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SASA SUBMISSION ON THE DRAFT CONSERVATION AGRICULTURE POLICY

SASA appreciates the opportunity to provide comment on the Draft Conservation Agriculture Policy published by the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (DAFF). 

This submission is structured to as follows:

· Section 1 :	Introduction to the South African sugar industry
· Section 2:	General comments on the conservation agriculture (CA) policy
· Section 3 :	Investment in research, extension and better management practices
· Section 4 :	Concluding points

Section 1:	Introduction to the South African sugar industry

[bookmark: _Toc338416878][bookmark: _Toc338417486][bookmark: _Toc338418561][bookmark: _Toc338582369][bookmark: _Toc338585922]South Africa is one of the leading producers of high quality sugar and is in the top 15 of 120 sugar producing countries in the world. Sugarcane production expands across the KZN coastal belt, spreading into the Midlands region. Agriculture in these areas is predominantly rainfed, while moving north into Pongola and Mpumalanga into irrigated cane. The industry has over 20 000 registered growers producing about 20 million tons of sugarcane on 362 000 hectares of land each season which is processed into about 2 million tons of raw sugar in 14 industry mills. In addition to this, a variety of important secondary products are derived whose values in certain cases (e.g. in the case of animal feeds), can exceed that of sugar itself. Sugar contributes 6% of South Africa’s total agricultural output on 2.2% of South Africa’s arable land area, generating R14 billion in income and R2.5 billion per annum in export earnings, with the animal feeds component contributing billions in value towards livestock. Sugar, indeed, generates more than twice the average level of economic output as the average output from arable land in South Africa, and nearly twenty times the economic output of land in general in SA (McCarthy, 2007)[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  McCarthy, J.  2007. Integrative Report: Generic Economic and Social Impact of the Sugar Industry in the Context of Milling Areas.] 

[bookmark: _Toc338416879][bookmark: _Toc338417487][bookmark: _Toc338418562][bookmark: _Toc338582370][bookmark: _Toc338585923][image: ]The industry is also strategic within the agricultural and agribusiness sector with upstream and downstream linkages within the South African rural economy.  It creates 85 000 direct jobs and approximately 350 000 indirect jobs. Across the value chain approximately 1 million people (2% of the population) depend upon the industry for their livelihoods, particularly in deep rural areas.

Sugar milling towns tend to have much lower levels of unemployment and higher per capita incomes than other small towns in South Africa. Similarly, sugarcane farming areas have lower unemployment levels, significantly higher per capita incomes, and are better serviced than surrounding rural areas.[footnoteRef:2] The sugar industry therefore makes a significant contribution to the national economy.  [2:  SASA. Sugar Industry Shared growth and sustainability: Alignment of the South African sugar industry to the KZN Provincial Growth and Development Strategy.] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]However, despite the positive footprint of the industry in KwaZulu-Natal and Mpumalanga, the sugar industry’s sustainability is threatened by a number of external factors.  The industry is recovering from the worst drought since the early 1990s, which has led to a decrease in production of 53% in some areas and the unprecedented temporary closure of two (2) mills in the 2015/2016 season, with other mills having a shorter than normal milling season.  Compounding the situation has been insufficient import tariff protection resulting in an influx of deep sea imports.  Despite the industry being in the top 15 most efficient cost competitive producers out of 120 countries, these challenges have eroded the financial viability of the industry and have pushed the sector to the edge of ongoing sustainability. The flood of deep sea imports, signing in of the Health Promotion Levy (HPL) together with the vilification of sugar as a product in the media are all factors combined that have had a negative impact on the sustainability and profitability of the industry.


Section 2:	General comments on the conservation agriculture (CA) policy

2.1	Problem statement

2.1.1	The policy refers to adoption of CA among especially commercial farmers in South Africa to be increasing, but there are still knowledge, cultural, social and legislative barriers that limit adoption.

	What are these barriers that exist that limit adoption, and how does the DAFF envisage using the proposed CA policy to address these barriers.

2.1.2	The policy refers to “Government has yet to institutionalize CA in its programmes and technical interventions whilst CA research is also inadequately supported….In addition, a lack of coherence in legislation within the agricultural production and rural development policy environment, is evident. This strengthens the argument for a CA policy…. Therefore, a publicly coordinated approach to facilitate CA adoption is required. This would deal with the current policy-level confusion on the type of agriculture that would characterize a green economy, in terms of sustainable production intensification, whilst growing South Africa’s natural- and human-capital.”

