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2.0 Introduction 
 

The Australian Context 
 
Due to  the s ize of  the loca l  furn i ture manufactur ing market  investment  in to  new 

and innovat ive techniques,  equipment,  and des ign has been h is tor ica l ly  very  

s low. The recent  CSIRO repor t  ‘Manufactur ing Technolog ies ’  has ident i f ied the 

need for  the industry  to  develop a manufactur ing methodology instead of  the 

cot tage industry  approach i f  i t  is  to  surv ive.  The ISS has a lso addressed th is  

issue wi th  there h igh ly  successfu l  program Sensat ional  Screens.  Th is  program 

has c lear ly  demonstrated what  can be achieved when there is  a  means prov ided 

for  co l laborat ion between des igners and manufacturers .  To fur ther  develop th is  

type of  program, educat ion needs to  prepare graduates wi th  the correct  sk i l ls  in  

modern product ion techniques,  equipment,  and des ign.  

 

The Austra l ian furn ish ing industry  a im over  the next  5  to10 years is  to  develop 

capaci ty  to  expor t  to  a l l  major  wor ld  markets .  The main reasons for  th is  are:  

 

a .  To combat the inroads imports  are making in to  the domest ic  market ,  

especia l ly  in  the uphols tery  sector  due to  tax inconsis tenc ies.  

 

b .  Larger  markets  enable economies of  sca le  thus a l lowing bet ter  product  

development and product ion processes and g iv ing greater  re turns.  

 

c .  Export  leve ls  are incred ib ly  low compared wi th  overa l l  manufactur ing 

vo lumes.  Therefore,  as compet i t ion increases and dol lar  va lues are 

compet i t ive the industry  has ident i f ied an opportun i ty  to  become a 

susta inable Industry  f rom a smal l  base.  
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The reduct ion in  leve ls  o f  protect ion and the opening of  the Austra l ian economy 

has seen a re la t ive ly  haphazard adopt ion of  CNC equipment and use by the 

furn ish ing industry .   The adopt ion of  th is  sophis t icated technology is  seen by 

the industry  as fundamenta l  to  i ts  fu ture surv iva l  and success.   However the 

approach to  implement ing the use of  th is  equipment needs much more of  a  

ho l is t ic  approach,  ra ther  than the p iecemeal  approach current ly  used. 

 

In  Austra l ia  the use of  des igners wi th in  the furn ish ing industry  has a lways been 

min imal .   To cont inue to  grow and develop,  not  on ly  for  the domest ic  market  but  

a lso for  expor ts ,  the industry  wi l l  need to  develop a more pos i t ive approach to  

u t i l is ing the sk i l ls  o f  des igners.  

 
2.1 International Specialised Skills Institute Inc. 
 

The In ternat ional  Specia l ised Ski l ls  Inst i tu te  Inc.  f i l ls  gaps in  industr ies and 

enterpr ises where the means of  do ing so are not  ava i lab le  through government 

programs or  Austra l ian TAFE inst i tu tes and univers i t ies.  Operat ions are 

d i rected towards rebui ld ing specia l ised sk i l ls  and knowledge,  which are 

d isappear ing,  or  have been lost  and br ings leading-edge technolog ies to  

Austra l ia .  The way in  which th is  is  ach ieved is  by bu i ld ing g lobal  par tnersh ips 

through the Fel lowship program, then the fe l low shar ing what  he/she has learnt  

overseas through educat ion and t ra in ing act iv i t ies  – one fe l lowship;  many 

benef i ts .  

 

2.2  Organisations 
 

The Furn ish ing Industry  Associat ion of  Austra l ia  (FIAA) is  an industry  

organisat ion which is  s ta te  dr iven wi th  a  nat ional  representat ive body.  With  the 

commerc ia l  k i tchen cabinet  manufacturers  and nursery furn i ture sectors  set t ing 

up the i r  own organizat ions under the nat ional  banner the industry  has fur ther  

f ragmented.  The FIAA represents  a  por t ion of  the industry ,  but  by no means the 

major i ty .  The ‘Act ion Agenda for  the furn ish ing Industry ’  was a Federa l  

Government in i t ia t ive developed to  improve the ab i l i ty  o f  the sector  to  compete 

against  aggress ive ly  pr iced imports .  
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The major  areas of  agenda were bu i ld ing capabi l i ty ,  bu i ld ing capaci ty ,  

innovat ion and des ign,  market  access,  IT  and the env i ronment.  Unfor tunate ly ,  

the Act ion Agenda has fa i led to  address the issue of  des ign an a manner that  

w i l l  insure any pos i t ive change.  

