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Essential oils – South Africa’s 
vast untapped potential

Over 3 000 plants globally are suitable for the extraction of essential oils 
and to date about 300 are being harvested for this purpose.  At present 
only a dozen or so of these plants are grown commercially in South Africa. 

Specialists believe that there is a vast potential for the country to become a big 
player in global essential oil production.

The same plants harvested here typically make up the bulk of worldwide 
essential oil production, but Southern Africa is only on the first rung of what could 
and should be a fast growing farming and industrial activity for many areas in the 
region. So says organic chemist, Dr Louis de Lange, who is a bio-fertilisation 
expert, CEO of Genesis Sustainable Resources, and an associate of MBB. 

“Essential oils generate an estimated US$18 billion per annum globally – but 
Africa (notably Egypt and Morocco) and the Indian Ocean islands (particularly 
Madagascar and Réunion) are probably responsible for less than 2% of the 
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to the selling of glossily packaged 
sub-prime mortgages, was how 
unrealistically profitable stock markets 
had become. The current write-
downs are staggering!

But, there is another, little 
discussed, seldom debated and 
embarrassingly true cause – greed. 
During his campaign, newly elected 
US President Obama candidly blamed 
the ‘greed and irresponsibility of 
Wall Street and Washington’ for the 
financial crisis.

Greed is the selfish desire for 
or pursuit of money, wealth, power, 
food or other possessions, especially 
when this denies the same goods to 
others. It is generally considered a 
vice. What an apt description of the 
situation that led to the financial crises 
we are all now facing.

Every aspect of life seems to be 
affected, not only the financial sector, 
or the housing markets, and I am sure 
that most charitable establishments 
will suffer: as people struggle to cope 
with their own financial worries, they 
will be reluctant to donate money, 
no matter how worthy or needy the 
causes. We should not allow this to 
happen.

We also have no way of knowing 
how the financial markets will behave 
in the coming months. We will have 
to tighten our belts. Importantly, 
instead of complaining about the bad 
times, and drowning in hopelessness, 
we need to find solutions, no matter 
how small they might seem. With 
resolve, with determination and with 
a belief that better times will be back, 
there are indeed silver linings on the 
dark clouds. Hopefully, this time the 
world would have learned a hard but 
valuable lesson. 

A Word or Two... 
dieter	heinsohn	CEO

another, litt le discussed, seldom debated 
and embarrassingly true cause – greed

In the first half of 2008 the 
world was riding the crest of a boom; 
people the world over were spending 
as though there was no tomorrow. 
Economists issued warnings but 
these went largely unheeded by 
both the private sector and most 
governments. Almost overnight, the 
world faced an enormous financial 
crisis and possible collapse and ruin. 
There have been major disruptions to 
market economies across the world 
and South Africa has not escaped.

The cause is reported to have 
initially come from banks over-
lending, builders building too much 
and too big, and buyers over-paying. 
Lending standards weakened. Almost 
everyone assumed that home 
prices would continue rising and the 
euphoria was here to stay. Added 
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global figure.  We are clearly lagging far behind, 
although there are signs that things are now 
beginning to change.”

“Essential oil production in Southern 
Africa,” says Dr de Lange, “has focused to date 
mainly on eucalyptus, citrus, geranium (which, 
surprisingly to some, is an indigenous plant), 
lavender, buchu and khakibos, all of which are 
popular on world markets. Most of the above 
plants have several different varieties and the 
correct choices have to be made at planting to 
ensure that there is international demand for a  
particular product.” 

“Some of the producers,” adds Dr de 
Lange, “have their own distilleries; many of 
these are fairly sophisticated and have been 
designed and manufactured locally.  There are 
several successful small boutique operators 
growing and distilling their own oils.”

“Essential oil products are used in 
a range of perfumes, cosmetics, soaps, 
foods, deodorisers, detergents and even as 
flavourants in foodstuffs. As most of the really 
big manufacturers are international operators, 
the potential for the export of South African 
essential oils  is excellent.”

