
Conservation Farming in Rooibos tea 

Background 

For many years since 1981 the Department of Agriculture Western Cape: Programme  Sustainable 

Resource Management (SRM) promoted conservation tillage in wheat.  A tillage methodology and the 

type of implements used for cultivation can either be environment friendly and sustainable, or can 

have a detrimental effect with unnecessary soil and crop production losses resulting in unsustainable 

farming after only a few years. 

The main causes of degradation is soil without a suitable cover of some kind, like stubble of the 

previous harvest, that can prevent rainwater from flowing away and eroding valuable topsoil, instead 

of the water entering the soil to be preserved and available for the next crop.   

Farming with a permanent soil cover is the most suitable and sustainable solution compared against 

conventional tillage with associated land degradation. Unfortunately most farmers could not afford 

the implements that had to be imported at that time when conservation tillage in South Africa was 

still new. The SRM then advised farmers how to modify and convert traditional planters to be able to 

effectively work through stubble and organic cover without getting blockages. By following this 

approach a number of farmers started to convert and change towards conservation tillage.   

The SRM converted two planters and demonstrated the effectiveness of conservation tillage on farms 

across the Western- and Southern Cape regions, thereby convincing farmers to switch over to 

conservation tillage methodologies. 

 

Subsequently conservation tillage has grown to such an extent that more than fifteen manufacturers 

and agents of conservation tillage planters service the sector.   



Conservation Farming in Rooibos Tea 

During 2003 Rooibos BPK extended an enquiry to the SRM to find a solution for the declining and 

unsustainable production of rooibos on soils which proved to become exhausted.   

The size of the Rooibos industry is about 12 500 tons or R 350 000 000 per year, planted on 36 000 

hectares. Producers comprise of 360 emerging farmers and 220 commercial farmers.   

The solution to address the declining production was found in tailor made conservation tillage 

methodologies. With no custom fit implements available to the rooibos farmers, the SRM in 

collaboration with producers embarked with an initiative to develop an environmental friendly and 

sustainable conservation tillage solution. These methodologies already indicate 50% savings on diesel 

and mechanisation costs. Although the research and conversion from conventional to conservation 

practises is a long term developmental process, 25% of the area under rooibos has already been 

converted to conservation tillage. 

 

Lately the focus is more towards a holistic approach, including for the balance and relationship 

between the plant, soil and insects, resulting in a name change from Conservation Tillage to 

Conservation Farming.   

Associated with conservation farming and the change of the environment towards a more natural 

state, challenges are to be expected.  Due to less soil disturbance taking place, Kweek / Couch Grass 

or Cape Gerbil infestation, that was a minor or no problem in conventional systems, proved to be a 

challenge requiring intervention, especially in lands with young tea plants.  



When a land is being transformed from conventional farming to conservation farming the 

environment starts to change immediately.  The first signs of change are the return of natural biota, 

especially the earthworms.   

 

To date the results indications are that the production of Rooibos in a conservation farming system is 

about the same as in a conventional system were lands are often ploughed and burning takes place.  

But with a 50% cost saving in diesel usage as well as accompanying savings in wear and tear of tractors 

and implements, conservation farming is the way forward. 
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