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BIO: 

Mr. Saeli is the CEO of Noble Interna-

tional, Ltd. Previously, he served as Vice 

President of Corporate Development for 

Lear Corporation, where he was respon-

sible for worldwide invest-

ment/transactional activities, strategic 

planning, shareholder oversight for 35 

global joint ventures and alliances, and 

negotiation of other strategic alli-

ances. Prior to working at Lear, Mr. Saeli 

was a partner with Oxford Investment 

Group and also served in various corpo-

rate positions at Pepsico, Inc. and CBS, 

Inc. He earned a BA in Economics from 

Hamilton College and an MBA in Fi-

nance and Accounting from Columbia 

University Graduate School. 

 

Company Profile: 

Noble International, Ltd. is a leading 

supplier of metal related automotive 

parts, component assemblies and value-

added services to the automotive industry, 

utilizing Laser Welding and Roll Form 

technology. As an automotive supplier, 

Noble provides design, engineering, 

manufacturing, program management 

and other services to the automotive mar-

ket. Noble delivers integrated component 

solutions, technological leadership and 

product innovation to original equipment 

manufacturers (OEMs) and Tier I auto-

motive parts suppliers thereby helping its 

customers increase their productivity 

while controlling costs. 

 

Interview conducted by: 

Lynn Fosse, Senior Editor 

CEOCFOinterviews.com 

 

CEOCFO: Mr. Saeli: What is the vision 

for Noble today? 

Mr. Saeli: “Noble is a worldwide leader 

in Laser Welding and Roll Forming tech-

nology. We have a leading market share 

in North America, Europe, and China in 

Laser Welding. Today, our customers are 

mostly automotive. Our vision for the 

future is three-fold. First, our goal is to 

continue to expand our business within 

the automotive industry worldwide with 

both existing customers and new custom-

ers, particularly the Asian based OEMs 

like Toyota and Honda, and to expand 

our initiatives in Asia and other rapidly 

growing regions of the world. Second, we 

will increase our product base by continu-

ing to develop technologies that comple-

ment Laser Welding and Roll Forming. 

Third, we will diversify our industry base 

to include industries other than automo-

tive.” 

 

CEOCFO: What is the plan to accom-

plish those goals? 

Mr. Saeli: We diversified our customer 

base significantly in August 2007 when 

we combined with ArcelorMittal’s Laser 

Welding division. Prior to the combina-

tion, about 85% of our business was with 

the “Detroit 3”. Today, only about 45% of 

our business is with these same three cus-

tomers. In addition, Noble has two joint 

ventures (JVs) in China, which is the 

most rapidly growing automotive market 

in the world. We also have businesses in 

other emerging markets like Thailand, 

India and Slovakia. We continue to re-

view our investment plans to expand our 

business into other geographical regions. 

We believe that a global presence is nec-

essary in the automotive industry. Auto 

manufacturers are also increasing the 

importance of global platforms, which are 

programs that have a common design and 

are produced in more than one region of 

the world. For this global platform strat-

egy to be truly successful, the OEMs re-

quire global companies like Noble to pro-

duce their products worldwide. 

 

“We have an R&D team that is continu-

ously investigating technologies that sat-

isfy our customers’ needs and supplement 

our current technologies and processes. 

We work closely with ArcelorMittal, our 

main shareholder and the world’s largest 

steel producer, investigating ways to op-

timize the manufacture and design of 

Laser Welded Blanks. ArcelorMittal 

spent $70 million last year on automotive 

research and development alone, far more 

than a company of Noble’s size could do 



on its own. We believe this gives us an 

important competitive advantage. 

 

In order to achieve our third goal of in-

dustry diversification, we have a cross-

functional team of sales associates and 

engineers that evaluate opportunities for 

our products to support non-automotive 

customers. We currently have business in 

the commercial furniture industry, and 

we would like to expand into other indus-

trial markets.” 

 

CEOCFO: How are you faring in the 

current economic situation; what effect is 

it having on Noble? 

Mr. Saeli: “Our automotive business 

today is divided into roughly 45% North 

American, 45% Western Euro-

pean, and 10% Asian and East-

ern European. We have cer-

tainly seen a negative impact 

from the economic situation in 

North America. Production 

volumes are at the lowest level 

in fifteen years, which has cre-

ated a very challenging busi-

ness environment. In response, 

we have been reducing costs 

and evaluating our organiza-

tional design to become as effi-

cient as possible. By the end of 

2008, we will have closed two 

plants in North America, and 

significantly reduced our over-

head.  The volume declines we 

are experiencing as a result of 

the worldwide financial crisis 

are unlike anything the world 

has experienced in recent his-

tory, and we are working aggressively to 

respond to this current environment.” 

