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Industry 4.0: Keller Lufttechnik drives towards digitization 

Segregated digital islands are typical at most German compa-
nies. Incompatible software and outdated machinery prevent 
networking among multiple processes.  Keller Lufttechnik ti-
died up, invested in new technology and created a digital pro-
cess chain from engineering design to production. The leaders 
in the digitization process, Bernd Flatzek and Andreas Bene-
dickt report on their challenges, successes and further digiti-
zation plans.

"When personnel, machinery and industrial processes are all connec-
ted in an intelligent network, we call this Industry 4.0. (…) In industry 
4.0, production processes mesh with state-of-the-art information/
communication technology", states  the website of the  Federal Minis-
try of Economy and Energy. To that end,  Keller Lufttechnik undertook 
a big step towards this complex "meshing". At first, Industry 4.0  ap-
pears to be a very abstract and broad concept, states Bernd Flatzek of 
the Engineering Department , a leader in the push for digitization.  
Achieving Industry 4.0 will only become successful  if the company 
first addresses its internal challenges, before the new digitization pro-
cess is adopted as a potential solution.

Previous Engineering design data for laser machine proved in-
compatible 
Bernd Flatzek reports: "Up to now there were breaks in our digital pro-
cess chain from Engineering on down to the manufacture of housing 
for filtration systems. Data created was of no particular use because 
of incompatible formats and content." Using a typical example, Engi-
neering prepared an extensive 3-D drawing of a system utilizing stan-
dard CAD software, but the Production Department needed a 2-D dra-
wing, so the 3-D drawing had to be converted by  Engineering experts 
using an additional software step. Much of the information provided 
in the drawing was unnecessary for Production, but other vital infor-
mation was missing. "We had to modify the digital document received 
from Engineering so that it could be read by the laser machines used 
in the cutting processes," says Andreas Benedickt, member of the pre-
production team. Together with Bernd Flatzek, they are leading the 
digitization project. "A lot of practical experience and knowledge went 
into the project. Teammates know how much time each production 
step takes, when parts need to be turned, and the number of people 
required."

Investment in a network-compatible folding press
Until recently, the possibility of further digitization of the production 
process after laser cutting came to a complete halt. The 18- year old 
folding press, which  formed the flat metal sheets, did not have a net-
work connection. Keller Lufttechnik has invested in a new machine 
that is fully network compatible, and includes a robot to supply the 
system with the necessary material. This simplifies labor, and the pro-

ject team can begin digitizing the entire sheet processing oeration, 
with assistance from extermal IT specialists, to Engineering, and on.

Commonly used software does not match highly specialized 
products
The task turned out to be complex and engaged several software de-
velopers. One software was required for sheet processing from simple 
3-D data, one software was required for workflow automation, and 
additional software was necessary for the preparation of offline-for-
ming programs. "It became clear that existing software is designed for 
job order production of identical components in high volumes", Flatzek 
explains. "However, this is not how we operate. Keller Lufttechnik of-
fers a wide range of various extraction technologies and integrates 
them into systems that are individually customized. This means that 
no two systems are alike. Each system passes through the production 
process separately (single unit flow), even if many parts are standar-
dized. For digitization, this production method requires a longer tes-
ting period and optimizing. It has been particularly challenging to 
translate the engineering science of the process into digitized machi-
ne language, Andreas Benedickt explains. "We realized that software 
follows a different form of logic than people. They processes informa-
tion in a linear mode, while our personnel are more situational thin-
kers."

Should the process match the software - or vice versa?
A basic question in digitization is how willing are the company and its 
processes to adhere to software specifications, Flatzek says. "All soft-
ware changes involve considerable effort and intensive communica-
tions with the programmer. Our goal is that the end result must suit 
Keller Lufttechnik."  >

Successful despite challenges: "The newly created digital proce ss chain from Enginee-
ring to Manufacturing promises increased speed and quality," says Bernd Flatzek.
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Digitization = job loss?  Fears unfounded.
"Digitizing won't replace manpower. It is a matter of establishing a 
new job culture," says Andreas Benedickt.  This requires  a major 
transformation which, like any change, creates anxiety among many 
employees. "But  the individual human element has never been so cri-
tical as in its involvement in the digital and automated production pro-
cesses and commercial applications," acknowledges Bernd Flatzek.  
During numerous discussions, employees were invited to participate 
in the success of this project. As a result, it was possible to develop 
solutions that allowed people to concentrate more on their valuable 
functions without being distracted by additional menial tasks. The re-
sult reassured everyone that a higher work output can be mastered 
more easily, with a shorter lead time. Today, the software is used in 
detailed product manufacturing planning and conveys the collected 
data to the production software.  Employees handle overall monitoring 
and perform any fine adjustments. Whether it is an order for a major 
system or a spare part, a customer order is processed using the same 
care and attention at all its key points.

 

Next step: Simplify workforce planning
Previous success does not imply the completion of the digitizing pro-
ject.  It is the basis for further optimization. Strategic production plan-
ning could, for expamle, simplify personnel deployment, as the soft-
ware also indicates the coverage required at each individual machine. 
In the future, personnel  may receive the following text on their mobile 
phones: "Tuesday--folding press - second shift; 2 employees for 6 
hours". "Employees can then sign up for their relevant shift. The pro-
duction foreman would only intervene when required - simple Industry 
4.0," remarks Bernd Flatzek. 

Increased quality and speed
Daily use of the digitized process chain has proven to be effective. 
Keller Lufttechnik is experiencing an increase in speed and quality - 
without overextending employees. "We are now able to engage our 
personnel more effectively," says Flatzek. "Our level of high quality 
remains the same, as it is less dependent on  individual workers." Di-
gitization is an important advance in  ensuring the company's future 
growth. <

The leaders of the digitizing project, Andreas
Benedickt (left) and Bernd Flatzek are certain that
digitization is an important step towards ensuring
the company's continued growth.

Digitization is gaining greater acceptance than anticipated.
Human resources service Randstad determined from a survey
of 1200 employees that people recognize the advantages of
automation (see diagram). Regretably, digitization may
significantly change many a job description.


