
 Drought Report

Dr Eugene Brink 

www.solidarity.co.za  *  0861 25 24 23

Solidarity
Research Institute



Contents

1. What is the origin of the drought?

2. What is the unique impact on farmers and the agricultural sector?

3. What is the impact on social stability?

4. What is the impact on the South African public?

5. What does the future hold?

References

3

5

7

9

11

12



It is widely recognised that the El Niño 
weather phenomenon is playing a key 
role in the current drought. This 
phenomenon causes the temperature of 
the surface water of the Pacific Ocean 
near the equator to start rising. It 
happens every two to seven years, and 
according to the relief body of the 
United Nations (UN), the Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, 
“millions of people across the globe” are 
going to be affected.

Since March 2015 this has intensified, 
causing enormous destruction with 
droughts in Africa and floods in the 
Northern Hemisphere. Weather 
systems were disrupted completely in 
2015, affecting no fewer than five 
continents. “This is probably the 
strongest El Niño in the last 100 years,” 
Jerome Lacou, a climatologist at the 
French weather service Meteo France, 
told AFP. However, he qualified this 
statement by pointing out that accurate 
measurements are being made only 
since the middle of the 20th century.
Usually, El Niño is linked to below-
average rainfall and above-average 
temperatures during the midsummer 
period from December to February. The 
South African Weather Service, 
however, contends that although the 
southern part of Africa usually 
experiences below-average rainfall 
during El Niño years, this cannot be taken 
as a rule. The 1997-'98 El Niño was one 

of the strongest on record, but below-
average rainfall was not recorded in the 
whole of South Africa. Some areas 
received abundant rain because of moist 
air moving in from the Indian Ocean. The 
impact of the current El Niño exceeds 
that of 1997-'98 in both the temperature 
of the ocean's surface (3°C warmer than 
in 1997-98) and the extent of the impact.

There also was a cumulative impact. Dr 
Francois Engelbrecht of the Council for 
Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR), 
Caradee Yael Wright, specialist scientist 
at the South African Medical Research 
Council, and Neville Sweijd, acting 
director of the Applied Centre for 
Climate and Earth Systems Science, 
wrote on the actuality website The 
Conversation that South Africa in any 
case was experiencing an existing 
drought before the 2015 El Niño started 
having an impact. “This was because the 
two previous rainfall seasons were 
accompanied by below-average rainfall 
in large parts of the country. In 2014 
there was a weakish El Niño. Therefore 
the situation this summer is more serious 
and El Niño is now causing a third season 
of below-average rainfall and above-
average temperatures.”

At a local climate conference in 
November, scientists of the CSIR, the SA 
Weather Service, several universities and 
other organisations stated that 2015 was 
the hottest year in 150 years of weather 
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measurements in South Africa. Omri van 
Zyl, executive director of Agri SA, 
summed up the seriousness and 
uniqueness of the drought in an 
interview on Litnet as follows:  
“The drought situation is similar to the 
1984 drought as far as scale and extent 
are concerned. In 1992 there also was a 
reasonably serious drought that cost the 
state R3 billion. Experts say this happens 
approximately every 22 years.” 
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2. What is the unique impact on farmers and the 
      agricultural sector?

Prof Johann Kirsten, head of the 
Department of Agricultural Economics 
at the University of Pretoria, says the 
total average rainfall for 2015 was the 
lowest since 1904 – 403 mm in 2015 
versus 608 mm per year since 1904. “It 
was even lower than that of the severe 
drought of 1992 and the dry years of the 
depression between 1930 and 1933.

“In those years (especially 1992-93) 
drought-relief was available and state 
guarantees were used to write off carry-
over debt and afford farmers an 
opportunity to make a new start. This is 
the first countrywide drought since 1994 
and consequently the first one the new 
government has to deal with. 

“However, there are no risk and disaster 
programmes in place to secure and 
reinforce the production base of our 
agricultural sector.” 