 

CEOCFO: You have a large product 

mix; are you making any changes? 

Mr. Saeli: “Our two main technologies, 

Laser Welding and Roll Forming, yield a 

variety of products that supply our cus-

tomers with 21

st

 Century Auto Body Solu-

tions®. Noble’s products range from en-

ergy absorbing bumpers to large struc-

tural body sides to shorter pillars and 

mass efficient underbody rails. We have a 

broad product mix today but we are al-

ways seeking ways to optimize the design 

of our products to meet our customers’ 

weight and cost reduction targets.” 

 

CEOCFO: What are your plans for ex-

panding in Asia? 

Mr. Saeli: “We have been very aggres-

sive in Asia over the last couple of years. 

Noble has 2 joint ventures in China, one 

with the largest Chinese steel producer 

and the other with the third largest Chi-

nese steel producer. We believe that we 

have a strong position in China to ensure 

we participate in the future growth of this 

market. We are currently in the process of 

opening a manufacturing facility in Thai-

land through a joint venture with Sumi-

tomo Corporation. This JV will produce 

Laser Welded components for light 

trucks, and it is interesting to note that 

Thailand is a very large truck market, 

second only to North America. We are 

very enthusiastic about our expansion 

into Thailand. We also have a joint ven-

ture in India, which is another automo-

tive market that is expecting double-digit 

growth. Automotive growth in Asia and 

Eastern Europe is generally much more 

dramatic and positive than growth in 

Western Europe and North America, so 

we will continue to increase our presence 

there.” 

 

CEOCFO: As CEO, what are the chal-

lenges in running an organization that is 

so spread-out geographically and what 

does Noble know to make it work well? 

Mr. Saeli: “I personally have had a lot of 

experience in global organizations, even 

prior to joining Noble three years ago as 

CEO. At Lear Corporation, which was 

one of the largest global automotive sup-

pliers in the world. I spent a lot of time 

working in Asia as well as Europe. I had 

significant exposure to operating a global 

organization. At Noble, we have a man-

agement team that is becoming very fa-

miliar with how to run a global business. 

We have an experienced, diverse man-

agement team in both Europe and North 

America. In Asia, we benefit from our 

local partners’ cultural knowledge, and 

we put in place some of Noble’s associ-

ates in each country to help manage the 

joint ventures.” 

 

CEOCFO: Please tell us about your re-

cent litigation reward. 

Mr. Saeli: “We acquired Pullman Indus-

tries, a Roll Forming supplier, 

in October 2006. The recent 

litigation reward related to a 

settlement for breaches of con-

tractual representations and 

warrantees from the sellers of 

the Pullman Industries busi-

ness to us.”  

 

CEOCFO: Do you see more 

acquisitions for the future; is 

that part of your strategy going 

forward? 

Mr. Saeli: “In the last couple 

of years, we went from about 

$400 million in revenue to 

about $1.2 billion, and a lot of 

that growth resulted from ac-

quisitions. We are now opti-

mizing our current business in 

order to run One Noble world-

class operation. At the mo-

ment, we do not anticipate any acquisi-

tions in the short-term.” 

 

CEOCFO: Tell me a bit in general about 

Laser Welded Blanks (LWBs) and where 

they fit into the industry and increased 

use. 

Mr. Saeli: “With Laser Welded Blanks, 

you take two steel blanks, or flat parts, 

and you use lasers to weld them together. 

Lasers allow you to join steel blanks of 

dissimilar thicknesses and properties, and 

it gives you more flexibility to put weight 

and strength exactly where you need it. 

