
Speaker profiles and topic abstracts 

 

Biography - Dr. Ryan Merckel 

University of Pretoria 

Dr. Ryan D. Merckel is a senior lecturer in the Department 

of Chemical Engineering at the University of Pretoria. 

Before his academic career, he worked as an engineer at 

Sappi Southern Africa from 2013 where he specialised in the 

field of bioprocess engineering and biorefinery. He received 

a Master's degree in Chemical Engineering in 2014. He 

returned to the University of Pretoria in 2016 where he 

later completed a Ph.D. in 2019 titled the impact of oxygen 

exothermicity on energy quality of biofuels, and catalytic 

upgrading. During this time, he also worked on another 

research project involving integrated aquaponics systems, 

where the theory of constraints was used to demonstrate how integrated food systems could 

enhance nutrient profiles in crops. This latter research, together with his experience with 

pyrolysis technologies, gave rise to his current research area of biochar valorisation with an 

agricultural focus. In 2021 he was awarded a Thuthuka Grant through the NRF towards a 

project that aims at developing nutrient-loaded activated biochars for the remediation of 

degraded soils and enhancement of food production in South Africa. 

Topic: Nutrient-loaded activate biochar to feed food production 
 

Short description 

The presentation will give an overview of Dr. Ryan D. Merckel’s research work done and the 

results achieved on the subject of the title. 

 

Biography – Klaus Schommarz 

Urban Africa Distilleries  

Klaus attended school in Namibia, studied 

Chemical Engineering at UCT and completed 

his Master’s dissertation in column flotation.  

His career as a Chemical Engineer started at 

Impala Platinum. After a couple of years at 

Impala, he changed to SASOL synthetic fuels in 

Secunda. This was the most amazing time, but then he had an opportunity to further his 

career and moved back to the minerals processing world - first as a technology and solutions 

provider with Bateman and then Outokumpu. Later he was involved with Platinum Tailings 



processing. In 2017 he and his son, Bernie (also a Chemical Engineer) started Urban Africa 

Distilleries, producing Omavi Omeya gin. 

 

Topic: A Chemical Engineering career: Platinum, fuel and gin 

 

Short description 

How does a chemical Engineer move from minerals and fuel to the manufacturing of gin? An 

interesting career path. 

 

 


