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KynoPlus®

efficient, effective nitrogen

Support your crops,
support the environment!

Farmisco (Pty) Ltd t/a Kynoch Fertilizer 
Reg no. 2009/0092541/07

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.

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

011 317 2000  |  info@kynoch.co.za  |  www.kynoch.co.za

Kynoch – enhanced efficiency through innovation.
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I for one will be adding homemade cookies and chocolates 
to my lengthy list of gift ideas as well as a sprinkle or two 
of sugar in the glaze for the ham … and perhaps a touch of 
brown sugar to the brandy sauce for our traditional dessert. 
Not to forget that thick layer of royal icing on the Christmas 
cake – yum! And a triple tot of South African-made rum or 
cane spirit with a suitable mix will go down well as a special 
treat for a hard-pressed Santa! But before you buy that packet 
of sugar to make those delicious festive treats, check it was 
grown and refined in the good olde RSA!

In this edition of the Shukela magazine we look at the annual 
interim results for South Africa’s major millers which in truth 
paint a bleak picture both of the year past and the year to 
come with relief expected only by 2020. However, I believe 
that - like so many times before - the industry will ride the 
challenges and emerge on the other side perhaps a little 
leaner but certainly a lot stronger and more resilient.

Dr Kitty Foxon of the South African Milling Research institute 
has written a comprehensive article on the start of a research 
project into how the 4th Industrial Revolution can serve the 
country’s sugar industry through real-time technology use in 
our sugar mills. The notion is that the deployment of such 
technology will not only improve the performance of the 
factories but will allow shorter and less frequent operational 
shut-downs during harvesting.

In Noodsberg, the dynamic foursome in the mill’s Development 
Office have again come up trumps with their unique, but 
simple, step-by-step guide designed specifically for smallscale 
growers on how to grow sugarcane.

It is innovations such as these which, I believe, will see the 
industry evolve and develop to match any challenges posed by 
cheap imports, anti-sugar consumer behaviour and the record 
low world sugar price.

We also enjoyed meeting KZN south coast growers we feature 
in this our last edition for the year, Rejoice Makhosazana 
Ncwane and Dono Bohlela, who both have remarkable stories 
to tell of their lives and how they are so inextricably linked to 
the health of the country’s sugarcane producing sector.

Colleen Dardagan
Contributing Author

Lindi Botha
Contributing Author

Laura Myers
Advertising

FROM THE 
EDITOR
Gareth Wright

As the countdown to Christmas and the New 
Year begins in earnest let’s support South 
Africa’s sugar industry by introducing some 
sweetness to our traditional celebrations.

The Shukela team wishes all those 
whose livelihoods depend on the 

sugar industry, a blessed and peaceful 
Christmas and a prosperous 2019.

To our advertisers and to those who so 
willingly agreed to be interviewed and 
photographed for our publication this 

year, we say a big thank you! 
We couldn’t have done it without you.
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The latest financial results released by Africa’s largest sugar millers 
and refiners shows while sugar production is up, profits are down 

with no relief in sight before the 2019/20 financial year.

As the South African government and the sugar industry reportedly 
carry on talks behind the scenes in a bid to find a sustainable
future for production in the country, the release of the annual

and interim financial results for the region’s major milling
groups show a year with more downs than ups.

TOUGH ROAD AHEAD 
FOR SUGAR MILLERS

Despite Improved Yields
Article Colleen Dardagan

Images supplied by the Gledhow Sugar Company which is owned by supplying growers (25.1%), Illovo Sugar (30%), 
Sappi (10%) and a BEE partner (34.9%). The mill has a 35 ton per hour refinery producing EC2 quality sugar.
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ILLOVO SUGAR
AT A GLANCE
Illovo Sugar is Africa’s biggest sugar producer and has 
extensive agricultural and manufacturing operations 
in six African countries. The group produces raw and 
refined sugar for regional and world markets from 
sugar cane supplied by its own agricultural operations 
and independent outgrowers who supply cane to 
Illovo’s factories.

Installed electricity generating capacity, fuelled by 
renewable resources, annually provides around 90% 
of the group’s energy requirements. The group is a 
wholly-owned subsidiary of Associated British Foods 
plc (ABF), a diversified international food, ingredients 
and retail group operating in 48 countries.

In Malawi, Illovo Sugar (Malawi) which is listed on 
the Malawi Stock Exchange has 76% of the issued 
share capital held by the Illovo group, two operations 
produce sugar cane and raw and refined sugar, 
together with speciality sugars. Illovo Malawi is the 
country’s sole sugar producer with more than 60% of 
total sugar sales sold to the domestic consumer and 
industrial markets. The rest is exported to the EU, 
USA and surrounding countries.

In Mozambique Illovo holds a 90% shareholding in 
Maragra Açúcar SA with the balance of shares owned 
by a private minority investor. In Eswatini (formerly 
Swaziland) Illovo has a 60% share in Ubombo 
Sugar, with the balance of shares held on behalf of 
the Swati nation.

Illovo holds 55% of the issued share capital in 
Kilombero Sugar Company Ltd in Tanzania which 
produced direct consumption brown sugar marketed 
and distributed by the company.

Zambia Sugar is the group’s second largest sugar 
producer following a major agricultural and factory 
expansion project completed in 2009, which 
increased total annual sugar production capacity 
from around 200 000 tons to 450 000 tons. The 
company is listed on the Lusaka Stock Exchange 
with 76% of shares held by the Illovo group and the 
balance by institutional and private investors. With 
increased sugar availability following the expansion 
project, sales to preferential markets in the EU 
and into surrounding African countries have risen 
significantly. The company also produces speciality 
sugars for export to the EU and syrup for local 
consumer markets.

SUGAR PRODUCTION INCREASE

While the sugar operations recorded a combined operating 
profit of R1 138 billion against R1 308 billion in 2017, 
before cane valuations, revenue from the higher production 
was offset by a lower world market raw sugar price which 
averaged at 22% below the previous comparative period. Sugar 
production for the six-month period from April 1 increased to 
954 000 tons against 848 000 tons in the previous period, 
including the raw sugar equivalent production in Eswatini 
(formerly Swaziland).

Operating profits for the Tongaat Hulett group in the Southern 
African Development Community also dropped significantly 
with Zimbabwe recording an operating profit of R537 million 
against R580 million before cane valuations in 2017 and 
in Mozambique, the sugar operations recorded an operating 
profit of R341 million against a R394 million before cane 
valuations in 2017.

ZIMBABWE PAYS DIVIDENDS

A dividend of R114 million was received from the group’s 
Triangle operation in Zimbabwe, bringing the total received 
since the beginning of September 2017 to R372 million 
with a process to remit a further dividend from Zimbabwe 
currently underway.

Tongaat Hulett will also commission its new refinery at Xinavane 
in Mozambique which Mtsambiwa said would replace imported 
white sugar and satisfy the country’s growing demand for 
industrial sugar. He said in South Africa where cheap imports 
had severely impacted on the industry (for at least 7 weeks 
this year imported sugar flooded the country free of any tariff) 
the effects of the subsequent introduction of a higher tariff in 
August by the International Trade Administration Commission 
(ITAC) were, however, starting to kick in. “Indications are that 
imported sugar is working itself out of the market although 
the extent of the ‘buy-in’ at the lower price may slow sales 
volumes in the second half of the year,” he said.

