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ÖLFLEX® – a champion for over 50 years

Stuttgart, June 2010

The Lapp Group's flagship brand is ÖLFLEX®. The invention of the first industrially manufactured connection and control cable more than 50 years ago not only marked the first foundation stone of the globally successful company, ÖLFLEX® is today still the champion of Lapp's branded cables.

From its invention to the present day, approx. 2,700,000 kilometres of ÖLFLEX® have been produced – enough to stretch around the world seven times. The ÖLFLEX® brand encompasses a total of around 25,000 different articles and 400 variants. Managing Director Armin Hess explains: "ÖLFLEX® has by now conquered the whole world. Our connection and control cables stand for outstanding quality, absolute reliability and unbelievable speed. This is what our customers rely on."

The first chapter of the ÖLFLEX® success story was written at the end of the 50s. Oskar Lapp (1921-1987) was a genius inventor who liked to tinker with innovations. He discovered that electrical engineers struggled to match up the right cable ends when connecting cables. Identifying the individual ends involved a time-consuming process known as continuity testing. To make things worse, all the cables were either grey or black, had very large cross-sections and were rather rigid. In response to this problem, Oskar Lapp invented coloured cables with significantly smaller diameters. A cable manufacturer based in the German city of Wuppertal took Lapp's designs and used them to manufacture the first prototypes. The first industrially manufactured connection and control cable was born. Another innovation followed: as with the popular branded products of the time such as Mercedes, Maggi, Persil or Nivea, Oskar and his wife Ida Lapp also wanted to give their invention a suitable brand name that also described the product. Because the cable stood for particularly high oil-resistance and flexibility, the Lapp couple named their invention ÖLFLEX® and set quality standards that are still applicable around the world today in the field of cable production. 
U.I. Lapp KG was founded in 1959 with a bank loan of over DM 50,000. The abbreviation "U.I." stands for Ursula Ida. It all started in the couple's garage in the Vaihingen region of Stuttgart. Oskar Lapp took care of the field work and visited clients whilst Ursula Ida wrote advertising letters and took care of the bookkeeping. There was a massive demand for the control cable with coloured individual cables and a PVC outer sheath. ÖLFLEX® delivered the right product at the right time and the company soon took on its first employee. Ursula Ida Lapp often drove to the freight depot with the cart to pick up the ordered cables (which were delivered in bundles), label them and then send them straight off on their onward journey.

In 1963, the couple set up their first factory to manufacture the ÖLFLEX® cables in-house. Two years later, in 1965, the company moved to Schulze-Delitzsch-Straße in the Vaihingen area of Stuttgart, where the headquarters of the successful group remain to this day.

New variants were continually brought onto the market. "Due to the proximity to his customers, Oskar Lapp always knew the market's precise needs and requirements," explains Armin Hess. The start of the 70s saw the introduction of the first ÖLFLEX® numbered cables with consecutively numbered individual cables. Lapp manufactured cable looms with up to 130 coloured cables, which quickly meant that colour alone no longer sufficed to differentiate each one. To protect against electromagnetic influences (immissions and emissions), in 1972 Lapp brought the first ÖLFLEX® CY with tin-plated copper braid onto the market. In 1977, the first lift/elevator control cable was introduced, complete with a supporting unit made of hemp for improved strain relief and a long service life.

Three new developments dominated the 80s: in 1980, the ÖLFLEX® SERVO was presented as the first universal cable for power transmission and temperature monitoring of servo motors. Three years later came the ÖLFLEX® FD for use in energy supply chains or mobile machine parts. Today, the FD cables are designed for five million alternating bending cycles. The halogen-free ÖLFLEX® cables were premièred in 1984 – a flame-retardant cable giving off no toxic gases into the environment and thus well-suited to all locations where persons and objects must be protected.

Further specialist areas followed in the 90s: in 1992 the ÖLFLEX® ROBOT was developed for high bending and torsional loads in the robotics industry. These cables must be particularly resistant to abrasion, hydrolysis, oil and flames and feature an adhesion-free surface. Just one year later came the ÖLFLEX® QUATTRO, a multi-standard cable for international use with UL/CSA, VDE and SEV certification. A particular highlight of the ÖLFLEX® family to this very day is the ÖLFLEX® CLASSIC. It was introduced in 1998 and is characterised by a relatively thin outer sheath and core insulation. It also fulfils high requirements for flexibility and electric strength.