 
Th is  i l lus t ra tes two of  the b iggest  areas of  concern in  th is  industry  sector ,  the 

lack of  des ign and development input  in to  the product ion of  furn i ture in  

Austra l ia  and the prevalence of  Euro centr ic  copy ing.  

 
The major  contro l l ing factor  in  the domest ic  market  in  Austra l ia  is  the 

dominance of  a  few reta i l  companies and buy ing groups dr iv ing the d i rect ion of  

product  output .  Branding is  be ing suppressed and pr ice is  cruc ia l  in  buy ing 

dec is ions.   I  would suggest  that  in  the long term th is  w i l l  be an even greater  

issue,  as dwindl ing g lobal  t imber resources become a major  issue,  especia l ly  

for  smal l  manufacturers .   Sourc ing mater ia ls ,  especia l ly  t imber,  is  l ike ly  to  

become even more of  a  prob lem for  smal l  enterpr ises,  forc ing them in to  buy ing 

groups to  be ab le to  compete for  the t imber suppl ies that  are avai lab le.  

 
 
2.4  Fellowship Details 
 

The ISS Inst i tu te /TAFE Fel lowship was awarded to  B i l l  Press lor  to  undertake a 

program of  s tudy in  the furn ish ing industry  by v is i t ing t ra in ing and industry  

fac i l i t ies  in  I ta ly ,  Germany,  Denmark and the Uni ted States.   

 

The Sponsors of  th is  fe l lowship were the Off ice of  Employment,  Tra in ing and 

Ter t iary  Educat ion and Holmesglen Inst i tu te .  

 
2.5  The Skills Gaps that were researched were: 
  

  Design Educat ion for  furn i ture manufacture 

  Computer  Numer ica l ly  Contro l led Furn i ture Product ion Machinery 

  Modern product ion processes and associa ted safety  s tandards 

  Design/Product ion co l laborat ion  
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3.0 The Fellowship Program 
 

3.1  Introduction 
 

Th is  fe l lowship program was estab l ished through a ser ies of  emai ls ,  le t ters ,  

and te lephone ca l ls .   I  was ab le to  estab l ish contacts  wi th  the fo l lowing 

organisat ions for  a  s tudy tour  o f  I ta ly ,  Germany,  Denmark,  Uni ted States 

 
Italy: 
 

•  Rupes – Manufacturer  o f  sanding equipment and dust  extract ion for  the 

automot ive and furn ish ing industr ies.  

 

•  Domus Academy – An in ternat ional ly  recognized des ign school  

 

•  ACIMALL – The I ta l ian machinery manufacturers  associa t ion.  

 

•  James I rv ine – A Br i t ish born f ree lance des igner  work ing wi th  a  range of  

furn i ture companies 

 
Germany: 

 
•  Fachhochschule Rosenheim – The leading German and European school  for  

wood technology 

•  Werndl  Stee lcase – A leading European of f ice furn i ture manufacturer  

 
 
Denmark: 
 

•  Danmarks Designskole – Denmarks leading des ign school  

 

•  Rud.Rasmussens Snedker ier  –  Denmarks most  w ide ly  known manufacturer  

o f  t rad i t ional  Danish furn i ture.  

 

•  Republ ic  o f  Fr i tz  Hansen – One of  the wor lds leading manufacturers  o f  

chairs .  
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United States:  
 

•  Purdue Univers i ty  –  School  o f  Forest  Products  and Wood Process ing 
 
 

3.2 Host Organisations: 
 

Mr. Ami Hochenburg,  Managing Director  o f  Rupes Austra l ia  was 

extremely he lp fu l  in  set t ing up contacts  wi th  the I ta l ian head of f ice of  

Rupes.  In  addi t ion,  Er l ing Chr is to f fersen was inva luable in  organis ing 

v is i ts  to  Fr i tz  Hansen and the Danish Design School .  

 
3.3 Program Content: 

 
Rupes 
 

Rupes is  an I ta l ian manufactur ing f i rm specia l is ing in  sanding and dust  

extract ion equipment.   Though heavi ly  invo lved for  years in  the automot ive 

industry  they have in  the past  f ive years expanded the i r  coverage to  inc lude 

v i r tua l ly  any industry  us ing abras ives and dust  extract ion.  