The Dollar-based Reference Price on which the tariff is 
calculated rose from US$566 for a ton (equivalent import 
price of R8 469.00) of sugar imported to US$680 a ton 
(equivalent import price of R10 174.00). While the higher 
duty protection would assist in rebuilding margins for 
both millers and growers, Mtsambiwa said he believed the 
full benefit would only become evident in the 2019/20 
financial results.

AB SUGAR
POSTS OPERATING
PROFIT DECLINE

In his first annual report to shareholders having 
succeeded Charles Sinclair as Chairman of Associated 
British Foods (ABF) - which wholly owns Illovo Sugar 
- Michael McLintock said the end of the European Union 
sugar regime resulted in a decline in the operating profit for 
AB Sugar, however, the “strength and breadth” of the group 
had enabled them to absorb a major reduction in profit and 
still achieve progress in profit for the group overall. Ongoing 
global sugar businesses across the group for the 52 weeks 
ending September 30, 2018 posted a revenue of £1 730m 
(about R32bn) against £2 034m (R37bn) in 2017. The 
adjusted operating profit was pegged at £123m (about R2,3 
billion) versus £249m (R4.6bn) in 2017 and the adjusted 
profit margin at 7.1% against 12.2% in 2017. The return on 
average capital employed was 7.5% compared with 15.7% 
last year.

On the outlook for the forthcoming financial year for the 
group’s sugar investments, Sinclair predicted the profit at AB 
Sugar to be “significantly” lower, reflecting the full year effect 
of the current level of EU sugar prices which, he said, would 
represent a further reduction on the average prices achieved 
this year. The EU prices, McLintock, said had mostly affected 
their UK and Spanish businesses, while Illovo had recorded 
“another successful year” and continued to be profitable. 
Sugar production at Illovo Sugar which is headquartered in 
Durban, South Africa, increased to 1.7 million tons from 
1.64 million tons last year. “Favourable weather conditions 
improved irrigation and crop management more than offset 
lower yields in Zambia,” he said.

Interestingly, in the Zambian operation’s annual review for the 
year ending August 31, smuggled sugar into the region was 
described as being on the increase particularly in the first 
half of the financial year, ostensibly as a direct result of the 
availability of surplus sugar on the world market.

While both Tongaat Hulett and Illovo Sugar point to cost 
reduction measures through improved performance and 
efficiency programmes, all indications are for a rough ride 
ahead at least until 2020 when sugar prices in the EU have 
settled and - despite intensive lobbying for the region’s sugar 
industry with Britain - the final outcome of the Brexit 
settlement between the UK and the European Union becomes 
more apparent.

TONGAAT HULETT 
AT A GLANCE
Tongaat Hulett was formed through a merger between 
the Hulett Corporation Ltd and the Tongaat Group 
Ltd, with both their operations dating back to the 
1800s. The group has had a primary listing on the 
Johannesburg Stock Exchange since 1952, and 
a secondary listing on the London Stock Exchange 
since 1939.

Tongaat Hulett is an agriculture and agri-processing 
business, focusing on the complementary 
feedstocks of sugarcane and maize. The group has 
a substantial land portfolio in KwaZulu-Natal with 
expanded sugar mills and estates in Mozambique. 
The two operations namely at Xinavane and 
Mafambisse have a combined milling capacity of over 
340 000 tons of sugar a year. The sugar estates are 
under irrigation.

In Eswatini (formerly Swaziland) Tongaat Hulett 
has 3 838ha of fully-irrigated farms which have the 
capacity to produce a Raw Sugar Equivalent (RSE) of 
about 60 000 tons a year.

As one of the most important employers in Zimbabwe, 
Tongaat Hulett has a combined installed sugar 
milling capacity of more than 640 000 tons and 
a total refined sugar installed capacity at 60 000 
tons. The group’s ethanol plant at Triangle has an 
installed capacity of 41 million litres over a 48-week 
production season. The group also owns Zimbabwe’s 
largest cattle herd.

Tongaat Hulett interim CEO, Sydney Mtsambiwa said the 
sugar and property development group had “encountered 
significant challenges” with operating profit for the 
period ending September 30, 2018, at 64% below the 
R1 471 billion earned over the same period in 2017. He said 
the difficult market conditions experienced by the group’s 
sugar operations in South Africa and Mozambique during the 
second half of 2017/18 had continued into the first half of 
2018/19 resulting in a negative impact on both revenue and 
cane valuations.



BELL DISCOUNTS LABOUR

With rising fuel costs and a depressed sugar price, 
Bell Equipment is mindful of the economic pressures 
facing agricultural customers and has included a 
twenty-nine percent discount on labour as part of 
its 2019 off -crop specials in addition to the fi fteen 
percent off ered on service kits for Bell Tractors,
Tri-Wheelers and Trailers.

According to Bell Equipment Parts Marketing 
Manager, Jackie Smith, the discounted kits are 
aimed at promoting the use of Bell genuine parts 
over ‘grey’ parts that are potentially inferior in quality 
and could consequently lead to damage of other 
components as a result. “Our off -crop specials show 
our appreciation for the support that customers 
show our strong reliable machines. Through 
our discounted kits, we would like customers to 
experience the benefi ts of choosing Bell genuine 
parts and challenge the perception that OEM parts 
and service come at a premium,” she said.

Bell Equipment is also committed to broadening 
its equipment solutions to the sugarcane industry 
through its partnerships with Matriarch Equipment, 
Russian truck manufacturer, KAMAZ, and Japanese 
excavator specialist, Kobelco.

“These strategic partnerships dovetail with our own 
innovation and product developments, enabling Bell 
to respond eff ectively to the changing needs of this 
challenging industry. This is an exciting time for Bell 
as we reaffi  rm our commitment to our sugarcane 
customers with a dedicated focus on this sector 
and by off ering our most comprehensive agricultural 
range to date,” says Bell Product Marketing 
Manager: Stephen McNeill.

“For loading we off er the new Bell F-series Cane 
Loader, which features a water-cooled Yanmar 
engine and off ers increased operator comfort, 
improved visibility and service access. Operations 
following controlled traffi  c practices have the option 
of the Matriarch UltECO5 or the larger 4x4 UltECO6 
Slew Loaders and, through our Kobelco partnership, 
we can now provide excavators fi tted with grabs for 
zone loading.

“Similarly, our KAMAZ partnership enables us to 
extend our haulage range of Bell Haulage Tractors 
and our 4x4 Articulated Haulers to include KAMAZ 
trucks with customised cane bunks while we also 
off er a host of construction equipment for general 
farm maintenance too.”

www.bellequipment.com

marketing@bell.co.za

FOLLOW US ON

AS PART OF ITS 2019 OFF-CROP SPECIALS

* The off -crop specials are available until 30 April 2019 but do not include 
the F-series generation of Tri-Wheelers, which were launched during 2018.
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ImproChem (Pty) Ltd
Tel:  +27 (0) 11 971 0400
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WHAT HAVE BEEN THE
BIGGEST CHALLENGES
FACED BY THE MILLING
INDUSTRY THIS YEAR?

