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Karoo farmer aged 80 earns UCT master’s degree after
researching drought’s toll on farmers

Charl Johannes van der Merwe has fulfilled a lifelong dream of earning a Master of Commerce in

Economics.
Photo: Supplied

After more than five decades of farming in the drought-prone Upper Karoo, 80-year-old
Charl Johannes van der Merwe will graduate from the University of Cape Town (UCT) with a
Master of Commerce in Economics, having turned his first-hand experience of drought into
research on its economic and psychological toll on farming communities.

Van der Merwe, a sheep farmer from Leeukloof near Calvinia, will graduate on Wednesday,
9 September 2026 at 10:00.



His dissertation, "Economic Analysis of Sheep Farmers’ Responses to Drought in the Upper
Karoo, 2013-2023", examined how commercial sheep farmers responded to one of the
region’s most severe droughts and what can be done to strengthen their resilience against
future climate shocks.

For Van der Merwe, the degree also fulfils an ambition that began nearly six decades ago.
After completing a BSc in Agriculture at Stellenbosch University in 1968, he hoped to
continue his studies. Family responsibilities, however, called him home to join his father on
the family farm.

"I respected my father’s wishes,” he reflected. “But that was not the end of the road for
me.ll

He continued his education while building his farming career. Studying part-time through
UNISA, he completed a BCom and an honours degree in business economics. Years later, he
returned to university to study psychology and philosophy, earning a BA followed by an
honours degree in psychology.

At 76, as he began to consider retiring from active farming, he decided to pursue another
qualification. That decision led him to UCT and research rooted in a crisis he had
experienced alongside fellow farmers.

Turning drought experience into research

The Upper Karoo endured a prolonged drought between 2013 and 2023, placing severe
pressure on sheep farmers, their families and the communities whose livelihoods depend on
agriculture.

Van der Merwe’s research found that commercial sheep farmers in the Upper Karoo lost
nearly 45% of their livestock between 2017 and 2021. The financial losses were
accompanied by a significant psychological toll, with nearly three-quarters of participating
farmers showing signs of possible depression and anxiety.

Yet the research also revealed resilience within farming communities.

Within two years of rainfall returning, almost 60% of farmers who had experienced
emotional distress reported recovering psychologically. Strong community ties and social
support helped many rebuild their emotional well-being, even as financial recovery remained
slow.

“The years of good rainfall compensate for the stressful times,” he said. “Farmers live in the
hope that the next year will be the beginning of better times.”

The research also highlighted gaps in drought support, with many Northern Cape farmers
receiving little to no government assistance during the crisis.

For Van der Merwe, drought support needs to address both the financial and psychological
consequences of prolonged hardship.

“State aid does not only help financially,” he explained. "It also helps to relieve depression.
Farmers should know that struggling emotionally is nothing to be ashamed of.”



A lifetime shaped by drought
Van der Merwe’s interest in drought dates back to the beginning of his farming career.

“When I started farming in 1969, we were already going through a bad drought. That
drought shaped my thinking.”

The experience taught him to prepare for difficult seasons by conserving fodder and
planning ahead. His master’s research allowed him to examine how other farmers responded
to drought and whether different approaches could strengthen resilience against future
climate shocks.

One unexpected finding was that many farmers may unknowingly have been overstocking
before the drought because they underestimated how ewe body weight influences grazing

capacity.

The findings reinforced Van der Merwe’s belief that research, technology and innovation can
help farmers adapt to increasingly unpredictable climatic conditions. He believed the focus
should extend beyond providing financial relief after disaster strikes and instead support
measures that improve productivity and help farmers prepare for future droughts.

A family achievement
Although the degree bears his name, Van der Merwe regards the achievement as a family
effort.

He credits his wife, Mariétte, their five children and nine grandchildren for supporting him
throughout his studies. He is also grateful to his supervisor, Professor Beatrice Conradie, and
UCT for their support.

Having spent more than five decades working the land, Van der Merwe remains optimistic
about the future of South African agriculture. He believes the next generation must focus on
productivity, innovation and adapting to the realities of farming in an increasingly
unpredictable climate.

“My greatest hope is that the next generation of farmers will dream about ways to increase
productivity. It is this dream that will make farming in the arid Karoo a positive experience
and a viable option.”

His contribution has earned the respect of fellow farmers. Francois van Wyk of Downes
Farm described Van der Merwe as a “very successful, innovative and visionary farmer” who
developed an intensive farming enterprise in and around the Doring River area.

“With his background as a farmer, a student, a writer of numerous articles and a researcher,
he is highly respected in our area. His recommendations will help our farmers to understand
our farming challenges and opportunities. We are proud of his achievements and hope he
gets an honorary doctorate for his contribution.”

At 80, Van der Merwe is proving that education has no expiry date. His journey from the
family farm to UCT has turned decades of experience into research that could help farmers
and policymakers better understand drought-related challenges and prepare for what lies
ahead.



Story by Myolisi Gophe, UCT News.
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