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Welcome to the third edition of the
SmartAgri Barometer of 2018/2019

A

nd so 2018 came to a sudden halt as we
all realised that we need to take stock
of the past year, and also prepare to
revitalise our bodies and our sector for 2019
and its challenges and opportunities!
The year 2018 was most probably the one in
which our sector had to make to most innovative
plans to fight the drought. We thank all our
agricultural stakeholders for their efforts and
plans to make our sector in the Western Cape
more climate resilient and climate smart. Your

innovation kept our food baskets full and our
sector flourishing.
In this edition, we bring you once again a basket
of climate smart articles and we hope you enjoy
the read. Please read and also disseminate to
other interested parties!
For those who have not read about the SmartAgri
plan, or seen our previous editions of SmartAgri
Barometer, please visit www.greenagri.org.za. or
www.elsenburg.com.

2018 Service Excellence Awards

SmartAgri takes gold!

T

he Premier Service Excellence Awards,
which began in 2014, are aimed at
rewarding good performance by public
servants. A total of eight categories
are contested, showcasing individual, team
and departmental excellence for leadership,
ethics, implemented programmes, Batho Pele
principles, as well as innovation in the public
service.

This year’s awards received a record 86
nominations in total.
SmartAgri took the Gold Award in the category
“Best Implemented Project” for the excellent
way in which the project was implemented in the
Department and in the sector in the 2017/2018
financial year.

Photo (from left to right): Mike Mulcahy (CEO: GreenCape), Piet van Zyl (Head of Department:
Environmental Affairs and Development Planning DEA&DP), Dr Ilse Trautmann (Chief Director
Research and Technology Development, WCDoA), Premier Helen Zille, Prof Stephanie Midgley
(climate change specialist to the WCDoA), Goosain Isaacs (Director Climate Change, DEA&DP)
and Joyene Isaacs (Head of Department: WCDoA).
According to Dr Trautmann, project leader,
SmartAgri was developed in such a way
as to provide a roadmap to the agricultural
sector towards climate change resilience and
sustainable resilience. The plan is a living
and dynamic document and will “grow” as
the sector identifies more ways to adapt and
mitigate the challenges of climate change.
The development of the plan was a “Better
Together” initiative between the Department of
Agriculture, Department of Environmental Affairs
and Development Planning and the service
provider, ACDI. GreenCape is assisting in the

implementation of the plan in the sector. The
partnership model, also including all agricultural
stakeholders, is pivotal in the implementation
of the plan in the sector in the years to come.
According to Dr Trautmann, one of the reasons
for entering SmartAgri was to showcase how a
sector plan can be innovatively implemented in
the Department of Agriculture and in the sector
using novel approaches and by using current and
new awareness and information dissemination
tools and vehicles. The award was based on
evidence provided for the year 2017/2018 as per
the award requirements.

In the category “Best Public Service Innovator”,
the Department of Agricultures’ GIS technologist
FC Basson took the Silver Award for his
innovative online tool Cape Farm Mapper, which

is also part of the smart tools of SmartAgri which
assist farmers to make the best decisions in
relation to their available resources.

LUISTER EN LEER
OP RSG –
DIE KWIK STYG

S

oos in die vorige SmartAgri Barometer
aangekondig, word die weeklikse program
“Die Kwik Styg”oor klimaatsverandering
en die gevolge daarvan vir mens, dier, die
omgewing en die landboubedryf deur die WesKaapse Department van Landbou vervaardig en
Vrydae om 12:45 op RSG uitgesaai.
Aanbieder Lizma van Zyl gesels in die reeks met
kenners van regoor die spektrum en win kennis in
oor toepaslike maatreëls om Suid-Afrika, en veral
die landbousektor, meer klimaatsveerkragtig te

maak. Reeks 1 van program kom aan die einde
van Maart tot ‘n einde en daar word reeds hard
gewerk aan Reeks 2.
Meer inligting oor die programreeks is
beskikbaar op www.rsg.co.za en die uitsendings
kan ook afgelaai word onder “potgooi” (onder
die programhofie – “middag op RSG”).
Belangstellendes kan ook vir Dr Trautmann
kontak by ilset@elsenburg.com vir meer
besonderhede.

