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ISAC meeting –  
22nd November 2017 
 
 
The fifth meeting of the project’s Industry and 
Scientific Advisory Council (ISAC) was held at ARC 
Irene on Wednesday 22nd November. At the 
suggestion of the ISAC members, the format of the 
meeting was changed to comprise: 
• Presentations from project team members, 

each followed by a Question & Answer session 
(as for earlier meetings); and then 

• Rather than having the ISAC members meet in 
camera before presenting their verbal feedback 
to project team members (followed by a later 
written report), it was agreed that ISAC and 
team members should continue to meet 
together, with questions and comments from 
all ISAC members noted before team members 
responded directly to each of the questions and 
comments. This new format worked very well 
and will be continued for future ISAC meetings.  

Project issues recommended for further attention by the ISAC and the team’s responses are summarised below: 
1. A better balance needs to be achieved between project efforts to train and recruit farmers and follow-

up actions to support those farmers who agree to sign the Woolworths’ contract. Current efforts are too 
strongly focused on training and recruitment rather than follow-up support and monitoring of progress, 
thereby risking the possibility of committed farmers losing interest in the project. As part of this re-
focusing of effort, the project should develop criteria for farmers to be targeted for recruitment (e.g. 
farmers who are likely to be able to target free-range markets and control the growth rates of their 
cattle to meet free-range market specs over the next four years), to ensure the current ratio of 5 farmers 
being trained for every farmer who signs a Woolworths’ contract is improved. Once those criteria have 
been developed, they should be shared with the KyD technicians and provincial department extension 
officers so they engage more appropriate farmers for training. The project regards this re-balancing of 
efforts and development of farmer criteria as its highest priority concern and the issue will be given 
immediate attention. 
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Above: ISAC in session with insert of Prof Renato Villano 
reporting on preliminary results of the adoption study 
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2. How can farmers be provided with important infrastructure such as animal handling, fencing and water 
facilities? In the initial recruitment phases the project is deliberately targeting farmers who already 
have access to this type of infrastructure. Once those farmers demonstrate their ability to meet free-
range market specifications, the project aims to use their farms to demonstrate the use of different 
animal production and nutritional options to other farmers in their geographical region. As those 
additional farmers are engaged, consideration will be given as to how those new farmers can develop 
or acquire the infrastructure they require, including possibilities of financial literacy training that might 
then enable the farmers to secure loans to cover those costs. However the project itself does not have 
access to any funds that can be used for development of farm infrastructure. 

3. Is the proposal to recruit 2,000 farmers who can meet free-range market specifications by the end 
December 2021 realistic or should this number be reduced to 1,000 or 1,500? The proposal to recruit 
2,000 farmers is realistic, but having all 2,000 recruited farmers delivering cattle to free-range markets 
and achieving 70% compliance with market specifications by December 2021 is ambitious. Nevertheless 
the project will be aiming to achieve that goal. However the project intends to focus strongly on 
ensuring that all farmers who contract with Woolworths are capable of meeting market specifications 
rather than focusing on getting numbers of farmers signed up to the project without providing 
adequate farmer support (and hence have the farmers fail to achieve specifications). 

4. Given the current stage of the project is due for completion by the end of this year, what new 
knowledge has been delivered from each of the current project’s four objectives? Will a proper post-
mortem be undertaken of the first stage of the project? A final report of the Stage 1 project needs to be 
submitted to ACIAR by the end of March 2018, reporting progress towards outputs (including new 
knowledge), outcomes and impacts to 31st December 2017. It was agreed that the project would 
circulate a draft of that final report to ISAC members for their input and comments ahead of submission 
to ACIAR so that ACIAR also receives the ISAC feedback with the final report.  

5. Is the length of the next stage of the project (4 years) too short to allow good evidence that cattle up to 
3 years of age are able to regularly meet free-range market specifications? Decisions on the length of 
the next stage of the project are outside the project’s control. Hence the project is aiming to maximise 
whatever evidence it can provide to demonstrate that cattle from smallholder farmer herds up to 3 
years of age are able to reliably meet free-range market specifications by December 2021. 

6. How will the project achieve good farmer commitment to meet free-range market specifications if they 
are needing cattle sales for short-term cash flow? Farmers currently selling weaners will potentially 
need to find alternative options to generate cash flow over one or two years until their sale cattle reach 
free-range target weights. That situation is clearly explained to all farmers undertaking the recruitment 
training. The best option to ensure good cash flow during the interim period will come from 
identification and sale of breeding cattle that are non-productive but which are often retained in the 
herds.  

