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After 13 episodes we end the first series 
of African Farming on Mzansi Wethu 
(DStv channel 163). The feedback from 
you has thus far been amazing. Remember 
to keep your eyes open for the next issue 
of the African Farming magazine, or visit 
our website, www.africanfarming.com, 
where we will keep you posted about our 
upcoming series. 

We are also on Twitter and Facebook,  
and more details and insightful articles 
can be found at www.africanfarming.com.  
If you have access to email, sign up for  
our African Farming e-newsletter. 
Remember to use #africanfarming and 
keep on posting about your thoughts on 
the magazine, farming in general, and 
your own experiences in agriculture.  
KEEP IT COMING!
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MAKE AGRICULTURE PROFITABLE, 
NOT SEXY! 

I
think 2020 was one of the toughest 

years our country and our economy at 

large have had to endure. Not only did 

we lose many fellow South Africans to 

the Covid-19 pandemic, but our 

businesses, including many farming 

operations, have also suffered. Yet 

despite these challenges we have shown 

great resilience. The South African 

agricultural sector in particular has been 

especially resilient, proving its worth to 

investors as it grows, while making a 

contribution to key national imperatives 

such as job creation, poverty alleviation and 

addressing inequality. What other economic 

sectors can say the same? 

But what really makes this industry so 

strong and resilient? I think you could start 

with its people. South African farmers are 

some of the strongest people I know. By 

strong I mean tough, capable and always 

positive, always searching for the silver 

lining to any difficult situation. 

As we enter the new year, I remain 

optimistic about agriculture’s future. A 

recent trip to the Eastern Cape did a lot to 

keep me positive. There I met two young 

farmers, Tshilidzi “Chilli” Matshidzula and 

Sinelizwi Fakade, both under the age of 40! 

This helps debunk the myth, at least in my 

head, that we’re heading for a crisis 

because of our fast-ageing farmers. Most 

statistics from various organisations seem 

to suggest gloomily that the average age of 

South Africa’s farmers is about 62. While 

that may be true, we must not be blind to 

the extraordinary young talent coming 

through the ranks and serving as a true 

beacon of hope. 

Take 31-year-old Chilli, who started his 

career at 19 and today is one of the best 

dairy farmers in the country. He also made 

history by becoming the first black farmer to 

win the coveted Eastern Cape Young Farmer 

of the Year Award in 2016, and his 

conservation efforts on his farm earned him 

the Bathurst Agricultural Society’s famous 

Mangold Trophy. Today he manages two  

farms that milk about 2 000 cows a day, 

producing about 10 million litres of milk a year. 

Then there is Sinelizwi, who already has 

some notable achievements under his belt 

even though he is only 29. When he headed 

up Grain SA’s grain-farmer development 

programme in the Eastern Cape, he started 

off with a few hundred farmers. Within three 

years he was helping 3 500 farmers plant 

3 000ha of maize. Today this young farmer, 

with the help of his friend, the legendary Rob 

Farrington, plants an impressive 1 000ha of 

grain on a farm that he’s already paid off. 

The question we need to ask ourselves is: 

How do we get more of these young farmers 

established? When I asked Chilli and Sinelizwi, 

their answer was simple – people who make 

the decisions must just want to do it, nothing 

more. Find those farmers who are already 

making a success of their operations, and 

invest in them unapologetically. How else are 

we going to create the role models our youth 

so desperately needs, asks Chilli? 

Which brings me to another question: 

where are the youngsters who have been 

through agricultural training? Haven’t quite 

a few been supported by government? So 

where did they all end up? I’ve always been 

critical of recruiting young people for 

farming en masse when there’s no plan on 

how to use them. There have been many silly 

campaigns to convince the youth of the 

virtues of farming by using ridiculous 

slogans like “making agriculture sexy 

again”. These ideas are misplaced. After 

all, there is nothing sexy about mining or 

civil engineering, yet young people are 

flocking to these industries. Making 

agriculture sexy is not nearly as important 

as making it profitable! 

A more effective strategy would be 

rather to support the current crop of young 

people who are already farming. Make sure 

they stay on their farms by supporting them 

until they are sustainable and making 

money. The youth will flock to agriculture if, 

and only if, it becomes clear that they can 

make good money from it. 

We also need to build greater capacity 

overall. For instance, all the skilled 

youngsters in various related fields should 

be utilised to help overcome the many 

policy, regulatory and financing obstacles 

that prevent people from joining 

mainstream agriculture and its various 

value chains. 

If we can just get it right to support 

tirelessly those who have already shown 

true commitment and skill by creating an 

enabling environment for them, I have no 

doubt that South Africa’s agricultural 

sector will prosper even further, make an 

even greater contribution to economic 

growth and provide even more food for its 

people. And it should be made abundantly 

clear that the youth should never regard 

agriculture as inferior to other economic 

activities just because it doesn’t somehow 

seem sexy enough! – PETER MASHALA

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR
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“How do we get more of these 
young farmers established?”



TURN INFECTION
UPSIDE DOWN

Caring for your cattle keeps both your animals and your profits healthy.
Zeropar® Aerosol kills ticks and other external parasites, while preventing 
wound infection and keeping wounds clear for faster healing. Available in
a larger 450ml can, it’s designed to work upside down making it easy to get 
to udders and other hard-to-reach spots. In addition, Zeropar® Aerosol blue 
dye clearly indicates the treatment area.
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Need some advice? You’ve come to the right place.  
African Farming has a huge pool of skilled farmers, big and small, 

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

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

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

solution? From animals  
and plants to finance and  

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

IRRIGATION 
Prevent water pipes  
from bursting
Air trapped in an irrigation system is more 

than an incovenience – it can actually burst 

the pipes. When irrigating small areas of up 

to 1ha, you normally don’t have the luxury 

of an air valve, so the danger of air getting 

stuck somewhere in your pipeline and 

bursting a pipe is a real possibility. A clever, 

low-cost shortcut developed by fruit 

farmers of the Koue Bokkeveld, where 

Theo van Rooyen (page 14) farms, is to 

position the taps with which you connect 

your irrigation system to the water source 

as low as possible in relation to the water 

source. In other words, the taps that you 

use to open and close your irrigation 

system need to be placed as low as you 

possibly can from where you are getting 

your water. This way, air always moves to 

the highest part of the pipe and blows out 

of your sprayer instead of getting trapped 

somewhere along the pipe.

WANT TO KNOW SOMETHING?

LIVESTOCK 
Build your own lick wheel 
Farmers hate droughts, especially when 

grazing starts to run low and desperate plans 

need to be made. This is when feeding an 

energy supplement can really help animals 

maintain their condition. An adult cow of 

about 400kg eats about 12kg of dry material 

a day. If you don’t have that amount of food 

available, you need to consider boosting your 

animals with an energy supplement like 

molasses syrup. However, much of it goes to 

waste during feeding. Cattle farmers in 

Vryburg came up with this simple, cost-

effective home-made lick wheel that cattle 

quickly learn to use – and nothing is wasted. 

You’ll need a 200-litre plastic drum to make 

your own. Place it on its side so cattle can’t 

knock it over, and stabilise it within a metal 

frame. Cut open the top side to accommodate 

a tyre, and fix an old tyre in the opening on an 

axle that will allow the wheel to turn. Fill the 

CROP PROTECTION 
Avoid wind damage 
Have you ever had a blistering wind devastate 

a vegetable crop in a few minutes? No matter 

what you plant, wind will hammer young 

plants. Western Cape vegetable farmers 

know just about everything there is to know 

about the damage wind can do to growing 

crops. But rather than resorting to expensive 

wind barriers made of plastic or shade 

netting, they have come with a useful and 

cost-effective solution. Simply plant cheap, 

feed-grade fodder crops like oats or triticale (a 

cross between wheat and rye) two months 

before you plant your vegetables on either 

side of your vegetable rows. Alternatively, you 

could just broadcast it in the field where you 

plan to plant the vegetables, and when you’re 

ready to start planting, pull out the fodder 

crop on the rows where the vegetables will go 

and use the pulled-up fodder crop as mulch. 

Leave the grains standing upright on either 

side of each row to break the wind. This way, 

you’re not only saving your crop from wind 

damage, but the mulch will also keep you 

moisture in the soil! 

drum halfway with a mixture of 20% molasses 

syrup, 5% urea and 75% water. As the tyre 

turns, the mixture sticks to the surface of the 

tyre, where the cattle can lick it off. They soon 

realise that the tyre turns when they lick it, 

providing them with ever more of the mixture. 

The molasses syrup can supply animals with 

enough energy so they can walk long 

distances in search of grazing.



mixture to the affected kid, instead of milk, 

for one day. Flat Coke – Coca-Cola without 

any fizz – would also do. If an animal’s dung 

is very liquid, add one heaped teaspoon of 

kaolin powder to the electrolyte mixture to 

help bind the faeces. There are many 

parasites, bacteria and viruses that can cause 

diarrhoea, so make sure the yard where you 

keep your kids is clean and that fresh, clean 

drinking water is available. In the case of 

bottle-fed animals, keep bottles and teats 

clean and sterile between feeds. A common 

problem in young stock is Escherichia coli (E. 

coli), a bacterium that thrives in dirty 

environments and contaminated water. E. 

coli infection is characterised by yellow, 
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ANIMAL DISEASES
Diarrhoea is a killer! 
Of all the goat kids born in the communal 

areas of KwaZulu-Natal, only 40% survive. 

That means a staggering 60% die! Predators 

like feral dogs do a lot of damage, as well do 

pneumonia (pasturella) and internal parasites. 

But another major killer is diarrhoea – the 

dehydration it causes can kill a young animal 

within 12 hours. That’s why it’s important to 

treat sick animals with electrolytes, and 

possibly antibiotics, immediately. You can buy 

ready-mixed electrolytes from your local 

cooperative, or make your own by stirring 

eight teaspoons of sugar and one teaspoon 

of salt into 1 litre of warm water. Feed this 
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watery faeces and can be treated with a 

sulphur-based antibiotic, either orally or by 

injection, as well as electrolytes. Coccidiosis is 

caused by a parasite that normally attacks 

slightly older kids, often at weaning time. In 

this case the faeces are dark and loose, and 

sometimes flecked with blood. Sulphur-

based antibiotics can be effective. Viral 

diarrhoea should be treated by keeping goats 

warm, dry and well hydrated with electro-

lytes. Viruses do not respond to antibiotics. 

Dosing with medication for humans, such  

as Gastropect or Smecta, available from 

pharmacies, can also help to slow diarrhoea. 

Make sure the animal has good quality food 

and clean water at all times.

FINANCE 

How to borrow money
Borrowing money is serious business, and 

you need to understand and honour your 

obligations. Access to credit is critical when 

farmers are expanding, and a willing financier 

is an important partner in any business. You 

you will need to be clear about why your 

farm needs funding – and always try first to 

use your own savings or cash. If you really 

must borrow, carefully calculate the amount 

of money you need by doing a proper cost-

benefit analysis. With the current low interest 

rate, borrowing money is an attractive option 

but the interest rate won’t stay low forever. 

Work out how your farm’s profits will be 

impacted once the interest rate starts rising 

again. A lender won’t lend you money if you 

can’t prove that you’ll be able to afford the 

cost of a rise in the interest rate. Lenders are 

also very reluctant to lend money for 

consolidating debt, unless there’s a very 

strong case for it and you can prove you 

won’t simply fall deeper into debt. Lenders 

may impose strict debt covenants to ensure 

your farm’s debt levels remain affordable. 

