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We visit a rail car manufacturer in Niesky (I), learn about Cube 6 in Görlitz (II), come to grips with wire in Chemnitz (III)  
and meet painted angels in Grünhainichen (IV). We also find out what top researchers are working on (V), peek  

inside the BMW plant in Leipzig (VI) and visit a violin-building workshop in Markneukirchen (VII).
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The magazine in your hands looks at the 
innovations, ideas and people that are 
currently changing Saxony, Germany – 
and in some cases, the world. We want to 
show you a side of the region that hasn't 
gotten as much attention as it deserves.  
There's no room for racism or xenophobia 
in our vibrant, future-oriented economy 
– an idea we'd like to stress here.  
Never before has the world been so 
interconnected – or so accessible – as it is 
today. Never before have business partners 
joined hands across borders as frequently 

as they do today. Never before has it been 
so clear that to solve the challenges of the 
future, people around the world must work 
together – wherever they are and wherever 
they come from.

This magazine reports on the 
special qualities and the innovative power 
of Saxon businesses: We want to highlight 
how the people of Saxony are playing their 
part to make the world of tomorrow a 
better place than it is today. We want to 
show how Saxony is changing step by step 
and day by day, in the business world and 

in other areas of society. Many of our ideas 
and innovations are still in their infancy; 
our economy is a "work-in-progress" 
undergoing constant reinvention, 
realignment and redevelopment. The 
Saxon economy is by no means finished, 
and we believe this is true of the society as 
a whole. But we don't see this as a 
downside; rather, it's something to strive 
towards. New, exciting developments can 
only take place when change is the norm.

The Editorial Board

Dear Readers,
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SHAPING UP
A quick introduction to all things Saxony – facts, 
figures, stories and ideas 

SURPRISING STORIES 
The latest developments in the Saxon economy make 
for fascinating finds

MOVING FORWARD 
Mechanics and engineers detail some of the most 
remarkable machines to come out of Saxony

PASSING IT ON
Modern business managers share one talent in 
particular – they know how to delegate

STARTING UP
A Saxon startup combs the internet with sophisticated 
algorithms to compile price comparisons

STIMULATING SPACES 
A pleasant working environment is key to employee 
satisfaction

TACKLING CHANGE
The difficult task of leading a traditional company  
into the future

GETTING CONNECTED 
An interview with researcher Gerhard Fettweis about 
the importance of networking

INSPIRING IDEAS
Scientists from Saxony are developing new ideas  
that could change our daily lives 
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Visit us on German Unity Day 
from October 1-3, 2016 in Dresden!

  www.tag-der-deutschen-einheit.sachsen.de
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FROM BRAS TO FABRIC FENDERS 
They say history repeats itself. In a 
region where innovation is the name of 
the game, it's fun to see how old ideas 
are made new again. Take textiles, for 
example: In 1889, Christine Hardt 
patented the brassiere in Saxony. These 
days, researchers are using those same 
mechanical features to reinvent fabric 
car fenders.

FROM CONTAX TO 3D MONITORS 
On to optics: In the early 30s, Zeiss Ikon 
launched the world's first 35mm SLR 
camera on the market from Dresden. 
Today, scientists are working on a 
high-definition 3D monitor that 
surgeons can use to train for operations. 

FROM SOLID TOOTHPASTE TO  
LIQUID MAGIC
Now, let's dive into liquids: Dresden 
was once the hub for oral hygiene –  
both Odol mouthwash and toothpaste, 
developed by pharmacist Ottomar von 
Mayenburg, were invented here. Today, 
researchers at Fraunhofer are working  
on "intelligent fluids" that could enable 
shock absorbers to adjust their damping 
properties, for example. 

Three important websites for 
Saxony's investors, founders and 
curious minds, alike:

www.invest-in-saxony.net 

www.futuresax.de

www.simply-saxony.com

8.2 
Phrases like "wasteland 
economy" and "no jobs" 
just don't apply here. 
Unemployment in Saxony is now at 
8.2 percent – lower than at any 
time since German reunification.

Every two years, the EU identifies 
Europe's most innovative regions.  
On the map below, you can see the 
results of the latest study, with the 
top ranking areas marked in green:

New to the area? Join us on a tour through Saxony's economic landscape in 
the year 2016. Learn more about the people and ideas that make this region 
such an outstanding place to be.

+++ INNOVATIONS THREE PATENTS ARE REGISTERED PER DAY IN SAXONY    –  THE EAST GERMAN STATE WITH THE MOST PROLIFIC INVENTORS +++
IN
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Promoting technological 
development matters: In 2015 alone, 
Saxony gave over 110 million euros to 
557 tech projects. The process of 
applying for funding was also made 
much less bureaucratic. 

In the first nine months of 2015, 
the Free State of Saxony exported 
goods with a total value of almost  
30 billion euros – a new record.  
Automotive exports alone rose an 
impressive 22 percent. 

People moving to Saxony put a premium on good cultural 
and educational facilities. Pictured is a young dancer at the Palucca 
University of Dance, Dresden.

Berlin or bust? Not 
necessarily! More and 

more people are 
heading to Leipzig, 

Dresden and 
Chemnitz. For the past 
six years, more people 

have moved to the 
former Karl-Marx-Stadt 

than have left, 
attracted by low rents 

for housing, offices 
and laboratories.

Mechanical 
engineering has a 
long and illustrious 
history in Saxony. 
Here, the industry 
thrives thanks to 

workers' particular 
expertise in machine 

tool building and 
special engineering. 
Saxon engineers also 
have a penchant for 

meeting special 
requests and  

intricate tasks.

Saxony is a region of 
research. The Free 
State is home to no 

fewer than  
14 Fraunhofer 

institutes: There are 
nine in Dresden alone 

– more than in any 
other German city. 

There are also six Max 
Planck Society 

institutes and three 
Helmholtz Centres.

96
Saxony is an educated state:  
96 percent of the working population  
have completed vocational training  
or higher education entrance 
qualification. The OECD average  
is 72 percent. 

What makes Saxony so appealing to major 
companies like Volkswagen and Infineon? Some say 
it's the research landscape – others, the culture.

"Europe is supported by pillars 
of strength, and one such  

pillar is Saxony."
Angela Merkel, German Chancellor

"Saxony represents the 
freedom and energy at the 
heart of Europe. Aware and 

perceptive, our entrepreneurs 
and employees are the 

backbone of our economy. 
Superlative scientific research, 

a diverse culture and a 
beautiful environment make 
the Free State an excellent 

place to live and work."
Stanislaw Tillich, Minister-President of Saxony

"We put a lot of faith in an 
entrepreneurial spirit that 
inspires people – young 

people, in particular – with the 
courage to take risks." 

