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The first episode of the second series of 
African Farming will be broadcasted on 
Mzansi Wethu (DStv channel 163) on 
Thursday 24 June 2021. Please tune in!

You also have the chance to see all the 
episodes of the first series on our website 
at www.africanfarming.com. Here you 
will also be able to read every issue of our 
African Farming magazine, ask us any 
farming questions, or just get some great 
farming advice. Thank you to all of you 
for the great feedback. KEEP IT COMING! 

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

T
he recent event at Ga-

Sekhu khune in Limpopo’s 

Groblersdal district where 

President Cyril Ramaphosa 

handed the title deeds to 

members of the Tafelkop 

Farmers Association was a 

historic and emotional moment. It was a 

monumental breakthrough for this group 

of farmers, who have battled with the 

government for more than 23 years. Led by 

Ntate Jerry Sefoloshe, they had waited for 

the government to honour its promises and 

grant them title to this irrigation scheme, 

which they took over and revived in 1998. 

I  first met Ntate Sefoloshe in 2009 when 

I  visited the farms after reading of their 

plight and how their fading hopes of 

becoming commercial farmers – diminished 

due to government inaction. 

When I heard the news, I immediately 

called Ntate Sefoloshe, now 66, who 

I  knew would be on cloud nine. He 

remembers the day he led a group of 

farmers to take over the abandoned 220ha 

Hereford irrigation scheme back in the day 

as clearly as if those dramatic events had 

unfolded yesterday. He had convinced 56 

farmers living at Tafelkop in the former 

homeland of Lebowa to take over the 

abandoned farms on that irrigation scheme. 

Upon arrival, they immediately began to 

clear canals and chop down trees to get the 

farms back into production and habitable. 

Theirs was an organised association that 

applied strict rules to its members after 

allocating the plots. The only economic 

activity allowed was farming or selling farm 

produce, and they shared the costs for joint 

expenses. Over the years, the farmers and 

their relatives, now reduced to 33 families 

after some of the original members left 

following many years of disappointments, 

have worked hard despite the many 

challenges they faced. 

With no government support but plenty of 

empty promises, these farmers have soldiered 

on. They have been building partnerships 

with companies like British American Tobacco 

(BAT) and Cotton South Africa, and producing 

tobacco, cotton and fresh produce that they 

supply to local stores, school feeding schemes 

and the Tshwane and Joburg markets.

The story of these farmers is one that will 

be familiar to many black farmers in the 

country. Farmers who have received land 

through the land-reform process continue to 

struggle as they wait for the government to 

decide what it wants to do with the leased 

land. Some farmers are sitting with expired 

contracts while some are not even allowed to 

exercise their option to buy the land that 

came with their leases. 

I know farmers who have been farming on 

government farms for more than 20 years but 

are still not allowed to buy the farms. Black 

farmers who want to buy land are frustrated 

by the cumbersome processes and red tape in 

the department. There are two farmers 

featured in this issue that fall in this category. 

Bongani Sibeko and Ntate Badge Skosana 

farm on government-owned farms that they 

have been occupying for more than 10 years. 

Because they have no title to the land, they 

lack security and therefore cannot get 

financial backing from commercial banks. 

Anyone who runs a farming business 

knows how hard it is to be successful on these 

government farms. It takes a special kind of 

farmer to make it under these conditions, and 

statistics tell us that more than 80% of land- 

reform farms have failed. Those who have 

worked tirelessly and with great passion and 

dedication, like  Ntate Skosana and Bongani, 

and many others, some of whom have 

been featured in this magazine, make it. 

Ntate Skosana has been on the 

Kleinwater Farm near Witbank in Mpuma-

langa since 2010, whereas Bongani has 

occupied Watervalshoek in Leandra, also in 

Mpumalanga, since 2011. Both these 

farmers have had to overcome many 

obstacles, access to finance being the main 

one. No title to the land makes securing 

finance for production on such a farm close 

to impossible. 

Even the president acknowledged this in 

his speech during the handover ceremony, 

when he said: “This land is this community’s 

most valuable asset, and now it is officially 

yours and you will be able to use it as 

security to secure loans to expand, to secure 

long-term supply contracts as well as to 

form partnerships with bigger commercial 

farmers.” 

Although it has come 23 years late for 

these farmers, many of whom have lost 

their prime productive years, this move by 

the government has been welcomed. We 

hope the next generation of farmers in this 

community will benefit. 

What we need to encourage now is for 

government to speed up the process for 

other farmers who are waiting in limbo. 

We cannot have more farmers going 

through what the Tafelberg farmers have 

gone through, when such things can easily 

be prevented. It is in our best interest that 

our government prioritise hard-working 

farmers for the sake of both the country’s 

food security and achieving a successful 

land-reform process. I think that, even 

when offered 30-year leases, those 

farmers with proven farming ability who 

want to exercise their option to purchase 

their farms should be allowed to do so 

without having to wait another 30 years.

– PETER MASHALA

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR
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I
n 2018 a frustrated Mthunzi Ntutela 

wrote a Facebook post about the 

difficulties he and many other farmers 

faced on the communal lands of the 

Eastern Cape. He says he did not expect 

that much would come from his post 

other than a robust discussion among 

farmer friends. 

“I had a big issue with the commercial 

farmers who sold us unproductive culls, 

especially ewes, when they knew we were 

buying animals from them to try to improve 

our flocks,” recalls Mthunzi, a sheep farmer 

6  

Three years ago, two strangers who’d met on social media sat 
down to talk about ways to help communal farmers improve 

their sheep and wool production and get better returns.  
Based on mutual respect, this partnership now yields good results 
and brings hope to emerging rural farmers in the Eastern Cape. 
Mthunzi Ntutela and Marius Pienaar told Peter Mashala more 

about the project they started, and how it has given them 
an opportunity to learn about each other’s worlds. 

A PARTNERSHIP 
BASED ON 

MUTUAL RESPECT 

VILLAGE LIFE

in Komkhulu village outside Tsomo in the 

Eastern Cape. 

Mthunzi’s post drew some heated 

commentary, with many fellow communal 

farmers expressing the same views. The 

discussion circled the net for days until 

Marius Pienaar of Pienaar Boerdery, a well-

known merino breeder from De Aar in the 

Northern Cape, commented with the words 

“How can I help?” 

After exchanging private messages, 

Mthunzi and Marius arranged to meet at 

Marius’ farm, Klein-Potfontein. 

A NEW FRIENDSHIP
Their conversations following Mthunzi’s 

Facebook post were the beginning of their 

friendship and partnership, according to 

Marius. “Mthunzi had clear ideals; my role 

was to be a soundboard. He visited me at my 

home and stayed for the weekend.” 

Mthunzi speaks of the Pienaars’ warm 

welcome, which included slaughtering a 

sheep in honour of their guest. “We had a 

braai that evening and spoke about sheep 

farming, and the challenges and possible 

solutions for communal farmers in the 

Eastern Cape,” he says. 

During the course of the weekend, the two 

men talked about farming while they worked 

and handled sheep together. Mthunzi’s first 

proposal was that he and his fellow farmers 

back home should buy rams from Marius.

“However, my advice was that they should 

buy from breeders closer to their area 

because the sheep would adjust more 

easily,” says Marius. He recommended they 

buy in pregnant ewes as the quickest way to 

genetic progress. “Using improved rams on 

substandard ewes to get substantial genetic 

improvement could take up to 20 years.”

Marius not only gave Mthunzi the contact 

details of various breeders closer to Mthunzi’s 

More than 270 sheep have been sold 
to communal farmers in the Eastern 
Cape as part of a genetic improvement 
pro ject  spearheaded by Mthunzi 
Ntutela and Marius Pienaar.  
PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA
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area, he also contacted the farmers to let 

them know what the communal farmers 

wanted to achieve. 

“The breeders agreed to help wherever 

they could, but Mthunzi insisted on a trial 

with my pregnant ewes, while monitoring 

their adaptation to the different environments. 

We used older pregnant ewes and several 

young rams in the trial,” explains Marius. 

IMMEDIATE BUY-IN
Meanwhile, Mthunzi kept his Eastern Cape 

Whatsapp group updated on his meeting 

with Marius. When he communicated to the 

group that Marius had some rams available 

for sale, eight farmers immediately placed 

their orders and deposited the money. 

“I drove home with eight rams on the back 

of my bakkie. This was the start of the 

animal-improvement programme and my 

partnership with Marius,” says Mthunzi.

At the start of the pilot project, Marius 

mated the ewes under extremely dry 

conditions. Once pregnancy was confirmed, 

56 pregnant ewes and 17 rams were sent to 

the Eastern Cape, where the animals 

adapted reasonably well. Mthunzi 

suggested using younger animals for the 

next batch, as he believed they would adapt 

even better.   

“We learn from each other,” says Marius. 

“In fact, I’m learning the most. I have a great 

passion for farming and for South Africa and 

its people. Through projects like this I get to 

share with people who have similar passions.” 

Communal farmers in the Eastern Cape 

have to overcome major problems before 

they deal with improving the quality of their 

flocks. One such problem is insufficient 

water supply. “There can be no agricultural 

activity without water. But there are 

communities living, with their animals, off 

rainwater harvested in tanks from their roof 

gutters,” Marius points out. 

There is a perception among some farmers 

that wealth is determined by the number of 

sheep the farmer owns, says Marius. 

“This drives a negative cycle. As animal 

numbers grow, the grass is increasingly 

overgrazed and the wool income is reduced. 

There is a direct correlation between feed 

quality and wool quality and volume. 

Another problem is that very little mutton is 

eaten. In a nutshell, numbers increase, 

natural resources are destroyed, and 

extraordinarily little wealth is created.”

The communal farmers focus mainly on 

wool production, but Marius says more 

sheep should be sold as meat to make wider 

commercial gain and wealth creation 

possible. “The basic principle of any livestock 

farming operation is to produce meat, which 

generates the greater part of the income 

from dual-purpose sheep. Raise a maximum 

number of lambs per group of ewes. Keep 

only replacement animals and sell the rest,” 

advises Marius.

The aim for all the communal farmers 

should be to mate, lamb and sell to the 

market in the same season. “The possibilities 

for wealth creation are enormous,” he says, 

adding that farmers should focus on quality 

rather than quantity. “Twenty properly 

managed ewes can earn more than 100 

poorly managed ewes. Because money 

comes in twice or three times a year, financial 

planning and good management are also 

hugely important.”

POSITIVE RESULTS
The two farmers speak on the phone regularly 

and Marius has also visited Mthunzi’s home 

several times to learn more about farming 

conditions in the communal areas. Since they 

started the project, 217 ewes and 88 rams 

have made the trip from De Aar. 

Mthunzi reports that the sheep are doing 

well and the farmers are happy with the 

quality of animals Marius sends them. He 

says Marius has transformed his outlook: he 

plans and manages his finances and he earns 

more by selling wool and meat. 

