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Meyer Stays
on Course
With good sense and great finesse, a northern German
shipyard has made a name for itself on the international
shipbuilding market
BETTINA LANGER
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“All areas of the shipyard
can be further optimized.”
BERNARD MEYER, MANAGING DIRECTOR OF MEYER WERFT

F

rom the modest town of Papenburg on the river Ems, Meyer
Werft broke into the world market for cruise ships in just a few years.
The company is now one of the leading
builders in the sector. Yet it has remained
a family enterprise, going back six generations. Bernard Meyer is currently at
the helm. His trademark consists of keen
ideas that are resolutely pursued.
The company is well versed at staying on
course. Before the floating luxury hotels
from Meyer Werft meet the ocean, they
must navigate 32 kilometers along the
narrow Ems River to the North Sea. Precision is the order of the day. This river in
Lower Saxony is like the eye of a needle;
at some points its navigable straits are
only 55 meters wide. For ocean liners
measuring 36.80 meters in breadth, this
can be alarmingly tight. When a large
luxury liner heads for the sea, locks have
to raise the level of the Ems over many kilometers. Specially trained by the company for the task, pilots practice these journeys on a simulator, then maneuver the
cruise ships with an accuracy of ten centimeters. At times, thousands of onlookers
on the shores hold their breath. Although
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such journeys have been undertaken for
more than two centuries, they are never
routine. Since 1795, Meyer Werft, one of
the most modern shipbuilding companies
in Europe, has been headquartered at an
inland site, of all places: in the modest
town of Papenburg on the river Ems.
Resolutely pursuing the course, yet
remaining open to new ideas—this is
how Meyer Werft has already weathered many a storm. During the upheavals of the Industrial Revolution,
for instance, most of the 20 shipyards
in Papenburg went under. Yet Joseph
Lambert Meyer, who had studied the
construction of advanced sailing ships
on the east coast of the USA, converted
his facilities from wood to steel-based
production. Bernard Meyer (61), the
great-great-grandson of the founder, is
now at the helm—and has also mastered a crisis. When the shipbuilding
market crashed in the 1980s (his company was building car ferries, container
ships, and passenger ferries at the time),
he took a daring step. He broke with
the rich history of the family enterprise
and entered the billion-euro cruise-ship
industry from the ground up.

Meyer’s plan succeeded. His Papenburg
shipyard is now one of the world’s largest builders of club ships. Its ocean liners,
which are floating 5-star hotels, ply the
Caribbean and the Mediterranean. The
“Aida,” “Equinox,” and other cruise
ships all feature enormous theaters, shopping concourses, swimming pools, and
even the odd golf course of 2,000 square
meters—on real grass, naturally. With its
golden water faucets, precious woods,
and 17 decks, the “Solstice” is one of
the fleet’s finest. Since August of 2009,
Meyer has been working on the largest cruise ship ever built in Germany:
the “Disney Dream,” a 19-story floating
amusement park for the U.S.-based Disney Cruise Line. And this despite the fact
that the boom in luxury liners which fueled the shipyard’s rise has actually been
ebbing. For precisely that reason, all the
old virtues—tenacity and an openness
for innovation—are valued more than
ever at Meyer Werft. For some time now,
shipbuilders the world over have been
feeling the effects of the economic crisis.
The volume of trade has dropped—and
with it the demand for container and
freight ships. In just one year, incoming
orders plummeted by 90 percent.
Thanks to its cruise ships, Meyer Werft
is in better shape than many of its competitors, even during these difficult times.
With around 2,500 employees, it is one
of the world’s leading builders in the
cruise-ship sector. Admittedly, not one
new order has been placed in 2009 for an
ocean liner. But Meyer Holding still has
contracts for eight cruise ships, two gas
tankers, and two river cruise vessels that
will not be completed before October of
2012. These contracts have a combined
value of over four billion euros. Bernard
Meyer therefore remains calm, even in
the gathering storm: “Sometimes one
simply has to do the right thing at the
wrong time.”
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Bernard Meyer counts on Porsche Consulting: The aim is to make production and building processes at Meyer Werft faster and less costly
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In the block pre-assembly area of Hall 5, an employee welds
window frames on a section of the AIDAbella.
A 600-ton crane will then lift this assembly onto the construction
dock where it will be welded to the other sections
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Keel laying for the AIDAblu cruise ship at Meyer Werft
in Papenburg: The first of the 55 steel blocks needed
for this purpose weighs 450 tons and is 32.2 meters wide,
6.9 meters high and 16 meters long
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“A certain chaos
mentality used to
reign in production
and assembly.”
LAMBERT KRUSE,
CO-MANAGING DIRECTOR
OF MEYER WERFT

