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efficient, effective nitrogen

Gareth Wright

Where does the time go?
Another festive season is upon us as we publish this year-end edition which examines,
among other issues, how Smart Trucks are driving efficiency in sugarcane hauling with
the subsequent cost benefit to growers. Then we chat to millers and industry role players
to get their take on the current state of the South African sugar industry and delve into
the importance of growers maintaining healthy soils if they hope to achieve consistent
and sustainable yields.
I want to thank our many valued contributors who over the past year have provided relevant
and insightful information enabling us to publish in depth articles on a variety of pertinent
issues which seem destined to shape the industry for years to come.
Shukela SA is distributed to all registered sugarcane growers, sugar millers and industry
stakeholders. In addition to this printed copy, an electronic replica is available for free
download at www.shukela.co.za.
The new website was recently launched, detailing upcoming events in the sugar industry,
informative articles and past editions of the magazines. Follow us on our social media
platforms and stay up to date on all things sugar.
On behalf of the team at Shukela SA I extend our best wishes for the festive season to all
our readers and advertisers and thank you for your ongoing support, particularly during a
tough year for many in the industry.

Support your crops,
support the environment!
®

Cover Photo: Geoff Brown

Contributing Author

KynoPlus®– treated with AGROTAIN®, has been formulated to

Colleen Dardagan

as reducing potential leaching losses. This N-enhanced-N™ efficient

mitigate volatilisation losses typically associated with urea, as well
nitrogen fertilizer enables you to apply nitrogen without the added
risk to the environment. When using KynoPlus®, you improve the
efficiency and effectiveness of applied nitrogen, which can result in
enhanced crop quality, yield and profit.

uppe marketing A17170

KynoPlus® is also available in a full range of NPKS blends.

The power of blue will put green back into your crops.

Kynoch – enhanced efficiency through innovation.
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Sugarcane Hauling

Smart Trucks Drive Efficiencies
ALONG the N2 highway between Sezela and Port Shepstone on KwaZulu-Natal’s South Coast, it is now
not unusual to see the behemoths of South Africa’s roads hauling sugarcane to nearby sugar mills.
With their flashing lights in front, red “Abnormal load” signs
emblazoned across their tail gates and bumpers, and the
telltale logos of what are better known as Performance-based
Standards (PBS) or Smart Trucks, these 67.5 ton monsters of
the road are now taking the sugarcane transport sector to new
efficiencies according to one of the largest private agriculture
sector hauliers on the south coast, Alan Date.
Date Farms Transport is an agricultural sector haulier company
delivering cane from growers on the lower south coast to both
the Sezela and Umzimkulu Mills.
Date, who grew up and still farms sugarcane and Macadamia
nuts in the Port Shepstone district, said a decision to be

one of the first to introduce the abnormal sized trucks to his
44-vehicle fleet has resulted in cost savings of between 6% and
10% on each load delivered to the sugar mill.
Over the next three months the company will take delivery of
another five replacement trucks taking the total to 12 abnormal
vehicles in its fleet.
“I really don’t want the business to get any bigger now,” he
said. “Our operation runs 24 hours a day, 7 days a week with

an active operations control room. The only day I am not in my
office at 5.30 am until 6 pm is a Sunday. I am totally hands on
and a control freak. If the company gets any bigger I will start
to lose touch and that’s exactly what I don’t want to happen.”
In the off-season the trucks are used to move timber, lime,
fertilisers and macadamia nuts to assist in reducing off season
financial overheads.
“We mainly work in the agriculture sector and if we want to
remain competitive we have to provide cost cutting opportunities
to growers as well as finding ways all the time to improve the
efficiency of our deliveries to the mills. That is the main reason
I decided to introduce the abnormal load trucks
into our fleet,” Date said.

Purpose built trucks for sugarcane
Keeping abreast of technological developments in the transport
sector has meant purpose buying of trucks based on their
proposed routes and what applications they are best suited for.
Once the truck design combination is identified, it is then
tested by the CSIR and, if the assessments are approved and
have met the legislated safety standards, the combination is
then submitted to the Department of Transport for final concept
approval.
“Road Transport Management System (RTMS) accreditation
is compulsory for Smart Trucks and can take anything up to
a year. It is costly, but I believe it is critically important that
everything must be 150% in line with legislation and the
RTMS standards. The Department of Transport is prescriptive
on the routes that these trucks can use based on the CSIR
assessments. The Department of Transport has access to our
tracking systems to make sure we are compliant at all times.
Our drivers also participate in refresher training courses
each year. Our number one priority is road
safety,” Date said.

According to South Africa’s Department of Transport rules
the abnormal-load trucks have to prominently display signage
which indicates that the truck is carrying an abnormal load,
that it is a Smart Truck and is RTMS accredited.
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First introduced into the timber industry some years ago, the
trucks have 8 axles as opposed to the usual 7, the trucks are
23.8m in length against the norm of 22 meters and are able to
carry potentially 44 tons compared with the everyday sugarcane
truck that carries between 30 and 33 tons of cane in a load.

Delivering 3 000 tons of sugarcane
daily
Once fully loaded, the trucks can reach 67.5 tons in gross
weight. Depending on cane supply, Date Farms Transport can
deliver up to 3 000 tons of sugarcane to the mills each day.

Agrico Trackfiller

“Our PBS trucks are either supplied by MAN or Volvo. We take
into consideration the performance of the trucks in specific
conditions and we buy accordingly. “That is how we have
improved on our efficiency,” he said.

for Centre Pivots & Linear Irrigators

Sakhi Thutshini, one of the top drivers in the company who
mans one of the R2.6 million trucks, said while he loved the
comfort and high-tech features of the vehicles he was on high
alert when in the driver’s seat. “I am thinking about the extra
length I am pulling all the time. When I am turning corners I
am very cautious,” he said.

Fill Centre Pivot
Wheeltracks fast
and effective

Growers achieve higher payloads
Date said growers were now starting to ask for the PBS trucks
specifically. “Yes, I get calls from the growers now asking me
to send the ‘big ones’, because they are fully aware of the cost
savings”.
Growers on the routes who have embraced the abnormal
combinations able to achieve the higher payloads have benefited
through lower transport costs resulting in increased profits.
Date said the success of his operation was based on a
combination of sound and economic transport solutions backed
by a supportive staff complement focused on seeing to it that
clients were at the receiving end of the service they deserved
for their valuable support.

After:

Before:

Sakhi Thutshini at the wheel of one of the Date Transport super trucks.
According to Alan, all the truck drivers are among the best in the
business carefully selected based on performance and excellence.
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Alan and Saskia Date at the Date Farm Transport offices in Marburg
on the KwaZulu-Natal south coast. Saskia works alongside Alan as the
finance manager in the business.

Contact details: Alfred Andrag | c: 082 824 1214
t: 021 950 4111 | f: 021 950 4208 | alfred.andrag@agrico.co.za

More than 100 years’ service

Sales and Service with branches across Southern Africa:
Aliwal North | Bellville | Bethlehem | Bloemfontein | Caledon | Ceres | Christiana | Cradock | Estcourt | George | Hartswater | Humansdorp | Kakamas | Kimberley | Kroonstad
Lichtenburg | Lusaka | Nelspruit | Nigel | Nylstroom | Pietermaritzburg | Piketberg | Rawsonville | Tzaneen | Upington | Vredendal | Wellington

ADVERTORIAL

Pushing the Innovation Envelope in Sugarcane
Arysta LifeScience is leading the way for innovative crop solutions to the grower. Our well-integrated portfolio
of biological and chemical solutions includes seed treatments, fungicides, herbicides, insecticides and a vast
array of biosolutions. From planting to harvest, Arysta LifeScience has a complete solution to help you succeed.
In keeping with our mission of a customer-focused team providing pioneering solutions, Arysta LifeScience South
Africa is proud to launch further innovative solutions on sugarcane, which includes our high performance fungicide,
Evito T® and insecticide Emma®

Why Evito® T?

What differentiates Evito® T?

Evito® T, is a systemic fungicide suspension for the effective
control of both Brown rust and Tawny rust. It comprises of
the two complementary active ingredients: fluoxastrobin and
tebuconazole. Fluoxastrobin is a next-generation strobilurin
fungicide marketed by Arysta LifeScience. Fluoxastrobin is a
broad-spectrum multi-use fungicide that has been designed
for optimum retention, penetration and distribution within
plants. One of the unique strengths of this strobilurin is the
rapid penetration into the leaf and leaf surface, providing rainfastness and speed of activity. Fluoxastrobin is used primarily
as a protectant fungicide, with outstanding residual properties,
although the molecule does have some curative properties on
certain diseases. Tebuconazole is a triazole fungicide with
broad spectrum action on a variety of crops. It is characterized
primarily by its high efficacy performance, its protection period
and its systemic diffusion with very good penetration and
repartition into the plant.

