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Kynoch – enhanced effi  ciency through innovation.
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The Health Promotions Levy, or 20% tax on sugary drinks, 

was implemented on April 1 in the face of cheap sugar 

imports continuing to flood into South Africa from our 

neighbours in the SADC region as well as from abroad.

All this as Parliament begins the debate on the emotional 

issue of land expropriation without compensation which 

could result in a change to the Constitution and put a 

huge question mark on the future sustainability of the 

sugar industry.

Regardless, the R12 billion sugar industry employs 

thousands of people - ranging from folk with the most 

basic of skills to those who boast highly impressive 

qualifications - and remains the economic anchor for 

many of KwaZulu-Natal’s country towns and villages.

The industry continues to innovate while spending 

millions of rands on research and development in a bid 

to promote best land and crop practices while supporting 

the country’s economic and transformation agenda.

For example, one of the country’s mega-farmers, Charl 

Senekal, is now turning to cow and chicken manure 

as organic fertilisers which he says are not only hugely 

cost effective but are bringing the soil on his massive 

operation near Pongola back to pristine health. Senekal is 

also extending his operations to include the development 

of rural land for the benefit of communities neighbouring 

his property. 

The South African sugar industry has scores of social 

and community development driven projects that 

prioritise skills development, better education and the 

empowerment of women at all levels of the value chain.

In this Farm Focus 2018 edition - the fifth magazine 

published under the auspices of the independent 

publications company, Sugar Publications - we have a lot 

to say about the rise of women in the industry. 

Featured are a young mother, Nonhlanhla Shabalala who, 

with the help of her father, has bought her own farm 

overlooking the Darnall mill, and also never-say-die Busi 

Ngidi, who has consolidated her farming operations and 

is now helping to revitalise fallow cane fields in her home 

area of Mfume.

Then we doff our caps to Mamongae Mahlare - the first 

woman appointed to the position of Managing Director at 

Illovo Sugar South Africa. 

We believe these women are trailblazers, critical to the 

future prosperity of the industry.

Colleen Dardagan

Contributing Author

Lindi Botha

Contributing Author

Laura Myers

Advertising

FROM THE 
EDITOR
Gareth Wright

While harvesting is in full swing and 

farmers report good rains across cane 

growing regions in Mpumalanga and 

KwaZulu-Natal, the industry has tough 

challenges in the boardroom.
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South Africa’s largest independent sugarcane 

farmer and miller Charl Senekal (above) has called 

for a top level meeting between the sugar industry 

and government saying the sector has little chance 

of survival without increased support from Treasury. 

Senekal, who spoke to Shukela magazine on the 

future of the industry, also called for a total ban 

on sugar imports while urging farmers and millers 

to sit down together to work out a plan for a fairer 

and more just division of takings from the sugar 

milling process and downstream products such as 

molasses and alcohols. “I am saying we have to have 

a *CODESA-style meeting. We don’t leave the room 

until we have solutions, no matter how long it takes,” 

said Senekal.

 

“As a sugarcane farmer all I am asking for is 

political stability in the country firstly, and secondly, 

that I get a fair price for my sugarcane from the 

millers. We also cannot compete with sugar imports 

that are flooding into the country. There has to 

be a total ban on sugar imports particularly from 

the Southern African Development Community 

(SADC) countries. Unless government gives us 

support, the sugar industry is a dying industry,” 

Senekal said.

The mega-farmer said as the industry contributed 

more than R5 billion to the fiscus it was not a sector 

the government could afford to “let go”. “There is 

also too much friction between the growers and the 

millers. We have to sit down and talk,” he said.

Sugar industry leaders are calling for an urgent meeting with government 

or the establishment of a commission of inquiry to ensure the future 

sustainability of the sector. They say unless the state and key role players 

create an environment conducive for production and trade, the industry 

will collapse in the face of a flood of cheap imports, the implementation by 

government of the Health Promotions Levy and “outdated” legislation in the 

Sugar Act relating to the division of proceeds between growers and millers.

Industry experts, farmers and agricultural 

economists are unanimous in their view that 

the future health of the South African sugar 

industry hinges on the government, growers 

and millers sitting down to thrash out a 

united and collective plan for the future good 

of the sector.

Shukela asked various industry commentators, 

economists and experts to draw up what they 

believed were key discussion points on the 

agenda for the proposed meeting.

 - An enabling environment for the co-generation   

  of electricity

 - Support for ethanol production on a commercial scale

 - Mitigation against the imposed Health Promotions Levy

 - The banning of sugar imports

 - A review of the South African Development Community  

  (SADC) import agreement for the import of agricultural  

  products such as sugar into South Africa

 - A fairer deal in the division of proceeds between millers  

  and growers

 - The rationalisation of the country’s 14 sugar mills to  

  economically viable operations

 - Who should own the country’s sugar mills

 - The scrapping of subsidies to farmers by milling companies  

  to supply their crop to “cane hungry” sugar mills

 - Clear policy on the security of land tenure

 - Clarity on the government’s land restitution policies

 - Growing the animal feed market with a view to  

  increasing exports

 - An enabling environment for the production of bio-plastics

THE LIST OF ITEMS WAS

EXTENSIVE AS FOLLOWS:

Game Changing Agenda 
For SA’s Sugar Industry

HEIGHTENED 
GOVERNMENT 

SUPPORT
Vital For Survival of SA’s 
Embattled Sugar Industry

Article Colleen Dardagan

Images Supplied
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On the levy, Executive Chairman of the South 

African Sugar Industry (SASA) Trix Trikam 

(right) said it was approved on a false premise. 

“SASA has never supported the implementation 

of the tax, on the basis that there is no evidence 

that targeting one food group will impact a 

nation’s obesity problem.”

Trikam said the sugar industry’s sustainability 

was now reliant on the government supporting 

mitigating actions to counteract the negative 

impacts of the levy.

“At this point, a National Economic 

Development and Labour Council 

(NEDLAC) process has been working 

to define mitigating actions, but 

none has been taken. If these do 

not materialise, we expect that a 

reduction in demand for local sugar 

without any further protection from 

world market imports will result in 

the industry reaching a breaking 

point from which it will be unlikely 

to recover,” Trikam said.

Further the industry is on the road back from 

one of the worst droughts in living memory. In 

KwaZulu-Natal for example, rainfall failed in 

some cane growing areas for 17 consecutive 

months during the 2015/16 growing season. 

South Africa imported over 600 000 tons of 

sugar between January and August in 2017. 

According to the South African Revenue 

Service, 31% came across the border at 

Oshoek from Swaziland, 28% from Brazil, 19% 

from the United Arab Emirates and 11% from 

Guatamala - all shipped into the country via 

the Durban port.

