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D
o c t o r  WA  H a h n  a r r i ve d  i n 
South Africa from Europe during 
1948, after having previously 
accumulated 20 years of patent 

expertise in the chemical industry. “While 
qualifying as a South African patent agent, 
Hahn senior spent several years working 
for Sasol, heading up international license 
negotiations and setting up Sasol’s patent 
and documentation department,” Luterek 
tells MechChem Africa.

In 1951 he founded his own law firm, WA 
Hahn, near to the South African Patents and 
Trade Marks’ office and law courts in Pretoria. 
“For some years the firm continued to manage 
Sasol’s patent department on a contract basis, 
while also working for other local industries 
such as ISCOR. In building up the firm Hahn 
re-established contacts with industry and 
colleagues all over the world.

“In 1957, he was joined by his son, Hans 
Helmut (HH) Hahn, who had just completed 
his doctorate in oil and coal chemistry at the 
University of Karlsruhe, Germany,” Luterek 
relates. HH Hahn qualified as a patent agent in 
1959 and, during 1961, on becoming a partner 
of the firm, the company was renamed Drs 
WA Hahn & HH Hahn, from which the current 
name Hahn & Hahn emerged.

Hans & Hahn’s technical experience in-
cludes all aspects of mechanical engineering 
and chemistry including pharmaceuticals, 
biotechnology and petrochemistry; chemical 
engineering; conventional and alternative 
energy; natural and synthetic oils; bituminous 
substances; wood and pulp technologies; min-
ing, prospecting, and mineral beneficiation; 
metallurgy; separation methods and appa-
ratus; ecology; energy saving and industrial 
buildings.

HH Hahn was also highly skilled in tech-
nical translation and is fluent in English, 
German, Afrikaans and Dutch, while having 
a reading knowledge of French. “During his 
years with us – and he is still with us today – 
he expanded Hahn & Hahn into a fully fledged 
Africa practice for filing patent and trade 
mark applications in South Africa, Angola, 
Nigeria, Egypt and other African coun-
tries through bodies such ARIPO (African 
Regional Intellectual Property Organisation) 
and OAPI (Organisation Africaine de la 

MechChem Africa talks to Janusz Luterek of Intellectual Property specialist, Hahn & Hahn about 
his company’s experience of obtaining and protecting patent, design and Trade Mark rights in 
South Africa and the entire African continent.

Across Africa, there is a move to reinvent traditional foods such as sorghum beer made from maize and 
sorghum malt, along with non-alcoholic Mageu.

At this year’s New Food and Beverage products 
Awards, a Future Life Cereal with Probiotics won in 
the food category.

The proudly South African 
law firm protecting African IP

Propriété Intellectuelle),” says Luterek.
Janusz Luterek, now one of the seven 

directors of Hahn & Hahn Inc, studied chemi-
cal engineering at the University of Pretoria 
before starting his career at the CSIR with 
the Chemical Engineering Research Group. 
Following restructuring, he was assigned to 
Food Science and Technology, which led to a 
period in industry building breweries, dairies 
and fruit juice factories. 

“Many of the world’s chemical engineers 
end up in the food industry and, in South 
Africa at the time when I qualified as an en-
gineer, South African Breweries employed 
more chemical engineers than Sasol,” he 
says. “As well as all of the pumps and valves 
needed for processing, the food and beverage 
industries are the largest users of plate heat 
exchangers and evaporators in the world,” 
he says, adding: “I designed and built quite a 
few clean-in-place (CIP) systems during my 
early career as an engineer and I was recently 
pleased to see that one of my systems was 
still being used by the Cape Town dairy it 
was built for.” 

Luterek went on to study law and to be-
come a patent attorney. He joined Hahn & 
Hahn 20 years ago, in 1997. “With four quali-
fied chemical engineers, servicing clients such 
as BASF, Sasol and Sapref, a large percentage 
of our work still has a chemical focus, but our 
professional staff now includes chemical, 

electronic and mechanical engineers; organic 
chemists; biotechnologists; and electrical 
engineers, who are all qualified attorneys spe-
cialising in intellectual property,” Luterek says.

“We can now boast over 65 years of ex-
perience in patent and trade mark prosecu-
tion and litigation throughout the African 
Continent and we have French-, German-, 
English- and Korean-speaking patent attor-
neys who can prepare translations between 
French, German and English as well as cor-
respond in those languages,” he adds.

IP for catalysts and fuel
He says that companies have cut down on IP 
development in recent times preferring to 
focus on cost-saving and sustainability. “We 
currently do a lot more work through universi-
ties and research institutes such as the CSIR, 
which patent their work so as to generate 
income through licensing their technologies,” 
Luterek notes.

“For the past five or ten years, industries 
such as mining have been cutting back on de-
veloping their own patents, preferring instead 
to buy technologies that are fully developed 
and read for direct implementation. 

“And even then, they often prefer to stick 
to their trusted processes and methodolo-
gies, even when a new technology is proven 
to be better, more energy efficient or more 
reliable,” he says, citing explosives in mining. 
“Developments that can make mining safer 
and more efficient now exist, but they are 
still seen as new, even though the explosives 
and systems have been approved by the 
relevant directorates and the systems are 
safety accredited.”

to refuel their cars, but the patents involved 
seldom reach the public eye.