Martin Dulig, Saxon State Minister of the 
Economy, Labor and Transport

MANY OF THE COMPANIES  that have recently 
relocated to eastern Germany have expressed their 
appreciation for the lower rents: "It's become a much more 
attractive place to live," says Siegfried Bülow, Chairman of 
the Board at Porsche Leipzig. "If you want to attract workers 
from abroad, that's a necessity." Porsche intends to continue 
investing in Saxony. "Because the government greatly 
supports the economy, authorizations are processed quickly 
here." Something else that makes Saxony so appealing is its 
close contact to science and academia. "In 'Silicon Saxony,' 
in particular, there are many highly qualified experts," says 
Diana Heuer, spokeswoman for microchip company 
Infineon's Dresden branch. "Silicon Saxony" has become a 
recognized nickname, with many Saxons pleased to see 
themselves as the German equivalent of Silicon Valley: 
More than 300 companies have joined the industry 
association bearing that title.

Highly qualified workers are particularly interested 
in the quality of life in Saxony. HR managers have their eye 
on cities like Leipzig and Chemnitz, which are experiencing 
an unprecedented explosion in the number of galleries, 
theaters and cafés – enough to make Berlin, just two hours 
away, slide into obscurity. "Saxony has a wide range of 
cultural attractions, a passion for athletics and beautiful 
scenery," says Siegfried Fiebig of Volkswagen Sachsen. 
"Saxony is a great place to live!" 

Like

FOR GOOD REASON
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MECHANICAL 
MARVELS

There are nearly 1,000 mechanical engineering companies in Saxony, 
making the state a key center for machine manufacturing. We take a look 

behind the scenes at some of the industry's best and brightest.

Martin Heinze heads up concept development at ATN Hölzel, a special machinery and construction company in Oppach. He tells us  
that in the late 1980s, automotive companies starting gluing windows into vehicles rather than screwing them in: "Today, that's standard 
procedure. At ATN, we make machines that perform that task directly on the assembly line." The picture at left shows a boNdINg 
SySTEM designed for a Volkswagen factory in Poznań, Poland, where commercial vehicles are made: "Things have to move quickly – the 
system only has about 70 seconds to adhere the windows before the next vehicle comes along. The robotic arm picks up a window and 
takes it to the application tower, where the structural adhesive is applied at a temperature of 60 °C. Next, the robot fits the window onto 
the vehicle with flawless precision. As a final precaution, strips of tape are attached to ensure the window doesn't slip while the adhesive 
sets. We sell special machinery like this worldwide to clients like BMW, Audi, Porsche and Scania."
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by Mathias Weber   Photos Dawin Meckel

Oppach
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Theodor Prenzel is deputy head of the Department of Research and Development at watchmaker NOMOS 
Glashütte: "The R&D department has been working on our new dUW 3001 automatic movement for a good 
three years now. What makes it so special is how thin it is – an incredible 3.2 millimeters in height. That's less than 
nine postage stamps. Getting to this point was an enormous challenge: A NOMOS timepiece has an average of 
150 parts, and at least 22 steps are needed to produce each part. Before they can be put together, the parts are 
cut, lathed, drilled, shaped, rolled and finished with micrometer precision. Today, these tiny parts – just fractions 
of a millimeter in size – are assembled in our new NOMOS swing system, which powers our watches and makes 
sure they tick just right. Even with specially designed computer simulation programs and our collaboration with 
the Dresden University of Technology, the system took more than seven years of hard work to develop. Up until 
this point, the entire industry relied on deliveries from a single manufacturer in Switzerland. The new system has 
enabled us to break this monopoly. The picture at right shows the watches from our new Neomatik collection, 
which incorporate DUW 3001. Next to them, you can see our mood board – the materials, text, images and 
objects that inspired our designers along the way."

Philipp Flasch is manager of sales at 
WBN Waggonbau in Niesky. He tells us 
that almost every freight train crossing 
Germany has a wagon or car from Niesky 
on it. "We've been making rail cars for 
almost 100 years. During the years of the 
GDR, we were one of the only companies 
allowed to export to the West. These 
days, our products are sold around the 
world. We can even modify our cars and 
wagons to meet the needs of Russia or 
Middle Eastern countries. We're well 
known for our SLIdINg-WALL CARS, 
which have undergone decades of 
development. They now feature an 
aluminum sliding wall, which is more 
user-friendly and can be opened wide to 
allow for rapid loading. Some customers 
use our cars to transport refrigerators and 
washing machines, for example, but 
they're primarily used to deliver large 
rolls of paper. That means they have to 
be absolutely watertight. To ensure they 
pass this test, we check each of them 
individually with our sprinkler system 
before delivery."

Niesky

Glashütte
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A hive of data
How did your idea come about?
Sabine Maßmann, Dr. Hanna Köpcke 
and I met in early 2010 at Leipzig 
University's Web Data Integration Lab. 
My colleagues were IT specialists who 
had research experience in big data and 
data matching.

What exactly is data matching?
For us, it's about matching prices to the 
correct products during our search. To do 
that, we needed a very sophisticated 
algorithm. The logic behind that algorithm 
was developed at the university. 

Even in 2016, the tech startup scene 
is still largely male-dominated. Three 
female founders, as in your case, is  
a rare exception. Is it just a 
coincidence that you are all women?
Yes, the three of us meeting was just a 
happy coincidence. But we complement 
each other very well. Hanna Köpcke is a 

talented programmer; she's the woman 
behind all our technological expertise. 
Sabine Maßmann is the bridge between 
technology and customer service. I'm the 
businesswoman. 

You've been around for almost four 
years now. Who are some of your 
clients?
We work with Douglas, Jack Wolfskin, 
windeln.de – companies who are looking 
for the next leaders in technology.

… whom most clients tend to seek 
out in Berlin or Munich. 
These days, information is no longer 
confined to a single physical location. 

What role has the state of Saxony 
played in your company's success? 
In the beginning, the state development 
agency SAB gave us a grant, which was a big 
help in our first year. In 2013, state high-
tech development fund TGFS became our 
first investor.

How much did they invest?
We received 500,000 euros of seed funding 
in our first year. In 2015, three 
international investors came on board 
with more than 4 million euros.

It doesn't sound like you need to be 
too envious of Berlin.
No, there's no reason for that. On the 
contrary: We even have staff that commutes 
to us from Berlin and Jena.

People know a good idea when they 
see it. 
You could certainly say that. •

Webdata Solutions's key product is 
called "blackbee." Why is that? 
We collect data the way bees collect pollen. 
We swarm online, seeking prices for 
certain products worldwide. Back home in 
our "hive," we prepare the "nectar" for our 
clients. 

There's a wide range of online price 
comparison sites. What makes you 
different?
We offer a specialized platform for 
retailers. Classic sites like billiger.de and 
idealo.de receive their information directly 
from retailers and pass this on to 
consumers. That means the retailers have a 
vested interest in being placed on those 
sites. We, on the other hand, gather price 
information from a wide variety of online 
shops on behalf of retailers and 
manufacturers. We have clients, for 
example, who want to analyze the prices of 
hundreds of thousands of different items 
on over 100 websites every day. 

