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“Men deserve praise, who 
in themselves have found the 
impulse to rise up on their 
own shoulders.” 
séneca
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not been able to provide true and complete (more than 
deserved) reciprocity.

It was at the company that I learned early on the 
meaning of work, seriousness, respect for one’s word, 
and commitment. I also learned about going through 
difficult times, the need to make decisions and, of 
course, experiencing times of happiness.

These memories are shared with my brother, who has 
joined me in this human, business and professio-
nal adventure. How many times during the Summer 
school holidays did we curse our “fate” of having to 
go to work while our friends would go to the beach. 
How many times thereafter did I find out that this 
time had been so well spent, that it had allowed us to 
have some insight into business life and management, 
which proved to be so useful in the years when we had 
to achieve the right outcomes alone.

Throughout the life of the founders, and the company, 
many social, economic and political changes occurred 
in the world and in Portugal.

Throughout its life, OLI has always been able to adapt 
to modern times (it was one of the first companies to 
use a computer for invoicing and accounting), always 
riding the wave of modernisation of the market, 
products and processes.

The second generation brought in manufacturing and 
one further factor of adaptation and growth, as well as 
the relationship with the Italian partners. 

From the origins of the founders, António and Saul, 
to this day, we believe that this book shows the 
important moments regarding the human feelings 
and characteristics of those people who were the 
genesis of OLI, and those that accompanied them. 
I am sure that this book will serve as a testimony 
to the references of the next generation and those 
that follow. This book, in some way, reflects the over-
lapping history of OLI and the Oliveira family. Of 
course, sometimes the reader will question whether 
this book tells the story of OLI or the story of the 
Oliveira family. I would say that it relays the story of 
both, because for much of the time, and throughout 
the book, they are mixed and blended together. 

OLI was born 65 years ago from the dream, irreve-
rence and will to overcome, of two brothers, both 
simple and humble: my father and my uncle. The two 
founding members, neither rich nor poor (in that era), 
would ride on their bicycles, and the products they 
sold were mostly for subsistence living and agricul-
ture. Portugal was a poor country! 

From a very early age, I have memories of visiting the 
company with my father, now by car (a beetle with an 
oval rear window) and with my brother of course, who 
remembers going with my father to visit even earlier, 
riding on the bicycle frame.

It was at the company that I learned to read and 
write, before going to primary school, with “Lena”, 
who taught me everything and who gave me almost 
inexplicable patience and dedication. I fear that I have 

OLI: from the past to the future
António Oliveira
P R E S I D E N T
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The third generation, already present, engaged and 
well-tuned to the Italian partners, brought a new 
dimension of internationalisation, as well as new and 
proven production management processes.

The first 25 years were challenging at first, but later 
the company saw strong and continuous growth 
and affirmation in the market, for which the first 
generation (the founders) applied all their energy, 
knowledge, work and management capacity.

The 25 years that followed brought about some chan-
ges, marked by the arrival of the second generation, 
the beginning of production, the change in adminis-
tration, the entry of the Italian partners, the growth 
of the plant, and the beginning of partnerships with 
important European sanitary groups, culminating in 
the change that the millennium brought regarding to 
our business paradigms.

Shortly after OLI’s 50-year anniversary, in 2008, the 
crisis hit, and with it the need for new adaptations 
and a refocusing of strategies, but it also brought with 
it the third generation, along with another breath of 
renewed energy.

The world has changed a lot over the past 65 years, 
just as OLI has changed and the people who run it 
have changed.

At an economic level, I should mention that, after all 
these years, we have achieved a discrete regional and 
sectorial relevance (here, I dare say, beyond borders, 

since our customers and partners are the most impor-
tant global sanitary ceramics groups in the world, and 
across different geographic regions).

At the social level, I should mention the importance 
of the jobs we have created in the region, the inte-
raction at various levels with the University of Aveiro 
and the support we have provided to numerous spor-
ting and other associations in the region, pursuing 
the principles inherited from the founders, which 
today are known as social responsibility, together 
with our recognition as an important player in the 
local centrality.

OLI is us and we are OLI, even if we have extended the 
family to our partners (they are a family, like us, and 
we genuinely consider each other as family).

OLI is the materialisation of human values, respect 
for people, the appreciation of work and family values.
The last 65 years have been years of pleasure and 
happiness, in which family, employees, friends, custo-
mers and suppliers have allowed me to feel fulfilled 
and proud of the journey started by our father and 
uncle, and now continued with us.

Now, once again, side by side, it is time to pass on 
the baton.

Our children, colleagues and friends, will continue 
this journey, increasingly difficult, given the times we 
are in. But they are surely better prepared, knowing 
that they have the vital support of our Italian partners, 



19oli – our history

with whom we have travelled the last 25 years and to 
whom I express, in the strongest way, the gratitude 
for their support, for the sharing of their knowledge, 
the risks taken, and the results achieved. After all, we 
are commemorating several “anniversaries”!

I am leaving here a few words of thanks: to our father 
and uncle; to all those who have helped us along this 
path; to all those who are accompanying us today; and 
to all those who, because of this project, have missed 
the presence of their mothers and fathers, who have 
spent long hours at work, putting the company first.
Finally, a few words of encouragement to our children, 
with a strong recommendation that, always putting 
the good of the company above individual interests, 
they know how to maintain the balance between 
family, friendship, prosperity and social responsibi-
lity, with humility and common sense.

We would like to convey the trust we have in the 
younger generation: we believe and trust in your abili-
ties, we deliver the company’s fate, placing in you 
our philosophies of work, life, solidarity and social 
responsibility.

With this message we also want to pass on to you 
the responsibility of continuing our path and, in due 
time, to pass on this message to the generation that 
succeeds you. 





C H A P T E R  I 

A Dream of two 
Brothers 



OLI was our adventure
Rui Alberto Oliveira
A D M I N I S T R ATO R

 

After 65 years, I remember being in a café next to the 
Aveiro Railway Station in late-afternoon, where I watched 
the signing of the rental contract for the garage, where 
Oliveira & Irmão’s first facilities were located.

Up to when I had to start school, around the age of 6, I 
always accompanied my father. Our transport was a bicycle 
and I would sit on top of its frame. During the first school 
holidays, I was asked to paint shoemakers’ lasts, stoves and 
carry out other activities. I would come home and hear my 
mother say, jokingly, that I was so dirty I was not “making 
enough money” to afford soap to wash my clothes.

The years went by and as my knowledge improved my tasks 
changed. I started by sticking stamps on letters, filing, 
typing and other office work activities.

In August there were always a few days to go to the beach. 
This was followed by High School and, later, the Faculty of 
Economics of the University of Porto. We were in the midst 
of the colonial war and, in October 1972, after my second 
failure to pass the exams, I went to Mafra to take a course 
to become a non-commissioned officer. In November 1973 I 
went to Angola. While I was there, Oliveira & Irmão moved 
its premises from where it was at the time, on Hintze 
Ribeiro Street, to the current premises. In April 1975, after 
returning from Angola, I joined, as expected, Oliveira & 
Irmão. In 1979, at the company’s silver jubilee, my brother 
and I began to realise that something was wrong. We took 
over the reins of the company.

Although my father accepted it, my uncle did not look so 
kindly on our determination and our will to change. And 
the fateful year of 1986 was about to arrive. My father’s 

illness and the deterioration of relations led to the sepa-
ration of the founding partners. On August 28, my brother 
and I began this adventure, keeping the name of the 
company as it was.

With internationalisation we went from a commercial 
company to an almost entirely industrial one. We procee-
ded with the building of the industrial complex next to the 
octagonal building. Being an industrial company is not the 
same as being a commercial one. There were times when 
the problems that arose did so in a complex and profound 
way, namely the replacement of our partner Cibiemme 
with Valsir, and the global financial crisis of 2008. In the 
latter case, only serenity and common sense prevented the 
consequences from being unsolvable.

The last 10 years’ growth has been considerable, and with 
the integration of the new generation, first my son, then 
my nephew, both of whom I am very proud of, we decided 
to change the company name to OLI.

I do not want to end without mentioning three very 
important people in my life: my mother, a peaceful 
woman, consensual, a unifying force in our family, who 
played a very important role after the death of my father; 
my brother, a fellow fighter, adventurer, battler, with an 
above-average vision of the future; and my wife, a Catholic, 
determined, great professional, excellent educator and 
mother, the woman that any man would wish to have as 
his wife. 
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Morgado, whose father was in charge of the factory. 
According to the practice at the time, the first year of 
work was considered a learning period, and he earned 
no salary in the first 12 months.

António Rodrigues Oliveira started as an assistant at 
Cerâmica Vouga, in the administrative department, 
but his duties soon started to evolve. His good perfor-
mance and business acumen were the main reason 
why he was promoted to head of the maintenance 
workshop when he was just over 20 years old.

From this position, António Rodrigues Oliveira 
established contacts and deepened relationships 
with influential  clients. Captain João Maria 
Vilarinho, one of the greatest businessmen in 
shipbuilding and cod fishing, was one of them, 
who, recognising his intelligence and trusting in 
his character, challenged him to partner up in a 
metalworking and foundry company.

To this challenge, António, then 24 years old, impo-
sed a single condition: he would have to do it 
alongside his brother. Saul also worked at Cerâmica 
Vouga, after having studied at the Industrial and 
Commercial School of Aveiro.

Thus, at the end of his first ten years of work, António 
Rodrigues Oliveira saw his bold businessman vision 
encouraged and rewarded, becoming the second 
largest shareholder, with 20% of the company’s share 
capital, and the trusted man of Vilarinho. 

From ancient Greece to biblical writings, the 
olive tree (Oliveira) symbolises strength, 
perseverance and abundance. This deep-roo-

ted tree, which is resistant to everything and never 
fails to sprout, gives more than just its name to the 
founding family of Oliveira & Irmão, Lda., which 
today is called OLI - Sistemas Sanitários S.A. (OLI): it 
is the greatest expression of its 65 years of life.

It is through the inspiring representation of the olive 
tree that the history of OLI, founded by António and 
Saul, and led by António and Rui, is told and renewed 
- in the simplicity with which it is presented, the resis-
tance with which it faces up to difficulties, and in the 
value it creates for everyone.

António Rodrigues Oliveira (1922-1986) and Saul 
Rodrigues Oliveira (1926) were born in Eixo, in the 
parish of Aveiro, located about 6 km from the city, near 
the left bank of the river Vouga. It was in this village 
that they were baptised and went to primary school. 
Their parents, António Tavares Oliveira (1899-1988) 
and Elvira Rodrigues Anileiro (1893-1990) were rural 
landowners, farmers and traders of cattle and chicory.

In 1935, António Rodrigues Oliveira completed his 
studies at the Industrial and Commercial School of 
Aveiro, today’s equivalent to school year 9. He was 13 
years old and went immediately to  Cerâmica Vouga1 , 
through his best friend and schoolmate, António Júlio 

1 Cerâmica Vouga was founded in the 1920s, at José Estevão Street, in 
Aveiro, and had as its majority shareholder Carlos Gomes Teixeira, an 
Army officer from Trás-os-Montes

1.1 
The birth of OLI
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It is through the inspiring representation of the olive tree that the 
history of OLI, founded by António and Saul, and led by António and 
Rui, is told and renewed – in the simplicity with which it presents 
itself, the resistance with which it faces up to difficulties, and in the 
value it creates for everyone.

Saul Rodrigues Oliveira (left) and António Rodrigues Oliveira (right)

Oliveira family home in Eixo
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On October 16th, 1946, the commercial and industrial 
company Metalo-Mecânica, Lda. was incorporated, 
with headquarters and establishment in Aveiro, at 
Batalhão de Caçadores Street, number 10, and with 
its warehouses at numbers 39 to 43.

The share capital was established at two hundred and 
fifty thousand escudos (two hundred and fifty contos) 
corresponding to the sum of the shares subscribed by 
the four partners - João Maria Vilarinho (150 thousand 
escudos), António Rodrigues Oliveira (50 thou-
sand escudos), Saul Rodrigues Oliveira (25 thousand 
escudos) and Manuel Alves da Cunha (25 thousand 
escudos), the latter having been a metalworker at 
Cerâmica Vouga. The shares of the three minority 
shareholders were financed and offered by the capi-
talist partner.

António Rodrigues Oliveira, João Maria Vilarinho’s 
“right-hand man”, , was in charge of the adminis-
trative-financial department, while Saul Rodrigues 
Oliveira was responsible for the sales of foundry 
products. In 1951, with the unexpected death of João 
Maria Vilarinho, the victim of a heart attack, his son, 
Baltazar Rocha Vilarinho, took over the company, 
introducing changes in management and organisa-
tion which led to the first misunderstandings with 
António Rodrigues Oliveira. Over the course of three 
years, the divergences increased, culminating in the 
inevitable breakdown of the relationship. On May 
23rd, 1953, António and Saul abandoned the project, 
formalising the transfer of shares in the company. 

At the end of the first ten years of work, António Rodrigues Oliveira saw 
his bold businessman vision encouraged and rewarded

The Oliveira brothers with friends
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António Rodrigues Oliveira
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News of António Oliveira’s wedding in the “Ecos de Cacia” newspaper
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António Rodrigues Oliveira and Maria Pereira de Moura’s wedding

Saul Rodrigues Oliveira and Ana Lurdes Freitas’s wedding
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Since the end is always a beginning, the departure 
from Metalo-Mecânica could well be understood as 
the preface of a story, written with sweat and sacri-
fice, rigour and humility, which now celebrates 65 
years of life. A story, unique and extraordinary, born 
of a dream and turned into a legacy.

The Oliveira brothers had the firm idea of setting up a 
business on their own, despite the circumstances - or 
because of them – since they had no money or assets 
to use. They had only their iron will to win, and it was 
in that will that they put all their trust.

After all, for the dream to blossom they “just” needed 
someone’s confidence in their ability to run a busi-
ness. They began by asking their well-off father for 
help, sharing with him their intention and asking for 
a loan, but he was unconvinced. The justification could 
not be clearer or sharper. “You won’t be able to make 
money, not even enough to buy a box of matches,” 
António and Saul were told.

But as dreams command life and our will can move 
mountains, António and Saul did not submit to 
their circumstances, and did not align to what 
would be the obvious path of conformism. With a 
heart brimming with courage and the unshakable 
energy of someone who feels that they own their 
destiny, the Oliveira brothers continued along the 
way, not allowing reality to write their future, their 
history and their memory.

They continued to knock on many doors until 
they found three private individuals who offe-
red them their hand - Manuel Maia da Cunha 
(uncle of António Rodrigues de Oliveira’s wife), 
Ernesto Barbosa, and Maria de Sebastião Pereira 
de Figueiredo –, who lent them a total of 50 thou-
sand escudos.

With this money, António and Saul took the first 
steps towards the constitution of the company, and 
on February 24th, 1954, they received the certificate 
from the Ministry of Economy, through the General 
Directorate of Commerce, authorising the deno-
mination – Oliveira & Irmão, Lda., a commercial 
company with the activity of exploring the trade 
of buying and selling foundry articles and other 
materials.

A week later, on March 3rd, 1954, Oliveira & Irmão, 
Lda., a private limited company, was set up with a 
share capital of fifty thousand escudos, divided in 
equal parts between each of the two partners, the 
sum of 25 thousand escudos raised by loans from 
three private individuals.

Rui Oliveira, the eldest son of António Rodrigues 
Oliveira, and current Administrator of OLI remem-
bers this historic Wednesday well. At the time, he 
was five years old and went with his father, sitting 
on the bicycle frame, to sign the lease contract for 
the company’s premises at Cândido dos Reis Street, 
number 35. António Tavares de Sousa was the owner 
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With a heart brimming with courage and the unshakable energy 
of someone who feels that they own their destiny, the Oliveira 
brothers continued along the way, not allowing reality to write 
their future, their history and their memory.

Letter from the Ministry of Economy

Minutes of the constitution of the company Oliveira & Irmão
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“Diário do Governo”, May 12th 1954
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“Diário do Governo,” May 12th 1954

Document of the Commerce Guild of the Municipality of Aveiro
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of this 200 m2 warehouse, which used to be an old 
pirolito2 factory. This would be OLI’s headquarters 
until the early 1960s.

António Rodrigues Oliveira, then aged 32, was 
married to Maria Pereira de Moura (1923-2012) and 
father of three children, Rui (1949), Ermelinda (1952) 
and António (1953) – Graça would be born three years 
later (1956). He lived in Mataduços, in the parish of 
Esgueira, in a house built by his in-laws, Manuel 
Pereira Júnior (1887-1957) and Rosa Simões de Moura 
(1896-1971), whose architectural features revealed a 
past of emigration in the lands of Vera Cruz.

In 1899, his father-in-law, Manuel Pereira Júnior, a 
poor orphan, emigrated to Brazil at the age of 11. He 
started out as a baker and, before he was 20 years old, 
he had already become a bakery entrepreneur and 
owner of the “Viúva Alegre” bar and tobacco store, 
which sold drinks and tobacco, at Praça Santa Luzia, 
number 59, in Belém, in the State of Pará. In 1921, on 
a visit to his native land, Mataduços, he fell in love 
with Rosa Simões de Moura, and proposed to her in 
Espinho, as they were walking along the waterfront. 
Rosa said yes, on the condition that Manuel would not 
return to Brazil. They got married the following year. 
Manuel invested in bakery businesses, first in Porto, 
then in Lisbon. A massive heart attack would take his 

2 Pirulito was a lemon-flavoured sour and sugary beverage, much enjoyed 
in the first half of the 20th century. It was distinguished by the unique 
shape of the bottle, that had no stopper or capsule, rather it was closed 
by a glass ball, which the children used to take from the bottles and use 
as a marble.

life in 1957, at the OLI facilities, where he worked as a 
clerk, after he retired from the bakery business.

Saul Rodrigues Oliveira, single, was only 28 years 
old. With a wild reputation as a bon vivant, he woul-
dn’t miss a party. This, he admitted himself. “I used 
to cycle 60 km to go to a dance in Figueira da Foz 
and another 60 to get back. Later on, now with a car, 
I would go to Ourense, Spain, where I had a girl-
friend, who once wrote to me saying: creo que seas 
un marino, que tiene un amor en cada puerto (I think 
you’re like a sailor, with a girl in every port). It was 
true! I had another ‘novia’ in Badajoz. I was an artist, 
not so much now,” Saul says smiling, a week after 
turning 92. His wedding with Ana Lurdes Freitas 
(1939), a primary school teacher born in Vila Verde, 
Braga, took place in 1960, and the couple’s first and 
only child, Paulo Oliveira, was born in 1962, in Aveiro.

Saul recalls the early days of a modest company, 
which began with four employees in addition to the 
two founding partners. “Maria Helena Campos, who 
had worked at the Albino Pinto de Miranda commer-
cial establishment, and was in charge of ‘writing’ 
(secretary and typist); José Melícias de Eixo, who 
was in the warehouse with José Amaral, who came 
from the outskirts of Coimbra; and Manuel Pereira 
Júnior, my brother’s father-in-law, who had retired 
and came to help us”.

