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EDITORIAL

COVID bites back & forestry adapts – once again

‘There are  

34.8 million 

patches of 

natural forest 

in the world, 

ranging in size 

from one hectare 

to 680 million 

hectares. Greater 

restoration efforts 

to reconnect 

forest fragments 

are urgently 

needed – State 

of the World’s 

Forests Report. 

COVID-19 continues to disrupt our lives, and as 
I was preparing this ‘comeback’ edition of SA 
Forestry magazine for print, President Ramaposa 

announced new Level 3 restrictions, including a ban on 
booze sales and the re-introduction of a night time curfew 
(9 pm to 4 am). These restrictions have been introduced in 
an effort to curb the Covid storm in SA which is upon us, 
according to the Pres.

I have labelled this the ‘comeback’ edition as we were 
forced to cancel our May 2020 edition, so it has been four 
long months since the last SAF magazine was published 
in March. Fortunately the forestry sector seems to have 
weathered the storm and is slowly picking up the pace 
again, despite the fact that markets are still disrupted and 
depressed.

So where to from here? Well, almost every entrepreneur 
on the planet has been forced to re-configure their business 
model to adapt to the new normal, and it is amazing how 
quickly this was achieved. The ability to adapt to changing 
circumstances is nothing new – successful businesses have 
been doing it since way back.

Look at NTE! They started off a century ago processing 
wattle bark to cater for the leather industry which was 
booming back then when almost everything that wasn’t 
made of wood was made of leather. Today it’s a different 
world, yet NTE has adapted, survived and thrived, with 
new markets and new opportunities opening up. It is a 
remarkable story of resilience and flexibility and all credit to 
the wattle growers who stepped up to the plate when the 
chips were down and took back ownership of their business.

Another remarkable story comes on the forest 
certification front. After years of stalemate, the innovative 
Michal Brink of CMO has set up an FSC group scheme that 
has managed to certify nine small-scale tree farmers from 
Zululand and two community projects in Eastern Cape ... 
and counting.

SA Forestry editor Chris Chapman with Mayford Jaca, Chairman of the Mabandla 
Community Trust, who are engaged in forestry and sawmilling businesses.

Meanwhile the Sustainable African Forest Assurance 
Scheme (SAFAS) has established a platform that is helping 
large and small-scale growers address the key risks to 
sustainable forest management – and get certified by PEFC 
in the process.

So now we have two initiatives that will help to level 
the playing field regarding market access that has been 
anything but level until now. Perhaps this signals the dawn 
of a new era in the forest sector. Exciting times indeed!

Anyway, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Covid is still with 
us. Where and how far it goes from here we  do not know 
for sure, but the fallout is bound to have a massive impact 
on social, economic and political fronts, and probably the 
environmental front as well.

Which brings me to my final point: whatever else you do, 
protect the natural systems that sustain us on this planet 
and we will be OK! This is why I have peppered every edition 
of SA Forestry that I have produced since 2006 with a few 
tips on how to nurture and protect the environment – and 
always will. It’s the cornerstone of sustainability. Enjoy!  

Chris Chapman, Editor
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Ponsse, one of the world’s leading manufacturers of 
cut-to-length logging equipment, has been working 
hard to enlarge their footprint in South Africa and 
to give their customers the best service available in 
forestry. To this end Ponsse has now appointed a new 
retailer, MTS Parts, based in Nelspruit, Mpumalanga, 
to be responsible for the sales and support for all 
Ponsse machines in South Africa.

MTS Parts turning 
Ponsse into a 
powerhouse in SA

The MTS Parts team at their workshop in Mbombela, Mpumalanga.

The H7 Euca harvesting head is suitable for use on both wheeled and tracked 
machines from 16 to 22 tons.

manufacturer of forestry harvesting equipment.
Ponsse forest machines are based on 

environmentally friendly cut-to-length (CTL) 
logging, where trees are felled, delimbed and 
cut into various log assortments before they 
leave the forest. The product range covers all size 
categories from first thinning and harvesting 
of forest biomass for energy to heavy-duty 
regeneration felling, specially adapted for all 
logging sites, from soft soil to steep slopes. 

Purpose built
All Ponsse machines and their key components 
are designed and built in the company’s factory 
in Vieremä, Finland, which is one of the most 
modern forest machine factories in the world. 

Today, Ponsse’s machines operate in 40 
countries, and the family-owned business 
employs more than 1 800 people around the 
world. 

Continuous investment and development 
have been Ponsse’s cornerstones since the 
1970s, and over the past few years Ponsse has 
invested heavily in its R&D and production 
capabilities. The 15 000th Ponsse machine rolled 
off the line at the company’s new eco- and 
ergonomically friendly factory in 2018.

Thanks to the investment, the amount of 
testing and quality control has increased 
considerably. For example, the factory now 
features a state of the art optical 3D scanning 
unit which is used to inspect all forest machine 
structures to ensure they meet the quality 
requirements. 

The manufacturer expects the 1 000th Ponsse 
Scorpion, the flagship of the model range, to 
exit the production line soon. Latest models 
include the Ponsse Cobra harvester and the 
Bison forwarder.

MTS Parts’ vision and goals are in line with 
Ponsse´s own values and goals, which enables 
us to assist harvesting companies to achieve 
better profitability and efficiency, said Juha 
Vidgrén, who chairs Ponsse’s board of directors.

Parts, back-up and support
MTS holds a wide variety of parts in stock 
and also offer an export service for parts 
and components. The MTS workshop is fully 
equipped to carry out minor and major repairs 
and maintenance to all types of bulk handling 
machinery and hydraulic cylinders. In addition, 
they rebuild hydraulic components, engines, 
transmissions and other industry-specific 
machines. The workshop also includes a general 
engineering facility which enables the MTS team 
to manufacture components when necessary.

To maximise convenience and minimise 
downtime for customers, MTS offers a field 
service staffed by highly trained and skilled 
technicians.  

Contact Chris Odendaal for a quote on new Ponsse equipment or parts:  
mobile: 082 575 7447; email: chris@mtsparts.co.za

The Ponsse Cobra harvesting some big gum.

The Ponsse Elephant King forwarder is rugged and productive.

MTS Parts’ field service aims to ensure maximum uptime and productivity for customers.

MTS Parts has joined forces with 
Green Projects, previously the sole 
distributor of Ponsse Equipment, 

to strengthen the Ponsse brand and family-
orientated Ponsse culture in South Africa and 
neighbouring countries.

MTS Parts has more than a decade of 
experience in the forestry and agriculture 
equipment industry, and is a market leader in 
the supply and maintenance of forest machines 
and equipment. The company offers a wide 
selection of equipment, solutions and services 
from its base in Mbombela, Mpumalanga. 

“Green Projects will be acting as a Ponsse 
sub-dealer under MTS Parts in the KwaZulu-
Natal area,” explained Chris Odendaal, Managing 
Director of MTS Parts. “Frank Uzzel from Green 

Projects will be responsible for all Ponsse sales 
and after sales in KZN, but will also be assisting 
MTS with sales in other areas as well.

“We will be working closely with Green 
Projects to grow Ponsse locally in South Africa 
and in neighbouring countries,” said Chris.

In addition to the Ponsse dealership, MTS 
Parts is the sole distributor of Dezzi equipment 
in Mpumalanga. Dezzi is well-known for 
manufacturing bulk-handling equipment for 
forestry and agriculture.

MTS Parts also manufactures hardware for 
a variety of sectors including forestry cut-to-
length harvesting, earthmoving and the 
sugarcane industry nationwide. The extensive 
in-house range of products is marketed and 
distributed throughout South-Africa. This has 

earned MTS the reputation of being a one-stop 
shop for all bulk-handling equipment, services 
and solutions.

Chris said that the MTS Parts team believes 
strongly in establishing long term relationships, 
and they view customers as part of the MTS 
‘family’ where their needs and requirements are 
always the number one priority. 

“We have been building our business 
around transparency, reliability and integrity, 
which in turn has seen us garner respect, trust 
and loyalty from our customers.  We strive to 
bolster this reputation by continuing to offer 
unprecedented levels of products, service and 
solutions,” says Chris.

The addition of the Ponsse brand to their 
stable links MTS Parts with a leading global 
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FOREST CERTIFICATION

While most of South Africa was still living and 
working under Level 3 lockdown due to the 
Coronavirus pandemic sweeping the country, CMO 
was busy certifying nine small-scale plantation 
forest growers and two community-based wattle 
jungle clearing projects through their FSC group 
scheme, established in South Africa in June 2019. 

This has been hailed as a ‘breakthrough’ by forestry stakeholders who 
have been trying unsuccessfully for many years to get small scale 
plantation forest growers certified.

Similarly, the certification of two community-managed wattle jungle 
clearing projects near Matatiele in the Eastern Cape is a model that could 
be used to unlock supply chains and add value by linking these projects 
to premium markets.

The key to unlocking the certification puzzle for the small-scale growers, 
as well as the wattle clearing projects, is a software programme developed 
by CMO that turns an expensive, complex, document-heavy process into a 
user-friendly system that runs on a PC portal that communicates with the 
cloud, and then in turn connects to an app driven from any mobile device. 
This app guides the prospective members  though a step by step process 
to meet the requirements of FSC principles and criteria, and enables an 
internal CMO resource manager to audit a farm in the field without the 
need for burdensome, time-consuming paper-work.

CMO is also using this programme in their Group Schemes in Namibia, 
Uganda and Thailand.

FSC Southern Africa Manager, Manushka Moodley, says FSC has been 
working with Mondi Zimele who provide support services to small-scale 
growers in Zululand. These growers supply Mondi with pulp logs – 
through their implementing agents, Awethu and Khulanathi. The focus of 
this work has been on preparing the farmers for FSC certification.

The finalisation of the South African National Standard in 2018 provided 
another piece of the puzzle by providing a locally relevant standard to base 
certification of the small-scale growers upon. The Standard implemented 
a risk based approach in the development of the indicators and went 
through extensive consultation processes with local stakeholders. 

Meanwhile CMO had registered their Group Scheme, with Awethu 
Forestry fulfilling the role of Resource Manager, and working closely with 
the tree farmers to prepare the way for certification. 

The first nine growers based in northern Zululand were certified in 
mid-June. Michal said the process went well with a few minor CARS, which 
have to be closed out within 12 months. The average size of the individual 
farmers’ gum stands is around 3 ha, according to Sizwe Mtengu of Mondi 
Zimele.

Michal said the growers were thrilled to get certified, which qualifies 
them to receive a R31 per ton premium price for their timber at the mill 
gate.

Norman Dlamini of FSA confirmed that they were in discussions with 
CMO to use their Group Scheme to roll out FSC certification to more small-
scale growers around the country. 

Meanwhile the CMO Group Scheme has managed to certify two 

FSC certification breakthrough for 
small-scale growers

The app runs on a mobile phone to simplify the certification process for the auditor.

The first small-scale grower to get certified by FSC in Northern Zululand. These trees are only three-
years-old.
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community-owned areas near Matatiele in Eastern Cape. The land 
areas cover 500ha in the Colana and Sibi traditional authority areas 
near Matatiele. Two charcoal manufacturing enterprises, EcoChar and 
KwaBhaca Nature Solutions, have become members of the CMO Group 
Scheme so that their product can be FSC certified.

Michal explained that the certification is based on the Natural Forest 
standards of FSC as there are natural forest patches on the communal 
land. The focus of the operations in these areas is to clear invasive black 
and silver wattle, which is negatively impacting natural rangelands, 
reducing biodiversity and drying up scarce water resources. Community 
members have started small enterprises converting the cleared wattle 
timber into charcoal which is bagged and sold.