Why?
Let's say they offer several different 
products online. Naturally, they want to set 
competitive prices. We give them 
information about the market and 
competitors' prices. This enables them to 
adjust their prices daily, which means they 
lose as little profit margin as possible. 
Using blackbee, one online pharmacy was 
able to increase its gross margin by more 
than ten percent in as little as four weeks.

So without the comparison, their 
prices would have been set too low?
Exactly. It's about offering competitive 
prices every day – without losing money.

Interview Peter Wagner 

FEMALE FOUNDERS

In Leipzig, three women comb the internet for the most competitive 
product prices. While their work may sound simple, it's powered by highly  

sophisticated algorithms.

CARINA RÖLLIG, DR. HANNA KÖPCKE 
AND SABINE MAßMANN (left to right) 

founded Webdata Solutions in 2012.  
The company now has almost 40 employees  
and is considered one of the most exciting  

startups in Germany.
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Gerald Walter is head of testing at Kieselstein International in Chemnitz: "Wires are everywhere; every screw is 
made from a wire, every spring in every car was once a wire. At Kieselstein International, we design industrial 
solutions for the wire industry. We serve roughly 600 clients in 50 countries. Saxony's wire-processing history goes 
back over 100 years, but the general principle has remained the same: Take a thick piece of wire and make it 
thinner. We developed our DRAW-PEELING MACHINE (a section of which is pictured above) to do just that. 
A thick wire is inserted into one end and is then stretched long and thin. At the same time, the wire is peeled.  
The end result is a thinner wire with a pristine surface. We process a wide range of materials, including titanium 
and magnesium for the aerospace industry. There, every gram counts."

Dr. Juliane Klose is a biologist who works 
as a product manager at Sysmex Partec in 
Görlitz. She introduces us to Cube 6: "It's  
a FLOW CYTOMETER – a device we 
developed that has become an integral 
part of laboratories and hospitals around 
the world. It uses lasers to analyze cells or 
particles in fluids. For patients with HIV, for 
example, it can be used to monitor the 
immune system by measuring the number 
of T-cells in the blood. As a completely 
different example, brewers can also use 
Cube 6 to find out how much live yeast is 
left in their vats."
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Chemnitz

Görlitz
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Once upon a time, a product only needed to be high 
quality to be successful. But as the experiences of a  
wooden figurine maker and kitchen manufacturer prove, 
consumers these days want more.

In a half-tImbered hOuse in the center of 
Grünhainichen, a town nestled in the Ore 
Mountains, a display cabinet is home to 100 years of 
history in the form of more than 600 wooden 
figurines and music boxes. Among them are "berry 
collectors" – tiny figures with baskets and jugs full of 
blueberries – as well as the "moon family" from 
1925, with the moon and sun depicted as parents 
and the stars as children. Claudia Baer (49) stands 
proudly before the display case and shares the story 
of these little masterpieces. "They're just a small part 
of the legacy left to us by the company's founders, 
Grete and Olly Wendt and Margarete Kühn." Baer's 
maiden name is Wendt – Grete was her great-aunt. 
The entire collection is comprised of more than 
2,500 figurines and music box designs.

These historic wooden objects are still the 
beating heart of Wendt & Kühn, which has been 
based in Grünhainichen since 1915. The community 
of 3,500 inhabitants rests in a remote corner of the 
Ore Mountains, a fact Claudia Baer appreciates. "This 
industry's home is in the Ore Mountains; it's where 
our roots are. We have a strong reputation here, and 
people are proud to give our figurines as gifts." Baer 
has run the family business since 2011, joining 
relatively late in life after her brother decided to step 
down as manager. Now, the fate of the longstanding 
company rests in the hands of Baer and another of 
her brothers. It is their responsibility to guide an idea 
that began a century ago into the future. But how 
does one go about doing such a thing?

up close 
and personal
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by Kathrin Hollmer   Photos Dawin Meckel

Wendt & Kühn

Grete Wendt and 
Margarete Kühn founded 
their wooden figurine 
company back in 1915. 

"there should never be loud music or flashing lights  
in the shop": Claudia Baer.

a ClOser lOOK 

In Grünhainichen, visitors can 
watch the famous wooden 

green-winged angels get their 
painted faces. 

Grünhainichen
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company. Their enduring success shows that a 
genuinely good idea can last a century and more – if 
you nurture its growth.

In discussing strategy with Claudia Baer, I 
soon realize that it all comes down to weighing pros 
and cons in determining how to best combine 
tradition and heritage with the demands of the 
present day. It's at her discretion to decide what 
makes sense for a company like Wendt & Kühn and 
what doesn't. One example is corporate 
communication: "We do make use of modern 
communication channels, but we have to make sure 
they're in harmony with our history," says Baer. 
There is still no online shop; instead, the company 
relies on authorized dealers with a real knowledge 
of the products. Baer also rejects bells and whistles: 
"There should never be loud music or flashing lights 
in the shop." In Grünhainichen, visitors experience 
first-hand the cozy, friendly, natural aura the 
figurines exude. And the figurines have many fans: 
in the company's customer magazine elfpunktepost, 
a section called "me and my favorite" features 
photographs of customers with their best-loved 
figurines.

These days, placing an order for one of these 
collectibles is just the beginning. Customers want 
more: They want to play a part in the manufacturer's 
development process. They don't just want to see 
how items are made, but to get involved. For that 
reason, the company opened its "Wendt & Kühn 
World" in October 2015, where visitors can 
experience the various stages of the production 
process at interactive stations – turning wood, 
gluing pieces together, dipping figurines into a dye 
bath or peering over a painter's shoulder as he or 
she adds the finishing touches. Once complete, the 
figurines are shipped all over the world. They're 
particularly popular in Japan.  

Wendt & Kühn has experienced great success 
with this approach, but it might not be right for 
everyone. Sandra Lange of Saxon industry 
confederation Vereinigung der Sächsischen 
Wirtschaft says, "Where appropriate, we advise 
companies to modernize carefully and to stay true to 
their own style." For other types of companies, the 
pressure to adapt to the demands of the present day 
is constant. Think of a company as a puzzle piece 
that no longer fits in the same place today as it did in 

