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It was June, and the morning heat warned of high temperatures later in the afternoon. To avoid 

getting burnt when we returned, we covered the steering wheel of our Citroën C3 parked in the 

sun and prepared to enter IBARMIA’s world.  

At the entrance of their renovated facilities, we were welcomed by the portraits of the 

company’s three founders – José Mari and his sons, José and Enrique Ibarmia –, a tribute to 

those who laid the foundations of what the corporate group is today. 

Image 1. The founding partners: José María, José Ramón and Enrique Ibarmia 

 
Source: Ibarmia. 
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We were met by IBARMIA’s General Group Manager, Koldo Arandia, who led us through several 

corridors painted in the corporate colours up to a room with large windows overlooking one of 

the factory’s production spaces, the assembly hall. There, Enrique Ibarmia, son of José María 

Ibarmia and one of the group’s three founders, was waiting for us. We soon began an enthralling 

conversation which transported us back to the middle of the last century. 

The founders and the firm’s beginnings: a story of crises 

and rebuilding the family business 

At the end of the 1940s, José Mari Ibarmia gave up his job as a truck driver and embarked on a 

venture of making simple machine parts in a small workshop on Guardia Street in Azkoitia. With 

his savings, he bought two old lathes and a filing machine and, although he knew nothing about 

the trade, he was full of ideas and energy and set off on entrepreneurial journey together with 

his two young sons, José and Enrique Ibarmia, aged 19 and 15 respectively. The beginnings were 

humble, and it was a family acquaintance working at the nearby metal-mechanical business 

Construcciones Juaristi who supported them in their venture by offering his knowledge and 

advice. At that time, Construcciones Juaristi was a pioneering and leading company in the metal 

and mechanical industry in Azkoitia, where until then manufacturing jute products had been the 

sole industrial activity in the town. 

The first orders came from a factory in Zumaia, Tornos Egiguren. The pieces were machined at 

the Ibarmia workshop and then adjusted at Juaristi before being delivered to Egiguren. After a 

couple of years of working this way, Pablo Goikoetxea, who was in charge of Egiguren, founded 

Tornos Lafayette in Azpeitia and continued to entrust José Mari Ibarmia with the machining of 

his tool parts. 

 

Image 2. Enrique and José Ibarmia, a worker, and José Mari Ibarmia in their first workshop 

 
Source: IBARMIA. 
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As time went by, Tornos Lafayette gradually began machining its own tool parts and it was Pablo 

Goikoetxea himself who, since he had travelled a lot and knew the market, advised the Ibarmia 

family that it was in their interest to start manufacturing tabletop drills and column drills, given 

that they were in demand and that there were no suppliers for these types of tools on the 

market. 

 

José Mari took his advice, and embracing the idea, the family started to manufacture their first 

drills in 1953. They wanted a short and easy name that could be recognised in the market and 

so, inspired by their family name, José Mari created the brand Taladros IBA. Demand grew, but 

the family did not have enough resources to invest in the materials and machinery that were 

needed to be able to continue manufacturing. As a result, José Mari decided to bring new 

partners into the company. First, there was the owner of the hardware store which provided 

their supplies; then there was Antonio Sudupe who was a former worker at Juaristi and one of 

the founders of another nearby company, Sierras SABI; and finally, José Mari’s brother-in-law, 

who invested his savings in this drill manufacturing venture. IBARMIA thus became a company 

with six partners. 

 

Shortly after the company was refounded for the first time, it was hit by a crisis which almost 

caused its disappearance. IBARMIA was constantly manufacturing drills, which were sold, but 

despite the initial growing demand, the company was unable to make enough money. Their lack 

of knowledge about real costs led them to defaulting on their payments of supplies and salaries, 

which drowned the business when the drilling market started to slow down in 1957, and to be 

able to continue selling, prices had to be smashed. During those years, IBARMIA was unable to 

pay its suppliers and, eventually, they were taken to court by the main smelting service supplier, 

Fundiciones Olazabal y Huarte de Vitoria, which took everything, and in consequence, IBARMIA’s 

partners lost everything they had invested. 

 

- "Olazabal y Huarte took everything: the designs, models, and the little material that 

was left over in the workshop, as well as all the machinery and the IBA brand itself. It 

was very hard. Once again, we were left with nothing. We had to start from scratch all 

over again," remembers Enrique Ibarmia, founding partner of the IBARMIA Group. 

José Mari and his two sons had no other choice but to accept Olazabal y Huarte’s offer, which 

was to maintain the workshop activity, that is, to continue manufacturing drills, but under the 

control of the smelters from Vitoria. This situation lasted until 1960, when Olazabal y Huarte 

decided to take all of Taladros IBA’s manufacturing activity to their factory in Vitoria, in exchange 

for a small economic compensation to the family. 