c

T

ime flies when you’re having fun! A few
years ago, I would never have expected
that working on a climate change response
framework and implementation plan for
the Western Cape Department of Agriculture (in
partnership with the Department of Environmental
Affairs and Development Planning) and then
providing support for its implementation, would
be so rewarding. Moreover, the amazing team
I worked with proved that it is possible to
tackle one of the most serious threats ever to
agriculture (and in fact to human civilisation)
with a positive “can-do” approach and quest for
solutions and opportunities, as opposed to a
defeatist and simplistic outlook. South African
farmers show enormous resilience in the face
of multiple threats, and it would be disrespectful
to assume that climate change challenges will
not be tackled with the same resourcefulness
and drive to survive and thrive in this sector. In
fact, as a climate change scientist it is humbling
to witness what farmers are already doing to
adapt to climate threats and make the best of
a serious situation. What they need are strong
partnerships, strong policies and governance,
access to the best possible information and
knowledge, and adaptive financial mechanisms
to be able to implement their ideas.

participation in its implementation. The greatest
proportion of my time was spent travelling to
meetings of farmers and others in the agricultural
value chain, with some time also dedicated to
support for within-government initiatives, and
the presentation of the SmartAgri approach and
products at national and international scientific
conferences.
In the last few months of 2018 I was able to step
back and reflect on what this engagement has
taught me, and what is still needed to travel the
road ahead.
•

The SmartAgri Plan provides the “road map” for
this. The Plan was completed and launched in
March 2016, following 20 months of work by a
UCT-led consortium of scientists (with myself as
project leader) guided by a Steering Committee. •
From September 2016 until August 2018, I was
privileged to become part of the team tasked with
starting the implementation of the Plan across
the Western Cape. It was very important to use
this time for extensive further engagement with
role players in the agricultural sector, to ensure
that the Plan was communicated to as many
people as possible, and to encourage active

Firstly, agriculture is made up of a highly
diverse group of individuals, and it is critical
to focus on the human element. The best
science in the world, and all the international,
national and provincial climate change
policies and strategies mean nothing if people
on the ground are left out. All role players
must have a voice and be given opportunities
to arm themselves with knowledge relevant
to their daily lives and decisions. I have been
amazed at the range of interesting topics
discussed on the weekly radio series “Kwik
Styg” (Radio Sonder Grense) which aims
to bring “climate change and agriculture”
into homes and onto farms in practical and
positive ways. Climate change is not for
“experts”, it affects every single person,
and every person can make a difference.
The severe drought that gripped the Western
Cape in 2016-2018 gave significant impetus
to the sector’s interest in climate change, and
the way in which the SmartAgri Plan could
be communicated. Many of the requests for
SmartAgri presentations and farmer meetings
arose from the need for reliable information
and guidance amidst the crisis. The drought
gave us all a taste of things to come, according

to the future projections supplied by climate
scientists. While drought is only one of several
climate risks dealt with in the SmartAgri Plan,
the crisis massively increased awareness
of the scarcity and value of water and of
choices for more efficient agricultural water
management. The water-related aspects of
adaptation to climate change have possibly
become hard-wired into the sector, and
this is surely a positive long-term outcome.
However, we must not lose sight of the other
urgent actions required to deal holistically
and pro-actively with climate change.
•

•

We must not let up our efforts! All too often,
strategies and programmes “run out of steam”
after a short time. To ensure that SmartAgri
continues it must become embedded in all
planning, financing and monitoring across
the sector. The Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC) in 2018 warned
that we have very little time left (around 12
years) to put in place affordable measures
to adapt to climate change impacts, and to
achieve targeted reductions in our emissions
of greenhouse gases. Failure to do so will
result in an unsafe future for our planet and
all its life (warming of at least 2°C and severe
climate disasters). Effective implementation
of SmartAgri over the short- to long-term will
enable the survival and growth of agriculture
in the Western Cape. Let’s not take our eyes
off the ball (even though other stresses
appear to have now replaced the drought).

greater action. Such people need support
and space to lead the way. One of the best
investments is in nurturing and training young
people to take the lead on climate change
response, from farms to universities and from
government departments to large agricultural
concerns. Anyone following the recent United
Nations Conference of the Parties (COP)
on climate change held in Poland will have
been astounded by the impact achieved by
a 15-year-old Swedish climate activist Greta
Thunberg. She went from a school strike
in her home town, to addressing a plenary
session at the COP, insisting that world
leaders are not doing enough, and that noone is too “small” to make a difference. In
the two years I was involved in SmartAgri
implementation (and the two previous years
of developing the Plan) I was disappointed
by the lack of engagement by the youth in
discussing and responding to climate change
and the agricultural sector. Much more will
need to be done to change this, so that the
next generation of agriculturists have a future,
and food security can be achieved for all.