“Farmers in most regions of the country, 
producing most kinds of agricultural produce,  
be it maize, wheat, wine, citrus, deciduous fruits 
or even livestock, should seriously consider 
diversifying into essential oil production.”

MBB has pioneered investigations into 
possible essential oil production in areas such 
as KwaZulu-Natal, Namibia, Mpumalanga, the 
Caprivi Strip and now also the Northern and 
Southern Cape. 

One of the most interesting of MBB’s 
proposals involves the Dube Trade Port at 
the new King Shaka International Airport, 
currently under construction north of Durban.  
It is proposed that the Trade Port would have 
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InsideFocus Johann Murray, Founder Principal

essential oil farming can never be a ‘get-rich-quick’ exercise

Fields of lavender
The essential oil farming operation forms only a small 

part of a far bigger agricultural enterprise but it almost 
always has the potential to be by far the most profitable 

section of any diversified operation relative to the land 
it occupies.

“Essential oil 
products are used in 
a range of perfumes, 

cosmetics, soaps, 
foods, deodorisers, 

detergents and even 
as fl avourants in 

foodstuff s.”

its own specialist agri-zone and processing 
facilities. A flourishing essential oil industry, 
which would use the export-by-air facilities, 
could be developed here.

MBB director, Thys de Wet, also outlined 
proposals for essential oil production in 
Namibia, where it will be part of agricultural 
development projects adjacent to the Orange 
River.

“In most instances,” says Dr de Lange, 
“the essential oil farming operation in Southern 
Africa forms only a small part of a far bigger 
agricultural enterprise but it almost always has 
the potential to be by far the most profitable 
section of any diversified operation relative to 
the land it occupies. It is also highly suitable for 
independent start-up operations, particularly 
those on the periphery of big cities.”

Dr de Lange  warns  that it is absolutely 
necessary to get good advice and to realise at 
the outset that, although the potential returns 
on these crops are good, essential oil farming 
can never be a ‘get-rich-quick’ exercise. Most 
crops will be small for two to four years, with 
below average quality and yield.  Thereafter, 
careful modifications will be necessary to 

achieve an internationally acceptable product.  
Any exporter of essential oils has to realise 
that the environmental, free trade, health and 
other criteria on which the manufacturers and 
consumers insist, are likely to become more 
and more stringent over the next decade.  

“It is ironic,” comments Dr de Lange, “that 
although essential oil producers have been 
in South Africa for a century and despite our 
Huguenot tradition, we are still lagging behind 
France and the former French colonies. For 
many years these have been the frontrunners 
in essential oil production. But, things are 
beginning to change fast, as more and more 
local producers develop this potential.” 

The year 2009 ushers in a new economic and political world order: 
Barack Obama has been sworn in as President of the United 
States of America, we will vote in our own new President in April 

this year, and the global economy is under scrutiny.

This edition of Focus takes a look at food shortages, global growth 
potential in South African agriculture, and reviews MBB’s contribution 
to water research during the three decades of our association with the 
Water Research Commission (see the Road Map on pages 4 and 5). In 
Viewpoint on page 6 we take another view on rising food costs – we 
believe that organic growing and buying local would go a long way to 
solving food shortages, especially in Africa. 

South Africa has not nearly realised its potential in essential oil 
production. Read what the experts say in the Special Feature on page 1. 

MBB Eastern Cape teamed up with the Diocesan School for Girls 
in Grahamstown to build an indoor heated pool complex, the first of its 
kind in the Eastern Cape and probably the only one of its kind in a South 
African school (page 3).

As part of its social responsibility programme, ACER undertook 
the environmental authorisation process for two schools in KwaZulu-
Natal (page 7). MBB South were the project managers and engineers in 
a project which involved building three rapid pulldown rooms in record 
time for Boland Pulp (page 7). And as always, the Noticeboard on the 
back gives you an update from all our offices.

We trust that you will enjoy this edition of Focus – we start this 
year on a positive note, with hope for a greener, more socially equitable 
future. 
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World-class splash for 
Grahamstown

A   world-class indoor heated swimming complex is 
making a splash at the Diocesan Schools for Girls (DSG) in 
Grahamstown. The first of its kind in the Eastern Cape, this Aquatic 

Centre combines the latest in heating, filtration and water treatment 
technology – creating a safe, comfortable environment for swimmers, 
while keeping maintenance and running costs to a minimum.

