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			«There is merit without success, but there is no success without some merit»

			La Rochefolcauld

		

		

		
			There is an Italian province where time flows at a double speed: on one track it chases the driven innovation that has made national SMEs the backbone of the Italian economy, on the other it has the slowed-down rhythm of bicycles passing through the main square, of the suspension of activities during the lunch break, with shops lowering their shutters and life becoming rarefied. On the one hand, it chases customers around the world at the speed of fibre; on the other, it piles up, one on top of the other, year after year, the calendars hanging on the wall of the maintenance warehouse, almost as if to stop time by nailing it to the wall.

			An asynchrony that has allowed the growth of many realities in the so-called sleepy province, but which is often cited as a limitation to the transition from small to medium-large enterprises. 

			In the course of these pages, we will retrace the birth of a company and how it has managed to overcome adversity through the managerialisation of its governance and production process, creating a Group into which (at the moment) two other companies have merged, benefiting from the same approach. It is a story that has many points in common with other Italian companies, born from the genius of many self-made men who gathered around an idea not only arms and minds, but hearts that even in difficulties continued to stand by them, fighting for a common cause. It is no coincidence that turn-over is practically unheard of in these realities, with loyalties that easily reach forty years of activity, as we will soon discover. 

			Our story begins in Piacenza, a city that for seventy years has been considered the Italian capital of packaging and that today has around 70 companies and over 1,500 direct employees, plus another thousand in allied industries.

			FIRST PART: CASTAGNA UNIVEL 

			The origins: Achille Castagna

			The war had recently ended and in the fervour that characterised the second half of 1945, ‘La Libertà’ also resumed publication. The Piacenza daily, which had ended up incorporated in the fascist paper ‘La Scure’, could now return to the light. The premises had been destroyed by bombing and the founder’s two sons, Ernesto and Marcello Prati, had rebuilt the building. 

			It was in the courtyard of the historic newspaper founded in 1883 that a young man set up in 1947 the company to which he would give his name, Castagna Achille. Originally from Casalpusterlengo, the second of four brothers, although still a young man, Achille was well acquainted with the meaning of the word ‘work’. As was the custom at the time, at the age of fourteen he was employed in the Vittorio Olcese Cotonificio di Boario factory, which belonged to one of his maternal great-uncles. It was one of eight factories that made up the textile giant that had grown to half a million spindles during the 1930s. The Second World War had severely curtailed activity, foreign competition had soon begun to make itself felt and the number of employees had plummeted. 

			In the meantime, what in modern terms we would call the ‘food packaging district’ that still characterises the strip of land that runs between Emilia-Romagna and Lombardy had begun to take shape. Safta, a historic Piacenza factory founded in 1925 by a branch of the Olcese family, which produces rayon and viscose, transformed the process into the production of cellophane for food packaging, and it was here that young Achille took his first steps in the packaging sector. Known for the quality of its multilayer laminates and tailor-made packaging solutions, over time the company became a leader in flexible packaging in Europe with its laminates dedicated to the food, cosmetics and pharmaceutical sectors. Like other companies in the sector, in 2002 it was acquired by the Gualapack Group, an Alessandria-based company belonging to the Guala Group, a well-established player in the packaging sector which now has branches in Eastern Europe, America, Asia and Australia. Gualapack had acquired 75% of Safta from Millenium, a company then controlled by the Deutsche Morgan Grenfell Capital Italy financial fund, while the remaining 25% remained in the hands of Vittorio Roncoroni, the historical owner of the Piacenza-based company. 

			But back to us. Achille is a bright and enterprising young man who sniffs out the changes of the times in advance and realises that the nation’s recovery also passes through the food industry. He begins to look around to see if there is a possibility of setting up his own business. He did not lack courage and knew how to make himself heard. The Prati brothers, those of the newspaper, esteemed him and understood that the young man’s ideas could work, so they gave him a chance. Achille rents some premises at the newspaper’s headquarters, in the city centre near the station, and above all a flat printing press to print sheets destined to become food wrappers. Thus began the adventure that gave rise to a group that in 2019 had a turnover of 47 million euro and employs 180 people. 

			The neo-entrepreneur knows that he needs trustworthy collaborators and from among them he chooses a seventeen-year-old boy who had learnt the typographer’s trade working at ‘Famiglia Cristiana’. “We were on the ground floor and above us they prepared the cylinders for the printing of the newspaper ‘Libertà’,” explains Gian Carlo Cavanna. “At the time, we would compose by hand, I would go to the newspaper to do the typesetting and then go back there to print.

			

			The company processed paper and especially cellophane, a natural and biodegradable material made from cellulose. It had been invented by a Swiss chemist in the early 20th century and had immediately demonstrated its extraordinary applications in the food industry. Through numerous passages and the addition of glycerine as a softener, cellulose is transformed into cellophane, a valuable material due to its highly impermeable characteristics to air and water, making it suitable for use in the packaging of many foods. 

			«We used to print candy bags, Easter egg wrapping sheets and envelopes for women’s stockings, which were of course made by hand,” recalls the printer at the time. “For the Easter eggs, we would design five to six subjects and print them, then the small confectionery companies would come and buy them”. And again, the sheets for wrapping oranges and the pasta trays. Unlike today, back then the company also made the bags that were sent to customers from the nearby station. It would be the latter who would fill them with the product. Instead, it was women’s hands that glued the pieces of transparent paper: at first they mainly worked piecework from home, but as the business grew, they would join the factory. “In the post-war period, people were struggling to make something, there was a need for work, and women were asking to make bags at home with small welding machines. The reels of cellophane were cut into cardboard shapes and then glued and I remember that they also worked on Saturday and Sunday mornings,’ says Alessandra Castagna, the founder’s eldest daughter and 50/50 partner with her sister Olga in the Univel Group. Even in the factory they worked on Saturdays, and this was the case until ‘64 when the so-called ‘English Saturday’ made its debut, a national claim that only provided for half a day.

			In an Italy full of vitality and hope, there was no need for feasibility studies and due diligence, the entrepreneur’s vision and flair were the compasses with which to navigate the market. Castagna has all the qualities needed to succeed: he knows how to talk to his men, motivating them and warming their hearts, and above all he knows how to listen; he reads the signs of change and rides them quickly. 

			«He was a master of life and fairness,’’ explains the former printer, “he taught me a lot at work too, even though he was neither a technician nor involved in programming. Of course he was authoritarian, he would give you certain looks, but I was among those who loved their master even though they had disagreements. He was much more than a father to me’. Orphaned of both parents and with eight siblings, Cavanna had come to the company straight out of boarding school where he had learnt the art of photocomposition. The parish priest of the mountain village from which he came had tried to get him into the printing works of the Piacenza newspaper, where other countrymen were already working. “They didn’t need me at the newspaper, but it was Marcello Prati who suggested asking Castagna, he knew he needed a typographer and I had experience, having started at the age of twelve at ‘Famiglia Cristiana’. So he took me on. Since Castagna didn’t have typesetters I used to go to the “Libertà” to type and every now and then I would crash. I would literally disappear for hours. Let’s say I was a bit of a ‘balosso’, they would call me and I would never be found. For fifteen years, I dreamt of Mr Achille looking for me and zapping me with his gaze’. 

			Soon the flat-press machine, which had been rented from the ‘Libertà’, was no longer enough. Achille, who has meanwhile married Franca and had their first daughter, loads the family into a car and goes to Germany to buy new machines. The food market is rapidly changing and pasta factories need a lot of packaging: if they want to grab customers, they have to offer a fast and punctual service. Similarly, the consumption of individually packaged products is exploding, and Castagna starts supplying cellophane sheets for Buondì, the Motta snack born in 1953. “At the time, the packaging was printed in only one colour,” adds his daughter Alessandra, “and we shipped quintals of them. These were the years when mostly women worked in the factory, ‘the majority of the thirty or so employees’, and as the demand for work increased, so did the equipment. 

			The years of the economic boom

			The important turning point came in 1960. The general manager left and the entrepreneur found himself with two young men on his hands: to the accountant he entrusted the management of the plant, to the printer the technical management. The young man from that time, Arturo Panzeri, the historic plant manager who joined the company in 1958 and left when he retired in 1996, remembers it well. “I was lucky because, as soon as I was hired, Castagna put me next to the then director and I was able to learn how the machines and the production process worked. Within a couple of years I was already in charge of the factory and remained so until I left». A historical memory of the company, he personally experienced all the events that characterised Castagna, which became Univel when the company moved to Guardamiglio where it is currently based.

			«To make the quantum leap we needed different presses,» Cavanna continues, “so one day in 1960 we went to Casal Monferrato where Giovanni Cerutti was based. “Famiglia Cristiana” had started printing in rotogravure on those presses, and Pravda had also sourced them. There we ordered the first six-colour printing press with which we started to produce the film for breadsticks”. It was a real revolution. “It ran at 230 metres per minute, practically three times as fast as the previous ones.” 

			These were heroic years for that part of Italy that was to become the protagonist of the economic boom that was to break out shortly afterwards. Officine Meccaniche Giovanni Cerutti is now an international group still based in Piedmont, with branches all over the world, supplying printing presses to newspapers and industries. “For the 25th anniversary celebration of ‘Famiglia Cristiana’ we were also invited to Alba,” Panzeri and Cavanna recount amused, “and we were at the table with Cerutti and the prefect. Castagna was a great gourmet and there were truffles everywhere. I remember them uncorking the best bottles of Barolo, one leaning towards Santo Spirito and the other towards Pio’. 

			 Within a few years, the number of bag-making machines had grown to 15, the number of printing machines to five and the number of cutting machines to two. Clients included the main pasta factories, Perugina («we used to print the paper for Rossana sweets with the red cellophane we bought from Safta and put the gold colour on it, and also the bags for the five-ounce packs”), Alemagna, Motta, Meinl coffee from Alto Adige, Omsa («we had an exclusive machine that only made sock bags. How many we made!»). 

			The story of the packaging for the Lebanese coffee Najjar deserves a mention. ‘We used to receive orders of 3-400 thousand bags,’ recalls the former general manager, ‘thanks to a Lebanese representative. Everything lasted until the political problems in the region began, then we heard nothing more from him. He disappeared with the first conflicts’. 

			The sales policy was focused almost exclusively on Italy, with representatives covering part of the South (Sicily and Campania) and the North (Liguria, Veneto, Emilia-Romagna, Piedmont and Trentino-Alto Adige). ‘Abroad we only had one Swiss who brought us two to three very large customers, German cheese producers,’ explains the former director.

			The stroke of genius

			At the same time, the industry had witnessed the invention of ‘saranised’ cellophane, i.e., coated with saran (polyvinyldenchloride), a material discovered by chance in 1933 that makes it completely impermeable to oxygen. The invention is used for any type of packaging where a high gas and aroma barrier is required, and in particular in overwrapping packages where high sealing bar pressure is not possible due to the low strength of the product to be packaged. Possessing a low sealability threshold, i.e. sticking together easily, saran sheets can be perfectly sealed with minimal pressure. In short, it is the ideal material for all foods that perish on contact with air, preserving their freshness. 

			Here Castagna put one of his strokes of genius to good use, bringing the product to Italy from America via a Swiss importer. “It was of excellent quality, but labelled as rejected because it was undersized. My father took it exclusively for Italy and it was in great demand because it increased the shelf life of the product,’ explains his daughter Sandra. 

			We are still in the early days of packaging and only one material is used, printed on the outside of the package, but this is a real revolution for the market that will influence both shops and shoppers’ behaviour. The possibility of using materials that prolonged the life of food on the shelves greatly widened the range of products that could be packaged: no longer just dry products, but an opportunity for pre-packaging opened up for the whole world of fresh food. If it seems obvious to us today to go to the supermarket fridge counter and find an endless variety of products ready for purchase, we owe it to the inventions of those years. The need arose to create a material, which from now on we will call film, with odour and air barrier characteristics, capable of maintaining the right humidity without altering the food with which it came into contact. It had to be flexible, heat sealable so that automatic machines could seal it, and printable. These are all characteristics that cannot be found in a single material, hence the need to laminate several films, each fulfilling specific purposes.

			Specific knowledge was needed, which Achille found in Antonio Ratti, a chemistry graduate and husband of his eldest daughter, to whom in 1966 he entrusted the task of studying the coupling process in order to be among the first in Italy to produce an innovative product. 

			It is the process that glues layers of different materials together and, as a true forerunner, Castagna senses that the future passes through this innovation. He called Luigi Cerutti, the owner of the company of the same name, and together they built the first Cerutti laminating machine, which was to be called AP 10 and installed in Guardamiglio in 1970. Achille later had the first 5-colour gravure press with in-line lamination built. It is a prototype that in one process prints the film that is unrolled from one reel, then glues it to the other film, creating a multilayer product that is again rolled onto reels and sent to customers ready to be used in packaging. «The word had spread among competitors who were eager to see how it worked. When the machine started up for the first time and worked well, everyone else wanted it too, but of course by then we had the advantage,” adds former director Panzeri with satisfaction. 

			

			But let’s go back to the late 1950s, when space was no longer enough. “My father built a factory next to the premises of the newspaper ‘La Libertà’ where everything began. Then, before moving to Guardamiglio, he sold it to the newspaper, which installed the press there,” explains his daughter Olga. Premises that since last year have housed the Spazio Luzzati dedicated to the universe of Emanuele Luzzati, the Genoese set designer and illustrator who inspired the Piacenza-based Teatro Gioco Vita company. 

			Those were years of frenzied growth, where ‘suppliers came to us first if they had news’ as a result of one of the founder’s strategies. «Castagna had taught me that we had to pay wholesalers at 60 days, while all the others arrived at 90,” recalls Panzeri. “They have to know that with us they are 100 per cent sure,” he used to say. This privileged relationship allowed us to present innovations to customers before the competition, enjoying a position of advantage’. 

			In the early days it was Achille himself ‘who made the money rounds’ to collect payments, then he delegated the manager, ‘because he had confidence in who he chose’. “Paying a big invoice and receiving one is the same for me,” he used to say, “because it means I earn money and therefore I can pay.” He liked to be considered a banker and never paid the day after the invoice was due, but the day before: ‹We are bankers’ cheques› he used to repeat. He would spend hours on the accounts calculating the final figures and checking the margins, ‹it was an obsession, but one that allowed us to know exactly where the company was at any given moment,› recalls his daughter Sandra.

			Growth went hand in hand with an increase in the workforce, which reached 120 in ‘69. Initially made up largely of women in the production of bags, their numbers dwindled as production concentrated on printed film reels.

			The new headquarters in Guardamiglio

			In 1969 Castagna realised that the time had come to move out of the city; it was no longer necessary to be located close to the station, because by then film reels were almost exclusively processed and transported by truck and no longer sent by train. And then you need more space. Just outside Piacenza, a few kilometres from the centre, there is an area that at the time was considered depressed and incentives were provided for settling there. It is in Guardamiglio, now a crowded industrial area at the exit of the A1 motorway for Lodi/Piacenza, that the factory that is still the Group’s headquarters is located, and it is here that the company changes its name. Since then, in fact, it has been called Univel, a name devised by the managing director: a veil apparently unique but made up of several layers of film enclosing many packaging properties. “And then it was the name of my father’s cocker spaniel,” the daughter explains.

			Castagna, who knew how to foresee possible future difficulties, had the factory built on a raised floor. The Po is not far away and the danger of an exceptional flood, however remote, remains. So when the extraordinary event occurs, the machinery is saved and the company can continue production without damage.

			With the move to the new factory, after twelve years at Castagna’s side, the technical director decided to strike out on his own. Achille did not take it well, he felt betrayed for having raised a future competitor and broke off all relations. ‹With the 3 million lire from the severance pay, I took a coupler and started working only for the Silces company,’ explains Cavanna. ‘I produced one truck a week. One evening, it had been a year since I had worked alone, I found Mr Achille behind the door asking me how it was going. I answered him that there was some difficulty and the next day I saw a truck from Castagna, who had been my best customer for many years, arrive. There, that was Mr Achille›. A strong personality, stern and visionary, who knew how to welcome people who came to him confident that they would find an answer to their needs.

			Always at the factory alongside her husband, Mrs Franca Bestazza was the other figure who characterised the company for fifty years, from the initial idea to its transformation into reality. From the earliest days, she had joined the female staff by helping with the packing of envelopes to be sent to customers, and shipping had remained her area of expertise even after Achille’s death. For many years, she was never absent from the company, present every day to oversee the work as long as her health permitted, well into her eighties. “I remember that at a Christmas party,” recalls current CEO Alberto Nicolini, “she took me under her arm and gave me a tour of the factory.

			With her strong character, Mrs Franca was certainly not the type of woman to remain in her husband’s shadow, ‘she knew how to make herself heard and there was no shortage of situations in which she was able to impose her vision in spite of others,’ Sandra Castagna explains. 

			Relations with trade unions: the hot eighties

			Meanwhile, the first union battles began and not even the Castagna was immune. Outside the companies the red flags are waving and inside, assemblies are multiplying. There was no shortage of work but the union struggles raged on while in the Confindustria headquarters in Milan, nights were spent searching for difficult agreements. Lorenzo Fugazza, an accountant who worked alongside the administrative manager from 1977 to 2003, remembers how ‘we managed to close the contract without an hour’s strike, except for a hiccup protest that actually prevented production’. At that point, administrator Ratti, who had taken over from his father-in-law upon the latter’s death in 1973, decided to close the factory, but the Codogno Magistrate’s Court ordered it to be reopened. ‘There were stronger personalities among the employees who were able to drag the masses along,’ continues Fugazza, ‘and the problems continued for some time. Panzeri still recalls a meeting at the Pretura in which both he and the CEO were subjected to protests by the workers present, ‘difficult moments in which the tension was palpable’.

			Meanwhile, social changes were also permeating the market. Although Univel was at the forefront in the use of materials thanks to Ratti, the market was changing. A chemistry graduate with a passion for research, the young son-in-law had found himself working alongside Achille Castagna, providing the company with the innovative drive it needed. It was he, in fact, who closed a deal with the manufacturers of the machines for packaging sausages that were pasteurised once wrapped. In turn, therefore, the film also had to undergo the same thermal restoration process and only Castagna was able to supply films with similar characteristics. Thanks to this agreement, in the 1980s the company had a large number of sausage factories in Veneto, Friuli-Venezia Giulia and the former Yugoslavia as customers.

