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The third series of African Farming
is broadcast on Mzansi Wethu (DStv
channel 163) on Thursdays at 19:00.
Repeats are on Sundays. Please tune in! 

You can watch the first two series of 
African Farming on africanfarming.com. 
Here you can also read every issue of our 
African Farming magazine, ask us farming 
questions and get farming advice. Thank 
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! Use #africanfarming  
and keep on posting your thoughts  
about the magazine, farming in general 
and your own experiences in agriculture. 
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work in the forestry sector, hasn’t 
stopped Mlungisi Boshula from 
diversifying his business in other 
areas. He’s now set his sights on 
the wildlife industry with the help 
of his mentor John Rance of Rance 
Timbers and Rance Safaris.  
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Having been raised by his grand - 
parents, who were small-scale 
farmers, Seitshiro Marumoloe was 
exposed to agri culture from an 
early age. This proved to be a 
definite advantage in his journey 
of building a booming grain and 
livestock farming career.
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CORRUPTION DESTROYS THE 
FUTURE OF OUR CHILDREN

S
ometimes one just wants to 

forget about politics and focus 

on the more positive things 

that are happening in the 

country. Despite everything 

that is going on, one must 

applaud the things our 

farmers are doing. Farmers are faced with 

many challenges, including record-high input 

costs that have been increasing sharply over 

the years due to various factors. The rise of 

input costs has been made worse by adverse 

weather conditions, particularly by the high 

rainfall we experienced in the past few 

months that affected farming activities, 

especially for grain producers. But somehow, 

farmers have kept going and they have 

remained productive, carrying on with their 

job of providing enough food for the country. 

Farmers and their workers need to be 

applauded and celebrated for their efforts. 

No matter how hard one tries to ignore the 

bad news one can hardly ignore headlines 

screaming “Over R220 million meant for 

drought-stricken farmers in KwaZulu-Natal 

has gone missing”. This is the money given to 

KZN by the national government for drought 

relief when the province was declared a 

disaster area after a crippling drought in 2015. 

The National Disaster Management Centre 

has now allocated a further R120 million for 

drought relief. 

Well, what do we do as a country when we 

find out that R220 million has gone missing? 

Do we try to find out where the money is and 

possibly recover it and send those responsible 

for the theft to jail? No, we just give them 

more money. That’s how we solve the 

problem! The less said about the turnaround 

time for such interventions, the better. 

The news about the missing money comes in 

the middle of yet another crisis in the province 

– the recent floods that wreaked havoc. 

Currently, residents from seven of the province’s 

districts have been suffering water cuts and 

farmers are bearing the brunt of the crisis. The 

sugarcane industry was reported to be the most 

affected in agriculture with SA Canegrowers 

estimating R222 million in losses across the 

province. According to one commercial cane 

farmer, the damages included infrastructure, 

such as roads and bridges, washed away, 

making it impossible to access farms. Replanting 

will be difficult as roads and lands were hugely 

damaged. Loads of harvested cane are stuck 

and cannot be taken out due to road damage. 

This affects the big commercial farmers as well 

as the small farmers who also have their harvest 

ready for collection on farms that are 

inaccessible. The biggest fear is that the cane 

will get rotten and cause further loss. 

While the farmers and many other people are 

battling this crisis, the premier of the province 

himself was involved in selfish acts where he had 

to benefit before everyone. Instead of putting 

his people first, he was seen using government 

resources to put himself and his family first. This 

behaviour really gives no one confidence in this 

government. We’ve also heard how many, 

including the same premier, are concerned that 

government officials might siphon off the 

money earmarked for the current disaster. 

As I said earlier, farmers across the country 

have suffered due to the heavy rains during 

this past production season, and many are 

concerned about how the prolonged wet 

conditions will affect their yields and the 

quality of their crops. I was on Seitshiro 

Marumoloe’s farm the other day. This young 

farmer, featured on page 11, has done 

exceptionally well, producing over 300ha of 

small canning beans and over 100ha of maize. 

As we walked through his fields and looked 

at his maize, it was obvious that the rains have 

caused some damage to his crop. His maize 

quality could be severely affected because  

he was caught by the late rains. This farmer 

and many others may need some level of 

support for government to be able to replant 

next season. 

Earlier this year I spoke to farmers in the 

Free State who have lost a huge part of their 

crop due to waterlogging. They also need 

help. A short while back I spoke to a friend 

who has suffered severe losses on two of his 

farms in the Kimberly and Taung areas due to 

veld fires. He lost several cattle, some 

pregnant. He said he had to put some down 

as they had suffered burns beyond any hope 

of recovering. He has been trying to get the 

state to assist for many months now and 

what’s worse is that he must accept that he 

won’t be getting any help from the state. 

I think it is heart-breaking how quickly the 

citizens of this country are accepting 

corruption as the norm. For us to move 

forward in building this country, something 

needs to be done to curb this corruption 

pandemic. More so, we need corrupt people 

to look at themselves. This is not only about 

stealing money from us the citizens, but also 

about destroying and robbing future gene-

rations of this country who will eventually 

have nothing left at all to inherit.

    – PETER MASHALA

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

 “This behaviour 
really gives no 
one confidence 

in this 
government.“





6 AFRICAN FARMING  | May 2022

African Farming went in search of great tips, tactics and 
news to get you thinking creatively about your farming, 

and hopefully save and make you some 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 find a solution? From 
animals and plants to finance 

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

LIVESTOCK

Liver fluke in animals – the disease development process

Start of infestation

The signs of disease will 
depend on the number of 
infective flukes (high, medium 
or low) ingested by the animal.
The signs that will be seen with
a medium to high infection are
described above.

Animals show rapid weight 
loss, weakness, signs of  
blood loss and even sudden 
death if the infestation is 
extremely high.

Development of liver fluke inside cattle, sheep and goats

>12 Weeks

Affected sheep can fall behind
when herded or develop bottle
jaw – a sign of slow blood and
protein loss. Continued weight 
loss especially during the period 
when the grazing is poor.

Examination of dead sheep
When a veterinarian cuts  
open the dead sheep, they  
will look for signs of liver  
damage (thickened gall tubes) 
and flukes in the gall tubes.

First signs of disease

Week 1-8

TREATING LIVESTOCK AGAINST DISEASE IN WINTER

LIVER FLUKE 
A parasite that causes problems, but cannot be 

seen, is the liver fluke. Its distribution depends 

on rainfall and the availability of open water 

sources. In very wet years cases of liver fluke 

can increase dramatically. Although cattle are 

more resilient than sheep, neither develops a 

good resistance to this parasite. 

In South Africa, if there is high rainfall in 

spring and summer, conditions probably 

become optimal for heavy infestations of fluke 

in autumn. Animals get infested when they 

graze wet areas like wetlands of the edge of 

water pans. Immature flukes are ingested with 

the grazing and work their way through the 

intestines to the abdomen and then to the liver. 

For the next two months they tunnel through 

the liver eating the tissue and growing into 

adults. The signs of the disease will depend on 

the number of infective flukes. In the first two 

months the animals will rapidly lose weight, 

show weakness and signs of blood loss. In 

cases of extremely high infestation there may 

be sudden death. 

 The adults move on to the bile ducts where 

they survive for a long time. This process 

destroys the normal functioning of the liver, 

which leads to a reduction in feed intake and 

metabolism, causing anaemia and lowering 

blood protein levels. 

The worst effect on the animal occurs in late 

winter, when grazing is scarce and of poor 

quality. Bottle jaw (accumulation of fluid below 

the skin under the lower jaw) can be seen in 

affected sheep, but cattle show very few signs 

of disease, apart from losing condition.

Usually, the farmer only realises there is a 

liver fluke problem when the first animal dies. 

Large adult liver flukes can be seen in the bile 

ducts when the liver of the dead animal is cut 

in half. Any product that works against liver 

fluke can be used in late winter to treat the 

adult flukes. This is called strategic treatment 

because it gets rid of the adult flukes that 

produce the eggs which lead to the next 

generation the following spring and summer. 

It takes about a month for animals to 

improve after treatment, if the damage to the 

liver was severe. 

To confirm infestation in the live animal, 

dung must be collected and sent to the vet for 

tests to determine if there is a liver fluke 

infestation. The latest tests can identify the 

infestation early (from four weeks after 

infestation), which will be at the time when the 

first signs of disease are observed if the animals 

are severely infested.
Liver fluke. PHOTO: ANET ZAAL
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Pneumonia - the disease development process

Start of infection

No signs of disease can be 
observed and the animal will 
look healthy and is still eating.

One to two days later

The first signs of disease
are coughing and a watery
discharge from the nose. The
ears are now hanging and the
animal starts to eat less.

24-hour window for 
early treatment

Development of pneumonia Bacterial infection of the lungs

Three to four days later

The nasal discharge becomes
yellow and thick. The animal
stands with a lowered head
and falls behind the herd
when driven.

Five to six days later

The animal is struggling to
breathe through its nose, and
straining the belly and ribcage to
breathe out. It lies down and is too
weak to get up. The animal dies.

First signs of disease

Development of dry gallsickness caused by protein shortage

Examination of dead cattle
When a veterinarian cuts open 
the dead animal, they will find 
the different stomachs contain 
very dry grass and the gallbladder 
is enlarged. The animal will also 
not have any fat reserves 
specifically around the kidney,
which is a sign of starvation.

Dry gallsickness – the disease development process

Starts as a result of
low-quality grazing

4 to 5 months later1 to 3 months later

BCS – 2.5

The eye muscle is half full and  
the bone ends feel well rounded.  
2-5mm of fat can be felt under  
the skin over the pin bone.

BCS – 2

Eye muscle is very indented but  
the bone ends feel rounded.  
1mm of fat can be felt under  
the skin over the pin bone.

BCS – 1

No eye muscle can be felt and the 
bone ends are very sharp. No fat  
can be felt under the skin and the 
skin is stuck to the pin bone.

DRY GALLSICKNESS
The amount of protein is the first limiting factor 

in dry grass. Because there is only dry grass 

available for about six months a year, a disease 

condition called dry gallsickness can develop if 

the nutritional shortage is not supplemented by 

providing a protein lick.

