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Covid-19 and face masks. The new

normal...
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SAY YOU SAW IT IN THE GAUTENG SMALLHOLDER 

COMMENT, by Pete Bower

Vol 21       Lockdown Edition    April 2020
Time for a rethink

We could tell you about the Swedish epidemiologist who 
believes Covid-19 lockdowns are anti-democratic and 
dangerous, apart from being largely unnecessary, but you 

probably don't want to read about that now, so we won't.
Or we could give you some comparisons between the government's best estimates of 
deaths expected because of Covid-19 and South Africa's annual death rates for the 
common 'flu, traffic accidents, murders and Aids, but you probably don't want to read 
about that now, either.
So, whether you're sick of being confined to your home or smallholding or not, 
whether you're seeing your life savings and livelihood evaporate with each passing day, 
or whether you've merely run out of fags and booze, let's rather do some future gazing 
to paint a picture of how our world may have changed post this disaster.
A few things become immediately apparent. One is that the effect on the world of the 
pandemic and the various governments' responses generally will be profound. Globally, 
for example, the world economy will shrink at a rate to equal or surpass the Great 
Depression (which became one of the causes, co-incidentally, of the Second World 
War). But, the effect on individual national economies will vary, depending on the 
extent and depth of the individual national lockdown effort, and its individual eco-
nomic makeup.
In South Africa, for example, the economic effect will be devastating, firstly because of 
the already weakened economy before the lockdown started, then because of the 
length and severity of the lockdown itself (five weeks with very limited economic 
activity, followed by an indeterminate period of continued lockdowns of varying 
severity) and because certain important sectors of the economy, notably air travel, 
tourism and hospitality, have effectively been rendered obsolete. Up to 1,2 million 
workers employed in the tourism and hospitality industries may lose their jobs. That's 
devastating, particularly when that number is added to the already huge unemploy-
ment figure.
But, both nationally and internationally, there are some good outcomes, too. One can 
see them all around the world. In China, for example, blue sky was seen over the city 
of Wuhan for the first time in decades, because the perpetual grimy smog caused by 
the many factories in the region blew away when the factories were temporarily 
closed. 
In India, the majestic Himalayas could be seen from 30 or more kilometres away for 
the first time in decades because the air cleared there, too.
In Venice, jellyfish and dolphins were seen swimming in the city's canals for the first 
time in decades as the waters went silent because the vaporetti (water taxis) ceased to 
trade, and the action of the tide brought in clean ocean water.
And oceanographers studying the effect of noise pollution caused by ships' propellers 
on sensitive species such as whales have noted a dramatic improvement.
All of these effects (and many more) may, of course, be negated when economies start 
up again, and factories reopen. But maybe, just maybe, people who have seen the 
blue sky, the Himalayas and the dolphins in Venice will realise that this is the way the 
world should be, and will start to fight for such conditions to continue.
Another change that may take place is that nations, South Africa included, may start to 
rebel against the imperialism of China and that country's incursions, both subtle and 
forceful, into the economies of the world.
National governments may see the damage that reliance on Chinese imports for 
everything from motor vehicles to medical supplies has on employment and industrial 
activity in their own countries, not to mention on their economies, when supply of 
goods dries up as the Chinese themselves start closing their factories.
Now, therefore, is the time to use some of the R500 billion that President Ramaphosa 
is going to dole out to re-equip factories with machinery, retrain workers and restart 
meaningful small industrial enterprises to make our own clothes, textile products, soft 
furnishings and shoes. 
Local must be made lekker again. Which is your cue as a smallholder to increase your 
own production of food and produce, and to participate in establishing food markets 
and exchanges in your area. Growing your own is no longer a quirky luxury. It’s a must.
Moreover, there is no doubt that it's time for a fundamental reset of the way the world 
works. A new world order awaits, and it's up to us as citizens to see that our govern-
ments usher it in.
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NEWS
Covid: Gov’t ignores farmers, say TLU & Agri SA

The lockdown measures 
to combat the Covid-
19 pandemic make 

excessive demands on 
security forces and yet the 
government has not availed 
itself of the support offered by 
organised agriculture in terms 
of the Rural Safety Strategy 
due to its apparent inability to 

reach a positive decision 
regarding requests for 
assistance. So say farming 
bodies TLU SA and Agri SA in 
a joint statement, adding that 
while the government drags 
its feet, “farmers are suffering 
enormous losses as a result of 
an increase in livestock and 
produce theft and illegal 

slaughtering and looting of 
farms. “
“Farmers are fed up with the 
government's total disregard 
for farmers and their needs,” 
says Tommie Esterhuyse, chair 
of Agri SA's Centre of 
Excellence for Rural Safety. “It 
is now time for the govern-
ment to do its part; it is no 

longer business as usual,” 
adds Henry Geldenhuys, 
deputy president, and chair 
of TLU SA's Safety 
Committee.
Requests addressed to the 
ministries of police, agricul-
ture and co-operative 
governance and traditional 
affairs as early as the first 
week of the lockdown to 
include farm watches as an 
essential service were ignored 
despite the fact that these 
requests were followed up 
both telephonically and in 

lthough it got off to a Afairly late start, this 
year's rainy season in 

Gauteng turned out to be 
better than average. We 
recorded a total 932mm to 
the end of April, nearly 
120mm more than last 
season, which itself was 
slightly better than average.
The decent rains over 
Gauteng bode well for 
groundwater levels, which 
mean that boreholes, to some 
extent, will be replenished, 

and for fodder and dryland 
crop farmers in the province, 
who experienced decent cuts 
and good harvests as a result.
A good stockpile of fodder in 
or close to Gauteng means 
that horse owners and those 
with livestock to feed face the 
pleasant prospect of plenty of 
supply at reasonable, and 
hopefully stable, prices 
through the lean winter 
months.
For Gauteng's municipal water 
users, of course, the fact that 

good rains have fallen over 
the province does not mean 
an end to water shortages as 
the bulk of Gauteng's supply 
comes from much further 
afield, including the highlands 
of Lesotho via the Katse Dam 
which is only 36% full, and 
the Eastern highlands of 
Mpumalanga which form the 
main catchment area of the 
Vaal Dam, currently standing 
at just more than 52%.