Market conditions were challenging in 2018. Pleasing 
increases in production (volumes up 35.8%) and improved 
efficiencies were more than offset by low international prices, 
a relatively strong currency, and a significant volume of 
dumped imports. The abnormally high level of imports was 
initially triggered by a period without appropriate import 
tariff protection, though even after being rectified, the new 
tariff remains insufficient to stem imports. The imports are 
mainly due to surplus global stocks, as well as the effective 
subsidisation of sugar industries in competing world markets 
which enables dumping at reduced prices in South Africa.

World sugar surpluses are expected to continue for the 
foreseeable future, with significant potential overhang of 
stock from India, Europe and Brazil. Although the South 
African government has responded to industry concerns 
in the local sugar market by implementing a revised Dollar 
Based Reference Price, a component of the existing tariff, 
the positive impact of the tariff will only become evident once 
the excessive import stocks that have built up prior to the 
increased tariff being implemented have been sold through 
the market and the supply-demand balance restored in the 
local market.

The unmitigated dumping of excess sugar from foreign markets 
is destabilising the industry and threatening employment. The 
oversupply tends to come out of subsidised industries in these 
foreign markets, which makes it difficult to compete despite 
the efficient cost of local production. Finding alternative 
markets for local products is challenging, given that most 
markets protect their local industries against imports. 
Measures to safeguard these industries against unfair trade 
practices have been at the forefront of engagements between 
government and industry.

The sugar industry has had a trying 
year with farmers and millers bearing 

the brunt of cheap sugar imports.

In this question and answer 
interview, Derek van Niekerk (above), 

director of sugar at RCL FOODS’ 
Sugar & Milling division gives an 

overview of the season and outlines 
the way ahead for the sector.

A TOUGH 
MILLING YEAR
Forces RCL FOODS To Adapt

Article & Images
Lindi Botha

Above RCL FOODS is part of several 
joint ventures with communities in the 

Malelane area, whose feasibility is being 
threatened by cheap sugar imports.

These events have a broader impact on society, besides the 
loss of employment and local industries. Nine years ago, 
in partnership with government, RCL put in place a very 
progressive land distribution programme with small-scale sugar 
growers as the beneficiaries. These small-scale growers have 
been successfully farming for us ever since. Sadly, declines 
in the sugar price this year of more than 20%, straight after 
a significant drought, imply that large areas of agriculture are 
currently not sustainable and our small-scale growers are key 
constituents of this group. These projects directly support 
between 2 000 and 3 000 family units in rural areas and they 
are vulnerable and under serious financial pressure. The lack 
of clarity on land expropriation and equitable compensation, 
and consequently the effects thereof on the agricultural sector 
and RCL, adds to the complexity of our operating environment.

WILL THE SUGAR TAX HAVE ANY
EFFECT ON THE SUSTAINABILITY OF
THE SUGAR INDUSTRY GOING FORWARD?

The Health Promotion Levy - previously known as a tax on 
sugary beverages - came into effect in April 2018. It provides 
for a levy of R0,02 per gram of sugar in excess of 4 grams 
per 100 millilitres of sugary beverages. The market volatility 
created by the high sugar imports has obscured any impact 
from the levy. New sugary drink formulations and reduced 
size offerings may have a bearing on demand over the longer 
term, but the direct impact of the levy remains unclear to 
date. We anticipate that it will reduce demand for sugar by 
approximately 190 000 tons per annum. Furthermore, the 
political and economic environment in South Africa remains 
uncertain and demand for foodstuffs sugar is expected to 
remain constrained.

WHAT IMPACT WILL CARBON TAXES
HAVE ON THE SUGAR INDUSTRY? 

At this stage it remains unclear how carbon taxes will affect 
the sugar milling industry. There are uncertainties regarding 
the reporting requirements and associated calculation of 
carbon emissions. The sugar industry continues to engage 
with the relevant government officials to ensure carbon taxes 
are implemented sensibly. RCL remains committed to manage 
and reduce carbon emissions where possible with or without 
carbon taxes.

WHAT IS RCL FOODS SUGAR
& MILLING DOING TO REDUCE
ITS ENVIRONMENTAL FOOTPRINT?

Loss of biodiversity, depletion and pollution of fresh water 
sources, degradation of soils and a rise in greenhouse gases, are 
contributing significantly to climate change and undermining 
food security. As a business we have a responsibility to reduce 
the environmental impact of our operations while meeting the 
growing needs of our population. This includes identifying and 
implementing energy efficient projects that reduce coal and 
energy usage.
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Everything you need from A - Z

A few of our lines include: 
Fertilizer, pesticides, fuel, lubes, overalls, 
gumboots, cleaning detergents, dog food, 
fencing…in summary anything from A – Z

2 FLANDERS DRIVE
MOUNT EDGECOMBE
info@coastals.co.za
031 508 8000

www.coastals.co.za
Twitter: @CoastalFarmers
Facebook: Coastal Farmers 
Co-operative Limited

HEAD OFFICE

We have achieved a 25% rate of energy self-sufficiency 
through the co-generation of energy at our sugar plants. 
Electricity is being generated from the burning of bagasse as 
a renewable resource. This has allowed us to reduce usage of 
non-renewable coal burning in the boilers.

We are also focusing on becoming water smart by seeking new 
ways to reuse, reduce or create alternative water sources in our 
operations. To improve resilience during times of drought and 
water shortage, we are implementing a significant irrigation 
replacement programme, which aims to reduce our water 
usage by as much as 30%. This includes the replacement 
of inefficient dragline systems (65% efficiency) with mostly 
subsurface drip (95% efficiency). The area left to replace is 
approximately 19% which should be replaced over the next 
three to four years.

Additional focus has been placed on repairing water leaks and 
reusing process water in the operations. Precision farming 
techniques are being used to monitor soil moisture and 
consequently ensure effective irrigation. Part of the process 
is a high level of irrigation scheduling, and a maintenance 
programme which ensures that each field’s irrigation system is 
evaluated to perform according to design specifications at the 
start of a new cycle. Mechanical harvesting is also contributing 
to save water. The leaves left behind on the fields reduce the 
water use by 18%. A new recycling centre is focusing on 
finding ways to minimise packaging waste and improve overall 
recycling volumes around the mill complexes. 

Top RCL FOODS’ Sugar & Milling division is focusing 
on reducing its environmental impact by introducing 
water saving techniques and electricity generation.

WHAT WILL BE RCL FOODS
SUGAR & MILLING’S FOCUS
AREAS FOR THE NEXT YEAR?

Driving sustainability will be key and we have created a 
dedicated sustainability team to drive our sustainability 
agenda, focusing largely on energy and water. Alternative 
uses of sugarcane, such as in the co-generation of 
energy or the production of value-added products like 
ethanol or bio-degradable plastics, are constantly being 
evaluated. However, these require an enabling regulatory 
environment to be economically viable.

We continue to participate in the fight against dumping, 
driving constructive engagement with government in a 
bid to find acceptable solutions to save the local sugar 
industry. The increased engagement and understanding 
among industry players and government, and the dialogue 
around the appropriate level of protection necessary to 
create a level playing field, are encouraging steps towards 
resolution of these issues.

Higher sugar yields and commensurate improved 
performance of the factories bode well for a profit recovery, 
should sugar prices and sales mix normalise. Adequate 
water supplies will also ensure that the recovery in sugar 
production is sustained into the next season.
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As a natural progression to the remarkable work being 
done to increase the efficiency and number of small-scale 
growers supplying sugarcane to Illovo Sugar’s Noodsberg 
mill in KwaZulu-Natal, the development office at the factory 
has launched a comprehensive guide to growing the crop 
from scratch.

