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Our financial performance is influenced by numerous external and internal factors, 
not least the impact of the global COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. The macroeconomic 
and industry-specific environment play a big role, as does the development of 
commodity prices. The following sections give an overview of the most important 
factors. 

External factors 

Economic situation 
The impact of the global COVID-19 pandemic and the lockdown measures introduced in various 
countries and regions have led to a global recession. The difficult economic situation is reflected not 
just in the fact that the gross domestic product of some countries has fallen drastically, but also in 
increasing government spending and debt for support packages to mitigate damage on local eco-
nomic activity.  

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) estimates (as of January 2021) that in 2020 global gross 
domestic product (GDP) fell to –3.5 %, having grown by 2.8 % in 2019.The Advanced Economies, 
which make up our largest sales market, recorded a drop in GDP of –4.9 %, compared with growth 
of 1.6 % in 2019. The Eurozone and the USA posted declines of –7.2 % and –3.4 % respectively, 
compared with positive growth of 1.3 % and 2.2 % respectively in 2019. The GDP in the Emerging 
Markets and Developing Economies also fell by –2.4 %, versus growth of 3.6 % in 2019. Among 
our major sales markets, only China managed to record slight growth in GDP of 2.3 % compared 
with previous years. In 2019, GDP had grown by 6.0 %. 

GDP growth in selected markets 
in % 

Source: IMF, World Economic Outlook 
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Customer industries 
Our most important end market, the automotive industry, saw major declines in production as a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the lockdown measures introduced in some countries and re-
gions. The Chinese passenger car production was impacted from January 2020 with the biggest 
hit in February when passenger car production fell by 83 % year-on-year. In March, the pandemic 
then hit Europe and the USA. According to LMC Automotive, production of light vehicles in Europe 
(17 European countries: Germany, France, Spain, the UK, Italy, Austria, Belgium, Finland, the Neth-
erlands, Portugal, Sweden, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia) 
fell in March by 42 % and in April by 95 % year on year. In March and April 2020, US passenger car 
production declined by 26 % and 99 % respectively compared to March and April 2019 and only 
recovered very slowly afterwards. 

With the gradual restart of automotive production during the course of the late spring and early 
summer 2020, the losses in automotive production declined, but automotive production did not 
return to 2019 levels. In China and the USA, production of passenger cars in 2020 was 7 % and 
23 % respectively below the 2019 level. In Europe, light vehicle production followed a similar trend, 
having declined by 23 % year-on-year. 

Automotive production in Europe 
Number 

Source: LMC Automotive 

 

We started to see the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in the German mechanical and plant 
engineering industry, another of our important end markets, from April 2020. According to the 
German Federal Statistic Office, in April production and order intake, which had already started 
to fall in 2019, were 27 % and 29 % respectively below their levels of April 2019.  

During the course of the remaining year, the German mechanical engineering situation moder-
ately improved. In October the order intake exceeded the year-on-year level for the first time in 
two years. Taking the whole of 2020 into account, production and order intake were, however, 
still 13 % and 9 % respectively below the level of 2019.  

In the first nine months of 2020 in particular, developments in the global oil and gas industry 
were shaped by low crude oil prices and a low rotary rig count. This was mainly as a result of 
falling global demand for oil and the failure of OPEC and Russia to reach an agreement on 
cutting production in the first quarter of 2020, which led to a price war. The crude oil price for 
West Texas Intermediate (WTI) fell until mid-April followed by some recovery by the end of June. 
It remained relatively stable during the third quarter. As demand for oil rose again, albeit still 
below the level of the previous year, the oil price increased during the fourth quarter and by the 
end of December was at around USD 49 a barrel. Taking the whole of 2020 into account, the 
crude oil price was, however, still 21 % below its price of around USD 61 at the start of the year. 
Having risen in February, the North American rotary rig count bottomed out at 278 in June.  
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The improvement in oil prices during the second half of 2020 saw a corresponding increase of 
the North American Rotary Rig Count to just 430 at the end of December 2020. However, it 
was still 51 % lower than at the beginning of the year (source: Baker Hughes, Bloomberg). 

Change in the oil price (WTI) and rotary rig counts (North America) 
Monthly average values in USD/barrel and quantity 

Source: Bloomberg 

Commodity prices 
2020 saw varying trends in the prices of commodities of importance to Swiss Steel Group.  

