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continued

I recently had the opportunity to 
sit down with Dr. Thomas Koepfer, 
whose family company, Josef Koepfer 
& Söhne GmbH, was founded in 1867. 
Over the years, the Koepfer name has 
become one of the best-known in the 
gear industry, with company opera-
tions including the manufacture of 
gear machines, cutting tools and gears. 
Today, Koepfer is part of the EMAG 
group of companies.

Thomas’s broad experience with 
the full gamut of gear manufacturing 
operations gives him a unique vantage 
point. We’re pleased to bring you his 
insight in the following interview.

Q: Your family company, Josef 
Koepfer & Söhne GmbH, has gone 
through many changes in the last ten 
years. Can you describe them for us?

A: At first, Koepfer was, I would say, a 
typical old family business, like many 
others in Europe. I’m the fourth gener-
ation. When I started with the company 
in 1994, there were 20 shareholders, 
the result of the historical development 
of the company passing through differ-
ent generations. 

In 2005, more or less by accident, I 
met Mr. Hessbrüggen, CEO and share-
holder from EMAG, who was looking 
for some knowledge in the field of gear 
manufacturing. They had previously 
cooperated with Liebherr, but discus-
sions developed about a cooperation 
with Koepfer. At this time, I was also 
facedwith all the questions of internal-
ization and globalization. When I start-
ed in 1994, 90 percent of our machine 
tool business was done within Europe, 
with only a few machines going to the 
United States, but that has changed 
dramatically over the years. Being 
faced with requirements and ques-
tions like service and sales capabilities 
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around the world, I was always open to 
discuss cooperation with other compa-
nies that could help us get more access 
to the world market than would have 
been possible for us, a small, niche 
company.

After those discussions, the EMAG 
company eventually bought all the 
shares in Koepfer, except mine. I kept 
my ownership. EMAG is the majority 
shareholder in all the Koepfer compa-
nies. The other family members, from 
two or three generations back, have 
sold their shares. So, that’s a little 
bit of the history of why we became a 
member of the EMAG Group.

Q: What are some of the business 
activities of EMAG? Who are they, 
and what do they do?

A: EMAG is one of the largest machine 
tool builders. In 2008, the group’s 
sales were a half-billion euros in 
machine tools.

EMAG is a group of differ-
ent mid-sized companies, originally 
starting with turning machines, but 
today offering many types of machine 
tools, including turning machines, 
gear hobbing machines—which is 
done by Koepfer—as well as grinding 
machines. So, it is a group of com-
panies trying to offer an increasing 
number of products necessary for the 
complete work stream of manufactur-
ing components, such as gears.

The holding organization tries 
to support the different group com-
panies with central purchasing, com-
puter business and management for 
the whole group, but in general, the 
companies are kept really independent 
as they originally were. We share a 
worldwide sales and service organiza-
tion, which is important for mid-sized 
companies. 

Q: Is EMAG’s main focus gears, or 
other processes?

A: The focus is not primarily gears, but 
strategic components. EMAG started 
out with the turning department, but 
it specialized in strategic components. 
That’s the reason why it wanted to 
have some knowledge and know-how in 
gear manufacturing. EMAG is working 
on manufacturing bigger components, 
but traditionally, it has worked in the 
automotive and truck range.

Maybe one sentence would help 
you a little bit to describe EMAG. I 
think EMAG is specialized in what we 
call multi-functional machinery. That 
means we’re building or adding differ-
ent technology into the base machine, 
and that’s where the EMAG Group is a 
formidable market leader.

Q: What is your present relationship 
and responsibility with EMAG and 
Koepfer?
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A: I am the CEO of the Koepfer Gear 
Cutting Division as well as the Koepfer 
Machine Tool Division. So there was 
no change from the time before EMAG. 
The IMS Koepfer Cutting Tool Division 
has its own CEO, but I am on the 
board of directors. Since last October, 
I have also been a member on the 
board of directors of EMAG Holding. 
So today, I am more involved in EMAG 
than I was before.

Q: What is your perception of the 
machine market in various parts of 
the world and your expectation for 
the next six months to a year?