- "There was a verbal agreement that was broken. The agreement was that we would 

continue working until we earnt enough money to pay off our debts and then, we 

would regain control of the workshop," says Enrique Ibarmia, founding partner of the 

IBARMIA Group. 
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José Mari was a dynamic entrepreneur and felt uncomfortable under the management of 

Olazabal and Huarte. He foresaw what was going to happen and told his son José to design and 

prepare the models and parts to manufacture two drills. This work was carried out at night 

together with José Mari "Xague" when he was free from his work at Juaristi. The first two units 

were assembled on Ángel Sudupe’s ("Patakie") business premises with the help of some reliable 

workers. The move of IBA’s activity to Vitoria had caused great concern among its 20 or so 

workers. It was a time of confusion and discouragement for the staff since they were unsure 

whether they should continue to go ahead with their company or whether they should start 

working at any of the local companies, as many others had done. 

 

- "At that time, my father told us: There will always be opportunities to work for others, 

and you are young; we can try again. He was a born entrepreneur. My older brother 

had great technical knowledge, and I respected him, and although he was more 

conservative than I was, we complemented each other," notes Enrique Ibarmia, 

founding partner of the IBARMIA Group. 

 

While about eight workers stayed with the Ibarmia family, another eight, led by Antonio Sudupe 

and Pedro Mari Arizmendi, founded Ibarmia’s eternal competitor company nearby, Taladros 

ERLO. Antonio Sudupe and Pedro Mari Arizmendi, together with some other partners and thanks 

to external funds, made a hefty investment in 1,000 square metre premises. 

 

Due to their limited financial resources, the Ibarmia family and the remaining eight workers 

decided to re-establish their business in a much humbler way. They chose a small 100 square 

meter location with a mezzanine for the office, which they called Taladros IBARMIA. This re-

founding was possible thanks to the crucial support of another firm, Mayor Hermanos, which at 

that time was one of the most important machine distributors in Spain, widely established at 

the national level. In fact, it was the relationship between the founder of Mayor Hermanos and 

José Mari Ibarmia, as well as Luis Mayor’s (the founder’s son) confidence in this family business, 

that gave them the support they needed to rebuild their company. 

 
- "Trust is everything; if you lose everybody’s trust, you’re left with nothing," 

acknowledges Enrique Ibarmia, founding partner of the IBARMIA Group. 

 

Mayor Hermanos gave them the necessary tools and machinery and drew a bill of exchange to 

be paid in 90 days, and this way, the initial investment in equipment was financed. Mayor 

Hermanos also purchased the drills that IBARMIA manufactured and, given their prestige, their 

bills of exchange were also easily discounted, which meant a source of cash which enabled 

Taladros IBARMIA to resume its drill production. From 1961 to 1965, a great deal of work was 

carried out under the brand name Taladros IBARMIA, and finally, the family was able to buy back 

their original place and return to it. The promising growth forecasts also led the family to expand 

its business and hence they bought an 11,000 m2 lot together with Luis Mayor, and even built a 

bridge to access it. Additionally, they rented a second place, bought new machinery and hired 

more staff, which not only increased the risk they had taken, but also involved the added 
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problem of organising production between the two geographically apart workplaces. All of this 

took its toll a few years later when demand stagnated yet again in 1967, and they were forced 

to sell half of the land. Once again, it was the total-trust relationship they had with their 

suppliers, with whom they recognised an outstanding debt, and also Luis Mayor’s support which 

were decisive for the business’s survival. 

 

José Mari’s son-in-law and José’s and Enrique’s brother-in-law, "Txatxo" Guraya, designed a 

splendid new workshop which was built on the new land, and in August 1969, their business 

activity was definitively moved to the new location where the company is currently located: 

 

- “During that month of August, we worked from dawn to dusk to have everything ready. 

In September we managed to surpass the production level which up until then had 

been achieved by the two separate warehouses," Enrique Ibarmia, founding partner of 

the IBARMIA Group, recalls with satisfaction. 

 

This new location not only allowed them to become more efficient, but it also helped the 

business evolve towards the production of larger drills. 

 

Internationalisation in the founders’ DNA 

- "We received our first international order from a Norwegian distributor, Bergsli, 

without doing anything in particular whatsoever. We asked Cruz Arriola from LAGUN 

for references, and since they were good, we started selling our drills to this 

distributor," remembers Enrique Ibarmia, founding partner of the IBARMIA Group. 

By the time José Mari Ibarmia began to withdraw from the company in 1965, his two sons had 

taken on their different roles in a natural way. The older brother, José, was a real genius dealing 

with the products, quality and production, while Enrique, four years younger, was in charge of 

the company’s sales. José Mari Sagarzazu, who was an employee at the Banco Guipuzcoano and 

someone the family trusted completely, was in charge of the accounts and financing. It was at 

this time that Sagarzazu joined full time and the company was then run by the three of them. 

- "When my father left the company and sold his share, Luis Mayor came in as a partner, 

and we were left with a third each. Luis is a great person and has always 

wholeheartedly supported our company," says Enrique Ibarmia, founding partner of 

the IBARMIA Group. 

In the early 1970s, they decided that they not only had to sell abroad but also that 50% of their 

sales had to be made in the international market. It was in 1972 when the firm first exhibited its 

products at the EMO Fair in Milan. Enrique, together with an English-speaking secretary 

presented six IBARMIA drills at their small stand in Milan and these were sold to a small Swiss 
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distributor, Rudolf Frei. Enrique found it very rewarding to return home empty-handed, and he 

quickly understood that they might be missing opportunities in the European market. 