“We have been working on a patent for a 
multi-use fuel, for example, that can be used 
in petrol and diesel engines and turbines. 
Called a battlefield fuel, the idea is that, for 
military operations, a single fuel can be used 
for all of the different types of vehicles de-
ployed. This has significant logistics, supply 
and storage implications and, while this is 
an ongoing development, amazing progress 
is being made,” Luterek informs MechChem 
Africa.

He also notes the modern fuel-blending 
trend, with biofuels, synfuels and convention-
al fuels being carefully blended to produce 
consistent and efficient burning characteris-
tics. “A biofuel blend was recently successfully 
tested in flight, on one of the engines of a 
commercial aeroplane,” he says. 

“The big advantage of the Fischer-Tropsch 
synfuel production process is that it produces 
clean and efficient burning fuels with unique 
characteristics. Synfuels not only have lower 
impurity levels such as sulphur, but their 
structure on a molecular level is more regular,” 
he explains. 

“Blending recipes from different fuel 
types enable various slate compositions to 
be produced to suit the combustion require-
ments of different engines,” he says. “While 
the traditional automotive industry still likes 
to see additives being used in fuels, it is now 
possible to produce fuels that no longer need 
them,” Luterek points out. “Catalysts now ex-
ist to enable specific slates with the required 
molecular chain lengths to be obtained 

directly from refinery processes.”
Luterek says that, from a synfuels per-

spective, South Africa is a world leader in 
this technology, with PetroSA, previously 
Mossgas, and Sasol having had “slick techni-
cal operations for producing fuels from gas”. 

Water inventions
“During drought periods, we usually get sev-
eral new patent applications for inventions on 
how to save and purify water and reuse grey 
water. These tend to come from relatively 
small companies involved in the industry,” 
Luterek continues.

One such invention is on the metering 
side. This smart metering solution, which is 
vandal-resistant for our society, consists of a 
usage monitoring system that communicates 
water consumption per user per line via GSM 
transmission. By continuously monitoring us-
age, water restrictions are easily enforced and 
wastage and leaks can be quickly indentified 
and repaired,” he explains.

With conventional water meters and bill-
ing, he says: “one might pick up a water leak 
if you notice excessive consumption on a bill, 
but this might be six weeks after the problem 
arose. With an online, app-driven metering 
system, with Artificial Intelligence (AI) built in, 
the system can identify a leaking pipe as soon 
as it develops, notify the user and identify 
which pipe is leaking. 

“Water is in serious crisis in several parts 
of the country and any solution that helps 
reduce wastage is likely to be taken seriously,” 
he adds.

Africanisation and indigenous 
knowledge
“Across Africa, there is a move to reinvent 
traditional foods such as sorghum beer made 
from maize and sorghum malt, along with 
non-alcoholic Mageu,” Luterek continues. 
“Using modern recipes, local food developers 
are fortifying Mageu, for example, to make it 

more nutritious, while retaining its traditional 
character.”

As a consequence of the Indigenous 
Knowledge Systems Act, knowledge about 
indigenous plants, their medicinal use, how 
to grow these crops, and how to overcome 
infestations using traditional methods is being 
brought to the fore.

“In the past, indigenous people got nothing 
for the knowledge they passed on to develop-
ers. They were perhaps paid for producing and 
harvesting the crops, but they seldom shared 
the benefits of a successful product.

“As protectors of IP, we are involved in 
finding way of restoring the ownership of such 
knowledge, by identifying the communities 
from which the knowledge emerged and at-
tempting to identify who and how to pay back 
what is owed to them. While this is only right, 
it is far from easy,” he notes.

A policy of growing the bio economy has 
also emerged, as a direct result of Africa hav-
ing such a huge pool of natural bio resources 
and diversity. “Everything from bacteria, fungi 
and moulds are now being considered as im-
portant factors in the economy and bio pros-
pecting is an official term used in regulations.

At this year’s New Food and Beverage 
products Awards, a Future Life Cereal with 
Probiotics won in the food category. “The key 
IP involved is keeping the probiotic available 
up to the point of use. It must still be ‘alive’ af-
ter processing, packaging, transportation and 
following a long shelf life,” Luterek explains.

Concluding, he reminds inventors and de-
velopers: “once a product is successful, it’s too 
late to then get IP protection. It is vital to start 
the patenting process before it is certain that 
the product or solutions will be successful.”

“And if money is a concern, then file for 
a provisional patent early. It is not that ex-
pensive and a fully developed principle is not 
needed to start the process. This will buy a 
year’s grace before having to complete the 
process,” he advises. q

“It’s much easier for less experienced peo-
ple to copy what has always been done in the 
past – and no one want to become the blade 
of grass sticking up when the lawnmower 
comes,” he quips.

When asked about notable patent success-
es, he says that a lot of the work done “is not 
very sexy”, citing catalysts for fuel production 
as an example. “Developments such as these 
are important for people who routinely have 

The Lesira water 
management system 
is a smart metering 
solution that 
communicates water 
consumption per user 
per line via GSM 
transmission. 