Protein is the first nutrient natural grazing 

loses at the start of the dry season, when the 

crude protein percentage in the grass will start 

to fall below 10%.

At this stage grazing does not adequately 

provide the protein needs of the organisms in 

the gut of the animal. The number of organisms 

in the rumen decrease because they do not 

have enough protein to multiply fast enough. 

This directly reduces the food supply of the cow 

PNEUMONIA
Pneumonia is a lung infection caused by airborne 

bacteria and viruses. These germs are normally 

trapped in the membranes of the nose and 

windpipe and are then coughed or sneezed out. 

But sometimes because of wind, dust or the 

cold, bacteria get to the lungs, which provide a 

friendly environment where they can multiply 

and start damaging the lung tissue. At this 

stage, the animal’s defence system will start to 

fight the infection. This will show as fever. 

At first, no signs of disease can be observed.

One to two days later the first signs will begin 

to show. The animal will be coughing, there will 

be a watery discharge from the nose, the ears 

will hang and the animal will start eating less. 

Three to four days later, the nasal discharge 

becomes yellow and thick. The animal stands 

with a lowered head and falls behind the herd 

when driven. 

Five to six days later the animal struggles to 

breathe through its nose and strains the belly 

and ribcage to breathe out. The pus produced by 

the body’s defence reaction has now permanently 

damaged and destroyed most of the lungs. The 

lungs cannot function and the animal dies 

because of a lack of oxygen.

If the signs are observed early enough,  

pneumonia can be successfully treated with an 

oxytetracycline like Ultratet 200 LA.

because there are fewer gut microbes to digest 

it. Cattle that are pregnant but still producing 

milk for their calves will start to lose weight. 

When the protein in the grass falls to 7% 

and below, the gut microbe populations 

decline further. The organisms need sufficient 

protein to multiply and at these levels they are 

not getting it. The grass will be digested even 

more slowly and the cattle will eat much less 

(as little as 1.5% of bodyweight) because 

undigested grass stays in the rumen for a 

longer time. Even if the calves are weaned, the 

cows will still lose condition because of the very 

slow rate of digestion.

Four to five months later, when it is 

completely dry, the protein content in the grass 

drops to 4% and below. At this stage the 

organisms in the rumen stop multiplying and 

die, and the grass cannot be digested. When 

this starts to happen cattle will lose weight 

rapidly and soon become too weak to walk. 

Once they lie down, they will die within a few 

days and in most cases can’t be rescued even if 

they are given good feed. 

Dry gallsickness is caused by a long-term 

protein shortage and is a condition that will 

occur in most areas of South Africa if a protein 

supplement is not provided during the dry 

season. The digestibility of dry grass becomes 

too low to maintain good production and the 

goal of producing one calf every 12 months 

cannot be achieved without a protein 

supplement. There are many good licks on the 

market available at agricultural outlets. 
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HYDROPONICS

BLACK QUARTER
The bacteria (clostridia) that cause black quarter 

enter the body through small wounds before 

migrating to the large muscles where they 

remain (resting) without multiplying or causing 

damage. The germs will start to multiply only 

when the muscles are bruised.

Muscles are bruised, for example when 

animals are beaten or handled roughly in a badly 

Black quarter in cattle – the disease development process

Low-grade infection

No signs of disease can be 
observed and the animal will 
look healthy and eat and 
produce normally.

There are no clearly visible
first signs of disease, other
than lameness and swelling
of one leg if the cattle are
continuously observed.

Normally there is no
chance for treatment

Development of black quarter Poison that forms in the muscles will kill cattle

Three to four days after 
bruising

Sudden death of animals – 
mostly calves or young cattle but 
adult cattle can also die.

Examination of dead cattle

When a veterinarian cuts the 
dead cattle open, they will look 
for typical signs of the disease in 
the muscles, under the skin and 
in other organs.

First signs of disease

One to two day after bruising

constructed crush pen. This causes internal 

bleeding and the accumulation of dead blood 

creates the right conditions for the germs to 

multiply fast and to produce a dangerous poison 

(toxin) in the muscles. This poison is taken up 

into the bloodstream and circulates throughout 

the body. The poison causes immediate and 

severe damage to all the vital organs in the body 

including the kidneys, heart, lungs and brain.

Three to four days after bruising there can be 

a sudden death of animals – mostly in calves or 

young cattle but also in adult cattle.

Vaccination is the most effective way to 

control black quarter. MSD South Africa markets 

a combined black quarter/anthrax vaccine. 

The diagnosis of black quarter can be 

confirmed when the vet performs a postmortem. 

SOURCE: AFRIVET

BUFFER COCOPEAT 
TO LIMIT LOSSES 
Hydroponic crop production relies on soilless 

substrates, like growth media, to support 

plants and facilitate water and nutrient uptake. 

Growers prefer organic growth media, such as 

cocopeat or sawdust, because they are light 

and have good water retention, which is 

important in intermittent water flow hydro

ponic systems. 

Growers generally prefer sawdust, which is 

more affordable and readily available, whereas 

imported cocopeat is expensive. 

However, the price of sawdust has risen 

dramatically and continues to rise and it cannot 

be reused, whereas cocopeat can be used 

multiple times. Also, it is often reported that 

cocopeat provides better crop yields compared 

to other growth medias. Cocopeat that is sold 

already prepared and buffered is expensive and 

logistically costly. Affordable cocopeat is 

purchased in a compressed brick form, which 

growers must buffer and rinse before use. 

A 5kg brick of cocopeat can expand into 60

65 litres when prepared and costs up to R105. 

A prepared 20 litre bag of cocopeat can cost 

up to R180 – roughly five times more expensive 

for a 300m2 tunnel fully planted using an 

openbag hydroponic system. 

Companies that sell the prepared cocopeat 

may exploit the situation by trying to convince 

growers that this is the only form of cocopeat 

suitable for crop production. 

Cocopeat is made from coconut coir, which 

is the outer layer of the coconut fruit. The 

material contains chemical complexes with 

large amounts of sodium (Na) and potassium 

(K) attached. In the presence of calcium (Ca) or 

magnesium (Mg), these sites will release Na or 

K cations and replace them with Ca or Mg, 

through a cationexchange process. Therefore, 

when the cation exchange sites bond with Ca 

or Mg in the place of Na and K, the growth 

medium is said to be buffered. This is a 

precautionary measure before planting so that 

plant nutrient uptake does not become 

affected. Plants that are grown in unbuffered 

cocopeat tend to show severe Ca or Mg 

deficiency. This is because 

the exchange sites will 

take Ca or Mg in the 

nutrient solution and 

replace them with Na 

and K, which ultimately 

affects Ca or Mg availability 

for plant root uptake. 

Buffering the cocopeat before 

planting prevents nutrient deficiencies and 

imbalances and ensures the added nutrients 

are available to the crop at the ratios provided.

Because local farmers have not been trained 

suffiently in the use of cocopeat, preventable 

losses are incurred. For this reason, the 

Agricultural Research Council in collaboration 

with the Water Research Commission has 

developed a method for cocopeat buffering to 

help growers reduce production costs. 

COCOPEAT BUFFERING INVOLVES THE FOLLOWING STEPS:
1. Soaking of the cocopeat brick in water,to break it down into loose form at a ratio of one 

brick cocopeat to 120 litres of water for 48 hours at most. Normally the electrical 
conductivity (EC) of the solution will range from 2.0 to 5.0 mS/cm at this stage.

2. Flushing of water from the container and replacement with fresh water.
3. Dissolving 125g of calcium nitrate fertiliser in water before pouring it into the cocopeat 

preparation. Leave for at least 48 hours – this will allow sufficient time for the cation 
exchange reaction to take place.

4. Flushing of water from the container and then rinsing with fresh water. At this stage the EC 
and pH will be around 0.30.7 mS/cm and 6.67.0 respectively. 

5. The dehydrated brick of cocopeat is now ready to be used as a growth medium. 
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The value of learning about farming from a young age is 
inestimable, but unfortunately the policies of the past separated 
many potential farmers from the generational knowledge that 

should have been their birthright. Seitshiro Marumoloe was 
raised by his grandparents, who were small-scale farmers, and 

exposed to agriculture from his early childhood. He talks to 
Peter Mashala about his journey back to farming. 

Seitshiro Marumoloe, father to three 
sons, grows small white canning 
beans on 300ha and maize on 100ha in 
Sannieshof and Springbokpan in the 
North West. PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

 
 

WHITE BEANS 
GIVE RISE TO 
ABUNDANT 
HARVEST

S
eitshiro Marumoloe was raised 

by his astute and entrepreneurial 

grandparents who laid a solid 

foundation for him to become 

the successful businessman and 

farmer he is today. His grand-

father and mentor Hendrik 

Segatle farmed maize and sunflowers on 

communal land at Springbokpan village, close 

to Mahikeng in the North West province. His 

grandmother Seatile ran the village’s only 

grocery store. 

Today Seitshiro is a commercial farmer and 

the proud producer of white maize, small 

white canning beans and sunflowers, which 

he grows on his farm near Sannieshof and on 

communal land in Springbokpan. “I used my 

grandfather’s old tractor, which I still have, 

when I started farming,” he smiles. 

BEANS SAVE THE DAY
He grows yellow maize (hybrid PAN 5R-582R), 

small white canning beans (PAN 123) and 

sunflowers (PAN 7100) in rotation on 400ha. 

This season he has planted 300ha to beans, 

and the remaining 100ha to maize. The beans 

are a relatively new venture that he started 

planting commercially in the 2018-2019 

season. He says bean production saved his 

business at a time when things were really 

tough after three years of drought. 

“My close friend Vuyani Lolwane, who has 

since passed away, introduced me to Kallie 

Schoeman of Schoeman Boerdery in Delmas, 

Mpumalanga. Kallie was Vuyani’s buyer at the 

time and he became my buyer,” Seitshiro 

explains. He says producing beans is lucrative, 

provided one has the right equipment, the 

expertise and, most importantly, the market. 

