
 

Dr. Matia MUKAMA – My PhD journey! 

 
Dr Matia Mukama and Prof Umezuruike Linus Opara on the graduation day at Coetzenburg Centre, 

Coetzenburg sports grounds, Stellenbosch University on 12 December 2019 

 

Having been fully immersed in the research and knowledge industry through my MSc (Food 

Science) training under the South African Research Chair in Postharvest Technology 

(SARChI-Postharvest) at Stellenbosch University under leadership of Distinguished Prof. 

Umezuruike Linus Opara, I was excited when Prof (U.L. Opara) on my MSc graduation day 

(9th Dec 2015) encouraged and recommended that I apply for a PhD under his mentorship. My 

only worry then was how to fund the forthcoming PhD study. With his assurance of “we will 

find a way,” we applied, after which I left for Uganda. I received admission in March 2016 and 

begun the chase for my travel and visa requirements.  

Earlier, in January 2016, the then Programme Officer - Training at the Regional Universities’ 

Forum for Capacity Building in Agriculture (RUFORUM), Dr. Sylvia C.C. Mkandawire had 

notified me of a new publicised PhD funding opportunity, the DAAD In-Region/In-Country 

Scholarship Programme for PhD studies within East Africa. This was targeting both in-country 

and in-region (sub-Saharan Africa) applicants, supporting selected RUFORUM regional PhD 

Programmes in the Eastern and Central Africa (ECA). In my field, the funding available was 

for PhD in Food Science and Nutrition at Jomo Kenyatta University of Agriculture and 

Technology – Kenya (JKUAT). I did apply for the scholarship and for admission to JKUAT. 

It was a three year programme meant to run from 1 Sept 2016 to 1 Sept 2019. 

Upon completion of my travel and visa requirements, I travelled to Stellenbosch University in 

August 2016 to commence my studies under a one year grant that Prof Opara had secured under 



 

the Post-Harvest Innovation Programme 2016. Fortunately, around the same time, I received 

the good news of being selected for the DAAD-RUFORUM In-Region/In-Country Scholarship 

Programme, 2016 (57299300). On the downside, I had not heard from JKUAT in spite of 

repeated requests for feedback on my application before I travelled. It thus heaved a sigh of 

relief when DAAD instead accepted to fund me for the programme I had hitherto started at 

Stellenbosch University, outside the scholarship funding region.  

With assurance of funding, I consequently immersed myself into the research process that 

culminated with graduation (PhD in Food Science) on 12 December 2019 with five peer 

reviewed publications in International Journals and five conference proceedings in a space of 

three years. This would not of course have been possible without the wise mentorship from my 

supervisor Prof. Umezuruike Linus Opara, and co-supervisor Dr Alemayehu Ambaw Tsige 

with whose guidance the process seemed so facile! and the peace of mind that came with the 

full funding from the DAAD-RUFORUM In-Region/In-Country Scholarship Programme, 

2016 (57299300). I am greatly indebted to these brilliant individuals and organisations. I am 

forever grateful! 

 
Prof Umezuruike Linus Opara (left), Dr Matia Mukama (centre), and Dr. Alemayehu Ambaw Tsige 

(right) just after successful PhD defence at the Department of Food Science Stellenbosch University on 

11 October 2019 

 

My research, right from my MSc to PhD focussed on the application of engineering principles 

to improve the design of ventilated packaging used in the horticultural produce cold chain 

handling to reduce incidence of fruit postharvest losses, waste and increase the useful life of 

fruit. Additionally, I also investigated fruit and package properties that affect cold chain 

performance, especially the thermo-physical properties of fruit and package materials. My 



 

study culminated into the design of a novel (first of its kind) multilayer ventilated corrugated 

fibreboard carton design to be used for the cold chain market handling of pomegranate fruit. 

The new design improves fruit throughput by over 1.8 tonnes more fruit in a reefer compared 

to commercial designs, saves over 31% cardboard material and an estimated equivalent of 11 

trees per fully loaded 40-ft refrigerated container, and is more efficient in terms of energy costs 

for cooling pomegranates. 

 http://www.sun.ac.za/english/Lists/news/DispForm.aspx?ID=7015  

 
Dr Matia Mukama measuring pomegranate fruit thermal properties in the Postharvest research lab at 

the South African Research Chair in Postharvest Technology, Stellenbosch University 

 

http://www.sun.ac.za/english/Lists/news/DispForm.aspx?ID=7015


 

 
Dr Matia Mukama measuring airflow properties through new carton designs in the Postharvest 

research lab at the South African Research Chair in Postharvest Technology, Stellenbosch University 

 

In the last year of my study, I fell in love with the ‘Science’ of Science Communication. I thus 

enrolled for the Stellenbosch University 2019 FameLab Science communication and public 

speaking competition, emerging winner in February 2019. This meant I was to represent 

Stellenbosch University at the National contest, competing against 14 other finalists from 

Research Centres and Universities across the country. I finished second at the competition held 

in Durban, South Africa in May 2019 and had chance to receive three expert training sessions 

in Science Communication, including a Master Class. At FameLab competitions, Scientists are 

tasked to share their research in an understandable and simple way to a “lay” public in three 

minutes and are scored on content, clarity, and charisma. Worldwide, it is becoming 

increasingly important for researchers to share their work with the public and not only with 

peers in Scientific Journals protected by subscription walls and information hidden in Scientific 

jargon.  

http://www.sun.ac.za/english/Lists/news/DispForm.aspx?ID=6211 

http://www.sun.ac.za/english/Lists/news/DispForm.aspx?ID=6409 

The training I have received has fully prepared me for the career in research and knowledge 

dissemination I only dreamed about 7 years ago. Going forward, I will further explore my 

passion for research and knowledge dissemination in the fields of Food and Nutritional 

Sciences, Gender and Energy Security, Postharvest Technology and Food Packaging. My 

career goal is to contribute to Science and Technological Innovations applicable in the Food 

http://www.sun.ac.za/english/Lists/news/DispForm.aspx?ID=6211
http://www.sun.ac.za/english/Lists/news/DispForm.aspx?ID=6409


 

value chain, improve human nutrition, household incomes, and support policymakers in 

developing rational and informed decisions to achieve the UN Sustainable Development Goals 

and the 2030 Agenda.  

I believe the ‘Future is Africa’ and the ‘Future is Now’. It is upon each of us to cultivate and 

realise our ambitions through continuous learning and application of the knowledge. We must 

have knowledge driven decisions in every aspect; agriculture, climate change, health, 

governance, trade, etc. to get to the Africa we want. I will close with one of my favourite quotes 

from a world icon and 1993 Nobel Peace Prize Laureate, Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela, “It 

always seems impossible until it's done.” 

 

Contact details: Cell: +27 (84) 672-0286; e-mail: muksmatiz@yahoo.com; Twitter: 

@mukamam; Linkedin: https://www.linkedin.com/in/matia-mukama  
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