Despite being one of the agricultural sectors 

lauded for its handling of the government-led 

land reform process since 1996, last year the 

industry came under heavy fire in parliament 

for allegedly failing to embrace transformation 

specifically in the management and support of 

its about 16 000 small scale and rural poor 

farmers, mainly in KwaZulu-Natal, since the 

democratisation of the country in 1994.

The result was the much publicised and 

politicised breakaway grower representive 

organisation, the South African Farmers’ 

Development Association (SAFDA), which was 

officially launched earlier this year amid growing 

division and animosity among some growers. 

Graeme Stainbank (below left), the Chairman of South African Canegrowers 

- a grower support body, said while a “CODESA” was one option of solving 

the industry’s issues, another could be a commission of inquiry. The industry 

has had a number of commissions in its 90-year history, the first being the 

Fahey Commission in 1926, which established the industry, and the latest 

being the Rorich Commission in 1984 which addressed transport issues.

“Sugar industries around the world are complex

and we are no exception,” said Stainbank.

“We operate on a division of proceeds (DOP) revenue sharing arrangement 

with a fixed percentage of total revenue going to each party (currently 

growers receive approximately 64% of industry revenue at the notional 

price). While the intention of a DOP system is to align incentives of all 

members, it can have a negative incentive on growth, especially in times 

of low margin. The reason for this is that if any one side invests in growing 

revenue, they give away a percentage of that growth to the revenue partner, 

while if costs are saved, they pocket the entire saving. Naturally this is more 

relevant to the millers who ‘give away’ a larger portion of any growth (64%),” 

Stainbank said.

Currently margins in the growing sector were negative and something had to 

change. “Millers will, I’m sure,  argue their margins too are unsustainable, 

and therefore taking from one to give to another (a change in the DOP) is not 

a solution. One of the options is to ‘grow the pie’ so there is greater revenue, 

with the right incentives, to share. Growers and millers together have spent 

considerable time and energy in the last six years looking at options which 

would align incentives and enable growing of the pie. There is however a 

third party to the sugar industry equation and that is the government and 

they too need to agree and support any recommendations. The bottom line 

is that we have an extremely complex situation with differing, and opposing, 

forces at play. I personally believe that a commission of enquiry has a better 

chance of a successful outcome than a CODESA,” he said.

CEO of the South African Millers’ Association 

Deane Rossler (below right) also welcomed the 

call for a meeting in whatever form. Rossler 

agreed the industry was dependent on a more 

“realistic” import tariff and required access to 

regulated energy markets. “That would place 

the industry on an even playing field with sugar 

industries around the world,” he said.

On the more equitable division of proceeds, 

Rossler said the sustainability of the sugar 

industries internationally were influenced by 

government support.

“The South African government’s 

policy is to support the sugar 

industry, but unfortunately, in the 

current world sugar market this 

support is insufficient to ensure 

the sustainability of the industry. 

Millers support any engagement 

which will constructively seek 

solutions to the challenges facing 

the industry,” Rossler said.

The R12 billion sugar industry is also under 

massive pressure following the introduction of 

the Health Promotions Levy (HPL) - a 20% tax 

on sugary drinks which came into effect this 

month - aimed at tackling obesity in the country.

Siyabonga Madlala (above right), who heads up the newly founded association, 

however, was buoyant, saying the formation of the new organisation, which 

had mainly black members, had the full attention of the government and 

thus afforded an opportunity to lobby for the industry’s protection.

“What we have now are hostile policy conditions and 

what we are fighting for is tariff protection and decisive 

intervention from the International Trade Administration 

Commission (ITAC) on a total ban on sugar imports. 

Because we have formed this organisation that represents 

small scale farmers who are mainly black and mainly in 

deep rural areas and struggling against poverty, we have 

a window of opportunity with the government, we have 

their attention, and we want to use it,” Madlala said.

Madlala, who said he would welcome an indaba (meeting), agreed the sugar 

industry had experienced some of its “worst” times in its long history and 

unless there was what he termed a “regime change” in the payment system 

from the millers, particularly for cane supplied by small scale growers, there 

was no way for the sector to recover.

“The millers have a responsibility to fix the system. There is a disjuncture 

between the way commercial farmers are treated and communal farmers are 

treated. Yes, the sugar industry runs well, it is a well-oiled machine, but if 

farmers want to survive they have to do this deal with the millers; if you are 

a commercial farmer you get one deal, if you are a small scale grower you 

get another deal. The system is not fair. Growers have to own the whole value 

chain, there has to be a better demography of ownership of farms and of the 

mills. We are talking about grower-driven solutions,” he said.

South Africa’s sugar mills are owned and or managed mainly by Illovo 

(Africa) and Tongaat Hulett Sugar who own four mills each. The Transvaal 

Sugar Board or TSB Sugar owns three mills. The Gledhow Sugar Company, 

UCL Company and Umfolozi Sugar Mill all own one mill each with their 

ownership including grower shareholdings. Two of the mills owned by TSB 

Sugar are in Mpumalanga, while the rest are in KwaZulu-Natal.

* The first plenary session of the Convention for a Democratic South Africa (CODESA) began on December 21, 1991 at the World Trade Centre in Johannesburg.

The convention laid the foundation for the transition of the country from the control of the apartheid-led government to a Constitutional Democracy in 1994.

6 SHUKELA SOUTH AFRICA
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After three years of rigorous testing in cane and 

forestry regions across the country, the new Bell 

F-series Tri-Wheeler, to be launched in May, hits the 

sweet spot by staying true to the original design 

intent while reducing operational costs and fuel 

burn, and providing easier servicing, better visibility 

and improved agility.

Bell Equipment's Product Marketing Manager, Tim 

Beningfi eld, says that the F-series has a modular 
approach. "We will bring to the market a base 

F-series machine that is equivalent to the current 

machine in terms of specifi cations and pricing. 
Customers can then choose from a range of 'bolt 

on, bolt off ' packages to tailor their machine to their 
specifi c needs. In this way they only pay for the 
technology and features that they require for their 

operating environment."

The F-series features water-cooled Yanmar engines, 

which are more effi  cient from a cooling and fuel burn 
perspective, and also impact on noise reduction. Two 

diff erent engines are off ered, one delivering 45kW 
at 2 200rpm, that matches the current Tri-Wheeler 

off ering, and the second providing customers with a 
high-powered machine with a turbo-charged engine 

that delivers about 25% more power.

In terms of ergonomics, the F-series provides a 
larger cab with improved instrumentation, dual 

ingress and egress points for operators, more head 

room and a suspension seat that can be moved 

further back to accommodate taller operators.

New front guards incorporating wire mesh guarding 

as well as lowering the seat position has improved 

overall operator visibility, which promotes safety. 