A: I think the machine tool market—
both in the United States and world-
wide—will recover from the dramatic 
downfall of a year ago. And in Europe, 
the German Machine Association and 
Oxford Economics predict that in 2012, 
we will have the same level of produc-

tion we had in 2008. I personally doubt 
that we will reach that level within that 
time. But I’m relatively sure that it will 
recover in the United States, as well 
as in Europe. And if you look at Asia, 
there was not the dramatic drop as 
in the other countries. So, I think it 
will recover, but slower than we would 
maybe like it.

Q: Is China part of EMAG’s future?

A: Yes, it definitely is. EMAG has 
four sales and service offices in China 
already. Last year, China was the 
second-biggest market for the EMAG 
Group, after Germany. We’re really 
working hard to improve even that. We 
are considering starting with localiza-
tion in manufacturing for the Chinese 
market. And, talking specifically about 
Koepfer, not the entire EMAG Group, 
last year Koepfer sold more than 50 
percent of all its machine tools to Asia. 

Asia is a strong market, and we try 
to improve there because we believe 
that’s more or less the only really 
growing region in the world.

Q: Do you find that the Chinese are 
allowing you to sell there if you part-
ner with them, so they can absorb 
your technology, and someday they 
won’t need you?

A:  I’m sure there is some truth that 
they will absorb many of the things 
they get. The Chinese, especially in 
the machine tool business, I feel they 
strongly focus on their own market, 
and they want to use that not only to 
destroy all the other markets in the 
Americas and Europe, but also to 
improve their own level of produc-
tivity within a very, very short time. 
Therefore they want to use the technol-
ogy. The gear market might be a little 
bit different because it’s a niche mar-
ket, and it’s less interesting for them 
to manufacture specialized machines 
than with the turning machines. But, I 
think there is surely a risk that they will 
absorb and fight the Europeans and 
Americans. But, I think we are not able 
to avoid that and it is not a specific 
Chinese topic—competition today is 
global. You can try to participate and 
maybe to partner with them.

I think maybe the Chinese are not 
so different from all other countries. 
I think the Europeans buy European 
if they can buy European. If you think 
about the Japanese, they are also try-
ing to keep all their business internally. 
Also, I remember reading something 
about “buy American.” So maybe the 
Chinese are not too much different.

Q: Tell me about some of the syner-
gies you’ve experienced in the con-
solidation of EMAG and Koepfer.

A: In the machine tool business—and 
I’m not talking about the gear manu-
facturing business, which is a com-
pletely different business, where more 
or less EMAG’s only role is as share-
holders—we take benefit and some syn-
ergies out of the group organization.

We participate on shows world-
wide, and we have local representa-
tives worldwide. Across our product 
line, we can offer 24-hour service all 

The EMAG/Koepfer twin-spindle VSC 400 DUO WF combines the functions of turn-
ing, gear hobbing, drilling and orientated milling on a single machine.
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and system suppliers from around the 
world, who brought many years of 
experience with this application to the 
meetings. 
 A wind turbine is one of the—if not 
the most—demanding applications for a 
gearbox. It requires a relatively small, 
compact, high-power-density gear 
drive and electric generator to transmit 
fl uctuating loads in a very demanding 
environment of defl ections, high 
vibration and temperature extremes.
The present standard applies to 
gearboxes for wind turbines with power 
capacities ranging from 40kW to 2MW 
and higher. It applies to all parallel-
axis, one-stage epicyclic and combined 
one-stage epicyclic and parallel-shaft 
designs. It provides requirements on 
specifying, designing, manufacturing, 
operating and monitoring reliable wind 
turbine gearbox systems. Some of the 
more comprehensive gear application 
sections include:
 • how the system loads and   
  environment shall be specifi ed  
  and gear capacity calculated;
 • manufacturing, inspection,   
  testing and documentation 
  requirements;
 • advanced gear tooth contact   
  analysis and verifi cation;
 • extensive information on   
  the application and capacity 
  of rolling element bearing types;
 • lubricant and lubrication system  
  requirements.
 In addition, annexes supply in-
formation on wind turbine architecture; 
wind turbine load description; quality 
assurance; operation and maintenance; 
minimum purchaser and gearbox 
manufacturer ordering data; and 
lubrication selection and condition 
monitoring.
 The revised standard at its present 
stage of development has updated all 
the sections of the original document, 
plus some additions and modifi cations, 
as follows:
 • scope changed to cover drive-
  trains with a power rating in   
  excess of 500 kW;
 • sections on design lifetime   
  and reliability, design process,