His sheep now have permanent water 

delivered to water troughs with ball valves. 

The two men fixed the community’s windmill 

and Mthunzi took on the responsibility for its 

maintenance. 

“We needed farmers to model change 

and to set an example for others to follow. 

Most things in farming take time and we 

need to be patient about achieving our 

goals,” says Marius.

Since they met in 2009, Mthunzi and Marius have remained 
close. They speak on the phone almost every week. All the farmers club together to pay for the transport from De Aar. 

The animals are delivered to facilities in 
Queenstown. 
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 MTHUNZI’S JOURNEY 
The untimely death of his father, 
Ntsikane Ntutela, forced a young 
Mthunzi Ntutela into farming in 2002, 
as he had to help his mother with the 
family’s flock. Mthunzi worked with 
the sheep during school holidays and 
later during college breaks. “I was 
studying for a national diploma in public 
management and administration at the 
Eastern Cape Technikon, now Walter 
Sisulu University. My dad had farmed 
on communal land for as long as I can 
remember,” he says. 

His mother, Nomxolisi, a teacher, 
took on the day-to-day management of 
the sheep. On one holiday visit, during 
lambing, Mthunzi found the sheep in 
bad condition. “Their wool was falling 
off. I felt guilty because this had never 
happened while my dad was alive. 
I decided I had to do something about 
it,” recalls Mthunzi. 

Personnel at the co-op in town told 
him that his sheep had scab. “They 
recommended Cydectin Injectable, 
which helped to solve the problem.” 

After the scab incident, Mthunzi’s 
visits home became more frequent. He 
educated himself by reading farming 
magazines and attending short 
courses on livestock management. 
“The more I learnt, the greater my 
interest and passion grew. At some 
stage I decided to quit university 
and farm the sheep,” he says. The 
main agribusiness in the area is wool 
production, which also provides the 
only accessible formal market for many 
communal sheep farmers. “BKB has 
established communal shearing sheds 
in various places in the province. The 
first thing I realised when I started to 
participate in this market was that most 
of us produced wool of poor quality,” 
Mthunzi says. But by reading magazines 
and visiting commercial breeders 
he learnt the importance of animal 
improvement and of keeping quality 
animals that give better returns.

Communal farmers often raise 
animals that are not seen as the best. 
“The first decision I made was to switch 
from dual-purpose Dohne merinos to 

pure merinos. The market for mutton 
is an informal unregulated one, where 
I sell to my neighbours,” explains 
Mthunzi. Most people in the community 
have mixed-breed sheep and a good 
animal would not fetch any higher price 
than any of these animals. “If a wether 
costs R1 200 here in the area, you would 
not be able to get more than that for a 
good mutton merino wether,” he says. 

COMMUNAL CHALLENGES
Mthunzi says the difficulties of farming 
effectively on largely unfenced and 
overstocked communal land led to 
the formation of the Ubunye Farmers 
Association. Through the association, 
farmers try to manage the breeding 
season and to control and manage 
diseases. “Grazing management is 
impossible, but we try to control what 
we can,” Mthunzi says. 

Farmers must follow the animal 
health programme designed by Dr 
Werner Wentzel of the Queenstown 
Veterinary Clinic. Farmers keep their 
rams at home. “This eliminates the risks 

Production on communal land is often difficult because the area is 
unfenced and overstocked. Ubunye Farmers Association was formed 
to help prevent overgrazing and unmanaged disease outbreaks. Mthunzi started farming in 2002 after his dad’s passing.

Marius’ 
merino 
rams 
have 
become 
very  
popular 
with the 
Eastern 
Cape 
farmers. When it comes to wool, quality is more 

important than quantity, says Mthunzi.
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of having your ewes bred to rams with 
genes you may not want in your flock,” 
says Mthunzi. He uses a stockman 
who stays with the sheep as an extra 
measure. “When other farmers, for 
whatever reason, may have their rams 
roaming around, we can manage the 
situation,” he says. 

Shearing happens during November 
and December, at the communal 
shearing shed. Mthunzi says the main 
goal of actively participating members 
is to improve the quality of their wool. 
But this is not easy, as there are older 
members who are taking time to adapt 
to change. Therefore, at shearing, 
Mthunzi’s wool is sorted, graded and 
baled separately from the group’s wool. 

“Because I focus on producing quality 
wool, my quality is different from 
theirs. We try to use this as a case study 
to show them the benefits of animal 
improvement and of maintaining good 
health and nutrition.” Producing quality 
wool pays better, he adds. “Last year 
I got 120kg from shearing 50 animals. 
When we compared this with another 

farmer who got 350kg from shearing 
190 sheep, I still made R4 000 more than 
he made.”

THE ROLE OF NUTRITION
Nutrition is the key to product 
excellence, says Mthunzi. “To ensure 
that our freshly lambed ewes produce 
enough milk and maintain a good 
body condition score, we feed them 
a balanced supplement,” Mthunzi says. 
This ration is fed out in the evening 
after grazing, and comprises Molatek 
Master 20 (40kg), crushed yellow 
maize (40kg) and salt (7kg) as the main 
ingredients. Rationing the feed works 
out at about 250g per day per animal.   

The vet scans ewes to check and 
confirm pregnancies. Once the animals 
have been scanned and Mthunzi knows 
which ewes are carrying single lambs 
and which have twins, he adjusts the 
ration for the twinning ewes – up 
to 300g. The sheep are marked and 
kraaled seperately. 

“In the third month, I increase the 
ration for single-lamb ewes to 300g and 

for twin carriers to 400g. In the final two 
weeks of pregnancy, the ration is 500g 
for all ewes. 

Mthunzi adds that, because of 
the pressure on the grazing, he also 
provides supplements continuously in 
the kraals for all the sheep. “We feed 
out different licks and mineral blocks 
depending on the season. It will be a 
protein lick in winter and a phosphate 
block in summer. There are always salt 
blocks in the kraals,” he explains.

The greatest health challenge 
in Mthunzi’s communal area is 
bluetongue,  against which he 
vaccinates in October. “The vaccine 
comes in three bottles marked A, B and 
C . We inject A first, then three weeks 
later we inject B, and three weeks after 
that we vaccinate with C. We also dose 
for worms, particularly tapeworm, 
which is prevalent here. I prefer to 
use broad-spectrum dewormers like 
Prodose Orange or Eradiworm Plus, 
as these products also control other 
internal parasites like liver fluke and 
nasal bot,” says Mthunzi.  

Left: Buying pregnant ewes helped them 
acquire better genetic material faster.  
Above: Marius believes the project 
should aim at producing both wool and 
meat.

Water supply is among the biggest challenges of sheep production on communal land. 
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FROM HUMBLE  
BEGINNINGS TO  

COMMERCIAL SUCCESS
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In 2010, after 15 years as 
a road-building contractor 
in Mpumalanga, Moniwa 

“Badge” Skosana reconnected 
with his passion for farming. 
A man of action, he decided  
to lease some land from the 
government as the first step 

towards turning his dream into 
a reality. Badge tells African 

Farming’s Peter Mashala the 
story of his 50-year journey  
in agriculture that took him 
from an ox-drawn plough  
to a combine harvester.  

ABOVE: A commercial grain farmer 
today, Badge Skosana has come a long 
way since he started farming with his 
father in the 1960s, when they used  
to plough the land with oxen.  
PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

“My father would much rather be his own 

man than work for someone else. He loved 

farming so much,” says Badge. 

He recalls how they would spend the day in 

the fields as his father worked a single-row 

plough behind an ox. “Naturally, this was not 

fun for me as a young boy. We ploughed the 

land barefoot even when it was wet and cold. 

I used those old maize bags as shoes to 

protect my feet,” he says.

Badge spent most of his youth in Carolina 

working with his father until the early 1980s, 

D
uring the 1960s, when he 

was a young teenager, 

Moniwa “Badge” Sko- 

sana farmed with his self-

employed father in Caro-

lina, Mpumalanga, culti-

vating the land with oxen 

yoked to a plough. Today, at 68, he is a 

successful commercial farmer growing maize 

and soya beans and running cattle on 2 000ha 

outside Emalahleni (Witbank), Mpumalanga.

“After my father passed away, I started a 

company doing mainly road construction 

and maintenance. The construction business 

kept me busy for about 15 years, but there 

was always something telling me to go back 

to farming,” Badge says. 

He remembers his father as a no-nonsense 

person who believed in hard work. Even at 

the height of apartheid, Badge’s father 

refused to work as a farmworker. He leased 

land from a white farmer on a 50/50 

sharecropping arrangement. 

when things turned sour with the white 

farmer from whom they leased the land. His 

father then relocated to Siyabuswa, near 

Groblersdal, and farmed in what was then the 

KwaNdebele homeland. There Badge farmed 

with his dad until, as a grown man, he went 

into the construction business just after 1994. 

A HARD START
Badge believes farming is his calling. “I was 

doing fairly well in the construction business, 

but I couldn’t resist the persistent call to go 

back to the land,” he says. In 2010 he applied 

for a farm under the Proactive Land 

Acquisition Strategy (Plas) and was allocated 

the 2 000ha farm Kleinwater outside Witbank 

in Mpumalanga’s Balmoral district. Once the 

approval for the farm came through, Badge 

gave up his business to focus on agriculture. 

“I started with a second-hand tractor and I 

leased ploughs and planters,” he says. The 

following year, in 2011, he planted 120ha of 

the total 600ha of arable land to his first crop 

.LOCATION.   
Emalahleni, 

Mpumalanga

•



of soya beans and maize. “It was pretty 

tough,” says Badge, “I planted the 120ha 

and let the remaining arable land to a white 

commercial farmer.” 

Like many farmers, Badge paid his school 

fees with that first crop. “I had little experience 

and even less equipment, and my yields, at 

0.5t/ha of soya beans and 1.5t/ha of maize, 

were dismal. The following year was not 

much different. I remember thinking that I 

would give up in the next season if things 

didn’t change for the better.” 

CHANGE AND 
TRANSFORMATION
Then, in 2013, Badge was introduced to Afgri 

subsidiary Harvest Time Investments. Afgri 

took Badge under its wing through its grain 

farmer development programme and advised 

him to use all the arable land on his farm. 

“I terminated the lease I had with the 

farmer who was renting my other land so that 

I could start working with Afgri on 600ha,” 

he explains. Through the programme, Afgri 

offered Badge an array of services – from 

working capital in the form of a loan to 

mentors, access to equipment and agronomy 

services – to prepare for the next planting 

season. Badge also had access to grain 

storage and marketing services. 

In the 2013/2014 planting season he 

planted 350ha of soya beans and 250ha of 

maize, advised by agronomists and a mentor, 

who were made available through Harvest 

Time. Putting the right production principles 

in place led to increased yields of 1.5t/ha of 

soya beans and 3t/ha of maize. 