Flexibility, innovation and forward planning have been some of 
the key driving principles in the design of the R10-million DSG Aquatic 
Centre.  Construction began in April 2007 and the Centre opened on 
20 October 2008. 

The pool – 34 m long, 25 m wide and 2 m deep – is made from 
reinforced concrete. It   comprises two international water polo courses 
and the tiles, imported from Brazil, map out two underwater hockey 
‘fields’. There are also ten short-course swimming lanes, each 25 m 
long, which conform to world-class standards. The Aquatic Centre was 
designed to be a multi-purpose water sports facility and is also suitable 
for synchronised swimming.

According to headmistress, Shelley Frayne, this multi-purpose 
centre is probably the only one of its kind in a South African school. “We 
are immensely proud of this complex. It means the girls can swim all year 
round, improving their competitive skills.” 

A massive arched, cladded steel structure, covering 1 937 m2, 
forms an attractive, versatile and creative space which will grow with the 
future needs of DSG.  The steel was hot-dip galvanized and painted for 
corrosion protection. 

The pump and filtration room, service alleys and store rooms, as well 
as the two changing rooms, toilet blocks, an office and a tuck shop, were 
incorporated into the roofed structure. A concrete slab has been cast 
over these brick structures to provide space for future development.

MBB Consulting Engineers (Eastern Cape) provided a full 
service on the contract – acting as designers, civil and structural 
engineers, project managers and researchers. DSG took on the 
role of main contractor, with MBB’s support, and appointed a 

Contracts Manager to oversee the project. The specialist work – such 
as concrete, civil, heating, steel structures, cladding, filtration and water 
treatment work – was contracted out to specialist sub-contractors. 
MBB appointed these sub-contractors and supervised the construction 
process from start to finish. 

Commented Peter Ellis, who heads up MBB Consulting Engineers 
(Eastern Cape): “We had to accomplish a tremendous amount on a 
limited budget. We had our hands full with research, locating the right 
filtration, heating and water purification systems.”    

The pool is heated by 4 x 80 kW heat pumps, which are designed 
to suck the warm air across the water. In winter the cold air is ejected 
outside and in summer the air is reversed and pumped back into the 
building to keep spectators cool. This creates a cheap, effective, energy 
saving air-conditioning system.

The primary disinfectant is ozone, which destroys fungus and 
bacteria and then converts back into oxygen. Although extremely low 
levels of diluted chlorine are used as a residual disinfectant, this system 
operates on a relatively low chemical dosage. This significantly reduces 
the chlorine odour, saves money and is healthier for the swimmers and 
the environment. 

 The water is filtered by two diatomaceous earth filters. This filtration 
system removes even the tiniest particles from the pool and ‘polishes’ 
the water to a crystal-clear shine.   

“We are really thankful to MBB, who went beyond the call of duty 
to make the centre truly exceptional,” said Shelley Frayne. MBB is proud 
to acknowledge its role in turning former headmaster Bruce Probyn’s 
dream into a reality. And the best moment – everyone agrees: “The 
delight and excitement on the girls’ faces when their Aquatic Centre 
opened.”  

The first of its kind in the Eastern Cape 
(top): The Aquatic Centre at DSG, named after former headmaster Bruce Probyn 

(bottom): The exterior of the Probyn Pool
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Making water fl ow 
further in a thirsty 

country

Over the last three decades MBB has 
conducted a river of research with the 
direction, support, funding and co-

operation of the Water Research Commission 
(WRC). Research work in MBB has always 
been undertaken at cost to ensure maximum 
effort is poured into projects, which have kept 
the organisation on technology’s sharp edge 
while making significant contributions to a dry 
South Africa.  

Each decade has produced external factors 
which have shaped the direction of research 
– from the advent of the personal computer to 
the political changes of the mid 1990s and the 
impact of the 1998 National Water Act.