			Alongside sausages, Univel shifted its focus to rice, which became the company’s first market. Mauro Mozzarelli has been with the company since far-off 1984, and although he was hired as a computer programmer, he has always worked in the sales department, of which he is now the manager. “At that time we produced the film for rice packages,’ he recounts, ‘we used cellophane for the printed part and polyethylene on the inside because it is suitable for sealing, which was then done by the customer. We worked almost exclusively for Italy, only once did we make a detour to North Africa for a big customer, but it didn’t last long’. The purely domestic market is one of the characteristics that still applies at Castagna, where the customers continue to be Italian, unlike the other two Univel Group subsidiaries.

			‘The second important market was cheese, mozzarella and cured meats,’ Mozzarelli adds. Back then we didn’t have many competitors, it was still quite an easy life’. At the time, Castagna’s competitors could be counted on two hands, and with twenty years of experience behind them, it was easier to beat them off. The quality of the product ensured a brand positioning, as we would say today, which gave a competitive advantage that was hard to scratch.

			“It was easier for the customer to look for us and not vice versa,” the sales manager continues. You sat and waited for the phone call, and it worked!”. So much for sophisticated marketing research, ‘it was completely different from today, the world was turned upside down,’ he repeats almost incredulously, ‘you would wait in the office for the agent or the phone call, and they would arrive on time. It seems like a century ago, instead it’s only a few decades, but it’s a world that no longer exists’. 

			The working day consisted of calculating costs, which ‘was done manually because there were no aids’, and receiving agents. “Often they were multiple agents. You stood there chatting, they told you jokes as a system of approach, they were totally lacking in technical skills. You rarely went to the customer, a mode that no longer exists and which I certainly don’t regret’. 

			Things at Castagna changed little by little as the first problems with the rice packaging appeared. Raw material suppliers had managed to produce a new transparent coextruded bi-oriented propylene, a film that did not need to be laminated and was sold directly to food companies without going through Univel, causing a drop in demand.

			Moreover, many in the packaging industry had realised that flexible was the future and threw themselves into it. “Ours is a microcosm, everyone knows everyone and it is very difficult to have a position war,” Mozzarelli explains. “We had to invest to stay in the market, we needed new machines that were more efficient and had higher performance.” 

			In 1994, Ratti suddenly passed away at the age of sixty-three. It was a thunderbolt; no one had expected such a sudden departure, while the handover had not yet been prepared. To complicate matters, in that year the historic general manager Panzeri retired and the commercial and technical managers also left. A real earthquake that would jeopardise the stability of any company. Castagna found itself decapitated with the urgent need to make major investments. The family tries to stem the leakage by bringing in Sandra, the founder’s daughter and Ratti’s wife, his sister Olga and Ratti’s two sons as managing director. “In our naivety we thought we could continue even without the skills,’ Sandra recounts. ‘I remember that when someone from the competition showed up, we immediately welcomed him, but it was not easy for someone coming from big industry to fit into a small business like ours, so these insertions were not always successful.

			Sandra Castagna continued on the path traced out by her husband while also coping with the new trade union protests. “My father had set the seven-hour shifts paid as if they were eight, but times had changed and there was a need to work two shifts of eight hours each,” recalls the then manager. A very tough dispute ensued, ‘but I resisted and made it through’, and to this day production is still distributed in this way.

			Conquering the market

			In 1997 the owners decided to invest and buy new equipment to avoid the risk of losing orders. 

			The list of customers at the time included the most important brands in the various product categories, from Galbani to Beretta, with decades of loyalty. This is a characteristic inherent in Univel’s DNA, which boasts customers for fifteen to twenty years for cheese, even thirty for cured meats, as in the case of Negroni from Cremona. The secret of such a long-lasting relationship of trust is based on competence, quality and service, otherwise you would not remain a supplier for thirty years. It means that you speak the same language and grow in step with the needs expressed by the market. 

			Mozzarelli recounts the great revolution that contributed to Castagna’s growth. “When I became sales manager in 1996, I abandoned the agent policy and trained internal staff who could also discuss technical features with the customer, who knew how to advise and follow up. Now we know fewer jokes than we used to, but we all have a strong competence on the product we sell”. The ability to understand technical requirements and be able to discuss them knowledgeably has made the difference compared to competitors, who rely on the proposed solutions.

			“I understand that outside of here it is difficult to get into the system of this microcosm,” comments the sales manager, “for you film is just plastic, but for us it is a world. For everything there is its dress, an everyday dress and a party dress. The ability to approach the commercial discourse from a predominantly technical and product point of view is what has distinguished us in recent years and allowed us to stay at the forefront. I don’t want to talk about success, we remain humble, very humble indeed’. 

			We are in the packaging valley founded by Safta of Piacenza, which Achille Castagna knew well. A handkerchief of Italy that produces films, bags and pouches for the whole of Italy and for many foreign giants. Over the years, many competitors have followed, some were swept away by the 2008 crisis, others have been strengthened by external lines, and still others have themselves been acquired by foreign multinationals. “By now there are many of us doing this job,” comments Mozzarelli, yet Univel continues to stand out in the market. 

			The difficulties and the turn to ‘fresh’

			But let us return to the new machine from which the breakthrough was expected to lift the company’s fortunes. It is 1997 when it is bought, yet it takes long months to get it up and running and running at its best. The production manager retired and whoever replaces him has to deal with a cash outflow of several million lire, with an expected increase in turnover of 10 billion lire that is not forthcoming.

			The purchase had turned out to be a forced choice, either you bought the machine or the company was destined to slowly die out, but investing in the hope that customers would come is always rather risky. And so it was then too, with the addition that the sales manager had left. ‘I remember when I was asked if I felt up to taking his place,’ Mozzarelli continues, ‘we all looked each other in the eye and decided to do our best. My thought was to specialise as we didn’t have the size and skills to do everything well. We had to decide what to do better than others in order to carve out a viable space in the market. It turned out to be successful. 

			A happy intuition that marked a turning point. Having lost the rice film orders, ‘we turned to the excellence of fresh produce, especially cold meats and cheeses’. The desire was to give it a few years and try to see if the company would succeed in becoming a reference point for that type of market. The experience with fresh cheeses was there (Univel already produced mozzarella wrappings), it was necessary to register production because the sector is very demanding. ‘It’s a zero-tolerance market, you have to make very few mistakes, in fact never,’ explains the sales manager, ‘the production run was the most suitable for this company and the logistics were perfect because we were dealing with customers based in our territory. At the beginning I said to myself: if I can only work with Lombardy we’ll have to work overtime. If we then throw in Emilia, since we are on the border between the two regions, it takes four companies like this to meet the demand”. 

			“I remember I used to tell the ladies that I preferred to be king of my own kingdom than knight of an empire, and slowly we succeeded. The big names in charcuterie arrived, starting with Rovagnati, which was a revolution for us. In three years the ham company had ordered products worth 3 million euro from scratch, and shortly afterwards it was the turn of Citterio. The chain worked, they said: they all go to Castagna, let me make a phone call’. Production for the fresh food sector also included cheeses, which are sold mainly in winter, while cured meats have peaks during the summer. In this way - especially in the late nineties and early 2000s - production was well balanced, whereas historically spring had always been a period with little work, during which they often resorted to short-time working. This is now a distant memory.

			Unlike rice, cold meats and cheeses are expensive and easily perishable foods that require high quality packaging, on pain of product spoilage and huge financial losses. The sensitivity of the consumer is much higher. The film, therefore, must have very high performance characteristics with a very high barrier to oxygen, aromas and UV rays. When packaging a packet of potato crisps, it can happen that the film peels off, i.e. that the various layers that make up the packet detach from each other, in a process known as delamination. If it happens with crisps it doesn’t really matter because the product doesn’t spoil, but if it happens with grana cheese there is the risk of having to throw everything away because it means that the film has let air and odours seep in, with the inevitable change in content. “We have to ensure maximum safety. A good part of the grain bags on the market come from Univel, if that happened it would be a disaster. To make little mistakes you have to be very focused on what you’re doing, so 90 per cent of what comes out of this factory are films for very specialised fresh products, because they all do the easy stuff,’ Mozzarelli cuts it short.

			Let’s take a step back to 1997, a crucial year for the company, which spent, as already mentioned, a fortune to buy a machine that on paper should have produced a turnover of several million euros a year, and instead was not working at full capacity. There is a real risk of losing the customers who have so painstakingly built up loyalty over the years. Certainly having focused on freshness rewards, the company has all the numbers to succeed both technically and commercially, but careless management of liquidity leads to a serious crisis. Banks are pressing for the repayment of loans and suppliers are demanding punctual payments, as has always been the case in the history of Castagna. Both the products and the clientele were of the highest quality, most of which still remain today. It was only a management crisis that inevitably created a liquidity crisis.

			The business strategy has not changed since then: ‘I sell hyper-specialisation,’ explains Director Mozzarelli, ‘they call you because they know you have the skills, they come here because they have problems and you offer solutions. It’s a real partnership. One thing I have taught the guys who work with me is that the customer really appreciates that you know everything about him, life and death. Each of my staff has their own specific customers whose every detail they know. The sales department now consists of four people, and whereas before you were in the company waiting for a phone call, now they are always outside. “It’s not an easy job and you can never take anything for granted,” Mozzarelli comments, “on 1 January of each year, the turnover is always zero and you start all over again. Competition is fierce, a lot of meteor companies have appeared that are born and die, but disturb the market. Now everything is packed, even salad, so it is a market that attracts investment, but a lot of expertise is needed. Industry figures tell us that there will be a 40% growth in packaging’.

			Product innovation as a business strategy

			In an ever-changing technical world, innovation is the plus that makes the difference, even in companies that assemble and print materials supplied by others. Like all competitors in the industry, ‘we have Lego bricks but you have to know how to use them, there are those who make the crooked tower and those who make the spaceship. We are very good, we have always been among the first in communicating innovative proposals to the market,’ Mozzarelli continues. ‘Our innovation is in providing better and better performance for customers. Let me give you an example: until twenty years ago, saranised PVC was used for the oxygen barrier for fresh products, which we have eliminated because it produces dioxins if burnt. Instead there are some of our competitors who still use it’. Another first, Univel was among the first to use total UV barrier films. Now there is a lot of talk about plastics and recycling, ‘but back in 2009 we started trials with one of our biggest customers for the use of a single material made from the same polymer to enable recycling. The experiment went well, it did not continue because the cost is higher. For us, this is innovation. 

			This is a hot topic in times when the recovery and reuse of plastics has become urgent. Technically, only single-polymer plastics can be recycled, such as the bottles that are normally used for water and soft drinks, while the rest of the plastics can only be turned into heat through waste-to-energy processes because they have no other use. “We are committed to finding the solution and every day we receive suppliers proposing new materials, my customers expect us to be first in this challenge. The competition? From what the suppliers tell us we are the most active, let’s say it’s an advantage to have started already ten years ago”.

			Research is currently engaged in the study of plastics made from a single polymer so that they can be recycled, but the requirements for use are so varied that several films with different characteristics must be used. “I have a lot of questions and no answers yet, but we are ready for the challenge,” the sales manager explains. 

			Changes are already underway, especially with regard to turnaround times, which have shortened considerably. “In the eighties it took at least two months to make a new print,” explains Mozzarelli, “colour selection, proofing at the press, cylinder engraving and final printing did not allow for any reduction in time. Only the photolithographer used to take a month. Now digital has revolutionised everything and we take just over a week”. 

			Logistics also supports Univel in being a leader in its sector: the physical proximity to its main customers, who reside in the various Italian food valleys, helps to respond quickly. But it is not only digital that has cut processing times, large-scale distribution has also changed the production process. “Orders have changed with the arrival of the large-scale retail trade, which has split the orders,” continues the sales manager. If before the big brand used to make 500,000 metres of film, now, if it goes well, it makes 200 because everyone has made their own private label and the products have diversified. Before, there were fewer orders but the print runs were 4-5 times higher than today’. A change that has revolutionised the production process.

			The Quality Control Laboratory and R&D 

			Among the many innovations that marked 1997 was the use of new materials thanks to the introduction by Franco Gallinari. With thirty years’ experience at Safta, Italy’s largest packaging company, Gallinari joined the company as head of research and development. “We broadened the range of proposals, brought in new customers and made parallel worlds known, contributing to the company’s take-off. But the magic touch that made Castagna take off was the new managing director Alberto Nicolini who arrived in 2003’. The former head of R&D, now retired, speaks of him with lucid detachment. “He was not a boss from a family, but a manager who had a more far-sighted and aseptic vision. The company got off to a good start and, as things went on, we put together a real laboratory’. Gallinari was commissioned to restructure the previous one by buying up-to-date and modern instruments: ‘You couldn’t give the quality service required without having 90 per cent of the preliminary checks in house. 

			At the time of his arrival in Guardamiglio, the company had only one supplier for inks and one for adhesives. Then slowly they increased, “both to put them in competition with each other and to exploit the qualities that one has over the other. It was not a purely economic matter, but a functional one. Similarly, the types of product offered to customers grew, with packaging containing aluminium or paper. “Until then we only made film with cellophane and polypropylene,” Gallinari explains, but by the time those products were no longer competitive, the company had begun to lose significant market share. “Above all, there was a lack of technical expertise, which severely limited the commercial offer. Things changed when we were able to give affirmative answers to various customer requests. Then product diversification began and the company started to breathe again. Before it was just wrappers for snacks and sliced meats, now the group does everything from cosmetics to medicines to detergent.

			Since then, the new laboratory set up by Gallinari has been grinding out analysis after analysis, with a reliability that has become the company’s flagship. Today, three specialists (Marzia Rossi, Silvia Leoni and Nadia Rossi) work there, coordinated by the manager Alessandro Bracci (who now occupies Dr. Gallinari’s position), who daily check all materials arriving at the factory and all those leaving. Before entering the factory to be processed, all film reels are analysed to check whether the parameters correspond to those declared. The same fate also applies to those from historical suppliers who have been working with Castagna for decades, “in fact, we have to pay special attention to them because they deliver large quantities of material and with the certifications we have achieved in recent years we are obliged to have traceability of all incoming and outgoing material”.

			An effort that the market is rewarding. Large packaging companies established in our country find Italy a bit of a squeeze for their outlets and relocate by opening plants in other countries. In this way they abandon production quotas that they do not consider adequate, leaving them to domestic competition. “We make 5 thousand tons of film a year, they produce 50 thousand, they invoice 500 million and have no convenience in taking the smaller orders. So it happens that customers, who are used to the quality of big companies, go in search of small suppliers like us,” explains Bracci. It is precisely the reliability of the product, which is guaranteed by daily checks, that is the real discriminating factor in the acquisition of an order, to which speed is added. “It happens, especially around Christmas time, that big brands ask us to print films overnight, and we have to do it in a few days. If we make a mistake, it’s a blow because they also charge you for the cost of the product in the packaging,” which is why the material check before delivery has to be very thorough. With small orders, in fact, there is a risk of heavy damage and Bracci’s expertise also includes defending the company in the event of a dispute. “Packaging is a science, but the workshop is always experienced as a cost,” Gallinari concludes. “Instead, quality generates profit, because it is recognised and gives turnover.

			The production process evolution 

			The heart of Castagna today is the large space adjoining the offices where two 30-metre-long rotogravure presses, three slitters and a new laminating machine stand. 

			It is there that the transformation of the material takes place. Once unloaded in the company yard, the large reels of virgin film (huge white spools wrapping up to 36,000 metres of film) are stored in the warehouse and then tested by the Quality Control Laboratory. Once the go-ahead is given, they can go into production for lamination and printing.

			Marco Sivelli is the production manager, a role he has held since 1996, and can rightly be described as the department’s historical memory. Having joined the company as a young boy in 1983, he has experienced the salient passages of change from the privileged observatory that is the production plant, thirty-seven years during which Univel has literally changed its skin.

			«At the time we were 80 employees, the company was managed by Dr Ratti, the founder’s son-in-law, and my job was head of the printing department. It was my first job and I had no specific skills, I had to learn everything,› Sivelli begins. Those were the years when the female component was still predominant, working mainly in the packaging and cutting department where envelopes and bags were made. The company worked on a single shift and the production process also included the gravure cylinder engraving department using the photogravure method, which was only dismantled in ‘98.

			«There used to be four rotogravure presses, two laminating machines and about ten cutting machines,” recalls the production manager, “then gradually the company became more efficient and now we only have three cutters. The new machines have a higher production capacity, they work double shifts and so we have reduced the equipment that is no longer needed”. Over the years, some equipment has been replaced, reducing its number and increasing its efficiency. The last one was purchased a year ago, it is a new laminating machine, and “then we have what can be considered a record in the factory: it is a rotogravure press from 1968 that is still working and in excellent shape. It has been repeatedly modified, but the heart of the machine dates back over fifty years”. 

			It may be the memory that cloaks the past with nostalgia, but ‘the trade was much easier then, today the market demands are more complex and the attention and precision in the production process are exasperated’. On the other hand, the industry has evolved both from a technological point of view (“the machines have gone from five printing elements to eight to nine because the graphics processing has become more articulated”) and a commercial point of view, with the emergence of many competitors who, while not seriously bothering the Group, are creating a disturbance in the market. There used to be five or six companies comparable to Castagna, now many of these have developed and at the same time many others have sprung up.

			As the sales manager said, inside that film that covers the ham we usually buy there is a real world that the buyer would never imagine. “Processing is becoming more and more complex and consequently more difficult,” confirms Sivelli, “the films must preserve the product in a more performing way, extending the shelf life and guaranteeing greater performance than years ago, thanks to the much more restrictive regulations in force.

			

			Sivelli lived through the rice era, when the cereal was Castagna’s core business, the transition to wrapping for mozzarella (‘we used to make a lot of it’), and finally the packaging of sliced sausages and grated cheese, still an almost exclusive sector for the Guardamiglio-based company (‘95 per cent of what we produce is related to these two products’).

			What has never changed over the years is the objective that Achille Castagna has set himself since the company was founded, namely to meet customer requirements in terms of delivery times and product characteristics, all while observing a certain level of convenience for the company. “This means organising production by minimising downtime,” adds Sivelli, “because the more linear and consequential the programme, the less time and cost is lost. However, one cannot insist too much on these aspects because customers have their own needs and it is necessary to find a balance that is convenient for the company and meets the demands. 

			The daily struggle is first and foremost with delivery times: whereas years ago it was normal to deliver in 60 days, now it is done in twenty, and orders are not uncommon to be processed within ten. “All we have to do is adapt to the new customer requirements, taking waste and scrap into account. Consequently, the company has equipped itself with a stock of materials in the warehouse that customers usually use, thus cutting waiting times from suppliers and respecting delivery schedules.

