUCCESS TO DATE?
I am so grateful to the four gentlemen 
I spoke about: Michael Ramohudi, 
Jacob Kgothule, Reuben Maphira 
and Johannes Setshego.The Sernick 
Group, with the help of Patrick 
Sekwatlakwatla, has also played 
a key role in my success. 

WHAT KIND OF RELATIONSHIP 
DO YOU HAVE WITH YOUR 
NEIGHBOURS, AND HAVE THEY 

PLAYED ANY ROLE IN YOUR 
BUSINESS? 
I have the best relationship with all 
the farmers in this area. They are 
mainly white commercial farmers. 
We help one another all the time 
and there is great respect among 
us. I have helped farmers find stolen 
cattle through my connections in 
the township. And when my farm 
burnt down, my neighbours were 
the first ones to show up for me; 
they held a fundraiser so that I could 
buy feed. Nick Serfontein sent me 
a truckload of bales. Without my 
neighbours, I would not be where 
I am today. 

WHAT WOULD YOU TELL THE 
THE MINISTER OF AGRICULTURE 
IF YOU HAD THE OPPORTUNITY 
TO GIVE HER SOME ADVICE?
I would tell the minister we need 
consistency from the department. 
The support government provides is 
just not enough, and most of it goes 
to people who are not even farming. 
I’m still waiting for relief funds a year 
after filling in the forms after my farm 
burnt down in 2020.

HOW IMPORTANT HAS ORGA
NISED AGRICULTURE BEEN TO 
YOUR FARMING OPERATION?
I think organised agriculture is very 
important. I’m here today because 
of my introduction to organisations 
like Nerpo. 

frosts off and has very little feed value. But 

nowadays she puts the bulls in with the first 

group from October to December, and with the 

second group from January to end-February. 

Since making this switch in 2019 Maria has 

achieved a calving rate of 100% every year. 

In January she vaccinates with Supavax to 

protect against anthrax, botulism and blackleg. 

In September she vaccinates against lumpy skin 

disease and Rift Valley fever. The heifers get 

RB51 (a compulsory vaccine against brucellosis, 

also known as CA, or contagious abortion) 

when they are weaned at six months, at an 

average weight of 180kg to 200kg. 

“We sell all weaned bull calves at Sernick for 

their feedlot,” says Maria, “but I do want to 

keep a few bull calves to raise as breeding bulls 

for the emerging farmers’ market. I have 

quality bulls and cows in my herd and some of 

my bull calves look good enough to use for 

breeding.”

DIVERSIFICATION ADDS VALUE 
Maria aims to become a commercial farmer in 

the next five years. “Land is a challenge, but I’d 

love to grow my breeding animals to 200 cows, 

which is what this farm can carry now,” she 

explains. She intends using the arable land to 

grow maize and possibly teff to increase her 

carrying capacity. Seeing the potential in raising 

goats, she has started with 30 breeding Boer 

goat ewes and two rams, which she aims to 

increase to 300 animals. “I also have about 

20  Dohne merinos, but I wouldn’t want to 

exceed 100 sheep. They are labour-intensive 

and risky for this area.” 

Goats are more independent and will return 

to the kraal without a herdsman whereas 

sheep need to be driven out in the morning 

and back in the evening, plus they’re easy prey 

for predators, Maria says. She also plans to 

introduce layers to boost cash flow.

She helps women in nearby communal areas 

on a volunteer basis. “I share a lot of 

information with them and try to get them 

organised and working in small groups – I 

discourage larger groups, as I find there is 

always conflict,” she explains. “I also offer 

training on basic animal husbandry.”

This way, Maria says, she does something 

concrete to help others and shows her gratitude 

by “paying forward” the encouragement, 

support and generosity she has received from 

other commercial black farmers. 

Maria does not compromise on quality when she buys bulls: she says the bull is the 
engine of the herd and must always be in the best possible condition.



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.

www.afgri.co.za

Your partner in Agribusiness

THIS IS NOT
JUST A FARMER
This is the person who feeds your
family. It’s the future of a nation,
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Sibusiso ‘Sbu’ Mogale, a former paralympian turned farmer, produces 
poultry and vegetables in his home village of eNgodini near White 

River in Mpumalanga. He talks to African Farming’s Peter Mashala 
about the legacy of plant knowledge his grandmother left him and 

about overcoming physical challenges to live your best life. 

S
ibusiso Mogale’s grand mother, 

Nyamatane Joanne Nkosi, was 

a traditional healer who grew 

her own herbs as part of her 

medicine chest. She was also a 

subsistence farmer who 

ensured that her family always 

had enough nutritious food by growing it 

herself. 

“I was very close to her and because of the 

love I had for her, I ended up loving the things 

ABOVE: After a successful international 
swimming career, Sibusiso Mogale 
(30) has ventured into farming, 
producing eggs and vegetables in 
eNgodini, Mpumalanga. He would 
like to encourage other people living 
with disabilities to follow their dreams. 
PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

FARMING WITH 
NO EXCUSES

she loved,” Sbu says. 

His grandmother struck the first blow for his 

future by naming him Sibusiso, which means 

‘gift’. Born without hands and raised by a 

single mother, Zandile Mhlanga, Sbu watched 

his gran working in the garden from early on 

and was fascinated by her ability to grow food 

and medicine from tiny seeds. 

“That’s how my love of agriculture 

developed. I saw it as a way of helping 

people,” says Sbu. 