In less than a decade, the team of four, headed up by Cane 
Development Manager, Fanie Horn, has increased the amount 
of sugarcane delivered to the mill by smallscale growers from 
15 000 tons in 2009 to more than 50 000 tons this year. 
The booklet, Horn said, was a “massive” step forward in their 
plans to deliver comprehensive extension services to the about 
1 474 smallscale growers in their care. “Extension services 
are absolutely everything when it comes to the success of 
what we do. Growing sugarcane is a step-by-step process and 
if you miss one step it affects the yields. But, with just two 
development officers in the field, we can’t get to see all of our 
growers on a regular basis. This booklet is helping us to fill 
the gap,” Horn said.

Development Officer Busi Sokhela said the booklet was 
designed to deliver just the right amount of information in 
a user-friendly way. “We host regular development days with 
the growers but we just felt that something was missing,” said 
Sokhela. “A lot of people attend those events and we don’t get 
to see everyone, so we asked ourselves: what about the people 
who can’t make it on that particular day? That was when the 
development team came up with the idea of the booklet.”

SUGARCANE 
ROADMAP 
UPS THE 

GAME
For Noodsberg 

Smallscale Growers

Growing sugarcane is a step-by-step process 
as illustrated in a simple guide created by 
the Development Office at the Noodsberg 
Mill that will - provide their smallscale 
growers with further “how to” extension 

support to ensure they don’t miss a step.

Article & Images Colleen Dardagan
Illustrations Supplied

Above The brains behind the ground-breaking Umoba 
smallscale booklet, from left, development officers at the 
Noodsberg mill Charity Mdletshe and Busi Sokhela; Cane 
Development Manager at the mill Fanie Horn, and Cane 
Development Administration Officer Kantha Webster. 

DETAILED BUT SIMPLE

The booklet, in English and isiZulu, is illustrated in a detailed 
but simple style - similar to a school textbook - but with more 
pictures to provide examples. It will be distributed at field 
training days as well as to growers throughout the region 
with the idea now to extend distribution to the rest of the 
Illovo Sugar group’s operation in South Africa and the rest 
of Africa. Combined with the booklet, the group collaborated 
with designers from Illovo’s Learning and Development team 
to put together an infographic outlining in simple terms the 
process of growing sugarcane from deciding on the size and 
place of the piece of land to be planted to collecting payment 
for their crop, which, they say, growers can put on their walls 
for easy reference.

Charity Mdletshe, who works alongside Sokhela in the field 
as a development officer, said the posters and the booklets 
were also designed for use in the more than 25 schools in 
the district. “We want the children to learn about growing 
sugarcane as well. We want them to take up agriculture as a 
career when they leave school, so we believe this poster can 
also help us with that goal.”

The idea of the booklet, which Horn said would naturally 
progress to the development of a mobile device application in 
the near future, was first raised last year. “The development 
team came up with this idea. So, we sat down and decided on 
how we could go about it. We needed a budget and we needed 
buy-in from head office,” he said.

HEAD OFFICE SUPPORT

The team came up with the idea of inviting the group 
Managing Director, Gavin Dalgleish, as well as other members 
of the group’s senior leadership team to a development day in 
January this year.

There they presented their concept to Dalgleish who 
was visibly moved by the project and quickly gave it the 
company’s endorsement. “We had this small idea but now it 
has grown into something we couldn’t ever have imagined,” 
Sokhela said.

The women said while there were many books available 
on growing sugarcane most had “too much” information 
particularly for practical, day-to-day use and were too “high 
level”. “We wanted it to be as simple as possible and that 
is when we came up with the idea of the booklet and the 
poster. We also had to really think about how to translate it 
into isiZulu.

First, we wanted a ‘proper’ isiZulu translator and then we 
realised that our growers wouldn’t understand the instructions. 
We have used the same language in the booklet as we use in 
our everyday conversations with the growers. Then we had a 
lot of meetings with the designers and principally with Daryl 
Williams from the Learning and Development team who 
made a profound impact on the final outcome. We talked and 
planned a lot, we changed ideas as we went along. We initially 
used a lot of photos, but then we realised that the drawings 
would be better,” Mdletshe said.

“We had this small 
idea but now it has 

grown into something 
we couldn’t ever 
have imagined.”

- Busi Sokhela



Above General Manager at the Noodsberg mill Johan 
van Rensburg browses through the Umoba smallscale 

grower booklet which he says has become the “Ten 
Commandments” for growing sugarcane from scratch.

DEMAND FOR THE BOOKLET

The women said the word was already out among factory 
staff and they were asking for the booklet. “Many small-scale 
farmers grow maize because they think it is difficult to grow 
sugarcane. But now they are seeing how it is done in the 
booklet and they are coming to us and saying they want us to 
help them grow sugarcane,” they said.

Cane Development Administration Officer at the mill Kantha 
Webster said the booklet was already in demand. “We started 
with 30 and used them as an example - a test - and now 
we have ordered 300. But I think we are soon going to be 
ordering many more. People are already coming to my office 
asking where they can get one,” she said. “What people must 
understand is that Charity and Busi play a big role in the 
community,” said Horn. “They listen to people’s problems and 
help with questions on health issues for example. There is a 
whole social support side to what they do. As a result, they 
may have four people on their list of growers to see in a day, 
but they only get to see two. This booklet is a tool they can 
leave behind for those wanting more information.”

SUGARCANE TEN COMMANDMENTS

Mill General Manager Johan van Rensburg gave the booklet 
his wholehearted support saying there was no doubt it 
would have a positive impact on the industry in the district. 
“Growing sugarcane is sequential, from soil identification 
to the final harvesting. If you miss one step, then the whole 
value chain is affected. This little booklet is now known at 
the mill as the sugarcane ten commandments! We have never 
had an initiative such as this and yes, it is still early on in 
the process, but what are the growers supposed to do when 
our development officers are not around? The booklet and the 
posters will help them become self-sufficient and self-reliant. 
The impact is going to be very positive.”
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BOSCH PROJECTS LEADS 
THE WAY IN ADVANCING 

SUGAR TECHNOLOGY

www.boschholdings.co.za

Bosch Projects - with over 55 years experience in the sugar sector - offers a 
comprehensive service globally, which encompasses strategic planning and feasibility 

studies, sugar technology development, project structuring and funding, as well as 
plant design and engineering, project delivery, operational support and training.

Bosch Projects designs and supplies a 
full range of sugar processing equipment, 
from front-end cane preparation and juice 
extraction, through to sugar production.

“The company has recently developed 
the Lamella Clarifier, which utilises a 
series of inclined plates for fast, effective 
particle separation and settling”, explains 
Steve Rosettenstein, Sector Director: 
Sugar, Bosch Projects. “Our research 
and development department, which 
is constantly improving efficiencies of 
existing equipment and developing 
new systems, has developed the 
Lamella Clarifier especially for the sugar 
industry, to satisfy a demand for short 
retention clarification.

Although various lamella clarifier systems 
are well-established in water treatment 
applications, this technology is new 
in sugar processing and is especially 
effective for juice, syrup and refinery 
phosphation clarification. The Bosch 
Projects system is much smaller than 
conventional clarifiers and substantially 
reduces liquor retention times.”