			In production there are currently 35 people working in the printing department and 10 in the cutting department, plus three machine maintenance staff. Currently, the business is spread over two shifts in all departments, and often work on Saturdays and Sundays. Production is almost exclusively dedicated to fresh products (sliced meats, cheeses and fresh pasta) in both tray tops and pouches, but it does vary and ‘recently we have made a laminate for packaging car brake fluid’. 

			The order starts in the sales department, reaches the Development and Programming department, which in turn forwards the requests to the Purchasing department for material procurement. 

			This is where the production manager comes in, who takes over the management of the orders up to final delivery. “If there is a need for graphic work, colleagues process the drawings and send them to the customer for approval. Once we receive a response, the files are sent to the cylinder suppliers for printing, who send them back to us engraved. At that point I prepare the sequence of jobs that make up the work schedule on the machines,” explains Sivelli. Some products are first printed and then laminated, for others we work in-line, it always depends on the characteristics required.

			Finally, the coils rest for 78 hours before cutting to allow the adhesives and hardeners to act. 

			Within the production process are quality controls that the laboratory carries out at various stages, some during production, others at the end. One important measurement is solvent retention, a substance used to dilute adhesives and colours. Once the inks have been printed and the adhesive applied to the films, hot air blows dry them by evaporating the solvent, which by law must not exceed a certain threshold. Downstream, the welding and adhesion value is also checked. Other measurements are also carried out by the colour department to ensure that the required shades are met and the result conforms to the initial specifications. Of importance are the dimensional checks carried out during production, so that the film fits the customer’s packaging machines. 

			

			It is a work of extreme precision, almost handcrafted despite being industrially produced. “A register variation between the various colours of only two-tenths of a millimetre is accepted, otherwise the film is deemed unsuitable, resulting in a dispute”. 

			Increasingly, customers’ marketing departments are raising the level of graphic demands on the packaging, ‘that’s why when printing a new design we ask the customer to be present at the plant to give us on-site approval’.

			Winning graphics

			Graphics, therefore, has become one of the elements that contribute to the competitive advantage of Univel’s products. The person in charge is Achille Ratti, the founder’s grandson and Alessandra’s son, who joined the company in 1994 when his father died. “There was still, as a consultant, the historic production manager Rag. Panzeri, who had worked with both my grandfather and father,” he recounts. I took the opportunity to learn the trade from him, gave up my studies and threw myself into work. I was interested in production and my first job was in the raw materials warehouse to get to know the various materials’. Shortly afterwards, however, the founder’s young nephew was moved to the graphics sector where the need for rapid technological development arose. “On the one hand we had a draughtsman nearing retirement who still worked in analogue mode, on the other hand we were engraving cylinders for printing in house, but their quality had deteriorated, so we often had to resort to external suppliers and noticed the big difference. It was essential to make a technological leap and I took it on. 

			More complex designs, frequent changes of graphics to print, printing precision and high output had become the bottleneck of production, while customers demanded ever faster turnaround. Modernising the cylinder engraving department would have been costly, while suppliers were punctual and experienced; the final decision came of itself: to upgrade the graphics department and discontinue photogravure. This was because - being on average smaller than its competitors - over the years Castagna’s strength had become customer service and the graphics aspect had become very important. By this time, even the paper sketch had given way to floppy disks, perhaps accompanied by a board that was scanned in, so hardware and software were bought for the transition to digital.

			Nowadays, the design is sent as a file and the graphics department has the task of implementing all the tricks involved in rotogravure printing on flexible film, which is by its very nature elastic and has a number of restrictions: for example, you cannot go below a certain print size for text, colours have to be separated in a special way, there are problems with registration and so on. Communication agencies dealing with graphics often have offset printing in mind, i.e. printing on paper, which with four-colour printing allows a very wide range of results. Film, on the other hand, is a world of its own, as is now clear. “Now the media agencies send the digital copy on file, so the client only sees the sketch on the film. When it is then printed on the film it has a completely different rendering and we are the ones who advise on possible adaptations”. It is a delicate step because expectations can be different from the final print and compromises have to be made.

			At the end of the photolithography process, a digital colour print is produced which is sent first to the customer for approval and then to the supplier who engraves the cylinders. There are thousands of them in stock, with their copper coating and design engraved by a PC-controlled diamond drill. Normally the body of the cylinder is the property of Castagna, while the engraving belongs to the customer who paid for it. “It has become a strength for us, we are quicker in our response and the quality of the print is excellent. As suppliers, we have chosen the best companies on the market and by following them we have been able to expand the range of engraving features. Today, we are able to provide customers with very special coating, even with a tactile paper-effect finish,” Ratti explains.

			Certifications as a competitive element

			Another element that has marked the difference with other competitors is certifications. While in the beginning they were a feather in our cap, today they are a conditio sine qua non, and over time all competitors have become somewhat certified, but being among the first has created a competitive advantage.

			The first certification dates back to 2002, when the company adopted an ISO 9001 Quality System, guaranteeing quality-oriented company management with customer satisfaction as the ultimate focus. Others followed, including in 2009 BRC Packaging Materials, a certification aimed at controlling product hygiene. “Encouraged by our customers who exported abroad where it was almost compulsory, we were among the first in Italy to obtain it,” proudly comments Achille Ratti, who also holds the role of sector manager. Demanded by large foreign retailers, ‘this standard is quite strict and it was complex to apply, because it goes into the specifics of workers’ behaviour and building structure. You have to dress a certain way, you need special hygiene precautions and you have to inform the company if you have a disease that may contaminate the product; in short, it involves the way people move around the plant. It was not easy to convince operators who had been behaving the same way for 20 years and were convinced that it was OK, ‘changing people’s minds is complicated,’ the manager continues. In addition, investments have also been made on the premises to bring them up to standard and for the past two to three years Castagna has had a double A rating, which is the highest level of the standard. “If I think back to how the company was when I was a child, a world has gone by: there was a caretaker who had a cat that sometimes came into the factory and had chickens where there is now a warehouse. Things that are unthinkable with today’s hygiene level requirements’. 

			The right manager at the right time

			The turn of the millennium marked the darkest period for Castagna, which complained of a continuous turnover of directors while the financial situation worsened day by day. The product continued to be in demand by customers, but management failed to give the company breathing space, which complained of a dangerous lack of liquidity. 

			In an attempt to meet the bank commitments, a leaseback operation was set up whereby the company’s real estate was sold to a leasing company, thus obtaining an immediate cash benefit (about €2,400,000), but at the cost of a considerable burden on the profit and loss account, which had to pay an annual leasing fee of about €325,000 for the period 2002-2010.

			After several unsuccessful experiments in the search for the figure capable of righting the fortunes of the Chestnut, ownership stumbled upon what turned out to be the right person at the right time.

			

			Alberto Nicolini has been managing director since 2003 and arrived in Guardamiglio at the end of 2002 at the invitation of the company’s historic accountant to give his opinion on the difficult situation. Coming from the engineering sector, with experience in the United Kingdom, Canada and the United States, mainly in the field of woodworking machines and machining centres for the automotive industry, he had no experience in packaging. 

			After a few days spent in the factory talking to the staff and analysing the balance sheets, Nicolini had an idea of what to do: ‘In the final meeting with the owners, I told them that they should look for an external manager to whom they would give full powers and that the family should get out of the management and limit itself to being a shareholder. The company had a good product, the key people were capable and the intermediate structure was adequate. Despite this, Castagna was in serious financial difficulty’. At the time everything ended there, after a few weeks “they sent me the curriculum vitae of the person they had chosen to find out what I thought and I replied that in my opinion he was not suitable”. 

			Months passed until Nicolini was summoned back to Guardamiglio. “This time the Castagna ladies asked me if I would be available to take care of it directly. I took some time to reflect since I was carrying on other activities in the metalworking sector, and then I accepted, convinced that I could carry on with the old and the new, provided that the ownership left the management completely”. This opened a very delicate phase because, fifty-five years after its foundation, for the first time the governance of the company passed from the hands of the family to that of a manager, with all the unknowns that this entailed. It was not an easy choice for the Castagna heirs, who in turn relaunched by placing the clause that at least one member of the family should remain working within, albeit without delegated powers. “I said OK, but I choose him,” recalls Nicolini. 

			Inevitably the beginning was rather complicated, the company had changed several general managers in a short time and was facing a new transformation, with the ownership represented only by Achille Ratti, Alessandra’s son and the founder’s grandson, and full powers to an external manager who periodically reported to the board of directors. ‘We had agreed on the full handover of delegated powers, apart from that on investments because it was right that ownership should be involved. It was May 2003 and we had given ourselves a year and a half to see if it would be possible to turn the company around,’ the CEO points out. 

			“The first problem we had to deal with was the dismissal of the general manager,” the manager recalls, “as well as removing a plethora of consultants who were weighing heavily on the cash flow. Once they were eliminated, we had a significant reduction in costs, so there was no need to cut staff’. The recipe adopted by Nicolini, which also proved successful in the other two companies of the Univel Group, was to ‘enhance internal employees, eliminate consultants and reduce costs. In the beginning it was not so important to increase volumes as to cut expenses. Since we had problems paying suppliers, we had to budget for losing some customers, hence some turnover, but we had to have a low break-even point’. In reality, the drop in turnover (budgeted at 15-20% of the total) did not occur and the company maintained the same revenue in 2004 by drastically cutting costs: ‘my goal in 2003 was to cut 25,000 euro every day’. The turnaround had also reassured the banks, which began to provide some credit, giving the company breathing space. 

			

			Nicolini is not the kind of manager who takes his team with him, and the only person he brought in was the head of the purchasing department, ‘a neuralgic place because raw materials represent more than 50 per cent of the value of sales. We set up the discourse with suppliers in a completely different way by guaranteeing payment on the due date in exchange for favourable prices, thus triggering a virtuous circle’. 

			Net cost cutting and governance renewal triggered a process, also virtuous, which within a year and a half enabled the company to complete its restructuring and return to profit. In about eighteen months, the company started to generate cash and was thus able to push sales again. In mid-2005, all personal guarantees that the banks had demanded from the owners were eliminated. During the years of difficulty, the banks had only granted credit facilities to the Castagna on condition that Mrs Sandra and Mrs Olga would guarantee with their personal assets. The ladies, with a great sense of responsibility, had therefore agreed, thus guaranteeing the survival of the company. “Having successfully completed the turnaround phase, we have made 4-5 years of gradual growth through quality and service, elements that take time,” says the administrator. With + 3-4% per year, we reached a turnover of over 17 million in 2008-2009, approaching plant saturation. At that point the problem of how to continue growing arose’. Two options presented themselves: build a new plant or make an acquisition. Nicolini preferred the second solution because ‘ours is a mature market, and the acquisition of a company, although it presents risks, allows you to enter a new market’. And so he did. 

			Decisive in the choice was the concept of service, which has become increasingly central in business, where quality is almost a prerequisite and the element that makes the difference is the performance that allows fast delivery, customer satisfaction, and diversification. “On the other hand, in our sector, the bigger you get, the less flexible you are. Having small to medium-sized companies allows for greater flexibility, even if cost optimisation is distant. But the advantages outweigh the disadvantages,’ Nicolini explains. So in 2010 came the first acquisition, Filca in Crescentino (Vercelli). 

			Financial Strategy

			The administration and finance department of the entire group is entrusted to Alessandro Balzi, cousin of Achille Ratti, with whom he represents the ownership in the company. Having studied economics behind him, Balzi has been with the company since 2005 and is also head of the personnel department in Guardamiglio. 

			‘Our customers are generally very solid,’ Balzi began, ‘and compared to the non-payment situation in Italy in recent years, we have been somewhat spared.

			The attainment of higher standards and the anti-cyclicality of the sector made it possible to pass through the major crises unscathed: both the 2008 crisis caused by the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers, which indeed saw the introduction of the night shift in 2010 because there had been a considerable increase in work; and the Covid-19 emergency that spared the food sector. 

			The Group continued to grow and during the two months of lockdown had to add shifts on Saturdays and Sundays to cope with the increase in orders. The situation returned to normal from May onwards, with order intake in line with previous years.

			‘Actually we have not felt the crisis,’ Balzi confirms, ‘those past years were good years for us and it continues to be so today, despite the epidemic. It certainly depends on the food sector, which is less cyclical than others that have lost 20-30%’. 

			The administrative manager has been among the key players in the strategy adopted over the years to secure the company. “Over the last fifteen years, Castagna has always grown, but we have reached a level where it cannot develop much except by external lines. So we started to look around and evaluate other companies’. In 2011 came Filca of Crescentino (VC) ‘which we chose because it covers different market segments and sells mainly abroad’. A few years later, in 2015, it was the turn of Tecnopack, based in Mortara, which completes its offer to the customer with flexographic printing and brings in a package of orders from abroad amounting to 40% of the total. The decision to acquire Tecnopack stems from the need to satisfy that part of the customer base that prefers flexo printing, which is more flexible and suitable for very short runs, even if somewhat inferior in quality compared to gravure. “We were driven by a market need,” Balzi continues, “many customers were starting to move towards this type of printing and we tried to intercept it.

			The Group now employs 180 people, with over 47 million in aggregate turnover in 2019, of which 21 million was achieved at Castagna, 14 million at Filca and over 12 million at Tecnopack.

			Growth by external lines has ensured a constant increase in turnover, “which could not have happened with Castagna where there were no more margins, except by adding a night shift as was the case in the past”. Although there are converters who, in order to make better use of the machines, constantly adopt night working, Univel has opted for a different strategy involving two-shift working. 

			‘We had the good fortune to find the right companies for us,’ explains the financial director. ‘Filca was doing badly because of financial problems, even though it had customers and a good turnover. It did not lack orders and continued to produce even in the most difficult times’. Once the financial emergency was resolved, it started to grow: ‘We abandoned orders with a reduced margin and tried to enter markets with greater added value.

			Again this year, although it is very difficult to make forecasts as the situation is extremely fluid, the Group is expected to grow by more than 10% in Tecnopack, and by 2-4% in Filca and Castagna. “We are a bit selective in acquiring new customers; we try to target solid companies that are very committed to quality. Everyone tells us that we are expensive; on the other hand, however, we guarantee privileged treatment and offer a service that few are able to offer,’ concludes the administrative manager.

			Human Resources

			One of the characteristics of Castagna - and cascade of the other two companies in the group - is the very high staff retention. And when we say high, we are referring to the numerous cases of employees who entered the factory as youngsters and left ‘due to age limits’. Alessandro Balzi is the personnel manager of the parent company. ‘When I arrived there were many people who had worked with my grandfather,’ explains the grandson of founder Achille, ‘and at least fifteen of them had spent forty years in this factory. Soon there was a natural turnover of personnel and the average age dropped considerably, especially in production’. Acknowledged by all the employees, there is a collaborative atmosphere in the company based on sincere and genuine relationships, ‘there is a lot of loyalty within us and important loyalty at all levels. Those who pass through here hardly ever leave. We have had entire generations of families working with us, first the father then the son and now the grandson’. They are either locals or come from around Guardamiglio, although there are now foreign workers settled in the plant. 

			The company’s human resources strategy has not changed over time, ‘we try to hire young people without experience, we are much more interested in assessing the seriousness of the person and his willingness to work,’ Balzi continues. Skills are acquired in the field through the direct transmission of operations by older employees, as if it were a kind of workshop where young people learn by working, and not a structured group. Sometimes, but not always, the experience of people arriving already trained has not been positive, so over the years we have often turned to young people without previous skills, “and the passing of the years has proved us right. The current shift leaders and foremen are all young people who have learned day by day, willing young people who have reached a good level and have now become responsible for their sectors”.

			Also representing his family, Balzi does not hide the relational difficulties inherent in his role as head of personnel. “By now the Human Resources sector is one of the most complicated,” he confirms, “if we add that I am a representative of the ownership, it is not always easy to maintain the right distance when things are not going well. 

			As in a large part of the manufacturing world, at Castagna the foreign staff represents a rather high percentage, bordering on 18%, made up of many nationalities and now integrated both in the company and in the social fabric. “I hardly consider them foreigners,” Balzi comments, “we have seen them grow and we are happy with their work. One is head of the cutting department, another is head of the printing department, and a couple are foremen’. To the young people the company offers a 4-6 month apprenticeship at 600 euro per month; after the trial period they proceed with a three-year professional apprenticeship contract, before moving on to a permanent contract. “We have never taken someone on with the intention of leaving them at home after a few months. Since we do not have seasonal peaks, we have no interest in doing so’. Out of 18 employees hired in this way at Castagna in recent years, only one person has not been confirmed. 

			Ownership managerialisation required

			Achille Ratti and his cousin Alessandro Balzi represent the ownership in the company. “For me, it is very nice to think that I am carrying on my grandfather’s initial idea and following up on what was his vision,” explains Ratti. When he founded the company it was pioneering times, and as he went on he realised that technical skills were becoming more and more important. My father had a degree in chemistry and therefore introduced him to develop production, then a few years before his death he entrusted him with the role of sole director and since then, since that distant 1966, my father has led the company for almost 30 years, keeping it highly professional’.

			Currently on the Board of Directors of the Univel Group are the founder’s two daughters, each with 50% of the shares, together with CEO Alberto Nicolini. “My mother has the shareholding weight but sees things from the outside,’ explains Achille Ratti, ‘and when there is a decision to be made she consults with me, who live the company on a daily basis. 

			Representing the ownership, ‘on the one hand there is the problem of maintaining the right distance from our colleagues by highlighting our own abilities and daily commitment, and on the other hand we have a responsibility to the family to ensure that the company goes well for the future. And in a company like ours, decisions are made every day,’ Balzi comments.

			The arrival of the external manager at the helm of the company was a painful decision, dictated by the urgency of getting Castagna’s accounts back on track, but it turned out to be ‘a good thing in some respects because it safeguards relations between the two branches of the family and removes the reasons for clashes; on the other hand, it is necessary to enter into the order of ideas that this person must be allowed to work. We need to take a step back and no longer feel that we are the owners who have the decision-making power because everything falls into a more collegial sphere’. Not at all a simple effort for a company that for more than fifty years had only family members sitting at the helm. It is a radical change of mentality that many companies find hard to accept, ‘but personal relationships and good results help a lot. I have to admit that no one in the family would have been able to develop the company and create a team like our manager managed to do. And all in a short time.

			While good results bring everyone together, “despite this, many entrepreneurs live the company as a part of their body and if business starts to go wrong, due to an inability to detach themselves from it at the right time, they risk losing a fortune and going bankrupt”. 

			The delicate issue of the future remains open. “As is typical in Italy of family businesses, the more the generations grow, the more complicated it becomes,’ Balzi comments. For now there has been neither need nor necessity to open up to outside capital, but it is an issue that may have to be addressed sooner or later. The sector is characterised by a large number of family-owned companies, some of which have now transferred ownership to funds, but Castagna was the only one to entrust the management to an external manager. 

