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ICT

African manufacturers 
are increasingly turning 

to computer-assisted 
design and 3D printing. 

productONE is a 
company with a mission – 

making African  
products great.
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Founded in 1991, 
productONE is 
the principal 
African re-seller of 
computer-assisted 
design technology 

(CAD) and software from the 
multinational software company 
PTC. Their MD, Charles Anderson, 
had an unusual route into the 
business.

“I became involved with 
productONE firstly as a customer. 
In 1993 I was working with 
De Beers at their research 
laboratory, where they 
developed their proprietary 
equipment for recovering 
diamonds, and we needed a 
good CAD system. We ended 
up selecting PTC Pro|Engineer 
(now PTC Creo). I think I really got 
involved directly, working first as 
a part time consultant for the 
company in the late 1990s and 
then full time from a couple of 
years after that. I think it gives me 
a good perspective of both sides 
of the business.”

Anderson’s time with the 
company has seen  

productONE go from strength  
to strength. Since he joined, it 
has expanded from its base in 
selling software, introducing 
a whole suite of product 
development solutions as well 
as other types of software for 
technical fields. 

productONE now employs 
over 45 people, working with 

“Our customers’ 
products range from 
things as simple as 
a beer bottle to as 
complex as  
a missile

clients to understand their 
customers’ business, in order to 
select the appropriate solutions 
and systems. Along with CAD 
software, the company also 
provides closed loop Product 
Lifecycle Management (PLM) 
software, Application Lifecycle 
Management (ALM) and  
Service Lifecycle Management 
(SLM) solutions.
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“At the moment, a typical 
customer is essentially involved 
in some kind of mechanical 
basic or what we call discrete 
product development,” he 
explains. “They range from 
things as simple as a beer bottle 
to as complex as a missile. We 
started off  providing them with 
the engineering tools to design 
the mechanical aspects of that 
product with the CAD, and then 
I think it’s expanded to include a 
lot of other aspects of successful 
product development, managing 
not only that sort of data within 
the engineering fi eld but also 
the other data that’s required 
to successfully develop that sort 
of product.”

More than just sales
Anderson emphasises that 
productONE do much more 
than just re-selling software. 
“It’s also looking at optimising 
the business processes around 
that, in terms of the specifi c 
marketing and product 
requirements that can optimise 
their systems and ultimately add 
value to their business.” 

“Our starting point is always to 
understand what the client’s 
business is about. We’re not 
business consultants that are 
going to suggest this or that, or 
strategies to follow. We need to 
understand what their strategy 
is and then we can analyse 

“Countries are 
looking at bringing 
in this technology 
to support their 
operations. 
They can then 
manufacture spare 
parts as they need 
them, and they 
don’t need to worry 
about holding 
spares

their existing processes. We then 
come up with a suggestion as 
to how those processes can be 
improved through adopting 
the right sort of technology. It’s 
defi nitely not just a game of 
dropping a box of software.

“I think that there are a lot of 
new opportunities that are 
coming out in other African 
countries, and I think it’s a very 
good time to do that now, with 
Africa developing a lot, and 
off ering a lot of potential in the 
world of the next two or three 
decades.” Anderson expects 
his company’s customer base 
to shift as the service they off er 
continues to change and African 
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business leaders become more 
aware of the potential off ered by 
companies like productONE.

The future of design 
technology
productONE are also involved 
in the emerging fi elds of Internet 
of Things (IoT) and Augmented 
Reality (AR), designing software 
and systems for companies 
involved in this hugely exciting 
area. AR technology involves 
enhancing the design process 
with virtual reality technology, 
allowing designers to ‘hold’ 
and manipulate 3D models in 
real space, a huge advantage 
in visualising abstract objects. 
productONE also provide IoT 
technology, using the internet 
to create smart versions of 
everyday devices – heating 
systems that can be turned on 
via apps, for example.

One other new opportunity in 
the realm of computer assisted 
design is 3D printing, which 
allows the easy production 
of computer-designed 
components. While productONE 
is not exclusively moving into 
this area, Anderson is optimistic 
for its future. “A number of our 
customers use that to develop 
the physical products in a way 
that they can really discuss with 
their customers and give them 
a feel for what the project will 
be like.” There is the potential 
for 3D printing to supplement 
productONE’s work in AR 
technology and create a leap 
forward in design capability, 

revolutionising the process of 
creating physical products.

“I think the main thing is that 
the technology is now reaching 
the point where you’re able 
to produce production-ready 
parts – parts that can be used 
out in the fi eld. There’s a fair bit of 
work being done in South Africa 
around metal synthesising in the 
fi eld of titanium, in conjunction 
with four European companies. I 
think what’s exciting to us that’s 
going to be coming up this 
next year with the recent PTC 
Creo 4 release is the capability 
to take in that specifi cally for 
additive manufacturers.”

It’s hard to not be excited about 
the possibilities 3D printing 
presents, and Anderson is 
certainly looking forward to the 
devices becoming widespread. 
“Designers will be able to 
optimise the product design for 
these new capabilities like the 
introduction of optimised lattice 
structures within the product, 
to ensure that they’ve got the 
physical strength and fi tness that 
is required but are lighter and 
cheaper to make.”

These qualities make for an 
exciting opportunity, specifi c to 
the demands of Africa. “I think 
that bearing in mind some of 
the issues in Africa where it’s 
not always that easy to get to 
spare parts, there have been 
a number of initiatives in rapid 
prototyping and manufacturing- 
countries are looking at bringing 

in this technology to support 
their operations. They can then 
manufacture spare parts as they 
need them, and they don’t need 
to worry about holding spares 
and getting things transported. 
One of the challenges 
mentioned was just getting 
things through customs to some 
of these companies.”

With the future of African 
design facing such technological 
advances, and companies 
like productONE to spearhead 
their use, the continent looks 
set to continue its creation of 
world-leading products well into 
the future. 
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