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CONNECTED VAT FOR 
A DIGITAL FUTURE
Moving from single vacuum valves to digitally-connected systems, providing customers with more precise process control for 
higher output, lower downtime and greater competitiveness.

Adding sensors & analytics to 
unlock growth opportunities  �Smart features, 

such as self-
monitoring for 
predictive 
maintenance, 
or improved 
algorithms will 
help custom-
ers increase 
yield and reduce 
downtime.�
Mike Allison, CEO
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Net sales grew 25% in the Valves segment to CHF 
550 million. Global Service sales rose 14% to CHF 
127 million, while sales declined 17% in the Industry 
segment to CHF 15 million, mainly the result of dis-
continuing some activities in the company’s Roma-
nia factory that were not related to VAT’s core 
valves business. 

Higher sales and operational improvements 
more than offset forex impact on EBITDA
Gross profit* increased 25% compared with 2019 to 
CHF 430 million. The gross profit margin improved 
slightly to 62% compared with 61% a year earlier.

Higher personnel costs in absolute terms reflect an 
increase in the number of employees (measured as 
full-time equivalents, FTEs) required to support vol-
ume growth in 2020. Personnel costs as a percent-
age of sales also increased versus 2019, as VAT 
continued to add technical expertise in R&D, prod-
uct management and sales to support future growth. 
At the end of 2020, VAT employed 2,041 employ-
ees worldwide, an increase of 231, or 13%, com-
pared with the end of 2019.

Net sales
in CHF million

692.4
2019  570.4

* �Gross profit = net sales minus cost of materials plus/minus changes in inventories  
of finished goods and work in progress

EBITDA for the year increased by 41% to CHF 217 
million, reflecting both sales growth and operational 
improvements. As a result, the full-year EBITDA 
margin improved from 27% in 2019 to a record 
31.4%, despite a negative effect of about 1.1 per-
centage points due to the foreign exchange head-
wind caused by the weak US dollar against the 
Swiss franc.

VAT’s EBIT amounted to CHF 176 million, an in-
crease of CHF 69 million, or 64%, compared with the 
year before. This included the positive impact of 
lower depreciation charges. Compared with 2019, 
the EBIT margin increased by almost 7 percentage 
points to 26%. 

Below the EBIT line, VAT incurred substantially 
higher financing costs of CHF 16 million, up nearly 
80% compared to CHF 9 million a year earlier. This is 
mainly the consequence of higher non-realized net 
foreign exchange losses on financing activities.
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Earnings before taxes (EBT) increased to CHF 161 
million from CHF 99 million. The effective tax rate 
for 2020 was 17%, down from the 24% recorded in 
2019 when the timing of new tax regulations in 
Switzerland temporarily distorted the tax charge. 
VAT expects the effective tax rate to remain in the 
18–20% range going forward.

As a result of these factors, and as indicated by 
company management during the year, realized net 
income attributable to shareholders increased in 
2020, amounting to CHF 133 million, an improve-
ment of 78% compared with 2019.

On December 31, 2020, VAT’s net debt amounted 
to CHF 128 million, representing a leverage ratio 
expressed as net debt to EBITDA of 0.6 times. The 
average leverage over the course of 2020 was 
around 1.0 times net debt to EBITDA. The equity 
ratio at year-end amounted to 55%.

Record free cash flow and positive outlook 
support increased dividend proposal
One of VAT’s key performance indicators and the 
basis for any dividend consideration is free cash 
flow, which in 2020 again increased compared with 
the previous year to a record CHF 147 million from 

CHF 140 million. This was achieved despite higher 
inventory levels and capital expenditures (capex) 
compared with a year earlier. Capex in 2020 
amounted to CHF 26 million, up 44% over 2019, 
equivalent to 4% of net sales and in line with the 
company’s guidance of 4–5% of sales over the cycle.

At year-end 2020, net trade working capital was ap-
proximately 34% higher than the same time in 2019, 
representing approximately 24% of net sales. While 
this was above VAT’s long-term target of 20%, it re-
flects the company’s growth expectations for 2021.

As a result, free cash flow as a percentage of net 
sales was 21% and the free cash flow conversion 
rate was 68% of EBITDA.