In the first seven months of the year, the monthly average price of German scrap type 2 showed a 
general downward trend decreasing by 15 % compared with January due to the decline in produc-
tion of steel following the lockdown measures imposed due to the COVID-19 pandemic. As the 
demand for steel rose and steel production gradually started up again, the scrap prices trended 
upward again. By the end of the fourth quarter, this trend strengthened further due to growing 
demand on the one hand, and a shortage of supply on the other hand. At the end of the year, the 
monthly price for German scrap type 2 amounted to EUR 254 per ton, up 11 % on its price of 
EUR 230 in January 2020. 

Having fallen by 20 % in the first quarter due to a COVID-19 related fall of stainless steel production 
initially in China, then in Europe, the price of nickel rose overall in the following quarters, mainly due 
to growing demand from China, increased demand for and production of electric vehicles, and 
government schemes and subsidies to stimulate economic growth. At the end of the year, the price 
of nickel was USD 16,540 a ton, 18 % above its price of USD 14,075 at the start of the year.  
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In 2020 we saw an overall upward trend in the European price for high carbon ferrochrome. All in 
all, the price rose by 16 % from USD 1,852 per ton at the start of the year to USD 2,150 per ton by 
the end of the year. After the price has hit bottom a first time in March and a second time in July, it 
increased through the end of December 2020. 

Change in raw material prices (scrap, nickel, ferrochrome) 

Sources: BDSV, London Metal Exchange, ICDA (International Chromium Development Association) 

Consumables  
As a producer of special long steel in electric arc furnaces, Swiss Steel Group relies on a constant 
supply of energy, graphite electrodes, refractory materials and other consumables. 

After the costs of material and personnel expenses, energy expenses are the third-largest expendi-
ture item. Here, electricity and natural gas are the primary energy sources for the production pro-
cess. Electricity is mainly required for operating electric arc furnaces and thus for melting scrap, 
while natural gas is mainly used to operate the ladle furnaces during subsequent steps in the pro-
duction process. 

The Group attempts to mitigate the effect of the volatility in electricity and natural gas prices through 
a combination of long-term supply contracts with short-term purchases at spot prices. These sup-
ply contracts with different terms are concluded by the Group companies at local level. 

Electricity 
The average monthly spot prices for electricity on the European Energy Exchange rose during the 
course of 2020 and in December in Germany were 38 % and in France 32 % above the level at the 
start of the year. 
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Internal factors 

Product excellence and innovations 
Progress is the key to the future. For this reason, Swiss Steel Group strives to manufacture the best 
products and promotes new and promising ideas. 

Research and development (R&D) is one of the key factors in the further development of the product 
range and manufacturing processes. R&D activities are coordinated at Group level. This work is cur-
rently carried out by a workforce of around 100 employees, who are involved in over 140 R&D projects.  

Every Business Unit and production plant works closely with one or more customers, often simul-
taneously with specialized research institutes such as universities. Swiss Steel Group is active at all 
levels of the special long steel value chain, starting with material development, input and process 
elaboration, from melting & refining, continuously cast blooms, cast steel ingots, through rolled or 
forged bars, bright steel, drawn wire to complex parts such as hydraulic blocks, ready-to-install rolls 
or mandrel bars to application optimization, e.g. improving machinability, resistance to wear, dy-
namic loads, or corrosive environment. 

Although the product ranges in the Business Units are highly diverse, the production processes are 
very similar. For this reason, an internal Corporate Technical Development team coordinates R&D 
activities to ensure efficient transfer of know-how and close technological collaboration between 
the Business Units. Topics range from product characteristics and process innovations to tools, 
feedstock and residues.  

All products are certified according to internationally recognized industry or customer standards. 
Swiss Steel Group is always working to achieve new certifications in order to be able to develop 
material for highly sensitive and challenging components, such as structural elements for airplanes, 
vehicle engines or machines. One such certification is the Nadcap accreditation required for aviation 
industry suppliers. We aim to achieve this certification for more sites and plants. Other large cus-
tomers have established their own certifications that Swiss Steel Group has to comply with. 