7. Droughts must be expected in South Africa over the next four years, so pasture management and 
planting improved pastures needs to be implemented by project farmers. Cost-effective rangeland and 
pasture management, together with supplementary feeding as required is critical to the success of 
farmers’ abilities to deliver cattle that meet free-range market specifications. Hence the project will 
take a Participatory Action Research approach, whereby farmers will be encouraged to engage with 
other farmers in their own regions to implement and evaluate appropriate ‘technologies’ to make 
recommendations on the best or preferred options to achieve their planned outcomes. In addition, the 
project aims to use successful farms to demonstrate the effectiveness of different technologies/methods 
that if implemented, would assist their neighbouring farmers to also achieve success with meeting free-
range market specifications. 
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8. There may be insufficient capacity in the more specialised farmer support teams (e.g. rangeland 
management, reproductive performance) – how will this capacity be increased to meet project 
requirements? The project team is very pleased with the engagement of specialist rangeland and 
pasture management experts from the provincial departments of agriculture and believes it now has 
the capability of undertaking effective assessments of the condition of collaborating farms. However 
implementing remedial actions to improve farmers’ rangelands and pastures will be under control of 
the individual farmers, so achieving uptake of relevant management approaches to both will need to 
become a key focus of the designed interventions component of the project. The suggestion relating to 
engagement of Community Service Veterinarians is an excellent suggestion which the project will follow 
up on, in the hope that this might provide additional technical capacity for the reproduction team over 
the two intense periods of measurement (around weaning and after calving/before joining) each year. 

9. The project should use the roll-over of the project from Stage 1 to Stage 2 to review the membership of 
the ISAC. ISAC membership will be formally reviewed over coming weeks, with the aim of inviting new 
and ongoing ISAC members to participate in the next meeting a.s.a.p. in 2018. 
 
 
 

Four-year project extension - 

01 January 2018 to 31 December 2021 
A four year extension of the current stage of the project (ending 31 Dec 2017) has now been formally 
approved by ACIAR, with the formal letter of variation now being processed through the signatory stage by 
ACIAR and UNE, with South Africa’s National Treasury to be formally advised ahead of commencement of 
the next stage on 1st January 2018. The overall planned outcome of the next stage of the project is that ‘By 
December 2021, at least 2,000 emerging and communal farm businesses will be cost-effectively, and in an 
environmentally sustainable way, supplying cattle on a year-round basis to Cradock Abattoir and Cavalier 
Meats and achieving at least 70% compliance with Woolworths’ high-value, free-range market 
specifications’.  

 
Above: Mr. Samuel Chauke, the first farmer to sign the FR contract visits Cavalier processing facility with ( from left) 
Prof Alan Duncan (ILRI), Prof Heather Burrow (UNE), Mr. Alvin Steenkamp (Cavalier), Prof Sikhalazo Dube (ILRI), Mr. 
Samuel Chauke, Dr Cletos Mapiye (SUN) & Mr.  Phillip Majane (ARC) 
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Farmer Engagement 
As outlined in earlier project newsletters, the project 
has established two value chains based within a 250 
km radius of each of Cavalier Meats (Gauteng) and 
Cradock Abattoir/Stormberg Foods (Eastern Cape), 
with farmers supplying cattle to these commercial 
meat processors and targeting Woolworths’ free-
range market specifications. As shown in the diagram, 
a 250km radius of the two meat processors means the 
project is specifically targeting farmers from 6 
provinces – Gauteng, Mpumalanga, Limpopo, North 
West and Free State around Cavalier and Eastern 
Cape around Cradock. The 250 km radius was selected 
by the project as representing an area in which the 
project could effectively support the farmers as well 
as being a cost-effective distance to transport cattle 
targeted at the free-range market, though it is likely 
the radius at least of the Cavalier value chain will be 
expanded over the next stage of the project. 

As indicated in the ISAC meeting report, the project is initially deliberately targeting farmers who own larger 
numbers of cattle and have access to farm infrastructure for measuring and recording the performance of 
their cattle. However as those farmers start demonstrating their ability to meet free-range market 
specifications, the project aims to use their farms to demonstrate the use of different animal production and 
nutritional options to other farmers in those regions. Although the technologies needed to achieve market 
specifications are already available, achieving the changes in beef production practices that will be needed in 
every one of the 2,000 emerging and communal farmer herds being targeted if their cattle are to achieve free 
range market specifications is a major challenge. The most critical aspect will be meeting the animal 
nutritional requirements needed to achieve growth rates of around 0.40 to 0.60 kg/day over the whole of the 
animal’s life from birth to slaughter (those growth rates are estimated for animals to achieve the minimum 
and maximum carcass weights identified in the specifications by three years of age). These growth rates are 
readily achievable for cattle grazed on pasture under normal seasonal conditions, assuming proper attention 
is paid to correct carrying capacity of the farm, close monitoring and remediation of rangeland conditions and 
feed resources available relative to expected changes in seasonal conditions, and providing supplementary 
feeding aligned with the specifications described above if required.  

