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INTERVIEW OF THE QUARTER

FROM CALSONIC KANSEI TO MARELLI: 
THE GLOBAL INDEPENDENT 
AUTOMOTIVE SUPPLIER
Fresh from scooping the Outstanding Achievement 
award at the NEAA Annual Awards in February, 
John Barnett, Head of Global Manufacturing 
Operations takes time out to talk to the NEAA 
about his journey to MARELLI.

We want to understand more about the transition 
from the former Nissan affiliate Calsonic Kansei to 
the merger with Magneti Marelli to form the newly 
combined company, MARELLI. We also take the 
opportunity to ask him about his experience in 
actively supporting the NEAA Business Resilience 
Group and the clusters wider activity... 

Firstly, congratulations on your recent NEAA Outstanding 
Achievement award. How does it feel to be given this 
recognition?
I’m really honoured to be recognised. I’m just a lad from 
Durham who has enjoyed a 30-year career in the automotive 
sector amongst some other really great people who have 
dedicated a significant amount of time to the industry and the 
North East region. 

In May 2019 Calsonic Kansei and Magneti Marelli combined to 
create MARELLI. Can you give us the back story to this for our wider 
stakeholders who may have missed this important acquisition?
Calsonic Kansei had ambitions to grow and become a top 10 
global automotive supplier. To do this we knew we needed to 
expand our product portfolio and the purchase of Magneti 
Marelli was a fundamental part of this strategy. Magneti Marelli 
had a number of different business units that varied from Calsonic 
Kansei’s and we could see how these could be leveraged in the 
new product world. For example, they specialised in automotive 
lighting, ride dynamics, as well as having a bigger grasp on electric 
power train. 

Together with Calsonic Kansei’s strengths in exhaust systems and 
interior cockpit modules as well as other product groups, this 
acquisition has enabled us to grow our portfolio twofold and now 
MARELLI is in the top 10 Global Automotive Suppliers.

Reviewing the name, it was felt globally, Magneti Marelli had a 
stronger “brand” and this led to the rebrand to MARELLI. This has 
been a true merger that has only just begun. 

In just six months we have seen phenomenal progress which has 
included putting structure and functions in place quickly, as well 
as a steep learning curve to get up to speed with the significant 
portfolio growth. Up to the merger, Calsonic Kansei’s European 
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market was relatively small compared to other regions globally, 
but as MARELLI this is now the biggest region with 40 plants. We 
have grown from 20,000 employees globally to over 60,000 and I 
am delighted that the North East of England is having a significant 
influence on the global structure.

It’s a difficult and challenging time for the automotive sector, what 
are the key short-term challenges that are affecting MARELLI?
MARELLI’s challenges are no different from most other automotive 
suppliers globally. Volume down is something we expect to 
react to and manage in the short-term. We need to put in place 
structures to ensure we remain resilient over the next few years and 
can plan for the technological changes in the future. 

Another area of my passion lies in skills; and despite the state of 
the automotive sector we must continue to invest in training and 
recruitment of apprentices and graduates to ensure we do not 
face a skills shortage in the future. We have world-class training 
and education facilities in the North East so I would encourage 
companies to take advantage of this.

What do you see as the opportunities that can be leveraged from 
the NEAA cluster during these challenging times?
The NEAA Business Resilience working group has been refined to offer 
support in the short-term to companies who need to manage volume 
volatility and cost-down exercises. We have ensured that MARELLI is a 
part of this group who work together to solve common problems and 
share best practice for the greater good of the region.

Technology is the game changer that will make great companies 
even better. What is your view on this?
Here at MARELLI we are looking towards the future and how 
processes will evolve and adapt in line with technology change. 
All business units are evaluating how things will look in 10 years’ 
time in terms of the manufacturing process as well as the product 
design. Working together across the company sharing good 
practices will help MARELLI strengthen its position in the market.

What has been your involvement with the NEAA to date and has 
this brought any value to MARELLI?
We have been involved with the NEAA from day one and have 
seen it grow and develop over the past five years. I sit on the 
Advisory Board and help steer the strategy of the NEAA to fit 
with the needs of the sector. In other areas, many of the Tier 1 
companies come together to share best practice and showcase 
strengths in certain areas. It has allowed more plant personnel 

to get out and visit other plants in the area and then bring this 
knowledge base back into MARELLI. We do not see other plants 
as competition, they are seen more as colleagues with the same 
intent as MARELLI; to expand the business and grow as a region. 
The regular Business Resilience working groups and specific focus 
groups have helped MARELLI leverage best practice and make 
cost effective decisions.

What are the key collaborative opportunities you have explored 
with other NEAA members?
Some of the key collaborations which spring to mind include the 
work we have done together in the Energy focus group and the 
Injection Moulding focus group. MARELLI are also actively taking 
the lead on the NEAA Safety Group. We have sent some of our 
staff on to a NEAA Dale Carnegie team leader development 
training course which brought together several people from other 
Tier 1 companies. This was valuable for the attendees as it allowed 
them to share information on an operational level between 
different types of companies.

How would you like to see the NEAA automotive cluster evolve?
The automotive industry is a very much aligned group which has 
been engaged with one another for the past 30 years. However, 
what the NEAA has done is bring this group together in a much 
more structure way. 

The way I would like to see the cluster evolve is to engage with 
more of the T2 and below in the sharing of good practices. I 
feel this would be of great value to those companies as well as 
ourselves. I would also like to see the NEAA strengthen its voice 
nationally and internationally. We need a greater voice for the 
North East, especially during the current climate and I think the 
NEAA is the perfect vehicle for doing this to ensure the region is 
always at the forefront of government decisions.

For more information on MARELLI, visit 
www.marelli.com


