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 Fireblock : A Case Study 
Back ground 
In the 1980s natural gas was discovered in commercial quantities of the South East of Ireland. Until that point customers were restricted to a city based coal generated supply. New different technologies were required to support the roll out of natural gas country wide. In particular there was a demand for new types of domestic gas boilers. Drawing on a range of supports and skills John Donnelly felt he had spotted an opportunity which he could successfully build into a company.
John with a back ground in mechanical engineering had grown up in an Irish speaking rural district in County Cork. In an attempt to support Irish speaking communities the Irish Government had created a Irish language based industrial development agency (UDaras na Gaeltachta) based in these Irish speaking areas which offered focused financial and mentoring support for companies operating there John decided to locate his new company Firebird in the UDaras Business park in Ballyvourney. 
The company grew strongly on the back of a sustained nation wide housing boom with many of the new private developments linked to increasing access to natural gas supplies.. By 1997 and with initial start up costs repaid John started looking around for other opportunities. Housing booms he felt had a habit of collapsing and natural gas supplies he believed would eventually run out. The Kinsale gas field at that point had only 15 more years to run and there was already talk of declining commercially viable supplies. Anticipating falling demand and with a well set up welding and metal handling shop and trained employees housed in the UDras enterprise park in Ballyvourney, John asked a school friend of his, Cahil, who had qualified as an electrical engineer to join him on a trail basis. He tasked him with identifying new business niches which could be developed on the back of the existing Firebird business. John assured Cahil that were such an opportunity to be identified that he would commit Firebird to financially back and growing such an opportunity. With under capacity in the existing plant Firebird would be able to offer subsidize space , plant and administration and generalized metal working manufacturing labour , this reducing start up costs. In addition UDaras had a comprehensive support package especially for start ups, funds which could be used to grow the new activity. An agreement was reached and Fireblock began trading in the same premise as Firebird in the 1980s. Firebird remained the over all trading company.
The 1980s saw the development of a series of nationally agreed industrial development and training strategies which identified new sectors of growth which were to be targeted and supported. Three of these sectors, Pharmaceutical, ICT and added value food products food were to be of particular relevance to Fire block. Ireland was successfully to grow all of these sectors over the next 20 years. Given its location at the mouth of the deep water Cork estuary the Pharma sector was to be of particular relevance to Fireblock. From the mid 80s Ireland successfully attracted all but one of the major global Pharmaceutical companies who located manufacturing facilities in Ireland. The A similar strategy saw significant development of chip manufacturing and up grading and repositioning in the market of traditional added value food manufacturing companies in the region. New demands are often be triggered by new or reinvented sectors and this was the case here. Many of the relocating companies were American multi national attracted to Ireland as a English speaking gate to Europe , possessed of a highly educated work force with supportive company construction training and fiscal packages and only six hours flight from New York. They brought with them new technologies and new demands. 
Food and Drugs are global sectors whose traded products are governed by externally driven certification and standards. These govern not only inputs but operating and transportation environments Driven by the demands of the US Food and drugs administration and relevant EU directives the large Pharma had to meet the requirements for clean production in their plants in Ireland. For the incoming US Pharmas the Irish development authority relocation package offered pre built bespoke built buildings. Having secured commitment to locate such a plant in Ireland the Irish development authority put out to tender for the construction of the firs t plant in what was to develop into Pharma hub. The successful bid for the construction of the plant was shared between a large architectural and a equally large consultant engineering practice. As the project developed the young civil engineer on site in charge of the build found herself unable to source some of the comportments required to achieve the standards required, in particular for clean rooms. Despite a long tradition in the built environment there were initially no clean room experts in the civil engineering sector in the Republic and as the demand was located in different industries in differing jurisdiction, the regulations as well as the exact interpretation of clean differed. Faced with a need Mary the engineer in charge of clean rooms began looking for a company with metal “bashing“, skills, near at hand and willing to experiment. She and Cahil met up. Mary’s request was attractive from several points of view. The initial Pharma plant was to be followed by several others, so the request was not a one of and demand could be assured into the mid term. Other sectors with different demand cycles, such as chip and added value food, were highly likely to follow. Then though Mary, Cahil was able to gain access to the standard requirements. She also proved supportive of prototyping and testing of solutions on site.
Following intensive discussion with managers in all of the main sectors involved Cahil was able to report back to John that he had identified a distinct niche; a strong recurrent demand for clean doors.
Metal fabrication was at the heart of the product coupled with additional specialized finishes. The existing company possessed a nucleus of relevantly skilled workers who could, with additional training, become the new work force. Now the company needed to develop and have accredited prototype doors which would meet the demand from the three sectors. 
A long period iteration between the civil engineering companies involved on site, the operating companies and Cahil followed. But agreement on site was not the only difficulty. There were other obstacles involving significant costs to be over come before the t doors could become part of the operating fabric in a clean room environment. Faced with a total lack of public sector funded accreditation and testing labs in Ireland, these had been closed in the late 1980 and never revived, the company had to bring the product to the UK. This involved a e time delays and costs not only in terms of fees but also transportation of the heavy doors to the UK mainland. The doors were eventually successfully accredited in the UK. This was good news. However UK accreditation raised other issues such as the recognition and therefore legal standing of such accreditation in the Republic This issue was never satisfactorily resolved.. With UK accreditation finally behind them for the time being, they could begin producing hollow metal doors now deemed the solution. These doors are formed from two separate metal sheets which are profiled folded and interlocked along horizontal and vertical edges. Combined with a bonded high density performance core this creates a rigid very robust door leaf which meets clean room criteria.
From the initial prototype a series of modifications have occurred in response to a range of growing closely aligned but distinct market demands “.saying you are the best is not always good enough.” And each time Fireblock has sought and obtained external affirmation of product though systematic external accreditation and certification with all that that entails in terms additional search transportation personnel and legal costs. With no such facilities in the Republic all Fireblock products are tested in independent test labs (UKAS and NAMAS accredited) to relevant international standards abroad. All products are manufactured to EN ISO 9001Quality Standards. 