The front top cross member has also been raised to 

enable the operator to view the grapple in the raised 

position without having to lean forward. Likewise 

the wiper motor position has moved to inside the 

top cross member to improve visibility as well as leg 

clearance. Improved serviceability through ground 
level service access for central greasing and ground 

level fuelling alleviates the need for service staff  to 
climb onto the frame to grease the boom. "Not only 

is this easier from a serviceability point of view but it 

also improves safety," adds Beningfi eld.

Bell Equipment's Chief Engineer: Agriculture and 

Alliance Products, Ian Kramer concludes: "Customer 
feedback has been very promising with our test 

units showing a 15 to 18% reduction in fuel burn. 
Feedback from operators is just as positive as they 

prefer the increased comfort levels of the F-series."

Strong Reliable Machines Strong Reliable Support

www.bellequipment.com

marketing@bell.co.za
FOLLOW US ON

EVOLVES

BELL TRI-WHEELER 
TO NEW F-SERIES

Simple Sophistication
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Using on-farm experience during South Africa’s recent drought, sugarcane extension 

specialist, Marius Adendorff said lessons could be learned from growers who had 

survived and thrived despite the extreme severity of the impact on their operations.

Based in Pongola in northern KwaZulu-Natal, Adendorff who has worked for the 

South African Sugarcane Research Institute for 15 years and is now the Extension 

and Biosecurity Specialist for the northern sugarcane region in South Africa, said 

while the research was not based on scientific findings, it had offered up critical 

information on best management practice strategies adopted by farmers who had 

not only managed to survive during the drought, but also seamlessly bounced back 

after the drought.

Adendorff presented the findings at the 2017 year-end international Netafim 

conference held in Durban. “I selected four large-scale growers with different size 

farms using all types of irrigation systems and asked them to tell me why they 

thought they had survived the drought better than others with similar operations. 

The growers shared all their information and the results showed that while there 

were some common strategies there were also marked differences in their approach 

towards survival. There were also a number of reasons they survived and thrived that 

had nothing to do with irrigation, but rather a common approach to crop management 

and the management of pests and diseases,” Adendorff said.

GROWER 1

A smaller-scale grower with a very conservative farming approach.  He has two farms 

with predominantly semi-solid set and also a small area under drip irrigation. He 

was in the process of rehabilitating the second farm.  Shortly before the drought a 

storage dam on the farm was enlarged. During the drought this grower irrigated all 

his fields based on need using the storage dam to allow for a measure of flexibility. 

The replant programme was delayed till the end of the drought.

GROWER 2

A smaller-scale grower with a dynamic attitude to his farming operation. He used 

surface, draglines and semi-solid set irrigation systems. Five to six years ago he was 

just a “normal” grower before he started implementing best  management practices 

and increased his average yield from below 80 tons per hectare to 119 tons/ha . 

He recently won an award for the smaller grower of the year. This farmer irrigated 

his fields based on merit with the highest priority being young ratoons and fields 

with high yield potential soils. Disused boreholes were re-commissioned and probes 

were installed in the fields to monitor moisture content. Only fields with high yield 

potential were replanted while the rest were postponed.

GROWER 3

A dynamic medium-scale grower using surface, dragline, semi-solid sets and drip 

irrigation systems. He was also busy rehabilitating a farm he recently bought. This 

farm brought down the average yield and had a negative impact on the grower 

during the drought. Available water was spread across all fields with no fields being 

abandoned. This grower tried to optimise yields in the high potential soils and drip 

fields and kept the rest alive. He used boreholes, some with low quality water, but 

he was prepared to take the risk in a bid to keep his crop alive. A normal re-plant 

programme went ahead but only when water was available.

GROWER 4

A dynamic large-scale grower using centre-pivot and some semi-solid sets while 

converting to drip. This grower concentrated on fields with high yield potential soils 

and abandoned some low potential fields while the rest he just kept alive using 

boreholes and probes to monitor soil moisture content. He re-planted high potential 

fields while the rest were left fallow.

ON-FARM 
RESEARCH 

OFFERS 
CRITICAL 

STRATEGIES
For Drought Survival in Pongola

Coming up with a strategy linked to a farm’s strengths 

and weakness and then sticking to it regardless of 

the severity of the external factors proved to be the 

difference between sugarcane growers in Pongola who 

survived and thrived despite one of the worst droughts 

in living memory, and those who switched between 

strategies or just gave up hope and quit.

Article Colleen Dardagan

Images Supplied

Left Marius Adendorff - 

South African Sugarcane 

Research Institute 

Regional Extension and 

Biosecurity Specialist for 

the northern sugarcane 

region in South Africa.
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The power of blue will put green back into your crops.

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

mitigate volatilisation losses typically associated with urea, as well 

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

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.
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STRESSED CANE FELL VICTIM TO PESTS

Also the stressed cane fell victim to pests and diseases as 

a massive increase in smut and eldana infestations became 

evident in the fields. On average, the grower group realised a 

38% below normal mill yield during the drought and yields 

improved to an average of 15% below normal after the 

drought...

Growers one and two in Adendorff’s study managed to keep 

their mill yields at an average of 81% and 83% of normal, 

while grower three’s yields dropped to 73% of normal and 

grower four to 66% of normal.

However, Adendorff said all four achieved “dramatic” recovery 

in mill yields once the drought broke.

“Most of them are back to normal with some fields yielding 

higher than those measured before the drought,” he said.

“Some of the important common strategies they used included 

giving irrigation priority to germinating fields, reducing the 

irrigation application period and each field was treated 

on merit based on age, soils and yield potential. They also 

implemented extended drying-off periods before harvesting 

and they tried to manage the top 300mm of soil only.”

However, Adendorff said the critical study findings revealed a 

commonality of other best management practices adopted by 

all four growers.

“All their irrigation systems were recently upgraded and they 

were continuously maintained at optimum. They all applied 

infield traffic control, managed weed pressure, focused 

on  younger ratoons and, when they replanted, they did not 

rely on single varieties. They managed the soil salinity by 

applying gypsum and they fertilised based on the results of 

soil samples. Other best management practices included 

improving the soil organic content, they used good pest and 

disease management strategies and two of the growers with 

drip irrigation, fertigated according to the growth cycle of the 

cane. None of them cut their fertilising programme during 

the drought to make sure they could recover quickly after 

the drought,” he said. 

PONGOLA REGION

The Pongola region includes about17 000ha under irrigation 

in a wide range of soil types and growing conditions. Water is 

supplied from the Bivane Dam, in the Bivane River, 80kms 

upstream from the growing area as well as the Pongola River. 

The water is delivered to the farms via a 200km open canal 

system made up of two main canals and 5 sub-canals. Growers 

order their water from the Impala Water Board on Thursdays. 

The water is released on a Friday morning and it reaches 

the irrigation system three days later. The average annual 

effective rainfall for the area is 496mm (709mm total), 85% 

of which falls during October and March. Irrigation systems 

include surface irrigation (4%), draglines (19%), Semi-solid 

sets 52%, 18% is under pivot and 7% under drip irrigation.