While he was growing up, he had to listen 

to people talking about him as if he wasn’t 

there – the disabled kid who’d need to be 

taken care of for the rest of his life, a burden to 

family and society. As he got older, farming 

became something he used as an escape from 

the reality of the negative talk while hoping 

people would see him in a better light.

“I now understand that growing and 

providing fresh healthy food for people, as my 

grandmother had done, is another way of 

healing them,” he explains. Today Sbu grows 

his vegetables – tomatoes, spinach, cabbage, 

corn, lettuce, beetroot and onions – using 

organic inputs, which he says promotes the 

sustainable use of land.

.LOCATION.   

eNgodini,  Mpumalanga

••
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ENCOURAGED BY EDUCATORS
Sbu started primary school at Helen Franz 

Special School in Bochum, Limpopo, because 

no school in Nelspruit (now Mbombela) or in 

the wider province of Mpumalanga would 

accept him with his disability. “They said other 

children would exclude me and would laugh at 

me and make fun of me,” he recalls. He later 

moved to Johannesburg to attend another 

public facility, Hope School, that catered for 

children who lived with disabilities. 

At school, Sbu’s eyes were opened to the 

many opportunities that were possible and 

available to a person living with a disability. He 

was keen to take part in any events that 

involved growing things. “Activities such as 

planting trees on Arbour Day really excited 

me,” recalls Sbu. 

He remembers his first time planting a tree. 

“Every student who took part planted their 

own tree and looked after it while it grew. 

I  planted my tree using my feet; I watered it 

and it grew,” he says. “When it was announced 

at assembly that my tree was one of the top 

five best-cared-for trees, I felt good and very 

proud of myself.” 

Encouraged by this and by the upbeat 

attitude of his teachers, Sbu began to take 

part in other activities, including athletics. He 

excelled in swimming, cycling, long jump and 

high jump. Ultimately it was his swimming 

prowess that got him a scholarship at a private 

school in Bedfordview, Bishop Bavin St 

George’s, where he later matriculated. 

After school, Sbu studied financial 

management at Boston City College in 

Johannesburg. During this time, his swimming 

career bloomed and he competed in the 

international arena. 

“I travelled the world as a swimmer and got 

lots of medals, including some at the world 

championships. Then I qualified for the Beijing 

Paralympics in 2008,” he says. Sadly, he could 

not go to Beijing because of his academic 

commitments. 

“I’ve always been active and pushed myself 

to do the very things people said I wouldn’t be 

able to do,” says Sbu. Although he has no 

hands, he had natural sporting ability and 

plenty of drive. “I wanted to box but I knew 

that wouldn’t happen,” he chuckles. “I think if 

I had been born with my hands, I would have 

ended up boxing, maybe even cage fighting, 

and playing rugby, as I am really passionate 

about these sports and always follow them.” 

After completing his studies at Boston City 

College, Sbu worked for the insurance 

company Outsurance in Johannesburg. He 

moved back to Mbombela when he got a job 

as an admin clerk at the Department of Social 

Development. Once he was home, he married 

and settled down with Nomonde Mahule. The 

couple have two children, Nosibusiso and 

Khensani. 

Sbu says moving back to his home reignited 

his passion for agriculture. He recalls being 

tempted to quit his job and start farming back 

then, but he later joined Transnet, also in 

Mbombela. In 2018, Sbu and Nomonde lost 

their unborn child to listeriosis following a 

national outbreak of the disease. This was the 

final straw for him. “I left my job in July 2018. 

I loathed going to the office every morning 

after losing my kid. I used to be so emotional 

at work and I decided I didn’t want to do an 

office job any longer,” he explains. 

Quitting his job wasn’t easy – it meant he no 

longer had an income, while Nomonde was 

not employed either. “Thinking back, I think it 

was a mistake to do it like this. I’d advise 

people who want to start farming to hang on 

to their jobs while they get the farming 

business up and running,” Sbu emphasises.

With no funds at all, Sbu started hustling – 

he gave motivational talks and did radio voice-

overs and acted. “I did talks for KFC and 

Cricket South Africa for extra cash to support 

the farming startup.” In this way he managed 

to keep himself and his family afloat. 

HUMBLE BEGINNINGS
Sbu’s farming operation started in his back 

yard with a few rotten tomatoes. “I didn’t 

have money for seedlings, so I prepared 

seedbeds in my back yard garden using 

chicken manure and then I threw a few rotten 

tomatoes there,” explains Sbu. 

From these seeds he got about 10 healthy 

plants that yielded a good crop. “I packaged 

and sold the tomatoes to neighbours and 

other members of the community,” he recalls. 

This money went into buying spinach, beetroot 

and lettuce seedlings, which he again planted 

in the back yard. 

It all started with Sbu’s very first tomato 
crop grown in seedbeds in his back yard. 

The bulk of his spinach is sold locally and to retailers with assistance from the 
Mpumalanga Agriculture Department’s AgriHub initiative.

‘He still prepares 
the land and does 
the planting using 

his feet.’

He uses chicken manure collected from 
the layer house to fertilise his crops.
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 UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL…  

SIBUSISO MOGALE

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE 
YOU’VE EVER BEEN GIVEN?
You are more than enough and 
completely capable, and you know 
where you come from.

IS THERE ANYTHING YOU 
WOULD HAVE DONE 
DIFFERENTLY IF YOU COULD? 
I definitely would have started a 
farming business while I was still 
in school.