	SASA agrees with and supports the principles of sustainable agriculture, natural resources use and management, increased food security in South Africa and enhanced rural livelihoods. However the above statements are alarming within the context of DAFF releasing a policy document of public engagement, without first embarking upon a process to ensure the CA practices are first internally institutionalized, interventions are in place, and the intergovernmental policy alignment is sought to prevent a “silo” policy approach. This only weakens the case for CA policy. 

2.1.3	Policy states that “Although CA uptake levels are still relatively low in South Africa (Midglet et al., 2015), the use of CA is more prevalent in commercial than small scale agriculture. This can perhaps primarily be attributed to the very complex smallholder farming system and the factors influencing it, such as land tenure, lack of resources and infrastructure, etc. …..Different types of farmers in terms of scale and gender face different challenges in CA adoption and a sound policy will allow for redress, reducing reliance on outdated legislation.”

	The CA policy in its current form does not in any way address the systems and factors that affect commercial vs. small scale farming or the challenges that different types of growers are facing in order to remain sustainable into the future. If the CA policy aims to replace outdated policies and allow for redress, then the CA policy should be reviewed intensively within the Department and should first be integrated with other intergovernmental policies and programmes.

2.1.4	The policy refers to “the area under CA systems has been growing exponentially in many countries, largely as a result of the initiative of farmers and their organisations”

	The document also includes percentages of adoption globally. The DAFF should embark upon a process to understand exactly what enabled specific countries and farmers and their organisations to implement CA. Sound policies are important, but if the overarching policies and legislative frameworks exist, then more effort should be made on what is it actually needed to accelerate implementation of sustainable agriculture, natural use and management to support intensification of agriculture amongst different grower groups and increase food security in SA. 

2.2	Vision, Purpose, Objective and Expected Outcomes

The vision of the CA policy is to transform the South African land use systems….and for adoption by majority of farmers.

However, the CA policy does not address how it would enable and ensure adoption of CA.

2.3	Principles for policy implementation and Strategic Significance 

	Firstly, consideration should be given to merging these two sections.

	Secondly, a core set of principles that would underpin implementation of CA as the mechanism for intensifying and expanding sustainable agricultural production and development in South Africa should be drafted.


2.4	Policy options (measures for promoting CA use)

2.4.1	The policy refers to a number of measures that should be initiated, re-orientated or expanded by Government that would promote CA. 

· government and private initiatives that promote sustainable approaches
· access to CA equipment and capital investment
· training initiatives and awareness creation
· adaptation of current agricultural curricula
· state support programmes (training of trainers)
· land reform and comprehensive agricultural support programme
· micro-financing schemes (e.g. MAFISA)
· increase in LandCare funding
· incentives schemes such as payment for ecosystem services (PES)
· incentives schemes through carbon markets
· tax rebates to CA manufacturing companies
· reduction on import duties on CA equipment
· investment in research
· on farm and farmer led research, experimentation workshops, conferences, farmer days,  study groups, farmer field schools and farmer to farmer workshops
· investment in interactive, farmer-centered innovation systems
· multi-stakeholder national awareness and education campaign
· linking of CA to a brand
· price differentiation and premium for products
· scientific monitoring and evaluation programme
· regulatory mechanism to minimize carbon loss and soil disturbance
· public support measures to target female farmers
· investment in labour saving technologies
· awards for innovative farmers
· targeted financing and support

Many of the measures listed in the document, are initiatives / programmes of government that could be re-orientated and expanded by government to enable adoption of CA practices.  DAFF should be spearheading this process, facilitating intergovernmental processes, defining CA as criteria for implementing specific programmes and proposing mechanisms for adoption. 

2.4.2	The South African sugar industry has made substantial investment into sugarcane agricultural research over the years through the South African Sugarcane Research Institute (SASRI).  This will be expanded upon in the next Section. 

2.4.3	The policy makes a statement that “It is difficult to promote CA in smallholder farming systems under communal land tenure. Special attention will be required to introduce successful approaches and CA farming systems models in these settings.”

	This statement is made, however DAFF does not provide a context first for both commercial or small scale farmers, the challenges within the different farming systems and what is required to introduce successful CA approaches for the different farming systems. Implying that small scale farmers are not compliant when compared to commercial farmers.


