Modimolle Local Municipal Area

Agriculture revitalization

TOR

1. Broad overview

The Modimolle local municipal area, or the old Nylstroom/Vaalwater district is, comparatively speaking, relatively problem-free and stable. Having no, or little former homeland areas, this district has not been left with a legacy of communally owned resources, poor planning and unsustainable resource utilization. It has, however, suffered from stagnation in development over the last ten years, partially as a result of the image created of being a quiet retirement town.
There are virtually no land claims in the area, especially towards the Waterberg. Part of the reason is probably due to the presence of ‘blaargif’, a highly toxic plant occurring naturally in the area and difficult to eradicate. This has meant that before white farmers moved into the area it was used for transitional grazing, and was never permanently settled.

The district has three centres of any size – Nylstroom (Modimolle), Vaalwater and Alma. These are the only three areas where any significant concentrations of people are found. This is significant for agriculture as most of the farm workers do not live on the farms permanently, but in one of the three settlements. Farm security is good. There have been some attacks in the past but incidents are low compared to other areas. 

The Waterberg range runs approximately east-west across the middle of the area and is a natural watershed. Generally the area is dry with a relatively low rainfall. The porous, or sponge-like nature of much of the Waterberg range results in water being released slowly throughout the year, providing a consistent and valuable supply of water.

In general the district has good infrastructure and is well supplied with the bulk services.

2. Present situation

North of the watershed, on either side of the Lephalala river the area is characterized by extensive cattle and game ranches. The grasses over most of the area are classified mainly as sourveld and should ideally be grazed in conjunction with a sweetveld in the winter. In the past the trekking of cattle used to be the order of the day. The cattle farmers now must provide supplementary feeding to their animals in the winter to prevent loss of condition.

Many of the farms have absentee landlords or are irregularly occupied. A large number are owned by businesses and business people – many from Gauteng, and even abroad.

There are two major tobacco growing areas. The first is around, and to the north of Vaalwater. The second is immediately north of Naboomspruit. The light sandy soils in these areas is suitable for the growing of rich, oven dried tobacco. Traditionally the tobacco is marketed through Lowveld Tobacco Kooperasie (LTK) in Groblersdal and not Potgietersrus Tabak Kooperasie (PTK) in Potgietersrus. A small geranium and rose oil extraction facility is being erected north-east of Vaalwater. These same soils are also suitable for other field crops such as groundnuts and njugo beans.
The two highly productive horticultural areas, concentrating on table grapes and vegetables are found just north of Nylstroom along the Vaalwater road, and to the east of Nylstroom, along the Naboomspruit road. Although still profitable, newly developed areas in the Marble Hall/Groblersdal area have created strong competition for the table grape industry.

Running from east to west through the centre of the Municipal area, just below the watershed is the Sterkrivier/Sandrivier valley. This is an area of mixed farming producing field crops such maize, soyas, wheat and groundnuts, as well as cattle. In past years this sandy valley was a highly productive dryland farming area. There is speculation that the climate has changed over the last 50 years, nevertheless little profitable production now takes place without at least supplementary irrigation. Water from the rivers is generally available in the area, but tends to be under utilized as it is difficult for the farmers to raise the capital necessary to install irrigation infrastructure. Although there are areas of young progressive farmers who are economically active, there are also many ‘old-school’ and ‘unsophisticated’ farmers who appear to be high risk to investors or financiers.

Irrigation in this part of the district is generally under centre-pivot and although effective, is expensive to purchase and install.

The western portion of the district falls within the Waterberg Biosphere. Although there appears to have been no immediate direct benefits resulting from being part of the Biosphere, the area is stable and economically active. 

Each of the three centres has a Co-operative. NTK Head Office is in Nylstroom, Vaalwater has LTK while Alma has both LTK and a private Co-operative.

3. Areas of further investigation

There is concern in the area about the unemployment rate at the settlements of Modimolle, Vaalwater and Alma. Most of the farms in the district obtain their labour from these settlements but the problem is being exacerbated by the predominance of, and even rise in, the number of game farms. This type of agricultural activity (including cattle ranching) requires much less labour compared with mixed farming enterprises, especially irrigation cropping.

Most, or many, farm sales now result in cropping farms being converted into game or cattle ranches. This reduces the amount of labour employed in the area.

The district, especially the mixed farming area in the valley, needs help to realize the cropping potential – by intensifying production through capital investment, training and re-orientation. This will lead to increased employment and the stimulation of other economic activities.

The area is in close proximity to Gauteng and provides several opportunities for increasing and intensifying production through, for example, joint-ventures, partnership agreements, contract growing and empowerment projects - focussing particularly on niche and specialist markets for the wealthier Gauteng community and exports via air.  
A. Game farms and farming – Better understanding of the local situation

For a variety of reasons (including limited cattle ranching potential, scenery and proximity to Gauteng) it appears Game Farming is here to stay in this area. A better understanding of the local industry is needed to determine how it can better contribute to the local economy.

· The extent of the game farms, and the farming (production), of game in the area 

· How, and how much income is derived

· Impact of the industry on the area

· The scope for increased production and improved productivity

· Specific strategies to improve/maximize benefits for the area 

B. Organic farming – fruit, vegetables and field crops

The productive horticultural areas to the north and east of Modimolle/Nylstroom have, at present, under-utilized capacity. Infrastructure in the form of tunnels, established irrigation systems etc lie idle because markets and prices are not favourable for local producers. With the movement worldwide, especially in developed nations, towards to the consumption of organically produced foods, participation in this development should be explored. The opportunities to provide production and packing facilities (even for produce not originating in the immediate area), and the proximity to Gauteng, having both markets and means of export, suggest more in-depth investigation.   

· The extent and potential for field and horticultural cropping in the area

· The requirements for production/packing of bona fide organic fruits, vegetables and field (mainly grain) crops

· The applicability to the Modimolle area and surrounds

· Potential impact on the area

· Strategies to stimulate interest and production/packing

C. Organic farming: cattle – The scope for production and/or processing  of ‘green beef’ in the area

Commercial livestock operations in the area are limited as a result of the poor quality of the veld during the late summer into the winter. As farmers have to provide supplementary feed in the form of concentrates and/or licks there may be some opportunities to shift the production methods slightly and produce organic or green beef. With an under-utilized abattoir in the area this may complement these opportunities.

· The extent and potential for beef production in the area

· The requirements for the production/processing of bona fide organic (green) meat

· The applicability to, or role of, the Modimolle area and surrounds

· Potential impact on the area

· Strategies to stimulate interest and production/processing

The investigation of opportunities to stimulate the agriculture sector in the Municipal area is part of an integrated strategy to stimulate development over a number of sectors. It is therefore necessary to regard each activity as part of a cluster where all inputs into the process (including support services) are also clearly identified and quantified to determine the possibility of adding value downstream and in other sectors.
