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“Subconsciously it 
clicks: High quality!”

Why the merged Hübner-KTB Ober� ächentechnik focuses 
on more than the galvanisation of injection moulded parts

Special reprint
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The former Kunststofftechnik Bernt GmbH 
specialises in the production of galvanised 
plastic parts, mainly for the automotive in-
dustry, with toolmaking, plastic injection 
moulding, electroplating and laser technolo-
gy. At the KTB site in Kaufbeuren, more than 
300 employees recently generated a turnover 
of more than 25 million euros.

The former Hübner Ober� ächentechnik GmbH 
focuses on toolmaking, plastic injection 
moulding, plastic electroplating, and physi-
cal vapour deposition (PVD) on the develop-
ment, production and surface � nishing of in-
jection-moulded components and assemblies 
for sanitary technology, household appliances 
and vehicle construction. Before the merger, 
the approximately 200 employees at two Hüb-
ner sites in Marktoberdorf (toolmaking and in-
jection moulding respectively electroplating, 

assembly and logistics) achieved sales of 
around EUR 20.7 million.

Patrimonium Private Equity, previously a ma-
jority shareholder in Hübner, holds the ma-
jority of shares in the merged company, but 
all of the former shareholders of Hübner and 
KTB are also represented as shareholders in 
Hübner-KTB Ober� ächentechnik with rel-
evance. In addition to an increase in mar-
ket share, the players expect a signi� cant 
increase in order volume from the bundling 
of forces. With the broader range of tech-
nologies, services are to be better tailored 
to customer-speci� c needs and the custom-
er portfolio more strongly differentiated. 
The managing directors of the new company 
are Dr.-Ing. Carsten Brockmann and Dr. Lars 
Wiegmann, the long-standing managing di-
rectors of the former KTB.

Complete process chain 
under one roof

Like the two individual companies before, 
the new company focuses on presenting 
all steps of the value-added chain inde-
pendently and consistently within the com-
pany and on securing the sensitive know-
how. As a development partner of OEMs from 
various industries and Tier 1 automotive 
suppliers, the chain begins with consulting 
and moulded part development and extends 
through design, mould construction and in-
jection moulding to the complete � nishing 
and assembly.

The toolmaking departments at Hübner and 
KTB are equipped in such a way that they 
can manufacture all the shaping parts and, 
to a large extent, the know-how-intensive 
tools weighing up to about 5 t in-house. 
The tool superstructures come from stand-
ard component suppliers. The toolmaking 
capacities are balanced between the two 
locations and the competences of both lo-
cations are combined. Keeping capacity uti-
lisation constant in the project business is 
not easy, but it is better with two locations 
than with one alone, as Carsten Brockmann 
points out.
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 “Subconsciously it 
clicks: High quality!”
Why the merged Hübner-KTB Ober� ächentechnik focuses 
on more than the galvanisation of injection moulded parts

Hübner Ober� ächentechnik GmbH in Marktoberdorf and Kunststofftechnik Bernt 
GmbH (KTB) in Kaufbeuren have merged to form Hübner-KTB Ober� ächentechnik 
GmbH at the beginning of 2021. With similar competences in product development 
and toolmaking, injection moulding and electroplating of plastic parts, the partners 
serve the automotive, sanitary and consumer goods business segments. A look at 
synergies in the alliance, innovations in plastic chrome plating, diversi� cation in 
surface � nishing and efforts to improve sustainability.

Text: Dipl.-Ing. Markus Lüling, Editor-in-Chief K-PROFI

In its patented ‘Lithographics’ technol-
ogy, Hübner-KTB partially hardens dif-

ferently coloured lacquers on the blank, 
where the contour-sharp and backlit 

image is to be after electroplating.
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The 25 injection moulding machines each 
at Hübner and KTB are mainly from Arburg 
and Sumitomo-Demag. Two KraussMaffei ma-
chines have recently been added to the larg-
er clamping force range – each with 6,500 kN 
and 2K equipment. Their main advantage is 
the small footprint of the two-platen clamp-
ing units. All multi-platen machines at Hüb-
ner-KTB run in three-shift operation. Qual-
ity-critical parts are subjected to a 100% 
inspection directly at the machines using 
camera technology. The removal handling 
system manages the � ow of moulded parts 
from removal to inspection to placement 
in stackable trays. The aim is to achieve a 

production process that is as fully automat-
ed as possible and requires as few people as 
possible.

Better than its reputation: 
chrome-plating of plastic parts

“Metallic feel, high-quality surface and low 
product weight – these are the most obvious 
advantages of chrome-plated plastic compo-
nents,” enthuses Carsten Brockmann, “they 
are durable, and the customer perceives 
them as high-quality.” In applications where 
the look is most important, but nothing is 
touched, for example behind glass, printing, 

lacquering or the in-house PVD can certain-
ly be used: “But my experience is: where the 
customer can touch, he notices immediate-
ly whether it is metal, i.e. electroplating, or 
plastic, i.e. lacquer or foil. Due to the effect 
that they can’t assess the weight of assem-
bled parts, they think it’s metal. And that’s 
when it subconsciously clicks: High quality!”