Good Gauteng rains, but dams still low

Continued overleaf
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NEWS

Get your edibles
seeds by courier

writing. “While the govern-
ment drags its feet, the 
farming community is left out 
in the cold. 
“It is interesting that the 
government approaches the 
farming community when it 
needs help with the distribu-
tion of fresh produce to 
needy communities, with 
producers and farm workers 
heeding the request and 
making generous contribu-
tions in this regard, yet the 
government ignores organ-
ised agriculture's proposed 
amendments to the 
lockdown regulations in 
order to protect food 
production.”

When people no longer have 
money to buy food, they will 
increasingly resort to theft, 
which can potentially give 
rise to serious conflict, 
because farming communi-
ties will protect their own 
property, while the police are 
focusing on implementing 
the regulations in towns, 
cities and along the main 
routes. “The inability of the 
police to implement effective 
policing and maintain law 
and order in rural areas has 
resulted in producers having 
to incur enormous costs to 
introduce safety measures in 
order to protect food 
production.”

Continued overleaf

According to the 
Lockdown 
Regulations, 

seedsmen are classified as 
offering as an essential 
service.
This applies to companies 
who provide online services, 
so smallholders will be able 
to place and receive orders. 
However, it is not business as 
usual.
Each of the companies has to 
comply with the regulations 
regarding the number of staff 
members who are allowed to 
work, therefore they are 
operating with the minimum 
number of workers required 
for them to continue trading.
Seeds for Africa for example 
will be working “staggered 
hours so that no more than 
six staff members are on site 

at any time”, according to 
their website. Other suppliers 
such as Livingseeds and 
Organic Seeds are also 
working with greatly reduced 
numbers of staff.
This means that orders are 
not being sent out as quickly 
as usual and customers are 
being asked to be patient.
They are also not able to 
supply all the usual stock ~ 
only essential goods are 
being sold, where stock is 
available.
The following items are 
deemed essential -
q Seeds for foodstuffs – 
vegetables, herbs, garlic;
q Growing mediums;
q Microgreen and sprouting 
seeds;
q Grass seeds for animal 

From previous page

GOVERNMENT
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NEWS
Michris makes a Covid-19 foot pump

feed;
q Green manure;
q Bulk seed packs excluding 
flower seeds;
q Irrigation supplies;
q Fertilisers and pest control;

q Propagation supplies.
Organic Seeds have also 
partnered with Kalahari 
Coffee, so they offer you 
sustainably sourced coffee as 
well as your seed require-
ments.
The goods are also not 
despatched every day. The 
couriers are only collecting, in 
most cases, on two days a 
week.
The staff at the seed compa-
nies as well as the courier 
companies are strictly 
adhering to the health 
regulations under lockdown.
Some companies have stated 
that a minimum amount must 
be ordered.
The Livingseeds website gives 
useful information on what to 
plant in the next couple of 
months.
Before you order, it is best to 
contact the online companies 
in order to enquire whether 
they have the stock that you 
want, when you are likely to 
receive your order and what 
their requirements are with 
regards to payment.

Need to dispense 
hand sanitizer to 
your workers and 

customers, 
but can't 
afford a 
worker 
standing at 
the door 
all day 
long 
sullenly 
squirting 
the stuff 
into 
visitors' 
cupped 

hands? The ever-inventive 
Michris Janse van Rensburg of 
Backsaver Implements in 
Bultfontein has just the device 
for you, as a result of an 
innovative idea from his 13-
year-old son, Jedri.
It's a welded steel foot 
operated pedestal spray 
dispenser, which means 
you, or a worker, never has 
to hold the bottle and touch 
the plunger to deliver the 
spray. You simply cup your 
hands under the spray 
nozzle and press your foot 
down on the pedal. The 

pedal is connected to a series 
of levers which squeeze the 
spray bottle's handle, squirting 
a measured dose of sanitizer 
into your hands.
Two models are available. 
One will hold a one litre 
bottle at hand height while 

the other has a five litre bottle 
at floor level connected to the 
dispenser nozzle by a flexible 
delivery tube.
The dispensers are available 
in Gauteng through an agent.
Call Janse van Rensburg, tel 
073 454 4111.

SEEDS

Backsaver hand 
sanitizer foot pump 
dispenser

From previous page
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FIRE SEASONFIRE SEASON

Veld fires: all you need to know & do

A
s the rains end, 
smallholders must turn 
their attention to the 
impending fire season. 

