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“Things are looking grim for 
South African manufacturers 
at the moment,” Rosenberg 

begins. “Our unions want the salaries of 
unskilled labourers to double and they 
don’t seem to care about the impact 
that has on business, jobs or competi-
tiveness. As a consequence, in the car 
industry, for example, there are no new 
investments from any of the car makers 
or the global automotive component 
manufacturers, because global inves-
tors have very little confidence in our 
economy,” he suggests. 

NAAMSA, the National Association 
of Automobile Manufactures of South 
Africa, lists eight car makers as mem-
bers: BMW, Ford, GMSA, Mercedes Benz, 
Nissan, Renault, Toyota and VW. “These 
companies all assemble cars in South 
Africa, but this is only part of a much 
bigger picture. The car makers are all 
supported by a host of Tier 1 and Tier 2 
component sub-suppliers, which manu-

facture parts such as batteries, tyres, 
axles, suspensions, engines, seats, ex-
hausts, converters and a host of others. 
This component sub-supplier industry is 
probably one of the most vital industries 
in South Africa in terms of automotive 
manufacturing,” Rosenberg continues.

“Imagine being the global chairman 
of BMW. Every two or three years a new 
model is launched, which needs to be 
manufactured somewhere. As a global 
supplier, where do you build your new 
model? Germany? Mexico? Poland? 
China? India? South Africa? 

“Would you put a R100-million in-
vestment into South Africa without the 
assurance that the labour force is stable? 
Could you bank on the quality and 
dependability of the sub-component 
supplier base? Could you be certain 
that cars made in South Africa could be 
delivered on-time, all the time anywhere 
in the world?” he asks.

Currently, according to Rosenberg, 

African Fusion talks to Yaskawa Southern Africa’s Terry Rosenberg (left) 
about the manufacturing challenges in South Africa and how the growth of 
robotic automation can help to improve global competitiveness, economic 
growth and employment prospects.

A Yaskawa robotic automation cell at a catalytic converter manufacturing facility in Port Elizabeth. 
“If we had business-friendly policies and a stable economy and labour market, global investments by 
the big players could easily double or triple the size of the South African converter industry,” believes 
Rosenberg.

Robotic automation: 
SA’s manufacturing challenges 
and opportunities

Poland, The Czech Republic, China, 
India, Mexico and Brazil are favoured 
countries for car makers, because they 
have a stable workforce, low cost manu-
facturing and can guarantee reliable 
delivery. “The big new investment are 
not coming to South Africa at the mo-
ment,” he confirms. 

This has a ripple effect all the way 
down into Tier 1 and Tier 2 suppliers. 
“Because the car makers are reluctant 
to invest, the parents of the component 
manufacturers are also reluctant. So the 
factory that makes exhausts or seats 
also suffer – and if the sub-suppliers are 
not making new investments, then I am 
not selling robots into these industries,” 
he points out.

Rosenberg says that the converter 
industry in South Africa is far more than 
a local Tier 1 supplier, since 90% of its 
products are for export. South Africa 
currently supplies about 2.0% of the 
catalytic converters used globally. “So 
if we had business-friendly policies and 
a stable economy and labour market, 
global investments by the big players 
could easily double or triple the size of 
the South African converter industry, 
which would have huge implications for 
the economy, the balance of payments, 
jobs and poverty.”

He believes that the global market 
would definitely buy from South Africa 
if the economic environment was stable 
and prices were competitive. “Can you 
imagine if we doubled our global market 
share to 4.0%? The converter industry 
needs stainless steel, which is made 
from iron-ore and ferro-chrome, which 
we mine. Converters use platinum, which 
we produce, Our steel- and stainless 
steel-makers and our platinum process-
ing plants can supply materials for the 
commodity – and these industries are 
all struggling right now. Any growth 
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Yaskawa continues to dominate the rail 
manufacturing industry in South Africa. Shown here 
is the final wagon welding station at Transnet Rail 
Engineering (TRE), Bloemfontein.

