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The South African Sugarcane Research Institute’s (SASRI’s) Principal Agronomist, 
Dr Abraham Singels, was short-listed as a finalist for two awards in the 2019/2020 
NSTF-South32 Awards – the NSTF Water Research Commission Award and the 
Special Annual Theme Award: Plant Health.

The National Science and Technology Forum (NSTF) Awards 
recognise the significant and outstanding contribution 
made to science, engineering and technology (SET) and 
innovation in South Africa. 

Over the past ten years at SASRI, Dr Singels has 
strengthened the Institute’s reputation as an international 
leader in sugarcane crop simulation modelling and 
focused this significant capacity on the development and 
application of mathematical models and computer tools to 
crop management issues relating to water.  He has provided 
leadership and strategic direction to teams of SASRI 
scientists, as well as to international collaborators from 
Australia, Brazil, France and the USA. He was a founding 

member of the International Consortium for Sugarcane 
Modelling and led the consortium’s first project to examine 
sugarcane genetic-by-environment interactions in a set of 
identical cultivar trials conducted at four locations around 
the globe. The knowledge from the study is being used to 
optimise the role of sugarcane crops models in informing 
cultivar development and management. 

After a lengthy and highly rigorous adjudication process 
by an independent adjudication panel, the Water 
Research Commission Award went to Professor Faizal 
Bux – Director and Professor: Institute for Water and 
Wastewater Technology; and Chair: DSI/NRF SARChI: 
Wastewater Treatment, Durban University of Technology 
for researching wastewater as a resource and not a 
burden to society.

The Special Annual Theme Award went to Professor 
Michael Wingfield – Professor: Forestry and Agricultural 
Biotechnology Institute; and Adviser to the Executive, 
University of Pretoria for being globally recognised as a 

SA plant pathologist for a lifetime 
of contributions to the identification 
and management of plant diseases, 
as well as the education and 
mentorship of large numbers of 
plant pathologists and entomologists 
globally.  

Even though Dr Singels was not 
successful, he is highly recognised for 
his substantial contribution to the sugar 
industry and to science, technology and 
innovation in South Africa. 

Dr Abraham Singels, SASRI’s 
Principal Agronomist

RESPonSIBlE PRACTICES 
MITIGATE CONCERNS AROUND 

BURNING
Sam Maphumulo

Pre-harvest burning has become problematic for surrounding communities where 
ash from cane burning has not only become a nuisance, but has purported to worsen 
respiratory problems during the cane burning season, according to some residents. 

The South African sugar industry burns approximately 
90% of its crop at harvest while 10% of the industry 
practices green-cane harvesting. The industry receives 
cane burning complaints annually, however, these 
complaints have now been exacerbated by the COVID-19 
pandemic, a respiratory syndrome that is known to affect 
the respiratory system.

Why does industry burns most of its sugarcane? It is easier 
and cheaper to harvest, appears to increase cane quality, 
reduces transport costs and increases efficiency at the 
mills. However, cane burning should be reduced where 
possible because of significant yield and other benefits 
such as improved soil protection and soil health associated 
with harvesting greencane. The industry implements 
measures to mitigate the impact of cane burning on its 
surrounding areas as described in the Codes of Burning 
practice. The Codes of Burning practice provide a way for 
growers to comply with legislation that regulates burning 
namely, the national Veld and Forest Fire Act, no. 101 
of 1998 and the Conservation of Agricultural Resources 
Act, no. 43 of 1983. These codes differ by region but all 

have the same goal of minimising atmospheric pollution, 
preventing runaway fires and ensuring that farmers 
are well equipped in the event of such, minimising smut 
deposits from cane fires in residential or otherwise 
sensitive areas, and preventing heat and smoke from 
being blown across public roads or affecting power lines.

Guidelines from the South African Sugarcane Research 
Institute (SASRI) are also available to encourage 
responsible burning or to assist with decisions on whether 
to burn or green cane harvest. These are available as 
Information Sheets 4.7 and 4.8 from the knowledge hub 
on the SASRI website – www.sasri.org.za

Adhering to the Codes of Burning practice reduces 
the impact of cane burning, reducing complaints from 
surrounding communities, thereby avoiding the likelihood 
that the regulatory authorities might apply even more 
stringent measures on cane burning.

Sam Maphumulo is a Sustainability Officer at SASA
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