He sells his beans on contract to Schoeman 

Boerdery, where they are cleaned, sorted and 

graded before they go to Tiger Brands for 

canning. Schoeman Boerdery processes the 

lower grade beans for animal feed.

.LOCATION.   
Mahikeng ,
North West. 

••
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BUSINESS FIRST
Despite a childhood spent with a farming 

grandfather, Seitshiro says it wasn’t until 

much later, when he was working for NWK, 

that he was drawn back to farming. “I knew I 

wanted to be in business, but farming wasn’t 

at the top of my list.” His is a family of 

resourceful and enterprising business-people. 

Apart from his grandparents, his mom, Tshe-

go fatso, and his dad, Moremogolo, also ran 

small businesses. “My mom bought a range 

of items, from blankets to kitchenware, in 

Johannesburg and sold them in Lichtenburg.” 

Seitshiro started his first business with his 

dad after finishing a course in business studies 

at Taletso TVET College in Lichtenburg in 

2002. “After writing matric at Alabama High 

School in Klerksdorp, I asked my parents to 

give me the money they would have spent on 

my university fees to start my own business,” 

he explains. “My mother agreed to give me 

the money they had saved for my fees on 

condition that I get a qualification as a backup 

in case the business failed.” 

After completing a business diploma, 

Seitshiro started Fantabulous Tours in 2002. 

He bought two minibuses for his touring 

business, and ran trips to church gatherings, 

funerals and social trips, including cross-

border trips to Botswana and Lesotho. 

In 2010 the business went through chal-

leng ing times and profits declined to a point 

where Seitshiro had to look for work. He 

found a job as a trainee silo operator and then 

an operator at the NWK’s Mareetsane branch. 

He was later promoted to silo manager before 

he moved to head office in Lichtenburg to 

work as a credit controller. 

A year later Seitshiro left NWK to take up a 

sales position at a car dealership in Lich ten-

burg. “I had only been at the dealership for a 

few months when my former boss at NWK, 

213ha (120ha arable) farm Wit Klipdrift near 

Sannieshof. 

He arrived on the farm in November, the 

middle of the planting season, and planted 

80ha of sunflowers with the help of a 

contractor. He also went into a sharecropping 

arrangement with McCain Foods to plant 

potatoes on 20ha irrigated by centre pivot. 

“McCain paid me part of the money upfront. 

I used it for renovations, and I bought cattle 

(10), sheep (20), goats (20) and four pigs.” 

Sunflowers and potatoes did well that 

season. By the 2014/2015 planting season, he 

could no longer maintain a balance between 

his job at NWK and his farming, so he resigned 

to focus all his energy on the farm. 

FARMING TO SURVIVE  
HARD TIMES
In 2015, Seitshiro rented an additional 150ha 

in Uitkyk, not far from his farm, where he 

planted maize and sunflowers. Then drought 

struck. “I made losses and I couldn’t repay all 

my debt.” The next two seasons were no 

different and he ended up in a situation where 

he owed his creditors more than R1 million. 

“I thought about quitting and going back 

to look for a job.” But he decided to give it 

one more try in the 2018-’2019 planting 

season. This time, with limited options for 

loans, he planted on a smaller scale. 

Fortunately, the North West Department of 

Agriculture and Rural Development helped by 

providing him with seed and fertiliser. Because 

he had more fertiliser than he needed, he 

swopped some fertiliser with Vuyani for small 

white bean seed. He had enough seed for 

30ha. Vuyani, who had been producing beans 

commercially for a while, took Seitshiro under 

his wing and helped him with marketing. He 

describes this as a move that saved his 

business. “After Vuyani introduced me to 

Seitshiro sells his beans to Schoeman 
Boerdery in Delmas, Mpumalanga, 
a large supplier to Tiger Brands. 
Schoeman processes low grade beans 
for animal feed.

According to Seitshiro, a major stumbling block for aspiring bean producers is the lack of 
specialised machinery, which is often extremely expensive.



Freddie Pohl, asked me to come back. NWK 

was about to launch its emerging grain farmer 

development programme and Freddie needed 

someone in his finance department to facili-

tate loans for black farmers,” he explains. 

Seitshiro took the job, which meant he 

worked closely with other departments like 

agri-services, insurance and fertiliser. At the 

time, he had moved back in with his grand-

parents. At this stage they were old and frail 

and needed care. “I was commuting between 

Springbokpan and Lichtenburg every day. In 

the morning when I left, I would see my 

grandfather’s tractors and implements sitting 

there because he was no longer farming.”

The more he interacted with farmers and 

attended farmers’ days, the more he remem-

bered the time he had helped his grand father 

on the farm. “One day I decided to fix the 

tractors and try farming on a small scale, 

starting on my grandfather’s 10ha plot.” 

SOWING THE FIRST SEEDS 
Mpho Mojaki, a close family friend who had 

worked for Hendrik, managed the farm while 

Seitshiro was at work. “Abuti Mpho worked 

the lands during the week and I helped out on 

weekends,” Seitshiro says. 

They planted sunflowers (hybrid PAN 7100) 

and did well with average yields of 1.8t/ha. He 

used the money he made on the sunflowers 

to buy a secondhand planter and a sprayer 

and to fix his grandfather’s second tractor. 

The next season they rented more land to 

get the planted area up to 30ha and they  

con trac ted planting services to local farmers. 

“I started reading up on farming as I  got 

more involved. Then I came across an article 

about the government leasing farms. I applied 

and was awarded this farm in 2012.” 

The Department of Rural Development and 

Land Reform gave him a 30-year lease for the 
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uncle Kallie, he gave me a contract after 

my first delivery. Kallie was impressed by our 

production.” Seitshiro managed to pay off his 

debt and invest in new equipment, including a 

planter. “The contract I have with Schoeman 

Boerdery includes production finance.” 

PLANTING AND PLANNING 
Last year Seitshiro planted 80ha to beans and 

bought more equipment. “I paid cash for a 

harvester and a de-shelling machine.” 

He explains that, apart from access to 

markets, a lack of proper machinery is a 

stumbling block to aspiring bean producers. 

Unlike other grains, like maize and sunflowers, 

beans need specialised, high-density planters 

and harvesters. “Beans are planted at a 

greater plant population per hectare than 

maize or sunflowers. You need a planter that 

can deal with high planting densities.” He 

says although one can use a regular planter, 

farmers need a planter with a good capacity 

to reach a population of between 160 000 

and 180 000 plants per hectare. “For maize, a 

population of up to 75 000 plants per hectare 

is the norm; for sunflowers it is even less at 

about 35 000 plants per hectare.” 

Beans are highly susceptible to disease. 

“You have to adhere to a strict spraying 

programme,” says Seitshiro. “Farmers should 

organise credit with their chemical suppliers 

so that when it’s time to spray they can get 

the chemicals even if they don’t have the 

cash,” he adds. “We start planting in 

December/January. Land preparation is any 

time after harvesting. The most important 

thing is to manage and retain soil moisture.” 

He keeps his lands well weeded to stop 

competition for water. Soil preparations start 

after the first rains, which are usually in 

September. “We rip, disc, and make the seed-

beds. After planting we manage the weeds 

and fertilise for about 120 days.” 

Beans are harvested in May and maize in 

July. Seitshiro has a target yield of 1t/ha for 

beans and at least 5t/ha for maize, which he 

usually exceeds. “When I first came to this 

farm, my production plans, on paper, had 

figures and targets for maize and sunflowers 

that I’ve never achieved,” he admits. But since 

he started growing beans, he has realised 

goals and targets beyond his dreams. 

“Next season I would like to expand, lease 

more land in and around Springbokpan, and if 

I have the funds, buy another farm.”  

 UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL…  

SEITSHIRO MARUMOLOE

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE YOU 
HAVE EVER BEEN GIVEN?
Never borrow money for unproductive 
assets. Instead of borrowing to buy  
a car, rather buy a tractor. And take 
care of your relationships, the money 
will follow.

IF THERE WAS ONE THING 
YOU COULD HAVE DONE 
DIFFERENTLY, WHAT WOULD  
IT HAVE BEEN? 
Hiring, managing and empowering 
the right people and sharing my 
achievements with them. 

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR SINGLE 
BIGGEST SUCCESS TO DATE? 
Exceeding my targets for the past two 
seasons.

WHO HAS MADE THE BIGGEST 
CONTRIBUTION TO YOUR 
SUCCESS?
Many people have contributed to 
my success, but my parents and my 
grandparents are at the top of that list. 

WHAT KIND OF RELATIONSHIP 
DO YOU HAVE WITH YOUR 
NEIGHBOURING FARMERS? 

I have a great relationship with all my 
neighbours, black and white.

WAS IT A STRUGGLE TO GET 
FINANCING AND WHAT ADVICE 
DO YOU HAVE FOR ANYONE 
LOOKING FOR MONEY?
It was a struggle to get financing and it 
continues to be so. My advice is to make 
sure the lender sees you as a farmer 
worth financing. Keep good records and 
create a positive balance sheet. Don’t 
overexpose yourself to debt, especially 
with nonproductive assets.

WHAT ROLE HAVE INPUT 
SUPPLIERS, LIKE FERTILISER AND 
SEED SUPPLIERS, PLAYED IN 
YOUR BUSINESS? 
These guys play a huge role. They are  
my expert advisors and they provide all 
the technical services. 

IF THERE WAS A SINGLE PIECE 
OF ADVICE YOU COULD GIVE 
THE MINISTER OF AGRICULTURE, 
WHAT WOULD IT BE?
Government must come to us with an 
open mind and listen to what we have 
to say. They shouldn’t just come when 
they have programmes designed to 
help us. We need to work hand in hand 
to create the right environment, and 
the opportunities, to help one another 
create jobs and open new markets.