At its Annual General Meeting on May 18, 2021, 
VAT’s Board of Directors will propose a dividend for 
the fiscal year ending December 31, 2020, of CHF 
4.50 per share, an increase of CHF 0.50 or 12.5%. 
Half of this amount will be paid out of the reserves 
from capital contributions and the other 50% from 
accumulated gains. The proposal amounts to a total 
dividend amount of CHF 135 million, or 94% of 
VAT’s free cash flow to equity. 

Record number of spec wins

>100
2019  >90
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Favorable demand and market 
share gains expected in 2021
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On this basis, VAT expects net sales at constant for-
eign exchange rates in 2021 to be higher compared 
with 2020. VAT will also continue to build its flexible 
global footprint and strengthen its natural hedge 
against foreign exchange impacts by further ramp-
ing up its production facility in Malaysia, increasing 
sourcing from best-cost countries, gaining greater 
economies of scale in global supply chains and driv-
ing further operational excellence measures. At the 
same time, VAT remains dedicated to technology 
innovation. Investments in research and develop-
ment and productivity improvements will therefore 
remain at the heart of VAT’s strategy in 2021.

Furthermore, the company expects its EBITDA and 
EBITDA margin to increase, driven by higher volumes 
and better cost absorption as well as the ongoing 
focus on costs. This higher EBITDA expectation in-
cludes the headwind from adverse foreign exchange 
developments, especially the weakness of the US 
dollar versus the Swiss franc. Because of expected 
higher sales, EBITDA, and EBITDA margin, VAT also 
expects 2021 net income to increase compared 
with 2020.

The stronger operational performance is also ex-
pected to drive higher free cash flow in 2021, de-
spite a planned increase in capital expenditure to 
approximately CHF 40 million.

Despite the persisting uncertainties surrounding 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the medium-term growth 
drivers for VAT – mainly in the semiconductor in-
dustry, VAT’s largest end market – remain firmly in 
place. Megatrends such as the Internet of Things, 
cloud computing and artificial intelligence have 
been boosted by pandemic-related developments, 
such as the shift to home office and the increase in 
online commerce.

Technology advances in logic and memory chips will 
drive further growth. As node sizes shrink and chip 
architectures change, the need for purer vacuums 
and the number of process steps under vacuum 
also increase. Vacuum-based production processes 
are also critical in the displays and solar photovol
taic (PV) markets and continue to gain importance 
in other industries. 

For 2021, VAT expects growth to continue, driven 
mainly by the semiconductor- and service-related 
businesses. Market analysts estimate that invest-
ments in wafer fab equipment in 2021 could in-
crease 10–15% compared with the record level of 
2020. This plays to VAT’s technology advantages 
and is expected to drive further market share gains. 

In displays, investments in OLED screens are ex-
pected to remain muted. Declining investments in 
LCD displays are forecast to continue, leading to a 
generally softer market in 2021. In solar PV, the 
move to higher-efficiency cell designs is expected 
to lead to higher vacuum equipment investments. 
Forecasts for general vacuum growth in industrial 
markets are more positive in anticipation of eco-
nomic recovery following the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Valves

The Valves segment offers the industry’s broadest 
range of high-precision vacuum valves, both stan-
dard and customized products and modules. The 
segment serves mainly original equipment manu-
facturers (OEMs) and in 2020 comprised three 
business units: Semiconductors, serving the semi-
conductor sector; Display & Solar, serving high-end 
flat-panel display and solar photovoltaic OEMs; and 
General Vacuum for customers in research and 
OEMs in various industries. The Valves segment 
draws from VAT’s manufacturing facilities in Swit-
zerland and Malaysia, plus sales, service, and engi-
neering operations in all major markets. 

Demand in 2020 was stronger than the previous 
year, mainly reflecting the continuation of the cycli-
cal recovery in the semiconductor sector. This is 
being driven by increasing demand for logic and 
memory chips as well as further advances in the 
technological complexity of semiconductors that 
requires new production capacity. As a result, semi-
conductor-related orders and net sales continued 
their positive trend throughout the year, leading to 
near record sales for the segment.

The demand impact of the global COVID-19 pan-
demic on the Valves segment was mixed: while the 
sharp slowdown in many economies created signifi-
cant uncertainty and softer demand in the display, 
photovoltaic and industrial end markets, the pan-
demic also acted to accelerate some trends that are 
positive for semiconductor demand, such as the 
shift to home office and remote working as well as 
increased online commerce.