Evito® T is distinguished by its Xylem Pro Technology ™.
Fluoxastrobin was designed to provide the optimum balance
of lipid and aqueous solubility for penetration into the leaf
cuticle, residual effect and translocation through the plant.
Fluoxastrobin residues form a “reservoir” of active ingredient
in leaf tissues and provides outstanding performance under a
variety of conditions. Well known for its superior systemicity,
fluoxastrobin penetrates leaves rapidly and moves throughout
treated leaves quickly, forming a uniform protective barrier
against attack by fungal diseases.

The benefits of this combination of fluoxastrobin and
tebuconazole, increases flexibility of application, with both
protective and early curative actions. This further ensures
quick protection and better management of field resistance
with different modes of action. Fluoxastrobin, in various
combinations, is currently in development across a range of
geographies and crops

Patented use of Emma® for the control
of Eldana saccharina
The devastating effects of Eldana saccharina Walker
(Lepidoptera: Pyralidae) damage has been well documented,
beginning from the 1930’s and still very prevalent today. Various
solutions have been proposed, however Eldana infestation on
our sugarcane fields continues to cause a serious threat.

Eldana saccharina damage on ratoon sugarcane

When more fungicide gets into the plant,
You get more out of the fungicide!
Fluoxastrobin has been shown to provide a wide variety of plant
health benefits, frequently resulting in improved yield and
quality. Strobilurin chemistry has been demonstrated to affect
a wide variety of physiological processes, including: Reduced
ethylene production; increased efficiency of carbon assimilation;
Increased nitrogen fixation; increased water utilization
efficiency; more efficient uptake and use of nutrients. These
effects translate to a number of plant health benefits optimizing
the opportunity for the crop to maximize yield potential and
tolerance to adverse conditions and quicker recovery. Evito® T
fungicide is a highly advanced, highly systemic strobilurin that
gets into the plant fast, and delivers long-lasting and reliable
results. Therefore you get more protection from disease and
hence more overall fungicide performance, ensuring your peace
of mind and value for your money.

In addition to Eldana, this method of application is also
registered for the control of Longhorn Beetle (Cacosceles
(Zelogenes) newmani (Thomson.) The Longhorn Beetle presents
a new threat to the sugarcane industry and has already been
identified in localized areas. For further information on
recommendations contact your nearest Farmers Agri-care agent.
This innovative, customized approach and the continuation of
development of a balanced portfolio for our strategic crops
reiterates Arysta LifeScience’s commitment to our customers.

Watch this space for more and more from
Arysta LifeScience.
Longhorn Beetle adult

Erratum.

Our print advert had a small error in the SASTA
issue of Shukela and in fact it should have read the following:

DinaZone™ is a pre-emergent herbicide recommendation that
encompasses the unique strengths of two products ensuring the
best control for creepers and grasses. It constitutes, Dinamic®
700 WG, a water-dispersible granule herbicide for certain
broadleaf and grass weeds as well as the suppression of yellow
10
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In keeping with this dire need from the industry and our
sugarcane growers, Arysta LifeScience has developed a
unique and innovative way to target and control Eldana
saccharina larvae. Combining Emma ® with very specific
application parameters has been proven to achieve the most
significant reduction in the Eldana saccharina larvae early in
the growth cycle of the ratoon sugarcane. This innovative use
combination and method of application has been patented by
Arysta Lifescience. The early and directed application of the
treatment mixture allows for more effective control of this pest,
which further enhances the success of the Eldana Control spray
program.

nutsedge (Cyperus esculentus). This is recommended with
DropZone 500 WP, which is a selective residual pre-emergence
wettable powder herbicide for the control of annual grasses and
some broadleaf weeds.
DinaZone™ is a potent recommendation and hence must be
used immediately after harvesting and is used on ratoon cane
only.
November 2017
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Smart Trucks

Can Weighbridges Take The Load?
RESEARCH into how accessible sugar mills are to heavier and longer freight trucks participating
in South Africa’s Performance Based Standards (PBS) or Smart Trucks pilot project has found
some of the country’s sugar mills may have potential weigh bridge limitations.
As a brief overview, the study found that at least 9 out of
the 14 sugar mills in the country had potential weighbridge
limitations, three were rated at a 60 tons maximum load limit,
9 weighbridges were calibrated to 60 tons as a maximum,
10 mill yards presented routing constraints and 7 mills were
likely to have specific issues with spiller areas with narrow set
widths of the spiller rail guides.
The mills with the least known issues appeared to be Eston,
Noodsberg and Umzimkulu.
The findings of the study were presented at the recent South
Sugar African Technologists’ Association congress held in
Durban.
Areas that were discussed with the millers included the
approach to the mills, access, alignment and routing through the
weighbridges, mill yards and spiller tables. Also the dimensions
of weighbridges and length limitations were investigated.
Smart Trucks designed to carry sugarcane would probably be
heavier and longer compared with the delivery fleet presently
in use.

DYNAMIC PERFORMANCE CRITERIA
Since 2007, Smart Trucks have operated on South Africa’s
roads as part of a pilot project where a Performance Based
Standard is used to design vehicles superior in
a range of dynamic performance criteria.

This approach allows for vehicle design that can fall outside
the traditional prescriptive requirements related to loading or
dimensional constraints and although these trucks are more
complex to regulate, their benefits include:
•

improved vehicle safety

•

improved productivity

•

reduced infrastructure degradation

•

reduced road wear and tear

•

reduced vehicle emissions

•

more optimal use of the existing road network and

•

the promotion of optimal vehicle design

As a result of the project, the use of the trucks on South Africa’s
roads has increased at an “exponential” rate with over 200 in
operation on a variety of routes carrying a wide spectrum of
commodities. So far the vehicles have travelled over 70 million
kilometres and have proven not only to be cost effective but
are meeting the criteria of operational improvements as listed.
Peter Tweddle, an Agricultural Engineer at the South African
Sugarcane Research Institute and Peter Lyne, Emeritus
Professor at the University of KwaZulu-Natal investigated the
acceptance, weighing and offloading facilities at each of the
mills for a “typical” PBS type cane haulage truck. They then

FACT TRACKER
THE cost of a new baseline vehicle with a 32 ton
payload was estimated in the report at R2 million,
whereas a PBS vehicle can cost about R2,3 million
Additional costs on the PBS vehicle include:
R250 000 PBS design and road wear assessment
fees which is a once-off provisional fee.

2. PBS operator: Driver requirements for operating a PBS
vehicle are stipulated.

•

R5 000 PBS Abnormal load permit fees per vehicle
per year.

•

R12 000 per vehicle for third party Road Transport
Management System auditing by external
auditors

3. PBS design: Concept approval (valid for five years
subject to renewal of annual exemption permits and
full compliance with permit conditions throughout
the period) is required from the relevant Provincial
Abnormal Load Permit Office(s) indicating:
• Concept design of the particular Smart Truck vehicle
indicating key vehicle dimensions and masses.
• Proposed route maps from origin to destination (for
level 2,3 or 4 PBS vehicles, the levels vary according
to traffic density and road infrastructure).
• Preliminary bridge and road wear assessment (if the
maximum combination mass exceeds the permissible
mass).
• Proof of, and validity for a minimum of six months
of Road Transport Management System certification
and compliance.

Not included in the costings were driver wellness
initiatives and advanced training and the cost of
adoption of the RTMS as this was calculated per
depot.

went further to present an economic parametric assessment
comparing the vehicle against a range of lead distances for a
range of loading parameters.
In this case the “typical” PBS vehicle was defined as heavier
and longer compared with the standard fleet of high capacity
vehicles currently complying with prescriptive regulations and
rated at achieving permissible maximum combination masses
of 56 tons.

PAYLOAD MANAGEMENT ESSENTIAL
FOR EFFICIENCY
According to the research into the operational costs of the
vehicle, the researchers emphasised that payload management
was essential for profitability. “Generally, the average haulage
distances need to be between 25km and 30km lead or
40 to 45km lead, although high average payload PBS units can
operate profitably on shorter distances.”

The research, the authors said, would assist the PBS designers
to consider any issues that might restrict a mill receiving the
longer or heavier vehicles.
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1. Performance Based Standard (PBS) vehicle
requirements: Certain advanced vehicle design features
and systems are prescribed and recommended.

•

Fuel savings per ton of sugarcane delivered was estimated
in the region of 14% and about 25% of the number of trips
required by the current vehicles in use could be saved, although
the researchers said the potential benefits would have to be
considered in the context of the more regulated and higher
operating constraints associated with PBS operations.

A view of the Eston Mill in the KwaZulu-Natal Midlands

THIS list is an excerpt of a few of the primary
components of the rules for hauliers wanting
to participate in the Smart Truck programme:

Peter Tweddle,
Agricultural Engineer at the
South African Sugarcane
Research Institute.