Seitshiro shares a moment with his son Botlhale (10) on a new planter he bought last 
year. He says he works hard so that he will be able to leave a legacy for his children, 
Botlhale, Botshelo (6) and Bokao (2), and his wife, Nthabiseng. PHOTO: PANNAR
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Keith and Jacqui Middelton have faced some tough challenges in 15 years of farming, but this has 
not weakened their determination to take their business to the top of the emerging commercial 
farming sector in the next ten years. The Middeltons’ farm, African Joy, is part of the Orange-Riet 
irrigation scheme near Jacobsdal in the Free State. In the late autumn sun on the stoep of their 

farmhouse, they shared the story of their farming success with Charné Kemp.

T
he Middeltons came to the 

1 200ha farm, with 300ha of 

scheduled irrigation, as 

tenants in 2007. As land 

reform beneficiaries, they 

have a 30-year lease with an 

option to buy. Their farm, 

African Joy, was a land reform acquisition on 

the Orange-Riet irrigation scheme. 

The irrigated hectares are planted to maize, 

lucerne and 10ha to pecan nut trees. The 

.LOCATION.   
Jacobsdal ,
Free State. 

••

 
 

IRRIGATION FARMERS ON 
THE ORANGE-RIET SCHEME

pecans have expansion potential and Keith 

and Jacqui are in talks with the Industrial 

Development Corporation about developing 

95ha of pecan orchards. They also run 

150 Bonsmara cattle and 300 Merino sheep. 

Their greatest limiting factor is access to 

water as they currently have rights to extract 

water for only 103 scheduled hectares.

Keith describes his early days of farming as 

difficult but says he learnt, and did, so much. 

“I met many farmers and developed a valuable 

network of contacts,” he says. He has been 

Keith Middleton and his son, KJ,  
in their maize field.  
PHOTOS: CHARNÉ KEMP
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disappointed in some of his business partners 

over the years and this has affected his health. 

There was also some racial prejudice in his 

community, which he worked hard to 

overcome. Today’s problems come in the form 

of the department not granting farmers title 

to their land and the difficulties with obtaining 

the rights to schedule more irrigated hectares. 

STEEP LEARNING CURVES
Keith explains his agricultural knowledge was 

limited in the beginning. “I humbly asked the 

neighbouring farmers for advice, which they 

gladly gave. People want to help one another. 

Farmers introduced me to their networks and 

let me buy products on their accounts at dis

counted prices.” He learned about planting, 

fertilising, harvesting, mar keting, water con

ser vation and animal hus bandry.

The learning curve for many farmers 

starting out in the business is steep and Keith 

and Jacqui were no exception. “At one stage 

we lost almost everything. We had no running 

water or electricity. We were scraping rock 

bottom to provide our children with the best 

education possible, so much so that a humble 

plate of tripe and porridge was a weekly 

treat,” says Keith. 

The Middelton’s son, KJ, was a talented 

hockey player. This earned him a place at Grey 

College in Bloemfontein where the then 

principal played a major role in his develop

ment. After school KJ studied commerce at 

Stellenbosch University. 

During the uni ver sity holiday breaks he 

went back to the farm to work and to learn 

the practical side of farming. At one stage 

Jacqui, a teacher, also went back to university 

to study sustainable agriculture and rural 

development.

brother’s IT and stationery business and got 

involved with the National African Farmers 

Union (Nafu) as he wanted to learn more 

about agriculture.

“Being involved in the union and becoming 

its Northern Cape deputy president was my 

way of helping black farmers get land,” Keith 

explains. During this time the couple discussed 

their own farming dreams and started looking 

at farms but Keith could not get a loan. 

“My then white business partner and I 

approached the Department of Land Reform 

to buy the farm but the application was 

denied as we were accused of being a front 

company,” says Keith. 

Soon after this Keith and Jacqui went back 

to the department and found the official a lot 

more accommodating as they explained their 

plans and dreams. 

“The department bought the farm. I took 

AN EARLY START IN  
RURAL LIFE
Jacqui grew up on her parents’ farm in 

KwaZuluNatal. Her father bought the farm in 

1979 during the apartheid era for R60 000. 

He had permission from the then Department 

of Coloured Affairs to own land. They farmed 

dairy, maize and vegetables, like chilies, 

cucumbers and potatoes. She studied to 

become a teacher and met Keith, “a hand

some young man”, in Polokwane, Limpopo. 

Although she did not know it at the time, her 

husband was a farmer at heart.

Keith worked as a lifesaver at a municipal 

swimming pool and did renovation jobs after 

hours. He developed entrepreneurial skills and 

the spirit to go with them. After a stint in the 

USA, the couple returned to South Africa and 

ended up in Kimberley with their two children, 

aged 11 (Joy) and 6 (KJ). Keith joined his 

Jacqui, KJ and Jan Slinger, one of their farm workers, discuss the management of the  
Middletons’ flock of Merino sheep.

Keith says he needs a loan to build  
a shed to to protect his lucerne from  
the elements. 

The Middletons on their irrigation farm, African Joy, outside Jacobsdal. Keith is proud 
that his son, KJ, is a second-generation farmer that can take the farm to the next level.
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a 60% share in the business, and my ex-

business partner took a 40% share.”

WATER – THE ESSENTIAL 
ELEMENT 
Keith, the chairperson of the national water 

committee of the African Farmers Association 

of South Africa (Afasa), is working with the 

Department of Water and Sanitation to have 

all water-user entitlements reviewed and the 

remaining water rights allocated equitably to 

black farmers.

It has been a very wet summer, and some of 

the roads on their farm can only be reached 

with 4x4 vehicles. Heavy, continuous rain 

caused waterlogging in the lands and 

damaged crops. On the positive side, the rain 

has flushed the system and improved water 

quality in the Orange-Riet irrigation scheme.  

WORKING THROUGH 
CHALLENGES
When they arrived, the farm’s infrastructure 

was dilapidated with derelict workers’ houses, 

broken dams and pivots that were not 

working, says Keith. And to make matter 

worse, the relationship between Keith and his 

business partner broke down. 

It was a difficult time and Keith suffered 

stress-related health problems. 

The Middeltons felt unsup ported by the 

people in their area. “We had running battles 

with some farmers, who later became my 

friends. We now have a mutually beneficial 

relationship,” he says with a smile. “As soon 

as people learn to respect each other, they can 

work and achieve together.”

At first the Middeltons felt the commercial 

farmers did not respect them. But they put in 

the time and effort to get the recognition they 

deserved. Keith explains that agricultural 

ignorance has its origins in the apartheid era 

when there was unequal access to education 

and opportunities. 

“It is time now for the privileged few to 

plough back as much as they can so that we 

can all rebuild the country,” he says. The 

number of successful emerging farmers in the 

scheme can be counted on one hand, Keith 

says, but he plans to improve that number. 

“Small-scale farming can be a poverty trap. 

This government needs to develop commer-

cial black farmers by giving them access  

to land and water so they can compete on  

an equal footing with commercial farmers. 

white counterparts who have many gene-

rations of agricultural knowledge and 

experience passed down over the years. “It 

will take me a decade or so to catch up.”

KJ suggests that government hand over 

leased farms to successful emerging farmers. 

“Our 30-year lease is reassuring but does not 

mean much when it comes to doing real 

business,” he says. Without title, farmers 

cannot get decent production loans. Inflation 

and rising input prices also make flexible 

production loans critical to success. 

“We can’t afford to buy this farm from 

government as officials have suggested; it is a 

multimillion-rand asset in which we already 

have invested a lot,” KJ explains.

Farmers without title cannot compete with 

commercial agricultural businesses nor can 

they rely on commercial organisations to 

approve unsecured loans. The loans they can 

secure are not enough to increase annual 

production and accompanying turnover. 

Where funds are short, they make up deficits 

by using profits from the previous season. The 

Middeltons think this government policy does 

not promote profitable, sustainable and self-

sufficient farms.

PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE
KJ has ambitions for the farm and aims to 

market produce directly from the farm to the 

consumer. “We are in the middle of expanding 

pecan nut country. We want to develop 

tourism alongside agriculture. It would be 

wonderful to have an annual pecan nut 

festival in which other produce is also 

marketed, with live music and stalls, 

accompanied by related tourism ventures in 

the countryside,” he says.  

KJ wants to provide an opportunity for 

tourists to enjoy farm life, to buy produce 

directly from the farm, to learn about where 

their food comes from, to create the necessary 

space for small local businesses to sell produce 

at a market, and to increase general traffic to 

the area. KJ also believes there is the 

opportunity to market visits to working farms 

as educational school tours, something that 

could benefit society at large.  

Keith’s plan, from the start, was to be the 

pioneer and lay the ground work for the 

future generation, who would get educated 

and take the business to the next level. 

“My descendants will farm here long after 

I am gone.”   

We are about to stage a protest as we feel  

we are set up to fail.”

CONTINUITY AND STABILITY 
THROUGH THE SECOND 
GENERATION
Jacqui and Keith are both proud that their son 

will be a second-generation emerging farmer. 

KJ was a boy of three when he told his parents 

he would one day be a famer with lots of 

tractors and cattle. Now, with an honours 

degree in management accountancy and 

three years of corporate experience, he is 

taking the business to the next level. 

“Since I got here I have introduced a lot of 

technology,” KJ says. “Instead of wasting fuel 

driving to the pivot to switch it on, I do it on 

my phone. Using this system also saves us 

40% on our electricity bill. By being more 

efficient, we can be more profitable.” 

He has also installed security systems to 

prevent cable theft on the farm. They have 

invested in precision technology to plant 

straighter and more accurately, which they 

hope will increase yields by 20%.

Although they have fewer staff members 

than before, production and productivity have 

increased. “My dad and I do the thinking and 

planning, while the staff are trained and know 

what is expected of them daily,” says KJ.

“I have developed an app that provides 

farmers with management tasks, education, 

resources and practical tips for each stage of 

sheep and cattle production. I’ve been testing 

the app and use it to keep track of my daily 

tasks and to plan weeks ahead.”

As a second-generation farmer he has 

several generations to catch up, unlike his 



KJ is proud of the upcoming maize yield.
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A project is underway that is set to inspire and help resuscitate 
agricultural activities that were once the pride of the residents 

of Jericho, a small village outside Brits in the Madibeng 
municipality, North West. Six communal farmers have started 

producing sunflowers on 400ha with plans to increase to 
3 000ha in a few years and to attract more farmers to the 

project. Peter Mashala met this group of farmers to find out 
more about their plans and what makes this project important. 

