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African Farming tells the 
success stories of the country’s 
new generation of commercial 
black farmers. We have seen 
four episodes of African 
Farming on Mzansi Wethu 
(DStv channel 163) so far and 
have had amazing feedback 
from you. The programme is 
broadcast every Thursday at 
18:30, with repeats on 
Sundays at 11:00. 

We are also on Twitter and 
Facebook, and more details and 
insightful articles can be found 
at www.africanfarming.com. 
If you have access to email, 
sign up for our African Farming
e-newsletter. Remember to use 
#africanfarming and keep on 
posting about your thoughts 
on the programme, farming 
and your own experiences in 
agriculture. Here are what some 
of you posted on social media 
about African Farming – 
KEEP IT COMING!
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HERE’S HOW YOU CAN HELP,
MINISTER DIDIZA

H
ow can we help you?

Many of us recognise

this catchy marketing

slogan of one of the

country’s big banks.

Powerful words that are

supposed to set the

company apart from its competitors in its

approach to client service and keep the

brand top of mind with its customers.

It’s a slogan I’d adopt if I were minister of

Agriculture, Rural Development and Land

Reform, instead of the honourable Thoko

Didiza. Especially when trying to develop

black farmers – a headache that has only

got worse since the advent of democracy.

Ministers have come and gone, but the

problem persists. We have failed to support

our black farmers and they still don’t play

the prominent role they should within the

farming industry. And while government is

to blame for grossly insufficient support,

the help from banks is almost non-existent.

All black farmers – from small farmers to

bigger commercial operations – complain

bitterly about a lack of support. During the

past few weeks, I criss-crossed the country

to put this fantastic magazine together and

had the pleasure of chatting with some of

our top black commercial farmers. Farmers

who, against all odds, have managed to

build commercially sustainable businesses

we all can be proud of. Their passion,

patience and drive have carried them

through some extraordinary hardships.

However, they need to scale up if they

want to be more profitable and sustainable.

For that they need support, but in what

form? Let’s start with the state’s extension

services. All the farmers complain about

how shockingly poor they are, if they exist at

all. This is an absolutely crucial service – ask

any white commercial farmer who benefited

from good extension services in the past. It

should be done by skilled professionals,

people who can actually help farmers

become more productive and profitable. This

is not happening at the moment. Upskilling

existing staff can be one way of improving

the service, but many farmers were of the

opinion that the minister should seriously

start cracking the whip in this department!

Then there is the perennial problem of

access to finance. Ironically, on paper, South

Africa has a plethora of financial products

from which to chose, both from the private

and public sectors. However, it’s a typical

case of talking left but walking right. Despite

the options, farmers continue to struggle to

access financing of any sort.

A recent report by the Land Bank indicated

that black farmers represent a mere 8% of

the bank’s entire loan book. This despite a

30% increase in black farmers on its loan

book between 2017 and 2019. These are

not farmers asking for handouts; they’re

looking for loans that they’ll repay. Their only

problem is collateral. Most black commercial

farmers are leasing farms from the state,

complicating their efforts to loan money. No

wonder then that most of the farmers

I spoke to during my trips across the country

said the minister should give deserving

farmers title deeds to the land they’re

leasing. With title deeds as collateral, they

could borrow money.

So, as I understand it, the problem can be

solved in two ways. Either give farmers title

deeds to the farms they’re currently leasing,

even if they have to buy the farms from the

state. Otherwise the way collateral is used as

lending criteria to secure loans must be

reimagined. Especially when it comes to

state development financial institutions like

the Land Bank. One simply can’t just

ignore these facts.

The bottom line: South Africa has a crop

of exceptional black commercial farmers

who, despite major challenges, have

managed to overcome significant barriers

to entry to become profitable farmers

contributing to the wealth of the nation.

Some of them have pioneered farming in

areas where one wouldn’t typically expect

a black farmer to excel, like hydroponics,

for instance.

To hear their stories is inspiring and gives

one hope that a country like ours can

change for the better. The fact that people

can start at the very bottom and still build

world-class farming operations all South

Africans can be proud of is amazing. But, in

all fairness, why does it always have to be

such a terrible struggle? Why could these

farmers not have been met halfway with a

soft loan or two? Consider the old farming

credit councils that were used to develop

white commercial farmers in the past. The

models do exist! Our black commercial

farmers don’t need a lot of help from the

state – all they’re asking for is a little help

to grow even bigger. They’re not asking to

get anything free of charge. After all, they

have already worked extremely hard to get

to where they are today.

So I think the next time Minister Didiza

and her team are working on another

master plan for agriculture, how about

taking some time to consult with real black

commercial farmers? Farmers who run

profitable businesses. We can even help

with phone numbers and addresses! These

farmers have the answers because they

understand what the problem is. All the

minister has to do is to be prepared to

listen a lot more carefully when she asks

them, “How can I help you?”

– PETER MASHALA

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR
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VELD
Never graze green grass!
Well, not exactly. Just never graze the green

grass that runs out after veld has been burnt.

Research has proved that burnt veld should

be left to rest and no animals should graze it

for at least one entire growing season – that

includes winter! In the west of the country,

where the veld is sweeter, it is recommended

Always allow grass to rest long enough
after it’s been burnt.

There are always easier ways to farm. African Farming got some
useful farming tricks from farmers who’ve been at it for some time.

ADVICE:
FARMER CHEATS

4

that grass rests for up to two growing

seasons after burning. The problem, it turns

out, is damage to the roots. Scientists have

found that even a year after having been

burnt, the root mass of burnt veld is reduced

by almost 60% compared with that of

unburnt veld, right up to a depth of 100mm.

Grazing the green grass after burning

damages those sensitive roots even further,

which could harm your veld permanently.

BEEF
How much for a bull?
Buying a bull is not a decision to be taken

lightly. A bull has 50% genetic impact on

your herd. So how much should you pay? A

good rule of thumb is the price of seven

weaner calves, each weighing 200kg,

multiplied by the current weaner price per

kg. For example, 7 x (200kg x R32/kg =

R6 400) = R44 800. Make sure any bull you

buy has been proven to be fertile. It is always

a good idea to chat to the stud breeder you

intend buying your bull from beforehand.

Breeders are usually prepared to give good

advice about the right bull to build a herd.

BIOSECURITY
The danger of new animals
Be very, very careful when introducing new

sheep or cattle to your farm. Keep all new

animals in a kraal or small camp away from

your other animals for about a week to make

sure there isn’t a problem with them. The last

thing you want to do is bring highly

contagious diseases like sheep scab or

brucellosis onto your farm that could infect

your flocks and herds. Diseases like red water

can also be brought onto your farm by ticks.

Take care, too, of turning sheep and cattle

with empty stomachs out onto the veld.

Besides the danger of poisonous plants, their

Buying a bull is a big decision – make sure you have no regrets.

Nutritious licks for grazing livestock
don’t have to cost a fortune.

FEED
Mix your own lick
Need an affordable lick? Here is a recipe

used by commercial farmers in the

Eastern Cape that won’t cost you an arm

and a leg. Buy 50kg bonemeal, two

25-litre drums of molasses and 100kg

salt at your local farm store. Mix the

molasses and salt before adding the

bonemeal. Finally, use a little water to

clean out the drums of molasses and mix

that in too – the water will help the

mixture set and harden. An added bonus

is that you don’t have to wait – you can

take it out immediately and it will firm

up outside. There you have it: your very

own lick you can put out for your cattle

and sheep.
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pick the brains of some of the best

commercial farmers in the country – and in

the world! That’s exactly what the Future

Farmers Foundation programme offers.

Based in Howick in KwaZulu-Natal, the

programme organises internships on

commercial farms for responsible young

South Africans with a passion for farming.

Run by Judy Stuart, a former dairy farmer, the

programme teaches interns what it takes to

be a successful commercial farmer: hard

work, attention to detail, taking responsibility

for decisions, and the technical skills to farm.

Promising candidates are then sent to farms

in Europe, Australia and the US. Even though

the programme doesn’t cost anything,

candidates are required to exhibit the best of

behaviour at all times. Graduates of the

programme today manage some of the

country’s biggest farms or farm successfully

for themselves.

To find out more about how to make

use of this amazing opportunity,

email the Future Farmers Foundation

at admin@futurefarmers.org.za

or call 033 330 4322.

5

Work your way back from where there is no water when searching for a leak.

stomachs also need to adapt to the new

grasses. It is a good idea to get some stomach

contents from the local abattoir or, even

better still, from an animal that you have

slaughtered on your own farm. Mix it with

some water and dose the new animals.

Moreover, old farmers used to give a heaped

tablespoon of sulphur especially to sheep

new to a farm.

For more information, email

Dr Thapelo Makae of Elanco Animal

Health at thapelo.makae@elancoah.com

FEED
A-maize-ing chocolate mielies!
Nutrition is a big part of any sheep farmer’s

success. It’s especially important when

animals require better feed, like when ewes

need to become pregnant or when they have

to produce enough milk for their lambs. A

favourite feed used by commercial farmers

during these times is “chocolate mielies” –

maize mixed with a Voermol product called

Korn Kandy that you can buy at any farmer-

supply store. Simply mix it according to the

instructions. What makes this feed so useful

is that it’s high in energy and minerals, and

you don’t need any feeding troughs. Just

make sure to place it on some hard ground or

in the grass, and the sheep will pick it up

from there.

For more information, email

Voermol at info@voermol.co.za

MAINTENANCE
Find that water leak
Every farmer knows what a hassle it is when

water runs dry in troughs or dams. Where to

start looking for a water leak caused by

anything from plant roots that have damaged

the pipe to someone chopping it off by

accident with a spade? The best way to track

down a leak is to work back from there is no

water. Many farmers place a white-painted

stone at every joint in a pipe when they lay it.

That way you don’t have to dig up the entire

pipeline – you can simply check every joint for

water from the trough or dam that is dry.

Soon you’ll get to a joint with water and then

you’ll know the leak is lower down.

OPPORTUNITIES
Learn from the best
Do you want to learn what it takes to be a

top farmer? Why not use the opportunity to 

HEALTH
Keep pigs clean
Pigs are great animals to breed – few other

animals give you up to 14 young at a time,

and it only takes them three months, three

weeks and three days to do it! Every farm

should have a pig or two, even if only to

supply meat for the home. Just be mindful

of your animals’ hygiene and give them the

necessary vaccinations. Pigs are omnivores,

which means they will eat meat and plants,

and you don’t want them to have access to

anything that might give them worms. A

clever tip from a farmer: when you

introduce pigs to a sty, always place a heap

of pig dung as far from their food as

possible. The pigs will then always use that

spot to defecate in future.

Pigs produce up to 14 young at a time and are a valuable addition to any farm.
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CROPS
Tips for fertilising maize
When growing maize, keep in mind that soils

will generally be short of either nitrogen (N),

phosphorus (P), potassium (K) or zinc (Zn).

Most fertilisers contain these nutrients. If you

farm in the east of the country, also be aware

that acidic soils can seriously reduce your

yields. Lime addresses this problem, as it

contains calcium (Ca) and magnesium (Mg).