4. Principle approval from the national Department of
Transport – in addition – may be required where the
design of one or more of the vehicles making up the
PBS combination does not comply with the national
Road Traffic Act Regulations.
5. Operational approval based on detailed design
assessments of the PBS vehicle combination
considering:
a) PBS design and safety performance compliance
b) Road wear assessment compliance
6. Final operational approval allowing to proceed with
manufacturing and purchase of vehicle components in
accordance with the approved design. National Traffic
Information System (NaTIS) registration and vehicle
licensing processes.
7. Commissioning and compliance checking of the
approved PBS design and the issuing of Abnormal Loads
permits valid for a period of 12 months, renewable
annually subject to compliance with permit conditions.
Once commissioned, operational performance pertaining
to PBS vehicles is recorded and collated across the
demonstration project for statistical purposes to monitor
productivity and safety data across the entire fleet of PBS
vehicles. Monitoring of operational data and operating
compliance includes live satellite tracking and links to PBS
administrative staff and provincial Department of Transport
personnel. Operator compliance, accident and incident
reporting data submission, monitoring, offences and
non-compliance are covered in the rules documentation
pertaining to the Smart Trucks Programme.
November 2017
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Driven By Ethics And Making A Difference

Insightful Meadows
And What Drives Him

More convenience provided by a unique and
innovative micro-encapsulated formulation.
Micro-encapsulation ensures that the active ingredients reach
the site of action, providing long and effective control.

TONGAAT HULETT Executive Director for Technology Management, Dave Meadows has worked in the
sugar industry since leaving university with a chemical engineering degree in 1986. He has gained much
knowledge across the spectrum of the sugar industry, but it is his unique ability to bring clarity to issues,
his insight and his passion for making a difference that has seen Dave involved in all facets of the business.

No evaporation when it’s dry.
No weeds when it’s wet.

The reason, Dave says, that he has stayed at Tongaat Hulett for his entire career
to date is because the community in which he works is driven by a fundamental
code of ethics and a genuine desire to make a difference.
“And that’s not just a cynical sop. It’s not just what you read in glossy corporate
reports. The people with whom I work are real professionals, competent and
decent people. I believe in the product we produce, in the vision of this company
and what we want to achieve in business and society,” Meadows said.
As an agri-business the company believes it has a socio-economic responsibility
and a positive role to play in the communities it operates in.
“This is a genuine part of Tongaat Hulett’s value system, from the CEO all
the way down. As you can see I am emotionally invested in this company. It
is these things that have kept me here.”
The father of three boys and married to Sue, an accountant by profession,
Meadows studied Chemical Engineering at the University of Natal
(now UKZN), graduating cum laude in 1986. Interestingly,
Meadows chose a chemical engineering degree because
it was alleged to be the most difficult.

uppe marketing A17134

“I did a University of Natal vocational guidance test
when I was at Northwood Boys High School and it was
recommended I do either exact sciences or fine arts. Of
course, chemical engineering is neither. But I was told
it was the most difficult degree and that challenge really
appealed to me!”

Prowl® CS provides an effective and convenient solution to your
pre-emergent weed control management of certain annual
grasses and broadleaf weeds in sugarcane.

He landed his first job at Tongaat Hulett’s Darnall mill as
an Assistant Engineer.

Executive Director for Technology Management, Dave Meadows
in his office at the agro-processing company’s headquarters at
Amanzimnyama Hill outside Durban.

“I was fortunate enough to have been awarded a
scholarship by Tongaat Hulett for my degree, so I had a
work obligation to the company.” Since then Meadows
has worked in “about 8 or 9” different positions, and the
variety and new challenges sustained his interest through
his 28-year career in the company.

Beneﬁts of the formulation:
•
•
•

The new micro-encapsulated formulation ensures extended and effective weed control
even under dry conditions
Prowl® CS is easy to handle and results in reduced staining of equipment
It offers a broad spectrum control of certain annual grasses and broadleaf weeds,
including Rottboellia cochinchinensis, Panicum maximum and Panicum schinzii
Prowl® CS Reg. No. L9605 Act No. 36 of 1947. Active ingredient: Pendimethalin 455 g/ℓ. Caution.
BASF South Africa (Pty) Ltd

Prowl® is a registered trademark of BASF.
852 Sixteenth Road, Midrand, 1685 PO Box 2801, Halfway House, 1685 Tel: +27 11 203 2400 Fax: +27 11 203 2461
www.agro.basf.co.za Website: www.agro.basf.co.za Mobile site: m.agro.basf.co.za
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Sugarcane Has Unique Economic Role
To Play
Asked about his industry, Meadows said that the sugarcane
agriculture and agri-processing sectors were uniquely placed to
build and develop agriculture-based economies particularly in
deep rural areas where communities often had few alternatives.
“The reason I say this is because of the very nature of
the sugarcane plant itself. Sugarcane uses the efficient
C4 photosynthetic process to ‘grab’ sunlight and carbon dioxide
which it then turns into carbohydrate – whether in the form of
the final refined sugar you see on the supermarket shelves or
the biomass the sugar mills use to make their own electricity.
It does this conversion better than nearly any other plant. Also,
once the crop is planted it “ratoons”, or continues to grow from
its roots after harvesting for another 5 to 10 years, meaning
replanting on an annual basis is unnecessary.”
Also, the very structure of the highly organised industry meant
new farmers, especially small-scale and land reform farmers,
had a guaranteed route to market.
“If you are a sugarcane farmer, once you’ve grown and harvested
your crop, and delivered it to a nearby mill, the rest is pretty
well mapped out for you. Market access and payment are
guaranteed, reducing the risk experienced by new entrants in
other agriculture sectors.”
In Mozambique and Zimbabwe, Tongaat Hulett is the largest
employer after the government and Meadows said the group
engaged closely with those governments.
“We have seen how those relationships, particularly in
Mozambique, have resulted in sugarcane being used as a very
good vehicle for socio-economic investment and upliftment,
in bringing services and an opportunity for a steady income to
rural people. With the establishment of sugarcane agriculture
in rural communities, we build clinics and schools where such
amenities did not exist before. And we focus on economic
development and skills transfer, to empower individuals and
communities to farm for themselves.”

More To Be Done In Spreading The
Message
But in South Africa, Meadows agreed the R12 billion industry
was at a cross roads and more had to be done to spread the
message of its key importance to the economy of the country
and the province of KwaZulu-Natal. Approximately one million
South Africans depend on the sugar industry for their livelihood.
“There is no fundamental reason why we cannot have a
successful, sustainable sugar industry in South Africa in the
long term.”

But he stressed an absolute requirement for success was
a “constructive and mutually respectful relationship with
government”.
“Tongaat Hulett operates out of a belief in such a partnership.
A successful sugar industry also needs to be producing at least
the three readily producible products from sugarcane, sugar,
fuel ethanol and electricity to realise its full potential and be
globally competitive.”

ImproChem
Water, Energy & Air Solutions

In 2005, Meadows on behalf of the sugar industry made his
first presentation to the Department of Energy on the benefits of
the production of electricity from the country’s 14 sugar mills.
He expressed frustration that some 12 years later, government
and the sugar industry had yet to find each other.
“While governments in countries such as Brazil provide
significant support to their sugar industries for the production
of energy products, in South Africa, ongoing engagement
between the sugar industry and government on this critical
topic has not yet borne fruit. New impetus has been given to
these discussions, though, by the consultation process between
business, government and labour on the new soft drink tax.”

Sugar A Scapegoat In Obesity Debate
Referring to the proposed 20% tax on sugary drinks, Meadows
said: “Unfortunately the world, in seeking a scapegoat for
obesity has settled for the time being on sugar. And I use those
words advisedly, because in time, when it becomes clear that
sugar does not cause obesity, another culprit will be sought.
I have researched this in depth, it is a passion of mine, and
science tells us that sugar has no adverse health effects other
than contributing to tooth decay. Obesity is caused by eating
more calories than your body needs.”
However, he was upbeat about the future of sugarcane.
“The key must be the energy potential of the crop, whether
food energy for people, food energy for livestock, liquid fuel or
electric power. We are well short of any kind of ceiling in terms
of sugarcane yield, especially if we can favour the production
of sugarcane biomass at the expense of sucrose yield. In Brazil
I’ve seen a variety of energy cane, grown under trial conditions,
able to produce yields three to four times that of conventional
cane. So if we don’t focus only on sucrose content we can use
the biomass and carbohydrates for electricity and ethanol. And
the SADC region has the agronomic potential to produce as
much sugarcane-based ethanol as Brazil. The economic and
job creation potential of that is endless,” he says.