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR BIGGEST 
SUCCESS SO FAR? 
I have more than one: qualifying 
for the Paralympics, winning 
swimming awards, and becoming an 
international traveller. I also count 
my children among life’s greatest 
successes.

WHO HAS MADE THE GREATEST 
CONTRIBUTION TO YOUR 
BUSINESS TO DATE?
My grandmother, my mother and 
many others have played huge roles in 
my life. There are so many people who 
have helped me in one way or another 
– even people with whom I had only 
brief encounters have said things that 
helped me on my journey.

WHAT KIND OF RELATIONSHIP 
DO YOU HAVE WITH YOUR 
NEIGHBOURS, AND DO THEY 
PLAY ANY ROLE IN YOUR 
OPERATION? 
I don’t really have a serious relation
ship with any of my neighbours – most 
of them do not know me, although 
they may have seen me on TV or in 
the newspapers. Those I do know have 
been supportive of my work, and some 
ask whether I can mentor them.

WAS IT A STRUGGLE TO SECURE 
FINANCE? DO YOU HAVE ANY 
TIPS FOR OTHER EMERGING 
FARMERS WHO ARE IN NEED 
OF FUNDING?
It was hectic getting finance. I was 
helped by Rob Gibbs, a private investor 
who is extremely supportive of my 
dreams and goals. My advice is not to 
give up even when doors are being 
closed in your face.

IF YOU HAD THE OPPORTUNITY 
TO GIVE THE MINISTER OF 
AGRICULTURE SOME ADVICE, 
WHAT WOULD YOU SAY?
Firstly I would thank the minister for 
reaching out to me and for adopting 
me into her agricultural family. Then 
I would ask her to continue to be 
a soldier for her people. I see her as 
a mother figure. When I cried for help, 
she stepped in and helped me.

Sbu continued planting crops and selling 

his harvests in the community for two years. “I 

sold my produce in the village and was getting 

a lot of support from the locals. From this I 

started learning the business side of farming 

because I was making some money,” he says. 

Word spread fast and demand for Sbu’s fresh 

produce grew. Soon he needed more land to 

increase production. 

Sbu identified unused land opposite his 

house that belonged to three neighbouring 

families. The place was overgrown and had 

been problematic for the neighbourhood, as it 

was often used by criminals as a hiding place. 

Last year, with the help of Nomonde and his 

uncle and brother-in-law, Sbu started clearing 

the land to gain another 1.5ha. 

As they were busy clearing the property, the 

local Department of Agriculture and Rural 

Development intervened to support him. The 

department finished the clearing, fenced the 

property and provided him with seeds to start 

planting.

Tomatoes, spinach, and beetroot are now 

his main lines. The department is also assisting 

him with marketing. “They sell my spinach 

through an initiative called AgriHub. The basic 

idea is to aggregate produce from smallholder 

farmers in Mpumalanga to sell it to major 

retailers in the province,” explains Sbu. 

He recently diversified his business by 

branching out into egg production and has 

300 layers producing 200 eggs a day. These he 

sells informally in the village. 

NEW TECHNOLOGY
The greatest challenge Sbu currently faces is 

the lack of proper working equipment and an 

irrigation system. Getting these sorted will 

help reduce his physical involvement on the 

farm. “Most of the stuff on the farm is done 

manually, hence I cannot go over the 1.5ha 

I’m using,” explains Sbu. Although he has 

help from his family, he still prepares the land 

and does the planting using his feet.

Sbu says he dreams of expanding his 

operation to a much bigger scale but to do 

that he needs to find a farm with proper 

systems that could be automated for poultry 

and livestock production. “I don’t mind where 

in the country I move to, as long as I can carry 

on doing what I love,” says Sbu. “I’m currently 

doing a course in agro-processing, focusing 

on poultry.” 

He says new technological developments in 

the industry can make it easier for disabled 

people to participate in the sector. “Chicken 

houses these days are fully automated and 

require far less physical involvement on the 

part of the farmer. Even with livestock, it’s less 

physical compared to growing crops.” 

That doesn’t mean Sbu rules out more crop 

production – he says with the right technology 

and the right attitude, virtually anything is 

possible. What a fine example of one man 

making a difference, and of a spirit that is 

anything but disabled! 

Sbu has diversified his operation with 
poultry. He currently has 300 layers and 
sells the eggs to local informal markets. 



With over 100 years of experience and a team of commercially astute technical experts we know about feeding chickens
for profit.

It isn’t only live mass that’s important, how long it takes to get birds to the desired weight and how efficiently they utilise
the nutrients provided in the feed whilst limiting waste is critical. So at EPOL we consistently apply the latest scientific
nutrition principles combined with an understanding of the commercial impact of our formulations to formulate a range of
perfectly balanced feeds to suit a variety of circumstances that ensures birds achieve their full genetic potential to ensure
a prosperous sustainable future operation.
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Contact your nearest expert:
Pretoria Mill (Gauteng) 012 386 0469 | Martin Mhlongo 064 755 3997 • Rustenburg Mill (North West) 087 365 0564 | Andre Kilian 082 552 0547
Vaalwater Mill (Limpopo) 087 820 4580 | Louis Slabbert 082 825 3408 • Worcester Mill (W Cape) 023 346 6400 | Danie Carstens 076 888 5302
Berlin Mill (E Cape) 043 685 2111 | Gavin Norman 083 443 0111 • Pietermaritzburg Mill (KZN) 033 387 2460 | Sipho Mvuyana 071 313 4269
Walter Hildebrandt 066 470 3950
All products are registered under Act 36 of 1947. | Products are manufactured according to international feed safety and quality standards.