The best way to deal with soil deficiencies is

to speak to whoever sells you fertiliser. Ask

them to take soil samples. A laboratory test

would tell you exactly how much lime or

fertilisers your crops need. Don’t forget that

kraal manure and compost can also be used.

Take soil samples early in winter so that you

have enough time to order any lime and

fertiliser you might need.

Once you have your fertilisers, consider the

following important steps:

1. If you need to apply lime, broadcast it

evenly and disk it into the soil to a depth of

10cm to 15cm using a heavy disk

implement. Apply lime at least four to six

weeks before planting. This allows it to

react with the soil’s acidity. If your tests

showed your soil needs potassium,

broadcast and work it in like the lime. If you

have manure, apply it with these products.

2. “Starter” fertiliser is placed in a band

below the seed. This is generally either an

NPK blend (such as 2.3.2 or 2.3.4) or

MAP. Make sure the starter fertiliser

contains phosphorus, which gives young

seedlings a jump-start by promoting the

rapid growth of roots.

3. Plants require most of their nitrogen from

the time they are about knee-high until the

stage when they produce tassels. Nitrogen

fertilisers like urea or LAN should preferably

be applied in two applications, four to five

weeks apart. Maize plants supplied with

adequate nitrogen will be green all the

way down to the lowest leaf at tasselling

– no yellowing of lower leaves should be

seen.

4. Finally, remember that top farmers don’t

just feed their crops; they also know how

many plants to plant, while controlling

weeds, pests and diseases. The amount of

profit you’re going to make depends on

how carefully you manage all of these

factors. There’s a reason why old farmers

always say, “The best fertiliser is the

shadow of the farmer”. Know what’s

happening in your fields.

For further help, email Dr Dirk Strydom

of Grain SA’s Farmer Development

programme at dirks@grainsa.co.za

FEED
Use wattles!
Invasive Australian wattle trees are a big

problem in many parts of the country. No

matter how hard you try to get rid of them,

they just keep growing. Yet wattle leaves are

said to be high in vitamins A and E, with a

protein content of 9% to 12%. So why not

feed them to your animals? In the big

drought of 2016, commercial farmers from

Cedarville in the Eastern Cape did just that.

When their cattle browsed wattle trees, they

added Browser Plus (registration number

V11013, Act 36 of 1947) to the drinking

water. Otherwise they chopped the leaves

fine with a hammer mill, using a 20mm sieve

for cattle and a 10mm sieve for sheep and

calves. Empty one-litre yoghurt containers

were used as a measurement in the following

preparations. For cattle, they mixed one

container salt, two containers Kalori 3000

powder (registration number V2809, Act 36

of 1947), one container P12 phosphate

supplement and one container urea in an old

cement mixer. Then 60 to 80 litres of chopped

Maize requires different nutrients
at different growth stages.

Lime disked into
soil to correct

acidity

One or two
applications of

nitrogen
fertiliser

(LAN or urea)
“Starter”

fertiliser placed by
planter in a band
below the seed

TECHNOLOGY
Let Pannar help you
If you’re not sure about that disease in

your maize, soya beans or sunflowers,

don’t worry – just take a picture with

your phone and upload it with some

background information to Pannar’s

Sprout app. You’ll get immediate access

to a team of expert agronomists and

plant pathologists, and that’s just the

beginning. The app features a popular

disease guide with all the common

diseases for maize, sunflower and wheat

in South Africa. It can also help you

decide what cultivar is best for your area,

and it’s a great way, especially for small-

scale farmers, to get the latest

information on the grain market. Free

management tools include a range of

calculators to help you decide when to

replant, estimate your yields and

compare different maize hybrids… The

list goes on.

You can download Pannar’s Sprout

app free of charge from Google Play

or App Store.
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wattle were added, and everything was

mixed for three minutes and fed to the

animals immediately. For sheep, the urea in

the mixture was replaced with 150ml sulphur

and five litres of chopped maize. Keep an eye

on the cattle’s dung – loose pats mean the

protein levels are correct; harder pats mean

the protein levels need to be adjusted. Make

sure there’s always salt available to the

animals when feeding them wattle.

Email ans.tubbergh@gmail.com or

Dr Thapelo Makae of Elanco Animal

Health at thapelo.makae@elancoah.com

FINANCE
Getting money needn’t
be rocket science
Apply for a loan can be nerve-racking,

especially in agriculture, where new-era

farmers compete in the same pool of funds

with established commercials farmers. Follow

these guidelines and you’ll build a successful

relationship with a financing institution that

will realise your farming ambitions.

1. Ask the right questions – speak to

established farmers in your area.

Understand how they prepare their

budgets and get to know the detail around

all the cost factors they consider. Farmers

are great at sharing information and

supporting each other.

2. Do the maths – make sure you factor your

exact finance requirements into your

business case. Don’t guess the amount

you require; do a detailed business plan

that considers your land preparation costs,

seed, fertiliser, chemical and fuel costs.

Fuel costs are often underestimated,

which often leads to problems later down

the line.

3. The land question – do you own your

farm? If so, the financier may want to

register a bond to secure themselves. If

you’re leasing, a financier will find another

form of security to cover the loan.

4. Draw up a business plan – if you have

someone in the family with an accounting

background, ask them to help you draw

up your business plan. If not, speak to an

agricultural specialist at a bank or

agribusinesses. Many are keen new-era

farmers. Remember, a business plan is

not a credit application, and you may

have to fill out an application form. In

that case, the business plan only supports

the application.

5. Do a sensitivity analysis – don’t assume

your farm (or the economy) will always

perform according to expectations. Your

business plan must take into account

curveballs like droughts, hail, floods, fire

and poor market prices. Financiers always

do sensitivity analyses on business plans;

they know the impact these events could

have on farmers’ ability to repay loans.

6. Crop and life insurance – as a rule,

financiers will require crops under finance

to be insured adequately against damage.

Speak to insurance specialists who work in

your area to understand what risks they

insure and what they don’t. Financiers

often require life insurance to protect

themselves against financial losses in the

event of the death of the farmer. If you

have your own insurance policy, let the

financier decide whether they consider it

sufficient. Keep in mind that you’d still

want your family to be left with some

money after your debts have been paid.

Another useful product is credit life

insurance that covers you specifically for

the loan you are taking. It is usually more

cost-effective and the settlement process is

less stressful in the event of a claim.

7. Get financiers to see your farm – lending

decisions aren’t made without a visit to the

premises. Make sure all resources you list

on your business plan can be verified by

the financier.

8. Off-take agreements – if you’ve negotiated

agreements with buyers of your produce,

make them available to financiers. These

can carry a lot of weight in supporting

your application.

For more information, email Praveen

Dwarika of Lemang Agricultural Services

at praveen.dwarika@afgri.co.za

or call 011 063 2392.

Cattle eating processed wattle.

FRESH PRODUCE
Covid-19 has been good
to some veg farmers
“When prices are high, everyone makes

money,” laughs Johannes Monwa, a

market agent who sells vegetables for

Subtropico. “Currently, butternuts are

really expensive at R120 to R160 for 10kg.

The cold winter has hampered production

and volumes are low. We’ve seen prices of

R20 and R30 for 10kg in previous years, so

when the weather turns and production

picks up, prices will drop again. Look at

what happened to spinach. Volumes are

really high. My heart bleeds for our

farmers, because we’re struggling to sell a

bunch for R2 to R3.”

Johannes says customers clearly have

less money and are complaining about

prices. On the other hand, many people

who lost their jobs are buying and selling

fresh produce to generate some income,

says Joe Khosa, Subtropico agent for fruit

on the Joburg market. “So even though

the consumer is a little strapped for cash,

the demand is still very healthy and sales

are going well,” Joe explains.

Potatoes are likely to remain expensive

for the rest of 2020 owing to the cold

winter, says Alfred Maphosa, Suptropico

potato and onion agent in Pretoria.

“Production is lower than before and we

can see a 10% to 20% lower supply.

“Onions are in their low-price cycle and

high volumes are currently on the market.

Yet the price is at the right level and the

whole spectrum of buyers and consumers

can be satisfied. Quality is a bit of a mixed

bag, but for this time of the year it is still

looking good,” Alfred says.

“Winter fruit is coming to an end, but

prices and quality look great. Apples are

going for R180 to R160 for the jumble

18kg boxes. This is a good price. The

econopacks are also selling well at about

R10/kg. Bananas are a bit scarce because

of the cold winter. Extra-large bananas

sell at about R240/18kg. We received a

shipment last night and the whole of it

was sold at this price, which is indicative of

the scarcity and demand. Banana volumes

will increase over the next few weeks and

prices will come under pressure.”



BUILDING A
FAMILY LEGACY
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Clifford (right) grew up helping his
father, Koos (left), a former farm
labourer. They continue to work
together on the farm Koos acquired
and built into an award-winning
enterprise. PHOTOS:LIZABOHLMANN
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C
lifford Mthimkulu (31)

grew up watching and

then helping his dad,

Koos, as he did his

duties as farm labourer

on Frikkie du Preez’s

farm Mieliebult in the

Libertas area of Senekal in the Free State in

the 1980s. Tending livestock on Mieliebult

after school, on weekends and even over

holidays was the beginning of Clifford’s deep

love of farming. Today that passion has

culminated in him recently being chosen as a

finalist for the prestigious 2020 Grain SA

New Era Farmer of the Year award, which his

father has already won.

“The sound and smell of tractors working,

the memories of my father welding,

grinding, repairing, and building implements

from scratch into amazing working tools –

those are the memories that inspire my

farming career. And it wasn’t by luck but

through hard work that I can now follow in

my father’s footsteps today.”

Koos, born Moleleki Jacob Mthimkulu,

was born on Julius Bobbert’s farm in the Free

State district of Paul Roux in 1955. At an

early age, Koos started working as a

shepherd and later as a dairy assistant. After

being promoted to tractor operator, Koos

decided to spread his wings and join Du

Preez on Mieliebult, where Clifford was

born. In time Koos discovered his mechanical

talent and started working on all sorts of

implements, honing the remarkable skills

that eventually saw him not only repairing

tractors but also designing and building

farming implements.

GETTING A BREAK
Koos’ big break came in 2004, when Du

Preez decided to focus on livestock farming

and gave Koos the opportunity to buy all his

unused equipment – two tractors, a three-

row and a four-row plough, a four-row

planter, a combine harvester and all the

workshop tools. Du Preez agreed to sell Koos

the equipment cheaply in installments and,

with the option to lease 55ha of land, Koos

started his farming operation in 1995.

To supplement his income, Koos also used

his newly acquired equipment to do contract

work, helping other developing and

commercial farmers in the area. This involved

all the land preparations, planting, spraying,

harvesting, as well as grain delivery to silos.

“Although the equipment was old, it was

always well maintained and got the job

done,” recalls Clifford.

As his skills and confidence grew, Koos

decided to buy his own farm. In 2006, after

a lengthy application process, he was

allocated the farm Astoria in the Senekal

district through the government’s Proactive

Land Acquisition Strategy (PLAS).

The 493ha farm was bought by the

Department of Rural Development and Land

Reform (DRDLR) and leased to him. About

148ha of the land is medium potential

arable soil and the rest (345ha) natural

grazing. On the downside, the lease

arrangement meant he has no title to the

land, making it almost impossible to access

funds from commercial banks.