The drought lasted 34 months, peaking during the 2015/16 

season with rainfall recorded at well below 50% of the annual 

average. For nine months growers received no water supply 

from the Bivane Dam and irrigated using the erratic pulse 

flow from the Pongola River, resulting in less than 20% of 

normal season water allocation. The first rains arrived in 

November 2016 and the dam recovered to its normal level in 

February 2017. From August 2016 to November 2016 water 

was released from the dam but only for use on germinating 

fields. “The drought started in May 2014, but at that stage 

there was still enough water in the dam, so the true effect 

of the drought really only hit the farmers in May 2015 when 

irrigation restrictions were put in place and then eventually in 

November 2015 when the supply was cut altogether.

During the restrictions the water supply was erratic with long 

dry spells when there was no water at all. This meant that 

farmers were unsure as to when they would get water and 

then when they did get it they had to decide  which fields 

to irrigate,  by how much and  which fields to exclude. It 

was not possible to schedule irrigation but rather a decision 

on where best to use the limited available water. As a result 

of the drought, average yields dropped by 38% for the mill 

supply area and some grower’s yields decreased by as much 

as 60%,” Adendorff said. During the drought, he said, many 

fields were abandoned, many fields were not replanted and 

seed cane became scarce particularly after the drought when 

farmers wanted to replant.

CORE MESSAGE

“The core message out of this study is that good irrigation design is absolutely critical. 

For optimum performance the design should take into account and include soil, climate, 

management and other limitations and must allow for flexibility to cope with a drought.”

“This puts an enormous responsibility on designers. Continuous irrigation system management is absolutely critical 

and water and other inputs have to be managed as well. What is also critical during a drought is to carefully decide on 

a management strategy based on strengths and weaknesses and then to stick to it. During a drought, manage water 

to optimise yields, minimise risks and ensure a speedy recovery after the drought. Also of enormous importance is to 

keep your farm in good condition at all times and to implement best management practices regardless of what is going 

on around you. And finally, look out for and test suitable technology to assist irrigation management,” Adendorff said.
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From a banking hall in Durban to the wide, open spaces 

of a northern KwaZulu-Natal sugarcane farm, Nonhlanhla 

Shabalala says not only has she come home but her dream of 

becoming a farmer has at last come true.

Shabalala, who studied financial management and accounting 

after she finished her schooling at Stanger Manor High, says 

as a young sugarcane farmer - who just happens to be a 

woman - she sees her future as bright despite the massive 

challenges facing the industry.

“We really need to engage with the government on the matter 

of the cheap sugar imports. If we want a vibrant agriculture 

sector, particularly for us who are young and starting out, we 

need a ban on all sugar imports. We also need more financial 

support from the government,” Shabalala said.

Financial discipline, having clear goals and support from her 

father, Gugile Gumede, is how she has become the owner of 

a 100ha sugarcane farm just a stone’s throw from Tongaat 

Hulett’s Darnall Mill. “My dad has been an inspiration to 

me. He started out as a farm manager in the Doornkloof area 

and then got a loan from Ithala Bank to buy a small farm at 

Kearsney. When he finished paying off the loan last year he 

felt something needed to be done for me. I started working at 

Absa Bank in 2010 but that life wasn’t for me. I came home 

in 2012 to work with my dad,” she said.

With a production loan from the Land Bank, Shabalala started 

working on her newly purchased farm in November 2017. To 

date she has planted 55ha but her goal is to have another 

45ha planted up before the year is out.

However, with the summer season now well advanced, Tongaat 

Hulett’s technical supervisor in the district, Lindani Sibiya, is 

urging her to slow down. “Nonhlanhla is an excellent farmer 

and you can see all she wants to do is be in the fields planting 

every day.  But there is not much rain forecast and it is getting 

hotter so we don’t want her planting too much sugarcane 

now,” he said.

NEW CULTIVARS ARE KEY

Sibiya said the revitalised fields were planted to new cultivars 

such as N52 and N31. “We chose these varieties for the 

quality of their RV tons per hectare. I pay a visit to Nonhlanhla 

about once a week and we discuss fertilising, what herbicides 

to use and when to apply them,” he said.  

Pride and satisfaction are evident in Shabalala’s eyes as she 

gazes over the three-month-old cane plants blowing gently in 

the breeze. But it is also just as evident to see the concern on 

her face when her eyes catch sight of the fields that are still 

not planted.

“We bought the farm from a farmer who quit because of the 

drought. This is not an easy farm - the soils are very sandy and 

poor. And as you can see some of the fields are full of weeds 

and the cane is really struggling. I will however clean them up 

and harvest some of it when the mill opens in April to make 

sure I get some income this year,” she said.

YOUNG FARMER
Returns Home to the Soil

A young mother and qualified financial manager, who is now the proud owner of a 

sugarcane farm overlooking the Darnall mill, says knowing that all she ever wanted 

to be was a farmer is the driving force behind her passion and determination to 

succeed in what has become a tough environment for sugarcane growers.

Article Colleen Dardagan

Images Emil von Maltitz

Above Weeds are the enemy of healthy 

cane fields and when Nonhlanhla Shabalala 

spotted one on the edge of one of her newly 

planted fields her immediate reaction was

to remove it without any further ado.

15
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Creating employment in an area where unemployment is high is another aspect of her 

chosen profession that makes her proud. “During planting and harvesting seed cane 

from my neighbour I was able to employ 70 people. But now that I have stopped I have 

had to let most of them go. I get text messages every day on my phone from people 

begging me for jobs. I find that very difficult,” she said.

FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT BACKGROUND

Shabalala feels her financial management background is 

standing her in excellent stead but says continuous learning 

remains essential. “When you are passionate about something 

you don’t need an alarm clock to get you up in the morning. 

I am awake at 4am. I fetch my staff and then I am out in 

the fields with them until 12pm. I am so excited every day 

to go out into the fields and work but I also know that I have 

to keep learning. Apart from my tertiary studies on financial 

management, I finished a Production Management course 

at the South African Sugar Association and last year I aced 

their Farm Management course. This year I have enrolled for 

Corporate Law because I have to better my management and 

administration skills. Farming is not only about working hard 

in the fields but knowing how to manage money wisely. Some 

people around here think that being a farmer means you can 

spend your day drinking coffee in Ballito. I will definitely not 

be a success if I do that,” she said.

Once she and her staff return from the fields, Shabalala 

then spends her time catching up with paperwork and 

administration before fetching her four-year-old son from 

school. “My husband is a policeman in Eshowe. When 

he gets home we all get into the bakkie and I drive them 

around the farm. I tell them all about what I am doing. 

One day I hope my husband will come back to the farm and 

help me, but most importantly, this is a legacy that one day I 

will leave for my son.”