Environmental issues also dominated cable production in the new millennium. 2002 saw the launch of the cable range for the photovoltaics industry with the ÖLFLEX® SOLAR. The all-weather ÖLFLEX® ROBUST was introduced in 2004 for use in environments with oils, chemicals, coolants and lubricants, for example in biogas plants. 2007 saw the design of special ÖLFLEX® WIND cables that can withstand particularly high torsional forces in wind turbines.

ÖLFLEX® connection and control cables are used throughout the world. They ensure reliable connections, in particular in machinery and plant engineering and in device and apparatus construction. Various specifications of ÖLFLEX® are used in paper manufacturing machines from Voith, whilst highly flexible and torsion-resistant ÖLFLEX® ROBOT cables are used in the industrial robots of Dürr AG. ÖLFLEX® ROBUST cables are responsible for moving the brushes in car washes. In Bad Münstereifel in Germany's North Rhine-Westphalia, ÖLFLEX® cables help to ensure the Effelsberg radio telescope is correctly positioned. In Singapore, halogen-free ÖLFLEX® cables ensure that the 178 metre-high Singapore Flyer observation wheel turns. A Polish expedition to the Annapurna series of peaks in the Himalayas powered its power generators with ÖLFLEX® HEAT cables, whilst they also ensure that many attractions such as the Euro-Mir roller-coaster or the Super Splash water slide are powered reliably at the Europapark theme park in Rust, Germany. A highly flexible UV-resistant ÖFLEX® cable guarantees the power supply to the renowned New Year's Eve Ball in New York's Times Square. The lighting on the famous Bosporus Bridge in Istanbul is guaranteed by ÖLFLEX® CLASSIC cables. 34,000 kilometres of ÖLFLEX® were also ordered for the new underground metro system in New Delhi. Even the world-famous Great Pyramid of Giza is lit up and ventilated using ÖLFLEX® cables. OLFLEX® is also a strong player in environmentally friendly technologies. ÖLFLEX® WIND cables power wind turbines the world over. For example, the Lapp Group is one the principal suppliers to the Indian wind turbine manufacturer Suzlon. ÖLFLEX® SOLAR cables are also the preferred choice for the photovoltaics industry. For example, 20 kilometres of ÖLFLEX® SOLAR cables were recently installed in a solar park covering almost 25,000m² in Bovera, Spain.

Currently, around 280,000 kilometres of ÖLFLEX® cables are manufactured annually in Lapp's own production sites around the globe, to ensure the greatest possible proximity to customers and rapid deliveries. These sites include plants in Germany (Stuttgart), France, India, Korea and the USA. Around 3,000 orders are dispatched every day. The Lapp Group is further characterised by its position as a unique manufacturer of cables offering delivery in various sizes to suit the respective requirements – from small boxes to massive cable drums.

Armin Hess explains: "The triumphant march of the ÖLFLEX® brand continues on. We are working intensively on new innovations in our laboratories and test centres throughout the world and in our research and development centre in Switzerland." The most recent invention is the use of RFID in the cable and connector industry. When fitted with an RFID tag, ÖLFLEX® cables can now be made to talk and provide information on their condition. Or there is the ÖLFLEX® CHARGE for an innovative charging system for electric cars. Armin Hess concludes: "There are many more surprises and new developments to come with the ÖLFLEX® brand."

About the Lapp Group:

The Stuttgart-based Lapp Group is one of the most important manufacturers and suppliers of highly flexible cables, leads, cable accessories, industrial connectors, preassembled cables and communication technology. Its world-famous brands include ÖLFLEX® connection and control cables, UNITRONIC® data cables, HITRONIC® fibre optic cables, SKINTOP® screwed cable glands, SILVYN® cable protection and guiding systems, FLEXIMARK® marking systems, EPIC® industrial connectors and ETHERLINE® components for active network technology.
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