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AN ANALYSIS OF THE GLASS FIBER-REINFORCED THERMOSET PROCESSING BUSINESS

Whereas it is unclear at this stage whether or not the U.S. economy has emerged from recession or even experienced a recession over the recent past, it is incontrovertible that the glass fiber-reinforced thermoset (GFRTS) segment of the plastics industry confronted uniquely difficult economic conditions in 2001. The long-term growth dynamic in this business was halted for the first time since the double-dip recession of 1989-1991.  The volume of sales of unsaturated polyester, the “workhorse” resin of this business, declined by nearly 15% over the first three quarters of 2001, and most of the suppliers of other commodity resins, specialty resins, glass fibers, additives, fillers, and processing machinery sustained similar declines in their annual sales volumes.

Over the period December 2001-February 2002 Plastics Custom Research Services (PCRS) conducted a telephone-based survey of almost 200 North American companies involved in both the processing of GFRTS parts and the supply of materials and machinery to these processors. We also conducted an extensive review of the plastics literature relating to the recent pace of growth and technological change in composite and fiberglass part processing. Our objective in this research program was not simply to document and understand the recent domestic and global economic forces impacting on the GFRTS business. Rather our over-arching objective was to look back over the past half-decade and to assess the long-term future prospects for these processors, their traditional customers, and the diverse companies on their material/machinery supply chain.

By 1996 the North American business of producing GFRTS parts through a wide range of open-mold and closed-mold processing methods had reached the point where it accounted for nearly 3.5 billion lbs. of material consumption. From that point through 2000 this business grew at an average annual rate of 4.5%, tracking closely that of the overall regional plastics industry. The two leading markets over this 4-year time period were automotive (cars and light trucks) and building and construction. Fortunately these two markets remained relatively strong during the economic downturn of 2001. However, other markets such as chemical processing, heavy trucks, lighting, marine, pulp and paper, and waste water treatment suffered setbacks and consequently reduced their demand for GFRTS products.

The dual focus of this report (and the survey on which it is based) is on 1) where we’ve been, and 2) what lies ahead. We deal at length with the technological changes that have already enhanced the competitive position of the GFRTS processors – not only vis-à-vis each other, but vis-à-vis the thermoplastics processors as well. There emerged a measure of consensus that most of the critical technological changes of the recent past have been material-related – new resin and glass fiber grades and hybrids, low-styrene polyester grades, low-pressure molding compounds, and so on. In the future it is imperative to improve the productivity of the machinery – to accelerate the production cycle and at the same time to enhance product quality and consistency. Intuitively, robotics and other forms of automation would yield significant gains in productivity. Yet some of the GFRTS processing methods are not amenable to automation. Moreover, 75% of these processors are small companies with modest capitalization, making it difficult to gain a positive ROI from such an investment. 

This report is intended to be a comprehensive and detailed analysis of the GFRTS business, based on the data and insights obtained from the diverse practitioners in this field as well as the organizations serving the regional composites community. It is intended to provide critical competitive intelligence, not only to the players of long standing in this business, but to potential new entrants into the various GFRTS processes.      
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