“I was happy with the results and this 

encouraged me not to give up.” 

He says working with Afgri revolutionised 

his operation. The following season, it again 

loaned him the money to plant and worked 
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out a favourably structured loan to help him 

buy his own equipment. “I bought a John 

Deere tractor and a few implements, including 

planters and a combine harvester,” he says. 

Badge now plants about 900ha: 570ha to 

soya beans and 300ha to maize. He leases a 

300ha farm from neighbouring farmers. 

“Our policy is to plant more soya beans. It’s 

a cheaper crop to plant than maize and it pays 

better. The Safex price is currently just over 

R7 000/t,” he says. Planting starts in October 

after soil preparations, which follow the first 

rains in late September. 

“We finish planting in mid-November. 

After that it’s maize, which should be planted 

by the first two weeks of December.” 

According to Badge, soya beans need 

reasonable heat for optimal yields. This makes 

Mpumalanga a suitable region for the crop as 

it has a long warm season that extends from 

September to March. “Before we plant, we 

check that soil moisture and temperature is 

okay,” he explains. “Soya beans need the soil 

temperature to be around 15°C for planting.”

The area has the ideal temperatures and 

gets decent rainfall of between 480mm and 

550mm in a good year. Although, as Badge 

points out, they suffered a bad drought in the 

2017 and 2018 seasons. “Those were 

disastrous years but because the Afgri crop 

insurance was in place, we managed to 

survive, carry on farming and pay back the 

loans in the next season.”

Badge practises minimum till but deep-rips 

down to 400mm every second year. He does 

this to break the soil compaction and promote 

moisture retention. Compacted soil is not 

suitable for soya beans – the crop needs a 

fine, firm, deep seedbed for good germination 

and growth. 

“We do soil analysis every year before we 

plant. This helps us determine soil pH and the 

quantities and type of fertiliser we should 

apply during the season,” he explains. He says 

a soil pH of between 6 and 6.5 is good for 

soya beans. “We’ve learnt that soya beans 

need adequate amounts of phosphorous and 

potassium. The soil analysis tells us how much 

of this we need to put down,” he adds. 

He uses three John Deere planters – a 12-, 

eight-, and six-row model respectively – that 

get all the planting of both crops done in 

under two months. 

CROP ROTATION
The soya bean harvesting usually begins in 

May but this year Badge started harvesting in 

April because the crop dried and started 

shedding leaves early. He says when the 

moisture content of the seed falls below 

15%, the crop is ready to harvest. 

The challenge with soya beans, Badge 

explains, is that you could suffer huge losses 

without a proper combine harvester. He says 

most black farmers, especially emerging 

farmers, do not plant soya beans because 

they don’t have their own equipment. 

“Leasing equipment is expensive, and 

because harvesting happens everywhere at 

the same time, the demand for machinery 

pushes the prices up. I’m fortunate to have 

paid off my equipment. We’ve just bought a 

new combine harvester to handle the 

increased acreages, which would have taken 

too long otherwise.” 

Badge rotates the maize with soya beans. 

Crop rotation was something he learned 

about from his mentor, Nick Basson, a 

commercial farmer from Ermelo. 

“Soya beans are legumes, which means 

they need different nutrients to those required 

by maize, and they also fix nitrogen in the soil. 

Maize needs nitrogen, especially when you 

want high yields,” he explains. 

Badge has three John Deere planters that he says enable him to 
get through all the planting of both the maize and soya crops in 
just under two months.

A loan from Afgri subsidiary Harvest Time Investments made 
it possible for Badge to buy this John Deere tractor, pictured 
here at the ready with a trailer hitched. 



“I’ve been working with Nick since 

2013 and he’s been a huge part of our 

success.” Badge says excellent mentorship is 

critical to achieving the desired farming 

outcomes and making solid progress, 

particularly if you are an emerging farmer. 

DIVERSITY AND GROWTH
Badge runs a herd of 160 Brahman-Nguni 

cross-bred cows to add some diversity to his 

farming business and to make optimal use of 

his land. 

“It would be a complete waste not to use 

1  400ha of grazing, and diversification is 

important in a successful farming 

enterprise,” he emphasises. Until recently, he 

was producing weaners for feedlots, but 

currently he is reshaping his strategy to one 

of value-adding. “We have enough land, so 

we plan to increase our numbers and will 

start our on-farm feedlot project in October.” 

As the business expands into commercial 

beef production, Badge will be able to 

employ more people on top of his present 

staff of 16. “I am passionate about making a 

real difference when it comes to 

unemployment and poverty,” he explains. 

He also has plans to own a piece of 

farmland so that his children can build a 

future on the farm. Just like his father, Badge 

is proud to have one of his sons, Andile, 

working on the farm with him full time. 

“I got the love of farming from my father, 

who worked the land with all his heart, and 

I would be proud to leave that as a legacy for 

my children,” he concludes. 

12 AFRICAN FARMING  | June 2021



 UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL…  

BADGE SKOSANA

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE  
YOU HAVE BEEN GIVEN?
Set your goals and work hard towards 
achieving them. You should never 
stop setting goals. If you achieve 
some of your goals, you need to 
set more.

WHAT WOULD YOU HAVE DONE 
DIFFERENTLY IF YOU COULD? 
We could have got involved in 
helping upcoming farmers sooner.

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR BIGGEST 
ACHIEVEMENT SO FAR? 
Being able to move from where we 
started, with 150ha and one small 
tractor, to where we are today.

WHO HAS MADE THE  
BIGGEST CONTRIBUTION  
TO YOUR SUCCESS?
The involvement of Afgri was  
a turning point for us.

WHAT ROLE DO INPUT SUPPLIERS 
PLAY IN YOUR BUSINESS? 
Input suppliers are an integral part 
of the business. Without them, we 
would not be where we are today. 

WHAT SORT OF RELATIONSHIP DO 
YOU HAVE WITH NEIGHBOURING 
FARMERS? DO THEY CONTRIBUTE 
TO YOUR SUCCESS? 
We have a good relationship with 
our neighbouring farmers. Most 

of them have assisted us, whether 
through advice or helping when a 
fire breaks out or helping with stock- 
theft prevention.

WAS IT A STRUGGLE TO SECURE 
FINANCING? DO YOU HAVE ANY 
ADVICE FOR OTHER FARMERS 
WHO NEED TO BORROW MONEY? 
It was a struggle in the beginning. 
But since we started working with 
Afgri, we have managed to finance 
the business without any problems. 
My advice: do not be afraid to take 
a few calculated risks, and work 
hard. And most importantly, keep 
your records. 

WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU GIVE 
THE MINISTER OF AGRICULTURE IF 
YOU HAD THE CHANCE? 
I think the minister is doing quite a 
good job, but there is more she can 
do. I would like her to put a lot of 
focus on young farmers to ensure 
they are well equipped to make their 
contribution to the sector and the 
country’s food security. 

HOW IMPORTANT IS ORGANISED 
AGRICULTURE – ORGANISATIONS 
SUCH AS GRAIN SA IN PARTICULAR 
– TO YOUR ENTERPRISE? 
Organised agriculture is important 
for the development of black farmers. 
We have been part of Grain SA for 
years and we have gained so much 
from the organisation in terms of 
knowledge and skills development, 
as well as links to funding and input 
suppliers.

Mentor Nick Basson (left) with Badge (right) and Badge’s son Andile (centre). Nick 
plays a very important role in the success of their farming business, says Badge.  
He believes emerging farmers can benefit enormously from strong mentors.

The soya bean harvest generally begins 
in May, but this year Badge started in 
April because the plants began to shed 
their leaves earlier than usual. He says 
he harvests once the moisture content 
dips below 15%.
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IN AT THE DEEP END OF 
FARMING – WITH ABILITY,  

PASSION AND DRIVE
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Being a farm worker’s son, Bongani Sibeko wanted no part of 
farming. Instead he planned to go into mining – a common  

dream in the coal-mining community of Ermelo, Mpumalanga.  
But when an opportunity came up to manage his father’s farm,  

he changed his mind and found that he had a passion for 
agriculture. He shares his 10-year journey of blood, sweat  

and tears with Peter Mashala from African Farming.

ABOVE: After running his father’s farm 
for four years, Bongani Sibeko from 
Ermelo kickstarted his own venture 
by  leasing 30 of his father’s cattle when 
he moved to his newly acquired farm 
in Leandra in 2011. 

work on weekends and during school 

holidays. “My father worked for Oom Piet 

Barnard, the former owner of Mooivlei. My 

main responsibility was herding my dad’s 

cattle, which Oom Piet allowed him to run on 

the farm,” he recalls. But as a young man 

growing up, his ambition was to leave farm 

life and get a better paying job on the mines 

or with Eskom, an ideal held by many 

youngsters in the community. “Farming was 

definitely not part of my plans,” he says. 

WORKER TO OWNER
Things started to change when John became 

a part-owner of Mooivlei in 2006. Piet Barnard 

I
n 2011 Bongani Sibeko graduated from 

the Buhle Farmers’ Academy and was 

allocated a farm he had long had his eye 

on. With his freshly printed academic 

certificate and some farming experience 

he had gained working for his father, 

John Sibeko, Bongani was thrown in at 

the deep end. “I had to swim hard to keep my 

head above water,” he says. John’s farming 

career began as a farm worker on Mooivlei 

farm, near Ermelo, and from there he worked 

his way up to becoming a farm owner. 

“I worked with my father ever since I can 

remember,” explains Bongani. His childhood 

memories are of helping his dad with farm 

had decided to sell his farms and retire. “My 

dad approached Oom Piet when he heard this 

news and told him he was interested in buying 

Mooivlei. The two men had a good relationship 

and Oom Piet helped him with the acquisition 

of the farm through the government’s Land 

Redistribution and Agricultural Development 

Programme,” Bongani says. 

The department agreed to the planned 

land acquisition in principle but recommended 

that John get a few more people on board. So 

he formed a cooperative with four of his 

colleagues and they got the farm. At that 

stage Bongani began to get more involved in 

the day-to-day running of the farm. 

.LOCATION.   
Ermelo, 

Mpumalanga

•



“I started developing a passion for 

agriculture and in 2010 I decided I wanted to 

farm full time,” recalls Bongani. He enrolled at 

Buhle Farmers’ Academy in Delmas, 

Mpumalanga, to enhance his skills, particularly 

in management. “I did crop and farm 

management for nine months at Buhle and 

when I finished the course in June 2011 I went 

to the department in Mpumalanga about a 

possible farm,” he says. Bongani’s track record 

and his newly acquired qualification counted 

in his favour. He was allocated the 1 062ha 

farm Watervalshoek in Leandra and moved 

there that same year.  

