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ALUMINIUM: Mr Busenbecker, you’ve been 
the new chairman of the association of semi-
finished aluminium products within GDA 
since 16 September 2020. Congratulations on 
your election. What are your goals in your  
new position?

Frank Busenbecker: Thanks very much for 
your congratulations. I’ve been involved in 
various committees within GDA for several 
years but being elected chairman is some- 
thing special for me because of the size of the 
semis association. Association work is enor-
mously important for our industry: from tech-
nical standardization to comprehensive mar-
ket reporting, from public relations activities  
to political lobbying for the members and the 
metal. The association serves the members.  
And the members, for their part, can and 
should use the association for matters that  
concern them. After all, the association is 
only as strong as the contribution its members 
make. Only those who actively participate can  
set directions and help shape the association. 

Our sector is facing challenges at many 
levels. Think of the distortions in trade policy 
worldwide, think of regulatory requirements 
from Brussels and Berlin – we need to be in-
volved, loudly and clearly. Think of the one 
or other idea from our customers, who also 
have requirements and need an answer from 
the sector.

The association, like our industry, is under-
going change. I’d like to be an active part of 
this change, collating the companies’ point of 
view and implementing it together with GDA. 
There’s a lot to do and I’m looking forward 
to the task!
ALUMINIUM: Please briefly outline the 
mood and economic situation of the German 
aluminium semis industry as of November.

Busenbecker: The signals that we’re getting 
from the market at the moment aren’t clear. 
We’ve seen the call-off figures from the car 
industry rise significantly again since the sum-
mer. That’s encouraging, of course. However, 
it’s not clear how sustainable this recovery  

will be. And we’re still a long way below the 
levels we’ve had in recent years. 

In the building and construction industry, 
the trend since the beginning of the pandemic 
has been largely stable, at least compared to 
the economic situation in the other major cus-
tomer industries. In the capital goods indus-
tries mechanical and electrical engineering, 
market trends and sentiment remain gloomy. 
The situation in the aerospace industry re-
mains dramatic. Industry experts expect the 

aerospace industry to remain at a low level 
until at least 2023. 

Marius Baader: From the association’s point 
of view, at least one thing is reassuring: at the 
beginning of this crisis, the topics our members 
discussed with GDA were all concerned with 
the economic shock, access to state aid and 
the question of systemic relevance. Since the 
summer break, the more strategic issues sur-
rounding our material have become increas-
ingly important. This may indicate that the 
semis companies have put the adjustments to 

the economic environment behind them and 
are now looking cautiously ahead again.

“we need a strategy  
for moving forward again”

ALUMINIUM: The car industry experienced 
an almost 30 percent fall in demand in the 
first nine months of the year, while supplies 
to the aircraft industry have probably come 
to a virtual standstill –– two markets that are 
of major importance for extruded and rolled 
aluminium products. What consequences does 
this have for companies in these sectors?

Busenbecker: Both sectors were hit hard at 
the beginning, especially in the second quarter. 
Our companies needed to react very quickly, 
and they did. Production was reduced dras-
tically or even stopped completely within a 
short period of time. Particularly in the avia-
tion sector, our companies are at the begin-
ning of the supply chain and they had to hit 
the brakes hard. Carmaking also practically 
came to a standstill overnight. Enormous ef- 
fort was needed to react to this situation. 

But there’s one difference between the  
two sectors: conditions in the car industry 
have stabilized since the summer break and 
the restart of production. It’s still not at an 
adequate level, but the prospects are bright-
er. The aerospace industry is still an awfully  
long way away from such a situation. 

Companies are more broadly based in most 
cases. The revival in the car industry, the sur-
prisingly stable demand from the building and 
construction sector and thoroughly positive 
developments in the markets for packaging 
can at least cushion this to some extent. But 
one thing is clear: we also need a strategy for 
moving forward again. 

It’s good news that the car industry is once 
again sending clear signals to the rollers and 
extruders.