After all, a successful farm benefits you, the 

farmer, as well as the lender, your community 

and the nation at large. Here a some things 

you should and shouldn’t do when you 

borrow money: 

Do:
■■ Compile a sound business plan to support 

your application

■■ Provide all documents the financier requests 

– on time

■■ Apply for credit in the legal entity where the 

farming assets reside, for instance a trust

■■ Make sure the farming operation’s tax affairs 

are in order

■■ Stress-test your assumptions – you need 

to understand what would happen if your 

profit drops or if the interest rate rises 

■■ Make sure you know how much you can 

afford to repay 

■■ Have an experienced accountant determine 

the cash-flow impact of loan repayments 

■■ Have financial statements updated and 

available

■■ Match the term of finance to the type of 

asset being financed 

■■ Be transparent with your information

Don’t:
■■ Falsify any information being provided

■■ Assume financiers will not compare yours 

to other farming operations

■■ Be vague about your requirements – be clear 

and concise

■■ Borrow more than you can afford to repay

■■ Ignore external factors that could impact the 

business negatively (like a rising interest rate)

■■ Assume the value of your farm is enough 

to satisfy the lender; they will do their own 

valuations

■■ Borrow money to consolidate debt – this 

usually results in a debt trap

■■ Use short-term borrowing for long-term 

assets, or vice versa

■■ Use the money you have borrowed for 

things other than farming

Goat kids are especially vulnerable to dehydration from diarrhoea.



8  AFRICAN FARMING  | January 2021

From top left, anti clockwise: Michris’s 
very first invention, and the first version 
of the single-shot fertilizer applicator 
he built. Below is the latest version of 
this very popular piece of equipment. 
On the right is his pumpkin planter that 
is able to plant flat seeds of different 
sizes, while calibration is done by gears, 
and optimal planting depth is  
adjustable and consistent.   

MECHANISATION 
Homegrown machines
A farming celebrity. That’s the only way to 

describe Michris Janse van Rensburg from 

the farm Mooiuitsig in Bultfontein in the 

Free State. This innovator specialises in 

designing and builiding a range of practical 

farming equipment that makes the lives of 

especially small-scale farmers a whole lot 

easier. No wonder Michris named his range 

of machinery Backsaver Farming Equipment! 

At an agricultural show like Nampo in the 

Free State or the Agritech farming show in 

Chisambo, Zambia, look no further than the 

crowd of excited small-scale famers – that is 

where you’ll find Michris demonstrating his 

machines. His latest design is a pumpkin 

planter with adjustable rows. Then there is 

the popular precision hand-held fertiliser 

applicator, a must-have for every small-scale 

operation, whether you are a maize farmer 

working on 1ha in the former Transkei or a 

cabbage farmer based outside Jo’burg. 

Other clever options: a small sprayer that 

can be used to spray weeds between rows 

of young plants, a small maize planter that 

applies both fertilser and seeds with every 

pass, a wire tightener and much more. 

Go to www.backsaver.co.za/shop.html, 

email Michris at michrisjvr@gmail.com 

or call him on 073 454 4111 for more 

information. 

OPPORTUNITY 
Get trained in cattle farming 
– by the very best! 
Headed up by Nick Serfontein, legendary 

Bonsmara farmer and member of President 

Cyril Ramaphosa’s land advisory panel, the 

Sernick Group is one of the country’s largest 

beef operations. In 2015, after being 

inundated by requests for assistance from 

emerging farmers, Sernick started hosting 

farmers’ days, training days, workshops and 

carcass competitions. Overwhelmed by 

farmers’ eagerness to learn, the group 

partnered with The Jobs Fund in 2018 to 

establish the Sernick Emerging Farmers 

Project, which trains emerging farmers in 

various aspects of cattle breeding. To date, a 

total of 660 farmers have been recruited, 

given Seta-accredited training and an 

opportunity to exchange their old animals 

for top-quality Sernick cattle that fetch Patrick Sekwatlakwatla

good prices. These farmers are known as 

Tier 1 farmers. From this pool, 300 farmers 

are selected to develop their own herds 

while maintaining healthy cash flow and 

generating enough working capital. They 

are known as Tier 2 farmers. And of these 

300, another 50 farmers have been upskilled 

to become viable commercial farmers with 

their own reproductive herds. These Tier 3 

farmers are also given the chance to acquire 

shares in Sernick Wholesale. The Sernick 

Emerging Farmers Project is headed by 

Patrick Sekwatlakwatla and is open to black 

emerging cattle farmers in the Free State 

and neighbouring provinces. Candidates 

must already have land and cattle, because 

the programme does not supply these. 

If you’d like to apply, visit www.sernick.

co.za/emerging-farmers/questionnaire-

for-cattle-farming-support/ to fill in and 

submit a questionnaire.
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EQUIPMENT
Looking after young animals: 
what you need
It’s that time of the year when there are 

many young kids, lambs or calves on 

farms. We spoke to some commercial 

farmers about the basic equipment you 

should have at hand if you are taking care 

of young animals. Here is their list of 

must-haves: 

■■ Teats and bottles 

■■ Washing-up liquid for cleaning teats and 

bottles after each feed 

■■ Milton for sterilising teats and bottles 

■■ Electrolytes 

■■ Wound spray for open wounds 

■■ Eye powder or paste for eye infections 

■■ Deworming medication for treating 

tapeworm and roundworm 

■■ Antibiotics (tetracycline and sulphur- 

based injectables) 

■■ Syringes and needles 

■■ A weigh band and a thermometer 

■■ A fridge for storing vaccines 

■■ An ear-tag applicator, ear tags and a 

pen for identifying animals 

■■ A Burdizzo clamp for castration

Clean feeding equipment is paramount 
in caring for lambs, kids or calves.

MANAGEMENT
Keep a daily diary
One of the most underestimated manage-

ment techniques on any farm is to keep 

simple, straight-forward daily diary. Not ony 

does it help enormously with planning and 

getting your thinking sorted out every day, 

it’s also an extremely handy way of checking 

what was done when, why, by whom and 

how. That way you keep track of everything 

that is done and how you dealt with certain 

situations. African Farming got a few handy 

tips from a commercial farmer in KwaZulu-

Natal who has been keeping a diary for 

years. He uses an A4-sized diary with a set 

template on each page that makes it much 

easier to use. Headings include weather, 

where any observations about rainfall, frost 

or wind are noted. Every staff member’s 

name is a separate heading, where what 

they have done for the day is described. 

Machines and implements have they own 

headings, usually their registration numbers, 

followed by a short description of what each 

tractor or implement did for the day. And so 

you can keep on adding categories, like 

livestock divided into herds or flocks, with 

descriptions such as what camps they are 

running in, stock numbers and so forth. The 

farmer we spoke to also has a rough diary 

that he keeps in the bakkie with him, for 

making quick notes that he would transfer 

into his main dairy later. Don’t even think of 

using your computer – a handwritten diary 

is a document that can’t be altered and it 

will even hold up in a court of law, as some 

farmers have discovered. And where would 

you find the time? Well, as this particular 

farmer points out, we all have time to be on 

our phones for at least an hour every day. 

That’s more than enough time to do get 

your diary up to date! 



W
hen Ntsiki Biyela got 

a scholarship from 

South African Air

ways (SAA) in 1999 

to study winemaking, 

she saw it merely as a 

chance to escape 

poverty and make something of herself. 

Never in her wildest dreams did she imagine 

she would become an awardwinning 

household name revered by wine lovers 

around the globe. 

Her range of wines is currently exported 

by Wines of the World in the US, Arista Kiso 

in Japan, Vin Africa in Germany, Molovino in 

South Africa’s first black female winemaker and 2009 Woman 
Winemaker of the Year Ntsiki Biyela is an inspiring pioneer. As a 
bright school leaver, she did domestic work and knew nothing 

about wine – today she is an internationally renowned achiever in 
this industry. She shared her amazing journey with African Farming.

10  

FROM DOMESTIC WORKER 
TO ACCLAIMED WINEMAKER 

Taiwan, African Wines in the Netherlands 

and Veevinos in Ghana. 

Ntsiki admits she knew so little about wine 

back then that she mistook ciders like 

Hunter’s Gold for wine. “I wasn’t interested 

in wines, let alone making them. The 

scholarship was just an opportunity to study, 

a matter of doing what had to be done.” 

Growing up in Mahlabathini, a rural 

village in the Ugu District Municipality of 

KwazuluNatal, Ntsiki matriculated there in 

1996. “We did subsistence farming. As a 

youngster I herded cattle and milked cows,” 

she recalls. But it wasn’t always an easy 

childhood. When muddy roads became 

impassible in the wet season, she would 

have to walk an hour to school. But she 

loved learning, excelling in science and 

mathematics. There was no money to study 

further, however, so after school Ntsiki found 

herself doing domestic work. 

Yet fate had other plans. When Eileen 

KaNkosiShandu, then KwaZuluNatal MEC 

for Education, announced a search for 

students to apply for an SAA bursary to 

Ntsiki Biyela, a former domestic 
worker who grew up in a rural 
village in KwaZulu-Natal, is now 
a ground-breaking winemaker 
with her own successful label and 
several prestigious international 
awards to her name.  
PHOTO: BRAND REPUBLIC

.LOCATION.   
Stellenbosch,  
Western Cape

•
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study winemaking, a former teacher of 

Ntsiki’s remembered her more than two 

years after she’d left school, and looked her 

up to encourage her to apply. 

“SAA serves a lot of wine on its planes 

and obviously saw a need to diversify the 

industry,” Ntsiki explains. “The bursary was 

its way of contributing towards meaningful 

transformation, bringing young black people 

into the industry.” 

“SMALL TREES” 
And so Ntsiki was accepted to study 

winemaking at Stellenbosch University, 

where she enrolled for a BSc degree in 

agriculture, majoring in viticulture and 

oenology. She vividly remembers arriving in 

the Boland town in 1999. “There were these 

small trees everywhere, and these really big 

mountains. I soon learnt those small trees 

were actually vines!” 

Studying far from home proved to be 

challenging. “It was an Afrikaans-medium 

university and I worried that I wouldn’t be 

accepted by the industry,” she says. “I was 

crying all the time, but when I passed my first 

year, things got easier.” 

Despite some initial hostility, Ntsiki says 

most people she met were helpful. “Instead 

of focusing on the negativity, I chose to focus 

on those willing to help me grow,” she points 

out. “The more people I met, the more I 

realised the industry is like a big family”. This 

became very apparent when she started her 

internship at Delheim Winery in Stellenbosch. 

“My love of wine really took off under my 

first mentor, the veteran winemaker Philip 

Costandius. He’s just so passionate and eager 

to help. I wanted to be just like him!” 

After graduating in 2003, Ntsiki landed a 

job as a junior winemaker at David and Jane 

Lello’s winery Stellekaya. This officially made 

her South Africa’s first black female 

winemaker. It was while working in 

Stellekaya’s tasting room that Ntsiki 

discovered her first favourite wine – a 2005 

Shiraz. “It had this farmyard smell, which 

I found very exciting,” she recalls. 

But it was her own 2005 Stellekaya 

Hercules, a Sangiovese blend, which won her 

a silver medal at the 2006 Michelangelo 

International Wine & Spirits Awards, that 

proved to be her big break. 

Ntsiki wanted to start her own business 

and considered opening a wine-tasting room 
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Ntsiki named her company Aslina Wines in honour of her late grandmother.  
The brand has won numerous awards, including gold medals at the Michelangelo 
International Wine & Spirits Awards and at the Sakura Awards in Japan.   
PHOTO: PETER MASHALA

Ntsiki takes Angie Khumalo (left) through the process of winemaking during a tasting. 
PHOTO: PETER MASHALA
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in Durban. “There wasn’t anything like it 

there, and because of eThekwini’s vibrant 

tourism I thought it would be a hit,” she says. 

“I had already found a location and identified 

suppliers.” However, finances once again 

tripped her up. Refusing to become 

despondent, Ntsiki continued working hard 

towards her goal. “I was happy at Stellekaya. 