The layout of the facilities was simple. On the right, 
those who would enter found a small office with three 
desks, where António Rodrigues Oliveira, Manuel 
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António Rodrigues Oliveira, Américo Vieira and Saul Rodrigues Oliveira



36

Pereira Júnior and Maria Helena Campos worked, 
and then a large and open space that served as a 
warehouse for foundry products.

In the first phase, OLI’s activity was predominant in 
the trading of cast iron articles, which can be justified 
by the geographical proximity to the main foundry 
industries of the country at the time, such as ALBA in 
Albergaria-a-Velha, OLIVA in São João da Madeira, or 
CIF in Entre-os- Rios, and by the previous activity of 
the two brothers in the business of metallurgy.

The best-selling domestic products were the 
Portuguese-style (wider mouth) and Spanish-style 
(narrower mouth) stoves and iron pots, and the best-
-selling agricultural products were the ox-cart axles.

Espinho, Figueira da Foz, Coimbra and Viseu defined 
the company’s geographic targets, that the entre-
preneur Saul used to cover by bicycle and train. In 
Cantanhede, he would put his bike on the train and 
get off in São Pedro do Sul or Mangualde, where he 
would visit the shopkeepers and show them samples 
of the main products. The catalogues wouldn’t arrive 
until a few years later.

“For a week or two, I would go to many cities, villages 
and places. I would only stop at the same place for a 
day or two, so that my clothes could be washed and 
ironed at the boarding house,” recalls Saul.

A year later, OLI purchased the first car – a Volkswagen 
Beetle, in which he travelled all over Portugal. Beira 

Alta and Beira Baixa, Alentejo, the Algarve, and Sado 
became very important regions for the firm. He would 
travel so often that Saul says, “at that time, I knew 
Alentejo better than Aveiro, where I lived”.

In the first financial year, the company achieved a 
net profit of 51,000 escudos, which quadrupled to 
209,000 escudos in the following year. With constant 
growth in subsequent years, OLI closed the 1950s with 
a net profit of 509,000 escudos. Now the company had 
a second car – an Opel van, bought from Joaquim da 
Costa Martins, in Coruche.

With earnings from the first year of activity, the diag-
nosis made by the father of the Oliveira brothers, 
which echoed as a sentence, was not fulfilled; with the 
recorded profit, António and Saul could already buy 
not one, but thousands of matchboxes.

The profound knowledge that António Rodrigues 
Oliveira acquired in the foundry trade over 18 years 
was a decisive part of OLI’s success. His overall view 
of the business and his long-lasting relationships 
with the various companies along the value chain 
explain the process he designed and implemented: he 
would collect the moulds from the cod fishing boats 
in Gafanha da Nazaré, melted the pieces at the Paula 
Dias metal factory in Aveiro, and machined them at 
the Progresso metal factory, in Vale de Cambra.

António Rodrigues Oliveira did not have the conven-
tional vision of the businessman of that time. His 
vision was that of a commercial businessman who 

The best-selling domestic products were the Portuguese-style (wider 
mouth) and Spanish-style (narrower mouth) stoves and iron pots, 
and the best-selling agricultural products were the ox-cart axles.
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OLIVA advertisement

Household articles by ALBA
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thought like an industrialist, and who was perhaps 
only prevented from actually being one because of 
the Industrial Conditioning Law.

If Portugal had not had the Industrial Conditioning 
Law3 of the Estado Novo (Second Republic), OLI 
would probably have been born as an industrial 
company. This law, stemming from the closure of the 
country to modernity and growth, may have deter-
mined the genesis of the company, but it did not 
condition the vision of António Rodrigues Oliveira, 
whose gaze foreshadowed the industrial vocation 
which would open the company to the world, from 
1980 onwards, with his two sons, Rui and António, 
reaching its fullest in the 21st century.

3 In 1931, Decree No. 19 354 was promulgated, establishing industrial 
conditioning. The setting up of new industrial establishments or the 
reopening of those that had been stopped for more than two years, the 
assembly or replacement of machinery to increase production, the trans-
fer of industrial establishments to foreign ownership, are subject to minis-
terial authorisation

If Portugal had not had the Industrial Conditioning Law of the 
Estado Novo (Second Republic), OLI would probably have been 
born as an industrial company.

Malleable iron pipe fittings
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Cast iron bench vise
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For Rui and António Oliveira, António Rodrigues 
Oliveira’s children, summer holidays meant spen-
ding their days in their father and uncle’s company. 
Each one started by earning 10 tostões (100 cents = 1 
escudo) a day, which they gave to their mother when 
they got home.

At the age of four, and still unable to read or write, 
António Oliveira, now president of OLI, began to 
file colour paperwork with the guidance of Maria 
Helena, who also taught him how to “tell the time”. 
Always eager to eat the sandwich he brought for 
lunch, António repeated the classic question every 
five minutes: “Can I eat now?” Disciplined and peda-
gogical, Maria Helena taught him to tell the time on 
the wall clock in the small office, thus putting an end 
to the insistent question, at least in verbal form.

Later, António Oliveira was able to complete the 
paperwork for the dispatch of goods and mail. “I 
remember seeing him arrive from school, put down 
his school bag, and start to fill in the paperwork for 
shipping the engines we used to carry in a wheelbar-
row to the station,” says Elisabete Matos, who worked 
at the company for four decades.

Rui Oliveira, at the age of six, had several tasks: 
“painting stoves and shoemakers’ lasts, sticking 
stamps on letters, archiving mail, and help dispa-
tching goods, which were carried in a two-wheeled 
cart, pushed by two employees to the station. At the 
loading dock, we used a glue made of wheat flour to 
stick the labels on, and we would choose the type of 

shipping – low speed (slow), high speed (medium) 
and first-class (fast),” he says.

António Rodrigues Oliveira was a family man. On 
Sundays, after lunch at home, he would take a walk, 
starting at the “Estrela do Norte” café, where his 
younger children, António and Graça, played on the 
swings, and ending with a visit to his parents’ house, 
in Eixo, or to his aunt’s, in Oliveirinha do Vouga.

His wife, Maria Pereira de Moura, was a serene and 
reserved woman. When she was single, she was a 
seamstress. After the wedding, she dedicated exclu-
sively to her family. She had her first three children 
at home, with the help of Isabel Simões da Maia, an 
experienced midwife who lived in Mataduços. Only 
the youngest daughter, Graça, was born in the hospi-
tal [in Aveiro]. She had the help of the maid Alice 
Ferreira da Silva, who mainly looked after the back 
garden and, later, after Rosa Pereira Moura (Maria 
Pereira de Moura’s mother), who was bedridden for 
10 years.

“My mother was a very good cook, did crochet, and 
made clothes for me and my sister [Ermelinda]. 
Those days weren’t easy. I remember using the fabric 
of my father’s shirts to make blouses for myself. 
Nothing was wasted. I really liked the days when 
cousin Rosa, who was a seamstress, came to sew in 
our house, because on that day there would be tea 
and biscuits. It was a treat that we weren’t used to,” 
recalls Graça Oliveira.

1.2 
The Italian priest who changed 
the vision
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Alice Ferreira da Silva and Maria Pereira de Moura Oliveira family

António Rodrigues Oliveira’s home, in Mataduços
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Graça Oliveira, Ermelinda Oliveira, António Oliveira and Rui Oliveira

Graça Oliveira’s baptism
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António Oliveira’s First Communion

Rui Oliveira’s First Communion
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Carolina Oliveira, daughter of Rui Oliveira, has the 
memory of a grandmother who was “very thought-
ful, and did not like discussions and impulsiveness. 
I remember when we fought or got excited, she 
used to call us sparklers. She taught me something 
for life: wisdom”.

In the 1960s, at Christmas, the four Oliveira brothers’ 
gifts were simple: socks, a car, or a doll. António wrote 
letters to the Baby Jesus in the name of Sister Graça, 
who still couldn’t write, addressing the letter with the 
Christmas requests to the following address: Paradise 
Road, Gateway to Heaven. An address that had been 
suggested by Maria Helena Campos.

The 25 tostões he would ask his father for to buy a roast 
beef sandwich at “Casa Caldeira” at the beginning of 
Cândido dos Reis Street, or the seven tostões for a 
nata (custard pastry) at “Trianon” café, are also intense 
memories full of emotion, which time has not erased.

In Mataduços, the Oliveira family ’s house, in 276 
Liberdade Street, was one of the first to have a televi-
sion and telephone. On the day of Festival da Canção 
(European Song Contest) the house was filled with 
people to cheer for Portugal, pulsate with the scores, 
and comment on the artists’ clothes. It was also the 
place where a neighbour would talk on the phone with 
her husband who had emigrated, thus decreasing the 
weight of the distance.

The Gulbenkian Foundation’s mobile library4   enabled 
the population to request free books. Every month, 
the Citroen HY van used to park in the centre of the 
parish, where the four Oliveira brothers used to come, 
with their cousins and friends, curious and eager to 
discover new worlds through books. “Trial behind 
closed doors”, by the Italian writer Orio Vergani, is 
one of the books that António Oliveira remembers.

In the 1960s, the presence of Luis Sabini, an Italian 
missionary and parish priest at the seminary in 
Esgueira5, had a very important impact on daily life 
in Mataduços and Alumieira, and particularly on 
the Oliveira family. He taught music, and António 
Oliveira was the first organist of the masses cele-
brated in the chapel of Mataduços. His scooter was 
a kind of public transport, on which three or four 
young men could fit.

Sabini used to organise walks and excursions in 
which girls and boys participated, and whereas today 
there are no boundaries between genders, at that 
time it would have been extremely modern, for the 
more moderate, and a transgression, for the more 
conservative.

4 The Mobile Library Service was created by the Calouste Gulbenkian 
Foundation in 1958, covering the entire national territory, including the 
islands of Madeira and the Azores. Its objectives were “to promote and 
develop the taste for reading and raise the cultural level of citizens, basing 
its practice on the principle of free access to book shelves, borrowing 
books and a free service”. The service ended in 2002, with 97 million books 
borrowed, and visits to 3,900 villages. 

5 The House of the Sacred Heart, founded in 1953 in Esgueira, functio-
ned as a Minor seminary

In the 1960s, the presence of Luis Sabini, an Italian missionary 
and parish priest at the seminary in Esgueira, had a very 
important impact on daily life in Mataduços and Alumieira, and 
particularly on the Oliveira family.



45oli – our history

António Oliveira and Rui Oliveira in the procession in honour of Our Holy Lady of Alumieira

The Oliveira brothers and their friends during São Martinho
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Portugal was still in a phase in which public educa-
tion was separated by genders6 – boys on one side, 
and girls on the other.

One of these trips was eternalised. On a boat trip to 
the Island of Testada, in Murtosa, the speakers of the 
sound system the group always carried began echoing 
the forbidden music “Je t’aime... moi non plus” by 
French singer and composer Serge Gainsbourg, seen 
as an attack on decency because the lyrics were consi-
dered erotic. The priest did not react to the boldness 
and provocation of the young people.

In a country conditioned by dictatorship and the 
regulation of freedom, it is not difficult to imagine 
his impact and influence on vision and thought, espe-
cially of those in their formative years. Sabini was thus 
a soothing balm for a new way of thinking and living.
“Father Luís was very cultured and socially critic. He 
wanted to show us that the world didn’t have to be 
small and closed. He was a man way ahead of his time. 
I remember him talking about the trips to the Moon 
in his homilies and, in the 1970s, buying a drum kit to 
accompany the mass hymns. I learned a lot from him”, 
António Oliveira says.

It was with Luís Sabini that António, at the age of 14, 
made his first international trip, accompanying him 
to his native land in Borgo Val di Toro, in the province 

6 Decree-Law 482/72 of 28 November re-established mixed classes in the 
official sector. “It is important, therefore, that children get used, from the 
early days of schooling, to a situation that is not one of separation of the 
sexes, but in which boys and girls grow up in healthy coexistence”, reads 
the diploma. The law came into force in the school year of 1973/74 

of Parma, Italy. In June 1968, they left the Pampilhosa 
train station for Hendaye, France, waving goodbye 
to Rui, who had driven them, along with their sister 
Graça. The train journey lasted three days - three more 
on the way back.

For a month, he learned Italian and visited cities 
such as Parma, Bologna, Milan and Turin. He does 
not remember how much money he took in his back-
pack, but he knows that he had money left over - the 
only money he needed was to buy ice cream. “Fifty lire 
to buy a nice ice cream!”

Whether coincidence, or not, it would be with Italy 
and speaking Italian that the company would evolve, 
continuing up to today. Without Sabini’s vision, Italy 
as the starting point of an idea of openness to the 
world might not have been absorbed by the Oliveira 
family, reorienting its path and transforming the 
destiny of OLI.

“Father Luís was very cultured and socially critic. He wanted to 
show us that the world didn’t have to be small and closed. He 
was a man way ahead of his time. I remember him talking about 
the trips to the Moon in his homilies and, in the 1970s, buying a 
drum kit to accompany the mass hymns. I learned a lot from him”, 
António Oliveira says.
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Whether coincidence, or not, it would be with Italy and speaking 
Italian that the company would evolve, continuing up to today. 
Without Sabini’s vision, Italy as the starting point of an idea of 
openness to the world might not have been absorbed by the Oliveira 
family, reorienting its path and transforming the destiny of OLI.

Young people of Mataduços

António Oliveira (top)

António Oliveira, Luís Sabini and Rui Oliveira



48

At the beginning of the 1960s, Portugal was already 
a member of several economic and financial inter-
national organisations, such as the World Bank, the 
International Monetary Fund, and the EFTA (European 
Free Trade Association), the latter being particularly 
important for the opening of the national economy 
to the outside world, namely to European countries, 
and for the development of Portuguese industry, until 
then closed and isolated by the authoritarian regime of 
António Salazar.

The effects of joining EFTA were immediate and 
very important – between 1960 and 1973, Portuguese 
economic growth spiked, with the wealth creation 
indicator showing an average growth of 6.9%.

In this period, in the manufacturing industry, the 
branches comprising metallurgy, metal products, 
and machinery, grew. This period was also marked by 
exports to the Portuguese colonies. The labour market 
was characterised by an unskilled labour force, with 
the occupational structure of the labour force having 
the following configuration: 42% worked in agricul-
ture, 27.8% in industry and 26.8% in services7. 

The significant departure of the agricultural popula-
tion to industry, emigration, and colonial war forced 
the agricultural sector into a technological transfor-
mation. Mechanisation, especially with irrigation, 
reached vineyards, olive groves and orchards - wine, 

7 Edgar Rocha, Análise Social, vol. XX (84), 1984-5, 621-644. “Crescimento 
económico em Portugal nos anos de 1960-73: alteração estrutural e 
ajustamento”.

olive oil and tomato concentrate were the most expor-
ted products.

It was in this context that OLI began selling items rela-
ted to irrigation and importing internal combustion 
engines and motor pumps for irrigation. This was one 
of the most significant businesses that the company 
developed over three decades, through a distribution 
network implemented from the north to the south of 
the country.

OLI marketed a vast portfolio of irrigation engines 
for agriculture, imported from the United States and 
England, namely the international brands Villiers, Jap, 
Clinton, and Wisconsin.

In November 1961, with the growth of the sector, 
influenced by the boom of the modernisation of agri-
culture, the 200 square metres of the warehouse 
became insufficient, forcing the company to rent a 
new space at number 62-A of the same street [Cândido 
dos Reis], to which the offices were transferred. In the 
following year, in September 1962, the two partners 
were again confronted with the “exiguity of the facili-
ties”, the minutes reading as follows:

“After an exchange of views, it was concluded that 
the problem would only be solved with the cons-
truction of the company’s own facilities. However, 
the firm’s financial situation could not, without 
aggravating the course of business, dispose of suffi-
cient capital for such an undertaking. Therefore, it 
was resolved and agreed that the existing balance of 

1.3
The boost to the sector
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Oliva engine advertisement
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the ‘Profit and Loss’ account, in the amount of one 
million, two hundred and twenty-five thousand, 
nine hundred and thirty-nine escudos and seven 
cents, would be transferred to a new account called 
‘Reserve Fund for Future Facilities’, to which funds 
would be added every year, in the amount possible, 
until it is deemed convenient to buy land and build 
the company’s own headquarters”8. 

Two months later, in November, it is recorded: “The 
arrival of the purchased irrigation engines is near, with 
nowhere to put them”9. Since it was necessary to solve 
the deficiency of facilities, a warehouse was rented at 
63 Hintze Ribeiro Street, to which the sales and dispa-
tch departments were transferred, and the first floor, 
at 61 the same street, where the offices would operate. 
The building where the office and the small warehouse 
at Canto Street  used to operate were vacated then.

Saul remembers well this moment of great impetus of 
OLI’s activity. “Thousands of engines have been sold 
from the north to the south of the country. There was a 
time when there were so many orders that we worked 
until dawn. I often fell asleep on my desk taking deli-
very notes. We had clients from all over the country. In 
Viseu, in the summer, sales used to skyrocket with the 
planting of potatoes. Leonel António  Cameirinha10, in 
Beja, was one of our biggest clients. He bought thou-
sands of engines”.

8 Minutes no. 13 of September 30th, 1962 

9 Minutes no. 14 of November 20th, 1962 

10 Leonel Cameirinha (1926-2016) was one of the greatest entrepreneurs 
in the Alentejo, with businesses in the automotive, hotel and agro-indus-
try sectors

Centrifugal and manual pumps

Small cylinder capacity combustion engines
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Manuel Moura, António Pinto and Miguel Leite

Saul Oliveira with a group of workers, late 1960s

Company documents
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1.4 
Women’s access to work

Between 1960 and 1973, more than one and a half 
million Portuguese people emigrated abroad. 
Remittances of emigrants’ labour income were the 
country’s main source of income in the 1960s and 
1970s. This massive emigration to France, Germany 
and Switzerland, combined with the colonial war, 
resulted in a sharp decrease in the labour force, 
which favoured the inclusion of women in the labour 
market. It is during this period that women defini-
tively became integrated into the employed working 
population. According to estimates, in 1960, women 
would account for no more than 20 to 25% of the total 
number of workers.

Elisabete Matos was part of this social and economic 
change. She was only 14 when she started working at 
OLI. She arrived in 1967, advised by her neighbour, 
Alípio, who assembled taps in the company. She star-
ted by doing everything: “I swept, dispatched goods 
at the station, went to the post office, cleared the 
stoves, assembled taps, did the cashing up, registe-
red the sales for cash”. She was an employee of the 
company until 2008. She is currently retired. She has 
only known one company in her entire life, which is 
why she says: “OLI was my life”.

Six years after Elisabete took on work, it was the 
turn of Cidalina Canelas and Maria Emília Teixeira to 
fulfil this goal. They were 32 and 17 years old respec-
tively and started on April 16th, 1973. Even though 
they started the same day, they did not arrive at the 
same time. Cidalina would only arrive at 11:00 a.m., 
instead of 9:00, because she had to keep convincing 
her husband of her decision.

Manuel Canelas, a banker, was afraid that “it would 
go wrong, because Mr Oliveira [António Rodrigues 
Oliveira] was scary, because she spoke and screamed so 
loudly”, Cidalina explained. Her husband agreed, but 
he warned her: “I don’t want you to come home crying”.