The longer-term growth drivers for vacuum equip-
ment remain unchanged, driven by digitalization 
megatrends. The increasing cost competitiveness 
of solar photovoltaic energy, based to a large extent 
on new manufacturing processes that make solar 
cells more energy efficient, is also expected to sup-
port demand in this market over the long term.

Semiconductor market remains positive
The Semiconductor business unit, VAT’s largest, re-
ported new records in orders and net sales in 2020. 
Net sales increased by over 45% year on year, driven 
mainly by the foundry and logic segments, but also 
supported by sound growth in memory. The expan-
sion of chip manufacturing capacity in South Korea 
as well as new capital investments in China to build 
local semiconductor manufacturing capabilities 
also drove higher sales.

In addition, increasing chip complexity requires  
purer vacuum environments and more process 
steps under vacuum. This is reflected in another 
strong year for specification wins in 2020 on new 
products needed to make the next generation of 
semiconductors. This allowed VAT to increase its 
global semiconductor valve market share to 70%. 
The high level of specification wins is also expected 
to support sales growth over the coming two to five 
years.

VAT continued to launch new customized products 
and modules, which comprise multiple valves and 
other components, such as lifters, shutters, heating 
and cooling components, and diffusors. In particular, 
VAT introduced new control and transfer valves that 
increase the speed and precision of pressure con-
trol applications and particle-free wafer handling. 
These are key to increasing yield and productivity in 
chip manufacturing.

The company also continued to qualify its latest 
valves for production at its plant in Penang, Malay-
sia, which now manufactures approximately 30% of 
VAT’s product portfolio. The company also invested 
in additional manufacturing technologies and engi-
neering and product management resources at the 
facility, which will continue to play a key role in 
VAT’s ability to further build its strong customer 
base in the region and to improve the overall flexibil-
ity and efficiency of its global manufacturing and 
supply footprint.

VAT GROUP AG 
ANNUAL REPORT 2020

MARKET & BUSINESS REVIEW – VALVES
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The Semiconductor business unit also increased re-
search and development collaboration with leading 
chip suppliers in 2020 to secure its technology lead, 
and dedicated more engineering resources to the 
development of connected solutions that integrate 
control, computing and communication capabilities, 
allowing them to be used in new generations of pro-
cess automation and smart factories.

Cyclical low in Display business,  
Solar impacted by pandemic
Demand in the Display & Solar business unit in 2020 
was softer than the year before, resulting in lower 
net sales. An important growth driver in the display 
business is the long-term shift from liquid crystal 
displays (LCDs) to organic light-emitting diode 
(OLED) displays, since the manufacture of OLED 
screens – especially the new generation of flexible 
touch-screen products – is more complex and re-
quires more process steps under vacuum. Equip-
ment demand in this business is currently at a cycli-
cal low, reflecting medium-term capital investment 
trends. VAT could partly offset this development 
with higher sales of transfer valves used to manu-
facture large LCD TV screens.

The Solar business was significantly impacted by 
the COVID-19 pandemic, especially at the begin-
ning of the year when China – where much of the 
business is focused – implemented strict measures 
to control the pandemic. Demand has since recov-
ered but not enough to offset the downturn seen in 
the first half of the year. Growth in the Solar busi-
ness is expected to resume in 2021 as long-term 
drivers regain traction, primarily the increasing 
cost and efficiency competitiveness of solar en
ergy generation compared with fossil fuels. Major 
solar companies have announced large capacity 
expansion plans that rely heavily on new technol
ogies, such as heterojunction (HJT) manufactur-
ing, that improve the efficiency and energy yield  
of solar cells at lower costs and that require new 
vacuum valve solutions.