- "The truth is that at first, we didn’t dare to go abroad with our products, but when we 

did, because of the constant ups and downs of the national market, we realised that 

there were also good, average and not so good products abroad, and that we were 

more competitive than we thought and an interesting option for many customers. Our 

prices were good, and all we had to do was to make our products known, which were 

of a very high quality. Internationalisation is what has saved and consolidated IBARMIA 

as a business,” Enrique Ibarmia affirms, founding partner of the IBARMIA Group. 

 

From then on, Enrique travelled a lot with a friend and translator, Jesús Ayestarán, "Suso", 

whose support for the family in this international venture was invaluable. In this new phase, 

once again, several strong relationships with international distributors based on mutual trust 

were key to IBARMIA’s international growth. Among them, the friendships between Enrique 

Ibarmia and Volker Wagner from Maschinen Wagner, a powerful German distributor, and Toni 

Huber, the Swiss owner of Newemag, were crucial. They grew together and always completely 

trusted each other. 

 

- “Toni was and is a great friend. He has brought many manufacturers to the company 

and to visit Donostia. I’d say more than 1,000 people have visited Donostia thanks to 

him. Mutual trust and honesty have been key to our relationship," states Enrique 

Ibarmia, founding partner of the IBARMIA Group. 

From the beginning of the 1970s onwards, IBARMIA drills were present in international markets 

with sales in all five continents (Latin America, South Africa, Japan...). However, the late 1970s 

and 1980s were again difficult years for the family and for the business. The European market 

no longer absorbed the production of drills and for this reason, the company decided to open 

up in other markets, such as Latin America, where it could invest, grow and develop. Mexico and 

Venezuela were the priority investment areas and so small production plants were opened in 

both countries in collaboration with external partners. 

- "The 1980s were tough years. It was complicated not only to set up a business in Latin 

America but also to follow up on these investments. Finally, in 1998, we left the 

Mexican plant for good. It was neither an easy nor a satisfactory experience," 

remembers Enrique Ibarmia, founding partner of the IBARMIA Group. 
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Technical quality of the product, IBARMIA’s differential 

value 

-  "My brother was like a teacher of all those who worked in the workshop. Quality was 

the most important thing for him. Either a top-quality product was delivered, or 

nothing was delivered at all,” recalls nostalgically Enrique Ibarmia, founding partner of 

the IBARMIA Group. 

 

José Ibarmia was always looking for something better; he constantly sought to improve the 

products and to advance in the production processes. In the mid-1970s, the first machining 

centres appeared, and José soon realised that they would eventually have to replace the drills 

and produce these new devices. 

  

José was passionate about technology and innovation, and in 1975 he decided to buy a 

machining centre, specifically, a Wotan machining centre from Germany, with punched tape 

control and a tool changer. Thanks to this investment, it was possible to handle work peaks, 

which were always a source of conflict in those days because they depended on the workers’ 

overtime. The automation involved in implementing this machining centre led not only to 

increased productivity but also to improvements in the final product’s quality. It was a key 

investment that changed the company’s way of working since it greatly improved both the way 

of machining and assembling. Thanks to the incorporation of numerical control in its machining 

processes, IBARMIA became a pioneer in the Spanish machine tool sector. 

 

- "There were no machines with such technology in Spain. We invested 23 million 

pesetas from that time, and this machine alone was worth more than the rest of the 

production assets. When we bought it, the truth is that the numbers didn’t add up, but 

José was sure from the beginning that it was the machine he wanted and, although it 

was difficult for us to start it up and learn how to operate it, it meant a considerable 

advance for IBARMIA," says Enrique Ibarmia, founding partner of the IBARMIA Group. 

 

Thanks to this purchase, as well as the expansion carried out previously in 1972, and the 

remodelling of the manufacturing line designed by José and "Xague" (the company’s 

draughtsman), the IBARMIA plant was a reference at that time for other manufacturers in the 

area and was visited by countless delegations. 

 

In the early 1980s, José began to notice that the days of his star product, the drill, were 

numbered as a production machine and that they had to move towards greater technological 

sophistication in their products. At that time, IBARMIA’s technical department was made up of 

José himself, two experienced employees and Xabier, José’s eldest son, who showed great 

interest in industrial design and already knew the company from having spent a lot of time in 

the workshop making tools. It was a small team but with outstanding technical capacity. 
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The team’s restlessness led them to go into partnership with AURKI, an electronic engineering 

company located in Mondragón that developed electronic control systems and was the embryo 

of today’s FAGOR Automation. Thanks to this, they were able to start adding numerical control 

to their drill machines. 

- "The start of this new activity was not easy since we faced problems in all areas; we 

even had trouble finding and buying the new basic components in order to add them to 

these new control systems," recalls Enrique Ibarmia, founding partner of the IBARMIA 

Group. 

 
Image 3. A numerically controlled IBARMIA drill 

 
Source: IBARMIA. 

