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Hilton’s abundant blueberry and Hilton’s abundant blueberry and 
gooseberry fields forevergooseberry fields forever

By Carol Posthumus - Photographs supplied by BerryGrow SABy Carol Posthumus - Photographs supplied by BerryGrow SA

On the road - Irrigating KwaZulu-Natal Part 1 
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We recently went on an inspiring and informative whistle-stop irrigation tour of KwaZulu-Natal with Agriplas, a SABI Company 
Member and one of the leading suppliers of irrigation equipment and water management solutions.

Our thanks to the Agriplas team of Sanette Carrick and Nick von Bargen as well all the terrific KwaZulu-Natal farmers and their 
teams for giving us excellent insights into what is happening in the farming arenas of KwaZulu-Natal. 

It was enlightening to experience what an irrigation adviser’s occupation involves on a day-to-day basis – usually media travel with 
marketing crews, so to accompany a technical team is interesting. It is a privilege to visit so many beautiful farms in South Africa 

in a day’s work.
I must just say the on-road and off-road driving skills of the SABI members like Nick are excellent – it takes some doing concen-

trating on driving the incredibly hilly farm roads in a 4X4 while keeping up a constant good-natured chat on the mobile to customers 
giving in-depth and friendly technical advice and support about drip, filters, emitters, sprinklers, pumps, electronic systems and 

much more with customers! Utmost respect.

B efore embarking on our KwaZulu-Natal tour from Cape Town we were of 
course aware the sugar cane industry, for long so definitive of KZN, is going 
through change. These days even the Uber drivers in Durban keep up a 

steady commentary about how the sugar cane fields are a-changing and making way 
for new developments. 

The BFAP Baseline (2019-2028) puts it like this: 
“The South African sugar industry is in a deep 
crisis. Tariff-free imports from mainly Eswatini, 
together with the wider imposition of the Health 
Promotions Levy (HPL) has had a major impact 
on local production and market demand 
and has reduced sugar industry revenue by 
approximately R1.5 billion.”

“In total, more than 70 000 hectares of sugar-
cane have been lost over the past decade and 

due to the dwindling profit margins over the last 
number of years, the trend of farmers moving 
away from sugarcane and diversifying into other 
long-term crops (macadamias, avocadoes, citrus 
etc) is continuing at a rapid rate. These farmers 
will not switch back to cane, as establishment 
of these high value crops is extremely capital 
intensive. Under the 2019 Baseline projections, 
given implemented current protection allow-
ance levels, a further 17 000 ha will be lost over 
the next decade.”



Irrigation system designers

What can farmers What can farmers 
expect from irrigation expect from irrigation 
system designers?system designers?
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T he design of an irrigation system, according to the 
design norms of the South African Irrigation Institute 
(SABI), the choice of efficient equipment, the 

installation of the system according to plan, as well as the 
efficient management and maintenance of such a system by 
farmers are all important factors, if producers and farmers 
want to utilise available water resources optimally and 
conserve water.

It is concerning that many farmers 
make decisions based primarily on 
capital costs of the system. 

Farmers should consider using 
SABI’s Approved Designers, who 
have theoretical as well as prac-
tical knowledge of design. 

The correct questions should be 
asked by producers/farmers to 
ensure that the design specifica-
tions of the selected system fulfill 
his or her needs.

It is advisable that farmers 
discuss the aspects detailed in 
this article with their irrigation 
consultant and supplier before 
purchasing a new system. 

The discussion will be benefi-
cial to both parties and assist in 

making an informed decision on 
the intended capital investment. In 
these preliminary discussions, the 
duties and responsibilities of both 
should be made clear.

Designer qualifications

 6 What qualifications and 
experience does the designer 
have? (these would typically 
include: formal training from a 
university or technical college, 
SABI courses, SABI Approved 
Designer membership status, 
and/or registration with ECSA 
(Engineering Council of 
South Africa).

 6 Is he/she able to contactable 
provide references for similar 
systems and/or supply of 
materials?

Remuneration of 
consultant/designer

The SABI Council’s opinion is 
that a design fee should be paid 
to consultants/designers who 
render a professional service for, 
or on behalf of, his client. There 
is no such thing as “free design”, 
because eventually someone must 
be responsible for the cost and 
time that goes into the design, 
planning and specifications of 
each irrigation system. Note that 
“buying cheap” can be detrimental 
in the long run.
 

Further information that 
buyers must obtain

 6 Do the intended irrigation 
activities comply with the 
National Water Act?

 6 Good planning must be done 
regarding the availability 
and requirements of water 
for the planned crop and the 
irrigated area.

