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“We can run a successful business in Germany”  

Crisis? What crisis? The chemical company ALTANA continues to report 

strong results despite the downturn. Here, CEO Martin Babilas explains how. 

 

Mr. Babilas, for some time now, you’ve been a lone bright spot in Germany’s 

chemical industry. While much of the sector is struggling, ALTANA has been 

doing excellent business under your leadership. Do you expect to buck the 

trend again this year? 

We won’t be releasing our financial results for the first half of the year until mid-

August. But I can already tell you that we’re satisfied with our performance so far. 

We’re looking to the future with confidence because we have many things that will 

continue to drive the company forward in the years ahead. Our success story isn’t 

over yet. 

 

What’s the secret behind that success? 

Innovation is a key driver. I’d be happy to give you a few examples. We’re a 

leading global manufacturer of electrical insulation solutions, which are used 

wherever electricity is generated, distributed, or transformed—and wherever 

electricity is used for cooling, for example. At a time when the growth of artificial 

intelligence is propelling the construction of more and more data centers, demand 

for these solutions is high. The same applies to additives, the specialty chemicals 

we manufacture in another of our divisions. They’re used, for example, in the 

production of rotors for wind turbines. These rotors are as long as a jumbo jet. 

When they rotate, they place enormous strain on the material. This requires 

materials that are both lightweight and extremely durable. Our additives help make 

that possible. 

 

These are specialty products for industry. Do ALTANA’s chemists ever get to 

see their products in everyday use? 

Of course. Take the crown cap on the mineral water bottle you just opened. We’re 

a leading manufacturer of the white sealant inside it. 

 

With all due respect: that’s an everyday product. What’s so innovative about 

it? 

Our sealant gives the crown cap greater stability, allowing the metal to be made 

thinner. With around 300 billion crown caps produced worldwide every year, that 

approach saves thousands of metric tons of steel. 

 

Impressive. I assume you’ve patented that. But how do you ensure that an 

unknown beverage bottler in some remote corner of the world respects a 

German patent instead of simply copying ALTANA’s sealant? 

That might indeed be a challenge with bottlers. The production of crown caps, 

however, is relatively concentrated, even on a global scale. It’s an industry where 

patents can be enforced. That said, things have also changed in some of the 

countries you’re presumably referring to. Patent protection may not have meant 

much there in the past, but these countries have since realized how important it is 

for their own economic development to protect innovation. 
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India and China, in particular, have a reputation for not taking intellectual 

property very seriously. 

That’s a thing of the past. We no longer see that in those countries. On the 

contrary, we have our own research laboratories in both India and China, and 

they’re producing many world-class innovations. India, in particular, has undergone 

spectacular economic development over the past five years. After the U.S., China, 

and Germany, India is already our fourth-largest market, and we have greater 

potential for further growth there than in many other countries. 

 

India has often been hailed as the next China, but things never really took off 

as dynamically as many expected. What’s different this time? 

For one thing, the political framework has changed significantly, for example 

through the introduction of a uniform value-added tax system. Infrastructure has 

also improved considerably. And the country is increasingly transforming from a 

service-based economy into an industrial powerhouse. That is driving demand for 

our products. 

 

Back to Germany. Some business leaders say the country is on its way to 

becoming a banana republic. What do you make of such claims? 

We shouldn’t talk Germany down too much; that doesn’t serve anyone’s interests. 

Simplistic messages aren’t always the right ones. I prefer to identify problems 

critically and constructively and offer suggestions for improvement. Companies 

themselves also have a responsibility to strengthen their own competitiveness.  

 

What do you see as Germany’s greatest strengths as a business location? 

There’s a lot we can build on. At the top of my list are the expertise of our 

workforce, the networks between companies and universities, and the close 

collaboration between business and academia. Politically, what we need is more 

tailwind for the economy, instead of the constant headwind we’ve experienced over 

the past 15 years. 

 

Do you see any signs that things are moving in that direction? 

In Germany, the health care reforms and the recent announcements regarding 

pensions are first steps in the right direction. Hopefully, much more will follow. At 

the European level, it was also encouraging that the planned tightening of the 

Chemicals Directive was abandoned.  

 

In light of job cuts, declining investment, and underutilized capacity, the 

German Chemical Industry Association (VCI) is warning of 

deindustrialization. How justified is that concern? 

At ALTANA, we’re able to operate successfully in Germany and will continue to 

invest here. At the same time, I too care deeply about the issues the VCI is 

highlighting. We need a significant reduction in bureaucracy; greater investment in 

digitalization; and a stronger focus on education, science, and innovation. In 

addition, competitive pressure in parts of our industry has increased significantly in 

recent years, primarily because of rising energy prices. So, the association’s 

message is the right one. It’s just that energy prices are less critical for us than 

they are for many others. 
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What percentage of ALTANA’s total costs does energy account for? 

The share is in the low single-digit percentage range. That’s significant, but it 

doesn’t determine our competitiveness. Recently, decarbonization has become just 

as important to us as energy costs.  

 

Chemical companies such as BASF and Evonik are taking a much less 

ambitious approach to climate protection than they did a few years ago, 

when everyone wanted to be seen as green as possible. You, on the other 

hand, aren’t backing away from your commitments? 

We remain firmly committed to sustainability. That applies both to our products, 

which are used, for example, in wind power generation and electric vehicles, and to 

our own operations. We’ve cut CO2 emissions at our sites by more than half since 

2014, even as our business has grown. By 2050, we aim to operate without 

greenhouse gas emissions across the entire value chain. 

 

Germany is ramping up its defense capabilities, and many companies want a 

share of that business. Will ALTANA soon have a defense division, perhaps 

supply specialty coatings for tanks and naval vessels? 

I wouldn’t rule that out in the future, but at the moment, I don’t see particularly 

strong potential for us in that area. Our growth opportunities lie primarily in the 

electrification of the automotive industry, the transformation of energy production, 

and sustainable packaging. 

 

Mr. Babilas, your father was a chemistry teacher, so your childhood home 

must have been full of Bunsen burners and Erlenmeyer flasks. How many 

experiments with a little bang took place in the basement or the kitchen? 

We certainly carried out experiments on a regular basis. But everything was always 

done in accordance with the proper safety rules. 

 

You’ve been with ALTANA for almost 30 years. Did you inherit your passion 

for chemistry from your father? 

His influence wasn’t really the deciding factor in my career choice. After high 

school, I completed a business apprenticeship and studied business 

administration. I wasn’t specifically looking for a job in the chemical industry. But 

ALTANA immediately inspired me and gave me so many opportunities to make a 

difference that I’m still very happy to be here. We also support chemistry teachers 

through a program that brings them together with Nobel laureates. We believe that 

when chemistry teachers are generally passionate about their subject, that 

enthusiasm is passed on to the next generation.  

 

Now that the economy is struggling in many places, have you scaled back 

these programs, or are they continuing as before? 

They’re continuing unchanged. We believe that despite the ups and downs of 

economic cycles and even in challenging times, staying the course and stability are 

essential for long-term success. 
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Could you still perform the oxyhydrogen gas test yourself if someone 

handed you the right equipment? 

Perhaps with a little professional guidance. It would definitely be more difficult on 

my own. Fortunately, we have plenty of people at our company who know their way 

around a laboratory. 

 

Stefan Balzter conducted the interview. 

 

 