			SECOND PART: FILCA UNIVEL

			From sticks to ice cream wrappers

			If Castagna was founded on the wave of the post-war recovery, Filca was born at the height of the 1960s boom. The founder is Luigi Favre, a knight of labour, a man who fully reflects the times when visionary thinking was the distinguishing feature of Italian entrepreneurship. Multifaceted and passionate, the Valdostan Favre glimpsed entrepreneurial opportunities in every sector and launched himself into many enterprises with friendly partners. Filca S.p.A., an acronym for Fabbrica Italiana Lavorazione Carta e Affini, was founded in 1962 in Crescentino, amidst the rice fields that challenge the horizon of the Vercelli countryside. It was not the first company Favre had created; back in 1957 he had already founded a company producing wooden sticks for ice cream, a material he drew from his poplar forests. 

			Between one row of trees and another, the visionary entrepreneur planted maize, the prelude to a farm, and in a design of a supply chain, decided to set up an ice cream wrapping plant to provide the ice cream industry with a complete service. “Those were other times,” comments Daniele Zoccarato, a witness to forty years of the company’s life and head of maintenance at Filca. “Back then, the owner would tell you ‘Pia la bindela e ‘nduma fe n’capanun’ (editor’s note: ‘get the measuring tape and let’s go make a shed’). We would set off, put down some stakes and it was done’.

			Being a seasonal product, the production of ice-cream wrappers is mainly concentrated in the summer, and Filca used seasonal labour from around the factory. “After finishing school, our parents would send us out for the season from June to mid-September to earn some money,’ Zoccarato recounts. ‘I was fifteen years old in ‘76 when I came here for the first time. Instead of going to the square we used to come here, it was fun for us kids, we called it ‘Mamma Filca’. The employees would leave all the heavy work to us, we had to unload and load the trucks manually, things that are unthinkable today, but we used to earn the money we needed throughout the school year. It was the most usual and widespread way of approaching the world of work and finding a permanent job. “After graduating in the morning, I came here in the afternoon thinking I would start the following week, instead they stopped me and I started that same afternoon. Since then I haven’t left, and like me many others”. 

			With forty years in the maintenance sector, Zoccarato was able to observe the changes in all areas of the company. “We went from the excitement of July and August when we worked day and night to the depression of October when women were competing to be laid off in order to follow their children to school. Work restarted in January, when the production of ice cream wrappers began again, and gradually the seasonal workers returned, ‘which was a lot, at least 30-40 people’. 

			This continued until the 1980s, when the results of the commercial work done in the previous years finally came in, with the aim of penetrating market sectors outside ice cream, to ensure a constant order intake throughout the year. 

			In the early days, the company only printed on paper, as was the custom at the time, and we had to wait until the 1980s to see the first films. “It was a revolution,” comments Stefania Favre, daughter of the founder and now the plant’s sales manager, “because it was considered convenient, cheap and efficient. For decades, plastic had completely supplanted paper, while now we are witnessing the reverse process’.

			

			With the advent of film, Filca entered sectors other than ice cream and approached the international market for the first time thanks to the arrival of a new salesman, Romano Pellegrini, who believed strongly in expanding abroad. ‘He was our pioneer,’ Stefania recalls, ‘and he initiated business relations that still persist today. I inherited a lot from him, he was a great friend of my father’s and together they did great things, not least teaching me the trade’.

			The years of investments

			Favre was fascinated by the machines of which he always bought the basic model to transform them in the factory. ‘We never bought a finished machine,’ recalls Zoccarato, ‘we would modify them and in the end they worked better than the original.

			Until, tired of modifying them, an 11-colour rotogravure press with an inline coupler arrived at the company, which allowed for greater efficiency and enabled easy entry into markets that had not yet been approached.

			‘It was a winning choice because this type of production is still extremely present in our business,’ Stefania Favre continues, ‘but I remember very well the problems caused by these large investments. The rotogravure press, which was expected to provide the impetus for the international launch, malfunctioned and its set-up was “a real pain. We wasted tons of materials trying to make it work. It was the first time I saw my father cry, he was desperate,’ recalls the founder’s daughter. 

			Once the rotogravure machine was up and running, the company began producing laminated films with in-line cold seal, an operation that had previously been done in two stages with higher costs and high material waste, making it impossible to have competitive prices. Having finally entered the European market in the mid-1980s (where Filca now exports 80% of its production), a happy and prosperous period began in which ‘everything seemed possible and it seemed that we only needed to invest to make something better’. Up to 5,000 tonnes of flexible packaging per year and 650 million ice cream cones were produced with 22 machines manufactured in house. “We made the machines ourselves and the owner took all the responsibility; now such a thing would be unthinkable,” says Zoccarato. “For the laminating machine we spent 600 million lire while outside it cost 1.6 billion. 

			At that time the company could count on good liquidity ‘and everyone gave us a hand, just mention Favre’s name. I remember I used to use his car for work, an off-road Mercedes, and when I passed by they didn’t see me: the car was a symbol that went round because the padron was the padron here’. Respected by everyone, 

			Favre was the kind of entrepreneur who put his employees before everything else and ‘in forty years we have never missed a salary’.

			In 2002, however, the industrialist fell ill and passed away. He had already sold the ice-cream stick company, but the family was still at the head of a group of two companies, because in the 1990s the production of ice-cream cones had been spun off from Filca, to be entrusted to a new family company: Socon. The latter bought the semi-finished product (aluminium paper laminate) from Filca and then finished the production by cutting and rolling the cones. ‘When in 2009 my brother Silvio and I looked for a partner to take over the company and we identified Castagna, the latter was not interested in Socon, for which we found another buyer and where my brother still runs the plant,’ explains Stefania, who remains in Crescentino.

			The advent of the crisis

			The liquidity crisis, which eventually led to the sale of the company, began in 2007 with the acquisition of a packaging company in Luxembourg. What was presented as an opportunity not to be missed turned out to be a big mistake.

			The operation responded perfectly to the needs that had arisen. The multinationals with whom Filca had been working for a few years were clamouring for a second production site capable of acting as a back-up to the Italian plant and guaranteeing continuity of supplies in any situation. The Luxembourg plant was located in the geographical area of Filca’s largest concentration of foreign customers (45% of exports to the Benelux), so for reasons of proximity, it was the perfect site from which to supply that particular market. Unfortunately, the economic crisis of 2008, in conjunction with the Luxembourg company’s level of indebtedness, put the company in crisis, forcing the owners to sell. 

			There was no shortage of interest that recognised the company’s expertise and excellent market positioning, but none seemed able to translate into an acquisition, until Castagna Univel appeared on the horizon. 

			The transition from family to management took place seamlessly. “We have gone from a situation in which the lack of liquidity risked compromising operations, to one in which it is possible to invest with more serenity thanks to the newfound liquidity,” Zoccarato adds. “Before, there was nothing missing for production, but we were forced to save. Previously there was a risk, now everything is done safely and we have the best equipment on the market. At the limit there is the opposite risk of not knowing how to exploit them completely’. For Zoccarato, Filca pays the price of being placed in a ‘provincial reality that has always been the weak point of this company. It is hard to find people who are up to the job’. Like many other Italian suburbs, the difficulty in finding highly qualified personnel clashes with the proximity of large attractive poles like Turin and Milan, which drain the best resources, impoverishing the fabric of the province. 

			Castagna’s first acquisition

			The company ‘was not in the scope of those we were evaluating and arrived almost by chance,’ says the Group CEO. It had been on the market for some time without attracting the attention of anyone. ‘When I went to visit it, it gave me the same impression as Castagna,’ recalls Nicolini, ‘that is, a healthy company with well-prepared personnel, but poorly managed. What’s more, Filca was stopping because it no longer had liquidity and could not pay its suppliers’. 

			Such a delicate situation meant making a brave and quick decision, because it was necessary to take over the company before it ceased production and lost customers. ‘We had ten days of convulsive meetings with Castagna’s owners, who were initially unconvinced, but eventually followed me,’ Nicolini adds. At the same time, Filca was put into an arrangement with creditors and it was decided to rent the company branch for a couple of years. In a fortnight the operation was concluded with the establishment of a newco, the union agreement for the transfer of some of the personnel (about 60 out of 90 employees) and the leasing of the company branch. “I remember that we entered the notary’s office for the final deed at eight o’clock in the morning and left at eight o’clock in the evening,’ recounts the manager. ‘In the afternoon I had a phone call with an English multinational biscuit company, Filca’s most important client at the time. They were very worried that production would cease and I reassured them by telling them that the company was safe. The next day they confirmed a large package of orders’.

			The first problem that arose was with the suppliers who ended up in the composition agreement: they did not trust them and demanded payment before delivery of the material. Most of them did not know Castagna because they were in different product sectors and the newly formed Group had to accept. “This meant paying in advance, otherwise they would not have delivered the raw material. The millions we had put into the newco ran out within a few weeks. During the transition, the company never stopped working, and broke even within a year, so much so that when the lease expired in 2012, Univel bought the business unit with the equipment, but not the building, which was only acquired in 2019. In the meantime, the previous company’s attempt at composition had failed and the old Filca went bankrupt. 

			Since the company has returned to breakeven, the usual staff turnover has resumed, with young people joining as someone resigned or retired. “Every occasion of termination of employment is an opportunity to green up the workforce with young people with a secondary school diploma,” explains plant manager Stefano Belletti. “We don’t need simple labourers but young people with an aptitude for learning who can progress in the company and get to run the plants. To date, some fifteen have been taken on, and the path of entry into the company is the same for the entire group: the new recruits do a six-month apprenticeship followed by a three-year apprenticeship and then a permanent contract. There are now around seventy employees and the average age is around forty. 

			The acquisition also entailed a major renovation of the plant’s equipment, in addition to interventions of a preventive nature, i.e. the installation of automatic extinguishing systems to protect machines and warehouses, which allowed the company to obtain the CPI (Fire Prevention Certificate) issued by the Fire Brigade, indispensable for operating the business, and two Quality Certifications, such as ISO 9001 and BRC Packaging Materials, which certifies the HACCP system for the production of food packaging.

			Last but not least, the digitisation process is underway with the connection of production machines to the management system, in order to acquire and monitor production data in real time.

			Internal reorganisation

			The acquisition soon proved to be strategic, introducing the new Group to different markets than its traditional products and customers, opening up exports, and enabling centralised purchasing strategies. “We merged with some suppliers of inks and glues, obtaining better conditions,” explains the manager, “optimising research and development and laboratory activities with shared services for both companies. Even some key figures are the same for the whole group, such as the heads of finance, purchasing and information systems. ‘I did not create ad hoc functions,’ Nicolini points out, ‘but Group responsibilities: those who were responsible for one company in some cases also became responsible for the other. Of course, this could not be done for the commercial sector because they are very different markets. We have very flat organisational charts, with few levels, and we have tried to build an organisational structure according to our needs’.

			“I am very satisfied with the relationship with the owners, because the current management is similar to the one we had before,” says Stefania Favre, daughter of the founder and member of the family that sold the company to Castagna. The company’s top management has been confirmed, ‘but the company’s financial situation has clearly improved. The change of ownership was also almost painless, because we lost very few customers, thanks to the fact that we had managed to retain them in previous years’.

			The new business strategy

			The reorganisation of Filca had a few more vicissitudes than Castagna. While in Guardamiglio cost reduction and renewed confidence from suppliers and banks proved crucial, in Filca a strategic repositioning on the market was necessary. Between 2010 and 2012, production was focused on products with little added value (such as potato crisps, which have basic packaging that is cheap compared to the content), the main market leverage was price, and the margin was low. Moreover, Filca was operating in a European market with fierce competition, especially from countries where labour costs are lower than in Italy, such as Turkey. The turning point came in 2012 when the British multinational United Biscuits launched an international auction, which Filca lost, leaving on the ground EUR 4 million out of a total of 13, which was what its annual turnover was worth at the time. 

			The need prompted them to turn even faster to the segment that guaranteed a higher margin, ‘and we succeeded by doing things well and focusing on those areas where price is not the only competitive weapon, but service and quality count much more,’ Nicolini recalls. In this way Filca has maintained more or less the same turnover, but the product portfolio has completely changed. While remaining in the same sector, instead of producing packaging for low-end biscuits, it switched to high-end biscuits, where the manufacturer is much more attentive to the technical characteristics of the packaging, which must ensure high performance requirements. The same thing happened for chocolate and other snacks, all accompanied by investments in equipment to increase quality and service. 

			Over the years Filca has succeeded in the operation and today has a completely different product portfolio: no longer just potato crisps but coffee, the top of the line waffles, chocolate and fine biscuits, vegan snacks, maintaining the same turnover as in 2012. “We are targeting financially solid, medium-sized companies rather than large ones that have a stronger bargaining power,” the CEO explains, “because I prefer to have more medium-sized customers than to be concentrated on a few large customers. This has paid off so far, the company has increased margins, continued to invest and repositioned itself, redefining its customer/product portfolio mix’.

			Foreign markets

			The role of sales manager in Filca is held by Stefania Favre. From her privileged observatory, which she has presided over for more than thirty years, she has experienced the changes in the international flexible packaging market. She shares commercial responsibility with her colleague Paolo Bianchi, who follows Italy and France, while she is in charge of Benelux, Switzerland, Austria, Germany and the Scandinavian countries. Both are supported by Marco Di Giovanni, who calculates and monitors production costs for a continuous update of the quotations, which are the basis for the prices offered. “I try to be there for any of my customers’ needs, offering them all-round assistance. I have established a relationship that in some cases goes beyond the pure working relationship”. The search for new customers is carried out in various ways, from scouting on the Internet to presence at trade fairs in the food sector, “but over the years Filca’s reputation has grown and active references have been produced, which are passed on throughout Europe”. 

			Among the fiercest competitors is Turkey, which is able to offer customers prices unattainable for Italian companies. ‘The Turkey of today reminds me of Filca of yesterday, when our costs allowed us to be more attractive than our European competitors. At that time it was not so difficult to penetrate the foreign market. Unfortunately the situation has changed a lot, so commercial skill and a high level of quality and service have become key ingredients for successful negotiations today,’ Favre comments.

			While competitors have increased over time and the market has become more crowded, there have also been positive changes. “One in particular, which I have experienced first-hand, is the gradual disappearance of prejudices against Italians, who until 20 years ago did not enjoy a good reputation in Northern Europe. It was a very big difficulty for us to overcome, but by working seriously and transparently, we were able to convince our customers’.

			The challenge at Filca is similar to that at Castagna, namely to reduce the use of plastic and find alternative materials. “Here in Filca we are less affected because we produce packaging for dry products that do not need barrier films,” Favre comments. 

			While waiting for the new films resulting from the innovation of the Univel Group’s R&D department, we continue to offer products and services with very high standards. At Filca, like Castagna, what customers value is not so much the price, as it used to be, but the quality and level of service. “Our strength is staff with a great deal of experience, able to give assistance and be very proactive in the relationship. When inaccurate requests come in, we make it known and advise customers on the most appropriate solution. We are very sensitive to environmental protection and suggest modifications that reduce environmental impact for the same cost and yield. We don’t just execute orders and this is greatly appreciated. Forty years of experience in the industry means that customers have grown with the company, developing a common narrative. “It is a great satisfaction and a remarkable glue that builds customer loyalty. We can deal on an equal footing with large companies and accompany the small ones that have placed their trust in us,” concludes Stefania Favre.

			The evolution of production

			The production department is the soul of the company, and not only because the final product comes out of there but because it is the sector with the largest number of workers. It is precisely the concentration of human capital that characterises any company, and in Filca - as in the rest of the Univel Group - there is a fondness for the plant that has made it possible, even in the darkest moments, to stay the course and bring the company to safety. As at Castagna, there are many who remember with nostalgia the two annual lunches before the holidays and Christmas. “At the time, many women worked in the company and each of them brought something from home,” says Valter Apiletti, production and prepress manager. “The owner Luigi Favre would sit at the head of the table and that was how we celebrated. He was very good at group building, team building as we would say now’. Now things have changed, ‘we don’t hang out after work as we did back then’, but ‘the company goes on almost without a driver, because basically we love the company and live it as our home, it’s not a question of salary’. At Crescentino since far-off 1984, Apiletti worked for years in the photogravure department, climbing all the rungs up to head it, then moving on to production. A path that allowed him to see the complete working process of Filca, “and the thing that stands out since the arrival of Univel is the desire to grow the company. A lot of investments have been made that I haven’t seen for years, also because the mentality was different,” the production manager explains. ‘Those who invest have a future, and the Group does it very well’.

			The sudden changes in the market over the last few years are having a heavy impact on the production process and the machine department is the litmus test: “It used to be that for the ice lolly wrappers the machine would run for two days, now if it is a lot it works for four hours. Nobody stocks anymore and the customer orders shorter pieces more often,” explains Apiletti. 

			Production is spread over two shifts, from 6am to 2pm and from 2pm to 10pm five days a week. About twenty people work there per shift with the average age gradually dropping to 40 (a third is only 25); there are two rotogravure presses, two laminating machines and three slitters. Scheduling is the delicate point of the whole process because it changes all the time, “it almost seems as if there is a lack of organisational capacity in the customers who send you two identical orders close together in time, instead it is just the current way of working”. 

			In addition to the timing, the demand for the materials used is also changing. “It is a slow process, but we are starting to get organic samples. Plastic is not easy to replace. Another aspect to pay attention to when planning work is logistics. “We are very dependent on transport,’ Apiletti points out; if for some reason I miss a loading, the whole programme is skipped. As we work for foreign countries, we are closely linked to transport, which is all by road and dictates the timing.

			Environment and safety

			Another crucial point for any company (and for those in the packaging industry in particular, using flammable glues and solvents) is safety. “Thanks to the acquisition of the plant by Castagna,” explains plant manager Belletti, “we have made a fundamental leap in quality because we have started upgrading the plant, which is still in progress, to bring it into line with current legal regulations. It is a continuous improvement’.

			At the same time, environmental attention has been increased. For the work it does - galvanic and chemical treatments - Filca obtained the AIA (Integrated Environmental Authorisation) from the authorities in charge in January 2014, which entails a whole series of fulfilments related to the control, treatment and abatement of the plant’s gaseous and water emissions.

			The search continues 

			At Filca, as in the Group’s other two plants, there is a Quality Control and Research & Development laboratory. It is headed by Carlo Tamburelli, who has been with the company since February 1987, a long enough period of time to be able to recount the changes that the sector has undergone over the years.