It was a small company, so I learnt about all 

the aspects of the business – the vineyards, 

the tasting room and marketing. I was also 

travelling quite a bit, so I made some really 

good international contacts too.”

GOING SOLO
Meeting US wine importer Mika Bulmash of 

Wines for the World turned out to be a  

game changer. Mika wanted to support 

emerging South African winemakers by 

partnering them with US winemakers. “She 

set up my first collaboration with a Californian 

winemaker, Helen Keplinger, and we 

launched the Keplinger/Biyela label, which 

INTERNATIONAL ACCLAIM  
Besides Woman Winemaker of 
the Year 2009, Ntsiki has received 
many accolades. She was voted one 
of The Most Influential Women in 
Business and Government for two 
consecutive years. Fortune magazine 
ranked her among its Top 20 Most 
Innovative Women in Food and 
Drinks in 2017, and in the following 
year the US magazine Food & Wine 
included her on its list of 15 Women 
in Wine to Watch. Meanwhile Aslina 
Wines keeps on raking in awards, 
including gold medals at the 
Michelangelo International Wine & 
Spirits Awards for its 2016 and 2017 
vintages. It also bagged gold at the 
Sakura Awards in Japan two years 
running, for different vintages. 
Definitely a woman to watch! 



later changed to Suo.” Ntsiki then used 

the cash she’d made from that project to 

establish her own label, Aslina Wines. 

“I named it after my grandmother,” Ntsiki 

says. “She was my pillar – her care and 

guidance inspired me to succeed in life and 

business.” Started in 2016, the brand was 

officially launched in 2017, while Ntsiki was 

still with Stellekaya. “I sat down with my boss 

and told him I wanted to start my own 

business and brand. It didn’t come as a shock 

to him. He admitted all winemakers 

eventually go their own way, and gave me his 

blessing.” Not only did Dave and Jane allow 

her to establish her own business while 

working for them full time, they also made 

Stellekaya’s facilities available to her. 

Ntsiki says her focus was on the export 

market from the start, drawing on the 

international contacts she’d built up. 

“We export about 80% of our wines. We 

don’t have the necessary infrastructure and 

systems to supply the local market such as 

restaurants and wine shops.” 

She explains that the local market buys in 

smaller quantities, which requires more staff 

and systems to manage, package and 

distribute countrywide. International buyers, 

on the other hand, make bulk purchases, 

which are easier and cheaper to manage as a 

small company. 

“International exchange rates also benefit 

our cashflow, of course,” she smiles. 

Under the Aslina Wines label, Ntsiki 

produces Cabernet Sauvignon, Sauvignon 

Blanc, Chardonnay and a Bordeaux blend 

called Umsasane. Aslina Wines doesn’t own 

vineyards and buys grapes from local farmers 

instead. Ntsiki initially rented space from 

Stellekaya and now from Delheim Wines, 

where she also makes and bottles her wines. 

Of the 14 000 bottles she produces annually, 

80% are sold overseas.

GROWING ASLINA WINES
Despite the Covid-19 pandemic, 2020 has 

been a good year for Aslina Wines, Ntsiki 

says. While it didn’t reach its 40% growth 

target, a 20% growth in exports was 

heartening. She now wants to increase 

production to exceed 60 000 bottles per year, 

which would allow her finally to secure her 

own winemaking facilities. “The only way to 

achieve this is through growing my market 

share, both locally and internationally.” 
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Ntsiki discusses this year’s harvest  
with Delheim’s viticulturist, Victor 
Sperling (right), who is responsible 
for ensuring the vineyards yield only 
the best-quality grapes.  
PHOTO: PETER MASHALA



 UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL…  

NTSIKI BIYELA

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE  
YOU’VE EVER BEEN GIVEN?
Everyone has something to teach you. 
Don’t ever look down on anyone, 
even if it’s a cleaner. This is how I’ve 
been looking at things. I ensure I 
maintain good relations with anyone 
I work with, from a company’s CEO  
to the cleaner. 

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR BIGGEST 
ACHIEVEMENT TO DATE? 
Starting Aslina Wines.

WHO HAS MADE THE BIGGEST 
CONTRIBUTION TO YOUR SUCCESS 
SO FAR?
It’s the entire village for me. I don’t 
think there is one specific person – 
rather a whole community of people 
who have crossed my path.

WHAT KIND OF RELATIONSHIP 
DO YOU HAVE WITH OTHER 
WINEMAKERS AND WHAT ROLE DO 
THEY PLAY IN YOUR BUSINESS?
I’ve worked with so many people 
and built good friendships and 
relationships with colleagues in the 
industry. I can just pick up the phone 
and call them when I need help.   

WAS IT A STRUGGLE TO SECURE 
FINANCING? DO YOU HAVE ANY 
POINTERS FOR SOMEONE IN NEED 
OF FUNDING?

Yes, it is difficult to access finance 
when you start a business. My advice 
to fellow entrepreneurs is never to 
plan their businesses around getting 
funding. Rather plan around what 
you can do. When I started my 
business, I had no financing and had 
to rely on what I could do and the 
contacts I’d built over time. Some of 
them I even managed to convince to 
pay me upfront for the wine I was still 
going to make!  

IF YOU COULD OFFER THE MINISTER 
OF AGRICULTURE SOME ADVICE, 
WHAT WOULD IT BE?
The agro-processing industry is 
diverse and therefore cannot be 
treated with the same approach. 
The wine industry has unique 
challenges compared with, for 
example, food processing. If 
the minister wants to support 
entrepreneurs, first she would 
need to consult with them and find 
out what their challenges are and 
what the solutions could be. 

HOW IMPORTANT ARE ORGANISED 
STRUCTURES IN THE WINE 
INDUSTRY TO YOU? 
We have bodies such as Vinpro, 
which deals mainly with the farmers. 
This is where we find assistance 
regarding anything associated with 
raw materials such as grapes. We also 
have Wines of South Africa, which 
deals with marketing, especially 
overseas. Both have played a 
significant role in my business.
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She believes the local market is showing 

signs of recovery. “During the hard lockdown 

we had a lot of local support – people would 

place orders and pay upfront.”

As her contribution to the transformation 

of the industry, Ntsiki serves on the board of 

the Pinotage Youth Development Academy, 

which prepares unemployed 18- to 25-year-

olds for a career in the wine and tourism 

industries. “I want not only to help get more 

black people into the industry but also more 

women, no matter their race.” 
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W 
hen Theo van Rooyen 

and his parents 

arrived in the Koue 

Bokkeveld in the 

Western Cape from 

Williston in the 

Northern Cape in 

1976, he was struck by the beauty of the 

country’s fruit-farming mecca. His father had 

landed a job on a local fruit farm in the 

Witzenberg Valley, about 43km from Ceres. 

“In the dry Northern Cape I’d only known 

sheep farming. I didn’t know such beautiful 

farms existed. I also didn’t appreciate just how 

lucrative the fruit industry was,” recalls Theo. 

Want to see a true partnership in action between commercial and emerging farmers? Look no further 
than Witzenberg Partners in Agri Land Solutions (Pals) in Ceres. A ground-breaking private-sector 
initiative spearheaded by commercial farmers working closely with the local community and the 

Witzenberg Municipality, this land-reform model has turned up-and-coming farmers like Theo van 
Rooyen of TRS Farming into global fruit exporters. Theo shared his story with Peter Mashala.
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THE PARTNERSHIP 
THAT MADE  
A DREAM  

COME TRUE

Yet, true to his roots, all he wanted to be was 

a commercial sheep farmer! 

As Theo was gradually exposed to fruit 

farming, however, his view changed. “Due to 

the political situation back in the day, owning 

a fruit farm was nothing more than a dream,” 

he says. The closest Theo could get was to 

start a business that manufactured bins for 

fruit harvesting in 2000. Supplying and 

repairing old harvesting bins took him to 

every corner of the Ceres Valley – and that is 

how he came to hear about a fruit farm for 

sale in 2015. 

There was a pretty big snag, though: Theo 

didn’t have the money to buy the land!  

“I had to come up with a plan quickly 

because I didn’t want to miss this opportunity, 

so I approached a client of mine in the bin 

business, Raymond Gibson,” he explains. 

Raymond, a commercial farmer whose 

diverse operation, Howbill Farming, produces 

mainly apples and pears for the export and 

local markets, agreed to help and so Theo 

managed to clinch the farm sale. “Raymond 

lent me the money, which secured him a 

Theo van Rooyen, owner of TSR 
Farming and a director of Witzenberg 
Partners in Agri Land Solutions,  
says this initiative matches black  
and white farmers who, as partners, 
are capable of building a relationship 
of mutual respect and trust.   
PHOTO: BRAND REPUBLIC

.LOCATION.   
Ceres,  

Western Cape

•
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The first 3ha of Rosy Glow and  
Big Bucks apple trees were planted  
in 2017 and are expected to bear  
their first fruit this year. Theo estimates 
the yield will be just over 10t/ha.   
PHOTO: PETER MASHALA



49% stake in my business, while I kept a 

51% controlling share,” Theo says. But 

Raymond brought a lot more than money to 

the partnership: he also had outstanding 

farming skills and world-class infrastructure, 

besides being a great mentor and friend. 

NO TIME WASTED
With all the agreements in place and TSR 

Farming established, the first 5ha pear 

orchard was established right away. At 1 481 

trees per hectare, this orchard totalled 7 405 

trees, one half Packham’s Triumph and the 

other half Forelle. Pears take about four years 

to bear fruit and, as expected, the first harvest 

in the 2018/19 season wasn’t much to write 

home about, Theo says. More than anything, 

it was an opportunity to manipulate the 

branches. “We harvested about 30 bins of 

450kg each, which is a pretty standard yield, 

and we sold it through the local market,” he 

explains. The following season the yield 

improved to 90 bins, which amounted to 

about 40.5t. 

 15

String is used to manipulate the branches of the 
young trees. PHOTO: PETER MASHALA

Thinning of trees 
can either be done 
using chemicals 
or by hand, using 
a pair of thinning 
scissors.  PHOTO: 
PETER MASHALA

Theo believes it is important 
to make sure each tree 
receives the right amount of 
water. Hay is used as mulch 
to retain soil moisture.  
PHOTO: PETER MASHALA

Theo planted Packham’s Triumph and Forelle pear 
trees on 5ha. He estimates these will yield 450t in 
the coming harvesting season, from mid-January 
to end-April 2021. PHOTO: PETER MASHALA
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In 2017, Theo planted 3ha of Rosy Glow 

and Big Bucks apples, which are expected to 

bear their first fruit this season. “In 2018 we 

planted another 2ha of apple trees, followed 

by a further 3ha in 2019,” he explains. This 

brings to 13ha the total area planted to 

apples and pears. He expects about 10t/ha on 

the 3ha of apples that come into fruit this 

season and, once they’ve matured, between 

80 and 110t/ha from the 8ha apples overall.  

For Theo, doing things correctly is non-

negotiable. “You can only expect to achieve 

the highest yields if you do the right thing at 

the right time, right from the outset,” he says. 

His planting distance is 1.5m between trees 

on the row and 4.5m between rows. “After 

that, make sure you don’t let your trees down 

– give them enough water and fertiliser, and 

apply the correct pesticides,” he emphasises. 

TREE CARE
A pear tree’s first three years is like building a 

factory, Theo says. The tree needs a lot of 

energy for growth and to develop strong side 

branches. Once planting is done, routine 

maintenance includes watering, fertilising 

and the application of pesticides. “We also 

use string to manipulate the trees upwards 

until they are about three years old,” he 

explains. Pruning is done in winter and must 

be finished by September. Other regular tasks 

include weeding and pruning of branches 

that grow too low. 