Michal Brink of CMO busy with the FSC Group audit at Colona, Eastern Cape.

Charcoal entrepreneur Bongiwe Mafuya has joined the CMO Group Scheme so that the charcoal 
produced by her business, KwaBhaca Nature Solutions, can be FSC certified and sold into export 
markets.  “I am going to be clearing wattle from rangelands in a way that benefits the community. 
Our community might be in the most remote rural area, but we can make a mark on the world,” said 
Bongiwe. (Photo: Manushka Moodley)

Lots of jungle wattle to clear for charcoal

Charcoal produced on the Sidi farm will be FSC certified.

Wattle clearing work in the Eastern Cape is done the old fashioned way, cutting by hand and hauling wattle to the kiln with cattle-power.

The FSC certification will give the charcoal produced on these farms 
access to domestic and international markets, attracting an additional R300 
per ton premium, when compared to the prices of non-certified charcoal.

Michal says that in order to maintain their FSC certification, the 
communities will be required to implement effective follow-up on the 
cleared wattle camps to ensure that the wattle doesn’t re-grow, and that 
the benefits of the alien clearing is sustained. This crucial follow-up – which 
is costly and labour-intensive – has been one of the failings of many alien 
plant clearing projects around the country over the past 20 years.

“The milestone achieved with FSC certification by smallholders in South 

Africa has demonstrated how the FSC standards can be contextualised to 
suit local conditions and facilitate the implementation of responsible forest 
management,” commented Manushka. 

“FSC certification will provide small forest owners and community 
managed forests greater access to local and international markets. 
To sustain the knowledge and practical field experiences gained by 
smallholders in use of the FSC framework, FSC International continues to 
build their capacity; and will release new certification solutions specific 
for smallholders in early 2021, including the revised version of the Group 
Scheme standard.”  
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SAFAS (Sustainable African Forest Assurance Scheme) has taken 
great strides during this Covid-19 lockdown towards levelling the 
certification playing fields. With this ground-breaking approach, 
a system has been developed that will allow responsible plantation 
owners of all scales to access markets requiring certification in 
a credible and systematic way while addressing the key risks to 
sustainable forest management. The project has been generously 
supported by the SANBI – UNDP Biodiversity and Land-Use Project, 
Forestry South Africa, Sappi, NCT and TWK.

SAFAS – Making forest certification effective 
and efficient for all scales of forestry
By Steven Germishuizen, Craig Norris and David Everard

Small-scale growers delivering their timber to a roadside depot in southern KZN. Certification will bring these growers improved market access and a premium price for their timber.

To achieve this SAFAS developed a tool to 
assess and rank a particular plantation's 
risks to sustainable forest management.  

For example, one plantation may be in an area 
where a number of factors makes fire risk high, 
while the soils and topography may result in 
a low risk to soil erosion.  Understanding the 
relative importance of risks is vital when deciding 

how much effort to allocate to a particular 
management activity. As a certification tool it 
demonstrates to the certifier and manager which 
aspects are irrelevant or have negligible risk 
so that focus can be on the important issues.   
The system is called the Value-Based Platform 
because it is designed to help protect the values 
that exist within a particular forest setting.   

Craig Norris, Forest Technology Manager, NCT.

Steve Germishuizen of SAFAS and Dave Everard, Divisional 
Environmental Manager, Sappi.
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There has been an overwhelmingly positive 
response to the introduction of the SAFAS 
certification programme to Sappi plantations 
and NCT member’s farms. 

The NCT experience 
In the first phase of rolling out the SAFAS system, 
21 private farms and two communal areas have 
been assessed against the SAFAS certification 
requirements using the Value-Based Platform. 
In this phase the growers completed a question-
naire covering important aspects of their opera-
tions, allowing SAFAS to determine the key risks 
for each operation. The operations range from 
a mixed farmer growing 20 hectares of wattle, 
to a grower with over 600 hectares of gum and 
wattle, as well as wood-lot owners in two tribal 
authority areas.   

A checklist for each operation has been 
generated and a programme of farm visits set 
up to cover the important aspects that need 
verifying on the ground.  Based on the responses, 
some of the smaller operations appear to meet 
all of the requirements of the standard.  

Operations that are addressing their key 
risks to sustainability can be certified under the 
SAFAS certification programme, which has been 
endorsed by PEFC international, the largest 
certification system in the world. 

Examples of how the system works 

Grower A is a mixed farmer in the Greytown area 
with tribal authority lands and extensive grass-
lands on the northwest boundary.  This grower's 
efforts need to be directed towards maintain-

ing a good relationship with that community 
because a number of risks such as fire, poaching 
and timber theft depend on it.  In this case the 
farmer works with the community to burn a fire 
break on their boundary.   This farm is mostly 
flat with few wetlands in the timber areas.  Soil 
erosion and impact on water resources are low 
risk and this is reflected in the risk assessment. 
This frees up the farmer to deal with the essen-
tial management aspects.   

Woodlot owners in a communal area only 
have management control of the portion of 
land that is allocated to them by the Tribal 
Authority.  In such cases the system takes this 
into account, guiding the woodlot owners to 
those aspects which are under their control. 

Phase 2, field verification, is due for completion 
by the end of July.   After this, growers that comply 
will be certified under SAFAS.  Phase 3, third party 
verification will happen once the international 
flight ban is lifted, allowing third party auditors, 
based in the UK to evaluate the scheme. At this 
stage growers can sell to PEFC markets.  

The Sappi experience 
Broad sense sustainability is a goal for Sappi 
Forests, as it should be for all long-term timber 
producers. However, with rapidly changing 

The process began with communication of 
the steps involved and what would be expected 
from forest managers and service departments. 
This was followed by the distribution of a risk 
assessment questionnaire which was completed 
by each FMU manager. The results were reviewed 
by way of a discussion between the FMU 
manager and the Sappi Forests Environmental 
team. It was during these discussions that it 
was realized that this approach and tool really 
works, in that it:
• Places the management required on 

the FMU in the social, economic and 
environmental context in which that FMU 
exists;

• Showed in a logical and structured way 
where the risks to sustainable management 
are and where attention is needed and 
where it is effective;

• Helped all of us at Sappi to understand how 
the various standards and requirements 
(SAFAS and FSC) relate to sustainable forest 
management on the ground. 

To illustrate the usefulness of the risk assessment 
and the value based approach, Garett Nel, 
Forestry Manager of Twello Plantation said; “I 

economic social and environmental conditions 
true sustainability is a complex goal that is 
not easily achieved. The Value-Based Platform 
for sustainable forest management and certi-
fication developed by SAFAS provides a struc-
tured, flexible approach that has been success-
fully used by Sappi to improve management 
on its plantations. In 2019 the SAFAS Forest 
Management Standard formed the basis of 
its internal environmental audits. The simple 
language used by this standard and the logical 
approach to forest management made this 
standard a favourite for the Forest Managers. It 
proved to be a completely adequate standard 
for preparing for the external FSC audit that 
took place in November 2019.

Sappi Forests is now in the process of 
becoming SAFAS (PEFC) certified having 
successfully completed a stage 1 audit by Soil 
Association in April. In preparation for this audit, 
and to make full use of the flexibility of the 
PEFC’s approach to group scheme management 
Sappi decided to adopt the SAFAS Value-Based 
Platform. In spite of being under level 5 Covid-
19 lockdown the approach proved to be very 
workable and provided each FMU with a clear 
indication of its strengths and weaknesses with 
respect to sustainable forest management.

enjoyed doing the risk assessment because it 
forced me to look into more detail on certain 
audit items that we usually pass off to other 
departments and don’t usually go into the detail 
and understand it ourselves such as the planting 
permit versus actual hectares planted that we 
usually just refer auditors to planning.” Daniel 
James, Forestry Manager of Lothair Plantation 
said “the risk assessment is a great tool one can 
use to prepare for both internal and external 
audits in the sense that it helps one to identify 
high risks and get mitigation measures in place 
to reduce the risk. Also once the risk assessment 
was done I knew what the high risks were 
and could better manage them. It gave me a 
better view of the environmental, social and 
economic aspects and where one needs better 
management for future sustainability.”

Focusing on the risks
In summary, the Sappi 2020 internal audit check 

sheet which was based on the SAFAS Forest 
Management Standard was prioritised accord-
ing to each FMU’s risk profile and sent out to the 
FMU. This allowed the manager to focus on risky 
areas and not waste time on issues irrelevant 
to that particular FMU.  In the past all certifica-
tion requirements were treated equally whether 
they contributed to the sustainability of that 
FMU or not. It has been so successful for the 
Forestry Managers, that many have asked for 
permanent access to the risk assessment tool so 
that they can continually update their profile as 
things change. 

“Sappi has worked hard to expand forest 
certification for all growers including our Khulisa 
growers and has helped introduce PEFC into 
the country, based on the need for additional 
certification from our customers’ requests for 
PEFC labelled products,” commented Alex Thiel, 
Sappi Southern Africa CEO.  

PEFC certification through SAFAS will give large scale growers, like this operation in Zululand, improved market access as well as tools to improve farming practice on the ground.

"The risk assessment is a great tool one can use to prepare for 
both internal and external audits" – Daniel James, forester

Twenty-one private farms and two communal areas have been 
assessed against the SAFAS certification requirements using 
the Value-Based Platform.
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Danny Knoesen takes over the helm as General Manager of NCT 
Forestry Cooperative Ltd at an interesting time in history. The first 
‘wave’ of the Coronavirus epidemic has passed through causing 
severe market disruptions and uncertainties across the globe, 
sending the local South African economy into what could be a deep 
and long recession.

New leadership at NCT

However NCT appears to have fared 
better than many other businesses 
as the marketing team managed to 

find new customers for woodchips despite 
weakening demand for pulp and paper products 
around the world and across the board. 

Danny takes over the reins from Patrick Kime, 
who has led the Cooperative with distinction 
since 2004. During Patrick’s tenure NCT went 
from being a supplier of three woodchip mills 
– which had other shareholders with different 
priorities – to acquiring total ownership and 
control over the milling and export operations.

Danny joined NCT in 2013 as General Manager 
of the wood chipping operations soon after NCT 
acquired 100% ownership of the three mills, 
BayFibre and Shincel (Richards Bay) and Durban 
Wood Chips. He has played a pivotal role in 

implementing major strategic restructuring 
and  technical improvements that resulted in 
the consolidation and standardisation of all 
aspects of the three mills that were previously 
individually managed.

This process has given NCT direct control 
over the full logistics chain from members 
plantations to their customers around the 
world. Considering that the export of chips 
currently contributes around 80% of NCT’s 
annual revenue, this strategy can only serve 
to strengthen the business for the benefit of 
members going forward. 

With a strong background in engineering and 
some 28 years of experience in forest products 
and pulp and paper industries, Danny is the 
ideal person to lead the cooperative into the 
future. Prior to joining NCT he worked for Sappi 

in various capacities, gaining a broad range of 
experience in every facet of the business from 
timber procurement to logistics, managing 
manufacturing operations, marketing and 
finance.

When SA Forestry visited Danny in his office 
at Durban Wood Chips, the first Chinese vessel 
to be serviced by NCT Durban was berthed 
alongside Maydon Wharf 8, loading wattle chips 

Woodyard and chip pile at NCT’s Richards Bay mill.