 

Founded in  1947 Rupes created the f i rs t  e lectr ic  sander in  1951,  pav ing the 

way for  modern por tab le  e lectr ic  power too ls .   In  addi t ion,  th is  company was 

the forerunner in  he lp ing estab l ish safety  ru les for  the work ing wor ld .   Every 

s ing le  des ign has been developed us ing new technolog ica l  so lu t ions that  a im to  

safeguard the heal th  and phys ica l  safety  o f  the operator .  

 

Issues and Challenges 
 

Contro l  o f  the innovat ive technology appl ied to  power too l  product ion is  s imi lar  

to  o ther  manufactur ing processes.   Product  development and the management 

o f  the components that  make up f in ished products  are a very h igh pr ior i ty  for  

th is  company.   Rupes research and development for  new product  is  carr ied out  

by h igh ly  t ra ined specia l ised s ta f f  in  both technica l  and des ign f ie lds.   The 

development o f  Rupes as a wor ld  leader in  sanding processes is  c lear ly  

demonstrated in  the i r  cont inued growth,  w i th  3  I ta l ian manufactur ing un i ts  and 

d is t r ibut ion to  over  60 countr ies wor ldwide.  
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Rupes operate l ike many smal l  to  medium s ized companies in  I ta ly ,  they have a 

thorough understanding of  the i r  market  and do not  a t tempt to  t ry  and do 

everyth ing re la ted to  the i r  products .   A l though they have there own product ion 

fac i l i t ies  for  many of  the components they use for  f in ished products ,  they s t i l l  

use specia l ised f i rms for  p last ic  components.   

 
Domus Academy 

 
Domus Academy is  a  pr ivate ly  funded inst i tu te  specia l iz ing in  des ign courses 

wi th  an in ternat ional  reputat ion as a des ign “ th ink tank.”   Estab l ished in  1982 

as a post-graduate school  and a cu l tura l  laboratory  o f  research in  the des ign 

f ie ld ,  Domus was the f i rs t  school  o f  i ts  type in  I ta ly .   H is tor ica l ly ,  most  

des igners in  I ta ly  came f rom Arch i tecture courses,  as pre 1983 v i r tua l ly  no 

other  des ign t ra in ing ex is ted.  

 

The act iv i ty  o f  Domus Academy is  conceived by s ta f f  as a vast  laboratory  set  

up to  research and explore fu ture scenar ios.   The presence of  mul t id isc ip l inary  

teams, the in ternat ional  communi ty  o f  s tudents ,  and the research that  is  typ ica l  

o f  I ta l ian des ign are the key components of  the work and s tudy carr ied out  a t  

the Domus Academy.  The educat ion area has developed a fa i r ly  un ique 

approach,  ind iv idual  sk i l ls  and d isc ip l ine based sk i l ls  are not  de l ivered or  bu i l t  

through pre-set  methods,  they are developed as pro jects  in  re la t ion to  a  

speci f ic  content .   In  addi t ion to  running year ly  courses and a Masters  program, 

Domus Academy a lso of fers  a  range of  courses that  vary  by theme, leve l  o f  

commitment  and length.  
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Issues and Challenges 
 

Carolynne Bourne’s  v is i t  to  Domus Academy in  2002 opened the door  for  my 

v is i t  to  Domus.  The Academy is  in terested in  work ing wi th  ISS to  develop fu ture 

pro jects  and fe l lowships that  w i l l  benef i t  both organisat ions.  

Domus Academy has a number of  very  pos i t ive at t r ibutes,  inc lud ing the abi l i ty  

to  prov ide a forum for  d iscuss ion and i t 's  ro le  as a " th ink tank"  for  the des ign 

industry .   The connect ion between the s ta f f  o f  th is  inst i tu te  and outs ide 

profess ional  des igners g ives th is  school  a  def in i te  edge over  i t 's  compet i t ion as 

far  as recru i t ing s tudents and estab l ish ing the networks so v i ta l  to  success in  

th is  or  any other  endeavour.    

The down s ide for  th is  organisat ion is  the tendency to  lean towards e l i t ism.  

I ta ly  has on ly  recent ly  addressed des ign educat ion through government funded 

programs, and des ign educat ion is  a lmost  non ex is tent  in  the pr imary and 

secondary system. 

 
ACIMALL 
 

ACIMALL (  the I ta l ian Wood Work ing Machinery and Tools  Manufacturers  

Associat ion )  has the ro le  o f  promot ing knowledge of  I ta l ian technology 

throughout  the wor ld  and to  prov ide the member companies wi th  qual i f ied 

support  concern ing the main corporate issues.   The 2001 Annual  repor t  o f  

ACIMALL records 18,392,000 €  (AUD$33,105.600)  o f  I ta l ian wood work ing 

machinery sa les to  Austra l ia .   Th is  is  the second h ighest  f igure f rom a l l  As ian 

countr ies behind China.   Imports  o f  wood work ing machinery f rom I ta ly  had 

remained s ta t ic  for  the prev ious f ive years,  but  dropped 20% in  the per iod of  

th is  repor t ,  as d id  most  o ther  As ian countr ies wi th  the except ion of  China that  

rose 20% dur ing the same per iod.  

