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⎪ Power transmission, bearings, bushes and seals ⎪

“I
n order to better target its bearings, 
gears, belts, chains, motors and drives 
to the farming community, in Sep-
tember 2017, BI (formerly Bearings 

International) has established a specialist 
agricultural industry sector under the lead-
ership of Gerhard Pienaar,” begins BI’s CEO, 
Burtie Roberts. 

“We have always had an extensive product 
line-up to meet the requirements of South 
African farmers, along with extensive experi-
ence and product knowledge in this sector to 
assist farmers in keeping their equipment fully 
operational and well maintained. In line with 
our ‘Always there, making it work’ motto, we 
have pooled the skills and dedicated agricul-
tural products developed over the years into 
a specific agricultural service offering – and 
we are already very pleased with the results 
and prospects,” he adds.

“In terms of applications, the number 
of products that are already used or suit-
ably for use in the agricultural sector is far 
larger than we initially anticipated,” continues 
Trevelyan. As well as ploughing, planting and 
fertilising, there are numerous sizing, sorting, 
packing and storage systems on most farms 
that rely on aftermarket components to 

Customised agricultural solutions 
for African soil

BI’s bearing hub units for seeding and fertilising 
coulters have better sealing arrangements than 
OEM or premium-brand equivalents and are less 
expensive.

BI stocks agricultural chain, gears and accessories 
that are suitable for use in John Deere, Claas, Case, Clayson, 
Fahr, Laverda, Massey Fergusson and Slattery combine harvesters, 
planters, balers, spreaders and mixers.

BI gearboxes are ideal for 
hubs and brushcutters, 
peanut production 
equipment 
and other 
agricultural 
implements.

Farmers along the 
Orange River tend 
to use BI PTOs between 
their pumps and motors. This 
allows them to quickly remove 
the motors before the river floods 
and quickly recouple them once the 
water subsides.

MechChem Africa visits BI’s Parkhaven distribution centre 
and talks to CEO, Burtie Roberts; Gerhard Pienaar, manager 
of the recently established agriculture sector product range; 
and business unit head, Ross Trevelyan.

keep them healthy,” 
he says, adding that 
the range also flows 
into the food and 
beverage sectors where produce has to be 
pulped, juiced, bottled or canned before being 
made available to consumers.

Describing current market conditions, 
Roberts says that the agricultural and food 
sectors are among the few showing growth 
in current times. “With the challenges we 
currently face in the mining and industrial 
sectors, we decided to focus more heavily on 
areas that show growth and that is why we 
have added this special focus. While not the 
largest sector of the economy, agriculture is 
one of the largest employers, so 
it makes sense to try to grow 
the sector and to improve its 
health and competiveness,” 
he notes. 

BI’s agricultural sector 
manager, Gerhard Pienaar, 
has his roots among farming 
communities all over South 
Africa. “I started my career 
in Newcastle selling Massey 
Fergusson tractors to the farmers 
of Northern Natal,” Pienaar recalls. 
“Then I became a rep for veterinary 
medicines with Smithkline Beecham 
and from there I joined Voermol 
Feeds, which supplies molasses-
based high energy feeds for 
livestock,” he tells MechChem 
Africa.

He joined the BI network 
in Newcastle in 2000 before 
moving to Polokwane and 
then to the Bethal branch, 
from which the Secunda 
branch was started. “I then moved back to 
Polokwane, then to the Vereeniging branch, 
which, as well as supporting the industrial 
sector, servicing farmers up to Potchefstroom 
in the North West Province all the way to 
Heilbron and Villiers in the Free State,” 
Pienaar points out.

Describing the features of the agricultural 
market, Pienaar points out that farming is a 

seasonal activity, which means that BI’s agri-
cultural-sector stock must also take account 
of seasonal demand. “The planting season, 
for example, starts in September/October, 
so August is a busy time for us because 
farmers are getting their equipment 
ready for the intense activity of the 
planting season. 

“Generally, farmers only have a six week 
window to get the planting done, so when 
planning for this time, they are very proactive 
about making sure their equipment is reliable 
enough to get them through this period. I hear 
farmers say that all their planting must be 
done by the end of November, but sometimes 
it takes them until the 35th to get it done,” he 
quips, adding that maize, in particular, which 

works on heat units, so it has a critical planting 
window and “if farmers don’t catch it right, the 
harvest will suffer”. 

On the effect of the drought on the ag-
ricultural sector, he says that, following the 
2016 season, “which was the worst year in a 
long while for the agricultural sector, 2017 is 
looking like being the best year in a long while. 
Within one year, business conditions have 
flipped considerably. And next year could be 
better still.”