Incoming NCT General Manager, Danny Knoesen, taking NCT 
into the future. 

Patrick Kime calls it a day … he has led NCT with distinction 
since 2004.

The first Chinese ship to be serviced at NCT Durban Wood Chips, taking on wattle chips.

for a new customer. Danny was understandably 
proud of this achievement, considering the fact 
that SA was at Level 3 Lockdown at the time 
and much of the world was still reeling from the 
Covid fallout.

He said that NCT’s Eucalyptus chip exports had 
declined since the peak in 2017, but that wattle 
chip exports were holding their own, having 
been recently boosted by the new Chinese 
customer. The focus for NCT going forward is 
to expand the Eucalyptus chip exports, he said, 
as well as looking for new biofuel markets in 
Europe.

Danny considers NCT’s reputation for quality 
and reliability as a key ingredient in their export 
marketing success. As somebody with extensive 
experience in the pulping process, he knows 
that customers buying woodchips are looking 
for raw material consistency above all else. It’s 
got to have the right moisture content, density, 
chip sizes etc in order for the process to be 
optimised.

It is for this reason that members’ timber 
arriving at the mill gate must conform to strict 
standards in terms of form, diameter, wood 
density, moisture content etc. 

Another key factor in mill efficiency, says 
Danny, is that members’ timber trucks arriving 
at the plant need to be offloaded as quickly as 
possible. This is difficult to achieve when the 
majority of long haul trucks tend to arrive at the 
mill gate between 4 pm and 8 pm.

NCT has recently established a transhipment 
depot in Vryheid to facilitate the use of rail 
to transport wattle timber sourced from the 
northern catchment to the Richards Bay mill. 
Apart from the saving for members in transport 
costs and the benefits to the environment, it 
allows a more even flow of timber into the mill, 
thus reducing the congestion at peak times.

Danny says the transhipment depot is currently 
handling around 13 000 tons of wattle timber per 
month, and has the capacity to handle up to 120 
000 tons a month. The increasing use of rail to 
haul timber from this depot to Richards Bay is the 
result of constructive engagement with Transnet 
Freight Rail over a number of years.

The acquisition of NCT-owned plantations has 
also contributed to building NCT’s reputation 
for reliability with the market. These plantations 
provide a resource that can be called upon at 
short notice to fill orders if there is a gap, and 
members’ timber is not available.

“We will never put NCT’s own timber ahead 
of members’ timber, but having our own 
plantations gives us some flexibility in supply 
which may be needed from time to time to 
ensure orders are met,” he said.

Danny is a born and bred KwaZulu-Natalian, 
and has been able to stay in the province he 
loves for his entire career, despite numerous 
attempts by his previous employer to lure him 
to Johannesburg. Now he finds himself at the 
helm of a homegrown KZN business, and he is 
clearly relishing the challenge that lies ahead.

“Danny is a proven leader with solid 
engineering skills, business vision and the 
ability to bring people together. His experience 
in business integration, manufacturing and 
procurement adds value to our unique timber 
marketing organisation,” commented NCT 
Chairman Philip Day.  
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The Southern Cape timber 
industry – once the pride of the 
Cape and the cornerstone of the 
regional economy – is on its knees 
after suffering a triple whammy 
caused by Government’s ill-
conceived forestry exit strategy 
and subsequent inaction, disaster 
fires (in 2017 and 2018), and now 
the Covid-19 lockdown.

However fixing the problems crippling 
the southern Cape and unlocking the 
full potential of the timber industry is 

do-able if all the stakeholders take responsibility 
and work together in a co-ordinated and 
focused fashion, according to the CEO of the 
SA Forestry Contractors Association, Dr Jaap 
Steenkamp.

Addressing a workshop for Southern Cape 
(SC) timber industry stakeholders at the Knysna Timber 
Festival in March, Jaap said that government appears 
not to have the inclination or the capacity to address 
the issues impacting negatively on the southern Cape 
timber industry. 

A further problem, he said, is that the Southern 
Cape community lacks the organisation, leadership 
and finances to make a contribution to alleviate the 
problems. This is despite the fact that private forestry 
companies have shown a willingness to engage with 
communities, and that the Western Cape government has 
been generally supportive of efforts to revive the economy.

“We (in the Southern Cape) are currently in limbo and 
nothing is happening, although we do have the very convenient excuse 
of Covid 19,” said Jaap.

He said that the Covid-19 pandemic and subsequent lockdown 
aggravated the situation as the Southern Cape is a saw timber region and 
the construction sector remained closed for more than two months.

“Government kept the supply side open, but shut down demand. This 
meant we just stopped everything. Contractors are struggling, especially 
those working for saw timber companies.” 

However the re-opening up of the construction sector under Level 3 has 
given the local sawmillers hope that they can claw back some of the losses 
they have suffered under lockdown.

So what is the extent of the ‘hole’ that the SC timber industry finds itself 
in in 2020?

Lost opportunities
In 2001 Government announced its decision to exit 44 763ha of forestry 

The ‘broken’ Southern Cape timber 
industry can be fixed

higher every day as the natural/pioneer 
vegetation is still growing.

“I understand that Working On Fire is now 
in control of the area (mandated) and that 
fire protection and vegetation management is 
being done … but it is an interim arrangement 
and not sustainable. Furthermore it is a 
withdrawal from the economy as it is a cost. The 
sooner we can go back to normal forestry the 
better. We need to plant.

“The last of the exit areas will be vacated by 
MTO by October 2020 and I doubt if DEFF has 
any concrete plans in place to take it over as a 
going concern. 

“Some people in the Cape are of the opinion 
that forestry is not that important and we 
should focus on tourism. So much for their point 
of view! Covid brought tourism to a complete 
halt, but the trees are still growing. There is a 
place for both, but forestry is much more stable,” 
said Jaap. 

“The priority is to act immediately to mitigate 
fire risk, clean unwanted vegetation and to 

produce timber.  The community should be roped in and jobs will be 
created at commencement of re-establishment.”

At the same time he said that sawmills may need assistance to survive 
and retain jobs.  

the Southern Cape, you begin to get an idea of the scale of the problems 
facing the industry.

On top of this came Covid-19 which is compounding the impact of 
the fires, said Jaap. All contractors were stopped during Levels 5 and 4 
lockdowns. Furthermore the Covid restrictions are adding additional costs 
as a result of inefficient transport contingencies and limited work force etc.

According to the George Municipality, forestry accounts for 
approximately 20% of the economic activity of George. The impact on the 
region is huge and over the past two years numerous auctions of timber 
and timber related businesses attests to the decline of the industry.

 “Idle land (also called temporary unplanted land in forestry circles) is 
like not investing your cash. This land is degrading and losing value,” said 
Jaap.

Following the 2017 and 2018 wildfires, Jaap said that the private 
growers, mainly PG Bison and MTO, have been conducting extensive 
salvage operations in all their burnt areas. On the other hand the 
Department of Environment, Forestry & Fisheries has salvaged nothing. 
Only now are they beginning to salvage burnt timber – 15 months after 
the fire, said Jaap.

Since the fires, PG Bison has re-established 2 566 ha and MTO has 
re-established 7 530; DEFF has re-established 0 ha.

Some 14 contractors, employing around 890 people, have gone out of 
business as a result of the fires. A further 400 workers lost their jobs when 
Geelhoutvlei Timbers sawmill in Sedgefield burnt to the ground. 

Jaap said that many of these jobs could have been salvaged if DEFF (the 
‘new’ landowner) of the exit reversal areas had maintained these areas as 
going concerns. 

“From my point of view that was perfectly possible as they knew they 
would be taking over responsibility for this land for many years.”

He said DEFF has known that they were getting these exit areas back 
since the exit reversal was announced by President Mbeki in 2008, but still 
there has been no progress.

These exit areas were earmarked by the Department for community 
participation. But Jaap said that the organising and funding problems with 
the community have still not been resolved. 

“DEFF should take ownership of this instead of paying lip service to the 
community. Their inaction is costing the community dearly.”

Meanwhile the cost of re-establishing forestry in these areas is getting 

Fire – and politics – taking a heavy toll on the forestry industry in the 
southern Cape.

Jaap Steenkamp

The twisted remains of the Geelhoutvlei sawmill, destroyed by the 2018 wildfires.

land in the Western and Southern Cape. This 
land was operated in terms of a long term 
lease by MTO who were required to clearfell 
these areas in phases and hand them back to 
the Forestry Department by 2020.

Following an outcry over the forestry exit 
policy, Government subsequently changed its 

strategy and President Mbeki announced in 2008  
that half of the original exit areas (21 402ha) could 
be restored to forestry. Government also declared 

that any future plantation ownership of the restored forestry land had to 
include BEE partnerships. 

However there has been no progress in making arrangements for the 
reversal areas to be re-established since they were clearfelled and handed 
back to DAFF/DEFF, and the land has been lying fallow and becoming 
overgrown with alien weeds ever since.

This 21 402ha of ‘idle’ exit reversal land (currently unplanted) has 
resulted in an opportunity yield loss of around R128 412 000 per year 
gross income, says Jaap. (This is calculated by taking the Mean Annual 
Increment for the Southern Cape of 12cub.m/ha/year @ R500/cub.m).

The loss of over R128m revenue per year increases to closer to R320m/
year if you take into account the potential value added to the round log 
resources from local processing, says Jaap.

“For how long will we continue to do nothing? A return will only come 
from trees in the ground.”

If you add the 15 000 ha of land damaged by the 2017 and 2018 fires in 
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Grind it, use it, sell it

Burn to ash or grind to cash … grinding woody biomass into usable, 
sale-able material creates many opportunities for  nurturing the soil, 
improving farming practice or starting a business that benefits the 
environment ...

The launch of the latest horizontal grinder 
from Morbark, the Wood Hog 2400X, 
is exciting news for farmers, foresters, 

saw millers and contractors who need to grind 
woody material into usable or sale-able product.

The 2400X is the smallest horizontal grinder 
in the Morbark range, but it doesn’t fall into 
the trap of being too small and fragile for the 
serious work of grinding woody material of 
all shapes and sizes. It comes with the power 
and durability required for the tough job of 
grinding, which Morbark horizontal grinders are 
known for. It can be moved relatively easily and 
operated by one person.

“The 2400X can be used for so many jobs 
like grinding sawmill waste, discarded 
pallets, garden refuse, brush, tree-offcuts and 
even whole trees. It’s ideal for cleaning up 
and recycling in sawmills or farmyards where 
woody material builds up, creating a fire hazard 
and taking up space – and costing money to 
remove,” said Brendan Moore of AfrEquip.

There are numerous applications for the 
ground-up material, including:- 
• Used as a ground cover for beautifying 

public and private spaces
• Biofuel 
• Great material for composting
• Animal bedding (chicken bedding)
• Used as a mulch for plants or trees (including 

citrus and macadamias). It lowers herbicide 

requirement and retains moisture in the soil 
– fruit farmers report a 15% -25% reduction 
in water use in their mulched orchards.

• Co–firing furnaces – coal and woodchip/
grindings (far cheaper to start up furnaces)  

The 2400X comes in wheeled or tracked options 
and can be customised to meet customers’ 
needs. The folding in-feed tray makes the grinder 
easier to transport without compromising 
in-feed capacity, and the teeth of the grinder 
as well as the screen can be changed to suit the 
material and the uses to which it will be applied.

The 2400X, like all Morbark grinders, is self-
powered and can be legally moved on road (the 
wheeled machine) while the tracked machine 
can be moved on a standard lowbed trailer.