 

Machinery imported in to  Austra l ia  is  pr inc ipa l ly  f rom I ta ly ,  Germany,  Japan,  

Ta iwan and the Uni ted States of  Amer ica.   In  2001 I ta ly  and Germany c lear ly  

led the race in  imports  to  Austra l ia .  Th is  repor t  does not  prov ide data on 

machinery types imported but  i t  is  the op in ion of  the author  that  more bas ic  

machinery would be purchased f rom I ta l ian companies.  Th is  is  due to  the lower 

cost  and more p lent i fu l  I ta l ian bas ic-machine manufacturers .   
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While  no speci f ic  data is  ava i lab le ,  i t  is  l ike ly  that  the supply  o f  CNC machinery 

f rom Germany and I ta ly  is  somewhat equal .  Of  the other  import ing countr ies,  

Japan and the Uni ted States have a smal ler  share of  the CNC market .   

 
Issues and Challenges 

 
ACIMALL faces many of  the same chal lenges that  most  member based 

organisat ions are confronted wi th .   As g lobal  t rade increases,  the ef fects  o f  the 

manufactur ing boom in  emerg ing countr ies is  be ing fe l t  throughout  Europe and 

North  Amer ica.   The increased output  f rom Asia and Eastern Europe where 

wage costs  are low is  hav ing an impact  on most  manufactur ing sectors .   Over 

the last  50 years,  most  major  furn i ture manufactur ing machinery was produced 

by countr ies inc lud ing I ta ly ,  Germany,  Japan and the Uni ted States.    

The increased product ion,  and to  a  large par t  the improved qual i ty  o f  equipment  

produced in  countr ies such as China and Taiwan wi l l  a lmost  cer ta in ly  cont inue 

to  have an impact .  

 
 
James Irvine  
 

James I rv ine was born in  London,  England,  in  1958.   Tra ined as a furn i ture 

des igner  a t  the Royal  Col lege of  Ar t  in  London,  he graduated in  1984.   S ince 

then he has been based in  Mi lan.   He was a member of  the Ol ivet t i  des ign 

s tud io  unt i l  1993 and a lso a par tner  o f  Sot tsass Associat ion unt i l  1997.   For  the 

year  o f  1988 he l ived in  Tokyo and worked in  the Toshiba des ign s tud io .   Today 

I rv ine ’s  s tud io  des igns industr ia l  products  for  companies such as Canon,  

Ar temide,  and Whirpool .   In  1999 he des igned the new Mercedes Benz c i ty  bus 

f leet  for  Hannover.   In  the furn i ture f ie ld  h is  f i rs t  c l ient  was Cappel l in i .   He 

works today wi th  in ternat ional  companies inc lud ing B&B I ta l ia  and Magis .  

 

Issues and Chal lenges 

One important  reason for  my v is i t  to  James’  s tud io  was to  fur ther  develop ISS’s  

network of  contacts .  James has been h igh ly  successfu l  in  estab l ish ing h imsel f  

in  the I ta l ian des ign scene,  not  an easy task for  someone not  or ig ina l ly  f rom 

I ta ly .  I  met  w i th  James to  d iscuss the poss ib i l i ty  o f  h is  be ing invo lved wi th  

fu ture programs developed by ISS Inst i tu te .   
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In  the years he has l ived in  Mi lan,  James I rv ine has been able to  estab l ish an 

extens ive network of  contacts  through a broad range of  industr ies.   H is  current  

work covers a range of  ob jects  in  f ie lds as d iverse as furn i ture to  shoes.   

James current ly  employs two ass is tants  in  h is  s tud io .    

 

An issue that  he ra ised in  d iscuss ions was the prevalence of  wel l  known 

designers to  take on ass is tants  whi le  o f fer ing them l i t t le  f inanc ia l  reward for  

the i r  e f for ts .  

