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The general financial crisis has also affected the fluid
industry. What were the impacts for you?
Ralf Uhl: We are represented in the entire mechanical enginee-
ring sector, as heat exchangers are required everywhere. This
broad platform has cushioned us against the impacts of the cri-
sis. There are sectors such as machine tools, construction machi-
nes, press making or shipbuilding that have seen extreme
slumps in the last year. Other sectors on the other hand are con-
siderably more stable, for example wind energy. Overall, this
has meant that the development of our sales has been in line
with the average for the mechanical engineering sector as a
whole.

Which means?
Ralf Uhl: Let me put it this way: We were in the black in 2009 and
did not lay any of our employees off. At the same time, we made
the highest investments in the company’s history and are plan-
ning to invest an equally high amount for 2010. We believe in
the market and want to prepare anti-cyclically for an upturn.

Has the behaviour of customers changed during the crisis?
Michael Uhl: The market has changed completely. You  to deli-

ver much more quickly now, you have to offer a very high level
of quality and reliability – at a price that is competitive.

How can you do this?
Ralf Uhl: We have been lucky. We started optimising and adap-
ting our internal processes three years ago, including using
Kaizen workshops. This helped us greatly right from the outset
of the crisis, as we were coming from a strong position and had
utilized much of the potential to save costs.

But is the squeeze on prices from abroad not very high?
Michael Uhl: Well, we are able to fight off the competition from
the Far East by operating a production in the Czech Republic
that is on a similar price level but available within Europe extre-
mely quickly, while still maintaining our high standard of quali-
ty. However, we did not go to the Czech Republic in order to
relocate a production, but to produce a new product there for
the right price. We have also strengthened our position in
Germany as a result. We have also grown in Germany as a result
of this new product group, the hybrid coolers.

Quality seems to be very important to you...
Ralf Uhl: Yes. Any damage to a cooler costing a few hundred
euros can cause damage to a hydraulic system costing several
hundred thousand euros. Once you know that, the components
must be designed so that damage is more or less impossible. We
have committed ourselves to ensuring this. Our coolers are
monitored in five test steps, once even at 180 bar. I know of no
other manufacturer that tests its coolers at such high pressures.
We could dispense with some of the test stages and the cooler
would be cheaper, as the reject rate would be lower. But that is
not our aim. We are known in the market for a high standard of
quality, and we want to maintain this standard.

Company founder turns 70

We congratulate Ralf Uhl on his 70th birthday
(17th March 2010), which also marked 50 years
of his career in the hydraulics sector. Ralf Uhl
acquired his first knowledge of hydraulics in the
Customer Service department of Vickers in the

spring of 1960. It was also in this school that he developed his
understanding of service-that still characterises the customer
relations of Universal Hydraulik today. From 1970 to 1983 he was
managing director at  Racine Hydraulik. The Racine vane pump
has stayed with him as a sales product to this day. In 1983 he foun-
ded the company Universal Hydraulik, which has now grown to an
impressive size with 55 employees and a heat exchanger produc-
tion in the Czech Republic. He continues to take the company for-
ward successfully together with his son, Michael Uhl

Director Michael Uhl (left) 
and managing partner and
company founder Ralf Uhl
(right) in interview.

fluid in conversation with Universal Hydraulik directors Ralf and Michael Uhl

Congratulations from fluid

“We believe in the market”
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It is something of a speciality of
the company based in Neu-Anspach near
Frankfurt: the hybrid cooler. With the
combination of a tubular heat exchanger
and plate heat exchanger, Universal
Hydraulik has made a name for itself
in the industry. The special innova-
tion here was to fit a shell & tube
heat exchange with fins in order
to significantly increase the surfa-
ce of the cooler. It was therefore
possible to reduce the size of the
component and market it at a lower
price.

