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ABSTRACT 

 

The study was conducted to determine cattle production and management practices of 

developing cattle farmers in two selected districts (Amathole and Chris Hani) in the Eastern 

Cape Province of South Africa. The study mainly focused on beef cattle farmers that are 

farming on leased or private land. From both districts, 60 respondents (30 per district) were 

interviewed using structured questionnaires. Results showed that 33% of the study sample had 

low levels of education while only 15% (n=10) had tertiary education qualifications. Cattle 

management activities were performed by almost all the respondents except deworming which 

was done by only 33%. The respondents were mostly vaccinating for diseases such as Black 

quarter (42%), Redwater (40%), and Anthrax (30%). The assessed farmers were controlling 

parasites with many different methods, however, pour on was found to be the most frequently 

used method (52%), followed by plunge dipping (33%) and hand spray (32%). There were 

farmers that planted cultivated pastures (35%) and some that were also using supplements 

(licks) for their herds (77%). As bush encroachments were not a problem in some farms, most 

farmers were not taking any actions, but 24% were using fires when reducing moribund. 

Breeding monitoring activities (birth observation, pregnant test and bull futility testing) were 

conducted by the respondents (78%, 15% and 12% respectively). It is recommended that 

agricultural extension play an imperative role in linking possible role players and farmers. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

According to Sejian et al. (2012:20), animal production is the most vital component of world 

agriculture as people are mostly dependent on domestic animals for many important needs 

(meat, fat, milk, and other dairy products, eggs and fibres like wool or cashmere) as well as for 

other purposes such as transport, draft power, and provision of fertilizers, especially in 

developing countries. In 2008, it was stated in the South African Information website that South 

Africa produces 85% of its meat requirements while the other portion (15%) is imported from 

other countries like Namibia, Botswana, Swaziland, Australia, New Zealand and the European 

Union (EU) (South Africa Info (SAI), 2008:01). However, Musemwa et al. (2008:239) found 

that cattle production contributed approximately 25% and 30% to the national agricultural 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP). 

 

Provinces that are dominated by cattle farms include the Eastern Cape, parts of the Free State, 

KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo, and the Northern Cape (Department of Agriculture, Forestry and 

Fisheries (DAFF), 2011:6). It has been documented that in South Africa, almost 50 000 

commercial farmers own 8.2 million cattle, while 240 000 smallholders and three million 

subsistence farmers own 5.6 million cattle (DAFF, 2011:6). The Eastern Cape Province is one 

of the lowest beef producing (6%) provinces (DAFF, 2011:4), even though it was found to have 

a higher number of cattle than other provinces in South Africa (DEPARTMENT OF 

AGRICULTURE, FORESTRY AND FISHERIES, 2012:01). The South African beef industry 

is divided into subgroups according to resource availability, method and scale of production, 

namely large commercial, emerging, and the communal farmers (Scholtz et al., 2008:2). 

Smallholder farms are challenged with limited access to land, scarcity of water and marketing 

channels, smaller herd size, animal diseases, theft (Montshwe, 2006:70), high transaction costs 

(Musemwa et al., 2008:241), and degradation of rangelands (GRSA, 2007:22). Emerging 

farmers are known for using traditional production techniques, lacking with institutional 

capacity and support and they have small farms that are labour-intensive. Most of them are 

based in the former homeland areas and there are very few of them that market their produce 

(Pienaar & Traub, 2015:4). The current study was carried out to assess the management 

practices of developing cattle farmers in the two selected districts of the Eastern Cape Province. 

Furthermore, the contribution that agricultural extension can make in the development of these 

farmers will also be highlighted. 

 

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 

The study was conducted at Amathole and Chris Hani Districts in the Eastern Cape Province 

of South Africa. This province is the second largest in the country (South African Government, 

2017:01), and it has well established agriculture as commercial and subsistence farming are 

practised. The province has Karoo areas where extensive farming (game and livestock) is 

mostly done (Eastern Cape State of the Environment Report (ECSER), 2009:01). The 

respondents were the emerging cattle farmers who farm on private or leased land. Since both 

selected districts had eight municipalities each, there were two municipalities on each who had 

no farms and were not considered. Therefore, 12 municipalities (six from each district) were 

selected where five respondents were selected from each municipality, providing a total of 60 

farmers for the study. Structured questionnaires were used to collect data and respondents were 

individually interviewed. Factors that were investigated included details of the farmer, herd 

information, and assessments of financial and animal land management. The collected data 
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were captured in Microsoft Office Excel. Before the analysis took place, the data was cleaned 

and then analysed using the Statistical Analysis Software programme. 