 
At the 1982 Machine Tool Biennial Exhibition (BIEMH), they presented three models of this new 

product which was capable of moving the piece to be drilled, whilst the drill was working 

following numerical commands. This made the drills more versatile and functional. But the 

people visiting the exhibition did not understand the innovation, which was a strong blow indeed 

for IBARMIA’s technical team. 

- “Only a few experienced people from the machining industry saw how these CNC drills 

could be applied, and after five years of production (alongside the production of the 

conventional drills), the sale of these new drills was abandoned," recounts Xabier 

Ibarmia, partner and Technical Director of the IBARMIA Group. 

 

Despite these occasional sales, it was clear to José that the drill production would be 

transformed with the introduction of control machinery, and thinking about the future of the 
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family business, he decided that the product portfolio needed to evolve towards machines that 

were capable of automatically changing the tools. 

 

- "Making drills was easy for us. What’s more, they sold well. But we knew we had to 

evolve. The difficult thing was to know which path to take and in which direction," 

reflects Enrique Ibarmia, founding partner of the IBARMIA Group. 

 

This is how they presented their first machining centre with automatic tool changer at the 1985 

BIEMH. By then entrepreneurs were familiar with this type of machine, which began to be sold 

more easily. However, as the market grew, so did the competition, in particular, Japanese and 

German firms who participated in the exhibition with similar machines. Ibarmia realised then 

that there were more competitors than they had imagined and that unless they found a niche, 

the battle would be lost. 

 

In 1985, after a visit to the EMO fair, José decided to purchase a new, vertical machining centre. 

This time the objective was not to improve internal production, but rather to examine this 

machine to be able to manufacture and sell machining centres. José saw that they could adapt 

the machine according to their customers’ needs and that the Japanese would not be able to 

compete with them since they did not customise their products. Nevertheless, the transition to 

manufacturing this new product took more than a decade to be completed. 

 

- "It was not easy to go from being a leading manufacturer of a 3,000 euro product 

(average price of a conventional drill) to convincing customers to invest in a 300,000 euro 

machine. For years we were known as ‘those drillers who now manufacture machining 

centres’. That label stuck with us well into the 2000s." points out Xabier Ibarmia, 

technical director of the IBARMIA Group. 

  



   

 
 

12 
 

Image 4. IBARMIA vertical machining centre 

 
Source: IBARMIA. 

Complete transformation of the business model 

While Koldo Arandia, who was married to Enrique Ibarmia’s eldest daughter Salome and a 

graduate in Business Administration and Management from the University of Deusto, was on a 

training trip in England, Enrique suggested to him that he should join the company so as to assist 

him in the international business area. 

 
And therefore, after his return from England, Koldo joined the company in April 1988. 
 

- "My father himself was an entrepreneur, and ever since I was a teenager, I was 

connected to the company in some way or another, either collecting outstanding 

payments or at my uncle’s machining workshop in Andoain where I worked in the 

summers with tools like saws, drills, lathes, or the milling machine. Thanks to all of this, 

IBARMIA’s environment was not foreign to me. As well as being the manager, I wanted 

to be more committed to the company and so I bought some shares to become an 

owner. I’m the only shareholder who is not a family member," says Koldo Arandia, 

General Manager of IBARMIA Group. 

 

Enterprising, hard-working and full of ideas, Koldo began to revitalise the sales network which 

by then was well-established because of the company’s exports trajectory. Moreover, a boom 

period had begun with a huge demand that could not be satisfied. 
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- "When I was young and joined the company, things ran smoothly. We would go to lunch, 

and when we came back, there was a new pile of drill orders which had come in by fax 

and were waiting for us", recounts Koldo Arandia, General Manager of the IBARMIA 

Group. 

 

However, the sector was hit once more by a crisis in 1992 and 1993, coinciding with the 

Barcelona Olympics and Seville’s World Exhibition. It was a very difficult time, but orders for 

machining centres coming from Italy improved the situation. 

 
Image 5. IBARMIA drills exhibited at a trade fair 

 
Source: IBARMIA. 

 
Hence, step by step, the machining centre started gaining a good position in foreign markets. 

Not only had the product improved, thanks to José’s obsession with quality, but it had also been 

attractively designed by his son Xabier. In fact, they won the Design Award at the 1996 BIEMH. 

 

- "The design was our own, that is, homemade. José, the draughtsman, and I had 

developed it, and we even competed with designs that had been outsourced by big 

traditional machine tool manufacturers such as Ona or Danobat. We were very proud 

of this award because in those days, IBARMIA was not as important in the sector as it is 

today,” recalls Xabier Ibarmia, technical director of the IBARMIA Group. 

 

It was not long before Koldo became aware that the company had to progress and that if they 

continued to produce drills, this would hold the company back in its development towards the 

production of machining centres, an endeavour which demanded all the energy and resources 

available in the organisation. Thus, at the end of the 1990s, and after the approach of another 

higher-level machine tool manufacturer from Gipuzkoa, Koldo met with the family and proposed 

the disinvestment of the drilling line. This proposal came at a time when it might have seemed 
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a heresy, especially when the largest number of drills in the history of IBARMIA was sold from 

1998 to 2000. 