Bongani says his exposure to organised 

agriculture earlier in his farming career was 

useful. He was a member of the Msukaligwa 

Farmers’ Association in the Msukalingwa local 

municipality in Ermelo, of which John (his 

father) was a founding member. 

“This group insisted that they wanted 

young people in the leadership structure and 

appointed me secretary of the association 

under the chairmanship of the late Johnny 

Sithole,” says Bongani. Johnny encouraged 

Bongani and guided him through the 

processes he needed to know. “He also 

advised me to start my own farming business 

and became a mentor to me.” 

CATTLE ON LEASE
Bongani says his move to the new farm was 

challenging. “I had nothing but a bag of 

clothes. To get the business going, I leased 30 

cattle from my father. The arrangement was 

to repay in a few years by returning the same 

number of cattle.” 

The first two years were exceedingly 

difficult – Bongani had no help and no money, 

and electricity bills and water levies were 

rising. “I could not borrow money from any of 

the financial institutions due to my nonexistent 

financial record, and there was nothing from 

government.” 

Then, in 2014, he applied for Nguni cattle 

through the Mpumalanga Industrial Develop

ment Corporation (IDC) Nguni Cattle 

Development Trust and was leased 30 cows 

and a bull. This project – a collaboration 

between the IDC, the University of Limpopo 

and the Mpumalanga Department of 

Agriculture, Rural Development and Land 

Administration – aims to reintroduce Nguni 

cattle into rural farming communities and 

promote black entrepreneurship in agri
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businesses.  Participants in the project are 

loaned one Nguni bull and 30 pregnant 

heifers for five years. Farmers are expected to 

repay the loan by returning the same number 

After taking a four-year break from 
crop production because of the high 
hail risk in his area, Bongani planted 
40ha soya beans and 80ha maize this 
year.  He says he is expecting to harvest 
at least 1.5t/ha from the soya beans 
and 4.5t/ha from the maize. 

of cattle at the end of the period. “They have 

fairly strict conditions: participating farms 

must be 600ha or more, with good 

infrastructure including fencing, water 

troughs and a loading zone,” Bongani says.

’N BOER MAAK ’N PLAN
The arrival of the Ngunis increased the herd 

numbers to 70 breeding cows, with 30 Ngunis 

and 40 crossbred animals. But this did not 

make an immediate difference to Bongani’s 

cashflow crunch and rising costs. “I had to 

make a plan fast. There is 200ha of arable 

land on the farm, so I partnered with a fellow 

farmer to plant maize and soya beans,” he 

says. The harvest brought some muchneeded 

cash relief and he was able to clear his debts 

and buy more animals. By 2017 Bongani had 

repaid the cattle loan to his father and to the 

IDC Nguni Cattle Development Trust. The herd 

had grown to 200 cows of Nguni and 

Bonsmaratype cattle by then.  

DIVERSITY AND FINANCE
In 2016, strategising for diversity, Bongani 

introduced sheep into his operation. He 

bought 10 Dohne merino ewes and a ram 

Bongani uses a Bonsmara-cross bull on his Nguni herd and is very happy with  
the results, as it gives him good weaner material for his feedlot clients.

He says farming with the dual-purpose Dohne merino gives him the advantage  
of deriving two incomes from the flock: from the wool and the meat.



from Allen Campbell, a Delmas farmer. A 

year later his flock had grown to 27 animals. 

In 2017 he applied for a loan from the 

Mpumalanga Economic Growth Agency 

(Mega) and used the money for 150 pregnant 

ewes, 10 rams and a tractor. 

Bongani says access to finance continues to 

be a problem for him. He runs his business on 

a cash basis, which is a big challenge for a 

developing farmer. “I had to take a break 

from grain production after several years of 

disastrous hail,” he explains. Hail storms in the 

Leandra area are quite common and they can 

wipe out a crop pretty fast. “As developing 

farmers, we can’t afford the crop insurance, 

which makes matters worse,” says Bongani.

After a four-year break from cropping, 

Bongani has planted 40ha to soya beans and 

80ha to maize. 

“I had to sell a number of cattle and sheep 

to raise the money to plant. Luckily, this year 

we didn’t have hail,” he says, smiling. He 

anticipates minimum yields of 4.5t/ha of 

maize and 1.5t/ha of soya beans. “This should 

make me some money so that I can restock.”  

STOCKING AND GRAZING
Bongani wants to focus more on livestock, 

which he feels is less risky. “I plan to run at 

full livestock capacity. Sometimes it’s best to 

focus on one thing until you get it right 

before moving on to another.” He explains 

that the farm’s carrying capacity is one large 

stock unit (LSU) per 3ha, which means  he 

can potentially stock 320 breeding cows and 

at least 300 breeding ewes. 

“Every second year I invite researchers 

from the Mpumalanga Department of 

Agriculture to assess the grazing. I’m happy 
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Bongani says he was lucky to have been a beneficiary of the government’s stimulus 
package and used the money to purchase a tractor, a baler and a few cattle.

Access to finance continues to be a 
problem for Bongani. He had to sell 
a number of cattle and sheep to raise 
production finance to plant his maize 
and soja crops.

that we’ve maintained this practice through 

the years,” he explains. Bongani says the 

farm has about 30ha of pastures planted to 

oulandsgras (Eragrostis curvula) and the veld 

is dominated by rooigras (Themeda triandra). 

He also plans to plant Smuts finger grass 

(Digitaria eriantha) and teff (Eragrostis teff) 

on a 15ha block of land along the river. This 

block will be grazed and then cut and baled, 

primarily as winter feed for the sheep.  

Bongani currently runs 90 breeding cows, 

40 Nguni-type cows and 50 Bonsmaras. 

After he paid back the IDC cattle loan, he 

began to crossbreed the Ngunis. 

“When you’re in the beef production 

industry, Ngunis are difficult because the 

feedlots don’t want Nguni weaners. You 

have to sell oxen as two-year-olds to make 

some money.” This, he says, is not ideal for 

cash flow. “I really can’t wait two years 

before I can sell an animal.” 

He has used a Bonsmara-cross bull on the 

Nguni cows with good results. Although the 

Nguni may not be favoured by the feedlots, 

the breed has valuable traits, especially for 

poorly resourced farmers like him. 

“Its hardiness, fertility and adaptability 

make it affordable to farm with. I don’t spend 

a lot of money on this herd to keep it healthy 

and in good body condition.” 

Despite the long dry periods followed by 

periods of high rainfall, with lush conditions 

ideal for pests and disease, the Ngunis remain 

productive and require minimal management. 

“We usually have our first rains after 

September, so we have almost six months of 

dry conditions. This means I have to 

supplement for longer,” says Bongani. But 

with the Nguni herd that’s not a problem.

“Crossbreeding Nguni to another local, 

hardy breed like the Bonsmara has had 

positive results,” Bongani says. The 

Bonsmara is well known for strong 

performance in the feedlot. 

When growing weaners for the beef 

industry, farmers need to figure out what 

crossbreeding benefits work best for them, 

he recommends. The positive Nguni traits of 

fertility, disease resistance, high meat quality, 

good temperament and mothering ability, 

combined with the excellent feedlot 

performance (feed-conversion rate) of the 

Bonsmara make this cross a winner for him.

HERD HEALTH AND NUTRITION
In late November, Bongani vaccinates with 

Lumpyvax to protect his cattle against lumpy 

skin disease. “I use Drastic Deadline to 

control ticks, especially in January, when 

ticks are most active, after the December 

and January rains,” he says. In April he gives 

the animals a vitamin boost and injects 

Ivomec Gold, an antiparasitic for worms, 

blue ticks, mites and external parasites in 

cattle. “I also start feeding out winter licks, 

especially Dundee licks. With our long, dry 

winter, I supplement right through to the 

end of September,” he says. 

In September, Bongani vaccinates against 

black quarter and African and Asiatic 

redwater, and doses for liver fluke, which is 

prevalent in the area. He also repeats the 

Ivomec Gold to help his cattle adapt to new 

veld conditions. 

Bongani has a single 63-day breeding 

season that runs from the beginning of 

December to end-January. Calving starts in 

September and ends in November.   



Bongani runs two herds on the farm: Ngunis and Bonsmaras. He finds the latter breed 
performs exceptionally well in the feedlot. For this reason he uses a Bonsmara bull on 
the Nguni cows to produce  good-quality weaners. PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

Water is a major challenge. The water 
supplied by Rand Water is expensive, 
and the river the crosses the farm is 
difficult for animals to access.   

 UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL…  

BONGANI SIBEKO

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE YOU 
HAVE EVER BEEN GIVEN?
Agriculture is your life and your busi-
ness. Have respect for your business, 
and for all the people involved, from 
your mentors to your workers, your 
suppliers and your clients. These are 
the people who make your business. 

WHAT WOULD YOU HAVE DONE 
DIFFERENTLY IF YOU COULD? 
I would have worked more closely with 
my father while he was still working 
on the farm. That way I would have 
learned more from Oom Piet too. 

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR  
BIGGEST SUCCESS TO DATE? 
To have land is a big success and  
a blessing on its own.

WHO HAS MADE THE  
BIGGEST CONTRIBUTION  
TO YOUR SUCCESS SO FAR?
I find it hard to single out only 
one. My father, the government, 
my neighbours and mentors, and 
organised structures like the National 
Emerging Red Meat Producer’s 
Organisation come to mind.

WHAT KIND OF RELATIONSHIP DO 
YOU HAVE WITH YOUR NEIGH-

BOURS AND DO THEY PLAY  
A PART IN YOUR SUCCESS? 
I have a good relationship with my 
neighbours. They have contributed 
hugely to my success by advising me 
and by physically being there when 
I needed help.  

WAS IT A STRUGGLE TO SECURE 
FINANCING AND WHAT ADVICE 
WOULD YOU OFFER SOMEONE  
IN NEED OF FUNDING?
It’s been very hard to get access to 
finance up to now. Farmers need to 
be patient and keep their books up to 
date through diligent record-keeping.

HOW HAVE INPUT SUPPLIERS LIKE 
ANIMAL HEALTH COMPANIES 
HELPED YOUR BUSINESS? 
I have benefited through the 
training and advice they give me on 
vaccination and general animal health. 

WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU GIVE 
THE MINISTER OF AGRICULTURE  
IF YOU HAD THE CHANCE?
We need the minister to do three 
things: make primary production 
funding accessible to emerging 
farmers so that the land government 
bought doesn’t lie fallow; ensure 
emerging farmers can access markets 
easily, especially through government 
procurement; and save the Landbank 
and change funding policies so that 
black farmers can be financed.
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DUAL-PURPOSE DOHNES
Bongani says farming dual-purpose Dohne 

merinos gives him the advantage of two 

annual cash injections. “I shear the sheep 

myself from September to October. Last year 

we had a 250kg wool clip, which BKB sells on 

my behalf.” Weaners go to a nearby feedlot.

