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With almost 200 000 units sold 
worldwide each year, avail-
able statistics suggest that the 

compact excavator market might be the 
single largest sector of the annual global 
700 000-unit construction equipment mar-
ket. The mini excavator, also known as the 
compact excavator, has earned an increas-
ingly popular reputation in the developed 
world through its size and utility, especial-
ly considering that most construction work 
in these markets is based on reconstruc-

tion of existing infrastructure, often calling 
for compact pieces of equipment that can 
navigate space constrained jobsites. 

But, what about the African market? We 
are a little bit late to the mini excavator 
party, but all indications are that this sector 
has to grow. Tom Bloom, general manager 
for Construction Equipment at Smith Power 
Equipment, the authorised distributor of 
the Kubota range of mini excavators in 
South Africa, predicts that the market for 
compact excavators in South Africa to be 

GAINING A STRONG 
FOOTHOLD
The African mini excavator market remains a very small segment of the 

continent’s overall construction equipment market, but all indications are that it 

has to grow. This is in line with global trends, with available data showing that 

the compact excavator sector is one of the most competitive areas of the global 

construction equipment market, worth an estimated US$5,85 billion annually, 

writes Munesu Shoko

MINI EXCAVATORS

HPE Africa, the exclusive distributor 
of Hyundai Construction Equipment 
locally, boasts a fair share (in 
excess of 13%) of the mini excavator 
market. 

KEY TALKING POINTS 

Mini excavator segment is one of the most 
competitive areas of the global construction 
equipment market, worth an estimated 
US$5,85 billion annually
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around 160 units per year. Bear in mind 
South Africa is the biggest equipment 
market on the continent, contributing 
almost half of the overall equipment sales 
every year. However, Bloom predicts this 
market will increase by almost 20% year-
on-year moving forward.

Lani van der Watt, marketing manager 
at High Power Equipment (HPE) Africa, 
the exclusive distributor for Hyundai 
Construction Equipment in South Africa, 
says there has been a significant 

improvement in demand in the agricultural 
sector in recent months. “This might create 
some opportunity for the mini excavator 
sales to increase. However, the mind-set 
of the South African market players would 
also need to shift,” she says. 

According to Van der Watt, there 
were approximately in access of 75 mini 
excavators sold in South Africa in the first 
three quarters of 2017, and about 5% of 
those were exported to other African 
countries. 

Growth drivers 
What are the major drivers? The first big 
driver of compact gear is urbanisation. 
As towns continue to grow, space is at a 
premium at many construction sites, hence 
the need for a smaller machine that can get 
the better of space constraints. According 
to the African Development Bank, the 
proportion of the world’s urban population 
is expected to increase to about 57% by 
2050 from 47% by 2000. More than 90% of 
future population growth will be accounted 

The new 8 t Kubota KX080-3S 
mini excavator offers high power 
performance to execute jobs that 
normally call for larger conventional 
machines.

About 200 000 mini excavator units 
sold worldwide each year

Market for compact excavators 
in South Africa predicted to be 
around 160 units per year

Urbanisation is one of the 
big drivers of compact gear 
in the African marketplace

Change in application is also 
another major driver of the compact 
excavator market, with more jobs in 
landscaping, sewage, trenching and 
cabling on the horizon
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for by the large cities in the developing 
world. Africa has experienced the highest 
urban growth during the last 20 years at 
3,5% per year. Projections indicate that 
between 2010 and 2025, some African 
cities will account for up to 85% of the 
population. 

As a result, urban infrastructure 
development projects like the construction 
of buildings will take centre stage. 
Increasing investment in the real estate 
market will result in the construction of 
high-rise buildings, which will in turn 
foster the demand for mini excavators in 
years to come.  

The second driver is the change in 
application. Away from mining and 
infrastructure where you need big-
sized excavators, there are more jobs in 
applications such as landscaping, sewage, 
trenching and cabling. These applications 
are continuously growing and compact 
equipment becomes a big need. 