Theo insists all these processes should be 

take place concurrently – one cannot be be 

prioritised over the others. “You can’t do 

something at the expense of something else. 

Never delay what you should do today. If you 

must water trees, don’t give them 30% more 

water the next day. Give the tree the correct 

amount of water it needs on the day it needs 

it. When it’s time to thin out trees chemically, 

you must do it 30 days after the first full 

bloom, when the fruit is at a specific size”. 

Any later, he says, and you cannot expect the 

same results. “If your scouts tell you to spray 

for certain pests, do it immediately to avoid 

losing fruit to bite marks.”  

Theo says once bees have finished 

pollination and after the fruit have set, you 

must be very careful not to overburden trees, 

especially the younger ones. “When there is 

enough fruit on the tree, decide how much it 

can carry.” This depends on whether your 

branches have developed well enough to 

bear the load. Even though a mature tree can 

carry more than 300 fruit, he says, he is 

satisfied if his young trees carry between 150 

and 180 fruit per tree. “You can hurt the trees 

by expecting them to carry too much too 

early, and they take a long time to recover 

from such damage if at all.”

Therefore Theo is prepared to accept a little 

less this year until the trees mature enough 
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Theo hopes his daughter Theona 
(left) will take over the day-to-day 
management of the farm when he 
retires in two years’ time.  
PHOTO’S: PETER MASHALA

Renting bee-
hives from 
neighbouring 
bee farmers 
during the 
pollination 
period is an 
expensive 
but necessary 
exercise, 
Theo says. 



 UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL… 

THEO VAN ROOYEN

WHAT’S THE BEST ADVICE  
YOU’VE EVER RECEIVED?
Never give up. 

IS THERE ANYTHING YOU WOULD 
HAVE DONE DIFFERENTLY IF 
YOU COULD? 
I would have started farming earlier 
in my life.

YOUR BIGGEST SUCCESS SO FAR? 
I quit drinking at the age of 40 and 
started all over again after having 
lost almost everything.

WHO HAS MADE THE BIGGEST 
CONTRIBUTION TO YOUR SUCCESS 
TO DATE?
Hauptfleisch van der Merwe of 
Bronaar Farming gave me an 
opportunity early in my life to work 
on his farm as a production manager. 
He taught me almost everything I 
know, especially how to work with 
people and manage finances. He sent 

me on various courses and took me 
to places I’ve never been before. I’m 
grateful for his involvement in my 
life. It made me strong. 

HOW IS YOUR RELATIONSHIP  
WITH NEIGHBOURING FARMERS? 
It’s very good. 

DID YOU STRUGGLE TO  
SECURE FINANCING? 
I was extremely lucky to have found a 
partner who gave me a soft loan. It’s 
important that government provides 
beginner farmers with grants, 
because it’s really difficult to lend 
money from financial institutions. 

IF YOU COULD GIVE THE MINISTER 
OF AGRICULTURE SOME ADVICE, 
WHAT WOULD IT BE? 
Identify potential farmers early on 
and provide them with land. Utilise 
TVET Colleges to provide farmers 
with proper training. Also give them 
access to sufficient finance, like 
making production finance as cheap 
as possible for at least five years until 
farmers can stand on their own. 

AFRICAN FARMING  | January 2021

to carry more. “I’ll add a little more every 

year until I average between 60 and 80t/ha 

for the Forelles.” He’s expecting at least 500 

bins or 450t of pears in the coming season, 

from mid-January to end-April 2021.

COMPETITIVE EDGE
The value of his partnership with Raymond 

goes even further than access to land, 

finance, mentorship and skills transfer, says 

Theo. He also gained access to the lucrative 

export and local markets developed by 

Howbill over many years. All fruit is marketed 

by Goede Hoop Fruit, itself a grower, packer 

and exporter of fresh fruit and veg. According 

to Theo, the arrangement with Howbill is so 

close that they only do their bookkeeping 

separately. This gives him an enormous 

competitive edge. “At harvest, when markets 

are flooded with fruit, prices drop – but that’s 

when the Howbill cold-storage facilities give 

us a huge advantage because we can store 

our produce until demand picks up again.”

In the high-value business of export fruit 

farming, it’s the lack of sophisticated 

infrastructure and support that sees many 

emerging farmers fail. “I’ve seen many make 

huge losses simply because they don’t have 

proper systems. I wouldn’t even think of 

doing it without this partnership,” says Theo. 

“My advice to any emerging farmer is to 

link up with a commercial farmer who has all 

the necessary infrastructure and knowledge.” 

He is adamant black farmers should 

understand they need help and identify 

partners they can trust. The only way is to 

build relationships with commercial farmers 

based on mutual respect and trust. 

“Having said that, as a black farmer you 

should also do your homework and know 

what’s happening in your business,” Theo 

says. “You must know how much fruit you’ve 

produced, how much is in cold storage and 

how much has been sold. You must know 

where your product is destined for, whether 

it’s the Middle East or Europe.”  

PLANS AND PROSPECTS
Theo’s plan is to have about 43ha under apple 

and pear production when he retires in two 

years’ time. “I’m hoping my daughter Theona 

will then take over the day-to-day 

management of the farm,” smiles Theo. “She 

is very hands-on and works extremely hard.” 

The 43ha will be split equally between 

apples and pears. “We also plan to introduce 

bi-colour pear cultivars from next year,” Theo 

says. To achieve this, he is constructing a 

250 000m3 dam to irrigate the expansion. He 

hopes the department of water and sanitation 

will approve his water-licence application 

without reducing the capacity he applied for. 

Theo says he will still have a role to play as 

an advisor when he takes a step back. And he 

never gave up on that childhood dream of 

becoming a sheep farmer. “I already have 

about 150 breeding ewes – just enough so 

that they don’t require any extra labour or any 

more of my focus right now,” he explains. 

He’s also developing a campsite and a 4x4 

mountain route. “That should be enough to 

keep me busy in my retirement!” he laughs. 

Yet his biggest goal at the moment is to 

pay off the farm and develop it to its full 

potential by the time he hands it over to his 

daughter. “I’m the first farmer in my family. 

I want to hand over a working and sustain-

able business to the second generation.” 



O 
n his arrival in Alexandria in 

the Eastern Cape in August 

2007,  Tshilidzi Matshidzula 

was only 19 and on a 

rescue mission. He had 

been recruited by well-

known commercial dairy 

farmer Walter Biggs of Oakleaf Business 

Trust in Alexandria as a trainee manager to 

try to save yet another failing land-reform 

project – the small dairy farm Little Barnet, 

owned by 17 black beneficiaries. 

Affectionally known as Chilli, the 

youngster was thrown in at the deep end, 

being expected to manage the project from 

the get-go. Walter was part of Amadlelo 

Agri, a private initiative by some of the 

Tshilidzi “Chilli” Matshidzula, winner of the 2020 MPO Nedbank 
Stewardship Award, took over a loss-making beef cattle farm at the 
tender age of 19 and turned it into a successful, award-winning and 

profitable dairy enterprise. His excellent farm-management skills, 
attention to detail, perseverance and dogged drive also saw him 
make history when he became the first black farmer to win the 

coveted Eastern Cape Young Farmer of the Year Award. At just 31, 
this youngster is already one of South Africa’s black farming legends 

– but, as Peter Mashala discovered, none of it came easy. 

A FARMING  
LEGEND AT 31! 

country’s leading commercial dairy farmers 

with the aim of driving empowerment and 

transformation projects in the Eastern Cape 

and KwaZulu-Natal. “Walter had committed 

himself to helping the beneficiaries turn 

around their loss-making farm,” Chilli recalls. 

Chilli arrived on the 532ha property to find 

only a straggly herd of mixed-breed beef 

cattle and an old, dilapidated dairy. Bush had 

encroached on the property and there wasn’t 

much infrastructure to speak of. The 17 

beneficiaries, operating as the Longvale 

Trust, had been awarded the farm through 

the state’s Land Redistribution for Agricultural 

Development (LRAD) programme in 1998. 

They had received a state grant and a loan 

from the Land Bank to establish a 300-head 

beef herd, but years of mismanagement saw 

the number of animals dwindle to 120. 

Thirteen years later, Chilli, now a 40% 

shareholder in the farm, has transformed the 

business into a world-class, award-winning 

dairy farm that milks 900 cows and produces 

more than 5-million litres of milk a year. For 

this sterling work, he has received a string of 

accolades, including the recent MPO 

Nedbank Stewardship Award. Chilli says 

what seems to have impressed the judges 

most was his passion for both people and 

animals, his use of technology and 

regenerative farming practices, his in-depth 

knowledge and hands-on approach, as well 

as his compulsive training and upliftment of 

farm workers and community members.

NEARLY GIVING UP
Chilli is the first to admit it was anything but 

plain sailing, though. “I almost gave up. In 

fact, I had already decided to leave,” he says. 

As part of Amadlelo Agri’s development 

programme, Chilli had been at Burlington 

Farm in Cookhouse for a few months in early 

2007. Fresh out of the Tshwane University 

LEFT: Tshilidzi “Chilli” Matshidzula 
started as an intern for Amadlelo 
Agri’s milk farm in the Eastern Cape 
in 2007. He is currently a majority 
shareholder and GM at Little Barnet 
farm, producing more than 5-million 
litres of milk per year. 

BELOW: There are currently 1 116 
cattle on the farm – the mixed herd 
comprises Holsteins, Jerseys and 
Jersey-Holstein crosses.  
PHOTOS: BRAND REPUBLIC

.LOCATION.   
Alexandria,  

Eastern Cape

•
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of Technology and armed with a national 

diploma in animal production, he found 

himself very far from his home in Venda. 

Then his path crossed that of another Venda 

homeboy, Leonard Mavhungo. A formidable 

stockman who headed up some of Amadlelo’s 

other dairies in the former Ciskei, Leonard 

became Chilli’s mentor. 

“We became close. We both grew up in 

Thohoyandou but only met in the Eastern 

Cape,” Chilli explains. “Everything about the 

province was new to me: the culture, the 

people, even the climate. I was about to leave 

when Leonard heard about my plans and 

phoned my parents, who stopped me dead 

in my tracks!” 

It was Leonard who helped him see the 

bigger picture. However, in July 2007, 

Leonard left Amadlelo. “It was tough but I 

decided to soldier on,” recalls Chilli. Then 

fate presented him with a golden opportunity. 

Busy with admin in the office one day, he 

overheard a conversation between Walter 

and the Amadlelo directors. “They were 

talking about the Little Barnet farm project. I 

knew it was bad manners to eavesdrop, but I 

couldn’t help myself,” laughs Chilli. 

Afterwards he approached Walter and asked 

to be part of the project. “At first he didn’t 

take me seriously. I was just six months into 

my internship,” he says. But Chilli wouldn’t 

let it go. Two weeks later he was on the 

phone to Walter, discussing his move to 

Alexandria. “And three days later I moved!” 

The run-down farm was a mess and, as 

trainee manager, Chilli was expected to 

oversee operations. His first task was to 

establish a small dairy, with Walter agreeing 

to enter into a share-milking arrangement 

with the Longvale trustees. Walter would 

provide all movable assets, like cows and 

machinery, as well as management, while 

Longvale provided the fixed assets like land, 

while also agreeing to some structural 

improvements. “I was management,” Chilli 

smiles. Sadly the Longvale trustees had to sell 

all their beef cattle to settle their Land Bank 

loan. Walter then loaned them R1.7 million 

for the necessary farm improvements.

STARTING SMALL
By September 2007, bush was being cleared 

and pastures planted. “We refurbished the 

old dairy with a 11-point static parlor, 

sufficient to milk about 200 cows a day. We 

also fixed the house for me to live in,” Chilli 

says. Within a month they were milking 47 

cows and by 2010 they reached their full 

capacity of 200 cows – a mixed herd of 

Holsteins, Jerseys and Jersey-Holstein crosses. 

