SUBTROP

A firm believer in windbreaks, William Davidson is making sure his
orchards are protected for at least the first 10 years of growth.

The KwaZulu-Natal North
Coast: land of endless sea
and surf, rolling sand dunes,
roadside farm stalls selling all
manner of fresh fruit and local African handicrafts, fever
trees, sugarcane as far as the
eye can see and of course in
more recent times, macadamias and mangoes. It is in this
setting, some 9 km south of
Mtubatuba, nestled amongst
the contours of the Mfolozi
region, where you will find
the farm of William Davidson
and his family. William’s story
is one of many miles travelled, a passion and enthusiasm for all that he does and
dedication and commitment
to a rapidly growing industry.
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any farmers today are born
with a natural instinct and passion for what they do; it is instilled in them from the very beginning
and nurtured by a family involvement
in a sector driven by determination and
perseverance. William Davidson is one
such farmer. Having grown up on his
family farm along the KwaZulu-Natal
North Coast, he embarked on his journey pursuing a career in forestry, gaining experiences and insights that would
stand him in good stead for a future in
the subtropical fruit sector.
After working for Mondi for nine
years, his work took him further afield
to Hawaii where he was involved in
planting Eucalyptus on old, abandoned
sugarcane fields and it was here where
he encountered his first macadamias.
There were many macadamia orchards
around Hilo where he was based, with
a number of trees extending onto the
property he was planting, but as luck
would have it, he never had much
chance to learn about these trees but
they certainly made a lasting impression
on him without him perhaps realising
until later on.

Ironically it was around this time
that William’s father, Bill Davidson,
attended a presentation by Prof Peter
Allan on macadamia cultivation in
the Kwambonambi area. Prof Allan
considered Kwambonambi to be a very
suitable area for macadamia cultivation
due to the similar climatic conditions it
shares with the crop’s native region in
Australia. Bill subsequently planted 3 ha
of clonal macadamias in 1997 (cultivars
‘695’, ‘788’ and ‘816’) and thus the Davidson family passion for macadamias
was born.

THE START OF SOMETHING BIG
After Hawaii, William moved to South
America where he spent another three
and a half years in the forestry industry
before finally moving back home to
South Africa. His initial intention was
to buy land as an ‘add on’ to the family
farm, but instead he bought his current
farm some 29 km ‘up the road’. He
planted his first macadamia trees in
September 2004 and has not looked
back since.
His first plantings were ‘695’ with
the intention to get a return as soon
as possible, but he also planted ‘849’,
‘842’ and ‘814’. One of the most
inspiring characteristics of this North
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As with macadamias,
William Davidson
has a vast selection of mango
cultivars on
offer, which
he grows
as a niche
product.

William Davidson has his own trials to find suitable cultivars for the region.

Coast farmer is his willingness to plant
and test new cultivars. A visit to his
farm would be wasted without a walk
through his orchards looking at and
discussing the many cultivars on site
which now also include plantings of
‘A4’, ‘Nelmak 2’, ‘816’, ‘788’, ‘849’,
‘842’, ‘837’, ‘772’, ‘Daddow’, ‘Yonik’,
‘A16’ and ‘Nelmak D’ and a couple of
his own ‘William’ selections.
There were no cultivar trials in this
part of the country and William was of
the mind-set that the “newer” varieties had to be better – those released by
Hawaii and Australia must have shown
good traits, certainly with potential in
KZN, so he took it upon himself to try
out as many cultivars as possible. The
only real poor performer to date has
been ‘Nelmak D’ which sets flowers very
late with poor nutset and he will not be
planting these again anytime soon. William currently has 41 ha of macadamias
and hopes to plant another 7 ha in due
course. As with many KwaZulu-Natal
farmers, he has recently cut his last
sugarcane so can now devote all his attention to his macadamias as well as the
12 ha of timber he also farms.

CURRENT FARMING PRACTICES
William’s farm sits on Zululand sands
with low clay percentages of around
3 to 7%. He is very conscious of the
importance of careful management of
sandy soils and considers looking after
his soils “a critical farming practice”.
When he bought the farm, it was laid
out in square blocks and straight lines
(despite the slopes) and as a result the
farm had been badly hit by erosion during the 1984 cyclones and 1987 floods.
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He has slowly converted the gentle
sandy slopes to clearly defined contours
to reduce as much topsoil movement
as possible. As he says, “you can only
buy your soils once”. He maintains a
permanent grassy strip in the interrows and mulches under the trees as
much as possible using kraal manure,
macadamia husks and any other organic material he can lay his hands on.
Pruned material is returned to the soil
immediately.
He is of the opinion that minimum
tillage is best, unless your rows are
extremely flat. Small pockets of the
farm are on basalt-derived soils with a
higher clay percentage and it is in these
areas where he has ongoing Phytophthora problems, which he is convinced
are directly related to the stressful and
continual dry and wet conditions the
trees are exposed to on these sites.
One of the biggest production challenges when farming at the KwaZuluNatal coast is wind. William is a firm
believer in planting windbreaks and
maintains you cannot plant enough of
them. He probably has more windbreaks than he needs on the farm but is
making sure his trees are protected for
at least the first 10 years of growth. He
is not taking any chances.
He has 17 permanent workers and
an Induna (his right hand man) who
has been on the farm for 30 years
and knows the area and farm well. All
pickers get paid per kg of nuts that
they harvest. The workers that do the
(hand lance) spraying on the steeper
slopes get paid bonuses according to
the sound kernel results at the end of
the season, an incentive he believes