All our production plants are certified according to the established ISO 9001 standard for quality 
management systems. Production plants in Germany, France and Switzerland also have an envi-
ronmental management system according to ISO 14001 as well as an energy management system 
according to ISO 50001. 

The research teams of the production units at Ascometal, Deutsche Edelstahlwerke, Finkl Steel, 
Steeltec, Swiss Steel and Ugitech meet four times a year to discuss universally leading-edge pro-
jects, to present new ideas and to drive forward working groups. Promising ideas go through a six-
stage development process, leading to marketability. 

The R&D areas are used to promote talent within the Group. The aim is to seek young talented 
individuals to take part in promising projects and offer them a career within Swiss Steel Group. 
Ongoing research and development projects present challenges, for example, in terms of “predic-
tive quality” in quality systems, production and processing, use of new sensors and systems 
(Industry 4.0) as well as guaranteeing optimized consumption values for selected product fields as 
part of our sustainability initiatives. 

 

Product excellence and 
innovation 
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Customer centricity 
The customer is at the center of everything that Swiss Steel Group does. We aim to offer our cus-
tomers precisely those solutions that will enable them to achieve the best possible results. This is 
ensured by the commitment of experienced account managers and designated experts working 
group-wide. 

This enables Swiss Steel Group to benefit from some 24,000 strong and long-standing customer 
relationships across the globe. Leveraging its position in the traditional core markets of Europe and 
North America, Swiss Steel Group now maintains a presence in all the key markets worldwide.  

We have forged ahead with targeted expansion in growth markets, such as China, India and Latin 
America, by opening several distribution branches in these areas over the last few years.  

Our global presence and far-reaching industry expertise enable us to serve an exceptionally de-
manding customer base with a broad range of products for various applications. This includes 
products for the industry sectors of mechanical engineering, the automotive industry, energy, con-
struction, plastics, foods and beverages, mining, chemicals, and aviation and aerospace. Maintain-
ing a presence along the entire value chain allows us to work closely with customers. We develop 
customized products with superior product characteristics, which are tailored perfectly to customer 
requirements. This in turn promotes close customer relationships. Most revenue comes from cus-
tomers that have been part of the customer base for many years. 

 

“Sustainable con-
cepts for a green ap-
proach to steel pro-
duction” 

Environmentally friendly manufactured steel for sus-
tainable future technologies 

Steel manufacturers the world over are reviewing their 
steel solutions with regard to their environmental impact 
and sustainability. This is also being driven by future tech-
nologies in electro mobility, wind power and fuel cells. Be 
it Green Steel, Blue Steel or Eco Steel – there are lots of 
different concepts. Swiss Steel Group is a forerunner in 
the production of green steel. Together with its Business 
Units, the Group is pressing ahead with sustainable steel 
concepts.  

 

Supply chain management 
The security and sustainability of supply of commodities for production is a critical factor for the 
business. Responsibility for this is duly entrusted to the highest level of management, Corporate 
Purchasing. This unit formulates Swiss Steel Group’s purchasing strategy and policy in various ar-
eas, and launches, manages, coordinates and supports activities on procurement markets as well 
as the cooperation of the Business Units in purchasing. Its focus is on the optimized coverage of 
overlapping needs, e.g. through joint and bundled annual invitations to tender for national or inter-
national providers. 

  

 

Customer centricity 

 

Supply chain management 
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Confirmation of compliance with recognized ethical standards is an essential contractual compo-
nent for all of Swiss Steel Group’s suppliers with annual revenue of EUR 100,000 or more. This 
confirmation is always required in the case of products originating in the “Covered Countries” listed 
under Section 1502 of the US Dodd-Frank Act. 

Suppliers confirm their compliance with the required ethical standards either by accepting Swiss 
Steel Group Supplier Code of Conduct or by means of at least an equivalent voluntary agreement 
in the form of an own code of conduct. 

Swiss Steel Group is working to reduce its environmental footprint in the supply chain. By using 
various forms of steel scrap (rather than iron ore and coke) as the main component and the basis 
for the majority of domestic raw materials, we have been well positioned in this respect for a number 
of years. By collaborating more closely with suppliers, but also customers, we are continually work-
ing toward even greater progress through optimization in the use of alloy elements, energy and our 
treatment and use of residues.  