However many emerging and smallholder cattle herds are significantly over-stocked cf. the known carrying 
capacity of the farms, resulting in poor growth rates of cattle over much of the year. To achieve correct 
stocking rates (and hence acceptable cattle growth rates), the farmers will need to balance the nutritional 
needs of their breeding herds with those of their sale cattle. This will mean the farmers will need to identify 
non-productive breeding cows and remove/sell them from their herds. Similarly, they may have the 
opportunity to remove surplus bulls from the breeding herds if the ratio of bulls: cows is too high. Thereafter, 
managing the growth rates of their sale animals with the cost-effective use of supplementary feeding as 
required will also be important.  

Over much of the past year the project team has been training farmers in all 6 provinces using the new Farmer 
Training Manual which is specifically focused on supplying cattle to meet Woolworths’ free-range markets 
through both value chains. By the end of November, 165 farmers had participated in a two-day recruitment 
training workshop, with 42 of those farmers signing a contract to supply Woolworths. In addition, one 
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communal group, the Makgatle Diphiri Farmers’ Association has signed a Woolworths’ contract on behalf of 
their 68 communal farmers, who collectively own around 900 head of cattle (see story below). 

 
Above left : Recruitment training team in Mpumalanga, from the left: Dr Baldwin Nengovhela ( DAFF), Mr. John. 
Sambo( MP), Mr. Phillip Majane (ARC), Mr.Noko Selepe ( DAFF), Mr. Khathutshelo Rambau ( NAMC), Mr. Gilbert Pule 
( ARC), Ms. Hangwelani Mathagu (NAMC), Dr Jan De Klerk (ARC), Ms Thato. Mokholoane (DAFF), Mr. Moses. Ratsaka 
( ARC), Mr. Masindi  Mphaphathi (ARC) (Picture on right: Sasolburg farmers recruitment training) 

Once farmers sign the contract, the farmer support team follows up with each individual farmer (or in the case 
of communal farmers, each community group) to undertake a detailed farm evaluation (including rangeland 
condition and the farmer’s record-keeping skills) and assessment of the suitability of their cattle to meet free-
range market specifications. This evaluation has identified a number of challenges faced by the farmers if 
their cattle are to comply with the market specifications. Those challenges mainly revolve around castration of 
male cattle, record keeping, reproduction and the breeding plan act.  

 
Above left: Follow-up visit of the new signees Mr. Mathole of Madinyana in the NW, Mr.Nyameka of Molteno in the EC & 
Mr. Mbatha of Perdekop (MP) 

Of the farms that have been evaluated to date (around 25% 
of those contracted), 570 animals have been committed to 
target the free-range market specifications, with those 
cattle varying in age from new-born calves through to 
around 24 months of age. Only a small number of the 43 
contracted farms have yet had a rangeland assessment 
completed. However skilled rangeland management 
specialists in the six Provincial Departments of Agriculture 
have agreed to be responsible for this ongoing assessment 
and to train farmers in the use of a simplified rangeland 
monitoring tool to assist them to evaluate the condition of 
their own farms in future. Mr. Victor Musetha and Ms. 
Kedibone Chueu of DAFF joined the Range and Forage 
technical team.   

 

 

 Left:  
Victor Musetha 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Left  
Kedibone Chueu 
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Makgatle Diphiri Farmers’ Association, 
Limpopo Province                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                
As indicated above, the Makgatle Diphiri Farmer’s 
Association is the first communal farm to sign a 
contract with Woolworths to supply cattle targeting 
the high-value free-range markets. The Association 
was established on 26th January 1996 and was also 
one of the very early farmers’ groups in the original 
ACIAR project known as the ‘Beef Profit Partnerships’ 
project. At the time of establishment, the association 
represented 56 male and female farmers. There are 
now 68 male and female farmers, with many of them 
being under 35 years of age. Collectively they own 
and manage around 900 cattle. 

Initially the main motivation for forming the 
association was to address a major problem with 
stock theft but subsequently the group’s efforts 
have progressed to include improved cattle 
production and marketing. A formal Association 
management structure comprises a Chairman, 
Treasurer and Secretary. Decision-making occurs 
initially through a central committee but also 
includes a very thorough consultative process 
amongst all members.  

Key achievements of the Association 

• Improved market access through assistance and training provided by government and other programs. 
An auction market was established in the village. Prices received by the Association’s farmers was below 
commercial market prices but were much better than selling in other long distance markets. 

• Improved market decision-making processed, with farmers now able to decide when and what to sell. 
• Improved knowledge of production practices, including better herd management, better understanding of 

carrying capacity and stocking rates; better bull and breeding management; ear tagging and stock 
identification and record keeping. 

• Better succession planning through strong involvement of young farmers. 

Main challenges and opportunities 

• Ongoing improvement of pastures, including growing and producing their own feed. 
• Proper and improved breeding herd management. 
• The farmers are very excited about the prospects of the new initiative in marketing their animals through 

free-range markets. They are committed to make the project a successful venture, but also acknowledge 
they will need support and assistance. 

