
m a n u fa c turing such as tex t i l es, the
output from pharmace u t i cals has
quadrupled, and from aeros pa ce
doubled, in the pa st fi ve yea rs. 

‘ What the UK must aim to do is
co m p ete for ex p o rts in higher-va l u e d
m a n u fa c turing activities, as well as
se r v i ces, rather than co m p eting fo r
p ro d u c ts that can be pro d u ced chea p l y
in other co u nt r i es.’

Peter Claydon, commercial director
of ventu re ca p i tal firm YFM, co nfirms 
that it’s not all doom and gloom. ‘Th e
g e n e ra l p e rce ption is that manufa c tu r i n g
is in decline with job numbers falling. But
actually, there are a huge number of
very professional companies with a
st rong manufa c turing ba se in the UK –
small, medium and larg e,’ he rea ss u res. 

For a co m pa ny to make it in this fi e l d ,
it ta kes guile and re l e nt l ess ingenuity.
C l aydon says: ‘Th ose operating in
co m m o d i t i sed markets have needed to
shift their manufa c turing ba se abroa d .
But if yo u ’re creating a va l u e -a d d e d ,
s p e c i a l i sed pro d u c t, there is a futu re
for you in the UK.’

Manufacturing roots
Carclo, which specialises in plastics, is
an excellent example of how to
prosper. Its headquarters in Ossett,
West Yorkshire hint to its textiles
roots stretching back to the dawn of
the industrial revolution. 

The co m pa ny deve l o ps high-spec
h ea d l i g hts for ‘super ca rs’, as well as
m e d i cal and opt i cal dev i ces, such as
pa rts for asthma inhalers. Chief
exe cu t i ve Ian Wi l l i a m son, who joined
the co m pa ny in the mid-1990s when the
fo cus was on producing wire and ste e l ,
explains the shift in direction. 

‘In 1996, the year after I joined, the

pound soa red against the Deutsc h m a r k
and that left us in trouble as our
co m p et i to rs we re German,’ he says. ‘So
we rest r u c tu red, selling pa rts of the
b u s i n ess and making an acquisition in
the te c h n i cal plast i cs arena to add to
our ex i sting plast i cs division. We
b e came a leading maker of asse m b l i es
for mobile phones. 

‘Then in 2000 we saw the collapse of
the UK telecoms industry – at that
time the UK was the largest producer
of mobile phones – and within months
it had all shut down. Not just [former
telecommunications giant] Marconi
but a complete industry was wiped
out by cheap-labour competition from
the Far East.’

L i ke those of its peers, Ca rc l o’s ta l e
is inex t r i cably linked to the broa d e r
UK economic sto r y. Th e re are thre e
kinds of pro d u c ts it manufa c tu res
f rom ce nt res in the UK, the US, the
Czech Re p u b l i c, the Netherlands and
China: medical equipment, where
re g u l a tory iss u es and co nt rols are
i m p o rta nt; pro d u c ts with highly
a u to m a ted production and no labour;

and very low-volume te c h n i ca l
p ro d u c ts, including the ten super- ca r
h ea d l i g hts it makes a month. 

The geogra p h i cal spread is necessa r y
if the company is going to sta y
competitive.  Williamson explains:
‘We’re still a relatively small company
at around £80 million in sales, but
we’re globally spread. You’ve got to
follow your customers sometimes and
offer a global capability.’

Williamson provides the example of
a customer opting to move to China to
reduce costs: ‘C arclo was already
established in Shanghai and served
many customers from there. In this
instance, the cus tomer cea sed
production of its complete product in
the UK and transferred assembly to a
China-based contract manufacturer.
We were asked to transfer production
from our UK factory to our China
factory, which we did.’

Fight for survival
Some yea rs ago, pa p e r m a ker James
C ro p p e r’s management rea l i sed that
being a plain old paper mill wa s n’t going
to cut it. 

As fi n a n ce dire c tor John Denman
re calls: ‘We rea l i sed you we re n’t going
to survive without being either rea l l y
big or niche. We decided on the latte r
and set up Cropper as a speciality low-
vo l u m e, high-quality paper mill and
i nvested acco rd i n g l y.’

N owa d ays, the co m pa ny is wo r k i n g
with defe n ce technology co m pa ny
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L E A D E R S H I P

Hugh Facey,
founder of Gripple

‘We now look for 20 per cent

of our turnover to come from

products we’ve developed in
the past three years’

THE TWO-SPEED ECONOMY

Source: Haver Analytics/Item Club
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