Maria Emilia, single, lived with her parents in Paço, 
Esgueira. After seeing a company advertisement in 
the newspaper asking for a typist, she went with her 
mother to António Rodrigues Oliveira’s house, who 
told her: “we’ve already hired a typist, but I also have 
a job for you; come by tomorrow”. Emilia showed up 
and she stayed. Shortly after, she received a letter to 
go to work in the first Pão de Açúcar (now Jumbo) 
shop in Aveiro, but “she didn’t even consider leaving”. 
The bicycle was her means of transportation to work. 
“The problem was when it rained, because I would 
arrive with my clothes and lunch box soaked!”

Cidalina typed all the documents - letters, receipts, 
price lists – while Emilia worked at the archives, 
supported by Elisabete. All three remember Maria 
Helena, the first OLI employee. “She was in charge of 
daily billing and she interfaced with the customers. 
She was intelligent, wise and rigorous. She liked to do 
things well, and she also knew how to teach, she didn’t 
keep her knowledge to herself. She was very elegant, 
always very well dressed and tidy. She looked like a 
teacher of the time”.

They both remember the first words of António 
Rodrigues Oliveira: “If you have any questions, 
ask me!” They also realised, in the first days, that 
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António Rodrigues Oliveira “did two things in one: he visited the 
customers to collect the money owed and took advantage of it to 
sell more products”.

António Oliveira with female workers, late 1960’s

Cidalina Canelas’s payslip 
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he did not like to see someone using a calculator. 
“Multiplying by two with a calculator?” was the ques-
tion that echoed in the form of, not only a message, 
but a reprimand. At that time, they say that António 
Rodrigues Oliveira “did two things in one: he visited 
the customers to collect the money owed and took 
advantage of it to sell more products”.

In addition to the migration flow that allowed 
women to access work, there was another phenome-
non, economic in nature, which also influenced OLI’s 
activity, and which was related to mass tourism in 
Portugal. With the explosion of investment in cons-
truction and real estate in several regions, especially 
coastal regions, the company identified the growth 
in demand for construction materials and began 
marketing them.

If, until then, the firm had only sold household and 
basic agricultural goods, it was during this period that 
it diversified its product portfolio. The company made 
its debut in the sale of construction materials, such as 
components for plumbing (valves and bathroom and 
kitchen taps) and cast-iron flushing cisterns, produ-
ced by CIF – Companhia Industrial de Fundição.

By widening the range of products with construction 
materials, OLI conquered new markets, such as the 
islands and the former Portuguese colonies, starting 
to import products from Italy and distribute them 
in Portugal.

In this dynamic of expansion and growth, the 
company rented a space in João de Moura Street as 
a back-up warehouse, since the facilities in Hintze 
Ribeiro Street were no longer “enough for the orders”. 
At the same time, the two founding partners subscri-
bed a capital increase of 1,500 contos each, making the 
share capital 5,000 contos, one share of 2,500 contos 
belonging to António Rodrigues Oliveira and another 
of equal amount belonging to Saul Rodrigues Oliveira.

By widening the range of products with construction materials, 
OLI conquered new markets, such as the islands and the former 
Portuguese colonies, starting to import products from Italy and 
distribute them in Portugal.

Company’s share capital increase 
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António Rodrigues Oliveira with workers

Company workers, 1970s

Administrative workers, 1980s
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OLI had an informal and close environment. The 
cold and distant distinction between the “owners” 
and the workers was not felt, the latter having “adop-
ted” the children of António Rodrigues Oliveira, Rui 
and António, from the very beginning. Maria Helena 
Campos protected and cared for António (calling him 
Toninho) as if he were her son. “He got all he wanted 
from me. I remember taking him to my parents’ home 
at the end of the workday, to give him tomato jam and 
figs,” recalls Maria Helena, 80, moved by the memory.

“We were a family. We were together all the time. 
Everything was a reason for a party ”, confirms 
Elisabete Matos, who has a vast repertoire of anecdo-
tes and jokes from the day-to-day life of the company.

One of the favourite targets of the jokes was Manuel 
dos Santos, a warehouse worker, known for “belie-
ving in everything”. One of the epic episodes was the 
trip to Paris. One day, Manuel dos Santos received a 
phone call at the company that announced: “You’re the 
lucky man who is going on a trip to Paris”. Manuel dos 
Santos, who had never been on a plane before, cried 
with joy. The next day, now wearing a new cap, which 
he would take with him to see the City of Light, he 
found the plane ticket (fake, just like the phone call). 
On the day he was supposed to go Paris, it was Saul 
who, on learning of the lie, picked up Manuel dos 
Santos from São Bento station in Porto, telling him 
the truth. This time, Manuel dos Santos did not believe 
everything and thought Saul was lying. Bringing him 
back was a struggle. 

The story of the driver António Martins, who found 
a sewing box in Murtosa, is also well known. He did 
not hesitate to bring it to his wife, who was a seams-
tress. When he arrived at the company, he boasted 
of his luck. His colleagues did not like it and José 
Melícias, who worked in the warehouse, immediately 
came up with a plan, for which he asked Rui Oliveira 
(at the time studying at the Faculty of Economics, in 
Porto) for help.

“Rui, we need your help! We want you to tell Martins 
that, on your return from Porto, you were stopped by 
the police who told you that an employee stole a sewing 
box in Murtosa, and that if he wants to avoid arrest he 
has to pay a fine of 200 escudos”. And so it was: Martins 
believed him and paid the fine. With this money they 
went to buy cakes for everyone at the famous Avenida 
pastry shop, in Lourenço Peixinho Street.

1.5
The company that was a family
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Workers’ get together, 1980s

António Rodrigues Oliveira on the wedding day of 
Elisabete Matos, employee

Rui Oliveira with Fernanda Rocha, Emília Nunes and Elizabete Matos, 1980s
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In 1968, António and Saul bought a plot of land for the 
construction of the company’s new headquarters buil-
ding on the Porto-Figueira da Foz National Road, near 
the industrial zone of Aveiro – which is today called 
Variante de Cacia.

In December of that year, the two partners decided 
that the construction should not exceed 1,000 contos. 
The work massively exceeded this amount, totalling 
more than 3,000 contos.

João Ramalheira, a civil engineer, born in Ílhavo, 
involved in the expansion of Portucel’s factory in Cacia 
(1953), today The Navigator Company, was invited to 
build OLI’s future “house”.

The architectural project would be somewhat complex. 
The land is at an angle to the road, but the City Hall 
of Aveiro, whose Mayor was Artur Alves Moreira, a 
doctor born in Esgueira, demanded that the building 
be perpendicular to the road.

“The walls had to be parallel and perpendicular. 
My father [António Rodrigues Oliveira] wanted a 
warehouse with no corners or pillars. I know he went 
to discuss the preliminary design with the city ’s 
architect and asked him: What if I made a round 
building? If you manage to do it, the architect answe-
red. It didn’t come out round, but octagonal”, António 
Oliveira said. 

In 1971, Tecnostal, a Lisbon construction company 
referred by João Ramalheira, started the construction 

of the building. The works were running at a good 
pace until the construction company announced that 
it was bankrupt. It was the foreman Theodosius, from 
Rio Maior, who took charge of the work, overseeing it 
until the end, having lived in Gafanha da Nazaré for 
one year.

On January 2nd, 1973, a Tuesday, OLI moved to the 
new two-storey building with 4,500 m2 of covered 
area and a total cost of 3,500 contos.

Whereas today this connection road hosts some of the 
largest multinational companies in the country, such 
as Renault-Cacia or Bosch-Vulcano, in 1973 OLI had 
as sole neighbour Marialva, an olive oil company, now 
no longer in operation, having given way to the hyper-
market Pingo Doce.

At the time of the move, OLI had the following 
profile: 30 employees; a turnover of approximately 
50 million escudos and a profit of 490 thousand escu-
dos, which would double to 785 thousand escudos 
the following year.

The actions of the two founding members can be 
summarised as follows: António Rodrigues de 
Oliveira led the business strategy and imports, and 
Saul Rodrigues Oliveira headed sales and domestic 
purchases.

1.6
The headquarters in Esgueira
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Company’s headquarters in Esgueira

Inside of the octagonal building
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Employees’ vacation map
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Company’s working hours
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C H A P T E R  I I

Manufacturing: 
mission assigned; 

mission accomplished



Competing with excellence
Andrea Niboli
P R E S I D E N T  O F  T H E  F O N D I TA L  G R O U P

It has been 26 years since the day I met António and 
Rui Oliveira, and their employees. We started this joint 
venture, which I prefer to call a joint-adventure, because 
of the passion, perseverance and tenacity with which 
we faced and overcame the most difficult challenges 
during that period, as well as the lucidity and frank-
ness shown in the daily sharing of these gratifying 
results, which are a source of pride and a stimulus 
with which to achieve new goals and targets, without 
forgetting our philosophy of continuous 360-degree 
improvement.

I remember perfectly all the improvement and deve-
lopment activities that took place during that period: 
the expansion of the industrial department for 
production and storage; the acquisition of machinery 
and equipment; permanent research and develo-
pment; the design of moulds for new products; the 
continuous improvements in organizational manage-
ment; and, the commercial challenges in the market, 
now internationalised, where we are now successful 
players in the sector.

But this is not only my personal opinion; I am convin-
ced that I express the opinion of all the “Italian” 
workers who, during these years, have collaborated 
with both realities of production. This experience has 
been, and continues to be, very positive and construc-
tive, because it has allowed us to develop ambitious 
projects in the field of research and technical indus-
trialisation with innovative, eco-sustainable and 
quality products and solutions that will improve 
people’s standard of living.

I sincerely hope that the new generations, already 
fully involved, will continue to manage our produc-
tive realities with the same entrepreneurial spirit, 
sense of duty, and that feeling of corporate passion 
that has always characterised my way of being, and 
that of António and Rui.

I will conclude by stating with conviction that our 
company has all the qualities to compete with exce-
llence in its sector and in all markets, whether 
consolidated or new, and to face all the challenges 
presented by globalisation.
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The political revolution of 1974-1976 brought 
democracy to Portugal, and with it access to 
fundamental freedoms, decolonisation and 

the end of the colonial war, economic development 
and the improvement of living conditions, particu-
larly in education, health and housing.

The creation of the national minimum  wage1, in May 
1974, set at 3,300 escudos, by the Labour Minister, 
Avelino Pacheco Gonçalves, of the first Temporary 
Government led by Adelino da Palma Carlos, boos-
ted the purchasing power of the population and the 
economy. The national minimum wage reached 56% of 
the Portuguese population, meaning, in many cases, a 
three-fold increase. That same year, the two founding 
partners increased their salary, which had not been 
updated since 1969, from 12,000 to 15,000 escudos.

From the north to the south of the country, fami-
lies began to equip their homes with furniture and 
appliances that they did not have before. Faced 
with this new paradigm of consumption, António 
Rodrigues Oliveira identified a new business: the 
sale of domestic appliances. Between 1974 and 1989, 
OLI sold thousands of domestic appliances, mainly 
heaters, refrigerators and freezers that were imported 
from Italy. The latter replaced the traditional “salga-
deiras”, wooden chests that were filled with salt to 
preserve food such as meat, sausages or eggs.

From a political and economic point of view, the 
second half of the 1970s was a troubled time: the loss 

1 Diário do Governo (Official Gazette of Portugal) No. 123/1974, Series I, 
27/05/1974

of the colonial market on which the country’s trade 
relations depended, increased in inflation, and the 
effects of the 1973 oil shock, all led to the imbalance 
of the country’s external accounts, forcing Portugal 
to request the intervention of the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) in May 1978. Despite the crisis, 
OLI recorded unprecedented profits of seven and ten 
million escudos respectively in 1976 and 1977.

In  t h i s  co n t ex t  o f  c r i s i s,  i n  1 9 7 7 ,  t h e  Fi r s t 
Constitutional Government of Portugal, headed by 
Mário Soares, applied for accession to the European 
Economic Community (EEC), which would occur in 
1986, together with Spain, in what would be the third 
enlargement of the European group. It can be said 
that, after integration with the EFTA - European Free 
Trade Association, and the mass-emigration of the 
1960s, the accession to the EEC, now the European 
Union, was the most decisive moment for econo-
mic and social development and growth in Portugal. 
National economic protectionism would virtually 
disappear, and Portugal would become one of the 
most open economies in Europe, integrating, at the 
beginning of the 21st century, the group of countries 
that adopted the euro as the single currency. The 1970s 
were the turning point, not only in the history of the 
country, but also in the history of OLI, with the entry 
of the second generation of the family in the manage-
ment of the company, with Rui and António, children 
of António Rodrigues Oliveira.

At the age of 26, Rui Oliveira joined the firm on April 
1st, 1975, after returning from the Overseas War in 
Angola, where he had spent 16 months, to head the 

2.1
Focusing on Manufacturing after 
April 25th 
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The 1970s were the turning point, not only in the history of the 
country, but also in the history of OLI, with the entry of the second 
generation of the family in the management of the company, with 
Rui and António, children of António Rodrigues Oliveira.

António Oliveira, Coimbra

Rui Oliveira, Angola
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administrative and financial department of OLI. He 
worked during the day and studied at night – his 
degree in management had been suspended because 
of the compulsory military service.

He recalls his first task: “to check customs clearance 
of imported goods. At that time, the company already 
had three trucks and three drivers that collected the 
goods at the railway station in Aveiro and distributed 
them throughout the country”.

Three years later, at the age of 24, António Oliveira 
arrived, after completing his degree in mechanical 
engineering at the University of Coimbra. Although 
the official date on which he started at the company 
is February 1st, 1978, this is not the actual date, since 
he started working at the company before that. “My 
father, as a forward thinker, put me to work before I 
started work”, jokes António Oliveira.

The reason is explained with a trip. Christmas 1977, a 
few days before the end of the year, António Oliveira 
told his father that he would travel with three friends, 
on a kind of graduation trip, to Greece and Egypt, 
with the 20 contos that he had received from an insu-
rance pay-out, to which António Rodrigues Oliveira 
had replied: “on your way back from Egypt, go through 
Italy”. António Rodrigues Oliveira’s request had a 
clear and promising goal.

Thus, on January 9th, 1978, António Oliveira met 
with his father in Milan. Perhaps António Rodrigues 
Oliveira already knew that it would be a meeting 

that could change the course of their lives. In a late 
morning meeting, he introduced his son to Aristide 
Cappelletti, founder and partner of Cibiemme Plast, 
supplier of OLI flushing systems. More than a mere 
introduction and a handshake of circumstance, the 
idea of building a flushing cistern factory together in 
Portugal was sown.

“The willingness, on both sides, was great. My father 
[António Rodrigues de Oliveira] had the ambition and 
the desire to produce; I don’t know whether for him or 
for me”, António Oliveira said.

Cibiemme Plast had two partners: Aristide Cappelletti 
managed the administrative and commercial depart-
ment from the company’s offices in Milan, and Enzo 
Cecchi headed the industrial unit in Carrara.

Two months after the meeting in Milan, António 
Oliveira visited the Cibiemme Plast factory in Carrara, 
in the Tuscany region, renowned for its marble 
production since ancient Rome. In the 2,500 m2 plant, 
flushing cisterns and components were produced, 
which were sold in the Italian market and exported 
to Greece, where the company was the market leader.

Immediate steps were taken to build the factory 
in Esgueira, on the ground next to the octago-
nal building, while OLI increased its international 
connections, resulting in a greater diversity of product 
sales and imports. This openness to the world has 
given the company the ability to “read” the economy 
and society, anticipating the needs of consumption, 

Thus, on January 9th, 1978, António Oliveira met with his father in 
Milan. Perhaps António Rodrigues Oliveira already knew that it 
would be a meeting that could change the course of their lives.
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António Oliveira in Egypt

António Rodrigues Oliveira and António Oliveira in a lunch, in Italy

In a late morning meeting, he introduced his son to Aristide 
Cappelletti, founder and partner of Cibiemme Plast, supplier of OLI 
flushing systems. More than a mere introduction and a handshake of 
circumstance, the idea of building a flushing cistern factory together 
in Portugal was sown.
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responsible for creating new business opportunities. 
And, since those who lead the way almost always gain 
an advantage over their competitors, OLI has been 
progressively growing.

This vision and vocation has a particular face: that 
of António Oliveira who, with ambition, irreverence 
and courage, dared to fulfil the mission of indus-
trialisation, in a totally hostile economic time. It 
should be remembered that while the factory was 
being built, the second oil shock of 1979 occurred, 
which triggered an economic and commercial crisis 
of worldwide proportions.

And to this recessive and inflationary conjuncture, 
which marked the world and national economy, one 
may add the question: how could a young man, just 
out of university and knowing nothing about the 
production of flushing systems, have the audacity to 
set up a factory? Certainly, only the stubborn force of 
fulfilling a great dream can help us to understand.

António Neto, at the time an accountant and currently 
the company’s statutory auditor, closely followed the 
entry of both António and Rui Oliveira into the mana-
gement of OLI. He was a childhood friend of both – he 
was also part of Father Luís Sabini’s group of young 
people, – he acknowledges that António Oliveira’s 
entry into OLI foreshadowed “the opening of the 
company to the world”.

A perspective that the typist Cidalina supplements: 
“Intelligent as he was, Mr Oliveira [António Rodrigues 

Oliveira] realised that his son should be his succes-
sor, due to his broad vision. That vision may be due 
to the fact that António Oliveira started travelling at a 
very young age. I remember him hitch-hiking with his 
backpack. I believe that this adventurous spirit was 
important to his vision of the world, always ahead of 
his time and of everyone else. His father realised how 
important this personality would be for the future of 
the company”.

It was this vision of openness to the world that would 
trigger a deep business and family battle that culmi-
nated in 1986. “I think it was clear to those closest to 
them that António Oliveira’s vision would sooner or 
later clash with his uncle’s [Saul Rodrigues Oliveira], 
who, for example, did not want to give up the 
company’s long-term suppliers, almost all of whom 
were Portuguese”, explains António Neto.

This openness to the world has given the company the ability to “read” 
the economy and society, anticipating the needs of consumption, 
responsible for creating new business opportunities.
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How could a young man, just out of university and knowing nothing 
about the production of flushing systems, have the audacity to set up 
a factory? Certainly, only the stubborn force of fulfilling a great dream 
can help us to understand.

Company facilities, 1980s



72

In 1979, when the company was celebrating its 25th anni-
versary, OLI began to experiment with the production 
of flushing cisterns. The pilot project could be summari-
sed as follows: the company imported the mechanisms 
from Italy, hired a plastic injection company in Oliveira 
de Azeméis to make the flushing cistern “box”, and then 
assembled the flushing cistern in the warehouse in 
Esgueira. Under this project, 10,000 flushing cisterns 
were sold in the domestic market.

This was an era marked by the Boletins de Registo 
de Importações (Import Registration Forms)2, 
which required imports of finished products to be 
authorised by the Bank of Portugal, subject to a 
pre-established plafond. However, this restriction 
did not apply to imports of raw materials. Thus, it 
can be concluded that the limitation on the import of 
finished products, combined with the unconditional 
import of raw materials, will have made industriali-
sation an inevitable force of circumstances.