 

The development of the machining centre division affected the whole organisation and its 

internal processes: i.e., sales, engineering, production, assembly, assistance... It became clear 

that IBARMIA had to devote itself exclusively to manufacturing numerically controlled machines 

that were tailored to the final customer. This meant that IBARMIA had to radically change its 

target customer in the market from the machine distributor/wholesaler to the industrial end-

user/client. It was not only the main activity itself that had to be transformed but also the basic 

resources needed to sustain it, in other words, people and knowledge. New talent had to be 

recruited, that is, engineers with skills and knowledge who would strengthen the base on which 

to build a new IBARMIA. 

 
- "José was a genius, his technical knowledge was outstanding, and Enrique was totally 

respected by him and everyone; but this business model could not be replicated. The 

transition of the business model required the commitment of more people," affirms 

Koldo Arandia, General Manager of the IBARMIA Group. 

 

In 2000, Koldo Arandia took over the management of the IBARMIA corporate group. The two 

founders agreed entirely that Koldo had the right profile to take on this revolution in the 

company’s business model and ensure the sustainability of the family’s legacy in the future. 

 

- "I have always felt supported by the founders, Enrique and José, and also by the rest of 

the family, despite the hard times we have gone through. The fact that I am not from 

the Ibarmia family has helped me to separate the different spheres clearly, and I must 

say that the family has always supported the strategic decisions that had to be taken, 

especially in difficult moments," states Koldo Arandia, General Manager of the 

IBARMIA Group. 

The transition in the firm’s management was smooth and gradual. The most challenging part 

was transforming the firm’s business model. In 1995 and 1996, a market research study was 

carried out throughout Germany with the help of a German consultant, Herr Becker. The study 

concluded that it would be a good for the company to manufacture moving column machining 

centres with fixed table, but that automatic spindle heads also had to be incorporated, as an 

option. In 2001, albeit after many doubts, the family became convinced and finally decided that 

the company would enter the world of manufacturing machines with automatic spindle heads, 

which today make up 90% of what is produced at IBARMIA. The first prototype was exhibited at 

the EMO trade show in Hannover, which began on 12th September 2001, precisely the day after 

the terrorist attack on the Twin Towers in New York. 

Machining centre production grew considerably, and exports reached over 80% of production, 

which changed the company sales from being exclusively European to reaching more distant 

markets such as some developing countries and North America. The combination of 

manufacturing both machining centres and drills led to an increasingly difficult situation and 
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therefore, at Koldo’s suggestion, the decision was made to create independent companies for 

the machining centres, the drills and machining itself. And so, a new corporate group structure 

was established at the beginning of the new fiscal year in January 2006. This prepared the 

business for what was to come, and for a second time, at the end of 2006, the family finally 

agreed to Koldo’s proposal to sell the thriving drilling activity to the neighbouring and eternal 

rival company Talleres ERLO. This decision was particularly painful and challenging because of 

its emotional impact, but it was decisive for IBARMIA’s subsequent take-off. The negotiation 

process with ERLO was a lengthy one, but Koldo’s persistence brought it to a successful 

conclusion, and an agreement was signed in 2009, of which some of the clauses were still in 

force in 2019. 

New blood in IBARMIA. Learning together 

- "We give a lot of importance to selecting the right people and this is the reason why 

Amaia Ibarmia is in charge of people management. We want honest people who are 

committed to the business project," emphasises Koldo Arandia, General Manager of 

the IBARMIA Group. 

Since the end of the nineties, a time which coincided with the hiring of new engineers, IBARMIA 

has focused on the design of spindle heads. The request for this innovation, which had been 

detected earlier through Herr Becker’s market research, came from an IBARMIA German 

representative, Willi Mazeth, a force-of-nature when it comes to sales.  

- "One day, he approached me and asked: ‘When are you going to start producing 

automatic spindle heads? The Germans already have them, and I’m losing sales’. They 

are going to push us out of the market," Xabier Ibarmia remembers, technical manager 

of the IBARMIA Group. 

As a result of this request, and also because the market dictated it, the following years saw 

IBARMIA develop different types of automatic spindle heads, which would later make up the 

new types of 5-axis machining centres. 

In 1998, the technical office was formed by a team of 5 or 6 people. Engineers who later joined 

the company had to integrate into this team which had been working in a very traditional way 

for many years. Gradually, the new hires gained the confidence of the senior engineers, who 

also started trusting them and assigning them duties and tasks. It is thanks to this teamwork that 

IBARMIA currently manufactures 80 customised and highly complex and technologically 

sophisticated machining centres every year. 

- “I was one of the first engineers to be hired by IBARMIA. Expectations were high, and 

although the beginnings were hard, I gained trust from my bosses, and before the first 

year had ended, they gave me a permanent contract. Before, I had worked at a 

technology centre, and the rhythm, demand and pressure associated with such an 
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activity as IBARMIA’s was indeed a radical change in my day-to-day life and a reality 

check. I was slowly given more and more responsibilities, leading teams of designers 

and so on. As a matter of fact, new people were constantly hired: from the 5 or 6 

technical staff we were at the end of the nineties to the 30 or so people that make up 

the engineering team today," Jon Ander Badiola, Production Engineering Manager at 

the IBARMIA Group. 