 6 Equally important is that a 
quality analysis of the water 
is used – this is necessary to 

ensure a suitable system is 
designed with no negative 
effects on the crops or 
blockages etc.

 6 A soil examination and analysis 
regarding the physical and 
chemical characteristics of the 
soil is also required.

 6 The above information 
must be discussed with the 
consultant/designer.

What the irrigation 
designer/consultant  

should provide

 6 A signed agreement that the 
system has been planned 
according to the SABI norms 
(motivation should be provided 
if the designer diverted from 
the norms)

 6 A suitable topographic survey

 6 A detailed technical design 
and report in which flow rates 
and pressures are specified.

 6 A scaled layout plan.

 6 Detailed installation plans of 
the system.

SOUTH AFRICAN IRRIGATION INSTITUTE
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Water meters
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Selecting meters for irrigation water Selecting meters for irrigation water 
measurement measurement By Isobel van der StoepBy Isobel van der Stoep

Isobel van Stoep is an agriculture engineer, water meter pundit and a former president of SABI.
For more information, visit www.sabi.co.za or contact us on info@sabi.co.za.

I ncreasing competition for water, decreasing availability 
and reliability of supply due to droughts and changing 
weather patterns, together with the call for greater 

water use efficiency are just some of the reasons that 
can trigger the need for a water meter to be installed. 
This article presents an overview of the most commonly 
available meters used to measure irrigation water in 
pumped supply systems.

The selection of a measuring 
device for a particular installation 
will depend on how the charac-
teristics of the available devices 
satisfy the requirements set by 
the responsible authority (usually 
either the Department of Water 
and Sanitation – DWS – or the 
Water Users Association – WUA), 
or as identified during a situation 
assessment preceding installation. 
In general, these requirements 
should make sure the following 
needs are addressed:
• The device performs the 

functions required by the 
reason for installation,

• The device performs to the 
required standard, and

• The device is the most 
affordable solution that satis-
fies the first two needs.

The circumstances under which 
the meter is to be installed will 
determine which type of meter is 
the most suitable (and therefore 
the most likely to provide years of 
satisfactory service). These circum-
stances needs to be assessed 
before selecting a type of meter 
and some of the most important 
aspects include the following:
• Water quality: what physical 

and chemical impurities do 
the water contain?

• Flow range: the minimum 
and maximum flow rates 
that could occur at the point 
of measurement?

• Pressure loss: will the addi-
tional pressure loss caused 
by the meter influence the 
system pressure?

• Accuracy: is the meter 
accurate enough to satisfy 
the requirements set by the 
responsible authority?

• Reliability: is the meter known 
to be used for irrigation water 
and what is the warranty?

• Installation conditions: 
indoors / outdoors, light-
ning strikes, power spikes, 
submergence, etc.?

• Data output required: elec-
tronic / mechanical, cell 
phone reception required for 
data transmission?

• Power requirement: is 
electricity required for the 
meter to operate?

• Maintenance, trouble 
shooting and repair: who will 
do it, are spares and support 
easily available?

• Resistance to tampering: 
what is the risk of tampering 
and how is the meter 
resistant to it?

Four types of meters are widely 
used in South Africa and are 
discussed here – mechanical 
meters, electromagnetic meters, 
ultrasonic meters, and indirect 
measurement using the kilo-
watt-flow rate relationship of a 
centrifugal pump.

Mechanical meters

Mechanical meters have rotor-
mounted blades in the form of 
a vaned rotating element which 
is driven by the water at a speed 
proportional to the discharge. 
The number of rotor revolutions 
is proportional to the total flow 
through the meter and monitored 
by either a gear train, or by a 
magnetic or optical sensor.

Distinction can be made between 
turbine, impeller, and propeller 
meters, based on the orienta-
tion of the vaned rotor in rela-
tion to the flow direction and the 
number of vanes. 

According to the Government Gazette, the Department of Human Settlements, Water and Sanitation published an 
instruction that irrigation farmers were given notice that they had from the 30 January 2020 30 days to install water 
meters and thereafter submit their water meter data regularly. 

SABI GM Riana Lombard says though it seemed like a short time period, the water meter directive has been in the 
works since at least 2018. “Many farmers are extremely proactive and feel strongly about saving water and have 
implemented a lot of water saving technologies and efficient irrigation systems in recent years, given the drought 
conditions in several areas and challenges around water in South Africa, as a semi-arid country. Installing water meters 
requires considerable investment, and also monitoring the technology requires much time and energy. Farmers are 
free to contact SABI for further information, we are here to help to save water through technical knowledge and skills 
where-ever we can and will refer farmers to the relevant experts and knowledge where possible.”
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