At the end of 1979, the company increased its share 
capital to 12 million escudos (twelve thousand 
contos), through the incorporation of the Reserva de 
Reavaliações (Revaluation Reserve) created under 
Decree Law 430/78 of December 27th.3

In the following year, in 1980, the factory was ready 
and able to start the production of flushing cisterns, 
having acquired three injection machines – Idra 

2 Diário do Governo (Official Gazette of Portugal) No. 234/1977, Series I, 
10/10/1977 

3 Minutes no. 51 of December 3rd, 1979 

and GBF (2) – and two ultrasonic welding machi-
nes – Mecassonic and Modelo 2000 –, through two 
financing loans from Banco Português do Atlântico, in 
the total amount of 336 thousand escudos. With this 
equipment, the company began to manufacture the 
exterior of the flushing cistern, which had until then 
been outsourced. The mechanisms inside the flushing 
cistern were still being imported from Italy.

In the first year, 100 flushing cisterns were produ-
ced per day and 2,000 were produced per month. 
The flushing cisterns with the Kariba brand, a brand 
belonging to the Italian partners, were sold between 
1980 and 2000 (the OLI brand was born in the year 
2000). Vítor Ruivo, a former employee of Plásticos 
Ruano, from Leiria, was the first director of the 
factory, in charge of six workers. From Metalúrgica 
Casal to K.A., Alberto Brandão was the first seller in 
the national market.

Despite the fact that 1980 marked the beginning of 
the activity of the flushing cistern factory, the estab-
lishment of the company K.A. Autoclismos, Lda. only 
happened in April of 1982, due to the fact that the 
incorporation of new companies with foreign capi-
tal was not frequent at the time, and the process of 
foreign direct investment was bureaucratic and not 
as fast as it is today.

The company ’s share capital was distributed as 
follows: Cibiemme Plast (5 million escudos), OLI (3 
million escudos), António Oliveira (1 million escu-
dos) and Rui Oliveira (1 million escudos). António 

2.2
The beginning of the production 
of flushing cisterns
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Rodrigues Oliveira was the company ’s represen-
tative in this subsidiary, although in the following 
year he conferred management powers to his son Rui 
Oliveira. This was the first shareholding of the chil-
dren of António Rodrigues Oliveira. A moment that 
Rui Oliveira felt was a “stimulus and demand to take 
on new responsibilities”.

To carry out this operation, António Oliveira asked 
Joaquim da Costa Abraúl, who had been his profes-
sor of Economics at the University of Coimbra, for 
help. The birth of K.A. Autoclismos, Lda. thus bene-
fited from the contribution of this scholar who, as an 
external consultant, led the process of authorising 
the import of capital for foreign direct investment, 
which enabled the construction of the factory and 
the import of machinery and moulds from Italy.

Foreign direct investment, through Cibiemme Plast, 
was more than an important source of financing for 
the creation of the factory for flushing cisterns, it 
was above all an added value to the business, through 
the transfer of innovation, technological develop-
ment and a new management system.

In the first half of the 1980s, “the activity of the 
company was tough. The Portuguese market was 
divided into three competitors (Sanijato, Jet, and 
Dilúvio), which prevented us from achieving suffi-
cient levels of profitability. Exports had already 
begun to Chile and Northern Ireland, but they were 
not enough. In order to face up to the insufficient 

national activity, in 1985 we started the production 
of flushing cisterns for the Italian market, where the 
demand exceeded the installed capacity of our part-
ner”, António Oliveira explains.

In 1986, with the entry of Portugal into the EEC – 
European Economic Community, the commercial 
and industrial strategy of OLI evolved, responding to 
the new paradigm of consumption and production, 
which emerged from the disappearance of customs 
barriers and the end of economic protectionism.

It was in this era of economic enthusiasm, the result 
of European integration and the consequent influx 
of structural and cohesion funds originating from 
the EEC, that OLI began manufacturing compo-
nents (mechanisms) to equip flushing cisterns – a 
major OLI business already in the 1990s. One thing is 
certain: without the production of the mechanisms, 
the current size and scope of the company would 
never have been possible to achieve.

Foreign direct investment, through Cibiemme Plast, was more than 
an important source of financing for the creation of the flushing 
cistern factory, it was above all an added value to the business, through 
the transfer of innovation, technological development and a new 
management system.

Signing of the Treaty of Accession of Portugal to the European 
Economic Community
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OLI’s priority was to acquire new and varied 
Research and Development (R&D) skills, which were 
known to be crucial to productive development. 
“Jolly” was the first inlet valve, whose basic concept 
is still used, later followed by the outlet valve. In 
the first stage, these components were incorpora-
ted into the flushing cisterns manufactured in the 
factory, and the flushing cisterns started being fully 
manufactured and equipped. In a second stage, 
the company began exporting the components for 
Cibiemme Plast, the Italian partner company, which 
replaced its products with products manufactured in 
Esgueira, because of their better performance.

With these first two developments - the outlet valve 
and the inlet valve - OLI took another step up in its 
ladder of expertise and, consequently, in its added 
value. A plateau that, years later, would open the 
doors to the main sanitary ceramics industries of 
the world.

By the end of the 1980s, industrial activity was in 
clear expansion, reaching the production of 700 
flushing cisterns a day and 150,000 a year.

The computerisation of the administrative services 
accompanied the evolution of the factory with the 
acquisition of a new computer system, indispensable 
for the rationalisation of the management of stock 
and orders and the improvement of the response 
time for deliveries to customers.

The company bought its first computer, an IBM in 
which the Lotus 1-2-34 (the current Excel) was first 
used by António Neto, and then by accounting and 
finance employees. Product costs and import costs 
started to be calculated electronically. Until then, they 
were done manually by António Rodrigues Oliveira.

Typewriters were gradually replaced by the compu-
ters. Technologies have imposed new ways of doing 
things. “People resisted out of fear, but when they 
were shown the advantages, they embraced changes, 
and they learned the technologies by using them”, 
explains António Neto.

Something that Aldina Ramos confirms. “Back in 
those days, when everything was new and we had to 
learn, Dr António Neto became a point of reference. 
He had the gift of teaching. He used to like to impart 
knowledge onto others. He spent time checking to see 
if what he had taught had been well understood and 
was being done properly”. 

When she finished 12th grade in 1981, Aldina Ramos 
was hired to organise the archives - “by name, the 
purchase orders; by land, the invoices”. Her first 
salary of 11,500 escudos was “a fortune.” The company 
was recognised for paying well and never missing a 
payment”. She worked during the day and studied 
accounting at ISCA at night. Aldina, the youngest of 
four siblings, was the only one who studied: “I was 
lucky enough for my godfather to pay for my studies”.

4 Lotus 1-2-3, produced by Lotus Software, was one of the first 
spreadsheets 

By the end of the 1980s, industrial activity was in clear expansion, 
reaching the production of 700 flushing cisterns a day and 150,000 a 
year.

Inlet valve “Azor Plus”
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Inlet valve “Azor Plus”

OLI was already recognised as a training company. 
“Working here was like having a skills certificate. 
People learned the way and method of working. 
Anyone who left here would go to a management posi-
tion in another company”, confirms Cidalina Canelas. 
Something that still rings true today, almost forty 
years later.

OLI was already recognised as a training company. “Working here was 
like having a skills certificate. People learned the way and method of 
working. Anyone who left here would go to a management position in 
another company”, confirms Cidalina Canelas. Something that still 
rings true today, almost forty years later.

Exposed flushing cisternIn-wall  cistern



76

2.3
The departure of the founding partners 

In the 1980s OLI was a company with international 
ambition and a challenging attitude, which did not 
wait for events to happen, rather it anticipated them. 
Not only had the company changed its business para-
digm by embracing the industry, but it also began to 
look at the global world with its multiple possibilities, 
investing in internationalisation.

This change, like almost all challenges of evolution, 
would lead to a mismatch of perspectives between 
the two founding partners regarding the direction 
and future of the company. The differences between 
António and Saul escalated and neither of them avoi-
ded confronting the discussions. The year was 1986.

“One day I said, “I’m leaving! I’ll sell my share, take 
materials and employees and start a company”. And 
so it was. On June 19th 1986, Saul formally announ-
ced his willingness to negotiate the sale of his shares.

After this sudden announcement, several meetings 
were held to agree on the final value of the sharehol-
der’s stake. On August 28th 1986, Saul and his wife 
sold the 45% and 5% shares to the company, respecti-
vely, for 60 thousand contos. The purchase was made 
possible through two loans of 30 thousand contos each, 
granted by Banco Português do Atlântico and Banco 
Borges & Irmão, at an interest rate of 30%.

Still in the autumn of 1986, Saul created a company 
that sold bath materials, which made it an obvious 
competitor to the company he had founded with his 
brother in 1954.

In the midst of this professional and family turbu-
lence, António Rodrigues Oliveira was already 
seriously ill. In March of that year, he had been diag-
nosed with an oncological disease. In Doctor João 
Ganho’s office, in Ílhavo, his wife Maria Pereira de 
Moura and daughter Graça heard the worst: “António’s 
diagnosis is very serious; at best he’ll have six more 
months to live”. The accuracy of the diagnosis would 
prove right.

Aware of the proximity of death, António Rodrigues 
Oliveira sold his 45% share to his children, while the 
remaining 5% remained with his wife.

“We didn’t think about what we did. If we had thou-
ght twice, we wouldn’t have done it, because the debt 
was huge; but we were right. We did what our father 
wanted”, says Rui Oliveira emotionally. 

Thirty-two years after he sold his shares, Saul looks 
back at the moment of departure with sadness. “My 
brother and I were very good friends. We’ve lived and 
travelled a lot together. I remember the first trip we 
went on through Europe by car in the late 1960s, and 
going to Mercedes in Stuttgart. We got upset, but I 
understand him defending his children. My brother 
did what I probably would have done if I were him”.
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Aerial view of the industrial complex

The company’s 25th anniversary
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António Rodrigues Oliveira was an “enterprising, bold 
and confident” businessman and manager, reveals his 
son António Oliveira, whom he taught “to negotiate 
well, winning for all parties”.

António Rodrigues Oliveira was intelligent and self-
-taught. He negotiated with Italians and French 
people without ever having learned French or Italian. 
He learnt by doing. He knew how to think, and he 
knew what to do. He had a nose for business. He crea-
ted a company that started small and became big.

Seriousness was one of his obsessions, confirms his 
son Rui Oliveira. “My father had a phrase that he 
used to say all the time: we have to be honest gypsies! 
One day I asked him what it meant, and he explai-
ned to me: “It means your word is a word of honour; 
if you can sell for ten, you will not sell for eight, but 
if you make a mistake and sell for six, you must keep 
your word”.

The good name, legitimised by the integrity and the 
value of his word, was the inheritance that António 
and Rui received from their father. And if António 
Rodrigues Oliveira left his children with a good name, 
his closest workers were left with several teachings, 
such as the power to overcome, the rigour and the 
value of saving, and an inspiration: generosity.

He is remembered as an austere father, but also warm. 
“I remember seeing him come home, putting his hat 
on the coat rack, sitting on the sofa, calling me on his 
lap and putting me on one leg and playing ‘horsey’. 
I remember one day, when I was older, my mother 

told him I had done something wrong, and my father 
told me: go and get the ruler! And so, I went. When 
I handed it to him, he said to me: Because you were 
obedient, you will not be punished! Obedience saved 
me from punishment,” recalls daughter Graça.

He travelled a lot, visited fairs and factories of the 
products he imported and the ones he started to 
represent in Portugal. His ambition and compe-
titiveness vibrated with results. “I remember his 
happiness when he arrived at the end of the day with 
lots of purchase orders. Look, Neto, all the orders I 
got today!”

“He taught us to do things well, to be careful and 
to understand that the work of every person has an 
impact on the work of the other, however insignifi-
cant”, says Aldina Ramos.

He was strict and demanding. His motto, often said 
out loud, no one has forgotten: “fast and well”. It was 
normal for him to take two phone calls, one in each 
ear – one answering the customer, the other asking 
for information on the customer’s purchase orders.

Maria Emília, the typist who had gone with her 
mother to ask for a job at António Rodrigues Oliveira’s 
house, recalls “a cultured, simple and informal man”, 
who “demanded a lot, knew how to master clients, 
and hated it when people didn’t respect each other 
and didn’t do the job properly”. He was annoyed by 
sloppiness – “we knew that, when he scolded, it was 
really so that we would get better, and he wouldn’t give 
up until we did “, confirms Cidalina.

2.4
The legacy of António 
Rodrigues Oliveira 
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António Rodrigues Oliveira was intelligent and self-taught. He 
negotiated with Italians and French people without ever having learned 
French or Italian. He learnt by doing. He knew how to think, and he 
knew what to do. He had a nose for business. He created a company 
that started small and became big.

Maria Pereira de Moura and António Rodrigues Oliveira
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António Rodrigues Oliveira and Maria Pereira de Moura, Amsterdam 

António Rodrigues Oliveira, Madeira
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António Rodrigues Oliveira with his mother, Elvira Rodrigues Anileiro
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He didn’t like to be disturbed when he was focused. 
António Neto recalls the episode during the municipal 
holiday [May 12th]. “The phone was ringing and there 
was no one to answer it. Mr António answered and said: 
there is no one here! On the other end of the phone, 
somebody asked: So, who am I talking to? And he said, 
“You’re talking to the cleaning lady!”

He was tough and sometimes spoke inadver-
tently, but he would recognise his mistakes or over 
reactions, and apologise, says Cidalina. “On one 
occasion, I came to work after dinner at the request 
of Mr António, because of our client from Madeira. I 
don’t remember much now, but I made a mistake in a 
document, and Mr Oliveira reprimanded me in front 
of the client and his wife. I went to the bathroom 
to cry. The next morning, when I arrived and gree-
ted him, he told me to sit down and apologised for 
his behaviour. Mr Oliveira was impulsive, but he 
knew how to recognise his mistakes and apologise 
for them.”

They also learned the value of saving from António 
Rodrigues Oliveira. “You should never ruin a blank 
sheet of paper to write notes and messages (a habit 
that still continues to this day). Here, we save!”, 
everybody used to hear on their first day of work. 
“Save while we can, because later there is no point,” 
was one of his usual phrases. Saving, but without 
losing sight of the fair value of work and seriousness. 
At the time of the salary increases, Aldina recalls 
hearing António Rodrigues Oliveira say to António 
Neto: “Make sure the girl is well paid; she’s not a 

student anymore and we need to recognise that”. 
When she finished her degree in accounting in 1987, 
she earned a raise from 75 to 100 contos.

They also knew the value of generosity and kind-
ness. “I will never forget his words when I visited 
him at Coimbra Hospital. He said to his wife, who 
had brought plums: “Give the girl some plums; she 
may want them because she will not have plums like 
these at home,” recalls Elisabete.

Always strongly connected to his community, 
António Rodrigues Oliveira was president of the 
parish council of Esgueira between 1974 and 1976. 
He lived a life entirely devoted to his work. He had 
a simple lifestyle, with no vices or luxuries, and his 
working days used to be 14 hours long and included 
Saturdays. When he saw people running to leave at 
6pm sharp, he would say with irony, not holding back 
any venom: “it’s like they’re worried that the house 
will fall on them!”

“It was at the table that he did great business and 
made great friendships. He had a great capacity to 
relate, to get involved and to communicate. I see in 
my nephew [António Ricardo Oliveira] the carbon 
copy of my father”, says his son Rui.

For 32 years, and until his last day at OLI, the ritual 
was always the same with every worker: when they 
arrived in the morning, they would greet him with a 
handshake. He worked right up to the end. On one 
Friday, November 28th, he left earlier than usual. He 

Always strongly connected to his community, António Rodrigues 
Oliveira was president of the parish council of Esgueira between 1974 
and 1976. He lived a life entirely devoted to his work. He had a simple 
lifestyle, with no vices or luxuries, and his working days used to be 14 
hours long and included Saturdays.
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asked his son Rui to take him home. It was 5 p.m.. 
He was at his limit. He didn’t say goodbye to anyone. 
He just waved as he left.

The next day, Saturday, around 10 a.m., António 
Neto’s  home phone rang. He heard António 
Rodrigues’ request to speak to him in person at his 
home in Mataduços. “I went to Mr António’s house, 
and we talked about the company. He asked me if I 
needed anything, any signatures. To reassure him, I 
held out a few sheets of paper for him to sign, just 
in case. After signing them, he asked me to call his 
eldest son, Rui Oliveira”.

António Neto was the last worker with whom 
António Rodrigues Oliveira spoke. He would die 
two hours later, around noon, at his home. In the 
afternoon, Elisabete Matos had the difficult task of 
communicating the early death of the co-founder of 
OLI to customers and suppliers.

“When I die, I don’t want the company to close. 
Work must go on”, António Rodrigues Oliveira often 
said. And his will was done. He died on Saturday, 
November 29th, 1986, due to kidney failure, and the 
funeral was held on December 1st, in Esgueira.

It will be said, in truth and fairness, that António 
Rodrigues Oliveira’s intelligence and impulsiveness 
were proportional to the size of his heart, immense 
and kind, which about a dozen interviewees remem-
bered, in a mixture of nostalgia and gratitude, and 
whose memory brought tears to the eyes of everyone.

António Rodrigues Oliveira

António Rodrigues Oliveira’s intelligence and impulsiveness were 
proportional to the size of his heart, immense and kind, which about 
a dozen interviewees remembered, in a mixture of nostalgia and 
gratitude, and whose memory brought tears to the eyes of everyone.
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2.5
The creation of a public 
limited company

With the departure of the founding partners, António 
and Saul, at the end of 32 years of a joint project on the 
rise, the brothers Rui and António Oliveira succeeded 
in commanding the family business.

Rui Oliveira, then aged 36, married to Maria do Carmo 
Oliveira, and father of Rui Miguel Oliveira (1979) and 
Carolina Oliveira (1984). António Oliveira, 32, married 
to Cristina Oliveira, still had no children. António 
Ricardo Oliveira (1990) and Mariana Oliveira (1993) 
were born later.

Both felt the burden of responsibility. “I worked 
12 hours a day, Saturdays and Sundays. More than 
an increase in working hours, it was an increase in 
responsibility”, says António Oliveira. They felt heavily 
their father’s absence, often mitigated by the help of 
their partners. Sebastião Dias Marques, cousin of 
António and Saul, played an important role suppor-
ting the second generation’s managing activities. Born 
in Eixo, this renowned lawyer was Civil Governor of 
Aveiro between 1985 and 1990.

“The customers and suppliers have saved us. They 
trusted the good name of Oliveira. They were uncon-
ditional in their support during this period of 
change. José Gonçalves dos Santos, from Trofa, the 
tap supplier, gave us unconditional support. When 
we took over the business, we decided to replace the 
commission agents with salespeople and the team 
reached 10 salespeople”, reveals Rui Oliveira.

The roles of the two brothers were well defined and did 
not change: António Oliveira was a business strategist 
and a man of industry, while Rui led the administrati-
ve-financial department and, later on, the commercial 
department.

For António Neto, the succession was clear and born 
of complementarity: “their father [António Rodrigues 
Oliveira] had a nose for recognising a business that 
would make money; his son [António Oliveira] had 
a nose for anticipating a business that would make 
money. Although, I also think that Rui Oliveira trus-
ted his brother in this sense”.