   wind turbine load calcula-
  tions, gearbox components,
   design verifi cation valida-
  tion, operation, service and   
  maintenance requirements;
 • new annex material.
 It can easily be imagined that the 
size of this document has increased 
substantively. 
 At this stage, it is hard to determine 
exactly what will be retained after 
the three ISO/IEC ballot stages are 
completed, which could take two to 
three years—or more—if additional 
changes are incurred. In the meantime, it 
is believed that the advent of the ANSI/
AGMA/AWEA standard has improved 
gear reliability. However, bearings still 
seem to need additional work.
Standards Making
 The development and balloting 
of both ISO/IEC and AGMA/ANSI 
standards is a consensus process. 
However, individual positions may be 
expressed that can enhance the contents. 
Members of AGMA develop new—and 
continue to revise—the many standards 
and information sheets. They are also 
responsible for determining the U.S. 
position on ISO standards. AGMA 
standards development has relied heavy 
on the actual experience of gear system 
performance in related applications, 
whereas some others are based on 
theoretical and laboratory research 
data.

(Bill Bradley was vice president of 
AGMA’s Technical Division and 
currently serves as a technical editor 
for Gear Technology. As a consultant, 
he can be reached at (303) 350-9374, or 
via e-mail at billb111@att.net.) 
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over the world, we have service people 
doing some work for the EMAG Group. 

Part of the idea of the EMAG 
Group is that they don’t want to 
destroy the identity of the special-
ized companies. That’s why it doesn’t 
destroy the brand names. It wants to 
use the expertise out of the different 
fields of its business activities.

That’s why, for example, Koepfer 
in Schwenningen, where we build the 
machine tools, we are responsible for 
all gear-related questions coming up in 
the EMAG Group. 

Q: What innovations, changes or 
trends do you see in the coming 
years that will impact the worldwide 
gear manufacturing community? 

A: I think there will be the tendency 
toward multi-functional operations—
machines that can do more than one 
specific operation. That might be one 
trend, but I think there are different 
trends, and the trend depends on the 
market. They also depend on different 
applications. I think you can’t com-
pare, let’s say, wind craft with auto-
motive, nor automotive with electrical 
power. There will be different trends, 
but I personally think multi-functional 
machines will be one strong trend.

We started when we sold several 
machines based on EMAG turning 
machines, but we added a complete 
and real gear hobbing application, 
with gear hobbing software. It’s 100 
percent turning machine and 100 per-
cent gear hobbing machine, and a gear 
is really finished within one machine—
turning on two sides, hobbing and 
deburring in one operation.

People don’t want to set up machin-
ery. Saving on setup times is an impor-
tant tendency. The main focus is the 
organization around the machine. The 
organizational questions will become 
more important than whether you cut 
a part in 20 seconds or 22 seconds. I 
think the time you lose by all the work 
around the actual part cutting is more 
important.

Q: Do you also see a trend toward 
fewer and fewer machines, requiring 
less and less floor space and fewer 
and fewer operators, but still pro-
ducing more and more product?

A: I think the machine tool industry is 
a self-killing industry. As productiv-
ity increases with the same amount of 
components needed, you’ll need less 
and less machines. Because by increas-
ing productivity and not having the 
same increase in the amount of compo-
nents needed, you’ll need less and less 
machines.

Also, I think there will be differ-
ent requirements of the people work-
ing on the machines. It’s a question of  
training, of educating people. The 
probabilities for lower-trained and 
lower-educated people will become 
more difficult in the future.

Q: Do you foresee any new technolo-
gies that will be coming and impact-
ing gear manufacturing?

A: It’s a shame, but I don’t see too 
many new technologies, but rather 
there will be continuous improvement 
in all the different fields. 

The EMAG-Koepfer VSC DUO WF, 
a combined turning and hobbing 
machine, represents the synergy 
between the two companies.
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