
 

Speaker notes for Cobus de Bruyn: divisional manager agriculture, Northern 

Division, Nedbank Business Banking  

North West Red Meat Producers Organisation event 

Monday 27 May 2019 

Welcome 

On behalf of the North West Red Meat Producers Organisation and Nedbank, it 

gives me great pleasure to welcome all of you here today.  

My name is Cobus de Bruyn and I am the divisional agricultural manager for 

the Northern Division at Nedbank Business Banking. It is a privilege to be here, 

this being the XXth year that Nedbank has been the Platinum sponsor of this 

event where valuable industry information is shared.  

What makes you a successful beef farmer? 

Today’s theme ‘What makes you a successful beef farmer?’ got me thinking 

and I started to do a bit of research on the topic for myself. I came across some 

interesting articles based on interviews with leading cattlemen, Chip Hines 

from the US who authored the books ‘How did we get it so wrong?’ and ‘Time 

to change’ and Johann Zietsman from Zimbabwe, who penned ‘Man, Cattle 

and Veld’. Both agree that cattle farming needs to head towards a more 

sustainable, profitable, healthier direction – a philosophy that also drives what 

we do at Nedbank. 

According to Hines and Zietsman, the key factors for successful commercial 

cattle farming that meet the requirements of the beef industry are: 

 Introduce indigenous genetics to achieve smaller body sizes, hardiness and 

natural resistance to parasites and disease. Crossbreeding African breeds 



with British or European breeds typically produces strong, resistant cattle 

that gain weight well. 

 Well-managed veld for quality of grass and species diversity. Cattle should 

ideally graze on a variety of grasses, bushes and trees that a healthy, well-

managed grassland ecosystem should provide. 

 High density, fast rotation grazing with sufficient rest between grazes in the 

growing season. This improves the condition of the veld, and increases the 

number of good grasses 

 And a suitable lick in winter or times of drought if required.  

Based on their experience, they believe that most cattle farmers can double 

their profit per hectare using this approach. This style of farming also allows an 

operation to be more resilient in uncertain times, including droughts and high 

fuel prices, requires minimal human input and produces a higher number of 

calves. 

South Africa’s current meat classification system favours feedlot beef 

production over veld-raised production, with farmers getting the highest price 

for weaners, classified as A-grade, and the price dropping considerably from A-

grade. This makes it financially unviable for most farmers to keep their animals 

on the veld for an extra year or two to grow them out for the ‘farm to fork’ 

market. 

However, free-ranging, veld-raised beef is healthier to eat because it has a high 

ratio of Omega 3 fatty acids to Omega 6’s, and it is free of growth hormones, 

steroids and antibiotics. It’s also better for the future of a successful food 

production system in our country, is generally tastier and is gaining huge 

popularity among consumers who are becoming ever more conscious and 

aware of man’s impact on other creatures and systems. 

The conventional feedlot system has its merits and its place, but discriminates 

against indigenous breeds, which are early maturing, with outstanding meat 

quality, and ideally suited to being marketed off the veld, without the need for 

heavy supplementation. Many believe that farmers should be encouraged to 

increase the numbers of veld-raised and indigenous cattle they are producing, 

and that the only way to do this is to pay them the same price that they are 

being paid for weaners. 

However, I’m not a beef farmer, I’m a banker so I will stick with what I do best: 

understanding the economy and the industries we’re financing, as well as our 



clients’ needs and strategies so that we can empower them with the best 

financial advice and solutions to create more wealth and grow the economy as 

a whole.   

Trends and cycles 

Whether you are a farmer of beef, grain, wine or any other agricultural 

commodity for that matter, cycles are at play. There’s always a delicate 

balance between input costs and the price at which that the farmers can sell 

their product. In the beef sector, maize prices have been consistently 20% 

higher since the beginning of 2019 than levels seen last year, which obviously 

increases feed prices for those relying on food supplementation for their 

herds. At the same time, livestock prices are constrained following the 

outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease, which led to the suspension of South 

African beef exports after the foot-and-mouth outbreak, in turn leading to 

surplus red meat supplies in the domestic market. Higher feed costs will thus 

put livestock farmers’ margins under further pressure and lead to reduced 

profits.  

Looking at trends and themes facing the agricultural sector as a whole, we are 

of the view that Transformation (including Land Reform), Sustainability and 

Innovation will play an increasingly important role going forward. I am pleased 

to say that Nedbank is playing an active role in all three areas.     

Land Reform 

Nedbank supports the need for equitable and sustainable land reform and as a 

bank we have put forward both written and oral submissions on the land issue. 

We will continue to play our part in positioning an approach that is in the best 

interests of South Africa and our clients, and does not undermine future 

investment in the economy or damage agricultural production and food 

security. 

Sustainability and Nedbank’s partnership with WWF SA 

South Africa has recently experienced the worst drought in decades, in both 

the summer and winter rainfall areas of the country. Nedbank has played a key 

role in helping our clients through this challenging period but, in addition to 

this, we have continued to invest in water stewardship programmes around 

the country through our 25 year partnership with WWF SA. More recently we 

have become involved in the WWF Agriculture Sustainability Programme which 



focuses on water, energy and food. By supporting this programme we are 

making a significant contribution towards healthy and productive farmlands, 

resilient ecosystems and financially sustainable farming businesses.   

Over the past five years R47 million has been invested in clearing water-

sapping alien vegetation and this has contributed to releasing an estimated 

one billion litres of water annually into our critical water catchments.  

 

 

Innovation and uptake of technology 

With margins continually under pressure in agriculture, we are of the firm view 

that the uptake of technology is one of the key factors that has kept farmers in 

the game. 

One such example of new technology is South African aerial data-analytics 

specialist Aerobotics, with whom Nedbank is partnering. Aerobotics uses 

satellites and drones to capture bird’s eye view, multispectral images of crops 

to help farmers optimise yields and manage costs, crop health and diseases. 

This technology is obviously geared for our crop farming colleagues – they 

haven’t developed an app to keep an eye on livestock just yet! 

The Nedbank Stellenbosch University LaunchLab is also driving innovation. It 

explores and incubates technology to provide the agrisector with a leading 

edge to reach its goals. Agritech and greentech in the agrisector are important 

focus areas of LaunchLab and innovations in water conservation, solar and 

wind technology, investment funds for farm labourers and agri-data 

management are among LaunchLab’s exciting developments.  

Final word 

We at Nedbank are proud of our significant involvement in agriculture and our 

commitment to the sector is reflected in the substantial market share the bank 

has gained over the years. 

Our purpose is to use our financial expertise to do good for individuals, 

businesses and communities and we look forward to working with all of you, 

not only in growing the beef producing industry but also contributing to 



growing the country’s economy and creating much needed jobs and 

employment.  

I wish you well as you tackle the challenges and opportunities that will drive 

profitability, competitiveness and sustainability in your sector going forward.   

 

Thank you. 

 

 

 

 

 