Lambing starts in March and lambs are 

weaned at four months. “I keep the lambs 

until they are at least seven months old 

before I sell them,” he explains. In summer 

he vaccinates the sheep with Multivax P Plus 

to control pulpy kidney, tetanus, blackleg, 

clostridial metritis and lamb dysentery. “We 

also give them Prodose Orange, which helps 

prevent nasal bot, liver fluke, roundworm 

and milk tapeworm in sheep and goats.” For 

external parasites such as ticks, lice and 

mites, Bongani uses Ivomec Gold. 

He gives the sheep a home-made mix of 

50kg Dundee lick with 5kg crushed yellow 

maize, paying extra attention to pregnant 

ewes to help them produce enough milk 

after lambing. 

“I also give my pregnant ewes Multimin for 

trace minerals like copper, zinc, manganese 

and selenium. This is especially good for 

maiden ewes going into production, because 

it boosts their reproductive performance,” 

Bongani explains. He uses eight rams in two 

breeding seasons, from February to April and 

from November to January.

His plan is to focus on building the flock 

and the herd to reach the farm’s full capacity. 

“After the harvest I will restock,” he concludes. 

“If things don’t change in terms of financing 

my production, I will take a break again from 

planting and focus on the livestock – at least 

until financing is no longer a problem.” 
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YOUTH  
AND TALENT:  

TWO KEYS  
TO SUCCESS
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Keatlegile Mnguni’s passion for food saw her switching from 
multimedia studies to food and beverage management at the  

Cape Peninsula University of Technology. After stints in parliament’s 
food and beverage department and at a hotel in Pretoria, she has 

taken over the management of her family’s farming business.  
Kea talks to Peter Mashala about some of the hurdles she had to 
clear before her father trusted her enough to hand her the reins. 

Keatlegile Mnguni got her diploma in 
food and beverage management before 
she started farming full time. She also 
chairs the Young Farmers wing  of the 
African Farmers’ Association of South 
Africa. PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

and beverage management but is now based 

at the 310ha farm Trichardtspoort outside 

Bronkhorstspruit, east of Pretoria. 

Kea describes her journey from the time 

she interned in parliament’s food department. 

“As a trainee, I shadowed my managers, 

Carlien Brand and Josephine Smidt. Part of my K
eatlegile “Kea” Mnguni, 25, 

recently took over the 

management of her family’s 

farm after a brief career in 

the food industry as a fine-

dining chef. She has a 

national diploma in food 

training included taking on some of their 

duties, one of which was interacting with 

suppliers,” she recalls. The key responsibilities 

of the food and beverage managers are to 

oversee processes from food procurement to 

management and supervision in kitchens, 

restaurants or dining halls. While engaging 

with suppliers, Kea met a local farmer and 

fresh-produce supplier, and started having 

regular conversations with him. “I was 

fascinated by his work and wanted to learn 

more about how he produced the quality 

produce he supplied.” The more they spoke 

the more her interest in farming grew.

There was something else prompting Kea’s 

interest and curiosity. In 2016, during her 

second year, her dad, George Mnguni, bought 

Trichardtspoort, where he farmed part time 

with a few Drakensberger cattle and some 

Meatmaster sheep. “I would go there during 

the holidays and see my dad working his 

cattle, but I wasn’t too keen on farming. It 

was just nice to be in that environment,” she 

says. Yet her continued learning from the 

fresh-produce farmer, combined with the fact 

that her parents now owned a farm, made her 

more curious. “I bought books and magazines 

about farming. I even got a textbook about 

livestock farming,” she says with a smile.

Holiday visits to the farm began to change 

into practical learning experiences. At the end 

of her internship in Cape Town, Kea moved 

back to Pretoria and got a job as a chef at the 

Leriba Hotel in Centurion. “I spent most of my 

days off on the farm learning about agriculture 

from my dad,” she says. A year later, in 2018, 

she decided she wanted to farm full time and 

left the hotel industry to join George.

RISING TO THE CHALLENGES
Kea says it was tough in the beginning and 

working with her dad 24/7 was very different 

to just visiting part-time. “I was not paid a 

salary and my dad was picky about what he 

.LOCATION.   
Bronkhorstspruit, 

Gauteng

•



involved me in. This frustrated and annoyed 

me,” says Kea. “I was still his little girl, and I 

knew it would be a hard fight to earn my 

place. For him to take me seriously, I had to 

take myself seriously.”

She enrolled at the Dicla Training Centre in 

Krugersdorp, Gauteng, and completed the 

agricultural management and animal 

production courses, along with additional 

short courses on disease, veld management 

and beef production. 

“After this, my dad started allowing me to 

get more involved,” she adds. 

A passionate foodie, Kea was also 

experimenting with recipes in the kitchen in 

her spare time. “I had been playing with the 

idea of starting a food-processing business, 

specifically making condiments for people in 

the food industry,” she explains. This was an 

idea she had during her time at Leriba Hotel. 

What started as a hobby then developed into 

a small business that provided some much-

needed income since she was being paying a 

minimal amount on the farm. 

Her processing business, Agrinouri, now 

sells Chimichurri, Creamy Jalapeno, Tomato 
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Relish and Onion Marmalade. “My goal is to 

build a food business well known for its 

premium products – from the beef that we 

produce on the farm to the condiments – that 

will be enjoyed by every South African,” she 

says. And she believes farming Drakensbergers, 

a breed known for its excellent meat, fertility, 

adaptability and hardiness, brings her closer to 

that dream. 

GO LOCAL 
Kea says George chose the Drakensberger 

because of those same breed traits. 

“It’s a popular breed in this area, and our 

neighbour, with whom we share information, 

is also a Drakensberger breeder,” she adds. 

The fact that it was a local breed native to 

South Africa impressed Kea. “Because 

Drakensbergers have been bred locally, the 

animals are robust, with inherent resistance 

to disease, especially tick-borne types. This, 

to me, places Drakensberger cattle among 

the best animals to farm,” explains Kea. 

“In the food industry meat quality matters, 

and I’ve learnt that the Drakensberger has 

high-quality meat – it’s succulent and tender.” 

The herbicide Brush-Off helped the 
Mngunis control bankrupt bush 
(slangbos), which had out com peted 
the grass and reduced Trichardspoort’s 
grazing capacity. The farm’s grazing 
has since improved significantly.

A big challenge for smallholders, 

according to Kea, is the lack of resources in 

terms of infrastructure, money and land. 

“It is vital to select animals that do not 

require expensive inputs. So we need fertile 

animals that conceive and reconceive easily, 

with calm temperaments. They should thrive 

and gain weight on veld alone, and wean 

heavy calves.”

When you farm Drakensbergers, says Kea, 

they save you money on supplement costs. 

She feeds out protein licks and salt blocks in 

summer, and winter licks in winter. 

“We do bale some grass for extra feed in 

winter, but the rest of the time the cattle are 

on the veld,” she explains. 

“Currently we are running 90 breeding 

cows and two bulls in six grazing camps on 

slow grazing rotations. The cattle graze a 

camp for two weeks or longer, depending 

on the veld conditions. We move the animals 

before the grass is grazed down below 

15cm,” says Kea. 

“This is to avoid overgrazing, which harms 

the veld – and the pocket! – and slows down 

veld recovery,” she emphasises.

Kea has been correcting her soil since she found out that its condition was poor.  
She has applied dolomitic lime and chicken manure, and is confident that her plants  
will do better in future.  

Kea’s processing business, Agrinouri, produces and sells condiments to various clients. She used to promote the range at farmers’ 
markets around Pretoria, but since the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, she has been focusing on marketing it on social media. 



INVADER PLANT CONTROL
Two years ago the Mngunis planted pastures 

of Rhodes grass (Chloris guyana), Smuts finger 

grass (Digitaria eriantha) and white buffalo 

grass (Urochloa mosambicensis), all of which 

make good grazing. Kea explains that the 

crude protein content of grass plants can be 
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Kea. Bankrupt bush is a coarse type of shrub 

that is unpalatable to livestock. The more it 

grows, the less pasture is available for the 

animals. It is a strong competitor for plant 

nutrients and water, robbing these resources 

from the palatable grasses. 

“Research has shown that well-spread 

bankrupt bush can reduce grazing capacity by 

up to 80%, so it can indeed bankrupt a 

farmer,” she explains. Cattle trample it and 

spread the seed by carrying it in their hooves. 

“We tried to remove it physically by cutting 

it. When that didn’t work, we tried burning it 

but that didn’t work either. In fact, burning 

made it worse,” warns Kea. It was only 

through using the herbicide Brush-Off that 

they managed to control it. The grazing has 

now improved significantly and there is more 

grass growing. They cut and bale about 150 

round bales with a diameter of 1.2m off three 

camps. “This is enough grass to get us 

through the dry season,” she says. 

SHAKING THINGS UP
A thoroughly modern farmer, Kea says her 

father is a bit ‘old school’ and convincing him 

to introduce up-to-date farming methods 

took some time. They have been running a 

year-round breeding system where the bulls 

run with the cows all year. While this may not 

be ideal in the commercial breeding world, it 

has worked in their small herd. “There are two 

advantages to calving year-round: we always 

have some animals to sell, especially to the 

informal market where demand is steady; and 

only a few cows come on heat at a time and 

we can get by with one or two bulls.” 

Now that they have 90 breeding cows, 

however, Kea feels they’re ready to switch to 

seasonal breeding. “With bigger numbers, 

keeping records of events like mating, births, 

weights, vaccinations, dehorning and 

castration, becomes important. Bigger herds 

are more suited to seasonal management,” 

she says. She plans to start taking the bulls out 

of the cow herd and breeding in two seasons: 

from November to January, with calving from 

August to October; and from June to August, 

with calving from March to May. 

“Grazing is not an issue in winter, plus we 

will at least have two marketing seasons,” 

explains Kea. Calves are currently weaned at 

the age of eight months with an average 

weight of 210kg. “Drakensberger cows are 

excellent mothers and produce enough milk 

Kea prefers the Drakensberger breed for its hardiness, adaptability, fertility and good 
mothering abilities – traits that make it ideal for poorly resourced smallholder farmers.

Kea’s father, George, also runs a small flock of mixed-breed sheep on their farm,  
which he sells on the informal market.

between 15% and 17% when the grass is 

green and young but drops as it gets older 

and drier (more lignified). 

“As the herd numbers grew, we realised we 

had a problem with bankrupt bush [Seriphium 

plumosum], also known as slangbos, which 

was taking over the natural grazing,” says 



Kea and George manage to cut and bale about 150 round bales from planted pastures. 
This is enough to get them through the dry season.

 UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL…  

KEA MNGUNI

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE YOU 
HAVE EVER BEEN GIVEN?
The small things you do every day 
amount to bigger things. Celebrate 
the small achievements. Work hard 
and be consistent. 

WHO HAS MADE THE BIGGEST 
CONTRIBUTION TO YOUR SUCCESS?
My parents. I would not be here 
doing what I do were it not for the 
resources, time and support they have 
given me. My mother Gobakoang 
played a big role and I wouldn’t be 
on the farm if it wasn’t her support 
and encouragement. Two other 
young farmers, Eric Mauwane and 
Katlego Kgopotse, have also given me 
exceptional support and mentorship.

DO INPUT SUPPLIERS LIKE ANIMAL 
HEALTH COMPANIES PLAY A PART 
IN YOUR BUSINESS? 
Yes. Our suppliers, particularly Afrivet, 
are always incredibly supportive and 
continue to add to our skills through 
their training.  

WAS IT A STRUGGLE TO GET 
FINANCING? ANY ADVICE FOR 
OTHER YOUNG EMERGING 
FARMERS IN THIS REGARD?
It is a struggle to get finance. 
Financing institutions have not made 

it easy for smallholder farmers, and 
it is even worse for young farmers, 
because of the tedious processes. But 
I think there are those still willing to 
finance black farmers. Farmers need to 
be prepared, keep records and have a 
proper business plan. 

WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU OFFER  
THE MINISTER OF AGRICULTURE?
Please accommodate African youth, 
especially with startup funding. As 
young farmers, we cannot start with 
loans. There needs to be a model 
where some sort of grant is given to 
youth, which then can help graduate 
them to loans. Create monitored 
and mentorship-based programmes 
for youth. Reduce the red tape and 
turnaround times of applications 
of any programmes meant to assist 
farmers.  We need agriculture to be 
taken more seriously in schools and to 
be introduced at primary-school level. 
The minister should also engage more 
with young people as far as policy 
formulation is concerned. 

HOW IMPORTANT HAS ORGANISED 
AGRICULTURE BEEN TO YOU?
It plays a significant role in the 
development space and has given 
me vast exposure, great networks 
and a platform on which to interact 
with stakeholders and fellow farmers. 
Being part of the African Farmers’ 
Association of South Africa has helped 
me grow. Motho ke motho ka batho.
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for their calves. Although the calves have a 

relatively low birth weight, they often wean at 

an above-average weight,” she adds.  

Kea says their farm is in the redwater and 

heartwater zone and dipping at least twice a 

month is standard, particularly in summer 

when tick populations are high. “With our 

annual rainfall at more than 500mm, ticks are 

a problem. We have to vaccinate against 

redwater and heartwater, and we also 

vaccinate against Rift Valley fever and lumpy 

skin disease in October and November.”

DIVERSITY ON THE SIDE 

As Agrinouri grows and the sales increase, 

Kea has a long-term plan to grow her own 

produce. She established the project in 

November 2020 but is quick to admit it’s been 

a process of trial and error so far. The vegetable 

project is not part of the family business but 

belongs to Agrinouri, which has a lease 

agreement with the family. “I’ve de-bushed 

and fenced 5ha but I am only using 3ha for 

now. We grow spinach, jalapenos, chillies, 

green peppers, coriander and spring onions,” 

she explains. While Kea uses some of the 

produce for processing, most of the vegetables 

are destined for the market.

Kea says her first challenge as a vegetable 

grower was acidic soil. “All the coriander we 

planted died and the green peppers did not 

develop fully. The fruit developed faster than 

the bush and got exposed to the sun because 

there weren’t enough leaves to protect the 

fruit,” explains Kea. Soil tests showed that the 

soil was acidic, with a pH of below 5 (soil pH 

should range between 5.5 and 7). “I was 

advised to apply dolomitic lime and chicken 

manure, which we buy from a poultry farmer 

in Delmas.” Chicken manure is high in 

nitrogen, potassium, phosphorus and calcium, 

making it good for soil correction. She is now 

busy with soil preparation and will replant in a 

few weeks. 

“The spinach is doing well, though. We sell 

most of it to the informal market through 

hawkers in and around Bronkhorstspruit, with 

our main clients being in the townships of 

Ekangala and Sithobeni.” 

A busy schedule means Kea needs all the 

energy and drive her youth and commitment 

give her. Young farmers may not have the 

experience of their elders yet they are a 

valuable addition to any family farming 

enterprise, as this young woman proves. 



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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WANT TO KNOW SOMETHING?

FINANCIAL 
MANAGEMENT
How to turn an 
idea into cash 
Is your farm making 

enough money? Read 

this book to find out. 

It is a guide one of our 

leading commercial 

farmers insists every 

one of his employees first read 

before he takes them into service. That is how 

important Turning Vision Into Value by Mike 

Ward and Allan Price is regarded by some. 

Ward is director of the Graduate School of 

Management at the Gordon Institute of 

Business Science (GIBS), whereas Price, a 

former architect, has dedicated his life to 

simplifying finances for ordinary people. 

The book explains financial and accounting 

principles to people who have no prior 

knowledge of the subject. The central themes 

are how to create economic value and how to 

measure it in a business like farming. 

The core accounting principles explained 

include the measures of economic value. A lot 

is also said about return on net assets (RONA) 

and return on equity (ROE). It explains why 

these two measures are important and the 

underlying levers that drive them. 

These different ways of measuring 

performance are then extended to the concept 

of sustainable growth. Because growth is so 

important when creating value, a lot of time is 

given to understanding the consequences of 

too much or too little growth in a business.

The final section of the book uses the earlier 

chapters to explain corporate valuation, and 

covers economic concepts like the time value 

of money, discounting and the cost of capital. 

The book is available at Van Schaik 

bookstores, or you can download a PDF copy 

from the internet. It’s a decision that could 

save you quite a bit of money, and also make 

you some! 

before using an elastic ring or a pair of 

Burdizzo pliers. Apply an 

aerosol insect repellent 

to open wounds. Apply 

a pour-on parasiticide to 

the base of the tail root. 

■■ No tail must be cut off so 

short that the vulva is exposed. 

A longer tail will prevent infection of 

the spinal cord and sunburn of the vulva, 

which may cause cancer, as well as  stop 

ticks being attracted to the sunburnt skin. 

■■ Lambs should never walk long distances 

before or after such a procedure. Sterilise 

equipment between each procedure. Use 

portable lamb pens to prevent the procedure 

from always being done in the same place. 

Immediately afterwards, place lambs outside 

the pen to prevent infection of the wounds. 

ANIMAL HEALTH 
Whether or not to dock lamb 
tails – and when
Should you dock the tails of lambs or not? 

Many vets argue that leaving tails on sheep 

causes lambs the least harm, even though 

many farmers argue that docking tails improve 

conception rates and also reduces blowfly 

strikes. If you are planning to dock tails, 

remember always to do it humanely and 

follow these guidelines.

■■ Dock the tails as early as possible, because 

newborn lambs are the least affected. 

Some stud farmers dock tails weekly to fit 

their management programmes, but most 

commercial farmers dock all the lambs’ tails 

when they are three weeks old. 

■■ Never dock the tails of weak or sick lambs. 

Always apply povidone-iodine to the skin 

■■ Lambs need to be immune to tetanus, 

so make sure to immunise ewes four to six 

weeks before lambing. Also make sure the 

lambs ingest enough colostrum within the 

first six weeks. If ewes are immunised for 

the first time, they should receive a booster 

dose. Remember always to read the package 

insert for the specific vaccine you are using.

■■ Burdizzo pliers (pictured above) and a knife 

affect the lambs the least, followed by the 

gas-and-knife method. If you dock  tails using 

only a knife, it may lead to blood loss and 

even death. 

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!
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an impact, like increasing your weaning 

percentages and weaning weights. The 

starting point is always to check your veld 

quality and the condition of your animals 

before you decide on supplements. 

Take, for example,  beef breeding cows that 

calve down from September to November and 

then wean those calves in April and May. 

These cows would often lose quite a bit of 

body condition because of the physical 

demands of calving and feeding their calves. A 

farmer must therefore supplement their 

grazing going into and during winter with 

products that will recover and maintain body 

condition, so that they are ready to be mated 

again after weaning. 

Supplements supplied to such cows from 

May to August should include crude protein, 

urea and crude fibre. They should also contain 

minerals and trace elements such as 

manganese, copper, cobalt, iron, iodine, zinc, 

selenium and vitamin A.

Be careful to not neglect calves and heifers 

either. Their supplements from May to August 

should include crude protein, urea, crude 

fibre, calcium, phosphorous, magnesium and 

sulphur. These younger animals should also be 

supplemented with manganese, copper, 

cobalt, iron, iodine, zinc, selenium, vitamin A 

and energy.

Trace minerals and vitamins stimulate 

appetite and metabolism, energising the 

animals and enhancing recovery after ill 

health or injury by promoting the production 

FEEDING
Advice on using licks
It’s winter again, and your cattle are going to 

need something extra. A feed expert gives 

some advice. 

Supplementing the natural winter veld and 

other bulk feed, like hay, that your beef cattle 

eat is important if you want to make money. 

The problem is these bulk feeds don’t always 

contain all the nutrients your cattle need, 

especially when they have very specific 

nutritional requirements, like at certain stages 

of their production cycle. This is when licks, 

minerals or trace elements can be critical. 

In summer, phosphate is usually lacking; in 

winter it is protein, and in late winter animals 

need especially more protein and energy. Be 

careful, though: some minerals in fact prevent 

a cow from absorbing and effectively using 

other important minerals, so always get 

professional help when deciding what to feed 

– see the details in the box below right. 

Remember that licks and other supplements 

can never be a replacement for too little or 

poor grazing. On average, a bovine stock unit 

(BSU) weighing 450kg live weight consumes 

3.65t of roughage annually. Licks, minerals 

and trace elements typically make up 3.4% to 

4.4% of a BSU’s total annual nutritional 

intake. This is usually about 25% to 30% of 

the BSU’s total production costs, so you don’t 

want to be wasting money. 

In order for licks, minerals and/or trace 

elements to be cost effective, they must have 

of beneficial red and white blood cells.

Selenium, for instance, is an antioxidant 

that prevents or slows damage caused to cells. 

Or what about vitamin B1 (thiamine), which 

assists with the conversion of carbohydrates 

into energy; vitamin B6 (pyridoxine), which 

aids in the production of amino acids and 

haemoglobin; or vitamin B12, which helps 

metabolise carbohydrates, proteins and fats?

Then there is vitamin A, which is important 

for protecting mucous membranes; vitamin D, 

which helps mobilise the calcium needed for 

strong bone growth; and vitamin E, which 

fights oxidants that cause cell damage.