Baader: Particularly at the beginning of 
the pandemic, politicians reacted quickly and 
decisively. Benefits for short-time working, 

“sustainability and climate protection –  
our industry is offering the solution”
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Frank Busenbecker: “It’s good news that  
the car industry is once again sending  

clear signals to the rollers and extruders.
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state loans, a protective umbrella for trade 
credit insurers – all of this came quickly, and 
bureaucracy was streamlined. We very much 
appreciate this, even though not all the in-
struments seem to be suitable for all of the 
companies. What we need now, though, is an 
industrial policy strategy on how to get out 
of this trough together. We can see that the 
decision-makers in Brussels and Berlin are  
still struggling with the question of whether 
and how targeted aid with a large multiplier 
effect should be designed. There seems to be 
some movement slowly taking place in these 
considerations. And that’s a good thing, be-
cause time is running out.

“competition between materials  
is necessary for progress”

ALUMINIUM: The aluminium industry sees 
e-mobility as a great opportunity for further 
growth, especially in the field of the housings 
for batteries and motors. However, alumin- 
ium will not sell itself as the material for this 
product: there are lightweight construction 
steels, and in the long term fibre composites 
could also become a competitor for the light 
metal aluminium. What’s your assessment of 
the competition between materials?

Busenbecker: Competition between ma-
terials is necessary for progress. It’s precisely 
this competition that’s driving our industry to 
become even better. Aluminium doesn’t only 
stand for lightweight construction: aluminium 
stands for optimal recycling possibilities and 
for CO2 efficiency in the supply chain, dur-
ing use. 

And of course, we still have potential to 
further improve our image. The industry’s 
constantly making progress when it comes 
to reducing our carbon rucksack and to even 
better and more efficient sorting and recyc-
ling of scrap. And we’re not only innovative 
at process level, but also when it comes to our 
products. Working in close cooperation with 
our customers we’re developing components 
that facilitate efficient and sustainable mobil-
ity. There’s no need for us to shy away from 
competition with potential substitutes. 

Baader: Today, our member companies 
are already represented with highly innova-
tive products on electrical system platforms 
and elsewhere. This wouldn’t be the case if 
they weren’t taking the competition between 
materials seriously. With this in mind, I’m very 
confident that the positive properties of the 
metal and the constant process and product 
innovations by our companies will continue to 
lead to market success. You’ll see a lot more  
in this respect at the Aluminium 2021 fair.

ALUMINIUM: Apart from an increased 
use of the light metal in cars, what market 
potential do you see for rolled and extruded 
aluminium products in the years ahead?

Busenbecker: The increased use of alu- 
minium in carmaking isn’t merely a continu-
ation of what was happening in the past: the 
architecture of vehicles is undergoing mas-
sive change. And this upheaval is giving rise  
to new areas of application with growth po-
tential! Added to this, we must also keep in 
mind that mobility concepts will change, of 
course. But as long as hardware’s needed for 
mobility, our metal will offer precisely those 

solutions that efficient mobility needs: it’s  
light in weight, versatile, and can be recycled 
indefinitely. 

Basically, the prospects for our metal re-
main very good. The social issues of our time 
are sustainability and climate protection. And 
our sector is providing the solution to these  
issues. Take a look at the packaging mar-
ket: the European Commission is striving to 
achieve a circular economy and closed-loop 
recycling. You can already see these today 
in the case of aluminium beverage cans and 
building products. These aren’t projections,  
or visions of start-ups: they describe the real- 
ity of our metal and our industry. 

Baader: Aluminium is a material that makes 
energy-efficient buildings possible: buildings 
that use less energy and thus help to protect 
the climate. Aluminium packages food safely 
and its recyclability is excellent. I see growth 
in all major customer sectors – not only as a 

reflection of the dynamics of the respective  
industry, but particularly because of the met-
al’s good environmental performance. This 
will give us further impetus.

Increasing threat to fair world trade

ALUMINIUM: US tariffs on aluminium sheet 
from Europe or the EU’s anti-dumping duties 
on profiles from China: How are internation-
al trade conflicts affecting the German alu- 
minium industry?

Busenbecker: You’ve raised an important 
point there. The German aluminium industry 
welcomes free and fair world trade, but it 
seems to be becoming less and less possible to 
achieve this ideal. Protectionism is not a new 
phenomenon. Some of our trading partners  
had abandoned free trade before Donald 
Trump came on the scene. And Europe is 
right in the middle of it – with all its conse-
quences. 