The design of this new settling 
Lamella Clarifier reduces the size and 
footprint of conventional juice clarifiers 
by approximately 30%, significantly 
lowering capital investment costs.

Important features include short residence times, reduced sucrose 
degradation and improved turbidity removal. This highly efficient system, 
which operates with no moving parts, requires minimal maintenance. 
The syrup clarifier is similar in design to the juice version, except that 
it operates as a flotation clarifier as opposed to settling. This unit is 
particularly attractive for clients who require improved sugar quality with a 
lower investment cost. The syrup lamella clarifier can be switched on and 
off as desired when syrup qualities are low and it can be easily installed 
inside an existing factory due to its relatively small size in comparison 
to a conventional syrup clarifier. It has all the other advantages of its 
juice counterpart.

The Bosch Projects team works closely with its technology partners and 
various fabricators throughout the world, to ensure the manufacture of all 
equipment adheres to stringent international quality standards and exact 
design specifications. The company has an extensive network of offices in 
Africa, South and Central America and the United Kingdom.

Bosch Projects has developed the Lamella 
Clarifier, especially for the sugar industry, to 

satisfy demand for short retention clarification. 
Although various lamella clarifier systems 

are well-established in water treatment 
applications, this technology is new in sugar 

processing and is especially effective for juice, 
syrup and refinery phosphation clarification. 
The Bosch Projects system is smaller than 

conventional clarifiers and substantially 
reduces liquor retention times
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As a child, Rejoice Makhosazana Ncwane was already well 
versed in the skills of sugarcane farming and while she may 
have once entertained the idea of becoming a lawyer, her love 
for the land and her people has remained the true passion of 
her life.

Ncwane who lives in the verdant valley known as Qoloqolo 
Ezitholeni in southern KwaZulu-Natal, is one of South Africa’s 
most prominent woman small-scale sugarcane farmers. And 
she urges all women across the country living in rural areas 
to step up, get involved in their communities, not to be afraid 
of becoming leaders, to promote sustainable development 
projects where they live and not “run away” from learning new 
skills because there is still “a lot to be done”.

Ncwane’s dream is to grow her 8ha under sugarcane to 25ha 
or 50ha because then she says she could do “something 
different”. “Then I could help our children. It is not a good 
thing that our young people want to go to the cities. The cities 
first destroy your mind, then they destroy you and then they 
destroy your life. When our children go to the city, they forget 
who they are and where they come from.”

Ncwane uses her elegant and expressive hands to paint 
eloquent pictures in the air of her simple but extraordinary 
life. “When I was a little girl, I would have to care for the 
animals and work in the fields before going to school. We have 
always grown maize, beans and vegetables. We used to have 
cows, but not anymore as I need at least one hectare for one 
cow. I would rather use that land for crops such as bananas. 
I now have about 30 goats. For as long as I can remember we 
have always grown sugarcane here,” she says.

When the mother of two was a 12 year-old she already knew 
everything there was to know about growing and taking care 
of her family’s crop. “I used to help my parents weed the 
fields and when we harvested, I would lift the bundles onto 
my shoulders and carry them to the loading zone. That’s how 
we did it back then. There were no tractors or big trucks that 
came here to haul our crop to the sugar mill.” In fact, when 
Ncwane was growing up, the family’s cane harvest was loaded 
on to a one-ton truck before being transported to a nearby 
commercial grower’s farm. There the stalks were bundled onto 
railway carriages before being hauled to the Sezela mill under 
the power of a steam engine on narrow-gauge railway tracks. 
Today, contractors who are all members of the community 
have their own haulage and cane-cutting companies. There 
is a loading zone at the bottom of the road leading up to 
Ncwane’s farmstead and the land she has under cane has 
grown from just one hectare to eight, which yield about 60 
tons a hectare. “Life has changed a lot here since I was a 
child. There have been many big projects where we have seen 
proper sanitation installed in our community. We have running 
water now and we got our electricity in 2015 and 2016.” 

And as a highly respected leader in the valley, Ncwane has 
been involved in driving each and every improvement that 
has come their way including the construction of a pedestrian 
bridge across the nearby and mighty Mtwalume River which 
she says can be treacherous particularly during the rainy 
season. “We are now working towards having a proper bridge 
built for vehicles and another pedestrian bridge higher up for 
the school children. I was also on the school governing body, 
but I told them this year I wanted to rest. I want to focus on 
my sugarcane,” she said.

Sezela smallscale grower calls on women to 
step into leadership roles to drive change 
and development in sugarcane farming 

communities across rural KwaZulu-Natal.

PROMINENT 
SUGARCANE 

LEADER
Puts Her Land & 
Community First

Article & Images
Colleen Dardagan

Left Rejoice Makhosazana Ncwane with one of her 30 goats at her farm along the banks of the Mtwalume River.

“For as long as 
I can remember 
we have grown 

sugarcane here.”
- Rejoice Makhosazana
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Ncwane was educated at the local primary school before she 
headed off to the Mtwalume High School. But her desire to get 
out and work in the fields meant she decided to leave school at 
Grade 11 and start her training in sugarcane management. In 
time she completed her Grade 12 through distance learning. 
“I started as a loading zone clerk in 1978. I loved working in 
agriculture and I was really good at my work,” she said.

Nearby contractor and commercial sugarcane farmer Dono 
Bohlela, who came to the Qoloqolo valley to assist the small-
scale growers with their harvesting and hauling, put Ncwane 
in charge of his crew both in the fields and at the loading zone 
to oversee his operation. “But I wanted to do more. I went on 
sugar industry training courses at the South African Research 
Institute (SASRI) at Mount Edgecombe. I completed as many 
of those courses as I could - business administration, junior 
and senior courses in land and crop management.

I wanted to know everything about becoming
a better sugarcane grower,” Ncwane said.

Ncwane was soon elected chairperson of the local farmers’ 
association. In 1996 she was elected vice-chairperson of 
the small-scale growers’ Sezela mill committee. In 2006, 
when Errol Koekemoer, with support of the leadership of the 
time, made a decision to unify the commercial, small-scale 
and Indian grower associations in the area under the Sezela 
Cane Growers’ Association, Ncwane was immediately elected 
as vice-chairperson. This position was soon followed by her 
nomination as chairperson. Once her term at the top of the 
table expired, Ncwane was again elected vice-chairman, a 
position she still holds today.

And while she agrees there were many challenges along the way, with a light brush of her left hand across her right 
shoulder, this woman who loves to sing and says she was once bestowed with above average skills on the football field, 
demonstrates how she deftly brushed them away. “A woman is the backbone of the world. Without women nothing can 
happen. I realised, as a woman on my own, that I had to stand up for myself and for others. We have done a lot here, we 
have a lovely new road, water, sanitation and electricity, but there is still a lot more to be done. Our smallscale growers 
still face challenges but we have lots of support from the SA Canegrowers, South African Sugar Research Institute, 
the Department of Agriculture and the Sezela Canegrowers’ Association. These organisations have people who are all 
helping us, supporting us and that is what is making us strong and that is how we will always succeed,” she says.

Above Ncwane explains how she has 
improved her crop management of 
the 8ha under sugarcane.