General Vacuum: stronger research orders
Demand in the General Vacuum business was driven 
by advanced, high-end vacuum applications espe-
cially in the US and Asia. General Vacuum won sev
eral major orders with national research labs in  
Japan, South Korea and the US. The business also 
successfully entered new markets in China with its 
strong portfolio of isolation and control valve tech-
nologies. Overall, orders grew about 11% as demand 

Key figures Valves

In CHF million 2020 2019 Change

Order intake 577.8 463.0 24.8%

Net sales 550.4 440.9 24.8%

Inter-segment sales 59.9 51.6 16.0%

Segment net sales 610.2 492.5 23.9%

Segment EBITDA 196.9 136.3 44.4%

Segment EBITDA margin 32.3% 27.7%

Segment net operating assets 654.3 638.9 2.4%

of wich net trade working capital 126.3 103.0 22.6%

 



33VAT GROUP AG 
ANNUAL REPORT 2020

MARKET & BUSINESS REVIEW – VALVES

in Asia and the US more than offset a decline in Eu-
rope resulting from the temporary shutdown of some 
customer facilities due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Performance review 2020
Net sales in the Valves segment in 2020 amounted 
to CHF 550 million, 25% higher than the year before. 
Sales were higher in the Semiconductor business, 
reflecting the cyclical market recovery and market 
share gains, while sales declined in Display & Solar 
and General Vacuum. Segment EBITDA increased 
by 44% to CHF 197 million. The EBITDA margin was 
32%, nearly 5 percentage points higher than in 
2019, reflecting both higher volumes in the Semi-
conductor business as well as continued opera
tional improvements and increasing demand for 
more technologically advanced products.

Market outlook 2021
For 2021, VAT expects its semiconductor-related 
markets to continue to grow across all segments –
logic, foundry and memory. The market for VAT’s 
Display & Solar business is forecast to soften, with 
the ongoing cyclical slowdown in displays expected 
to more than offset growth in solar. VAT also ex-
pects higher sales in its General Vacuum business 
in 2021, assuming an improvement in the pandemic 
situation in Europe during the latter part of the year.

Net sales
by region %

54 ASIA
32 AMERICAS
14 EMEA
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1
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1
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0
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Order intake & net sales
in CHF mn

20202020 2017 20182017 2018
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+25%
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1

2019

+25%
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Global Service

VAT’s Global Service segment supplies both OEM 
and end user customers in all key markets with 
original spare parts, valve maintenance and service, 
technical support, and training. In addition, Global 
Service helps customers to improve equipment 
performance with customized product upgrades 
and equipment retrofits. The business is driven by 
the needs of customers to improve the perfor-
mance of their existing installed base of equipment, 
whether increased uptime, lower energy consump-
tion, higher process purity or faster and simpler 
maintenance and repair. 

With more than one million serviceable VAT valves 
installed worldwide, the company’s service busi-
ness provides a key lever for strengthening cus-
tomer relationships and is an important sales chan-
nel for VAT products. Furthermore, service is a 
business with stable profitability and cash flow 
through the cycle. In addition to normal servicing of 
valves that may need repair or refurbishment, VAT 

provides upgrades and retrofits for all the major 
vacuum equipment platforms in the industry, both 
deposition and etch systems. 

VAT also operates the industry’s largest global net-
work of service and repair centers, located in eight 
countries, including six in Asia. VAT’s Global Service 
segment also develops service products for special-
ized valve applications, such as its expanding port-
folio of products for subfab systems used in pump-
ing and abatement systems operating in harsh 
conditions below the fabrication floor. This includes 
a recently launched quick shut-off valve (QSV) 
which helps to prevent damage and yield loss in a 
chamber due to unexpected pump failures or sud-
den loss of power.

Key figures Global Service

In CHF million 2020 2019 Change

Order intake 132.2 106.4 24.2%

Net sales 127.3 111.8 13.9%

Inter-segment sales – – –

Segment net sales 127.3 111.8 13.9%

Segment EBITDA 53.2 46.3 14.9%

Segment EBITDA margin 41.8% 41.5%

Segment net operating assets 119.4 114.2 4.6%

of wich net trade working capital 23.7 13.8 71.4%
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Performance review 2020
Net sales amounted to CHF 127 million in 2020, an 
increase of 14% compared with the year before. 
Growth was strongest in upgrades and retrofits, 
where the full deployment of new products launched 
in 2019 drove up sales in this business by more 
than 15% in 2020. This included sales of new trans-
fer valve products used to achieve an immediate 
increase in yield in existing semiconductor fabs. 
Higher demand for subfab solutions in new semi-
conductor plants in China also supported growth. 
Sales growth in the service and repair business was 
driven in large part by the further rollout of the 
company’s Fixed Price Repair/Refurbishment pro-
gram, which provides global customers with simple 
and consistent servicing of their valves with factory- 
original parts across all of their fab locations.

