
Welcome to the �rst edition of FieldSteps 

It is better to take many small steps...

The outbreak of coronavirus in South Africa is taking a toll 
on many people, countries and business sectors, including 
agriculture. The March 2020 roll-out of our farmer develop-
ment programmes, su�ered a major blow, as we were only 
able to do two of the FarmSol annual roadshows. 

We only managed to cover the Western Cape and 
KwaZulu-Natal, but had to cancel the ones in Mpumalanga, 
Gauteng, the Free State and North West because of 
government’s mitigation strategies.

The roadshows are of critical importance, for us, giving 
farmers insight into the performance of the programme 
and progress made, and serving as an opportunity for 
farmers to directly engage with FarmSol and our partners. 

An old Chinese proverb comes to mind, not only in the 
battle against the coronavirus South Africa is facing, but 
also in our e�orts to grow smallholder farmers - which 
says: "It is better to take many small steps in the right 
direction than to make a great leap forward only to stumble 
backward."

The roadshows are not only a wonderful way to strengthen 
our relationship with farmers, but also to do an impact 
assessment on interventions we provide. We will continue 
to look at safe and meaningful ways to reach out to farm-
ers, who now more than ever need our support. 

Aron K�e
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Agriculture and food supply related 
operations are considered essential 

services, which are exempted from the 
nationwide COVID-19 lockdown, 

announced by President
Cyril Ramaphosa.



Njabulo Mbokane 

FarmSol Youth 
Ambassador on a 
national mission 
Twenty-four year old Njabulo 
Mbokane is not about to rest on her 
laurels and bask in the glory of her 
2019 SAB-FarmSol Young Emerging 
Farmer of the Year title. As FarmSol Youth 
Ambassador, she is taking on a new 
challenge that is close to her heart.

Mbokane is embarking on a journey that involves 
promoting agriculture and farming as a career of  
“�rst choice” for young people - and not necessarily 
of retirement. We caught up with her at the FarmSol 
strategic workshop held in Pretoria. 
 
You have been honoured with the responsibility 
of being FarmSol’s Youth Ambassador. What does 
this role entail?

My role as FarmSol’s Youth Ambassador, involves a 
broad spectrum of activities, such as to grow aware-
ness about the opportunities in the sector for young 
people and women. I will also highlight challenges 
which young farmers are battling with, such as 
funding and a lack of access to land. Above all, I want 
to communicate more about the untapped possibili-
ties o�ered in the sector by FarmSol and its stake-
holders.  

What are some of the lessons you have learned in 
farming? 

I have learnt the importance of making every cent 
count in farming and doing the right thing at the 
right time. I believe agriculture is a good business 
investment, but only if you follow sound farming 
practices. Even so, you need to keep things fun and 
stay focused to keep yourself and those you work 
with, motivated.  

Over time, my circle of in�uence has made me realise 
that my role in agriculture as a young black woman is 
much bigger than myself and that my story could 
inspire others, who might be on the edge of giving 
up. 
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In addition, I want to pursue a 
diploma in crop production and grow 
my business network.

What is your message to young people?

Be willing to start where you are with what you have, 
and don’t worry about what might go wrong. The key 
is to always to ask and learn from others. Make every 
moment count and take what you envision in your 
head and gradually turn that into a reality. 

The future is in our hands as young people and we 
need to create our own jobs. I believe there’s a time to 
play and time to work. Most of the people I hang 
around with are other positive entrepreneurs from 
whom I always get good advice.

COVID-19 ploughs through 
markets
Knowing how the coronavirus pandemic will a�ect 
agricultural production in South Africa, is di�cult 
to say. The most negative pressure on production 
is expected from the potential slowdown of export 
demand, and a likely subsequent decline in agri-
cultural commodity prices. 

In Italy, on-farm sales have plummeted and farmers 
are struggling to source labour to plant spring crops, 
such as sun�owers and maize.  

The disease comes as a double whammy to China, 
which already lost at least twenty percent of its pork 
production due to the African Swine Fever outbreak 
that started in 2018. 

How did you become involved in 
agriculture?

I don’t come from an agricultural background, 
but started farming soon after leaving school.  
I am currently leasing two farms in Mpumalanga: 
one in Ermelo (26 hectares), where I specialise in 
vegetable and sheep production, and the other in 
Lothair (100 hectares), where I grow non-GMO maize 
for the South African brewery market. 