Top Left Nonhlanhla Shabalala who is now the proud owner of 

100ha of land under sugarcane at Darnall on the KwaZulu-Natal 

north coast, says she sees a bright future ahead despite the many 

challenges currently facing the country’s sugar industry.

Top Right Varieties of N52 and N31 which

were planted in December 2017.

Above A field of healthy sugarcane which was planted by 

Nonhlanhla Shabalala and her team of 70 contract staff in 

December. The Darnall Mill can be seen in the background.

“Farming is not only 

about working hard in the 

fields but knowing how to 

manage money wisely.”
- Nonhlanhla Shabalala

17

RIght Tongaat Hulett 

technical advisor Lindani 

Sibiya discusses his weekly 

visits to new landowner, 

Nonhlanha Shabalala

at her farm overlooking

the Darnall Mill.

Far Right Tongaat Hulett 

technical advisor,

Sifiso Mkhwanazi who 

oversees the work done in 

the Darnall area to assist 

farmers with herbicide and 

pesticide applications as well 

as best land management 

practices on their farms.
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Two years ago, Senekal said he turned to the feedlots and 

chicken farms in Johannesburg and in northern KwaZulu-

Natal for an alternative source of fertiliser in a response to 

a “growing shortage” and the escalating cost of fertilisers in 

the country.

“We are applying cow dung at a rate of 4 to 10 tons a hectare 

a year and chicken manure at 1000kg which we disc and 

harrow into the soil. It is our third year in certain fields and the 

improvement in the quality of the cane is really noticeable. 

I think there are microelements that we disregard (when we 

apply artificial fertilisers) and now that we are using organic 

material we are bringing new life back into the soil. The 

only added fertilisers we use as a top up are 100kgs-a-ha of 

nitrogen - no phosphate and no potassium - thereafter. This is 

how the future of crop farming looks,” Senekal said.

The cost to buy and apply commercially produced fertilisers 

Senekal estimated at R5000.00-a-ton compared with about 

R2000-a-ton for the chemical value of the chicken and cow 

manure. “It is costing us R280-a-ton including delivery to the 

farm for the organic manure and the added benefit is that we 

don’t have to go back and top up again. It only requires one 

application,” he said.

Senekal said soil testing on the farm was not only a daily 

operation but also a science he used to keep his fields in 

tiptop condition. With plans to extend his Mkuze operation 

from 4 200has to 5 000has under irrigation by 2021 and 

mostly planted to sugarcane, macadamia nuts, citrus and 

tropical fruit. 

DRIVE TO STREAMLINE COSTS

Senekal said he was now on a massive drive to streamline 

the cost and the impact of his operation on the environment 

and neighbouring communities. “The last four years we have 

been battling the worst drought in living memory. Our annual 

rainfall dropped from 520mm of rain-a-year to 172mm. As 

you can imagine this put serious pressure on our irrigation 

equipment. Our electricity, which comes mostly from Eskom, 

is costing us R5000-a-ha-year.”

Currently 2 500has are under drip irrigation with 139has 

under overhead irrigation and the rest under centre pivots. 

“We are replacing the 139has overhead irrigation with drip. 

The centre pivots are using a lot of water. Our plan is to start 

converting those to drip irrigation as well over time,” he said.

Drip irrigation was first introduced in 2002 spaced at 600mm 

and 1.8m apart respectively. “It has changed my whole farming 

operation. My electricity costs came down and my yields went 

up. We average 106 tons of sugar per hectare using 20% less 

water and 30% less electricity. The pivot irrigation systems 

deliver about 8 500 cubic metres of water a year compared 

with the drip at 7 000 cubic metres a year,” he said.

The Senekal farming operation, which includes an 8 000ha 

big five game reserve, draws all its water from the Jozini Dam 

which holds about 2.6 billion cubic metres of water. The water 

is pumped 20kms through 1.4m pipelines (in some places) to 

holding dams.

KZN MEGA FARMER
Uses Nature to Beat Fertiliser 
Costs & Improve Soil Health

South Africa’s largest sugarcane farmer, Charl Senekal,  

has returned to the ways of nature to add nutrients to his newly 

tilled fields saying the difference in the quality of the cane and 

the health of the soils are all the better for it. He believes it is 

the future of sustainable crop farming in the country.

Article Colleen Dardagan

Images André Senekal

Above Charl Senekal 

stands in one of his newly 

planted fields where cow 

and chicken manure were 

applied prior to planting.

Left A mechanical planter 

on Charl Senekal’s farm in 

northern KwaZulu-Natal. 

The seed cane was planted 

once chicken and cow 

manure were harrowed 

into soil. 
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CHARL SENEKAL

- Using cow and chicken 

manure to fertilise

Above Charl Senekal addresses guests at the international Netafim conference last year on the 

application of animal manure to his sugarcane fields instead of commercially produced fertiliser.

“Engineers have now worked out that a large portion of our 

farm has a natural pressure from .9 of a bar to 2.5 bar. As 

a result we are putting in another pipeline able to irrigate a 

further 600has of cane using Netafim drips and gravity. That 

means no electricity costs.”

Senekal said a visit to northern Europe had opened his eyes to 

the next level of precision irrigation.

“I visited Denmark last year and there I saw what pumping 

perfection really means. I asked the engineers there to help 

us develop a pumping station for one of the farms. Using their 

high efficiency pumps, motors and switchgear, we followed 

what they proposed to the letter. As a result we are saving 

R85 000 a month or 30% on energy costs from just one pump 

station. We are now in the process of upgrading all our pump 

stations to achieve these high efficiencies,” he said.

A DEVELOPER AT HEART

While it was critical to adapt to precision farming practices 

to save costs and lessen the impact of crop farming activities 

on water supply and the environment, Senekal said he was 

also in the process of signing a Memorandum of Agreement 

with neighbouring communities to develop 1 800has of 

unproductive land to mango, citrus and sugarcane production. 

“I am a developer at heart - a developer of people and farms - 

and this is really up my street. We are most certainly going to 

be planting a lot of sugarcane both on my own properties and 

for the communities. That means we will have over 8 000has 

of sugarcane under irrigation in the area. I am nervous, but I 

have a capable management team on the farm led by my sons 

and they are not scared. Our aim is not only to upgrade the 

lives of our neighbours and our communities but also to be 

good stewards of the soil and the environment,” he said.
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CANE GROWER 
SAYS ANCESTORS 
HAVE WELCOMED 

HER HOME
To Her Rural Roots

When Busi Ngidi returned to her home in Mfume on the KwaZulu-Natal 

south coast last year on a mission to revive sugarcane production on a large 

scale on communal lands, she felt she had the blessing of her ancestors.

“When I prayed it rained. I could feel them smiling down on me,” Ngidi said.