Rural landowners and tenants 
are obligated by law to 
protect their land and 
neighbours' land from the risk 
of fire. Under the National 
Veld & Forest Fires Act of 
1998, whether in the course 
of burning a firebreak or 
simply in the case of a 
runaway veld fire, if you don't 
take sufficient precautions, or 
neglect to help in the case of 
an emergency, you could be 
charged and face penalties 
which could include compen-
sating your neighbour for loss 
of buildings, livestock and 
income. Also, importantly, the 
provisions of the act will have 
a direct bearing on how your 
insurer views any claim you 
may lodge following a fire and 
assessors are quick to point 

out that there are certain 
aspects of the law which are 
so vague as to make it 
relatively easy for an under-
writer to wriggle out of paying 
a claim.

How fire burns
Fire management on 
smallholdings is multi-faceted. 
First, it is important people 
understand how fire burns.
To understand fire manage-
ment requires an understand-
ing of fire physiology. Simply 
put, fire is the result of raising 
the temperature of a sub-
stance sufficiently in the 
presence of a flammable gas. 
The lower the temperature at 
which it will ignite, the more 

flammable the substance. 
Thus, the most common 
mistake untrained people 
make when fighting a grass 
fire is to aim their jet of water 
at the flames rather than at 
the base of the fire. 
Why? Although the smoke, 
flames and heat are the scary 
part of a fire they are in fact 
merely the aftermath of the 
event of combustion taking 
place at their base. 
And the smaller a flammable 
item is, ie, the less of it one 
needs to heat, the easier it 
will ignite. (That's why one 
uses kindling (ie, small twigs) 
to start a braai fire. The small 
twigs can be heated up to a 
temperature sufficient to 

cause them to burn easier 
and quicker than a large 
piece of wood.)
Conversely, lowering the 
temperature of the combusti-
ble material by cooling it with 
water or a jet of air, (or 
starving it of flammable gases, 
for example blanketing it in 
an inert gas such as nitrogen 
or carbon dioxide) will 
prevent it from bursting into 
flames.
In practical terms in a veld fire 
this means cooling the 
combustible material by 
wetting it as or before it gets 
hot enough to burst into 
flames. Hence the need to 
spray down at the base, rather 
than up into the dancing 
orange flames. 

Fire season preparation
To prevent veld fires, 
smallholders must prepare. 

The law, the theory and the practicalThe law, the theory and the practical
aspects of veld fire prevention andaspects of veld fire prevention and
combatting, as well as tips on howcombatting, as well as tips on how
to train your fire crewto train your fire crew

Continued overleaf
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prepare. 
This includes cutting the 
grass in paddocks and on 
roadside verges if the local 
authority does not attend to 
it, clearing undergrowth and 
leaves etc under trees, near 
beehives and around other 
infrastructure such as fences, 
pumps and piping, wood-
piles, reservoirs, outbuild-
ings, etc.
The idea behind cutting and 
clearing away the dried 
cuttings is to remove as 
much combustible material 
as possible. If you're lucky, 
and the grass in your 
paddocks is reasonable clear 
of weeds, you can bale the 
resulting hay and make a bit 
of money selling it as fodder. 
It is, after all, exactly the 
same stuff that your grazing 
animals would be eating 
were there any in the field, 
only dried and baled.
While you don't own the 
roadside land adjacent to 
your property, and while it 
should be the responsibility 
of your local authority to 
clear it, many don't. 
Many fires that start due to 
carelessness or wilfulness, 
start on the roadside verges, 
and spread from there. Thus, 
cutting and clearing your 
stretch of verge will help 
keep any fire that starts there 
small and easily extinguished 
before it spreads to your 
property.
Fire prevention also includes 
the making of firebreaks.
The law requires a land 
occupier (not necessarily the 
owner, but tenants also) to 
make firebreaks around his 
property to prevent the 
spread of fire from his 
property to neighbouring 

land.
What constitutes a firebreak 
depends on a number of 
factors, not the least 
important being the height 
of the grass adjoining it, but 
a general rule is that a 
firebreak in Gauteng 
grassland should under 
normal circumstances 
comprise two 5m wide strips 
of veld mown short to 
manicured lawn length and 
cleared of the cuttings, 
separated by a 5m wide 
strip in which all the 
combustible material has 
been removed.
The full 15m width can be 
shared between neighbours, 
ie, he can cut the one 5m 
strip alongside the boundary 
fence while you plough or 
burn 5m immediately the 
other side of the fence and 
cut the second 5m strip on 
your property, or you can 
each clear a 2,5m strip on 
each side of the fence, and 
each cut 5m alongside it.
Removal of the combustible 
material in this strip can be 
done mechanically, ie, by 
ploughing and raking or 
scraping, or by burning.
The advantage of a 
ploughed and raked 
firebreak is that there is no 
danger of fire breaking out 
while the break is being 
made, and you don't need 
to inform your neighbour 
when making your break. 
The disadvantages of a 
ploughed break are the fact 
that you need a tractor and 
implements, and the cost 
(fuel for the tractor) and 
time (labour) to make the 
break. 
Another disadvantage is the 
weed-like vegetation that 
will spring up in the 

