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“In the current economic climate, 
all over the world, there is a need 
for manufacturers to improve 
their competitiveness,” Schwulst 

begins. “While in the past, South African 
manufacturers could get by offering niche 
and customised products to local con-
sumers, today, everyone has to become 
leaner and more competitive to survive,” 
he argues.

“Traditionally Festo’s focus was on 
producing high quality products with ex-
tensive features, which of course in some 
cases carried a price premium,” he adds.

Festo has now shifted its focus to 
include a range of more affordable prod-
ucts for current markets, products that 
are more suited to mainstream manu-
facturing facilities and process plants. 
“We have introduced Festo’s Star range 
of pneumatic, process automation and 
electronic components, with the funda-
mental aim of making our offering more 
accessible to local clients, in terms of 
price and availability,” Schwulst explains. 

From its full range of over 32 000 
basic components before customisations, 
Festo has identified the most flexible and 
widely used of these for inclusion in its 
Star range. “We have taken a streamlined 
set of typical production components and 
subjected them to a rigorous optimisation 
programme, to make them more cost 
effective to manufacture and to reduce 
costs and delivery times. We have also 
improved availability through common 
stocking of the Star range at every Festo 
outlet in the world. 

“In the past, if we made a system for 
export to the USA, then the components 
used might not have been readily avail-

able there. But if using the Star range, all 
of the components under this umbrella 
are stocked in substantial quantities 
at every Festo branch,” Schwulst tells 
MechTech, adding “the idea is to make 
our components more affordable and 
more accessible, everywhere.”

As well as optimising Festo’s produc-
tion processes, the Star range also in-
cludes new product innovations. “We are 
an automation company, so we are utilis-
ing that expertise to better manufacture 
products to make them more affordable 
and competitive. We are also adopting 
design optimisation to redevelop 
p r o d u c t s 
where we 
b e l i e v e 
modern ma-
terials and 
design prin-
ciples can be 
advantageous. 

“We have developed a 
new cylinder to the ISO 15552 
standard, for example, called the 
DSBC. With this design, we went back 
to the drawing board, changed the seal 
design, material types and optimised 
the cylinder profile. Although the DSBC 
cylinder is, for all intents and purposes, 
a replacement for our existing Festo cyl-
inder, it is much more affordable. 

“As an ISO-cylinder, it has universal 
sizes and fittings and is fully interchange-
able with other brands. But ours is now 
super-competitive with respect to price 
without having lost any of its premium 
quality pedigree,” Schwulst informs 
MechTech.

In  another example of finding innova-
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design optimisation to redevelop 

advantageous. 
“We have developed a 

new cylinder to the ISO 15552 
standard, for example, called the 
DSBC. With this design, we went back 

Festo’s new ISO 15552 standard DSBC cylinder has self-adjusting pneumatic end-position cushioning that 
adapts optimally to changes in loads and speed.

Festo South Africa’s Russell Schwulst (right) talks to MechTech about how 
this global pneumatic and automation specialist is responding to the changing 
economic and production needs of its clients and how it has started to adopt 
Industry 4.0 technology principles in its own manufacturing processes to 
improve production efficiency and reduce end-product costs.

quality and robustness of our old valve 
ranges, albeit with more modern features.

“And while some of our customers still 
prefer the old valves that they have come 
to love and trust, they now have a choice 
of a more modern equivalent,” he notes.

Core to achieving better availability 
and lower costs for its Star range is the 
adoption of Industry 4.0 technology, in 
which Festo is a global pioneer. “We have 
established a new production facility in 
Scharnhausen, Germany, where we lever-
age modern Industry 4.0 manufacturing 
practices for competitive advantages. It 
is Industry 4.0 that allows us to optimise 
the production efficiency in terms of time 
and costs,” Schwulst says.

tive ways to shave costs, he describes the 
introduction of a brand new range of so-
lenoid valves. “We have now introduced 
a completely new VU valve series that 
comes in at about half the price of the 
current range. We have applied different 
manufacturing techniques in a brand new 

facility and used different materials, 
but the valve has the same 

The Festo VUVG valve 
series offers extremely high 
flow rates, small sizes and many 
functions and variants. Its patented 
cartridge principle and lightweight alu-
minium housing make these valves ideal for 
direct mounting on robot arms or cylinders.
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Festo is bringing in its CP Factory didactic equipment and training course to South Africa to introduce the 
fundamentals of Industry 4.0 to local automation and process engineers.