“The big advantage if the 2400X – like all of 
the Morbark horizontal grinders – is that it is 
purpose-built for biomass reduction and requires 
less maintenance than a chipper,” said Brendan. 
“It is built tough, simple to run and is easy to 
access for routine maintenance and repairs.”

The 2400X is the smallest of Morbark’s 
comprehensive range of horizontal grinders. 
It comes with the Morbark Integrated Control 
System designed to maximise productivity 
and engine efficiency, allowing the operator 
to control the grinder from a safe distance with 
a wireless remote or tethered backup cable. 
It allows for automatic control of feed rates, 

pressures as well as feed wheel positions to 
maximize production. This is a useful feature 
especially when working with a wide variety 
of in-feed materials – one day you’re grinding 
block wood waste for sawmills, the next you’re 
grinding fruit trees for bedding mulch. 

The AfrEquip team is equipped to provide 
support for Morbark machines in the field and 
carries a range of spares to ensure productivity 
and uptime is maximised.

AfrEquip distributes and supports a range 
of leading equipment brands into the forestry, 
sawmilling, agricultural and industrial sectors 
including Morbark, Tigercat, Log Max and GMT 
Equipment.  

Morbark’s Wood Hog 2400XT …  great solution for grinding, reducing, recycling.

ENQUIRIES: 
For more info, contact Brendan 
Moore: Mobile: 072 708 9091; 
email: brendanm@afrequip.co.za; 
or visit www.afrequip.co.za

Easy access for maintenance and adjustments … belt tensioning 
(above) and the grate system (below).
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NTE Company (Pty) Ltd is 
celebrating its centenary this 
year, a remarkable milestone for 
any business to achieve anywhere 
in the world. It’s been a long 
and winding journey, from the 
early, pioneering days of wattle 
planting and establishing a new 
business in the southern tip of 
Africa, riding out the impacts 
of two world wars, economic 
recessions, tree disease outbreaks 
and corporate takeovers along 
the way. 

Tracing its origins all the way back to the 
Natal Tanning Extract Company Limited 
established in 1920, NTE has been at the 

centre of the development of the wattle bark 
extract industry in South Africa, and is today 
one of the world’s biggest producers of leather 
tanning agents.

Fast-growing ‘wattle’ trees were first brought to 
South Africa from Australia around 1880 and were 
planted out by farmers in the Natal area for livestock 
shelter and firewood. When researchers discovered 
that the bark of the black wattle contained high 
concentrations of polyphenolic chemicals, 
commonly known as tannins, which can be used 
to soften animal skins for making leather goods, 
local farmers and manufacturers were quick to start 
exploiting these ‘champion’ trees.

Lyles Tannery in Pietermaritzburg was already 
extracting tannin from the bark of locally grown 
black wattle, and using it successfully in their 
tannery. Meanwhile wattle pioneer Sir George 
Sutton, along with farmers from the Noodsberg 
area, started exporting wattle bark to England 
and Europe where demand for tannin was high.

A number of wattle bark processing factories 
were established over the next few years, with new 
processes being developed to refine the product. 

In 1915 the Natal Tanning Extract Company was 
established as a partnership in Pietermaritzburg 

by an engineer, Owen Walters, and local solicitors 
Thackery James Allison and Arthur Horace Himes. 
In February the following year they exported 
their first shipment of 439 tons of mimosa extract 
produced in their Pietermaritzburg factory. 

Five years later, in 1920, NTE joined forces 
with the South African Tanning Extract 
Company, owned by London based Forestal 
Land, Timber and Railway Company, to establish 
the Natal Tanning Extract Company Limited for a 
purchase price of £553 332. 

However poor silviculture practices combined 

with the effects of the great depression in 
the aftermath of the 1st World War, put the 
industry in South Africa under severe pressure. 
Forestal sent the enterprising Charles William 
Biggs, whose career began as a messenger boy 
with the Santa Fé Land Company in Argentina, 
later appointed secretary of the Development 
Company of Santa Fé. Mr Biggs was sent to 
Natal to take over the management of NTE from 
TJ Allison.

Biggs’ energy and enthusiasm galvanised the 
business which, by 1925 owned 15 500ha  of 

Early pioneers of NTE inspecting a wattle compartment in the early 1920s (right to left) Charles Biggs, General Royston and Mr Palmer.

Bailey Bekker led negotiations for the purchase of the two NTE 
bark factories from Mondi Forests in 1997 on behalf of a group 
of wattle farmers, who for the first time were able to share in the 
profits from bark processing and serve on the Board of the new 
co-operative.

Charles William Biggs took over the management of NTE from 
TJ Allison in the early 1920s. His energy and enthusiasm was 
instrumental in setting a strong foundation for the business to 
grow and prosper.

A long and winding road
A brief history of NTE from the 
pioneering days to the present …

good wattle land in the Midlands, Zululand 
(Melmoth area) and around Iswepe.

Manufacturing of bark extract during 
this period took place at factories in 
Pietermaritzburg, Inanda and Rooispruit, with 
another factory in Paddock under construction. 
Manufacturing was later consolidated to the 
plants in Pietermaritzburg and Melmoth.

By 1928 the Iswepe Factory was established, 
operating initially as a dry bark mill where bark 
was chopped, hydraulically pressed into bales 
and exported. In 1934 the Melmoth factory 
installed autoclaves for leaching bark under 
pressure, and in 1944 the Iswepe factory was 
converted into an extraction mill processing 850 
tons of bark per week. 

In 1945 Sidney Clegg, who had been a 
manager of NTE since 1934, was made General 
Manager after Biggs resigned due to ill health. 
By then the company had consolidated, going 
on to develop a number of leading brands 
including ‘Elephant Brand’ Solid Mimosa Extract.

Demand for wattle extract products surged 
during and immediately after the second 
World War and wattle plantings in South Africa 
increased significantly. In 1958 the world 
demand for tanning materials dropped due 
to over-supply. Quotas were introduced in 
South Africa as government involvement in the 
industry increased.

The establishment of the South African 
Wattle Growers Union (SAWGU) in 1938  and 
an increasing need for wattle research led to 
the establishment 10 years later of the Wattle 
Research Institute, the precursor to the ICFR 
which is still conducting commercial forestry 
research today.

The research benefitted the industry greatly 
through the introduction of tree breeding 
programmes and helped manage the outbreak 
of tree diseases such as ‘gummosis’ which were 
damaging wattle plantings. In the meantime 
NTE was at the forefront of improving wattle 
bark extract technology and processes at its 
bark factories at Hermannsburg and Iswepe.

Research also unearthed the potential 
to develop a variety of new products from 
wattle bark such as dispersants, depressants, 
flocculants, binders, adhesives and even mud 
thinners used in oil well drilling. The adhesives 
could be used in the manufacture of durable 
plywood, composite panels and boards and 
were marketed under the Bondtite brand. The 
Bondtite Adhesive Company was established 
in July 1971 and grew to service local and 
international markets.

In 1969, the South African branch of the 
UK-based Slater Walker Group purchased the 
Natal Tanning Extract Company from Forestal 
which resulted in the doubling of NTE’s value, 
and profits rose from R767 000 in 1968 to R1.44 

million in 1969. But four years later, in the 
midst of a recession in the UK, the Slater Walker 
Group collapsed and sold off the company’s 
South African assets to the Anglo-American 
Corporation. Thus NTE, along with the two 
bark factories and the wattle plantations, were 
transferred and became a subsidiary of Mondi 
Forests.

Wattle farmers buy bark 
factories
When Mondi put the Iswepe and Hermannsburg 
bark factories up for sale in 1997 as they were 
deemed not to be aligned with Mondi’s core 
business, an opportunity presented itself for 
private wattle growers supplying bark to acquire 
a stake in the processing and marketing of 
bark extracts. Negotiations were headed up by 
Bailey Bekker and Dave Dobson, who clinched a 
favourable deal to purchase the factories for R45 
million. The entire NTE management and staff 
of 520 people, led by John Wray, transferred 
across to the new Co-operative, Wattle Extract 
Manufacturing Co-operative Ltd (WEMCO), 
which subsequently changed its name to NTE 
Co-operative Limited.

With the purchase of the factories and the 
establishment of WEMCO, the wattle growers 
who had supplied the factories were for the 
first time provided with an opportunity to share 
in manufacturing profits and to serve on the 

Board of the new co-operative. When the South 
African Co-Operative Act was changed in 2006 
the NTE Board converted the co-op to NTE 
Company Limited, a private company.

Shareholders were required to dig into 
their pockets to ‘bail out’ the company at the 
height of the 2009 recession which resulted 
in a contraction of business to the extent that 
the Hermannsburg factory was on the brink 
of closure.

Yet another change in the industry 
occurred when UCL, another pioneering 
South African wattle company, decided to 
withdraw from the Mimosa Extract Company 
(Pty) Ltd, which handled the research, sales 
and shipping functions for the wattle bark 
extract industry. Thereafter MEC continued to 
operate exclusively for NTE and was eventually 
incorporated into NTE along with the other 
marketing subsidiary, Bondtite.

In 2014 NTE’s name was changed yet again 
to NTE Company (Pty) Ltd, and in 2017 MEC, 
Bondtite and NTE staff were brought together 
under one roof for the first time at the new NTE 
HQ at Redlands Estate in Pietermaritzburg. 

A positive spin-off of the unification 
process has been that NTE has now become 
a totally independent, unified and streamlined 
operation focused on the manufacturing 
and marketing of a variety of wattle extract 
products on behalf of its shareholders.

Iswepe Bark Depot – October 1933.

Bark factory in Pietermaritzburg in the very early days.
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time as they can sell the timber to the pulp 
market after stripping off the valuable bark.

This bark is bundled and delivered by NTE 
suppliers to one of the company’s bark factories 
where it is processed and turned into premium 
tanning products used in the leather industry, 
as well as adhesives used in the manufacture 
of laminated wood, boards and corrugated 
cardboard.

NTE owns no plantations of its own, it relies 
on wattle growers around KwaZulu-Natal, 

The humble wattle tree has been much maligned over the years as an ‘alien invader’ that threatens 
biodiversity and crowds out local flora and fauna. But in the right hands it can become a ‘champion’ 
tree. This has been the case in South Africa where NTE Company (Pty) Ltd has, over the past century, 
not only built a business from the bark of this tree, but also played a pivotal role in the development of 
an entire industry.

NTE today … surviving and thriving in a 
complex world

All of this has been possible thanks to 
the properties contained in the bark of 
the black wattle, Acacia mearnsii, which, 

when processed, produces a range of useful, 
natural products in great demand around the 
world.

The clincher, and the thing that makes 
black wattle a ‘champion’ tree, is that it also 
happens to produce good quality timber 
that is highly suitable for building, fencing, 
charcoal manufacturing and pulping, for which 
application it fetches premium prices.

Way back in the early 1900s in the British 
colony of Natal, where NTE has its origins, black 
wattle was grown primarily for its bark, and the 
timber was often just burnt as waste. Today, 
the wattle growers who supply bark to NTE for 
processing receive a double payday at harvest 

NTE directors Harald Niebuhr (back right), Bruce Findlay (back left) and Micheon Ngubane (front) with members of the Emvelo CPA, who are NTE shareholders and bark suppliers to the Hermannsburg factory. 
The photo was taken at a field day held on the Emvelo CPA farm.

Aerial view of the Iswepe bark factory in Mpumalanga.