Clifford recalls how his father had to

bootstrap the farm, as there was no chance

of him get any funding. Firstly, the farm

didn’t belong to him, so he couldn’t use it as

collateral to raise a loan and, secondly, he

didn’t have any financial track record. As a

result, Koos used savings from his contract

work to plant 30ha of sunflower in 2006.

Even though it was his first attempt, Koos

drew on his years of experience as a

contractor to manage a 1.4t/ha yield, which

is considered average for the area. The profit

from this crop, along with income from his

livestock sales and contract work, was

Clifford, father to a son, Ntando (5), and a daughter, Avethandwa (3),
would like to hand over the farm to the next Mthimkulu generation one day.

Few things are as satisfying to a
farmer than when his son (or

daughter!) returns to the family
farm to take their legacy of hard
work and sacrifice further. It was

no different when Clifford
Mthimkulu joined his dad, Koos,

on the family’s mixed farming
operation in Senekal in the

Free State in 2008. The fact that
Koos was the first in his family

to be able to hand over
a farm to his son made the

occasion even more special but,
as Clifford tells African Farming
editor Peter Mashala, the transi-
tion that comes with succession

isn’t always plain sailing!
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used to get the next crop in, this time on

80ha. “The money that was left went

straight into improving farm infrastructure

like windmills and reservoirs,” recalls Clifford.

RETURNING TO THE FARM
Like on many family farms when a son

returns, things took some time to settle

down. “The farm couldn’t initially sustain all

of us. I had to find other ways to generate

an income,” says Clifford.

In 2007 he started a law degree but after

a semester he realised it wasn’t for him.

However, education is extremely important

to his father, who never had any, so Clifford

returned to school and completed a

marketing course at Motheo TVET College.

He later also qualified as a paramedic at

Welkom EMMS and worked at the Senekal

hospital before moving to Bloemfontein,

where he sold Chub alarm systems.

But Clifford wasn’t fulfilled, and when his

dad asked him to return to the farm full

time, he didn’t hesitate.

“I had already decided I’d make the farm

work, no matter what,” he recalls. In 2008

he started working alongside his dad. “As

we grew our operation and built a financial

track record, we eventually did manage to

secure a production loan from VKB,” he

explains. “We only qualified for R500 000

because we couldn’t put up any security

besides our implements.” The loan only

covered 80ha, which increased the total area

under production to 110ha that year,

including the 30ha they had already planted.

MAKING IT WORK
In 2011, Astoria got its big break. Omnia

granted Koos and Clifford a 100% production

loan without needing any security.

“They used the crop as security and

provided all the technical assistance we

needed,” recalls Clifford.

“Most of the expertise came from them

– soil profiling, testing and rehabilitation,

including agronomy services. From the

110ha we planted the previous year, we

managed to increase the number of hectares

to 300. We then also leased an additional

150ha from other farmers.”

The results were so impressive that Koos

won the prestigious Grain SA New Era

Clifford sees his employees as his
biggest asset, so upskilling them by
sending them on courses is a priority.

For diversification purposes, Clifford does animal speculation. He buys weaners
at auctions and fattens them in his feedlot before selling them to an abattoir.

“The farm
couldn’t

initially sustain
all of us. I had
to find other

ways to
generate

an income.”
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In winter, when there isn’t sufficient grazing, all pregnant ewes are placed in a feedlot
where they receive supplement feed to keep them in a good condition.

Farmer of the Year award in 2011.

In the following year, Astoria was included

in the government’s Recapitalisation and

Development Scheme. Grain SA, which

managed the whole process, helped the

Mthimkulus with a business plan and

identified where they needed new or better

machinery. New implements were bought,

including a John Deere N7200 Series four-

row planter. However, there were some

serious challenges too. Initially, the DRDLR

agreed to be involved for five years, financing

100% of the business plan in the first year,

80% in the second, followed by 60%, 40%

and 20% in the final year.

“The first year went okay, but in the

Hard work runs in the family. Clifford’s mother, Lydia, was a domestic worker when
she met and married Koos (on the photo). She works as a ward councillor today.

second year they just disappeared, only to

resurface in the third year to fund 60%. That

was also the last year we saw them.”

Astoria managed to recover from these

setbacks, though. Today they farm a total of

913ha, 420ha of which is leased. Of the

leased land, 120ha is arable, and 300ha is

grazing. This brings the total hectarage of

arable land to 264ha, with 645ha being used

for grazing. Of the arable land, Clifford

managed to finance the planting of 259ha

with cash. “In the past production season

[2019] only an overdraft from the bank was

used to cover where we fell short. The farm

is now paying for itself,” Clifford says.

Maize, soybean and sunflower are

produced in rotation, guided by the soil’s

potential and climate. “We use different

seed cultivars mainly from Pioneer and

Pannar in a bid to get the best possible

yields,” says Clifford. For sunflower they use

Pannar’s Clearfield cultivar, whereas both

their yellow and white maize are Roundup

Ready cultivars from Pannar and Pioneer.

Working with these companies greatly

improves the farm’s performance. Their

expert advice and support have helped

increase maize yields from 3t/ha of to

5.6t/ha, whereas sunflower increased from

1.2t/ha in 2006 to 1.8t/ha today. “I am

extremely proud of what we have achieved,

even if I have to say so myself,” laughs

Clifford. “I’m incredibly happy and satisfied.”

USE WHAT YOU HAVE
Clifford says a lack of resources has taught

them to make do with what machinery they

have, and years of watching his father fix

and maintain equipment has made him quite

the handyman.

“Our equipment always needs to work

optimally. Money is always tight, so not

everything has to be new. Some of our

equipment might be second-hand, but it’s

always in the best possible condition. We

believe in John Deere machinery. It strong

and last long.”

Despite their limited resources, Astoria has

moved from conventional farming to no-till.

Not only does it save on input costs, it also

helps to preserve their land, and keep the

soil fertile. Clifford remembers how much

time and money was spent preparing the soil

with conventional farming.

“We spent about R5 000 per hectare to

plant sunflower. Having started no-till six

years ago, that has now gone down to

R3 800. This is a huge cost saving when one

considers the average yield for sunflower is

1.4t/ha, with only 0.4t/ha being profit. The

R1 200 I save per hectare is a significant

improvement on my profit margin.”

They also use less seasonal labour for

weeding now.

DIVERSIFYING
Like many dryland crop farmers, Clifford runs

livestock to manage the risk of cropping – a

herd of 150 Bonsmara cows and eight bulls,

and about 180 mutton merino ewes. About

80 cattle run on Astoria, with the rest 

11AFRICAN FARMING | November 2020



grazing 300ha on the leased Wilgeboom

Farm belonging to Dawie van der Merwe, an

old family friend. “If it wasn’t for our

animals, Astoria wouldn’t have made it

through the three-year-long drought we’ve

come through. I can’t recommend diversifi-

cation enough,” advises Clifford.

The livestock operation is doing well.

“We have a 90% calving and lambing rate,

which I think has a lot to do with our no-

nonsense approach to animal health,”

explains Clifford. “My father always says,

‘Care for your animals and they will care for

you.’” Private and state veterinarians help

with the inoculation programme, and Clifford

buys most of the medication from Elanco.

Clifford constantly tries to improve their

cattle herd and sheep flock, and dreams of

one day having a Bonsmara stud herd. He’s

inspired by legendary breeders like Nick

Serfontein of Sernick Bonsmara near

Edenville outside Kroonstad and Arthur de

Villiers of Arcadia Bonsmara from Vrede. He

also never misses their auctions.

“What I’ve learned from them is that

investing in the best quality genes you can

afford will make you good money. Just look at

the latest Sernick auction. A bull was sold for

more than R1 million. That’s mind-blowing!”

Besides large stock, Clifford also markets

live broilers in the township. Then there is

still their contracting business, which today

includes a trailer- and truck-hiring business,

as well as speculation, which involves buying

and selling livestock.

LEAVING A LEGACY
“My goal is to build this enterprise to a really

profitable commercial operation,” says

Clifford. “My father built this business up

from scratch to the functioning farm I took

over a few years ago. Now it’s my

responsibility to ensure I don’t hand over a

limping business to the next generation.”

And the next generation is already here.

Clifford is married to Nolwazi, and they have

a son, Ntando (5), and a daughter,

Avethandwa (3). “I took over the business as

the son but, yes, I’m prepared to hand my

farm over to my daughter, should my son

not want to farm. Both children must

therefore play an equal role on the farm and

I try to involve both as much as I can in the

business, so they can start to understand

what farming is like.”

UPCLOSEANDPERSONAL…

CLIFFORD MTHIMKULU

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR BIGGEST
SUCCESS TO DATE?
Improving our average yields from just
above 3t/ha to 5.6t/ha. And being a
finalist for this year’s Grain SA New Era
Farmer award.

AND YOUR BIGGEST MISTAKE?
Planting late, outside the planting
window, owing to late rains. I had
already prepared the lands and was
worried about all costs I had incurred,
so I decided to plant anyway. The frost
came when the maize was still young
and I lost all that money anyway. The
lessons I learnt were to prepare on
time and not to rush. If planting time
has passed, don’t plant.

WHO HAS MADE THE BIGGEST
CONTRIBUTION TO YOUR SUCCESS?
My father. He believed in me when
nobody else did. He is also known in
the district, which gave me a head
start so that I didn’t have to start from
scratch. His network helped me build
the business on what he left me.

WHAT ROLE HAVE NEIGHBOURING
COMMERCIAL FARMERS PLAYED IN
YOUR JOURNEY?
Over the years my father built great
relationships with the farmers in our
community. Some are like family.
Oom Dawie [van der Merwe] is an
old family friend, business partner,
mentor and adviser. He even trusted
me to look after his farm when he was
overseas for three years.

WHAT DO YOU THINK IS THE MOST
IMPORTANT PIECE OF MACHINERY
ON YOUR FARM?
It must our planters: the two four-row
John Deere N7200 Series planters and
the six-row John Deere N7200 Series
planter we bought recently. Good
planters are like good bulls. They just
keep producing!

YOU STRUGGLED TO SECURE
FINANCING. WHAT ADVICE WOULD
YOU OFFER ANYONE LOOKING
FOR MONEY?
Be patient. Build your financial and
bank profile by doing all transactions
through the bank. Also, be willing to
put skin into your business – your work
will speak for itself.

WHY DO YOU THINK IT WAS OMNIA
THAT EVENTUALLY GAVE YOU A
COMPLETE LOAN?
I’ve been working with them for
some time, but not on a big scale.
I think they saw my potential when
I became the Omnia provincial farmer
of the year.

WHY DID YOU DECIDE TO SWITCH
TO CONSERVATION TILLAGE?
Conservation tillage cuts costs, but
because it improves soils it is also more
environmentally friendly.

HOW MUCH DOES YOUR BUSINESS
RELY ON INPUT SUPPLIERS, LIKE
SEED AND FERTILISER COMPANIES?
They play a significant role on the
farm. It makes sense for them not only
to sell products to farmers, but also
assist them with technical advice and
after-sales service on how best to use
their products. It ensures them a better
return on investment.