The new hires brought enthusiasm and commitment with them, as well as a strong technical 

base they had acquired at university. The growing weight of these employees in the organisation 

meant that the company had to take into account their professional goals and develop their 

career plans at IBARMIA. To attract and retain talent, it was thus necessary to motivate and 

empower the staff and give them a certain degree of autonomy. A crucial moment was when 

management and two engineers, who had already been in the company for several years, 

proposed to reorganise the engineering department.  

- "Our proposal was to separate the engineering activity from the production one; that 

is, to have an engineering area that was free from the day-to-day hassles and that was 

fully dedicated to developing new products and technological surveillance based on 

close contact with customers during the pre-sale negotiations of the machines. We 

took an active part in this restructuring, which we saw as an ambitious and motivating 

project," Jon Ander Badiola, Production Engineering Manager of the IBARMIA Group. 

This organisational change created a differential value. Providing a group within the organisation 

with specific time to systematically monitor the environment without being immersed in the 

daily business activity meant that the company could explore new products and boost product 

development. Today, this new developments’ department has about 9 or 10 engineers who are 

also in charge of pre-sales, adapting the products to the real needs of the clients. 

- "The fact that pre-sales and new developments are in the hands of the same team is 

important because being in touch with potential customers gives IBARMIA the chance 

to analyse the sector and gain a lot of knowledge about how the market reacts to the 

company’s offers. Indeed, the pre-sales process, even if it is not successful, is a never-

ending source of knowledge for improving our products," Jon Ander Badiola, 

Production Engineering Manager of the IBARMIA Group. 

The other side of the engineering area is the production engineering department which initially 

was only responsible for the mechanical design. However, in 2007, it became necessary to bring 

together these two worlds, which until then had evolved independently: mechanical design and 

electronic design. As machines became more customised and sophisticated, both types of design 

could not be separated and had to be carried out hand in hand, developing into the so-called 

mechatronic design. As a consequence, the two types of engineering were integrated and now 

form a department with about 20 employees. 

- "In the design phase we have to consider aspects beyond the purely mechanical design. 

Right from the beginning, one of the objectives must be the dynamic response of the 
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machine, which leads to a better adjustment and synchronisation between the 

mechanical and electronic parts. Other aspects of any design, which are becoming 

increasingly important, are costs or the environmental impact, not to mention the strict 

compliance with the European machine safety directives," Jon Ander Badiola, 

Production Engineering Manager of the IBARMIA Group. 

In short, IBARMIA’s management and organisation, and its people, have evolved. 

- "I have been a member of IBARMIA’s management committee since 2015, in which 

there are ten people and most of them are not part of the family. Koldo has played a 

key role in opening up the firm. He saw that management responsibilities had to be 

offered to the people who were committed to the project, even if they were not part of 

the family,” Ion Ander Badiola says, Production Engineering Manager of the IBARMIA 

Group. 

The family, the central pillar of IBARMIA 

In 2005, after lengthy negotiations with Azcoitia’s City Council and the Provincial Council of 

Gipuzkoa, another 2000 square metres were purchased and added to the 8,000 square metre 

plant the company already had, which made a total of 10,000 square metres. This allowed 

IBARMIA to move from 7-metre-high facilities to two new 12-metre-high factory buildings 

housing 40 and 32-tonne cranes. Thanks to this huge space, they were able to manufacture 

machinery to produce big circular pieces, flanges and rings for the wind power industry. Without 

these factory buildings, this machinery could not have been built. This whole venture began with 

an order placed by the firm Forjas de Iraeta (Aizarnazabal) on Christmas Eve. Koldo Arandia and 

Xabier Ibarmia negotiated with the firm’s manager who made the request. 

- “They asked us to manufacture a large and powerful machine; it had to be really tough 

because they were going to ‘break’ it, so to speak. They said they would only buy it on 

that condition, which meant a real challenge for us. After doing the math, we 

contacted them again and sent them a budget which was over 999,000 euros. They 

were of course, very surprised. One million euros for a drill! But they thought things 

over, and on 24th December, they placed their order. Six months later, this client came 

to visit us, to see how the project was going. I remember he stepped back in 

amazement: ‘Now I understand why this machine is worth one million euros!’ he said. 

As it was, the drill weighed 125 tons,” recalls Xabier Ibarmia, technical manager of 

IBARMIA’s Group. 

Once more, it was the trust that a client had in IBARMIA that enabled them to meet this 

challenge, when up until then they had never manufactured anything so big. The client was 

satisfied and purchased three more drills in the following years. And this is how, in 2005, 

IBARMIA became a major point of reference in manufacturing drills for the wind power industry, 
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to the extent that competitors refused to submit their bids in tenders where IBARMIA was 

among the bidders. 