Abram Motswai (left) and Happy Mpshe 
are partners who have planted 60ha for 
the current season. Abram says they are 
hoping to plant up to 200ha in the next 
two years.

 
 

BACK TO BASICS

J
ericho is a small village in the 

Bojanala platinum district, situated 

in the extreme northeast of the 

North West province. Under the 

auspices of the Bakwena ba 

Mogopa tribal authority, Jericho is 

also the gateway to the province’s 

wildlife experiences in the Borakalalo National 

Game Park, which lies just a few kilometres to 

the north of the famous Dikhololo Private 

Game Farm and the Sable Ranch, less than 

10km to the west. 

Until the early nineties, this village was also 

known for its commercial grain production 

under the then Bophuthatswana government. 

But over the years, production, which was 

funded mainly by a government-owned 

cooperative and Agri Bank, has stopped 

completely. The 8 000ha arable land with high 

potential has been lying unused for so long 

that there is heavy bush encroachment.

A FARMING HUB
“This place was abuzz with farming activities 

and employed many villagers. It was even 

called vetsak (full bag) during those days,” 

recalls Obakeng Morake, a member of a 

group of farmers working to resuscitate the 

land. He says there was a depot where farmers 

could get diesel, seed, fertiliser and pesticides 

on credit through the co-op and AgriBank. 

After 1994 these operations just vanished into 

thin air. 

Obakeng says he was born into farming. 

Both his grandfather and his dad were 

communal livestock and grain farmers in 

VILLAGE LIFE

Legonyane, a village next to Jericho under the 

same Bakwena tribe. “I continued, mainly 

with cattle, over the years,” he says. About 

three years ago, while working in Rustenburg, 

he started a vegetable project with his uncle 

on his grandmother’s plot in the town. 

“We ran the cattle operation in Legonyane 

where I would go on weekends and holidays,” 

he says. In winter the animals suffered and 

Obakeng says they had to buy in lucerne as 

extra feed. This pushed him to want to 

establish his own lucerne production. 

“My family had a 5ha plot that I earmarked 

for this project,” he says. But the lucerne 

needed irrigation and he did not have the 

money to drill boreholes and install an 

irrigation system. The research did recommend 

sunflowers as a viable dryland crop. 

“I planted 5ha of sunflowers and the crop 

did very well. I decided to expand my pro-

duction in the next season. But land was a 

challenge in Legonyane,” says Obakeng. 

GROUP POWER
This is when Obakeng met Gopolang 

Tladinyane, a commercial livestock and grain 

(soya beans and maize) producer in Sanddrif, 

outside Brits. Gopolang is also from Jericho 

and at the time he planned to start sunflower 

production back home. “There were other 

farmers who told me they’d like to start 

sunflower production here,” says Gopolang. 

A meeting was called for all interested 

farmers to see how they could all work 

together instead of every farmer having his 

own piece of land far away from one other. 

Abram Motswai who, with his partner 

Happy Mpshe, has planted about 60ha, says 

the idea was to plan properly and share the 

risks. “There are no decent fences and the 

village cattle roam around freely. If each one 

of us had to fence their own 100ha allocated 

to them, it would cost us an arm and a leg,” 

he explains. 

.LOCATION.   
Bojanala,

 North West.
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Abram says sharing the costs to fence 

one area where each would have their own 

portion, made more sense. 

Bird damage was another risk the group 

had to consider. “It is better to have a large 

area planted to sunflower. When the birds 

attack the crop, the risk is spread, as opposed 

to the birds attacking individual portions,” 

explains Abram. 

Another good reason for joining forces was 

the ability to share resources. “Some of us 

don’t have the equipment and working with 

those that have, made it easier.”

The group approached the tribal authority 

to pitch the project. “We first had to write to 

the council and explain what we wanted and 

then later were called to a meeting for 

interviews,” Abram explains. 

The tribal council approved the project and 

an area was identified. 

Abram says they had to look at an area that 

was not too badly bush-encroached and had 

some old fences to lower the costs of de-

bushing and erecting new fences. “As an 

extra measure, the group put up a single- 

strand electric fence with a rechargeable 

energiser,” he says. This, says Abram, keeps 

cattle and wildlife out of their croplands.

There are currently six members in the 

project. Every member has a 100ha portion of 

Gopolang’s sons, Motlapele (17) and 

Reaobaka (14), have 15ha and 5ha 

respectively. Motlapele is in Grade 12 at 

Bekker High School in Magaliesburg, while his 

brother, Rea, is in Grade 9 at Hartbeespoort 

High School. Both have grown up on their 

dad’s farm and have farmed with him since  

Motlapele (17) and Reaobaka (14) are the youngest members 
of the soya bean communal project with each having 15ha 
and 5ha respectively. Motlapele (left) is in Grade 12 at Bekker 
High School in Magaliesburg, while his brother, Rea, is in 
Grade 9 at Hartbeespoort High School.

land. The total area of 600ha is fenced. 

This season less than 400ha was planted 

between the six farmers due to many 

challenges, including funding issues and 

heavy rainfall. Planted areas went from 5ha to 

70ha per farmer. 

The youngest members of the project, 



The current sunflower crop takes up close to 400ha with the 
participants confident that they can plant about 2 000ha in  
the next production season. The idea is to have at least 3 000ha 
planted in the next five years.

Obakeng Morake says the Jericho 
Sunflower project should inspire the 
youth and call them back to agriculture 
which will help them create wealth from 
their own backyards.

Gopolang Tladinyane, one of the project 
founders, is a commercial livestock 
farmer who runs Simmentaler and 
Simbra studs, and grain under irrigation, 
in Sanddrift.
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their early childhood. Last year they planted 

sunflowers on 50ha of communal land in 

Bethanie, a village west of Brits, about 20km 

from their farm.

DIFFICULT WEATHER 
Planting in Jericho started in December and 

everyone had finished planting by January. 

According to Motlapele, planting was delayed 

due to the heavy rains in December and 

January, and they couldn’t plant the 30ha as 

planned. He had planned to plant 20ha while 

his brother was going to plant 10ha. Other 

members faced the same challenges. 

Abram says because the lands were 

waterlogged, they could not do the weeding 

and some lands are still infested with weeds. 

“Some portions look beautiful, but others do 

not. Our minimum total yield estimate is at 

least 50t from the 60ha we’ve planted.”

Rea and Motlapele say they have estimated 

minimum yields of 1t/ha. They would like to 

increase their hectares to 50ha each in the 

coming season. 

“If we do well this season, we would have 

some money to cover this,” says Rea. 

Gopolang says every member’s crop looks 

good and if prices stay high, they will increase 

the planted area to between 1 500ha and 

2 000ha next season. He says they could do 

better if they had some support from the 

government or the private sector. The fact 

that this group of farmers have managed to 

achieve what they’ve done using their own 

resources, demonstrates the level of commit

ment from the participants. 

“We’ve been talking to representatives of 

the North West Department of Agriculture 

and Rural Development, who were impressed 

and showed keen interest in our project,” says 

Abram. “The more stakeholders we can get 

involved the better.” 

PRODUCTIVE  

COMMUNAL LAND
Obakeng says bringing the land back into pro

duction has many advantages for the commu

nity. But one challenge is that many financiers 

prefer to steer clear of communal land. 

“This is a problem because we cannot get 

access to financing necessary for infrastruc

ture and other production costs.” 

Obakeng says the government has also 

stopped investing in these areas, unlike in 

previous times when fences and roads were 

well maintained. “During those days these 

lands were properly demarcated and fenced 

to separate summer grazing areas for cattle 

when the production season was on,” he 

says. He explains how after the harvest the 

gates would be opened to let cattle run on the 

fields for the winter, grazing on the stover and 

other crop residues. 

He suggests that the government should go 

back to basics and invest resources in this 

communal land to help farmers make the land 

productive once more.

Obakeng says he’d like to see this project 

inspire the youth and bring them into farming 

when they see its success. But he warns that it 

cannot be done without the involvement of 

the government and private stakeholders. 

“I don’t see why areas such as Jericho and 

Legonyane should be plagued with high 

unemployment when there is this resource 

called land that is underutilised. This project 

must inspire young people and bring wealth 

back to people in the rural areas like it used to 

be,” Obakeng concludes. 

Research recommened sunflowers as a viable dryland crop for Jericho, a small village in the northeast of the North West province.

“Another good 
reason for joining 

forces was the  
ability to share 

resources.”
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Forestry is often overlooked as a form of agriculture but in 
essence is nothing more than tree farming. To succeed, one 

needs patience and a very good sense of long-term planning. 
It’s a sector in which Mlungisi Bushula has found his feet since 

2013. Engela Duvenage writes about the 32-year old’s 
business plans, which now also include the wildlife sector 

and crop production in the Eastern Cape.

ABOVE: A mutual respect for each 
other’s skills makes their relationship 
and business work for Cingiwe (left) 
and Mlungisi Bushula of SA Fine-Tuned 
Trading.

 
 

A FOOTPRINT IN FORESTRY

F
orestry isn’t your normal farming 

operation, but it requires just as 

much hard work, says Mlungisi 

Bushula, chief executive officer of 

SA Fine-Tuned Trading (SAFTT).  

He is standing amid a towering 

plantation of bottle green pine 

trees near Stutterheim in the Amathole District 

Municipality in the Eastern Cape. The air is 

infused with the smell of pine needles. Nearby, 

one of his crew is expertly manoeuvring a 

yellow loader to gather a dozen logs at a time. 

The 100% black-youth-owned company 

SAFTT has been operational since 2013 and it 

does contract harvesting on behalf of the 

Amatola Forestry Company and the likes.

“We clean about 1 200 cubic meters per 

month by taking out inferior trees. We are 

making space for the ones that will remain on 

the land for the full maturity term, to grow to 

about 30 years old. It is all part of Amatola’s 

forestry management plan,” says Mlungisi.