The pitfall of the business: electroplating is 
the last and most expensive step in adding 
value to the chrome plating of plastic parts. 
At the same time, the chrome layer merci-
lessly reveals possible defects on the plastic 
part, such as surface imperfections or slight 
burrs: “Chrome parts highlight every � aw,” 
says Carsten Brockmann. “We see ourselves 
at a rather high-quality level, trying to make 
the dif� cult parts and supply the high-quali-
ty premium vehicle brands. So, we are happy 
that Daimler, Audi and Porsche are the main 
revenue drivers in the vehicle business.” 
Part of the quality strategy is that all mould-
ed parts are 100% inspected, in some cases 
using camera-based equipment.

Chrome in different shades

Beyond chrome plating, Hübner uses vacu-
um-based physical vapour deposition (PVD) to 
produce precious metal shades on galvanised 
products. These colours are popular in white 
goods, sanitary technology, or household ap-
pliances, but are very rarely found in vehicles.

In spring 2021, KTB presented a process for 
the production of dark chrome parts (brand: 
“Exclusive Dark”) – with a surprisingly posi-
tive response. Carsten Brockmann: “Good ca-
pacity utilisation is expected by 2023. The dark 
chrome gives vehicle parts a stylish look and 
signi� cantly enhances the interior. These ex-
clusive chrome and colour variants are par-
ticularly in demand in the premium segment. 
The dark chrome is made possible by anoth-
er trivalent chrome bath. Like all previous 
chrome layers, the new shade can be combined 
with technologies for day/night designs.”

Day/night designs with galvanised parts

Many components at Hübner-KTB have to do 
with light, for example they are designed as 
day/night illuminated components. Here, 
they are pre-treated up to chemical nick-
el. The subsequent partial lasering of this 
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Dr.-Ing. Carsten Brockmann, Managing Director of Hübner-KTB, focuses on process competence 
in electroplating, diversi� cation in surface � nishing and the improvement of sustainability.
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Slide guides in a cascade injection mould 
for decorative strips are closely inspected 
in the mould making department.Ph
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nickel layer prevents further galvanic coat-
ing there. Two fully automatic systems with 
TruMark lasers from Trumpf or Foba lasers 
process the moulded parts tray by tray. Many 
of these components are covered on the back 
with polycarbonate, which has light-scatter-
ing properties and a speci� c thickness pro-
� le that ensures a uniform light and colour 
impression. This requires many multi-compo-
nent injection moulded parts, which is why 
four 3K and eleven 2K machines are in use 
in the group.

Hübner-KTB is pursuing four automation 
projects to further increase ef� ciency: In ad-
dition to insertion and removal during injec-
tion moulding, these are the loading of the 
racks that are indispensable for the dipping 
processes in the electroplating shop, the rap-
id laser cutting of larger batches and the op-
tical inspection of critical moulded parts, 
applied markings and � nished surfaces. Nev-
ertheless, optical � nal inspection by the hu-
man eye will still be necessary as a “� rewall”.

Innovations by and with 
electroplating and chrome

The new “ChromeTouch” technology turns 
interior chrome trim in the vehicle into a 
touch-sensitive control unit without annoy-
ing switches. As with conventional touch 

surfaces, KTB uses projected-self-capaci-
tive sensing, which triggers a switch by sim-
ply touching or bringing a � nger close to the 
surface. “But we wanted to go one step fur-
ther here, because both the obvious sur-
faces and those that are in the background 
can be switched via the projected capacitive 
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25 smaller injection moulding machines supply 
the plating shop at the Marktoberdorf plant mostly 
with moulded parts for sanitary technology and 
consumer goods.
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The fully automated camera-based surface inspection of high-gloss chrome parts is an important step in quality assurance.
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In Kaufbeuren, 25 machines up to 6,500 kN mainly inject automotive parts. 
The 1K machines are gradually being converted to fully electric models.
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The assembly of racks for electroplating is one of the 
automation challenges Hübner-KTB is working on.
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Hübner-KTB operates two electroplating lines in 
Kaufbeuren (photo) and one in Marktoberdorf.

Control elements for the vehicle interior are typical 
components that are chrome-plated and, if neces-
sary, further re� ned in the electroplating shop.

Ph
ot

o:
 H

üb
ne

r-
KT

B

One of the two lines in Kaufbeuren (photo) 
as well as the one in Marktoberdorf are already 
equipped with modern chrome(III) baths.