To come back from that rather serious note to
my initial summary of “having fun”, it is fitting to
acknowledge and be thankful for this journey
shared with some wonderful people! It was a
privilege to engage with people from all walks
of life across the province and to jointly strive to
map a climate resilient path for the sector based
on their hopes and fears, but sprinkled with the
optimism of so many of them. There is a long
Success is achieved more easily when road ahead. I sincerely wish that agriculture in
leadership is strong and visionary, and the Western Cape has a bright future in spite of
champions emerge and develop to help us climate change and that more and more people
navigate the road ahead and inspire us to come on board to achieve this jointly.

I

t is with abundant gratitude and bittersweet
emotion that the Western Cape Department
of Agriculture said goodbye to the voice of
RSG Landbou, formerly known as Radio
Elsenburg, Dr Chris Viljoen. Chris’s career
in radio dedicated to farmers, spans nearly
50 years! His dedication, perseverance and
passion for getting the stories that matter out to
the agricultural sector are the memorable traits
that will always remind us of the legacy he leaves
behind. c

years at OFM in the Free State under her belt
and more recently, a familiar voice on the local
Smile FM radio station. Eloise has a very soft
spot for agriculture and cannot wait to get to know
the people behind the sector. Eloise, qualified
as a journalist, is eager to start investigating
the stories which will both inform and educate
Agriculture’s clients. We wish Eloise a warm agri
welcome and commit our support to her.

Standing on the shoulders of this giant, is the
new voice of RSG Landbou, Eloise Pretorius.
Eloise is a seasoned radio presenter with many

If you would like to schedule a radio talk with
Eloise, contact her at eloisep@elsenburg.com.

RSG Landbou radio programmes can be
downloaded here: http://www.elsenburg.com/
resource-library/radio-elsenburg

Getting out of the way of nature
Two brothers use soil care to
achieve the impossible

W

hat do you do when a phytotoxic
wax destroys nearly 90% of your
crop – and therefore your income?
You use the catastrophe to change
your farming practices.
That’s exactly what happened to two brothers,
farming on a wine and vine nursery farm outside
Wellington in the Western Cape. Andrew and
Gary Barns are the third generation to farm on
the property, Mischa. The farm had previously
been called ‘Houmoed’ (which means “keep your

courage”). That’s because before the family bought
the farm, in the space of just 10 years, seven
farmers had tried – and failed – to make a living on
the property.
The Barns brothers could have suffered the same
fate in 2015. That’s when the wax they were
supplied destroyed 87% of their vine nursery.
What’s more, it happened to coincide with the start
of the worst drought in 100 years in the Western
Cape.

An impossible task

From a nuclear graveyard to healthy soils

According to Andrew Barns, the nursery’s losses
amounted to around R16-million. And to survive,
they were forced to cut costs by 40%, while
maintaining the same quality and volumes as
before. “This was huge for us,” says Andrew. “In
a farming business, one can cut 10% at the most.
This task looked impossible.”

Andrew and Gary test all their soil care principles
on their own farm, Mischa. And in 2015, when they
conducted their first tests on the farm, they were in
for a shock. “We discovered there was no life in our
soils; it was like a nuclear graveyard. So we had a
hill to climb,” says Andrew.

He was wrong. The brothers accepted the task,
by adopting a new approach to farming – one
that challenged the way farmers had operated
for decades. This approach was based on the
philosophy that soil is in fact an ecosystem, and
that healthy plants can only be produced if the soil
ecosystem is healthy. For the Barns brothers, this
meant “getting out of the way of nature”.
Just one year later, they found not only were they
surviving; they were operating more efficiently and
working closer with nature – without cutting any
jobs.