IF YOU COULD GIVE THE MINISTER
OF AGRICULTURE A SINGLE PIECE
OF ADVICE, WHAT WOULD IT BE?
Select beneficiaries of farms carefully
and on merit. Give title deeds to
those who have proven themselves
as successful farmers.

HOW IMPORTANT HAS ORGANISED
AGRICULTURE, LIKE GRAIN SA,
BEEN TO YOUR SUCCESS?
Farmers can learn a lot through these
programmes, from skills development
to mentorship and other training
programmes. They also help you to
build networks with fellow farmers,
suppliers and other stakeholders.
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A trip halfway across the globe and the teachings of two renowned entrepreneurs set Duncan
Moalosi Serapelwane on a path back to farming – one he vowed as a child he’d never walk.

Today this former teacher is a Bonsmara stud farmer and, as he tells Peter Mashala, he has found
meaning in making a name for himself as an elite breeder of these iconic red South African cattle.

14

THE THIN LINE BETWEEN
LOVE AND HATE…

FOR FARMING!

mercial herd on 625ha in Morokweng, 136km

outside Vryburg in the North West. It is prime

cattle country, known as the Texas of South

Africa. He also has 2 850ha in the Kgalagadi,

where he runs his stud, Moalosi Bonsmara,

comprising 300 cows and five bulls.

According to Duncan, he inherited his

entrepreneurial knack from his father,

Kgosietsile Godfrey Serapelwane. Kgosietsile,

who had no education, quit his job as a

welder in 1973 and started building donkey

carts and farming, managing to put all six his

children through college.

“I completed high school and my teaching

diploma in Kuruman, where I later settled,”

recalls Duncan. “I had decided on Kuruman

to get as far away from farming as possible!”

He taught for only seven months before

joining the consumer council of the former

Bophuthatswana government in Kuruman for

Duncan Serapelwane and Angie
Khumalo, presenter of African
Farming. PHOTO:BRANDREPUBLICI

t took a trip to Thailand for Duncan

Serapelwane to rediscover his love of

farming. “I was raised by a farmer but

I learnt to despise farming as a child,” he

recalls. “While my friends were out

playing, I was working on the farm.

Sometimes we’d drive out to the farm

with my dad’s old car and we’d get stuck in

the middle of nowhere. We’d spend the

whole day trying to fix it. I just couldn’t

understand why people said there was money

in farming. That wasn’t my experience!”

laughs Duncan, now a respected black

Bonsmara stud breeder.

Duncan runs two herds. One is a com

.LOCATION.
Morokweng,North-West

&Kgalagadi,NorthernCape

••
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four years. After the advent of democracy in

1994, he started working as an insurance

broker and won an award for best broker,

with that trip to Thailand as the prize. “There

I saw how hard Thai people worked,” he says.

“I was hugely impressed and inspired.”

Back home, his manager introduced him

to the work of Les Brown, a US entrepreneur,

motivational speaker and author. “I also

started reading books by another American

entrepreneur and author, Robert Kiyosaki.

These gentlemen have one thing in common:

they had little education but are exceptional

businesspeople,” explains Duncan. “I kept

thinking of my Thailand experience, and

Brown and Kiyosaki reminded me of how my

dad had started his businesses.”

That year, Duncan quit his job and opened

four tuck shops as well as public-phone

services around Kuruman. The businesses

did well, turning a monthly profit of more

than R40 000. “But my wife at the time was

worried about job security,” he says. To keep

the peace, he again took a job as an

insurance broker. He didn’t last a year.

“Farmers were coming in fortnightly,

making deposits of R300 000. Salaries of civil

servants didn’t even last the month. Farmers

were withdrawing cash to buy bakkies or

equipment, while civil servants were in

debt,” Duncan recalls, shaking his head.

A MEANS TO AN END
In June 2002 Duncan quit his job once more,

this time to start farming. To raise funds, he

started supplying and installing window

glass in Morokweng. “I knew nothing about

the glass business but I saw a need,” he says.

Luckily his close friend Reverend Koketso

Phoku knew the industry and guided him.

“I used my Standard Bank overdraft to buy

my first glass stock for R7 000.” Although he

was making good profits by then, he also

started a brick-making concern to grow his

farming business faster. “I was buying cattle

with my profits and kept them at my dad’s

farm, Van Vuuren, not far from here.”

Morokweng’s high unemployment rate

meant that Duncan was often paid with

livestock, especially goats and sheep.

In 2003 he borrowed R15 000 from the

Land Bank to buy five cows. He had the loan

paid off by 2004 and lent another R350 000

to buy more cattle and a new bakkie. By

2007, Duncan’s herd stood at 60 Bonsmara- 
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Duncan says he keeps only medium-sized cows because they have proved to be more
fertile than larger-framed cows. They’re also economical when it comes to grazing,
allowing him to increase his farm’s carrying capacity. PHOTO:PETERMASHALA

type breeding cows – and his knowledge of

breeding just kept growing.

“I realised the difference between simply

owning cattle and running a profitable beef-

production business. I was continually

improving my herd with quality Bonsmara

bulls from top breeders.”

This interaction with breeders taught him

even more. “That’s how I learnt about stud

breeding and the opportunities in the

business. I was buying all my bulls from

white commercial farmers. Black farmers

were just not playing in this space.”

Bulls are crucial, he believes. “They might

only make up about 3% of a herd, but

they’re responsible for every calf born on the

farm, except where AI is done. One bull can

produce 40 or more calves per year. That’s

huge,” Duncan emphasises.

By late 2007, Duncan had decided to do

stud breeding. He had befriended Wessel

van Wyk of Bogermie Boerdery, a well-

known Bonsmara stud breeder in Vryburg.

Determined, Duncan secured another

R500 000 loan from the Land Bank and

bought his first stud animals and a new

bakkie, after swopping his old bakkie for a

few of his father’s animals. From his own

herd, the Bonsmara Breeders’ Society

inspectors selected about 25 cows for his

new stud herd. Duncan sold his first bull for

R18 000 in 2010 at the Bonsmara auction in

Vryburg. Some fellow farmers had the view

that it was the cheapest on auction because

Duncan is black.

“It became a race issue. Some insisted

white farmers refused to make higher bids

for a black farmer’s animals. I decided to

stay positive. If my bull didn’t go back to the

kraal, I was happy,” he says. “It was my first

sale and that was enough for me – I was

moving forward.

“It’s like in golf: as a beginner, you’re just

glad your ball goes in the direction of the

hole, even if it’s only five metres. As long as

it doesn’t go backwards,” laughs Duncan. At

the next auction a bull of his fetched

R28 000, followed by two bulls sold at the

third auction. “All signs of great progress!”

Duncan says he ignores people playing the

race card. “In this business, I’ve learnt that

there are bad white people and bad black

people. I’ve been helped by all types of

farmers, most of them white.” For example,

he met the renowned stud breeder Arthur

de Villiers of Arcadia Bonsmara from Vrede

in the Free State at a breeders’ meeting.

“He didn’t know who I was but, after

I asked for help, he without hesitation lent

me and my friend two of his top bulls to use

for four seasons. Free of charge!”

FOCUSED BREEDING GOALS
A stud breeder’s only goal should be to

satisfy the needs of commercial beef farmers,

says Duncan – “and that’s to breed animals

that make money!” Therefore breeding

goals should always be shaped by what the

market wants.

As a commercial beef producer himself,

Duncan uses his Bonsmara bulls in his

commercial herd. “With my bulls I’m sure of

a good weaner every time,” he says.

Bonsmara weaners are also popular with

feedlots, and Duncan maintains it is because

the breed is so economical in feedlots.

“They deliver well-graded carcasses, have

high dressing-out percentages, even fat

deposition, good marbling and excellent

muscle-to-bone ratio.”

As a farmer in the tough Kgalagadi,

Duncan believes one of the great advantages

of the Bonsmara is its ability to thrive in

harsh conditions.

“Here it is dry, sandy and very, very hot.

When Arthur sold that bull he had lent me

for more than R100 000 on auction, one of

its biggest selling points was the fact that
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it had worked and survived so well here

in the Kgalagadi,” he smiles.

Duncan is a firm believer in breeding

medium-framed animals. “And they must be

strong, especially in their hooves.” Medium-

sized heifers also become fertile cows.

“I cull all heifers with an extremely long or

short neck, or those with a muscular look.

They end up being larger-framed cattle that

tend to be infertile,” he says. Larger animals

also consume too much grass, thus reducing

the farm’s carrying capacity. “For every 10

large-framed cows, you’re able to run at

least 14 medium-framed cows.”

GRASS BEFORE CATTLE
Duncan is convinced a good cattle farmer is

a good grass farmer first and foremost.

“The poorer the quality of your grass, the

bigger your problems, like with fertility,” he

explains. He uses a four-camp rotational

system, but during good rainy seasons only

two camps are used while the other two are

rested. The condition of both the veld and

the animals are assessed regularly.

“When the animals’ condition drops or

they spend all day grazing and coming back

to the kraal late, we switch the camps.

Resting two camps for a whole season,

when possible, also improves grass quality

– at the Kgalagadi farm it’s natural mixed

sweet veld. Animals have access to summer

licks throughout the year. He’s stopped

giving winter licks, he says.

“I only use summer licks. Animals battled

to keep their condition on winter licks.

I believe this is because of insufficient

phosphorus in the grass, and that’s what’s

missing in the winter licks.” Winter licks

contain urea, which stimulates the cattle’s

appetites. As a result, they fill their stomachs

with grass but do not get the minerals they

need to maintain their condition.

Duncan has a winter and summer calving

season. In summer the calving starts from

the end of September to December. The

winter season, which is short, is in June and

July, with the calving starting from March to

April. “I run two breeding seasons because

I want to ensure the farm has enough calves

in summer when the prices are higher. But

I also need a good crop of weaners in winter

for good cash flow,” he points out.

And cash flow, as all great entrepreneurs

know, is where it all starts and ends.



16

UPCLOSEANDPERSONAL…

DUNCAN SERAPELWANE

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE
YOU’VE EVER RECEIVED?
My father always said you should
prepare on time so you’re not caught
off guard. He also believed every leap
year would bring good rains, and it’s
happened that way. This advice has
helped me prepare on time for the
good wet seasons.

IS THERE SOMETHING YOU’D
HAVE DONE DIFFERENTLY?
I should have bought a farm 10 years
ago when the prices were more
affordable. I only bought my first
farm three years ago. I didn’t get
the correct advice when I started
all those years ago.

YOUR BIGGEST SUCCESS TO DATE?
Being a successful stud breeder and
living my passion for feeding our
nation. To be able to contribute to the
national production of beef is hugely
important to me.

WHO HAS MADE THE BIGGEST
CONTRIBUTION TO YOUR SUCCESS?
My father – without the foundation
he laid, I wouldn’t be where I am
today. As for my stud-breeding
success, I’ll always be indebted to
my fellow Proveld Bonsmara group
member Wessel van Wyk, and
Arthur de Villiers.

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE
YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH
NEIGHBOURING FARMERS?
Mutually beneficial and respectful.
Most are white commercial farmers.
We’re a farming community, not
politicians. As farmers we have a
common goal: contributing to
feeding the nation.