Safe, energy efficient and environmentally responsible
Water & Process Solutions

MAKING WATER WORK FOR THE SUGAR AND
ETHANOL INDUSTRIES.
Separation Technologies | Boiler Water & Fireside programmes | Total Cooling System
Management | Specialised process technologies | Laboratory Services and Supplies |
Package Plants, Standard Equipment & Engineered Solutions | Advanced Monitoring &
Control | World-class Manufacturing Capabilities
ImproChem (Pty) Ltd
Tel: +27 (0) 11 971 0400
www.improchem.co.za
improchem@improchem.co.za
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Seeking Unity Between Growers And Millers

Stainbank Shares
His Priorities
NEWLY appointed Chairman of SA Canegrowers’ Graeme Stainbank says
priorities during his two-year tenure are to improve grower unity and
relationships between cane growers and millers.
The KwaZulu-Natal sugarcane farmer, who has managed exponential growth on a farm
near Eston, said his passion for the land and his bid to serve the industry he loved,
were fundamental values behind both his time at SA Canegrowers and the way he ran
his farms.
Stainbank, who joined the SA Canegrowers board in 2003, took over as Chairman from
Tim Murray, at the 90th AGM earlier this year.
“I believe we have great depth in our board, all our members have different strengths
they can offer. I want to build a culture of people coming in and playing their part and
then moving aside to make way for new leadership. I love this industry. It is my passion.
It is my life. I see my role in the association as a duty to an industry that has given me
so much. My aim is to leave the organisation and my farms in better standing than how
I found them,” Stainbank said.

Sugar Industry In Recovery
With the South African sugar industry in recovery following one of the worst droughts in
living memory and farmers having to adapt to shrinking profit margins exacerbated by
the necessary transformation of land ownership and the global move away from sugar
consumption, Stainbank called on growers and millers to reassess their relationship if
the industry was to remain sustainable.
“Times are tough, but whether you like it or not millers and growers are joined at the
hip. What we need is to align our incentives so that we are both striving for the same
goal. For growers and millers to be opposing forces, as they tend to be now, is not good
for efficiencies in the industry,” he said.
Stainbank said he was also eager to encourage growers to adopt new technologies and
to regularly plant new varieties.
“The South African Sugarcane Research Institute (SASRI) is world class, but it is
underutilised by farmers. I follow SASRI recommendations to the letter. I plant new
varieties all the time and I am always keen to try something new. It has worked for me”
Stainbank farms the 1 232ha Stainbank Bros Farms at Eston in the southern
KwaZulu-Natal Midlands. The dry land operation he said, in a normal season, delivered
on average 90 tons a hectare to the Eston mills from fields he described as having the
poorest, low potential soils that were both weak and sandy.

Newly elected chairman of SA Canegrowers,
Graeme Stainbank, who farms over 1 200ha of
dry land sugarcane within a stone’s throw of the
Eston mill.
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“My great-grandfather, Dering Stainbank, arrived in South Africa from England in 1857.
He was just 16 years old. He started farming with his two older brothers and then on his
own at Coedmore near Durban (now the Kenneth Stainbank Nature Reserve). In 1871
he bought his first farm Dering at Eston. At first it was what was known as a labour
farm. In those days local people were expected to pay hut tax. So my grandfather set
up the farm here where they could stay without paying the tax.”
November 2017
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·
Bev Stainbank, wife of Graeme and the driving force behind the
business administration at Maxwilton farm which includes 124 fulltime staff, a haulage fleet and a fully equipped and manned workshop.

Generations Of Farmers
The production of sugarcane at Eston started in the 1950s with
the crop delivered to the Illovo Mill on a narrow gauge railway
line. “The original family farm has been divided a number of
times through the generations. My father split with his brothers
and started on his own with approximately 160ha.”
Following the obligatory two-year army conscription, an
Agricultural Management Degree from the former University
of Natal and a two-year stint employed at SASRI, Stainbank
returned to the farm in December 1991 to start what today
stands as an exemplary example of effective growth management
in the agricultural sector.
“As a sugarcane farmer you have to have faith in yourself, be
a jack of all trades rather than a specialist and know your soils
and your crop inside out. I have had to learn everything from
the ground up, to adapt to the conditions here. Everything is
strip cropped to help protect against erosion and all ploughouts are green manured. After five or six ratoons we plough
the sugarcane out in April. We plant oats in winter, sun hemp
in summer and forage sorghum, which we plough in during
October. We have a herd of cattle that grazes on the oats during
the winter months.”
And while the eldana was not as aggressive as it is in the coastal
region, Stainbank said if it was found, the pest was treated
using Coragen and the cane was selectively sprayed. “I don’t
believe in blanket spraying. We have a nature reserve on our
boundary and some of the wildlife comes into our fields. So we
keep the use of pesticides to a minimum.”

Busani Mbeje, Graeme Stainbank’s lifelong friend who he says together
with his wife Bev, he could not have achieved what he has in his life
thus far.

The father-of-three, who has also completed a Masters of
Business Administration (MBA), said: “You know I couldn’t
have done this without my wife Bev and my lifelong friend,
Busani Mbeje. Bev does all the accounting and human
resources competencies, while Busani runs the day-to-day
farming operation. The two of them will tell you that I fly in
every now and again, cause a whole lot of trouble and then fly
out. I think they would rather I stayed away,” he laughed.
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And with his son in Grade 11 at the prestigious Michaelhouse
in the KwaZulu-Natal Midlands, Stainbank said he was ready
to pass on his love and passion for the land and the industry to
the next generation. “Nicholas is in Grade 11 and he just loves
farming. All he wants to do is come back to the farm. I will
insist though that he studies first and then works for someone
else before coming back here,” Stainbank said.

Sugar Consumption Concerns Will
Change
And what about the future and what it holds for the next
generation of farmers? “There is no doubt in my mind that
the concerns linked to the consumption of sugar and health
will change and there will be consensus again that sugar is
in fact an essential energy food in our diet. But until then,
we must adapt and diversify - we have to get to a point where
cogeneration of energy from sugar mills becomes viable and
of course the production of bio-fuels as a by-product of the
milling process must be fast tracked to ensure the survival of
the industry.”

Aggressive Expansion
But it is the recent aggressive expansion of the landholding as
Stainbank has bought up neighbouring farms in a bid to ramp
up economies of scale, which is truly significant for the farmer
who said his new position as chairman now demanded he was
away more days of the week than he was at home.
20
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Keeping

Sugarcane
Soil in
Tip-Top
Shape
Lloyd Phillips

Enzymes

HAVING and maintaining healthy soils is vital if sugarcane growers want to achieve consistent and
sustainable yields. Dr Neil Miles, a senior soil scientist with the South African Sugarcane Research
Institute, elaborates on the interrelationships between soil chemistry, physics and biology.
Over the past 10 – 15 years, scientists around the world have
discovered that the top 5 millimetres or so of a soil – unofficially
dubbed the ‘soil skin’ – have a profound impact on the health
and production potential of the soil as a whole.
“The soil skin affects aspects such as water infiltration,
aeration of the soil profile, nutrient cycling, and soil biology.
So, if this top layer of soil is damaged or lost for any reason,
the functioning of the whole soil profile beneath it is negatively
affected,” says Miles.
And the health and quality of the soil skin is compromised
especially when it has no organic cover. A bare soil surface
bakes in the hot sun to often form a hard crust that is largely
impermeable to air and water. An uncovered soil is also prone
to water and wind erosion.

Organic Matter Benefits Soil Life
Miles points out that there is an easily visible difference between
a soil surface that is always covered in organic residues and one
that is bare. The covered soil skin will be far cooler, is likely to
be moist, and will contain the organic matter necessary for a
good and friable soil structure. Soil organic matter (SOM) is also
food for beneficial soil life such as microbes and earthworms.
“Bare soil is not farming with nature. Sugarcane soils should
ideally be covered with organic matter, such as crop residues
between harvests or by cover crops between plough-out and
replant. Sugarcane growers should do everything in their power
to keep their soil skin covered all the time,” he adds.
When scientists talk about biological soil health, they are
interested in things like bacteria, fungi, mycorrhiza, arthropods,
earthworms, and moles. According to Miles, favourable levels
of SOM are crucial for the proliferation of these organisms.
He explains, “Soil organic matter lubricates the whole soil
‘gearbox’. It positively influences the physical structure, the
biology and the chemical properties of soils. Building organic
matter in soils year after year is vitally important. It is food for

Filter Aids
Activated Carbon

AEB AFRICA (PTY) LTD 18 Track Cres
Montague Gardens, 7441, Cape Town
Tel: +27 21 5512700 - Fax: +27 21 5511919
E-mail: info@aeb.co.za

www.aeb-group.com

Green manure crops and cover crops, such as black
oats, are important for providing organic cover to
soils and for building a soil’s organic matter content.
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microbes, it’s a slow release form of nutrients
for plants, it improves water infiltration and
retention, and it creates good soil tilth. It also
enhances a soil’s cation exchange capacity,
an aspect of particular importance in sandy
soils.”

Soils that are rich in organic matter
show desirable traits that include air and water
permeability, good structure, and high soil life.

Netafim SA

THE response by sugarcane farmers to extreme and unpredictable weather patterns as a direct result
of Climate Change and the innovative management of water and soils for environmental sustainability
topped the agenda at the Netafim 2nd Irrigated Cane Conference hosted recently in Durban.

Field trials in the United Kingdom have shown
that the lower the SOM in a crop field, the higher
are this field’s applied nutrient requirements,
such as nitrogen (N). In the case of sugarcane,
low organic matter levels add significant input
cost burdens to crop production, and also have
the potential to contribute to undesirable runoff
of chemical fertilisers into the environment, Miles
points out.

