
FARMING INNOVATIONS  
TAKE CENTRE-STAGE

Kerisha Raghunandan

As we progress to inventions such as the self-driving car, 3-D printing and pilotless 
aircraft, it’s fair to say that the changing topography of technology is quite 
impressive.

Technology has definitely made navigating through the 
terrain of everyday life that much easier, however, keeping 
up with its fast-paced evolution is a marathon in itself. So 
this year, the South African Sugar Industry Agronomists’ 
Association (SASIAA) decided to bring fellow members up 
to speed with some of the latest farming innovations by 
focusing on “the benefits of new technology” at both their 
annual symposium and field day. 

Drone technology and precision farming have now become 
the global trend in agriculture and, while they may seem 
to have all the answers to monitoring and accurate 
remedial action, there are still a lot of questions about their 
application in South Africa. The Agronomists’ Association 
annual field day took place at the Tongaat Hullet farm 
at Hillhead Estates hosted by SASIAA Chairperson  
Dr Rian van Antwerpen and THS’s Kevin Drew. The agenda 
included talks focused on yield mapping and there was an 
impressive turnout of approximately 65 attendees. The 
speakers at this year’s symposium held at KwaShukela, 
gave a very practical outlook on the advantages of adapting 
these technologies in the South African landscape. There 
was also much focus on satellite imagery and emerging 
technologies such as NDVI. 

This year’s guest speaker was Adam Mostert, former CEO 
of FERTASA. His talk focused on the various components 
of the fertiliser supply chain. He also discussed the evolving 
fertiliser market globally and the need for products to 
change according to the particular feedstock available in 
each country. A brief overview on product strategy was 
also discussed along with fertiliser use efficiency and the 
importance of minimal impact on the environment. 

Richard Howes (SACGA - Felixton) demonstrating the latest 
drone technology.

T E C h N O L O G Y

As for the state of ethics in South Africa, I know that this is 
a subject that causes a level of despondency right now. My 
view is that we cannot sit back and expect any government 
to take full responsibility for the socio-economic repair of the 
country or for the development of a national ethical identify. 
Every South African organisation, be it in the public, private, 
parastatal or public benefit sector must become a microcosm 
of the South African society that we need to create: one in 
which social cohesion and integrity are key pillars of economic 
effort. I am a great believer in focusing one’s energy within 
one’s own sphere of influence, so my view is that we need to 
transform South Africa via the workplace.

What are your career highlights here  
at SASA?

Heading the Human Resources division has enabled me to 
play an active, daily role in contributing to the transformation 
of SASA from both a people and performance perspective. 
You will remember that the challenge we took on in 1990 
was simultaneously to improve performance levels, reduce 
costs and increase diversity in the employee demographic 
profile.

If we just take SASA’s employment equity profile at the 
specialist and supervisory level as an example, 80% of 
employees were white males in 1990 and today 85% of 
employees at this level are black and 40% are female. This 
change has happened in the context of a policy of merit-
based recruitment into permanent roles, supported by a 
strong black graduate internship programme. 

The need to reduce costs and increase performance 
levels means that throughout the change process, every 
permanent position has had to be filled with a candidate who 
is suitably qualified and competent. This approach has meant 
that relationships across groups in the workplace have 
tended to be co-operative and harmonious throughout the 
transformation process, during which general performance 
levels were not only maintained but enhanced.  

What advice would you give to all current 
SASA employees?

Being part of one organisation that in effect gives you exposure 
to an entire industry value chain while being responsible for 
specialist services that cross a number of traditional business 
sectors is a unique, enriching opportunity. I would encourage 
employees to seize every learning opportunity that being part 
of such a diverse environment offers and to engage in the life 
of SASA as a whole rather than focus narrowly on their specific 
divisional role.

In HR we often hear from former employees who have left 
SASA to advance their careers in other organisations. The 
consistent feedback they give is how much in retrospect they 
appreciate the culture and values in SASA. They emphasize 
how well SASA equipped them to succeed elsewhere, the 

high standards of performance expected, the strong co-
operation of colleagues that they enjoyed and professional 
work ethic they learned. It’s up to everyone to play their part 
in sustaining the SASA values and in particular the strong 
emphasis on dignity, respect, honesty and collaboration. 

What are your plans for retirement? 
Maslow talks of self-actualisation, any 

plans to unleash some creative talent you 
might have been suppressing all these years?

It’s correct that I am retiring from employment, but my  
career is entering a new phase in which I will focus on  
the aspects of my profession that I find most meaningful: 
advancing workplace ethics, promoting employee 
engagement, and the mentorship of younger HR practitioners. 
Ethicalways, my new business venture, integrates these 
areas in its tagline, ‘engaging workplace integrity’ and offers 
research, policy development, training and advisory services 
to businesses seeking to instil an ethical workplace culture, 
especially those needing to comply with international anti-
bribery legislation. You can follow Ethicalways’ progress on 
LinkedIn, Facebook and even YouTube. In quiet moments I will 
be writing for a number of publications. It goes without saying 
that I will always be available to provide support to the HR 
team in SASA when they need to know why a particular policy 
decision was taken in, say, 1996! 

Can we assume you have mixed 
emotions as your employment at 

SASA nears its end?

The nature of one’s role in Human Resources, especially in an 
organisation so dependent for performance on its people, is 
that one is never really off-duty. It feels as if SASA’s interests 
have been a preoccupation since 1990, and this means that 
I am going to feel the loss of my day-to-day relationships in 
SASA very keenly. 