Article & Images

Colleen Dardagan

A small scale grower contractor and 

farmer, Ngidi has a key role to play in the 

Illovo South Africa’s strategy to increase 

sugarcane production in Mfume from 

4 500 tons to 40 000 tons delivered to 

the mill a year. Her target for 2018 is 

to ensure 120ha are ploughed, planted 

and ready for harvest by next year.

With three new Massey Ferguson 

tractors bought using a grant from the 

Department of Trade and Industry, 

re-conditioned harrows and ploughs, a 

team of three drivers, and a staff of 20 

- mainly women from the community - 

Ngidi now has 50ha planted and the 

germinating cane is clearly thriving in 

the heavy, black soils.

“Generally the soil here is very sandy, 

but I am first planting in the valley 

bottom fields where, in the summer, 

the soil can become waterlogged. We 

have been very busy with extensive 

land preparation and have had to get in 

heavy equipment to make the waterways 

which has taken quite a bit of time,” 

she said.

Small Scale Grower Field Manager for 

Illovo South Africa Gavin Massey said 

the aim of the project was to use “home 

grown” capability and aptitude to create 

viable and sustainable businesses 

for rural families while increasing 

the supply of cane to the Sezela and 

Umzimkulu mills. Massey said the 

successful implementation of the 

project would see at least 150 000 tons 

added to the cane already supplied to 

both the Sezela and Umzimkulu mills.

“The project calls for the planting of 

3 000ha over three years. Not only 

will it increase the supply of cane to 

the mills, but it will also increase the 

revenue for growers in the various areas 

we are focusing on, and improve the 

rural economies of the region.” 

Districts involved in Umzimkulu include 

KwaMadlala, Fairview and Gcilima and 

in Sezela the Mfume, Ifafa Mission, 

Mtwalume and Zamani rural districts.

Ngidi is a farm girl at heart and knows 

South Africa’s sugar industry inside out. 

“You know when I matriculated I 

watched other girls getting married 

and falling pregnant. I was determined 

not to do that. I wanted to be a farmer. 

My mother, Nokusha - after whom my 

business is called - and my aunt Justina, 

were my role models. They taught me to 

farm, they loved the soil and it is in my 

blood too. I could think of doing nothing 

else,” she said.

In her early years, Ngidi managed to get 

a temporary job at a nearby community 

development project, before enrolling at 

the University of KwaZulu-Natal for an 

agriculture course.

“I used to work during the day at the 

project, and then at night I would sew 

curtains and bed linen to make extra 

money. We also grew amadumbe, 

(a traditional starchy root vegetable) 

which we used to take in bags loaded on 

wheelbarrows to the bus stop. My mom 

would then take them to the market in 

Durban. Getting up at three o’clock in 

the morning was quite usual for us,” 

she said. 

“My mother, Nokusha - after 

whom my business is called - 

and my aunt Justina, were my 

role models. They taught me to 

farm, they loved the soil and 

it is in my blood too. I could 

think of doing nothing else.”
- Busi Ngidi

Above Busi Ngidi, who is assisting Illovo South Africa with its programme to increase production on communal 

land on the KwaZulu-Natal south coast, stands in front of a field of seed cane in Mfume, her ancestral home.



SHUKELA SOUTH AFRICA FARM FOCUS MARCH 2018 2726

Above A fallow

sugarcane field in the 

Mfume communal land

is now ploughed and

ready for planting.

Right Busi Ngidi sits on 

a re-conditioned harrow 

which will be used to turn 

fallow land in Mfume into 

high producing cane fields.

It was at university that Ngidi met 

UKZN sociology professor Paulus 

Zulu who she said helped her on her 

journey. “He called all of us who had 

enrolled together and said: ‘You farm 

girls, where do you live? What was your 

lifestyle?’ and ‘What do you want to do?’ 

We told him we wanted to be farmers. 

He said he was going to teach us to 

farm properly, to become commercially 

successful. And you know everyone was 

laughing at us - our friends, the people 

in the community. I felt ashamed that 

I wanted to be a farmer but I was 

determined,” she said.

“I saw an advertisement for a clerk at 

the Amatikulu mill. I applied and not 

long afterwards received a telegram 

asking me to come in for an interview. 

The telegram arrived a week after the 

interview date. But, I went anyway.”

It was 1992 and there had been 

massive flooding in northern KwaZulu-

Natal resulting in many of the train 

lines being washed away. “So, I caught 

a taxi from Mfume to Durban and then 

bought a train ticket to Amatikulu but 

at Stanger we had to get off the train. 

I had wasted my money on the ticket. 

But again, I didn’t give up. I bought 

a bus ticket and arrived at the mill in 

the afternoon. All I had left in my purse 

was R20. I was tired, hungry and very 

thirsty,” she said.

Despite having missed the original 

interview appointment, Amatikulu 

mill officials interviewed Ngidi. “I got 

the job. That’s how I started in this 

industry,” she said.

In 1995, the mother of two was then 

“poached” to work at Umthombo 

Agricultural Finance, the industry’s 

financial services provider for small 

growers headquartered at Mount 

Edgecombe, and it was there she saw 

a notice about a farm for sale near 

Darnall. “My superior kept asking me if 

it was what I really wanted to do and if I 

had considered the risks, the fact that I 

would have no medical aid, no company 

vehicle or free petrol?”

Regardless, Ngidi cashed in her 

provident fund, paid the R120 000 

deposit required for the farm and 

started farming in 2004.

At first she did well despite the sandy, 

shallow soils. She continued to visit her 

ancestral home in Mfume and worked 

on contract as an agricultural officer 

and advisor for Tongaat Hulett.

“That’s why I know this industry inside 

out,” she said.

In 2014, however, the rains failed. “For 

17 consecutive months there was no 

rain. I just couldn’t survive. I watched 

my cane dying it was terrible. So I 

decided to sell and come home here for 

good.”

As Ngidi drives her bakkie between 

sugarcane fields in Mfume, she greets 

her neighbours and friends, all of whom 

she has known since she was a child. 

“The elders here know me, the 

community all know me so they trust 

me. I am making sure this project 

is a success - not only to restore the 

land to production - but also to create 

benefits for the 500 families who live 

here. There is so much arable land, all 

we need to do now is to make sure it is 

productive again.” 

“ I am making sure 

this project is a 

success - not only

to restore the land

to production - 

but also to create 

benefits for the

500 families who

live here.”
- Busi Ngidi
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By overhauling the irrigation system and 

rapidly replanting the fields van den 

Berg has improved both the productivity 

and profitability on the farm.

Her first love was always farming and 

after school she followed her passion 

by completing a diploma in agriculture 

before farming sugarcane near Barberton 

in Mpumalanga for 12 years, but after 

a series of devastating farm attacks 

she chose to take up a more secure 

job as an agricultural consultant in  

the area.

Four years ago she was gifted a second 

chance when her former husband 

bequeathed her his farm in Malelane. 