In 2008 and 2009, however, orders were cancelled, and sales reached a very low point after a 

period of incredible growth. This was due to two reasons. On the one hand, the electricity 

companies and the governments were not investing in wind energy anymore and, on the other 

hand, the remaining stock covered the scarce demand. This was how the wind power market 

dropped, and in 2009, redundancies had to be made that affected a large share of IBARMIA’s 

workforce. These were hard years, with literally no orders coming in during 2010 and 2011. In 

fact, in one year, only five or six machines were sold. 

In those years, in addition to having to deal with the slowdown of the wind power industry, the 

company had lost competitiveness in the former machining market. During the wind energy 

boom, they had neglected their other products since the factory was fully engaged in producing 

wind power machinery parts. They had also ignored their regular distributors and, consequently, 

were squeezed out of the market because they were not competitive enough in terms of time 

and service.  

This was a bad time for the company and once again, the family were there to back up the 

business project. Instead of closing the business or selling it, the family decided to continue to 

support the company financially. The entire organisation responded equally, contributing to the 

financial effort in two ways: 25% of the salaries were withheld (and later returned) and the 

staff’s commitment to product development was reaffirmed through innovation and design.  

- "The company’s usual products had been neglected. But still, all the workers were 

highly committed, and since there were hardly any orders, we had a lot of time and 

took advantage of it, making design and safety improvements and other innovations 

which during periods of intense activity we didn’t have enough time for. This 

represented a leap forward. But there is more. The Ibarmia family is a proud one and 

indeed, its roots and commitment have enabled the company to continue thriving over 

the years. It is their life philosophy: if company owners do not believe in their company, 

then business is lost. All these years haven’t been easy, and the family has always been 

there, supporting the company’s project," Ion Ander Badiola, Production Engineering 

Manager of the IBARMIA Group. 
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IBARMIA today 

The development of strategic plans and in process organisation, together with the new 

management and staff, have all helped IBARMIA to evolve. 

- "Thanks to instruments such as Berrikuntza, the Basque Government’s agenda, we 

have managed to take steps forward. We have formed a Management Committee that 

reflects the professionalisation of our management and the corporate and internal 

reorganisation. Also, strategic plans have been approved. In 2013, we developed a 

decisive 3-year strategic plan for the 2014-2016 period, which we called TOP202430. 

With this plan, we aimed to boost the sales of machining centres each year up to EUR 

20, 24 and 30 million, respectively," says Koldo Arandia, General Manager of the 

IBARMIA Group. 

Image 6. Evolution of the IBARMIA Group’s sales 2013-2019

 

Source: IBARMIA. 

Owing to IBARMIA’s history and certain decisions taken recently, IBARMIA has received various 

innovation and design awards and prizes: 

- 2019: Industrial SME Company Award – Gipuzkoa’s Chamber of Commerce. 

- 2018: Special Honours in the National Prize for Innovation at the 30th BIEMH in Bilbao. 

- 2015: Business Innovation Award (25th edition) - Basque Business and Society 

Foundation. 

- 2012: National Prize for Design and Innovation at the 27th BIEMH in Bilbao. 

 
IBARMIA successfully incorporated automatic spindle heads in its machining centres and 

launched a range of drilling solutions for circular pieces (flanges and rings) based on its know-

how to produce drills and its experience in manufacturing numerically controlled machines. 

Today, in 2019, IBARMIA is a corporate group that provides high value-added and tailored 

solutions for 5-axis machining centres.  

https://www.ibarmia.com/es/actualidad/
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With its young and dynamic team of 140 people, IBARMIA is firmly committed to innovation, 

targeting markets with significant consumption potential (EU, USA, China, India...). Furthermore, 

its Industry 4.0 strategy is an example of this commitment to innovation, considering this 

concept as a way to increase efficiency and flexibility for the company’s customers. The future 

of manufacturing will be one of automation and robotics, constant monitoring of connected 

machines, intelligent working environments and new production processes such as additive 

manufacturing. 

Image 7. One of IBARMIA’s novel products 

 

Source: IBARMIA. 

As a result of effective and stable collaboration with external research centres such as Tecnalia, 

IBARMA has incorporated additive manufacturing and 3D printing to the machining process (by 

means of laser cladding for adding material to machine parts), which has given birth to the ADD-

PROCESS series. This new multi-process machining centre is set to revolutionise the industry 

since all the pieces are machined by the same machine and even together in the same batch. 

The process offers many applications for manufacturing prototypes and unique pieces, as well 

as for restoring and repairing highly valuable pieces. The relevant capacity of IBARMIA’s moving 

column machining centres allows additive manufacturing to be carried out with large pieces and 

therefore at a higher cost. 

In addition to innovating and improving quality, IBARMIA has thought of how to carry out its 

activities in a way that is sustainable and environmentally friendly. The corporate group has 

redefined its machine design procedures from their beginning, incorporating environmental 

concern into production development. Therefore, it now can offer eco-friendly machines as well 

as easily recyclable ones, lowering electrical power consumption and reducing the 

environmental impact. 

