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Lack of investment in sustainable technologies
is undermining global competitiveness of the
UK metal-machining sector, which is already
shrinking at a rate of about 5% a year. That’s
the stark warning of a report carried out as part
of the government’s Sustainable Technologies
Initiative programme, which aims to improve
the sustainability of UK business.

Without increased sustainability, there could
be dire consequences for the entire UK
engineering industry, which employs 1.3
million people and has annual sales of £300
billion. Three quarters of the industry’s 80,000
companies perform metal-machining
operations. If present trends continue,
engineering ‘could go the way of other near-
extinct industries such as coal mining’.

The report, ‘A Sustainability Strategy for the
Metal Machining Sector’, reveals that most
companies have little knowledge of the
economic benefits offered by sustainable
technologies. Hardly any firms recycle heat
and energy on site, for example, but most
could easily cut energy consumption by 20%.
There is enormous potential to cut waste,
which currently accounts for 4.5% of turnover.
Lack of investment in training has led to a
chronic skills shortage creating a ‘stranglehold
on progress’, in the face of cut-throat
competition from low-cost imports.

‘The biggest threat to the sector is competition
from the Far East where labour rates are so
much lower,’ explains project co-ordinator
Tony Lesowiec of Pera. ‘We know that the UK
can never compete on labour costs, but
sustainable technologies can enable our metal
machining firms to be smarter, to innovate
and produce new processes that will out-
perform those on the market today. That way
we can compete on technology and quality.’

Pera worked with trade associations, SMEs,
suppliers and large users such as Ford Motor
Company to produce the report and
accompanying advice for companies,
sponsored by the STI programme. Funded by
the DTI, Defra and three research councils, the
STI is seeking new ways to achieve economic

growth and employment while safeguarding
the environment and conserving natural
resources.

‘Consortium members felt very passionate
about the subject and concerned about the
lack of progress,’ says Mr Lesowiec. ‘A lot more
machine shops will inevitably close in the next
few years if they carry on going the same way
that they are now. The survivors will be
forward-thinking companies that are prepared
to invest in new equipment, training and
apprenticeships.’

Bad practice is widespread, the report reveals.
Use of lubricants containing chlorine, for
example, inhibits recycling of aluminium by
formation of highly toxic PCBs
(polychlorinated biphenyls) and dioxins in
the recycling process.

‘The problem can be overcome by using other
lubricants that don’t contain chlorine – it’s as
simple as that. Alternative lubricants may cost
a little more but firms can sell their aluminium
waste at a higher value if it’s chlorine-free.’

Substituting renewable raw materials for the
virgin mineral oils used as metalworking fluids
could also have a major impact. A research
project by Pera and De Montfort University is
showing promising results in overcoming
technical barriers to the use of vegetable
products such as rape, sunflower and palm oils.

Many firms are continuing to rely on out-dated
manufacturing technologies, contributing to
low productivity. The study also reveals a
chronic skill shortage of operators at
apprentice level. It calls for much closer
working between industry and educational
bodies to increase vocational training.

Advice is being made available to individual
companies on how to apply sustainable
technologies in their businesses. A free report
is supported by a measurement tool to gauge
the sustainability of specific machining
operations.

‘If we can begin to change current attitudes to

METAL MACHINING
SECTOR:
TURNING FROM
EXTINCTION?
The UK metal-machining sector has been
dragging its feet over the introduction of
sustainable technologies – but new guidance
for firms could help this major sector of the
economy to meet cut-throat global
competition.

‘Sustainable
technologies can enable
our metal machining
firms to be smarter, to
innovate and produce
new products that will
out-perform those on the
market today.’
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Copies of the report, ‘A Sustainability
Strategy for the Metal Machining Sector’,
and guidance for individual companies
and sustainability index tool are available
free of charge from the Envirowise
website (www.envirowise.gov.uk).

sustainability, I believe that we can halt the
decline that is now taking place in UK metal
machining,’ adds Mr Lesowiec. ‘We could see
the rate of closures slow down and stability
return. Over the longer term there could be
renewed growth in the sector if we can achieve
widespread introduction of sustainable
technologies.’

Additional project information
and background

Why is the metal machining sector such an
important part of the engineering industry?
Three out of four of the UK’s 80,000 engineering
companies carry out some form of metal
machining operations, which range from
drilling, milling and turning to boring and
grinding. The sector underpins the performance
of the entire engineering industry, whose sales
are worth approximately £300 billon a year,
representing a major part of the UK
manufacturing sector and the economy as a
whole.

How fast has the sector been declining?
Over the last five years, metal machining
workshops have been going out of business at
an estimated rate of 5% a year.

Why is sustainability such a source of concern?
The sector has been slow to introduce
sustainable technologies. Lack of information
and guidance are seen as major barriers. Faced
with the battle to survive against strong
competition from low-cost producers,
particularly from the Far East, many companies
have focused on short-term financial
considerations and neglected long-term strategy.

What does the report aim to achieve?
The report is designed as a discussion document
to stimulate debate and research, and to identify
barriers to sustainability in the metal machining
sector. It addresses economic, social and
environmental aspects. A subsidiary report and
measurement tool provide practical guidance
for individual metal machining companies to
improve their sustainability performance.

What actions does the report recommend for

industry and government?
The report recommends a range of actions
focusing on energy strategy, skill levels and
training, waste minimisation and recycling,
sustainable economic development, adoption
of new technologies, and the role of government,
trade associations and end-users.

Isn’t the emphasis on sustainability another
burden on a hard-pressed industry?
Far from being a burden, sustainable
technologies offer companies opportunities to
gain significant economic benefits through
saving energy, minimising waste and gaining a
higher price from recycled scrap. Investing in a
skilled workforce pays off through increased
product quality and more efficient utilisation
of machinery and raw materials. Advanced
technology and innovation provide a
competitive edge against low-cost imports.
Major improvements in productivity are being
made possible by technological developments
such as 4/5-axes machining, laser/plasma
cutting and new metalworking fluid
formulations.

Who took part in the study?
The study brought together the main trade
associations, small and medium sized
engineering companies, large users and suppliers.

The following organisations took part:
Trade associations
* The Engineering Employers’ Federation (EEF)
* The Manufacturing Technologies Association
(MTA)
* The Gauge & Toolmakers Association (GTMA)
SMEs
* Shearline Precision Engineering Ltd
* Howard Engineering Ltd
* Cold Formed Products Ltd
Large Users and Suppliers
* Ford Motor Company
* Houghton Plc
* TTI Group Ltd
* Great Lakes Chemical Company
* Bridgeport Machines
Project co-ordinators
* Pera – specialists in business process
innovation
Other organisations that provided support
Kennametal
Arboga-Darenth Ltd
Beacon Energy
British Aluminium Federation (ALFED)
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The STI is  a programme of collaborative research and development
aimed at improving the sustainability of UK business. The aim is to
maintain high levels of economic growth and employment while
protecting the environment, making better use of natural resources
and working for the good of society as a whole. Companies are
encouraged to work with the science base to develop and adopt new
sustainable technologies. The Programme is sponsored by the
Department of Trade and Industry (DTI), the Engineering and
Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC), the Department of
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), the Biotechnology and
Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC) and the Economic
and Social Research Council (ESRC).

Oakdene Hollins  consultants deliver waste reduction to industry,
and technical and economic studies and programme co-ordination
to the investment sector, industry and Government.

‘Over the longer term
there could be
renewed growth in
the sector if we can
achieve widespread
introduction of
sustainable
technologies.’