			“When I arrived the lab was not there,” recalls Tamburelli, “I set it up because we needed to do the first solvent residue tests on the packaging. Now we do a lot of checks on all supplies: from reading the barcode to printing and lamination quality, from grammage to dimensional checks’. Only a few special, sophisticated tests are outsourced to an external laboratory.

			“Over time, we have seen an increase in the demands from customers,” the manager continues, “and there are so many legislations we have to comply with. In addition, many checks that used to be carried out occasionally are now carried out twice a day. Now every delivery must be accompanied by a certificate of conformity’.

			Although basic research in the industry is in the hands of the film suppliers, each Univel factory has its own department to answer customer questions. “At the moment there is a lot of demand for biodegradable or compostable materials and it is up to us to suggest the most suitable solutions to the customer. For example, instead of polycouples, i.e. materials made from two different films, which prevent them from being recycled, we recommend using just one or at least materials that allow them to be recovered in plastic,” explains Tamburelli. The topic is extremely topical and there are many tests being carried out in the laboratory to provide innovative answers to market needs. “Whenever possible we recommend using only polypropylene, which allows complete recycling, since this material is used to make so many things, from plastic benches to rubbish bags,” the technician specifies. Just to give an example, the bag of frozen chips is a combination of different materials that cannot be recycled, the bag of chips you eat at the bar is made of polypropylene only and is perfectly recyclable. Filca is experimenting with PLA, polylactic acid, which is biodegradable and has similar characteristics to other materials, except for the cost, which is four times higher. A peculiarity that does not make it chosen by the majority of companies, both Italian and international. 

			The issue is complex and the debate is open in many respects, including the use of colours. The law on compostable films, in fact, allows the use of inks amounting to 1% of the weight of the package for a maximum of five colours. Consequently, if the graphic design includes an intricate pattern, the weight of the packaging will have to be increased, resulting in higher costs both at source and for disposal. “Basically, this goes against the trend of the need to reduce waste,” Tamburelli explains. At the moment, the easiest solution to pursue is the use of monomaterials, even laminates, which can be easily recycled. There are no other solutions in sight: the variety of market requirements often makes it necessary to combine even three different materials to ensure resistance to puncture (i.e. the breakage that can occur during product shipments), moisture and gas barriers, and package rigidity, features that make plastic much cheaper - and in some ways irreplaceable - than compostable materials. “We are trying to get our customers to use films with a low environmental impact, but price is the main driver,” he explains. There are still very few companies that go green and bear the related costs, both of the films and of the various certifications. Nevertheless, the lab is very committed to this, aware that the breakthrough will come sooner or later. “With a view to sustainability, we are doing a lot of in-house sampling that we then let customers try out,” adds Tamburelli. “For example, we have experimented with a paper with a polylactic film, using green resins and cold welding, that is completely compostable. 

			PART THREE: UNIVEL TECHNOPACK

			The Group’s second acquisition

			The evolution of the market is continuous and the Univel Group has to cope with the change in print runs, which continue to drop relentlessly. Suffice it to say that in the last five years the average print run has gone from over 20,000 square metres to less than 17,000. Every year the quantity is decreasing, customers tend to place smaller and repeated orders, so as not to have stock and because the packaging changes very frequently. As the concept of service becomes more and more exasperated, the need arises to turn to flexo printing, which is better suited to short runs and allows cheaper and faster printing. These machines are different from those in use at Castagna and Filca, which have longer and more laborious set-up times and methods. To give you an idea, it often happens that the set-up time (i.e. the time needed to prepare the machine for further processing) lasts much longer than the time needed to produce a job, we are even talking about a ratio of 6 to 1. Flexo presses, on the other hand, have shorter set-up times, times that obviously have an impact on costs, which are inevitably lower. Print quality is not the same, rotogravure being qualitatively superior, but in recent years flexo printing has made a lot of progress and often the difference is minimal. On the contrary, on high print runs gravure is much more reliable throughout. However, given the market need, it was essential to have both.

			Once again the option for Castagna is twofold: build a new factory or search the market for a company to acquire. Nicolini again chooses to grow by external lines. “At first I couldn’t find the right company and we were getting ready to build the factory when, through Paolo Bianco whom I had contacted to help us in our new adventure, I met the entrepreneur of Tecnopack of Mortara who wanted to sell. We bought it and this time it was easier because the company was not in a critical situation like Filca and there were no agreements in the way’. The newco was created and started on 1 January 2015. At the time it had a turnover of EUR 6 million, had one flexo machine and two laminating machines, and the structure was in line with Univel’s standards.

			Origins

			Tecnopack is based in Mortara, in the province of Pavia. It is the youngest of the Group’s three companies, founded in the mid-1980s as a shop selling everything needed for packaging, from tape to paper, from film to adhesives. The founder is Maurizio Bertocco who, with his wife Cristina Maldifassi, is the owner of Ilpra S.p.A., a company acquired by his father-in-law and specialised in machines for packaging fresh food products in trays. As a natural consequence, the idea was born at the time to also produce the materials required for packaging. Initially it was simply a matter of reselling the material that was bought ready-made, “then we started to have films made directly for us. We bought a slitter and made the reels, until we realised that there could be a market if we laminated the films,” Bertocco recalls. The beginnings were in a shed close to the current premises, and the company immediately developed well, characterised by the high level of quality it offered, with a clientele ranging from small to large companies. Bertocco has always been the partner of reference ‘even though I have never been directly involved in the company, which was managed by a minority partner director’. With the idea of creating a complete packaging chain, Tecnopack was acquired in addition to Tecnofoodpack, a company that produced containers, in order to offer the market everything necessary for food packaging. “For the customer it is much more convenient to buy from a single supplier, you don’t have to impose it on him because he rightly wants to feel free, but the convenience of having a single point of contact does its part,” points out the president of Ilpra, now listed on the AIM of the Italian stock exchange. 

			Tecnopack’s beginnings were favoured by the lira, which, with its devaluation against strong currencies, primarily the German mark, favoured exports. Initially, the link with Ilpra was very strong and the foreign market relied completely on the parent company, but with the changeover to the euro, it was decided to take an independent path. Mirko Chianello has been working as foreign salesman in the Mortara company since 2001 and tells about the plans of those days: “We wanted to develop a discourse in the Baltic area and in Northern European countries, which were important markets. The operational heart was to be the Netherlands, where there was already an Ilpra subsidiary”. The advantageous exchange rate also helped sales in countries outside the EEC with orders coming in from Israel and Canada, and then it worked well with Ireland, England and Scandinavia. “All of these customers largely remain even now and are worth a third of the current budget,” Chianello points out. The first signs of difficulties became apparent with the changeover from the lira to the euro in 2002, which eroded the competitive advantage of the exchange rate. Playing on a level playing field with competitors, ‘either you are good or there is always someone who sells at a better price than you’. Despite everything, in the first four to five years the company continued to grow, although there was no shortage of tense moments. 

			The most difficult period

			Just when the company seemed to have stabilised and achieved a certain solidity, the global US subprime crisis and the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers struck. “From 2008 onwards the hard times began, we were all under pressure and our administrator was asking us for weekly reports and sales forecasts that were not easy to meet,” recalls the salesman. To overcome the difficult time, in 2010 the company decided to merge with another company in the flexible packaging chain that printed films. At the time, in fact, Tecnopack only made neutral materials and relied on a subcontractor in Pieve Emanuele for printing. The plan was, after a period of collaboration, to merge the two companies, but the project fell through when it was discovered that the printing company’s balance sheet was not healthy enough to advise against the operation. Shortly afterwards, the situation precipitated and it came to a collapse.

			The managing director was dismissed and in his place came two managers from as many Ilpra Group companies, Tecnofoodpack, which made containers, and Unimec, a sales company for large-scale distribution that is still active today. “The two managers were supposed to help the company out of the situation, but they struggled a lot because they did not know the sector,” recalls Chianello. Meanwhile, the debt with the banks increased and at the end of 2012 the company was dismembered and merged into Tecnofoodpack: production remained in Mortara while the rest of the offices were relocated.

			“For our part, we did not have the right people to replace the CEO,” Bertocco explains, “and we realised that what had hitherto been our strength, i.e. the complete package, was becoming a point of weakness, because it made us competitors of too many companies with whom we could no longer collaborate. “We soon started searching the market for a player who was interested and we came across Castagna, which we liked a lot because it is a solid, well-run company. “It was a relief because we had been going for three years practically on our own thanks to the skills of the staff and we were at a point of almost no return,” comments the sales manager. Many had started looking around for other jobs and some had already left the company.

			Negotiations began just before the summer holidays and by October there was already the certainty of the takeover. As at Filca, thanks to their competence, responsibility and passion, the staff had been the architects of the company’s resilience, making the rescue and takeover by Univel possible. 

			The acquisition process

			In the following years, the company did not undergo any radical changes, but having a very good DNA with good management, it grew and improved considerably. The change of ownership was soft and no job cuts were necessary, indeed, recruitment began again shortly afterwards, ‘because basically it had always been a healthy company that only needed more professional management’. A partnership was also born, especially of a commercial nature, since some of Ilpra’s agents and distributors also sell Tecnopack’s products.

			“Today it has doubled its turnover and is the fastest growing in the group,” explains Nicolini. “This is because the flexo market is more dynamic and quality has also increased, narrowing the gap that existed until a few years ago with gravure. In addition, we have managed to intercept many of Castagna’s customers who used to buy wrappers produced with this technology from other suppliers, and we have convinced them to switch to Tecnopack thanks to a better service”. 

			Once again, product diversification becomes the tool for growth and Tecnopack, thanks to Paolo Bianco, enters the pharma sector producing sachets for medicines and supplements. This is a constantly developing market to which the Mortara-based company is able to provide quality answers quickly. “We take customers very often thanks to service,” says the group’s managing director, “i.e. very fast deliveries and high customisation. A large company has more difficulty in upsetting the production schedule, which we usually do to satisfy the customer. We have an infinite number of variables for each product, from the label to the pallet, and we manage to do this because we always try to combine quality with control and flexibility. I know it’s a bit of a paradox, but sometimes I feel like I’m part of the service sector and not the industrial sector, so much is the push for service’.

			Growth strategies

			In addition to solving the flexo printing problem, the acquisition has allowed us to manage orders with more freedom, being able to count on three plants. The integration, in fact, grants a flexibility that only very few companies in the whole of Italy can afford: “It is a very important element for the customer who relies on those who can meet the deadlines,” explains Paolo Bianco, special group advisor of the Univel Group. “Even some want to be sure that the plant implements a disaster recovery policy, which guarantees the supply of the product even in the event of an accident. For a company the size of Tecnopack, having the Group behind it means having enormous protection, strategically speaking. Without Castagna, we would never have grown this way”.

			The company ended 2019 with a turnover of EUR 12.4 million, 40% from exports and the remaining 60% from sales in Italy. Practically a doubling compared to the 6.2 million in 2014, when it was acquired. ‘These results are not achieved through the work of a few people, but thanks to all the employees, the CEO and the ownership,’ Bianco continues. The arrival of Univel was rather accidental. “I already knew Nicolini, who had approached me about the possibility of running a new plant. I pointed out this company that had untapped potential and market difficulties’. Bianco had worked there for a year and knew the employees and owner well. “From there everything started very quickly thanks to many people and small doses of luck, such as having believed in the pharmaceutical and parapharmaceutical sector. We are still too small, but in the coming years we have the opportunity to grow a lot”. 

			Even during the transition from one ownership to another, the company did not stop and did not lay off a day. Some situations within the company were reconfigured and ‘the first year served to learn how to do things’. In the meantime, the company continued to work for old customers by going to trade fairs both abroad and in Italy, to make it clear that it now had a large, reliable group behind it that was able to overcome the critical issues that had caused problems in the past. “Having a warehouse with material on hand was unthinkable five years ago when you had to wait for an order to arrive to buy film. Today the first thing they ask is when you deliver,” Bianco continues. 

			At the same time, a phase of awareness of Tecnopack’s inherent potential began, ‘because while Castagna deals with fresh products, Filca with bakery and ice cream, we had no real specialisation’. Today, its distinguishing feature is parapharmaceuticals, which covers half of its production, while the remainder is still food. In 2019 Tecnopack grew in the sector by 25 per cent with increases touching +35 per cent for some brands. “All this in food is not recorded, except in rare cases where there is an exploit of the product.” 

			As with Filca, the Mortara company’s biggest competitors are Turks, ‘from whom we defend ourselves only through service’. As an example Bianco brings the Dutch traders, the most unscrupulous in the sector. “For them moving geographically is not a problem, Italy or Turkey makes no difference: they want a certain result and if you are not able to give it to them you lose the customer. They are the litmus test, if you work with them it means you are competitive’. The requests for tenders that come in have increasingly thin margins, ‘but we win on the fact that we are Italian, this is our added value that has become almost a brand’. 

			The counterfeiting of Italianness does not spare the packaging sector and ‘at trade fairs we see products that mimic Italian ones. But ours is easily recognisable for its care and brilliance, customers understand it immediately’. 

			It is the added value of ‘Made in Italy’: the care taken in the processing of the product is the result of profound know-how that puts packaging made in our country on another level compared to the competition. “We have developed a series of refinements in terms of the supply chain that make a chocolate look like a jewel; it is the Italian character that makes the difference and customers recognise this.

			In Europe, the biggest packaging manufacturers are Germany and Italy, but the Turks are the most aggressive because they have technology and finance and can enjoy a different currency regime, so they approach the Old Continent with the dollar which gives them an advantage over the euro. In addition, they have raw materials and production potential and over the years have become major competitors, especially for rotogravure printing in the bakery sector. Recently, Eastern countries have also entered the market: there are companies that print well in Romania, Bulgaria and Ukraine.

			Export

			Exporting 40 per cent of production, the foreign sales office plays a fundamental role within the company, where it not only looks for customers but - with a view to the œ of not creating hierarchical superstructures - carries out a whole series of operations ranging from uploading orders to following them up in production, preparing offers and acting as a back office. This workload is heavy but manageable also because the contact persons are not only the end customers but, in many cases, the distributors strategically located at the nerve centres of the foreign market. 

			“It is all a matter of organisation,” continues Foreign Sales Manager Mirco Chianello, “experience has taught me to prevent, I always have informal meetings with the warehouse and production at the beginning of the week in order to be able to deal with emergencies and solve problems in good time. 

			The expectations of the foreign customer have changed in the same way as those of the Italian customer, moving towards shorter lead times and lower quantities. “Until ten years ago, the minimum stock was the pallet, which was 500 kilos, now for some customers we do 70-80 kilos references. 

			Among the reasons behind these changing requirements are the numerous market surveys that food companies carry out to test products with consumers. New products are launched in limited runs and only a fraction will be continued over time. Added to this is the constant change of graphics because national and European laws are always imposing new indications on the packaging, which drive customers away from stock. 

			“For the rest, the relationship with distributors and historical customers hasn’t changed much, they always give us a lot of compliments because they say we are an Italian company organised in the German way. What is greatly appreciated is the control over production, which allows us to intervene in time in the event of problems, quickly preparing solutions. Chianello gives the example of a Finnish customer who in 2002 ordered orders for 120 thousand euro and in 2019 exceeded half a million. “He told me that they are willing to pay a little more because, unlike other Italian suppliers, with us they are certain that they never have problems. I consider this one of the best compliments a customer can give you and it is thanks to the Group that these results are achieved.” 

			Future goals are for further growth. “I am working on a number of projects to recover customers that we lost when the company had financial problems,” explains the salesman. The market is constantly changing and customer losses are always around the corner. “Last year, a couple of companies worth almost EUR 500,000 left us, but despite this, we still grew.”

			The service to beat the competition

			For future development, Paolo Bianco believes that an even greater focus on pharma products is necessary, because quality will become more exaggerated and will make the difference between competitors. “We have a time advantage because we started earlier, but we have to use it to improve quality and win. The Control and Quality lab run by Nadia Rossi proved to be crucial, and she had the ability to create an automatism for the management of the many certifications needed in pharmaceuticals. For the customer, having to call a supplier to ask for the necessary documents is an unnecessary waste of time, but sending them along with the shipments made the company’s reliability felt, turning into a competitive advantage. Unlike other industries, in fact, each product is shipped with an apparatus of documents without which the shipment is null and void. “Castagna’s workshop provided us with a person and thanks to his skills we were able to grow in the sector. That is why I insist that the doubling of turnover is a shared merit,” continues the advisor. The certification office also proved to be very important in conquering the competitive pharma market. 

			The ease of certain operations depends on belonging to a dynamic and solid group. “Being a raw material processing company, purchasing is crucial because a large part of the revenue comes from there, and having it centralised makes all the difference,” adds Bianco. Every Friday, Bianco, the sales staff, and Maurizio Rossi, head of purchasing at Univel, meet to discuss market strategies, “because the margin is made mainly when you buy”. The processing of raw material has hidden costs and waste that are difficult to quantify beforehand, so you have to be very good at buying well. “This is one of the main forces that the Group gives you, a buying power that is unimaginable for the small company. Today everything is based on speed and since you no longer have the banks to support you as you once did, you have to have a financial or industrial entity behind you, the entrepreneur alone has a hard time”.

			In addition to competition, the other challenge the company faces every day is environmental impact, “because what we produce becomes waste, so we have to optimise the weight to put as few tonnes into the environment as possible”. Inherited from the fact that plastics were born in our country with Giulio Natta, Italy is at the forefront in reducing the percentage of plastic in the weight of packaging, with the use of films of very few grams now measured in the order of microns, or thousandths of a millimetre. What is more, these are products that still have many energy properties and their reuse ‘will be the business of the future,’ comments Bianco, ‘making sure that the production process of the product does not die in the dustbin at home but becomes a fully-fledged circular economy. 

			Procurement 

			The group has a centralised purchasing department to have more power with the suppliers, but each plant has its own procurement manager. At Tecnopack he is Stefano Francia, who has been working there since March 1994. The central office, based in Guardamiglio at the Castagna site, signs the commercial agreements with the various suppliers and “from time to time we local contacts collect the needs of the plant and send out the order,” explains Francia. Working for both food and pharma, the materials used are the most diverse: they range from polyester to polythene, from paper to aluminium.

			Over the years there have been many changes, “but at the organisational level we have followed the footprint set by the old owner. Since the takeover, the workload has increased exponentially and with it the production capacity. Periods in which resources had to be kept to a minimum are now a thing of the past, as there were ceilings on spending and, consequently, when orders arrived, it was decided how to distribute resources among the various suppliers according to customer requirements. “With the arrival of the Group these problems have completely disappeared, the difficulty now is to meet the ever tighter order schedules.