At that point about 140ha of bush had been 

cleared and 90ha dryland kikuyu and 50ha 

dryland ryegrass pastures had been planted. 

In 2011 the trustees offered Chilli shares. 

He managed to buy 5.05%. “Because it was 

all in a trust, I was actually buying beneficial 

interest, not really shares,” he explains. But in 

2012 tragedy struck: the managing trustee 

was murdered and most of the remaining 

elderly trustees opted to sell their shares. 

Only two younger trustees remained. 

“There was no money to buy out the 

trustees,” Chilli explains. So he and the 

remaining trustees established the company 

Matshibele (Pty) Ltd to raise capital for the 

buyout, and the three shareholders 

approached the Land Bank, which lent them 

money for the transaction. “But there was a 

shortfall, so we sold a 190ha portion of the 

farm.” Chilli now held 40%, whereas his two 

partners held 30% each. With the other 

partners silent, Chilli started overseeing the 

day-to-day running of the farm, as Matshibele 

replaced the Longvale Trust in its share-

milking arrangement with Walter. 

SCALING UP
“With big debts, we now only had 200 cows 

in milk. We couldn’t grow an inch and the 

banks wouldn’t lend us money,” Chilli recalls. 

They had to increase the number of cattle 

and the size of their pastures, and – now with 

a smaller farm –  irrigation was the only way.

After many failed attempts to attract 

investors, Chilli finally secured R2 million from 

the Humansdorp Co-op. With this, he 

planned to install irrigation and buy more 

modern, second-hand milking machinery. 

“The old machines took forever to milk the 

cows and with us planning to increase cow 

numbers, we needed to be more efficient.” 

GROWTH CURVE 
As part of their growth strategy, 
Chilli and Walter are now partners in 
another dairy farm, in Stutterheim, 
215km north of Alexandria. “We’ve 
already started milking more than 
800 cows there and hope to bring it 
to full capacity in the next few years,” 
Chilli says. The new farm is modern 
and will be at least 30% larger than 
the Alexandria operation when fully 
developed. “Our irrigation system is 
in and things are running well.” 

The two farms are managed 
together, with cattle being moved 
between the two properties. “Both 
farms carry about 1 000 cows each. 
When we’re low on grazing this side, 

we move about 20% of our stock 
to the other farm. It’s easier to build 
reserves this way,” he explains. This 
gives the pastures time to recover. 

Chilli believes the business’ biggest 
asset is its people. “I spend a lot 
of money and time training and 
upskilling employees.” The result 
is almost zero staff turnover. “I’ve 
been training people from across 
the country for 12 years. We haven’t 
been able to keep them all, but our 
managers, supervisors and assistant 
managers have all been developed 
here,” he explains. Half of his 
managers and supervisors at Little 
Barnet have already moved to the 
Stutterheim farm.

This  modern new 50-point rotary 
facility was built by Northfield 
Engineering. It allows them to   
milk 900 cows twice a day.
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The dominant pasture is kikuyu, a perennial 

grass that grows year-round in coastal areas. 

Rye, chicory and lucerne are planted under 

irrigation. “You must try to balance the 

nutritional status of the cow with that of the 

soil,” Chilli explains. He applies cattle and 

chicken manure, and slurry water from the 

dairy is used for irrigation.

Productive cows are kept for five to seven 

years and culled when they no longer 

produce enough milk. “We do AI and use 

our own calves as replacement heifers,” 

Chilli says. “We keep our breeding season 

between November and December, because 

that’s when the farm is producing enough 

food for all the calves.” 

 UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL…  

CHILLI  MATSHIDZULA

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE YOU 
HAVE EVER BEEN GIVEN?
Never underestimate the value of 
networks. I was told never to give 
up by my former mentor, Leonard 
Mavhungo, at a time when I wanted 
to leave all this and go back home. 

WHAT WOULD YOU HAVE DONE 
DIFFERENTLY IF YOU COULD? 
I should have invested in people 
earlier on in my career, because I have 
since realised I could have grown 
much faster by developing people 
and sharing responsibilities.

YOUR BIGGEST SUCCESS TO DATE? 
Finding myself at the stage where I 
viewed my heroes as equals. Another 
highlight was sharing a stage with 
mega farmers from across the globe 
as a speaker at the South African 
Large Herds Conference. 

WHAT KIND OF RELATIONSHIP 
DO YOU HAVE WITH THE 
NEIGHBOURING FARMERS? 
We generally have a good 
relationship with the neighbours. 
Although we cannot be best friends 
with all of them, we work together 
towards a common goal. We 
also cannot ignore some realities 
regarding race in the farming 
community – it is a factor as far as 
relationships are concerned. 

WAS FINANCING A STRUGGLE? 
ANY ADVICE FOR EMERGING 
FARMERS IN THE SAME POSITION?

Finding money can prove to be a 
difficult task, especially as a beginner 
farmer. Getting support from the 
government can be impossible at 
times and commercial banks also are 
a challenge. My advice to emerging 
farmers is to start where you are 
and with what you have. The rest 
will follow. 

WHAT ROLE DO INPUT SUPPLIERS 
LIKE ANIMAL HEALTH COMPANIES 
PLAY IN YOUR BUSINESS? 
Most of our input suppliers are like 
partners. They play an integral role 
because their contribution, especially 
in knowledge and skills transfer, 
is immeasurable.

WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU GIVE 
THE MINISTER OF AGRICULTURE IF 
YOU HAD THE CHANCE?
The country’s youth needs role 
models. It’s not impossible to find 
them, because there are lots of 
examples of people who – against the 
odds – have worked extremely hard 
without any support to build what 
today are exemplary farming entities. 
Find those, and support and invest in 
them unapologetically.

HOW IMPORTANT HAS ORGANISED 
AGRICULTURE BEEN TO YOU?
In any industry that has organised 
structures, as a role player yourself, 
you have to be part of those 
structures. We participate as members 
of the Milk Producers Organisation, 
Agri SA and other local structures at 
a study-group level. This is where we 
find our voice and build networks 
that are more valuable than any 
bank balance.

Yet when the Humansdorp deal finally 

came through, the second-hand machines 

they had their eye on were already sold. “This 

turned out to be a blessing in disguise, 

because the owner introduced me to 

Northfield Engineering,” Chilli says. 

“Northfield offered to build us a brand- new 

50-point rotary facility worth R8 million.” 

The catch? Walter had to remain on board 

until the debt to Northfield was paid off.  

Walter was sceptical but eventually agreed. 

Chilli then reviewed the share-milking 

scheme and proposed that Walter rather 

become a shareholder of Matshibele. As a 

director, Walter contributed cash that was 

used to develop the pastures and increase 

the herd from 350 to 1 100. “We were now 

leasing the cows from Walter,” Chilli explains.

The farm currently milks between 800 and 

900 cows of a total herd of 1 116, including 

heifers and calves. Average production is 

between 14 000 and 15 000 litres a day. 

However, during lactation it surges to 19 000 

litres a day. Milk is marketed through Coega 

Dairy, which distributes it under the brand 

Coastal View. 

“We want to have 1 000 cows in milk. We 

would have been there already, had that 

terrible drought not hit us a few years ago, 

forcing us to scale down again,” he explains. 

Chilli says the dairy business is changing 

fast. “You need numbers to be competitive. 

When I started, milking 150 to 200 cows 

made you money.” Now 500 cows are a 

minimum. “The problem is we dairy farmers 

are price takers. We get just over R5 per litre, 

but that can drop to R4.50 a litre. It’s hard to 

understand that price when you look at what 

consumers are paying.” However, Chilli 

believes in managing what one can control – 

like efficiency. “I must produce more with 

less to keep my costs as low as possible.” 

FODDER FLOW
Chilli says their fodder-flow plan consists of 

planted pastures such as kikuyu, rye, chicory 

and lucerne, as well as silage. One cow 

consumes about 18.1kg dry matter a day. 

“So we try to feed supplementary feed of 

at least 6kg per cow. The remaining 12.1kg 

should be grass produced on the farm. 

Pastures must therefore be used optimally. If 

we can produce quality pastures cheaply, we 

can bring our variable costs down to where 

we want them.” 

 19AFRICAN FARMING  | January 2021



F
or three years the 29-year-old 

Sinelizwi Fakade worked as a Grain 

SA mentor, crisscrossing the Eastern 

Cape to provide training and 

assistance to small-scale farmers. 

Starting out with 448 farmers on his 

books, he had 3 500 farmers signed 

Heading up Grain SA’s efforts in the Eastern Cape to help small-
scale farmers, Sinelizwi Fakade started off with just a few hundred 
farmers. Three years later he was helping 3 500 farmers who were 

planting 3 000ha of maize – but he wanted to be doing the farming 
himself. So, with some funding secured, he visited his old friend and 
mentor, the legendary farmer Rob Farrington, who agreed to help, 
and the rest is history. Today Sinelizwi plants almost 1 000ha. Peter 

Mashala caught up with him and his mom on the farm in Ugie.

PLANTING 
1 000HA OF 

MAIZE AT 29!  

up within three years. “We got this growth 

because we were getting results. Especially 

yields really improved.” 

Yet Sinelizwi also believed it was time to 

take the leap towards realising his own 

lifelong dream of becoming a commercial 

farmer. Fortunately he had some heavy 

hitters in his corner. The legendary farmer 

Rob Farrington, who had pioneered irrigation 

farming in Ugie, also happened to be his 

friend and mentor. 

“I practically grew up on Rob’s farm and 

learnt everything I know from him,” explains 

Sinelizwi. From Grade 9 he spent all his 

school holidays on the farm. “Getting back 

from boarding school, I would drop off my 

bags at home and immediately get into my 

work clothes and head here. I’d wake up at 

04:00 and help with whatever had to be 

done – rain, shine or snow! Here I really 

learnt the hard yards of farming,” he smiles. 

Knowing what Sinelizwi was capable of, 

Rob offered to sell him the farm Rocky Park 

in 2019. “Rob was so kind to allow me to 

start using the farm before I even paid him 

a cent. The funds that had been approved 

for me didn’t include buying any land.” 

However, their friendship of many years 

proved to be sufficient. 

For Sinelizwi’s first crop, 775ha of Rocky 

Park’s total 1 100ha was planted to maize, 

sorghum, soya beans and millet. As luck 

would have it, these harvests were such a 

success that he was able to pay off the farm 

with the proceeds! 

Sinelizwi ascribes much of his success to 

his mother, Lindelwa Mabande. A single 

parent and former teacher, she sacrificed 

much to give him and his siblings a decent 

education. Sinelizwi attended St Andrew’s 

College in Grahamstown up to Grade 8 and 

matriculated at Weston Agricultural College 

in Mooi River, KwaZulu-Natal. Next he 

headed to Cedara College of Agriculture 

near Pietermaritzburg for a national diploma 

in agriculture, before he getting his BTech in 

agricultural management at the Nelson 

Mandela Metropolitan University in 2013. 

Then it was back to KZN for an honours 

degree in agricultural extension and rural 

Sinelizwi Fakade has gone to great 
lengths to improve the livelihoods of 
smallholder and subsistence farmers 
in the rural Eastern Cape before 
moving on to pursue his own dream. 
PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

.LOCATION.   
Ugie,  

Eastern Cape •
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resource management, and finally a master’s 

in agriculture, food security and policy. 

“My two siblings and I grew up with 

subsistence farming, which no doubt 

influenced our decision to get involved in 

agriculture,” he says. His younger brother, 

Anovuyo, works hands-on with him on the 

farm while completing his own master’s 

degree in food security and policy, whereas 

his sister, Sibabalwe, is at Cedara, doing her 

national diploma. “A few years ago I also 

convinced my mother to quit teaching and 

do a diploma in agriculture. She finished it in 

record time!” he laughs. 