On the one hand, we’re seeing the USA 
becoming more and more isolationist, trying 
to close the market internationally by raising 
tariffs or even imposing anti-dumping duties. 
And on the other hand, we’re seeing a Chi-
nese aluminium industry that has enormous  
– but not necessarily fair – competitive ad-
vantages over its global competitors when it  
comes to commodities. 

I welcome the EU Commission’s decision 
to use anti-dumping duties to stop unfair com-
petition from China. On the other hand, we 
must note with some amazement that the US 
administration is levying anti-dumping duties 
of the same kind on strip and sheet, includ-
ing imports from Germany. The level of the 
duties being imposed is completely unfound-
ed. In principle, I consider a tariff policy on 
aluminium products between the USA and  
Europe in both directions to be unnecessary.

Baader: First of all, we must thank Euro-
pean Aluminium very much for the Commis-
sion’s decision. Together with seven Euro- 
pean companies, the European Aluminium 
association has worked extremely hard to 
prove the allegations against China. It was 
a Herculean task. The decision itself is also 
a paradigm shift, though. For the previous 
Commission, free and fair trade was still the 
EU’s goal, but it often lacked the courage to 
actually take action against unfair conditions.  
We certainly appreciate this change.

Regarding the USA, in the end we have to 
say that the decision was purely political. The 
new US administration will certainly return 
to an open dialogue in the medium term. It 
remains to be seen, though, whether this du-
bious trade policy decision will be reversed 

Marius Baader: “What we need now  
is an industrial policy strategy on how  

to get out of this trough together.”
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early. That’s why we and our partners from 
WVMetalle (editor’s note: the German trade 
association of NF metals) and European Alu-
minium have asked the trade policy bodies  
in Brussels and Berlin to support us in this  
matter. Because if the market is closed, it’ll  
take a long time to reopen it. 

“sustainability and climate  
protection are key challenges”

ALUMINIUM: In recent months, there has 
been an increasing number of reports of alu-
minium producers offering ‘low carbon alu-
minium’, in other words aluminium that has 
a small carbon footprint during production. 
At the semi-finished product level, more and 
more companies are obtaining ASI certifica-
tion, which enables them to provide custom-
ers with evidence of responsible, sustainable  
aluminium procurement. In concrete terms, 
what significance does this development have 
for the operational business of aluminium 
companies?

Busenbecker: First and foremost, this is a 
positive signal for me. Sustainability and cli-
mate protection are not just fashionable top-
ics, they are key challenges around the world. 
The aluminium industry is also facing up to 
these issues and it is not only since recently  
that it has been doing so. 

ASI, the Aluminium Stewardship Initia-
tive,  is an association of aluminium producers  
and processors, users and NGOs. And on this 
basis we can develop uniform standards ac-
cording to which ideally our industry can be 
organized along the entire supply chain. The 
fact that this will not happen without further 
and continuous improvements in the compa-
nies is just as clear as is the fact that we’ll not 
reach our goal by making unrealistic or ex-
aggerated demands. I therefore welcome the 
initiative. What’s important is a penetrative 
acceptance by our customers in the most di-
verse user markets. And at the same time, 
ASI must remain a flexible system. Are the 
current standards and certificates suitable for  
making the supply chain more sustainable? 
This requires an open dialogue.

The issue of carbon footprint is central to 
our metal. It’s obvious that we can only play 
our trump cards once we’ve evaluated alu- 
minium’s entire life cycle. And that’s why 
it’s essential to talk to our customers about 
further optimization. Because as soon as the 
metal leaves our factory gates, our influence  
on the handling of scrap, our influence on 
smart, end-of-life design becomes limited. 
That’s also a central issue in the association’s 
work.

Baader: I think it’s very welcome that all 
relevant stakeholders are getting together 
within ASI and trying to find a common defi-
nition of sustainability. After all, experience 
shows that ultimately everyone understands  
it differently. Nevertheless, there are objec-
tive criteria that can be agreed upon inter- 
nationally. And certainly the standards cur-
rently being developed within the initiative  
are not yet the aim of all our efforts. Sustain-
ability is a concept that’s moving, changing. 
GDA’s also a member of ASI and is trying 
in particular to be the voice of smaller com-
panies. After all, some things that may seem 
so simple from the point of view of globally 
active players aren’t trivial for the traditional  
SMEs in our ranks. 