With 70 representatives from across the industry and 28
delegates from 28 different countries, the conference
discussions focused on high-tech solutions for the most
effective and efficient management of water and soils using
sub-surface drip irrigation.

One option to build SOM, in addition to leaving crop
residues as cover on a soil surface, is to plant cover crops or
green manure crops between periods of plough-out and replant.
Examples of these cover crops/green manure crops include sun
hemp and black oats.

Topics ranged from best practice in Brazil (climate, cane and
irrigation profitability), the use of drones and remote sensing
in irrigation monitoring and using subsurface drip irrigation for
the application of herbicides and fertilizers, or plant protection,
to name a few.

Another option is to surface apply, and then possibly incorporate
into the soil through discing or irrigation, the likes of sugar
mill by-products and animal wastes such as chicken manure,
pig slurry or dairy slurry. These products will contribute to the
build-up of SOM levels, contribute nutrients for crop growth
and also stimulate soil life.

Following the 2-day conference international delegates were
hosted on field tours in northern KwaZulu-Natal and Swaziland
by the major milling groups, Illovo Sugar Africa, Tongaat Hulett
and the Royal Swazi Sugar Company.

“Sugarcane growers and their consultants must always be
targeting management practices that build organic matter in
the soil,” Miles urges.

Contact Dr Neil Miles at: Tel - 031 508 7437
email - neil.miles@sugar.org.za
www.sasa.org.za
This article is based on a presentation given at the 2017
Conservation Agriculture Conference held in KwaZulu-Natal
from 5 – 7 September 2017 website – www.notillclub.com

“As the clay content of a soil increases, so its average organic
matter content also increases. Sandy soils will, therefore,
not have high organic matter levels because they can’t retain
organic matter like clay and loam soils can. But implementing
management practices to maximise the relative soil organic
matter content of sandy soils, and all other soils, is critical,”
says Miles.
In recent times a number of new soil health tests have been
proposed by researchers. Miles says that perhaps the most
promising of these is the measurement of the carbon dioxide
released when a dried soil is rewetted. Other tests determine a
soil’s water extractable carbon (C) and N content, its C:N ratio,
and its biological N release.
“Measuring the flush of CO2 from a soil sample gives a rapid
and reliable indication of the soil’s microbial biomass and of
its organic N reserves,” Miles explains. “However, scientists are
grappling with the interpretation of soil health indicators, since
optimum levels vary not only with soil types but also with the
field management regimes imposed on the soil.”
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6,2% soil organic matter

6
Grain (t/ha)

Growers should, however, understand that optimum SOM levels
vary between soil types, and that there is no one-size-fits-all
answer to what each soil’s minimum SOM level should be.
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Guest speaker, Johannes Moller, who is the recent past President
of AgriSA hailed the sugar industry as one of the most important
contributors to the country’s economy and in particular, for its
leadership in tackling the challenges of land reform.
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Netafim is considered a leading company across the globe in
the development and applications of smart irrigation solutions
supported by engineering, project management and financial
services.
Opening the conference, Etienne Erasmus, the Managing
Director for Netafim South Africa, said between South Africa
and Swaziland at least 35 000ha of sugarcane was under
irrigation. “The 13 000ha of sugarcane under irrigation at
Simunye in Swaziland is still the biggest unit of sugarcane
under sub-surface drip irrigation in the world,” Erasmus said.

8

New Soil Tests Proposed
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Highlights from 2017 Conference

150

N applied (kg/ha)
Figure 1: Barley yield response to nitrogen on adjacent fields differing
in organic matter contents (Rothamstead Research Station; Johnston,
2011).

But he stressed, the management of water on the redistributed
land was now of “utmost importance”.

But he said, a lack of policy based on sound economics for the
growth of agriculture and the promotion of rural development
was creating a “highly urbanised” population.
“About 65% of South Africa’s citizens have been urbanised
and live in the cities. And we are still urbanising by 600 000
people from a population of 55 million a year. So that is about
50 000 in a month or 10 000 people have moved to our cities
in the last week.”
Moller said for the government’s land policies to work they must
be moved away from ideology to sound economic principles.
He said a recent presentation of a land audit by AgriSA had
revealed that prior to 1994, 85% of agricultural land was
owned by white commercial farmers, now over 23% of that
land was owned by black farmers and the government and less
than 77% by white commercial farmers.
“We have made great strides since 1994, however more
importantly is the efficient use of water on the land that has
been redistributed.”
He said as a result AgriSA had developed a “risk desk” to assist
farmers to respond appropriately to environmental risks, such
as Climate Change as well as economic and political risk. We
have also taken the management of disaster funding into our
own hands through the development of the Smart Disaster Aid
Policy, which was formulated earlier this year. We are no longer
waiting for government to distribute aid in times of disaster, for
example during the recent drought. We are making sure that
our farmers are well informed and supported in a proactive way
so that they are able to manage any disaster more effectively,”
he said.

Moller said just 4% of the country’s surface area consisted of
high potential arable land with an average of less than 250mm
rainfall-a-year. “And yet we are listed 44th on the DuPont
Global Food Security Index and we are by far the most food
secure country in Africa,” Moller said.
Further, if the country’s agriculture sector was managed
efficiently farmers could produce enough food to feed at least
150 million people with food exports enough for another
90 million.

Dr Neil Miles, Principal Soil Scientist
with the South African Sugarcane
Research Institute.

In the last quarter of this year agriculture grew by 22% and
according to Moller, the agriculture sector alone had the ability
to keep the country on a 5% growth path.

Willem Botha,
Marketing Manager, Netafim SA

Johannes Moller,
Past President of AgriSA
and guest speaker at Netafim’s
2nd Irrigated Cane Conference
held in Durban recently.
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With Abacus® Advance you can expect visible results …

Cost Management
A Top Priority at

Gledhow

EFFECTIVE cost management and innovation are now at the top of the
agenda at the Gledhow Sugar Mill north of Durban as South Africa’s sugar
industry undergoes transition and transformation unlike any seen before
in its 100-year history.
Executive Board Vice-Chairman at the mill, Paul de Robillard said the most critical
question of any aspect of the milling operation was now to constantly question its
value.

With Abacus® Advance - the BASF AgCelence® sugarcane solution you get the highest return on investment.

“Anything that has a cost that cannot be justified has to be reviewed and cut if
necessary. The sugar industry has been transforming by sheer necessity for a
long time, but now we are an industry in transition. And yes, trends are on a
downward trajectory, particularly as we face circumstances such as changing
weather patterns beyond our control and now the high level of sugar imports
that are pouring into the country. We have to re-think our strategies in what
is a high overhead industry and challenging business environment,” de
Robillard said.

Abacus® Advance on sugarcane is not only an excellent disease control solution on rust you can also expect physiological beneﬁts for the highest yield. We call it the AgCelence®
effect:
•
•

Increases plant growth efﬁciency with better photosynthesis efﬁciency, better
use of nitrogen and increased bio-mass development
Increases the plant’s tolerance to stress in situations such as drought by
inhibiting ethylene production

Give yourself the AgCelence ® advantage.
Abacus® Advance Reg. No. L9132 Act No. 36 of 1947. Active Ingredients: F500 . 62,5 g/ℓ. Epoxiconazole 62,5 g/ℓ. Harmful. F500 - Pyraclostrabin.
Please refer to the product label for complete directions for use. Abacus® Advance, F500® and AgCelence® are registered trademarks of BASF.
BASF South Africa (Pty) Ltd 852 Sixteenth Road, Midrand, 1685
PO Box 2801, Halfway House, 1685 Tel: +27 11 203 2400 Fax: +27 11 203 2461
Mobile website: m.agro.basf.co.za Email: AgCelence-za@basf.com
Website: www.agro.basf.co.za
®

Sugarcane has been milled at Gledhow since 1879 with many modifications
to the facility since then.

®

Paul de Robillard, Executive Board Vice-Chairman,
Gledhow Sugar Mill.
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In 1912 a new and much larger mill was built with a refinery
added in 1958 and in 1988 a conditioning tower was built to
improve the “keeping quality” of the refined sugar.

worth of sugarcane in one season. Recently we have seen the
emergence of another pest, the Longhorn Beetle. That is a
deep concern.

the close of the season in December. That target, however, is
still better than the previous three years during the country’s
crippling drought.

The mill was originally owned by some of the founders of
KwaZulu-Natal’s sugar industry namely Sir Charles George
Smith, Lewis Reynolds, William Pearce and the Crookes
brothers, namely George, Fred and John, before finally being
bought out by the sugar marketing and distribution company
CG Smith in 1975. CG Smith changed its name to Illovo Sugar
Limited in 1994 (now named Illovo Sugar Africa since it was
bought out by former major shareholder Associated British
Foods in 2016). In 2004 the mill was sold to sugarcane farmer
and businessman, Patrick Sokhela’s family trust, in what was
considered a groundbreaking black economic empowerment
deal.