IMPROVING YIELDS
In February 2016 Sinelizwi joined Grain SA 

while he was busy with his master’s degree. 

His mission was to commercialise emerging 

farmers. “Rural development is my passion. I 

grew up in rural areas where I witnessed dire 

poverty. I’ve always believed in changing 

lives,” he says. “My focus was on improving 

yields per hectare. I didn’t measure success 

by the number of planted hectares, but 

rather by how sustainable and profitable 

those hectares were.” He says improved 

production practices, providing better inputs 

like fertiliser and seed, doing soil analysis and 

preparing the land better makes all the 

difference, regardless of whether you’re 

working with half a hectare or 100ha! 

It wasn’t easy convincing black farmers to 

produce commercially. “They know the 

basics of putting a seed in the ground and 

watching it grow. The challenge was 

increasing production from 10 bags per 

hectare to 100 or 180 bags per hectare.” 

Marketing was another hurdle. “They stored 

their maize in rondavels for months, which 

lowered the grade. We did eventually address 

the quality issues, though.” In 2019 Sinelizwi 

left Grain SA to farm for himself. 

LEFT: Sinelizwi plans to 
practise no-till in future but 
for now uses a three-in-
one Bednar Terraland 400, 
which does ripping, disking 
and rolling in one pass. 

BELOW: As part of his 
efforts to diversify, 
Sinelizwi is planning to 
reserve some of his lands  
to plant walnuts on.  

Sinelizwi Fakade and his farm manager, Mannie Bezuidenhout (left), share the 
belief that the future of South Africa depends on its youth, who will look beyond 
race to ensure that the country becomes prosperous and food secure. 

BUYING THE LAND
The plan to buy Rocky Park from Rob had 

been on the cards long before Sinelizwi 

joined Grain SA. “When I was still in school, 

Rob used to encourage me every time I 

came over during the holidays. He always 

offered to help me whenever I was ready to 

start out on my own. He said he’d also help 

me secure financing to buy the farm,” 

Sinelizwi recalls. However, Rob doesn’t 

spoon-feed anyone. “He wants to see your 

commitment before he helps.” The two 

stayed in touch when Sinelizwi joined Grain 

SA, where he wanted to build his knowledge, 

skills and networks. “I kept Rob in the loop 

about every development in my life, 



including how I was getting along with 

that funding!” 

The breakthrough came in 2019, when 

Coca-Cola’s Mintirho Foundation approved 

Sinelizwi’s funding application. The foun da-

tion aims to assist historically disadvantaged 

farmers and small input suppliers in Coca-

Cola’s value chain and support them 
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The on-farm and market performance of soya beans in the previous year 
influenced Sinelizwi’s decision to increase his planting of this crop from  
120ha to 200ha in 2020/21.

The planting window is from 15 October to 20 November but Sinelizwi says he 
relies on the soil conditions and the temperature rather than on specific dates.  
The farm receives between 500mm and 800mm of rain annually. 

All machinery and implements, including planters and sprayers, were bought  
in cash through funding from Coca-Cola’s Mintirho Foundation.

financially. The only snag was it never funds 

the buying of farms. “So I got financing for 

everything else,” Sinelizwi explains. Once 

the funding was approved, Rob agreed that 

Sinelizwi could buy the farm and he could 

use the land immediately. 

For the first production season, Sinelizwi 

bought everything he needed: tractors, 

harvesters, planters and other machinery, as 

well as all inputs, in cash. “I owe my funders 

a big thank you. In most cases, it’s lack of 

funds that pulls emerging farmers down.” 

Yet starting at the scale that he did came with 

serious pressure. “I had three months to pull 

a production plan together and assemble a 

team to help me get 700ha planted. Planting 

was just three months away!” he recalls. 

The final team was made up of Lindelwa, 

Anovuyo and his current farm manager, 

Mannie Bezuidenhout. “I’ve known Mannie 

for years. I know how capable he is and how 

committed he is once he’s made up his mind 

about something,” Sinelizwi says. “At the 

time he was farming grain with his parents in 

Elliot, but when he heard about my plans he 

joined me. I like to think it’s because he 

believed in my dream.” 

With his team assembled and his plan in 

place, Sinelizwi needed to get his first crop in. 

It was a rough time, and he is deeply grateful 

to all the suppliers who worked tirelessly to 

help him finish on time. He ended up planting 

470ha maize, 65ha sorghum, 120ha soya 

beans and 120ha millet. 

The millet turned out to be a failure, but 

the other crops did exceptionally well. “We 

only got 1.9t/ha with the millet instead of the 

2t/ha we needed to break even.” However, 

the average maize yield was 8.5t/ha, sorghum 

4.7t/ha, and the soya beans 2.3t/ha. 

SCALING UP
Sinelizwi has since replaced the millet with 

56ha sunflowers and he is only planting 40ha 

sorghum this year. “Sorghum is a good crop 

with great potential, especially the sweet 

cultivars used for animal feed. The market is 

the problem, though, especially where we 

are. I sold it in Johannesburg, but transport 

costs us R600 per ton, so my price dropped 

from R3 500 to R2 900 just like that!” 

He is planting just under 1  000ha this 

season. The most significant increases were 

maize (to 650ha) and soya beans (to 220ha). 

“We did our soil tests before planting and 

they indicated fairly healthy conditions. We 

predominantly have nice deep red soils. We 

also have loam soil with a clay content of 

about 10% to 15%, especially on old lands 

that I’ve just again planted.” Quite a few 

lands needed lime, though, which he 

managed to do in good time this season – 

last year he was in such a rush that some 



lands weren’t limed and that hurt yields, he 

says. “In some areas we only got 6.5t/ha, 

while our best lands gave us 12t/ha to 13t/ha. 

This brought our average down to 8.5t/ha.” 

Sinelizwi plants Dekalb DKC73-74BR GEN 

and Pioneer P11-97 maize cultivars. 

Donmario DM5953 RSF and DM5351 RSF 

were his choices for soya bean, Pannar PAN 

7102CLP for sunflower, and K2 Seeds Mr 

Buster for sorghum. His selection of cultivars 

depends on what worked best in the past. 

“Our planting window is from 15 October 

to 20 November but I rely more on soil 

conditions and temperatures than sticking 

exactly to dates. If it’s warm and there’s 

moisture and I’m confident I’ll get good 

germination, I’ll plant. Otherwise I don’t take 

a chance.” This season he has estimated his 

yield conservatively to average at 8.5t/ha for 

maize, 4.7t/ha for sorghum, 2t/ha for soya 

bean and 2.1t/ha for sunflower. “Anything 

above that is a bonus. Besides, it looks like it’s 

going to be a good season.”

Sinelizwi believes in farming with nature, 

not against it. He tries to till and disturb his 

soil as little as possible, with the aim of doing 

no-till in future – but he knows it will be a 

process. “You don’t wake up and start no-

tilling overnight.” 

He currently uses a three-in-one Bednar 

Terraland 400, which rips, disks and rolls to 

break clods with every pass. No-till would 

reduce costs, especially diesel. Instead of 

using six implements, one at a time, with no-

till the tractor would pull a single implement 

that fulfils three functions at once. That 

means lower repair and maintenance costs. 

“You want your tractor working as little as 

possible,” he explains.

This definitely is a man to watch. 

 UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL…  

SINELIZWI FAKADE

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE  
YOU’VE EVER RECEIVED?
Bite off what you can chew, then 
chew it well and swallow it before 
you take another bite. That is 
something my mentor, Rob 
Farrington, always says. 

YOUR BIGGEST MISTAKE TO DATE?
A R300 000 millet mistake! It wasn’t 
disastrous but I did lose some money 
and burn my fingers. I’ve replaced it 
with sunflower. 

WHAT WOULD YOU HAVE DONE 
DIFFERENTLY IF YOU COULD?
I think the land transaction is some-
thing I could have put more thought 
into before I committed most of my 
proceeds to paying off the farm. That 
put my cash flow under some strain. 
I don’t regret it, but if I had to do it 
again I think I would have asked Rob 
for more time to free up some cash. 

HOW IS YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH 
YOUR NEIGHBOURING FARMERS? 
It’s great. Rob is also my neighbour 
and continues to play a major role in 
my business, particularly as a mentor. 

WAS FINANCING A STRUGGLE?
It’s a struggle for any emerging or 
beginner farmer. It took me a few 

years to find a funder. It’s always 
better to start with soft loans or 
grants, because commercial loans 
are hard to access and can be too 
expensive for beginners. 

WHO HAS MADE THE BIGGEST 
CONTRIBUTION TO YOUR SUCCESS 
SO FAR?
My mother – she has given me the 
foundation and sacrificed a lot for me 
to get where I am. Rob also played a 
big role and I’m thankful for having 
him as my mentor.

WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU OFFER 
THE MINISTER OF AGRICULTURE? 
Focus on impact, sustainability and 
results. Simplify the department’s 
services and make them accessible 
to farmers – particularly technical 
skills, basic information and access to 
funding. Streamline the department’s 
functions and support what works. 

WHAT ROLE HAS ORGANISED 
AGRICULTURE PLAYED IN YOUR 
BUSINESS?
I am a product of organised agri-
culture. The knowledge, contacts, 
skills, exposure and networks I gained 
then got me where I am in today. We 
have a strong and vibrant agricultural 
sector. It’s established and works well, 
particularly the commercial side. 
But we need to be more innovative 
in thinking of how we can get the 
industry to speak for everyone. 
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Sinelizwi says he owes his funders a huge debt of gratitude. 
If it wasn’t for them providing him with the cash with which 
to buy his implements, he would, like many other emergent 
farmers, have struggled to stay afloat. 



B 
heki Mhlane had a flourishing 

career as a mechanical engin

eer, specialising as a turner 

machinist, first at Tongaat 

Hulett, then at Transnet and 

later at Voermol. But when his 

father’s health started failing in 

2015, Bheki had to get more involved on their 

family farm. “My dad had just lost my 

stepmother and his health was starting to 

deteriorate. He was 70 years old and diabetic.” 

Bheki’s father, Norman Ntethe Mhlane, 

started farming part time in the 1960s while 

working as an extension officer at Tongaat 

Hulett. Based in Pietermaritzburg, his job was 

to promote sugarcane farming in the 

homelands of KZN. “My dad was fortunate to 

have had the opportunity to study for a 

diploma in agriculture at the University of Fort 

Hare back then,” says Bheki. “He claimed to 

have studied with Prince Mangosuthu 

Buthelezi and other prominent political figures 

of the time.” Tongaat Hulett, explains Bheki, 

saw an opportunity to access more sugar in the 

underutilised former homelands and recruited 

Norman to help bring the land back into sugar

cane production. “Those communities were 

subsistent farmers, growing mealies and 

amadumbe and keeping a few animals. Most 

of the land was just lying fallow.”

Norman travelled the length and breadth of 

the province’s homelands, preaching the 

gospel of sugar cane. The relationships he built 

with the chiefs and indunas allowed him to 

secure land for himself to start his own sugar

cane operation. “He was allocated some land 

in eNdwedwe on the outskirts of Tongaat and 

Verulam, where he started a small operation 

Despite the serious challenges 
facing the local sugar market, 
like declining demand, sugar 

tax and cheap imports, 
Bhekithemba “Bheki” Mhlane 

remains upbeat about his 
industry. This secondgeneration 

sugar farmer on Phelandaba 
Farm in KwaShayamoya near 
Umzinto, KwaZuluNatal, tells 
Peter Mashala how fate forced 
him back into the family legacy. 
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A SUGAR 
FARMER’S 

BITTERSWEET 
VICTORY

and put my grandmother in charge. This is 

how I was introduced to sugarcane farming,” 

Bheki recalls. During school holidays young 

Bheki visited his grandmother to help with the 

farmwork. In the early 1990s, though, the 

political violence intensified and Bheki’s gran 

had to be relocated. “The area wasn’t safe for 

farming any longer and the farm eventually 

collapsed,” says Bheki. By the midNineties, 

Norman retired and ventured into farming full

time. This time he bought his own farm in 

Eston in the Midlands, southeast of 

Pietermaritzburg. Bheki worked with his father 

part time while studying at the then LC 

Johnson Technical College in Durban, where 

he got his N4 in mechanical engineering, 

specialising in fitting and turning. After 

graduating, he secured an apprenticeship with 

Tongaat Hulett that later became a permanent 

post. “I wasn’t getting to the farm as much as 

I wanted to back then,” Bheki says. 