“It was hard coming onto this farm as 

a woman. You have to work ten times 

harder to earn respect. From day one I 

have been active in the fields with my 

staff to show them that I can do the 

job. I have earned their trust though 

and we now have a good relationship,” 

van den Berg said.

GETTING THE

BASICS RIGHT

Van den Berg’s farm achieves a yield of 

3800 tons-a-ha on average and relative 

value (RV) of 15.77.

“It’s not bad, but I can do better. Some 

of the varieties are old and the spacing 

in the fields is not optimal so the yield 

per hectare is low. I’m replanting about 

20% of my fields each year at this stage. 

For the amount of work we do and the 

input costs, it is the same whether we 

get 50 tons-a-ha or 100 tons-a-ha, so 

improving yields is not negotiable,” 

she said.

Van den Berg has a few varieties of 

sugarcane on the farm and is gradually 

moving from older to newer cultivars.   

Currently the N25 variety is being 

replaced by N57 and N36. “The N25 

is very disease prone and I have found 

that the N36 flourishes in my rocky 

soils. N57 is very new and I’m trying 

it out just to spread my risk between 

varieties,” van den Berg said. She said 

optimal weed control was critical. “If 

you don’t remove the weeds they end 

up using all the fertiliser meant for 

the sugar crop. Cane is essentially a 

grass so it makes it even more difficult 

to control weed grasses that emerge in 

the fields.”

Van den Berg applies a mixture of 

Duiron, Metribuzin 480 SC, MCPA 

400SL to her fields and Pendimethalin 

500 EC is used.

MALALANE FARMER 
WALKS HER FIELDS

To Cut Costs & Boost Productivity

When Rita van den Berg’s former husband bequeathed a 

54ha sugarcane farm to her four years ago she relished 

the challenge of taking the property to new heights. 

Article & Images

Lindi Botha
Above The hydraulic valves 

enable the farmer to control the 

irrigation using a cell phone.

Left La Rochelle farm in

Malelane achieves a yield

of 3800 tons on 54ha.

Below Despite overwhelming 

challenges, sugarcane grower 

and widow, Rita van der Bergh 

is determined to make a success 

of her 54 ha irrigation enterprise 

outside Malelane in Mpumalanga.
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“ It is not hard to farm 

sugarcane, but if you want 

to be a top farmer you 

must walk your fields.”
- Rita van den Berg

Inseparable – Etanorm sweetens up 
my day, right from breakfast.

https://www.ksbpumps.co.za

n n

 Our technology. Your success.  
Pumps n Valves n Service

On two blocks this year Preeglone 

was added because of an excess of 

Rottboellia grass in the fields.

 

“I would rather spend R200-a-ha more 

on herbicide. It’s more cost effective. 

The problem with Rottboellia grass is 

that it looks just like sugarcane initially. 

You only notice it once it starts making 

seed. Then you have to go in and pull it 

out by hand,” she said.

When van den Berg arrived on the 

farm the staffing was not optimal for 

the size of the farm. She has gradually 

employed contractors who replant the 

cane, harvest and transport the product 

to the mill. She has four permanent 

staff members with whom she works 

side by side in the fields.

“A farmer’s footprints in the soil will 

distinguish his or her success from 

another’s failure. I firmly believe that 

my success can be attributed to the 

fact that I am in my fields every day. 

When new ratoons are being planted 

or irrigation pipes are laid, I am there 

with my measuring tape marking out 

each metre. If you are not there you 

miss the small things, which eventually 

become big things. It is not hard to 

farm sugarcane, but if you want to be a 

top farmer you must walk your fields,” 

said van den Berg.

IRRIGATION

When the 47-year-old took over the 

farm, the irrigation system needed 

attention. Having completed a South 

African Irrigation Institute course, 

van den Berg knew the importance of 

a well-designed watering system. A 

permanent system was then designed 

and installed, which not only improved 

her water usage, but also her yield.

“Now I can irrigate each block for an 

hour at a time, several times a day. 

Previously the pipes had to be moved 

to different blocks each time it needed 

to be irrigated. That was very labour 

intensive. The pipes could also only be 

moved twice a day so the irrigation was 

not optimal. Since my soil is very rocky 

I need to manage it like sandy soil as 

the water retention is low,” she said.

The irrigation pipes run underground 

and the 3,5 metre high sprinklers are 

spaced at 18 metre intervals. She 

has installed part circle sprinklers on 

the edges of her fields to make sure 

neighbouring blocks don’t get wet as 

well and to ensure she can precisely 

control her water usage. It also 

guarantees that when liquid fertiliser is 

used, application in each field is precise 

and there are no overlaps. Strainers have 

been put inside the pipes to prevent 

blockages from algae and shells that 

come through the water canal system. 

The system uses hydraulic valves so 

irrigation can be turned on and off 

using a cellphone.

Van den Berg said installing the 

permanent and effectively designed 

irrigation system was one of the best 

decisions she had made on the farm. 

“For the first time I can manage the 

irrigation without it managing me. The 

most important aspect in successfully 

growing sugarcane is the irrigation. 

It influences the yield and RV, which 

ultimately determines my income. 

Other systems are also labour intensive 

so I get a further saving there. The 

permanent system is guaranteed for 20 

years, whereas the drip irrigation above 

the ground would need to be replaced 

every eight years when the cane is 

replanted.”

Looking to the future, van den Berg 

says her aim is to complete her degree 

in agriculture this year as she believes 

in empowering herself in whichever way 

she can. “Despite the challenges on this 

farm and the one I farmed in Barberton, 

I am so grateful to be farming again. 

Through every challenge there is a 

lesson, and bit by bit I am improving 

the farm and myself,” she said.

Above The permanent irrigation system comprises of sprinklers that are 3,5 metres high and 18 metres apart.



33

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

A specialised range 

for the production 

of sugar.

Enzymes

Filter Aids

Activated Carbon

Edmonds, a co-founder of the South African 

Sugar Association’s sustainable production 

management tool SUSFARMS, has taken up 

what is an important and prestigious seat on 

the international platform for change’s sub 

committee which he says has values driven 

production of the commodity across the world 

as a priority. 

“When Bonsucro recently restructured 

their board, a decision was taken to 

introduce a Members’ Council divided up 

into representative bodies pertaining to 

producers, millers, sugar traders, change 

agents and then end users such as Unilever, 

Coca Cola and Ferrero the chocolatiers. 

I sit on the Producer Cluster of the Council 

which represents farmers and millers,” 

Edmonds said.

Headquartered in London and with over 480 

international members that include Shell, 

Nestle, MARS, Pepsico and Pernod Ricard 

to name a few, Bonsucro was established ten 

years ago. 