In the orchards William Davidson maintains a permanent grassy strip in the
interrows with mulches under the trees,
as much as possible.

has helped reduce his unsound kernel
results from insect damage. Because of
the windy conditions on farm, tractor
spraying is usually done early in the
morning till 10 o’clock and then sometimes late afternoon if needs be.
He does not have a dedicated scouting team, but once the tractor driver
has finished spraying he goes back into
the orchard an hour or so after spraying
to inspect what insects have fallen on
the ground – in this way problematic
orchards are identified and monitored.
He has found that blocks situated near
natural bush have consistently higher
stink bug numbers and as a precaution,
syringa trees and more recently castor
oil bushes on site also get sprayed as a
means of control. William has noticed
that when the local native marula trees
drop their fruit in mid-February, the
next two weeks see a marked increase
in stink bug numbers and he firmly believes they feed on the marula fruit and
then move across to the macadamias.
He tries to keep his sprays to an absolute minimum to maintain natural insect
populations, but believes there is a
critical spray required before Christmas
and then at the end of February (with
perhaps another spray in between). Last
year he started applying Actara to all
bearing trees as a soil drench around
the rootzone at the beginning of NoTO PAGE 6
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One of the critical needs in the local macadamia industry is a dedicated breeding
programme and new variety introductions – William Davidson.

Profile of a farmer:
William Davidson
FROM PAGE 5

vember. He avoids using any pyrethroids
until his first spray in mid-December
to enhance pollinator populations and
beneficial insects. He honestly believes
this has also helped keep the nut borer
levels down. Last year his bee farmer
had the best honey crop ever, so careful
spray management certainly has had a
positive knock-on effect.
When asked what he feels are the
biggest challenges facing farmers today,
he says theft and climate change. He has
a no tolerance policy for theft and feels
that after 10 years his staff have come to
respect this. Annual rainfall is very erratic
and unpredictable with this year being a
particularly dry winter in KwaZulu-Natal.
Ironically his father’s farm which is at the
same altitude and distance from the sea
yet only 29 km further south, receives
on average 300 mm more rainfall every
year.

AN ALTERNATIVE CROP
Being situated in a fairly dry climate with
the bigger mango farms situated some
160 km north in Pongola, William saw
a niche market for mango production
and a chance to produce better quality
fruit than what was available on the local market. This also meant his workers
would be kept busy during a quieter
time of the year. He currently has 3 ha
of mangoes and true to form has a vast
selection of cultivars on offer, including
‘Tommy Atkins’, ‘Sensation’, ‘Joa’, ‘Heidi’, ‘Princess’, ‘Autumn Gold’, ‘Autumn
Harvest’, ‘Honey Gold’, ‘Kensington
Pride’, ‘Keitt’, ‘Kent’ and ‘Zill’. ‘Tommy
Atkins’ outperforms the rest by far. As
he slowly takes out some of his timber
he will mostly likely plant another 2 ha
of mangoes. He sells his first grade fruit
to the local supermarkets and second
grade to the smaller local markets. His
mango trees are healthy and flourishing (clearly benefiting from good soil
management) but there is a significant
amount of early flowering this year.

A CHANCE TO GROW
After his return to South Africa, William
soon realised there was insufficient
Eucalyptus clonal material to meet the
current demand in the forestry industry.
Together with two other shareholders,
they started Nseleni Nurseries. They also
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soon realised that they could propagate macadamia trees. Looking back
and reflecting on the past years, he
remembers the “slump” of 2008 which
resulted in the nursery throwing away
about 5 000 macadamia trees and no
propagation took place until the harvest
of 2009, when orders started coming
in again. It is hard to believe that in
2014, the nursery cannot keep up with
the orders, a reflection of the industry
at present and certainly the immediate
years to come. Much of the propagation material for the nursery comes
from William’s farm and he believes
wholeheartedly in the quality of starting
material and the philosophy that bigger
seeds equate to bigger and better seedlings. His selection criteria for mother
material are very strict.

AN INDUSTRY STALWART
William has been the chairman of ZuluMac, the KwaZulu-Natal North Coast
SAMAC study group, for the last seven
years. It is a position he has wholeheartedly embraced with never ending
enthusiasm and dedication. He feels
that KwaZulu-Natal is a “young” industry, but at the same time has different
needs and challenges when compared
to the other provinces. Distances to the
factories, for example, are a major challenge for most farmers. He also feels
very strongly that each farmer needs
a voice and a say in the marketing of
their products. As such, being a shareholder in the nut factory his suppliers
are important to him.

He markets his mangoes himself and
would not be prepared to send them
to a processor and decrease the returns
he gets or limit his control over sales.
He feels that one of the critical needs in
the South African macadamia industry
right now is a dedicated breeding programme and new variety introductions.
He also believes strongly in learning
from other fruit tree industries and how
they increase yield and profitability. He
took a trip down to the Cape last year
to spend time learning from a pome
fruit grower. He found this a great
source of inspiration and helped him
assess his own production practices in a
more critical way.

WORDS OF WISDOM
William’s advice for new mac farmers:
“Join SAMAC at least 6 months before
planting, attend and participate in
meetings and industry-related activities
and see as many operations as possible
before you put your first tree in the
ground. You only get one chance to get
it right from the beginning.”
He ends his tale with the words
“eendrag maak mag” (unity is
strength). He feels that as an association SAMAC has to believe this.
Let these words ring true as the industry moves forward and as we look
ahead to an exciting future. And let us
be inspired by our farmers and all they
do for they are the backbone of our
beautiful country and the hands that
hold the soil together.
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