LET’S RUFFLE SOME FEATHERS
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With one of the biggest and most expensive restitution claims in South 
Africa, Hoedspruit’s Moletele community is working on its relationship 
with commercial farmers to prove that the suspicion with which land 

claimants are often viewed is not always justified, writes Jasper Raats.

T 
he Moletele community’s 

land claim on nearly 80 000ha 

in Limpopo’s Hoedspruit area 

is one of the largest restitution 

claims in South Africa. The 

state evicted the community 

from their ancestral land from 

the 1920s to the 1970s to make way for 

commercial agriculture.

“It was in the early 1600s that the 

MaPulana people fled Swaziland to establish 

themselves in Limpopo and Mpumalanga’s 

Lowveld. At the time, there was a lot of 

fighting in Swaziland,” says Phillion Bollelo 

Malapane, one of the elders of the Moletele 

community. “We are part of the MaPulana 

people.”

In his motivation for the land claim, former 

provincial land commissioner Mashile Mokono 

writes that the traditional communal land 

rights enjoyed by the Moletele were 

downgraded to right of abode with the arrival 

of white farmers. Later, they simply became 

hired labourers. “Those who were unwilling 

to work for the white farmers could not graze 

their livestock,” says Phillion. “They were 

given their marching orders.”

Like the stories of the migration from 

Swaziland, much of this history lies with the 

Moletele people. It has passed from 

generation to generation, but Phillion himself 

experienced it when families were moved to 

make way for the construction of the 

Blyderivierpoort Dam.

He remembers the state trucks that arrived 

frequently from 1965 to pick up families and 

their belongings and resettle them elsewhere.

“They told us it was temporary, that the 

government would find a permanent place to 

settle us, but nothing came of it. We went 

from being hired labourers on our own land 

to living under the chiefs of strange tribes.”

A NEW ERA
Members of the younger generation smile 

genially as Phillion recalls how hard it was to 

bear these traumatic shifts. Their memory of 

life on Moletele land is not as deeply etched. 

They heard only from their parents and 

grandparents how it was when the Moleteles 

were still owners of their own farms.

They do not dwell on the past but on the 

future, on the ground they have already 

recovered through the restitution process and  

what they hope is still to come. 

Where their parents and grandparents once 

worked small patches of land to produce 

household vegetables and grain, there are 

now commercial orchards exporting fruit to 

the world. Where the cattle, goats and 

donkeys of families once grazed, lie private 

game reserves where tourists spend thousands 

of dollars, euros and pounds each year.

So far, about 7 142ha of land claimed by 

the Moleteles – about 10% – has been 

returned to them. This land consists of 42 title 

’WE’RE IN THIS 
THING TOGETHER’

VILLAGE LIFE

.LOCATION.   

Hoedspruit, Limpopo

••

ABOVE: The Moleteles also lease a 
parcel of land to the Landman Group 
and Blydevallei Farm, where Dr Anri 
Manderson’s initiative, Like Mountains, 
produces essential oils, like this rose 
geranium, and trains women from 
the community in a grower outreach 
programme. PHOTOS: JASPER RAATS
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deeds for which the state paid R183.2m, 

making it one of South Africa’s most expensive 

restitution claims. Ownership was transferred 

to the Moletele Community Property 

Association (CPA), which is currently under 

the chairmanship of Albert Thabane, principal 

of Madile Primary School.

He and his committee look after the 

interests of more than 4 000 Moletele people 

who have scattered across the country over 

the years. However, most of them still remain 

in the Hoedspruit area, and many work the 

farms claimed by the community. One of the 

committee members, Elphas Mathole, also 

serves on the community’s restitution 

committee. His focus is on the unsettled land 

claim of about 63  000ha. In most cases, 

landowners dispute the validity of claims on 

this land in court.

SLOW PROCESS
The Moletele CPA believes the state can do a 

lot more to accelerate the process.

“A lot of the land we are claiming is state-

owned,” says Elphas. “If we could give some 

advice to the minister, we would say, transfer 

that land to us because our patience is 

wearing thin. We are law-abiding citizens and 

want to follow the process correctly, so we 

remain patient with the courts and farmers, 

but why should we wait for the state?”

Some of the land claimed includes 

Hoedspruit Air Force Base, Telkom and 

Transnet sites, and nature reserves such as the 

Swadini Reserve.

According to Albert and Elphas, the 

community has been dreaming of managing 

their land for years. Their first attempt to claim 

it dates back to 1995, before the various 

claims were merged in 2003 under a single 

Moletele land claim.

MEANINGFUL RELATIONSHIPS
“We have a land use plan for the entire claim, 

but we had to adapt it to manage what we 

have while we wait for the rest of our land. 

This makes it difficult, because we must act in 

The Moleteles lease Richmond Farm and 
its packhouse, pictured here, to Richmond 
Kopano Farm, in which Komati Group is 
the largest shareholder.

the national interest while also looking after 

the needs of our people,” says Albert.

Using land already transferred to them, the 

Moleteles have built a reputation for forging 

meaningful partnerships with commercial 

farmers and for constructive management of 

their new assets.

Sustainable production through strategic 

partnerships is one of the cornerstones of 

their land use plan.