For the next three years they introduced their
principles and practices – with good results. Their
harvest has increased every year since 2016’s
drought-driven lows. They’ve cut nursery irrigation
by half – while still increasing output. And they
haven’t used insecticides and weed killers for at
least five years. “It’s amazing to see how weeds
that don’t belong here are attacked by insects.
That’s just how nature works,” says Gary.

“So we went all in on this new way of farming,”
says Andrew. “We realised we had to do this 100%
– we had to bet the farm on this new approach to
farming and soil conservation.”

The brothers believe it takes at least six years
before the real economic benefits of soil care are
felt. Still, the practice helped them to achieve their
2015 goal: to cut costs by 40% in order to survive.
And today, they are the only vine nursery in South
Africa considering soil health. Gary says, “We’re
the only ones looking at soil health as a solution,
which then drives performance, and ultimately
profitability.”

What is soil health?

Letting nature “do its thing”

The brothers started this new journey by asking:
what is soil health? And how do you quantify soil
health? “We found there was a problem in the way
soil health was measured. They had nothing to do
with how plants use the soil. These tests simply
didn’t take plants into account.” So Andrew and
Gary teamed up with researchers, to develop soil
tests that helped farmers understand how plants
access the soil.

They now work with farmers across South Africa and
Namibia, helping them to adopt soil care practices,
while using Mischa Farm as a demonstration of
their philosophy.

These tests started considering how much Soluble
Organic Carbon is present in the soils; as well as
the infiltration rate of water. Only once the soil
environment is right, will the brothers focus on
supporting the vine to grow up the wire.
They also created diverse cover crops – including
21 different species of plants. Gary says, “Diversity
above means diversity below.” And when these
plants die, nutrients are released back into the soil.
Soil fertility, structure and water-holding capacity
are then improved.

The brothers use their voices to encourage
farmers, students and scholars to trust in nature.
Andrew says, “The reason many things are done
in agriculture is because that’s how they were done
in the past. For many of us, it is habitual – and not
best practice. So we asked: what is best practice?”
The answer? Gary says, “We bring nature in and
let it do its thing and we get out of the way.”
“You must ask: What does the plant need? We
bring nature in and let it do its thing and we get out
of the way.”
Article by Francis Steyn, Western Cape Department
of Agriculture LandCare manager.

Update on the climate
resilience project:
future proofing Western
Cape agriculture
through greater
resource efficiency and
improved resilience to
climate change

T

he Western Cape Department of • Common practises:
Agriculture (WCDoA) has provided a
ᴑᴑ All farmers take regular samples and the
mechanism to link GreenCape activities
majority conduct grid soil sampling.
to the outcomes of the SmartAgri project
through the Climate Resilience Project (CRP).
ᴑᴑ The majority of farmers produce and use
This project is specifically focused on building
mulch.
climate resilience in smallholder farmers through
ᴑᴑ All farmers use weather information from
agricultural extension, with the aim to drive
websites and/or cellphone apps.
climate resilience interventions that are relevant,
scale-appropriate and support economic viability.
ᴑᴑ Most farmers provided evidence of waste
reduction, value-add and/or management,
This project is working in collaboration with the
although this appears to be fairly low tech.
WCDoA’s Farmer Support and Development
(FSD) Programme, and the Sustainable
Resource Management (SRM) Programme, as
part of SmartAgri Priority Project 6 - Climate
Smart Agricultural Extension.

Given that Western Cape smallholder producer
projects have demonstrated a high potential
for improvement in terms of environmental
sustainability, GreenCape, with the assistance
of WCDoA, has developed a survey to assess
the baseline of uptake within a sample of 50
smallholder producers. It also evaluated the
farmer’s attitude toward innovation and new
technology.
The survey was successfully completed in
October. Ten fruit farmers, 20% of the total sample
of smallholder farmers selected as having high
potential for expansion, were surveyed across a
range of Western Cape regions.
Although the results are currently being analysed,
this article provides some insights into the types
of interventions and greentech used by this
group of small-scale farmers.