Independent of automated optical inspections, 
all � nished moulded parts undergo a � nal check by 
human eyes.
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sensing surface.” For example, the back sides 
of painted components can be equipped with 
capacitive switching in a cost-effective and 
process-safe manner by means of a galvan-
ically deposited sensor surface. Proximity 
function, transillumination, colour change 
and slider effects can be integrated. One 
development is a dome light in the vehicle 
whose brightness can be adjusted with a � n-
ger via slider effect. “This is a visually attrac-
tive alternative to back-moulded foils with 
capacitive sensing.”

The second current innovation is strips that 
look like plain chrome in the daytime design 
but have a full-length grid structure that can 

be illuminated at night. Precision lasers cre-
ate 200 x 200 μm small windows with 50 μm 
spacing on large surfaces. The very precise-
ly lasered areas remain uncoated during the 
� nal matt chrome plating. Interrupting the 
electroplating process for the lasering is 
time-consuming.

KTB therefore looked for alternative process-
es to partial electroplating and found an an-
swer in coloured and UV-curable lacquers, 
which constitute the third of the latest inno-
vation: UV lacquer is applied to the moulded 
part, partially cured via laser and the remain-
ing lacquer layer is washed off. This makes it 
possible to achieve a contour sharpness that 
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can compete with the previous laser process. 
This process is carried out with a correspond-
ingly coloured lacquer for each desired col-
our. This creates the same effect as when the 
nickel layer is lasered, except that there is 
no need to interrupt the galvanising process 
with drying of the moulded parts and laser-
ing. “Chrome parts can be printed well,” ex-
plains Carsten Brockmann, “but the print 
does not last. Nothing really holds well on 
chrome. With our patented ‘Lithographics’ 
technology, we print directly onto the blank 
where the image should be. And that can be 
backlit well. The effort is comparable to pad 
printing, but the edge sharpness of that in 
the image wouldn’t be precise enough.”
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Substitution of chromium(VI) by chromium(III)

The group of companies operates two electroplating plants in Kauf-
beuren and one in Marktoberdorf. In the multi-stage electroplating 
of plastic parts, chromium(VI) has been used for decades – in two of 
the many process steps, once at the very front of the process in the 
pre-treatment for etching and then at the very back of the process for 
chrome plating. Chromium(VI) is produced from CrO3, is cell-perme-
able and classi� ed as a hazardous substance. Accordingly, work on 
its substitution has been going on throughout the industry for years, 
but it is not easy, as Carsten Brockmann points out: “Trivalent chro-
mium is only an alternative for the last step, we are not there yet for 
the pre-treatment.”

KTB has already been in series production since 2019 as one of the 
� rst coaters of plastic parts with trivalent chromium-plated compo-
nents that match the shade of a hexavalent chromium plating. “To-
day, mixed plating of chromium(III) and with conventional chromi-
um(VI) parts is possible, which has enabled us to make conversions 
in ongoing series. Three years ago, this was unthinkable because of 
the slight yellow tinge at the time.” Since the introduction of chromi-
um(III), the consumption of chromium trioxide at Hübner-KTB has 
been falling continuously.

Following the conversion of a plant in Kaufbeuren at the end of 2019, 
all mechanical work has already been completed in Marktoberdorf for 
the changeover to chromium(III), which is scheduled to take place 
during the course of this year. “Hübner has more non-automotive 
customers. They are more after chrome(III) than the automotive in-
dustry,” reports Carsten Brockmann. Nevertheless, the conversion of 
current articles such as steering wheel switches has also been suc-
cessful at KTB.

PORTRAIT

For the conversion of pre-treatments to chromium(III), � rst promis-
ing series trials with different processes are underway, but still only 
certain parts of the spectrum can be pretreated chromium(VI)-free. 
Moreover, it is not yet clear exactly which alternative process will win 
the race. “We expect that changes will also occur in pretreatment from 
2024 onwards, and we want to submit the relevant applications and 
put a � rst chromium(VI)-free pretreatment into operation in 2024,” 
announces Carsten Brockmann, “Daimler and other large customers 
are driving the development. The decision on how long we may con-
tinue to use chromium(VI) without submitting a new application is 
still open in the EU Commission. We assume that we will have com-
pletely converted by 2028/2029. The customer requests are there. 
We initially switched over without having any orders. In the mean-
time, we are continuing to convert because the customer demand is 
there. 2029 is also the year in which our authorisation would expire 
if the EU Commission would rule as recommended by the chemicals 
agency ECHA. We would then no longer submit a new application for 
chromium(VI) in chrome plating.”

