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AT THE AGE of 69, six business books, several degrees and 
a doctorate later, Dr. Reuel Khoza has turned his attention 

to his original passion: farming. As the owner of the second 
biggest avocado pack house in South Africa, Koeltehof Packers 
in Kiepersol, Mpumalanga, Reuel has started a new career 
when most would be retiring. His quest led him to lean on the 
area's established farmers, approaching this new business with 
humility and a voracious appetite for learning.

Investing in a previous unknown industry to him, Reuel 
fell back on his father's wisdom. ªMy father taught me that 
when in a new situation, exercise intelligent ignorance. This 
means you position yourself as a learner and absorb every-
thing you can,º says Reuel.

He attributes his success to the values his family instilled 
in him as a child, with industriousness being key. ªWe were 
taught not to rest unless you are tired. You don't just rest, 
you must earn it. We were taught to harbour ambition, and 
diligence in pursuing that ambition.º

RETURNING TO HIS FIRST LOVE
Reuel grew up in Bushbuckridge, just outside of Hazyview in 
Mpumalanga. His grandfather owned a small herd of cattle 
and Reuel and his cousin had to alternate herding duties 
and attending school. ªBut my grandfather saw potential in 
me and decided that my schooling must not be interrupted. 
I then went to school full-time while my cousins alternated 
looking after the cattle. But the love for farming was already 
instilled in me.º

He relates how the car is always slowed down when pass-
ing cattle during trips from Johannesburg to the Lowveld. 
ªMy family gets so irritated with me, always asking why I'm 
slowing down. Then I tell them I'm admiring the cattle. So 
when I turned 60 my wife bought me a Boran heifer and so a 
new career in farming was born.º

Reuel since expanded his herd to 400 head of cattle on a 
farm in Machadodorp, just outside of Nelspruit. When looking 
for a home in the Lowveld in 2007 he wanted to be in an or-
chard and was shown the house that stands on Koeltehof farm. 
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Dr. Reuel Khoza and Koeltehof manager Patrick Caeta no

Koeltehof Packers packs avocados for 23 of Mpumalanga's 
farmers, totalling four million 4 kg trays per year.
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ªThe investment was a bit of a stretch. But when my granddaughter saw the Wendy 
house turned doll house standing in the yard she pulled me aside and said Ùmkhulu, 
buy it!'º

Reuel's philosophy is ®rst make it work, then survive, then prosper. Since acquir-
ing the farm he has taken the pack house from an 800#000 4 kg tray capacity to 
four million.

ACQUIRING AND GROWING KOELTEHOF
The original Koeltehof farm bought in 2007 consists of 200 ha of farmland, 100 ha 
of which is under avocado cultivation, and a 1000 m$ pack house. Reuel has since 
expanded to convert an additional 50 ha of the farmland to macadamia orchards 
and added another 1#250 m$ state of the art pack house. 

The additional pack house was added at a cost of R75 million to expand its 
capacity to handle four million 4 kg cartons per year. The upgraded pack house 
comprises of a larger pack line, an automatic bin tipper and a high-tech sizer from 
the Netherlands. Koeltehof has an automated palletizing station, which reduces the ��TO PAGE 50

Esther Magagula is part of the team 
that packs avocados in the Koelte-
hof pack house. She has been with 
the company for six years.

The new state-of-the-art pack house can 
handle three million 4 kg cartons in two 
12 hours shifts.

risk of injury to employees that may 
result from picking up heavy loads.  

The new pack house is highly ad-
vanced and is equipped with high qual-
ity modernised machines, and dispatch-
ing and cool room facilities. The system 
also maintains a 95% humidity rate in 
the room. 

The pack house packs Reuel's own 
avocados along with those of 23 other 
growers in the province. They pack and 
export avocados for several companies 
including Westfalia, Katop& and HL Halls 
( Sons. Some 20% of the avocados are 
consumed locally while the remainder is 
exported, mostly to Europe.

