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⎪ Power transmission, bearings, bushes and seals ⎪

“T
he South African economy re-
mains depressed, but at BI, we 
remain optimistic for several 
reasons,” begins Roberts. 

First among these is that BI has a history 
of focusing on South African markets. “While 
many component suppliers are looking north, 
we believe there is still a lot of local mile-
age with respect to growth,” Roberts tells 
MechChem Africa.

Also though, “BI’s market share for many 
of our brands is lower than we feel it should 
be but we see this as a huge opportunity for 
growth. So we are on a mission to raise aware-
ness of our brands, the underpinning technical 
knowledge, the advantages of our products as 
well as our superior servicing levels,” he says.

“We are not yet ready to spread north 
of our borders, because we still feel that we 
ought to remain 100% committed to local 
markets until we achieve the penetration and 
service levels that South Africa deserves,” 
Roberts notes. 

Describing the change in market condi-
tions over the past five to ten years, he says 
that conditions have become much more chal-
lenging due to an expansion in the numbers of 
companies offering engineering component 
distribution services as well as the increas-
ingly cost-constrained conditions being 
experienced by equipment operators. “It has 
become increasingly difficult to differentiate 
one’s offering in today’s industrial environ-
ment,” he adds. 

In response to this difficulty, he says: “We 
have repositioned ourselves towards being 
a preferred supplier to our customers as op-
posed to being component or brand suppliers. 
It’s a broad concept, one that incorporates a 
host of different products and brands to best 
suit the holistic needs of a plant or customer.

“The concept relies on strong trust-based 
relationships, stock availability and technical 
know-how so as to provide, not only products 
but solutions, backed up by cost-effective 
quality brands. We don’t really like arguing 
about which brands are best. Instead, we 
strive to offer the product that best suits the 

Technical know-how and best-fit  solutions

The Bauer Gear Motor range from Germany is one 
of BI’s premium product offerings.

BI supplies Jaure gear couplings and transmission 
elements that are ideally suited to the pulp and 
paper industry.

Cooper angled 
pillow block split bearings, a 

premium-brand product available though BI.

Also on offer is the local in 
house BI Bauer brand of 
electric motors.

MechChem Africa talks to Burtie Roberts, CEO of BI – formerly 
Bearings International – and the company’s head of products and 
engineering, Ross Trevelyan. 

need: with respect 
to the specific ap-
plication; the duty 
and life required 
from the product; 
the cost imperatives 
of the operation; and 

the risk factors involved. 
“We have access to a number of 

different suppliers of interchangeable 
components. On our entire range, 
we now run with premium European 
and Japanese brands and lower-cost 
equivalents from eastern countries 
such as China. This gives us the flexibil-
ity to evaluate the most cost-effective 
solution for applications based on the full 
set of operational requirements and risks,” 
he explains.

Total-cost-of-ownership (TCO) principles 
are inherent in this approach. “We invest sub-
stantial amounts on internal training for our 
sales people to evaluate market sectors and, 
in cooperation with our suppliers, to spread 
the advantages of each product and brand. In 
principle, we want all of our sales people to be 
able to recommend a best-fit solution rather 
than simply selling one product,” continues 
Trevelyan.

“As well as being vital that our sales teams 
have a sound understanding of products 
across the range, it is also essential that they 
are able to listen, to fully understand the 
needs of our customers so that we can sell 
total solutions from our extensive product 
range that cuts across the price and quality 
spectrum,” he says.

Roberts continues: “We understand the 
frustration customers have when several 
sales representatives arrive trying to sell spe-
cific brands based on price competition alone. 
Having the technical know how and the 
flexibility to offer multiple solutions across 
the full price range allows us to offer a mix 
of product brands that, combined, best meet 
the requirements. 

“We believe success is related to custom-
ers’ overall experiences: from the point when 
they engage with us, past the point when 
they receive and install the components and 
through to making sure that, by the time an 
account statement is sent, all of their needs 
have been fully met,” he adds.

Says Trevelyan: “Going beyond the single 
transaction, we see ourselves as forming 

long-term partnerships based on high levels of 
trust and competence,” he says. “The success 
of a brand can no longer rest in the personal 
relationship with a company’s sales represen-
tative. All companies now insist on hard value 
for their purchases,” he notes. 