The aluminium industry in Germany and 
Europe is one hundred percent committed to 
the sustainability goals of the UN and OECD. 
But when it comes to implementing them,  
our demand is that the possibilities on the 
ground must always be considered when set-
ting the target. We’re actively supporting this 
process. 

Digitization has many facets

ALUMINIUM: For some years now, there’s 
been much talk of Industry 4.0 and the digiti-
zation / networking of production. What chal-
lenges are your member companies facing in 
the field of digitization?

Baader: Digitization is a buzzword for 
which we must first agree on a uniform defi-
nition. And the definition will ultimately be 
slightly different for each industry, probably 
for each company. Of course, networked pro-
duction – within your own organization, but 
also along the supply chain – is a key issue.  
But digitization can also mean that our cus-
tomers’ business models will change. Take a 
look at mobility. Digitization makes it possi-
ble for users in large cities to organize mobil- 
ity very quickly and conveniently on a variety 
of platforms. And that raises the question for 
the aluminium industry: how can we ensure 
that we will also be part of a new mode of 
transport? The transport of people and goods 
from A to B will continue to take place on 
a hardware-bound platform. And aluminium 
should play a central role in this platform. 

It’s also clear, though, that our companies 
have been good at becoming more efficient 
and effective day after day for decades. Only 
in this way has it been, and still is, possible  
for them to remain internationally competi-
tive in a high-wage location. So networked  
production, Industry 4.0 and data-driven 
optimization of processes is not completely 

new territory for them. Perhaps it was called  
something different in the past. 

Personally, I think it makes sense for com-
panies to identify their own starting points  
for digitization, which is still a rather vague 
term. And to remove obstacles, of course. 
After all, working with young companies that 
look at processes and products with a new 
perspective isn’t rocket science and something 
that only takes place in Silicon Valley. On  
the contrary.

We had been planning the first ‘Digital 
Learning Trip’ for GDA members this year. 
The plan didn’t include visits to companies 
in the USA or Israel but in Germany. Our 
destinations were the Adlershof Technology 
Park and Campus Charlottenburg to the com-
panies under the incubation of the Humboldt 
University and the Free University in Berlin. 
And to Leitart, a business intelligence start-
up from Köpenick – to founders working on 
solutions that could also be used by some of 
our companies. It’s clear that we can’t offer 
this trip at the moment, but it’s equally clear 
that we’ll be making it as soon as it’s possible 
to do so again.

ALUMINIUM: How important are such 
changes in the world of industrial production? 
Can you give examples, perhaps from the  
extrusion or rolling sector, which illustrate  
the associated improvements in process  
efficiency?

Busenbecker: From a company’s perspec-
tive, you must take a somewhat broader view. 
Of course, any measure that generates a lit-
tle bit more efficiency, better utilization and 
faster set-up times is valuable in itself. But it’s 
more than that: companies are in the process 
of increasing their vertical integration signifi-
cantly. It’s no longer necessarily only profiles 
or sheet metal that leave the production line. 
More and more components and parts requir-
ing additional processing steps are now being 
shipped to our customers. This goes hand in 
hand with continual improvement, greater 
automation and digital networking. Good 
will alone is not enough. At Erbslöh we view 
digitization as part of our processes for con-
tinuous improvement that also involve our 
suppliers and customers. In this way we keep  
sight of the entire process.

Association provides support  
during corona crisis

ALUMINIUM: How is GDA supporting its 
member companies during the corona crisis?

Baader: First of all, during the last six 
months we found that there was a greater 
need for discussion and information on the 
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part of our members than had previously 
been the case. And that’s where we see our 
role. We gather information and process it so 
that we can communicate it to them. Initially, 
this meant above all providing reliable data. 
How is the car industry developing? How are 
forecasts changing? What is happening in the 
construction industry? And questions about 
specific assistance, of course: What meas-
ures has the German government decided to 
take? What do I have to do as an employer to 
receive the aid? Are we running the risk of 
industrial activity being forced to come to a  
standstill by government regulations? How 
can we prevent this?

Together with our partners in the non-fer-
rous metals community, we developed plat-
forms for this. For example, the Corona Help 
Desk, where we shared daily updated infor-
mation. But we’ve also organized many dis-
cussion formats in which our members could, 
and still can, exchange information. In video 
conferences, but also on platforms like Slack. 