Simply by leaving things as they are, one might say. 
But that wouldn't be doing justice to Baer's hard 
work. Her efforts are an investment in the 
company's future – modernizing and expanding the 
packing and mail-order departments, for example. 
At its core, however, the company of 184 employees 
remains unchanged – the original production 
method, production site and product range has 
stayed the same. No new figurines are being 
designed at the moment; instead, Baer is 
concentrating on individual figurines, limited 
editions of existing pieces. The figurines are still 
made according to the old templates, with a 
specially-commissioned art historian currently 
restoring the archives. Of course, the artists do 
reinterpret old designs every now and again – the 
special 2015 white edition of the famous 
Grünhainichen angels, for example. These adorable 
little figurines have green wings adorned with 
eleven white dots on each – the hallmark of the 

the past. As Lange puts it, 
"A symbiosis of tradition 
and modernity can 
emerge when companies 
are open to new markets 
and sales opportunities 
and  ma ke  us e  of 
innovative technologies." 
Innovative technologies 
are something kitchen 
manufacturer Ratiomat 
knows all about. Much 
has happened at the 
company since Adalbert 
and Heike Sigg took over 
in 2008. The range was 
completely overhauled 
and raised to a level "in 
line with demand," as 
Adalbert Sigg (57) puts it. 
"The furniture design 
wasn't keeping pace with 
the times," he recalls. 
These days, customers can 
put together their ideal 
kitchen directly on the 
company's website. Each 
kitchen style has an 
evocative name: "light," "hearty," "savory" or even 
"spicy." Visitors looking for the perfect kitchen at 
the company's Leubsdorf location are met with 
kitchen cabinets in striking hues like bright yellow. 
"Even if they end up ordering a white kitchen, 
people are drawn to vibrant colors," says Adalbert 
Sigg, patting the cabinet doors as he leads us around 
the factory floor. Ratiomat produces unique 
kitchens out of parts made in-house: "We only buy 
the appliances," says Sigg. "We can offer all manner 
of different sizes and colors because we don't just 
fetch pieces out of the storeroom. We have the full 
range of artisanal manufacturing techniques at our 
disposal." Last year, for example, the company 
invested in a new paint shop and state-of-the-art 
equipment for coating edges. 

Ratiomat's transformation from an ailing 
producer of out-of-date kitchens to a prosperous 
business with an annual turnover of 13 million 
euros was honored in October 2015 with a Macher 
25 award in the "company evolution" category. 
Today, the Siggs employ a total of 136 people; 26 of 
those have joined the company in the past two years 
alone. Nine apprentices are currently training to 
become cabinetmakers, wood technicians or retail 
salespersons. Those impressive figures are a result of 
the company's transformation. In 1994, the 
company bucked popular trends of the day by 

shifting from mass production to made-to-order 
manufacturing. Now, however, Ratiomat benefits 
from today's preference for hand-made, regional 
and sustainable products. "In contrast to 20 years 
ago, people today have taken a vested interest in 
such things," says Adalbert Sigg. "In particular, they 
care about transparency and fair working 
conditions."

The company is all about bespoke solutions 
and developing a close relationship with its 
customers. In the recently opened studio kitchens, 
Heike Sigg holds cooking evenings. She also runs a 
cooking school and organizes fashion shows – all 
from the kitchen. "We quickly realized that the 
kitchen is the heart of the home, as well as a 
powerful status symbol," says Heike Sigg. "We ask 
customers about their cooking and eating habits – 
about whether they buy fresh produce at farmers' 
markets or gravitate towards pre-packaged foods. 
That all influences how we plan storage space, 
countertops and stovetops." As Heike Sigg speaks, 
the kitchen seems to take on a life of its own, 
fulfilling a function that goes beyond its actual 
purpose. Some customers are so proud of their new 
kitchens that they invite the Ratiomat chefs to 
christen them with their culinary creations. As 
relationships with customers go, it doesn't get much 
closer than that! •

ratIOmat

Ratiomat's history dates 
back to the year 1870, 
when Anton Findeisen 
founded a factory for wood 
products.

each kitchen style has  
an evocative name:  
"light," "hearty," "savory" 
or even "spicy."

"We produce unique kitchens from parts made in-house": 
Heike and Adalbert Sigg.
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n "We have the full range of artisanal manufacturing techniques at our disposal," says Adalbert Sigg. 
Here, an employee at work in Ratiomat's factory.

Leubsdorf
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Wireless operations
A faster internet connection 

could be a game changer. At 
the Dresden University of 

Technology, experts are 
researching fifth generation 

wireless systems (5G). This 
new technology enables cars 

to instantly communicate with 
one another, or surgeons to 

operate on patients in another 
country via a computer screen. 

These and other applications 
of this technology are being 
tested at 5G Lab Germany, 

which combines the expertise 
of 22 professors and staff at 

TU Dresden – a total of almost 
600 scientists. 

clean driving
The "car of the future" may be just a few years away thanks 
to ongoing research into emission-free propulsion at 
companies in Saxony. The Daimler site in Kamenz, for 
example, is developing lithium-ion batteries for electric cars, 
as is ThyssenKrupp in Pleißa, near Chemnitz. And Sunfire in 
Dresden is working on a technology that uses renewable 
energy to turn carbon dioxide and water into synthetic fuels. 
Down the road, this could mean fueling cars, ships and  
planes with zero carbon emissions.

Bending the rules
Checkout lines will become a thing of the past – if researchers in 
Saxony have anything to say about it. RFID chips – which can be 
installed in any product – automatically send a signal to the register, 
eliminating the need for individual scanning. This "flexible" or 
"organic" technology has a wide range of possible applications. At the 
Fraunhofer Institute for Organic Electronics and the Institute for Print 
and Media Technology at TU Chemnitz, researchers are exploring this 
technology's potential to improve our daily lives, from wallpaper that 
communicates with us to tablets that bend.

smarter production 
By going green, companies 
save money and resources 
while doing their part to 
protect the environment. 
Modern eco-friendly tech 
offers a real competitive 
edge to the automotive and 
mechanical engineering 
industries – key sectors in 
Saxony. In 2014, scientists at 
the Fraunhofer Institute for 
Machine Tools and Forming 
Technology in Chemnitz 
opened the E3-Research 
Factory dedicated to 
exploring topics such as 
innovation in vehicle body 
manufacturing. Through 
collaborations with 
companies such as VW, they 
aim to develop the factories 
of tomorrow.

Lighter machines, less impact
From an ergonomic perspective, lightweight materials have 
always played a key role in vehicle construction. As with any 

machine built to move, less weight means less energy 
consumption and fewer CO2 emissions. Many Saxon firms 

are exploring lightweight construction – TU Chemnitz even 
houses Germany's only Cluster of Excellence in the field. 

There, more than 50 experts devise new strategies to help 
materials shed unnecessary weight.

Letting go, on the go
Imagine taking your hands off 
the steering wheel and letting 
your car do all the driving. 
Thanks to researchers across 
Saxony, this may soon be a 
reality. Scientists are currently 
developing ways for cars to 
make safety decisions without 
drivers needing to intervene. In 
Stollberg, near Chemnitz, 300 
highly specialized experts at 
IAV are developing sensors and 
radar systems that will enable 
cars to recognize and avoid 
hazards independently.

By Mathias Weber

illustration Anton Hallmann / Sepia

in labs across saxony, scientists and researchers are 
at work developing technology to protect our climate –  
and enhance our everyday lives. An overview  
of some of the exciting projects set to change the world.



