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I read an article in one of our 
farming magazines in South Afri-
ca about the H2A program, and 
having grown up on a family 
farm, I knew it would be some-
thing I would love and enjoy. 
When you apply for the H2A pro-
gram, you donôt know where you 
will be placed in the U.S. I luckily 
got a spot at Silent Shade and 
have enjoyed every moment.  
 

Q: What is the biggest difference 
in agriculture between your 
hometown and Mississippi? 
 

A: We depend heavily on rain. It's 
extremely hard to get a permit to 
use water in South Africa, and 
we are situated around moun-
tains and hills, which makes it 
impossible to do land forming. 
We mainly depend on summer 
rain with an average of 35 inches 
throughout the year compared to  

55 inches in the Mississippi delta.  
 

Q: What are the biggest cultural 
differences between your 
hometown and Mississippi? 
 

A: We have more time to BBQ and 
watch sports. Also, the food is dif-
ferent. South Africans eat lamb 
regularly, which is hard to find 
here. So, the first thing I'll do when 
I go home is a lamb BBQ.   
 

Q: What have you learned from 
this experience and how will it help 
you achieve your long term goals? 
 

A: During my time here, I have  
learned new farming methods and 
technologies that we don't have 
back home. My long term goal is 
to become a crop spraying pilot,  
and this program helps me finan-
cially while also allowing me to 
experience different crops and 
farming environments. 

From South Africa to Mississippi 
An Outsider Perspective from a Three Year H2A Employee 

Kevin Van Heerden 

     Kevin Van 
Heerden is experi-
encing his third 
Mississippi sum-
mer working for 
Silent Shade. We 
are not always so    

fortunate to have an H2A employ-
ee choose to come back to work 
for us three years in a row. So, we 
asked Kevin if he could give us a 
little insight about why he chose to 
participate in the H2A program, 
what are the differences in U.S. 
and South African culture, and 
how this will help him accomplish 
his long-term goals.  Here is what 
he had to say: 
 

Q: Why are you participating in the 
H2A program in Mississippi? 
 

A: I always wanted to travel to the 
USA, but never knew how to do it.  

¢ƘŜ /ǊƻǇǎ !ǊŜ tƭŀƴǘŜŘ CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀ wŀƛƴȅ {ǇǊƛƴƎ 
     Our 2016 planting season has been 
a combination of waiting for dry weather 
and a complete blitz to get the crops in 
the ground.  It has really been a blur.  
March and April were uncharacteristi-
cally wet and cold, which kept us out of 
the field.  When things began to dry, our 
managers and crew were averaging 90-
100 hours/week to help us get the crop 
planted. 
     To put things in perspective, in a 
normal year, we plant the majority of 
our acres between March 15-April 15 
with some crops planted a little before 
or after.  Also, in a normal year, we like 
to stagger our planting.  We usually 
start with corn, move to rice and then to 
soybeans, peanuts and cotton.  Stag-
gering the crops not only makes plant-
ing more manageable, but it simplifies 
spraying and harvest as well.  This year 
was very different.  We only had about 
twelve full days of planting when May 1 
rolled around.  The ground was finally 
dry enough to plant on May 5, and so 
we started planting corn, soybeans, 
conventional rice, hybrid rice, peanuts 
and cotton at the same time.  In addi-
tion, we had other employees spraying, 
fertilizing, dragging and rolling while 
others planted.  Since May 6, we have 
not stopped, and so things have been 
intense for us and the crew since the 
beginning of May. 
     All of our crops are now in the 
ground, and we are beginning to enter 
our irrigation season.  Looking back on 
the craziness of our planting season, 
there are two things that made it man-
ageable.  First, we have one of the best 
crews that we have ever had on our 
farm.  When the rain finally stopped and 
the ground dried up, they came to work 

with a ñcan-doò attitude.  Many of our 
guys have been here for several sea-
sons and have been trained on a variety 
of equipment.  If they were given a job, 
they could see it to completion with very 
little supervision.  They also understood 
the urgency of our planting situation and 
did not blink when asked to put in the 
long hours. 
     Second, we relied heavily on ag tech-
nology that helped us to streamline our 
processes.  For example, we used the 
work order system in Granular.  In that 
program, a team member would get a 
notification on their iPhone with all of 
their instructions.  For some, this mes-
sage was their only communication from 
management about their duties for the 
day.  Team members would update work 
orders as they were completed, and then 
be assigned to the next job.  We also 
used the John Deere operation page to 
track our equipment 24-hours/day.  For a 
period of time, some of our crew worked 
a night shift for jobs that need 24-hour 
work.  Being able to track our equipment 
throughout the night helped manage-
ment determine the daytime assign-
ments in a timely manner. 
     Our work is nowhere close to being 
done.  Planting season sets the tone for 
the rest of the season.  Since it was late 
and completed in a tight window, we are 
still playing catch-up as we set up irriga-
tion, spray and fertilize.  Also, when har-
vest time comes around, it is likely that 
we will be harvesting all of our crops at 
the same time.  With our amazing crew 
and use of technology, we will get it 
done, but it will not be easy.  Stay tuned 
for an update in our October 1st newslet-
ter.  A lot will happen between now and 
then. 

The National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) released this map 
documenting the rainfall re-
ceived March 7-13.  The 
bright purple area represents 
rainfall that was 600% great-
er than what is considered 
ñnormalò for that time of year. 

Many farms were completely 
underwater following this 
March rain event.  

It is hard to believe after 
such a rainy spring that we 
are completely dry, but we 
are now full-fledge into irri-
gation season.  Here, we 
are irrigating soybeans with 
polypipe. 
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Planting Season 2016  

With planting just around the 
corner, we took a break and had 
a team pizza lunch before our 
first week of planting began.  