The key competitive edge of this range 
of mobile excavators is their versatility. 
They can be deployed into an assortment 
of applications, ranging from digging 
basements, burying downspout lines, 
installing electrical services, trenching 
service lines, to augering holes for trees. 
A go-anywhere machine is a boon on any 
site.

Signs of growth
Justin Nicoll, managing director of Force 
8, the local supplier of the Yanmar range 
of compact excavators, says the compact 
excavator is fast growing as a tool of 
choice on South African construction 
sites. He is of the view that customers are 
benefitting from the versatility of small 

excavators and increased productivity 
on sites. “The compact excavator is fast 
becoming a tool of choice, having seen its 
abilities underestimated for a very long 
time,” argues Nicoll. “Compact excavators 
have an entire playbook of operations, all 
the way from demolition, brush cutting, 
augering, compaction to picking and 
placing with precision.”

Nicoll believes mid-sized units such as 
the 8 t are even taking trenching work away 
from tried-and-tested TLBs, and argues that 
it is a matter of time before they upstage 
the TLB because of the comparative 
production speeds. Sectors with increased 
uptake of the compact excavator are pretty 
much evenly divided between construction 
and agriculture, according to Nicoll. 
“Applications are probably, in thirds, split 
between maintenance, site work and a very 
consistent call for demolition,” says Nicoll. 

Stephen McNeill of Bell Equipment 
says the trend towards mini excavators 
has been noticed locally, but it is still 
very much in its infancy compared with 
international markets. “However, we 
expect the trend to grow, and for this 
reason, we have introduced the Kobelco 
range of compact excavators, ranging from 
1 to 4 t, to meet market requirements,” 
says McNeill, referring to Bell Equipment’s 
recent agreement for the exclusive 
distribution and support of the Kobelco 
range of excavators in southern Africa.

Market drivers 
In terms of market drivers, Nicoll says 
the compact excavator is built to work in 
confined circumstances and has become 
an invaluable solution in those specific 
applications. “The machines get into 

buildings, can be craned quite easily and 
Yanmar’s smallest can even get in a regular 
lift for internal demolition jobs,” he says. 

Nicoll believes innovation is also key 
in this market segment. “Technology and 
productivity go hand in hand. The Yanmar 
product is well refined and not costly to 
operate. Reliability is crucial in order to 
meet production quotas and targets, and 
innovative products such as the Yanmar 
range increase uptime,” says Nicoll. 

For Force 8, the prime market drivers in 
this range are the Yanmar models in the 1 
to 8 t size category, and the 5 t is said to 
be the most buoyant nationally. In terms of 
demand, Nicoll says a few years back, one 
compact unit was sold for every 20 units 
in the 20 t class and bigger. “In Europe it 
was the exact converse; 20 small units for 
every single large excavator sold. We are 
moving slowly towards the European ratio. 
So, I think the potential is massive.”

Bloom is also upbeat about the 
prospects of growth for the mini excavator, 
and through education, he believes that 
local contractors are slowly, but surely 
grasping the potential benefits of the 
compact excavator. “Unfortunately, the 
‘bigger is always better’ mentality still 
rules in South Africa. But, in challenging 
economic conditions, cost saving is very 
important. A compact excavator’s major 
benefits over most conventional solutions 
include fuel economy, lower capital outlay, 
ease of transportation compared with 
bigger options, as well as versatility,” 
reasons Bloom. “We also see a lot of 
urban construction going on locally, and 
often in confined working environments, 
and this is where the compact excavator 
excels.” 

Bobcat’s new E85’s bucket digging force has been significantly 
increased to 61,8 kN, a 13% increase over the previous model.  

EXCAVATORS

Force 8, a local Yanmar compact excavator dealer, sees an 
apparent ongoing preference for smaller gear on African 
construction sites. 
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Product offerings
HPE Africa boasts a fair share (in excess of 13%) of the mini 
excavator market. “We have supplied mini excavators to 
customers in agriculture, construction and plant hire industries 
between January and August 2017,” says Van der Watt. HPE 
Africa supplies mini Hyundai excavators ranging from 3,5-8 t, 
namely the R35Z-9, R60-9S and R80-7 -7 800. 