Preparing wattle bark for processing.NTE Managing Director Harald Niebuhr is a third generation 
wattle grower.Fresh bark bundled and ready for delivery to the factory.

Mpumalanga and Swaziland to supply all of 
its raw material requirements. Most of these 
suppliers, who include hundreds of small 
and medium-scale wattle farmers as well as 
corporates like Sappi, NCT and TWK, have been 
NTE shareholders since the bark factories were 
bought from Mondi Forests in October 1997.

Today, NTE is one of the world’s biggest 
producers of wattle extract products, and has 
– through its shareholders – access to a large 
wattle growing resource. It still operates along 

co-operative lines, and is effectively owned by 
its suppliers.

NTE has access to and has benefited from 
world class research that has resulted in 
significant improvements in the quality and 
productivity of wattle bark. It also employs 
chemists and engineers who have optimised 
and refined manufacturing processes over the 
years.

NTE is currently processing around 85 000 
tons of wattle bark per year in the two factories, 
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producing around 28 500 tons of finished 
product. This is marketed under Mimosa and 
Bondtite brands and is sold in 45 countries 
around the world.

The bark ‘season’ runs from September 
through to June to coincide with the wet 
season, when the bark is easier to strip off the 
trees. It is delivered to the factories as soon after 
harvesting as possible, as fresh ‘same-day’ bark 
produces the highest quality product. 

Potential new markets for wattle bark extract 
include dust suppressants for the mining 
industry, water purification applications and the 
utilisation of spent bark as bioenergy. Thus even 
though it is a 100 year old business, there are 
still plenty of new opportunities on the horizon, 
thanks to the amazing properties of wattle bark.

Transformation plays an important role in 
securing the long term supply of wattle bark.  To 
this end, the NTE team has played a pivotal role 
in supporting a neighbouring community in 
Hermannsburg to acquire and operate a 365ha 
timber farm, thus contributing to the building of 
a local, rural economy. NTE’s extension forester 
Eza Mapipa works closely with the Emvelo CPA, 
which is an NTE shareholder and supplier of 
wattle bark to the Hermannsburg factory.

NTE has not been spared the operational 
and marketing disruptions that occurred in the 
wake of the Coronavirus pandemic which has 
affected the entire world. NTE shut down its 
operations for the first three weeks of lockdown 

in South Africa in late March and April this year 
in support of government’s efforts to slow the 
spread of the virus.

However it has subsequently resumed 
operations with all Covid-19 regulation 
protocols in place to ensure the health and 
safety of staff. 

With little room for growth in the leather 
industry and facing stiff competition from 
oil-based products in the adhesives market, 
the NTE team is busy developing new products 

and new markets. This includes potential new 
products for the mining industry. Another 
avenue with potential is using spent bark as 
biomass to produce energy. Spent bark is already 
used as fuel in the boilers at the Hermannsburg 
and Iswepe factories.

“Our shareholders are our customers, and we 
need to do our utmost to maximise bark value 
for their benefit,” concluded NTE Managing 
Director Harald Niebuhr, a third generation 
wattle grower.  

Above and below: Processed wattle bark product being prepared for the export market.
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White grubs are beneficial to soil health on the one hand, but on the other they can damage 
or kill tree seedlings after planting, increasing plantation re-establishment costs and reducing 
productivity. A research project led by Dr Benice Sivparsad of the Institute for Commercial 
Forestry Research (ICFR) uncovers some interesting facts about white grubs, and provides 
useful guidelines for effective management of white grubs to reduce crop damage.

to 10-30 mm when mature (third larval stage), depending on species.
The second and third larval stages of white grubs feed on the fine roots 

of newly planted seedlings. In severe cases, the root plug is completely 
eaten away, with the under-ground portion of the stem ring-barked up 
to ground level. Damaged seedlings appear stressed and can be easily 
uprooted. Root damage can result in reduced tree growth and if severe, 
death of the young plants.

The larvae (white grubs) and adults (chafer beetles) include species that 
feed on the roots, stems, fruit or foliage of many crops, and are therefore 
considered sporadic forestry and agricultural pests worldwide. In the 
KZN-Midlands, white grubs are known pests of forestry and sugarcane. 

A complex of indigenous soil pests has been shown to contribute to 
post-planting mortality when re-establishing black wattle (12%) 
and eucalypts (23%) by planting.  Of these pests, white grubs are 

considered the most problematic because of their abundance in the soil, 
frequency of occurrence and the type of damage they can cause during 
regeneration of pine, wattle and eucalypt plantations.

‘White grub’ is the collective term given to the larval stages of chafer 
beetles, including the large wattle chafer, longleg chafer and wattle leaf 
chafer. The larvae are C-shaped, white in colour with a distinctive brown 
head and three pairs of well-developed legs. Larval development consists 
of three stages. They grow from about 1–2 mm in length (first larval stage) 

Managing white grub for forestry

By Dr Benice Sivparsad

Dr Benice Sivparsad placing white grubs into pots for testing of alternative control products.
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Forest certification requirements
At the outset of this work, the recommended insecticide for application at 
time of planting to control white grub damage was Deltamethrin. However, 
continued use of this chemical was limited by Forest Stewardship Council 
(FSC) requirements associated with pesticide use. The systemic neonico-
tinoid imidacloprid has held promise as an alternative to Deltamethrin; 
applied either mixed into planting water or as a slow release tablet. 
However, imidacloprid has been listed by the (FSC) as a restricted, highly 
hazardous pesticide (HHP). Any future use of HHPs in FSC certified planta-
tions will now require the formulation of an integrated pest management 
framework, that considers all possible alternatives. Therefore, the need 
for further tests of alternative insecticides became an important research 
priority. 

Limiting the use of insecticides for white grub control by better 
targeting of at-risk planting situations can also make an important 
contribution in meeting the FSC aim of reduced pesticide use in forestry 
operations. Therefore, an improved understanding of white grub incidence 
in plantation regeneration was also identified as a research priority.

ICFR study
For these reasons, a study was initiated at the ICFR to contribute towards 
a sustainable, FSC compliant strategy for the management of soil-borne 
pests at regeneration (under Project 303: Eucalypt forest Protection). The 
study focused specifically on the following objectives:
• Conduct pot trials to evaluate the effectiveness of alternative 

environmentally acceptable insecticides and biologicals to reduce the 
impact of white grubs on post-planting performance.

• Monitor the incidence of white grub in selected sites to provide 
temporal trends of pest activity.

This research project was made possible through funding from Mondi, 
Sappi, NCT and TWK.  In addition to these clients, the project team 
included academics and scientists from various institutions including 
the South African Sugarcane Research Institute, Forestry and Agricultural 
Biotechnology Institute (FABI), Nelson Mandela University and the 
University of KwaZulu-Natal.  

The study was initiated in 2017 with the implementation of pot trial 
testing and monitoring. Research activities were completed in 2019.

For pot trials, a controlled experiment was used to determine the 
effectiveness of various chemical, natural and biological control options 
to reduce white grub damage on Eucalyptus grandis and Acacia mearnsii 
seedlings. White grub were introduced to pots where seedlings were 
planted. A total of 14 insecticides (three biological, three natural and eight 
chemical) were evaluated. The study showed that currently registered 
products (imidacloprid tablets and liquid) worked the best out of all 

products tested. Clothianidin (a chemical alternative) and the experimental 
fungus Beauveria brongniartii strain HHWG1 (a biological alternative) 
showed promise in protecting seedlings from damage.

The white grub monitoring programme aimed to: 
• survey white grub densities in selected sites and find correlations with 

environmental and site variables;
• determine the dominant white grub species and their relative 

abundance and composition in selected sites;
•  compare forestry sites in sugarcane and non-sugarcane growing areas 

to reveal trends that increase risk of white grub damage. 

Over two years, six soil survey sites planted to pine, eucalypt and 
wattle and located in sugarcane and non-sugarcane areas of KZN were 
sampled bi-monthly for white grub larvae, pupae and adults. In addition, 
kairomone-baited black panel traps and light traps were erected near soil 
survey sites during peak flight season from November 2018 to January 
2019 to determine the occurrence, relative abundance and diversity of 
white grub adult beetles. 

Over the two year period, an average area-wide density of 0.9 white 
grubs per pit was recovered. Results indicated that the presence of 
sugarcane cultivation nearby did increase white grub abundance in wattle, 
pine and eucalypt. The greatest diversity and abundance of white grubs 
was found in the wattle site close to sugarcane. Interestingly, burning and 
harvesting operations reduced the abundance of white grubs, especially 
when sugarcane was not present in the area. 

A total of nine morphospecies were identified from soil surveys and 
14 morphospecies identified from adult traps. Schizonchya affinis (M4), 
Maladera sp (M1), Heteronychus sp. (M2) were the most abundant species. 
Other common species encountered in adult traps and soil surveys 
include: Pegylis sommeri, Monochelus sp., Adoretus sp., S. fimbriata, and 
fruit/flower chafers. 

Benefits of white grubs
What many readers might not know is that not all white grub species are 
known pests of forestry crops. Larvae of fruit chafer and compost beetles 
feed on dead and decaying plant matter and are considered beneficial to 
the soil and the environment. In this study, fruit/flower chafers were recov-
ered from soil surveys and adult traps located in sugarcane areas only. 
Their presence as a beneficial species should be noted when considering 
the use of insecticides.

Practical recommendations for control

1. Application of insecticides

Two insecticidal treatments containing the systemic neonicotinoid 
imidacloprid have been registered for use against white grubs: imidacloprid 
SC mixed into planting water at 0.525 g active ingredient (a.i.)/seedling at 
planting in 1 to 2 l and a tablet formulation placed in the planting pit 
directly below the roots of seedlings at planting. Results of our pot trials 
have indicated that these insecticides provide good control of white grubs.

2. Know the risks

Crops at highest risk: Our monitoring study confirms that planting in a 
site where the preceding crop was wattle carries the highest risk of white 
grub damage.

Site history: Sites supporting wattle and sugarcane have enhanced 
nitrogen and (with wattle) organic matter making them ideal environments 
for abundant scarab larvae. The risk of white grub damage and postplant 
mortality is increased when eucalypt and pine is planted in sites following 
wattle or sugarcane. However, the risk where the preceding crop was 
eucalypt or pine is considerably less.

Pot trial testing of alternative control products for white grubs.

3.  Avoid planting during high risk periods
White grub related mortality coincides with seasonal adult beetle 
emergence, flight and oviposition that occurs prior or during planting. 
Hence, in the summer rainfall region, new plantings are most susceptible to 
white grub damage from December to April. Therefore, it is recommended, 
that if one or more risk factors are present, planting in the period from 
November to January should be avoided. Early summer (October) or late 
summer (early March) plantings do not coincide with peak beetle flight 
and should suffer less post-plant mortality due to white grub damage.

4.  Modify planting practice

Introducing a fallow period prior to planting and planting into a rip line 
can result in up to a five-fold reduction in the incidence of soil invertebrate 
pests. Moreover, a rip line can result in an 18-fold decrease in white grub 
incidence. Ripping of the topsoil has the same effect as the cultural 
practice of ploughing and disking, which has traditionally been used 
in sugarcane farming to reduce beetle numbers. However, mechanical 
soil disturbance and residue burning may negatively impact long term 
nutrient availability, reduce soil organic carbon, increase soil erosion and 
machinery impact 

5.  Weed management

Avoiding broadcast post-emergent herbicide applications could reduce 
risk when planting in high risk sites. Broad spectrum herbicides create 
a ‘weed-free’ environment which divert feeding of resident white grub 
populations from weeds to young transplants. Retaining weeds that are 
not seriously competing with the planted seedlings, such as by a ring-hoe, 
may assist to mitigate high post plant mortality due to divergent white 
grub feeding.

