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From local supplier to European medium-sized enterprise
OQEMA AG, founded by brothers Heinrich and Lutz Overlack in 1922 and formerly known as Overlack AG, is a 
third generation family business. The chemicals distributor based in Mönchengladbach originally supplied the 
local textile industry and industrial customers in the region with chemical raw materials. Today, the company 
maintains a presence at 40 locations in 18 countries. The OQEMA Group is using the investment capital for 
acquisitions, thus securing not only its sustainable growth, but also its independence.

Brisk trading, tradition and dependability
The nucleus of the OQEMA group of companies is 
directly adjacent to the Overlack family’s villa in a 
district of Mönchengladbach with houses and medi-
um-sized industrial enterprises. Trucks deliver raw 
materials, which are then processed. Vans collect 
chemicals in drums, and deliver them to the cosmetics 
or foodstuffs industry and to manufacturers of cleans-
ers or washing powders.
The extent to which the OQEMA company still follows 
the values of a family business is documented by its 
homepage: A historical black and white photograph 
shows the Overlack family in front of the villa, with 
an affirmation of family business virtues such as 
dependability, constancy and continuity.

Setting the course for tomorrow
The founders’ grandson Peter Overlack has been steer-
ing the company’s course since joining the business in 
1988. He first conducted an objective analysis of the 
family business’s opportunities and risks. With a dev-
astating conclusion: “Our business was too big to die, 
but too small to survive in the long term. We would 
either be sold to a larger company or, as I asked the 
family shareholders, they could waive the drawings 
from the corporate assets to which they were entitled 

so that we could put the cash back into the business 
for further growth. The family understood what I 
meant.”
Strengthened by the family’s assent, Peter Overlack 
prepared the next steps. His actions were guided by two 
considerations. On the one hand, the following gener-
ation should have a basis on which to decide whether 
to join the operational management or support the 
company in an active role as a shareholder. On the 
other hand, OQEMA was to occupy a leading position 
in the European chemicals distribution market and by 
doing so grow to a size which would secure its compet-
itiveness in the industry in the long term.
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Expansion in Eastern Europe
With the fall of the Berlin Wall, there was then an 
opportunity for repositioning and expansion of the 
firm. OQEMA reacted quickly. Just after the wall came 
down in 1990, the company opened a branch in Leipzig. 
In 1992, the opening of a branch in the Czech Republic 
followed, and then came Poland in 1997. Branches were 
later added in Russia, the Baltic states, Turkey, the Bal-
kans and Hungary. Today, OQEMA has a network with 
almost blanket coverage in Eastern Europe.

Buy and Build in the West
In parallel, Peter Overlack, together with his experi-
enced colleagues on the board Heinrich Eickmann and 
Sabine Moritz, prepared for expansion in Western 
Europe. Through friendly contacts with Biesterfeld, in 
which HANNOVER Finanz has also had a minority 
shareholding since 2011, Overlack learned of the possi-
bility of funding from a private equity investor.
“Banks can’t do what a private equity company can. 
We talked to 20 to 40 investors. It soon became appar-
ent that Anglo-American companies did not fit in with 
the mentality of a German medium-sized enterprise. 
Together, and with support from the capital partner, 
we developed a plan which seemed apt to us as fami-

ly shareholders to improve our competitive situation 
rapidly.”
The heart of the strategy is the taking up of equity cap-
ital in the form of a convertible bond to finance acqui-
sitions in Western Europe. These deliberations coincid-
ed with a phase in the industry in which small and 
medium-sized distributors were merging or having to 
sell their operations to larger competitors. Against that 
background, the directors identified and analysed stra-
tegically useful acquisitions which would sustainably 
strengthen the Group in Western Europe in terms of 
both customers and suppliers.

Well considered growth
OQEMA implemented several acquisitions, including the 
acquisition of the English distributor Lansdowne Chem-
icals and the takeover of the Stuttgart-based Klink Group, 
using the funds from the convertible bond. In total, the 
directors in Mönchengladbach now control a network 
spanning Europe with 40 branches in 18 countries and 
around 700 employees. With an annual volume of around 
1.3 million metric tons and 27,000 customers, the Group 
occupies a leading position on the European chemicals 
distribution market. For the 2019 business year, the board 
expects sales of around 820 million euros.