			Warehouse management involves the constant supply of the standard material that is used the most, however “the multiplicity of film characteristics prevents us from having all the films in house and we have agreements with suppliers who stock for us in their warehouses to shorten delivery times,” explains the technician. Normally it takes a couple of weeks, “but being part of a group if we need a certain material by a certain date, they favour us over others. Purchasing power is important”. 

			It is precisely the ability to meet ever tighter deadlines that has become the competitive lever that distinguishes Tecnopack from its competitors. Scheduling in production is done every two to three days, but it is certain that within 76 hours there will be variations to be made, “and customers have always recognised our ability to solve timing problems”.

			The production process 

			Many of the Group’s expectations are centred on Tecnopack, which continues to reap success and still has unexpressed growth potential. It currently employs 39 people, nine in the offices and the remainder in the production department. The company is looking for additional personnel for printing, where a second flexographic machine was installed in 2018, but they are not easy to find. “We are studying procedures that expand and improve the work from a production point of view, and therefore personnel are needed,” explains plant manager Stefano Brognoli, “especially to expand sales volumes and logistics management. Unlike the other two Univel factories, Tecnopack has all employees of Italian nationality with a rather low average age of around 35. “We are a young, dynamic company that prefers to train its staff in-house,” he continues, “in fact, many of the current employees joined in their twenties and have climbed the various rungs up to positions of responsibility.

			While rotogravure printing requires the use of cylinders, with all the problems this entails, flexography is much faster and from a practical and logistical point of view is much easier to handle. However, it has delicate and sometimes complex aspects in the ‘pre-press’ phase, which consists of computer-generated graphic preparation. The customer sends the sample or sketch that is digitised, while the actual die is engraved at external companies. 

			Once the order is entered into production, the film enters the printing cycle, followed by lamination with the necessary films to guarantee the required characteristics. After 24-48 hours, the material thus composed is cut and rewound to be sent to the customer.

			In Mortara, safety also plays a central role in the production process because many of the materials used are highly flammable. Staff constantly attend refresher courses and are subject to strict regulations on the use of personal protective equipment, without which they cannot work. The plants have state-of-the-art safety systems and surveillance coverage is almost total, guaranteed by the fact that the company’s managers work in the department and not in the office to check the results, “especially in printing, which is a team effort in which the whole team is involved. Here, too, the precept of staff empowerment applies, from the youngest apprentice who has a tutor at his side at all times, to the experienced worker who switches the equipment on in the morning and off in the evening.

			The production cycle runs from 6 a.m. to 10 p.m., five days a week, but we often have to work on Saturday mornings as well.

			According to the plant manager, with the acquisition of Univel, the work has not changed from a production point of view, “we have diversified the range of products we supply, acquired several customers and increased activity, but over the past two decades the pace has always been high, even in years when the situation was not very good”. However, if the financial difficulties had little effect on the factory, “with the arrival of Castagna we realised that a product sold in a certain way generates a certain result and it is of little importance to grind out numbers if they do not translate into profitability at the end of the month”. 

			The novelty that is repeatedly emphasised by those who have experienced both realities is the ability to set clear objectives and precise strategies to achieve them, in a context of solidity and ‘control of the situation’ that has restored serenity to the staff, fostering a positive and shared corporate climate. The new ownership gave an identity that was previously lacking, demanded certain results and ensured that the staff could achieve them by providing the necessary tools. “People have gained confidence and there is a fair degree of serenity even under pressure. Personally, I go home in the evening serene, it is stimulating to deal with people who give confidence and security”. Still speaking is the plant manager of Tecnopack, but the statement is widely shared among the Group’s 180 employees, who agree on the peace of mind that comes from having a strong company behind them that is open to dialogue, not entrenched in established positions but willing to listen to any argument that is put to them. The relentless effort to create a cohesive environment in the Group has fostered the germination of strong synergies between those with the same role in the various plants, which translates into collaboration and increased productivity. “Above all, there is a lot of recognition, which is very positive beyond the salary because it feeds morale.

			The next challenges consist of chisel work to consolidate what has been done in the past and optimise the present. With this in mind, a lean transformation project was initiated, triggered by the need to improve the management of personnel, which had increased as a result of the sudden growth in production, and of the machine park. “We have spent three years implementing the staff and two years renewing the equipment and spaces,” concludes the manager, “now, thanks to training courses supported by a consultant, we aim to open the horizons and minds of employees to improve their work, with a view to revising production processes.

			CONCLUSIONS

			The challenge of sustainability

			The fight against plastics naturally also involves the Univel Group. The need to maintain high product quality, with characteristics that guarantee customers high standards of reliability, is currently only ensured by polymeric and laminated films. These are films that do not allow recycling because they assemble different materials.

			While suppliers are researching new products, Univel - with its research and quality control laboratory - is also at the forefront of experimenting with new solutions. Alessandro Bracci, who is in charge, explains how the company is working side by side with suppliers to create a compostable product that can be printed with water-based inks. “The plastic emergency was triggered in 2018, when China blocked access to European separate waste collection,” Bracci recalls. “Until 2007 China had imported 75 per cent of European plastic collection, the moment it refuses to accept any more the Old Continent goes into crisis and the problem arises, because the EU does not have the capacity to dispose of all the plastic it produces. The only current solution is to burn it. 

			What is recyclable at the moment are only plastic bottles, beverage bottles and detergent bottles, to understand each other. “These are products made from polypropylene, PE and PET,” continues the technical manager, “the rest is raw material for incinerators. Used as an energy material due to its high calorific potential, plastic feeds the flame that burns undifferentiated waste. At the same time, the latest type of incinerators recover heat for heating buildings, as already happens in Brescia and Bolzano. “If this heat could be used for business, we would save a lot of money and reduce pollution considerably. It sounds like the egg of Columbus, ‘but the big difficulty is to realise the network for transporting the heat from the power station to factories and homes’. In the meantime, the European Union has banned single-use plastics from 2021 and drafted the first guidelines for flexible packaging and packaging. 

			“The buzzword at European level is now circular economy, in a nutshell what is waste for me is sent to another company that reuses it to make another process: it ranges from energy recovery to benches for parks and so on. In short, keep reusing waste and turn it into raw material for someone else. But it is definitely not easy,’ Bracci sums up.

			Currently, the material that Castagna laminates and prints is called ‘mixed plastic’, which is destined for incinerators. However, the research lab is experimenting with new solutions for customers. “Our proposals are three: first of all compostable, i.e. material that you can dispose of in the wet bag. We have already made some structures, others are in the pipeline. It is cellulose combined with a biopolymer”. The project is shared with suppliers following the European standard N13432, then a certifying body guarantees that it is a film intended for industrial composting. The inks in this case are water-based, the law, in fact, allows only 5% of total pollutants (percentage that is divided for each individual pollutant). One of the first in the industry to do so, ‘we had to do a whole series of tests because they are new materials and there is not much experience. We have been working on it for a year’.

			The second field of research is on bio-based materials, polymers derived from natural and renewable sources. Castagna uses a PE derived from ethyl alcohol, extracted from sugar cane.

			“We are producing a wrapper to be presented at upcoming trade fairs where we want to present bags made by us from a triple material, with polyethylene inside that has a content from renewable sources of more than 50%. From a disposal point of view, it is a normal plastic that will end up in traditional channels, but it comes from renewable sources and not fossil fuels, and what’s more, we avoid releasing Co2 into the atmosphere. “This is because the sugar cane plant I use consumes Co2 during its life cycle, cleaning the air,” Bracci explains.

			The third way, finally, is the recyclability of packaging; at the moment there is no law indicating what is recyclable and what is not, so Univel is focusing its studies on mono-material packaging, the only one that is currently fully recyclable. 

			There is no shortage of difficulties, because while the market demands green wrapping, it also expects the same performance guaranteed by plastic. Organic films must not let air and odours pass through, they must ensure that the product lasts as long as plastic and guarantee the same performance in terms of sealability and resistance. A challenge that Univel has chosen to tackle through studies, research and experiments that are beginning to bear fruit. “We exploit the individual characteristics of the materials and study suitable solutions for the shelf life of the product,” continues Bracci, “not neglecting the aesthetic side as well. Because even the appearance of the wrapping counts for a lot in the purchasing process: who among us would buy a packet of rice with a crumpled wrapper? “We are making a lot of adjustments to the rigidity of the wrapping, so that it supports the contained product and has a high impact resistance. It should be added that, in the case of compostable films, materials are used that by their nature have to disintegrate, but at the same time they have to be rigid and guarantee at least six months/one year of unaltered life on the supermarket shelf. A difficult contradiction to overcome. 

			‘We have been working on it for a year now and I hope that in the coming months we will be able to pass the trial and start production,’ Bracci continues. ‘At the moment, however, plastic is indispensable. What is wrong is our use of it, putting it everywhere with too many over-packs and packaging’. But beware of demonising it, ‘because plastic limits food waste so much and we would consume even more food if we did not use it in food packaging’. 

			The focus on the market is spasmodic: “These are very important issues and it is essential to pander to the customers’ sensitivities,” adds the technician. “We must be ready to have the right product, that is why we are investing energy and resources. There is a lot of testing going on because flexible packaging has reached such a speciality that it is not easy to replicate its characteristics using just one polymer. We consumers do not realise it, but in that very thin film that covers foodstuffs, there are many functions hidden that compete with the different laminated polymers. As you can easily guess, it is not possible to replicate all the characteristics using just one material.

			“As Castagna is a converter, we buy, convert and resell so our innovation requires a strong partnership with suppliers,” adds Bracci. “Then we go to the customers and test the result with their packaging machines. To be clear, the customer will never accept a 100 per cent recyclable material that takes twice as long to package as the current plastic material. You have to try to get as close as possible to the production limitations. To give an example with a simple food like quinoa, the R&D department worked with five different suppliers to produce an organic bag. The first phase is the search for materials, then experimentation for product development, testing of resistance, packaging mechanics and finally production. 

			Behind it all, however, are the so-called three Rs: Reduce, Reuse and Recycle. The first, reduce, indicates the reduction of film thickness, using special raw materials and new production technologies to reduce film thickness and - consequently - the plastic that is released into the environment. Innovation must also follow the philosophy of reducing waste, even if it is recyclable. “For example, we have found a way to remove the aluminium in a threefold structure that prevents it from being recycled, and we are making a metal-free film. Of course compromises are necessary, as aluminium has a total barrier to oxygen, but the performance is still very high’. As far as reuse is concerned, studies are being carried out on how to reuse the plastic and the whole supply chain is involved, from the producer to the converter, to the company that packages them, to the end consumer. Recycling, finally, refers to what was said above about the need to compose films as much as possible with materials of the same nature, in order to maximise recyclability. 

			All these materials cost at least two to three times more than conventional ones, and at the moment customers do not seem willing to take them on.

			The Group today

			The Group is currently engaged in internal restructuring and consolidation. In 2018, it renewed the machinery in all three plants, buying another flexographic printing machine for Tecnopack and new laminating machines for Castagna and Filca. In 2019, it integrated all the machines with management software to have production surveys no longer done by hand, but automatically. In parallel, the creation of a fluid reporting system between the various plants is underway. ‘We are transforming the Group into Industry 4.0,’ Nicolini explains, ‘and I make no secret of the fact that it is complicated. Today we have a situation in which some work necessarily has to be done at one production site, and the aim is to make the passage of processed material from one site to another fluid”. At Castagna, for example, there is a machine that prints the unique code to be inserted in certain packages. And it does this for customers throughout the Group. Similarly, at Tecnopack there is a laser machine that die-cuts for the whole Group, and so on. When the customer requests this type of processing, the reels of material have to move quickly from one location to another, respecting the delivery times set in the order. 

			At present, the economies of scale put in place - the centralisation of the purchasing, finance, certification and information systems departments - work perfectly well, while the commercial and plant directorates remain separate. In view of another acquisition, the structure would risk not holding and would have to be revised.

			If 2020 sees the completion of the transition to digitalisation, for 2021 the unknown remains of the Plastic-tax. This is the tax on the consumption of disposable packaging made of non-compostable plastic. The extension, provided for in the Relaunch Decree, is intended to support companies in the sector in view of the economic difficulties caused by the Covid-19 lockdown. However, the issue is still debated and cancellation during the conversion of the decree-law is not excluded. 

			While waiting to see how it will turn out, the issue weighs heavily on the sector and Univel is also questioning its medium-term future. “Unlike other companies, we have never thought about delocalisation,” Nicolini confesses, “because it is human capital that makes the difference. I always like to remember that high-performance machines are a necessary but not sufficient element for success. Here on the territory there are skills that are difficult to transfer. Of course, if a tax were to happen that endangers the survival of the company itself, then we would have to think of something else’.

			In a confusing landscape, there is one certainty, however, for the Group. “And it is the thing I am most proud of,” Nicolini confesses, “a very low turnover. I am very attached to it because it is the people who are the architects of a company’s success. Although we have remuneration standards in line with the market, we try to be attentive to our employees and do our utmost to maintain a stimulating working environment where everyone can make their own contribution’. 

			In a serene company climate, the only downside is a small failure. Two years ago, in agreement with the trade unions, a welfare portal was set up where employees could choose to spend their company performance bonus. “Inexplicably, very few people signed up. In the end we gave up, despite the fact that there was the possibility of also paying the bonus into supplementary pensions, without paying tax on it. But too little thought is given to the future’.

			The near future

			With the acquisition of the third company, the Univel Group has entered a new season of its development. Tecnopack, in fact, is the one with the strongest growth, having recorded +11% in 2019 (also thanks to pharma) compared to +8% (thanks to exports) for Filca and +1% for Castagna (which is suffering from a mature market).

			«The main lever on which we are growing is word of mouth,» explains managing director Alberto Nicolini, “for the rest the driver is service. Quality is almost a prerequisite, while the difference compared to our competitors lies in very fast reaction times and in providing the packaging exactly as the customer wants it, with a great ability to customise down to the smallest detail. Not least the very strict and very time consuming compliance›. 

			A lot has been achieved in seventeen years. Since that distant 2003 when Nicolini set foot in Guardamiglio and set himself the target of cutting 25,000 euro a day in costs, Castagna has been restored to health and created a solid group, with high credibility on the national and European markets, and a continuous capacity for innovation. “The company has returned to a positive Net Financial Position and when I see these numbers I tell myself that the time has come to invest,” says the CEO. The objectives are still the same: to grow in a serious and balanced way using not price but quality, service and the ability to innovate as a competitive lever. «We will look at other sectors in which we have little presence and we will try to focus especially on foreign markets, which still weigh too little on the group’s overall turnover (ed., less than 50%). In the meantime, we will continue to make our production processes more efficient, look for new customers, and continue our research into new compostable and/or recyclable materials.

			In contrast to previous times, the idea of the factory is making headway. The land where it is to be built is already owned by the Group and is adjacent to the Castagna site in Guardamiglio. “Building it would be a real novelty for us, as up to now we have grown predominantly through external lines,» says Nicolini. 

			At the moment, no foreign acquisitions are planned because ‹I like to think that Italian industry has a future and I would prefer to continue to focus on Italian companies, but never say never,› Nicolini continues. 

			In spite of Covid, the Group is also growing in 2020. The sector is on the move and ‘Univel cannot stand still because either you move forward or you move backwards’. Excluding verticalisation (“it doesn’t make much sense for me to produce the raw material in house”), the hypotheses are twofold: enter different sectors independently or find companies that make products to complete the existing range, perhaps with different materials while remaining within the sphere of similar production technologies, therefore still linked to printing and lamination. A fixed point remains the strategy of attacking high value-added segments to avoid price battles, while gaining customer recognition for quality and service. 

			Whatever the final decision will be, growth through external or internal lines, the necessary resources can continue to come from the Group without recourse to financiers. “Years ago we ruled out the stock market, we have always been self-financed,» Nicolini continues, “and we can continue to do so, unless an eventual acquisition is of such a size that different reasoning is appropriate. The group is owned equally by the two Castagna sisters, the daughters of founder Achille. The family is currently reflecting on the future and all options remain open. «I am certain that whatever decision the ownership will take, it will be in the interest of the Group, as it has always been over the years. I must recognise,’ Nicolini continues, ‘that I have always enjoyed the utmost autonomy and have been able to work in complete freedom, within the framework of great mutual respect and esteem. From my point of view,› he continues, ‘I am certain that the ownership will always operate with the good of the Group and those who work in it as its first objective, guaranteeing the same spirit that has been the driver over the years. In the meantime, expressions of interest continue unceasingly from both funds and industrial groups willing to invest in Univel, which has gone from being a company in serious crisis to a group that is appealing to many. 

			The merit, as emerges from the accounts of the many witnesses of this adventure, is to be attributed primarily to Alberto Nicolini and his threefold ability to listen, choose people and delegate. In these apparently simple actions lies much of the success of the Castagna operation, which was then replicated in Filca and Tecnopack. “In order to choose a company I first study the product to see if it is good, then I talk to the employees to get an idea and do a little due diligence with the customers,’ Nicolini explains. In both companies we took, I felt that the intermediate levels were good and that’s where we started from”. The creator of the Group follows very precise rules that he applies everywhere he works: first of all, he does not put anyone in because ‘the mistake that is very often made is to put one’s own people in, instead one must first understand the company and value the employees’. For the manager, it is essential to listen to the internal situations, ‘doing so rarely leads to mistakes because by talking to people you understand who has the authority to take responsibility, on the contrary you fail more if you insert elements from outside’. 

			The other characteristic of Nicolini’s work is the broad delegation he grants to the heads of the various departments, ‘but all managers report to me because there are no intermediate superstructures’. The group does not boast a single production manager, but each plant has its own manager who in any case reports to the CEO. The choice of a very flat hierarchical system has so far proved successful, giving more responsibility to people who enjoy a certain autonomy and only turn to the administrator in case of problems. ‘I had quite a battle over e-mails,’ Nicolini recalls, ‘initially I was receiving two hundred to three hundred a day until I explained that I did not want to be made aware, because in my opinion it removes responsibility.