Three new gantry-based welding stations have been installed recently, two in Durban 
and one in Koedoespoort, to fabricate locomotive bogey. Like this one, each gantry has 
two robots with manipulators, SKS power sources and Servo Robot vision seam tracking 
systems.

in an industry such as this creates a 
snowball effect that benefit the supply 
chain further down, from mining through 
processing and to logistics and shipping.

“And this is just one industry. The 
total export revenue from the automo-
tive industry in South Africa is nearly 
as big as that from the gold mining in-
dustry. If the industry collapses, we are 
in serious trouble. But if it grows, then 
the additional employment potential 
is thousands and thousands of jobs,” 
he assures.

“But no car maker or component 
manufacturer can succeed without ro-
bots. Globally all parts are made using 
robots and nobody will buy products 
that do not meet the consistency and 
quality standards expected by global 
users. To participate in the automotive 
market, the correct technologies have 
to be used to manufacture product, and 
the dominant technology is robotic auto-
mation,” Rosenberg tells African Fusion.

“Industrial robots are designed to 
perform very specific and repetitive 
processes and are able to produce 
identical results thousands of times 
over. No factory in the world is going 
to accept parts from a supplier that are 
hand made, because no human being is 
anywhere near as consistent as a robot. 
And even if they were, where would you 
get the skilled welders to produce these 
flawless parts?” he asks. 

“But what people miss is that, when 
you automate, significant numbers of 
additional jobs are created. You still 
need people to support logistics, stores, 
materials handling, financing account-
ing and a host of other jobs. People are 

needed to load and unload the robots, 
and then to clean, paint and package 
the products. 

“Also, highly skilled people are 
needed to programme and manage 
robot production. The robot’s role is to 
ensure consistent quality, but manufac-
turing still has to managed by people 
and robots need to be programmed by 
people who understand the processes 
being applied,” Rosenberg argues, add-
ing that one of South Africa’s biggest 
problems is the diminishing numbers of 
skilled and qualified artisans. 

“With the amount of welding auto-
mation going into the manufacturing in-
dustries, our skilled artisans also need to 
understand how to use and programme 
robots. For welding, for example, it is 
people who know how to weld that can 
make the best use of modern automa-
tion technologies such as robot welding 
cells,” he explains. 

Yaskawa is cooperating with the 
SAIW to develop welders that are also 
trained in robot technologies. “We at 
Yaskawa are able to teach people how to 
programme robots, but we can’t teach 
them how to weld. A trained welder who 
knows about robots will be able to pro-
gramme optimised welding procedures 
into robots for best possible quality and 
productivity results.

“We see a robot diploma module as 
a potential add-on to a welding course, 
and we know that any trained robot 
welding technician will be more multi-
skilled and much more employable in 
the modern workplace,” Rosenberg 
informs African Fusion.

“People with trade skills and process 

knowledge are able to apply automa-
tion more effectively and productively. 
Yaskawa wants to associate with people 
who are enthusiastic about robots and 
their technical trade, because we don’t 
sell robots, we sell welding solutions,” 
he adds. 

When asked about current suc-
cesses, Rosenberg reveals that Yaskawa 
continues to dominate the rail manufac-
turing industry in South Africa. “We have 
just installed three massive systems, 
two big gantries in Durban and another 
new system for Koedoespoort, the third 
gantry system to be installed there,” he 
says. Each gantry has two robots with 
manipulators and all three will be used 
to fabricate locomotive bogeys using 
SKS power sources. In addition, Servo 
Robot vision seam tracking systems 
have been installed on all of the robots 
to compensate for variations in fit-up.

“We are also in conversation with 
the Gibela Rail Transport Consortium, 
which will be manufacturing 580-odd 
trains and 3 600 coaches at its Dunnottar 
facility near Nigel. A huge new train man-
ufacturing factory is being built there 
and we expect that our considerable 
experience in robotic automation for the 
rail industry in South Africa makes us a 
serious contender to be Gibela’s local 
robotic system partner,” Rosenberg says. 

“The potential in this country is 
unbelievable. We are sitting on a wealth 
of resources and, if we can stop bicker-
ing, improve our work ethic, improve 
education and training standards and 
adopt strong growth policies, we can 
easily become a successful exporter of 
manufactured goods,” he concludes.