The efficiency compared to the
classic tubular heat exchanger is so
high that the same output can be
achieved with 50% of the size – which in
turn allows greater flexibility in design
for mechanical engineers. The efficien-
cy of the cooler thus meets the increa-
sed requirement in mechanical
engineering for saving energy.
“The trend towards energy
efficiency also affects
us as manufactu-
rers of heat
exchangers, as
increased cooling
is required to achieve
this”, explains Michael Uhl,
junior manager and son of the com-
pany’s founder Ralf Uhl. “We have been
very successful with this concept, which

However, the
fluid industry is

also affected by globa-
lisation, which means that

coolers from Hesse are increa-
singly being installed in Asia or

South America – with interesting
impacts on product development.

One step back to go two steps forward
A problem often overlooked is the quality
of water in the fast developing emerging
countries. There are now a very large
number of machine manufacturers who
are coming up against extremely poor
water conditions in South America or
Asia. The result: the water side of the coo-

we have
expanded con-

siderably over the
past few years.”

The main market for
Universal Hydraulik is still

Germany.

Hybrid coolers ensure efficiency in oil cooling

Fire engines, gearbox manufacturers, wood working, mechanical
engineering, in fact anywhere where oils are used, there is cooling.
This is why the hybrid cooler from Universal Hydraulik comes in
many differed versions. by Wolfgang Kräußlich

Cool technology for
all areas of application

ler gets blocked very
quickly, be it a plate
or tubular plate heat
exchanger.
“The oil side does not
pose a problem; this
is still as clean as it
was to start with,
even after 20 years”,
stresses Michael Uhl.
The objective of the

entire mechanical engi-
neering industry is to opti-

mise the technology, he
explains. The oil side is no longer a

problem thanks to the multiple and
finer filters, improved oils and proportio-
nal valves, he confirms. However, mecha-
nical engineers have absolutely no con-
trol over the water side, he admits. “We
build a press for several million euros,
install great technology in it and it is then
connected to the end customer’s mains
and water supply. And if the customer has
dirty or aggressive water, then at some
point it will damage the cooler and the
mechanical engineer will be approached

by the end customer with the complaint
that his machine has not lasted”, says Uhl,
describing a typical scenario.

As little emphasis is placed on the
water side in terms of treatment or filtra-
tion in the new markets, Universal
Hydraulik now offers suitable products
for these ambient conditions. The tube
diameter of the hybrid heat exchangers
has been increased from four to ten milli-
metres to avoid a blockage of the water
side. In principle this is technically a
small backward step, as it represents a
departure from the optimum perfor-
mance ratio on the oil / water side in
order to take account of the poor opera-
ting conditions. It makes sense though:
although the cooler is a rather small com-
ponent within a machine, it can have a
major impact on the reliability of the
system as a whole.

Outlook
Universal Hydraulik has put itself in a
strong position with the hybrid cooler.
The product portfolio is continuously
being expanded, as a result of which coo-

ling capacities of 2 - 2000 kW are now
possible. The installation sizes vary from
diameters of 65 - 325 mm with lengths of
up to 3000 mm. Variable designs, con-
nections and materials and optional
bypass valves mean that there is a huge
selection of products to choose from.

Universal Hydraulik used to build
hydraulic systems and only turned to
manufacturing coolers later. In addition
to cooler components, it therefore also
offers complete cooling filter systems
that customers can incorporate into their
system. “We design the system to meet
the customer’s needs” confirms Michael
Uhl. “Even to the extent that the customer
provides us with his construction draw-
ing, and we design our system specifically
for this component.” That is a useful syn-
ergy of experience in plant engineering
and the construction of components. Uhl
also sees the company’s history as anot-
her advantage: “We come from the
hydraulics sector. We are familiar with
the customer’s system and can choose
products with a far greater degree of care
and precision for the customer.”

“We come from the hydraulics sector.
We are familiar with the customer’s
system and can choose products 
with a far greater degree of care and
precision for the customer.”

If required, Universal Hydraulik as a development partner will design components tailored to the 
customer’s components (left). The portfolio of hybrid coolers is now extremely big (above).

Michael Uhl, Marketing/Sales Director

Dissected: The hybrid cooler combines the 
tubular and plate design. It can achieve the 
same cooling capacity while requiring less 
installation space.