Reclaiming resources
It's misleading to say that rare earth elements are actually 
rare – they are, however, getting more and more difficult to 
access. Now, researchers at the Freiberg University of 
Mining and Technology are working with waste 
management company FNE and lamp 
producer NARVA to develop a 
procedure for reclaiming rare 
earth elements from worn-out 
fluorescent tubes and defunct 
computer monitors.   
  www.tu-freiberg.de

Printed sound
The Chemnitz University of Technology 
and agency Serviceplan have developed 
the T-Book, a blend of old and new.  
A printed sensor registers each time  
the reader turns a page, which then 
triggers a printed speaker that plays a 
corresponding sound for every image.  
The T-Book celebrated its debut at the 
2015 World Press Photo awards. Its 
developers are already working on  
the next generation of products for this  
whole new dimension of reading.  
  www.t-book.audio

Concrete plans  
Modern city-dwellers like to make a 
statement with interior design. These 
days, that includes furnishing with 
concrete. But the furniture designed by 
the creative minds at Dresden-based firm 
Paulsberg doesn't look like industrial 
blocks – the Paulsberg Habitat collection 
uses an innovative composite of concrete 
and carbon to create contemporary 
furniture with a light and airy aesthetic.  
  www.store.paulsberg.co

1

2

4That's  
a new 
one!

3

Knitted sportswear, flexible organic solar film 
and power stations to go: 

Incredible ideas are being brought to life in 
Saxony. Here are 25 of the best.
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By Friederike Zoe Grasshoff 

Artist-designed apparel  
With spring on the way, is your wardrobe 
stuck in winter? Fashion label GERMENS 
presents your colorful salvation with 
extraordinary garments made from 
patterns by acclaimed artists. These fine 
cotton Jacquard fabrics are woven and 
printed in Saxony. For even more unique 
options, pay a visit to the Chemnitz 
boutique to find one-of-a-kind blouses, 
scarves and watches. 
  www.germensartfashion.com
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You've heard of solar panels on the roof – 
but on the wall? Dresden company 
Heliatek's flexible organic solar film set a 
new world record in efficiency earlier  
this year. The high-tech film is already 
being used at a military airport in 
Singapore – but it's an excellent energy 
source for ordinary company HQs, too. 
  www.heliatek.com

Catching 
some rays
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A steely constitution 
steelconcept has provided steel structures 
for projects as diverse as the Coca-Cola 
pavilion at the London Olympics, a 
protective tent over the Tarxien Temples 
in Malta and the roofing of the National 
Campus for the Archaeology of Israel in 
Jerusalem. The futuristic logistics center 
of euro.COURIER in Chemnitz (pictured) 
is one of its model projects. steelconcept is 
currently working on a factory for a US 
firm in Prilep, Macedonia. 
   www.steelconcept.de

Gallium makes the world go round
Without gallium, the world would be a different place. Wafers made from gallium 
arsenide are essential for important everyday tools like mobile telephones, wireless 
networks, traffic control systems and satellite navigation. Freiberg Compound Materials 
is the world's leading producer of these compound semiconductor substrates for 
microelectronic and optoelectronic applications. Their export business alone employs 
some 300 people.   www.freiberger.com

Out of the trash 
The team at Nordwerk recyclingDESIGN are masters of the art of 
upcycling – transforming unwanted products into useful and 
eye-catching pieces. The designers from Dresden make lamps, 
furniture and entire trade fair stands from corrugated cardboard 
once destined for the trash. 
  www.nordwerk-design.de

Many startups in Saxony are dedicated to 
developing diagnostic technologies. One 
of them is Lipotype, an offshoot of the 
Max Planck Institute of Molecular Cell 
Biology and Genetics in Dresden. Here, 
Professor Kai Simons and his team are 
developing a method for analyzing lipids 
in human blood or tissue, for example. 
Their goal is to improve the diagnostic 
process and promote the development of 
functional food.   www.lipotype.com6

9

Halsbrücke fills in the blank
The Saxon municipality of Halsbrücke 
isn't one of the world's best-known cities 
– yet it produces money that goes all 
around the globe. Here, the world's 
second-largest coin blank producer, Mint 
of Finland, makes more than 15,000 
metric tons of blanks each year. But the 
facility doesn't only produce blanks for 
euro coins – Mint of Finland supplies a 
variety of customers on four different 
continents.   www.mintoffinland.de

An 800 kg beauty 
In common parlance, Meissen's 
renowned porcelain is often simply 
referred to as "white gold." To top it off, 
in October 2014, the famous porcelain 
city unveiled the largest freestanding 
porcelain sculpture in the world: 
"Saxonia" is a giantess almost two 
meters tall who weighs in at 800 kg. 
Meissen Couture has been producing 
the finest porcelain for over 300 years. 
In addition to branches in China, they 
have their own museum back at home 
in Meissen, where visitors can see the 
beautiful Saxonia for themselves.
  www.meissen.com
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All eyes ahead 
How do we read? How do our eyes absorb 
the information we see on a website? The 
eye tracker produced by Interactive Minds 
measures eye movements using state-of-
the-art cameras. At the same time, this 
technology from Dresden can also be 
used for instruments controlled by eye 
movements, enabling people with 
neuromuscular diseases who cannot move 
or speak to communicate with others via 
virtual keyboards. 
  www.interactive-minds.de

Valley of music   
The Musicon Valley world of discovery  

in Markneukirchen invites professional 
and amateur musicians, as well as 

anyone interested in musical 
instruments, to watch how 
string instruments like violins 

and double basses are made, try 
them out and talk shop with master 

instrument makers. A real treat for fans  
of good, old-fashioned artisan skills. 
  www.erlebniswelt-musikinstrumentenbau.de

14

12

15

Many market leaders are proud to call 
Saxony home. Johnson Controls Power 
Solutions, for instance, is the world's 
leading supplier of lead-acid car batteries, 
as well as the batteries used in hybrid and 
electric vehicles. Its plant in Zwickau is 
the world's biggest production site for 
particularly robust and powerful AGM 
(absorbent glass mat) batteries. 
  www.johnsoncontrols.de

8

Zwickau 
powers the 

world

Banking on blood  
Motivated by the hope that stored stem 
cells may one day cure their children of 
diseases developed later in life, parents  
are leading the drive in the growing 
popularity of blood banks. Launched in 
1997, Vita 34, a company headquartered 
in Leipzig, now stores more than 140,000 
stem-cell samples, making it the largest 
private umbilical cord blood bank in 
Germany. In 2014, company turnover 
exceeded 13 million euros. 
  www.vita34.de

13Lipids  
don't lie
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What the axolotl can teach us 
At the Center for Regenerative Therapies Dresden (CRTD), 
scientists are taking their cues from a "walking fish." Researchers 
at the center are studying the axolotl, considered a master of 
regeneration, to investigate organisms' potential for self-healing 
and to develop new therapies for previously incurable diseases. 
They are particularly interested in how the axolotl regenerates 
lost appendages.  www.crt-dresden.de

Shaving culture 
Despite the rise of the full beard among 
hip youths, some of us still enjoy a good 
shave. Anyone looking to shave with style 
should look no further than the Mühle 
factory in Stützgengrün, located in the Ore 
Mountains. This classic company has been 
making razors and shaving brushes since 
1945. Their latest innovation is the 
Silvertip Fibre, a synthetic fiber that makes 
an even better brush than natural hair. 
  www.muehle-shaving.com