DID YOU BATTLE WITH FINANCING?
It’s difficult when your books aren’t
in order and your credit record
isn’t what it should be. My advice
is simple: keep your books up to
date, record everything when you’re
using the business’ money, and use a
professional bookkeeper.

ANY ADVICE YOU’D OFFER THE
MINISTER OF AGRICULTURE?
All the land bought from the former
Bophuthatswana government and
redistributed to black farmers should
be sold to farmers, not leased to them.
These leases do not help us in any way.

HOW IMPORTANT HAS ORGANISED
AGRICULTURE BEEN TO YOU?
We need one, united voice in
agriculture for all farmers, black and
white. We should differentiate by
levels of production, not race. To
focus on the colour of a farmer’s skin
gets us nowhere. As a member of
Proveld Bonsmara, I work with white
commercial farmers. This has been a
huge help in getting great information
from really experienced breeders.

When Duncan bought the farm in Morokweng, the previous owner’s commercial
herd of cows was part of the deal. Some were not great-looking, he says, but using
his Bonsmara stud bulls on these cows has yielded good results. PHOTO:PETERMASHALA
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TURN INFECTION
UPSIDE DOWN

Caring for your cattle keeps both your animals and your profits healthy.
Zeropar® Aerosol kills ticks and other external parasites, while preventing 
wound infection and keeping wounds clear for faster healing. Available in
a larger 450ml can, it’s designed to work upside down making it easy to get 
to udders and other hard-to-reach spots. In addition, Zeropar® Aerosol blue 
dye clearly indicates the treatment area.
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Zeropar® Aerosol Reg. No. G955 (Act 36 of 1947) / Namibia NS0 Reg. No. V99/13.2/800 (Act 13 of 2003) contains: Dichlorophen 1.0 % m/v, Propetamphos 0.25% m/v, Pine oil 2.5% m/v
® Registered trade mark of Bayer AG, Germany



S
hepherds of the soil is what

Grain SA, the organisation

that looks after the country’s

grain farmers, calls Cocky

Mokoka and the group of

farmers he belongs to. They

promote the use of regen-

erative farming principles, an approach that

puts nature at the centre of all decision-

making on their farms.

By doing so, farmers become more

productive and make more money while

improving soil health. It’s also a cheaper way

to farm, as less expensive inputs are used.

Other advantages are less water that runs

In 2008 Cocky Mokoka came across a magazine article about how
Brazilian farmers had transformed their businesses by no longer

ploughing or tilling their soils. It inspired him to start letting Mother
Nature make the decisions on his farm and turn his business into
a sustainable, profitable and environmentally friendly operation.
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A SHEPHERD
OF THE SOIL

off, less soil and wind erosion, and better

retention of water in soils – all common

challenges faced by conventional farmers.

Cocky, who hails from Lichtenburg in the

North West province, farms on the 740ha

farm Seekoeifontein just outside Vander-

bijlpark in the Vaal area.

Growing up in the former rural homelands

of Bophuthatswana, Cocky was only ever

exposed to conventional farming. The area

was known for its solid farming industry,

ably financed by the AgriBank of

Bophuthatswana. And it is at AgriBank that

he started working in 1987, servicing five

districts: Mankwe, Madikwe, Bafokeng,

Odi 1 and Odi 2.

“We were properly trained in agricultural

development and I worked with cooperatives

like Agrico, whose farmers were highly

productive,” recalls Cocky.

With the collapse of the Bophuthatswana

government in the early 1990s, AgriBank

was absorbed by the Land Bank, of which

Cocky managed the Lichtenburg branch

until 2003.

Before becoming a farmer, Cocky
Mokoka worked for the AgriBank
of Bophuthatswana, where he was
trained in agricultural development.
Farmer cooperatives he worked
with, like Agrico, produced many
successful black farmers.
PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

.LOCATION.
Seekoeifontein, Gauteng
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“I left because the products we were

selling just didn’t suit black farmers,” he

says. “It also took forever to process

applications and farmers were being denied

loans because of debt on clothing accounts!

It didn’t make sense, and the fact that I

questioned this just made my seniors angry.”

NEW VENTURES
After leaving the Land Bank, Cocky bought a

farm in Zeerust, about 40km outside

Mahikeng, where he began farming on a

small scale. He also started a security company

to help tackle game theft at Madikwe Game

Reserve, but when the contract wasn’t

renewed, he went to work for Mercedes-Benz

in Johannesburg. Later he sold his Zeerust

farm and relocated to Johannesburg.

In 2006, Cocky was allocated his current

farm just outside Vanderbijlpark in the Vaal

area through the Proactive Land Acquisition

Strategy (PLAS) programme.

“We initially leased the farm without the

option to purchase, despite the scheme

providing for purchase,” he remembers. After

the Law Society of South Africa got involved,

the clause was reinstated. “But it still didn’t

clarify when and how the purchase should be

done,” he points out.

In 2007 Cocky planted his first 150ha

dryland maize and sunflower in rotation.

With an average rainfall of between 700mm

and 800mm, his yields were disappointing –

between 2.5t/ha and 3t/ha for maize, and

between 1.8t/ha and 2t/ha for his sunflower.

He explains that the seven-foot planter he

used at the time left too much space between

rows, resulting in too few plants per hectare.

In the following year he came across the

article about the Brazilian farmers’ successful

approach to regenerative farming.

“I visited the department of agriculture for

help and met Dr Hendrik Smith, who at the

time was working in the Climate Change &

Disaster Management directorate,” recalls

Cocky. However, when Smith left the

department and Cocky lost touch with him, it

temporarily derailed his plans to pursue

regenerative farming.

“I was concerned about why South Africa

wasn’t adopting regenerative farming while

other advanced countries were doing it so

successfully,” Cocky says.

He tried talking to some of his commercial

neighbours about it. “But it was a foreign 
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UPCLOSEANDPERSONAL…

COCKY MOKOKA

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE YOU’VE
EVER BEEN GIVEN?
You need to understand your farm’s
environment, then you’ll know what
works and what doesn’t.

YOUR BIGGEST SUCCESS SO FAR?
Keeping farm records and my credit
record spotless.

WHO HAS MADE THE BIGGEST
CONTRIBUTION TO YOUR SUCCESS?
Dr Hendrik Smith. He is very
persistent and keeps feeding me
with information.

WHAT IS YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH
YOUR NEIGHBOURS LIKE?
Very good. Most of them are white
commercial farmers and they respect
me as an equal.

THE MOST IMPORTANT MACHINERY
ON YOUR FARM?
No crop farmer can do without a good
planter. It’s the engine of this business.
It must always be clean and in good
condition and serviced regularly.

WAS FINANCING A STRUGGLE?
Yes, it is a big problem. My advice is
to build and maintain a good credit
record. Always service your debts.
Develop and maintain a relationship

with your financier at branch level.
Talk to them about any issues you
might be facing. Keep good records
and work hard.

WHAT ROLE HAVE INPUT
SUPPLIERS, LIKE SEED AND
FERTILISER COMPANIES, PLAYED
IN YOUR SUCCESS?
They’re very important to one’s
business. They give technical advice
and training, and help with soil
tests. They’re the ones with all the
information on the products I use, so
I maintain good relations with them.

ANY ADVICE FOR THE MINISTER
OF AGRICULTURE?
Train your staff, especially extension
officers. Some are shy and lack the
confidence to assist us commercial
farmers. They can only work with
subsistence and very small farmers.
I’d encourage the minister to upskill
them, as we still need their support.
Funds to help us to the next level
would also be welcome.

HOW IMPORTANT HAS ORGANISED
AGRICULTURE, LIKE GRAIN SA,
BEEN TO YOUR BUSINESS?
We have strong commodity groups in
the country. By being part of structures
like Grain SA, one immediately plays
at the heart of the industry. You know
what and how everyone is producing,
and that’s how you keep abreast of
the very latest developments.

Cocky says some of the most important machinery on his farm, besides his planter,
is his Case IH Puma 155 tractor and Case IH Axial-Flow 5140 harvester. This top tech-
nology allows him to plant and harvest during the optimal times.
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language to them. They weren’t interested

and my efforts to do further research were

fruitless.”

REGENERATIVE FARMING
Then, in 2012, he reconnected with Smith,

who was working for Grain SA by then.

Slowly Cocky could start introducing

regenerative farming practices on his farm.

His first step was to introduce no-till.

His yields gradually increased from the 3t/ha

he used to get when he started farming

conventionally 14 years ago to 6t/ha.

The regenerative principles, according to

Cocky, are simple:

■ Disturb your soil as little as possible. Plant

and apply fertiliser directly to the soil. Keep

the soil covered with mulch (organic matter

like crop residues). This protects it from wind

and water erosion, and allows rain to better

penetrate the soil, while building carbon in

the soil and helping it to retain water.

■ Rotate your crops by using at least three

different crops (soya, maize and sunflower

are a popular combination). This prevents

the build-up of disease in the soil and allows

legumes like soya to fix nitrogen in the soil

that serves as food for other plants.

■ Try to keep living roots in the soil for as

long as possible. These are called cover

crops, and are planted once the cash crop,

like maize, has been harvested. Roots from

living plants feed microorganisms in the soil

keeping soil healthy.

■ Use controlled herds of animals to graze

cover crops and residue. When animals

are kept in herds when they graze, their

urine and dung are concentrated and can

so fertilise the soil while helping to build

carbon levels in the soil. Many farmers use

electric fencing to keep animals bunched up

and to create the desired effect.

For Cocky the results have been phenomenal.

His yields have risen, whereas input costs like

diesel and fertilisers have dropped.

“I no longer prepare my soil before

planting,” he explains. “I only use a ripper

once in three years to loosen any compaction

layers that might have developed, so roots

can penetrate the soil.”

Regenerative farming has brought his soil

back to life, with microorganisms and insects

doing their jobs once again. “My soils are

retaining water much better now because

carbon levels are climbing,” Cocky says. He

has also invested in a planter with 900mm

spacing between rows, which has helped to

increase plant density. He plans to reduce the

spacing even further to 750mm.

THE VALUE OF LIVESTOCK
Cocky uses a herd of about 70 breeding

cows to spread urine and manure while they

trample crop residues into the soil. This

reduces the amount of fertiliser he needs,

because the urine and dung deposit

nutrients, feed microbes and add additional

organic matter to the soil. In this way, the

carbon levels are increased and soil health

is improved.

Cocky cautions, however, that proper

management is crucial. Animals should not

be kept on a field for too long. Their hooves

can cause compaction and care needs to be

taken that the animals don’t eat too much of

the mulch that should be covering the soil.

Livestock should be moved often, preferably

with the use of moveable electric fencing.
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He says his animals also help to stabilise

the risk of cropping by providing a stable

income. “I’ve already bought an extra 60

Bonsmara cows. This will increase my herd to

130 breeding animals, but I’m aiming for at

least 200 breeding cows.”

Enlarging his herd will require him to halve

his grain production from 400ha to 200ha,

with 200ha to be used for planted pastures

as grazing for the cattle.

“The land I’m using for pasture has a

lower potential for grain, so it makes

financial sense to rather produce beef

there,” Cocky explains.