But Gledhow under its new partnership has been going strong
for 8 years and I think we can put that down to the fact we
are a small and innovative company. When we need to make
decisions we can make them quickly. We are the only sugar
mill supplied with cane mainly from black growers. That is a
first in South Africa, and we are very proud of that. Also we
have blue chip customers who have been loyal to us since
2009 and despite the flood of sugar imports into the country,
that has to say something about the quality of the sugar we
produce,” he said.

A further challenge, according to de Robillard was promoting
better relationships between the South African government,
business and the sugar industry. “If we are to tackle the level
of sugar imports – over 400 000 tons of sugar has been
imported into South Africa over the past 12 months – we have
to establish and maintain an excellent tri-partite relationship
that is committed to pragmatic policies aimed at protecting the
agriculture sector,” he said.

In 2009 Illovo Sugar again became a shareholder (30%) with
the paper and pulp giant, Sappi (10%) and growers supplying
to the mill gaining 25.1%. The Sokhela’s family trust retained
34.9%.

Severe Challenges But Not The Worst
Looking back over the mill’s history de Robillard – who has
worked in the industry for 37 years - is quick to point out that
while the current challenges facing the industry are severe,
they are not the worst in its history. “We had the challenges of
the 1980s when there was an embargo on our sugar. Two sugar
mills were about to close and the drought was really bad then.
And it was in 1978 that the impact of eldana became really
significant in the industry. Under certain weather and agronomic
conditions the eldana pest can damage up to R900 million
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Another interesting trend according to de Robillard was the
migration of small scale growers to medium scale through the
government’s land reform programme. “This is a significant
trend as they are now becoming commercial growers. I believe
their success can be directly attributed to the aggressive
support programmes by the sugar industry to assist this sector.
What the sugar industry has also done is convert many farmers
who were growing sugarcane on a one or two-acre plot to form
co-operatives resulting in sustainable economies of scale,” he
said.

Pragmatic Policies Needed For The
Industry
And while the good rains towards the end of last year and early
this year seemed to auger well for this season’s harvest, a long
dry spell recently has meant a decrease of about 7% of the
original target of 1 375 000 tons of cane through the mill by

The Gledhow sugar mill supplies mainly to the country’s
industrial market, a strategy which de Robillard said, had
worked in the mill’s favour. “Also the quality of the sugar we
produce here is very high and that has stood us in good stead.”
And while the cogeneration of electricity from the country’s
sugar mills was a debate that seemed stalled, de Robillard
who also serves on the South African Sugar Association board,
said the mill’s partnership with the Sappi mill – which was just
a stone’s throw from them – was critical as they were able to
supply them all the bagasse they needed.
Finally the ongoing discussion at government level on the
introduction of a sugar tax on sugary drinks has the industry
deeply concerned. “The uncertainty over the introduction of
the sugar tax is a big deal. We are watching those discussions
very closely as there is no doubt if the tax is imposed it will
have a huge impact on our mill and other stakeholders within
the industry,” he said.
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John Thompson

The John Thompson division of ACTOM(Pty) Ltd has its
headquarters in Cape Town while the projects management and
construction business unit is in Durban and headed by Warren.
“John Thompson has been serving the sugar industry here in
South Africa with low pressure boilers for 80 years. Some of
our boilers in the mills are over 50 years old. We know many of
the sugar mills in South Africa and in places like Mozambique,
Swaziland and Zimbabwe like the back of our hands, but we
are a very research orientated company so our real strength is
that we can offer a completely bespoke turnkey solution for our
clients. We constantly look for ways to improve the efficiencies
of new and existing boilers,” he said.
Warren said the three-year drought had also resulted in deferred
maintenance by the sugar mills, but the order books were
looking healthy for the upcoming off-crop season.

General Manager, Russell Warren pulls out one of the
boxes that hold drawings of boilers installed into industries
here in KwaZulu-Natal that date back as far as the 1930s.

SA Boilermaker
Gives International
Business Full Steam
TOP South African boiler manufacturers, John Thompson, have diversified their order book beyond South
Africa’s borders as the window of opportunity closes on green energy production in the country.
Following the crippling drought and a move by the South African government not to support the sugar industry’s bid to
produce electricity from biomass for sale to the national energy supplier Eskom, boiler manufacturers John Thompson,
has widened its search outside the country’s borders for new sugar industry business.
And the move has paid off says general manager, Russell Warren.
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Breathing new life
into old boilers for
over 50 years
Cost effective retrofits to
improve boiler efficiency,
capacity and availability

But while one of the firm’s major functions has remained the
servicing and upkeep of South Africa’s sugar mill boilers, the
organisation has now diversified its new plant and maintenance
business by looking elsewhere on the continent and beyond for
new opportunities due to downward pressure on miller profit
margins.

•

“The drought, the downturn in the economy and the window of
opportunity for independent power production in this country
has reduced significantly and has spurred us into looking
to diversify our operations into the rest of Africa and places
like Indonesia – they have over 200 sugar mills - and the
Philippines where we have made good inroads.”

•

Warren said while Indian suppliers were probably the most
prolific in the world for the construction of new sugar mills
and very active on the African continent, the refurbishment
of existing and old mills that were being brought back into
production were still good business opportunities particularly
in the Southern African Development Community and Sub
equatorial Africa among other countries.
John Thompson was founded in 1820 by William Thompson
in the northern English town of Bilston. At first the general
engineering firm specialised in building iron boats. In 1875,
after he had moved the operation to Wolverhampton, William
focused on the manufacture of Lancashire boilers. The
company first arrived in South Africa in 1935 on an agency
basis. Business was brisk which resulted in the establishment
of John Thompson South Africa in 1936.

•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Total rebuild or refurbishment of
old boilers
Controlled superheater with noncontact de-superheating
Pneumatic coal spreaders to
replace mechanical coal flingers
Three drum bagasse feeders for
choke feed boilers
New combustion equipment for
choke feed and hearth type boilers
Heat recovery equipment retrofits
Pressure upgrades where possible
Capacity and steam condition
improvements where possible
Flue-gas clean-up equipment
Erosion prediction and mitigation
using CFD
Boiler control system upgrades
Optimised primary and over-fire air
systems

At John Thompson we design, manufacture,
install, maintain and retro-fit fossil fuel- and
biomass-fired watertube boilers for both local
and international sugar industries.

A short walk up the stairs to the first floor of the manufacturing
firm’s offices at the Durban port reveals just how vested the
company is in the domestic market. Row upon row of steel
racks, drawers and shelves packed to the roof, all holding
drawings and job sheets dating back almost a century; an
invaluable technical history of the South African sugar industry
perfectly preserved.
“These job sheets and technical drawings of the boilers are
invaluable to us. They tell us the whole story of any engineering
work we have ever done in any of the mills that have our boilers
– and that’s most of them – this is very valuable information,”
Warren said.

Email: jeremye@johnthompson.co.za | Tel: + 27 (0)31 408 9700
www.johnthompson.co.za | A division of ACTOM Pty Ltd

COMPANY PROFILE

Rossi
Engineering

IN 2010 following the death of his father, Trevor,
Kyle Dick packed up the family’s transmission
manufacturing company in Gauteng and moved over 100 tons
of equipment to Durban.
The city, he said was not only ripe for investment, but was the fastest
growing in the country.
The mining industry on which the family’s company, DDI Transmission
was mainly dependent on seemed on the decline, the order book was
filling up with jobs in the sugar industry and the coastal region north of
Durban looked ripe for business investment, Kyle said.
“This is the fastest growing region in the country. We are close to the
port which is critical for us as we import heavy equipment from Italy.
We are also ideally situated next to the airport. And if you take a look
at the cities around the world with the fastest economic growth it is
those that are situated along the coast. Despite the current economic
challenges in the country, Durban is still growing at a rapid rate,” he
said.
And while the company still remains a key supplier on key applications
to the mining sector, in 2012 Kyle then made a decision to transition
the company from a stand alone business to becoming a subsidiary of
the Italian, Rossi SpA Group. “On the day that became a reality I really
wished my Dad had been here to see it. He would have been so proud.
He started out this business from scratch in 1975.”

Joining the Italian group, Kyle said, had not only aligned
his business strategies and administration with global
best practice, but had put him in the position to deliver
a modern and efficient solution for clients.
“Gilio Rossi – he started the business in Modena in 1953
– was one of the pioneers of the modern gearbox. He
also brought the modular casing into production. The
Italians are perfectionists and the ultimate craftsman.
Their skill is just incredible, we have learned so much
from them,” he said.
And setting out his vision for the next three to five years,
Kyle said he hoped to have at least 80% of the sugar
mills in the country using Rossi products on various
critical applications. “We have established good working
relationships with various knowledgeable distributors
throughout Southern Africa.”

“My Dad taught me how to speak
to people, to respect the opposition
and to value our client base.
To make sure that we could supply
the correct product solution, on time
and as seamlessly as possible.”