Regular meetings with the growers 
are held to discuss market nuances and 
yields. Reuel explains that they are in 
a constant process of assessing what 
is needed in order for the business 
to perform optimally and keep the 
growers happy. With the exponential 
increase in the avocado crop in the 
coming years, the pack house will need 
to be expanded once more in the next 
®ve years.
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ªIt takes 18 months to two years to build another pack 
house of this size. In the 25 km radius around Koeltehof 
there is no alternative pack house for the area's farmers, so 
expansion is inevitable.º

STARTING WITH THE RIGHT ATTITUDE
Reuel says that while his grandfather had cattle he still classi-
®es himself as a ®rst generation farmer. ªIf you have not had 
commercial experience, you can't call yourself a farmer. My 
neighbours here are all fourth generation farmers. They have 
decades of knowledge behind them; they understand farm-
ing. One must be humble enough to know what you don't 
know and be prepared to learn.º

Reuel acquainted himself with the best in the industry and 
undertook to learn what he could from surrounding farmers. 
ªMy neighbours in this area embraced me. They told their 
sons to address me as oom as a sign of respect. I partnered 
with HL Halls ( Sons initially and they rented the farm while 
I worked with them so that I could be exposed to all of the 
elements involved in the farm and learn step by step, be it 
pruning, fertilising and packing. Everything that goes into 
farming I learnt gradually from those who knew.º

He states that this is a crucial step to transforming the 
agricultural landscape. ªPartner with those who know. Our 
white compatriots have four generations of knowledge 
behind them. Don't allow prejudice to blind you. When you 
make a jump it can't be too big a jump. It is impossible to 
succeed in life if you skip the crucial steps. My success has 
been in approaching these relationships with other farmers 
with this attitude, being humble and being ready to learn.º

A PRACTICAL APPROACH TO TRANSFORMATION
While not on the farm Reuel spends his time lecturing as a 
visiting professor at Rhodes Business School, teaching busi-
ness leadership, corporate governance and communications. 
He strongly advocates creating opportunities for practical 
implementation of theory learnt at tertiary institutions and 
leadership qualities in order to bring about a successful class 
of black farmers and businessmen.

He has a dream to establish an agricultural college that 
places emphasis on practical training and internships. As the 
chancellor of the University of Limpopo he has seen thou-
sands of students graduate with textbook knowledge and no 
opportunity to apply it. ªBlack graduates who would be ®rst 
generation farmers don't have family farms to fall back on to 
implement their knowledge and so we keep losing genera-
tions of would-be black farmers.

ªWhite farmers must give new black graduates oppor-
tunities to intern on their farms and work side by side so 
that these students can learn from the best. Thereby we will 
challenge the perception that farming is only done by boere. 
Those of us in leadership positions must expose others to 
those opportunities so they can learn how to apply the prin-
ciples, not just how to understand them.º

Reuel says that the untransformed agricultural landscape 
is greatly due to a lack of political will to establish black 
farmers. ªWe need to take a studied view of agriculture and 
establish goals like having 30% of our farmers black in ®ve 
years, work out a plan to make it happen and actively work 
towards it. Now we are just drifting, we are not planning we 
are not de®nitive. We are not purposeful or focussed on the 
result and so we will not achieve any great success.º

He admits that the struggle to access ®nance is real and 
one that even he has struggled with. ªTo establish this pack 
house took huge investment. I was lucky because I started in 
the corporate sector, but even with a decent balance sheet 
I struggled to borrow money. The banks made it so dif®cult. 
The red tape froze the whole process. We nearly didn't go 
ahead. Institutions that are supposed to be geared towards 
helping speci®cally farmers were not helpful. 

ªI eventually got a loan at a commercial bank because my 
reputation spoke for itself, but how many other emerging 
farmers have that advantage? It takes money to make money 
and your average black person does not have money to 
establish a farm. We need a new design to ®nance emerging 
farmers that should not be based on cronie-ship and having 
friends in the right places.º

Reuel urges farmers to be more involved in the land reform 
debate. ªWe need to listen to the noises being made about 
expropriation without compensation and engage with the 
leaders. But I ®nd that the more enlightened among us that 
own farms do not engage ± they just dismiss government. We 
must be more active. If the constitution is going to be modi-
®ed, you will want to be a participant in that conversation.º

Contact Dr. Reuel Khoza at pmf@akacapital.co.za.  

Koeltehof packs avocados for several compa-
nies including Westfalia, Katop" and HL Halls 
& Sons. 

Avocados are received and packed from the end of January 
until the end of November each year.
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