			Undoubtedly Alberto Nicolini was the right man at the right time, but scrolling through his CV it is clear that he is one of those managers who can turn around the fortunes of a company if the product is good. Born in a town just outside Rimini, he has always worked in mechanics and his beginnings were abroad. The first years were spent in England as a controller, ‘a period of great training’, in a commercial company of about forty people selling machines and spare parts. The company was doing badly and after a few months the top management was dismissed. The young Nicolini, fresh out of university, was asked to work alongside the new managing director. “I still remember the first six tiring months, somehow I managed to stay afloat and within two years I was offered to go and make an acquisition in Canada”. Once again the manager was called upon to reorganise companies, in Toronto and Atlanta in the USA, where he continued his work as a management controller and financial manager. The time to return to Italy came after six years working abroad. The president of the North American division asked him to take part in the acquisition of a company in Piacenza, a competitor of the one he was working for, together with the BS Electra Private Equity Fund of Luciano Balbo and Luigi Sala. It was Celaschi, now part of the SCM Group’s housing/industrial division, which manufactures woodworking machinery. “It was 1995,” the manager recounts, “and my boss and I were minority partners and I started as general manager. The following years saw the creation of a small group a bit like Castagna, while he continued to work with the Fund (one of the first to be created in Italy) in other companies. The Celaschi experience ended in 2001 when Nicolini took over a mechanical company that was in serious difficulty; two years later it was Castagna’s turn. Having recovered both, he recently sold the company he owns, while he continues his activities at Univel at the same time as new projects in the social field.

			THE PACKAGING MARKET

			

			The food packaging market is located within the plastics production and processing chain and is in turn integrated into the food chain.

			The actors in this sector are:

				-packaging machinery manufacturers

				-manufacturers of materials (raw materials) for packaging

				-manufacturers of the finished product (reels, bags, trays, etc.) to which the Univel 	Group belongs

				-users of the finished product (large-scale retail trade, retailers, etc.).

			Made from a combination of different materials - cellulose, plastic, aluminium film, metallised - or a single material, even in times of general recession, the area of flexible converter packaging has always been characterised by positive growth trends and is therefore defined as acyclic. Thanks to their ductility, they are ideal for packaging a wide variety of products: on the market they are widespread in the form of pouches, films for closing trays, cheerpacks with closures (very similar to the packaging used in the domestic cleaning sector or in cosmetics for stand-up refills). There are also trays made of materials whose thickness is below 200 microns, intended for fruit and vegetables or ready meals.

			National data

			In the national industrial panorama, the food packaging sector is worth 35 billion, with an export share of 25%. The domestic market trend is rather stable, linked to a flattening of the consumption curve, with an annual growth of 1-1.5%, while exports show higher dynamics with an average growth rate of 3%.

			Even more sustained is the growth of the industry on a global scale, where the market is worth around USD 1 trillion, with an estimated CAGR over the next five years of more than 4%.

			Employment also followed the sector’s growth trends, maintaining positive growth levels even during periods of general crisis in the Italian economy.

			The driving factors are diverse, from the increase in consumption on a global scale (particularly in developing and emerging countries) to the attraction of ready-to-eat meals due to changes in lifestyles and eating habits, the increase in consumer purchasing power and the rise of the urban population, and the growing consumer focus on food safety, which implies an increased demand for innovative and sustainable packaging solutions. The sector is governed by a substantial body of legislation, which is constantly evolving and which also supports a growth in the quality of packaging solutions, designed to meet the ever-increasing demands of waste reduction and consequently better food preservation.

			The flexible market

			Going into the specifics of the companies in the flexible packaging sector, there are about a hundred active in Italy, characterised by a constant increase in production, with exports growing at an almost relentless +3%. In fact, the process of internalisation of Italian companies continues, thanks to the qualitative excellence of the product offered and customer-oriented service. 

			As we read in the report drawn up by Giflex, the association grouping Italian flexible packaging manufacturers, ‹in many sectors where Italy is a good exporter, flexible packaging from converters has an excellent participation: this is the case of coffee, cheese, pasta and bakery products, petfood, IV range of fruit and vegetables (packaged and ready-to-eat fruit and vegetables). Analysing the market from 2010 to date, production has been sustained by an average annual growth rate of 3.6%; the value for turnover is similar’. However, competition is increasingly fierce, especially in countries such as Turkey, which has improved its product while keeping costs lower than those of Italian companies.

			According to Prometeia data processed for Giflex, the pre-Covid national panorama of flexible packaging presented a turnover growth of +1.1% compared to 2018 (of which 55% was realised across borders) for a turnover close to 2.5 billion euros, a dynamic food sector (+1.5%) driven by the domestic market (+3.7% in Italy) and an increase in investments accompanied by an acceleration in the digitalisation process and employment growth. Scenarios partly changed due to Covid-19. In fact, if during the first weeks of lockdown in March and April there was a significant growth in sales, also thanks to the unbridled rush of consumers to buy foodstuffs, subsequently product orders from customers returned to normal and in many cases decreased. 

			The 2020 forecast

			Forecasts for 2020 show packaging for the pharmaceutical sector holding up (+3.9%), but a fall in food and beverages (-4.6%) is foreseeable, mainly due to the expected collapse in the Ho.Re.Ca sector (Hotel, Restautant Catering, -26.7%). All the main food micro sectors are in decline and the positive dynamics of consumption this year will not be sufficient to stem the collapse in B2B demand and exports.

			The green trend

			A general increase in consumer environmental awareness is behind the sector’s drive for sustainability. According to data from Nomisma’s “The World After Lockdown” observatory, between March and May 2020, 30% of Italians bought organic products more regularly; 20% paid attention to environmentally friendly production methods and sustainable packaging; 9 out of 10 consumers believe that an organic product must, for consistency, be packaged using green methods; 36% expect 100% recyclable packaging and 17% compostable, while 11% would like information on the environmental impact of packaging on the label.  
Again according to Nomisma data, this is a growing trend in all industrialised countries, which is particularly significant for the Made in Italy organic 
product, which in the last 10 years has seen a growth of +597%, positioning our country globally just behind the USA, Germany, France and China in the two-year period 2018-2020. 

			However, there are still some uncertainties related to legislative issues such as the Single Use Plastic Directive and the postponement of the entry into force of the Plastic Tax, which continue to worry the industry. 

			Future challenges

			According to Flexible Packaging Europe - the association that unites flexible packaging manufacturers at the European level - the challenge now is the sustainability of the entire supply chain, from raw material to packaging machine manufacturers to users and distributors. The goal is to have all packaging recovered by 2025. Flexible packaging is currently used to store and transport more than 40% of food products in Europe, using only 10% of all consumer packaging materials, equivalent to 2-3% of the carbon footprint of a food product throughout its life cycle. 

			The project not only plans to work on the technologies of the material, which currently consists of the combination of different materials, but also aims to develop infrastructures capable of collecting, separating and recycling them. Flexible packaging is still not recycled in a broad and structured way. As GIFLEX argues in its May 2019 Circular Economy report, “the material’s light weight, and consequently its virtuousness in terms of environmental impact, make it economically unattractive from a recycling perspective. In fact, the small amount of material contained in flexible packaging and the difficulties of decoupling make mechanical recycling of flexible packaging more costly and less economically efficient than mono-material rigid packaging. At the moment, the main challenge is to produce material suitable for the outlet market of resins obtained from mechanical recycling, which is limited due to the impossibility of subsequent use in contact with food. In addition to this, we look with great interest at chemical recycling, although this is a process that still takes time to move from experimental stages to industrial reality. The data confirm that only a small part of the volume of flexible packaging ends up dispersed today, and less than 0.1% ends up in the sea as marine litter». 

			The increasing importance of recyclability is driving manufacturers to design for recycling. Green packaging in general and bioplastic packaging in particular is expected to grow by 15% per year.

			We therefore speak of biopolymers, i.e. derived from renewable materials of vegetable origin, of active packaging capable of interacting positively with its contents, destined not only for the food market, but also for the pharmaceutical and cosmetic markets, releasing enzymes, antioxidants and antimicrobials with the aim of combating the perishability of foodstuffs, up to so-called edible active packaging, i.e. composed of a biodegradable material that can be consumed together with the food, thus drastically reducing the environmental impact. These materials are not intended to replace traditional packaging materials for prolonged food preservation, but are conceived as a supplement to the packaging: their utility, however, is to improve the quality of food products, extend their shelf life and result in a lower economic impact than the disposal costs of traditional packaging.

			Table 1. Factsheet of the Italian market for flexible laminates.

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							2010

						
							
							2011

						
							
							2012

						
							
							2013

						
							
							2014

						
							
							2015

						
							
							2016

						
							
							2017

						
							
							2018

						
					

					
							
							Turnover million Euro 

						
							
							1.663

						
							
							1.830

						
							
							1.866

						
							
							1.930

						
							
							1.955

						
							
							2.050

						
							
							2.091

						
							
							2.132

						
							
							2.143

						
					

					
							
							Companies operating in Italy (no.)

						
							
							
							
							
							
							
							
							
							85

						
							
					

					
							
							Employees (no.)

						
							
							6.140

						
							
							6.250

						
							
							6.300

						
							
							6.400

						
							
							6.500

						
							
							6.600

						
							
							6.660

						
							
							6.800

						
							
							6.991

						
					

					
							
							Production t/000

						
							
							304

						
							
							324

						
							
							324

						
							
							337

						
							
							350

						
							
							365

						
							
							373

						
							
							382.0

						
							
							391.0

						
					

					
							
							Exports t/000

						
							
							128

						
							
							142

						
							
							152

						
							
							159

						
							
							168

						
							
							178

						
							
							180

						
							
							180

						
							
							185

						
					

					
							
							Imports t/000

						
							
							3

						
							
							3

						
							
							3

						
							
							3

						
							
							3

						
							
							3

						
							
							3

						
							
							3

						
							
							3

						
					

					
							
							Apparent use 

						
							
							179

						
							
							185

						
							
							175

						
							
							181

						
							
							185

						
							
							190

						
							
							196

						
							
							205

						
							
							209

						
					

				
			

			
Source/Source: Italian Packaging Institute processing of Giflex data.

			

			Table 2. Segmentation of flexible converter use by end-use sectors. Values in % referring to tonnes of flexible packaging.

			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							2017

						
							
							2018

						
							
					

					
							
							Bakery products and pastries

						
							
							20,00%

						
							
							20,70%

						
							
							Backery products and pasta

						
					

					
							
							Cheeses

						
							
							15,80%

						
							
							15,60%

						
							
							Cheeses

						
					

					
							
							Processed meat (cured meats)

						
							
							6,20%

						
							
							5,80%

						
							
							Processed meats (cold cut)

						
					

					
							
							Frozen food

						
							
							5,80%

						
							
							6,40%

						
							
							Frozen foods

						
					

					
							
							Fruit and vegetables IV and V range

						
							
							23,30%

						
							
							23,20%

						
							
							Fresh cut, lightly processed convenience produce

						
					

					
							
							Coffee

						
							
							4,00%

						
							
							4,30%

						
							
							Coffee

						
					

					
							
							Pet Food

						
							
							4,20%

						
							
							4,00%

						
							
							Pet food

						
					

					
							
							Other foods

						
							
							13,10%

						
							
							12,00%

						
							
							Other foods

						
					

					
							
							Total food

						
							
							92,40%

						
							
							92,00%

						
							
							Total food

						
					

					
							
							Pharmaceuticals and cosmetics

						
							
							3,50%

						
							
							3,50%

						
							
							Pharmaceuticals and cosmetics

						
					

					
							
							Home cleaning

						
							
							4,10%

						
							
							4,50%

						
							
							Domestic detergency

						
					

					
							
							Other non-food

						
							
							7,60%

						
							
							8,00%

						
							
							Other non-food

						
					

					
							
							TOTAL 

						
							
							100,00%

						
							
							100,00%

						
							
							TOTAL

						
					

				
			

			
Source/Source: Italian Packaging Institute database

			ECONOMIC AND FINANCIAL DATA OF THE UNIVEL GROUP

			

			The analysis of the historical series of balance sheet data highlights and summarises very effectively the effects of the turnaround operation initiated with the change in the company’s governance and the launch of a managerial management focused on growth and progressive consolidation of results.

			Until 2002, the company showed progressively deteriorating results, aggravated by the capitalisation of substantial research and development costs that, if expensed, would have penalised the profit and loss account even more.

			The improvement on the financial side in 2002, shown by a reduction in the NFP of 3.3 million, is due to a lease back transaction on the property, which gave the company financial breathing space, but penalised future profit and loss accounts by about €325,000 per year until 2010.

			The turnaround operation, which began in mid-2003, bore fruit already in 2004, when Castagna Univel returned to profit. In fact, the first phase saw a drastic cut in costs, in particular external consultancies and apical roles that were not functional to the company’s new strategic set-up, proof of which is the net increase in ebitda which, in turn, led to greater cash flows that allowed for the gradual rebalancing of the financial equilibrium.

			At the same time, the company focused on gradual endogenous growth, supported by quality and customer service, growth that was given strong accelerating impetus with the two acquisitions of Filca (in 2010) and Tecnopack in 2015, which brought about half of the current turnover.

			On the equity side, consolidation has been striking, since 2003 the company’s equity endowment has practically increased tenfold, thanks to a very restrictive dividend distribution policy: for many years, shareholders have taken up the CEO’s call not to distribute financial resources, allowing the group to strengthen, invest and grow.  

			Sharing and maximum accountability for the achievement of results are also the principles that inform the remuneration policy of the management team, which is significantly linked to the results achieved.

			The current year, then, this 2020 ravaged by the global demand shock triggered by COVID 19, sees, in the case of Castagna Univel, even more remarkable results consolidated in terms of turnover and margins: the food sector (and with it the entire supply chain, hence also the packaging sector) has seen a surge in consumption linked to the lockdown measures, which has put the company’s industrial and organisational set-up to the test, but to which the entire organisation has responded with great efficiency, without a single day’s closure, with an increase in work shifts and in the utmost respect for the regulations on worker health protection.

			Caterina della Torre

			Special Affairs Partners

			

			Univel Group - Trend from 1999-2019		

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							2019

						
							
							2018

						
							
							2017

						
							
							2016

						
							
							2015

						
							
							2014

						
							
							2013

						
							
							2012

						
							
							2011

						
							
							2010

						
					

					
							
							INCOME

						
							
							47.084.720

						
							
							44.532.198

						
							
							42.672.246

						
							
							40.353.276

						
							
							41.116.657

						
							
							33.826.365

						
							
							36.729.338

						
							
							36.154.073

						
							
							34.592.505

						
							
							29.002.900

						
					

					
							
							Personnel costs

						
							
							7.731.771

						
							
							7.730.426

						
							
							7.434.720

						
							
							7.442.003

						
							
							7.345.062

						
							
							5.959.645

						
							
							6.107.492

						
							
							5.976.460

						
							
							5.328.496

						
							
							4.383.737

						
					

					
							
							EBITDA

						
							
							6.299.903

						
							
							4.971.838

						
							
							5.882.576

						
							
							6.621.055

						
							
							5.258.792

						
							
							4.328.289

						
							
							4.439.282

						
							
							4.565.550

						
							
							4.294.168

						
							
							3.852.348

						
					

					
							
							GROSS PROFIT

						
							
							3.669.827

						
							
							2.656.793

						
							
							3.621.322

						
							
							4.277.067

						
							
							2.864.247

						
							
							2.352.260

						
							
							2.861.304

						
							
							3.268.742

						
							
							3.012.520

						
							
							2.626.529

						
					

					
							
							PFN

						
							
							2.488.876

						
							
							-765.801

						
							
							2.797.723

						
							
							2.120.010

						
							
							-501.824

						
							
							-1.397.012

						
							
							-2.403.489

						
							
							-1.967.646

						
							
							-2.500.852

						
							
							-3.127.006

						
					

					
							
							Investments

						
							
							3.605.471

						
							
							5.776.325

						
							
							2.966.639

						
							
							2.179.676

						
							
							1.379.184

						
							
							2.581.878

						
							
							2.680.129

						
							
							2.748.061

						
							
							1.628.563

						
							
							2.055.511

						
					

					
							
							
							
							
							
							
							Acquisition of Tecnopack

						
							
							
							
							
							
							Acquisition of Filca

						
					

				
			

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							2009

						
							
							2008

						
							
							2007

						
							
							2006

						
							
							2005

						
							
							2004

						
							
							2003

						
							
							2002

						
							
							2001

						
							
							2000

						
							
							1999

						
					

					
							
							INCOME

						
							
							17.061.217

						
							
							18.111.730

						
							
							16.697.580

						
							
							15.672.060

						
							
							14.634.427

						
							
							13.848.750

						
							
							14.742.158

						
							
							14.535.944

						
							
							12.584.803

						
							
							11.283.815

						
							
							9.911.831

						
					

					
							
							Staff costs

						
							
							2.671.336

						
							
							2.605.631

						
							
							2.387.460

						
							
							2.141.175

						
							
							1.966.727

						
							
							1.851.141

						
							
							2.001.762

						
							
							1.809.044

						
							
							1.811.829

						
							
							1.730.699

						
							
							1.892.988

						
					

					
							
							EBITDA

						
							
							2.623.434

						
							
							2.792.198

						
							
							2.657.559

						
							
							2.462.231

						
							
							2.106.073

						
							
							2.434.150

						
							
							2.306.253

						
							
							1.534.598

						
							
							1.712.601

						
							
							1.052.990

						
							
							731.320

						
					

					
							
							GROSS PROFIT

						
							
							1.259.607

						
							
							1.002.346

						
							
							1.112.105

						
							
							1.020.357

						
							
							663.417

						
							
							780.493

						
							
							-217.234

						
							
							-1.078.733

						
							
							-190.714

						
							
							-611.555

						
							
							-226.071

						
					

					
							
							PFN

						
							
							-2.069.050

						
							
							-2.361.909

						
							
							-2.906.645

						
							
							-2.361.662

						
							
							-1.927.783

						
							
							-943.844

						
							
							-1.470.620

						
							
							-4.536.303

						
							
							-7.817.844

						
							
							-8.486.044

						
							
							-4.627.228

						
					

					
							
							Investments

						
							
							1.019.354

						
							
							1.022.671

						
							
							1.552.196

						
							
							1.022.950

						
							
							1.104.231

						
							
							847.674

						
							
							421.621

						
							
							727.509

						
							
							523.000

						
							
							1.158.443

						
							
							1.108.688

						
					

				
			

			

			Turnover 1999-2019

			

			Ebitda 1999-2019

			

			NFP 1999-2019

			

			UNIVEL, THE PAST

			UNIVEL, THE PRESENT

			Castagna Univel - Press and Services Department

			Castagna Univel - Coupling and Inking Departments

			Chestnut Univel - Cutting and Shipping Department

			Chestnut Univel - Offices

			Group Ownership and Management

			Filca Univel - Press department

			Filca Univel - Cutting and Logistics Departments

			Filca Univel - Coupling and Maintenance Departments

			Filca Univel - Photography and Engraving Departments

			Filca Univel - Offices

			Tecnopack Univel - Printing Department

			Tecnopack Univel - Packaging and Logistics

			Tecnopack Univel - Coupling and Cutting Departments

			Tecnopack Univel - Offices

			UNIVEL, PARTNER COMPANIES

			Present on the national market since 1993 as ‘Plastica Brillante’, Blu Plast srl was founded in 2005 by brothers Lorenzo, Antonio and Gerardo Brillante. 