Logs, along with harvested gum trees, are 

sold to local timber companies. SAFTT supplies 

around 480 tons of pulped wood to Durban 

Woodchips. It can produce up to 20 000 units 

of droppers, laths, fencing poles and trans-

mission poles per month. 

Clients include Natal Cooperative Timbers, 

SAPPI Saiccor, Indigenous Timbers, PG Bison, 

Rance Timbers, Pellet Tech, Stutt Poles and 

Yonder Lea Timbers.

SAFTT manages commercial forest 

plantations around Stutterheim. Elsewhere, 

invasive wattle trees are harvested to convert 

cleaned land into commercial plantations.  

A 350-hectare farm in the Ndakana area is 

also being rehabilitated.

“We build partnerships with surrounding 

communities that have wood lots and want to 

turn these into commercial plantations. We 

work with the communities to empower them 

to manage their own plantations while we 

create a market to absorb the trees being 

produced. We are doing this on a mentorship 

basis while providing training.”

SAFTT won the small-scale forestry division 

of the 2016 National Youth in Agriculture, 

Forestry and Fisheries Awards, and in 2019 

also the competition’s large-scale category. It 

was a finalist in the 2018 National Productivity 

SA Awards. These successes also provided 

Mlungisi with the opportunity to visit China 

twice for youth business and forestry 

management and development seminars. 

Mlungisi appreciated the support of the 

Industrial Development Cooperation (IDC) – 

.LOCATION.   
Near Stutterheim,

 Eastern Cape.
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first by backing the development of SAFTT’s 

business plan, and more recently providing 

R3,3 million to upscale its harvesting 

operations. 

“They do not only lend you money; they 

become part of your business. They advise you 

and give business support. 

“I did not start out in agriculture or forestry. 

I am firstly a businessperson. When they saw 

my passion to develop my business, they 

wanted us to be sustainable.”

This led to a technical partnership 

agreement with Rance Timbers and the 

Amatola Forestry Company in Stutterheim 

under their Enterprise Development and 

Mentorship programme.

“John Rance has been instrumental as  

my mentor. I met him when we started 

building on our business model and our 

relationship grew.” 

and administrative matters as the company’s 

chief financial officer. She also runs a 

consultancy business. 

“I am blessed and grateful that she is in my 

life. She came at a time when I needed to be 

rooted, grounded and focused. She not only 

became my life partner, but also my business 

partner. 

“I don’t think I could have come so far if it 

was not for her. I believe in the saying that 

behind every successful man there is a very 

powerful woman,” he says with a twinkle in 

the eye. 

“Respecting each other’s roles works for 

us,” adds Cingiwe.

The entrepreneurial couple has big dreams. 

This includes expanding their forest-harvesting 

and replanting operations, establishing 

themselves in the pole-treating business, and 

setting up an irrigation project to grow crops 

such as sweet chilli peppers and lucerne.

“In five years, I’d like to see SA Fine-Tuned 

Trading having 100 employees. We have that 

written on our vision board,” Cingiwe reveals.

SAFTT currently employes seven permanent 

staff and creates 24 temporary jobs in the 

form of harvesting permits. Nine loaders work 

on a temporary basis to load superlink trucks.

“It’s not only about giving people jobs, but 

about exposing them to the industry they are 

in. We are looking for people who will learn 

from us and be able to start their own 

businesses,” adds Cingiwe.

They want to get local communities 

involved in business ventures, such as the 

growing of peppadews, and producing 

charcoal and honey. 

“I became involved in agriculture and 

A game breeding programme is part of the plans for SAFTT’s wildlife venture.

The company has won numerous awards over the years. These include three chainsaws 
that were donated by the Department of Rural Development and Agrarian Reform after 
SA Fine-Tuned Trading’s Agri-Entrepreneurs Awards.

Mlungisi Bushula is chief executive 
officer of SA Fine-Tuned Trading (SAFTT) 
in Stutterheim, and also chairs Youth in 
Agriculture and Rural Development in  
the Eastern Cape.

Mlungisi has since also learnt valuable 

lessons from John about the hunting and 

tourism sector. He is currently developing a 

wildlife operation with a lodge and possible 

buffalo breeding facility on land adjacent to  

a private reserve owned by Rance Safaris.  

It is supported by Rance Rural Development 

(Pty) Ltd. 

“We already have a commitment from 

SanParks for wildlife donations once our 

fences are up.”

The Department of Environment, Forestry 

and Fisheries provided R20 million to increase 

the region’s biodiversity.

“We want to transform the untransformed 

wildlife industry and empower the livelihoods 

of surrounding communities,” says Mlungisi, 

who is the deputy chairperson of African 

Game Ranchers in South Africa. 

His wife, accountant Cingiwe, oversees HR 
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forestry when I was about 25 years old. 

There were a lot of dead ends, red tape and 

barriers to entry in terms of land access and 

finances for this type of operation.”

Helping younger people more easily gain a 

foothold in the business sector is therefore 

important to Mlungisi, who chairs Youth in 

Agriculture and Rural Development in the 

Eastern Cape.

He often remembers life lessons and 

business examples set by his grandfather and 

father. It was his grandfather who recognised 

the makings of an agriculturalist in him, when 

as a young adult he could not see it himself. 

After matriculating in 2004, Mlungisi had 

his sights set on becoming a city slicker. He 

studied Public Management at the Nelson 

Mandela University, and qualified as a financial 

advisor after studying Financial Management 

and Advisory Services through Damelin and 

Milpark Business. 

He started working for a local bank, but his 

as he was losing energy and needed my help.” 

Mlungisi eventually joined him, but not full-

time. Then his grandfather started talking 

about selling the farm. 

“I convinced him to keep it and came up 

with business models of what we could do. 

He wanted to support me. Forest harvesting 

was part of the plan.”

Fate however intervened. The man who 

taught Mlungisi to milk cows as a youngster 

passed away six months after they decided to 

help each other.

Following family strife about his 

grandfather’s land, Mlungisi looked further 

afield at securing contracts with different 

land-use options. 

“We are trying to build a massive operation 

here, with many moving parts. A rainbow has 

many colours, but if you separate the colours, 

it is no longer a rainbow. We want to represent 

the rainbow nation through the partnerships 

we are building.” 



grandfather, a farmer, had other plans. 

“Whenever he came to town he’d pass by the 

bank, and say that I needed to work for him, 

The acquisition and maintenance of machinery count among SA Fine-Tuned Trading’s major expenses.

Mlungisi Bushula directing operations in the plantation.

As the chief financial officer of SA 
Fine-Tuned Trading, Cingiwe Bushula 
oversees HR and administrative matters.

Contract harvesting on behalf of other forestry companies is a major 
part of the business and a way to keep expensive machinery working. 
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From humble beginnings with little more than the clothes on 
her back and ten cattle, Loretta Visagie has built a healthy 

diversified farming business in under a decade. She has two 
outstanding character traits that have made this seemingly 

impossible story possible: She never gives up and she actively 
seeks out opportunities to learn about farming and to network 

with others. Loretta had a dream and she tells African 
Farming’s Peter Mashala about how she turned that dream 

into a reality on her farm, Kings Farming Cooperative. 

RIGHT: SAB helped set up Loretta 
Visagie’s vegetable production unit of 
3ha under shade netting. Spinach, which 
Loretta says is easy to grow, is her main 
crop. PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

 
 

NO HOLDING 
BACK THIS  
FARMER!

L
oretta Visagie arrived on her farm 

in Klipkop in 2013 with ten cattle 

that health inspectors had told her 

to remove from the backyard of 

her house in Springs township, 

east of Johannesburg. She had no 

car, no tractor, and not a single 

farming implement. But what she did have 

was a dream to farm.

The Department of Rural Development and 

Land Reform had allocated Loretta a 

government-owned farm to lease and when 

she went to look at the land, she found there 

was nothing there except an old farmhouse. 

Undaunted, she asked her children to fetch 

her bed and some blankets so that she could 

move in immediately. 

“My kids were shocked that I wanted to 

stay and worried about me sleeping here 

alone in a strange place where I knew no 

one,” says Loretta.

In the nine years that have followed, she 

has built up a mixed farming operation that 

she hopes to leave to her children, Natasha 

King and Adel Visagie, and to her grandson, 

Tyreek Visagie, who lives on the farm with his 

mother. Loretta’s partner, John Lushaba, also 

lives on the farm. 

The farm has 332ha of maize and soya 

beans, 140 cattle, 145 mixed breed sheep, 

38 pigs and 5ha of vegetables. But no matter 

how far she has come, Loretta says farming is 

never easy. “When I got here there were no 

implements, no machinery, no fences and no 

infrastructure. It took three years before 

I could start doing anything meaningful,” she 

says. “And still, every day comes with its own 

challenges. We’ve had drought, we’ve had 

veld fires, and we’ve had stock theft.”

FINDING HER FARM
Loretta was born and raised in the Eastern 

Cape living with her grandfather, who was a 

communal farmer. “In those times we used 

horses to round up our cattle,” she says. 

In 1981 she moved to Johannesburg and 

settled in Springs township where she set up 

and ran small businesses. Soon she was 

speculating with cattle, temporarily housing 

the animals she bought at auction in her 

backyard. “I bought cattle and sold them to 

people in the township for various occasions. 

I also raised calves and sold them as weaners,” 

explains Loretta. There would be 10 animals 

or more in her backyard at any one time. 

Then her neighbours started complaining 

about the flies and the health authorities told 

her to remove the animals. 

Loretta approached the local council for a 

piece of land and was given a plot just outside 

the residential area. But it was still too close 

and the complaints continued. 

The saleyard is a great place for networking 

and in 2013 while at an auction, Loretta was 

sharing her problems with other sellers when 

she was overheard by a woman who worked 

.LOCATION.   
Klipkop near Vereeniging,

 Gauteng.
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for the Germiston-based office of the 

Department of Rural Development and Land 

Reform. This lady told her to apply for a 

government farm through the land reform 

programme. 

“Until that moment I didn’t know there was 

such a thing as government farms but the 

following Monday I was on the train to 

Pretoria. I arrived at the department, filled in 

my application and handed it over to an 

official,” explains Loretta. 