I have had many ups and downs on my farming 
journey, but wouldn’t chose anything else if I had to 
make the decision over. Farming has brought me 
closer to my family and God. I also have 16 employees 
who make farming a joy for me through their dedica-
tion.

How did you get involved with FarmSol?

One of my mentors, Elija Ntuli, who also participated 
in one of the FarmSol programmes, introduced me to 
the development company. He invited me to a work-
shop in 2017, where I met Farmsol’s agri-specialist, 
Karabo Puswe. He was easy to talk to, gave me insight 
into Farmsol and has helped me grow as an aspiring 
commercial farmer.  

I am also one of the farmers who have been fortunate 
to participate in the SAB farmer development 
programme implemented by FarmSol. When I started, 
I had neither assets nor capital to show for my work, 
but FarmSol saw my potential and dedication and 
gave me a chance.

What are your goals for the year ahead?

Expanding my business, is at the top of my list. I want 
to do things right and on time, only roduce the best 
quality maize for SA Brewery and expand my sheep 
operation. 

I also want to o�er on-farm sheep and crop produc-
tion experience to at least �ve students and acquire 
funding to buy my own farming implements. 
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“We still have close to 400 ha that can 
be cultivated. Planting 250 ha for at 
least two seasons, would put me in a 
very positive growth trajectory,” he explains.

Mofokeng is a participant in the FarmSol 
development programme, which provides funding 
and technical support to smallholder farmers.

Polena Senokwanyane, a groundnut producer from 
Taung in the North West, is still new to farming. She 
hopes the FarmSol development programme would 
equip her with more knowledge on the administrative 
and business side of agricultural production.

FarmSol development programme 

“My biggest challenge so far is on the administrative 
side of farming in terms of record-keeping and being 
able to read �nancial statements. Getting production 
and administrative training will help to realise my 
dream of becoming an independent commercial 
farmer,” says Senokwanyane.

She believes that smallholder farmer development 
could be greatly accelerated if they had access to 
improved technologies, such as farming equipment.  
Manqoba Ntuli, a maize farmer in Mpumalanga, is full 
of hope for this year. His goal is to use the skills and 
knowledge he is acquiring in the FarmSol develop-
ment programme, to grow his farming business and 
support people in the agricultural sector. 

Food security and trade

It is highly unlikely that the virus would lead to food 
shortages in South Africa. “From a national perspec-
tive, we doubt this would be the case, at least for 
most food products, since South Africa is, generally, a 
net exporter of agricultural products. Prospects for 
staple grains and fruit production are also good this 
year, which will increase local supplies,” says Wandile 
Sihlobo, chief economist of the Agricultural Business 
Chamber of South Africa.   

Sihlobo says that, Asia and Europe accounted for 
about half of the 10 billion U$D of South Africa’s 
agricultural exports in 2019 and, being hardest hit, 
the disease could result in disruptions in the supply 
chains of these countries. 

The disease is also causing delays in ports around the 
world, which have a negative impact on storage life, 
and various countries have introduced congestion 
surcharges that are further driving up export costs. 

FarmSol's managing director, Aron Kole says that the 
company would make input purchases earlier this 
year to prevent any shortfalls that might develop 
because of unforseen logistical problems. 

"Giving up on farming is not an 
option..." 
Thirty-one year old Johannes Mofokeng is hoping 
for growth this year, despite the challenges faced 
by the world and agricultural sector. The sun�ower 
producer from Welkom in the Free State, says his 
goal is to expand his area under production from 
130 ha to 250 ha.

“Going forward, I would like to see 
smallholder farmers work together to 
address common challenges and help 
each other grow by sharing informa-

tion. Our country should value our role 
as food providers, because of our 

important contribution to food security. 
For us, giving up on farming is not an 

option,” Ntuli emphasized.
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Maize farmers, Baphelele 
Hlatshwayo (left),and 
Lucky Ndlovu (right).



"The di�erence between commercial 
and smallholder cost of production is 
in�uenced by various factors. One of our 
main aims at FarmSol is to narrow this gap 
which, in turn, would help to generate jobs 
and transform rural areas into vibrant 
economies," Kole explains. 

How barley 
farmers 
survived 
a tough season 
The past few year’s drought has directly impacted 
farmer pro�tability, resulting in a lot of carry-over 
debt and many farmers being unable to service 
their loans. On top of this, the high associated risks 
have led to banks becoming more hesitant to 
advance input loans to farmers. 