FIRE SEASONFIRE SEASON
From previous page

Continued overleaf
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FIRE SEASONFIRE SEASON
disturbed soil of the break in 
the spring.
The advantage of a burnt 
break is the speed with which 
the job can be done, the 
simplicity of the equipment 
required (eg, fire beaters, 
backpack sprayers, hosepipes 
or motorised sprayers or 
blowers and labour). 
The disadvantages of a burnt 
break are the fact that you 

need to choose the right day 
and time (a windless day, 
preferably late in the after-
noon). And, you must discuss 
with your neighbours to agree 
on a mutually-suitable date 
for the job (so that the 
neighbours can participate on 
the same day) and the danger 

of the burning turning into a 
runaway fire if not properly 
controlled.
Apart from breaks around the 
perimeter of your property it 
is also advisable to have them 
between individual camps 
within your property.
If you are using a slasher or 
plough to build fire breaks, 
pay careful attention to the 
small section between the 
edge of your implement and 
your fence. Your implement 
will likely not be able to cut 
right up to the fence and you 
will therefore need to clear 
those few centimetres of grass 
by hand using a hand-slasher 
or brushcutter. This will also 
help prevent the flames from 
licking up against your fence 
in the case of a fire.  It is good 
practice to use a shovel to 
overturn the ground directly 
under a fence to create an 

extra mini firebreak.
This is because, in the 
unfortunate event of a fire 
without these extra precau-
tions, the galvanising on your 
fence will likely burn away, 
leaving the metal exposed to 
corrosion. If you fence is 
electrified, the flames will also 
melt the plastic isolators, 
rendering the fence useless 
and expensive to repair.
A similar approach must be 
taken on pumps, plastic pipes 
etc.
And, if you have a concrete 
slab wall (“stop-nonsense”) 
along your boundary, don't be 
lulled into a false sense of 
safety, particularly if there are 
honeycomb slabs at intervals 
along the bottom to allow for 
drainage.
The areas around these slabs 
should be cleared of all grass 
to prevent fire from creeping 
through the holes.
If you and your neighbours 
have taken all the precautions 

From previous page The National Veld & Forest Fires Act lays The National Veld & Forest Fires Act lays 
down very specific rules around the down very specific rules around the 
burning of firebreaksburning of firebreaks

Continued overleaf
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have taken all the precautions 
outlined above there should 
be no need to fight runaway 
fires on your property. Well, 
at least you will have pre-
vented all but the worst from 
happening. 

Fire equipment
Along with firebreaks, the law 
also dictates what firefighting 
equipment you should have 
on hand to fight fires.
Owners of threatened land 
must have “equipment, 
protective clothing and 
trained personnel” as are 
prescribed or, in the absence 
of prescribed requirements, 
reasonably required in the 
circumstances. The act is not 
specific on what equipment 
or training may be deemed 
reasonably required.

It is important to note, 
therefore, that this section of 
the act places an onus on 
landowners to train their staff 
as fire fighters.
Owners must also ensure that 
in their absence “responsible 
persons” are present on or 
near their land to assist in 
fighting fires.

When things go wrong
The landowner must also take 
“all reasonable steps” to alert 
owners of adjoining land (and 
the fire protection association, 
if one exists) of the presence 
of a fire.
The act places an obligation 
on landowners to fight fires, 
and gives them wide powers 
of entry to do so.
Specifically, “any owner who 
has reason to believe that a 
fire on his or her land or the 
land of an adjoining owner 
may endanger life, property 
or the environment must 
immediately … do everything 
in his or her power to stop the 
spread of the fire.”
He may enter any land 
endangered by the fire.
Fire protection officers, acting 
under the auspices of a fire 

protection association, are 
granted even wider powers.
They may issue orders and 
take control of personnel 
fighting the fire, and, indeed, 
“order any person who is 
apparently not younger than 
16 years and not older than 
60 years to assist…”
However, anybody acting 
according to the law to 
prevent the spread of a fire, 
may enter any land, destroy 
trees, grass, crops, and other 
vegetation, enter or break and 
enter any premises, prevent 
any person from entering any 
premises, forcibly remove any 
person in danger or who 
obstructs efforts to fight the 
fire.

If you break the law
The act clearly outlines what 
is considered an offence and 
divides such offences into 
three categories.
Any person who lights a fire in 
an area where the minister 

has officially prohibited fires is 
guilty of a first category 
offence and if charged faces a 
fine and imprisonment of up 
to two years for a first 
conviction.
Any owner, occupier or 
person in control of land on 
which a fire occurs who fails 
to take reasonable steps to 
extinguish the fire or to 
confine it to his own property 
or to prevent it from damag-
ing property on adjoining land 
is also guilty of a first category 
offence.
Any person who leaves a fire 
unattended, lights a fire which 
spreads, throws out matches 
or other material subject to 
spontaneous combustion, or 
lights a fire on a road verge or 
smokes in an area where it is 
prohibited is guilty of a 
second category offence and 
faces a fine or imprisonment 
of up to a year if convicted.
Also a second category 

FIRE SEASONFIRE SEASON
From previous page
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offence is a failure to burn 
firebreaks, failure to inform 
neighbours of the intention to 
burn firebreaks, failure to 
meet the standards of 
readiness to fight fires as 
described above, refusal to 
assist a fire protection officer 
when ordered to do so or 
hindering anybody attempt-
ing to fight a fire.
Anybody who prevents a fire 
protection officer, a forest 
officer, policeman or fireman 
from carrying out his duties is 
guilty of a third category 
offence.

What you'll need
Note that the equipment 
used to prepare burnt 
firebreaks such as firebeaters 
and backpack sprayers will 
not be sufficient to fight 
runaway fires successfully, 
unless you have many of 
them available in properly 
trained hands (ie, lots of 
labour available at all times) 
and unless your own 
paddocks have been properly 
cut and cleared of  the 
cuttings. 
If you have ever stood near 
the face of a runaway fire ~ 
even one in quite short grass 
~ you will have noticed the 
quite considerable “wind” 
that the flames whip up. That 
is the convection currents 
created by the rising heat. 
Any fire fighting efforts you 
take need therefore not only 

to extinguish the advancing 
flames but they also need to 
overcome the energy of the 
convection winds. That 
requires a lot of power ~ 
certainly more than a team of 
labourers armed with no 
more than a firebeater each, 
or a backpack sprayer, can 
achieve. 
Stronger, higher capacity 
sprayers are required, and 
these inevitably come 
mounted on trailers or on 
bakkies, with their own water 
supply. Or, you can use the 
new, powerful motorised 
backpack blowers now 
available from most leading 
manufacturers, so long as the 
user is also properly kitted out 
in a fireproof suit, breather 
apparatus and goggles.