Not content to leave things to others, she 

kept phoning the department to see whether 

there was any progress on her case. But there 

was a long list of people who had applied for 

THE WAY FORWARD
When Loretta moved to the farm, she had 

only the ten cows she had brought from 

Springs. “I didn’t have a single agricultural 

implement. I woke up every morning with my 

pliers to fix the fence where it was broken,” 

she laughs. 

She carried on speculating with cattle to 

bring some cash in, buying her animals from a 

saleyard in Randfontein and selling them at 

one in Springs. She made a conscious effort to 

introduce herself to her neighbours, which 

was how she met Amos Njoro, her first 

mentor. “Amos was my saviour. He helped me 

apply for the recapitalisation programme 

funds that I got in 2016,” explains Loretta. 

The recap money funded the purchase of 

second-hand tractors and implements and she 

started planting. 

With Amos’ help, Loretta planted 143ha of 

dryland maize and got her personal best yield 

of 7t/ha. She increased the hectares planted 

to maize every year and by 2019 she had 

300ha planted to maize. 

Many of those seasons were spent in trial-

and-error learning. “Some years I would make 

money, some years I would just break even, 

and there were times when I made losses,” 

explains Loretta. 

She says poor cash flow makes planting, 

and building up a herd, difficult. “When you 

farm grain, the money comes in once a year. 

There were times when I would run out of 

money and couldn’t pay my workers. I was 

struggling with cash flow, and I knew I could 

not go on like that,” says Loretta.

SAB STEPS IN TO HELP
One of her small businesses in Springs was a 

tavern and through this, she had interacted 

with South African Breweries (SAB) and was 

also a shareholder in the SAB Zenzele share 

scheme. “I always read their information 

brochures and I came across information 

about SAB’s empowerment programmes.” 

She approached SAB to help her establish a 

vegetable production unit and was approved 

for a grant to set up vegetable farming under 

shade nets. “SAB helped me put in an 

irrigation system, pump station, packhouse 

and 3ha under shade netting,” she adds. 

The company also hired an experienced 

manager and general workers who were paid 

from a budget allocated to her. 

“I was lucky because the empowerment 

land and she was told she would have to wait. 

Eventually Loretta went back to the 

department. “I hadn’t made an appointment 

and I had to wait the whole day to see the 

director,” she says. After that meeting Loretta 

was invited to an interview. It went well and 

got her the approval she needed. 

Weeks later a call came through to let her 

know there was a farm available for her. 

“The lady on the phone said they had 

found a farm for me but that it was in 

Vereeniging, far from Springs,” recalls Loretta. 

“At that point, I didn’t care where it was. 

I told her I’ll take it.” She met the department’s 

officials on the farm the next day.

This year Loretta has planted 76ha to soya 
beans. She hopes for decent yields after 
the recent good rains. 

Pest control starts with regular scouting 
for insects. Once insects have been 
identified, the relevant chemical spraying 
programme starts. 

It was cattle that opened the farm gate for Loretta. As a child in the Eastern Cape, she 
grew up with them and when she moved to the city she operated as a speculative buyer 
and seller of cattle. She currently has 140 commercial animals.
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scheme had a holistic approach to its 

support strategy,” she says.

Loretta’s main crop is spinach, which the 

farm supplies to Boxer Supermarkets, Harvest 

Fresh and hawkers. They also grow broccoli 

and cabbage on request from Harvest Fresh. 

“We plan our vegetable pro duction to ensure 

that we have crops throughout the year to 

supply the market,” she says. 

“After we have ripped, disced and made 

the seedbeds, we put down kraal manure 

before planting.” Loretta applies 2.3.2 

fertiliser two days after planting, and two 

weeks later she puts down LAN (nitrogen, 

calcium and magnesium). The spraying 

programme depends on the pests and 

diseases that are prevalent at the time. “We 

scout for insects every week to help us decide 

when and what to spray for,” she explains. 

Spinach is an easy crop, says Loretta. 

Harvesting starts from six to eight weeks after 

planting and continues for at least three 

months. The farm had contracts to supply 

Spar and Pick n Pay but lost them after months 

of covid-19 lockdowns. They now have new 

challenges due to the heavy recent rains.

MAIZE AND SOYA BEAN 
PRODUCTION
The rains have also affected this season’s grain 

production with only 200ha planted to maize 

and soya beans. “This is the first time I’ve 

planted less than 76ha to soya beans and only 

120ha to maize,” she says. 

Loretta says although she’s planted a 

smaller area, she is hoping for a good harvest 

because of the higher-than-average rainfall. 

Her maize yields have fluctuated between  

4t/ha and 7t/ha in past seasons, and she 

hopes for yields of at least 6t/ha this season. 

The maize is sold to Senwes and Afgri Silos, 

with a portion kept back for on-farm use in 

animal feed. “We buy concentrates and mix 

our own sheep and cattle feed,” she says.

Engaged in continuous learning, Loretta 

says access to training and short courses in 

agriculture helps her improve her skills. Over 

the years, she has done courses in farm 

management, livestock production, maize 

production and broiler production. 

“Training teaches you how to handle a 

challenge. To some extent you can rely on 

knowledge and experience passed down 

through the generations, but training is 

incredibly valuable,” she says. 



 UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL…  

LORETTA VISAGIE 

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE YOU 
HAVE EVER BEEN GIVEN?
Never give up and always remain open 
to learning.  

IF THERE WAS ONE THING 
YOU COULD HAVE DONE 
DIFFERENTLY, WHAT WOULD 
IT HAVE BEEN? 
Getting into farming when I was 
younger and learning about the land 
reform process at that time.

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR SINGLE 
BIGGEST SUCCESS TO DATE? 
I’ve passed a few milestones, but I think 
I’m still heading towards that big success.

WHO HAS MADE THE  
BIGGEST CONTRIBUTION  
TO YOUR SUCCESS?
South African Breweries really gave me  
a huge boost and saved my business.

WHAT KIND OF RELATIONSHIP 
DO YOU HAVE WITH YOUR 
NEIGHBOURING FARMERS? 
I have a beautiful relationship with all 

my neighbours based on mutual respect. 
I learn a lot from them and they are 
always eager to help.

WAS IT A STRUGGLE TO GET 
FINANCING AND WHAT ADVICE 
DO YOU HAVE FOR ANYONE 
LOOKING FOR MONEY?
It wasn’t a big struggle for me. I was 
lucky enough to get financing through 
the government’s recap programme and 
from the SAB grant. My advice is, don’t 
go into farming because your friends are 
doing it. Have a passion and a love for 
farming, and when you farm, don’t give 
up, push hard and knock on every door.

WHAT ROLE HAVE INPUT 
SUPPLIERS, LIKE FERTILISER AND 
ANIMAL HEALTH COMPANIES, 
PLAYED IN YOUR BUSINESS? 
They play a huge role. They are keen to 
help and they give valuable advice. 

IF THERE WAS A SINGLE PIECE 
OF ADVICE YOU COULD GIVE 
THE MINISTER OF AGRICULTURE, 
WHAT WOULD IT BE?
Please provide training to officials that 
helps them understand our challenges 
and empowers them to help us solve  
our problems.

The vegetable operation needed some infrastructure to get started. SAB put in an 
irrigation system, pumphouse and packhouse. Loretta says their holistic farming package 
came with an experienced manager and general workers who were paid from the 
budget allocated to her. 
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FARMERS’ DIARIES
Winter is upon us with colder, drier weather in the summer rainfall regions and the winter rains 

starting in the Western Cape. War in the Ukraine has had some serious consequences for farmers 
with frightening price increases in animal feed, fuel and fertiliser. But farmers are survivors, capable 

of making and implementing the type of decisions to get through the harshest of winters.

SPINACH 
Loretta Visagie, Klipkop, 

Vanderbijlpark, Gauteng

We have three hectares under shade nets 

where we grow spinach, which is our main 

crop. We are currently taking out the old 

crop from two hectares so that we can 

start replanting.  

Once we’ve taken out the old crop, 

we’ll start with land preparations. To 

prepare the soil, we rip and disc before we 

make the seed beds. We put down animal 

manure that we source from our own 

animals. Then we’ll start planting. 

Two days after planting we fertilise with 

2:3:2 and two weeks after that we put 

down LAN. We spray depending on the 

pests and diseases that are prevalent at the 

time and scout weekly to see which insects 

are about. 

Spinach is an easy crop because you’ll 

start harvesting from six to eight weeks 

after planting and then carry on harvesting 

SUNFLOWERS
Happy Mpshe, Jericho, Brits, North West

We are about to harvest our sunflower crop in 

a few weeks. We don’t have our own 

equipment so we are looking at quotes from a 

few contractors. Not having your own 

machinery is a challenge because it increases 

your costs and eats away at your profits. 

Right now we are taking precautions to 

make sure we keep pre-harvest losses to a 

minimum. These losses are caused mainly by 

birds and wild animals like warthogs which 

can crawl under the electric fence. We go to 

the lands to inspect the crop regularly and find 

creative ways to deal with especially the birds. 

The warthogs don’t cause a lot of damage as 

they just trample the crop, they don’t eat it, 

but the birds eat the sunflower seeds, causing 

a lot of damage that leads to serious losses. 

Due to this and other challenges such as poor 

growth on other parts of the farm because of 

weeds, we’ve estimated that we will lose 

about 10ha, which is a lot. 

But we are still paying school fees as this is 

our first sunflower crop. 

We are also busy cleaning and de-bushing 

an additional 40ha so that we can plant 

100ha in the next planting season. This time 

we will plan ahead with some experience and 

avoid making the same mistakes.

for at least three months. 

We also plant broccoli and 

cabbage on request from 

Harvest Fresh. 

Currently, I’m trying out 

Chinese spinach and rape 

in the open field after 

numerous requests from 

my hawker clients. This is 

the first time I’ve planted 

these crops and they are 

already looking good in less 

than a month. 

I’m also running a trial 

on an Indian herb called 

saffron which is the world’s 

most expensive spice. 