Turning back to the business ethics taught to him by
his father, Kyle said that was what he believed would
ultimately make the difference between the success or
failure of the company.
“My Dad taught me how to speak to people, to
respect the opposition and to value our client base.
To make sure that we could supply the correct product
solution, on time and as seamlessly as possible.
I have hands on experience from manufacturing
and production facilities all throughout Southern
Africa and believe that this has contributed
to our sense of urgency with the client.”
he said

Marcello Cassanelli who is the General Manager at Rossi Southern Africa and
was sent expressely from the company’s head offices in Italy to support the
Durban business in its transition from private ownership. Cassanelli is seen
here with company’s South African Director and share holder, Kyle Dick.

Since that decision the company has grown its business by 30% a year
which has exceeded the annual budget targets.
Rossi is one of the world’s largest industrial production and sales groups
of gear reducers, gearmotors, electric motors and complete drive packs
particularly for heavy industry such as mining, metal, plastic, rubber
and for the group here in KwaZulu-Natal, the sugar industry has become
a major customer. Rossi Southern Africa which is one of the newest
subsidiaries of the international group, incorporates a full assembly
capability of the complete G (helical and bevel helical) range of industrial
gear units up to 80 000Nm including 60% of our planetary range of
gearboxes that exceed > 3 000 000Nm.
In the neat manufacturing and assembly factory situated on the edge of
the northern end of the runway at the King Shaka International Airport,
business is humming.
As Kyle points out the boxes earmarked for specific clients, particularly
those who require a quick turnaround time, he says there were days when
he just had to persevere and believe he had made the right decision.
“Every new business I think takes about 3 years to establish itself.
Making the transition from DDI to Rossi was a great decision. There were
times in the beginning when I doubted myself. But I have persevered
and it really has been the best decision.”
34

Shukela South Africa

The team at Rossi Southern Africa, who Kyle Dick says are the magic behind the company’s success and business growth in the country.
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Plain Train Hauls

Sugar
Profits
ONCE a common sight in KwaZulu-Natal, the last narrow gauge railway line to
haul cane is still the most profitable mode of transport in the sugarcane industry,
according to both millers and growers on the Umfolozi flood plain.
Standing in the fierce midday sun, the vast sugarcane fields
spread to the horizon, the only sound besides the cicadas is the
rhythmic thud of a locomotive diesel engine way out of sight.
The screech of the iron wheels on the narrow rails and the
uneven rhythm of the heavily loaded “Ngollovans” (train
wagons in isiZulu) as they protest against their hitches, grows
more persistent before the red diesel engine draws into sight,
past a mimosa tree, around the corner on its slow, purposeful
way to the Umfolozi Sugar Mill.
The ground underfoot trembles. The heat shimmers.
By way of a greeting, the driver gives a good yank on the
horn sending out a blast reminiscent of the days of steam
locomotives and long slow train journeys.
This is the last operational narrow gauge railway still being
used to deliver sugarcane from the field to the factory in South
Africa’s sugar industry.
And while it may present a romantic and reminiscent sight
of days gone by, in reality these diesel locomotives and their
400 ton tail of cane stacks, play a critical role in the cost
efficacy of sugarcane production and milling on the Umfolozi
flood plain.
Operated by Umfolozi Sugar Planters or UCOSP, whose members
own about 9 000 hectares of farmland under cane and a
collective shareholding in the Umfolozi Sugar Mill, the narrow
gauge railway is considered one of the most cost effective forms
of transport in the sugarcane producing industry, particularly
in wet conditions.
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Five Locomotives Deliver 750 000 Tons
The locomotives, of which there are five altogether, deliver on
average 750 000 tons of sugar in a season to the mill using two
locomotives (Monzi and Nyosi) with one on standby (Mahlombe)
and one track maintenance locomotive (Gou Gou).
When the fully loaded locomotive finally reaches the mill a
tippler system is used for offloading the trams.
The mill itself has one locomotive (Demonia) for mill yard
operations also operated under the auspices of the grower
membership group.

Unique Communal Management

Imports Personify The Season

The Umfolozi Sugar Planters (UCOSP) is a unique communal
management concept with its own staff, equipment and
workshop facility that ensures the self-sufficiency and focus on
sustainability for the Umfolozi Mill and its surrounding growers.

Summarising the 2017/18 milling season, Adrian Wynne, the
CEO of the mill said it was characterized by the significant
import of cheap sugar into the South African Customs Union
region resulting in “curtailed” sales for all domestic sugar
producers. “These are tough times, but we are continuing
to invest in the mill to make sure it runs smoothly and is
sustainable, Wynne said.

This partnership also provides its grower members with river
flood protection while maintaining concrete spillways, drainage
canals and raised riverbanks. UCOSP also maintains its own
farm road network of about 90kms as well as the 87km tramline
system.
Also unique to South Africa’s sugar industry is the ownership
of the Umfolozi Sugar Mill - which collectively includes
almost all of the supplying growers, including those who
were beneficiaries of land reform projects, small-scale
growers and commercial operations - and NCP Alcohols – a
company producing fermentation alcohol for the domestic and
international beverage, cosmetic and pharmaceutical markets.
NCP also buys all the molasses from the plant for fermentation
at their distillery at Sea Cow Lake in Durban.

The future sustainability of the mill, Wynne said was critical
to the broader rural community around the Zululand town of
Mtubatuba. “We prioritise the investment in our people and
their skills as it is critical to the sustainability of the business.
And by doing that not only do we sustain the livelihoods of our
employees, but as the main corporate business in Mtubatuba,
we indirectly support the broader community, which includes
the growers and companies that provide services to us. This
region has a high unemployment and HIV/Aids infection rate,
so making sure we maintain a thriving business here in northern
Zululand that supports the local economy is really important,”
he said.

The Umfolozi Mill was first built in 1916 by the St Lucia Sugar
Company, however it was destroyed during a seasonal flood,
which resulted in the factory being auctioned off in 1923 to a
group of farmers led by George Heaton Nicholls.
Following another flood in 1925, the mill was moved to higher
ground where it stands today.
In 1991 the mill was bought by CG Smith Sugar Limited, which
later changed its name to Illovo Sugar Limited. In 2005 the
mill and its adjacent properties were bought by the Sokhela
Family Trust in what was hailed as a landmark black economic
empowerment deal.
However, in 2008 the mill was taken over once again by Illovo
and after lengthy negotiations a consortium consisting of
growers and NCP Alcohols took over the mill on April 1, 2009.
In a normal season cane supply totals 1,2 million tons of
which 65% is harvested on the Umfolozi Flats. The remaining
supply is delivered by road from mainly small scale growers who
together harvest about 120 000 tons.

Chief Executive Officer of the Umfolozi Sugar Mill, Adrian Wynne who
says his main task is to ensure the long-term sustainability of the factory
in the face of the current tough economic and operational environment.

By its very nature sugarcane is a bulky and costly crop to
transport, but the Umfolozi growers have harnessed this selfsufficient mode of transport to cut costs and reduce turnaround
time between a burn and delivery for milling to protect sucrose
content.
Further the train is ideal for the flat, floodplain conditions, and
is effectively a stockholding on wheels.
The system operates 24-hours-a-day, 7 days a week and
delivers on average about 3 600 tons of sugarcane a day in a
36-week season between April and December.

Bongi Ndlovu at the controls of one of the locomotives used to haul cane
from the Umfolozi Flats to the nearby sugar mill.

Striking a pose are, left, Bongi Ndlovu (driver) and Geoffrey Burns who
is currently in training to become a locomotive driver.
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Weather
Derivatives
a Fighting Chance Against Drought

At the recent South African Sugar Technologist’s Congress held
in Durban, Howes unveiled the adapted weather derivative to
an industry in recovery from one of the country’s worst droughts
on record.
And as scientists are now predicting more extreme weather
events linked to the warming of the oceans – a direct result of
climate change – Howes says the derivative offers sugarcane
farmers a fighting chance against what has become one of the
greatest variables and as a result a threat, to the sustainability
of the sector.
“But what if there was a way to bet against adverse weather?
Some way to have a win-win: a reliable revenue stream in good
rainfall years and bad? There may well be, I believe it is weather
derivatives,” Howes said.
How the derivatives work:
• Weather derivatives are purchased over a 10km by 10km
map grid as defined by NASA and rainfall as recorded over
10 years by NASA weather satellites.
• Let’s say a farmer wanted to buy a R1m hedge against a dry
December in a summer rainfall area and, according to NASA,
an average of 100mm was received in December over the
last 10 years over the 100 square km block in question.
• If 60% of the LTM rainfall is received, the farmer could
harvest a reasonable crop.
• Less than 60% and the crop drops below break-even.
• Less than 10% of the LTM would result in complete crop
failure. This gives a ‘strike’ of 60% of 100mm, or 60mm.
• The 10% disaster scenario is less than 10mm of rain (10%
of the LTM of 100mm), known as the ‘exit’.
• In this scenario, the derivative starts to pay out if the famer
receives less than 60mm of rain (60% of LTM) and full payout is at 10% of the LTM of 100mm, in other words below
10mm.
• The pay-out per mm looks like this:
= R1m / ((LTM x strike) – exit)
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= R1m / ((100mm x 60%) – 10mm)
= R1m / (60 – 10)
= R1m / 50
= R20,000 per mm below 60mm
• As a result for every mm of rainfall less than 60% of the LTM
of 100mm (or 60mm) the farmer gets a R20,000 pay-out.
At 10mm or less for the month the full R1m is paid out.
• The net return is the pay-out less the premium paid.
• Lowering the ‘strike’ or the ‘exit’ lowers the premium paid
(because the chance of a pay-out decreases the further these
values are from the LTM).
“South Africa is often a more difficult place to farm than most.
Just 4% of the land area is arable and the annual rainfall is
inconsistent. On top of that there is growing evidence that
South Africa is becoming drier in some areas. A perfect example
is Zululand, KwaZulu-Natal, which is the area we used as our
case study and the basis for the development of the hedge
fund,” Howes said.