FATE INTERVENES
Norman was intent on growing his farming 

operation, however. When the opportunity to 

lease a farm in KwaShayamoya on the coast 

near Umzinto came along, he jumped at it. “It 

was a great opportunity because it’s best to 

Bheki Mhlane feels 
very optimistic 
about the sugar-
cane industry. He 
continues to invest in 
improving production 
and hopes to buy 
another farm to 
expand his business.  
PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA
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farm sugar cane along the coast,” explains 

Bheki. Sugar cane grows longer inland, taking 

24 months from germination to harvest, 

whereas at the coast it takes between a year 

and 15 months. The KwaShayamoya farm 

belonged to Illovo Sugar and was one of the 

farms the company was advertising for lease 

by black farmers with an option to eventually 

buy it as part of the Reynolds Brothers estate. 

Around this time, Bheki’s mother died, and 

Norman sold his Eston farm and relocated to 

KwaShayamoya permanently.

A few years later Norman remarried. “My 

stepmom, Dolly Dasa, was as passionate 

about farming as he was,” recalls Bheki, who 

at the time was working mainly as the farm’s 

mechanic. “I fixed the tractor, implements and 

pumps over weekends,” he says. Then tragedy 

struck again in 2013, when Dolly died after a 

short illness. “She was younger than my dad, 

and we always thought she’d take over when 

he died. But God had other plans,” Bheki 

explains. The passing of his stepmother 

brought about major changes in Bheki’s life, as 

he had to move closer and step in to help 

Norman. Bheki finally resigned in May 2016 

after trying to run the farm remotely for a few 
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The sugar cane is sent to Illovo Sugar’s mills in Umzinto. Bheki says he gets about 15% 
recoverable value (sugar content) from every ton.
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years. His plan was to establish an engineering 

workshop in Umzinto while helping Norman, 

but when Norman passed away in September 

2016, Bheki had to take over the farm 

completely. With this came new challenges.

“My first big hurdle was getting access to 

the accounts. The farm was a deceased estate 

and, with my dad being a sole proprietor, I was 

stuck,” Bheki recalls. “The fact that he had a 

will didn’t matter and I had to make other 

plans while lawyers tried to sort out the mess.” 

Fortunately he managed to cut a deal with the 

lawyers that allowed him to continue farming 

the land. “With no funds, I dug into my 

pension fund and savings to keep afloat. Not 

only was I not earning a salary, my pension was 

also being spent on the farm.” 

FLYING SOLO
When Bheki took over the 117ha farm in 

2016, 50ha was in production, of which about 

50% was old cane. Only 1.5ha was under seed 

cane. “My dad was a bit old-school. Most 

things were still done manually,” he recalls. 

“He’d bought a mixing tank for chemicals but 

never used it. They just mixed the chemicals 

directly in the knapsacks. This often ended up 

in a big mess when measurements were not 

done properly.” So Bheki made a few changes, 

like modernising production methods and 

paying staff electronically. 

Of the total area, 89ha is arable and 69ha is 

currently planted. “With sugar cane, you must 

have a new crop planted every year. We plant 

about 10% of the total land under production 

annually,” he explains. “You only replant every 

10 years. If you maintain it by weeding, 

fertilising and the application of pesticides, 

you’re good for the next 10 years.” 

Of the 69ha that is planted, only 61ha 

produces commercial cane. The other 8ha is 

used to produce seed cane. According to 

Bheki, seed is one of the biggest expenses for 

sugar-cane farmers, so producing your own 

helps manage costs that can be as high as 

R1 300/t. Then you still need 10t of seed cane 

to cover 1ha! “The yields from that 10t/ha can 

exceed 65t/ha. I harvested a staggering 100t/

ha yield last season,” he says proudly. 

Bheki would like to bring another 20ha into 

production that’s currently a natural forest with 

a bit of commercial timber in between. This 

means removing and destumping trees. In 

addition, he’s in for a bit of maintenance work 

that will require excavators and bulldozers. 

“There are some lands that become 

waterlogged during the rainy season and need 

to be drained properly. Also, when my dam fills 

up, it backs up into my lands because of poor 

drainage,” he explains.

Bheki is pleased with his decision to stop 

buying seedlings and start producing his own 

seed cane. “It’s cheaper and hardier. Seed cane 

can take some battering by chemicals and 

fertiliser when planting, compared to 

seedlings,” he says. Seedlings require special 

soft chemicals that cost up to R10 000 for a 

20-litre bucket. The planting, Bheki says, also 

gets technical and finicky, and takes time and 

extra labour. About 25,000 seedlings are 

required for 1ha. One advantage of seedlings, 

he explains, is that once they’re planted they 

tend to grow better than sticks. 

Bheki wants to bring into production an additional 20ha that 
is currently covered by natural forest and some timber

This dam serves as a border between Bheki and his 
neighbour. He says he is going to need machinery to  
create a proper drainage system that prevents it from 
flooding his fields after heavy rains.



Bheki has different varieties on the farm. 

“I’m phasing out the N12 variety to make way 

for newer ones,” he says. The N39, a hardy 

all-purpose variety, dominates the farm. Newly 

introduced are N41, N51 and N52. While these 

are more suited to inland locations, they grow 

well at the coast. Another newcomer is N59, a 

fast and dense grower that can be harvested 

every six months. “In the right type of soil and 

gradient, it grows super fast. It stays green 

even in the harshest winters,” Bheki explains. 

The N58 is a fast grower too, but smaller – 

about the size of a pinky finger. The tonnage 

per hectare from this variety is amazing, he 

maintains. “The stick population and count per 

square metre are heavy. It’s also hardy and 

thrives on hilltops and in sloped areas.” 

Recently he planted N63, the latest available 

variety, and is waiting to see how it performs. 

PLANTING TECHNIQUES
Bheki does regular soil tests to help him fine-

tune his fertilisation programme. Planting 

takes place from September to December. 

After preparing the land and ensuring there 

are no volunteers (growth from last season), 

the cane is planted using two sticks laid 

horizontally facing the opposite direction of 

the ridges. “You have to partner the sticks so 

they close the gaps when they grow,” explains 

Bheki. The cane is cut open between the nodes 

to minimise the spread of diseases and pests, 

especially the eldana borer. “When the cane is 

cut, the worm is unable to move inside the 

cane from one node to the other. We apply 

2.3.4 fertiliser at planting before burying the 

sticks and compacting it firmly.”

After planting and before sprouting, Bheki 

applies Roundup to control weeds. “Once it’s 

sprouted, we apply a short-term spray for 

weeds that will last about three to four months 

until the cane is knee-high, followed by a top 

dressing using 5.1.5 fertiliser. Then I’ll spray a 

second round of herbicides to kill any weeds 

before the cane canopies. Once it canopies, 

nothing will grow underneath,” he explains. 

Commercial cane, he says, takes up to 

18  months from planting to harvest in the  

first year. Beyond that, it can be harvested 

every 12 months. “We sometimes keep it for 

15  months to mature properly. But that’s 

optional,” he adds. 

During harvesting, you should be careful 

not to harm the mother plant by plucking it 

from the ground. “We use cane knives to cut 

as close as possible to the ground. I prefer 

burning the fields at harvest time to make it 

easier for the cutters. When fields aren’t 

burnt, it’s more difficult and time-consuming, 

especially to peel the leaves from every stick.” 

Bheki’s sugar cane is marketed at Illovo 
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Sugar’s mills in Umzinto. “We get paid on 

what we call the recoverable value, which is 

the amount of sugar in the cane. I get about 

15% recoverable value from every ton of 

sugar cane I send to the mill,” says Bheki. No 

doubt his father would have been proud. 
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 UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL…  

BHEKI MHLANE

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE  
YOU’VE EVER BEEN GIVEN?
My dad always reminded me that a 
farm only belongs to you momentarily, 
so you shouldn’t be selfish. Make sure 
you hand it over in a better state than 
when you received it. That’s what 
drives me. 

ANYTHING YOU WOULD HAVE 
DONE DIFFERENTLY IF YOU HAD 
THE CHANCE?
I should have come back to the farm 
sooner. Trying to run it remotely 
delayed me. 

WHO HAS MADE THE BIGGEST 
CONTRIBUTION TO YOUR SUCCESS? 
Besides my dad, there are a few local 
farmers who were friends of his. Tim 
Crooks of Crooks Brothers has helped 
me a lot and trusted me with things 
other farmers never even would have 
considered. 

WAS FINANCING A STRUGGLE? 
It was a big issue while the estate 

was being wound down. I haven’t 
borrowed a cent in the four years that 
I’ve been running this farm. My advice 
would be not to be afraid of borrowing 
money – but be very cautious. 

WHAT ROLE DO INPUT SUPPLIERS 
PLAYED IN YOUR OPERATION? 
They play a big role in my business. I’ve 
been fortunate to have people who are 
always open and honest with me. They 
never tried to sell me products when I 
didn’t need them. 

DO YOU HAVE ANY ADVICE FOR 
THE MINISTER OF AGRICULTURE? 
I would like black farmers who didn’t 
get farms from the state but used their 
own money to be treated equally and 
get the same support as the others. 
We often feel like outcasts because we 
don’t get any support from the state. 

HAS ORGANISED AGRICULTURE 
PLAYED A PART IN YOUR SUCCESS?
It has. It opened my eyes to a lot of 
things I had no knowledge of, often 
because I didn’t know where to find 
the correct information. It has also 
united us farmers and shown us that 
we all face the same challenges. 

During the harvesting period Bheki brings 
in hired equipment to get the job done 
quicker, because there are penalties for 
delayed delivery at the mills.

Eight varieties of sugar care grow 
on the farm. Every year, Bheki 
plants new cane on 8.4ha, which is 
about 10% of the arable land. 
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FARMERS’ 
DIARIES

By January the festive season with its good prices is  
behind us, the veld is green and productive, and most summer 

crops are well on their way. African Farming found out  
what seven farmers are doing on their farms this month. 

SHEEP
Bongani Sibeko, Leandra, 

Mpumalanga

We have both Dohne and Meat Merinos 

on the farm. Most of our ewes will be 

lambing from mid-January until about 

March. We’ll be dosing them with 

Multivax-P Plus to prevent diseases like 

pulpy kidney, tetanus and blackleg. 

Because it’s summer and we’re in a high-

rainfall area, there always is the risk of 

worms, so we give Prodose Orange, 

which also helps with nasal bot and liver 

fluke. For external parasites such as ticks, 

lice and mites, we use Ivomec Gold. I mix 

50kg Dundee Lick Concentrate with 

about 5kg crushed yellow maize to help 

struggling ewes produce enough milk 

after lambing – but only ewes whose 

condition I’m not satisfied with. This 

supplement must not come into contact  

with water, so I’m careful to clean out 

troughs after it rains. In addition, I give 

pregnant ewes Multimin for trace minerals 

like copper, zinc, manganese and 

selenium. This is especially good for 

maiden ewes going into production from 

April this year, because it really boosts 

their reproductive performance.