In the year following the taking of office of the new 
administration in 1987, OLI, with 33 employees, 
showed a growth of 35% compared to the previous 
year, reaching a sales volume of 519 million contos. 
The company consolidated its specialisation in the 
production of plastic flushing cisterns and the sale of 
agricultural machinery and household appliances.

In the same year of 1987, several financial operations 
took place with the aim of mitigating the financial 
impact caused by the purchase of the shareholding of 
the founding partner, Saul Rodrigues Oliveira, which 
had left the company in a fragile financial situation. 
On August 26th, the company was made into a public 
limited company5, after an increase in the share capi-
tal to 100 thousand contos by incorporation of the 
Revaluation Reserve and part of the Free Reserve.

5 Diário do Governo (Official Gazette of Portugal) No. 214, III series, 
September 17th 1987 
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The roles of the two brothers were well defined and did not change: 
António Oliveira was a business strategist and a man of industry, while 
Rui led the administrative-financial department and, later on, the 
commercial department.

News published in an economic newspaper

Company results highlighted in the press
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As a public limited company, the company started 
a process of merging its commercial and industrial 
departments. On the same date, Rui and António 
Oliveira bought, in equal parts, their own share of 
45% of the company’s share capital for 65 thousand 
contos. At the same time, the associated company 
K.A. increased its capital, which was subscribed by 
Cibiemme Plast (20 million escudos) and by the part-
ners António Oliveira (10 million escudos) and Rui 
Oliveira (20 million escudos).

With the progressive loss of its self-financing capa-
city and the need to reinforce working capital and 
the expansion of the activity, the company opened 
its capital to SPR - Sociedade Portuguesa de Capital 
de Risco, belonging to Banco Português do Atlântico 
among others, which acquired 20% of the company’s 
capital on December 10th, 1987. The financial consul-
tant CISF – Companhia de Investimento e Serviços 
Financeiros, S.A., through Alfredo Antas Teles, was 
the mediator of this operation.

In the meantime, OLI was moving forward with the 
dispersion of capital, in order to meet the necessary 
conditions for the request for listing of shares repre-
senting the share capital on the Lisbon and Porto 
Stock Exchanges. In November, the company applied 
for its shares to be listed on the Porto Stock Exchange 
and on December 31st the company was admitted to 
the Porto Stock Exchange, an unofficial market, with 
a price of 3 thousand escudos per share.

News in the newspaper “Expresso”

News in “Jornal do Comércio”
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At the end of 1989, OLI became an industrial and commercial company: 
producer of flushing cisterns and mechanisms, and specialist in the 
wholesale trade of sanitary ware, hardware, piping for plumbing, 
motor pumps and electric pumps, taps and household appliances.

“Cibiemme’s entry into the capital of OLI was plan-
ned shortly after my uncle’s departure and my father’s 
death. However, in order to make the capital purchase, 
a price valuation was needed. At the time, we consi-
dered that the best solution would be to carry out this 
operation through the listing of shares on the stock 
exchange”, explains António Oliveira.

The following year, OLI sold its share in K.A. 
Autoclismos. At the end of 1988, 55% of OLI shares 
were held by the Board of Directors - Maria Pereira 
de Moura (Chairwoman) and Rui Oliveira and 
António Oliveira (Board Members), 20% in SPR, 
and the remaining 25% were dispersed among small 
shareholders.

K.A., with 16.5% of the capital of OLI, launched 
a Public Offering and Acquisition bid in order to 
obtain control of 90% of the capital, having been 
successful and resulting in the merger project, whose 
public deed took place on December 30th 1989. 
Following this operation, K.A. was extinguished 
and integrated into OLI. 46.58% of the capital of the 
new company was then held by the Italian company 
Cibiemme Plast, SPA.

“With this strategy, we sought to increase the 
economic activity of the company, with the expec-
tation that the consummated internationalisation 
would increase the export and import commercial 
relations with other European partners, with whom 
the Italian partners already had business”, explains 
António Oliveira.

The company’s bodies were then elected, the Board of 
Directors being chaired by Maria Pereira de Moura, 
widow of António Rodrigues Oliveira, and having as 
its members their children, António and Rui Oliveira. 
The supervisory board was chaired by Enzo Cecchi, 
founding partner of Cibiemme Plast.

At the end of 1989, OLI became an industrial and 
commercial company: producer of flushing cisterns 
and mechanisms, and specialist in the wholesale 
trade of sanitary ware, hardware, piping for plum-
bing, motor pumps and electric pumps, taps and 
household appliances.

Its activity was divided into three distinct areas - 
trade in sanitary materials and equipment for civil 
construction (70% of the business), trade in engines 
for the agricultural machinery industry (30% of the 
activity), and household appliances (no significant 
representation).

In terms of sanitary products, the company was one of 
the main importers of this type of product, being the 
sole brand representative of several European brands.

With a portfolio of 1,700 customers, from the north 
to the south of the country, including the islands, OLI 
had a marketing network, supported by a sales team 
and dispatch programme, that distributed goods 
using its own trucks. The products marketed were of 
international origin, in particular from the EEC (60%), 
and national (40%).
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2.6
Shareholder change

In 1991, with a total sales value of 1,193 billion contos 
and a growth of 13% compared to the previous year, 
OLI was already manufacturing the outlet valves and 
the inlet valves, thus producing all of the components 
of the external flushing cistern. This year, the first 
steps were taken in the production of the first in-wall 
flushing cistern called “Diamante”.

“The flushing cistern market, which we lead, is stable, 
and the presence of foreign manufacturers is not yet 
noticeable. The constant improvement of our products 
will allow us, we believe, to maintain market leader-
ship and even improve our brand’s penetration. We 
are investing in new models and in the certification 
of some current ones, which leads us to believe in a 
slow but progressive improvement in export sales. The 
national market, for now insignificant, will be subject 
to greater attention on our part, so it will be able to 
help us increase the sales value”6, according to the 
management’s assessment at the time.

During this period, the company continued to 
purchase production equipment and invest in impro-
ving the three models of the existing flushing cisterns 
(“Smeraldo”, “Zaffiro” and “Topazio”),  as well as focu-
sing on the construction of moulds for the production 
of new models of mechanisms, namely inlet valves.
“With the new models of inlet valves we intend to start 
moving into the ceramic toilet market, which we were 
not doing before. With the changes in the flushing 
cisterns, we intend to create a model (alternative to 

6 Annual Report and Accounts, 1991

the current ones) that is adaptable to the more pecu-
liar norms that exist within some markets”.7

Progressively, the organisation developed research 
and development skills, at project and process level, 
to win over demanding customers and enter new 
markets. Cibiemme Plast responded to this increase 
in the competitiveness of the Portuguese industrial 
unit by increasing its production capacity in Portugal, 
transferring the production line of an in-wall flushing 
cisterns to Esgueira, resulting in the expansion of the 
manufacturing facilities.

Although the association with the Italian company 
was a fundamental foundation for this ambitious 
industrialisation project, the union could have repre-
sented the end of OLI.

One morning in June 1991, around 6 a.m., António 
Oliveira received a call from Enzo Cecchi, one of 
Cibiemme’s partners, to inform him that the company 
had gone into financial breakdown due to manage-
ment errors by the other partner, Aristide Cappelletti. 
He was asking António Oliveira for help coming up 
with an emergency plan.

OLI’s rate of dependence on the Italian partner 
company was very high. “The Italians were our biggest 
partner, our only export customer and an important 
supplier. 

7  Idem
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Italian subsidiary’s communication
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We had to minimise the impact as much as possible. 
One of the first steps we took was to define a multi-
disciplinary contingency plan. I started travelling 
to Italy practically every week. The critical moment 
came when Cibiemme stopped paying for deliveries 
and ordering components. The factory workers went 
on vacation for two months, from June to August. In 
objective terms, the consequences of this crisis resul-
ted in loss of sales, cash flow problems, economic and 
productive imbalance, and much instability”, says 
António Oliveira.

He “gently ” broke the news of the crises to the 
83 employees and the various suppliers, with the 
“promise that the situation would be resolved”. Some 
suppliers were asked to extend payment terms.

During the period 1991 to 1993, contacts were made 
with a view to finding an investor for the purchase of 
Cibiemme’s 46.58 % stake in OLI. In 1992, the Fondital 
group, now called Silmar, emerged as a potential 
investor. The Administrators Silvestro and Andrea 
Niboli (father and son) went to Portugal to see the 
factory, and negotiations intensified. In March 1993, 
the acquisition of Cibiemme Plast by Valsir, a subsi-
diary of the Fondital group, was completed.

The potential of the sanitary systems market, combi-
ned with the dynamism and youth of the Portuguese 
company, contributed to the agreement, which was 
the first foreign direct investment operation of the 
Italian group, based in Vobarno, province of Brescia, 
in northern Italy.

The new shareholder structure was followed by chan-
ges in management and the reorganisation of the 
industrial and commercial departments, which resul-
ted in increased productivity and growth in exports.

One year after the constitution of the new shareholder 
structure in 1994, OLI closed with a growth of 18.5% 
compared to the previous year, recording an overall 
sales volume of 1.847 million euros.

“The partnership with Fondital brought shareholder 
security, an increase in skills, an industrial culture of 
growth, entry into new European markets, such as 
France, and the stability of the Italian market, through 
the commercial company OLIVER International”, says 
António Oliveira. 



91oli – our history

Silvestro Niboli
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C H A P T E R  I I I 

A factory of 
innovation 



We all built the OLI culture
Rui Miguel Oliveira
A D M I N I S T R ATO R

It is with great enthusiasm that we celebrate the 65th 
anniversary of OLI. It has been 65 years of life and 
history, of strengths and weaknesses, of successes and 
challenges, of learning and change, of renewal and 
reinvention.

Since I became a member of this “family” 10 years 
ago, I have witnessed the active role of employees in 
the evolution and ongoing transformation of OLI, 
which has been decisive for its success. I would like to 
highlight this path for its importance in the culture, 
competitiveness and future vision of the company.

Since 2007, with the adoption of the Japanese philo-
sophy Kaizen, derived from the Toyota Production 
System, OLI has taken on continuous transforma-
tion. Every day, with this methodology, we overcome 
constant challenges, embrace changes and break para-
digms, which are never easy to accept and implement.

After 65 years, it is very important to remember that 
we cannot stop, now that we have gotten this far. The 
challenge is ongoing and the road to follow is not 
easy. We are already living through the fourth indus-
trial revolution, with Industry 4.0, which will bring us 
new challenges and obstacles to overcome, but which 
will guarantee us better conditions of safety, quality, 
productivity, competitiveness and profitability.

It is we, the committed employees, who will be able to 
make the organisation even better and, consequently, 
make it better for ourselves. Culture is built day after 
day, all the time, and in all areas, so that continuous 
improvement is a constant presence, providing the 

organisation and employees with the best conditions 
and profitability. By maintaining and improving this 
culture, the future will be promising.

At this moment of acknowledgement and thanks, it 
is essential to reinforce that it is the people whom we 
consider to be this house’s greatest lever of growth, 
from its founders to the most recent employee, from 
the operator to the heads of department and the mana-
gers. It is all of us who build OLI’s identity and culture, 
every day.

Inevitably and very personally for me, because OLI did 
not grow up with me, but I grew up with OLI, I share 
the pride I feel in belonging to the family that foun-
ded this company. Recognition must be given for the 
vision, creation and work developed by my grandfather, 
António Oliveira, along with a very special word of great 
admiration and respect for the strategy, vision, profes-
sionalism, dedication, determination and courage of 
my father, Rui Oliveira, and my uncle, António Oliveira, 
who took on this project, making OLI a company of 
reference both nationally and internationally.

I would also like to thank our associates and part-
ners, the Niboli family, for the excellent work they have 
been doing with us since we established this great 
partnership.

For all these reasons, we believe that together we can 
continue to grow, we believe in the future and in our 
continuous capacity to overcome adversity, because this 
is our family.
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In 1993, confirming its competitiveness in the 
production of components, OLI became a 
supplier to the company ALLIA, leader in France 

in the manufacture of sanitary ceramics and a subsi-
diary of the Sanitec group1. 

The French company had found more than just 
a supplier, it had also discovered a Research & 
Development partner. So, when it decided to launch 
a fully equipped ceramic flushing cistern, it invi-
ted OLI to create an outlet valve and an inlet valve. 
As a result of this challenge, the simple outlet valve 
“Tirette”, and the inlet valve “Uni F” were born for the 
“Bastia” porcelain series for the French market and 
became the first components approved according to 
the French standard – NF.

The leading position required ALLIA to constantly 
seek new and better solutions. The need to surprise 
the market had become ubiquitous, which justifies 
the fact that, still in 1993, it launched the third inno-
vation challenge: to create a dual flushing valve. At 
the time, no ceramics in Europe equipped flushing 
cisterns with dual flushing valves, i.e. with a system 
that allowed the user to choose between two volu-
mes of water flushing (half or full), depending on the 
cleaning and hygiene needs of the toilet.

“We know that ALLIA has valued our technical compe-
tence, reliability and competitiveness of our supplies. 
After a few months manufacturing the basic model, we 

1  In April 2015, Sanitec was acquired by Geberit, the European leader in 
sanitary technology, in an operation of almost 1270 million euros

were asked to develop a top-of-the-range model. This 
proved to be a great success for both companies. We 
can say that it was the starting point for a cooperation 
that, 25 years later, continues with remarkable comple-
xity and importance”, says António Oliveira.

Whereas in the previous innovations everything 
went well, in the dual flushing the process was more 
complex, resulting in several failed attempts. Noé 
Figueiredo was the technician for these projects – at 
the time he was the only one with development skills 
– and explains the specifics of the solution: “The outlet 
valve was an aesthetically different valve, which had to 
fit into ceramic tanks where other valves did not fit”.

At the beginning of the development, Noé encoun-
tered a major problem: “the valve would stick and 
leak water; it did not actuate; the command itself 
was defective”. In the face of this failure, he moved 
on to another concept of operation, starting with a 
new solution from scratch. In times of difficulty and 
doubt he would talk to António Oliveira, with whom 
he always handled the technical issues.

“In the second proposal of this outlet valve, together 
with ALLIA’s technicians, we invested a maximum 
amount of skill and care. It was a race against time, 
against competitors and against the market that, for 
various reasons, were betting that this second attempt 
would fail”, says António Oliveira, who followed the 
process closely and took the prototype for appro-
val to the CSTB – Centre Scientifique et Techniques 
du Bâtiment, a French national organisation that 

3.1
The invention of the dual flush
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“Dual Flush” prototype
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provides research, testing and certification services 
for the construction industry.

In the second test, the dual flushing passed and was 
an international success. With this development, 
which was proof of the company’s capacity for crea-
tion and determination, OLI became an essential 
partner for the Sanitec group and for other ceramic 
industries of reference.

The creation of the dual flush valve is an important 
event in the history of OLI. The mass production of 
dual flush in flushing cisterns has resulted in a para-
digm shift in water consumption on a global scale. 
Today, thanks to dual flushing, water savings of 50% in 
sanitary installation systems are achieved worldwide.

In the first years of project design, at the request of 
clients, the technical influence of Noé Figueiredo, 
who is currently a supervisor in the Product 
Development department, is evident. His first job 
was at Metalúrgica Casal in 1965. He was 16 years 
old. He was part of the first students of the “School 
of Apprentices” in Casal, led by the German Rainier 
Pelikan, and having been one of the three best 
students, was awarded with the position of assis-
tant metalworker. A year later, he moved to the 
drawing room, where he started by drawing letters 
and later completed projects. He learned the “capa-
city of reasoning to find solutions” and “the rigour 
of the design”. After two decades, he left Casal and 
joined OLI in 1990.

And if, until the early 1990s, the “school of life” 
defined the learning and knowledge of most of 
the factory ’s employees, from 1993 onwards the 
first graduates began to arrive. Andreia Costa and 
Manuela Gonçalves undertook a six-month inter-
nship at the factory, within the scope of the Polymer 
Engineering degree, at the University of Minho, and 
they were subsequently hired. They became known 
as the company’s first engineers. Andreia began by 
supporting production management, while Manuela 
took over the department of quality and the labora-
tory, already equipped with a bowl and some devices 
for performing tests.

They found a factory with old machines, bought 
second-hand. “Miracles were performed with the 
equipment we had; since we didn’t have field expe-
rience, we solved the problems with intuition,” says 
Andreia. Two years later, in 1995, Filomena Silva and 
Marisa Malhão started managing production, recent 
graduates in Industrial Engineering at the University 
of Aveiro. Filomena worked in the injection area 
and Marisa in the finished product section. In 1998, 
Andreia left production coordination and began 
working in the area of Product Development. Today 
she leads the Innovation Management department.

Andreia Costa always heard management say that 
their added value when compared to the competi-
tion is not achieved by competing on cost, rather by 
increasing value. Always part of the sharing of product 
ideas, she reveals that “ideas always came from Mr Noé 
and Engineer António Oliveira and, most of the time, 

The creation of the dual flush valve is an important event in the 
history of OLI. Today, thanks to dual flush, water savings of 50% in 
sanitary installation systems are achieved worldwide.
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they stemmed from conversations with clients”. The 
president of the company taught her how “to speak in 
millimetres and not in centimetres”. She still remem-
bers what she heard when she began: “we’re not a 
tailor, so you must not talk in centimetres, you should 
be talking in millimetres”. She never again spoke, or 
thought, in centimetres.

Nóe FigueiredoAndreia Costa with Mário Varotti, from the company Valsir

Andreia Costa always heard management say that their added 
value when compared to competition is not achieved by 
competing on cost, rather by increasing value.



100

Technical drawing

The creation of the dual flush valve is an important event in the history of OLI. 
The mass production of dual flush in flushing cisterns has resulted in a paradigm 
shift in water consumption on a global scale. Today, thanks to dual flushing, 
water savings of 50% in sanitary installation systems are achieved worldwide. 
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Factory in the 1990s
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Advertisement for the toilet cistern “Diamante”
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Advertisement for the toilet cistern “Topazio”
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In the 1990s, OLI’s priority was clearly industrial 
competitiveness, seeking to meet the research and 
production requirements of the largest customers. 
The investments in the industrial department were 
a constant throughout the decade, with expansions 
of the manufacturing area, renewal of the indus-
trial park with the purchase of machinery, moulds, 
and quality control equipment, and the robotisa-
tion of operations.

In the context of industrial investment, and to 
control upstream the product development process, 
OLI acquired 50% of the capital of the mould 
factory, Moldaveiro, with seven employees and the 
production of 21 mould models (today there are 
about 1,000).

“The entry of OLI allowed to improve Moldaveiro’s 
activity. We acquired a new machining centre, which 
allowed us to make more complex moulds. With 
this integration, we moved to the  industrial park 
of Esgueira, hired more employees, and acquired 
more equipment, which led us to quickly increase 
our production capacity and our sales,” says Vítor 
Marques, partner and director of the factory. Today, 
the company is called OLI Moldes and 83% of the 
share capital is controlled by OLI.