Their largest farm is Richmond, a 2 434ha 

citrus and mango farm with a packhouse near 

Hoedspruit. The Moleteles lease the land and 

packhouse to Richmond Kopano Farm, of 

which Komati Group is the largest shareholder. 

The Moleteles have the option to buy shares in 

the company.

They have also partnered with Komati 

Group in a lime project for Anheuser-Busch 

InBev. Here the Moleteles are the majority 

shareholder. On other land, they farm in 

partnership or lease land to strategic partners. 

They also have a lease agreement with the 

former owners of an ecotourism business.

“The ecotourism business chose not to 

oppose the land claim, but immediately 

negotiated with us to lease the land so that 

they could continue to run their camps,” says 

Elphas. “The Covid-19 pandemic prevented 

them from doing business and they were 

unable to pay their rent. Because we see 

Moletele CPA 
chairman Albert 
Thabane (left) 
and committee 
member Elphas 
Mathole (right) 
focus on restitution 
claims. Phillion 
Bollelo Malapane 
(centre) is one of the 
community’s oldest 
members and has 
experienced many 
of the shifts of their 
tribal land.

Early in the morning and late in the afternoon, thousands of farm workers line up at bus 
stops in the area. Most of them are members of the Moletele community.

 The Moleteles 
have built a 

reputation for 
constructive 

management of 
their new assets
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 PARTNERSHIPS 
THAT WORK

The plantings were done in three stages, with 

the second and third phases in January and 

March. Corona Extra, a beer in the Anheuser-

Busch InBev’s stable produced by SAB, is 

served with a slice of lime. For that, the 

company needs a reliable source of limes.

Josh Hamman, head of SAB’s agricultural 

division, says that although limes are not part 

of the brewery’s core product line, it’s an 

important part of the Corona offering and of 

the alcohol industry in general.

Therefore, SAB is financing the 

establishment of the orchards on condition 

that they have first option to purchase the 

limes. The Moleteles and their partners are free 

to sell any surplus limes to other markets.

The lime orchards are grown under shade 

netting, and solar-powered irrigation forms 

Thanks to a major investment by SA Breweries 
(SAB), the Moletele community now boasts a 

lime orchard project, in which they are the 
majority shareholder in partnership with the 

Komati Group. Along with SAB, the new 
company planted the first lime trees on a 60ha 
development at their Richmond Kopano Farm 

at Hoedspruit last December.

returned to them, and a clear understanding 

of how to strike a balance between community 

interests and a stable larger agricultural 

landscape.” 

Piet says he was also struck by the Moletele 

community’s patient approach to businesses 

operating on their land. “They are willing to 

invest the time and energy to learn 

commercial practices and management 

principles instead of wanting to take over at 

the outset,” he explains. “I can only say good 

things about them and I hope the Komati 

Group and the Moleteles will be farming 

together for many more years.”

part of the R32m 

investment. It will 

also be managed 

so that limes can 

be produced throughout the year.

A PARTNER’S PERSPECTIVE 
Komati Group CEO Piet Smit says the 

agricultural company is involved in several 

lease agreements and strategic partnerships 

with other communities and finds the Moletele 

CPA particularly well organised.

He is impressed with the community’s 

corporate governance principles specifically, as 

well as the management committee’s 

transparent approach to transactions and to 

acting in the community’s best interests. “They 

have a good vision for the land that has been 

The Moletele people have partnered with the Komati Group in a lime 
orchard project for Anheuser-Busch InBev. Here, from left, Milaan 
Thalwitzer of the Komati Group; Albert Thabane, chairman of the 
Moletele CPA; and Josh Hamman, head of SAB’s agricultural section, 
plant the first trees for this project.

LEFT: A mango and citrus replanting 
programme forms part of the contract 
between Komati Group and the 
Moletele community, but tenant and 
landlord meet each year to decide on 
the best planting strategy.

them as our partners in managing and utilising 

our land, we decided they do not have to pay 

rent for as long as they are unable to earn an 

income. So they are safe. No one can kick 

them out because we’re in this thing 

together.”

Elphas and Albert say they understand 

white farmers’ fears that they will eventually 

be kicked off their farms so that the Moletele 

people can live there. “There is no way we will 

ruin jobs for our people and use economically 

productive land to establish families.”
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People from The Oaks near Hoedspruit find work as seasonal fruit pickers on Richmond 
Farm. Those who want to be considered for better jobs have the opportunity to attend 
free courses offered by the Komati Group.

FUTURE COLLABORATION
Although the Moletele CPA is still considering 

what type of agreement works best – farming 

in partnerships or simple leases – they foresee 

a long future of collaboration with commercial 

farmers.

“We know the Afrikaner people love their 

land, that they will fight for it. We also love 

that land. We think that, together, we can 

build a better future for us all on that land,” 

says Elphas.

Commercial farmers who are faced with 

land claims should talk to the claimants and 

listen to their views, Albert adds. In the 

Moletele case, it’s essential that the Hoedspruit 

area continues to contribute to the economy.

“In the early morning and late afternoon, 

you’ll see thousands of farm workers at bus 

stops in the area. These are our people, who 

come from places like Acornhoek to work on 

farms – in many cases on our farms. If we can 

maintain and even create such jobs through 

strategic partnerships, we are on the winning 

path,” says Albert.

Elphas says commercial farmers’ fears that 

they will be kicked off the land at the end of 

20-year contracts are born out of horror 

stories spread by some farmers. “Yes, we want 

to be trained by our partners and send our 

children to study at universities in fields that will 

help them play a bigger role in managing our 

land, but with our partners.” 