- "Our priority has always been the company first, and then the family, precisely, to 

guarantee the family legacy," states Enrique Ibarmia, founder of the IBARMIA group.  
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IBARMIA in 2022, an authentic and demanding company 

It is with the company in mind that they have been working on the 2020-2022 strategic plan. 

This process commenced with the board of directors identifying the company’s challenges. After 

informing the management committee of their findings, they organised four monographic 

workshops, one for each challenge, inviting experts to add to the debates and strategic thinking. 

These experts were managers both from SMEs and multinational companies, as well as legal 

advisors. Two people from the company related to each challenge were also invited in order to 

broaden the range of views and promote internal participation.  

Inevitably, the workshops focused on two main concerns: globalisation and digitalisation. Both 

issues have an impact on people and the company’s activities and are present in the challenges 

to be faced. The whole process has been increasingly participatory, and the plan will be 

presented at the company’s assembly in February 2020, the aim being that the entire 

organisation makes the strategic business project its own as well as IBARMIA’s four challenges. 

The first challenge, called increased profitability, is for all the people who make up IBARMIA to 

push the company towards earning money in an ethical and honest way. The company’s current 

highly complex activities and the high standards demanded require that it focuses on 

profitability. For this reason, the company wants to be a major reference in terms of workers’ 

wages, digital infrastructures, and corporate social responsibility with the community and 

stakeholders.  

 

- "Between company and family, of course, we choose the company. I mean, it is clear 

that the family is its driving force, which it must be of course, but also, what must 

always prevail are the sustainability, growth and competitiveness of the business 

project...," says Koldo Arandia, General Manager of the IBARMIA Group. 

The second challenge is to generate income not only from the sale of products but also from 

digital services and connected machines. To achieve this, on the one hand, there is the 

innovation in the design of the machines themselves. With this purpose, IBARMIA organises the 

Soñar (‘Working on a Dream’) seminars, whose first edition was held in Bilbao, and the second 

one in San Sebastián. In the latter, eleven staff members travelled in December to San Sebastián 

to have lunch and visit different design objects, such as Nakagin’s Capsule from the Euskadi 

Mugak Architecture Biennial Conference and on display in front of the Nautical Club, the Ulm 

School of Design exhibition at San Telmo’s Museum, and an exhibition about Basque industrial 

design at the Tabakalera culture centre. Although the company’s design sensibility is not new, 

having also recently received several industrial design awards, this experimental immersion in 

Basque and international design has further inspired the work of IBARMIA’s engineers. On the 

other hand, servitisation of manufacturing is increasingly at play. In this respect, it is not only 

the quantity that has to be increased but also customer service which has to become more 

sophisticated.  



   

 
 

22 
 

 

Image 8. IBARMIA machining centre. 

 

Source: IBARMIA. 
 

The third challenge is to focus on branding and on promoting the company’s premium brand 

image in a consistent way. The final objective is for the company to grow and position itself as a 

reference in the markets in terms of quality, i.e., as a superior brand of technological 

performance. Therefore, IBARMIA plans to have a stronger presence in the three types of 

markets it has entered; that is, those markets where it already enjoys a big share, those it has 

access to and in which it has achieved a good positioning, and finally, those markets it has access 

to but its position needs improving.  

 

- "Currently, in the same way as a soldier is always supposed to be brave, we are supposed 

to know how to make good machines. That’s why it’s now time to do something new, it is 

time for the company to grow, to position itself better in the markets, and it’s time for us 

to be seen as a reference, because of our high standards of service, quality and 

technology," says Koldo Arandia, General Manager of the IBARMIA Group. 

 

Moving from an investment stage in which, currently, many SMEs find themselves, to a stage of 

reaping the benefits is the path that IBARMIA is planning to follow over the next two years. Also, 

bearing in mind that IBARMIA is now a small multinational company, they are planning to 

manufacture in China, a challenge which four years ago would not have even been thought of 

for logistical, organisational and technological reasons, since it involved operating in an 

unknown environment and dealing with a complex order from China. 

Finally, the fourth challenge is to put emphasis also on culture and talent. In this regard, the 

company has reflected seriously on what IBARMIA is and wants to be. 
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- "We are not a sexy or irresistible organisation, but we are unique, and above all, we 

consider ourselves an authentic organisation in terms of values, and have a deep 

commitment. We are extremely demanding too, since we compete globally with a high 

technological level, and face really big competitors…," says Koldo Arandia, General 

Manager of the IBARMIA Group. 

In terms of talent and despite its demanding nature, IBARMIA has the capacity to attract young 

people who value the company’s authenticity. In fact, the average age of employees is 36 years 

old, which makes it a rather young organisation and provides it with the energy needed to tackle 

the challenges ahead. 

Image 9. IBARMIA’S factory plant seen from above 

 
Source: IBARMIA. 

 

To sum up, this Gipuzkoan enterprise seeks to grow in a healthy way and to advance by 

generating progress while, at the same time, maintaining the flexibility and agility of its origins. 

The company is aware that this is no easy task, but they also know that the key to success is and 

will be the people. Only with their commitment and high level of self-discipline will they be able 

to transform today’s IBARMIA into a demanding and authentic IBARMIA 2022. 

 