As is the case with most farmers, Covid-19

has affected his business. “I have a small

farm feedlot where I fatten my culls, and at

the time of the lockdown I had already

bought two refrigerated trucks that were

meant to distribute meat to various clients,”

sighs Cocky. Fortunately his neighbour and

good friend, Ferdinand Klopper, a commer-

cial grain and beef producer, has an abattoir

on the farm and agreed to provide Cocky

with slaughtering, processing and cold-

storage facilities.

IMPROVING MORE THAN SOIL
Cocky believes in giving back. He wants to

help older women, especially, do regenerative

backyard farming. This will help communities

sustain themselves and stay healthy, as well as

augment paltry pensions. “The plan is to

produce high-value indigenous crops like

morogo and beans for home consumption,

while selling surpluses in the city,” he explains.

He’s doing the same for his workers.

“Retaining staff is difficult,” he says.

“I think a lack of incentives lies at the

heart of the problem, because farm work is

generally not high paying.” So Cocky has

allocated 40ha where his workers can grow

vegetables. “Now we sell spinach, pumpkins

and beetroot at the Joburg Market, and the

workers share in the profits.”

He is also making his workers part of his

diversification plans. “I plan to introduce

50 000 layers, and one house of 10 000

birds will be for my workers. It’s the right

thing to do,” he explains, “and I’ve seen

how eager and productive workers become

when they’re valued and incentivised.”

Because in Cocky’s view, regeneration

today is about far more than just his soils. It’s

become a way of life.

A herd of about 70 cattle forms part of Cocky’s farming system. They spread urine and
manure while trampling crop residues into the soil, reducing the amount of fertiliser
he needs to use, because the dung replaces nutrients and feeds soil microbes.

“I no longer
prepare my
soil before
planting.”
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I
t had been the best news of her farming

career: their application to farm

1 300ha outside Boshof in the Free

State was approved. Palesa Moahloli

and her husband, Challa, couldn’t wait

to move in. “The owners at the time got

the shock of their lives when we arrived

with our belongings before they had even

moved out!” laughs Palesa. One could

understand their excitement. “We had been

farming chickens and vegetables on a small

plot in Bloemfontein and had only 25 cattle

running on communal land,” she recalls.

The Boshof farm was leased to them in

2012 under the government’s Proactive Land

Acquisition Strategy (PLAS) programme.

Eight years later, Palesa, who heads up the

cattle operation, has grown the business to a

Success often has humble beginnings – just ask Palesa Moahloli. As
one half of a dynamic husband-and-wife farming team, her journey

has taken her from a small plot to an award-winning cattle
operation that has caught the attention of one of the country’s
biggest beef producers. Peter Mashala visited their Free State

farm where he saw consistent hard work and self-belief in action.

NEVER GIVE UP!
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Challa and Palesa Moahloli are the
owners of CPM Farming Co-operative
on the 1 300ha farm Kades-Hermitage
near Boshof in the Free State, where
they run a beef-cattle and piggery
operation. PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

profitable 120-head commercial herd that

employs four permanent workers. The

Department of Agriculture, Forestry and

Fisheries named her the Free State Female

Entrepreneur of 2018, and she and Challa

were the regional winners of the Agricultural

Research Council’s National Emerging Beef

Farmer of the Year Award, also in 2018.

Palesa started farming full time with

broilers and vegetables in 2010 after quitting

her job in finance and buying the smallholding

in Bloemfontein. She was encouraged by

Challa, then working as an agriculturalist at

the Free State Department of Agriculture and

Rural Development. “With him still working,

I was hands-on in the 1 000-bird broiler

operation,” Palesa says. “I was so determined

that I pushed myself beyond my limits.”

These are qualities that certainly played a

role in her being selected for the strict

Sernick Emerging Farmers Programme,

which forms part of a R300-million Jobs

Fund initiative.The Sernick Group, one of

the largest beef producers in the country, is

headed up by renowned Bonsmara breeder

Nick Serfontein, who also served on

President Cyril Ramaphosa’s advisory panel

on land reform.

Palesa was among 50 elite black farmers

selected from about 300 potential candidates

for Tier 3 of the programme. Each benefit

from a rental herd of 35 cows and a Sernick

bull. The participants are required to return

40% of the offspring to the scheme and get

.LOCATION.
Boshof,FreeState •
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to keep the rest. They also qualify for shares

in Sernick’s retail business, which includes

meat outlets in greater Johannesburg.

“We’ve already returned our 40%,”

Palesa smiles proudly.

BONSMARA OR BRANGUS?
The Moahlolis run a weaner operation,

selling to Free State feedlots. Palesa prefers

Bonsmaras, whereas Challa is a Brangus

man, so they run their herds on different

portions of the farm.

Challa doesn’t believe one breed is

inherently superior to another. “It depends

on what you prefer and what animals do

well in your area,” he says. For him, it’s the

beauty and calm nature of the Angus in this

Brahman/Angus cross that make his animals

easy to work with. “They’re also naturally

polled, so I don’t have to spend time

dehorning them.”

Palesa, on the other hand, feels the

Bonsmara’s exceptional traits makes it ideal

for Boshof’s tough, extensive conditions,

close as they are to the Northern Cape’s arid

Kalahari. “We’re about 70km outside

Kimberley, so their hardiness and good

mothering abilities make a big difference,”

she says.

Bulls start running with cows from

1 December, and are withdrawn on 1 March.

Calving starts in late October until the first

week of January, and calves are weaned in

May and June.

“We have a 98% calving rate and wean

animals of between 200kg and 220kg at

between six and seven months. They reach

between 250kg and 280kg at eight to nine

months but we prefer weaning earlier, at

about six to seven months.”

The animals are kept on veld all year round

and are given no supplements besides licks.

“There’s enough grazing, most of it

nutritious sweetveld,” Challa explains.

The Free State Department of Agriculture’s

rangeland management programme has

also helped them develop their four-camp

rotational grazing system, whereas Sernick

has assisted them in introducing licks to their

Bonsmara herd.

PURPOSEFUL SELECTION
According to Palesa, they keep about 5% of

their weaner heifers to replace older cows.

They have reached the ceiling of the farm’s

carrying capacity, which means it’s impossible

to increase cattle numbers any further, she

explains. With a minimum annual rainfall of

only 300mm, it’s not an option to increase

their capacity by planting supplementary

feed either.

“We stick strictly to the carrying capacity

of one large livestock unit to 11ha,” Palesa

points out. This makes the selection of

efficient breeding animals critically important

to ensure the long-term sustainability of

their herd.

The selection of the heifer weaners is 
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Challa says Brangus cattle are calm, hardy and adaptable – ideal for the tough
conditions in Boshof, which borders the more arid region of the Northern Cape.

The Moahlolis place their pregnant
sows in separate pens, where they are
pampered and fed for the duration of
their pregnancy (114 days) before they
are moved to the farrowing pens.

based on their mothers’ history. “We simply

don’t keep heifers with defects. A skew face

or an undershot jaw prevents an animal

from grazing properly,” Palesa says.

She also makes sure to select only fertile,

medium-framed animals. “Besides often

being infertile, large-framed heifers become

big cows that need a lot of grass, and we

need to be very careful about how we use

our limited grazing,” she explains.

DIVERSIFYING WITH PIGS
Having reached the limit of their cattle

operation, the Moahlolis diversified with a

piggery, starting with 20 Large Whites.

“Our only growth opportunity is to build

the piggery into a full commercial-scale

operation,” Palesa says. They have managed

to grow the number to 65 breeding sows

within two years and aim to increase it to at

least 100 by December.

“Our mentor, Dr Edgar Payne, encouraged

us to breed our own gilts because they’d be

more adapted to our farm. So we buy boars

from different producers to avoid

inbreeding,” she explains. They need one

boar for every 20 gilts.

The Large White breed is known for

producing big, healthy litters and has great

mothering abilities, exceptional growth

rates and good feed efficiency. The boars

are also productive breeders. The Moahlolis

are now considering artificial insemination,

as it would give them access to quality
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genetics from top breeders.

When selecting sows for breeding, Challa

says, the critical elements are temperament,

milk production, functional teats and good

mothering abilities. “Any aggressive sows

who are careless with their piglets are

immediately culled,” he insists.

“Sometimes sows lie on their babies or

mutilate them. I won’t even consider their

gilts for breeding, as they could be carrying

those bad genes.”

GET BREEDING RIGHT
After selection, the gilts are put with a boar

at between six to eight months when they

show the first signs of coming on heat, like a

swollen vulva, raised tail and pricked-up ears.

“When you try to press gilts down on their

backs and they refuse to go down, you know

they’re on heat,” Challa explains.

Gilts must be in a good condition to

produce large litters and should never be too

fat at the time of mating. “I keep an eye on

the whole process, from when the boar

mounts the female to ejaculation,” says

Challa. Those that haven’t conceived come

on heat again 21 days later, and 31 days

after mating a final pregnancy test is done.

Then the pregnant gilts are moved to pens

for the duration of their pregnancy. It takes

about 114 days before they farrow. “When

they’re farrowing, I check the pens morning,

day and night,” he says.

’N BOER MAAK ’N PLAN!
At seven days old the piglets get their first

iron injection. At weaning they get a

RespiSure shot to stimulate their immune

systems and prevent chronic pneumonia.

“After that we just make sure they’re fed

properly and their pens are clean,” Palesa

explains. “It’s worked well for us. We rarely

medicate pigs beyond weaning. We’re also

lucky to have a very good relationship with

our veterinarian. He’s also our mentor and a

commercial pig farmer himself, so we have

access to the right advice.”

Yet Challa warns that things can still go

wrong. During the past winter, cold killed

most of their newborn piglets, as the newly

built pens had no electricity for heating.

“We were losing piglets daily. One pig lost

all 11 piglets in one night. We tried every-

thing. We even tried burning ethanol in the

farrowing pens, but the pigs knocked over
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the burner and it almost ended in a disaster!”

he recalls. “Fortunately I was close by.”

Then Challa thought of using hot-water

bottles. “It worked! I put a two-litre hot-

water bottle underneath some hay and we

didn’t lose another piglet. Then I knew what

‘’n boer maak ’n plan’ means,” he laughs.

However, with their plans to increase the

piggery to at least 100 sows by December,

they’re taking no chances and are installing a

solar-power system to heat the piggery.

A BRIGHT FUTURE
The Moahlolis sell porkers of between 40kg

and 55kg as well as baconers between 60kg

and 100kg to the Bloemfontein abattoir.

The informal market, especially the shisa

nyamas, prefer larger, older pigs. Challa says

they’re toying with the idea of a meat-

processing plant on the farm to increase

their supply to the informal market.

“A lot of people are asking us to supply

them directly, especially the social-club

groups and traders in the township.”

Meanwhile Palesa continues to keep her

eyes open for more land on which to expand

their beef operation. “We want to leave the

business to our two sons,” she says. “It must

sustain the coming generation and for that

we must grow!”

UPCLOSEANDPERSONAL…

PALESA MOAHLOLI

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE YOU’VE
EVER BEEN GIVEN?
My father’s advice never to give up,
and that persistence and hard work
always pay off.