Make water wetter
Concerns over water capacity 
can be partially overcome by 
making one's firefighting 
water “wetter”.
This is achieved by adding 
compounds one can buy 
from any good garden centre, 
namely urea and wetting 
agent, to the water (or by 
adding a specially bought 
compound from a firefighting 
equipment dealer such as 
Multifire & Power in Springs).
This must be added immedi-
ately before fighting the fire 
and cannot be stored in the 
unit as it will perish hoses 
and washers.

From previous page Grass firefighting equipment needs willGrass firefighting equipment needs will
vary from plot to plot, depending onvary from plot to plot, depending on
its size, terrain, vegetation and manpowerits size, terrain, vegetation and manpower

FIRE SEASONFIRE SEASON
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.

Assuming you have the 
necessary equipment 
in place here are some 

tips to managing fires on one's 
land.
Firstly, manpower: If one has 
the luxury of paid manpower 
the most important aspect is 
to ensure that it is trained in 
the deployment and use of 
the equipment. 
Even if you have only family 
members and maybe one or 
two workers to rely on, it is 
worth showing them how 
each item of equipment is 
used, in a calm atmosphere, 
before the fire season starts. 
One can even assign certain 
roles to individual members 

of the team.
And the training should 
include not only the how-to 
stuff pertaining to the 
equipment, but an awareness 
of the importance of 
firefighting in the first place. 
This is important because 
many Gautengers are 
blissfully unaware of the 
danger of fire and are quite 
happy to let verges and fields 
burn away untended, not 
realizing the danger to 
surrounding areas, equipment 

etc. 
Staff should therefore be 
taught to look out for the 
haze and smell of smoke and 
when seen, identify immedi-
ately from whence it comes.  
In certain critical cases a 
system of panic buttons and 
alarms might be a good idea 
to ensure the quickest 
possible response to the start 
of a blaze. This presupposes 
there is not already a fire 
protection association (FPA) in 
your area which will make 

such an approach mandatory.
Communication with the 
men at the fire face is vital to 
ensure a concentrated attack 
on the blaze rather than a hit-
and-miss every-man-for-
himself approach.

Fire equipment: Train your staff NOW!
FIRE SEASONFIRE SEASON

Don't wait till your field is blazingDon't wait till your field is blazing
to show workers and family howto show workers and family how
to use a beater or start a sprayerto use a beater or start a sprayer
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www.aframe.co.za
www.superagriscience.co.za
sasmallholder.co.za


12
www.sasmallholder.co.za

Safety of the men is also 
important and a trained 
firefighter will always keep 
one eye open for the man 
next to him, and on the 
overall progress of the blaze. 
Smoke inhalation is the 
biggest danger for fighters of a 
grass fire with dizziness and 
unconsciousness being the 
result, and firefighters should 
always be aware of the 
possible need to pull their co-
workers to safety should they 
be overcome by smoke.
Indeed, the efficiency and 
comfort of workers fighting a 
fire is greatly enhanced if 

their eyes are not stung by 
smoke or their breathing 
impaired and among the 
purchases one can make for 
one's firefighting arsenal are 
gloves, goggles and respira-
tors.
All firefighting equipment 
should be readily available at 
all times, and easily accessi-
ble. In our theft-ridden 
society it may be tempting to 
store everything under lock 
and key but this can result in 
disaster if the key is not 
readily to hand.
If possible, all water recepta-
cles should be filled before 
the fire season, and kept 

filled at all times. If one opts 
for the “wetter water” system 
the ingredients should be 
available alongside the water 
receptacle, ready for instant 
mixing before heading out to 
the blaze.
If you take vehicles into the 
burning field, for example 
bakkies or tractors carrying 
equipment, pumps, spare 
water etc, it is preferable to 
leave their engines idling in 
case a quick escape is 
needed, and better still, that 
the driver remains with the 
vehicle. At the very least, the 
key should never be removed 
from the ignition while a fire 

is being fought.
Any livestock in the field 
should be herded to safety 
before any firefighting 
commences, and you should 
have a continuous strategy 
planned in your mind 
whereby the animals can be 
kept moving ahead of the 
fire, from field to field and 
even, if necessary, on to a 
road or into a neighbour's 
land. The last thing you want 
is for your animals to become 
trapped and burned, or to 
have then panic and attempt 
to escape an approaching 
blaze by running through 
fences.

