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Coflee - bacl( were he belongs
It was great catching up with Afrimat's executive operations director
Gert Coffee in Cape Town towards the end of last year. A man who
is tremendously

respected in this industry, he is softly spoken, and

incredibly modest. Dale Kelly writes.

H

aving joined the Afrimat team in January
last year and joining
the Afrimat board of directors
as executive operations director at the end of 2010, Coffee
is celebrating his first year
with the group. He is clearly
content and very comfortable in the shoes he wears in this
dynamic company.
On his 'retirement' from Raumix, Coffee and his beautiful
wife Riatravelled the world, he was awarded his pilot's license,
and did a fair amount of consulting work in the industry,
among other things. And then he was made an offer by Afrimat's CEOAndries van Heerden, which he says modestly, he
didn't understand."1 came through to see him,and decided to
give it a try. We relocated in November 2009, and it has been
good for me," he says.
"Andries is not autocratic, he surrounds himself with people with the necessary knowledge and skills, and he listens.
He will very much focus on the opinion of his people and
that involves his directors. Right down from the chairman,
everyone gives his input, and while we do make decisions in
the corridor, if it's a major decision, we get everyone's buy in."
Afrimat has a track record of successfully integrating acquisitions and ramping up its businesses,such aswith the Denver
quarry in the Eastern Cape,and of course,the R35-million Glen
Douglas acquisition. This marked the first step into the group's
diversification into complementary industries, which Coffee
says,was done to expand revenue streams, boost profitability
and sustain growth in a challenging economic environment.
With an annual output of some 1,2-million t, the Glen
Douglas operation, south of Johannesburg, will become the
largest in the Afrimat portfolio.This mine was opened in 1954
and today holds dolomite reserves for the next 30-40 years.
At the time of the acquisition, van Heerden pointed out that
the acquisition was complementary to, and not divergent
from the group's current offering. Referring to the mine's commercial aggregates for surrounding construction products,
he said the acquisition does not expose Afrimat only to new
markets, as around 50% of the product sales still fall into its
traditional market.
Realistically, the group sees a two to three-year horizon
for realising this mine's profit potential. Deon Bosman, who
needs little introduction in the industry, was appointed in
June last year as projects manager for the Aggregates division. His immediate responsibility is to integrate and turn
Glen Douglas around as a viable and a profitable business,
and Coffee says Bosman is the right man for the job. "While
we are not prepared to compromise on health and safety, or
any other aspect, we see this as a wonderful opportunity to
unlock the huge potential in that business.
In terms of recent smaller acquisitions, he says"a couple of
things have played into our hands. The one is the new legis'ation where some of the older businesses are not prepared
:0 take on new partners, and they want out. However, there
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was a time when people bought at a PEratio of 20;this is not
the case any longer, and is still a perception in the market to
a large extent."
Coffee says the group has a special division of highly
qualified people, who are always on the lookout for further
possibilities."The fact is that if you want to grow, you need to
acquire or start something new. I don't have to tell you how
people have lost out on volume and revenue - you only need
to read their latest financial statements," he tells MQ."Unfortunately even in the good times, if you have over-exposed
yourself to capital expenditure, etc, you are now in a very
bad situation.Afrimat has always been sensible in this regard.
"A good thing about Afrimat is that we have about 25
quarries spread around the country, and while some of them
are running at low volume, we manage to make it work. And
because we are diversely located, while the Western Cape,
for example, may be down,other areas are up and we always
manage to balance things out."He saysthe company has the
necessary expertise throughout its many quarries, and what
it is now working at bringing the natural leaders to the fore.
Discussing the current decline in the industry, he believes
this is a cycle which the industry has experienced many times
over. "As I've said before, maybe we are just getting back to
normal.This is what we have and we need to live with it. Us'ou
toppies'have seen it many a time. What happens is that when
we are on a high, the construction companies buy their own
quarry thinking that crushing is as easy as operating a grader.
"Now while I understand the crushing companies becoming involved in mobile crushing, I can't for the life of me understand why in they would become involved in commercial
crushing, because the only benefit is if this is from contracts
in a radius of about 20-60 km around that quarry. Crushing
is a completely different business, and in the bad times, they
sell it off; and in the good times, they start off again. This is a
cycle I've seen many times. However, the Afrimats of the world
are clever enough to see it as a completely different business
which is why they are successful."
Coffee is highly complementary about Aspasa and its
formation under Sir Rupert Bromley and now Nico Pienaar.
"The influence that Aspasa has and has had on the industry
is tremendous, and I can't believe that it is now 20 years old. I
recall going with Doug Rowland to meetings in Bloemfontein,
and getting to know the guys in the industry.
"To have people like Sir Rupert and Nico committed to
reading the fine print in the press and warning us of future
challenges is invaluable.We don't have the time to go through
an SO-page document to find one single paragraph that determines the future of our industry. Between Rupert and Nico,
they have put a system into place where we have a voice with
government, and other bodies, and it's comforting to know
that. We fight a lot of fights on our own, but when we really
get stuck, Aspasa is there to help us.
"It's like rugby," he sayswith smile/The referee can't make
his own decisions because the players know the rules and
laws just as well as he does. And then there's this om budsContinued on page 33
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Coffee - back where he belongs
Continued from page29
man, called the TV referee! So the guys from the DMR can't
just go onto site and do whatever they want to. We have a
well informed body with a direct hot line to the necessary
authorities."
Talking about the H&S and environmental audits, he says:
"It is very reassuring to have these audits because there is
a guarantee of a certain standard on site. "We have set ourselves a goal for the guys to get to, and once that has been
achieved, we then decide what to do further. I think that you
can get to a stage where you try and achieve 100%, but this
takes up to 50% of your time, so there is a fine balance that
needs to be achieved
"However, you can never compromise on these things.
These audits teach one about aspects one doesn't always deal
with on a day to day basis,such as appointments, for example.
"But the logical things on site are what I take responsibility
for. We also have our own safety system in place, and I'm
pleased to report that this is going very well. It's one of our
main focuses - and safety and quality is something that is
constantly measured.
Asked about Afrimat's aggregate business going forward,
he says,this needs to grow."We have investors and we need
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to look after their interests.The one way in a slack market isto
minimise downsizing and in that process to grow; but not at
any cost. We have clear principles and rules in terms of expansion, and if it's not within those rules, we are not interested."
In the company's interim results released in August last
year, van Heerden says he is satisfied with the group's improved performance, given the rough economic conditions.
"I am not apprehensive of major projects concluding or about
to conclude in the near future, as Aggregates is successfully
replacing these with new roads projects across the country."
He points out that Afrimat is well on its way to becoming the
market leader in contract crushing, supported by the group's
steadily growing market share.
Talking to MQ about Gert Coffee's appointment, van
Heerden says Afrimat is very happy to have him on board as
executive director. "Get is one of the most knowledgeable
people in our industry in South Africa, and he is making an
enormous contribution in shaping our relatively young group
into a professional quarrying business."
While the economy of the Western Cape is not buoyant,
it has plateaued, and operations in this region continue to
make a stable contribution to Afrimat's top and bottom line.
With Afrimat's strong record of successfully integrating
these acquisitions, MQ looks forward to talking further .to
Afrimat in the near future.
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