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In conversation with...

Investkonsult
Johan Berlin, managing director of Investkonsult Sweden joined Haydn
Davis for the latest SNW webinar, PPE Snapshots from Around Europe.
Haydn Davis: Would you like
to introduce Investkonsult
to anyone who doesn’t know
the company?

the durables sector such as geotextile
and automotive. We have been doing
this for 25 years.

Johan Berlin: We work as highly
specialised consultant and brokers of
used equipment exclusively for global
nonwovens producers as well as the
absorbent hygiene producers globally. As
well as health and hygiene we cover all
elements of the nonwovens segments in

HD: You’re located in Sweden,
when did you first become aware
that Covid-19 might become a
problem in Europe?
JB: I think realised personally until around
week 8 - end of February, early March
when we started getting calls about
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increasing meltblown capacity in other
parts of the world other than China.

HD: The strategy of the Swedish
government and its decision not
to go into lockdown in the same
way its European neighbours did
has been well publicised. What is
your take on that?
JB: My personal take is that I think we
did we did the right thing, but time will
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tell. Perhaps we need to look at this
again in a year’s time and see if we
actually did make the right choices. I
believe both from an economic
perspective and from a wider health
perspective that we have done the right
thing. Yes we have over 5,000 deaths
out of a population of more than 10
million but the positive effects of having
children going to school, especially in
the troubled socio-economic groups,
has been a benefit. Not having people
lockdown at home who are suffering
has had an overall positive effect. And
of course the health effects coupled
with the economic benefits. When you
have layoffs people can suffer from
depressions and there are increases in
the suicide rates, so I think that overall
we did choose the right strategy, but
let’s see.

HD: The pandemic means that all
the talk has been of a huge
demand, but then a shortage of
specialised machines for the
production of meltblown
nonwovens. When did you
first get a sense that this
demand was going to arise?
JB: That was probably mid- or even earlyFebruary when we started getting emails
from China that they could not produce
enough meltblown fabric for their own
domestic consumption. We started
getting requests from China, which we
usually don’t, dealing with second hand
equipment. Normally, there are two
types of Chinese customer. Firstly, those
that deal with the export market which
tend to buy brand new European
machines and secondly, those that deal
with the domestic and Asian market
which tend to buy brand new Chinese
equipment. So normally, they never
come to us for second hand equipment.
When we started seeing that, we
understood how severe the situation
was. And maybe more importantly, the
timing, because the delivery time for
new equipment is quite long and they
needed equipment as soon as possible.

HD: Was this unprecedented or
have there been other epidemics
before that have caused a spike in
demand for these technologies?

JB: There has been, yes. The bird flu
and the swine flu epidemics both
produced an increased demand for
facemask material in China back in
20011-12. We actually did sell a used
meltblown line to a Chinese company
because the delivery time for a new
machine was too long. And that was a
line we had been trying to sell for more
than two years. With the start of the
flu, a delegation of seven people from
China flew in and said they would take
it, simply because it could be delivered
so quickly.

HD: What impact has this
had on Investkonsult?
JB: With Sweden producing less than
one per cent of total nonwovens
absorbent hygiene output, we are used
to traveling. There are three of us here
who are on the road more than 140
days per year or even more; going out,
visiting customers, inspecting
equipment, consulting with customers
and carrying out valuations. Obviously
all that has been put on hold. My last
trip to Poland was on February 6 and
since then I have been in the country.
That is the longest continuous period
that I have been in Sweden since 1999.
It has affected business, which has
dropped, but we were fortunate
enough to be able to complete all the
business projects we had started. The
time from initiating a business until its
completed can be quite long, stretching
from anywhere between six and 12
months which means that whatever we
were able to finalise during the Spring
had been imitated back in 2019. I’m
assuming that 10 to 12 months from
now, business will be less as we have
not been able to do any groundwork for
new business.

HD: Is the company now back to
operating as normal?
JB: As we didn’t have a lockdown, we
have always been operating as normal.
We are a small company and under
normal circumstances we have one
person in the office with three out
traveling. But at the moment, we have
three people in the office at any time,
but with a lot of space, that is not really
a problem. My father, who is over 70 has

been working remotely but apart from
that is hasn’t really affected our day-today work. Business as usual.

HD: What do you think will
happen to the machinery
marketplace once the
pandemic has passed?
JB: An interesting question as nobody
really knows. If we look at converting
equipment, and specifically facemask
machines, I believe that you will have
quite a lot of people in Europe and in the
US that have purchased machines that
could be idle 24 months from now.
Because they will not be able to
compete. Once all the governments and
other bodies have filled up their stocks
again then the small players, the ones
that got in two months late and bought
a fairly cheap machine from China, they
are not going to be able to compete
with the larger companies that bought a
European machine which will have a very
high output and a very low labour cost. I
think those latter companies may be able
to sustain. There may be a shift from
where governments and health
institutions are going to buy their
material. A few will remain but a lot will
be back on the second hand market and
being Chinese made equipment will have
a very low resale value, if any. We may
end up with 30-40 companies that are
going to have to scrap their equipment
within a couple of years.

HD: What lessons will be
learned for the future?
JB: One lesson that has already been
learned is the issue of being so
dependent on Asia and the subsequent
supply chains. Absolutely, we are going
to have a higher output of meltblown in
Europe and we are also going to be
more self sufficient in the actual
production of PPE. That will come back
here and in fact, I’m surprised that it
hasn’t come back before. It’s not a high,
labour intensive industry and if you go
along with the European manufactured
machines, you get a lot of material and a
lot of product out with very low
operating costs. So it should be possible
to run these operations in Europe,
producing at a competitive price. That
lesson has already been learned. SNW
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