 
 
Fachhochschule Rosenheim 

 

The Rosenheim Inst i tu te  o f  Appl ied Sciences is  Germany 's  and arguably  the 

wor ld 's  leading inst i tu te  for  technica l  t ra in ing and educat ion in  the woodwork ing 

industr ies.   Th is  inst i tu te  has an enormous range of  equipment and machinery,  

prov ided in  many instances by the generos i ty  o f  the German machinery and 

products  manufacturers .   Fac i l i t ies  inc lude a sawmi l l  and too l ing shop,  panel  

manufactur ing shop,  machine shop,  CNC workshops,  CAD laborator ies,  

furn i ture test ing laboratory ,  veneer and wood bending fac i l i t ies .   Current ly  

some 500 fu l l  t ime students are enro l led at  the inst i tu te  in  both wood 

technology and wood engineer ing courses.  

 
Issues and Challenges 
 

H is tor ica l ly  the German industry  has had a wor ld-recognised reputat ion for  

producing h igh ly  e f f ic ient  technic ians.   As a wor ld  leader in  technica l  t ra in ing 

for  the wood re la ted industr ies Rosenheim Inst i tu te  has recognised that  

technica l  exper t ise a lone wi l l  not  be adequate to  combat the compet i t ion of  low 

cost  imports .   In  Europe and the rest  o f  the developed wor ld  most  countr ies 

recognise the I ta l ian industry  as the i r  main compet i t ion f rom pr imar i ly  a  des ign 

s tand point .   To overcome th is  phenomenon the German industry  v iews the 

development o f  new t ra in ing for  des ign in  the furn ish ing industry  as cruc ia l  to  

the i r  fu ture success.  At  present  spec i f ic  des ign educat ion for  the furn i ture 

industry  is  addressed through univers i ty  leve l  Industr ia l  Design courses.  
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A s i tuat ion that  has been ident i f ied as not  adequate ly  meet ing the industr ies 

needs.  I t  is  be l ieved by the industry  that  a  greater  focus needs to  be a imed at  

prov id ing des ign t ra in ing for  technica l  and engineer ing s tudents as wel l .  

 
 

Werndl Steelcase 
 
Werndl  Stee lcase is  a  large manufactur ing f i rm or ig ina l ly  German owned,  but  

recent ly  acquired by a Br i t ish f i rm.   Their  product ion fac i l i t ies  are h igh ly  

automated and use a vast  range of  CNC machin ing centres to  produce a huge 

range of  o f f ice furn i ture.   Stee lcase produce of f ice furn i ture f rom a range of  

mater ia ls  pr imar i ly  manufactured board,  but  a lso inc lud ing so l id  wood,  p last ics ,  

s tee l  and a lumin ium, acry l ic  sheet ,  and g lass.   The company produces 

approx imate ly  one mi l l ion do l lars  worth  o f  product  every day and is  a  pr ime 

example of  h igh end use of  technology.   In  sp i te  o f  the huge vo lumes many 

orders are smal l  and the company has the ab i l i ty  to  prov ide custom designed 

and manufactured of f ice layouts .  

 

Issues and Challenges 
 

Qual i ty  contro l  and f lex ib i l i ty  remain a pr ime considerat ion for  most  large 

vo lume manufacturers  l ike Werndl  Stee lcase.   Great  lengths are pursued by 

th is  company to  ach ieve consis tent  resu l ts  as one means of  reducing costs ,  

whi le  improv ing product ion.   Whi le  the use of  so l id  wood is  d imin ish ing every 

ef for t  is  made to  recover  as much as poss ib le  f rom every s ing le  p iece.   Th is  

a t t i tude and product ion ph i losophy is  appl ied to  a l l  mater ia ls  and processes.  

 

Denmark's Designskole 
 

Current ly  recognised as a leader in  des ign educat ion,  s ince i t 's  incept ion in  

1875 as the School  o f  Drawing for  Women, the current  Danish School  o f  Design 

has had a speci f ic  focus on des ign.    
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The schools  focus on the in teract ion between d i f ferent  work ing methods,  

exper imentat ion wi th  d i f ferent  media and workmanship has led to  Danish des ign 

be ing in ternat ional ly  recognised,  both as an ident i f iab le  s ty le  and as an 

important  movement in  20 t h  century  des ign.  

Furn i ture courses are of fered through the Inst i tu te  o f  Spat ia l  and Furn i ture 

Design.   The current  course,  though present ly  be ing restructured,  is  a  f ive year  

program.   

 

A new course to  be of fered af ter  September 2003 wi l l  focus on a s tudent  

f in ish ing the bas ic  three year  course of  s tudy,  then e lect ing a specia l isat ion for  

a  fur ther  two years.    