			Over the years, the company has equipped itself with the most modern technology in the industry and in a very short time has carved out a slice of the polyethylene packaging market, choosing a customer-oriented approach by offering packaging solutions and semi-finished products.

			The plant in Zingonia (BG) has been enriching the Blu Plast Group’s business offer since 2013 thanks to its commitment and continuous search for innovation in the food lamination film sector. Blown film extruders with a production capacity of up to 7 layers produce EVOH barrier film; peelable film; film for pharmaceutical packaging; Surlyn®-based film and polyethylene and polypropylene mono-material film.

			35,000 tonnes per year of blown polyethylene extrusion and 150 employees working in 2 plants are just some of the figures that mark the group’s activities.

			The Bul Plast Group’s constant strategy is to annually invest considerable resources in innovation in order to meet the new challenges that the markets propose with products that are always on the cutting edge. Both plants are equipped with well-equipped laboratories for product enhancement and process data analysis, which guarantee the maintenance of existing certification standards.

			Working well, for Blu Plast, means offering functional and tailor-made solutions for the customer, operating with the utmost sustainability and trying to reduce the environmental impact of its processes as much as possible.  

			Finfoil was established over 20 years ago, but only since 2003 has it started to offer its own name.

			It has always been involved in the distribution and sale of raw materials used mainly in the flexible packaging sector and in industrial products involving thin films from 6my up to 400my, according to a logic combined with service, product quality and people skills.

			All operational personnel at Finfoil have experience in various capacities in companies in the sector and are uniformly motivated to satisfy all those aspects of product supply, which large companies or merchants often fail to do. The functions performed in previous experiences and the work history of each member of Finfoil’s staff are a guarantee for customers of competence, precision

			In order to ensure the safe handling of goods and fast delivery, Finfoil uses a dedicated, strategically located warehouse and selected, time-tested carriers. Deliveries are regularly made within 48/72 hours or within 24 hours in case of particular emergencies.

			The company’s work aims to reconcile product characteristics with customer requirements, delivering material in the required and necessary size.

			Finfoil explains the quality and differences of producers, reassures on alternatives, contributes to the fine-tuning of films and facilitates technical discussions at all levels, often involving producers directly, in order to promote open and sincere collaboration.

			We are a sales subsidiary for our associated partners, a collaborator for our customers. Finfoil: your film your movie.

			Flint Group is one of the world’s largest manufacturers of inks and consumables for the printing and packaging industry, formed in late 2005 from the merger of XSYS Print Solutions and Flint Ink Corporation. XSYS was the result of the merger of ANI and BASF Printing Systems, both long-standing ink manufacturers in the printing industry with operations worldwide. Flint Ink, founded in the USA in 1920, has grown consistently over time to become an internationally renowned supplier of printing inks and dyes. The acquisition in 2007 of Day International completed the product range, substantially growing the Flint Group’s global position in the printing consumables market. Headquartered in Luxembourg and privately owned by Goldman Sachs Merchant Banking Division, in partnership with Koch Equity Development LLC, a subsidiary of Koch Industries Inc, Flint Group employs approximately 7500 people. Revenues in 2018 were EUR 2.1 billion. Globally, the Company is among the top suppliers in all major market segments in which it operates. As the market leader in flexible packaging for high-performance printing inks, Flint Group has long been a trusted partner for the Univel Group.

			Idealplast, which has been in the market for over 40 years, is today one of Europe’s leading companies in the production of multilayer flexible polyolefin-based coextruded films.

			The production plant is located in Romano d’Ezzelino with an annual production capacity of more than 30,000 tonnes.

			There are three business units in air-conditioned and pressurised departments: technical protective films (for temporary or permanent protection of industrial products), laminating films (for the food and medical sectors) and industrial technical films.

			Constant investment in cutting-edge technology and modern control and analysis equipment has created a constantly moving engine with intensive R&D.

			Every Idealplast project is developed with full respect for the environment in order to minimise environmental impact, through optimal thickness reduction, carbon footprint reduction, production of easily recyclable solutions, responsible use of natural resources, internal recycling of industrial waste. Sustainable development, product responsibility, occupational safety and quality management are the cornerstones on which the company policy is based.

			As one of Europe’s leading manufacturers of BOPP films for food packaging and labels, Manucor is an innovative business model that fully meets the needs of today’s increasingly demanding and competitive market.

			Reliable, proactive, flexible and with a global vision, at Manucor every resource plays a key role in the success of the business.

			A diversified management team that relies on professionals with the right mix of experience from leading packaging companies. An international team that allows a market approach in tune with the different types of customers and geographical areas served.

			Manucor’s shareholders and management are committed to creating value for customers and investors. The company will continue to develop unique competencies and attract the best talent in the industry. The effective and flexible organisation will go beyond the current way of thinking in order to develop customised solutions for customers. In 2019, Manucor integrated the Russian petrochemical giant Sibur into the corporate structure with the acquisition of a 50% stake through its subsidiary Biaxplen. The synergies expected from the joint-venture concern raw materials (Sibur is a producer of the base resin for the BOPP industry), the marketing of Biaxplen’s production in the European market, and the development of the R&D area for the realisation of eco-sustainable products that favour recycling in a circular economy perspective. The consolidation of Manucor and Biaxplen establishes them as Europe’s 2nd largest producer of ¬ lm plastic BOPP with a nominal capacity of around 300,000 tonnes per year.

			Taghleef Industries SpA, with one of its headquarters in San Giorgio di Nogaro (UD), is part of the Taghleef Industries (Ti) Group which has a total production capacity of 500,000 tonnes per year of biaxially oriented polypropylene (BOPP) and a sales network covering 120 countries worldwide. These numbers make it one of the world’s leading producers of polypropylene (PP) films plus the biobased and compostable (bio-PLA) films of the NATIVIA® brand, both of which are used in flexible food packaging, as well as for labels, industrial applications (including adhesive tapes) and graphic arts.

			Flexible packaging today represents the solution that best combines two fundamental aspects such as food preservation and lower packaging weight, with obvious consequences in terms of CO2 released into the environment, both in terms of production and transport. 

			One of the most successful solutions is high-barrier films, designed to protect the packaged food, extend its shelf life and thus avoid food waste. The performance of these films in terms of barrier (to mineral oils, oxygen, water, flavours) enables the creation of packaging solutions based on polypropylene (BOPP), which are therefore much easier to recycle, in line with the increasingly important aspect of the circular economy where waste becomes a new resource/raw material within the production cycle and is used to generate new products.

			Such solutions allow packaging to be ‘rethought’ for multiple applications (coffee, pasta, pastries, baked goods and more) while greatly improving its environmental impact. 

			In addition, NATIVIA® films, produced from renewable sources, are able to offer a further sustainability approach within a market that is increasingly looking for innovative and high-performance materials.

			www.ti-films.com

			Termoplast srl was established in 1967 and has over 50 years’ experience in the production of polyethylene film using the blown film extrusion process. Since the 1980s, the company has undergone an important change, thanks to the entry of the second generation, focusing on new technology and directing its activity towards the production of coextruded technical films intended mainly for the lamination sector for the food and non-food sectors. Since then, the company has always focused strongly on this core business, providing the market with a reference point for technological innovation, research and development of new materials. Thus, in 2000 the first EVOH-based barrier films were produced and in 2009 the 9-layer co-extrusion technology was introduced, consecrating the company among the leaders in the sector in Italy thanks to the introduction of special PE, PP and resealable barrier materials. The passion and desire to go beyond the limits of the known that has always animated the company, has led it in modern times, to invest in a new plant with the introduction of a new technology called “CRYSTAL” capable of combining the multilayer co-extrusion process widely acquired over years of experience, with new mono and bi-directional orientation processes. This further important development, carried out by the third generation, has resulted in completely innovative materials designed for future packaging with a view to sustainability. The company’s motto, a Technical Team for Technical Films, emphasises the importance of personnel and of building a team of experts who collaborate daily on company projects with great involvement and participation at all levels. These ingredients have enabled us to win over time and with sacrifice, the cooperation and trust of illustrious customers such as Castagna Univel.

			Vacmet India Ltd is a leading producer of Polyester Films, BOPP Films, Speciality coated Films and Metallized Paper & Board in India. From a mere 1200 tons capacity in 1993, Vacmet has grown significantly to reach to 1,80,000 tons in 2019. Our diversified range of products are used in Packaging, Industrial, Textiles, Medical, Labelling and Decoration.

			Vacmet has 5 manufacturing sites in India and a wholly owned subsidiary in the UK. Vacmet products are recognised globally and caters to customers of more than 70 countries around the globe. 

			Vacmet has been receiving Exports Awards since 2003 from Ministry of Commerce, Government of India for contribution in exports of Polyester and BOPP Films from India. 

			Vacmet is globally regarded as a committed quality supplier and has been on the forefront of innovations & product development. Vacmet film manufacturing division is ISO 9001, ISO 22000, ISO 45000, ISO 14001, BRC certified whereas specialty division is ISO 9001, 14001 and FSC certified. 

			Vacmet will continue to innovate and invest in technologies to create products par excellence. Our goal is to make products that are sustainable and pose no challenge to environment.
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			Achille Castagna and his wife Franca Bestazza
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			The founder toasts together with all employees
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			Laboratory analysis of one of the first vacuum packs
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			UNIVEL, PARTNER COMPANIES

			Present on the national market since 1993 as ‘Plastica Brillante’, Blu Plast srl was founded in 2005 by brothers Lorenzo, Antonio and Gerardo Brillante. 

			Over the years, the company has equipped itself with the most modern technology in the industry and in a very short time has carved out a slice of the polyethylene packaging market, choosing a customer-oriented approach by offering packaging solutions and semi-finished products.

			The plant in Zingonia (BG) has been enriching the Blu Plast Group’s business offer since 2013 thanks to its commitment and continuous search for innovation in the food lamination film sector. Blown film extruders with a production capacity of up to 7 layers produce EVOH barrier film; peelable film; film for pharmaceutical packaging; Surlyn®-based film and polyethylene and polypropylene mono-material film.

			35,000 tonnes per year of blown polyethylene extrusion and 150 employees working in 2 plants are just some of the figures that mark the group’s activities.

			The Bul Plast Group’s constant strategy is to annually invest considerable resources in innovation in order to meet the new challenges that the markets propose with products that are always on the cutting edge. Both plants are equipped with well-equipped laboratories for product enhancement and process data analysis, which guarantee the maintenance of existing certification standards.

			Working well, for Blu Plast, means offering functional and tailor-made solutions for the customer, operating with the utmost sustainability and trying to reduce the environmental impact of its processes as much as possible.  

			Finfoil was established over 20 years ago, but only since 2003 has it started to offer its own name.

			It has always been involved in the distribution and sale of raw materials used mainly in the flexible packaging sector and in industrial products involving thin films from 6my up to 400my, according to a logic combined with service, product quality and people skills.

			All operational personnel at Finfoil have experience in various capacities in companies in the sector and are uniformly motivated to satisfy all those aspects of product supply, which large companies or merchants often fail to do. The functions performed in previous experiences and the work history of each member of Finfoil’s staff are a guarantee for customers of competence, precision

			In order to ensure the safe handling of goods and fast delivery, Finfoil uses a dedicated, strategically located warehouse and selected, time-tested carriers. Deliveries are regularly made within 48/72 hours or within 24 hours in case of particular emergencies.

			The company’s work aims to reconcile product characteristics with customer requirements, delivering material in the required and necessary size.

			Finfoil explains the quality and differences of producers, reassures on alternatives, contributes to the fine-tuning of films and facilitates technical discussions at all levels, often involving producers directly, in order to promote open and sincere collaboration.

			We are a sales subsidiary for our associated partners, a collaborator for our customers. Finfoil: your film your movie.

			Flint Group is one of the world’s largest manufacturers of inks and consumables for the printing and packaging industry, formed in late 2005 from the merger of XSYS Print Solutions and Flint Ink Corporation. XSYS was the result of the merger of ANI and BASF Printing Systems, both long-standing ink manufacturers in the printing industry with operations worldwide. Flint Ink, founded in the USA in 1920, has grown consistently over time to become an internationally renowned supplier of printing inks and dyes. The acquisition in 2007 of Day International completed the product range, substantially growing the Flint Group’s global position in the printing consumables market. Headquartered in Luxembourg and privately owned by Goldman Sachs Merchant Banking Division, in partnership with Koch Equity Development LLC, a subsidiary of Koch Industries Inc, Flint Group employs approximately 7500 people. Revenues in 2018 were EUR 2.1 billion. Globally, the Company is among the top suppliers in all major market segments in which it operates. As the market leader in flexible packaging for high-performance printing inks, Flint Group has long been a trusted partner for the Univel Group.

			Idealplast, which has been in the market for over 40 years, is today one of Europe’s leading companies in the production of multilayer flexible polyolefin-based coextruded films.

			The production plant is located in Romano d’Ezzelino with an annual production capacity of more than 30,000 tonnes.

			There are three business units in air-conditioned and pressurised departments: technical protective films (for temporary or permanent protection of industrial products), laminating films (for the food and medical sectors) and industrial technical films.

			Constant investment in cutting-edge technology and modern control and analysis equipment has created a constantly moving engine with intensive R&D.

			Every Idealplast project is developed with full respect for the environment in order to minimise environmental impact, through optimal thickness reduction, carbon footprint reduction, production of easily recyclable solutions, responsible use of natural resources, internal recycling of industrial waste. Sustainable development, product responsibility, occupational safety and quality management are the cornerstones on which the company policy is based.

			As one of Europe’s leading manufacturers of BOPP films for food packaging and labels, Manucor is an innovative business model that fully meets the needs of today’s increasingly demanding and competitive market.

			Reliable, proactive, flexible and with a global vision, at Manucor every resource plays a key role in the success of the business.

			A diversified management team that relies on professionals with the right mix of experience from leading packaging companies. An international team that allows a market approach in tune with the different types of customers and geographical areas served.

			Manucor’s shareholders and management are committed to creating value for customers and investors. The company will continue to develop unique competencies and attract the best talent in the industry. The effective and flexible organisation will go beyond the current way of thinking in order to develop customised solutions for customers. In 2019, Manucor integrated the Russian petrochemical giant Sibur into the corporate structure with the acquisition of a 50% stake through its subsidiary Biaxplen. The synergies expected from the joint-venture concern raw materials (Sibur is a producer of the base resin for the BOPP industry), the marketing of Biaxplen’s production in the European market, and the development of the R&D area for the realisation of eco-sustainable products that favour recycling in a circular economy perspective. The consolidation of Manucor and Biaxplen establishes them as Europe’s 2nd largest producer of ¬ lm plastic BOPP with a nominal capacity of around 300,000 tonnes per year.

			Taghleef Industries SpA, with one of its headquarters in San Giorgio di Nogaro (UD), is part of the Taghleef Industries (Ti) Group which has a total production capacity of 500,000 tonnes per year of biaxially oriented polypropylene (BOPP) and a sales network covering 120 countries worldwide. These numbers make it one of the world’s leading producers of polypropylene (PP) films plus the biobased and compostable (bio-PLA) films of the NATIVIA® brand, both of which are used in flexible food packaging, as well as for labels, industrial applications (including adhesive tapes) and graphic arts.

			Flexible packaging today represents the solution that best combines two fundamental aspects such as food preservation and lower packaging weight, with obvious consequences in terms of CO2 released into the environment, both in terms of production and transport. 

			One of the most successful solutions is high-barrier films, designed to protect the packaged food, extend its shelf life and thus avoid food waste. The performance of these films in terms of barrier (to mineral oils, oxygen, water, flavours) enables the creation of packaging solutions based on polypropylene (BOPP), which are therefore much easier to recycle, in line with the increasingly important aspect of the circular economy where waste becomes a new resource/raw material within the production cycle and is used to generate new products.

			Such solutions allow packaging to be ‘rethought’ for multiple applications (coffee, pasta, pastries, baked goods and more) while greatly improving its environmental impact. 

			In addition, NATIVIA® films, produced from renewable sources, are able to offer a further sustainability approach within a market that is increasingly looking for innovative and high-performance materials.

			www.ti-films.com

			Termoplast srl was established in 1967 and has over 50 years’ experience in the production of polyethylene film using the blown film extrusion process. Since the 1980s, the company has undergone an important change, thanks to the entry of the second generation, focusing on new technology and directing its activity towards the production of coextruded technical films intended mainly for the lamination sector for the food and non-food sectors. Since then, the company has always focused strongly on this core business, providing the market with a reference point for technological innovation, research and development of new materials. Thus, in 2000 the first EVOH-based barrier films were produced and in 2009 the 9-layer co-extrusion technology was introduced, consecrating the company among the leaders in the sector in Italy thanks to the introduction of special PE, PP and resealable barrier materials. The passion and desire to go beyond the limits of the known that has always animated the company, has led it in modern times, to invest in a new plant with the introduction of a new technology called “CRYSTAL” capable of combining the multilayer co-extrusion process widely acquired over years of experience, with new mono and bi-directional orientation processes. This further important development, carried out by the third generation, has resulted in completely innovative materials designed for future packaging with a view to sustainability. The company’s motto, a Technical Team for Technical Films, emphasises the importance of personnel and of building a team of experts who collaborate daily on company projects with great involvement and participation at all levels. These ingredients have enabled us to win over time and with sacrifice, the cooperation and trust of illustrious customers such as Castagna Univel.

			Vacmet India Ltd is a leading producer of Polyester Films, BOPP Films, Speciality coated Films and Metallized Paper & Board in India. From a mere 1200 tons capacity in 1993, Vacmet has grown significantly to reach to 1,80,000 tons in 2019. Our diversified range of products are used in Packaging, Industrial, Textiles, Medical, Labelling and Decoration.

			Vacmet has 5 manufacturing sites in India and a wholly owned subsidiary in the UK. Vacmet products are recognised globally and caters to customers of more than 70 countries around the globe. 

			Vacmet has been receiving Exports Awards since 2003 from Ministry of Commerce, Government of India for contribution in exports of Polyester and BOPP Films from India. 

			Vacmet is globally regarded as a committed quality supplier and has been on the forefront of innovations & product development. Vacmet film manufacturing division is ISO 9001, ISO 22000, ISO 45000, ISO 14001, BRC certified whereas specialty division is ISO 9001, 14001 and FSC certified. 

			Vacmet will continue to innovate and invest in technologies to create products par excellence. Our goal is to make products that are sustainable and pose no challenge to environment.
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