To find out more, email Albert Thabane 

at aqthabane@gmail.com 
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FARMERS’ DIARIES
The rains have come, crops are planted and animals vaccinated. Now its making sure everything – from 

plants to animals – grow as best they can. Eight farmers share their summer plans with us.  

SHEEP
Clement Gasekoma, Reivilo, North West

We have Dorper sheep that are mainly on veld. Our rainy season has already started, so we 

vaccinate the animals in October with Multivax-P Plus against pulpy kidney and blackleg. We 

use Terramycin LA to prevent and treat heartwater, pneumonia and footrot. We are currently 

preparing the sheep we will be culling for the festive season’s various ceremonies and parties. 

Slaughter sheep are fattened in the feedlot so that we can supply the upcoming demand.  

In the feedlot they get a homemade mix of yellow maize, roughage and Molatek’s Master 20 

protein-energy lick. We also make certain the animals always have access to clean water. 

The rest of the flock, which is grazing on veld, gets extra feed with a higher maize content 

– we focus especially on pregnant ewes and those with lambs. The lick is made up of 

Master 20 (40kg), crushed maize (40kg) and salt (7kg). It is fed out at about 250g per animal 

per day.

FORESTRY 
Mlungisi Bushula, Stutterheim,  

Eastern Cape

In our forestry operation we are currently 

harvesting pine trees that have reached full 

maturity at 30 years. Silviculture is ongoing 

in the younger tree plantations, where we 

are pruning, weeding and cleaning up the 

rows. We have pine, gum and wattle in our 

operation. 

Pine trees take about 30 years to reach 

full maturity here, but in other areas, or 

depending on climate conditions, they could 

get there in 28 years. Generally in all our 

plantations we are maintaining the 

plantations by thinning and pruning. Pine 

trees in particular require constant main-

tenance.  For example, let’s say one plants 

about 1 111 trees/ha, the end goal would be 

to have about 237 trees/ha to 240 trees/ha 

by year 30. During this time the selected 

trees must be developed. 

The reason we plant 1  111 trees is to 

encourage growth and competition between 

the trees. In the third year we start thinning, 

which involves removing all weaker and 

non-performing trees. The second thinning 

happens during their teenage years. Then 

we target deformed trees and trees that 

have been damaged by fire. The third 

thinning happens when the trees are 

22  years old. Once again we will remove 

non-performing and damaged trees. At this 

stage you’d be left with the number of trees 

you want, which is 237 to 240 trees. 

Gum trees, which are normally used for 

poles, such as fencing poles, are harvested at 

eight years old. Unlike pine, which you 

harvest, clean and replant, gum trees can 

and do regrow from the stumps left after the 

trees have been cut down. 

We are currently trying new wattle 

varieties that are not as invasive as their 

cousins. Some of the wattle trees planted in 

South Africa are highly invasive and quickly 

become virtually uncontrollable. 

At this time we are maintaining fences in 

our game farm business and rebuilding the 

hunting lodge that serves the game farm 

and wildlife operation. So, we have a busy 

December ahead of us. 
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CHICKENS
Lesiba Langa, Jericho, Brits, 

North West Province

We have just taken out our last 

batch of chickens and will now 

prepare to restock. The chicken 

house is undergoing general 

maintenance to fix the leaking 

roof and install new curtains. 

Part of our preparations for the 

new batch of chickens is to clean and disinfect 

the house with Virukill to get rid of bacteria, 

viruses and fungi that build up in chicken 

houses. We then put down sawdust or 

sunflower husks as bedding and let it lie for 

three days before bringing in the new chicks. 

We buy the Ross 308 breed from suppliers 

in Brits. As smallholder farmers we struggle to 

get day-old chicks as the better-known 

breeders focus more on large operations. We 

don’t have a stable supply at present and for 

our next batch we will have to find an 

alternative supplier. After the chicks go into 

the house, they get a stress pack for three 

consecutive days. We then start 

with our 32-day vaccination 

programme for Newcastle 

disease, Gomboro and infec-

tious bronchitis. The vaccines 

are administered through the 

drinking water where it cannot 

survive for longer than three 

hours before becoming in effec-

tive. We take away the water 

for two hours before vaccinating to build up a 

thirst and encourage the chicks to drink the 

water quickly. On day seven after the arrival of 

the day-old chicks, we vaccinate against 

Newcastle disease; on day 14 we give a 

combination of Newcastle and Gomboro 

vaccines. We give the Newcastle vaccine again 

on day 21 and then on days 26 and 32 we 

administer the vaccine for infectious bron-

chitis. At this stage they are about a month 

old and weigh between 1.6kg and 1.9 kg. We 

feed a starter ration until they are 17 days old 

and then switch to a grower or a finisher 

ration, depending on availability.

VEGETABLES
Devroll Legodi, Bronkhorstspruit, 

Gauteng

We are in the middle of harvesting spinach 

and green beans. We grow a variety of 

vegetables and herbs but our dominant 

crops this season are spinach and green 

beans. We should have started harvesting 

the spinach in September as we planted in 

May, but we were hit by late frost that 

delayed things. We grow most of our 

vegetables under shade netting. We harvest 

spinach at least three times a week and 

maintain a strict fertilisation and pest control 

programme. After every harvest we put 

down LAN and also apply fertiliser through 

our irrigation. The 28% nitrogen (N) in LAN 

is good for leaf growth. With the right 

maintenance, including irrigation and 

weeding, we can harvest spinach for nine 

months of the year and we will be harvesting 

the green beans until at least May next year. 