In 1995 and 1996, OLI achieved consecutive sales growth 
of around 30% – 1995 (27%) and 1996 (29%) – with 
most of the production (50.9%) going to the interna-
tional market, namely France, Italy, Germany, and 

the Netherlands. The overall sales volume reached 15 
million euros. It is in this expansion environment that 
the decision was made for the factory to work conti-
nuously, 24 hours a day, seven days a week.

The company’s double-digit growth was tracked by Ilda 
Silva, the first employee of the Export Department, 
where she still works. She joined OLI in 1994, after 
graduating in International Relations from the 
University of Minho.

“In my opinion, what allowed us to grow in a sustai-
nable way was to start working with well-organised 
ceramics’ factories that had procedures, certifications, 
and sets of specifications in place. Back then, we were a 
learning-by-doing company. We knew that to win more 
orders, we had to proceed with the certifications. It was 
the customers who set our pace of innovation, and they 
reacted with astonishment and even more trust when 
they saw our rapid evolution”.

This business expansion is based on the production and 
trade of mechanisms for the ceramic industry, whose 
sales increased in that period at a rate of 60%, reflecting 
the influence and relevance of the two largest custo-
mers: ALLIA (France) and KOLO (Poland).

OLI knew that customer loyalty demanded the capa-
city for permanent innovation, so it made cooperation 
at the level of Research and Development its response 
to the constant demand for differentiating solutions by 
the sanitary ceramics industry.

3.2
Investment in industrial 
competitiveness
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OLI knew that customer loyalty demanded the capacity for 
permanent innovation, so it made cooperation at the level of 
Research and Development its response to the constant demand 
for differentiating solutions by the sanitary ceramics industry.

Authorisation order for continuous operation
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 “We had a very close relationship with our main 
customers. Practically every month, the main techni-
cians of those companies would come to Portugal and 
we would work together on the projects, not only at 
the level of creating the solution, but also in the orga-
nisation of ideas and next steps”, confirms Ilda.

One of the people who closely followed this indus-
trial expansion was Ugo Pettinarolli, CEO of the 
Pettinaroli group, based in Novara, Italy, who has 
had a partnership relationship with the company 
since the late 1970s.

“We made our way together: my father with António 
Rodrigues Oliveira and me with António Oliveira. We 
were both very young when we started this journey. I 
was finishing my studies in Economics, in Milan, and 
António was completing Mechanical Engineering, in 
Coimbra. We met at the beginning of the industrial 
adventure. OLI distributed in Portugal our products 
made in Italy. In a second phase, we moved forward 
with a commercial agreement for the representa-
tion and distribution of our products in Portugal. In 
a third phase, we invested in joint production at the 
Esgueira plant, with the integration of a production 
line for thermostatic valves and manifolds”.

“António and I have similar personalities – a daily 
desire to change, to think the impossible every day. 
We share knowledge and information about the 
different markets, enhancing the synergies between 
both companies; we have similar visions. It’s a beau-
tiful joint experience. I’m very hopeful that the third 

generation will continue this relationship. We are 
and will continue to be partners”.

Jorge Araújo, administrator of Petibol, a plastic 
packaging company, is also a long-standing part-
ner. For thirty years it has been supplying expanded 
polystyrene, better known as styrofoam, used in 
the manufacture of in-wall flushing cisterns. He 
recalls that OLI was the first customer to introduce 
this material into the manufacture of the products - 
‘which was totally surprising at the time’. In his view, 
OLI’s path to growth is the result of “determination, 
seriousness, and respect for the supplier”.
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José Almeida, Noé Figueiredo, Ilda Silva and Rogério Antunes

António Oliveira with the Pettinarolli family
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3.3
Certifications and partnerships 
with universities

The approval of components according to various 
European standards has become a fundamental axis 
of OLI’s strategy to gain differentiation and reputa-
tion in relation to its competitors. At the end of the 
1990s, the company had a set of 10 products appro-
ved according to three international standards: NF 
(France), KIWA (Netherlands) and DIN (Germany). 
The approval was a seal of quality assurance and an 
important sales pitch.

Besides the approvals, the certifications were also 
one of the objectives integrated in OLI’s industrial 
competitiveness strategy. Launched in April 1995, the 
ISO 9002 certification process was completed three 
years later. In 1998, the year in which Portugal expe-
rienced the euphoria of EXPO’98, which celebrated 
the 500 years of Portuguese Discoveries, the APCER 
- Portuguese Certification Association granted this 
certification for the production of plastic flushing 
cisterns and plastic accessories, making OLI the first 
company in the sector recognised for its production 
methods and product quality. In the following year, 
the most demanding certification would be obtained 
– ISO 9001 awarded for design, development, produc-
tion, installation, and after-sales service. In 2001 and 
2003, OLI obtained ISO 9000:2000 certification.

It was in 1997 that the company began a close rela-
tionship with the university’s scientific and academic 
community, which would be consolidated as a brand 
image in the second decade of the 21st century. 
The “Silent Inlet Valve”, which allows the filling of 
a flushing cistern without any noise, was the first 

product development carried out in partnership 
with the University of Aveiro and the University of 
Coimbra. For two years, Noé Figueiredo, Andreia 
Costa, and Leonel Machado worked together with 
university professors António Gameiro (University of 
Coimbra) and Vítor Costa (University of Aveiro).

Several prototypes were made which were verified, 
at the level of design, at the University of Coimbra, 
through the CFX, a fluid simulation programme. 
Then followed the moulds and tests. At the time, 
in Portugal, there were no laboratories to measure 
noise, which meant the noise tests had to be carried 
out in France.
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The last 10 years of the 20th century gave OLI its biggest 
growths ever, ending 1999 with a global sales volume 
of 22.5 million euros. The company entered the new 
millennium with 262 workers. The Italian, French and 
German markets were the most prominent, and the 
“2000” flushing model was the best seller.

On an international scale, the success of OLI did 
not go unnoticed, especially in the European indus-
try, which had named António Oliveira as one of the 
500 “European Dymanic Entrepreneurs”, in 1998 and 
1999, for his capacity for innovation and perseverance 
applied to the company’s growth.

In 2000, the company achieved 27 million euros in 
sales. A result that would never have predicted the 
difficulties that would characterise the subsequent 
years. The terrorist attacks on the Twin Towers of the 
World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon 
building in Washington, on September 11th, 2001, 
shook economies virtually everywhere in the world. 
The following year, with the stagnation of the world 
economy and the slowdown of the European economy, 
OLI’s results, to some extent, felt this retraction effect: 
they continued to grow, but at a slower pace (13.95%), 
influenced by industrial product exports. Overall sales 
volume was 33 million euros in 2001.

From 2002 to 2011, the year that is marked by 
Portugal’s request for external financial support 
from the IMF (International Monetary Fund) and 
the European Financial Stabilisation Fund, the 
Portuguese economy would grow by only 4.40%, at an 

average rate of 0.45% per year. In the previous period, 
between Portugal’s entry into the EEC in 1986 and the 
circulation of the single currency in 2002, the coun-
try’s GDP rose by 86.11%, at an average annual rate of 
3.96%, in a way inflated by the massive injection of 
Community funds intended for the modernisation of 
the economy.

The climate of uncertainty and the difficulty of fore-
casting were strongly felt by the management. The 
focus on new geographies, to reduce dependence on 
markets with localised crises, and the widening of the 
product range available to the main customers, with 
the aim of increasing sales, were two of the decisions 
found to grow and improve profitability in this very 
complex period, from an economic and social point of 
view, which some economists called the “lost decade”.

More than ever, innovation was the anchor that would 
prevent OLI’s sinking as a consequence of the global 
crisis. Innovation drove the company’s continuous 
improvement and creativity, defending it from the 
aggressive competition of globalisation.

In order to face the new market conditions, namely 
the general trend towards lower sales prices and the 
increase in processing and raw material costs, OLI 
focused on two areas: a greater control of produc-
tion costs and the development of value-added 
solutions, seeking to sell new technically difficult 
products to larger customers, which would allow it 
to gather technical expertise in development, design 
and production. 

3.4
The transition to the new 
millennium
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On an international scale, the success of OLI did not go unnoticed, 
especially in the European industry, which had named António 
Oliveira as one of the 500 “European Dymanic Entrepreneurs”, 
in 1998 and 1999, for his capacity for innovation and perseverance 
applied to the company’s growth.
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OLI shielded itself from unpredictability, and poli-
tical and economic vulnerability with the strategic 
ambition of establishing medium and long-term 
production partnerships. The reason for this was 
clear: by doing this, it would be possible to achieve 
stable levels of production and sales for several years, 
thus optimising production, costs and the profitable 
use of industrial resources and investments, which are 
essential for improving industrial competitiveness. 
For customers, this multi-annual loyalty commitment 
was also advantageous, as it was guaranteed of deve-
lopment capacity, quality, and investment in moulds. 
Maybe only big business is long lasting when both 
sides win.

In 2005, OLI already occupied a position of reference 
in the national industry and had a major role in the 
economic and social fabric of the district of Aveiro, 
which was confirmed by the visit of the President of 
the Republic, Jorge Sampaio in the scope of the Open 
Presidency initiative, under the theme “Innovation 
and Competitiveness”.

On that occasion, Jorge Sampaio stressed that 
“production processes are advancing because they 
are competitive” and also that “it is because there is 
a strong link with the university environment, which 
contributes to innovation and scientific preparation”. 
He stated to have found “production processes on an 
international scale that export and are able to withs-
tand the competition”2. 

2 “Diário de Aveiro”, July 25th 2005 

More than ever, innovation was the anchor that would prevent 
OLI’s sinking as a consequence of the global crisis. Innovation 
drove the company’s continuous improvement and creativity, 
defending it from the aggressive competition of globalisation.
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In 2004, the year in which Portugal experienced one 
of the moments of greatest social and economic 
enthusiasm with the organisation of the European 
Football Championship – EURO 2004, OLI took on 
the challenge of a large-scale industrial project, which 
would lead the company to a new level of dimension 
and evolution.

The traditional sanitary ceramics companies Ifö, in 
Bromölla in southern Sweden, and IDO, Ekenäs in 
southern Finland, integrated into the Sanitec group 
(now Geberit), conducted a market consultation for 
the development of a technical and industrial solution 
for equipping ceramic sanitaryware in Scandinavia. 
Three companies were consulted: the Portuguese 
company OLI, the Swiss company Geberit and the 
French company Siamp.

“We were given the idea, the product, the target price 
and the business model for its production. The whole 
investment would be ours; in return, there was a 
promise of at least six years of business, with about 
half a million pieces a year. Shortly after the consul-
tation, we were chosen, because the other companies 
could not find competitive technical solutions, and the 
talks for implementing the project continued with us 
only”, António Oliveira explains.

This specific flushing cistern model, which is already 
in its second generation and is a huge success in the 
Scandinavian market, has been technically designed 
by Noé Figueiredo and Rogério Antunes, with the 
support of a Sanitec technician.

The construction project advanced inside the indus-
trial complex. Moulds, injection machines, and an 
automated packaging system were purchased. The 
total investment on this industrial project was one 
million, two hundred thousand euros. Production 
started in July 2005.

The project was named “Twins” for two reasons: first, 
the Swedish designer was going to father twins; 
second, this project was based on the development 
of two twin products, one for Sweden and one for 
Finland.

The ability to think of creative solutions and manufac-
ture the moulds that would make those less obvious 
solutions possible, gave OLI an important project, 
which today represents 8% of global annual sales. 
In the first five years, “Twins” had an average annual 
production of 450 000 units.

The responsibility with this project is immense – to 
produce an exclusive product for a customer and a 
market. “The customer depends on us one hundred 
percent, so there must be maximum reliability of the 
production and supply chain to avoid risks of any kind 
- until today, the customer has never had any supply 
interruptions”, as António Oliveira explains.

3.5
The conquest of the 
Scandinavian market
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Productivity and competitiveness were increasin-
gly becoming OLI’s biggest challenge. The company 
was aware that, to have a successful production 
management, it was no longer enough to dominate 
flexibility, measured by response time; it was neces-
sary to fully manage the flow, integrating logistics 
and production.

A profound transformation of the productive and 
industrial principles was therefore necessary, star-
ting with the design of a new organisation that 
should not only be innovative but also inspiring, that 
is, involving all employees, from the factory worker 
to the administrator, with the will and awareness 
that it is possible to do better, every day.

This awareness and determination led OLI to the 
Kaizen Institute, a pioneer and leader in spreading 
the Kaizen philosophy. In Japanese, the word Kaizen 
derives from the words Kai (change) and Zen (better) 
and translates the idea of continuous improvement 
– assumed by everyone, every day, and in every 
area. According to this philosophy, there is always 
room for improvement. Today we can do better than 
yesterday and so on.

This principle of continuous improvement seeks 
not only the sustained progress of the company, but 
also the well-being of its human resources, through 
increased productivity, profitability and motiva-
tion of resources, elimination of waste, reduction of 
production times and optimisation of equipment. 
The focus on productive processes, the emphasis on 

practice, learning by doing, small changes, the search 
for immediate results, the discipline and the commit-
ment to maintain efforts, are its basic principles.

In June 2007, OLI started the Kaizen project, adopting 
the “TFM – Total Flow Management” methodology, 
which seeks to improve productivity and operatio-
nal efficiency throughout the value chain. Later, the 
company adopted the methodologies “TPM – Total 
Productive Management” (optimisation of equip-
ment usage); “TQM – Total Quality Management” 
(quality improvement); and “TSM – Total Service 
Management” (improvement in the service areas).

Before the Kaizen project, all types of in-wall flushing 
cisterns were produced on a single line, i.e. regardless 
of the reference type. This organisation resulted in 
the production of large batches and a supply system 
supported by large containers, which required the 
supply in large batches and great ergonomic efforts. 
The lack of standardised work, excessive operator 
movements, lack of ergonomics, overproduction, and 
lack of flexibility were some aspects that needed to be 
corrected. There were opportunities for improvement.

The design of a new layout for the production lines; 
the line edge (interface between production and logis-
tics); production planning; the synchronisation with 
assembly lines; the creation of a supply supermarket 
with three areas - components, inlet valves, and outlet 
valves; the implementation of a production supply 
logistics train; and the creation of cells were the main 
actions implemented. 

3.6
The Kaizen philosophy and 
the culture of excellence
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The production of in-wall flushing cisterns was now 
integrated in two cells. Cell 1 was dedicated to the 
model “Diamante”, and it was where all the reference 
types in this series, accounting for 45% of sales, were 
manufactured. Cell 2 was in charge of the production 
of other families of in-wall flushing cisterns, namely 
“Better”, “Corner”, “DD”, “Expert” and “Giada”.

Five years after the adoption of the Kaizen culture 
and the implementation of its methodologies, the 
numbers are indicative of success: productivity 
increased by around 40% and, in some products, 
growth was 100%. Another relevant gain was the 
reduction of work-in-progress by around 30%, 
confirming the improvement in the efficiency of 
internal processes, responding more quickly to 
customer orders.

At the same time, waste was progressively elimina-
ted, the workplace became more humane, and each 
employee became an active and proactive voice, 
with the power to identify improvement actions 
and suggest simple and practical solutions. The 
company has become a lab of ideas for continuous 
improvement.

In April 2013, OLI was recognised for its culture of 
continuous improvement and process innovation 
by winning the “Kaizen Lean” Award, in the cate-
gory of “Excellence in Productivity” , for increasing 
productivity and operational efficiency. A distinction 
that the Kaizen Institute justified with the following 
reasons: “good implementation strategy in a complex 

project, involvement of management, disruptive 
gains, and increments shown”.

At the award ceremony, which took place in Lisbon, 
António Oliveira reacted: “We are very proud of the 
distinction, because it demonstrates the importance 
of OLI’s commitment to continuous improvement, 
process innovation, and training of its employees, 
as a way to ensure competitive, sustainable and 
excellent performance. The emphasis on continuous 
improvement is a critical factor in the success of the 
company, and for this reason it is essential to have 
qualified and motivated employees to innovate and, 
simultaneously, meet the most demanding operatio-
nal objectives of daily life”.

Eleven years after the arrival of the Japanese philo-
sophy at OLI, its principles remain ever present 
in its daily activities. And the reason is clear: the 
process of improvement and learning never ends, it 
is permanent.

Rui Miguel Oliveira, plant director, closely followed 
this transformative change, having been one of the 
main individuals responsible for the implementation 
and monitoring of the Kaizen project which, in his 
view, “is a milestone in the history of the company”. 

He remembers the resistance he encountered. 
“People resist change. If it’s something they ’ve 
always done that way, they don’t want to change. It 
was difficult to convince them to embrace a project 
that was good for everyone – it increased not only 

Five years after the adoption of the Kaizen culture and the 
implementation of its methodologies, the numbers are indicative 
of success: productivity increased by around 40% and, in some 
products, growth was 100%.
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In April 2013, OLI was recognised for its culture of continuous 
improvement and process innovation by winning the “Kaizen 
Lean” Award, in the category of “Excellence in Productivity”.
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efficiency, but also safety. We never wanted to 
increase efficiency at all costs. It’s always been our 
goal for workers to be better protected”.

At the end of 2017, he left the direction of the conti-
nuous improvement project to become director of 
the plant. He arrives at seven o’clock in the morning, 
checks the production reports, and meets with the 
production teams. He is in charge of 300 people. He 
is also administrator of OLI Moldes and he coordi-
nates the OLI factory in Russia, which opened in 
October 2016, from Portugal.

Rui  Miguel  Ol iveira, the  administrator  Rui 
Oliveira’s son, studied Chemical Engineering at 
the University of Aveiro. He attended his last acade-
mic year at the University of Padua, Italy, under the 
international mobility programme, Erasmus. That 
year, he learned to speak and write Italian, a key 
language at OLI, because its shareholder is Italian. 
He joined the company in October 2004, where he 
began in the Project Engineering department, rapi-
dly evolving to the improvement of manufacturing 
processes. When he was 10, he used to ride his bike 
on the grounds of the factory he now coordinates. 
At the age of 15, he worked at the company during 
the month of July and, with the salary he received, 
he bought a ping-pong table, which is still at his 
parents’ house in Mataduços.

“We never wanted to increase efficiency at all costs. It’s always 
been our goal for workers to be better protected”.
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International 
expansion



The future will be challenging
António Ricardo Oliveira
A D M I N I S T R ATO R

In this moment of celebration of the 65th anniversary 
of OLI – Sistemas Sanitários, my words are of great 
gratitude to the people who are genuinely committed 
to the success and prosperity of the company.

OLI existed for me, long before I existed for OLI. 
Fortunately, thanks to everyone’s work, I have seen 
the company grow and prosper throughout my 
childhood and youth. This did not happen without 
contending with absence and distance, but I trust 
that it was for the benefit of the cause that we cele-
brate today.

The opportunity to return to Portugal and actively 
contribute to the OLI project arose in early 2015, 
after a number of challenges posed by the internatio-
nal market. In this sense, my duties were, and have 
been, very close to the export department and our 
customers that are spread across five continents.

Since then I have flown more than 250,000 miles, 
about 400,000 km and more than 10 times around 
the world, sharing the best of what we do, in search 
of new partners, new markets and new victories. 
I believe that today more people know OLI, the 
excellence of the work of its employees and the unde-
niable qualities of our products. But four years is a 
very short period of time when compared to every-
thing that OLI has built since 1954 and, in that sense, 
my contribution to what we feel today when we think 
about OLI is modest.