Citing the long-term supplier relationship 
with a leading South African petrochemical 
company, he says: “This relationship has al-
ways been genuinely based on the products 
and the technical services we are able to offer. 
We now have a supply agreement on a range 
of components used by the company’s plants 
on a regular basis, along with the associated 
maintenance and other value adding services,” 
he informs MechChem.

Roberts goes on to highlight the company’s 
success with the Japanese Koyo bearing 
brand. “We have been the exclusive supplier 
of wheel hub assemblies for a leading local 
vehicle manufacture – for its passenger and 
4×4 vehicles – for many years. Here, continu-
ity of supply is the key service – regardless of 
strikes or delays or any unexpected delivery 
issues – and we have never failed to deliver,” 
Trevelyan notes.

“We are a Tier 1 and a Tier 2 supplier to the 
South African automotive industry, supplying 
wheel hubs directly to assembly lines from our 
Parkhaven premises in Gauteng and compo-
nents such as differential bearings to local 

Tier 2 manufacturers all over South Africa.
“Also, while the Koyo brand is well known 

in the automotive space, we also offer a Koyo 
industrial bearing range. A fair number of 
these are being used in the petrochemical 
industry, for example, for pumps and motors. 
They offer a high-quality and cost-effective 
direct alternative to European brands,” 
Roberts notes.  

At the lower end of the bearing price range, 
according to Trevelyan: “BI has a long stand-
ing partnership with KML of China. We found 
areas in the market that were under intense 
price pressure – most notably the agricultural 
sector and the automotive aftermarket – and 
we needed a product that could perform bet-
ter in these environments while remaining 
cost-sensitive. But with respect to product 
coming out of the East, one has to be very 
careful about product quality. 

“In partnership with KML, we put in 
place some quality criteria, procedures and 
tests to ensure consistently high standards 
were maintained and, as a consequence, our 
KML brand is one of the leading lower-cost 
options available,” says Trevelyan, add-
ing that the quality of the KML product is 
“unquestionable”.

“In the Group we have a mechanical en-

gineer based in China who is responsible for 
consolidating and, in many instances, direct 
sourcing of suitable components and brands. 
He then does the quality vetting and manage-
ment to maintain the healthy relationship 
with all our manufacturing partners in China,” 
Trevelyan adds. “If any local operational prob-
lems do arise, BI’s engineering department 
feeds these issues back to China for long-term 
resolution. 

“Our engineering business unit offers full 
product support as well as customisation, 
product selection and design services. We can 
also offer onsite installation assistance or full 
installation services,” he adds.

“This does not only apply to bearings,” 
continues Roberts. “We offer competitive 
cost options for PTOs, gearboxes and geared 
motors, belts, chains and a host of other trans-
mission and drive-train components.” 

On the gearbox side, Trevelyan cites the 
Bauer geared motor range from Germany as 
a premium offering. “We also offer the Dodge 
bearings and power transmission products, 
including the unitised easy to mount and 
maintain bearings, and the Dodge gearbox 
range, which offers industrial bevel-helical 
and shaft-mounted gearboxes for industrial 
applications.

“The BI Motodrive brand is an eastern 
gearbox range, which includes worm drives, 
and we have recently added the TR range 
of economical geared motors that are inter-
changeable with common European brands,” 
he adds.

BI also offers its local in-house BI Bauer 
brand of electric motors: “These are excel-
lent general purpose electric motors in 
standard frame sizes for general industrial 

applications,” Trevelyan explains.
Also offered is a comprehensive range of 

couplings: Rexnord Omega and Viva elasto-
meric couplings; Ringfeder Tschan claw/jaw 
couplings; Jaure Lamidisc and gear couplings; 
and KTP grid couplings as well as a range 
from Mayr in Germany. “We also supply and 
support Elecon fluid couplings, another good 
quality Eastern alternative to the European 
fluid coupling brand,” he adds. 

Roberts concludes: “We sell motors, gear-
boxes and everything between, including the 
bearings inside. While we have shifted away 
from offering only premium brands and we 
have, for many years, been offering much 
more than bearings, FAG, Koyo, Rexnord and 
Cooper remain key accounts for us.

“As BI, we remain a quality product distrib-
utor. But instead of relying only on a premium 
offering, we now strive to supply the correct 
product at the most appropriate quality level 
with a view to making our customers’ opera-
tions as cost effective as possible,” he says. q