These studies were intended to identify an alternative FSC compliant 
integrated pest management strategy for the control of white grubs in 
plantation forest regeneration. We believe that results from pot trial and 
monitoring studies provide a firm foundation for the formulation of such 
a strategy.

With the white grub research drawing to a close, our research focus will 
be concentrated on the use of exclusion plots to evaluate the impact of 
eucalypt canopy pests on growth and productivity.  

A typical white grub.

Dr Benice Sivparsad and the Midlands North Local Pest and Disease survey team (SASRI) looking for 
white grubs in forestry sites close to sugarcane.
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PESTICIDE WORKING GROUPGUEST COLUMN

The dramatic decline in bee populations worldwide is a looming global catastrophe, with recent studies 
suggesting almost 90% of the population has disappeared in the last few decades – making bees officially 
an endangered species (ICUN Redlist).

Bee-aware and always 
read the label

Seventy percent of the world’s agriculture 
is exclusively dependent on bees. That 
is why they were described as ‘the most 

important living beings on the planet’ during a 
meeting of the Royal Geological Society. Aside 
from being super-pollinators, bees also add 

By Roger Poole

“If the bees disappear off the 
face of the earth, man would 
only have four years left to 
live” – Albert Einstein

vital micro-nutrients to our diets, their honey 
has numerous health properties and they have 
an important role in maintaining biodiversity 
through the pollination of wild plants. All in 
all, it is fair to say bees are one of the planet’s 
super-species!

I recently visited Manguzi town on a forestry 
cruising mission and was pleasantly 
surprised by the high level of forestry activity taking place in that part 

of the country.
Manguzi is a small rural town located in Maputaland in the north-

eastern part of Kwazulu-Natal, close to the Mozambique border.  Due 
to the steady increase in demand for pulpwood in KZN over the last ten 
years, Manguzi has experienced a boom in commercial tree farming by the 
rural households. Individual households farm on parcels of land between 
3-150 hectares with the common tree species planted  being Eucalyptus 
clones that are either E. grandis x camaldulensis or E. grandis x urophylla. It 
is estimated that about 15 000 hectares of gum tree plantations have been 
planted to date by the rural folk in this area.

So what are the enabling conditions for this tree boom? 
• There is a ready market mainly for pulpwood and to a lesser extent 

poles for fencing and construction; 
• Technical services offered by grower companies or market agents; 
• Free seedlings for those growers who are contracted to supply pulp 

mills; 
• Easy access to land which is granted by the local traditional authority; 
• Start-up funds or advances in the form of fertilisers, herbicides or 

equipment required to plant or harvest the trees, provided by grower 
companies; 

• The availability of inexpensive labour. 

The downside to this tree farming boom is the planting of trees close to 
environmentally sensitive areas, and in some instances without Water 
Permits or Licences from the Department of Water and Sanitation. 
Operations are often labour intensive and occasionally uneconomical as 
daily tasks are difficult to achieve. Timber is harvested prematurely, that 
is at half the maturity age of eight years due to what growers call ‘indlala’ 

(hunger or penniless) as a result of the long term nature of the tree 
farming business, as cashflows are far apart. Last but not least timber that 
is harvested without a market or purchase order stays for a long time at 
the roadside depot thus losing weight and consequently a loss in revenue 
for the grower as well.

Thus forestry has pivoted the local economy by creating jobs, providing 
households with some income and capital to open other businesses. 

Is there room to improve the current operations? Definitely! 
• Mechanisation of some operations would improve efficiencies, since 

trees are planted on flat land. However this is a double-edged sword 
as mechanisation would reduce the number of low paid jobs, while 
increasing the number of more skilled jobs, so the right balance needs 
to be found.

• Certification of tree farms would raise the value of timber and improve 
market access;

• Planting high yielding species;
• Training growers on financial management. 

Chatting to the chairman of the grower association, Mr M Mkhonto, about 
how he would describe the community tree farming businesses in Manguzi, 
he said this: “none but ourselves have done this work, for ourselves and the 
future generations, so as to escape the clutches of poverty.”  

A story about the Manguzi 
timber growers by forester-at-
large, JUSTIN NYAKUDANGA

None but ourselves …

Loading of long haul trucks is done by hand in Manguzi. It is slow work, but provides jobs in an area 
where unemployment is high.

Continued on page 35  u
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Bell Equipment has developed a mulcher specially designed for 
South Africa’s hot and dusty climate.

The Bell M350 mulcher meets the needs of foresters moving 
away from the slash and burn practice of land clearing in favour of 
mulching as a more environmentally responsible method of removing 
biomass, according to Bell’s chief engineer, Ian Kramer. He says mulching 
reduces the time between harvesting and replanting, while the mulch 
provides nutrients for the young trees. 

“We adapted the mulcher for our conditions by repositioning the 
cooling pack at the back of the machine, incorporating screening to keep 
the debris out and fitting a filtration system to filter out the dust and 
prevent it from reaching the cooling pack. We have demonstrated that 
our machine can operate in ambient temperatures of 45°C as it worked 
in the Kwambonambi area of northern KwaZulu-Natal in the middle of 
summer where temperatures often peaked over this, with no incidents of 
overheating,” said Ian.

The cab is enclosed and filtered via the air conditioner to keep the 
workspace dust-free, and is mounted further forward for better visibility of 
the head. Bell opted for a FAE head from Italy as they are one of the most 
prominent manufacturers, and spares are readily available in the country.

Another important design consideration was the width of the machine. 
At less than 2,6m wide, it can be transported on a normal low bed. 

According to Ian, the Bell M350 delivers between 18% and 23% better 
fuel burn than the industry standard while matching productivity at 
around 1,8 to 2,5 ha/day.  

The Bell M350 mulcher, developed for local conditions.

Bell mulcher developed 
for SA conditions

Tackling aliens with drones

“During the past 
four decades, 

the southern and 
northern slopes, as 
well as the mountain 
tops of the Outeniqua 
Mountains have fallen 
prey to the aggressive 
spread of invasive alien 
plants, in particular 
wattle and pine trees,” says Cobus Meiring of the Southern Cape 
Landowners Initiative (SCLI).

Mountain catchments, feeder streams, wetlands, fountains and 
underground water resources have dwindled significantly and alarmingly as 
a direct result of invasive alien trees claiming staggering volumes of water. 

“Because of the costs related to the control and eradication of dense 
stands of invasive alien plants and trees, farmers simply do not have  the 
resources to eradicate and curb the spread of invasive alien plants,” says 
Meiring.  However, the 2018 Outeniqua wildfire disaster, that destroyed 
close to 100 000 hectares of vegetation, provided landowners along 
the mountains a small window of opportunity to make inroads into the 
control of invasive alien plants on a large scale.”

According to a local Kammanassie farmer, Morné Jonker of the farm 
Ezeljacht, the best chance of success in addressing invasive alien plants 
on a large scale is to prevent regrowth after a fire such as what they 
experienced in 2018.  Jonker estimates that more than 90% of the area is 
invaded by severe wattle regrowth. 

“Our best chance of preventing these trees from reaching maturity is 
by the application of a suitable herbicide by means of an aerial spray, 
making use of drone technology,” says Jonker.

“Given the cost of labour and herbicide, the repeated application 
of herbicide required to suppress fast-growing invasive alien plants 
is extremely costly, compounded by unforgiving terrain and climatic 
conditions that are seldom conducive for herbicide application.

 “The availability of specialised drone technology, adapted for carrying 
sufficient payload of herbicide to spray over dense stands of wattle 
along severely affected areas is our saving grace,” Says Jonker.  

Morné Jonker with aerial spray drone.

Visit the website: www.scli.org.za

A world without bees
Human driven habitat loss and inappropriate 
use of pesticides are two of the key reasons why 
bee populations continue to decline globally, 
and devastating mass colony losses continue 
even in our own backyard as a result of poor 
pesticide practices (thankfully not in forestry).

Contemplating a world without our 
buzzing buddies is unimaginable, which is 
why the Timber Industry Pesticide Working 
Group (TIPWG) has taken up the challenge to 
champion bees.

Bees will be featured in TIPWG newsletters, 
presentations and in the distribution of the 
TIPWIG Standard Operating Procedure (SOP), 
in an effort to ensure that the safety of bees 
is considered when drawing up pesticide 
schedules.

One of the most simple and effective ways we 
can ensure the safe keeping of bees is by always 
READING THE LABEL. It is not rocket science, 
just good pesticide practice. Strict adherence 
to label specifications and being extra vigilante 
with regards to bees, should ensure no bees are 
indirectly harmed as a result of pesticide use. 

The ‘READ THE LABEL’ SOP can be downloaded 
from the TIPWG website  www.tipwg.co.za 

We’d like to encourage people to plant bee 
gardens across the country as a way of raising 
bee awareness. There is a list of bee-friendly 
flowers on the SOP, and you can partricipate 
in a #SAForestryLovesBees competition on 
Instagram.  

When it comes to harvester heads, 
diversity is key. The characteristics 
of timber varies, mill requirements 

vary, yet the harvester head must perform as 
a reliable workhorse day-in and day-out no 
matter what the conditions. 

Two new harvester heads from Waratah, 
the lightweight H212  and heavy duty 
H415HD, help represent that spectrum. 

The H212, the company’s smallest head, is 
designed for 8-16 metric ton tracked carriers 
or 16-18 metric ton wheeled carriers, and 
provides enhanced productivity for early thinning operations. 
The multi-purpose head can handle mixed hardwood and 
softwood stands as well as multi-tree harvesting, processing or 
debarking applications.

The H415HD was built primarily for 20-25 metric ton wheeled 
carriers, providing unprecedented tree-processing performance, 
especially in large timber. 

Standard features of the H415HD include an HD tilt frame 
with thicker steel plate, expander pins for upper tilt cylinder, 
feed roller arms, and lower delimbing knives – to improve pin 
durability and frame longevity. Additionally, HD feed motor and 
hose guards help improve durability. In addition to being featured on the H415HD, most of the 
new options can be ordered one-by-one for the H415 and H415X. They are also compatible with 
older H415 harvester heads and can be purchased through spare parts sales. 

Waratah will continue to offer the H415 and H415X models, and the new H415HD will be 
an additional option for customers looking for that heavy-duty head, especially for wheeled 
applications.

For additional productivity, the H212 features the new and highly efficient SuperCut 100S saw 
unit with improved auto tensioning and easier servicing, which can fell and process trees up to 
520 mm (20.5 in.) in diameter.   

Two new heads from Waratah

For more info, visit www.waratah.com.

u Continued from page 33  
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SA Forestry chatted to Ashley Diack of Kwamahlati 
Training Services to find out how the forestry 
training segment of the industry fared through 
COVID-19 lockdown ….

SAF: How has lockdown impacted on forestry training?
AD: As with most ‘non-essential’ businesses, we had to close down 
completely when the lockdown began. This was most frustrating, as we 
had a busy programme already scheduled for April and May, and all of this 
had to be put on hold. Our trainers had to return to their homes, with no 
indication of how soon we would be able to commence training again. 
Part of our frustration was that although timber growers were considered 
to be ‘essential services’ and were able to continue operating, we were not 
allowed to do likewise!

