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The high-value composites market is currently worth about £1 billion to the British economy. Here several businesses show how they are using coposite materials and give their perspectives on how important the strategy will be to them and what it means for the industry in the future..
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Composite Strategy

JB
Beru F1 Systems is a SME.  We employ 65 people and we are involved in electrical systems, electronic systems, composites, primarily in motorsports but also as a tier one supplier to the automotive and aerospace industry.

JB
The bicycle project was a showcase for us.  It demonstrates all our abilities in many, many areas from computer aided design through to machining, through to actual physical making of composite parts and then integrating that with our electronic abilities.  The bike is constructed wholly of carbon fibre and the reasons for that, is obviously weight, strength and long term reliability.  It is aimed primarily at the professional athletes and high net worth individuals.  It is truly handmade, every single part, a spoke part that can only be sourced from here, the frame is tuned to within a millimetre of each rider from a geometry backed up by a scientific method of ascertaining their requirements for the bike.  The level of electronics comes directly from Formula One, an awful lot of data and very serious analysis to us.

JB
We have developed a new technology for the aerospace industry that is going to lighten their products, make their products more robust and ultimately reduce the fuel burn, which is what they are wanting us to try and do at the moment.  The benefits of using composites are quite fair reaching not just in terms of weight and strength but obviously the aesthetics, all kinds of different things that appeal to different customers.  I think the strategy document covers four major points, one is education, one is R & D, looking into chemistry, looking into fibre technology.  Thirdly looking at raw material manufacturer in the UK rather than outsourcing and finally a process that can be developed for rapid manufacture in volume.  Now that the government is lending its full support to the strategy I think that the growth potential for the marketplace in the UK for composites is enormous.

DC
Flint & Neill are involved in major structures, large bridges, design and assessment, also in design of building structures.  Advance composite materials that we use are carbon fibre inforce fabrics, bore on inforce plastics, there are many of these.

DC
This is a real project, Halgavor Bridge in Cornwall.  The deck is entirely made out of this type of stuff and that is the side cord of the bridge.  Halgavor Bridge is the largest project we have done using advance composite materials.  We do not know of any other bridge that could reasonably be compared with it.  When we designed Halgavor Bridge we are moving into virgin territory.  The problem with designing and constructing a glass reinforced plastics bridge out of advanced fibre composite materials is there are no industry you can just go to, you are starting from square one.  

DC
So there is a concept design, a wonderful idea, hopefully one day it might even get built.

DC
Currently the UK has a considerable degree of expertise in the use of advanced composite materials.  It would be a great shame if we threw that away because there are big commercial opportunities and big economic benefits to be gained by making use of the skills that we possess in this field.  

DC
This material is stitched fibre, pass that around.

DC
The challenge for government is to encourage people to be interested in the materials.  If we have some kind of national forum for exchange of ideas, for dissemination of ideas we should be able to prove our confidence that using advanced polym composite materials is the way forward and is a challenge and really an opportunity for us all.

DP
BRE is an independent research base business which supports its clients to develop better, safer, more sustainable products and buildings.  I think historically there are many examples where composites are used, particularly because of their durability performance.  Composites offer high strength to stiffness ratio, so they are lightweight.  They are very durable so repair costs long term could be very low.  One of the things that is required is a supply chain to produce materials which can then be used in modern construction.  So you need to have consistency that you can take your prototype to higher volumes and that the cost benefits are also built in.  

DP
One of the important aspects of the strategy, I believe, is to have a national focus and an opportunity where dissemination of lessons learnt and best practice can be put out into the community, so that companies can decide whether they want to invest themselves in the growth market.  This central leadership will allow more effective de-risking what is and is still in many cases a new material and this is a global market opportunity.  So I think any company in the UK who would seek to invest themselves and look at developing and using innovation would also be looking at a global market for them.

RO
GKN Aerospace is responsible for the design and manufacture of large composite components for aerospace.

JC
In the aircraft industry there has been a massive shift in the use of composites from about 5% by weight 25 years ago to close on 50% today.

RO
Composites are really an untapped market today.  They are very well utilised in aerospace particularly but the big opportunity both for UK industry and GKN is to look at more cross sectorial application of composites.

JC
I think the government strategy for composite material will be very helpful for the whole industry.  There will be a dissemination of knowledge, learning and innovation.  The benefits to UK Plc will come from the cross fertilisation of ideas and the innovation from several different industries that can be brought together to create products and processes which could never have been created when we all work in isolation.  

RO
Rapid manufacturing and automation remain some of the key elements towards achieving a cost competitive composite solution for the future and we are investing heavily in some of that technology and it will be a key part of the national composite strategy as we move forward.  Most of the research that we are looking at the moment is around how to make composites more cost effective and how to perform more rapid manufacturing.  To move from a very niche technology into a far more mainstream application.
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