Top Left Ncwane’s grandchildren, 
Sbongo Mbayi and Nothile Gumede 
who she says must never be afraid 
to step up as leaders both in their 
community and the world at large.

Left Smallscale growers are important 
in their communities as they provide 
employment for people such as tractor 
driver Brandon Mnyandu on the farm 
owned by Ncwane.

Above Some of the machinery used to haul and 
load cane in the Qoloqolo Ezitholeni valley.
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THE PROBLEM!

Eldana saccharina, or commonly known as the African 
sugarcane borer, is found throughout the main sugarcane 
production areas in South Africa. Eldana saccharina is 
indigenous to Africa and is considered as one of the major 
pests that threatens South African sugarcane production. 
Sugarcane is the main crop host, but it will also attack maize 
and sorghum where it is seen as a relatively minor pest.

The primary loss in production occurs when the larvae enter 
the mature sugarcane plants through cracks, openings or 
weakened areas on the stalk where they will feed till it is 
time to pupate. This feeding causes physical damage to 
the stalks which lead to a direct loss in cut cane yield. The 
secondary and far more devastating effect resulting from 
Eldana saccharina is the infection by Fusarium (stalk red) 
which enters the plants through the wounds caused by the 
larvae. The larvae are also known to bore down the stalk to 
the base of the plant where they can survive crop burnings 
and will later emerge as soon as new plant shoots appear. 
This survival strategy further complicates current methods of 
controlling these pests.

IDENTIFICATION

The adult Eldana saccharina moth is relatively small with a 
wingspan of 35mm. The forewings are pale brown in colour 
with 2 distinctive black spots in the centre of each wing. The 
hindwings are whitish brown with short fringes and brown 
longitudinal veins. The larvae vary from very light brown to 
dark grey in colour.  

To spot an Eldana infestation is relatively easy, simply scout 
for frass. Frass is the fi ne powdery excrement produced by 
the activity of boring insects and will be found on or around 
newly cut sugarcane stubbles.

THE SOLUTION

In response to the needs of the sugarcane industry for 
improved methods of Eldana control, Arysta LifeScience 
developed a unique and innovative way to target and control 
Eldana saccharina larvae. Combining Emma® with very specifi c 
application parameters has been proven to achieve the most 
signifi cant reduction in the Eldana saccharina larvae early in 
the growth cycle of ratoon sugarcane. A patent application 
for this method of control has been lodged (South African 
Patent Application no. 2016/08793). 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.

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 include our high 

performance insecticide, Emma®

THE HIDDEN DANGER TO SUGARCANE PRODUCTION

Eldana

Arysta DPS.indd   1 2018/11/15   7:45 AM

Emma®, active ingredient emamectin benzoate, is a 5% 
water soluble granular insecticide that is highly effective for 
the control of Eldana saccherina in sugarcane.  It will also 
provide control of Cacosceles newmani, commonly known 
as the Long Horn Beetle, if present at the time of application.  

APPLICATION

The recommended application rate is 300g Emma® in 
combination with 1 500ml *Silhouette® in 1000ℓ water per 
hectare. For maximum effect, spray Emma® within 3 days, 
after cutting the fi elds before stubble ends dry out completely.  
The spray swath must be directed onto the row which 
should be free of excessive trash ensuring that the spray 
mixture comes into direct contact with the cane stool and 
the cut stumps. Thorough wetting is essential and only one 
application per season is required. The importance of using 
the recommended water volume is illustrated in Figure 1.
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*Silhouette® (L8654 Act 36 of 1947) is a non-ionic wetter, spreader and penetrant surfactant 
registered and distributed by Arysta LifeScience (Pty.) Ltd.

Emma | Reg. No.: L 9022 Act/Wet No.36 of/van 1947 IRAC INSECTICIDE GROUP CODE: 
6 | ACTIVE INGREDIENT/AKTIEWE BESTANDDEEL: Emamectin benzoate/emamektien 
bensoaat 50g/kg CAUTION/VERSIGTIG Registration holder / Registrasiehouer: ARYSTA 
LIFESCIENCE SOUTH AFRICA (PTY) LTD Co. Reg. No./Mpy. Reg. Nr.: 2009/019713/07 

7 Sunbury Offi ce Park, off Douglas Saunders Drive, La Lucia Ridge, South Africa, 4019.
 Tel: 031 514 5600
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Figure. 1:  The importance of water volume when applying the 
Emma + Silhouette mixture for optimum control of Eldana in 

sugarcane stools (Trial site: Stanger, 2016)

The total count of Eldana larval activity from seven to 40 days 
after application of the treatment (average from four 75m2 plots)

Untreated

300g Emma + Silhouette in 500ℓ water / ha

300g Emma + Silhouette in 700ℓ water / ha

300g Emma + Silhouette in 1 000ℓ water / ha (Recommended treatment)
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To make sure there was no company or personal bias, 
the selection process was carried out independently 
by partners Springage by Deloitte.

APPLICATIONS
WERE GUIDED BY
THE FOLLOWING:
DYNAMISM
- enthusiastic and driven, contributing to anything 
significant outside of work, or making extraordinary 
progress in work and outside of work;

OPINIONATED
- willing to challenge the status quo and has a
strong assertive opinion about the challenge topic; 

CONFIDENCE
- confidence in their ability to lead
and an optimistic outlook;

PASSION/ENTHUSIASM
- has strong feelings or belief in the challenge
topic, displays a positive attitude and vigour;

ATTITUDE
- Expectant view of Illovo Sugar Africa
and the future of the company;

ENTREPRENEURIAL MINDSET
- seeks out opportunities during uncertain
times to maintain and grow the business;

CURRENT CONTEXT
- awareness of what is happening in the organisation, 
world of sugar with the view of what we need to
do to stay ahead.

The Board will meet four times a year; have direct 
access to executive members of staff both at a group and 
country-business level and to company financial and 
operational information.

Group Managing Director, Gavin Dalgleish said the invitation 
to permanent employees aged between 18 and 38 to apply 
for positions on the board received an overwhelming response 
with more than 100 high quality video and presentation 
applications received.

Ultimately though, the process was guided by those 
submissions which aligned most strongly with the stated 
“2018 Millennial Board Challenge” which was to define how 
Illovo Sugar Africa might improve the way it interacts with 
all its stakeholders and to create an actionable plan that 
entrenches the Illovo Brand across Africa.

Applications that demonstrated a clear and solution-oriented 
stance to the challenge, and displayed enthusiasm and 
innovation in their approach, were the ones that quickly rose 
to the top, he said. While congratulating this first ever board of 
its kind in the industry, Dalgleish said he was looking forward 
to the discussions that would inevitably follow with the new 
group in meeting the 2018 Challenge.

Illovo Sugar Africa (Pty) Ltd is Africa’s largest sugar producer 
and has extensive agricultural operations in six southern 
African countries - Malawi, Mozambique, South Africa, 
Swaziland, Tanzania and Zambia - manufacturing sugar 
and downstream products from cane supplied by its own 
agricultural operations and independent growers.  The group 
is a wholly-owned subsidiary of Associated British Foods plc 
(ABF), a diversified international food, ingredients and retail 
group operating in more than 50 countries.