According to its website, Bonsucro’s aim is to 

“support sugarcane producers and processors 

through the use of a global standard and by 

sharing knowledge to enable the industry 

to become more resilient, professional and 

environmentally sustainable”.

Edmonds, who is also a grower and passionate 

about driving land reform in the country, said 

he could now push the SUSFARMS agenda 

internationally.

 

“I felt we had to be represented there to get 

international recognition for the incredible 

work that is being done here. I want to sit 

on the council until SUSFARMS, which 

is relevant to our social, environment and 

economic conditions, achieves the global 

recognition that it deserves.

“Also what I see as a big win for sustainability 

is the fact that Illovo is using the SUSFARMS 

tool on their miller-cum-planter farms across 

southern Africa.  When we become fully 

aligned with the Bonsucro standard and have 

our implementation endorsed, Susfarms 

will be the tool of choice for this region. 

Being able to promote the need to have 

accountability, followed by verification of how 

we are implementing the tool and how we are 

measuring accountability, will give us a fairly 

substantial footprint in sub-Saharan Africa. 

This will be a real win for environmentally 

and socially sustainable sugarcane farming 

in the region,” he said.

MIDLANDS 
CONSERVATION 

ACTIVIST
Drives SUSFARMS At Bonsucro

The recent election of 

Midlands conservationist 

and sugarcane grower, 

Ant Edmonds onto the 

international Bonsucro 

Members’ Council, has put 

the ethical production of 

sugarcane in South Africa 

onto the global stage.

Article & Images

Colleen Dardagan

Right Midlands social entrepreneur, 

conservationist and sugarcane grower, Ant 

Edmonds who has recently been elected 

onto the Bonsucro Members’ council. 

32 SHUKELA SOUTH AFRICA FARM FOCUS MARCH 2018



SHUKELA SOUTH AFRICA FARM FOCUS MARCH 2018 3534

Article & Images

Supplied

HEALTH SUPPORT 
FOR FARMWORKERS

A Top Priority, Says Expert.

The implications of land expropriation 

without compensation, as announced in 

the recent State of the Nation Address, has 

generated considerable debate but there is 

an equally pressing issue facing the future of 

agriculture in South Africa, says agricultural 

economist Dr Kobus Laubscher.

Laubscher, who is also an independent agricultural consultant 

to the agricultural insurer, Agility Corporate said an unhealthy 

or dissatisfied labour force was a looming challenge for 

farmers and if not addressed, the debate on land ownership 

became “merely academic”. “Historically people living and 

working in rural areas have not had adequate access to the 

kind of healthcare support and group risk benefits their urban 

counterparts have often enjoyed. This compounds a number 

of modern problems facing the rural workforce, in particular 

the rise in non-communicable diseases, substance abuse and 

HIV/AIDS, among others,” he said.

Further, the number of young people choosing a career in the 

agricultural realm was on the decline as more and more chose 

to work in cities where they were more likely to find jobs with 

income add-ons such as retirement funding, healthcare cover 

and funeral benefits, for example.

“A trusted, valued staff member - whether 

they are skilled or unskilled - is worth his or 

her weight in gold. If the needs of staff are not 

looked after in such a way that demonstrates 

the employer’s sense of commitment to 

them, it would not be surprising if they were 

to eventually seek greener pastures with an 

employer who does recognize the importance 

of group risk benefits and providing access 

to healthcare.”

Laubscher said health and wellness should be an integral 

and long-term strategy for farmers wanting to build lasting 

relationships with employees, to reduce absenteeism and 

improve productivity. “By nurturing positive relationships with 

employees through employee benefits and employee wellbeing 

programmes that address the daily challenges employees face, 

agricultural employers can make marked in-roads towards 

securing the future of their ventures.”

With a suite of products tailored to the needs of agricultural 

and related industry businesses of all sizes, Agility Corporate 

provides an integrated solution combining elements of 

occupational health, healthcare cover, group risk benefits and 

employee wellness. Supporting employers and staff members 

at all levels to boost productivity, and hence profitability, the 

company aims to support the sustainability of the industry.

 

“Land cannot be productive without people working to make 

it productive. Furthermore, if the level of engagement and 

productivity of human capital is eroded, it is not only farming 

that suffers. The extensive business infrastructure including 

agricultural suppliers, distributors and the entire value chain 

would also take strain, ultimately placing the economy and 

food security under pressure.
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Mamongae Mahlare follows in the footsteps of the Managing 

Director of Illovo’s Zambian operation Rebecca Katowa - the 

first woman appointed to such a position within the sugar 

group’s African operations. Katowa’s appointment was made 

in 2015.

Managing director for the Group, Gavin Dalgleish said the 

appointment of women to such senior positions was a “long 

overdue” step towards closing the gender gap in the industry. 

“We are committed to the transformation of the sugar industry 

and we are confident the vision and expertise Mamongae 

brings to our South African business will be a key enabler of 

our growth and success in the years to come,” Dalgleish said.

Mahlare brings to the position, general management, 

commercial, operational and engineering experience from 

her roles at SABMiller, Tanzania Breweries, Unilever and 

Coco Cola Beverages Africa. She also holds an MBA from the 

Harvard Business School and a BSc Chemical Engineering 

degree from Wits. Added to her impressive qualifications and 

extensive experience, Mahlare is also a Trustee of the John 

Davidson Education Trust which provides bursary and financial 

funding for postgraduate students studying engineering, 

commerce and management at UCT.

Mahlare succeeds former MD, Dave Howells who after nine 

years in the position has taken up the post of Corporate and 

External Affairs Executive within Illovo Sugar Africa Group.

Further appointments at the largest producer of sugar in South 

Africa and on the continent include businessman, Mpho 

Makwana as Chairman of the Board in December last year. 

A position the former co-chair of the World Economic Forum 

on Africa (2011) and Eskom chairman (2002-2011) said he 

was looking forward to as not only did he endorse the common 

values shared throughout the Group but had “long admired” 

its business model and approach to living its commitment 

to the transformation of agriculture on the African continent. 

Makwana presently serves on the boards of a number of JSE 

listed companies including Adcock Ingram Holdings Ltd 

(AIHLF.PK), Nedbank Group Ltd (NDBKF.PK) and Sephaku 

Holdings Limited (SEPJ.J), and is a Trustee on the Board of 

the Nelson Mandela Children’s Fund and Brand SA.

Above South Africa’s first female Managing Director at 

Illovo Sugar South Africa Mamongae Mahlare has taken 

up office at the group’s Umhlanga Ridge headquarters. 

Right Mpho Makwana, the newly elected Chairman

of the Illovo Sugar South African board.

Far Right Dave Howells who, after nine years as 

Managing Director at Illovo Sugar South Africa has 

chosen to take up a the role of Corporate and External 

Affairs Executive within the Illovo Sugar Africa Group.

FIRST 
WOMAN 
CHIEF

For Illovo Sugar SA 
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