OLI fills an important space in our lives, in those of 
our families, and in society. It is our duty to preserve, 
cultivate and multiply the best that OLI can give to all 
of us. The future will be challenging, but I feel that 
the OLI team has strong characteristics of resilience, 
responsibility, and spirit of improvement, which 
combined with the creativity of our solutions, the 
design of our products, and constant investment, 
give us confidence in our success.

I conclude by expressing my gratitude to the 
shareholders for their trust in my work and reitera-
ting my commitment to ambition and responsibility 
in the best interests of OLI.
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In 2007 the world changed forever. The 
subprime crisis, with the collapse of Lehman 
Brothers, the fourth largest investment bank in 

the United States in 2008, would spread recession 
across borders through international trade and 
financial flows.

“Our export markets, which until July of that year 
purchased regularly and with interesting values –
while also trying speculatively to take advantage of 
the continuous rise in raw material prices, and prices 
in general, inflating a demand without sustained 
support in the course of the real economy began to 
slow down sharply in September, moving, in just a 
few months, from the positive pressure of the first 
half of the year to the substantial decrease in orders 
and the strong braking of purchases by the majority 
of our customers who, reversing the behaviour of the 
first half of the year, opted to sharply reduce their 
stocks. We particularly felt this recessionary trend in 
some of our most important European markets. The 
exception to this rule were the Eastern European, 
Arab and North African markets, which resisted until 
the end of the year”, recalls António Oliveira.

Anticipating the negative spiral of the economy, 
in particular the European economy that absor-
bed more than 80% of its sales, OLI reacted quickly 
with the adoption of strategic measures to resist 
the shock waves: it made production more flexi-
ble, reduced costs, implemented the Kaizen 
methodology in the industrial and administrative 
departments to increase productivity and efficiency, 

4.1
The world changed in 2007

and strengthened its internationalisation towards 
developing countries.

In 2008, the company employed 352 workers 
and the structure had to be adapted to the new 
reality. In the second half of the year, with exports 
falling, OLI advanced with a 6.5% reduction in the 
number of employees in various sectors. In that 
year, approximately 270 thousand euros were paid 
in termination agreements and end-of-contract 
compensation. A total of 35 workers were laid off 
in the 2007-2009 period.

To overcome these adverse times, the management 
knew that it was not enough to have a brave stra-
tegy and action plan, but that the involvement of 
employees was also necessary. More than ever, it was 
necessary to motivate and have everyone commit-
ted to the objectives and challenges of the company. 
The Department of Continuous Improvement was 
created as part of the implementation of the Kaizen 
project, investing significant material resources in 
order to deepen the organisational transformations 
identified as important, not only on the “factory 
floor”, but in all departments and processes of the 
company, with the aim of making it more agile, 
flexible, and efficient. Throughout the year, several 
training initiatives were also carried out in the area 
of behaviour, enhancing personal and professional 
performance, synergies in the work teams, and the 
continuous improvement of relational skills.
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At the same time, the company increased financial 
discipline, reducing bank debt, along with medium 
and long-term consolidation, reducing financial 
costs over time and thus improving profitability. 
In addition to achieving a decrease in the degree 
of financial leverage, OLI strengthened its business 
model in order to take on the major disruptions in 
the world economy.

The company’s activity, which still continues today, 
was divided into two autonomous and complemen-
tary business units: the domestic market, led by Rui 
Oliveira, and the foreign market, led by António 
Oliveira. The domestic market included sales of 
imported goods and factory products in Portugal 
and the Portuguese-speaking African countries 
(PALOP), while the foreign market involved sales of 
factory products for export and Portuguese cera-
mic factories.

In 2009, the 40 million euros in sales reflected the 
largest drop in sales volume to date (12.9%). In the 
national economy, the construction sector, to which 
OLI’s solutions are directed, was, in a way, “rescued” 
from sinking by the School Park Modernisation 
Programme, with the recovery and modernisation of 
school buildings for secondary education, a project 
from which the company benefited by equipping seve-
ral schools from the north to the south of the country. 
In the meantime, private and corporate investment in 
construction was holding back. According to official 
data from the sector, between 2010 and 2014, nearly 

40,000 construction and real estate companies closed, 
and 276,000 jobs were terminated.

OLI’s growth would resume in 2010: it reached 45 
million euros in sales, 14.5% more than the previous 
year, and started hiring again, closing the year with 
a workforce of 340 workers.

In that year, the domestic market recorded one of 
the best sales results - close to 15 million euros. This 
growth was sustained by initiating the sale of apart-
ments belonging to the real estate development that 
the company built in the centre of the city of Aveiro. 
However, excluding the effect of real estate sales, 
other sales reflected a decrease of 4% compared to 
the previous year. Bathroom furniture, exposed and 
in-wall flushing cisterns, as well as components for 
the ceramic flushing cistern repair market, accoun-
ted for 67% of this business unit. Among its main 
customers were French distribution multinationals 
Leroy Merlin and AKI. The foreign market grew at a 
rate of 17%, driven by increased sales in Germany, 
Russia, France, and Sweden.

Everything seemed to indicate that the crisis was 
over, but that would not be the case. In the three 
years that followed, OLI’s sales fell consecutively to 
a maximum level of 7.5% in 2013.
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With the weakened Portuguese economy and the 
slowdown in construction and real estate activity in 
Portugal, domestic market sales were strongly affec-
ted. It was therefore mandatory to improve sales, 
both direct and indirect, in the PALOP countries in 
order to avoid the collapse of the business.

“With the confirmation of the contraction of the 
national market, we were forced to rethink the 
geographical and strategic framework of the busi-
ness and seek to re-establish the balance of the 
organisation. This rebalancing involved strengthe-
ning our activity in the PALOP countries, with a 
special focus on Angola”, recalls Rui Oliveira.

In  2011, Luanda was  the  golden market  for 
Portuguese exports. According to that year’s Bank of 
Portugal annual report, Angola was the country that 
contributed the most to the growth of sales abroad in 
Portugal, surpassing the reference markets - France 
and Germany - on a large scale. Angola became the 
fourth largest foreign market for the Portuguese 
economy, and the largest among its partners outside 
the European Union. The commitment to Angola 
paid off and, at the end of 2012, OLI consolidated its 
presence in this country through representation in 
a logistics centre in Luanda, which allowed it to have 
a permanent stock of sanitary installation systems. 
This logistics investment was made in partnership 
with Aluexal, a subsidiary of the Extrusal group.

In the following year, OLI was selected to equip the 
luxurious residential condominium “Imoluanda”, in 
Talatona, Luanda, consisting of 140 apartments and 
25 residences, with the “Simflex” sanitary installa-
tion system and the “Slim” control plate for in-wall 
flushing cisterns. The growing demand in Angola 
for demanding solutions, such as in-wall flushing 
cisterns for wall-hung toilets, justified the supply.

Sales in the PALOP countries were fundamental for 
the balance of the domestic market, in the most diffi-
cult years of the Portuguese economy. Since 2014, its 
weight in sales decelerated as a result of cash-flow 
problems in some of these countries.

4.2
Angola’s contribution 
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Residential condominium “Imoluanda”, in Talatona, Luanda
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When Portugal faced economic recession, combi-
ned with growing public debt, austerity policies, and 
external intervention, OLI was already a reference 
company in terms of innovation: 28 active patents, 
6 model registrations (design), and 50 new products 
developed between 2000 and 2010.

The size and number of projects for the design of 
new products, developed in partnership with custo-
mers and universities, gave it the recognition of an 
innovative company. However, if innovation were not 
in its DNA, perhaps the retraction and fear genera-
ted by the crisis would have stopped the company’s 
entrepreneurial attitude. Instead, it encouraged it to 
invest in its ability to manage innovation.

Thus, in April 2010, OLI conquered the certifica-
tion of its Management, Research, Development, 
and Innovation System (SGIDI) according to the 
Standard NP4457. The underlying objective of this 
seal of quality was ambitious: to create an environ-
ment of permanent innovation, in which everyone 
could contribute to the evolution of the company. 
The concept of innovation had evolved, and it was 
no longer limited to the design of new products, 
but it influenced all the management routines of 
all departments.

The implementation of the SGIDI would result in the 
consolidation of the culture of innovation, a greater 
systematisation of methodologies, and an increase 
in creativity, with the implementation of a process 
of idea management. At the same time, the company 

invested in the protection of intellectual capi-
tal, systematizing the management of intellectual 
property. Between 2009 and 2011, OLI registered two 
patents and a product model and filed four patent 
applications, demonstrating the constant dynamics 
of innovation in times of crisis. 

Aware of the need to bring new fields of knowle-
dge to the development of products, partnerships 
were established at this time with institutions of 
the National Scientific and Technological System 
(SCTN), with suppliers, and with companies in the 
region. In a growing search to combine functiona-
lity with design, a partnership work was started 
with equipment designers and architects. Romano 
Adolini designed the first control plate for flushing 
cisterns for OLI. It was called INO-X.

4.3
Innovation in times of crisis
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Control plate INO-X, by Romano Adolini



136

In 2012, Diana Marques, Margarida Pereira and 
Igor Sampaio, undergraduate students in Industrial 
Design at the College of Arts and Design of Caldas da 
Rainha, won the design competition sponsored by 
OLI for a control plate for in-wall flushing cisterns.

The board of judges, made up of architect Francisco 
Aires Mateus and designer Fernando Brízido, justi-
fied the distinction of the “Moon” plate: “it has 
unveiled new ways of looking at the bathroom space 
and proves the value of design that is one hundred 
per cent Portuguese”. Furthermore, António Oliveira, 
Chairman of OLI, announced that this initiative 
would be repeated, since “the company is open to the 
community and in permanent contact with univer-
sities, where it has developed innovative solutions 
through the enormous ambition and strong creative 
spirit of Portuguese students”.

This initiative to reward academic work joined 
the Merit Award given to the best student of the 
Master’s Programme in Industrial Engineering 
and Management and Physical Engineering of the 
University of Aveiro, which has been awarded by OLI 
since 2009.

Attentive to OLI’s innovation work, the Minister of 
Economy Álvaro Santos Pereira visited the factory on 
February 28th, 2012, appraising it as “a good example 
of the Portuguese economy”.

Students who won the drawing competition

Visit from the Minister of Economy, Álvaro Santos Pereira, February 2012
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Control plate “Moon”
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The beginning of the second decade of the 21st century 
forced OLI to shift the trend in intra-Community 
trade, which characterised the first ten years of the 
single currency, towards a diversification of markets 
– only 13% of sales were outside the European Union.

Attention was now focused on geographies such as 
the Middle East, Eastern Europe, and Latin America, 
and OLI was present at major international fairs – 
MosBuild in Russia and Big 5 in Dubai. The latter was of 
a strategic nature, since an amount of 3.2 billion euros 
in investments, in the construction sector, was estima-
ted for that geographical area of the globe.

In the last quarter of 2012, OLI conquered one of its 
goals. The company started exporting to Brazil through 
an agreement to supply sanitary solutions to the 
company DECA, of the Duratex group1. 

The entry of the company into Brazil with a player 
of reference, highly demanding in terms of service 
and product, was an important step in the stra-
tegy of internationalisation and diversification of 
markets, constituting the first significant sale in 
South America. The culture of innovation and know-
-how of more than 30 years of industry shared with 
the largest ceramic companies in the world, were 
determining factors for the Brazilian confidence in 
this partnership.

1 Duratex is one of the main producers of wooden panels, sanitaryware, 
and sanitary metal in the southern hemisphere. It is controlled by Itaúsa, 
Investimentos Itaú S.A and Companhia Ligna de Investimentos, and it is 
listed in the Sao Paulo Stock Exchange 

Four years after this geographical diversification 
effort, OLI resumed growth in 2014 and produced 
154 million products in Portugal, exported to more 
than 50 countries on the five continents. With the 
European economy gradually recovering, the company 
was returning to investment - it invested more than 
5 million euros in 2015,– with the establishment of 
a commercial subsidiary in Germany, its third most 
relevant sales market, and the construction of a 
factory in Russia.

OLI Sanitärsysteme GmbH, located in the city of 
Möckmühl in the Stuttgart region, will support the 
international expansion plan by intensifying imple-
mentation in this country and in Eastern Europe, 
through closer proximity to specialised distributors 
and retailers.

The high logistical and transport costs associated with 
the 5,000-kilometre distance and the devaluation 
of the rouble have led OLI to set up its first foreign 
factory in Moscow. Currently, with a daily produc-
tion of about 4,000 mechanisms, it supplies the main 
Russian ceramic sector, as well as distribution chan-
nels in Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan.

In this context of intensified internationalisation, 
António Ricardo Oliveira who, together with Rui 
Miguel Oliveira represents the arrival of the third 
generation of the family, took on the challenge of 
giving more of the world to OLI. For one year he was in 
Italy, at Valsir, an investee company in the industrial 
group Fondital, owner of 50% of OLI, in the Marketing 

4.4
Conquering the world
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OLI in an international fair in the Middle East

OLI Russia
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and Sales department, where he visited several coun-
tries with the sellers. He learned to sell on a global 
scale. He speaks Spanish, Italian, German and French. 
He considers that he “didn’t bring a different know 
how, I brought more know how” to the organisation.

He is currently administrator of the subsidiaries 
in Germany and Italy and manages the Export, 
Marketing, and Research & Development depart-
ments. He graduated in International Relations 
from the Portuguese Catholic University (UCP) and 
worked for one year at the Portuguese Embassy 
in Vienna, Austria. On his return to Portugal, 
before joining OLI, he earned a Master’s degree in 
Management at UCP and worked in the Human 
Resources department of Bosch, in Aveiro.

For António Ricardo Oliveira, joining the company 
was not an obligation. “I’m administrator of a 
company that happens to belong to my family. I see 
management and ownership as two different areas. 
Right now, the second generation understands that 
it makes sense for me to be here, but the future is 
unknown. Everything is changing”. He wants OLI to 
have a greater international dimension and a greater 
number of workers, but as he says: “thinking about 
OLI in five to ten years may be a desire, but it’s not 
real. The reality changes every month. We have to be 
able to adapt to change”.

OLI Italy
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OLI Italy

OLI Italy
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C H A P T E R  V

OLI: the building of 
a brand



Growth and unity
Federica Niboli
C H A I RW O M A N  O F  O L I  I TA LY

OLI Italy, based in the province of Brescia, is the 
fruit of a long and articulated journey, marked by 
numerous changes with respect to its headquar-
ters and denomination. It was set up in 1993 in 
Licciana Nardi, in the province of Massa Carrara, 
thanks to the partnership between Silvestro and 
Andrea Niboli and António and Rui Oliveira, who 
immediately realised the importance of having an 
organisation set up on Italian soil for the purpose 
of commercial development.

Initially, the Italian subsidiary, which had four 
employees, operated exclusively in the Italian 
market, achieving sales in lire equivalent to around 
700 thousand euros. Today, OLI Italy has become a 
reference in the internal market and beyond – it has 
39 employees and reached 16.5 million euros in sales 
in 2017.

The evolution of the OLI brand is based on the growth 
and unity it has created with its parent company. In 
1993, OLI Portugal manufactured products in the 
Italian market under the OLIVER INT brand, while 
the product sold in the Portuguese market had the 
OLIVEIRA brand.

In the following years, the brand for the Italian terri-
tory was changed to OLIVER and then, in 2010, it 
marketed all the production in the Italian market 
under the brand OLI, similar to the one used in 
Portugal.

Currently, the entire range of our products for Italy, 
Portugal, and the entire world market has the OLI 
mark. The fact that it is present in the market with 
a single name and brand is of fundamental impor-
tance for the sake of clarity and transparency for 
all stakeholders involved in the business and, above 
all, for the sake of a common identity that unites 
us and strengthens us in the market, conveying 
any information to the outside world through one 
“single voice”.

OLI PT, OLI IT, OLI Rus, OLI De...  OLI represents 
our unity, the unity to take on new challenges, to 
design continuously innovative items, and to face 
business uncertainty in general.

Together we have travelled a path that had many 
difficulties at the beginning, and sometimes even 
incomprehension, due to the difference in langua-
ges. However, over the years, unity and cooperation 
have prevailed, not only among the managers, but 
also among employees who interact daily to deve-
lop management activities in the best possible way.

Continuing to strengthen this bond and the sense 
of belonging created between Italy and Portugal will 
make us stronger and allow us to grow successfully.
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On the first Saturday of July 2014, OLI cele-
brated its 60th anniversary at the Santa 
Joana Museum, in Aveiro, with workers, 

customers, and partners. The atmosphere was one 
of trust and enthusiasm. The company had not only 
resisted the crisis, but was also more structured, 
efficient and global.

In the year in which OLI blew out the 60 candles of 
its anniversary, Portugal began to regain optimism, 
after three years of the Economic and Financial 
Assistance Programme and the end of the rescue 
process. GDP grew by 0.9% and, in the following 
years, this upward trend would continue.

At that time of celebration, the President António 
Oliveira formulated the objectives for the future: “To 
continue to know how to be at the forefront of tech-
nology, whether in the use of water or in industrial 
management; to maintain rigour and determina-
tion, on all fronts, trying to remain ahead of the 
curve in the way we combine the factors necessary 
for good results, both from the technological point 
of view and from the economic point of view; and, 
from the human point of view, to continue to privi-
lege people in the way we relate to society and the 
market in general”. 

OLI now communicated in a more modern and 
bold way, after the reformulation of its graphic 
identity. “Inspired by water” became the new 
signature in Europe, Asia, and America. All commu-
nication media – internal newspaper (MundoOLI), 

5.1
A new way of communicating

Rui Miguel Oliveira, Carolina Oliveira, Mariana Oliveira and António Ricardo Oliveira
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OLI’s 60th Anniversary

60th Anniversary High Mass
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e-newsletters, website, packaging, and catalogues 
were reinvented. Employees now had an Employee 
Portal with useful day-to-day information. The 
company’s communication with clients, architects, 
and designers, disseminating projects, products and 
prescription works, also became constant through 
news in the press.

It was unprecedented to read, listen, and see news on 
a Portuguese flushing cistern manufacturer reported 
in the mainstream Portuguese press. Is it possible 
for a flushing cistern factory to be a constant focus 
of good news? As the company increased its media 
coverage, there came the answer to that question: this 
was not just a mere flushing cistern factory. OLI was, 
above all, an innovative company, as the magazine 
“Exame” summarised, in June 2012, with the headline: 
“OLI, the patent factory”.

And if there were any doubts, they would be dispelled 
when, in 2013, the European Patent Office published 
that OLI was the Portuguese company with the most 
patent applications in Europe, along with the phar-
maceutical company BIAL.