 

Issues and Challenges 
 

Dur ing h is  t ime in  Austra l ia  on an ISS Fel lowship Er l ing chr is to f fersen was ab le 

to  have a great  deal  o f  in f luence on many young Austra l ian Designers.  H is  

invo lvement in  lecture and workshops organised through ISS has had a very 

pos i t ive ef fect .  H is  he lp  in  organis ing factory  and school  v is i ts  for  me dur ing my 

t ime in  Denmark was extremely va luable.  

The chal lenges fac ing the Danish Design School  are in  rea l i ty  less formidable 

than what  faces the industry  in  coming years.   Issues concern ing in terna l  

po l ic ies and pol i t ics  are l ike ly  to  be more eas i ly  reso lved than the g lobal  issues 

concern ing the env i ronment and wor ld  product ion.   I f  the school  is  ab le  to  

cont inue develop ing new areas of  exp lorat ion,  research and development and 

des ign focus they should be ab le to  cont inue as a prominent  prov ider  o f  des ign 

educat ion.     

 
 

Rud. Rasmussens 
Rud.Rasmussen is  one of  Denmarks most  h igh ly  respected manufacturers  o f  

t rad i t ional  Danish furn i ture.   Specia l is ing in  the work of  notab le des igners 

inc lud ing Hans Wagner and Professor  Karre K l in t  the ent i re  range of  furn i ture 

they produce has the s imple funct ional  qual i t ies  and a i r  o f  t imelessness that  is  

the ha l lmark of  Danish des ign.    
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This  organisat ion produces h igh ly  craf ted ind iv idual  p ieces of  furn i ture for  a  

n iche market ,  much of  the work in  so l id  t imber,  but  a l l  products  are recognised 

des igns f rom Denmaks most  famous des igners.  
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Issues and Challenges :  

The chal lenges fac ing Rud.  Rasmussen are in  many ways s imi lar  to  the 

chal lenges faced by much of  the Austra l ian furn i ture industry .   Smal l  companies 

re ly ing on so l id  t imber suppl ies wi l l  face d i f f icu l t ies in  acquir ing mater ia ls  in  the 

next  ten years as g lobal  t imber suppl ies in  exot ic  spec ies cont inue to  

d isappear.   In  addi t ion th is  bus iness re l ies very heavi ly  on hav ing h igh ly  sk i l led 

craf tsman wi th  a  broad range of  t rad i t ional  sk i l ls  to  produce the i r  products .  

 
Republic of Fritz Hansen 

 
Fr i tz  Hansen has a wor ld-wide reputat ion for  both des ign and product ion 

capabi l i t ies .   They ' re  new product ion fac i l i ty  located some 40 k i lometres f rom 

Copenhagen was commiss ioned some f ive years ago at  a  cost  o f  near ly  

60mi l l ion USD.  Th is  fac i l i ty  is  w i thout  doubt  one of  the most  impress ive and 

h igh ly  automated product ion fac i l i t ies  in  the wor ld .   Ut i l is ing the la test  

technology in  CNC equipment,  e lectron ics,  robot ics  and assembly techniques 

the company employs some 300 people in  th is  set t ing.   Product ion processes 

tend to  be h igh ly  automated wi th  sophis t icated computer  contro l led 

manufacture more ak in  to  automot ive industry  vehic le  assembly l ines than what  

we in  Austra l ia  are fami l iar  w i th  in  the furn ish ing industry .    

 

Issues and Challenges 
Fr i tz  Hansen is  a  pr ime example of  the cont inu ing success of  the Danish 

industry .   Design dr iven,  th is  company produces between 250,000-300,000 

chairs  per  year .   A l l  o f  the companies product ion focuses on des ign icons,  w i th  

many wor ld  famous Danish des igners featured inc lud ing Arn Jacobsen and 

Hans Wagner.   Though pr imar i ly  focus ing on chair  product ion the company a lso 

produces tab les and some of f ice furn i ture.   Near ly  85% of  the company 's  

product ion is  expor ted as opposed to  15% consumed by the domest ic  market .   

Th is  fact  is  another  example of  how the Danes have remained compet i t ive in  

the g lobal  market .   Though possess ing l im i ted natura l  resources such as 

t imber,  they have carefu l ly  targeted a market  that  a l lows them to compete 

through a des ign focus as opposed to  producing h igh vo lumes of  low pr iced 

furn i ture.  
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Purdue University 
 
Purdue Univers i ty  is  a  large Amer ican un ivers i ty  located in  West  Lafayet te ,  

Ind iana.   Th is  un ivers i ty  has a long h is tory  o f  invo lvement wi th  the forest  

products  and wood process ing industry  in  the U.S. 