Our first day of 
planting was on 
April 4, which 
is a little later 
than normal.  
Here, Joe and 
Rudi are filling 
up the planter 
with corn seed.  

We were able to get in eight straight days  
of planting before a huge rain event came 
through bringing over five inches of rain.  

Under the direction 
of Dr. Trey Koger, 
we are performing 
various research 
trials for private 
companies. 

4/18/16 

We spent the 
days following 
the rain storm 
to upgrade our 
pivots to a 
more efficient 
sprinkler pack-
age as a part 
of our contin-
ued efforts to 
conserve our 
water aquifer.  

One of the benefits 
of a family business I 
you can bring your 
kids to work when 
things get extra busy.  

Follow us online!  

5/10/16 
5/10/16 

We had 15 days of dry ground and sunshine starting 
May 5 -May 19, and during that time, we planted, 
cultivated and fertilized the crops.  

5/24/16 

We started setting 
up our polypipe irri-
gation around the 
3rd week of May.  

wƻǿŜŘ wƛŎŜ {Ƙƻǿǎ CǳǘǳǊŜ tƻǘŜƴǝŀƭ 
     For the second year in a row, 
we are working in collaboration 
with the Mississippi State Universi-
ty Irrigation Team to research the 
potential for rowed rice production.  
The prospect of successful rowed 
rice would be beneficial to our 
farm when we have rice planted 
adjacent to ungraded fields be-
cause it would help us reduce the 
risk of drift.  Also, with the herbi-
cide products that are available on 
the market today, weed control on 
rice is much more manageable 
than it has been in the past, which 
led us to this research project.  
     Last year, we had success with 
the research we performed on thir-
ty acres. To combat weeds, we 
use a split Command, Command/ 

¢ƘŜ bŜǿ hǾŜǊǝƳŜ wǳƭŜ ŀƴŘ !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ 

Newpath, followed by Clearpath 
program approach. What we 
found is that  rowed rice was as 
profitable as the straight levee 
rice irrigated with the use of side
-inlet poly-pipe. With the positive 
2015 findings, we decided to ex-
pand our rowed rice production 
to just over 200 acres this year. 
A few of our research objectives 
include: yield, weed and disease 
management, and nitrogen utili-
zation efficiency.  Also, through 
the use of water flow meters, we 
plan to research the efficiency of 
rowed rice for water utilization as 
compared to straight levee rice.  
     We will follow up with our re-
search results in upcoming 
newsletters.  Stay tuned. 

     On May 18, 2016, President 
Obama and Secretary Perez an-
nounced the Department of La-
borôs (DOL) final rule updating the 
overtime regulations, which will 
automatically extend overtime pay 
to over 4 million workers within the 
first year of implementation. The 
key provision of the rule includes 
increasing the salary level for 
ñwhite collarò workers to be ex-
empt to $913 per week.  These 
new rules will go into effect on De-
cember 1, 2016. 
     Even though workers directly 
involved in production agriculture 
are exempt from overtime, it is im-
portant to not quickly dismiss the 
new rule under this assumption.  
Many farms could potentially have 
employees who are now subject to 
overtime pay.  To be considered 
as exempt under the agricultural 
exemption, an employeeôs duties 
must be directly (ñhands-onò) in-
volved in the tilling, cultivating, 
planting, growing and harvesting 
of the crop. 

     The new overtime rule does 
not change the definition of the 
agricultural exemption.  Its pri-
mary focus is on ñwhite collarò 
exemption, which would be those 
whose duties are considered ad-
ministrative, managerial or pro-
fessional.  Job titles that may be 
affected by this rule include: 
�x�� Administrative Assistants 
�x�� Receptionists 
�x�� Farm Managers 
�x�� Bookkeepers 
     Administrative assistants, re-
ceptionists and bookkeepers will 
only be exempt from overtime if 
they meet the following criteria: 
�x�� Salary greater than $913/wk 
�x�� Job duties include office work      
directly related to the man-
agement and general busi-
ness of the employer. 

�x�� Employee must be able to 
exercise independent judge-
ment related to matters of 
significance at the business. 

If an administrative employee 
does not meet each of these cri- 

eria, then he or she will be eligible 
for overtime. 
     Farm managers will be exempt 
from overtime if they meet one of 
the two exemptions: agricultural or 
executive.  To meet the agricultur-
al exemption, they must be directly 
involved in crop production as de-
fined earlier.  To meet the execu-
tive exemption, the following crite-
ria must be met:  
�x�� Salary greater than $913/wk 
�x�� Employee must manage two or 
more full-time employees. 

�x�� Employeeôs recommendations 
for hiring and firing must carry 
significant weight. 

     If a manager is not ñhands-onò 
driving a tractor to cultivate, plant 
or harvest a crop, or he does not 
meet the executive exemption cri-
teria, he could be non-exempt.   
     If you have not reviewed your 
employeeôs job descriptions re-
cently, now is a good time to make 
sure that each employee is classi-
fied correctly based on the up-
dates to the overtime law. 

Rowed rice at the Ducrest Farm. 

MSU flow meter used to track water 
usage in rowed rice production  

6/8/16 

The 2nd week of June 
our peanut plants 
made their appearance.  
This is our second year 
farming peanuts.  

Jeremy met with his peer group at 
Dusty Lane Farms, a grain and vege-
table farm, in New Jersey.  Stacie 
and Elizabeth met with their peer 
group at Tom Farms in Indiana.  
Each groups meet twice per year to 
discuss agriculture issues. 

Spraying rice at 
the Ducrest Farm.  