 
SAF: Has it picked up … are training companies catching up on the 
downtime?
AD: With the easing of lockdown restrictions from level 4 to level 3, we 
were allowed to get going again – albeit with very stringent conditions. 
Fortunately, the training providers association (FITPA) took the initiative to 
contract the services of a professional health and safety expert to develop 
a comprehensive set of guidelines, which were made available to FITPA 
members to assist them in meeting the requirements of the ‘corporates’ 
for training under Covid-19 conditions. With these guidelines customised 
to our specific needs, and with strict protocols regarding social distancing, 
sanitizing, recording of learners temperatures etc. we were finally able to 
get going again from the beginning of June.

 
SAF: How was government financial assistance response during 
lockdown?
AD: Despite the promise of government assistance to small businesses, and 
despite having submitted our application through the correct channels, 
we have yet to receive a cent by way of assistance – and this has been 
highly frustrating, given all the promises and reassurances in the media.

 
SAF: What is the 'new normal' for forestry training?
AD: The ‘new normal’ in forestry training (apart from the virtual ‘zoom’ 
meetings and communications) is to try and realign our training 
programme with the needs of the industry, despite a lot of challenges and 
disorganisation. A lot of the training needs and priorities have changed 
during the lockdown, and the revised needs and priorities are gradually 
being attended to, within the constraints of our available resources. 

Training is conducted under strict procedures, is (for now) being limited 
to addressing ‘critical skills’, and as far as possible we are not currently 
doing training which involves learners coming together from different 
geographical areas. With the ever-present risk of infection of either 
learners or trainers, normal procedure is to ensure social distancing is 
maintained, that wearing of face masks and thorough sanitizing of hands, 
surfaces, and training equipment is practiced, and that the temperature 
and well-being of all parties is closely monitored on a continuous basis.

 
SAF: What are the new challenges and opportunities going forward?
AD: I guess one of the main challenges, for now, is to try and recover 
financially from the effects of two full months without any income, while 
trying to meet the training needs as quickly and efficiently as possible, 
given all the disruption caused by the lockdown. Despite taking all the 
recommended precautions, there is also the danger of one or more 
of our trainers contracting the Covid-19 virus – and this would spell 
disaster for our business. There is also the distinct possibility of Level 4 
or 5 restrictions being re-imposed, given the rate at which infections are 
currently escalating country-wide, and this could make it impossible to 
continue running the business. I guess there is an opportunity to show 
that we are resilient, and able to continue providing a service under trying 
conditions, and to consider this as a “wake-up call” to ensure that we are 
offering a worthwhile and high-quality level of training to our clients. 
There is also – potentially – an opportunity of switching to remote and/
or online learning – although this option has only limited potential in 
forestry, given the technical and “hands-on” nature of our business.  

Forestry training back to the ‘new normal’

Urgent action is needed to safeguard the biodiversity of the world's 
forests amid alarming rates of deforestation and degradation, 
according to the latest edition of the State of the World's Forests. 

The report, produced by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO) in partnership with the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP), shows that the conservation of the world's biodiversity 
is utterly dependent on the way in which we interact with and use the 
world's forests.

It highlights that some 420 million hectares of forest have been lost 
through conversion to other land uses since 1990, although the rate of 
deforestation has slowed over the past three decades. 

The COVID-19 crisis has highlighted the importance of conserving and 
sustainably using nature, recognizing that people's health is linked to 
ecosystem health. 

Protecting forests is key to this, as forests are home to most of the Earth's 
terrestrial biodiversity. 

The report found that despite a slowing of the rate of deforestation in the 
last decade, some 10 million hectares are still being lost each year through 
conversion to agriculture and other land uses.

A special study included in the Report found 34.8 million patches of forests 
in the world, ranging in size from one hectare to 680 million hectares. Greater 
restoration efforts to reconnect forest fragments are urgently needed.

The report notes that the Aichi Biodiversity Target to protect at least 17% 
of the Earth's terrestrial areas by 2020 has been achieved for forests, although 
progress is still required to ensure the effectiveness of such protection. The 
largest increase in protected forest areas occurred in broadleaved evergreen 
forests – such as those typically found in the tropics. Over 30% of all tropical 
rainforests, subtropical dry forests and temperate oceanic forests – are now 
located within protected areas.

It is estimated that forests provide more than 86 million green jobs. Over 
90% of people living in extreme poverty are dependent upon forests for wild 
food, firewood or part of their livelihoods. This number includes eight million 
extremely poor, forest-dependent people in Latin America alone. 

State of the world’s forests 

VISIT: 
http://www.fao.org/state-of-forests/2020/en/

Source: FAO website

Covid virus lockdown and business disruptions have seen a 
number of forestry events cancelled, postponed or going ahead 
as a ‘webinar’.

The FSA AGM, originally scheduled for May 7 at the Fern Hill Hotel in 
Tweedie, has been postponed until further notice.

The 13th Veldfire management symposium, scheduled to take place 
on the George Campus of the Nelson Mandela University on 18-20 
November 2020, has been postponed to November 2021.

The 31st annual meeting of the Tree Protection Co-operative 
Programme, based at the University of Pretoria, took place on May 12 
as a ‘virtual’ internet-based seminar using Zoom and Microsoft TEAM 

Forestry events postponed or Zoom-ed

Ashley Diack of Kwamahlati Training (left) with (L to R) Jeff Viljoen (KLF), Pam Naidoo (SAFCA), 
James Ballantyne (JaBe Consulting), and Martin Stander (PG Bison) at a Forestry Industry Training 
Providers’ Association AGM a few years back.

platforms. The virtual meeting was a resounding success.
The three-day programme was condensed into a 6-hour symposium, 

which included presentations and panel discussions under four themes:
• Industry-University partnerships in a post Covid-19 world;
• Tree health in a changing world;
• From basic research to application;
• Big data, biotechnology and the future of tree health management. 

With the next Focus on Forestry Conference scheduled for 2021, it’s 
going to be a long wait before forestry folk can get together, network and 
catch up with friends and colleagues in the real world.  
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Herbicide resistant weeds

Over-use of a single herbicide like glyphosate, which is used in 90% 
of all herbicide applications in South African forestry, is not a good 
idea as eventually glyphosate-resistent weeds will evolve.

Sappi Land Manager Jacob Crous reports that after 15 years of 
regular glyphosate use, glyphosate resistance was identified in 24 
weed species on six continents. Now, seven years later there are 47 
glyphosate-resistant weed species.

He says the best way to control weeds is to rotate different 
chemicals with different modes of action, and to rotate between 
chemical and non-chemical mechanical operations.  

Forest litter covers the soil after harvesting on Jon McKenzie’s farm in Weza. Jon uses 
a tractor-drawn chipper to reduce post harvest slash, which is then spread across the 
compartment to protect the soil.

A cool burn on this KZN midlands farm removes the branches and sticks left behind after 
harvesting, but leaves the fine litter layer and topsoil organic material intact.

There is no doubt that this pandemic 
stretched our limits in many ways. Even 
though forestry is considered essential 

services, forestry students did not fit the 
category. As the forestry industry continues to 
play a significant role during this pandemic, the 
aspiring future leaders of the industry should 
not be forgotten. Undergraduate students 
from the University of Venda (UV), Fort Cox 
Agriculture and Forestry Training Institute and 
Stellenbosch University (SU) share how the 
pandemic has impacted their academic journey, 
but also, what was the unexpected outcomes 
for their personal journeys. 

Online learning
Online learning was the first challenge, fuelling 
anxiety and fear of failure and the unknown of 
venturing into unexplored territory. As excit-
ing as it may have been to end the first term 
earlier than planned, students could not have 
predicted what was to come in the second 
term. While students were adjusting to the ‘early’ 
recess back home, academics in the various 
institutions worked tirelessly to amend their 
academic programs and modes of teaching, to 
ensure the success of the academic year.  

Adjusting to online learning took a toll on 
the mental health of many students. Where 
home has been a place of resting, it became 
a place of learning. Network instability, 
distractions, difficulty to focus, accessing data, 
spending on internet cafés, load shedding, lack 
of resources as libraries are closed and even 
thoughts of deregistering, are among many of 
the challenges students faced. 

However, these challenges only strengthened 
their will power to pursue their academic 
studies. Even though the early stage of online 

Covid-19 and students in forestry

learning was a steep slope, Nomvume Sandi of 
SU and Thambisa Mhlawuli of Fort Cox realised 
that they learned a lot more through the videos 
presented by their lecturers than they usually 
did being in lecture halls. Time management is 
the key skill that helped Nomvume to triumph 
through this pandemic and secure a BSc degree.

Lockdown
The lockdown period also allowed students 
to slow down, reflect and think about their 
personal journeys and their role in the indus-
try. As Modikoa Kekana (UV) reflected on his 
journey, he realised that he is truly passionate 
about contributing to African knowledge, and 
his ability to teach and empower young people 
in his village inspired him to write a book. 
Mpabatseng Taela (SU) on the other hand found 
a new favourite hobby, creating maps on GIS 
software as her skills improved. 

The future of forestry
When asked how they see the future of forestry 
for students, Modikoa proposed that “students 
should take the responsibility to contribute and 
to be the solution-makers in the industry. Even 
though the sector is shrinking with less employ-
ment opportunities, we have to be innovative 
and create spaces of ownership”. 

Siyabonga Mkhonto (UV) is optimistic about 
the future of students in forestry and encourages 
other students to acquire more knowledge so 
they can contribute to the industry’s success. 

This pandemic proved how adaptable 
humans are and especially how the future 
leaders of the industry are optimistic for the 
future. I am positive that no matter what lies 
ahead of this pandemic, the industry has willing 
young leaders to continue to add value to it.  

Zimbili Sibiya is a first year PhD candidate in Forest 
Operations at Stellenbosch University (SU), and is currently 
sponsored by NCT Forestry Cooperative Ltd. Zimbili grew up 
in Amsterdam, Mpumalanga, and was exposed to forestry 
from a young age. She obtained a BSc and MSc Forestry at 
SU before embarking on her PhD.

“I am continuously inspired 

by the resilience, adaptability 

and mental strength of 

students to be involved, 

purpose-driven and value-

adding citizens.”  

  – Zimbili Sibiya

By Zimbili Sibiya 
HOT FORESTRY TIPS

Forest floor litter is widely regarded as a fire hazard and is often burnt 
off or cleared mechanically to prepare a site for mechanical operations, 
and/or to reduce the fuel load. But it does play an important role in 
locking in soil nutrients, moderating soil temperature and protecting 
the soil from erosion and leaching.

New research by Scion has shown that forest litter also plays an 
important role in preventing pesticides from flowing through the soil 
profile, especially during rain events that occur soon after application.

Scion conducted field trials to investigate the fate of pesticides 
commonly used in New Zealand forestry. The highest concentrations 
of pesticides in soil and water and possible risks to the environment 
occurred on the day of application and/or during rainfall events in 
the first month after application, but rarely exceeded water quality 
standards.

The research team found that forest floor litter played an important 
part in limiting the flow of pesticides down through the soil profile, 
and should be retained on site. 

The results showed that forestry pesticides – used according to 
instructions, using latest technology and best application practice 
– have a very short term impact on the receiving water and soil 
environments in Pinus radiata compartments in New Zealand.

The risk of leaching from soil into waterways only occurs if there is 
sufficient rainfall to initiate drainage and runoff.  

Another reason to retain forest floor litter Cool burns vs hot burns
Craig Norris, technical manager at NCT, has highlighted the impor-
tance of implementing cool burns vs hot burns on post harvest slash.