The EBITDA margin remained at a healthy 42%. In-
vestments in new products offset gains from higher 
volumes.

Market outlook 2021
VAT expects the market for its Global Service busi-
ness to continue to grow in 2021. This reflects both 
the expected continued strength of the semicon-

ductor sector as well as higher sales from new ser-
vice products launched in 2020 and the expansion 
of the upgrade and retrofit portfolio into control 
valve applications. Capital investments into new 
chip manufacturing plants is expected to remain 
high in 2021, which is also expected to drive de-
mand for subfab valve solutions. 

 

Net sales
by region %
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38 AMERICAS
17 EMEA
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Industry

The Industry segment primarily serves the automo-
tive sector with thin-metal membranes used in the 
manufacture of dampers for high-pressure fuel in-
jection pumps. They act to maintain a steady fuel 
supply, even during dramatic changes in fuel de-
mand, and thus are essential to achieving the high 
levels of fuel efficiency needed in today’s internal 
combustion engines.

After the transfer of the bellows business into the 
Valves segment in 2019, VAT continued to reposi-
tion its Industry segment by phasing out certain ac-
tivities at its factory in Romania that were not relat-
ed to its core vacuum valve business.

Performance review 2020  
Orders and net sales in the Industry segment de-
clined by 7% and 17% respectively, amounting to 
about CHF 15 million each. This decline mainly re-
flects the exit from non-valve-related activities in 
VAT’s operations in Romania. Demand in the auto-
motive sector in 2020 was severely impacted by 
production cutbacks caused by the COVID-19 pan-

demic, especially in Europe. VAT’s exposure to the 
Asian market, however, along with its success in 
maintaining production and product deliveries 
through the pandemic allowed it to mitigate most of 
this impact. 

Segment EBITDA increased by 42% as a result of 
further automation of production, including benefits 
realized from the fully automatic laser-welding ro-
bots installed in 2019.

Key figures Industry

In CHF million 2020 2019 Change

Order intake 14.5 15.5 –6.5%

Net sales 14.8 17.8 –16.8%

Inter-segment sales 10.0 8.9 11.3%

Segment net sales 24.7 26.7 –7.4%

Segment EBITDA 4.0 2.8 42.4%

Segment EBITDA margin 16.4% 10.6%

Segment net operating assets 33.9 29.5 14.9%

of wich net trade working capital 12.6 5.1 145.8%
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Net sales
by region %

46 ASIA
11 AMERICAS
43 EMEA

39
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29

1515
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11

Order intake & net sales
in CHF mn

16

2019

–7%

18

2019

–17%

Market outlook 2021
For 2021, VAT expects demand from the automo-
tive market to remain steady, while ongoing opera-
tional and productivity improvements are expected 
to support profitability.

Starting Q1 2021, VAT will integrate the activities 
of the Industry segment into the General Vacuum 
business unit and report it within the Valves seg-
ment. 
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Thomas Berden, COO
has served as VAT Group’s Chief Operating Officer  

since October 2020.

Michael Allison, CEO
has served as CEO of VAT Group since March 2018. 

Stephan Bergamin, CFO
has served as VAT Group’s Chief Financial Officer  

since January 2019.
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Heinz Kundert, Vice-chairman of the Board of Directors
was elected to the Board in March 2018 following 

three years as CEO of VAT Group.

Martin Komischke, Chairman of the Board of Directors
was elected chairman of VAT’s Board of Directors  

in May 2017. 

Libo Zhang, Member of the Board of Directors
was elected to the Board of VAT Group in March 2018.

Urs Leinhäuser, Member of the Board of Directors
was elected to the Board in March 2016.



41 VAT GROUP AG 
ANNUAL REPORT 2020

 GROUP EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE & BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Karl Schlegel, Member of the Board of Directors
was elected to the Board in March 2016. 

Hermann Gerlinger, Member of the Board of Directors
was elected to the Board in May 2017.

Daniel Lippuner, Member of the Board of Directors
was elected to the Board in May 2020. 




































































































































































