FIRE SEASONFIRE SEASON

TRAININGTRAINING

Despite your best 
efforts at diligently 
preparing your land 

for the dry winter and fire 
season, with firebreaks, there 
is still a risk that you will 

suffer a veld fire on your plot. 
Even the best fire-prevention 
techniques are no match for 
a runaway fire on a windy 
winter’s day and even with 
firebreaks in place you need 

to ensure you have adequate 
and appropriate equipment 
to combat a blaze on your 
land.
There's no doubt about it: if 
you find yourself in the 

unfortunate position of 
having to fight a fire, water is 
the best possible thing you 
can have with which to fight 
it. Trouble is, water is not 

Choose from a vast range of equipment

From previous page
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readily portable, and when it 
is, it's heavy.
So unless your fire danger is 
such, or your pocket is deep 
enough, that you opt for your 
own fire engine, or bakkie- or 
trailer-mounted fire fighting 
sprayer, or unless the furthest 
corners of your plot are 
provided with pressurized 
water piping and taps, 
chances are your fire fighting 
arsenal will include equip-
ment other than water 
sprayers.
For, from a hastily hacked off 
wattle branch to a custom-
designed four-wheel-drive fire 
engine, the range of equip-
ment available for fighting 
grass fires is vast. And luckily 
there's something suitable for 
every situation and budget.
A distinction should be made, 
however, between the type of 
equipment which is suitable 
for controlling a small, 
controlled fire, such as when 
one is burning firebreaks on a 
windless day in short, cut 
grass, and that which is 
necessary when one is faced 
with a runaway veld fire 
crossing one's land. 

Obviously, the position and 
size of one's plot or farm, the 
terrain and surrounding veld, 
will all have a bearing on the 
choice of firefighting gear in 
one's arsenal.
It may not be practical on 
large plots but on many 
smaller smallholdings it may 
be possible to fight fires using 
hosepipes attached to the 
taps which form part of the 
plot's irrigation system. 
If you wish to use hoses to 
fight fires you must remember 
the following: 
q Firstly, the hoses should be 
of sufficient length to reach all 
corners of the plot. 
q Secondly, they should be 
in good repair and available 
at all times and be fitted with 
suitable spray nozzles. You 
will be amazed at how much 
pressure is lost through a hole 
in the hose or a leaky 
coupling. And when you're 
faced with an advancing wall 
of flame, even if it's no higher 
than a braai fire, amazement 
at the lack of pressure in your 
hosepipe is the last thing you 
want.
q Thirdly, the taps and hose 
couplings should all be 
compatible. This may also 
seem obvious but the 
realization that the tap in your 
field is not fitted with a 
Gardena-type click-on fitting 
compatible with what's on 

your hose should not be 
made while a wall of fire 
advances steadily across the 
paddock towards you.
q And, fourth, one should 
ensure that whatever system 
is used to pump the water in 
the network is sufficiently 
powerful to achieve a decent 
pressure at the end of the 
hose. Holding a hose that is 
dribbling water at a rate no 
faster than an old man with a 
prostate problem can piddle 
is hardly likely to make one 
an effective firefighter.
If hoses are impractical one 
must resort to transportable 
water. On a small plot the 
cheapest source of transport-
able water comes in the form 
of a 16 litre hand-operated 
backpack sprayer. If you have 
these for spraying fruit trees 
they can form part of your 

winter firefighting arsenal if 
kept filled with water and 
readily available. Ensure 
before the season starts, 
however, that the spray 
nozzle fitted delivers a fairly 
concentrated jet of water 
rather than the delicate mist-
like spray with which one 
would coat the leaves of a 
fruit tree or rose bush with 
insecticide.
Ensure, also, that the pump is 
working. A sprayer stored 
filled with water (or, worse, 
residual insecticide spray) 
can seize up and be useless 
in a crisis.
While the fruit tree-type 
sprayers make adequate fire 

FIRE SEASONFIRE SEASON
The equipment necessary to controlThe equipment necessary to control
a small fire such as a burning firebreaka small fire such as a burning firebreak
is not necessarily the same as is is not necessarily the same as is 
required to control a runaway veld firerequired to control a runaway veld fire
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fighters for cut grass in no-
wind situations, their relatively 
short spraying distances and 
low throughputs make them 
inadequate for serious 
firefighting.
If you feel daunted by the 
prospect of carrying 16 litres 
of water on your back, or 
need something with a bigger 
capacity, new to the market is 
the Pretoria-produced 
Waterbok, a cart on wheels, 
drawn by the user by a strap 

around his waist, and fitted 
with a hand-operated spray 
lance. The Waterbok comes 
in two sizes ~ 40 and 65 
litres. Its boat-shaped design is 
easier to pull through rough 
terrain and narrow spaces, 
while its compact size makes 
it easy to reach flames 
through fences, without 

having to cut the fence to 
allow large equipment 
through. The tank is easily 
filled through a large lid on 
top ~ users can simply push 
the cart into a dam or river 
and let it fill up by itself. Out 
of fire season, the Waterbok 
can be used to spray crops or 
livestock.

A bit more powerful, but still 
unmotorised are the 
specialist backpack 
firefighting units, with two-
handed spray lances that one 
operates like a bicycle pump 
and which deliver water at a 
greater volume over a much 
larger distance.
Moving up to motorized 
sprayers, the smallest 
available is also the backpack 
type, the drawback being 
that it has a smaller water 
carrying capacity than a 
hand-pump type because of 
the weight and volume of 
the motor.
Also in the portable category 
is a two-man pump unit 
available from many small 
machinery suppliers in 
Gauteng. Comprising hoses, 
a high-pressure pump and 
motor mounted on a metal 
stretcher-like frame it is easily 
carried and has an intake 
pipe which can be fed from 
a dam, reservoir, stream or 
drum of water.
Units are also available which 
can be mounted on the back 
of a quad-bike. These have 
the advantage of a small 
attached water tank.
Multifire & Power of Springs 
manufacture small water 
trolleys. These hand-pushed 
wheeled units are fitted with 
110 to 200 litre tanks and 
small spray units and are 
commonly used as high-
pressure washers, or gutter 
cleaners, etc. But, having 
their own built-in water 
supply tank they can very 
adequately be used as 