Rado Gazo  is  present ly  an  Associate Professor  o f  Wood Process ing/ Industr ia l  

Engineer ing at  Purdue Univers i ty  where he teaches severa l  c lasses inc lud ing 

Secondary Wood Products  Manufactur ing,  Furn i ture Design for  CNC 

Manufactur ing and Propert ies of  Wood.   When not  in  a  c lassroom, he conducts  

research and extens ion act iv i t ies  in  va lue-added wood products  manufactur ing 

and industr ia l  engineer ing areas.   Professor  Gazo makes s ign i f icant  

contr ibut ions towards s tudent  recru i tment  and bui ld ing up of  Purdue’s  Wood 

Products  Manufactur ing Technology undergraduate program. 

 

Issues and Challenges 
Purdue 's  Wood products  lab has had a long h is tory  o f  research in to  furn i ture 

test ing and mater ia ls  proper t ies.   One major  ident i f iab le  issue for  the Wood 

Products  area at  Purdue has been the lack of  des ign in tegrat ion wi th  CNC 

tra in ing.   Rado has been inst rumenta l  in  develop ing a CNC Design program to 

he lp  a l lev ia te  th is  prob lem.  The program developed focuses on product ion wi th  

CNC Point  to  Point  Routers ,  but  should a lso prov ide ass is tance wi th  

development for  a l l  CNC machines.  
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FELLOWSHIP CONCLUSIONS 
Lack of Design in Development of Furniture Products 
 
The furn ish ing industry  in  Austra l ia  has many s imi lar i t ies  to  i ts  European 

counterpar ts ,  but  i t  a lso faces many of  the same chal lenges,  namely cheaper imports  

and sk i l l  shor tages.   Most  European countr ies have responded d i f ferent ly  to  the issues 

fac ing the g lobal  market  p lace,  but  as a genera l isat ion most  have responded by 

develop ing s t ra teg ies for  deal ing wi th  the b ig  p ic ture issues such as waste 

min imisat ion and waste management as wel l  o ther  env i ronmenta l  issues l ike t imber 

resources.   The vast  major i ty  o f  companies ut i l ise a range of  mater ia ls ,  w i th  l i t t le  

product ion focus ing on so l id  t imber.  

 

 

The German furn i ture industry  has a lways pr ided i tse l f  on the bu i ld ing of  qual i ty  

products ,  w i th  a  reputat ion of  prov id ing excel lent  technic ians for  the i r  industry .  The 

German industry  has ident i f ied furn i ture des ign as a key issue to  remain ing 

compet i t ive in  the g lobal  market .   Their  use of  technology is  the key to  the i r  current  

compet i t ive edge,  but  they are very much aware that  th is  fact  a lone wi l l  not  insure 

the i r  success in  the fu ture.  L ike most  o ther  European countr ies,  the German industry  

recognise that  the i r  ch ie f  compet i tor  in  the furn i ture industry  is  taught  through 

univers i ty  leve l  industr ia l  des ign courses,  which of ten lacks the focus and technica l  

exper t ise that  the industry  requires.  

 

The I ta l ian furn i ture industry  remains the model  that  most  European countr ies look to  

as leaders.   With  a  wel l -developed system of  sub contract ing and product  

development the I ta l ian industry  remains buoyant ,  w i th  a  long h is tory  o f  c lose 

invo lvement wi th  des igners the I ta l ian industry  should cont inue to  prosper.   Much of  

the furn i ture marketed f rom I ta ly  re l ies on specia l ised product ion techniques for  

components that  are genera l ly  sub contracted to  o ther  companies.   Th is  product ion 

model  should a lso su i t  the shor ter  development and se l l ing cyc les we are now 

encounter ing in  Austra l ia .   However,  few Austra l ian companies have gone down the 

path of  th is  model .   C loser  cooperat ion and shared use of  fac i l i t ies  and equipment 

could enhance the product ion capabi l i t ies  o f  the Austra l ian industry .  
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Denmark has a number of  chal lenges for  the i r  industry ,  inc lud ing natura l  resources  

(  t imber )  env i ronmenta l  waste management and a re la t ive ly  smal l  populat ion.   

However,  the long h is tory  o f  a  des ign focus in  the Danish industry  has enabled there 

top manufacturers  to  cont inue to  prosper by target ing markets  where there h igh labour 

costs  and lack of  resources have not  been problem. 