With a 3,65 t operating weight, the R35Z-9’s boom swing 
function (80 x 400 mm) is designed for efficient work in 
congested residential and urban areas. The boom can be offset 
left or right within an operating range. Its short tail swing radius 
allows the operator to work in confined areas like close to 
buildings or roadways, and in urban areas. “The compact radius 
design provides easy and efficient operation in any space-
limited working environments,” says Van der Watt. 

To further compete in a growing market, Bobcat recently 
added two new compact excavators in the 6-8 t weight range. 
The 6-tonne E62 and 8-tonne E85 reduced tail swing (RTS) 
models replace the previous E60 and E80 models, respectively. 
The latest generation excavators share many features and 
advances to maximise performance, versatility, operator 
comfort, durability, ease of maintenance and serviceability.  

Both excavators feature upgraded hydraulic systems resulting 
in higher pressures and flows, generating smoother and greater 
digging and lifting performances. The E62 compact excavator 
offers a 10% increase in the arm digging force to 28,7 kN and 
an 8% increase in the bucket digging force to 43,1 kN in the 
short arm version. In the E85 model, the bucket digging force 
has been significantly increased to 61,8 kN, a 13% increase 
over the previous model.  

The E62 and E85 models are standard equipped with primary 
and secondary auxiliary hydraulic lines offering both dual 
directional and proportional flow for increased versatility. A 
thumb control is integrated in the joysticks for better metering 
of the boom swing and the proportional auxiliary hydraulics.

Latest on SPE’s arrival lounge is the new 8 t Kubota KX080- 3S. 
A key feature of the KX080-3S is its compact size that allows 
it to work in very tight spaces, but offering high power perfor-
mance to execute a range of jobs that normally call for larger 
conventional machines. The machine comes with Kubota’s pio-
neering 360 mm tight tail swing, and thanks to the contoured, 
tight tail design, the KX080-3S is said to be more stable and can 
work in areas where space is at a premium than conventional 
tail swing excavators. 

“With its compact size, the machine can still achieve a 
high level of industrial performance on space-constrained 
construction sites, making it a unique proposition for local 
contractors seeking substantial power on space-restrained 
urban sites,” says Bloom. Its compact size also makes it easier 
to transport between sites. With its 2 200 mm width, the Kubota 
KX080-3S is said to be lot narrower than competitive machines 
in the same size class. 

Versatility is another key benefit of this machine. While 
a range of attachments that can be fitted on this machine is 
very wide, it also comes with a high-capacity dozer blade, 
which removes the need for separate machines for a range of 
applications such as site preparation, digging and finish work. 

The machine also comes with a third-line hydraulic return 
function. “When working with one-way hydraulic attachments, 
such as a breaker or brush cutter, the standard third-line 
hydraulic system allows oil to flow directly back to the tank 
without running through the control valves. This translates into 
reduced oil contamination, less back pressure and increased oil 
flow efficiency,” concludes Bloom.  b

http://www.cse.co.za/
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Fleet renewal puts Burma Plant Hire on growth path

A restructuring and fleet renewal programme 
at Cape Town-based Burma Plant Hire has 
put the company on track for further growth 
in the construction, mining and other sectors. 

In addition to its traditional base load 
work in the construction and landfill space, 
in recent years Burma Plant Hire has expand-
ed considerably into mining contracting on 
opencast operations – and is seeing a resur-
gence in interest following improvements in 
commodity prices.

The addition of quality brand dozers, load-
ers, excavators and articulated dump trucks 
for mining operations is part of Burma Plant 
Hire’s fleet revitalisation. There has also 
been an investment in 30 new tractor-load-
er-backhoes (TLBs) for construction appli-
cations, says Izak van Niekerk, divisional 
head designate at the Raumix Materials 
Division of holding company Raubex. “We 
have focused on strategic locations where 
we are building critical mass and investing in 
equipment that will boost our flexibility and 
responsiveness.”