Since the summer break, enquiries have 
again tended to focus more on strategic ques-
tions regarding trade policy, carbon footprint 
matters and sustainability issues. This is per-
haps a good indicator that the dramatic events 
of the spring have eased a little. 

The association is certainly well positioned 
to help organize access to information from 
the political sphere. But on most other issues, 

the association is only as good as its members 
allow it to be. And here I’m pleased to say 
that our members use their association, al-
low it to participate in individual issues and  
in this way enable us to pass on experience 
with best practice. 

ALUMINIUM: Mr Busenbecker, how did 
you perceive the support as a member of 
GDA?

Busenbecker: First of all, the situation in 
the spring was characterized by massive un-
certainty. After all, we didn’t only have to 
cope with a sudden absence of call-off figures 
from our customers or a general economic 
slowdown. No one knew what was going to 
happen. GDA approached the companies very 
quickly and provided us with information. It 
contacted politicians in Berlin and in the var-
ious state governments, described the situa- 
tion to them and formulated what was import- 
ant for the aluminium industry and thus also 
for our customer sectors. This was an enor-
mous amount of help at a time when events 
were evolving at a dramatically fast pace.

Personally, I also had the impression that 
the companies made much more intensive 
use of their association during this period. 
The committee meetings were all digital, but 
much more interactive than before. The ex-
change was open and certainly a great help 
for the participants. And I’d like to maintain 
this involvement of the member companies 

in my function as chairman of the semis as-
sociation. For example, the frequency of the 
advisory board meetings has increased during 
this phase. However, a virtual platform can’t 
replace the personal contact with the member 
companies at association level completely.

“we need policies that are  
reliable in the longer term”

ALUMINIUM: What measures would you  
like politicians to introduce in the near fu-
ture?

Busenbecker: I think there’s a lack of con-
sistency in European industrial policy. With its 
Green Deal, the EU Commission has just pre-
sented a programme to make Europe the first 
continent that’s climate neutral. With clear 
targets for reducing emissions. And as soon as 
the ink was dry, the targets were tightened. I 
think it’s clear that we’re committed to these 
targets. But we mustn’t forget either that com-
panies can hardly adapt to a political strategy 
if it has such a half-life for no reason at all. We 
should be at the forefront of sustainability in 
Europe, strengthening rather than weakening 
the competitiveness of our industry. We need 
to be able to base our investment plans, our 
R&D priorities and our entire strategy on  
policies that are reliable in the longer term.

ALUMINIUM: Mr Busenbecker, Mr Baa- 
der, many thanks for this interview.

European Aluminium’s members have 
re-elected Emilio Braghi, president of 
Novelis Europe, as chairman of their as-
sociation at a virtual general assembly. 

“I aspire to be a strong ambassador for the 
entire value chain and help secure adequate 
support measures for our industry to recover 
from the corona crisis and set the right condi-
tions for fostering the production of sustain-
able aluminium in Europe,” Braghi said in his 
acceptance speech. “I’m especially looking 
forward to the mid-term review of our indus-
try’s sustainability roadmap to assess progress 
made and redefine our ambitions in the light 
of the Green Deal,” he added.  

European Aluminium (EA) also welcomed 
two new members this year, taking the asso-
ciation’s total membership to over 85 mem-
bers representing 600 plants in 30 European 
countries. 

The EA members also elected Philip Schlü-
ter, CEO of Trimet, as its new vice-chairman. 
Ingrid Jörg, president of Constellium’s Aero-
space and Transportation business, Arnaud de 
Weert, CEO at Alvance Aluminium Group, 
and Gerald Mayer, CEO of Amag Austria Met-
all AG, are new to the 12 member executive 
committee of European Aluminium. 

During the general assembly, European 
Aluminium also introduced two new compa-
nies: Grupo Baux, a manufacturer of rolled 
products based in Spain, and Aughinish Alu-
mina, Europe’s largest alumina refinery, which 
is based in Ireland. 

In view of the tasks ahead EA’s director 
general, Gerd Götz, said: “We will continue 
addressing the need for stronger trade defence 
to tackle subsidized Chinese overcapacity  
and for adequate compensation to protect  
aluminium producers from carbon leakage 
whilst greening our economy.” 

Emilio Braghi re-elected chairman of European Aluminium

EA‘s old and new chairman, Emilion Braghi
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