23

19

We rely on servers for a lot of things – but 
can they heat entire buildings, too? 
Ecological startup company Cloud&Heat 
has developed cloud servers whose 
residual heat can be used to warm up 
buildings and water. The company, which 
has received multiple awards for its novel 
concept, developed its patented 
technology in partnership with the 
Dresden University of Technology.  
  www.cloudandheat.com

Running in circles 
Some inventions sound a bit odd at first. 
Thankfully, there are many inventors  
who don't let skepticism stop them. In the 
small town of Thum, textile manufacturer 
Nautilus skin touch produces running 
apparel for the thoni mara brand. The 
shorts and shirts are knitted circularly 
rather than woven, which means they 
have fewer seams, are highly elastic and 
perfectly absorb perspiration. For its 
out-of-the-box concept, the company 
received the Querdenker award for 
innovative ideas in 2010. 
  www.thonimara.de

16

17

18

Mailing contacts 
It all began in a student kitchen in Leipzig 
back in 1997, when Swetlana Geisler-
Reiche had the idea of delivering contact 
lenses straight to people's homes. 
Lensspirit is now the largest owner-
operated contact lens delivery company in 
Germany. They receive 16,500 orders each 
month and deliver to 26 countries. As well 
as normal lenses and glasses, they also offer 
fluorescent contact lenses – just for fun!  
  www.lensspirit.de

Careful cars
The cars of the future won't need drivers 
– only passengers. Baselabs in Chemnitz, 
for example, is developing software that 
collects the various data a car needs to 
safely make its way through traffic; it 
utilizes video cameras, laser scanners, 
radar and ultrasound to sense its 
surroundings. Baselabs is an offshoot of 
the Chemnitz University of Technology 
and employs a team of 18 talented 
individuals.   www.baselabs.de

Coming to grips
The era of smart objects is already here – 
these days, even snowboards can think. 
silbaerg's intelligent boards adapt to the 
conditions on the slopes, thereby 
providing optimal grip. It should come  
as no surprise that such an innovative idea  
was born at a university – silbaerg was 
founded at the Institute of Lightweight 
Structures at the Chemnitz University of 
Technology.   www.silbaerg.com

Bright ideas
Holy Trinity in Dresden is a fount of astonishing lighting ideas. Just one example is a 
slim LED light fixture with four rings attached, as on a curtain rod: The LEDs shine  
with variable brightness depending on how the rings are pushed along the rod. The 
newest models can even be controlled via a smartphone app. With their bright ideas, 
Holy Trinity founders Matthias Pinkert and Karsten Reichel have contributed to the 
development of the Internet of Things.   www.holytrinity.de

25

24

Power in your pocket   
The developers at eZelleron have been working for years to 
perfect kraftwerk, a pocket-sized charger that uses fuel cells to 
turn standard lighter gas into electricity. One spray is enough to 
charge your iPhone eleven times, independently of the electricity 
grid. The project was supported by a crowdfunding campaign, 
with 11,660 donors raising over 1.5 million dollars. It will be on 
the market soon.   www.hellokraftwerk.com
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Taking 
the  
heat

Sandals from Birkenstock were once 
simply excellent shoes to wear around the 
house. With their cork soles and solid 
straps, they were anything but sexy. But 
Birkenstocks have gained credibility in 
the past few years, with women the world 
over pairing silver or gold sandals with 
their little black dresses. Saxony is also 
benefiting from the trend – in the past 
year, the number of production workers 
at Birkenstock subsidiary Alsa in Görlitz 
has doubled to over 900. 
  www.alsa.de
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Görlitz 
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only premium components are 
delivered to construction sites.

One might think that a 
business's success depends 
primarily on good product 
development, quality or skillful 
marketing. But it's more than just 
that. Haas often speaks about her 
"family," and with good reason: 
"My life partner is the plant 
manager, and of our 125 
employees, many of them have 
family ties in one way or another 
or are at least close friends," she 
says. "Often, people applying for 
jobs at the factory are friends or 
relatives of the current workers." 
And RAILBETON is a real family 
enterprise, with an amicable 
atmosphere and family-friendly 
policies that earned the company 
an award from a local 
organization that promotes and 
rewards business practices that 
benefit families. Haas says she's 
simply upholding her father's 
attitude towards his workers: 

"They have always been the top priority, 
and remain so today." What for other 
company heads might just be empty words 
are a promise for Haas. She actively 
promotes the integration of younger 
workers and their ideas. For example, a 
group of trainees had the idea of 
incorporating QR codes on the labels of 
prefabricated components to provide 
assembly instructions. Haas is clearly 
proud of her innovative young trainees. 
She also helped establish the new certified 
profession of "prefabricated concrete 
component maker," and in October 2015, 
RAILBETON was named an "outstanding 
training company" in the field by the 
Chamber of Industry and Commerce 
(IHK).

In conversation with Annegret 
Haas, it's easy to see how she embodies the 
qualities that make up the modern 
entrepreneur. These include close ties to 
one's home region, the desire to work 
directly with the workforce and sensibly 
delegate responsibilities, an enthusiasm for 
promoting the next generation of workers 
and a passion for upholding traditions 
while still consistently driving product 
development.

The color green  is part of the 
history of concrete company RAILBETON. 
And not just any green – RAL 6029, a 
vibrant dark green, can be found all over 
the company's site in Chemnitz. Even from 
a distance, the first thing you see are the 
large green silos. From the loading crane 
to the flower pots in Annegret Haas's 
office, green is everywhere. This green isn't 
just emblematic of the company, however, 
but also Saxony at large. "The green we use 
in our corporate design comes from the 
Saxon coat of arms," says Haas. "In the 
GDR, there was no state called Saxony; 
there were only districts, like the district of 
Karl-Marx-Stadt or the district of Leipzig. 
My father deliberately used the Saxon 
green to make a subtle statement." Haas is 
pensive for a moment. "My father spent his 
entire working life at this concrete factory, 
and I grew up in this city. I think it's 
important to know where you came from."

If there’s one thing RAILBETON 
knows, it’s reinforced concrete. They use it 
to make railway platform edges, level 
crossing slabs and marker blocks, for 
instance. Many of the structures are of the 
company's own devising and are used as a 
standard for railroad construction across 
Germany. For 18 years, RAILBETON has 
also worked closely with organizations 
that represent people with disabilities. As 

Perhaps an entrepreneur in Saxony 
has to be something of a change maker – 
someone with the courage to keep moving 
forward on shaky ground. And the ground 
in Saxony was once decidedly shaky. "In 
the late 1980s, the private sector basically 
played no role at all in Saxony," says 
Günter Bruntsch of the Chamber of 
Industry and Commerce in Dresden. 
"These days, the three Chambers in 
Dresden, Chemnitz and Leipzig alone 
have around 250,000 member companies, 
with hundreds of thousands of employees. 
So in the past few decades, Saxon 
entrepreneurs have had to constantly 
reinvent themselves." 

