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COMPOSITES: PAST, PRESENT & FUTURE

»  It is, perhaps, an impossible task to reflect on where current 

global politics might take our industry, without being overtly 

political. But whether you agree or disagree with President Trump, 

Brexit, the southern EU debt crisis, and other tumultuous events 

of late 2016, it is undeniable that the world is moving into a new 

political era. Before it all took place, I posed the following question 

to many of my colleagues and associates: “What could Trump and 

Brexit mean for the composites industry?” 

Implied in this are more practical questions: Is it the case that 

our industry has relied too much on low-cost labor as the solution 

to ensure that advanced lightweight structures have the best 

chance of winning 

the material tech-

nology race? And if 

“yes,” how damaging 

could new tariffs and 

trade barriers be for 

our industry?

The instinctive reaction 

to our new political 

order, which seems to be more inward-looking and less trade-

friendly than the business environment of the recent past, is that 

it is probably bad for business, and that any trade barriers will 

probably damage our prospects in general. Standard-modulus 

carbon fiber, for example, has for a long time been freely traded 

with no tariffs, allowing things like sporting goods to be made at 

low cost in China and the Far East, and for such items to be freely 

traded around the globe to the seeming benefit of producers, 

brands, retailers and end-users alike. So, in general, the sentiment 

has been less than optimistic about where our industry is heading 

in this brave new world.

But is this really new? If access to low-cost labour countries is 

restricted through trade barriers, or just an increased “buy home-

produced” sentiment, an obvious response is to reduce to an 

absolute minimum the number of man hours it takes to produce 

composite parts, and to produce locally to the market demand. 

And the most obvious way to do this is through automation — to 

reduce the number of physical man hours per part rather than 

merely seeking the lowest cost labor. 

This is precisely the same challenge that composite part end-

users — such as aircraft and automotive manufacturers — have 

been putting at the feet of the industry for at least the past 20 years. 

Our view at NTPT for a while has been that offshoring manufac-

turing to China/Asia/Mexico can’t go on forever, that a significant 

trend toward reshoring of manufacturing is probably inevitable, 

and that there may be some good business opportunities to be 

had in providing automated solutions. Our business is based in 

Switzerland, possibly the world’s most expensive manufacturing 

environment, so while we have set up a low-cost manufacturing 

unit in Eastern Europe, we also dedicate a lot of resources to devel-

oping and using automated manufacturing processes wherever we 

can do so. 

Our newly developed tube manufacturing process is a case 

in point, from which our first product to market is a new-tech-

nology golf shaft – TPTGolf. We have seen little meaningful devel-

opment in composite golf shaft manufacturing since the early 

1990s — other than to move all production, wholesale, to China 

to chase cost — and so we see our new, fully automated manufac-

turing process as a model response not only to the slowly rising 

labor costs in Asia, but also to the economic realities of our time. 

Happily, the new process also produces a shaft that plays very well.

Other positive examples of similar developments in our industry 

are press molding, long-fiber injection molding and compression 

molding from ATL-laid preforms. Each process is seeing intense 

development, with automation at its core.

Could these new automated manufacturing processes arising 

from our new economic landscape yield a lower cost per part for 

composites, and, therefore, positively influence the market share 

battle against competitive materials? Consider also that due to 

new protectionist measures, the cost of producing metal parts 

could significantly increase as sources of low-cost metal produc-

tion are subjected to punitive/severe levels of tariffs and, thus, 

further tip the economic scales in favor of the composites industry, 

helping us to win the “material choice” battle.

So, while this new wave of protectionism might initially appear 

to be bad news, if we flip the coin, it is possible to take a positive 

view of new political developments. For reasons other than the 

possibility of significantly increased spending on defense and 

security, it might be a potentially positive catalyst and opportunity 

for those in our industry focused on innovation and automation. 

I do anticipate that the evolving political landscape will initiate 

a new wave of composite manufacturing process developments 

to the long-term benefit of our industry, and for that reason, I 

continue to be optimistic and excited about the future.  

Offshoring can’t go on 
forever and a significant 
trend toward reshoring is 
probably inevitable .....

Process automation: A model response 
to Trumponomics and Brexit?  
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