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Severe dust storms that obscured the picturesque Kdoof mountains in KwaZulu-Natal are now a distant memory
for Karkloof Valley dairy farmer Rene Stubbs

“I can also remember the erosion streams and wasl-af precious

topsoil in tilled lands whenever we had big storifise floods in 1987

came as we had finished land prep and affected &reges in the fields,
taking large amounts of soil off the farm,” recaligibbs. “But since the
farmers in the Valley started adopting no-till ab@0 years ago, dust
storms and brown rivers swirling with mud and tlwtamination of

rivers with excess soil and nutrients are a thinipe past.”

“We have most definitely done ourselves and theirenment a big
favour by switching to no-till, there’s no doubtoaib it,” he says.

Stubbs says that, thinking back to around 1986eé&med all they did
from July each year for the first three years tlemtame to the farm was
rip, disc and plough — and fields had been worliesl that for decade
upon decade. The soil structure was poor and thas were taking up
about 15% of the arable land and weren't servirgir thunction very
well.

“At first we were reluctant to consider no-till. Atat time Roundup was
expensive and planter modifications were fairlyderand there had been
some failures and mistakes made.” The time foiilhbad not yet come.

But then Roundup went off patent and John Jacksscowered and
imported the Yetter system and modified his planBargville farmer

John Jackson was one of the pioneers of no-tilllmaslplayed a major
part in driving the movement in KwaZulu-Natal.

“The guys who influenced us to start taking a aldsek at no-till were
John Jackson, Bill

Berry, a crop scientist from Cedara, and Rob WeonhfFarmers Agricare,” says Stubbs. He had alssopeily observed the practice with
interest when he was over in the United States speses
before

“Bill Berry lent me a planter that he’d adaptednio-till and |
planted 10 hectares of maize as a trial plot, dm& rest is
history,” says Stubbs. “The next season, in 1990pdified my
planter with a set of Yetter equipment and planted whole
farm to no-till. It was a big step and some farntemught | was
mad but it was a turning point.”

Tony Matchett of Benson Farming had been conteimglato-
till together with Stubbs and the following yearrBen farming
ventured into no-till agriculture, as did Karkloafmers Charlie
McGillivray and Walter and Bruce Mackenzie.

Unlike experiences often related by farmers fromheptareas
where an initial dip in yields was experienced raftechange to
no-till, Stubbs and the other Karkloof farmers dat experience
any significant drop in yields.

In fact, the MacKenzies allowed Stubbs to plant oheheir
fields with his no-till planter that first year aritiey had a
bumper crop on that field, convincing them of tieaéfits.

And so started the process of converting the plateno-till in the Karkloof Valley and over thext five years the farmers extended the
areas they were planting.

“We evolved over about four planters to what wewsiag now, a John Deere 2113 8-row no-till maiaater,” says Stubbs.

Some of the Karkloof farmers also plant soyabeantlinRene Stubbs’ aims for a two-year maize,-gear soya rotation; sadly the need
to increase dairy size in recent years has putaoimpressure on dairy farmers to plant more matizee expense of soyabean.

Stubbs thinks back to the start of no-till soyalsemnthe valley: “Bill Berry imported a no-till sappean planter from Brazil and, with his
help, Tony Matchett and | used it and it was vergcessful.”

Being a dairy farm, pastures are generally mong@dmn Denleigh Farm and Stubbs admits that thi®tisdeal. They have, however,
tried to maintain a no-till replant programme fgegrass where the ryegrass is stitched into thetiegistand using a specialised no-till
planter.



“Over time we have learned more effective no-till
management,” says Stubbs. “We have needed to maigp
lime at times and this has necessitated mechatiliegle. But

we have also found that if one is able to mainkégh levels of
cover on fields, this keeps the biological cyclesalthy.
Maintaining residue and cover crops have helpedam®the
earthworm populations — and the improved earthworm
populations have helped with the incorporation afface-
applied lime.”

With dairy farming, Stubbs recommends making st tn
effective cover crop is planted in order to give thoil the
organic matter required to sustain beneficial sgjanisms and
to aid with soil aeration so the soil is in peakdition when
maize is planted.

“In past seasons | have made the mistake of alpwows to
graze the stooling rye cover crop too severelypiing so the
remaining residue was insufficient to enrich theil so
adequately,” says Stubbs.

“Apart from conserving our topsoil, | feel we aretting the #
biological balance and system right. Within fourasse we

noticed significant improvements in the earthwowpydations. We have fewer pest and disease problems

“Sometimes | think back to how we used to pour doals onto our soils for pests such as false wirewand rootworm. There is none of

that anymore.”

Sappi has conducted studies on water quality inrithegs in the area and they produced figures tustauntiate that there has been an
improvement in water quality over time as measingeen increase in biological indicators.

Stubbs says he has noticed that certain indi¢atdmopulations have increased such as the bald ibtkedas and cranes on the winter
fields, probably due to increased biological atfiun the soils, and the reedbuck populations hageeased because there is more winter

feed.

“But it's the savings that have really allowed asconvince other farmers to go the no-till routggys Stubbs. “There is less need for big
tractors and heavy tillage equipment and less ceptant of tractors, not to mention the savingsiéndost of diesel. The figures speak for

themselves.” (See Table 1)

“It is clear to me and other farmers in the Karklvalley that no-till has been the right choiceglys Stubbs, “and we can see the Karkloof

mountains clearly now even when those August wirols.”



Charlie McGillivray was as enthusiastic as Stubihsie advent of the
no-till practice is arguably one of the most sigift and pleasing
developments that | can recall in the 40 yearsviehiarmed in the
Karkloof — on a par with the tarring and realigniofythe road from
Howick, which reduced our journey to a third of thee.”

“Along with no-till came a plethora of birds thaewe once abundant
prior to the ploughing and discing of such exteesareas in the
Karkloof,” said McGillivray, bemoaning the effechat extensive
afforestation has had on the local environment.

McGillivray highlighted the fact that no-til enheed the rain
infiltration rate which meant easier access tod§efollowing wet
weather and better moisture retention in years vihemnains came late.

“Weed problems, particularly nutgrass, became &rfaaller challenge
and | am convinced that this too resulted in inseelayields,” he said.
9 “The increase in organic carbons in the soil corsptad for potential
I nitrogen loss in wet years and reduced the potefatigplants to run
short of nitrogen at cob fill.

“There are literallyno downsides that | can think of — and if the ‘carliootprint’ is factored into this practice, evergois a winner,” said
McGillivray.

He gives credit to Stubbs, and Tony Matchett erstblss comment: “Rene was that local catalyst arskives the credit for inspiring so
many of us, in fact all of us to adopt this nobletiod of cropping and pasture production, whictoisespectful to nature.”
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