Theuns Burger, MD of Burma Plant Hire, 
highlights that the company’s depth of exper-
tise in plant management is enhanced by its 
sophisticated enterprise resource planning 
(ERP) system – built up over the years to inte-

grate and streamline its operations.
“Having these systems in place allows us 

to respond quickly and effectively to custom-
er requirements, and to maintain a very close 
working relationship with our original equip-
ment manufacturers (OEMs),” says Burger.

He emphasises that serving customers 
today is not just about providing well-main-
tained, fit-for-purpose equipment; it is also 
about collaborating with customers to meet 
stringent compliance requirements in safety, 
health, environment and quality.

“Our reputation for customer service is 
built on adding value to our customers’ oper-
ations, which includes working with them to 
manage and mitigate business risk,” he says.

Burma Plant Hire’s experience and its sub-
stantial fleet of equipment have recently al-
lowed it entry to a number of new markets, 
including renewable energy projects in wind 
and solar power generation in the Western 
Cape and Northern Cape.

Burger says Burma Plant Hire’s strong rela-
tionships with OEMs not only facilitate opti-
mal uptime and performance, but ensure that 
their machine configurations meet custom-
ers’ compliance requirements at all times.

Part of its commitment to quality and per-
formance is pursued through Burma Plant 

Hire’s in-house training and certification of 
its complement of almost 400 operators, who 
can also benefit from the company’s driving 
simulator. b

Burma Plant Hire has embarked on a massive 
fleet renewal programme. 

http://smithpower.co.za/


Mburg Mini Plant gets the better of tight working areas 

Tight working areas are the order of the day 
in Mburg Mini Plant’s line of work, and to 
prevail over space-constrained jobsites, the 
Western Cape-based company recently took 
delivery of a 3 t Kubota U30-6 mini-excavator 
from Smith Power Equipment (SPE), South 
African importer and distributor of leading 
global specialist machinery, turf maintenance 
equipment and off-road vehicles.

Mburg Mini Plant is a Cape Town-based, 
family-owned contractor that specialises in 
earthmoving, trenching, rock breaking and 
hole-drilling jobs, but its area of speciality 
is in space-constrained jobsites where big 
machines are often out of question. When 
recently faced with a decision to expand their 
mini-excavator fleet, owners Stephen Ebing 
and his son Jason, unanimously decided to 
purchase a 3 t Kubota U30-6 mini-excavator 
from Smith Power Equipment, the authorised 
distributor of the Kubota range of compact 
excavators in South Africa, through its 
Strand-based dealer, Kubota Western Cape.

Apart from Kubota’s track-record and build 
quality, a major feature behind Mburg Mini 
Plant’s buying decision was the Kubota U30-
6’s compact size, which allows it to work 
in very tight spaces, but still offering high 
power performance to execute a range of 

jobs that normally call for larger conventional 
machines. Powered by a Kubota D1703-M-
E3-BH-11 engine delivering 20,5 kW @ 2 200 
rpm, the U30-6 punches above its weight 
with an impressive bucket breakout force 
of 30 kN, representing a whopping 113% 
increase compared with the previous model. 

The compact size of the machine was a 
key prerequisite. With an overall length of 
only 4 530 mm, overall height of 2 455 mm 
and 1 550 mm width, the U30-6 fits the bill 
for Mburg Mini Plant’s space-restricted line 

of work, and the ability to fit onto a standard 
trailer makes it easy to move the machine 
from site to site. 

“With Kubota’s boom-swing technology, 
the machine allows for direct digging 
operation close to walls or buildings without 
the need to reposition it. Combined with 
Kubota’s zero tail swing function, which 
always keeps the tail of the excavator within 
track-width when swivelling, the machine 
is very suitable for operation in typical tight 
places we work in,” says Ebing. b

Stephen Ebing (right) and his son Jason recently took delivery of a 3 t Kubota U30-6 mini-
excavator from Smith Power Equipment. 
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When PlusNet’s Chris Vermeulen was 
introduced to the Kubota U-50 mini-
excavators at Smith Power Equipment’s 
(SPE) Nampo 2017 stand, it did not take 
long for him to make up his mind. “I was 
immediately impressed by their power-to-
size ratio, manoeuvrability in tight spaces 
and a range of features that promote 
efficiency. So we bought three units with 
attachments including augurs, breakers 
and standard buckets,” he says.  

