
N o rt h rop Grumman on a stea l t h
m a terial for airc ra f t. Denman says
the outfit is ‘ca pable of doing things
that other people have n’t eve n
t h o u g ht of yet’ .

The te c h n i cal fi b re pro d u c ts
division, for insta n ce, has been a
s l ow burner, admits Denman. ‘Bu t
we saw pote ntial and built
re l a t i o n s h i ps with key cu sto m e rs
and have steadily grown our annual
sa l es,’ he adds. 

Other products to be developed are
carbon-fibre tissues for the fuel-cell
market, anti-microbial paper for

hospitals and an adhesive tape to
stick the wings of planes together.
‘Those rivets are just for show –
planes’ wings are basically stuck
together with double-sided sticky
tape,’ says Denman.

The figures add up
The finances show diversification was
a good idea. Last year’s revenues
from the technical-fibres division
were up 34 per cent, helping push
group sales up eight per cent to
£69.1 million and convert the previous
year’s loss to a £2.5 million profit.

However,  there’s alwa ys an
exception to the rule and, in this
instance, it ’s carpet-maker Victoria
that has taken an unorthodox
strategy to sustaining growth.
Established in 1896 as a weaver of
tapestries, Victoria hasn’t moved
offshore, slot ted into a niche or
survived solely though acquisition. 

‘ We’ve invested in sta te - of- t h e -a rt
e q u i p m e nt,’ explains the co m pa ny ’s
managing dire c tor Alan Bullock. ‘Our
co m p et i to rs have not done that
b e ca u se they ’ve assumed that the
m a r ket would get bette r. Th ey ’re not
m a n u fa c turing in a very effi c i e nt way.’

Re ce nt l y, the co m pa ny spent 
£2 million on a machine that will, ove r
t i m e, cut costs in half and increa se
o p e rational effi c i e n cy. Bullock says :
‘Labour costs are a big item and we are
n ow making over three million sq u a re
m et res of ca r p et in the UK with less
people than it took to make a third of
that quant i ty a few yea rs ago. 

‘ We’re co m m i tted to the UK and have
a skilled wo r kfo rce for whom our
i nvest m e nt means a good futu re. We
h ave no need to go offs h o re.’ ■
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L E A D E R S H I P

COMPONENTS OF MANUFACTURING LABOUR
COMPETITIVENESS (% CHANGE 1997-2006)

Country Total labour Productivity Unit labour costs
costs

UK 55 40 14
US 62 56 6
Germany 25 35 -10
France 20 24 -4
Japan n/a n/a -15

Source: ITEM Club
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