Later in December we will start harvesting 

butter nuts, crown pumpkins, and water-

melons. We have planted water melons on 

2ha divided into four portions, which have 

been planted two weeks apart. We should 

be able to harvest them until March 2022. 

CATTLE
Maria Tswayi, Hertzogville, Free State

We are getting to the end of our calving 

season and have just weaned calves that we 

are preparing to send to Sernick as part of our 

loan agreement. We wean at six months 

when weights are between 180kg and 200kg. 

We currently keep all our heifers to boost 

numbers while we grow the herd. The heifers 

will also be given RB51 to protect them from 

Brucella abortus. The animals have been 

getting a ready-mix summer lick since the 

beginning of October. Because some of our 

cows have just calved, we feed out a pro duc-

tion lick to help them maintain body condition 

while they are producing milk for their calves. 

We have separated our breeding cows into 

two groups – one group is with the bulls until 

the end of the month. We will put the bulls 

with the second group from January until the 

end of February. We have done all our 

vaccinations, including lumpy skin and Rift 

Valley fever, because we are in the rainy 

season. We also give animals a Multimin 

injection. Breeding cows need trace elements 

like zinc, selenium, chromium, copper and 

manganese. These elements are especially 

important for breeding cows because they 

help with fertility, general immunity and milk 

production. We control internal and external 

parasites, such as gastro-intestinal round-

worms, screw worms, lice, mites, and ticks, 

with Dectomax or Ivomec.
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MAIZE
Sipho Mthimunye, Bethal, 

Mpumalanga

We have just had a disaster 

with rodents and birds 

destroying about 30ha of 

newly planted maize. The 

lands are infested with 

rodent holes and we have 

not yet discovered which bird 

species has been hammering 

the maize. 

We have applied pesticides 

that will hopefully get rid of 

the rodents and are currently replanting, 

which is a very expensive process. 

I’ve just bought seed, which now costs over 

R4 000 a bag – which is only enough to plant 

a little more than 4ha. Because of time 

constraints, I have hired a contractor, my 

neighbour Michael Erasmus, who will be able 

to plant faster than I can. Michael contracted 

for me when I started grain production here 

and he taught me much of what I know today. 

With his help I’ve managed to buy my own 

DAIRY
Mavis Motlokwa, 

Harrismith, Free State

December is mid-summer in 

South Africa and the grass is 

in full swing. This is the time 

to make grass silage if there is 

more summer growth than 

the animals can eat.

We are walking the pastures 

weekly and allocating the best 

grazing to the milking herd. 

Looking after the pastures is 

our priority because feeding 

cows grass is the cheapest 

way to produce milk. Maize silage for autumn 

and winter feed will be made later when the 

silage maize is ready to cut and ensile. 

The bulls have been in the herd for 

November to pick up the stragglers that did 

not conceive with first and second AI; they 

come out at the beginning of the month. Now 

is the time to check autumn calvers for 

condition and milk production. We will take 

out autumn calving cows that are low pro-

ducers and dry them off. We also check cow 

condition 90 days before the dry off due date 

and dry off over-conditioned autumn calvers 

GOATS
Michael Motepe, Madinyane, Brits,  

North West Province

We have just been through our kidding period 

and right now we are working to maintain the 

body condition of the ewes (or does) so that 

they can maintain their milk production. Our 

animals alternate between phosphate licks 

and energy licks and we use a molasses-based 

feed mixture for our energy supplement. Ewes 

that have weaned their kids will be running 

with the ram (or buck) from now on. We want 

to get the body condition scores up so that 

our ewes are ready to breed during December. 

Rams get a shot of Multimin, which gives 

them the trace minerals they need to ensure 

optimum semen quantity and quality. We 

prepare our rams for two months prior to the 

mating season as we believe that healthy rams 

improve the conception rate. 

We dosed and vaccinated before the run-

up to the December breeding season. We 

dose with Pro-dose Orange, an internal 

parasiticide that helps fight nasal bot, liver 

fluke, roundworm and milk tapeworm. It also 

offers residual protection against reinfestation 

of wireworm and hookworm in goats. 

equipment: two tractors, a 

spray boom, a disc harrow 

and a ripper, and four-row 

and six-row planters, which 

I  used this season. However, 

with limited time and a 

problem with tractor break-

downs, Michael has come in 

to help me plant. 

Because of the good 

relationship we have and his 

kindness, he has done the 

work on credit, and I will only 

be paying him after I’ve 

harvested. I did not have the money to replant 

and would have been sunk without his help.  

My biggest concern now is hail, which 

normally hits us around this time. Some areas 

have already been hit and those farmers are 

also replanting. A lack of insurance deepens 

the risk for emerging farmers like me. 

Insurance is virtually unaffordable for smaller 

farmers. When I investigated insurance for my 

2020 crop I received a quote of R400 000, 

which simply was not feasible. 

to avoid calving problems 

later. If we think animals are 

taking strain, we dry off early 

or put the cow onto once-a-

day milking cycle. 

We roll out a vaccination 

schedule to protect our herd 

against CA (Brucellosis). Hei-

fers get the shots between 

four and eight months, so we 

keep vaccinating to keep up 

as they get older and not to 

miss the eight-month cutoff. 