I have just completed a 

training course on growing 

saffron and it is said to be a 

difficult crop but there is a 

lot of value to producing 

saffron if one succeeds. 
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SHEEP
Thabang Tlou, 

Mmupudung, 

Brits, North 

West

We farm Dorper 

sheep on com

munal land. 

Because of the 

challenges of farming communal land, we 

are using a different approach by keeping 

the rams back at the homestead, and 

managing them seperately. 

We will start with our winter breeding 

season at the beginning of June when we 

put the rams in with the ewes. This month 

we are preparing the ewes and rams. 

As part of the preparations, we’ve dosed 

the rams with ProdoseOrange and provided 

the necessary trace minerals by giving them 

Multimin. Prodose Orange takes care of 

internal parasites, like round worm, lung

worm, milk tapeworm, liver fluke, and nasal 

CATTLE
Tumelo Ngakanyane, Ganyesa,  

North West

We run a mixed farming operation with 

predominantly cattle. We have three herds, 

Brahman, Bonsmara and Simbra, in the 

semiarid area outside Vryburg. We also do 

some irrigation farming. We have just 

finished harvesting 8ha of potatoes and 

some dry beans. This is a quiet time and we 

can start doing maintenance of equipment 

and infrastructure which needs attention.

I’ve just separated the bulls from the 

cows and will be weaning a bunch of calves 

that were born between October and 

November last year. Most of them are bull 

calves which we will fatten in the feedlot 

before selling them as readytoslaughter 

steers. We also have pregnant cows which 

will need some extra care as we are in the 

dry season already. 

We feed out baled grass and a mixture of 

crushed yellow maize and lucerne as 

supplementary feed. We also give the cattle 

energy licks to ensure that they maintain 

their body condition. There is a salt block in 

each kraal as we have divided the kraals to 

accommodate the cattle in groups. 

The salt helps in many ways, especially in 

stimulating the appetite of the animals and 

encouraging water intake. 

Cattle need to drink at least 50 litres of 

water daily and there is always enough fresh 

water available for the animals. 

DAIRY
Siya Minto, 

Tsitsikamma, 

Eastern Cape

Our milk is pro

duced off multi

species pastures. 

The grass growth 

has slowed down 

with winter’s shorter daylight hours and colder 

temperatures. Weekly pasture walks keep us 

up to date with what the grass is doing so that 

we can manage the pastures in sync with 

seasonal changes. 

The bulk of our herd has been dried off and 

the dry cows are off the milking platform and 

getting silage and hay. This season we have 

made some of our silage out of waste apple 

which we got at a good price. 

The cows start calving at the beginning of 

June so we now keep a continuous eye on 

them in case we need to tweak rations for 

them to maintain body condition. Animals 

that need to be steamed up will move into the 

steamup camps where they go onto a 

different feeding regime. We want the animals 

to calve in the best possible condition so that 

they can reconceive two months after calving 

to stay in the seasonal calving pattern. We 

have inseminated for a 60day calving season, 

which is 30 days shorter than usual. 

The heifers calved during April and their 

calving season is now over. We calve the 

heifers first to give them a head start as they 

take more strain than the mature cows at 

calving. Calving heifers ahead of the main 

herd relieves the competition for food and 

gives them the extra time to get back into 

condition before they are rebred.

In the runup to calving this month we 

sanitise the calf shed and the calf pens, clean 

gates, feed, and water troughs, and white

wash walls. We have a reliable source of 

bedding and we make sure that there are 

enough infrared lamps and blankets. 

June and July are cold months, and it is very 

important to keep the calves warm when they 

arrive. Hot water geysers, water lines and 

water connections, and colostrum meters are 

all checked so that when calving hits we are 

not running around solving problems that we 

should have dealt with prior to calving. 

We have also ordered starter rations and 

vitamin and mineral supplements for the 

calves. The calving team is looking forward to 

a good calving season. 

worm and protects them against re

infestation with wireworm and hookworm. 

It also prevents roundworm eggs present 

in the animal, at the time of dosing, from 

hatching. We have vaccinated the animals 

against pulpy kidney disease before dosing 

as is recommended. 

Multimin is a vitamin and mineral supple

ment which provides essential trace ele

ments and fatsoluble vitamins to stimulate 

fertility, immunity, and growth in sheep. The 

ewes also get Prodose Orange and Multimin. 

We flush feed them for three weeks, 

using maintenance pellets, before we put 

the rams in. These pellets come prepared 

with a mix of lucerne and yellow maize as 

the main ingredients. 

During winter, grazing loses a lot of 

nutritional quality, so we have to provide 

the rest of the flock with some supplements 

to maintain their condition. We feed them a 

mix of crushed yellow maize and lucerne 

and give them a protein and energy lick.
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ASK THE VET 

Dr Sello Maboe

Looking at botulism

WHAT IS BOTULISM?
Botulism is a preventable disease, like many other 

livestock diseases, that should ideally never catch 

us off-guard. Also known as “lamsiekte”, it is a 

highly fatal paralytic disease of cattle, sheep, 

goats, horses, mules, donkeys and, sometimes, 

pigs. Botulism is caused by animals ingesting a 

toxin produced by a bacterium called Clostridium 

botulinum. These bacteria are commonly found 

in decomposing carcasses and sometimes even 

plant material. Botulism has also been reported in 

humans where it is mainly associated with the 

consumption of improperly preserved food.

WHAT ARE THE SIGNS?
Animals may start with an unsteady gait, lie 

down and struggle to get up. Muscles associated 

with voluntary movement, like swallowing and 

chewing, get progressively paralysed. A loss of 

tail tone, hard dung and in cattle especially a loss 

of tongue tone may also be noticed. For example, 

the tongue may mostly be hanging out or 

struggle to retract if pulled out of the animal’s 

mouth. A drooping jaw may also be noticed. 

Affected animals may succumb to respiratory 

and/or cardiac paralysis a few days after the 

onset of clinical signs. In cases where high 

amounts of toxin have been consumed animals 

may be found dead in the morning.

HOW DOES IT AFFECT FARMERS?
Most of the affected animals will die. Animals 

sick with botulism cannot even be sent for 

emergency slaughter, as legally only meat from 

healthy animals may be passed for human 

consumption. Such animals may even have been 

through a treatment course when owners try to 

intervene, in which case drug residues may 

prohibit inclusion of such carcasses into the food 

chain. Other costs include attempted treatments 

as well as preventative measures (vaccinations, 

supplementary feeding, etc.). 

The amount of time spent looking after sick 

animals is another cost often not taken into 

account. These hours could otherwise have  

been invested in healthy animals, with demon-

strable returns. 

Animals that do not die from botulism are 

mainly those mildly affected and they can recover 

with minimal intervention. It will, however, affect 

their production. It is conceivable that some of 

the badly affected surviving animals may have an 

impact on the farming business worse than that 

of those that die, if one considers cumulative 

costs of treatment and feeding animals that are 

not yielding the productivity expected from 

them. There is a common saying that “dead 

animals don’t eat, and neither do they have 

labour and medication costs”.

Other losses include the threat to employment, 

food security and food safety.

WHEN DOES THE RISK PEAK?
Botulism is common when natural pastures can’t 

provide animals with the phosphorus they need.    

As a result, the animals, especially cattle, will 

develop a tendency to chew bones, and this 

exposes them to the toxins. Other risk factors 

that have been identified, include:

	■ Vegetable matter, such as decaying grass, hay, 

grain or spoiled silage.

	■ Small animals dying and decomposing in 

water tanks and drinking troughs. In the case 

of high-rise water tanks these carcasses may 

go unnoticed.

	■ Hammermilled rodents in feed. In winter when 

farmers use supplemenatry feed, small rodents 

that may have died inside feed bales may be 

hammermilled and distributed as the feed.

	■ Small animals, like tortoises, snakes and lizards, 

may not be able to escape during veld fires and 

end up being burnt. Their carcasses may be 

consumed by cattle. 

	■ Feeding out chicken litter can pose a botulism 

risk, especially where broiler litter is used. This 

litter often contains fragments of decomposing 

chicken carcasses, which increases the risk of 

botulism infection. 

HOW CAN I PREVENT OR 
MINIMISE LOSSES?
Treatment: Treatment is often not succesful, 

apart from the administration of hyperimmune 

serum aimed at the toxin type involved, unless 

used in the very early stages of the disease. The 

cost of treatment may also be too expensive. 

Correction of the phosphorus 
deficiency: Feeding supplementary phos-

phorus will eliminate the need to chew bones, 

but also have an overall productivity benefit for 

animals, especially young, rapidly growing 

animals, and pregnant females.

Removal of the source: Carcasses should 

be safely disposed of to prevent the consump tion 

of bones. Bulk water tanks must be covered, 

where possible. Should bird carcasses accidentally 

end up in the water, they must be removed 

immediately before they decompose, and where 

feasible the water must be drained and replaced 

with clean water.

VACCINATION
Vaccination against botulism is critical in cases 

where exposure is inevitable. It is also advisable 

for animals that are fed chicken litter to be 

adequately vaccinated before the chicken litter is 

fed. A booster dose of the botulism vaccine is 

extremely important. It is often recommended 

that animals on chicken litter should be 

vaccinated on a frequent basis, for example every 

six months. 

It is important to handle vaccines correctly 

before use. This includes maintaining the cold 

chain, protection from sunlight and working as 

hygienically as possible. Inject only on clean, dry 

skin to minimise the risk of infections that may 

compromise the animals’ health. 

It is generally believed that healthy animals 

have the greatest chance of benefitting from 

vaccines. This means paying careful attention to 

the nutritional state of animals before vaccination. 

This is especially important when winter arrives. 

It is often recommended that nutritional needs 

of animals be met, including trace mineral 

supplementation, to give the animals’ immune 

system the best possible chance of benefitting 

from vaccines administered. 

Speak to your local veterinarian or animal 

health technician regarding basic vaccination 

programs that can help make a difference in your 

operation. 

Dr Sello Maboe is the technical and mar keting 

manager at Onderstepoort Biological Products. 

You are welcom to email him at sello.maboe@

obpvaccines.co.za
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