 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

3.1 Educational level  

 

There were 14 (23.3%) respondents with no education while six (10%) had grade 1-6. Only 

three (5%) farmers had degrees in agriculture. The level of education is directly related to the 

success of a farm and it influences their decision making (Lubambo, 2011:30). With regards to 

marketing, educated farmers prefer abattoirs while ones with no education prefer private buyers 

(Musemwa et al., 2007:131). Performance based on level of education and income generated 

from cattle farming only is also shown. A high average (23.4±33.84) number of cattle sold was 

found on farms with grade 1-6, however, farms with agricultural qualifications had the highest 

average income (R109 666.70). In Table 1, age and farming experience averages of 

respondents are shown. The age of the farmers is regarded as a crucial factor for the success 

and sustainability of a farm as it indicates some farmer’s variables, in other words, the level of 

decision-making and interest (Lubambo, 2011:28). Experience in farming has been found to 

have an influence in selecting marketing channels (Musemwa et al., 2007:01). Yeamkong and 

colleagues (2010:814) found that longer experience in dairy farming had increased monthly 

milk yield and revenue in Thailand. Extension could possibly play a role in the improvement 

of the general farming knowledge of these farmers by connecting them with the agricultural 

industry and academic institutions. The provision of service learning by universities may also 

provide a solid platform in enhancing the knowledge of these farmers. 

 

Table 1: Educational level and performance of emerging cattle farmers in Amathole and Chris 

Han, Eastern Cape 

 

Level of 

education 

Proportion 

of 

respondents 

Number of sold 

animals 
Animal sales (R) 

Mean±SD Total Mean±SD Total 

No Education 14 (23%) 14.31±12.43 186 129015.4±261356.62 1677200 

Grade 1-6 6 (10%) 23.4±33.84 117 90040±132098.19 450200 

Grade 7-12 27 (45 %) 16.74±24.95 385 75100±101227.4 1877500 

Agric. Degree 3 (5%) 16±16.52 48 109666.7±74676.52 329000 

Other 

qualification 
10 (17%) 17.29±12.39 121 86857.14±58924.18 608000 

      

 Age (years)  Farming Experience 

Mean ± SD 55.11±14.93 11.91±7.65 

 

3.2 Cattle management activities 

 

The entire group of farmers was practising activities listed in Table 2 on their farms, except for 

deworming which was only being practised by 33% of the sample. Only 2% of the respondents 

were not branding livestock, while almost all other activities were done throughout the year, 

except for those farmers who were deworming in summer. Even though castration was mostly 

done in all seasons (58%), some farmers were castrating in winter (20%). In bulls, castration 
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helps in preparing them for market, since steers are usually the most frequently targeted for 

selling or slaughter (Musemwa et al., 2007:01). The results show that respondents had an idea 

about cattle management activities, however, there is still a lack of knowledge on when a 

specific activity must be carried out. This gap should be bridged by agricultural extension in 

collaboration with agricultural research, breeders’ society and industry. Even commercial 

farmers have become more willing to assist in the development of emerging farmers. 

 

Table 2: Cattle management activities of emerging cattle farmers in Eastern Cape 

 

Management activities Proportion of respondents & seasons (%) 

Summer Autumn Winter Spring  Throughout  Total 

Castration 8 10 20 4 58 100 

Dehorning 10 13 16 3 58 100 

Deworming 15 9 2 7 - 33 

Ear tagging 4 7 4 2 83 100 

Branding 5 7 9 - 77 98 

Treating sick animals - 2 5 - 93 100 

Sorting calves - - 8 4 88 100 

Vaccinating 4 6 8 2 80 100 

 

3.3 Animal health and nutrition 

 

Vaccination and tick control are mostly carried out as government services unlike other poorly 

executed practices (deworming) (Nowers, Nobumba & Welgemoed, 2013:49). In this study, 

88.3% of respondents were vaccinating while 11.7% were not. Most vaccinated diseases were 

Black quarter (42%), Redwater (40%) and Anthrax (30%), while Trichomonas (2%), Pulpy 

kidney (2%) and Footrot (2%) were the least vaccinated diseases. Some respondents were just 

vaccinating animals without knowing the specific diseases. To reduce occurrence of illness in 

a cattle herd, there should be an implementation of sound vaccination programmes, parasite 

control, and frequent herd observation. Through non-formal education, extension services 

could facilitate these farmers on how livestock vaccination should be followed based on 

geographical location and season of the year. In an extension approach, companies selling 

animal health and feed products could be mobilised to eventually become more involved in 

rural communities.  
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Figure 1: Disease vaccinated by respondents 

 

 

 

3.4 Parasite control 

 

The most frequently used method of parasite control was found to be pour on (52%), followed 

by plunge dipping (33%) and hand spraying (30%), while 16% were using spot treatment, 

injectable parasiticides and dosing (Figure 2). De La Fuente et al. (1998:1) stated that external 

parasite control (ticks) and the transmission of tick-borne diseases remains a challenge for the 

cattle industry, especially in tropical and subtropical areas of the world. Even though traditional 

control methods were put in place, parasites still result in severe losses for the cattle farming. 