A manager's true abilities often 
become clear in extreme situations, such as 
periods of rapid change. During trying 
times such as these, company chiefs show 
their mettle. Titus Lehmann, for instance, 
quickly grasped that in today's economic 
climate, companies can't function properly 
unless the boss knows how to delegate.

Titus's grandfather founded the 
Lehmann company in 1945 as a craft 
workshop that manufactured and repaired 
everyday items made from metal. Over the 
decades that followed, the company has 
remained extremely flexible. For a time, 
Lehmann made machines specifically for 
environmental engineering, and when 
demand for biogas plants increased, it 
specialized in the relevant technology. 
Once the boom subsided, Lehmann 
adapted its production. "We're currently 
witnessing growth in demand for filtering 
and material handing technology from 
mechanical engineering companies," says 
current CEO Titus Lehmann (38). It is he 
who oversees the company's constant 
adaptation. These days, the Pöhl-based 
company goes by Lehmann-Maschinenbau 
UMT GmbH. They produce a wide range 
of equipment, including some that has 
proven itself in even the harshest 
conditions: sleds for transporting heavy 
items on expeditions to the South Pole. 
"We recently constructed skids and a 
lifting device for a research station there to 
stop it from sinking into the ice," Lehmann 
tells us. 

How does a modern business 
manager deal with constantly changing 
perspectives? Titus Lehmann does it by 
placing responsibility on the shoulders of 

such, it has greatly contributed to 
improving wheelchair access at bus and 
streetcar stops. One might say that for 
nearly 80 years, Chemnitz has supplied the 
basic equipment for the entire German 
transport system.

At 50, Annegret Haas has steadily worked 
her way up to the position of managing 
director in her father's company. She 
studied civil engineering at Bauhaus-
Universität Weimar and joined the 
company as an assistant in 1991, when 
there were just 55 employees. She later 
became an authorized representative and 

his employees. Five years ago, he 
established a management team that 
included all department heads. "I may be 
the CEO, but we make all decisions, 
including financial and staffing ones, 
together," says Lehmann. "Here, the 
employees help manage the company." At 
monthly assemblies, Lehmann informs his 
workers about current orders, upcoming 
projects and investments. "It's true that 
sales decisions don't necessarily have a 
direct impact on employees working in 
production, but I want everyone in our 
company to take part in the journey." 
Lehmann is another modern entrepreneur 
who has long since bidden farewell to the 
principle of hierarchy, who wants his 
employees to understand and participate 
in business processes. Motivation increases 
when workers appreciate the significance 
of what they are doing. 

Lehmann trained as an automotive 
engineer and is a state-certified mechanical 
engineering technician. In the late 90s, he 
started a new business alongside his 
father's company, manufacturing and 
marketing stainless-steel grills, sheet 
metal, filters and material handling 
technology. Today, Titus Lehmann 
manages his family's long-standing 
company with the attitude of a startup. He 
likes to meet the challenges of the day with 
a spirit of openness and experimentation, 
and believes it is okay to make mistakes. 
Lehmann wants to inspire people to have 
the courage to try out new things and to 
embrace change: "All the experiences we 
have – even the negative ones – enable us 
to constantly seek and find new ways of 
doing things." •

witnessed all the changes at the tradition-
rich company up close. She took on more 
and more responsibilities, learning all that 
she could from her father – who had been 
at the factory since 1965 – before taking 
over the top position. Without realizing it, 
she became part of a whole new generation 
of entrepreneurs.

When Annegret took over, things 
changed at RAILBETON. These days, 
employees are responsible for entire 
business sectors, and Haas consistently 
involves her colleagues in the decision-
making processes. "I taught my father how 
to delegate work and responsibilities," says 
Haas. After all, it's in her best interest to 
share the burden: "Otherwise, I wouldn't get 
to spend any time with my two children."

Alongside her father, Annegret Haas 
established a construction department that 
incorporated engineering services and 
modernized technology so the company 
could start building its own steel molds for 
prefabricated concrete components. They 
systematically expanded the range of 
services and prioritized product quality. 
The company's construction standards, 
seal of quality and quality assurance system 
with an in-house laboratory ensure that 

By Kathrin Hollmer 

Illustration Eva Hillreiner

Modern business managers share 
one particular talent – they know 
how to delegate. Two examples  
from Saxony.

Under new 
management
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"I taught my father  
how to delegate."

 
Annegret haas, RAILBETON HAAS KG

"I want everyone in our 
company to take part in 

the journey." 
 

Titus lehmann, Lehmann-UMT GmbH
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Great ideas and high-end products often get their 
start in impressive locations. A journey through Saxony  

on the search for the ideal workspace.

POSITIVE 
SPACESA

 B
E

T
T

E
R

 P
LA

C
E

 T
O

 W
O

R
K

By Christina Waechter

COZY 
The workshop of violin maker Ekkard Seidl 

in Markneukirchen. 

SPACIOUS Workstations in the co-working space Impact Loft, located in the heart 
of Dresden, between the Schauspielhaus theatre and the Zwinger palace.
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LEGENDARY The production floor of Deutsche Werkstätten – one of the world's leading interior design companies – whose 
website boasts, "We excel in many ways, but sticking to convention isn't one of them."

CURVY The award-winning BMW headquarters in Leipzig, designed by 
London-based architect Zaha Hadid.

FUTURISTIC An employee at the Fraunhofer Institute for Machine Tools 
and Forming Technology in Chemnitz works with a robotic arm. Researchers 
at the institute are developing the factory of the future.

ASTOUNDING The stunning majolica-tiled walls of Pfund's dairy once saw the invention of condensed milk. Nowadays,
the beautiful store caters to impressed tourists from around the world. 

IN GENERAL, most people need little more than 
a desk, a computer and a halfway comfortable chair 
to do their work. And yet many studies indicate that 
ever-increasing numbers of employees are suffering 
– from exorbitant pressure, the expectation that 
they be reachable at all times and unpleasant work 
environments. In 2014, a study conducted by office 
furniture company Steelcase revealed that 59% of 
respondents found their workspace unappealing or 
uninviting. This is rather sobering, especially in 
light of the knowledge that a good work 
environment can help reduce stress in the 
workplace. Furthermore, pleasant surroundings 
have a positive effect on employee motivation and 
productivity – and thus on business success. 

A 2011 study by career site Stepstone shows 
that a positive work environment ranks as a higher 
consideration than salary when job applicants 
decide whether or not to take a position with a 
company. Large companies have quickly latched on 
to the idea. They've started constructing spectacular 
office buildings – some of which risk being mistaken 
for gigantic indoor playgrounds.  

But employee happiness isn't always 
dependent on a five-story slide. In Saxony, for 
example, the sheer beauty of some workspaces has 
attracted tourists in droves. 