Malting barley farmers also struggled. The situation 
was exacerbated by rains during the harvesting time, 
leading to large volumes of barley being diverted to 
the feed market when it did not meet the grading 
standards of the malting industry. 

According to the �nal estimate of the Crop Estimate 
Committee (CEC), the area planted under malting 
barley amounted to 131 960 ha during the 2019/2020 
season, in comparison with 119 000 ha during the 
2018/2019 season.

Converting productivity into 
pro�tability
Despite poor access to key and critical resources, 
smallholder farmers are playing an increasingly 
important role in meeting the rising demand for 
food, which is expected to double by 2050 when 
South Africa will have to provide food security for 
73 million people, according to the WWF-South 
Africa.  

Most smallholder farmers, unfortunately, do not 
bene�t from modern production inputs, due to a lack 
of training, degraded soils and a lack of comprehen-
sive funding, which in turn negatively impact produc-
tion costs and farm pro�tability.  

With their boots in the �elds, FarmSol extension 
specialists, Barry Nel and Karabo Puswe, do their best 
to address these challenges and help smallholders 
unlock their full production potential. 

Job creation and rural development

Nel, who has over forty years of experience, is mentor-
ing 34 farmers in the Free State: “Since they generally 
do not own the land and have no collateral, access to 
�nance is one of the biggest challenges with which 
smallholders struggle,” he says.  

Puswe, who also o�ers FarmSol extension services in 
Mpumalanga, is especially upbeat about FarmSol’s 
soil correction programme, which focusses on prepar-
ing land before crops are planted.  

He would like to see a better season for all farmers 
this year, and believes that smallholders farmers in 
the FarmSol programme can become critical players 
in local food production, with improved mechanisa-
tion and production support. 

Aron Kole, FarmSol’s managing director, points out 
that smallholder farmer support can only be mean-
ingful if it addresses at least two key components, 
namely yield and cost. 5



Improving your soil 
with strip-till
Traditional crop production systems in South 
Africa have led to excessively high soil degradation 
rates, with the removal of crop residues through 
conventional mechanisation methods leaving the 
soil naked and prone to wind and rain erosion. 
(By Barry Nel)

The situation has not only created a spiral where 
farmers need to use ever increasing volumes of inputs 
to merely sustain production, but soil erosion is also 
contributing to climate change by releasing signi�-
cant amounts of carbon.

Conservation agriculture principles and practices 
address this problem, by improving soil structure and 
soil health, and in e�ect allowing farmers to achieve 
sustainable and economically viable production 
systems.  

It is of the utmost importance that all forms of soil 
corrections are done before embarking on this route. 
The soil might have to be worked to break down soil 
compaction layers, pH levels need to be brought in 
line with crop requirements, and magnesium and 
calcium levels should be balanced. Failure to do so, 
will render conservation agriculture unsustainable.
The main methods of conservational mechanisation 
are no-till and strip-till, also known as minimum 
tillage. 

Farmers, who want to switch from conventional tillage 
to conservation agriculture, should start o� with the 
strip-till method, as plunging right into no-tillage can 
be costly and disastrous. The farmer can then gradual 
move to no-tillage as he becomes more pro�cient 
with the production system. 

Average yields, nevertheless, declined from 3,54 t/ha 
during the 2018/2019 season to 2,62 t/ha during the 
2019/2020 season, with total production declining 
from 421 500 tons to 345 000 tons. (The intentions to 
plant winter cereals for 2020 will be released on 29 April 
2020.)

Pro�ts amidst severe challenges

Aron Kole, managing director of FarmSol, says the 
2019 barley season had a promising start, with 
su�cient moisture during planting. 

Dry conditions between August and September, 
however, negatively a�ected production, causing a 
downward adjustment in the harvest estimate and 
some farmers using their barley as fodder when they 
realised conditions would not improve.

FarmSol, in spite of these tough conditions, still 
managed to pay pro�ts averaging around R130 000 
per farmer, to a total of 86 barley producers who 
participated in its farmer development programme. 
The farmers have an o�take agreement with ABInBev 
for a speci�ed tonnage, with pricing being linked to 
wheat futures on Safex.