•

Interventions with greater potential for uptake:
ᴑᴑ Looking at the three pillars for conservation
agriculture, only one farmer explicitly uses
crop rotation and only half explicitly use
minimum or no till practices and cover
crops. Approximately a fifth of farmers
explicitly do not use cover crops due to
expense.
ᴑᴑ A third of farmer’s explicitly use adapted
plants to minimise weeds, pests and
diseases. Three quarters of fruit farmers
use and maintain pest traps to control
disease, and a third know the minimum
damage levels. Over half of fruit farmers
use and integrate this information to
influence their spraying programmes.
ᴑᴑ Two thirds of farmers use satellite farming
tools, either personally or via a third party.
However, some farmers stated that they
did not use these tools as they were
not aware of the benefits or feel it is too
complicated.

ᴑᴑ In terms of their irrigation systems, • Tech with a low level of uptake:
approximately half of the fruit farmers
ᴑᴑ Only one of the fruit farmers makes
exclusively use micro irrigation, while the
personal use of a drone while the vast
rest used a combination of micro and drip
majority of famers did not use this tech
irrigation, or just drip irrigation.
due to its expense.
ᴑᴑ Approximately a fifth of surveyed farmers
The information can be used to benchmark the
already have small 10W renewable energy
uptake of various technologies by small-scale
systems, most likely solar systems used
fruit farmers. Detailed survey results will be
for LED lighting and charging electronic
provided in the next SmartAgri e-newsletter.
devices. This has growing potential,
especially given that over two thirds of For more information on the project, please
farmers’ report power outages, with a third contact Cathy Pineo at GreenCape (cathy@
of these reporting daily outages with an greencape.co.za).
average duration of 2-5 hours.

FROM THE CONSERVATION
AGRICULTURE PEN – SOME
HIGHLIGHTS OF 2018

W

estern Cape Rotation trials – General info
2018 highlights
Riversdale
The current production season saw a wide range
of climatic conditions at the 5 different sites
where the CA crop rotation trials are planted.
The Riversdale and Napky sites showed low
rainfall figures very similar to those of the 2017
season. Tygerhoek received more rain than
in 2017, but still far lower than the long-term
average. The Langgewens and Hopefield sites
enjoyed excellent climatic conditions, although
the rainfall were lower than the long term
average for the production season. Langgewens
also experienced unfamiliar strong gusty winds
during harvest which had a devastating effect on
crop yields.
Yield summary
The yield results for all five research sites are
listed in table 1 (at the end of the document). The
Napky site is not listed since all plots were cut as
hay to combat a weed infestation.

During the 2017 season the site received only 146
mm of rain from plant until the end of September
which resulted in the lowest yields since the start
of the trial. Although the 2018 season started off
dry, late rains helped to improve average yields
at the site. The site received roughly 20 mm more
rain than in 2017.
Napky – Middeldrif farm
The Napky area was also very dry. A dry
late summer also did not help to get an even
germination of all the crops planted at the site.
A new camp on the farm was planted this year
where three planter types and 4 different crops on
the site will be compared. The site received 139
mm of rain from plant until the end of September.
It was decided to rather cut all the plots for hay to
deal with the weed issues at the site. Due to the
poor rainfall, the weed control suffered which led
to the decision.

Tygerhoek Research farm
The rainfall in 2018 from April to the end of October
was the second lowest in the 17 years of the trial,
with 2017 being the lowest. If one looks at the
average wheat yield over the 17 years, there
were six seasons where the average yield was
lower than in 2018. That is a possible indication
of the long term improvement of the crop rotation
and minimal disturbance of the soil. The trial site
received 147 mm from April to October in 2017
and 189 mm in 2018 during the same timeframe.

of the 4 camps showed similar tendencies. In the
fourth camps the half that received a total of 39
kg of nitrogen yielded slightly better.
New trial