That’s why deficiencies in these trace 

elements and vitamins can lead to obvious 

health problems. For example, selenium 

deficiency causes white muscle disease; 

copper deficiency leads to swayback; zinc 

deficiency causes parakeratosis; and iodine 

deficiency results in goitre. 

Subcutaneous injection is the easiest and 

most efficient way to get such trace elements 

into an animal’s body. That way they don’t 

have to pass through the digestive system, 

getting to work a lot quicker.

Cows benefit from supplements that help them cope with the demands of calving. 

SUPPLEMENTS: ASK THE PROS

CT du Plessis: 072 441 5663, 

ctdup@vodamail.co.za

Angelo Pienaar: 084 954 4482,

angelo.pienaar@ascendishealth.com
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FARM MANAGEMENT 
Learning about natural systems  
While many farmers read articles and books 

about the problems they face, there are few 

resources where farmers can get an idea of 

the basic natural systems that will allow them 

to farm more cheaply by farming with nature 

rather than against it. These practices allow 

farmers to use less expensive inputs like 

chemicals and fertilisers. Here’s some advice:

■■ Form small study groups among your fellow 

farmers. Visit one another regularly to see 

what works and what doesn’t, and then 

replicate the successes. Small changes can 

have a big impact. 

■■ Among the  best people to turn to for 

advice is Dr Christine Jones, an Australian 

soil ecologist. You can read about her work 

on the internet or search for her on YouTube, 

where she explains what systems work and 

what changes you should be making.

■■ If you would like to see some of the results 

that can be achieved, look for Walter Jehne’s 

videos on YouTube. 

■■ The international farmers with whom South 

Africans share the most similarities are the 

Americans, not the Australians, as one might 

think. Like South Africa, the US has younger 

soils, more diversified farmers and even more 

available labour. 

■■ Visit www.grazingnaturally.com.au for 

numerous videos and information on the 

evolution and development of soils. 

■■ Don’t become despondent. A lot of people 

want to give up trying to farm more cheaply 

with nature… just before they make a 

break-through. That is why study groups 

are so important – that is where farmers 

can support and motivate one another. 
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GROW FOR GOLD
How to get record yields 
Want to shoot out the lights with your maize, 

sunflower or soya crop? African Farming 

spoke to Johan Meyer from Hartbees- 

fontein in North West, the winner of the 

Grow for Gold competition, to hear how this 

maize and sunflower farmer managed to 

achieve a record sunflower yield of 4.4t/ha. 

“Everything starts with the soil – and one of 

the basics is to rotate your crops. Soil may also 

look all the same at first, but once you start 

digging below the surface, the differences 

become apparent. I give my soil both 

biological and chemical treatments – chicken 

manure and lime, in averages of 1.7t/ha lime 

and 2t/ha chicken manure, applied in thirds 

(to each field every three years). This has 

resulted in healthy, fertile soil. 

“The next step is to leave my crop residues 

on the fields after harvest. Crop residues 

return a lot of potassium to the soil. I did a 

sum – by removing my crop residues, it would 

cost me R350 to R500/ha, excluding fuel cost, 

to replace that lost potassium. 

“Farmers know about the value of macro-

elements like nitrogen, phosphor and 

potassium when growing crops – but don’t 

forget micro-elements like boron and 

molibdenium. They really give your yield that 

extra boost. 

“We apply these two micro-elements as 

foliar treatments because boron is taken up by 

a plant’s roots. You also need to spray at least 

three times during the season to ensure 

sufficient uptake for growth. 

“Make sure you use the correct product 

that contains molibdenium and boron. Our 

product also contains seaweed, another 

biological source of micro-elements that keep 

plants healthy and strong. The first foliar 

application is done when the crops are knee-

high, then at hip-height and then about two 

weeks before the sunflowers make their first 

buds or two weeks before the maize reaches 

pluming. We apply two litres of MoB 

[molibdenium and boron] per hectare on both 

the maize and sunflower. 

“Don’t just sit back once your crops have 

germinated. Keep feeding your plants right 

through the season. 

“I believe a strong start results in a strong 

finish, especially as the first six weeks of a 

plant’s life determines its yield. We use a locally 

produced biological product that gives plants 

a strong root system and enough energy to 

get off to a good start. It also serves as 

protection against fungii and nematodes, 

because a healthy plant is much less prone to 

suffer from nematodes and plant pathogenic 

fungii. Speak to your local agronomist or 

chemical representative about these products. 

“A programme that relies too heavily on 

chemical products also stunts yield. Even 

Roundup-resistant crops take at least two 

weeks to recover fully from a spray of pesticide. 

In a season like the past one, where we had a 

lot of cloud cover and cooler days, another 

setback like recovering from a spray can have 

a significant effect on your plant’s ability to 

grow. We are currently conducting a trial to 

see if a foliar treatment can help reduce the 

stress a plant is subjected to after a chemical 

treatment. We’ll have the results after this 

season’s harvest.

“Lastly, a foliar sample applied three times 

during the season – at knee-height, hip-height 

and two weeks before pluming – is extremely 

important. Also, don’t forget to have your soils 

tested regularly at the right laboratory to 

establish if your macro-elements are in 

balance, You might have a problem like a 

calcium imbalance. 

“It’s the balance between all these different 

factors that will increase your yield. Once your 

soils are healthy and in balance, and you apply 

a strong combination of foliar treatments, 

you’ll see magic! 

A plant’s potential yield is determined 
during the first six weeks of growth. 
That’s why it’s important to give it all it 
needs during this critical time to ensure 
a better-than-average yield.
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we all have 
                   to eat

Smart farming is all about:

Effectively controlling insects, weeds and diseases, 
while making full and sustainable use of soil and 
water, to produce as much food as possible.

Because we all have to eat.
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 VISIT SA’S  
BEST FARMERS  
WITH LINDIWE 
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 A new season of African Farming brings new faces, and one  
of those is our new presenter, Lindiwe Sithole, who is travelling 

across the country to speak to Mzanzi’s best black farmers. 

she says. Hailing from Evaton, near Sebokeng 

in Gauteng, Lindiwe comes from a subsistence-

farming background. 

“My grandparents owned a plot, where 

they raised ducks and chickens, and grew 

vegetables and had some fruit trees,” she 

says. Because they were self-sufficient, the 

Sitholes rarely had to buy vegetables or meat. 

Lindiwe says her grandparents, Fana Patrick 

and Gladys Khathazile Sithole, never worked 

but still managed to raise a large family of 

nine, including grandchildren. “They were 

also able to make a huge contribution to the 

poor in the community. My grandparents ran 

a church on the plot and donated a lot of 

what they produced to the poor.” 

As a child, she says, she couldn’t understand 

why they had to wake up so early on 

weekends. “We were expected to help with 

weeding, watering and feeding chickens.” 

A 
seasoned broadcaster 

and aspiring farmer 

herself, Lindiwe Sithole 

will be visiting 13 

farmers in Season 2 of 

African Farming. From 

 cattle to game and from 

vegetables to fruit, Lindiwe will be taking the 

shows’ almost half a million viewers on an 

extra ordinary tour of black farming excellence. 

With many years as a lifestyle television 

presenter and producer at eNCA under her 

belt, Lindiwe is no stranger to the limelight. 

When she got the call to take over as the new 

African Farming presenter, Lindiwe was more 

than ready to tackle new challenges.

BACK TO HER ROOTS
“At the time I was chatting to my mom, Thele, 

about revisiting our plans to start farming,” 

These memories of her grandparents stayed 

with her throughout her university studies and 

into her working life, until she and her mother 

recently started discussing farming again. 

“We’re now looking for a piece of land where 

we can start small,” she explains. Her mom, 

who used to work as a credit controller at a 

hospital, is now retired, and the plan is that 

she will actively manage the farm and Lindiwe 

will help part time as she continues to work. 

INSPIRING STORIES
Working on African Farming has been a real 

eye-opener for Lindiwe. 

“The stories of the female farmers, 

especially, really resonated with me. I could so 

identify with the hurdles they had to overcome 

to carve out a place for themselves in what 

remains a predominantly male industry. These 

stories will inspire more women not to be 

intimidated when entering the agricultural 

industry. If you think of farming, you have this 

picture of an old white guy in khakis or an 

elderly rural lady working with a hoe. But this 

perception is changing, as competent and 

inspiring woman farmers like Mbali Nwoko 

now step up to the plate.

“From what I’m learning, the sharing of 

information is so vital in the farming 

community. Farmers are always willing to give 

advice or lend a helping hand where they can. 

I’ve seen how much patience, resilience, and 

passion farming requires. It can be quite 

overwhelming when you start out, but take it 

one step at a time, ask a lot of questions and 

learn as much as you can as you go along.” 

Lindiwe says the lack of financial support of 

the emerging sector remains a huge challenge. 

“It’s really holding black farmers back. 

Government and the department of agri-

culture should do more than just pay lip 

service to investing in black farmers. 

“Farming must be one of the most vital 

businesses anyone can be part of. These are 

the people who make sure we have food on 

our tables. I want to tell their stories, share 

their setbacks and triumphs, and the lessons 

we can learn. It’s a privilege to be able to tell 

such important stories to an audience.

“I want the viewers to experience these 

heart-warming stories through my eyes. I 

want us to learn together and hopefully 

inspire a new generation of young South 

Africans who will be curious and inspired by 

our amazing farmers!” 
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FARMERS’ 
DIARIES

June might not be the busiest month on the farming calendar, but 
there is always something that needs attention. African Farming 

asked a few farmers what is on their to-do list at this time.

PIGS
Buti Malinga, Bronkhorstfontein, 

Vanderbijlpark, Gauteng

The current situation with African swine 

fever has pig farmers worried. It’s even 

worse for us smaller guys, as a positive 

case can lead us to closing shop. There 

are strict government regulations to cull 

all infected animals, with no guarantee of 

compensation. For us, coming back from 

such a disaster could be impossible 

considering the costs of starting a piggery. 

We are currently on high alert and try 

to avoid any unnecessary visits to the 

farm. We try to practise normal 

biosecurity processes, from using foot 

baths to showering before and after 

every shift. The only visits we allow are 

the vet visits, as the vet helps to keep our 

herd healthy. This is an exceedingly 

difficult time for us – these vet visits cost 

anything from R8  000 to R10  000, 

depending on the vet. We try to keep vet 

visits down to once every three months 

to contain costs. 

Because of the funding challenges, we 

have asked government for help so that 

we can improve our biosecurity and infra-

structure. We need proper fencing to 

minimise the risks from other carriers, 

such as warthogs, who may get near the 

pens. The pigs eat more in winter than 

they do in summer. During the cold winter 

months, pigs need a higher caloric intake 

to keep themselves warm and maintain 

steady growth. They use more energy just 

to stay warm, so we adjust the feed 

slightly to provide more energy in their 

diet. Also, we must now provide extra 

heating, particularly for the younger pigs. 

