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Eugene Kalafatis briefs the Heli-Tractor ground crew before loading the Bell Jet Ranger 206.
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Green route previous
Red route current
Blue route upcoming

by Bill Lavender
In 2005, I received an email from a helicopter 
operator in South Africa, Heli-Tractor, owned and 
operated by Eugene Kalafatis. In the email, Eugene 
explained to me how he was treating avocado trees 
with his Enstrom 280C in the mountainous terrain 
of Tzaneen. The article was excellent. Since then, 
Eugene has submitted numerous articles; in 2007 
about upgrading his operation to an R44 and in 2011 
where he used a UH-1H Huey to spread fertilizer on 
crops, something never done before by helicopter in 
South Africa. 

After receiving three good and interesting articles, 
all which made the cover of AgAir Update, and an 
email association of nearly ten years, I finally had 

the opportunity to meet Eugene while on my 2014 
South Africa Excursion. Eugene invited me to stop 
by, spend the night on the farm and share a beer or 
two - exactly what I did! 

Eugene Kalafatis was born and raised in South 
Africa. After serving in the Air Force, he returned 
home to run the family’s 152-hectare sugarcane 
farm near Pietermaritzburg. He started helicopter 
training in an R22 in 1993 and by 1997 had earned 
his Commercial Pilot’s License. For a couple of years, 
he flew an assortment of helicopters doing photo, 
security and charter flying.

Eugene realized that on his farm the sugarcane fields 
were small, like other sugarcane fields in South 



Africa, and not conducive to aerial spraying with 
fixed wing aircraft. So, he bought a 1972 Enstrom 
280C with an Agrinautics spray system that carried 
300 liters (80 gallons) and put it to work.

Eugene operated the Enstrom for three years. He 
found that it was too slow at 60 MPH. When it had a 

bearing failure, he replaced it with a Robinson R22, 
the only helicopter available at the time. He put the 
R22 to work, but soon upgraded to an R44 with a 
New Zealand-built Helipod spray system, now built 
by Simplex. It had a larger 400-liter tank and worked 
at 70 knots; a faster and more productive machine 
than either the Enstrom or the R22. 

It is an early morning start as the Heli-Tractor 
ground support crew prep the Jet Ranger.

One of Heli-Tractor’s nurse rigs. The sides fold down 
on the diesel-powered truck for easy access. The 
hydraulic oil only tank actually serves as a fuel tank for 
the Jet Ranger.

Eugene Kalafatis sets up for another 
pass over a South Africa sugar cane 
field with Heli-Tractor’s Bell Jet 
Ranger 206.



Heli-Tractor operated the R44 successfully for seven 
years; from 2006 to 2013. However, based at 2,500 
MSL, Eugene found himself always in need of more 
power and capacity. When the opportunity came to 
upgrade to the Bell Jet Ranger 206, Eugene took it. 
The Jet Ranger has a Simplex 600-liter spray tank, a 
50% increase over the R44. It uses a 16-meter swath 
(52 feet) for herbicide work and 20-meter (65 feet) 
swath for insecticides and fungicides flying at 70 
knots. However, the capacity gain was not the only 
advantage of the Jet Ranger. Now, Eugene could use 
Jet-A fuel, which is easier to locate and less expensive 
than avgas.

The typical farmer customer for Heli-Tractor has 
300-500 hectares (750-1,250 acres). However, a 
few larger farmers have a many as 5,000-6,000 
hectares (12,500-15,000 acres). Seventy percent of 
Heli-Tractor’s flying is over sugarcane fields. Two-
thirds of that work is applying a ripening agent, 
like Fusilade. The balance of the cane flying in the 
past three years has been a fungicide application of 
Abacus.    

Approximately 15% of Heli-Tractor’s flying is 
insecticide applications and glyphosate on black 
wattle trees and a mixture of applications on small 
grains and pine, macadamia and pecan trees. Some 
flying includes a fungicide application on maize 

(corn). The remaining 15% of the flying is over 
avocado trees in Tzaneen. 

Spraying for Heli-Tractor begins in September 
treating stinkbugs and thrips on avocado trees. 
Applications are made at 30 liters per hectare (3 
GPA) using 80° flat fan nozzles and guided by a 
TracMap GPS. These applications end in October. 

During November and December, the Jet Ranger 
is busy fertilizing maize and sugarcane using a 
GROUND-EFFECT spreading bucket. 

January through June Heli-Tractor is busy flying 
over sugarcane, maize and forestry. The sugarcane 
is planted in alternating fields with one and two-
year varieties. This poses serious challenges when 
applying a ripening agent to one field and not the 

Eugene Kalafatis with his stainless steel GROUND-
EFFECT spreading bucket used for fertilizer applications 
with the Bell Jet Ranger 206.

Heli-Tractor uses a TracMap GPS and was TracMap’s 
first South African customer. Eugene likes the simplicity 
of the unit, as well as its light weight that is ideal for 
helicopter installations.
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Not only does the day start early 
for Heli-Tractor, but so it does 
for Wayne Daniel of Greystones 
Aviation Components based out 
of Durban, 60 miles away. Wayne 
drove over in the dark hours of 
the morning to get Eugene’s front 
input drive shaft going before 
takeoff time at daylight. 

other. There is only a few meters separation between 
the fields, enough for a truck to drive through. Keep 
in mind, South African ag-operators cannot buy 
chemical drift insurance. 

The season comes to a close in July and August 
when Heli-Tractor relocates to the Western Cape at 
Swellendam. Here wheat, canola, oats and barley are 
treated with one application of a fungicide with an 
insecticide usually mixed in as needed. At the Cape, 
the grower does all the mixing of the chemicals, 
providing both the chemicals and water using Heli-
Tractor’s equipment. Heli-Tractor employees load 
the Jet Ranger.

It was really good to finally meet Eugene. He and 
his wife, Maggie, were excellent hosts that prepared 
a fantastic steak served with fine South African 
wine. It was off to bed early with Eugene warning 
we would be waking at 4 a.m. to drive to the landing 
zone at a customer’s farm and be ready for the first 
load at daylight. That sure made for a long day with 
Theunis, my driver, and myself. Departing, while 
Eugene was steady working the Jet Ranger, our next 
stop of the 2014 AgAir Update South Africa Excursion 
would be in the Dargle Valley of the KwaZula Natal 
Midlands to visit Mitch and Lyn Spall of Natal Aerial 
Spray.