We use S19 for the first two 

vaccinations and, if possible, 

we boost with RB51. Many farmers are doing 

this now with CA becoming an ever-present  

danger. Lumpy skin and Rift Valley fever 

vaccinations are also done.

Rain brings wet, muddy walkways and a 

guaranteed number of lame cows. Our farrier  

comes in every fortnight to sort out lame cows 

and to treat infections. We work on the 

principle that early treatment can save our 

lame cows from the cull list.

We will get the vet in this month for PDs 

(pregnancy diagnoses) and we hope our 

breeding season will be successful.
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ASK THE VET 

Dr Sello Maboe

Besides the cost of the vaccine, 
there is the cost of labour, equip-
ment, time spent on vaccination, 
losses related to incorrect use, 
and so on. Vaccines must there-
fore always be handled and used 
correctly, at the right time, using 
the correct administration route, 
dose and equipment.

WHAT IS A VACCINE? 
It is a product containing live, dead or 

weakened (attenuated) micro-organisms 

(or parts thereof) that cause disease in 

animals. The micro-organisms (or their 

products) are altered in the laboratory in 

such a way that they can no longer cause 

disease but still maintain their ability to 

stimulate the immune system. Vaccines are 

like an army trained to stop an invasion by 

foreign forces. And any army must train 

regularly to prepare for an invasion – so do 

regular booster vaccinations! 

To get the best out of your investment, 

you must understand and consistently put 

into practice certain basic vaccine handling 

recommendations. 

COLD-CHAIN MAINTENANCE
An increasing amount of attention is given 

to cold-chain maintenance, especially in 

warmer seasons and in specific regions of 

the country. However, very little attention is 

given to the adverse effects of storing 

vaccines well below the recommended 

storage temperature range of 2°C to 8°C. 

Some vaccines may be permanently 

destroyed by freezing. On the other hand, 

vaccines that need to be stored at -70°C 

may easily be destroyed by a higher 

temperature that is still below 0°C. A good 

example is blood vaccines (vaccines for 

anaplasmosis, redwater and heartwater), 

which not even a normal household freezer 

(around -15°C) can properly store. It is for this 

reason that blood vaccines are stored and 

transported in dry ice or liquid nitrogen and 

only thawed just before use. 

THE CONCEPT OF SHELF-LIFE
Vaccines do expire, so check the expiry date on 

the vaccine before you buy it. You could buy 

vaccines closer to expiry if they are definitely 

going to be used immediately after purchasing. 

HANDLING LEFTOVER VACCINE
It is better to plan vaccine orders in such a way 

that leftover vaccine can be shared with a 

neighbour. This should be done in the shortest 

possible time after you have finished the 

vaccinations. It is preferable to get the vaccine 

to the neighbour so that they can vaccinate on 

the same day. The risk of contamination under 

field conditions is difficult to manage, hence 

the recommendation to safely discard leftover 

vaccine. Some vaccines that have to be 

reconstituted before use, for example the 

lumpy skin disease vaccine, need to be used as 

quickly as possible after mixing. The 

recommendation is usually for within an hour 

(or even less time) of mixing, before the live 

virus in the vaccine dies. 

CLEANING YOUR TOOLS
While Covid-19 has put the spotlight on the 

importance of disinfectants and sanitisers, it is 

important to note that certain vaccines 

(especially live vaccines) are killed by exposure 

to such chemicals. It should become routine for 

farmers to boil needles to sterilise them in-

between uses. Please remember to let the 

needles cool down a bit and never attach hot 

needles to a syringe to administer a vaccine.

WORK HYGIENICALLY
It may not always be practical to change 

needles between animals when vaccinating,  

but certain circumstances require that we 

emphasise the importance of working 

hygienically. For example, when vaccinating for 

lumpy skin disease in the middle of an 

outbreak you could risk spreading the 

disease through needles. In this case every 

animal must have a new needle. It is highly 

recommended that we vaccinate healthy 

animals first and suspicious animals must 

be isolated and vaccinated last, as another 

risk mitigation measure. This will not help if 

there are “healthy animals” that may 

already be incubating the disease. The 

golden rule remains to vaccinate the 

animals way ahead of the risk period, for 

example around August-September for 

most insect-borne diseases. This also 

allows breeding animals that may have 

slight reactions to the vaccines to fully 

recover before the breeding season. 

It is strongly advised that farmers use 

registered products. For example, a 

registered vaccine will have a G number 

and will be registered in terms of Act 36 of 

1947 (Fertilisers, Farm Feeds, Seeds and 

Remedies Act). This is an assurance that 

the product has fulfilled the minimum 

approval requirements with regard to 

safety, efficacy and quality of the product. 

There may be special circumstances where 

regulatory authorities will allow for a 

restricted use of unregistered products. 

The National Animal Health Forum 

website (nahf.co.za) has a lot of helpful 

disease information. Another valuable 

resource is the Ruminant Vete rinary Asso-

cia tion website (ruvasa.co.za), where 

vete rinary practices through out the 

country report diseases they encounter in 

the field as they carry out their duties. 

Always read the package inserts on all 

vaccines (and other medicines in general). 

Speak to your local veterinarian or animal 

health technician regarding customised 

vaccination programmes that can help 

make a difference to your operation.   

Dr Sello Maboe is the technical and 

marketing manager at Onderstepoort 

Biological Products. Email him at sello.

maboe@obpvaccines.co.za.

Getting the most from vaccines
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