Meyer Werft GmbH
Meyer Werft in figures:

3 Founded: in 1795 as a shipyard for
wooden vessels

In the company magazine Kiek ut, Meyer
writes, “Fortunately, we have thus far
not been directly hit by the financial crisis.” But he insists that Meyer Werft must
not be complacent. Until recently, twelve
ships were sold annually to the cruise sector. Because the financial crisis has now
extended to this business as well, that
figure will probably drop to only six to
eight ocean liners. And Meyer, who has
degrees in shipbuilding and engineering,
knows that “other shipyards are preparing to push into our market.” The company captain is therefore steering for
new shores once again. As experience
has shown, standing still and doing “the
same old thing” are no recipe for success.
Meyer’s idea is the following: “We’ve
long since ceased to be a conventional
shipyard, but are rather a general contractor for planning and building floating hotels.” Above all, the aim is to make
production and building processes more
efficient, i.e. faster and less costly, with
the help of Porsche Consulting. “Back
around 1900, we were building 90 percent of each ship ourselves. We had our
own foundry, and my great-grandfather
made steam engines,” he says. Today
the shipyard makes only a quarter of the
components. The rest come from around
1,800 suppliers, and are only assembled
at the docks.

3 Employees: 2,900, of which 400 are
at the Rostock-Warnemünde site

3 Largest facilities: two construction
docks in Papenburg, with lengths of
358 and 482 meters

3 Production thus far: 26 luxury liners
for customers around the world
(as of 2009)
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A high degree of coordination is therefore required. At full capacity, as many
as 6,000 people work at the shipyard,
most of them real specialists. Even theater professionals are needed. After all,
Meyer Werft is the largest purchaser of
stage equipment in Germany. “A certain
chaos mentality used to reign in production and assembly,” admits co-managing
director Lambert Kruse. The objective
now is to do an even better job at coordinating the work by suppliers. A professional project management system is

being set up in order to further reduce
throughput times.
Early successes have already been reported from the shipyard’s laser center.
It produces steel segments that are joined
together via a “Lego” principle to create the ship’s body. After working with
Porsche Consulting, the center now runs
on a lean basis. Whereas missing components often used to cause delays, an
alarm now sounds automatically before
production can slow up. The result: improved throughput times, and a significant increase in productivity.
What started at the laser center will next
be applied to cabin production, and later
to the entire company. The paramount
aim is to reduce costs. Plans call for
cruise ships from Meyer to cost around
twenty percent less. Shorter construction
times are intended to give customers the
chance to order on a more spontaneous
basis. For this to make financial sense,
all processes at the shipyard—from production to management—have to be
“slimmed down.” Cabins will be made
on an assembly line principle; suppliers
are to deliver parts exactly when their
components are needed—not earlier, but
also not later.
Bernard Meyer is convinced that “all
areas of the shipyard can be further optimized.” His motto is that everything
can always be improved. Guided by the
same ideals, his son Jan (33) has recently
joined the company. Father and son are
now working together on a new goal:
building three to four cruise ships a year
instead of two to three as before. As always, they seek to remain a ship’s length
ahead of the competition.
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Ready to launch: The 317-meter luxury liner “Celebrity Equinox” can soon set off on its Mediterranean cruises
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