Do pleasant surroundings definitively make 
working easier? Naturally, the answer is not quite so 
straightforward. But looking at the flipside, it's easy 
to see that ugly, inhospitable surroundings certainly 
do make working much more difficult.

These days, most of us spend more time at 
work than we do at home. To that end, it's a major 
boon if we can perform our work in spacious, 
attractive, well-thought-out and well-laid-out 
spaces. Such locations are much more likely to 
inspire creativity and new ideas than workplaces 
that are so gray and dull we sink into melancholy 
just looking at them.

Many businesses in Saxony have recognized 
this fact. We present a glimpse at just a few of them 
here: From a small town in the Vogtland region, 
where over a hundred musical instrument makers 
are continuing a venerable craft, to the city of 
Leipzig, where famed architect Zaha Hadid's BMW 
headquarters serves as an outstanding example of 
modern industrial architecture. •
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You're currently spending a research 
semester at the University of 
California, Berkeley. How do you 
characterize Dresden and Saxony to 
Americans?
Fortunately, TU Dresden is very much 
already on Silicon Valley's radar. There 
aren't many people who need me to tell 
them that we're one of three elite 
universities for engineers, or that the 
region produces twice as many microchips 
every day than are produced in Ireland, the 
industry's second-largest European site. 

What was Dresden like when you 
came to the technical university from 
Berkeley in 1994?

people think; everyone was basically 
looking out for themselves.

When did you realize that the region 
could become the biggest microchip 
center in Europe?
Fairly quickly. The atmosphere was very 
laid-back and welcoming. Everyone was 
curious; neighbors would come up to you 
and ask where you came from. Even 
though I was only 32 years old, people had 
high expectations and wanted to work 
with me. It was just like being in Silicon 
Valley. What mattered wasn't your age but 
your knowledge and enthusiasm. Shortly 
after arriving, I was invited to apply to a 
special research project; I took the helm 
two years later. 

Another major boost came when 
AMD, the big Silicon Valley microchip 
manufacturer decided to move here.
Absolutely! That was an international 
endorsement for the area. The ministry 
asked me to show the AMD executives 
around. I was responsible for assuaging 
any fears they might have about moving 
their employees from Silicon Valley to 
Dresden.

Which international contacts are 
important to you today?
Since I make many contacts at major 
conferences, my connections run the 
global gamut – I was recently invited to be 
the keynote speaker at the IEEE 5G 
Silicon Valley Summit here on the west 
coast, for example. Or there's the IEEE 
Africon, an important African conference 
that takes place every two years. They 
recently asked me to give a lecture in 
Addis Ababa. In terms of the problems 
being discussed and the people in 
attendance, those two events couldn't be 
more different. It's fascinating!

The city reminded me of my childhood in 
Bochum in the 60s. The buildings were 
gray, the air was yellow, much of the city 
was in disrepair. Many professors had been 
dismissed from the university, and the 
newcomers were non-professorial 
teaching staff around 40 or 50 years old. 
They were intellectually brilliant, but often 
overwhelmed by the administrative side of 
things. I helped many of them write their 
research applications. 

How well-connected were the 
professors in the early 90s? 
There was very little international 
competition. The Eastern Bloc wasn't as 
much about cohesion and cooperation as 

You're considered a prime example 
of a "connected professor." 
As a doctoral student, I had to learn how 
to work with people. You have no other 
option. I'm grateful to have developed 
those skills. I couldn't have done it without 
great role models, though. 

Is a well-connected professor still  
a rarity among German academics?  
Is there lingering skepticism about 
pandering to the industry?
No, it's more like this: When students 
thump on their desks to show 
appreciation at the end of a lecture, we 
professors feel respected. It can fool us 
into thinking that what we're doing is so 
good, people will just come to us. In 
reality, however, you still have to sell 
yourself door-to-door and maintain old 
contacts – then doors will start opening 
again. It's no longer sufficient for a 
scientist to attend some meeting or other 
and then just go home. 

Do your colleagues ask you for 
networking tips?
Yes. I actually offer many of them targeted 
guidance and mentoring. It's standard 
practice in the industry, so I introduced 
the idea to seasoned university lecturers in 
my Cluster of Excellence, too. For those 
who want it, of course.

Have they taken you up on the 
offer?
The good news is that almost all the 
younger ones have. 

Why has the German startup scene 
produced so few internationally 
successful companies so far?
In the US, venture capitalists are not 
bankers like they are here; they are people 
who started their own companies back in 

the day and have switched to the other 
side of the table. There, someone will tell 
me what I could be doing differently with 
my business, or that they know someone 
who could be an anchor client for my 
product. Then, when I call them up, I have 
more of an impact. That's the sign of a 
functioning network. 

Was that the intention behind the 
HighTech Startbahn Netzwerk, which 
you founded? 
Yes! If you look at who made Google or 
Facebook great, you see that it wasn't only 
their enigmatic founders Larry Page or 
Mark Zuckerberg – it was also the 
experienced old hands they brought on 
after a certain amount of time. It was our 
goal to bring these "repeat entrepreneurs" 
together with people who wanted to found 
a company – people from Dresden, 
Saxony, perhaps the whole of eastern 
Germany. My team recently introduced its 
twelfth company to the world, following 
precisely this formula.

Recently, Pegida has severely 
damaged the reputation of your 
adopted home. How do you describe 
Dresden to people in other 
countries?
When I talk about Dresden, I describe it as 
a city of arts and culture. I talk about our 
50 museums, 20 theaters, two large 
symphony orchestras, many choirs, opera 
house, operetta theater and ballet. All that, 
and with 500,000 residents! They're always 
impressed. I tell them how much the 
people love culture and music – when you 
travel by streetcar, you'll almost always see 
young musicians carrying a violin or 
trombone. And I always add that Saxony 
is a Protestant state with a Catholic royal 
family, which means we work like 
Protestants and party like Catholics! •

Interview Annabel Dillig 
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"It's just 
like being 
in Silicon 
Valley"

What makes a good network? And how do we share Saxony with 
the rest of the world? An interview with internationally renowned  
researcher Gerhard Fettweis about openness and cultural exchange.
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GERHARD FETTWEIS 
is one of Germany's most 

well-known professors. The 
electrical engineer serves as 

the Vodafone Chair of 
Mobile Communication 

Systems at technical 
university TU Dresden and 

coordinator for the Cluster of 
Excellence Center for 
Advancing Electronics 

Dresden (cfaed). His research 
into faster cellular networks 
has been a springboard for 

many offshoots of TU 
Dresden. 
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INNOVATION IS A TRADITION IN SAXONY. We’re constantly investing in new  
ideas. Such as energy-efficient organic LEDs that produce significantly less heat  
than conventional designs. With almost 40 specialist companies and 20 research  
institutes, Saxony is now Europe’s leading centre for organic electronics. 

www.simply-saxony.com

WE DON’T SPEND OUR TIME REINVENTING 
THE WHEEL. BUT WE ARE REINVENTING LIGHT.