The research river has been a long and 
strong one, flowing with the needs of the time: 
from  the creation of innovative computer 
programmes to ground-breaking ways of 
making less water go further and crop yields 
grow higher.  

We’re looking back at MBB’s contribution 
to water research, focusing on four highlights: 
• computer software, 
• the Breede River Valley salinity project, 
• measuring water use, and 
• aiding small-scale farmers.

The valley of wine, roses and salt 
A study to calculate the salinity of the Breede River, supported by the WRC in 1986, made a worthwhile contribution across the 

country to improving water quality and keeping soils alive and healthy.
Drainage water flowing into the Breede River from farms was significantly 

increasing the amount of salt in the water. The objective of the study was to 
monitor the level of the problem. Fertilisers and over-irrigatioin, adding to return-
flow to the river, were identified by this study as the main culprits.

A follow-up research project discovered that, although most of the irrigation 
systems in the Breede River Valley were of a high standard, many farmers didn’t 
know how to use them effectively.  Irrigation scheduling was poor, drainage losses 
were high and there was ignorance about the damage caused by over-irrigation.       

Although  much of this information gap has been filled over the years, there 
is still room for improvement. Better irrigation management has the potential to 
boost harvests, improve the economic health of many farms, prevent nutrients 
being lost from the soil, save water and dramatically cut salt levels in our rivers. 

According to Louis Bruwer, then MBB’s research engineer and now CEO of 
the Central Breede River Water Users’ Association (CBRWUA), it was probably 

this knowledge and a number of economic drivers, such as high electricity costs, which encouraged the farmers to improve 
irrigation management. 

The valley of wine, roses and salt 
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The computer revolution 
of the 1980s

A computer research and development project MBB undertook in the 1980s revolutionised 
the face of irrigation design:  Irrigation Design and Evaluation Systems (IDES), was one of the 
world’s first computer programmes which could design irrigation systems, assess their effectiveness 
in the field and provide an idea of water use efficiency. 

This sophisticated invention was down-to-earth and relatively easy for trained designers 
to operate, which made designing the optimal system substantially quicker than the previous 
manual process. If one selects a series of parameters, the programme produces and designs a 
system, and provides an analysis of cost versus performance.

IDES aimed to fulfil farmers’ requirements while conserving water and energy, and 
increasing the produce harvested. The research was well received by the WRC, who decided 
to commercialise the programme. By 1987 a number of local companies were using it.   

According to Johann Murray, MBB project manager at the time, one of the biggest 
challenges was creating the algorithms to solve the complicated hydraulic requirements which 
would deliver a consistent amount of water to each plant.

“Although the finished product was a good piece of research, it lacked certain features, 
e.g. variables such as soil conditions and the different climates across the country, and it was 
challenging to update constantly,” commented Murray. 

Meanwhile, over a period of two years, MBB also assisted Gaby Weizman, an Israeli 
businessman who was developing the Weizman Computer Aided Design for Irrigation 
systems (WCADI),  with improvements to his programme. In 1985 Francois du Plessis moved 
to Israel for three years to help finalise WCADI, and is still today continuing with assistance to 
WCADI.  

“Although not strictly speaking a research project, I think MBB’s and my own contribution 
to the development of WCADI made a significant contribution to the international irrigation 
industry.  MBB’s research culture created the right atmosphere in the 1980s which inspired me 
to go to Israel and complete the package to suit South Africa’s conditions and requirements,” 
commented Du Plessis.

In 1990, due to a lack of financial backing for software maintenance, the WRC and MBB 
stopped supporting IDES and users were upgraded to WCADI.      

During the 1990s, when the personal computer was well and truly born, MBB 
developed SAPWAT under the leadership of Charles Crosby, an MBB associate at the time. 
This programme determines irrigation requirements for crops in Southern Africa, for different 
irrigation systems and operating conditions. Today this is the preferred method to determine 
crop water requirements in the irrigation industry, and the DWAF-approved method to be 
used for water licensing purposes.  
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Growing small farmers
The growing community of emerging farmers directed MBB’s and 

the WRC’s research towards investigating cost-effective, easy-to-operate 
and simple-to-maintain irrigation systems for small-scale and communal 
farming. The aim was to assist subsistance farmers to run small, but 
profitable, agricultural businesses.   