Prof. Johan Willemse, agricultural 
economist at the University of the Free 
State, and his colleagues argue in a recent 
report that there is going to be a negative 
long-term impact because South Africa 
does not have a safety net for farmers. 
They also say farmers use their own 
reserves or capital during drought 
periods to leverage additional borrowing 
capacity for their activities in order to 
absorb the losses of the current and 
previous year. “Even more important is 
that – because they are using their own 
capital – capital reserves are being 

exhausted and this creates the scenario 
where credit is used to finance 
production costs for the coming year,” 
the report states.

The authors continue that in 2015 many 
farmers were unable to obtain adequate 
input financing for the current 
production season. This was because of 
the liquidation of some input financing 
companies and also because of the high 
risks of lending money to struggling 
farmers, especially if the possibility of 
further interest rate increases is taken 
into account.

Stock farmers in particular are affected. 
They find themselves in a situation where 
they have to use their cash to buy fodder 
in order to get their stock ready for the 
market. The problem is that fodder 
prices have increased dramatically and 
the availability of fodder is being 
hampered by the drought, resulting in 
even more emergency slaughtering or 
selling of animals and lower prices for 
these farmers. 

“The plight of stock farmers is further 
aggravated by the issue of continuity. If 
the farmer sells or slaughters his total 
herd, or even most of it, it means that he 
loses his genetics base, which was 
developed over a long period. It will take 
him a minimum of seven years to recover 
his herd losses.”
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Netwerk24 reported in November 
2015 that established as well as emerging 
small farmers' grazing in Limpopo had 
already been exhausted. “Where a little 
grazing is still available here and there, it is 
insufficient and of a low nutritional 
value,” Drickus Botha, regional manager 
of TLU SA's northern region, told the 
news service.

As a result, many farmers are in a financial 
predicament. John Hudson of Nedbank's 
agriculture department in Johannesburg 
told Sake24 many farmers were 
experiencing severe financial pressure 
and cash f low problems. Nico 
Groenewald, head of agriculture 
business at Standard Bank, said: “Dry 
conditions will have an impact on 
profitability because of lower yields, and 
some producers are going to have a 
complete crop failure.” 

Johannes Möller, president of AgriSA, 
recently told Netwerk24 farmers in 
South Africa are going to require 
drought-relief amounting to R20 billion.

The cumulative effect is that the 
agricultural sector recorded a decrease 
of 12,6% in the third quarter of 2015. 
This figure was -19,7% for the second 
quarter, and -18% for the first quarter. 
“And the worst is yet to come," said 
Willemse.

The other, almost forgotten, sector that 
is heavily impacted on by the drought is 
the input providers. According to 
Willemse, they are going to be affected 
severely by lower sales and they will be 
left with unsold stock and heavy financial 
losses. “Tractor sales already dropped by 
20% in 2015 and threshing machines by 
40%,” he wrote.

Seed and chemical companies are facing 
the same challenges and will also have 
huge volumes of surplus stock, resulting 
in severe losses. In addition, these 
suppliers, as well as the farmers, are 
fighting an extraordinary battle on more 
than one front with the weakening rand 
that is considerably increasing the import 
costs of oil, chemicals and fertilizers.
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3.What is the impact on social stability?

Klaus Schwab, chairperson of the World 
Economic Forum (WEF), indicates in his 
Global Risks Report 2016 that social 
instability is South Africa's second biggest 
risk. It is therefore necessary to 
determine what impact the drought is 
having in this regard and will have in the 
future.

According to Prof Andre Duvenhage, 
professor in politics on the North-West 
University's Potchefstroom campus, the 
drought as such is not necessarily going 
to have a decisive impact on South 
Africa's sociopolitical stability. 

“The real impact will be when the 
drought is going to be felt in combination 
with other existing political, economic 
and social factors. Together they could 
lead to a tipping point, resulting in 
change.”