The Scharn hausen Technology Plant 
is now the leading Festo factory for the 
production of valves, valve terminals 
and electronics. The plant is character-
ised by productive and energy-efficient 
processes, top-quality products and a 
customer-centric manufacturing focus.

Many of the aspects of Industry 4.0 
are already a reality in the Technology 
Plant. For example, employees cooperate 
in safe interaction with a flexible robot, 
which takes over assembly tasks that are 
ergonomically disadvantageous. A holis-
tic energy transparency system means 
that all energy consumption in the factory 
can be tracked for transparency and sav-
ings. And for service engineers, tablets 
and apps are used as principal working 
tools to detect and rectify machine faults 
as soon as possible and directly on-site.

Schwulst warns, though, that Industry 
4.0 and the Internet of 

things (IoT) are still being 
developed. “There is 
a lot of hype about 
Industry 4.0 but 

Festo truly 
b e l i e v e s 
that this is 

the technol-
ogy of the future. 

Festo is part of this 
initiative and sits on the 

board of directors as well 
as in the steering committee of a 

German government supported initiative 
to make Industry 4.0 a reality. But people 
need to realised that they will not be able 
to enjoy its advantages fully without first 
understanding the technology and trans-
ferring that knowledge to the employees 
operating these systems,” he says.

In keeping with its history and tradi-
tions, training is at the starting point 
of Festo’s preparation for Industry 4.0 
implementation in South Africa. “In 
2017, we will be bringing in Didactic 
equipment, and training courses have 
been prepared to enable us to introduce 
the fundamentals of Industry 4.0 to 
South African automation and process 
engineers,” Schwulst reveals. “Industry 
4.0 elements exist in industry already: 
I/Os and communication modules; de-
centralised controllers and web connec-
tivity are being incorporated into many 
systems. Sub-systems of components 
are now able to communicate with each 

other about their status, which allows any 
weakness to be intelligently overcome.

“By starting with training first, we can 
better establish the common platforms 
that will allow people to know what to 
purchase and when so that when the full 
power of Industry 4.0 arrives, we are able 
to implement it competently and to the 
competitive advantage of manufactur-
ers,” he argues.

“One of the most important de-
liverables of Industry 4.0 will be the 
freedom of supplier selection,” Schwulst 
continues. “To meet the constantly shift-
ing demands of today’s markets means 
being able to adapt processes on-the-fly 
to achieve maximum production flex-
ibility. Manufacturers must be able to 
ensure that their automation systems 
and devices can exchange information 
and communicate freely across multiple 
process levels, and cannot afford to be 
restricted by rigid and vendor specific 
platforms,” he says.

“At Festo, we’re pre-empting these 
evolutions and applying them to our 
training programmes so that we can ad-
vise and help customers with their own 
Industry 4.0 migrations and production 
specific scenarios,” he adds.

Like the Festo’s Star range, Industry 
4.0 offers increased production efficien-
cy, lower on-the-shelf costs and much 
leaner stocking levels with better product 
accessibility. “Modularity is also a key 
principle,” Schwulst notes, “which offers 
unparalleled manufacturing flexibility 
while keeping costs low. In South Africa, 
we are going to have to adopt these 

modern principles to have any chance 
of being globally competitive,” he adds.

Accessibility has also required a 
change to Festo’s distribution model. 
“To meet realities on the ground, where 
customers across South Africa as well as 
north of our borders need local access 
to product and support, we have estab-
lished several different distribution chan-
nels. We have now signed up with RS 
Components, which offers secure online 
ordering and, depending on availability, 
same day dispatch and free delivery. We 
feel this is an ideal outlet for the Star 
range of standard and interchangeable 
automation system components. 

“In addition, we have signed a distri-
bution agreement with BMG, which not 
only has a vast branch network of its own 
but can offer local technical support. The 
whole idea is that we get close to custom-
ers, make our products readily available 
to them and ensure that, wherever they 
are, they have access to the necessary 
technical support. We have also added 
Hyflo to our distribution network and 
increased the number of re-sellers, who 
can carry stock but can’t necessarily sup-
ply the support. Over the past two years, 
we have gone to over 200 distribution 
points,” Schwulst estimates.

“Festo is a company that believes in 
change, innovation and creativity. We 
are continually adapting in response to 
market requirements, which are always 
changing. We believe that unless com-
panies take this approach, they will not 
be able to remain on the right side of 
the sustainability line,” he concludes. q
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