It is vital to control these parasites in livestock as they cause diseases and wounds that are 

predisposed to screwworm infestation and damaged teats in cows (Moyo & Masika, 2009:01).  

From the results of the current study there is evidence that a substantial proportion of 
respondents (82%) were controlling internal parasites while only 18% were not controlling it 
at all (Figure 3). Worldwide internal parasites are a continuous problem, however grazing 
management strategies and biological control have been proven to be effective non-chemical 
parasite control methods (Waller, 2006:277). Internal parasites cause deficient performance 
and occasionally lead to death in young animals; they damage internal organs and 
subsequently affect the digestion (Williams & Loyacano, 2001:9). 
 

 
 

Figure 2: External parasite control 

 

3.5 Cattle supplementation (licks) 

 

Most of the respondents (77%) were supplementing their animals, while 23% believed that 

supplements are expensive, and only 2% indicated that they did not know anything about licks. 

Some respondents were supplementing throughout the year (58%) while most of them were 

only supplementing in winter (13%). Van Pletzen (2009:01) documented that there is a lick 

supplementation programme that was developed to correct the deficiencies or imbalances in 

specific areas. There are limited elements on natural veld in certain seasons (phosphate and 

trace elements). For instance, in winter, veld intake in cattle decreases as digestibility, 

palatability and protein content decreases. Winter supplementation (protein) prevents losses of 

weight in livestock while summer licks maximise growth (Van Pletzen, 2009:01). This type of 

information needs to be emphasised to the farmers. 
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Figure 3: Proportion of respondents on internal parasites, animal supplementing, season of 

supplementing and reasons for supplementing 

 

3.6 Veld management 

 

Half (50%) of the farmers kraal (cattle enclosure) their animals at night. Farmers are kraaling 

their stock in order to prevent theft, road accidents, and crop damage, as well as to minimise 

disease and parasite control (Nthakheni, 1993:01). However, day grazing and night kraaling 

are mostly practised in communal areas (Kunene & Fossey, 2006:01). However, cattle add 

some organic matter back to the field. The majority of respondents (76%) had camps while 

23% do not have any. Livestock farms that are not divided into camps are prone to uncontrolled 

breeding, spread of diseases and undesirable bull to cow ratio (Sekwadi, Maboa & Maqashu, 

2016:50). Camps (fencing) in a farming environment help in reducing labour expenses. The 

management of grazing, breeding, diseases, parasites, trespassing, theft and predation become 

more practical (Moyo et al., 2008:01).  Most of the respondents (71%) were found to be 

performing rotational grazing while 29% were following continuous grazing. Since rotational 

grazing requires a high work load and a lot of fencing, it requires more finances (Tainton, 

1999:173). Rotational grazing is predicted to increase grass production during the year of 

grazing, and prevent grassland growing out and losing quality (Fynn, 2012:01). Foster 

(2015:15) listed continuous grazing as one of the harmful rangeland management practices. 

Furthermore, 35% of respondents had cultivated pastures on their farms (Figure 4). The reason 

for this might be due to the high establishment cost of cultivated pastures. When cultivated 

pastures are limited, herd productivity becomes low, regardless of the potential of the breed. 

The establishment and maintenance of pastures is expensive, but it improves security and 

allows easy access to obstacles like intense bush; and it also improves the value of the farm 

(Siegmund-Schultze et al., 2007:01). These facts need to be brought to the farmers’ attention 

as it might encourage them to follow rotational grazing. As natural veld is the major source of 

feed for emerging farmers, extension agents need to ensure that farmers are managing their 

grazing well through training and supervision. Even in this situation, extension could serve as 

a valuable link between academic institutions and farmers as universities are frequently 

searching for sites where practical demostrations can be presented. 