He classifies these factors into four main 
groupings. The first one is the political 
context consisting of elements such the 
internal leadership struggle within the 
ANC and radical policy making; the 
second one is the deteriorating state 
with poor governance at municipal level, 
unreliable power supply and weak 
management of government institutions 
such as South African Airways; the third 
entails the political economy and 
inc ludes  component s  such as  
government expenditure and sluggish 
economic growth, and lastly there are 

social factors such as urbanisation, 
xenophobia , racism and other  
demographic factors. “Add an election 
and the impact of the drought, and you 
have an explosive mix,” he says.

However, he does not foresee a type of 
revolution or a “perfect storm”, but he 
does argue that it is likely to result in 
regime change and that the current set of 
circumstances is favourable for a kind of 
Arabic Spring. “I still believe in Jan 
Smuts's view that the worst and the best 
will never happen in South Africa. I 
believe we will continue muddling on 
and that a political rearrangement will 
take place in due course.

“ T h i s  c h a n g e  o f  r e g i m e  o r  
rearrangement will play out both within 
and outside the tripartite alliance, but 
mainly within the ANC. The party will 
continue losing support at the ballot box, 
but the big change will take place within 
the ANC with factions competing to 
acquire power and influence. And it is 
definitely going to be bigger than a 
change of party.” 

He also mentions that the drought is 
affecting other parts of the Southern 
African region and that this is going to put 
more pressure on political stability. “One 
should remember that the drought is 
also adversely affecting other countries in 
our immediate environment, as well as 
countries elsewhere on the continent. 
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Even in good times people migrate to 
South Africa for better job opportunities 
and living conditions. This is simply going 
to accelerate because it is becoming a 
matter of survival for many people.”
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4. What is the impact on the South African public?

The impact of the drought on the 
agricultural sector will of course have a 
drastic effect on the cultivation of crops, 
many of which serve as staple food, and 
will consequently manifest in the form of 
higher food prices. 

Kirsten said maize production had 
dropped sharply and farmers were 
struggling to get grazing and fodder, 
which hampered meat production. 
“Maize prices have already skyrocketed 
and will remain on import parity and are 
likely to vary according to exchange rates 
and international prices.

“We will probably have to import nearly 
4 million tons of maize, while smaller and 
subsistence farmers are struggling with 
household food security. The good news 
is that meat prices are now going to drop 
as farmers make their herds smaller and 
then, as farmers expand their herds again 
in better years, meat prices will rise again. 
Fodder costs for broiler, egg and dairy 
producers will be high and are likely to 
result in price increases for these 
commodities.”

In their report, Willemse and his 
colleagues wrote that food inflation was 
going to increase considerably and 
further argue that drought-stricken 
South Africa is facing a double crisis with 
interest rate increases and a weakening 
rate of exchange. “Consumers in the 
lower income brackets will be hardest hit 

by the impact of food inflation, since 
basic food prices will increase sharply and 
household income will decrease 
dramatically. In short, the threat created 
by the drought is that basic food prices – 
such as prices of maize meal and 
vegetables – have doubled over the past 
year and that the rate of increase is 
accelerating while the drought refuses to 
subside.

“Only an estimated 60% of the required 
maize had been planted by the end of 
December and the planting window is 
now closed. For soya beans this figure is 
40% and the window is closed as well. 
These suboptimal harvests are going to 
have an effect throughout the value chain 
in 2016 and beyond.”

Paul Joubert,  senior economic 
researcher at the Solidarity Research 
Institute (SRI), points out that the price of 
white maize has increased by a colossal 
180% from September 2014 to January 
2016. He predicts a price of R56 for a 5 
kg bag of maize meal by March this year. 
This is a further R18 higher than the 
November 2015 price of about R38.