Even communal farming ventures, often run by women with large 
families and larger dreams, frequently contribute to their economic 
welfare as well as putting food on the table.        

There was a need to bridge the gap between traditional irrigation 
practices, which were often ineffective, and highly technical micro-
irrigation systems, which required a high degree of maintenance. 
However, some small-scale farmers were using micro-irrigation 
successfully, often making ingenious adaptations to suit their needs. They 
showed the experts it could be done with a little help and creativity.      

The study found that drip irrigation generally produced better results 
and that, because of the farmers’ isolation and other factors, ongoing external 
support and training were essential to improve success.    

Research also produced guidelines for training people in poor rural 
areas to farm sustainably using irrigation. Guidelines for funders, planners, 
designers and support staff for similar projects were also generated.

Contributing to this body of research from MBB is another excellent 
piece of work: Marna de Lange’s booklet, Small Scale Irrigation in South Africa. 
This clearly explains the A to Z of irrigation and other watering techniques, and 
also contains a large crop of other useful information. 

Going with the fl ow
The National Water Act of 1998 opened the sluice gates to a 

wave of policies and regulations, many of which were necessary but 
generally unpopular with the farming sector. However, increasing 
demands on South Africa’s water resources has made improved 
management essential.  

A section in the Act provided for the measurement of 
agricultural water. It is a general fact that raw (untreated) water 
poses problems when metered by mechanical water meters. 
In the light thereof MBB submitted a proposal to the WRC 
to research the indirect measurement of irrigation water. The 
project was approved and after approximately four years an 
acceptable procedure was developed.

The procedure involves the continuous measurement of 
a pump’s power and, based on the power/flow relationship for 
that particular pump (calibrated for each pump), the flow rate 
of the pump is known and registered in the meter. Apart from 
measuring flow, a number of other useful variables can also be 
recorded by the meter. The information is transferred to the 
farmer or the relevant water users’ association via modem.

 Francois du Plessis, who conducted the research, said 
it was probably one of the most challenging, rewarding and 
worthwhile projects of his career.  

“It started with an idea, and over a period of a few years 
we had the opportunity to test that idea under many different 
conditions. After a number of trial runs, the final product, which 
was both sophisticated and practical, was patented in 2005. 

Large families, larger dreams and positive outcomes
Emerging farmers can run small, but profitable, agricultural 

businesses.

The registered name of the meter is ElectroFlo.”
“The indirect water meter has already had a positive impact on 

schemes where it has been installed, and has the potential to make a big 
contribution to improved 
water management in 
South Africa,” concluded 
Du Plessis.

According to Louis 
Bruwer of the CBRWUA, 
the indirect water meters 
were installed in the 
Breede River Valley three 
years ago to measure 
the water consumption 
of 150 farms and are 
generally working 
effectively.   

“The meters are 
linked to a computer via cell phones and modems, so information 
from the farms is easily accessible. I usually download all the data over 
weekends and notify farmers who are exceeding their water quotas.”   

“Generally the reaction has been favourable and we regularly 
receive enquiries from farmers who want to know their water usage.   
Even those who exceed water quotas have been willing to discuss the 
problem and take steps towards a solution,” commented Bruwer.  

Double flow meter
This device indirectly measures water usage as a 

function of the power it consumes.

For a more comprehensive report on MBB’s work with the Water Research Commission, visit our website at www.mbb.co.za

. Large families, larger dreams and positive outcomes
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 With the increasing demand for organic 
products, farmers should now be reducing 
their reliance on fertilisers and replacing them 
with compost or other natural sources of 
fertilisation. This has the additional benefit of 
being an ecological improvement: whereas 
chemical fertilisers can gradually eliminate the 
living organisms in soil and have to be increased 
year by year, organic composts promote soil life 
and thus soil fertility and plant health (increasing 
the plant’s ability to be productive and resist 
the impact of pests, diseases and other forms 
of stress).

