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Where service and a  
personal touch matter
ELEVATEafrica met with Martin Jessen to talk about his company – an alternative supplier  
of European-standard lift solutions for an under-serviced sector in South Africa.

By Mark Pettipher

Before speaking to Martin Jessen, managing 
director at Jessen Lifts, we took a look at the 

company’s website. There we found out that 
Jessen’s business started as a result of his 
experience of being confined to a wheelchair 
for a few years just as he was starting school. 
The needs of people with disabilities – and 
the importance of access and mobility – were 
imprinted on his mind. Little did he know it 
would lead to a formidable business – one 
that competes successfully in an industry 
dominated by multinational players.

Jessen grew up and studied in Denmark. 
He graduated with a BCom in commerce  
and marketing before going to work for 
Danish engineering firm Danfoss. In 1995,  
he requested an overseas transfer and was 
granted a position in Jo’burg, with the aim  
of re-establishing the company’s footprint  
in South Africa. As soon as he had laid the 
groundwork for Danfoss’s business, he moved 
on to work for one of its clients, a refrigeration 
company, later joining the Automobile 
Association to help it establish a number of 
new projects. At the same time, he also 
completed an MBA through the Gordon 
Institute of Business Science.

In 2006, he realised that, while South 
Africa’s progressive Constitution enshrines 
access to all public spaces for people with 
disabilities as a right, there was a lack of 
infrastructure, training and consciousness in 
the country to implement that right. And so 
Jessen Lifts was born.

Initially, the company focused on smaller 
lifts, which were specifically geared towards 
patient handling at smaller hospitals and 
clinics, as well as in certain retirement villages. 

“We offered some brilliant solutions, 
which resulted in many of our products being 
installed,” says Jessen. “Now, a large part  

of our business focus is on the need for 
accessible platform and stair lifts, which are 
generally to be found outside of buildings. 
Government legislation stipulates that all 
buildings must be accessible to all people – 
and this is where we come in.

“You’ll typically find our lift solutions in 
apartment buildings, care homes, educational 
institutions, hospitals and rehab centres, 
hotels, non-government organisations, police 
stations and magistrate courts – but we can 
also outfit private homes.

“Our solutions are backed by European 
standards – in terms of suppliers, we work 
only with Cibes, Doppler, Lehner and Stepless.”

While Jessen himself is not a trained 
technician, his team members are. They are 
trained by the respective manufactures and 
service providers, who are also available for 
consultations 24/7, and have been known to 
fly out to South Africa to assist when required.

“My role in the company, in addition to 
being the managing director, involves a lot  
of marketing and winning new clients,” says 
Jessen. “I lead the sales team. We approach 
all our clients from a ‘needs’ angle; the very 
nature of the products we offer as well as  
our product delivery makes our approach 
personal. We make sure that we understand 
what our customer wants from the outset. 
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We track our performance and assess how 
we manage our relationships. 

“Of course there are specific technical 
aspects to what we deliver – those we handle 
through our hands-on technical experts. Our 
customers get a personalised service from us.”

As a medium-sized company, Jessen Lifts 
can be agile in its response to breakdowns 
and customer requests, offering a service 
that’s personalised down to specific brand 
adaptations with elevators.

While the products Jessen Lifts offers  
are specialist in nature, the manufacturers 
are flexible and can create lifts according  
to specific size and technical requirements. 
“Take hospitals as an example,” says Jessen. 
“Their lifts are not standard sizes – they have 
to accommodate volume and beds; they have 
to be tough and able to withstand knocks 
and bumps. Above all, they have to be 100% 
reliable with as little down time as possible.” 
Another example is student accommodation 
– lifts that support those buildings also need 
to be student-proof.

“Our Doppler solution allows us to 
manufacture lifts to exact sizes, which is 
particularly useful when it comes to delivering 
a solution for hospitals,” says Jessen. “Our 
installation of a helipad lift at Dr Pixley ka 
Isaka Seme Memorial Hospital in KwaMashu 
in KwaZulu-Natal is an example of a lift 
manufactured by Doppler that has some 
unique features.

“Let me put the helipad lift into context. 
Aviation laws stipulate that nothing can 
protrude around the helipad area when the 
helicopter lands – which means that the lift 
must finish flush with the helipad surface 
area when not in use, and it must be able to 
send the cabin up when staff and patients 

need to use the lift to come down to the 
operating theatre. The unique lift specification 
is the fact that it’s a hydraulics-driven lift, 
stopping at only two levels – the bottom 
landing and the helipad level.

“For stability and rigidity reasons, the lift 
has two pistons, which enables it to reach its 
highest level. It is also possible to push the 
lift cabin outside the brick shaft to reach the 
helipad. In addition, the lift is fitted with a 
chain torque system that keeps guides and 
pistons stable when the cabin is in its highest 
position, even during high winds.

“To withstand the corrosive environment 
in which it is installed, the lift’s electrical 
system and electrical boxes are all IP-rated, 
with special steel treatment.”

Lately, the need for servicing of goods lifts 
and hoists has been hovering on Jessen Lifts’ 
radar. “There are about 20  000 of these in 
the market, and many are not compliant,” 
says Jessen. “We understand these lifts, and 
can offer cost-effective compliance solutions 
to the point of a retrofit. All our solutions are 
European-rated, falling well within the South 
African SANS and Occupational Health and 
Safety Act regulations.”

Looking to the future, Jessen is excited 
about exploring the opportunities that our 
sub-Saharan neighbours have to offer – and 
with Doppler, Jessen Lifts has exclusivity to 
develop this market. “We are approaching 
the expansion cautiously,” say Jessen. “Our 
reputation depends on our ability to deliver 
safe, reliable and compliant solutions, and 
our relationships are on a personal level – so 
whoever we partner with in the rest of Africa 
will need to be of a similar mind-set.”

“During the 2020 lockdown, we were 
fortunate to show business growth. We 
further enhanced our quality-control offering 
by achieving the ISO 9001 standard. We  
have also begun installing smart systems  
as part of our service-delivery mix, which 
allows us to plan maintenance schedules 
more effectively, monitor wear and tear, and 
pre-empt incidents and breakdowns. The 
smart solutions ensure that direct alerts can 
be sent to our technicians, which enables us 
to rapidly deploy them to the relevant job 
site. We are also now offering hands-free 
options for our mobility solutions.”
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smart systems.”

Martin Jessen, managing director at Jessen Lifts. 
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