From previous page
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firefighters during the dry 
season. 
Also popular, of course, are 
the single axle trailer-
mounted firefighting units 
which have their own water 
tanks, or integral 
tank/pump/motor combina-
tions that can be mounted on 
the back of a bakkie.
Typically, the trailer firefighters 
and bakkie-mounted units 
will have a PVC tank with a 
large filler hole, a pull-start 
engine and a high-pressure 
pump with one or two hoses 
on reels.
The advantage of the trailer 
units is that they can be filled 
and left in readiness through-
out the fire season. They are, 
however, more expensive 
than the equivalent capacity 
bakkie-mounted set-up.
A motorized high-pressure 
pump trailer or trolley is not 
limited to fighting grass fires in 
winter, of course. It can be 
used throughout the year as a 
high-pressure washer for 
cleaning stables and work 
areas, washing vehicles and 
implements, cleaning gutters 
and even spraying in 
orchards.

The disadvantage to the 
bakkie-mounted type is that it 
effectively renders one's 
bakkie a mini-tanker for the 
duration of winter unless one 
can lift it on and off quickly 
using a frame and a block and 
tackle.
When considering any kind of 
motorized firefighter an 
important point is to see how 
quickly the tank can be 
replenished, and how. Can 
the high-pressure output 
pump double up as a suction 
filler pump? How long, and of 
what diameter, is the filler 
hose (in other words, how far 
will it reach and long will it 
take to refill the tank?)
Jet air streams can also prove 
effective in fighting fire ~ if 
used correctly ~ using theory 
similar to that of blowing out 
a candle (ie cooling the 
burning material to below its 
combusion point). Motorised 
backpack blowers are 
available specifically for 
firefighting. These powerful 
units deliver a large volume of 
air at very high speed, 
sufficient to blow out even 
strong fires. 
For example, Husqvarna's 
380BTS is a large commer-
cial-grade blower that delivers 

319,4m  of air per minute at a 
nozzle speed of 320kph. This 
is the equivalent of a 200 
mile-per-hour gale ~ quite 
enough to, simply, blow 

flames away.
Its 71,9cc engine is fitted with 
an industrial-grade two-stage 
air filter which enables 
prolonged working in dusty 
conditions. 
Weighing only 13,2kg (less 
than a hand-operated 
backpack sprayer filled with 
water) the unit has the 
advantage of a limitless supply 
of air, whereas a backpack 
sprayer needs filling every few 
minutes.
The 380BTS blower has been 
extensively tested in forests in 
KwaZulu-Natal.
Similar specialist blowers are 
available from many other 
manufacturers, including Stihl, 
Maruyama and Shindaiwa.
Be aware that a common 
garden leaf blower, even a 
large one, is not sufficiently 
powerful to fight grass fires.

If all of these options are too 
elaborate or expensive you 
can resort to the manual 
methods: firebeaters, wet 
sacks or wattle branches.
Firebeaters made from a 
sturdy pole attached to flat 
pieces or strips of rubber 
conveyor belt are more 
effective and easier to use 
than flapping at the fire with a 
hessian sack (first find a 
supplier of hessian sacks…) 
dipped in the water trough 
and are indeed a great 
improvement on the rural 
improvisation of a branch 
hastily hacked off a wattle 
sapling. But in truth these 
manual devices are unsuit-
able for tackling fires that 
have run away, those in long 
grass, or those being driven 
by wind; their use being 
confined to controlling 
controllable burns in short 
grass such as when burning 
firebreaks.
Remember also that the fire 

FIRE SEASONFIRE SEASON
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Firefighting blowers work on the basisFirefighting blowers work on the basis
of cooling the burning matter to belowof cooling the burning matter to below
its combustion temperatureits combustion temperature
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Cape Town author 
Helen Moffett has 
written two very 

useful, practical books to help 
us in the battle against water 
scarcity and the problem of 
waste. They are both pub-
lished by Bookstorm.
101 Water Wise Ways was 
written in response to Cape 
Town's Day Zero crisis. She 
started blogging on saving 
water and was inundated with 
further suggestions from 

literally hundreds of people. 
She highlights how individuals 
need to face the reality that 
South Africa is water scarce 
and we have to start treating 
water as the precious and 
limited resource that it is.
The book looks at water-
proofing your home and 
garden ~ smallholders will be 
intrigued by her green urinal. 
There are practical tips for 
bathrooms and personal 
hygiene, laundry and dish 

washing and cooking. 
There is advice for 
businesses, institutions and 
employers. 
The book emphasises that 
we need to become caring 
and conscious members of 
our communities, as we 
are all in this together.
The recommended selling 
price for this paperback is 
R130.00.
Wise about Waste ~ 
150+ Ways to Help the 
Planet covers energy and 
water, consuming, 
recycling, plastic, clothing, 

home and family, food, 
celebrations and transport. It 
also discusses citizen activism 
and whether the planet can 
be saved.
The tips are practical, often 
inexpensive and motivational 
and the book also has a useful 
set of checklists and other 
resources.
Moffett does not shy away 
from confronting the reality of 
the crisis, nor from making 
suggestions that she knows 

will be regarded as contro-
versial. On the other hand, 
the book places a refreshing 
emphasis on environmental 
practices that involve the 
whole family. The recom-
mended price is R220.
Both books are also 
available online as e-books. 