Illovo employs more than 12 000 people in permanent 
positions across the group with a further 18 000 people 
employed on a temporary basis.  In a recent independent 
socio-economic study, the company was estimated to support 
at least 71 443 jobs across the group and for each of Illovo’s 
29 663 direct employees, at least 1.4 additional jobs were 
estimated to be supported through grower communities and 
wider multiplier effects throughout the economy. Illovo’s total 
economic impact, including direct, indirect and induced 
impacts, was estimated at R 23.8 billion in 2016/17.

ILLOVO 
MILLENNIAL 

BOARD
An Industry First

Illovo Sugar Africa has announced the establishment of a 
Group Millennial Board, followed by the inaugural Board 
meeting on Wednesday, October 17 - the first board of 

its kind for a Southern African sugar company.

Article & Images
Supplied

Above The members of Illovo Sugar Africa’s first Millennial Board 
and their elected office bearers are, from left back; Matome 
Kgomommu, Matthew Edmonds, Egidio Bahule, Chikumbutso 
Malopa, Faith Chaba Chewe, Precious Chiwaya and from left 
front; Khumbo Ntambo Banda (Chairperson), Natalie Howlett, 
Robyn Cooper, Shamiso Kacelenga (Secretary), Elliard Shimaala 
(Spokesperson), Emmanuel Nkonyoka, Brendan Sim.

“I was particularly impressed by the 
enthusiasm displayed by potential 
candidates throughout the process; 
I can assure you it was no easy task 
to select the final board members out 
of so many convincing and innovative 
applications.” - Gavin Dalgleish
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If mention at the recent congress of the South African 
Sugar Technologists’ Association is an indicator of trends 
in sugar technology, then Industry 4.0, or the 4th Industrial 
revolution is clearly an important emerging topic, particularly 
in the improvement of performance by South Africa’s sugar 
milling sector.

At the 2017 Congress, a single commercial paper on the 
internet of things (IoT) was presented in the agricultural 
sessions, and in 2018, there were two research papers and 
one commercial paper in the factory sessions. Keynote speaker 
Bronwyn Williams spoke on The business of disruption: 
the ripple effect of game changing technologies, and her 
presentation was populated almost entirely with examples of 
applications of the various pillars of Industry 4.0. The Sugar 
Milling Research Institute NPC also had a poster at their 
stand promoting Sugar Factory 4.0.

BUT WHAT IS INDUSTRY 4.0?

Despite the enormous hype around the topic, there is no one 
definition for Industry 4.0, because it is not one thing. Rather, 
it is a parcel of activities, technologies and services that make 
use of the explosion in ready accessibility of some concepts 
that have been around for a long time. These include robotics, 
automation, artificial intelligence and 3-D printing. 

What has allowed these disparate sciences and technologies 
to become a phenomenon is advances in connectivity and data 
transfer capabilities. Some clever people have realised that 
they can get immensely more efficiency and productivity out 
of processes and services by accessing and processing data as 
it is generated. For example, a few years ago, your GPS would 
map out a route from one point to another and calculate the 
journey time from a static algorithm. Now it scans the locality, 
differentiates between congestion and accidents in real time, 
and suggests alternative routes based on current traffic flows.
 
WHY SHOULD SUGAR
FACTORIES BE INTERESTED?

Sugar factories have a lot of data; at any moment there 
are thousands of individual measurements of temperature, 
pressure, flow, brix, pH, conductivity, tank level, valve position 
and many other parameters being taken. Much of the data is 
used in local control loops that maintain conditions near the 
desired set point for specific sections of the factory. However, 
deciding on the optimum values of the set points often requires 
consideration of the entire factory operation and anticipation 
of future changes in cane quantity and quality, for example. 
The sheer complexity of the problem makes it very difficult for 
an individual to make the optimum choices, but the financial 
implications of making poor choices can often be great.

A small fraction of the available data is carefully composited 
and aggregated to calculate shift, daily, weekly and annual 
performance metrics that are used to measure efficiency, 
identify problems and motivate for investments and 
maintenance. However, the scrutiny of the aggregated 
performance information takes place after the event. 
Remedies can be applied to persistent problems once they 
have been identified, but many problems have already caused 
efficiency or revenue losses before they have been identified. 

WHAT COULD THIS MEAN
FOR THE SUGAR INDUSTRY?

The Industry 4.0 perspective challenges us to consider 
whether there may be potential for significant improvements 
in overall performance, if some of the masses of data could 
be processed in real time to automatically determine current 
performance efficiency and projected efficiency based on 
current conditions. The same question can be posed for the 
entire sugarcane value chain: if there were a system that 
could assess the location and state of ready-to-crush cane, 
cane harvesting and transport resources, factory capacity, 
product distribution resources and market quality and 
quantity requirements, could rapid feedback loops be created 
to support cane supply and processing decisions to maximise 
the revenue fed back through the entire value chain?

The types of projects that might arise to tackle the factory and 
value chain questions posed here require data to be collected, 
cleaned and processed in near real-time, and information 
generated to be fed back quickly to the people and control 
systems that can make efficiency-enhancing changes. Data 
collection, transfer and processing capabilities need to be 
developed and installed to handle multiple data types across 
varying time-frames.

For most Industry 4.0 projects of this type, the “brains” behind the data processing are big data processing 
algorithms that determine the complex relationships between measurements and associated efficiency metrics. 
The use of big data analytics to target processing efficiency using existing data is the low hanging fruit for 
sugar factory 4.0. There is a bigger field of technologies and applications that could be harnessed, ranging 
from image recognition to robotics and automation. The possibilities are limited only by our imaginations.

BIG DATA 
ANALYTICS

Set To Power Real 
Time Efficiency For 

Sugar Millers

The research team at the Sugar Milling 
Research Institute NPC, under the 

leadership of Research and Development 
Manager Steve Davis, and group leaders, 

Dr Kitty Foxon and Sarah Weyer, is 
beginning a journey to bring the power 

of big data analytics and artificial 
intelligence into sugar factories and 

already the possibilities are being eagerly 
embraced by the sugarcane industry.

Article Dr Kitty Foxon 
Image Colleen Dardagan

Left 
Dr Kitty Foxon, 
Research and 
Development 
Manager 
Steve Davis, 
and Sarah Weyer 
from the Sugar 
Milling Research 
Institute, who 
are involved 
with research 
on the benefits 
of big data for 
efficiencies 
in the sugar 
milling sector.
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When commercial sugarcane farmer Dono Bohlela speaks 
about his business and the journey he has travelled to 
get to where he is today, his words ring with resolve 
and determination.

It was certainly no easy ride for Bohlela - he was born and 
raised in an era where education was scarce for isiZulu-
speaking children and there were enormous challenges for 
those wanting to make their way in the world outside the 
confines of rural areas in South Africa. With his schooling 
equivalent to a Grade 2 in today’s world, Bohlela’s first job 
was to herd cattle for his family and neighbours in Mtwalume 
where he grew up. A job weeding sugarcane on a neighbouring 
farm then followed. It was while working on the farm the 
youngster made up his mind there was surely more to life 
than weeding! “I was lucky to get a job as a tractor conductor 
at the nearby Drummond Farm which was owned by white 
commercial farmers. I worked there for five years. And it was 
during this time that I really learned what farming was about. 
I got my tractor and truck driving licences and started to look 
for better work opportunities. I managed to get a job as a truck 
driver for a sugarcane haulier where I worked for 14 years.”