YOUR BIGGEST SUCCESS SO FAR?
Winning the Free State Female
Entrepreneur and the Emerging Beef
Farmer of the Year awards.

WHO HAS MADE THE BIGGEST
CONTRIBUTION TO YOUR SUCCESS?
My parents – they instilled sound busi-
ness skills in me. And my husband and
kids, whose support is unwavering.

WHAT IS YOUR RELATIONSHIP
WITH YOUR NEIGHBOURS LIKE?
We have a good relationship with
all the farmers in our area. We often

receive good advice from them.
Also very supportive is our good
friend Dr Edgar Payne.

WAS FINANCING A STRUGGLE?
It’s always a struggle. You just have to
keep knocking on doors and ensure
your produce is top-notch.

DO YOU HAVE ANY ADVICE FOR
THE MINISTER OF AGRICULTURE?
She must give farmers who have
proven themselves the title deeds
to their farms. This will give them
certainty to develop their farms as
much as they can. Government could
also provide surety to farmers for
better access to finance, or subsidised
loans where 60% is a grant and 40%
is payable.

HOW IMPORTANT HAS ORGANISED
AGRICULTURE BEEN TO YOU?
It is very important, especially in terms
of networking and sharing ideas.

The porkers (40kg-55kg) and baconers (60kg-100kg) are sold to the Bloemfontein
abattoir. They also sell pigs to the informal market, which has its own specifications.
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FARMERS’
DIARIES

It’s November. That means summer is here and rains have hopefully
come by now. African Farming went to find out what our

farmers are busy with on their farms at the start of this season.

SHEEP
Lawrence Maduna,

Lady Grey, Eastern Cape

Now’s the time to look out for
parasites on sheep. I use a broad-
spectrum antiparasitic like Ivomec,
but I change the dosage and the
product to prevent parasites from
building up a resistance.

I make sure my ewes and lambs
have enough food at this time
of the year, as the ewes lambed
in August and September. They
get a protein lick in winter and a
phosphate lick in summer.

It is still very dry here and there’s
little grass, but fortunately we
received some Covid-19 relief fodder.
Even though it has been quite tough,
at least we haven’t lost many animals.

My next group of ewes will go to
the ram in December and January,
and the lambs will come in May. The
rams need to be in good condition
when mating, so I’m feeding them a
little extra at the moment. My lambs
born in August and September will
be ready for market in May and June.
I select some of the better-quality
lambs for my own flock.

I deliver my wool to BKB in Port
Elizabeth. They sell to international
buyers on public auction at the Wool
Exchange, so the wool from my farm
competes internationally.

CATTLE
Patrick Sekwatlakwatla, commercial

livestock mentor, Edenville, Free State

The Sernick Group, which I work for, has a

Bonsmara stud and a commercial herd. Our

calving starts in October for the summer

season and calves will come until December.

If the cows are well fed and vaccinated, there

isn’t much to worry about as far as the

newborns are concerned. The calves born in

June and July will be four to five months in

November and must be inoculated against

brucellosis using OBP S19.

It’s our rainy season now, so there are quite

a few vaccinations. We do the cattle for Rift

Valley fever, lumpy skin, three-day stiff-

sickness, botulism, black quarter and anthrax.

It’s also a good time to deworm. This improves

both the production and reproduction of

cattle. A proper deworming programme also

reduces internal parasites out in the veld.

Our cattle are supplemented with

phosphorus on the green summer veld.

There’s no need for vitamin supplements.

We regularly check for ticks when it rains.

Ticks can cause heartwater, anaplasmosis,

pinkeye and pneumonia.

The festive season, when there’s a high

demand for beef, is only a month away.

Therefore it’s a good time to cull older

unproductive cows for the market but, with

most animals being pregnant, one needs to

double-check before culling.

VEGETABLES
Dr Ethel Zulu, Cullinan, Gauteng

We grow peppers, green beans,
tomatoes, beetroot, pumpkin, spinach,
kale and butternut in 10 greenhouses
and 4.4ha open fields under irrigation
on our 23ha Bee Tree Farm. We also
produce seedlings.

We currently have crops in the ground
that will be harvested early in December,
starting with the early-maturing crops.

We are also doing maintenance,
irrigating, fertilising and spraying, as
well as scouting for diseases and pests.
And the weeding never stops!

In December we do quite a bit of
marketing as there’s a huge demand
for vegetables over the festive season.
We like marketing before planting,
but you must never stop knocking on
doors – even if your crop is already in
the ground!
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SUGAR CANE
Bheki Mhlane, Umzinto, KwaZulu-Natal

November is a busy time as we approach
the end of harvesting, which starts in
March and ends in December. I produce
just over 3 000t of sugar cane on 84ha.

We’re currently harvesting the last
fields and doing ratoon management.

We also control weeds with chemical herbicides until the
new sugar-cane growth forms a canopy that will shade out
further weed growth. We use 5:1:5 urea-based fertiliser as
prescribed by the Sugar Research Institute. Recommendations
vary but eight bags (400kg) per hectare is the average for
old cane, once a year. When planting new fields, we
sometimes apply 2:3:4., but rarely. The lab recommends two
doses for MAP fertiliser, once at planting and again after
three months. The cane will be harvested in a year’s time.

At this time of the year, staff are quite tired from the
past seven months of labour, and with the wet, muddy
weather, inevitably machinery breakdowns and poor mill
performance occur. However, we must make every effort to
ensure the crop is delivered to the mill as fresh as possible
for the best sugar content. We are paid based on the
freshness of the cane and are dependent on the industry-
determined price per ton of recoverable sucrose.

GRAIN
Andile Ndzunga,

Matatiele, Eastern Cape

I farm on 472ha and plant 300ha
maize. Last season I harvested 120t.

We’ve been servicing all our
machinery and implements for the
coming season. We’ve also been
ordering our seed and fertilisers for

planting in mid-November. We’ve had our first rains, so I’ve
started ripping to break up any soil compaction created by
the weight of machinery. Compacted soil can prevent crops
from developing healthy roots. Ripping also helps the soil
retain water. We don’t rip every year, only when necessary.

We then follow up by disking to break up clods, close any
furrows and work any crop residue into the soil. Disking also
stimulates weed growth. Moreover, there is some maize
from the previous year’s crop that germinates, all of which
competes with the crop I want to put in. Because this maize
is difficult to kill with chemicals, we do a second disk to
control that, as well as any weeds.

Then we’re ready to plant. We’re aiming for 6t/ha this
year, which is about my average. We had a bad season last
year. We had a really dry spell at the beginning of the season
and then too much rain at the end.

APPLES
Dr Job Mthombeni,

Hendrina and Carolina, Mpumalanga

We farm grains and apples. This past year we

expanded our orchards by 14ha to 25ha. That’s

about 15 000 new trees of Big Bucks, Sundowner

and Pink Lady – all varieties suitable for export.

Over the past few weeks we’ve been busy

with branch spreading. We aim to have at least seven branches per

tree. Spreading stimulates the development of lateral branches. We’ve

also been pruning younger trees.

In November we’ll just be looking after the trees: making sure they

have enough water and keeping the orchards clean. We’ll be scouting

for diseases and pests, as it’s important to catch them early on. We

budget for at least 1.5 people per hectare for this job. We will also start

thinning the trees once they start bearing fruit. If you thin out some of

the smaller apples from the cluster, the remaining fruit can grow larger

because the tree expends all its energy on the remaining apples. When

this is not done, especially the first time the tree bears, the apples tend

to push one another off the branch, resulting in fewer or no fruit. We

aim for at least four to six fruit per tree at this early stage.

This season we’re expecting about 2t from our new trees, as it will

be their first year to bear. This should gradually grow to about 20t in

the third year and they will reach their maximum of between 80t and

100t when they are fully matured in four years’ time.

We have a few students from the University of Mpumalanga and

Nelson Mandela Bay helping on the farm as part of their practical work.

CUCUMBERS
Kobela Mokgohloa, Winterveldt, Gauteng

We grow English cucumbers in 25 greenhouses, delivering 2 400 to

2 600 boxes of 6kg and 8kg to the Tshwane, Joburg and Springs fresh

produce markets per week. That’s 40 000 cucumbers or 14t!

We’re currently harvesting from 13 tunnels, which will probably run

out around December. We’ve also just planted 12 tunnels that will be

ready by December and we’ll harvest them right through to March.

Our main focus now is to plan adequately for the new plantings of

the tunnels we are harvesting at the moment. Because we plant these

tunnels around December, at a time when things slow down for

our suppliers and their employees are on leave, we have to place

our orders for fertiliser and seedlings now. Suppliers have to grow

the seedlings, so we try to

coordinate our calendars.

We’re sorting out workers’

leave now too. Everyone’s

leave cycle must be done by

the end of November,

because we need all hands on

deck for the December rush.

In the first quarter of the

year, from January to about

March, everyone wants to

lose weight again and change

their diets – then the demand

for cucumbers climbs again.
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W
andile Khave’s

dream is clear

if you look at

his WhatsApp

profile. “It all

starts with

a dream”, it

states, followed by a smiley-face emoji of a

farmer with a big straw hat and a

seedling. Strange for a kasi guy who grew up

in Soweto? Not really. Wandile’s heart was

always with his grandfater in eNdelane village

in the Eastern Cape, a few kilometres south of

Idutywa. Cutting wood next to the Shixini

An unusual friendship between
a kasi boy and a rural

veterinarian is restoring hope
in the rural village of eNdelane

in the Eastern Cape.

LOVING
VILLAGE LIFE!

River and herding sheep back to the kraal

during the holidays made Wandile realise he

just wanted to be a farmer.

It was a last-minute rush to catch the bus

to Middelburg in the Karoo, where Wandile

would formally kick off his career in farming.

His mate Lwazi had agreed to look after his

two pitbull terriers, while his mother, Xoliswa,

would remain behind in Emdeni, Soweto.

Wandile had tried many hustles in the city,

but contantly felt that deep longing to

become a farmer and join Grandpa Griffith,

herding those 100 wool sheep, 15 Nguni-

type cows and 30 hardy indigenous goats. Or

helping his grandmother plant the plot next

to the homestead with maize and vegetables

while keeping an eye on the chickens.

At Grootfontein College of Agriculture,

Wandile knew he was in the right place, despite

finding the studying quite tough. It was a few

years since he’d been at school, after all! The

subject he struggled with most was animal

health. When he had to write a supplementary

exam, he turned to his veterinarian lecturer,

Dr Johan van Rooyen, for help.

And so it came to be that Wandile

accompanied Johan on his veterinary rounds

during the December holidays. In terms of

herd health, the penny started to drop.

When Wandile returned to eNdelane for

Christmas, he found himself taking pictures

with his smartphone and sending them to

his new veterinarian friend.

Wandile started to realise how tough life

really is for village livestock farmers. The

only thing more tough, perhaps, would be

the life of the sheep trying to survive on

communal grazing. Wandile shared these

challenges with his teacher as they started

together on a journey of discovery about

village stock farming.