Most of these farmers produce barley on dryland 
around Caledon, Bredasdorp and Swellendam in the 
Western Cape, whereas those around Taung and the 
Vaalharts in the Northern Cape and North West also 
have barley under irrigation. 
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Mechanisation cost
The cost of mechanisation is 
adequately reduced when following a 
strip-till program. Less passing through a 
�eld means less fuel consumption and 
wear and tear on equipment.

But, there are also disadvantages to strip-till: 

Soil corrections
All nutritional and soil imbalances should be corrected 
before a farmer embark on a conservation farming 
programme as it is an expensive system that will not 
yield the required results if done wrongly. 

Elimination of compaction
All limiting factors, such as a plough plane or similar 
compactions, should be broken up with a deep 
ripping action. A farmer might have to use a contrac-
tor if he does not have the right equipment to do this. 

Soil depths and rocky �elds
A minimum soil depth of 350 to 400 mm is necessary 
for strip-till to work properly. Rocky �elds can also 
cause a lot of down-time and equipment breakages.

Expensive capital outlay
A strip-tiller is an expensive piece of equipment. A 
tractor with a minimum of 25 kilowatts / tine is 
required. The planter should be equipped with auto-
steering (GPS) to ensure evenly spaced lines and to 
plant in the same lines each time. 

Strip-till has numerous advantages: 

Less �eld tra�c
Less �eld tra�c will help to reduce soil compaction, 
which brings about better root development and 
lower fuel consumption.

Minimum disturbance of the soil
By only disturbing a fraction of the soil surface, the 
organic matter on the soil surface remains intact, 
which in turn protects the soil from rain and wind 
erosion.

Better water in�ltration
Having a high organic matter content will improve 
the water holding capacity and result in less run-o�. It 
will also improve the water in�ltration rate and bu�er 
the soil against �ooding and droughts.

Reduced evaporation
The organic matter on the soil surface acts as a 
blanket that limits the evaporation of water. The 
blanket also keeps the root zone cool during high 
temperatures.

Application of nutrients
Fertiliser can be applied during planting when a 
strip-tiller is equipped with fertiliser bins. The bene�t 
here, is that it gives the nutrients time to react in the 
soil and becomes immediately accessible to the roots 
of the crop when planted.

The machine could also be equipped with a gas 
applicator to enable the application of ammonia gas 
as a nitrogen top-up. This eliminates the application 
of a top-dressing at a later growth-stage, which 
reduces mechanisation costs.

Capitalising on the planting window
While the bulk or the planting fertiliser has already 
been applied during the strip-till process, only a 
top-up application is required during planting. This 
results in less downtime �lling the planter bins with 
fertiliser and can be crucial in a season when the 
planting window is drastically shortened by adverse 
weather conditions.
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Barry Nel is a farmer mentor  
and FarmSol agri-specialist.



Contact details

E-mail: Sylvia@farmsol.co.za
Website: www.farmsol.co.za 

Tel nr:  +27 11 480 8592
Address: 56 Grosvenor Road, 

Bryanston, Sandton, 2191

E�ective spraying equipment
The make or break in conservation agriculture is the 
timeous and e�ective application of required chemi-
cals. To be able to do this, the farmer will need techni-
cally advanced spraying equipment, which is expen-
sive.

Correct spraying programme
It is of utmost importance that a correct and e�ective 
spraying programme is developed according to the 
speci�c needs of a �eld. To ensure that the desried 
results are achieved, the spraying programme should 
be strictly followed as an ine�cient programme can 
only result in a wastage of funds.  

Technology and mechanisation
Almost all emerging farmers are facing huge chal-
lenges of knowledge, �nancing and mechanisation. 
FarmSol aims to address this by providing profes-
sional and customised mentorship, to every farmer 
enrolled in the project. To solve the issue of funding 
SAB provides interest free loans administered by 
FarmSol to approved farmers.

In addition, FarmSol has identi�ed the need for 
technologically advanced and a�ordable mechanisa-
tion to the farmers. Hence the establishment of a 
mechanisation hub with technologically advanced 
equipment.

FarmSol is well-positioned to assist and guide farmers 
through the whole conversion from conventional 
crop production move towards more conservation 
agriculture. In the long run, it will bene�t the farmer 
by improving farm pro�tability and sustainability, 
while building up the soil health of his or her �elds.
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DID YOU KNOW?

Maize was �rst introduced in

 
in South Africa and it is Africa's 

most important 
grain crop. 

(Source: 
SUNScholar)
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