To better service farmer’s needs, Pienaar 
says: “we like to talk to farmers to find out 
when and how we can make it easier for them: 
through agricultural shows such as Nampo, 
which we have been attending for well over 30 
years and through regular contact with local 
farming associations in the different regions. 
For us, this helps us to keep the right stock at 
the right time and to keep up with the farming 
trends and their preferred solutions,” he adds.

“John Deere, for example, is currently 
moving over from imperial to metric sizes, 
which affects the nuts and bolts as well and 

bearing and shaft sizes. 
We offer aftermarket 
spares for these ma-

chines that are 100% 
compatible and in-
terchangeable with 
t h o s e  f r o m  t h e 

OEM,” he continues.
BI, however, also 

develops customised af-
termarket solutions when 

recurring issues are not-
ed. “We farm in very harsh 

environments in South 
Africa – we plant in dust,” 

says Pienaar. “To enhance 
equipment life in this 

environment,  we 
design and develop 

special bearing and 
sealing arrangements, in 

conjunction with suppliers such 
as KML.

Trevelyan continues: “We have, for ex-
ample, recently developed a new bearing 
hub unit for seeding coulters. These use discs 
that cut furrows for the seeds to accurate 
depths; plant precisely spaced seeds; and 
add fertiliser.

“Each row of a 12-row seeding coulter has 
two cutting discs in a V for the furrows, one 
front guide wheel and a back press wheel. 
That means there are 48 bearings on each 
planter, which are replaced every year,” he 
tells MechChem Africa.

“The OEMs offer bearing and seal kits 
for this purpose, but installation involves as-
sembly of a number of different components. 
Our solution is a custom-designed bearing 
hub that can be fitted as a singe unit, much 

more easily and with a much lower risk of dust 
getting into the grease – and fitting the unit 
involves removing one central bolt, taking out 
the existing bearing an simply bolting in our 
new unit,” Trevelyan explains. 

“Also, our new BAA003 bearing hub, which 
has a better sealing arrangement than any 
OEM or premium-brand equivalents, are, in 
fact, less expensive. A complete OEM kit can 
cost up to R1  300 per assembly, while our 
single unit bearing hub costs around R750,” 
adds Pienaar. 

“In addition, installation 
time is slashed by more than 
half and, based on our expe-
rience with a similar unit 
(BAA001) for fertiliser 
coulters, our hub units 
last as long as four sea-
sons before they need 
replacing,” he says.

“Newer planters can 
have as many as 76 bearings, 
so we are now undertaking a 
new design to better support 
farmers using these,” says Trevelyan.

Another key change for farmers, accord-
ing to Pienaar, is that they no longer use local 
cooperatives to store their maize. “Most 
farmers now play the timing game from a 
pricing point of view. Markets are now much 
more volatile, which means that farmers also 
have to sell at the right time in order to make 
a sustainable profit.

“So farms have to have conveying and stor-
ing solutions on their own farms, which use 
our electric motors, gearboxes and transmis-
sion belts and chains to drive screw conveyors 
and bucket elevator systems for getting grain 
in and out of storage bins,” says Pienaar. 

“Our PTO (power take-off) range is also 
popular. We sell PTO shaft kits that are ideally 
suited for non-aligned transmission of torque. 
For the pumping systems along the Orange 

River, for example, farmers tend 
to use our PTOs between 

their pumps and motors. 
This allows them to 

quickly remove 
the motors when the 
river floods, which protects 
them from water damage. The 
use of PTOs avoids having to 
realign the pump when it is refit-
ted,” Pienaar explains.

Also very successful for farm-
ers are BI’s variable speed drives 
(VSDs) for centre pivot irrigation 
systems. “By using VSD drives for 
powering the 22  kW pump mo-

tors on his centre pivot irrigation systems, one 
Polokwane farmer was able to save R8 500 
per pivot per month on electricity.

“Also, when starting a direct-on-line 
22  kW motor, it draws 110  amps (A) for a 
split second and Eskom charges for making 
110 A available to the farmer. The VSD was 
able to limit the current draw to 14 A, which 
enabled the farmer to get the peak supply 
rate reduced by Eskom,” Pienaar informs 
MechChem Africa.

“Before the VSDs were installed, every 
time he experienced a trip, he had to get up 
to restart the pivot. Now, the VSDs auto-
matically restarts – up to seven times – so the 
farmer never has to get up in he middle of the 
night,” he adds.

“We focus on creating lasting solutions. 
We want to be a solutions partner for farmers 
and by combining our comprehensive range 
and significant engineering expertise we can 
help farmers to realise the most cost-effective 
solutions possible for almost any agricultural 
application,” Roberts concludes. q


