A Day at BASF Ludwigshafen
From Tubes and Bikes to Market Leadership

LUDWIGSHAFEN— 11:10AM, Friday September 30th, 2005.  The white morning mist over the Rhine dissolved into a creamy blue as a group of 40 or so fresh young faces descended upon the visitor’s center of BASF Ludwigshafen: the last wandering carpools from Bruchsal have arrived.  These are the brave pioneer students of the new Bachelor of International Communication Management (BICoM) program, launched in September 2005 at the International University (IU) of Bruchsal.  In their midst were camouflaged half a dozen first year BBA students as well, whose  spacious cars were essential to the success of our trip, and whose bravery in the maze of Mannheim-Ludwigshafen we greatly appreciated.

Having left the gate-patrol behind and escaped the onrush of BASF bikers, the 40 young students in smart business-wear flooded through the doors of the BASF visitor center.  As they waited for the tour to begin, they examined the various colorful displays showing off the five product segments of the large petrol-chemical company.  Our pioneers wandered from the neon liquids of “Chemicals: The heart of our Verbund” to “Plastics: Focusing on strengths”, where they encountered automotive parts and nylon fibers;  by the “Agricultural Products & Nutrition” stand gathered a group of gummy-bear admirers, as a group of more fashion-oriented minds coined witty remarks by the “Performance Products” display, where leather boots and colorful jeans made a splash.  As conversations warmed up, the “Oil and Gas” stand also got its share of looks and talks.  


After a short but pleasant wait, our tour guide, Herr Kochendoerfer, called us to attention and our tour began with an introduction to BASF Ludwigshafen’s history and geography.  In 1865, Friedrich Engelhorn founded the Badische Anilin & Soda Frabrik (BASF) on the banks of the Rhine to produce coal tar dyes such as indigo and methylene blue.  Soon after, the company became a leading producer of industrial dyes.  From 1901 until 1925, BASF developed its fertilizer segment, using the Haber-Bosch process to produce synthetic nitrogen fertilizers.  During the years 1925 to 1945, BASF became a part of IG Farbenindustrie AG and used new high-pressure technologies to produce synthetic gasoline and rubber goods.  After the Second World War, BASF restructured and became again an independent company in 1952.  BASF came out a winner during Germany’s economic miracle, riding high the wave of the plastics era, expanding its markets with products such as nylon and Styropor®.  Since 1965, BASF has expanded its operations to the rest of the world, with customers in more than 170 countries, production sites in 41 countries, and over 82,000 employees world wide.  

As the company expanded, so did its Ludwigshafen production site.  To see this, Herr Kochendoerfer invited us on a bus tour through the BASF pipeline city.  For this purpose, we donned bright yellow headgear and very flashy goggles.  The BASF production site at Ludwigshafen is a salient example of what BASF calls “The Verbund.”  The Verbund is the sine qua non of a BASF production site, and one of BASF’s greatest assets.  As our bus passed under the innumerable wealth of pipes of all colors at BASF, Herr Kochendoerfer explained to us the Verbund concept.  A Verbund is created when multiple chemical processes and production lines are interwoven on one site so that the waste product of one chemical process will be used to feed another process, thus reducing waste and transportation.  Such ambitious and waste-efficient systems can only be achieved when multiple chemical processes are all conducted on one site, and linked to each other by a Herculean effort of pipe-building.  Indeed, our eyes confirmed as much, as we watched the millions of steaming colorful pipes pass overhead and all around us.  Soon, we had the chance to take an even closer look, as we entered a control room and watched on screen live footages of chemical processes taking place inside these Medusan pipes.  

It was not without a feeling of relief when, finally, we left the pipes and bikes behind us and entered the more human environment of a cafeteria.  There, the BICoM and BBA students of IU elbowed with the employees of BASF as we made our way along the queues and around the salad bars.  A coke and breaded fish later, we felt rejuvenated enough to continue our tour.  


The second half of our BASF tour led us into a presentation hall, somewhere in the heart of the pipeline maze.  Our first speaker was Mr. Thomas Möller of BASF’s Corporate Media Relations team.  He spoke to us of BASF’s media relations strategy: the One Voice Policy.  One Voice Policy emphasizes unity in corporate communications, sending a single and uniform message world-wide.  The Media Relations policy of BASF also stresses transparency, honesty, rumor-avoidance, and voluntary press-conference and press-relations.  For a large petrol-chemical company like BASF, media relations is a key factor to success and public-trust.  Mr. Möller’s presentation left a great impression on IU’s BICoM students, and we hope to see him again soon in Bruchsal!

Our second speaker was Dr. Thomas K. Buschulte, of BASF’s Strategic Development team.  Dr. Buschulte has been working for BASF many years, and participated in pioneer BASF projects all over the world, from Canada to Brasil, from Germany to Belgium.  His wide range of experience, and some personal luck, brought him to the Strategic Development team of BASF Ludwigshafen.  In his presentation, he explained to us the BASF Global Network, and how it works together.  Avoiding both extremes of centralization and decentralization, BASF’s network takes advantage of the best of both worlds, avoiding the bad.  As a network, BASF has “Verbund” sites, production sites, and research centers all over the world, with global headquarters in Ludwigshafen, and regional headquarters in the USA, Brasil, and China.  The Ludwigshafen Global Headquarter provides the entire network with main strategy and planning, corporate identity, and global policy.  However, each regional division has the autonomy to adjust its operations to the political, social, environmental, and economic conditions of the site.  Dr. Buschulte also pointed out the need for BASF to adapt to the new conditions of the 21st Century, from globalization to new consumption patterns, stressing the importance to think long-term and stay flexible.  As a reward for BASF’s dedicated performance, BASF shares have outperformed the DAX 30 since 2000.  In 2004, BASF’s average annual returns reached 16%, whereas the EURO STOXX 50 was at 10.7% and DAX 30 at 7.3%.  The speech concluded with warm applause.

Our speakers went home with blue and white IU wrapping-paper-enclosed presents and a good first impression of IU’s fresh batch of BBA and BICoM students.  We, the BBA and BICoM students, went home with a fresh new outlook on how theory meets reality at one of the most successful chemical companies in the world.  The two-wheeled traffic was as intense as ever, as we left the BASF gates behind us and braced ourselves for the labyrinth of finding our way home.  After a few U-turns and S-Bahn crossings, the medley of cars in our caravan made it back safe and sound to Bruchsal, at uneven intervals.  In the end, we also went home with the image of pipes and bikes forever engraved in our memory.  

