
50 l mix l 93



����������

you see, Stef has many years of experience in investing and
running a variety of companies, most recently – since April

2007 – the leading Dutch carpet manufacturer. In addition, he is co-
owner and partner of Sares Invest BV, a leading asset management
firm, as well as being a Board Member of Sterling Strategic Value Ltd
– a reputed investment firm taking positions in public companies. 

Over the past six years Stef has also served in boards of several
other companies. Prior to his independent entrepreneurship, he was
President for Europe, Middle East & Africa of Stanley Works, a US
based S&P 500 Company, and before that, well we’ll let the man
himself tell us more. ‘I am from the Netherlands. I studied economics
in Groningen and Rotterdam, then I started to work for a
department store chain and after that I was an executive with
Proctor & Gamble for 19 years. I worked in Newcastle Upon Tyne,
and worked personally with Charles and Maurice Saatchi – they
wrote my advertising in the early ’80’s, at the same time they were
working with British Airways and The Conservative Party.

‘Then I moved back to the Netherlands, I moved on to Rome, to
Istanbul and then I became the General Manager for Proctor &
Gamble in the Netherlands – this was now the early ’90’s. 

mix l 93 l 51

profile

stef records
It’s a testing market right now eh? And
who can predict how long this state of
malaise will last and how deep it will
reach? Well, if there is someone in this
market who can make an educated
appraisal then it is surely Desso Chief
Executive Officer Stef Kranendijk.
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‘Between ’94-’97 I ran Proctor & Gamble Germany, and then ran
Central and Eastern Europe. After that I didn’t want to leave the
company but my wife wanted to go back to Holland for the kids
and the family, and apparently she is the boss, so we returned to
Holland.’

As we have already mentioned, Stef went on to work for Stanley
Tools, before starting his own investment property business in 2001
and then into asset management. Indeed, it was through a business
relationship that Stef first came across Desso. ‘I knew them as a
subsidiary of Armstrong,’ he recalls. ‘We succeeded in purchasing
Desso from Armstrong, so it is now a truly independent company,
with Dutch and Belgian shareholding, among which is management
and private equity firm NPM Capital.’

We ask Stef what in particular he saw in this carpet manufacturer.
‘Desso has a very good name in Europe,’ he tells us. ‘We liked the
quality and the service it offered and, to a lesser extent, the design.
Now, the superior design has become one of the hallmarks of Desso
thanks to a new top notch design team. It was strong once but,
under the Armstrong wing, it didn’t really get the attention it
deserved because they were very much focused on the hard floor
business. The advantage of being truly independent is that we can
now truly focus on the carpet business, because that is what we are
about. This is an 80 year old company, and today Desso is
approximately 76% carpet (of which 80% is tiles and 20%
broadloom) and 24% artificial grass production.’

We are of course fully aware of the impressive Desso carpet tile
offering, but the artificial grass is a new one, even to us. Stef tells us
more about these systems, which are used for football and hockey
pitches. Furthermore, Desso has also developed an incredible product
that strengthens natural grass with artificial fibres. The quality of this
product is undoubted, with no less than eight Premier League clubs
using this system, including Liverpool and Arsenal’s Emirates
stadium. Not to mention Real Madrid.

‘Desso is a great company,’ Stef continues, as we still salivate over
the impressive artificial grass client list. ‘I don’t think we are here to
change the overall philosophy or direction of the company – we are
here to polish the pearls and the diamonds that were already
underneath, and give much more attention to innovation,
innovation, innovation and design, design, design.’

Stef is clearly a committed and passionate man when it comes to
business, but it is in another – and slightly surprising – area that the
true Kranendijk passion comes to the fore. ‘Sustainability with
substance, rather than sustainability by lip-service,’ Stef tells us is
another key focus for Desso. ‘There are competitors who tell you
that their task is to have zero emission from CO2. No-one will
succeed in zero emission – even if you go on your bike to work you
are creating CO2 emission. Then they say that they are planning to
plant trees in India and Africa to offset – it’s like killing someone,
meeting a nice lady, having a baby and saying ‘I killed someone, I
made someone!’ We like eco-efficiency, as Michael Braungart and
Bill McDonough say, which is working towards less CO2 – this is
what we are working on. We have used 23% less energy over the past
10 years while production has gone up (which has resulted in a CO2

emission decrease of 23%). We use 410 million litres of water per
year, of which 50% is now a closed loop. Our target is to get a full
closed loop by the end of this year or the start of next year.’

Stef mentions Braungart and McDonough – the architects of
Cradle to Cradle, and a pair who have clearly made a huge
impression on the Desso Chief Executive. ‘This is all about making
sure that you use components for your products which are so pure
that you can endlessly recycle them. If you recycle PVC, it is not
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penetrate the indoor air quality. It’s pretty nasty and you can get
diseases from this, according to Michael Braungart. Therefore, I have
made a commitment to make this entire company Cradle to Cradle,
and today work with Michael Braungart to achieve this. Maybe in 10
years from now I will work on a renewable energy company!’ 

Later in our conversation, Stef tells us about an innovation called
the Desso Fuelmaster – a lighter carpet that is designed to save
money on fuel for aircraft. ‘The airlines can save so much money on
fuel,’ Stef enthuses, ‘that they can spend that money on carpets! They
have the carpet for free essentially – and of course this reduces the
CO2 emission count. Today, I strictly fly my own carpets, as you can
imagine!’

Yet another Kranendijk-inspired initiative is a move into new
sectors, including healthcare and education – a move that makes
particular sense of course in this volatile commercial market. On the
subject of the market, how does the man with such an envious
financial track record view the current financial situation? ‘We have
seen significant growth at Desso over the past couple of years, but we
are going to feel the bite in 2009. Projects will be postponed and the
day-to-day business is very soft. January through March were
profitable months for us though. We will continue to look at it
month by month. I expect this to last for some time – nobody
knows when we will get out of it. Who knows? Nobody! My hope
is for the back end of 2009.

‘In the meantime we will not save on innovation and we will not
save on our Cradle to Cradle initiative. We will continue with this
full speed ahead because we know that when the market does pick
up we will be in first position.’

Ah, so there’s the educated appraisal we promised you at the start
of this article. We couldn’t agree more with Stef ’s logic and
bullishness in this market. In fact, in our own attempt at a Cradle to
Cradle initiative, we’ll be having an exclusive one-on-one with
Michael Braungart himself in next month’s Mix
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