 “Farmers should also be converting as 
much as possible to natural organic pesticides 

and insect repellents, many of which can be 
produced on their own farms,” says de Wet.

 “Regarding low labour output, experience 
has shown that farmers who commit themselves 
to the establishment of well-trained, long-term 
labour forces owning (if at all possible) their 
own homes – either on the farm or in some 
strategically situated nearby agri-village – find 
that this leads to higher productivity. Capacity 
building through ongoing training, and wealth 
creation through ownership of at least an 
own home, is becoming a vital ingredient for 
sustainable agriculture,” says de Wet.

 “In South Africa currently,” he says, 
“certain farmers are also reluctant to employ 
seasonal labour beyond a limited length of 
time. This is because legislation can then result 
in them having to compensate the labour for 
the unemployed part of the year. This works 
against the farmer following the logical course 
of extending his crop range aimed at year-
round cash inflows.” 

“Governments worldwide could learn 
much from the French legislation, which 

Food prices – 
another view

“The view held in certain circles that 
the rapidly increasing prices of food 
worldwide are caused by agricultural 

producers exploiting the market is misguided,” 
says Thys de Wet, an MBB director and food 
processing engineer  with 25 years’ experience 
in analysing trends in the agricultural sector.

 “As has been well publicised,” says de 
Wet, “the rise in food costs is due to localised 
food shortages and its associated logistics, 
as well as a range of other factors. The most 
serious of these, during 2008, was the increase 
in fuel costs. This last factor had an impact on 
almost every aspect of the food production 
chain: ploughing, planting, fertilising, harvesting, 
processing, packaging, and the transport of 
crops and animal products.” 

 “The global food shortage,” says de 
Wet, “has been exacerbated by the USA’s 
use of maize for bio-ethanol. In 2008 up to 
25% of the USA’s corn crop went to bio-fuel 
production.” 

 Africa’s small-scale or subsistence 
farmers could contribute significantly towards 
alleviating the food shortages of the continent, 
if only they could improve their yields and 
endeavour to make their production areas 
more fruitful. World aid organisations should 
spend their energy and money on introducing 
appropriate technology (such as no-tillage, as 
is now increasingly being used successfully in 
Lesotho) and training emerging farmers, rather 
than importing ‘free’ food aid. “Free food is not 
helping Africa in a sustainable way – in fact, it 
is upsetting the marketing efforts of the local 
producers,” de Wet says.

 So what are the solutions for commercial 
farmers?

 “Producers,” says de Wet, “could 
consider a LEISA approach.” LEISA stands for 
Low External Input Sustainable Agriculture. 
Reliance on outside services and supplies are 
kept to a minimum, while farmers produce 
their own compost (and even electrical power) 
in a sustainable and renewable way.

 “Chemical fertilisers in particular,” says 
de Wet, “are a major income drain. They’re 
not only expensive but they’re also directly 
linked to the oil price and involve high transport 
costs.”

encourages farmers or small traders to sell 
fresh produce directly to people in their region 
by means of local markets, which also ensures 
that supermarkets have to buy from these 
farmers’ markets.”

In Britain, following the destruction of large 
numbers of livestock in the Foot-and-Mouth 
epidemic, many farmers re-introduced cash 
crop (vegetable) production into their farming 

mix. This, along with the growing demand for 
healthy organic food, has led to many British 
consumers now buying their fresh produce 
from local producers – a trend which could 
catch on in South Africa.  

In Mozambique if you shop at Shoprite, 
Africa’s largest food retailer, which has 
operations in 16 countries, you’ll be buying 
vegetables produced locally by small-scale 
farmers.

“It looks as if in South Africa the price rises 
on basic food products, which have already 
increased far above average inflation rates, 
could continue to spiral over the next few 
years,” de Wet says. 

“There is, therefore, a strong need for 
consultation with leaders of the agricultural 
sector, to find ways to ensure that further 
hardship is prevented. Visionary leadership, 
based on sound agricultural knowledge and a 
political will to act in the best interest of the 
country and its people, is needed now more 
than ever, to ensure food security at affordable 
prices.” 
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Buying local
Have you ever wondered where the patty-pans, mealies, tomatoes and green beans sitting on store shelves come from?