RAINFALL BELOW MEAN EVERY YEAR
Between 1948 and 1964 just 4 years of below long-term
mean (LTM) rainfall was measured in the region. Over the last
16 years to date, rainfall has been below the mean every year,
with three of the four worst years on record measured in the
last cycle.
Farmers, he said were by nature, gamblers and optimists who
worked in an environment where the success or failure of their
agri-businesses was largely beyond their control due to the
vagaries of the weather.
“Building a sugarcane farming enterprise is not only a life’s
work, but often the work of several generations. These operations
can be wiped out in a season due to an extreme weather event.
A weather derivative is a bet against these increasing adverse
weather conditions. They can be bought against too little rain,
or too much; conditions that are too hot, or too cold.

Anyone can buy weather derivatives and it’s easy money if you can accurately
predict the weather. If you can’t, and even the weatherman can’t with any
reliability, then it would be considered a gamble,” he said.

DERIVATIVE OFFERS A SAFE BET
But for the farmer, Howes stressed the derivative offered a safe bet. “It
is not gambling, it’s hedging. For a farmer if the rain doesn’t come then
the derivative pays out, and if the rain does come the farmer has a crop to
harvest. That is the essence of a hedge, a mechanism to win both ways at
the cost of winning a little less in the good times and losing a lot less in the
bad times.”
He said the weather derivatives provided a risk mitigation mechanism to avoid
disaster from extreme weather events and since the weather derivatives were
not linked to a crop or any assessed loss as was the case with insurance, the
possibility existed for a “win-win-win”.
If a farmer took measures to produce a crop even in drought conditions,
for example through supplementary irrigation, he would still benefit from
derivative payouts if the rainfall was significantly below the LTM.
“As the saying goes, every one of us needs a farmer three times a day. If
weather derivatives can make their income more reliable and ensure they are
around to feed us over the long term, then we all get to eat,” Howes said.

Richard Howes, who is the SA Canegrowers area
manager at Felixton, presents on the ground
breaking weather derivative at the recent South
African Sugar Technologist’s Congress in Durban.
Howes says the concept offers sugarcane farmers
an opportunity to hedge against extreme weather
events as a risk mitigation mechanism.

Annual rainfall over a 68 year period from 1948 to 2016, as a variance from the mean
over that period, looks like this:
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SA Canegrowers’ area manager at Felixton in northern KwaZulu-Natal, Richard Howes says weather
derivatives already used in the maize industry could give sugarcane farmers a reliable revenue
stream in years of both drought and flood.
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Trading Exceeds Expectations
For Coastals Group
KWAZULU-NATAL’S Coastal Farmers’ Co-operative has posted a positive set of results for the financial year
ending 2016/17 as sugarcane production rebounds following the return of a “more normal” rainy season.
At the 71st Annual General Meeting held recently in Mount
Edgecombe, chairman Mark Gallagher said core trading had
exceeded expectations in the period.
“With the rebound in member business, the direct fertiliser,
fuel and general division performed excellently. The branch
merchandise division also exceeded expectations with the
agro-chemical division reporting another stellar set of results,”
Gallager said.
Transaction value was up by 3.6%, with profits following good
trading results. These coupled with “strong” cost controls, had
resulted in a well capitalised balance sheet.
Seen at a board meeting after the recent Coastal Farmers’ Co-operative
Annual General Meeting held at Mount Edgecombe north of Durban,
were left front, Bernard Rouillard (Deputy Chairman), Mark Gallagher
(Chairman) and Lindsay Smith (General Manager).

®

The domestic economy he said was still characterised by
low growth, fragile business confidence as well as household
incomes and balance sheets remaining under pressure.

Intelex® is an excellent pre-emergent solution that:
•

•
•
•
•
•
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Offers a new mode of action in sugarcane which helps with herbicide
resistance management
Requires no mixing partners to be added such as mesotrione or atrazine
Has a favourable environmental, toxicological and eco-toxicological proﬁle
Can be used in both plant and ratoon cane
Requires a single dose rate irrespective of clay percentage
Needs less rain for activation as it delivers more consistent performance
under drier conditions
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Gallager said “surprises” over the last 12 months, which
included Brexit, President Donald Trump’s election and a
cabinet reshuffle in South Africa would most certainly impact
on global and domestic markets for “years to come”.
The downgrade of South Africa’s economy to junk status by
international rating agencies he said meant a tightening in
credit was to be expected resulting in higher pricing.

Intelex , a Kixor solution, is BASF’s revolutionary new
pre-emergent herbicide for the control of certain annual
grasses and broadleaf weeds in sugarcane.
®

Cash business at the co-operative’s branches increased
marginally with competitive pricing a key focus to drive sales
on the back of a slowdown in South Africa’s economy.

Long serving member of Coastal Farmers’ Co-operative, Rob Tayler
receives a 50-year Certificate of Membership from Chairman Mark
Gallagher at the recent Annual General Meeting.

Further impacts on the agriculture sector included the
unresolved national minimum wage and the “surprise”
announcement by Treasury of the possible introduction of a
tax on sugar-sweetened beverages in a bid to reduce sugar
consumption by the general population.
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“The last few years have indeed been very challenging but most
growers have adapted well within reduced budgets, restructured
balance sheets and rationalised operations. Those with multiple
income streams, including macadamias, have been cushioned
to a degree. But we are concerned that constant cost cutting
by farmers will result in underinvestment, which could threaten
medium and long-term sustainability of farming enterprises.
Living in tough times doesn’t mean we should avoid risk, but
it is important to manage the risk to remain profitable and
sustainable,” Gallager said.
Deputy-chairman of the co-operative, Bernard Rouillard agreed
the organisation was going into this uncertain economic
period in a position of relative strength which he attributed
to a constant focus on the needs of the members. “As we
all know one upside of challenging times is the incentive to
scrutinise everything we do to make sure of optimal efficiency
and effectiveness.”

SADC

DIGEST
YOUR GUIDE TO THE SOUTHERN AFRICAN SUGAR INDUSTRY
Left, Ian Coates, Jane Coates and Dr Kathy Hurly, Corporate Executive
– Strategy and Operations at SA Canegrowers

The SADC Digest
focuses exclusively
on the Southern
African sugar
industry and
companies with
an interest in this
sugar sector.

However critical investments were made during the period
under review including the purchase of the Harding branch
building from the landlord.
Similarly the Waverley store was bought meaning the cooperative was now “putting down roots” in the Eston/Mid-Illovo
districts.
Rouillard said land for a new Port Shepstone branch was also
bought which would allow for a modern shopping experience for
what he termed the South Coast “flagship” branch.
“In making these decisions, the Board is satisfied that the
expansions are low risk and profits over the last couple of years
have made buying the buildings possible without any debt,”
he said.

Left, Dean Shepard, Account Executive Standard Bank; Devan Naidoo,
Financial Manager Coastal Farmers’ Co-operative and Sharalene
Randelhoff, PwC.

Completion on the new property developments was expected by
the end of the next financial year.

Talking to South African
Sugarcane Growers and Millers

Left, Nirasha Naidoo, Internal Auditor; Yuveka Moonsamy, Marketing
Assistant and Dan Dayaram, Admin Manager, all from Coastal Farmers’
Co-operative
Left, Gerald Payn, John Readman and Guy Emberton.

Shukela has relevant sugar industry content,
6SUD\ZLWKXVZH·UHJURZLQJSODFHV
Trusted by leading South African sugarcane
growers for all their Agrochemical needs.
T +27 31 00 33 486 | info@farmag.co.za

A level two contributor to B-BBEE | 0:6 !*LY[PÄLK*VTWHU`
1354

with stories about sugarcane growers and
other personalities in the sugar industry, sugar
milling, science and technology, news, events
and relevant features about the weather, input
costs, and ways to farm efficiently. A ‘must read’
for anyone in the Sugar Industry.

Left, Rigby Heenan, KZN north coast sugarcane grower and Rob Tayler
who has been a member of Coastal Farmers’ Co-operative for 50 years.
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Left, Krish Moodley, Devaraj Naidoo and Freddy Govender, all members
of Coastal Farmers’ Co-operative.
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