Upgradable recycling of galvanised parts

“The recycling of galvanised plastic parts is worthwhile because the 
metal components are not so small,” explains Carsten Brockmann and 
describes the status of recovery: “The surfaces are elemental chromi-
um. But in many cases the plastic is burnt, and the metals are recov-
ered from the combustion residue, mainly copper and nickel.” There 
is a lot to be said for mechanical recycling, because plastic and met-
al can be continuously separated with 99 % purity in a melt � ltra-
tion system, recovered and further processed in a targeted manner. 
“If we could feed the plastic back into the process right here, that 
would be optimal. We would even take back chrome parts and per-
form this process with returns from the market. Because PC or ABS 

Button sets for the centre console of passenger cars are assembled fully automatically in Marktoberdorf.
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regranulate from moulded parts in particu-
lar can be reused for electroplated parts with 
up to 20 % addition without impairing ad-
hesion in injection moulding,” explains the 
Hübner-KTB head. Discussions with OEMs are 
ongoing, and up to 25 % re-goods are being 
discussed.

Even compared to lacquering, galvanisa-
tion as a � nishing process does not have to 
hide. Painted parts are often considered to 
be more ecological, but he thinks this is a 
misconception. Because the paint layer can-
not be removed, only downcycling is possi-
ble in mechanical recycling. Also, in view of 
the often considerable, double-digit reject 
rate, painting techniques with a matt-metal-
lic look are economically risky. In addition, 
the paint processes require a lot of energy, 
criticises Carsten Brockmann: “Dryers the 
size of a single-family house using the pater-
noster principle with a temperature of 80 °C, 
the use of solvents, up to 80 % overspray and 
considerable reject rates – electroplating has 
a clear advantage here.” In terms of costs, a 
two- to three-layer coating is comparable to 

electroplating, but � lm-back spraying is sig-
ni� cantly more expensive. In addition, the 
foil is made of a different material than the 
base material.

CO2 reduction only through concerted 
measures

The members of the German Association of 
Galvanised Plastics (Fachverband galvanisi-
erte Kunststoffe e.V. (FGK)) have committed 
themselves to climate-neutral production by 
2030. By 2023, the ten electroplaters want to 
add a product-related CO2 balance to their 
articles and are therefore creating a CO2 da-
tabase on industry-speci� c purchased prod-
ucts – a task with a “huge question mark”, as 
the managing director admits, “but we want 
to attach not only a price tag but also a CO2 
tag to our products by 2023.”

Hübner covers 40 % of the electroplating 
plant’s electricity needs with a combined 
heat and power plant (CHP), and a heat re-
covery system from the spray shop and tool 
shop covers 98 % of the site's heat needs. 
At KTB, a CHP unit supplies 30 % of the to-
tal electricity demand. A 400 kWp photovol-
taic system on the roof covers about 7 % of 
the total electricity demand. "With anoth-
er 400 kWp in 2022, we would then produce 
44 % of the electricity demand ourselves," 
Brockmann looks ahead. The remaining CO2 
emissions could then only be reduced by pur-
chasing green electricity or acquiring certif-
icates. “Investments in own power genera-
tion make sense not only from a CO2 point of 
view, but also because of price developments 
in the market,” he sums up, but is aware of 
the limitations: “Over time, we will reach 50 
% own power production, but higher shares 
will de� nitely be dif� cult.”

Synergies and future plans

“It is not only for capacity utilisation con-
trol in project-driven toolmaking that two 
similar locations are helpful. KTB is very au-
tomotive-heavy, Hübner has relatively a lot 
of sanitary products on order. Together we 
now have a broader and more secure set-up. 
We have not been able to compensate for all 
the recent losses of orders from automotive 
customers, but we have been able to com-
pensate for some of them. In electroplating, 
it is relatively easy to have a process prob-
lem that takes days to resolve. Three inde-
pendent electroplating plants under one 
roof give us security. Hübner has smaller 
injection moulding machines, KTB larger 
ones. Hübner is a little further ahead than 
KTB in the automation of injection mould-
ing,” says Carsten Brockmann, characteris-
ing the current situation of the newly “mar-
ried” companies.

He has clear goals for the joint future: “We 
will integrate the locations more strongly. We 
will have joint sales, joint purchasing, and 
uniform IT, but the production locations are 
not up for discussion,” af� rms Carsten Brock-
mann, “both locations can grow spatially. We 
rather want to expand the product range. In 
the automotive sector, we are trying to po-
sition Hübner‘s technologies – especially 
PVD and assembly know-how. If the custom-
er wants painting today, we call in outside 
companies. But we want to expand the com-
petences in electroplating, PVD, marking 
and lasers, complement them with options 
in painting and strengthen the surface com-
petence as our essential asset overall.“ ‹

www.huebner-ktb.de, www.huebnergmbh.de
www.ktbernt.de, fgk.zvo.org

… or of cascade injection moulded and chrome-
plated decorative trims for vehicle interiors.
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With PVD, Hübner-KTB achieves colour variations 
of chrome actuator plates for dual-� ush toilets.
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