2.5	Linkage to other policies

	The draft document refers to several national plans, policy action plans and legislation. 
Upon reviewing the problem statement and the envisaged objectives of CA, it is clear that implementation of CA should not be through development of a separate standalone policy but should be part of the implementation criteria and approaches to other national actions plans and legislation referred to in the document. 

South Africa has development world renowned policies and legislation, but we need greater attention and effort on implementation.

2.6	Implementation plan, communication plan, monitoring and evaluation

2.6.1	The policy refers to “formalization of conservation agricultural institutional structures”….but further acknowledges that “although DAFF is the policy custodian, other relevant public institutions should be co-opted to ensure that an enabling environment for conservation agriculture adoption is created.”

	Caution should be taken to not invest new structures that would operate in a silo-manner and that would incur additional costs for the state. As acknowledged by DAFF implementation of conservation agriculture requires the involvement and support of other policy makers, departments and institutions. We should not reinvent the wheel, but rather utilize existing structures to implement the principles of the conservation agriculture at the local level.

2.6.2	Training, upskilling, capacitating institutions on conservation agricultural practices is important part of implementation. 

However, existing academic, agricultural training intuitions, stakeholder engagement platforms, organized agricultural associations, agricultural industry forums and associations etc. should be utilized to entrench viable conservation agriculture in the agricultural sector.

2.6.3	Funding and incentives are fundamental to ensuring adoption and implementation of conservation agriculture in the agricultural sector. Government and private sector do make a significant investment into the agricultural sector. Therefore in order for conservation agricultural practices to become entrenched in the agricultural sector, government should be innovative and consider “expanding” existing programmes and incentive schemes (e.g. MAFISA, PES, CASP, Green Fund) to include conservation agriculture as a criteria for qualification and/or implementation.

	SASA is aware of the review that DAFF is undertaking regarding its financing schemes such as MAFISA and is looking forward to working with the department on new blended finance options.

2.6.4	Monitoring and evaluation of the agricultural sector is key, especially as it is earmarked as a sector for growth and development of the SA economy. Monitoring and evaluation of the agricultural sector should therefore be driven at a strategic policy level.

Section 3:	Investment in research, extension and better management practices

The South African sugar industry has for many decades been investing in research extension and better management practices in the sugarcane agricultural production. The South African Sugarcane Research Institute (SASRI) a division of SASA, is a leading sugarcane agricultural research institute in Africa renowned for its research into the development of new sugarcane varieties and improvement of crop management and farming systems to enhance profitability of the industry. 

SASRI’s research programmes are directly focused on sustainable sugarcane agricultural production and have been geared to address grower requirements and reduce risks associated with sugarcane farming. The programmes are focused on: variety improvement research to develop new varieties with improved sugar content and yield potential, and pest and disease resistance; crop protection research focused on identifying and managing pests and diseases and devising methods to minimise their effects; crop performance and management that is focused on developing models and better management practices to sustain and enhance sugarcane agriculture and; systems design and optimisation which investigates and transfers innovative systems to optimise crop performance.

All research outcomes are then made accessible to sugarcane growers through a variety of channels including:   

· Technical publications, information sheets, bulletins, manuals and extension newsletters such as the Link and Ingede provide accessible technical information for growers on latest sugarcane practices and recommendations.

· Custom-designed decision support tools to assist decision-making in respect of all aspects of farming. These include variety choice, weeds management, irrigation design, irrigation scheduling, and harvesting practices with a strong emphasis on the economic impact of specific practices.

· SASRI’s Extension Services are responsible for providing the essential link between SASRI’s researchers and sugarcane farmers through consultation and feedback. Extension Services facilitate the adoption of technology and better management practices that encourage responsible and sustainable land use and deliver optimal productivity and profitability for the industry.

· Sustainable Sugarcane Farm Management System (SUSFARMS®), the South African sugar industry’s farm management system that embodies best practices for long-term sustainability based on current legislation and recommendations from SASRI. SUSFARMS® has been designed to try and reduce the negative impacts on the environment whilst ensuring economic sustainability and social upliftment through implementation of better management practices. It is also being used to meet the sustainability sourcing requirements being imposed by customers in the sugar value chain.
      