Writing in NCT’s News & Views magazine, Craig says hot burns are 
easy, convenient and cheap – all you have to do is burn when the 
slash is dry – but a hot burn will have long-term, detrimental impacts 
on site productivity.

Implementing cool burns, on the other hand, is more difficult 
as you have to wait for the ideal conditions: early morning or late 
evening, or on an overcast, cool day, when there is still moisture in 
the litter and in the topsoil. The aim is to burn off the branches and 
sticks, but to leave the fine litter layer and topsoil organic material 
intact.

Hot burns do long-term damage, says Craig, depleting the 
nutrients in the soil, reducing the capacity of the soil to absorb and 
retain water, as well as erosion and leaching, thus impacting on 
water quality in nearby rivers and streams as well.  

Beware spray drift
Trees that just don’t grow well within a compartment for no apparent 
reason, could have been impacted by chemical spray drift.

Sappi’s Jacob Crous reports that factors that affect spray drift 
include wind speed, physical properties of the spray solution, height 
of the spray nozzle, level of shielding, nozzle type and pressure, plus 
weather variables like humidity and temperature. However he says 
that even under ideal weather conditions spray drift of 3 – 10% of the 
product one meter from the spray source can occur.

Trees catching spray drift will show symptoms like curling leaves 
etc, but if they survive they will appear to overcome these impacts.

However in a trial conducted on six-month old GxN trees by the 
ICFR and continued by Sappi, Jacob says that volume production 
(i.e. growth of the trees) reduced significantly with the simulation of 
glyphosate drift.

After four years tree growth was reduced by 34% at the lowest 
glyphosate drift factor, and by 64% at the highest drift factor tested.

Furthermore, the growth trends indicate that this slow growth 
condition will continue through the full rotation of the affected 
trees.  
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Haglӧf products include…
•	 Vertex	IV	&	Vertex	Laser	Geo
•	 Mantax	mechanical	and	digital	(MDII)	calipers
•	 Electronic	heightmeters	&	clinometers	(ECII)
•	 Distance	measuring	equipment	(DME	&	Walktax)
•	 Increment	borers

Miscellaneous products include…
•	 Brunton	Omni-Slope	clinometer	(CL151)
•	 Suunto	clinometer,	heightmeter,	field	compass
•	 Fibreglass	&	steel	diameter	tapes
•	 Aluminium	height	rod	sets	

FOR QUOTES & INFO: Cell: +27 (0)82 375 4487
P O Box 719, Hilton 3245

E-mail: bergmist@futurenet.co.za

Treemes SA
SUPPLIERS OF SPECIALISED FOREST 
MENSURATION EQUIPMENT

Suppliers of quality pine, wattle 
and Eucalyptus seedlings

ZULULAND NURSERIES 
CC, ESHOWE

Deliveries throughout KwaZulu-Natal 
and Mpumalanga. Competitive prices on 
all placed seedlings orders.  After sales 

consulting and advice to timber growers. 
Customised seedling orders to suit.

PO Box 360, Eshowe 3815
12 Steele Street

Te1:035 474 2666 • Fax: 035 474 4164
gareth@zne.co.za • info@zne.co.za

Mensuration: (noun) measurement; the part of geometry concerned with ascertaining lengths, areas and volumes. (Oxford English 
Dictionary)

SA Forestry freelance reporter JUSTIN NYAKUDANGA visited Dr Robin Gardner at his office in the misty 
hills of Hilton, to find out more about Treemes SA and why mensuration plays such an important role 
in the world of forestry. Robin is a former researcher and tree improvement forester and currently owner 
of Treemes SA, which imports and manufactures mensuration equipment, and offers a range of related 
services.

The Treemes story

Research) fields. During most of this time I 
was employed by the Institute for Fruit and 
Fruit Technology Research based at Roodeplaat 
research station outside Pretoria. My main 
responsibilities were investigating alternative 
temperate fruit tree species and cultivars, and 
pruning and training systems for high density 
peach orchards. 

After 11 years of working for the government 
I moved back to the KZN midlands with my 
family. The only relevant job available to me at 
the time was Silvicultural Research Technician at 
the Institute for Commercial Forestry Research 
(ICFR) in Pietermaritzburg. 

On taking up the ICFR post in April 1990, 
one side-line responsibility given to me was 
the periodic import and supply of fibreglass 
diameter (dbh) tapes to the forestry industry. 
The main reason the ICFR originally took on this 
task was to assist their funders. The manufacturer 
and supplier of the particular Dean tapes, 
Stanley Tools (UK), would not consider orders 

of less than 200 units. From 1995 the tax status 
of the ICFR changed preventing the institute 
from selling items such as wattle seed and dbh 
tapes. So in April 1995, with written permission 
from the ICFR Director, I began importing and 
supplying the same dbh tapes to the industry in 
my own time and under my own name as sole 
proprietor. I eventually registered the business 
as Treemes SA cc in 2010.

JN: What motivated you to start Treemes?
RG: Up until the mid-1990s the main tree height 
measuring devices used by South African 
forestry researchers and enumeration/inventory 
teams were Blume-Leiss and Haga Altimeters 
and Suunto PM-5/1520 Height Meter. These 
mechanical height meters were pretty accurate, 
but slow to derive height readings because one 
first had to establish distance from tree base 
using a target placed on the tree stem. During 
the second half of 1995, after hearing about 
the promising performance of the Vertex digital 
hypsometer prototypes from a New Zealand 
colleague, I was tasked with importing one of the 
instruments for the ICFR for testing against the 
popular Blume-Leiss. This was to my knowledge 
the first Vertex imported into the country. We put 
the instrument through its paces in ICFR trials 
in different climate zones, and the results were 
reported on in the ICFR Bulletin. 

The pace and accuracy of the digital 
instrument was significantly superior to the 
mechanical Blume-Leiss. Later I was approached 
by researchers in local forestry companies to 
supply them with Vertexes for testing. 

The Vertex hypsometer has arguably been 
one of the most successful instruments 
manufactured and supplied by Haglöf Sweden 
AB. So I guess for me the motivation to start 
Treemes SA was two-fold: (a) In the earliest 
phase of the business I enjoyed being able to 
help out the forestry community by procuring 

JN: Why is mensuration equipment an essential 
part of a forestry practitioner’s toolbox? 
RG: Forestry mensuration equipment not only 
provides a means of keeping track of individual 
tree growth, but also an inventory of standing 
crop in a forestry compartment or research plot 
at any point in time during crop rotation.

Individual tree growth attributes most 
commonly measured and/or assessed during 
crop rotation are height and breast-height 
diameter (dbh). Increment borers are commonly 
utilized for taking wood samples from tree 
stems for investigating wood properties, and/or 
the annual growth pattern over rotation length 
(mainly conifers). 

Utilizing tree height and dbh measurement 
data plus a stem-form factor for the particular 
species, a forestry planner or researcher can 
calculate fairly accurately the standing tree 
wood volume and subsequent estimation of 
the potential and/or value of the particular crop. 

JN: Robin, tell us a bit about yourself, and how 
you came to establish Treemes SA?
RG: I was born in Durban to a father who was a 
grocery importer and mother who was a nurse. 
We moved to Ixopo early high school days, 
so trail running and river canoeing were my 
favourite sports, and still are. My father owned 
a general dealer shop in Ixopo and a trading 
store in the surrounding hills where I worked 
during school holidays to earn a bit of extra 
pocket money. After matriculating I served a 
three year apprenticeship with Mercedes Benz 
in Durban, eventually becoming their chief 
auto-electrician.

After eight years in the auto-electrical field, 
my love for fresh air, nature and wide open 
spaces came back to haunt me. I sacrificed a 
lucrative job to switch career and study further, 
eventually obtaining higher diplomas in both 
the Horticultural and Agricultural (Botany 

“If you can’t measure something, then you can’t understand 
it, control it nor improve it” – Dr H.J. Harrington

and supplying a small but vital piece of forestry 
mensuration equipment, viz. dbh tapes, and 
(b) being able to introduce, test and supply 
innovative new forestry measuring equipment 
items to the industry.  

JN: Tell us more about Treemes services?
RG: The focus of Treemes SA is the supply of 
specialised forestry mensuration equipment to 
the industry. Most of the equipment is sourced 
directly from a few overseas manufacturers. 
Some items, like the hollow aluminium height 
(HT) rod sets used to measure young trials/stands 
where mean tree HT is ≤ 10 m, we manufacture 
ourselves. From the time of importing the 
first Vertexes, I developed a sound working 
relationship with Haglöf Sweden. The company 
has always appreciated any feedback given 
them regarding performance and adaptability 
of their equipment to Southern African forestry 
conditions. Steps are taken as soon as possible 
to improve hardware (subsequent models) or 
carry out and distribute software updates. 

Treemes SA also offers practical training 
courses in the use of equipment.

JN: Is this equipment used by a wide range of 
forestry companies, big and small?
RG: For basic tree measurement and standing 
timber volume assessment, less complex and 
therefore less costly mensuration instruments 
will in many cases suffice. Such instruments 
are mostly mechanical and slower to deliver 
accurate slope, height and diameter readings. 
Measurements need to be physically recorded 
into a manual or digital book which is time 

consuming. These types of instruments 
generally only suffice the needs of a small or 
private grower.

Equally rugged, but more sophisticated and 
expensive digital mensuration instruments 
such as Vertex IV hypsometer (Figure 1) and 
Mantax Digitech II (MDII, Figure 2) and Digitech 
Professional (DPII) calipers have built-in 
error reduction features providing increased 
rapidity and accuracy of measurements. Such 
instruments can communicate collected data 
directly in-field with Bluetooth® and IR, or in the 
office with USB. Digital calipers, including the 
above, have large internal memories that can 
store thousands of measurements. These types 
of instruments appeal to the forestry planning, 
cruising contractor and research communities. 
More expensive digital calipers such as the DPII, 
which are fully programmable, generally appeal 
more to forestry planners and researchers in the 
larger forestry corporates. 

JN: What are some of the daily challenges your 
business faces?
RG: The main challenge is being able to supply 
a client with items ordered as soon as possible. 
However, a common problem is imported stock 
getting hung up in South African Customs for 
whatever reason. This can be very frustrating.

Most of the items I supply are high quality, and 
if looked after, can last a long time. Improvements 
to instruments take place periodically, particular 
those recently introduced. So in most cases it 
doesn’t pay to import in bulk. 

Then there’s the problem of fluctuating 
exchange rates, so it’s a balancing act!

Robin Gardner of Treemes.

Mensuration plays an 
important role in forestry.

JN: What other businesses are you involved in? 
RG: I currently do a limited amount of forestry 
consulting work under the banner of ‘Gardner 
and Associates’. One facet of this business is the 
training of upcoming forestry researchers in the 
establishment and measurement of field trials. 

The other facet of the business is organizing 
and conducting forestry tours for international 
and local groups.   

The Tree App 
prizewinner
Congratulations to Guy 
McGladdery from S.M. 
McGladdery, manufacturers 
of Langstroth Bee Hives and beekeeping 
equipment, based in Pietermaritzburg, KZN. 
Guy is a long-time SA Forestry subscriber, 
and the winner of the March 2020 SA Forestry 
Subscription Competition.

The Tree App is loaded onto your mobile 
phone, and takes you through a simple, 
step by step process to identify trees in the 
field (no internet access required). The app 
contains info on 1 100 indigenous and alien 
trees growing in South Africa.  