  

Recommendations 
For the TAFE System 
•  The current  development o f  furn i ture des ign at  the cer t i f icate leve l  is  l ike ly  to  be 

inadequate to  meet  the needs of  industry .  To insure the industry  moves forward in  

the fu ture,  fu ture development o f  more re levant  courses is  essent ia l .  The current  

o f fer ing of  a  few subjects  in  an industr ia l  des ign program wi l l  never  succeed in  

prov id ing the sk i l ls  that  the industry  needs.  L ikewise the Dip loma of  Ar ts  in  

Furn i ture Design is  a  course to  prepare craf t  workers for  se l f  employed careers 

and wi l l  never  be ab le to  prov ide the necessary sk i l ls  for  the industry .  In  my 

opin ion there are two types of  programs that  need to  be developed to  so lve th is  

d i lemma: 

 

•  A Masters  Level  program. This  type of  program ex i ts  in  overseas models  and the 

ISS Inst i tu te  is  a lso in  a  pos i t ion to  adv ise on th is  course.  To take advantage of  

the sk i l l  base that  current ly  ex is ts  fur ther  t ra in ing could be prov ided to  past  

graduates to  develop the necessary sk i l ls .  ISS Inst i tu te has developed and 

innovat ive model  for  “Master”  leve l  t ra in ing which has been developed in  

consul ta t ion wi th  key representat ives of  many t rades areas and in  regard to  

overseas models .  The ISS Inst i tu te  model  requires the support  o f  government to  

take i t  to  a  nat ional ly  accredi ted course.  

 

•  Develop a furn i ture des ign course that  is  re levant  to  the industry .  To achieve th is  

the course would need to  inc lude an in ternship in  the industry  (  pract ica l  work 

p lacement )  that  would prov ide s tudents wi th  a  bet ter  understanding of  the 

Austra l ian industry  and some much needed rea l  wor ld  exper ience.  To be 

successfu l  the course would need to  cover  areas such as product  development,  

qual i ty  systems,  management t ra in ing etc ,  as wel l  as a range of  des ign subjects  

and pro jects .   
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•  Such a course would a lso be at t ract ive to  fu l l  fee pay ing in ternat ional  s tudents  as 

present ly  th is  type of  course does not  ex is t  anywhere.  Th is  type of  course would 

need to  carry  a  degree qual i f icat ion and could be a two p lus two type of  program, 

two years s tudy at  the TAFE leve l  and two at  the h igher  educat ion leve l .  
 
•  A greater  focus on Design Educat ion for  pr imary and secondary s tudents.  To ef fect  

any meaningfu l  cu l tura l  change wi l l  requi te  a  focus on educat ion through the ent i re  

system.  

 

•  Inc lude design apprec ia t ion as a par t  o f  the apprent iceship t ra in ing.  Though i t  can 

not  be expected that  apprent ices wi l l  be des igners,  an understanding of  the des ign 

process should be par t  o f  a l l  t ra in ing for  manufacture.  

 

For  the  Furn ish ing  Indust ry  
 
One of  the major  issues the furn ish ing industry  is  fac ing concerns the d i lemma of  

engineer ing versus des ign.   A l though engineers are needed by the industry  to  he lp  

wi th  opt imis ing product ion processes us ing current  technology,  th is  fact  a lone wi l l  not  

ensure the cont inued development o f  the industry .    

 

The Austra l ian industry  has demonstrated a fa i r ly  haphazard approach to  CNC 

equipment w i th  many smal l  manufacturers  purchasing expensive equipment that  is  

vast ly  under u t i l ised.   Instead of  forming par tnersh ips and consort iums that  are ab le  to  

share the use of  machines or  processes,  many companies have been re luctant  to  

embrace th is  approach.  Preferr ing to  be l ieve that  they have some "secrets"  that  no 

other  organisat ion would have.   Due to  th is  type of  a t t i tude much of  the current  use of  

technology is  inef fect ive due to  a  lack of  understanding of  equipment  and processes.   

Even the ef fect ive use of  technology wi l l  not  in  i tse l f  enable companies to  compete 

wi th  low cost  imports ,  an issue that  is  not  un ique to  Austra l ia .    

 

Most  successfu l  manufacturers  in  Europe andNorth Amer ica have a l ready d iscovered 

that  they can not  compete wi th  the low cost  product ion i tems being produced in  As ia  

due to  labour,  taxat ion and in f rastructure costs .    
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To enable the industry  to  move forward and prosper in  the fu ture adopt ing a more 

in tegrated approach focus ing on des ign and speci f ic  n iche markets  is  l ike ly  to  be the 

way most  companies achieve a measure of  success.    

 