itself will create its own wind: 
In effect it becomes self-
fuelling, so even on a 
windless day one has the 
feeling that one is dealing 
with wind created by the fire 
itself.
Hoses and connections 
should be regularly checked 

for leaks, while engines and 
pumps should be periodically 
started and tested. Spare fuel 
should be kept at the ready 
(but out of harm's way) and 
motorized equipment should 
be serviced at the end of the 
fire season in exactly the 
same way that one services 
one's lawnmowers at the end 

of summer, ie, fuel should be 
drained from the tanks and 
the cylinders and fuel tanks 
lightly coated with oil to 
prevent deterioration.
Finally, any equipment that is 
lost or broken during a fire 
should be replaced as soon as 
possible afterwards to ensure 
one is always ready for the 
next blaze ~ whether on 
one's own land or one's 
neighbour's.

BOOKSHELF

EQUIPMENTEQUIPMENT
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Books to help you change your ways

Diary & Farmer's 
Markets

ecause of the restric-Btions on gatherings 
during the Covid-19 

lockdown we have omitted our 
regular Diary section and our 
list of Farmer's Markets from 
this e-zine, as for the most part 
the events listed have been 
either cancelled or postponed.
Once we have clarity from 
government as to when and in 
what form these events can re-
open we will resume publica-
tion in our regular editions.
Some farmer's markets may, 
however, still be operating, on 
the basis of home deliveries of 
agricultural produce. If you are 
a regular visitor to a farmer's 
market, therefore, it may be 
worth contacting the organisers 
to see if this is the case.
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Lockdown days: Loo paper & beans

There's no point denying that life over the last five weeks 
has been very strange for everyone. First, we had three 
days to prepare. The panic set in and we bought toilet 

paper from crowded shops. Which seemed like a good idea at 
the time, but less so on day 28 of lockdown when our whisky 
stocks have run out and we're Googling recipes for pineapple 
beer and umqombothi. 
After the panic buying, we said our goodbyes to our colleagues 
as we began to work from home. Despite the fact that we knew 
an office video conference call would be inevitable, we hugged 
each other (despite calls for social distancing) and said helpful 
(or not) things like “stay safe, stay clean, let me know if you 
need anything”. 
What could they possibly need? They've bought 99 rolls of toilet 
paper. And what could I do to help them that their 99 rolls of 
toilet paper couldn't do? 
And then the lockdown started, and the world went quiet. For 
30 years we have lived with the sound of low-flying aircraft 
arriving and leaving OR Tambo International. The sound 
becomes part of one’s daily life and after a while one ceases to 
notice it. But one notices it when it’s not there. The same as the 
traffic on the increasingly busy, but now not so busy, road 
alongside our plot.
In week one, we stuck to routine. We woke up at our normal 
time to let the animals out and feed the chickens. We watered 
the vegetables, we mowed the lawn, we finished the last of the 
baling of the grass for winter. 
We surveyed our land. We surveyed our land some more. We 
went for leisurely walks through our fields. We went for walks at 
a speed that could constitute exercise. We walked along the 
fence lines of our fields. We walked diagonally across the fields. 
We decided diagonals upset the dogs too much so we went 
back to the fence lines. What about a figure of eight? No, the 
dogs look confused again. Back to straight lines. 
Oh look, a new type of grass. Is that Smutsfinger? No, it's too 
short. It must be something else. Let me look in the book. I 
don't see it here. It must be a new gene. Have I discovered a 
new species of grass (Jan Smuts thought he had, after all)? Am I 
a botanist now? Am I about to be uncovered as the best 
botanist the world has ever seen? Behold! I am a botany king 
and this grass will now be called Poaceae Bo…. My wife turns 
the page of the grass book and oh, look, on page 13 of the 
book…thatching grass. It's just thatching grass. Never mind. Let's 

take a walk along the fence lines of the fields again.
In week two, we slept in a little later but not enough that the 
chickens were upset. The beans had ripened so we needed to 
pick them, wash them and freeze them. Luckily, that took up a 
lot of time and we now have a freezer full of beans. So, beans 
and toilet paper. 
Beans, toilet paper and a quickly-diminishing supply of whisky.
In week three, our video chatting 
skills have greatly improved. We 
are now calling everyone we 
know on video. We've even 
worked out how to make a 
group call, it's going very well. 
Our children look forward to 
their daily video call from us 
where we discuss what everyone 
did that day (we walked along 
the fence lines in the fields) and 
what everyone is having for 
dinner (beans). Some nights, we 
discuss the infection rates. Some 
nights, we commiserate over 
the stress and anxiety of our 
situation ~ we are living 
through a time the likes of which no one has ever lived 
through before. We will never be the same again. Our lives 
have been changed forever. The gravity of the situation cannot 
be underestimated. 
Other nights, we discuss our walks, and what the dogs did. 
Week four and five have blurred into one. The chillies have 
ripened so we're making chilli sauce and dried chillies. Tonight, 
we can tell the children we're having dried chillies and beans 
for dinner. 
Normally at this time of the month, for the last 20 years, I have 
compiled this magazine and, crucially, prepared the print and 
delivery schedule. This month I'm researching digital publishing 
methods. These really are interesting times. 
But whatever may have happened, and may be still to come, 
smallholders should look around and feel thankful that they 
have enough toilet paper and fields through which to walk, 
along the fence lines or otherwise. Because much of the 
population, cooped up in RDP houses or overcrowded 
informal settlements, have neither ~ and no food, too.
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