It’s been an honour to share the professional and often 
personal trials and triumphs of the SASA employees, in 
particular those of my colleagues on the SASA Executive 
Committee and those of the members of the great SASA HR 
team to whom I am deeply attached. Many will be unaware 
of the supportive and caring bond that exists amongst the 
HR professionals across the sugar industry, and I count those 
relationships as another loss.

At the same time, I am excited about the benefits that a  
new HR Executive will bring to SASA, and about the 
opportunity I now have to focus on contributions that are 
particularly relevant to today’s challenges. SASA’s best 
interests will never be far from mind, and I know that given 
the dedication, skill and hard work of the people working in 
SASA today, that it’s a resilient organisation that will always 
find a way to overcome the varied challenges that its unique 
context presents.   
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Above: Dr Neil Miles (SASRI Senior Soil Scientist) addressing 
attendees on current methods to quantify soil variability and 
development of maps for precision agriculture.

Other speakers included:

•	 Richard Cole, an enthusiastic grower from the 
South Coast, who presented a brief summary of his 
farming success story. Richard’s passion for ensuring 
environmental sustainability and enhancing biodiversity 
was well-received. He has managed to produce 
substantial yields with the minimal use of agrochemicals 
for several years. He also advocated the significant 
benefits of green cane harvesting, a 12 month fallow 
and the use of various green manure crops.

•	 Neil Miles, SASRI soil scientist, who once again 
provided the audience with an insightful perspective on 
soil health. Neil clearly explained the inter-relatedness 
between the chemical, nutritional, physical and 
biological aspects of soil health and provided much 
scientific evidence to encourage adoption of best 
management practices. 

•	 Alasdair Harris, an Agricultural Engineer at Tongaat 
Hulett Limited, who impressed the audience with 
his presentation on mapping yield variability and its 
implications for precision agriculture. He discussed 
the various technologies used to improve accuracy in 
diagnosing and addressing weak points in a field. 

•	 Brent Griffiths, ABSugar Cane Centre of Excellence 
Manager at Illovo Sugar Africa (Pty) Ltd.  gave the 
audience an insightful presentation on a project that 
has recently been completed at Illovo. It involved the 
use of eLeaf remote sensing technology to improve 
farming operations, monitor biomass accumulation 
and yields, and make management decisions. Brent 
also discussed the strategies used to ensure that the 
outcomes of the project where adopted by end users.

Each year the symposium attracts many industry 
stakeholders including Extension Specialists, scientists 
and growers. It creates an excellent platform for the 
free exchange of knowledge and ideas to influence 
investigative thinking and development of farming 
practices. By the number of presentation requests at this 
year’s symposium, it is evident that the theme has inspired 
many to engage with an array of technologies available for 
use in the industry.

Kerisha Raghunandan, SASRI Publications Officer, SASA

Above: Dr Rian van Antwerpen (SASRI Senior Soil Scientist and 
SASIAA Chair) presenting current research on quantifying soil 
variability.

Above left: Russel Longhurst and Ross Walters from Agrisense 
presenting on the use of their drone technology. 
Above right: Dr Peter Tweddle (SASRI Agricultural Engineer) giving 
an informative talk on quantifying yield variability.

C O M M U N I C A T I O N S

MEDIA LEARNS MORE  
ABOUT SUGAR INDUSTRY

Cedric Mboyisa

Senior journalists from Johannesburg, 
Cape Town, East London, Mbombela 
and Durban had the sweet taste of the 
sugar industry during the annual media 
tour on 1-2 November 2017.

A total of 18 journalists took part in this year’s two-
day tour. The South African Sugar Association (SASA) 
delegation was led by Executive Director Trix Trikam who 
gave an overview of the industry on the first day at SASA 
Offices in Mount Edgecombe. Commercial Director Judith 
Wilson unpacked the issue of the insufficient sugar import 
tariff and the ramifications (for the industry) thereof. Land 
Reform Manager Khetha Nzimande presented on the 
achievements and challenges regarding land reform in 
the industry. Nutrition Manager Priya Seetal shed some 
light on sugar and health. The South African Sugarcane 
Research Institute Research Manager Derek Watt briefed 
the members of the Fourth Estate on the genetically 
modified (GM) sugarcane which is being considered by 
the industry, with Indonesia and Brazil the only countries 
having officially gone the GM cane route.

After presentations it was off to Zimbali Resort for a cooking 
demonstration by celebrity chef Jenny Morris who explained 
why sugar was added to food and a part of healthy diet. 
The following day saw journalists visit a sugarcane farm to 
learn about the art of cane growing, which only happens in 
two provinces – KwaZulu-Natal and Mpumalanga. From a 
farm all roads led to a mill where sugarcane is converted 
into (brown) sugar. The scribes also had an opportunity to 
be shown how alcohol is made from sugarcane.

The 18 journalists were from True Love, Isolezwe lesiXhosa, 
Daily Sun, Eyewitness News (Radio 702), Power FM, SABC 
Radio News, ENCA, ANN7, The New Age, Daily Dispatch, 
Sunday Sun, Engineering News, African Times, Independent 
Media, Voice of the Cape FM, Tshwane University of 
Technology (TUT) FM and Dizindaba Media. One journalist 
was a freelancer from Gauteng.

Journalists learning more about the industry during the 
SASA media tour.
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