The main principles of conservation agriculture as supported by DAFF is that of minimum soil disturbance, permanent soil cover and crop integration and crop rotations. These principles are embodied into the systems and practices which sugarcane agricultural growers are encouraged to adopt.  Examples of these practices is demonstrated in the following subsections.

3.1	Land use planning

Land use planning is a fundamental requirement for farming and optimal crop production. A documented land-use plan will include details and specifications with regards to: 
 
· staff / labour housing and workshop
· historically or culturally important  sites
· soil parent material
· soil form including depth, taw (total available water) and erodibility
· non-arable and natural areas
· wet agricultural land (relic wetlands)
· fields including number and area in hectares
· minimum tillage fields
· fields suitable for trashing
· fields suitable for mechanisation

3.2	Soil conservation management

Soil conservation management practices are aimed at restoring soil health, reducing evaporation and run-off, suppressing weed growth, reducing soil erosion, reducing surface capping and compaction of soils. To support soil management soil types (forms) are mapped and classified in terms of their erodibility. Practices include conservation terraces that are maintained through suitable creeping grass covers and revetts that have been spaced at 10 m intervals across the main axis of the waterway to prevent erosion until such time as the vegetative cover is adequate. Cultivated land is protected against excessive soil loss from the action of water and wind using alternate strips of cover crops which are left undisturbed for a year. The trashing and burning of sugarcane is also practiced as a measure to conserve valuable moisture and to improve soil organic content. 

Research  pertaining to providing guidelines for the amelioration of top and sub-surface soil acidity and efforts to include the soil health index as part of the standard Fertiliser Advisory Service (FAS) reporting package and improving nitrogen fertilizer advice to growers are some of the industry efforts to improving soil conservation management.

3.3	Tillage

In addition to some of the soil conservation practices mentioned above, soil erosion is minimized through the following better management practices: 

· A maximum of 20% of the soil surface should be tilled as a percentage of land under cane per annum.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Refer to the SASRI Nomograph for sugarcane panel spacing and the DAEA for upper slope limits for the cultivation of sugarcane in KZN] 

· Minimum tillage is practiced on slopes greater than 11 % on erodible soils, 13 % on moderately erodible soils and 16 % on resistant soils.
· Where conventional tillage is practiced, the slopes need to be less than those above, and practiced on the contour.
· Row alignment is at right angles to the slope.

Row alignment may run with the slope only under the following situations - on slopes of less than 2%, on parallel crest areas of less than 2% on erodible soils, 3% on moderately erodible soils and 4% on resistant soils, conservation structures must be in place; and rows must not run over terraces.





Furthermore, some of the research publications that have informed the development of guidelines and better management practices promoted by SASRI are tabulated below.

	1[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Mthimkulu et al., 2016. The effect of 72 years of sugarcane residues and fertilizer management
on soil physico-chemical properties. Agriculture, Ecosystems and Environment 225 ,54–61.
Murphy, BW. 2015. Impact of soil organic matter on soil properties—a review with emphasis on Australian soils. Soil Research, 53, 605–635.
Galdo et al., 2010. Simulation of sugarcane residue decomposition and aboveground growth. Plant Soil 326:243–259.
He et al., 2009. Effects of 10 years of conservation tillage on soil properties and productivity in the farming–pastoral ecotone of Inner Mongolia, China. Soil Use and Management, 25, 201–209.
Ernst, G and Emmerling, C. 2009. Impact of five different tillage systems on soil organic carbon content and the density, biomass, and community composition of earthworms after a ten year period. European Journal of Soil Biology. 1–5.
Mills, AJ and Fey, MV. 2003. Declining soil quality in South Africa: effects of land use on soil organic matter and surface crusting. South African Journal of Science, p249.
Dominy et al., 2001. Long-term effects of sugarcane production on soil quality in the South Coast and the midlands areas of Kwazulu-Natal. SASTA paper.
] 

	An increase in soil organic matter. 
	2016 Mthimkulu, 2015 Murphy, 2010 Galdos, 2009 He, 2009 Ernest, 2003 Fey, SASTA 2001 Dominy

	2[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Pryor et al., 2016. Impact of agricultural practices on energy use and greenhouse gas emissions for South African sugarcane production. Journal of Cleaner Production 141, 137-145.
Sabatier, et al., 2015.  Optimization of sugarcane farming as a multipurpose crop for energy and food production. GCB Bioenergy, pages 1-17.
Van Antwerpen, et al., 2013. Sugarcane as an energy crop, its role in biomass economy. Biofuel Crop Sustainability. Chapter 3. John Wiley and Sons, Inc.
Eustice et al., 2011. Comparison of greenhouse gas emissions from trashed and burnt sugarcane cropping systems in South Africa. SASTA paper.
Purchase, BS. 2006. Fuel cells, fuel and future energy. SASTA paper.
Panhurst, C. 2005. Should sugarcane trash be used as a biofuel for cogeneration or left in the field for its long-term benefits to soil health and crop productivity? A report prepared for the Sugar Yield Decline Joint Venture.