Doing so reduces vehicle weight because 

you do not use heavy gauge material eve-

rywhere, only where you absolutely need 

it. It creates scrap savings because you 

“Noble is a worldwide leader in Laser Welding 

and Roll Forming technology. We have a lead-

ing market share in North America, Europe, 

and China in Laser Welding. Today, our cus-

tomers are mostly automotive. Our vision for 

the future is three-fold. First, our goal is to con-

tinue to expand our business within the automo-

tive industry worldwide with both existing cus-

tomers and new customers, particularly the 

Asian based OEMs like Toyota and Honda, and 

to expand our initiatives in Asia and other rap-

idly growing regions of the world. Second, we 

will increase our product base by continuing to 

develop technologies that complement Laser 

Welding and Roll Forming. Third, we will diver-

sify our industry base to include industries other 

than automotive.” - Thomas L. Saeli 



can nest more small parts within a steel 

coil to reduce engineered scrap and in-

crease material yield. Laser Welding also 

allows you to selectively incorporate cut-

ting-edge steel grades such as Usibor® 

and Ductibor®, which are advanced high 

strength steels developed by our main 

shareholder, ArcelorMittal. Laser Welded 

Blanks can eliminate reinforcements, 

thereby reducing part count and simplify-

ing assembly processes. There is cur-

rently an average of five Laser Welded 

Blanks per vehicle globally and we have 

identified up to 30 potential applications 

for a vehicle. We are confident that as our 

customers seek lighter weight, lower cost 

design solutions, the average number of 

Laser Welded Blanks per vehicle will 

increase.” 

 

CEOCFO: What gives you the competi-

tive edge and why are customers choosing 

your products? 

Mr. Saeli: “Noble is very proactive with 

providing 21

st

 Century Auto Body Solu-

tions® early in the design phase, which is 

attractive to our customers. We have ac-

cess to great technology, such as P-

Tech®, a method of Hot Forming Ad-

vanced High Strength Steels, and a dedi-

cated technology for Laser Welding Usi-

bor® and Ductibor® grades of steel. As I 

mentioned, earlier, we also have access to 

ArcelorMittal’s R&D activity, which is 

very important. When it comes to supply 

chain optimization, Noble has a global 

footprint. Customers today are looking 

for global suppliers who can supply them 

locally in any region of the world. We 

also run highly efficient manufacturing 

operations with an emphasis on safety, 

lean manufacturing and common operat-

ing metrics.” 

 

CEOCFO: You are looking to attract 

additional talent to support your growth; 

what do you look for over and above the 

tangible experience? 

Mr. Saeli: “Noble is a company that is 

very entrepreneurial. We are committed 

to a relentless drive to provide value for 

our customers. We are team-focused, so 

egos are not tolerated within our com-

pany. We want associates who can 

strengthen our team and add value to our 

company.” 

 

CEOCFO: What is the financial picture? 

Mr. Saeli: “With our diversification ac-

tivity, Noble actually had its best second 

quarter in the company’s history and that 

was despite the decline in vehicle vol-

umes in North America. We see markets 

weakening around the world and we are 

quite conservative in terms of our finan-

cial picture. Our financial performance is 

highly dependent on automotive produc-

tion volumes, and production volumes are 

declining around the world at the mo-

ment. We expect that the North American 

market for 2009 will be in a recessionary 

environment and Western Europe will 

also have a production decline in vehicles 

in 2009.” 

 

CEOCFO: Why should potential inves-

tors be interested? 

Mr. Saeli: “Noble is an interesting in-

vestment for many reasons and I will 

highlight a couple of them here. Today’s 

operating environment requires OEMs to 

reduce costs, improve fuel efficiency, 

reduce vehicle weight and have aware-

ness of CO

2

 emissions. They need to ac-

complish this goal while at the same time 

maintaining or increasing the safety of 

their vehicles. And finally, they are look-

ing for credible global suppliers who can 

produce their products in the main auto-

motive markets around the world. With 

this scenario as a back drop, you can see 

that Noble fits well in helping to provide 

a solution for the OEMs. Our products 

reduce weight, improve crashworthiness, 

and utilize less steel, which helps with 

the CO

2

 footprint. We do this at a cost 

saving and we can produce in the main 

automotive markets globally. We are also 

proactive in helping our customers de-

velop solutions utilizing our technical 

strength. 

 

CEOCFO: What is your focus as CEO? 

Mr. Saeli: “My job as CEO is to set di-

rection for the company and to ensure 

that the strategy is communicated to the 

Noble team. I focus on hiring the best 

people to put in the right positions of the 

company based on their leadership abili-

ties and skill set. I also meet with cus-

tomers, suppliers, and investors. Under-

standing all stakeholders’ needs is a key 

part of my communication activities.” 

 

CEOCFO: What should people reading 

about Noble International remember 

most? 

Mr. Saeli: “They should remember that 

in the last year, Noble International has 

been aggressive in diversifying our busi-

ness. We diversified geographically and 

expanded our customer base dramatically. 

A year ago, 85% of Noble’s business was 

with Ford, GM, and Chrysler in North 

America. Today, no one customer is more 

than about 17% of our business. We have 

a very good cost structure and I think 

when global economies stabilize and 

automotive production volumes are re-

stored, the advantage of all of our strate-

gic actions and cost structure will become 

evident.” 
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