“One of the most impressive features of 
this machine is the matching performance 
of every front attachment which contrib-
utes to the smooth and efficient overall 
operation,” says Vermeulen. 

One of the attachments purchased by 
PlusNet is the BTI BX6 hydraulic break-
er, which is very effective across a wide 
range of applications including trenching, 
construction, demolition, quarrying, min-
ing and recycling. Another attachment 
the company acquired is the Auger Torque 
5500 auger, which comes standard with 
Augur Torque’s unique Non-Dislodgement 
Shaft – a single-piece drive shaft assem-
bled top down and locked into the augur 
housing. The design guarantees that the 
shaft will never fall out, making for a very 
safe work environment for both operators 
and surrounding workers. 

SPE excavator sales manager Charl Kemp 
says two features of the Kubota U-50 that 
help to bring the best out of these attach-
ments are, firstly, the third line hydraulic 

return which, when working with one-way 
hydraulic attachments, allows oil to flow 
directly back to the tank without running 
through the control valves resulting in less 
oil contamination, reduced back pressure 
and greater oil-flow efficiency. 

The second feature is the one-pump load 
sensing system, which adjusts hydraulic 
pressure automatically according to the 
load changes and reacts precisely to the 
movement of the control lever. Since the 
engine load is small, various inching and 
compounding operations can be undertak-
en while eliminating unnecessary loss of 
hydraulic flow.

The Kubota U-50 units have become funda-
mental to PlusNet’s operation. “We use them 
to drill holes, dig trenches and break rock for 

the installation of our standard product, which 
is shade cloth structures, or windbreaks, that 
cover very large areas of agricultural crops, 
including fruit-trees, table grapes, vegetables 
and more,” says Vermeulen.  

Erecting the netting will often entail dig-
ging of holes for 10 000 anchor poles and 
digging of trenches at the end of each row 
of poles to accommodate anchors that sta-
bilise the netting. “We need to work very 
accurately and fast and the Kubotas have 
been instrumental in our success in this 
regard,” says Vermeulen. “The machines 
work as a ‘team’ – one drilling, one break-
ing rock and one digging and removing 
waste – and they have done this efficiently 
and reliably. I am more than satisfied with 
their overall performance.” b

A variety of transport tasks are arising in 
agricultural business and for contracted 
hauliers. Thanks to their high payload at 
a gross train weight of 40 or 38 t, low fuel 
consumption and typical high driving speed 
of 89 km/h, trucks are gaining ground in 
the transport chain between farm, field 
and warehouse.

At this year’s AGRITECHNICA trade fair, 
taking place from 12 to 18 November in 
Hannover, MAN will be presenting an 
agricultural truck, based on a MAN TGS 
semitrailer tractor, alongside the engines 
for installations developed by MAN En-
gines.  

The 500 hp all-wheel drive tractor unit 
will win over potential customers with its 
industry-tailored configuration: approval 
for use as an agricultural or forestry tractor 
unit, load-sensing hydraulic system on the 
PTO on the flywheel side, various trailer 
couplings and wide, soil-friendly agricul-
tural tyres (445/65R22.5 at the front and 

600/50R22.5 at the rear). 
The advantage of the MAN agricultural 

semitrailer tractor concept lies in the 
combined street and field use as well as 
the fact that it can be used all year round. 

Once farming operations and harvest 
time have come to an end, you need only 
exchange the semitrailer and the tyres 
to be able to use this MAN truck for 
construction transportation. b

MAN Truck & Bus at AGRITECHNICA 2017

Kubota mini excavators boost PlusNet’s productivity 

MAN will be presenting 
an agricultural truck, 
based on a MAN TGS 
semitrailer tractor. 

The Kubota U-50 units have become fundamental to PlusNet’s operation. 

AGRICULTURE NEWS
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