 

9,750 
tons refractory materials  
made from recyclate used 

Successful recycling of refractory materials  

Deutsche Edelstahlwerke and Swiss Steel Emmenbrücke 
are increasingly using refractory materials and products, 
which contain large quantities of recycled magnesite ra-
ther than primary raw material, in their steelworks. We 
work with a specialist partner with years of experience to 
recover raw materials from our used refractory material 
and manufacture new products from this. We are conserv-
ing natural resources and helping to reduce our environ-
mental footprint along the way.  

 

Governance 
The management bodies ensure that Swiss Steel Group has an optimal setup in terms of corporate 
governance and that there are no conflicts of interest. The company is organized and managed on 
the basis of a group structure, in which active collaboration and transparency are encouraged with 
the aim of enabling the Group to generate the best possible results. 

One of the components necessary for achieving this strategic goal is the creation of a uniform 
Group-wide corporate identity and culture. The new name of Swiss Steel Group embodies the 
vision and values of the Group. We are currently in a phase of transformation and will find a new 
niche for our Group. Our new claim “Together. For a future that matters” summarizes how we 
strive toward joint success in the near and distant future. The creation of a shared identity is an 
important step for the future. It lays the foundation for the Business Units’ shared market 
presence and promotes the exploitation of synergies. Swiss Steel Group used 2020 to realign 
its corporate identity and culture and further embed this in the organization by means of com-
munication measures, integration of employees at all levels and specific Group-wide projects.  
  

 

Governance 
Refer also to pages 54, 70 
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Consistent implementation of the change process will also play an important role in 2021 to be able 
to exploit potential synergies in the Group. 

 

“Together. For a  
future that matters.” 

Steel is our backbone, our DNA. It’s what we do best to 
contribute in shaping a sustainable future. And so we are 
teaming up – with each other, with customers and suppli-
ers. Together we are designing ever better steel solutions 
with highest quality and profound passion. Our expertise 
makes us an experienced ally. In consulting, develop-
ment, production and services. 

 

Swiss Steel Group continues to view governance in accordance with uniform Group-wide key fig-
ures as a major success factor. In keeping with its sustainable strategic alignment, Swiss Steel 
Group’s governance focuses on key figures that include: 

– Absolute and adjusted EBITDA 
– EBITDA margin 
– Capital expenditure (capex) 
– Leverage (ratio of net debt to adjusted EBITDA) 
– Net Debt 
– Amount of net working capital (as a % of revenue) 
– Free Cash Flow 
– Accident rate (LTIFR: lost time injury frequency rate) 

Business conduct 
Business conduct, as set out in the Code of Conduct, is deemed to be a guideline for decisions 
and dealings that applies to every employee, aiming at the Group’s sustainable and successful 
development in keeping with fair practices. The understanding of what constitutes good corporate 
citizenship is reflected in the respectful, fair and responsible treatment of all interest groups, most 
notably employees and business partners as well as society and the environment. 

At Swiss Steel Group, we perceive compliance to be more than just adhering to applicable national 
and international law. We feel obliged to ethical and moral values as well. The principles of the 
compliance system are summarized in the code of conduct. Our code of conduct can be found 
online at https://www.swisssteel-group.com/en/group/corporate-governance. It contains guide-
lines for appropriate conduct in various work situations. 

In keeping with a corporate social responsibility (CSR) approach, Swiss Steel Group views the Com-
pany's success from three perspectives: 

–  Ecological performance 
–  Social performance 
–  Economic performance 

  

 

Business conduct 
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All three performance areas are analyzed and evaluated according to defined Group-wide standards 
relating to stakeholder management and material topics. The principles of these activities are: effi-
cient use of resources, energy efficiency, recyclability of products, minimization of emissions, safety 
in the workplace, continuous innovation and open dialog with interest groups. 

 

“Together we pro-
duce the economi-
cally and ecologically 
sustainable solutions 
of tomorrow.” 

Steeltec Group wins an EcoVadis silver medal  

In 2020 Steeltec Group underwent EcoVadis certification 
for the first time. All production plants in Switzerland, Ger-
many and Turkey were involved. This assessment is sup-
ported by a series of criteria used to evaluate the actions 
and guidelines of the Group with regard to the environ-
ment, working conditions, business practices and respon-
sible purchasing. 

 