The first lesson was that it is almost

impossible to control infectious diseases

among sheep that graze communally. Take

sheep scab, a highly infectious disease caused

by a small itch-causing mite that burrows into
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the skin of the animals. Affected sheep

quickly lose condition and wool. The loss of

wool income especially can be devastating for

communities in the lalis, or rural areas.

So Johan suggested Ivermectin. Wandile

injected the village sheep with this medication

eight times over a year, and the amount of

wool they were able to get from the animals

almost doubled that year! Today Wandile

never takes the taxi back to Idutywa without

a bottle of Ivermectin in his backpack.

“Village farmers have a saying: ‘We are

always short of cash when we need to treat

our animals, but when we have cash, we

have other priorities,’” he explains.

“Yes, vaccinating your sheep, goats and

cattle against infectious diseases costs

money, but it’s a lot cheaper than all those

calves, lambs or wool you will never get

because you didn’t vaccinate.”

Next Wandile and Johan developed an

innovative plan to make sure every lamb was

vaccinated. Not so easy in village flocks,

where lambs can come at any time. So every

month when Wandile returns to eNdelane,

he takes along plastic ear tags for any new

lambs that were born since his last visit. The

tags bear the proud mark #eVF. Every new

lamb also gets a pulpy-kidney injection and is

then marked with a large red dot of paint on

the back. All lambs that already have a red

dot later get a second pulpy-kidney shot –

and a second red dot. Any newly pregnant

ewes get pasteurella/clostridium injections,

as well as a red dot. And all the sheep get a

shot of Ivermectin against scab.

Wandile also regularly collects dung

samples in plastic bags regularly so that

Johan can examine them for parasites and

coccidiosis. These samples show how

immune the village flocks are and whether

they need to be dosed with vitamin A and

trace elements to boost their immunity.

Moreover, it became apparent that most

of the ewes conceive in January on the

green grass, with the majority of lambs

being born in June. Plans were made to

boost production and more lambs survived.

However, when the devastating drought

hit, Wandile realised just how vulnerable

communal farmers actually are. And that is

what he intends to change.

So he makes the tough trip back to

eNdelane Village every month. First there’s

the 105km hike from Grootfontein to

A group photo taken during veterinarian Dr Johan van Rooyen’s first visit to Wandile
Khave’s grandfather, Griffith, in eNdelane in 2018. From left are Wandile, the selfie
photographer; Johan and his colleague Zolani Kowa from Steynsburg Animal
Hospital; and Griffith, now sadly deceased. PHOTO: WANDILE KHAVE

Cradock. There he waits for the Quantum

taxi to Komani to fill with passengers. The

same happens at Komani and at Butterworth.

Finally he arrives in Idutywa and is dropped

off at the Fort Malan Clinic sign. The last few

kilometres he walks. And by the time the sun

rises on the Saturday morning, Wandile

would have been working with the sheep for

an hour or two already.

Next month we’ll catch up with Wandile

as he continues to bring hope to the village.

He’s since graduated and works at Johan’s

veterinary practice as a herd-health manager.

The monthly visits to Idutywa will carry on!

• For more information, send an email to

veearts.sdh@nokwi.co.za

Tough indigenous goats in their kraal for the night. Besides rampant stock theft, other
dangers like feral dogs can cause village farmers massive losses. PHOTO: WANDILE KHAVE

Some good-looking wool sheep in a neatly built village kraal. As an export product,
wool has the potential to create real wealth in the lalis. PHOTO: WANDILE KHAVE
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F
or the past 10 years, we have

only practised rotational grazing

by continually moving our

animals on the farm at Spier near

Stellenbosch in the Western

Cape. This is where I farm with

Angus McIntosh, also known as

Farmer Angus.

I grew up on a farm near Estcourt in

KwaZulu-Natal where rotational grazing was

not practised. Every time I go home to visit

my mom, I realise again how different these

farms are. Our farm in the Western Cape is in

a winter-rainfall area, whereas Estcourt is in a

summer-rainfall area – but the farm at Spier

always seems to be healthier than the one at

Estcourt. The animals too.

Rotational grazing is a very simple practice.

Animals are moved regularly and then the

land where they have grazed is rested. At

Spier we move our cattle three times a day;

our chickens, which live in mobile chicken

coops, are moved once a day; and our pigs

are moved every four days. We are fortunate

Thobelani Mngomezulu is the herd manager at one of South Africa’s
leading regenerative farming operations. In a series of columns, he

will share his insights about a system that tries to give Mother Nature
a chance to regenerate or put back what farming takes from
her – in many respects a truly African approach to farming.

30

MOVE YOUR
ANIMALS!

to have water to be able to irrigate our

pastures, so the pasture rests for at least six

weeks before we graze it again. When you

are grazing natural veld that only gets rainfall,

the veld should rest for at least a whole

season after being grazed, to give the grass a

chance to make seed. Another way of

putting it: a lot of animals graze in a small

space for a short period of time, followed by

a long rest period.

You can either herd your animals or use an

electric fence to keep them bunched up in a

herd so that you get all the benefits of

rotational grazing.

The first reason for moving your animals

regularly is to avoid overgrazing. As readers

will know, there is never any grass in their

kraals in the communal areas and along the

paths to the kraals. That’s because it has

been totally overgrazed and is never allowed

to rest.

The second reason for moving animals

often is to spread their manure and urine all

over the land. In our regenerative farming

system we only use animal manure and urine

to fertilise the pastures or veld where the

animals graze. We don’t use chemical NPK

fertilisers because they damage the soil. To

distribute the manure and urine, we need to

move the animals regularly. You can quite

easily put 50 cattle in an area of 15m x 15m

and move them three times a day.

The result of this concentrated grazing is

that the animals eat everything in front of

them. There’s no selective grazing (when

animals have the option to eat only the good

grasses and to leave the rest). This is how veld

deteriorates. The animal’s hooves also break

up the soil and trample plant material into it.

In this system we have no kraal in which

animals stay overnight where manure and

urine can become too much. With us, the

manure and urine goes straight onto the veld

or pastures where the animals stay.

If you have no choice but to kraal your

cattle every night, rather move your kraal

once a week. This is done with great success

at the Fair Game project near Beaufort West.

Here they run 2 500 sheep with 600 cattle in

one herd on 25 000ha. Every week they

graze the area around the kraal before

moving on and creating a new kraal.

We irrigate as soon as the animals have

grazed an area. I will cover irrigation in

another column.

All the farmers we know of around the

country and in other parts of the world who

practice rotational grazing have at least three

times more livestock than when they started.

One last thing about rotational grazing: the

animals are just a lot healthier. On our farm

we wean more than 95% of our calves every

year. More than 92% of our cows become

pregnant. In other words, if animals are

healthy, they reproduce. And fewer of our

pigs and chickens die than on other farms.

So try rotational grazing. You won’t regret

it, believe me. Yes, you might have to work a

little harder, but you will also make more

money because you will be able to keep more

cattle on your farm.

Happy farming, until next month!

Thobelani Mngomezulu and his wife,
Phello Ntlati, in front of the mobile
chicken coops used on the farm. Besides
managing Spier’s cattle, Thobelani is
also a director of Farmer Angus Eggs,
whereas Phello is a shareholder.
PHOTO: FARMER ANGUS
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MEET OUR PRESENTER!
Metro FM broadcaster and farmer Angie Khumalo presents
the brand-new TV show African Farming. Peter Mashala,

editor of African Farming magazine, sat down with
Angie to find out more about her and the programme.

WHO IS ANGIE KHUMALO?
I’m the eldest daughter of a nurse.
I spent my early childhood in Ham-
marsdale township in eThekwini
municipality in KwaZulu-Natal. My
mother was always rural at heart, so
when I was in high school we moved
to Othweba village near Inchanga in
the Midlands. There she had a small
plot in the communal area and started
subsistence farming with her family.

TELL US ABOUT YOUR CHILDHOOD.
It was happy. I was privileged to be
raised by a strong mother. We had
everything we needed. My mother
provided a decent roof over our heads,
gave us a good education and made
us go to university. Sometimes you only
appreciate a parent’s sacrifices when
you’re grown up. At some point my
mother worked four jobs!

WHY DO YOU FARM?
Subsistence farming unconsciously
introduced me to agriculture, even
though it took me years to realise it.
At Othweba my mother and her
brothers and sisters grew vegetables
and raised chickens and other livestock,
all of which was shared among family.
Back then I didn’t see it as a way of
making a decent living. Only later,
when I reflected on what I wanted to
do after radio, did I realise some of my
happiest memories were of farming.
So I started dabbling. First I bought
some cattle and ran them at Othweba.
Then I bought my own farm.

ANY CATTLE BREED YOU PREFER?
I’m gradually moving towards Boran
cattle. They’re beautiful, with a great

temperament. I’d like to become a
registered Boran breeder.

WHAT’S YOUR BIGGEST CHALLENGE?
Access to information. I didn’t grow up
on a commercial farm, so I have to learn
as I go along. You can learn a lot from
the internet, and through relationships
and networks. I have people kind
enough to share their knowledge and
point me in the right direction. I also
attend courses offered by experts – you
can’t learn everything from Google!
Finance remains a major problem for any
new farmer. To start farming isn’t cheap
and requires a lot of capital.

YOU DROPPED OUT OF YOUR
MASTER’S IN BIOTECHNOLOGY
AND GENETICS. WHY?
I stumbled across radio and started
spending more time in the studio than
in my lab! First it was campus radio, then
OFM called and said they’d pay me.
When I accepted, my master’s degree
advisor warned me: “Dude, if you don’t
prioritise your studies, you’ll fail.” Well,
the rest is history.

YOUR IMPRESSIONS OF THE
FARMERS YOU’VE MET THUS FAR?
When I started my radio feature on
farming, I was blown away by the
number of young people involved in
agriculture. I thought they regarded it
as backward. But there are 23-year-olds
heading up big cattle operations for top
stud breeders, while others run their
own successful farms. Youngsters are
also making farming fashionable. Some
are social-media celebrities. So we’re at
least moving in the right direction and
changing perceptions.

DO WOMEN IN FARMING FACE
BIGGER CHALLENGES THAN MEN?
Yes! In South Africa we talk a
good game but we never deliver.
Government speaks about women
and youth empowerment but the
industry remains very male. So, yes,
we still have a long way to go.

WHY ARE YOU CALLED
“MOTHER OF THE COWS”?
DJ Fresh started it. I was working the
morning show at Metro FM with him,
and every time I bought some new
heifers, I’d share pictures with the
team. So Fresh would say, “Angie,
you’re becoming the mother of the
cows.” The name just stuck.

IF YOU WERE THE MINISTER OF
AGRICULTURE, WHAT WOULD
YOU CHANGE?
Extension services must run like a
well-oiled machine. They’re crucial to
the success of any emerging farmer.
Also, allocated funds must benefit
those who need them.

WHAT WILL AFRICAN FARMING
ACHIEVE BY FEATURING BLACK
COMMERCIAL FARMERS?
Many people would like to farm but
don’t know where to start. Most of us
think we need a lot of land to start,
but there are young people who are
unlocking huge potential by starting
in their back yards. That’s encouraging,
and they attract support. I hope the
show inspires people. Representation
is important, and when people see
themselves in success stories, they’ll
hopefully consider farming as a viable
business option.
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