Free food is not helping 
Africa in a sustainable way 
– in fact, it is upsett ing the 
marketing eff orts of the local 
producers

Buying local
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ACER gives back

 ACER has a long and proud association 
with the iSimangaliso Wetland Park 
Authority, formerly known as the 

Greater St Lucia Wetland Park Authority, providing environmental 
services. Within the northern section of iSimangaliso (the eNkovukeni 
and KwaDapha isiGodi) were two derelict schools, serving the children 
of local residents. The nearest schools outside iSimangaliso are 16 km 
away, accessible only by foot or 4x4 vehicles. 

A decision was made to completely rebuild these schools, 
and ACER provided pro bono environmental services to secure 
environmental authorisation. In both cases, excellent temporary 
schools were erected, to be used by learners while the permanent 
structures are being constructed. Construction is currently under way 
and it is expected that the learners will be able to move into their new 
facilities during the first half of this year. 

ACER is delighted to have contributed to these worthwhile 
projects and to give back to the communities in the area, with 
whom we have worked so closely during the past few years. 

Boland Pulp 
processing plant

Boland Pulp in Wellington produces concentrated 
fruit pulp for the juice and confectionery 
industries and has just completed its second 

season with its newly constructed rapid pulldown rooms, 
which are capable of pulling down 420 bins of fruit to 
a temperature below 4 °C in a 20-hour cycle. MBB 
Consulting Engineers (South) in Stellenbosch handled 
all engineering and project management functions of 
this fast-track project, which started in June 2007 and 
was successfully completed for the first ripening of the 
fruit in November of the same year.

The objective of the project was to improve 
Boland Pulp’s quality as well as their process flow by 
means of rapid refrigeration of their intake product. 
The lower pulp temperature not only retards the 
natural ripening of the fruit, it also locks in more of the 
volatile aromas.  The basic scope of the project was to 
provide three pulldown rooms and a holding room. 
The pulldown rooms handle the plant’s daily intake of 
360 bins and the holding room holds buffer stock for 
up to three days.

MBB considered three alternative refrigeration concepts, namely  
a central ammonia refrigeration plant, an independent Freon system 
and a central chilled water (glycol) system. Based on the client’s specific 
requirements and criteria, as well as some unique constraints, consensus 
was reached on using the central ammonia option. 

After a tender process, MRE and Aircontek were appointed for 
the refrigeration and insulated structure contracts, respectively. Makla 

Steel provided the steel structure, 
Beaver Earth Works the building 
works and Van Zyl Electrical the 
electrical works. MBB handled 
all engineering and project 
management functions.

The three pulldown rooms 
have a combined capacity of pulling 
down 420 bins of fruit to below 
4 ºC in a 20-hour cycle.  During 
the production season the process 
runs 24 hours per day. To optimise 
the plant’s cooling capacity, the 
holding room was designed with 
some pulldown capacity.

The refrigeration system 
employs a pumped ammonia 
design with two Grasso piston 
compressors. A 450 kWR-unit 
handles the base load, with a 
‘weekend’ compressor of 210 
kWR capacity. 

During construction, 
commissioning and after 
commissioning, special attention 
was given to ensure the plant 

is handed over with the same care and attention with which it was 
designed.

After conclusion of the first season, the client reported that the plant 
ran smoothly and handled the bumper crop of 2007/2008 without a 
glitch. “For the 2008/2009 season, Boland Pulp’s investment was even 
further rewarded by continued growth in intake and product quality,” 
said Derrick Anderson, Financial Director. 