] 

	Reduced green-house gas emissions due to less external inputs and more carbon sequestration. 
	2016 Pryor, 2014 Sabatier, 2013 Van Antwerpen, SASTA 2011 TE, 2006 Purchase, 2005 Pankhurst 

	3[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Olivier, FC and Abraham, S. 2015. Increasing water use efficiency of irrigated sugarcane production in South Africa through better agronomic practices. Field Crops Research 176, 87–98.
Olivier, FC and Abraham, S. 2012. The effect of crop residue layers on evapotranspiration, growth and yield of irrigated sugarcane. Water SA Vol. 38 No. 
Wiedenfield, B. 2009. Effects of green harvesting vs burning on soil properties, growth and yield of sugarcane in South Texas. Journal of the American Society of Sugar Cane Technologists 29: 102-109.
Van Antwerpen, et al., 2006. The impact of trashing on yield response in the South African sugar industry: a summary of results from several BT trials. SASTA paper.
Schroeder, BL. 2003. Improving the management of acid and sodic soils with green trash retention using calcium based products: SRDC final project report BSS199, http://elibrary.sugarresearch.com.au/
Maher, GW. 1990. Phase two of the small catchment project at La Mercy. SASTA paper.
] 

	Increased water infiltration that reduces runoff, soil erosion and sedimentation, and improves surface and groundwater levels and quality – land rehabilitation. 
	2015 Olivier, 2012 Olivier, 2009 Wiedenfeld, SASTA 2006  Van Antwerpen, 2003 Schroeder, 1990 Maher

	4[footnoteRef:7] [7:  National Environmental Management: Air Quality Act (39/2004): Draft Model Air Quality Management By-law for adoption and adaptation by municipalities. 
] 

	Compliance to environmental legislation. 
	2009 NEMA, No Cane Burn

	5[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Sajjad et al. 2014. Does Trash Burning Harm Arthropod Biodiversity in Sugarcane?. International Journal of Agriculture and Biology, 14: 1021‒1023.] 

	Improved biodiversity and ecosystem functioning. 
	2014 Sajjad

	6[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Nxumalo et al. 2016. Growth and yield responses of commercial sugarcane cultivars to mulching in the coastal rainfed region of South Africa. South African Journal of Plant and Soil 2016: 1–10.
Mcelligott et al. 2014. An extension specialist’s yield and gross revenue database, used to guide recommendations and improve grower profitability. Proc S Afr Sug Technol Ass 87: 372 – 393.
Purchase et al. 2008. Is there profit in cane trash? Another dimension to the assessment of trashing vs burning. Proc S Afr Sug Technol Ass 81: 86 – 89.
Wynne, A and Van Antwerpen, R. Factors affecting the economics of trashing. Proc S Afr Sug Technol Ass 78: 207 - 214.] 

	
Lower production costs 
	2016 Nxumalo, 2014 McElligott, 2008 Purchase, 2004 Wynne 





Section 4:	Concluding points

The South African sugar industry acknowledges and supports the principles of sustainable agricultural practices and natural resources use and management. 

The SA sugar industry is one of the few agricultural industries that has year on year, ensured that considerable investment is made into the sugarcane agricultural research arena, extension services and the development of better management practices in the field. SASA would invite the DAFF to partner further with the industry in this regard.

SASA would like to emphasize that there are existing policies, plans and programmes that have been developed by government but implementation is lacking thereof. DAFF acknowledges this in the document as well. 

SASA would like to therefore strongly caution against a “silo” policy approach. Consideration should rather be given to how the principles of conservation agriculture could rather become the implementation criteria of existing policies, plans and programmes of government. This would likely increase adoption and would assist in addressing the challenge of intergovernmental policy alignment. 
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