FISH
Morena Khashane, Port Alfred, 

Eastern Cape

We are a tilapia outgrower farm based in Port 

Alfred. Production is ongoing and we have 

fish of various sizes and ages at any given 

time. Currently we stock up every month, 

buying fingerlings from Rivendell Hatchery in 

Grahamstown. We produce 20t to 30t of fish 

a month, but we aim to produce 100t a 

month by midyear. The fingerlings arrive on 

the farm weighing between 15g and 20g and 

are put on 1mm starter pellets while they’re 

in the nursery tanks for at least two months. 

You must feed tilapia at least about 4% of 

their body weight. We feed them this 

specialised feed at least three times a day. 

After three or four months, when they weigh 

between 100g and 150g, the fish are moved 

to grower tanks, where they’re put on 3mm 

grower pellets. After three to four months 

they’re ready for harvest at between 250g 

and 350g. We monitor their growth every 

second week and grade them every second 

month by sorting them according to size. 

Harvesting is done every week to supply 

various retailers in East London and Port 

Elizabeth. Some clients prefer smaller fish, 

whereas others like bigger ones. A local chef 

is also helping us promote tilapia. South 

Africa has one of the lowest consumption 

rates of fish per capita in the world.

CATTLE
Tanki Mokwena,

Brits, North West

I head the Obaro beef-

farmer development 

programme, which 

trains and supports 

200 smallholder beef farmers in North West, 

Limpopo and parts of Mpumalanga. Summer 

calving has already started and will continue 

until March. We’re doing external-parasite 

control of the early calves. We use Taktic or 

Bayticol for everything from lice to ticks. 

We also control internal parasites, 

especially milk tapeworm and roundworm, 

with Prodose Blue or Eradiworm + Tape. 

These prevent any worms’ eggs that might 

be present in the animal from hatching. 

We also provide vitamins, especially 

vitamins A and E, and trace minerals by 

giving the calves either Bovimin, Pro-Vit A 

or Multimin. These help with growth as 
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well as strengthening their immune 

systems. The older calves are being 

dehorned. We also give the four- to five-

month-old heifers Brucella S19, and the 

young bull calves headed for the feedlot 

or to be sold as feedlot weaners are given 

growth hormones. To help maintain 

optimal production and reproduction on 

the green pastures, we give the rest of 

the herd phosphate licks – P6, Voermol 

Phosphate Block or Molatek Foslick.



CHICKENS
Neo Mohlamme, 

Klerksdorp, North West

Our next batch of day-old broiler 

chicks will be arriving this month. 

We’ve been preparing for them since 

our last batch was slaughtered in 

December. Fourteen days before the 

chicks arrive, we disinfect the houses 

and prepare the bedding using wood 

shavings bought in Potchefstroom. 

Three days before the day-old chicks are put in, we heat the houses up 

to 36˚C using coal, because it’s important that they’re as comfortable as 

possible. The chicks arrive at a live weight of between 2.6g and 2.8g. 

They are immediately given a stress pack in liquid form before they are 

introduced to starter crumbs on their third day. They must be rehydrated 

properly before they start feeding, and fresh clean water must always 

be available. The heat should be turned down gradually every week 

until it’s 26˚C by Day 14, when the window curtains are closed. We 

introduce them to starter grower pellets on their 12th day. To make the 

transition from crumbs to pellets as easy as possible for the chicks, we 

mix the pellets and crumbs for the first three days (Day 12 to Day 14). 

During their fifth week we put them on finisher pellets for a week 

before we take them out. We also give them a Newcastle vaccination 

on their 18th day and again 21 days later.
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PIGS
Palesa Moahlodi, Boshof, 

Free State 

Last year’s Covid-19 lockdown 

affected everyone – also our clients – 

and this had an impact on demand. 

Fortunately we saw it pick up over 

the festive season and we really hope 

it continues growing in the new year. 

Production never ends and we’re 

selling pigs of different ages all the 

time, so we have continuous vaccination and feeding programmes 

year-round. During summer we take extra precautions against flies 

to stop transmission of diseases. We keep the fences around the 

piggery in good condition to prevent wild animals from gaining 

access to the houses in case they carry diseases like African swine 

fever. We mate up to four sows per week and they farrow between 

10 and 18 piglets after three months. Here we maintain the 

principle of “prevention is better than cure”. We give the piglets 

their first iron injection when they’re seven days old. This is followed 

by RespiSure at weaning, to stimulate the immune system and 

assist in preventing chronic pneumonia. From then on, we just 

make sure we provide quality feed and keep their houses clean 

until they’re ready for market at 40kg to 55kg as porkers, and 60kg 

to 100kg as baconers. Because it is hot during summer, we must 

increase the supply of clean water. We’ll also be culling the older, 

less productive sows and boars for the sausage market.

GRAINS 
Tshidiso Pali, Senekal, 

Free State

We grow sunflower, maize and 

teff. Planting was a little de-

layed because of rains that per-

sisted right into December. But 

fortunately we got most of our 

lands planted and germination 

has started. From now on it’s 

important to manage weeds 

competing with the young 

maize crop before they get too 

tall and vigorous. When the 

crop is about 32 to 42 days old, 

we apply Roundup glyphosate 

to our Roundup Ready maize. We do the same with sunflower, but we 

use Clearfield Plus on sunflowers at the same age as the maize. When 

it’s young, sunflower doesn’t compete well with weeds, so we need to 

get rid of weeds before the sunflower forms a canopy, otherwise it 

impacts the yields. By the end of January the teff will be ready for its first 

cut, when we bale it and keep it for animal feed. 
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VEGETABLES 
Tshwarelo Masutha, Mamaila, 

near Letaba, Limpopo

We grow a variety of vegetables, 

but this month we’re planting 

mustard, spinach and cabbage. 

We’re also waiting for seedlings 

to arrive for planting. I’ve been 

using PNA Nurseries in Mooketsi 

for my seedlings for years now. I 

place my orders at least five 

weeks before planting, because 

it takes between four and five 

weeks for the seedlings to be 

ready. We’ve done land preparation and I’ve applied cattle manure 

where I will be planting the spinach, and 2.3.4 in the case of the 

cabbage. Cabbage is a heavy eater and requires more nutrients 

than spinach, which has a shorter cycle. I start harvesting my 

spinach after 30 days, whereas the cabbage takes three months. 

After transplanting the seedlings, we apply a top dressing of KAN 

28 within two weeks. With the spinach, I apply KAN 28 again after 

another two weeks, before I start harvesting. As for the cabbage, 

after the second KAN 28 top dressing, I’ll apply some urea – we’re 

in a hot summer area, so we use urea to try to cool off the cabbage, 

which is generally a cool-weather crop. Seven days later we apply 

MAP to help build healthy leaves. We’ll continue applying MAP 

every seven days for four weeks. To boost the head, next we’ll 

apply potassium nitrate. Lastly, a week before harvesting we will 

put in KAN again to give the crop a bit of colour – this makes it look 

greener and more attractive. 



B
ack in 2009 when I started 

working on the farm, we had 

one big egg mobile and two 

smaller ones that were giving 

us about 150 eggs per day. 

Today we have 21 really huge 

egg mobiles with 350  birds  

in each, producing 5 500 eggs a day! Here’s 

our story.

We’re pretty much doing the same things 

we were doing 10 years ago – just a lot more 

of it. We start work at 07:30. The first job is to 

transfer chicken feed from the silos to plastic 

buckets. It’s important that these are clean 

and sanitised. We weigh all the buckets that 

goes to every egg mobile to make sure we 

don’t overfeed and lose money that way. We 

then move to the planted pastures where the 

chickens are kept in their egg mobiles. We 

have a cool, air-conditioned egg-grading 

room right next to the land where the 

chickens are kept, where we can work in a 

cool environment. We move our egg mobiles 

every day of the year to avoid overfertilising 

Thobelani Mngomezulu is the herd manager at one of South Africa’s 
leading regenerative farming operations and a director of the  

Farmer Angus Egg Company. In a series of columns, he will share  
his insights about a system that tries to give Mother Nature a chance 

to regenerate or put back what farming takes from her –  
in many respects, a truly African approach to farming.
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COLLECTING THE 
GOLDEN EGG!

the soil and to prevent overgrazing. We move 

them 15m at a time before we release the 

chickens onto the fresh grazing. 

We then clean and fill the feeders inside 

the egg mobiles. Very important, too, is 

making sure all the bell drinkers are clean and 

filled with fresh water – chickens drink twice 

as much as they eat! 

At about 09:30 we start our first egg 

collection. It’s the biggest egg collection of 

the day across all our batches of chickens. 

When we are moving to the next mobile, we 

don’t approach it directly but walk in a big 

circle around the mobile to chase away any 

predators. Once the first collection is done, 

we clean the eggs and take them straight to 

the grading room, where they are sorted by 

the grading machine. We are always careful 

to record everything daily. 

At about 11:00 the second collection is 

done, followed by another round of cleaning 

and grading. Then it’s time for lunch. Between 

15:00 and 16:00 we do our last collection, 

the smallest of the day. When we have 

finished cleaning and grading these eggs, we 

switch off the egg-grading machine and the 

air-conditioner. We then take all the counted 

eggs to our final egg-storage room, where 

our egg boxes are stored according to size. 

We have Extra Large boxes with 18 eggs, 

Extra Large ones with 12 eggs, Large with 

12 eggs and Jumbo with 12 eggs, as well as 

mixed boxes of 12 eggs and mixed trays.

We inoculate our chickens every three 

weeks in summer, for infectious bronchitis (IB) 

and Newcastle disease alternately. In winter 

we inoculate them against Newcastle disease 

and IB every two weeks. 

Every 16 weeks we get new laying hens. 

They’re placed on pre-peak feed rations until 

29 weeks and then moved to phase-one feed 

until they’re slaughtered. We weigh our hens 

and eggs every week for 45 weeks. There are 

40 chickens per batch and 150 eggs per 

batch. Thereafter we would weigh them once 

a month.

We have two feeders of free-choice mineral 

lick filled with Idwala’s Kulu Grit and kelp per 

batch of chickens. We keep our nest boxes 

clean and topped up with sawdust and 

diatomaceous earth to combat external 

parasites. We always wear masks when we’re 

busy with this task. 

Anything that breaks in our egg mobiles is 

fixed immediately. We also clean every egg 

mobile thoroughly twice a month. 

The reason why we farm the way we do? 

Ninety-six percent of all eggs consumers buy 

are from birds farmed in small cages, but our 

chickens get to live like chickens, because 

we’re lucky enough to have water to be able 

to irrigate pastures for them – so we believe 

our eggs are healthier. Besides eggs, the 

chickens also give us something else in return: 

their droppings fertilise the soil, which was 

very poor when we started farming here. 

I’m super excited to be a director of Farmer 

Angus Egg Company, while my wife is a 

shareholder. This after 10 years of working 

with Angus McIntosh and learning the value 

of continually moving our animals around 

Spier Wine Farm.   

Thobelani Mngomezulu and his wife, 
Phello Ntlati, at Spier Wine Farm, in 
front of the movable chicken coops they 
call egg mobiles. Besides managing the 
farm’s cattle, Thobelani is also a director 
of Farmer Angus Eggs, whereas Phello  
is a shareholder. PHOTO: FARMER ANGUS
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www.corteva.co.za

KEEP GROWING.

IN IT
FOR

FARMERS.FARMERS. IN IT
FOR
GOOD.

We are in it to advance sustainability for farmers.

To provide tools and training for farmers to increase yield,
profitability, optimise inputs, and improve climate resilience.

We deliver innovative, farmer-first solutions to maximise
every hectare. Enabling farmers to get the

most out of every season.

We invest with the farmer in mind: building a
future for generations to come.
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