New school under construction
(top): The old derelict school

(bottom): The temporary school tent construction

Boland Pulp processing plant
(top): Central ammonia refrigeration plant room

(bottom): Pulldown room no.3 leading from the holding room
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M B B 	 S E R V I C E S 	 I N T E R N A T I O N A L 	 | 	 C O N T A C T 	 w w w . m b b . c o . z a

 MBB Eastern Cape 51 Hill Street Grahamstown 6139  PO Box 509 Grahamstown 6140 Phone 046 622 7223 Fax 046 622 9761  

 Managing Director: Peter Ellis – mbbpje@imaginet.co.za

 MBB Pmb 165 Boom Street Pietermaritzburg 3201  PO Box 2821 Pietermaritzburg 3200 Phone 033 345 3530 Fax 033 342 7728

 Managing Director: Richard Robertson – rr@mbbpmb.co.za

 Office Manager: Mark Zartmann –mz@mbbpmb.co.za  Phone 082 806 5046

 MBB South De Hoop Building 34 Dorp Street Stellenbosch PO Box 3011 Matieland 7602 Phone 021 887 1026  Fax 021 883 8514  

 Managing Director: Johan van Huyssteen – johanvh@mbbsouth.co.za

 MBB Nelspruit 11 Streak Street Nelspruit 1201  PO Box 498 Nelspruit 1200 Phone 013 752 8213 Fax 013 753 2115  

 Managing Director: Koos van Rensburg – jvr@mbbnel.co.za

 ACER Suites 5&6 Golden Penny Centre 26 Hely Hutchinson Mtunzini 3867 PO Box 503 Mtunzini 3867 Phone 035 340 2715 Fax 035 340 2232  

 Managing Director: Dieter Heinsohn – dieter.heinsohn@acerafrica.co.za

 Central Services Division De Hoop Building 34 Dorp Street Stellenbosch PO Box 3011 Matieland 7602 Phone 021 887 1026  Fax 021 887 3047  

 Financial Director: Dieter Schnetler – drs@mbb.co.za

N O T I C E B O A R d 	 | 	 W h A T ’ S 	 u p 	 & 	 A B O u T

MBB Services International is a South Africa based firm of skilled, experienced and dynamic engineering, environmental management and project management professionals, with 

complementary investment interests, partnerships and networks in Southern African Development Community states. 

We offer a full range of multidisciplinary services in these fields:

 Civil and Agricultural Engineering     Mechanical and Industrial Engineering    Environmental Management    Project Management

Our operating companies are strategically located around South Africa:

 MBB Pmb	

MBB Pmb recently undertook a strategic	planning	exercise. The intention was to determine the most 
efficient and effective way of carrying out our duties. We now have a director responsible for each discipline 
(Agricultural Development, Dams, Drainage, Water Resources, and Licensing and Civils). Mark Zartmann 
is now Office Manager and Richard Robertson is Financial Manager. We anticipate exciting projects and 
challenges, skills development and growth over the next few years and are all looking forward to it. 

 MBB Eastern Cape

Aquatic	centre at Diocesan School for Girls, Grahamstown: This specially designed multi-purpose centre 
contains a heated indoor pool. It was designed and project managed by MBB (see article on page 3).

 MBB South 

An	experimental	farm is being created in Namibia to teach emerging farmers new and economically 
viable methods of farming. MBB has been engaged to play a managerial role and to provide technical 
advice.    

WRC	 projects: Investigation into irrigation effectiveness has been ongoing for the last two years. In 
addition, a study on indirect water metering has been completed for the WRC. Its results are now being 
implemented.

 MBB Nelspruit 

proCana	project:  A 26 500 ha plantation of sugar cane is to be planted in Mozambique, for conversion 
to ethanol, which will be used as a ‘green’ fuel. MBB will be managing the bulk water supply, to be 
pumped from the Massingir dam. However, due to unstable world markets, ProCana has decided to 
slow down with the rate of development.

White	 River	 augmentation	 scheme: This project has been completed and is in the commissioning 
phase.  

N4	bypass	upgrade: The Nelspruit bypass is being upgraded for 2010. MBB has been appointed to 
divert wet services (sewage, irrigation, water supply etc.) during the improvement operation. 

 ACER

pedestrian	bridges	 for	KZN	department	of	Transport: ACER was tasked to apply for 
environmental authorisation via the Basic Assessment process for a number of pedestrian 
bridges throughout KwaZulu-Natal. The company also monitored the construction of each 
bridge for environmental compliance. These bridges have made life considerably easier and 
safer for rural communities. 
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