This good news is crucial not only for building the 
brand’s reputation, when it aspires to greater brand 
representation in the company’s global sales, but 
also for strengthening ties with those who have writ-
ten and continue writing the history of OLI. Cidalina 
Canelas embodies this relevance – the typist, who 
dared to work against her husband’s will, whene-
ver she sees important news about the company 

It was unprecedented to read, listen, and see news on a Portuguese 
flushing cistern manufacturer reported in the mainstream Portuguese 
press. Is it possible for a flushing cistern factory to be a constant focus of 
good news? As the company increased its media coverage, there came the 
answer to that question: this was not just a mere flushing cistern factory. 
OLI was, above all, an innovation company, as the magazine “Exame” 
summarised, in June 2012, with the headline: “OLI, the patent factory”. 
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where she worked for over thirty years, is unable to 
contain her pride and joy, and calls António Oliveira. 
“I’m always so excited; it’s as if I still belonged to the 
company and I share that happiness with Mr Oliveira. 
I believe it’s always important to say how we feel”.

And if the press contributed to the dissemination 
of information about the company, so too did the 
corporate events. The events associated with World 
Water Day (March 22nd), World Bathroom Day 
(November 19th), and the Day of the City of Aveiro 
(May 12th), became opportunities to strengthen its 
social responsibility initiative.

Over the past few years, the Fonte Nova Quay 
in Aveiro has become the venue for the munici-
pal holiday concert OLI offers to the city, and for 
OLI’s World Water Day Regatta competition. In this 
competition, open to all, the teams of sailors have 
to build, with creativity and humour, their own 
boats using OLI materials.

In 2016, as part of the World Bathroom Day, OLI invi-
ted 16 designers to turn toilet cisterns into works of 
art, in a partnership with the LX Factory in Lisbon. 
The inspirations were diverse – from Kintsugi, the 
Japanese art of repairing broken objects with a 
mixture of lacquer and gold, to the fun of expres-
sions in front of the mirror, to the freedom of a 
bathroom in the middle of the forest, or the contest 
between Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump in the 
US elections. After the exhibition, the 16 works were 
auctioned and the amount raised was donated to a 

Private Social Solidarity Institution, which cares for 
people with motor and mental disabilities, and that 
require highly demanding hygienic care.

2017 was well marked in our collective memory 
with the wave of fires that devastated the country, 
killing people and reducing homes, companies and 
forests to ashes. Touched by the tragedy, OLI promo-
ted a solidarity concert at the Aveirense Theatre, 
whose proceeds went to the Fire Brigades of Aveiro, 
Bombeiros Velhos and Bombeiros Novos. 

The OLI logo, as a symbol of support and sponsor-
ship, has become customary in several works, events, 
associations, and institutions in Aveiro: Esgueira 
Basket, Costa Nova Sailing Club, headquarters of the 
Picado Music Band, Diocese of Aveiro, among others.
This overview of some initiatives allows us to 
understand that the company’s performance and 
its relationship with employees, partners, and the 
community, has accompanied its economic progres-
sion. Not only has OLI evolved in terms of turnover, 
it has also evolved in the way it communicates and 
relates to the outside, increasingly assuming its role 
as a socially responsible actor.
 

The OLI logo, as a symbol of support and sponsorship, has become 
usual in several works, events, associations, and institutions in Aveiro: 
Esgueira Basket, Costa Nova Sailing Club, headquarters of the Picado 
Music Band, Diocese of Aveiro, among others.
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World Water Day Regatta competition

World Bathroom Day

Solidarity concert
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OLI has built a valuable portfolio over the last five 
years, from inlet valves that allow the rapid and silent 
filling of flushing cisterns, to self-supporting sturdy 
frames that allow the user to adjust the height of the 
toilet and control plates designed by architects who 
have won the “Nobel prize” in architecture.

The association of the brand with art, which 
i s  a r c h i t e c t u r e,  h a s  l e d  i t  t o  w i n n i n g  t h e 
“Archiproducts Design Awards 2016”, one of the 
most prestigious Architecture and Design awards 
in the world. The “Trumpet” control plate for in-wall 
flushing cisterns, designed by Álvaro Siza Vieira, 
1992 Pritzker Prize winner, would be the best of 490 
nominated products, of 250 brands from 15 coun-
tries. Inspired by jazz, the control plate features 
two buttons similar to the pistons of a trumpet, 
recreating the virtuosity of music for the bathroom. 
Siza considered that the quality achieved was “due 
to the skilled and committed contribution of OLI 
technicians”.

Another important distinction would be added in 2017: 
the “Good Design”, awarded by the Museum of Modern 
Art in New York and by the Chicago Athenaeum, for 
the “Glassy” control plate: a single piece, made of glass, 
with a minimalist design, “Hydroboost” technology, 
and “no touch” activation. Activation is made by appro-
ximation, i.e. it doesn’t need to be touched, thanks to 
the use of capacitive sensors.

5.2
The perfect symbiosis between 
technology and design

Álvaro Siza Vieira

Control plate “Trumpet”
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Siza considered that the quality achieved was “due to the skilled and 
committed contribution of the OLI technicians”.

Control plate “Glassy”
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In the same year, the “LeakSafe” innovation received 
an honourable mention in the “Green Project Awards”. 
This outlet valve incorporates a system to detect and 
block slow and fast water leaks in the flushing cistern, 
informing the user of the fault and, in the case of 
rapid water leakage, the filling valve closes automa-
tically, preventing further water wastage.

While these awards highlighted technology and 
design, at the end of 2017 OLI closed this run of 
recognition with the icing on the cake, by winning 
the “Horizontes Millennium/BCP Awards”, in the 
“Innovation – Large Companies” category, from a 
pool of 570 competing companies. It was the grea-
test recognition of its work, its persistence, and its 
passion for innovating, for doing better, always.

OLI won the “Horizontes Millennium/BCP Awards”, in the 
“Innovation – Large Companies” category, from a pool of 570 
competing companies. It was the greatest recognition of its work, its 
persistence, and its passion for innovating, for doing better, always.
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António Oliveira at the ceremony “Prémios Horizontes 2018”
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5.3
Creating value

“It is these companies that have made the success 
of Portuguese growth, a success that is sometimes 
hard to explain: why is Portugal having a post-crisis 
with such good companies and with a growth like 
that of last year, 11% in exports, 9% in investment - 
the best of the last 18 years”. These words are from 
the Minister of Economy, Manuel Caldeira Cabral, 
and are addressed to OLI, during the inauguration 
ceremony of the new mould factory, in May 2018.

OLI was building a new mould factory from scratch, 
in an area of 3,000 square metres in the Esgueira 
industrial complex. “We expect this investment, in 
terms of new facilities and technology, to streng-
then the export capacity in the production of small 
and medium sized moulds for clients from various 
industries, and to globally benefit the group in the 
areas that are its main engine of growth – innova-
tion and internationalisation”, said António Oliveira, 
at the time.

After the verb “to innovate”, “to invest” may well be 
the second omnipresent verb in the management of 
the company. After the investment in the manufactu-
ring unit in 2018, in 2020 another phase of expansion 
of the industrial area should be concluded, as a result 
of the creation of a new semi-smart storage space, 
covering an area of 5,000 square metres.

Thanks to constant investment in equipment and 
technology, OLI has been able to increase the quality 
of the multiple and complementary skills that 
are indispensable to controlling the value chain. 

In-wall flushing cistern OLI 74 Plus
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Inauguration of OLI Moldes, with the presence of the Minister of Economy, Manuel Caldeira Cabral, and 
the Mayor of Aveiro, José Ribau Esteves, May 2018

Bishop of Aveiro, D. António Manuel Moiteiro Ramos
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A year before the end of the second decade of the 21st 
century, we can say that OLI is everywhere. It is in a 
luxurious Dubai hotel, a wine hotel in Chile, a boat-
-hotel in Peru, in the historic Torre dos Clérigos, in 
a modern Lisbon Cruise Terminal, in the new basi-
lica of the Sanctuary of Our Lady of Fátima, as well 
as in most Scandinavian houses.

OLI is also in a hospital in Israel, the Telaviv 
Sourasky Medical Center, a unit of excellence in 
medical treatment and health research, which has 
chosen the brand’s electronic flushing cisterns to 
decrease the rate of hospital infections and associa-
ted deaths. It should be noted that this hospital was 
the first public institution in Israel to adopt this type 
of toilet flushing cisterns

OLI thus fulfils its vision: to be a company of exce-
llence recognised for creating value, innovation, 
ethical relationships, and passion for people and 
the planet.

Innovation and investment have enabled OLI to be 
prepared to meet the demands of product develop-
ment and production required by globalisation. 

OLI is the factory that never sleeps. Every day, its 
Research and Development centre, with a team of 20 
people, studies new solutions for a water-efficient, 
comfortable, and safe bathroom.

Every year, the company surprises the market with 
new ideas, in which the only certainty is the impro-
vement of water efficiency and inclusion. A control 
plate made of Vista Alegre porcelain and a flushing 
cistern with two water supply inlets, are its latest 
proposals.

The OLI74 Plus flushing cistern with two inlet valves 
allows the connection to a second water supply 
network, making it possible, for example, to use a 
rainwater reservoir as an alternative to drinking 
water, which is becoming increasingly scarce and 
expensive. The use of rainwater in sanitary installa-
tion systems responds to the need to reduce water 
consumption in the bathroom space. The recent 
United Nations forecasts are alarming in this respect: 
“By 2030, there will be a water deficit of 40% and, for 
each degree of increase in global temperature, 7% 
of the population will lose 20% of their water”. New 
patterns of consumption must be urgently adopted, 
especially regarding the WC, which is responsible for 
33% of domestic consumption.

OLI thus fulfils its vision: to be a company of excellence recognised 
for creating value, innovation, ethical relationships, and passion for 
people and the planet.
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Wine hotel in Chile

Boat-hotel in Peru

Telaviv Sourasky Medical Center, Israel
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5.4
65 years of inspiration

OLI turns 65 years of age with the status of Iberian 
leader and one of the largest European produ-
cers of flushing cisterns. It has branches in Italy, 
Germany and Russia. It employs 401 people in 
Portugal and exports 80% of its production to more 
than 80 countries on five continents. Every week, 
from the industrial complex in Esgueira, between 
20 and 25 trucks leave the facilities with 160 tonnes 
of products. OLI is the third largest employer, in 
number of people, and the fourth largest exporter 
in the municipality of Aveiro.

The plant, awarded for its efficiency, works 24 hours 
a day, seven days a week, and has an annual produc-
tion of 2 million flushing cisterns and 2.8 million 
mechanisms. It is the only Portuguese company to 
produce in-wall flushing cisterns.

It has been growing for five consecutive years, 
reaching a turnover of 56.3 million euros (2018), 
and has accumulated distinctions and awards that 
recognise its value creation strategy, its focus on 
knowledge, and its culture of innovation.

In 2017, at the age of 63, the company assumed its 
own brand in its corporate name, replacing Oliveira 
& Irmão S.A. with OLI - Sistemas Sanitários S.A. 
It was the natural consequence of the growth and 
globalisation of the company that owns a brand 
implemented and recognised around the world. A 
new identity was embraced, inheriting the trust of 
history and reinforcing the commitment to perma-
nent innovation. More than a change of name, it was 
an evolution that inspired the future.

“To change is to evolve” is how that decision was 
communicated to the market.

OLI conquered what seemed impossible. “I never thou-
ght the company would reach this dimension,” admits 
the administrator Rui Oliveira. For him, the main factor 
that determined its success was “the ability to anticipate 
the future”, combined with the values of “seriousness, 
honesty and determination” passed on by his father.

A vision also shared by OLI’s former accountant, now 
statutory auditor of the company, António Neto. “When 
I arrived in 1974, the company’s turnover was 50 million 
escudos. Today it is 50 million euros, so this is an 
extraordinary development. The two brothers [António 
and Rui] inherited from their father the will to work 
and to work with quality, and António has this ability 
to anticipate and he takes risks, he is not afraid to take 
risks, and it was taking risks that made the difference”.

The distance from the centre of Europe and the major 
consumer markets, the lack of industrial experience, 
and the small size of the factory did not favour the 
mission of industrialisation that António Rodrigues 
Oliveira had handed to his children. Without being able 
to compete on the grounds of geography, experience, or 
size, it was difficult to compete with this tangibility. The 
struggle could only be fought with regard to the intan-
gible, which is always the attitude, the will, the passion. 
António and Rui Oliveira repeated the feat of the foun-
ders, António and Saul, of building a business based 
on the iron will to win. 
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OLI did not make the obvious path of differentiation 
dictated by price, knowing that it was a high-risk bet, 
when the price is decisive. OLI insisted on taking 
the difficult path of affirming itself through added 
value, working hard to find more intelligent solu-
tions, in the concepts of operation and production, 
that would allow mitigating and nullifying the factors 
that were holding it back. It never gave up. Today it is 
a pioneering company in the creation of technologi-
cally advanced and, above all, competitive solutions. 
Economic growth and public recognition validate and 
legitimise the history of a flushing cistern factory that 

was born forty years ago, with three injection machi-
nes, purchased second-hand, and six workers.

OLI’s 65th anniversary is a story of continual self-
-transcendence. It resisted and was reborn out of 
every crisis. Some will say it was good fortune, others 
will say it is a gift. Maybe it’s both. The good fortune 
of having a gift, which does not materialise in what 
is certain and given for granted, but rather amplifies 
and expands the learning and the passion for crea-
ting. That search is the seed of this story. 

Change of name communication



OLI, 65 years affirming the value 
of innovating
Júlio Pedrosa de Jesus
R E C TO R  O F  T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  AV E I R O,  f r o m  M a r c h  1 9 9 4  t o  J u l y  2 0 0 1

OLI-Sistemas Sanitários S.A. is a prestigious company 
in Aveiro, which in 2019 celebrates its 65th anniversary 
and with which the University of Aveiro has maintai-
ned healthy and stimulating cooperation for many 
years. Part of these times of coexistence and involve-
ment in innovative projects and initiatives took place 
while I worked in the Rectory of the University of 
Aveiro. These circumstances gave me the opportunity 
to have the Engineer António Oliveira as an interlo-
cutor in these relations. One initiative with which 
OLI associated itself in a determined and consis-
tent way was the ADRI, Agency for the Regional 
Development of Industrial Base, which had my collea-
gues Professors Jorge Alves, Artur Rosa Pires and 
Eduardo Anselmo de Castro as committed players 
from the University of Aveiro. INOVADOMUS is a 
beacon which is still lit to mark the involvement and 
commitment of OLI and Engineer António Oliveira to 
that project, and a sign of the value that the Oliveira 
Brothers associate with innovation, and the social 
dimension of the business activity.

The close collaboration that existed between 
the University of Aveiro and OLI had an expres-
sive presence in the Department of Mechanical 
Engineering of the University. On the company’s 
side, its Innovation, Design and Product Development 
Sector, a relevant platform for cooperative work in the 
creation and development of new products and tech-
nologies, is well worthy of reference and emphasis. 
Professor Vítor Costa, who has played an essential 
role in this partnership, summarises the work carried 
out: “Compact products and solutions with low noise 
emissions, providing high flow rates, requiring small 

volumes of water per use, needing little effort to acti-
vate, involving a small number of parts, incorporating 
few materials, presenting great repeatability and 
durability when subjected to high numbers of cycles, 
incorporating new technologies, adhering to increa-
singly demanding standards, and requiring fewer and 
less demanding manufacturing and assembly opera-
tions, all of which pose many diverse challenges to 
which OLI and the University of Aveiro have sought 
to respond together. This continued collaboration, 
accompanied by the strengthening of the relationship 
between the two institutions and the broadening of 
the scope and ambit of the actions in which they have 
been involved, has brought them both the best and 
greatest advantages, some more tangible and others 
less tangible, highlighting what a university-company 
collaboration is and should be”.

A recent study by the Francisco Manuel dos Santos 
Foundation, “Quality of local governance in Portugal”, 
attests to the value and recognition that OLI deser-
ves, by placing the company among the top 10 in the 
municipality of Aveiro with the highest turnover, in 
2017, and one of the three most relevant actors in the 
context of local economic development in Aveiro.

This is undoubtedly an occasion to congratulate OLI 
and all those who work there and are responsible for 
its success, with the hope that they will continue on 
the extraordinary path that they have been able to 
create and follow. Naturally, I hope that the significant 
cooperation between the University of Aveiro and OLI 
will continue, become stronger and more diversified.

162162
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Roots do not talk.
They are not at the back. 
Nor at the bottom.
Roots lead the way.
They pull us forward.
António Ramos Rosa





65 years of evolution



Major milestones

Oliveira & Irmão is 
founded

Start of Industrial 
Activity

Implementation of Kaizen 
methodology

Certification NP 4457

Certification of the envi-
ronmental management 
system and the Health and 
safety at work system (ISO 
14001 and OHSAS 18001/
NP 4397)

OLI Russia: Distribution 
Centre and Factory

1981

20072010

20132012

1954
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OLI Germany: 
Distribution centre
OLI Russia: start of 
production in Russia

Company name changes to: 
OLI – Sistemas Sanitários, S.A.

Inauguration of OLI 
Moldes

Integration in the 
Fondital Group (now 
SILMAR)

Certification NP EN 
ISO 9002

Certification NP EN 
ISO 9001

1993 1998

2016 2017 2018

2000
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Evolution of the brand

1954
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7 t h E N L A R G E M E N T
2004/2005 | 2100m2

5 t h E N L A R G E M E N T
2000 | 4500m2

3 r d a n d  4 t h E N L A R G E M E N T
1996/1998 | 8080m2

6 t h E N L A R G E M E N T
2001 | 1550m2

Locker rooms and Canteens
2013 | 660m2

Evolution of the industrial complex
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8 t h E N L A R G E M E N T
2014 | 1680m2

9 t h E N L A R G E M E N T
2014 | 760m2

1 s t E N L A R G E M E N T
1990 | 1080m2

C O N S T R U C T I O N  O F  T H E  FA C TO RY
1979 | 1290m2

C O N S T R U C T I O N  O F  T H E 
H E A D Q U A RT E R S
1969 | 1290m2

2 n d E N L A R G E M E N T
1992 | 1530m2

1 9 6 91992
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Awards

Construction 
Innovation 
2014
Category 
“Rehabilitation 
support technologies”

Construction 
Innovation 
2015
Category “Companies”

Good Design 
2017
Control plate “Glassy”

Construction 
Innovation 
2015
Category “Bathrooms 
– Accessories and 
Equipment”

Archiproducts 
Design Awards 
2016
Control plate “Trumpet”, 
by Álvaro Siza Vieira, 
architect, Pritzker Prize 
Laureate 1992

Horizontes 
Millennium 
BCP 2017
Category “Innovation – 
Large Companies”

Iconic Awards 
2019 
Control plate
 “Moon Black”

Kaizen Lean 
2012
Category “Excellence 
in Productivity”

Green Project 
Awards 
Portugal 2016
Inlet valve “Leaksafe”
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Company Certifications

Product Certifications

Management and 
Research, Development 
and Innovation Systems
APCER

ANQIP 
(Portugal)

Quality management 
system
APCER

LGA (Germany)
KIWA (Holland)
SIET (Italy)
SAI GLOBAL (Australia)
WRAS (England)

CQC 
(China)

Occupational 
Health and Safety 
Management System
APCER

UPC 
(United States of 
America and Canada)

CSTB 

(France)

Environmental 
management system
APCER

SIRIM QAS 
(Malaysia)
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