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SUPERSIZE ME 
The new Helios Group wants to grow bigger in Europe. By Damir Gagro.

Austria-based Ring International Holding acquired Sloveni-
an paint manufacturer Helios in 2013. One headline entitled 
this “David takes over Goliath”. The takeover catapulted RIH 
into the top 10 paints and coatings manufacturers in Europe 
by turnover. The company now plans to keep climbing up the 
rankings by focusing more on additional niches.

I t is not unusual in the paints and coatings industry for a large com-
pany to buy a smaller one. But almost three years ago, the opposite 

occurred when Austria-based Ring International Holding (RIH) took 
over Helios. Back then, RIH’s turnover was EUR 220 million. Half of this 
– some EUR 110 million – came from the paints division, which sells its 
products under the brand name Rembrandtin. Its target – Slovenian 
paints manufacturer Helios – was three times as large, with turnover 
of EUR 350 million. The German “Wirtschaftsblatt” finance daily said at 
the time that it was a case of “David takes over Goliath” in the paints 
sector. The acquisition earned RIH the title “M&A Deal of the Year” in 
one of the three categories of 1 million to 1 billion USD. As Hubert 
Culik, CEO and board member of the Helios Group recalls, the first 
takeover plans were mooted in 2011. However, the CEO of Helios at 
the time, Uros Slavinec, was not interested and the conversation with 
Culik ended after just five minutes. But the deal went ahead in 2013. 

A HEAVYWEIGHT IN EUROPEAN COATINGS

Last year, RIH generated turnover of EUR 550 million. The company 
employs over 3,000 people and produces paints, coatings and office 
products in 21 locations. The takeover has made a coatings industry 
heavyweight out of the paints division, which is led by the new Helios 
Group and now ranks among the top-ten European paints manufac-
turers by turnover. In 2015, it enjoyed turnover of EUR 387 million. 

The paints group has approximately 2,000 employees spread across 
eleven production plants in eight countries. The company is active in 
all kinds of segments. Annually, the paints manufacturer produces 
more than 84,000 tonnes of wet coatings, approx. 65,000 tonnes of 
resins, 15,000 tonnes of powder coatings for industrial coatings and 
around 52,000 tonnes of decorative coatings.
Industrial coatings (28%) and resins (20%) together account for almost 
half of turnover, while decorative paints (13%) and powder coating 
materials (12%) generate a quarter. The remaining 27% is spread over 
automotive refinishes, road marking paints, wood coatings, etc.

EUROPE REMAINS BOTH THE TARGET AND THE CORE MARKET

“This acquisition has given us even greater access to the eastern Euro-
pean sales network,” says Culik. But it seems to be more important to 
him that Helios is vertically integrated, with its in-house developments 
and synthetic resins production. The CEO is convinced that having 
the raw materials knowledge in-house and the greater independence 
conferred by the resins production will pay off in the future.
“We have our headquarters now in Slovenia, but we are not merely 
a manufacturer of paints and surface coatings for eastern European 
markets, as many people like to think. We have all of Europe in our 
sights,” explains David Kubala, who runs the company jointly with Cu-
lik. This is reflected in the breakdown of turnover. Markets in eastern 
Europe, in the so-called CEE region, generate 39% of annual turnover 
and thus lag behind western European markets, which contribute the 
most: 42%. EU countries are responsible for 70% of European busi-
ness. The third most important market for Helios is the CIS region, 
where the company generates 15% of its annual turnover. 
The contribution of business outside Europe is minimal, with Africa, 
America, Asia and the Middle East together providing the remaining 
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The t wo CEOs David Kubala (left) and Hubert Culi (middle) with CTO Dr Peter Venturini at the Helios Group headquarters in Slovenia

4%. “We want to further expand and strengthen our business in Eu-
rope. The potential is there on our doorstep. If our overseas business 
were to grow, that would of course be fantastic, but it is not something 
we are pushing at the moment,” says Culik. So, it would seem that 
exotic adventures are not on the cards for now. 

EASTERN MARKETS ARE A MIXED BAG

Nor does management deem them necessary. In the CEE region, He-
lios is experiencing a slight upswing in demand for new paint equip-
ment and more modern paint systems. This demand is mostly ema-
nating from export-oriented companies. “The furniture and metal 
industries, in particular, export a great deal to western Europe – and 
that boosts demand for organic materials such as water-borne paints, 
UV-curable materials and higher-quality products. The furniture in-
dustry is now recalling all the production facilities that were trans-
ferred to Asia in the past,” says Culik.   
The CEO believes that the market in the republics of the former So-
viet Union (CIS) continues to be weak, but is rising slightly. “We expect 
increased investment, e.g., the construction of new paint factories by 
major competitors in Russia and, after the end of economic sanctions, 
a more competitive market,” Kubala adds. It is a great advantage, too, 
that the Helios Group has sales offices in Moscow and most countries 
of the CEE region: customers there tend to support local suppliers, 
provided that the quality is okay. “In eastern Europe, it is customary 
for a salesperson or technician to establish a very close relationship 
with a client and to be available seven days a week. Handshakes and 
trust are worth more there than contracts written on paper,” says 
Kubala. The implication of this is that a product portfolio must satisfy 
local requirements regarding cost and quality. VOC compliance is only 
a concern within the EU, observes Culik. Inevitably, then, there are 
plenty of competitors on the market offering poor quality products.   

INTEGRATION OF BUSINESS UNITS

The company is also hoping that the merger will help present a uni-
fied face to the outside world. With this in mind, it has launched sev-
eral measures and already implemented others. “We have made good 
progress on integration. But further steps are necessary, of course,” 
says Kubala. In the short time since the merger, economies of scale in 

production and especially in the procurement of raw materials have 
already started having a positive impact on the coatings manufactur-
er. Structural changes have been made gradually. These include new 
structures in cross-group segment responsibilities, the implementa-
tion of centralised R&D management, the relocation of individual pro-
duction facilities and the delisting from the Ljubljana Stock Exchange. 
“We have also strategically withdrawn from some business areas, such 
as architectural coatings in Italy and Russia,” explains Kubala, adding 
that the company needed to ensure that its coatings and resins busi-
nesses were not cannibalising each other. 
Merging of the two corporate cultures into one has proved success-
ful. “We did a lot of team building. We broke down the language bar-
rier, for example, by providing English courses,” says Culik. While there 
have been very few cultural divides, an element of “fear of the Aus-
trians” created some disquiet initially. “We held numerous training 
courses and workshops aimed at employee development and these 
have gone down well with all the employees in the Helios Group, who 
realised that they benefit not only the company, but also themselves,” 
says Kubala.

FOCUS ON FURTHER NICHE ACQUISITIONS

Integration is still not complete, yet the company already has plans 
for further expansion in the market. The Helios Group wants to invest 
heavily in expansions to logistics capacity. It also wants to make its 
production facilities even more flexible, e.g. through refining and har-
monising paste systems. There are plans to acquire two new reactors 
for in-house resins production.
“We are not actively seeking out further M&A targets at the moment. 
However, were a favourable opportunity to arise, we would certainly 
do our homework. We are currently focusing on small niches. This 
means that transactions the size of Helios are somewhat unlikely in 
the next five years,” says Culik. 
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