Grain SA recently said South Africa 
would possibly have to import between 
five and six million tons of maize. There is 
concern that the country's transport 
infrastructure will not be able to carry 
this load.
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At the time of writing, the price of white 
maize had already exceeded R5 000/ton. 
Ronald Ramabulana, executive head of 
the National Agricultural Marketing 
Council, said this development could 
make the basic food basket more than 
25% more expensive. Jannie de Villiers, 
executive head of Grain SA, said the 
problem was that white maize is not 
readily available in the world. One of the 
few suppliers of white maize to South 
Africa is the USA, and the weak rate of 
exchange of the rand against the 
American dollar will have a negative 
impact on the price of white maize. 

Apart from the impact of the drought on 
food prices it has also resulted in water 
shortages, especially in the central and 
northern parts of the country. Five 
provinces have been declared disaster 
areas and towns such as Senekal in the 
Free State have been particularly hard 
hit. News24 reported for example that a 
man recently died there while queuing 
for water. He suffered a heart attack 
because of the heat and dehydration. 
Another woman even wanted to 
commit suicide. “I simply couldn't handle 
it any more. It was just too much. 
Everything has dried up completely and 
we are just running around here looking 
for water,” she said. 

In Limpopo, residents of Bokwidi, 
northwest of Polokwane, now have 
started digging in the Mogalakwena river 
bed for water to wash their clothes and 
to give to their livestock. A stock farmer, 
William Mokoka (73), said in all his live he 
had never seen the Mogalakwena river 
without water. “Since I was born this 
river has never dried up, but now there is 
no river here,” he said.

Water restrictions for Pietermaritzburg 
and surroundings are also imminent. The 
Midmar Dam is only 47% full – the 
lowest level in years – and the 
uMgungundlovu District Municipality has 
warned businesses and communities of 
the compelling need to impose water 
restrictions. 

In these challenging times the public has 
also become inventive and Water 
Shortage South Africa has developed 
spontaneously as a relief initiative on 
Facebook. The Facebook page was 
created by Caroline Saasen and has 
shown phenomenal growth. She called 
on people to take water to drought-
stricken areas if they happen to travel in a 
particular direction. Thanks to this, 2 
million litres of water had been delivered 
to people in distress by 18 January.
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5. What does the future hold?

When this report was compiled, good 
rain had already fallen in parts of the 
country. Unfortunately, this was too late 
for maize planting and more rain is 
needed to make a material difference. 
The worst is yet to come and the real 
pr ice shocks wil l  probably  be 
experienced only later this year.

“Dam and river levels are still low and soil 
humidity is still far from satisfactory. We 
will have to get good rain up until the end 
of March, but it will have to be 
widespread rain. Now we are getting 
rain in patches only. This is a typical El 
Niño phenomenon,” Van Zyl told Beeld. 

He also said producers were now 
focusing on planting crops other than 
maize, such as sunflower and fodder. 
Fodder supply could, however, become 
a problem for the red meat industry 
during the winter months.

And the cooler weather in January 2016 
is not permanent. According to the 
South African Weather Service the hot 
and dry conditions will continue for at 
least another two months before the 
cool autumn weather brings relief. 

The good news is that there is 
reasonable consensus that the current El 
Niño phenomenon has already reached 
its high and is now decreasing in intensity. 
Cobus Olivier, researcher at the SA 
Weather Service, told Network24 that it 
would appear as if El Niño reached its 
peak in December or would be doing so 
in January. It could take another five to six 
months to become neutral. It is 
therefore expected that below-average 
rainfall in the summer rainfall areas and 
above-average temperatures wil l 
continue.

There is also a reasonable possibility that 
the current El Niña could be followed by 
a La Niña later in the year, which will 
bring above-average rainfall in the 
summer rainfall areas. The weather 
expert Prof Peet Pienaar's rain forecasts 
for the next few months are as follows:

- Strong possibility of mini floods 
from 24 to 31 January

- Rain from 10 to 11 February
- Rain from 9 to 12 March
- Rain from 6 to 8 April
- Rain from 5 to 6 May
- Rain from 5 to 8 June
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