 

 
 

Figure 4: Cattle kraaling, veld division and grazing system 
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3.7 Moribund and bush encroachment management 

 

More than half of the respondents (74%) were not taking any means against bush encroachment 

while 24% were burning for controlling moribund (Table 3). The results of the current study 

are in line with those of Mahlobo (2016:20) who stated that fire is used to remove dry and dead 

plant materials, for initiating new lushes of grass, for eradicating ticks, tsetse flies and other 

insects or pests harmful to livestock, and for harvesting forest honey. However, veld burning 

has destroyed plant residues that would have helped for winter grazing and enhanced the 

degradation of the land in South Africa. Many respondents (32%) were not taking control or 

preventative measures to limit bush encroachment while 18% were removing it mechanically 

(Table 3). This encounter can be caused by a shortage of rainfall, notably wet cycles, heavy 

grazing, absence of hot brush killed fires, loss of large trees, and soil nutrient changes. 

Moreover, some of the woody plants add value to browsing for livestock (Solomon, Snyman 

& Smit, 2007:489).  

 

Table 3: Measures to control bush encroachment and moribund 

 

Control methods   Proportion of respondents (%) 

Bush encroachment Moribund  

No action 32 74 

Allow surrounding households to take trees 4  

Spraying (Chemical) 2  

Mechanically remove 18  

Spraying and mechanically remove 5  

Hire aerial spraying 4  

Burning 5 24 

No encroachment of undesirable plants 32  

Unplanned fires sometimes  3 

 

3.8 Livestock breeding management 

 

The proportion from the study sample that were doing the parturition observation, pregnancy 

and fertility testing, season breeding and own bull breeding were 78%, 15%, 12%, 47% and 

62% respectively. Matiko et al. (2008:897) stated that smallholders are not practising the 

pregnant diagnosis in their herds as there is a scarcity of veterinarians and they do not know 

the Pregnancy Diagnosis (PD) importance in cattle farming. As there is a low portion of 

respondents that are taking part in these practices, extension services could improve the 

production and profitability of these farmers through providing non-formal, agriculturally 

related, continued training and support. The advancement of scientific breeding and the use of 

breeding values by the Merino breeders’ society may be used as a vehicle in extension 

programmes to promote a more scientific approach.  
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Figure 5: Cattle breeding enhancement practices 

 

3.9 Livestock performance 

 

The assessed farmers had a total of 2861 breeding stock (cows = 74% and heifers = 26%). The 

conception, calving and weaning rate were 93%, 88%, and 82% respectively. Furthermore, 

these findings are elevated for the level of farmers as Matiko et al. (2008:01) observed a 

pregnancy rate of 44% in emerging farmers and stated that the minimum pregnancy rates in 

commercial farmers should be approximately 70%. These figures are therefore lower than those 

of the current study. Comparable results were found by Grobler (2016:59) who found 

pregnancy rates ranging between 60% and 93%. Performance of the respondents can be 

improved by ensuring that cattle management activities are followed and monitored through 

extension services. Farmers should also be made aware of efficiency benchmarks. 

 

Table 4: The total and percentage of bred cows and heifers from mating until weaning 

 

Breeding cattle Number of animals 

bred (100%) 

Breeding stock performance 

Pregnancy rate Calving rate Weaning rate 

Cows  1915 1763 (92%) 1674 (87%) 1550 (81%) 

Heifers  946 884 (93%) 850 (90%) 798 (84%) 

Total 2861 2647 (93%) 2524 (88%) 2348 (82%) 

 

4. CONCLUSION 

 

Emerging cattle farmers are mostly older people, particularly in this study area, and most of 

them do not have a tertiary education. With regards to livestock health management, they 

vaccinate for many diseases, but most respondents vaccinated for Black quarter, Redwater and 

Anthrax. They were also controlling parasites. Some farmers provided supplementary licks and 

feeds and had cultivated pastures on their farms. However, there is evidence that farmers had 

an issue with fencing as they had camps but are still engaging in continuous grazing. In some 

management practices, our respondents had minimal information about bush encroachment and 

moribund management. Therefore, the study shows that there is still a role that needs to be 

played by the agricultural extension services for the developing farmers. In order to improve 

these farmers’ productivity, the agricultural extension agents also need to assist farmers 

through training in improved farming methods and techniques. In the long term, it could result 

in better production efficiency and income, better standards of living, and lifting the social and 

educational standards of rural life. An integrated and well-coordinated agricultural extension 

programme, driven by a team of trained and knowledgeable specialists in the field of animal 

production, could render the much-needed momentum towards economic cattle production. 

Finally, the study recommends that government be responsible for hosting planned workshops 
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for farmers in order to equip them with knowledge. In addition, agricultural bodies such as the 

RPO and breeders’ societies could also play a meaningful role in the training of these farmers. 
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