But just before Christmas and at the height of the 1990 
harvesting season, Bohlela had a serious truck accident. 
“The vehicle was really damaged, but I survived. I was given 
a two-month suspension without pay and a two-year warning. 
I realised then that working for someone else was not for me. 
I had to earn my own income running my own business,” 
he said.

He then started a contracting business cutting sugarcane for 
small-scale growers. “I was short of money though. I managed 
to secure a R15 000 loan from Illovo Sugar to buy a tractor. 
I leased a few trailers for the contracting business and at the 
same time managed to work as a truck driver. I worked eight-
hour shifts in the trucking job, and once I was finished, I 
would go out and push my contractor work for another three or 
four hours before going home to get some sleep.”

Spending time with his family was a luxury he just couldn’t 
afford. “I over-worked myself. I was not getting enough sleep 
and at the same time I was trying to fund my contracting 
business from of my driver’s salary. I had to pay my workers 
and buy fuel first, I just wasn’t able to provide properly for my 
family and my relationship with my wife and family became 
very strained.”

And as if that weren’t enough, Bohlela’s lack of schooling 
then dealt him a severe blow. “Illovo Sugar was deducting the 
repayments for the loan from the proceeds of the cane I was 
delivering to the mill. But I couldn’t read the statements they 
were sending me, so I could not understand why I was not 
getting any money from my contracting business. For three 
weeks I had just 47c in my pocket. I couldn’t even buy a 
half-a-loaf of bread. I was in deep financial trouble. For four 
months I had no income and no one to explain to me the 
details of the statements and why I wasn’t getting any income. 
I also did not understand English very well, so even trying 
to get a good understanding of how the sugarcane industry 
worked was very difficult for me.”

SUGARCANE 
GROWER REAPS 

BENEFITS
Of Hard Work & Determination

From herding cattle to successful commercial sugarcane farmer, 
KwaZulu-Natal South Coast grower, Dono Bohlela says while his road to 
success may have been littered with hardship and tragedy, the sacrifices 

he made were not only worth it, but have now begun to pay off.

Article & Images
Colleen Dardagan

Above A haulage trailer 
on Dono Bohlela’s 
sugarcane estate gets a 
coat of paint. To build 
his contracting business, 
the grower used to buy 
scrapped equipment and 
machinery which were 
re-built and refurbished.

Left Commercial 
sugarcane grower, Dono 
Bohlela at his farm on 
the KwaZulu-Natal South 
Coast which supplies the 
Sezela Mill with 10 000 
tons annually.
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Determined as ever, though, Bohlela started to teach himself 
English and turned to an old farming friend, Pat McBean - 
a nearby sugarcane farmer - to explain what was reflected 
on the statements. “Eventually in August 1992 I received 
my first cheque for the business. It was R8 000. I paid off 
most of my debts. I was still working though as a truck driver 
between April and December - during the harvesting season - 
and then I would work as a bus driver from January to the end 
of March,” he said.

But fate was to deal another blow. “I was driving one of the 
trucks when I passed a serious accident. A bakkie carrying 
a load of workers had overturned and those who were on the 
back of the vehicle were scattered all over the road. I saw 
the people were my employees and it was my bakkie. “It was 
a terrible shock and it made me realise I had too much on 
my plate. I resigned from my job as a driver immediately to 
concentrate on my business,” he said.

Buying scrapped implements which he refurbished, Bohlela 
started to build what has become a commercial-scale 
operation today. He owns four truck haulers, seven tractors, 
two cranes, two sugar cane farms and three houses. 

In 1996 with an Ithala Bank loan and money scraped from his 
savings, Bohlela bought his first farm. In 2001 he bought his 
second with some hard lessons along the way including labour 
strikes at the mill resulting in the loss of thousands of rands 
in income and continuing to repay his bank loan.

Despite the ongoing hardship which included the death of 
his young son and years of learning about the sugar industry 
the hard way, Bohlela is now considered one of the most 
successful large-scale black growers supplying sugarcane to 
the Sezela mill on the KwaZulu-Natal South Coast. “I have 
worked hard. I have persevered because I was determined to 
succeed. I wanted to have my own business, my own farm and 
now I do. But I have that because I prioritised my business 
and I sacrificed a lot,” he said.

“I have worked hard. 
I have persevered 
because I wanted

to succeed.”
- Dono Bohlela

Above SA Canegrowers Development Manager Makho Dlamini 
chats to commercial sugarcane farmer Dono Bohlela about 
his journey from herding cattle in the hills near Mtwalume 
to substantial land owner and successful businessman.
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Above DBS Nchunga, Velile Phakhati 
and Tholakele Caluza.

Left Chyrese Coetser and Phillipa Gordon.

Below Left Mavis Qwabe and Eunice Sithole

Below Right Karen Close, 
Roshni Reddy and Candice Sibisi.

GATHERING 
OF WOMEN

In The Business Of Sugar

The business of sugarcane farming was under 
discussion at the inaugural SA Canegrowers 
Women’s Sugar Conference held recently at 
their headquarters outside Durban.

The scores of women who packed out the 
event were treated to top speakers and topics 
relating to the intricacies of South African 
Revenue Service compliance as well as the 
importance of positive labour relations on 
farms. The women attending the conference 
were mainly growers and landowners or those 
who head up the administration on sugarcane 
farming operations throughout KwaZulu-Natal.

Above Di Seccombe - SA Head of National Tax 
Training at the consultant company, Mazars.

Below Left Charlene Chubb, Phillipa Gordon 
and Caroline Richter.

Below Makho Dlamini from SA Canegrowers 
announces lucky draw prize winners, the top 
prize being an overseas holiday for two.

Above Moira Murray and Joan Kirkland. Above Right Rita Lutge, Nonkululeko Hlongwe and Patricia Hlongwe.
Below Kiki Pett, Jane Klusener and Tanya Goble. Below Right Thabisile Makhatini, TN Buthelezi and Happy Mthimkhulu.
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Experienced local people are part of the staff of Rossi 
Southern Africa, with the offi ces and factory based in 
La Mercy at Dube Tradeport, a strategic base which is 
close to both the port and international airport of Durban,
allowing exceptional access for importing of components 
for quicker assembly and therefore optimizing the 
deliveries to our valued customers. With the great 
expertise and knowledge of its employees, having 
over 100 years combined experience in the Power 
Transmission Industry, allowing them to follow the 
customers step by step from the designing phases to the 
aftersales and maintenance services.

Rossi products aren’t new in the Southern African 
market, but now with the established permanent 
subsidiary, assembly and maintenance/repairing Centre, 
Rossi can offer a wider and more fl exible product range, 
with customized solutions manufactured for light and 
heavy duty applications according to the customer 
specifi cations. We have successfully supplied the Local 
and International Sugar Industry with new and repaired 
products. We have not only repaired Rossi products 
but our competitors’ products as well. Examples of 
applications we have supplied products for include, 
Horizontal and Vertical Crystallizers, Carriers, Spiller 
tables, Conveyors, Diffusers, Mills, Packing, etc.

Our mission is to provide the customers with the best possible solutions for their power 
transmission and drive system requirements. Exploiting over 60 years of Rossi Group 

experience. The goal is to promote the Rossi Brand in Southern Africa developing 
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Rossi Southern Africa is a subsidiary of the Rossi Group, one of Europe’s largest 
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