 
 
 
 

Above: Mr Mmotla Lethamaga, the first Chairman of 
Makgatle Diphiri Farmers’ Association, with Prof Heather 

Burrow, the first leader of the Beef Profit Partnerships project 
at the site of the establishment of the Association in January 

1996 
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Left: Members of the 
Makgatle Diphiri 

Farmer’s Association and 
project team members 

Prof Heather Burrow, Prof 
Rene Villano, Dr Baldwin 
Nengovhela, Mr Mangou 
‘Albert’ Ntsoane & Mike 
Maruma (LDA) under the 
Amarula tree which was 

the site of the 
establishment of the 
Association in 1996 

 

Right: Breeding cattle 
owned by the Makgatle 

Diphiri Farmer’s 
 

Right : Training sessions 
with Makgatle Diphiri 
Farmer’s Association 
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Afrikan Farm  

Another farm to sign a contract to supply free-range beef to Woolworths is Afrikan Farm in 
Mpumalanga Province. The farm is owned by the Khanyile family and managed by Mr Phakade 
Khanyile and his cousins, Mr Ntsika Shabalala (cattle manager) and Mr Sibongeleni Mathenjwa. 
(feedlot manager). Afrikan Farm is a well-established mixed farm, producing both cattle and grain, 
which is used to feed male progeny in a small feedlot. The availability of Woolworth’s free-range beef 
market is now providing the farm with a new opportunity to finish 18-20 month-old heifers that are not 
selected as breeding herd replacements, rather than sending them straight to an auction market. In 
addition, the project can assist Afrikan Farm with the management of its breeding herd. Although this 
farm is not regarded as a traditional small-scale farm, the opportunity to work with Afrikan Farm is 
very appealing to the project team because it is prepared to allow the project to use the farm as a 
demonstration site for smallholder farmers in the region, particularly to demonstrate the strong 
benefits of good rangeland management and stocking rates on cattle growth and performance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Left: Phakade. (manager of 
Afrikan Farm, far left) and 

Ntsika (cattle manager of Afrika 
Farm, far right) with project 
team members Prof Heather 

Burrow, Dr Phillip Strydom and 
Dr Baldwin Nengovhela  

Right: Supplementary 
feeding breeding cows on 

Afrikan Farm in 
Mpumalanga Province 
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New Staff 
Miss Sithembile Ndala and Lindokuhle Buthelezi were recently appointed as Research Technicians. Ms. Ndala 
holds a B Tech in Animal Production from Tshwane University of Technology and she is presently registered for 
M. Tech at the same university. Mr Buthelezi holds a BSc Agric degree from the University of Zululand and is 
currently finalizing his MSc registered with the University of Fort Hare. Their main activities will be on-farm 
support of the contracted farmers and animals earmarked for the FR market. Other roles, collecting data that 
includes Behavior Change and VAIMS survey, the capturing of completed questionnaires into the INTERGIS 
database, training of farmers on Free Range production system, farm evaluations and recruitment of small 
scale and emerging beef farmers into the ACIAR project. Lindokuhle will focus on the Eastern Cape (Cradock) 
value chain, while Sithembile will focus on the five provinces around Cavalier value chain. 

                                           
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 

Important Dates in 2018 
1. ISAC meeting 16 May 2018 

2. Inaugural Contracted Farmers Meeting 15 May 2018 

3. Technical Inception workshop February 2018 (Date to be confirmed) 

Project Contacts 
Mr. Phillip Majane ARC-Animal Production Institute Tel 012 672 9152/0720243193  MajaneP@arc.agric.za 

Mr. Noko Selepe. DAFF: Animal Production Tel 012 319 7511/ 0825836158                MosihlanaS@daff.gov.za 

Ms. Sithembile Ndala ARC-Animal Production Institute Tel 012 672 9390                         NdalaS@arc.agric.za 

Mr. Lindokuhle Buthelezi ARC-Animal Production Institute Tel 012 672 9390                ButheleziL@arc.agric.za 

 

Left: Ms Sithembile 
Ndala and 

 
Right: Mr Lindokuhle 

Buthelezi 
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Happy Christmas and all the very best to you 
all for 2018 
The South African and Australian project leaders very sincerely thank all of our research and industry 
partners, collaborators, farmers and particularly our very enthusiastic and supportive team members for 
all of their wonderful efforts over the last year. We hope you all have a wonderful Christmas and all the 
very best for 2018. And we particularly wish you a very restive and enjoyable break and we look forward 
to working with you in 2019. 

 
 
 

Australia Awards Short Courses 
Applications Closing 15 January 2018. 
Priority areas are: 
Agricultural Productivity 
Extractives 
Public Policy 

Please Apply Online: www.australiaawardsafrica.org  