The same scenario with the wind played out in
the new trial. An average of 2.4 t/ha wheat was
harvested during the 2017 drought and 2.24 t/
ha in 2018. If the loss due to wind is estimated
at 50%, the average yield should have been 4.5
t/ha at least. The canola average was 1.07 t/ha
in 2018 and was expected to be 1.9 t/ha. Barley
Langgewens Research Farm
and oats had better than expected yields and
averaged 4.53 t/ha and 2.74 t/ha, respectively.
The 2018 season at Langgewens, was much In 2018 a pea and lupine mix was added and
more favourable compared to 2017 season. The when harvested, those plots yielded an average
trial site received a total of 308 mm of rain from of 1.5 t/ha. All wheat following a legume crop or
April to the end of September, which was still well cover crop received a total of 44 kg of nitrogen
below the long-term average for Langgewens. for the season, while wheat following all other
Although there were a short dry spell during crops received 64 kg.
July, a cool and wet September set the scene
for above average yields. Unfortunately, the Hopefield – Waterboerskraal
weekend of the 19th to the 21st of October the
area experienced very strong gusty winds, which The Hopefield trial is the new edition to the CA
caused havoc in the wheat and canola crops. The research stable. The trial was laid out across a
canola lost about 45% of the yield potential and camp that was planted to canola in 2017.
wheat at least 50% (see photo 1). The barley and Results were well above expectation, due to
oats were a bit slower in development than the good rainfall during the season. Wheat yields
other two crops, which resulted in lower losses. were excellent and averaged 3.59 t/ha. Several
of the plots yielded over 4 t/ha, with the best plot
Old trial
yielding 4.3 t/ha. Canola did far better than was
expected from canola on canola stubble from the
In 2017, the average yield for wheat in the old previous season. The best camp yielded 1.95 t/
long-term trial was 2.3 t/ha (during the drought), ha, with a 1.72 t/ha average. Barley was planted
while the average dropped to 1.99 t/ha in 2018. for the first time on the farm. It was planted at
An average of about 4.5 to 5 t/ha yield was a seeding rate of 50 kg/ha. The yield ranged
however expected. Wheat in the cash crop between 3.99 and 4.53 t/ha (4.3 t/ha average).
systems averaged 1.94 t/ha and 2.11 t/ha in The lupine was not harvested due to problems
the pasture/crop systems. An experiment from with weeds following the previous canola year. It
2017 were repeated, where 4 camps of wheat was terminated before seed set.
following medic pasture were split. One half of
each camp received only 9 kg of nitrogen per Dr Johann Strauss
ha at plant and the other half received the same Senior Scientist
as well as an additional 30 kg/ha topdressing. Directorate Plant Sciences
In 2017, two camps were similarly managed in Research and Technology Development
terms of nitrogen allocation. In 2017 both these Western Cape Department of Agriculture
camps showed higher yields in the halves with johannst@elsenburg.com
the lower amount of applied nitrogen. In 2018, 3

Table 1. Average yield per crop planted, production season rainfall and water use efficiency per trial site for the 2018 season.
Swartland
Crop

Langgewens

Rain

Old kg/ha

mm

Wheat

1994

308

Canola

1145

308

kg/mm

Southern Cape

Langgewens

Rainfall

new kg/ha

mm

kg/mm

Hopefield

Rainfall

kg/mm

Tygerhoek

6.48

2242

308

7.28

3597

3287

189

17.39

1683

146

11.53

3.72

1074

308

3.49

1724

1588

189

8.40

1668

146

11.42

Barley

4528

308

14.70

4268

3841

189

20.32

2515

146

19.23

Oats

2744

308

8.91

3393

189

17.95

Peas/Lupin

1591

308

5.17

mm

Cereal
Rye
Triticale

Rainfall

kg/mm

Riversdale

mm

Rainfall

kg/mm

mm

2757
4139

UPCOMING AND RECENT EVENTS
The 2019 United Nations Ministerial Conference Partnership for Action on Green Economy
(PAGE) http://ministerial.un-page.org/ was hosted by the Department of Environmental
Affairs on the 10 & 11 January 2019.
The conference focused on advancing inclusive and sustainable economies by responding
to the challenges of job creation, poverty alleviation and environmental protection.
The thematic streams were:
•
unlocking green finance,
•
strategies and policies for a green economy,
•
economic and social inclusion, and
•
the circular economy.
The finance stream in particular examined current policies and strategies and how the
climate and sustainable development objectives can be aligned across Ministries. The
sustainable consumption and production stream is set to consider how different policies and
strategies impact economic growth, climate resilience and environmental sustainability.
For more information, visit https://page2019.itcilo.org/programme

BECOME PART OF THE SMARTAGRI DRIVE
Interested persons who would like to get more information on SmartAgri and its related actions, are
invited to contact Dr Trautmann. Please subscribe to the SmartAgri Barometer if you would like to
be updated on a regular basis.
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