Meanwhile, the low winter pork prices 

are putting pressure on our cash flow.

GOATS
Johnson Mandlendoda, Middelburg, 

Eastern Cape

We farm Angora goats and the winter is a less 

busy time for us. However, because the goats 

were shorn in March, their hair is  growing 

back now – and to maintain good growth and 

quality, we’ve started dipping them. The 

moisture and a tick- or lice-free environment 

helps the hair grow quicker. 

We work with more than 1 000 goats, so 

we dip them in groups for easy handling and 

to make sure the job is done properly. We 

wait for a warm day so that the animals dry 

quickly and don’t get too cold. Keeping up to 

date with the weather conditions becomes 

one of the most important activities on the 

farm. We use Eraditick dip. 

We collect dung samples from the goats 

and send them for analysis by a vet to pick up 

any disease threats. The first samples have 

come back clear, but we still have to submit 

the second round just to be on the safe side. 

The animals get supplementary winter licks 

and salt blocks. For extra energy, we also feed 

a home-made supplementary feed of crushed 

yellow maize, corn candy and lime to all the 

goats.  
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VEGETABLES
Karabo Rampete, 

Rietvlei, Rustenburg, 

North West

We grow crops in open-field 

production, and in winter I focus on 

spinach and herbs. We’ve just started 

transplanting spinach seedlings that we 

bought from a nursery in Brits. We 

ordered the seedlings last month and 

started with the soil preparation two 

weeks ago. I prefer to use fewer chemicals 

on my vegetables and rely mostly on kraal 

manure from cattle and goats, which 

form part of the farming operation. 

However, because it’s winter and the 

plants really struggle, I’ll apply 2.3.2 

nitrogen (N), phosphate (P), and 

potassium (P), a balanced fertiliser 

that gives them a good boost. This I 

do as top dressing about five weeks 

after planting, because spinach needs a lot 

of nitrogen for broad, good-quality leaves. 

I plant basil, parsley, rosemary, rose 

geranium, lavender, garlic, mint, lemon- 

grass, lemon verbena and Artemisia afra 

(umhlonyane/lengana/African worm wood). 

The herbs are grown organically using 

compost or kraal manure. We have an 

offtake agreement for the herbs with a 

woman who produces essential oils and 

skincare products.



SHEEP
Columbus Solani, Cacadu, Eastern Cape

We farm merino sheep on communal land. 

Because of the challenges when farming 

communal land, we are forced to farm 

differently. We are stud breeders and to 

ensure our animals’ genes stay pure, we 

graze them on top of the surrounding 

mountains where we can manage breeding 

more easily. The rams stay at home and are 

managed separately. Winter breeding starts 

in July, when some of the ewes will be 

brought down to the home kraals for 

mating. Rams are put with the ewes from  

1 July, but we start preparing them now, in 

CATTLE
Ipeleng Kwadi, Brits, North West

Because it is now winter and the grass has 

dried off, cattle need a supplement to get 

sufficient nutrients. The fodder-flow plan 

is in place from the beginning of May, in 

preparation for the dry season. For our 

supplementary feed, we give the cows 

sufficient protein to increase their 

digestive potential. The cows are rotated 

rapidly through smaller camps so that 

they do not waste energy searching for 

food. We feed yellow maize and molasses 

for energy. 

We also provide salt blocks and add a 

bit of salt to the licks to improve feed 

intake. Salt helps maintain appetite and 

body weight, and increases feed 

consumption and weight gain in heifers 

and steers. Because cattle do not like the 

taste of minerals like phosphorus and 

magnesium, which are bitter, or calcium, 

which dries out the mouth, adding salt to 

the minerals provides a better chance of 

sufficient intake. It also provides minerals 

that are essential for muscle, nerve and 

immune-system function,  as well as 

healthy coats and reproductive ability. 

Besides this, we must also ensure there 

is enough clean drinking water in all the 

camps. Cows in calf get extra feed to 

help them maintain good body condition 

while they are maintaining the unborn 

calves. We use Ivomec Gold to control 

ecto- and endoparasites. 
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June. We dose the rams with Valbantel to 

protect them against roundworm, lungworm, 

milk tapeworm, liver fluke, wireworm and 

hookworm, and with Ovi-min to provide the 

necessary trace elements and vitamins that 

stimulate fertility, immunity and growth. 

The ewes are also dosed with Valbantel 

and Ovi-min. They are flush fed – lucerne-

based maintenance pellets and yellow maize 

being the main ingredients – for three weeks 

before we put the rams in. As for the rest of 

the flock, with winter closing in and the veld 

getting drier, we are now forced to 

supplement. We provide protein and energy 

licks to keep the animals in good condition. 

MAIZE
Thabang Hlabedi, 

Vanderbijlpark, Gauteng 

Our harvesting season has just 

started and, after checking the 

moisture content in the maize, 

we are satisfied that it’s ready 

for the silos and marketing. 

The moisture content should 

be below 15.5% at harvesting. We 

currently do not have  grading facilities, so 

we take just a few maize samples from 

different parts of the fields to Senwes for 

grading and moisture inspection. The 

harvest will be taken to their silos for 

storage and sale, as we have a contract 

with them. The bigger the harvester the 

quicker the job takes. With our current 

harvesters, it will take about three days to 

finish the job. Timing is also important, 

because the earlier you start the better. 

Starting too early while moisture content is 

high could have a negative impact, as the 

maize may rot during storage. The plan is 

not to sell the entire harvest, 

because we also have livestock 

to feed. We intend to keep 

about 20t from the current 

harvest to be stored and 

processed for cattle feed. The 

amount of maize we keep is 

influenced by the number of 

cattle we feed in the winter. 

The stover is then baled; some will be kept 

and a portion sold for cash flow. 

We believe in using the lands to their full 

potential, so after harvesting we 

immediately let the cattle onto the maize 

fields. This also helps to return nutrients to 

the soil through the urine and dung of the 

cattle.  They’ll be left there until we get our 

first or second rain, depending on how 

much rain we get at the time. Then we will 

start land preparation for the next planting 

season. We plan to rotate our crops to 

keep the fields profitable. Next year we will 

be putting most of our fields down to soya 

beans.



A 
lso known as lamsiekte, 

botulism is a highly fatal 

paralytic disease that 

affects cattle, sheep, 

goats, horses, mules, 

donkeys and, sometimes, pigs. Unlike 

diseases that occur because of an in

fection, botulism happens when animals 

ingest a toxin produced by a bacterium 

named Clostridium botulinum. It is 

commonly found in decomposing 

carcasses and sometimes in plant material. 

Botulism intoxication in humans has also 

been reported and is mainly associated 

with the consumption of improperly 

preserved food.

HOW DOES IT AFFECT 
ME AS A FARMER?
Farmers suffer huge losses from botulism, 

as most of the affected animals die. Sick 

animals cannot even be sent for 

emergency slaughter, because by law only 

healthy animals may be passed for human 

consumption. The animals may also have 

been treated by farmers, in which case 

drug residues would probably prohibit inclusion 

of the carcasses into the food chain. Other 

costs include the cost of attempted treatments 

as well as preventative measures (for example, 

vaccinations, supplementary feeding and so 

on). The amount of manhours taken up by 

nursing sick animals is another cost not often 

taken into account adequately. This is time that 

otherwise could have been invested in healthy 

animals, with demonstrable returns. 

Mildly affected animals often recover with 

minimal intervention. These animals will 

inevitably have lowerthanaverage productivity 

as a result of their ill health. Some badly 

affected surviving animals may have a worse 

impact on the farming than those that die, if 

one considers the costs of treatment and 

feeding animals that are not yielding the 

expected productivity. “Dead animals don’t 

eat, and they don’t have labour and medication 

costs either,”as the common saying goes. 

Other losses include those due to the threat 

to employment, food security and food safety.

WHEN DOES THE RISK PEAK?
Botulism is commonly seen during periods 

when natural pastures are unable to meet the 

required needs for phosphorus. As a result, the 

animals, especially cattle, will develop a 

tendency to chew bones, which may expose 

them to these toxins. 

Other risk factors that have been identified 

include the following:

■■ Small animals dying and decomposing in 

water tanks and drinking troughs. These 

carcasses may go unnoticed, especially when 

farmers use highrise water tanks. 

■■ Feeding out chicken litter. This is especially 

important where broiler chicken litter is fed 

out. Chicken litter inevitably contains parts 

of decomposing chicken carcasses that may 

heighten the risk of botulism. 

■■ After veld fires. Small animals like 

tortoises and snakes may not be able 

to escape veld fires and end up being 

burnt. Cattle are exposed to a greater 

risk of disease if they consume bits of 

these carcasses. 

■■ Hammermilled rodents in the feed. In 

winter, when there is not enough natural 

forage and stored feed is fed out, small 

rodents that may have died inside bales 

of feed are hammermilled and thus 

widely distributed into feeds.

HOW CAN I PREVENT 
OR MINIMISE LOSSES?

■■ Correction of the phosphorus de 

ficiency. Supplementary feeding, with 

a focus on phosphorus, will eliminate 

the tendency to chew bones. It will 

also benefit the overall productivity 

of animals, especially young, rapidly

growing animals, and pregnant females.   

■■ Removal of the source of the intoxi

cation. Always practise safe disposal of 

carcasses to prevent the consumption 

of bones. 

■■ Vaccination. Vaccination against bot u  

lism is even more important in cases 

where there is a high risk of exposure. 

Vaccinate animals before feeding out 

chicken litter. A booster dose for botulism 

is vital. It’s often recommended that 

animals on chicken litter are vaccinated 

annually or every six months. Speak to 

your local veterinarian or animal health 

technician regarding basic vaccination 

programmes that can help make a 

difference in your operation.

■■ Treatment. Treatment rarely has positive 

outcomes, apart from the administration 

of hyperimmune serum aimed at the 

toxin type involved, unless animals are 

treated in the very early stages of the 

disease. The cost of treatment may also 

be a prohibitor.  

Dr Sello Maboe is the technical and 

marketing manager at Onderste poort 

Biological Products. Email him at  

sello.maboe@obpvaccines.co.za

ASK THE VET 
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Dr Sello Maboe

QUESTION 
It is generally understood and 
accepted that healthy animals 
produce food that is safe for 
human consump tion, hope
fully offering healthy returns 
for farmers too. As the season 
changes, farmers are once 
again reminded – over and 
above the animals’ nutritional 
supplementation plans – to 
evaluate carefully the risk of 
disease(s) most likely to occur. 
Botulism is a preventable 
disease, like many other 
live   stock diseases, that ideally 
should never catch us off
guard. What is botulism?

Always practise 
safe disposal  
of carcasses.



SOMETHING 
GROUNDBREAKING 
IS COMING.
# I m a g i n e A F R I C A
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