Having met the challenge of supplying into clean room environments in the large Pharma, chip and food manufacturing plants in Ireland Cahil identified new opportunities, driven by new operational security demands, coming from different markets. Doors capable of excluding external contaminants were re conceptualized and reengineered to meet first fire and then blast incidents. Subsequently newer markets have emerged in response to noise and human restraint issues In all these instances the new features of each of these the doors were developed tested accredited and new patents sought and registered using external of island organizations.
These moves gave Fireblock a range of products focused on different markets each with different product cycles. The fall out form 9/11 and the continuing fears of increased security threats benefited the company considerably boosting demand. At the same time substantial increases in investment in public sector infrastructure including hospitals and jails in Ireland as well as abroad lead to an increased demand for the company products, including rooms with acoustic properties.
Currently the company products fall into five categories commercial , fire resistant ,blast resistant, security , acoustic and sliding doors with new categories covering windows and louvered vents. All the Fireblock door sets, hinged and sliding, together with metal windows, glazed screens ,profiled door frames for non metallic door leafs and louvered vents, are tested depending on the customer to international standards for fire, security , blast resistance and acoustic integrity.. For example doors can be supplied with five resistance up to 5 hrs tested to BS476 part 22 1987, whilst doors offering acoustic properties are tested to Acoustic tested by Airo to BS ENIso 140-3 1995.
But product development time has remained painfully slow all in house and taxing of the small management team. Lack of a readily recognized route to R and D capability in the country in comparison to other European countries, Cahil cites Finland in particular makes continuing growth both problematic and slow 

New product development companies are highly vulnerable pirating. In an attempt to raise the barriers to intellectual theft Fireblock has developed a strategy of patenting where ever possible. This has involved patenting both at EU, USA and individual country level.
Going Global 

Large Multi nationals having found good suppliers will attempt to retain them in their supply chain. All there manufacturing sectors, Pharma, ICT and Food are global players. As the companies initially encountered in Ireland have expanded their operations outside of Europe and particularly when they are building new manufacturing plants over seas, Fireblock has been invited to tender and has done so.
The company’s publicity materials depicts their product in plant in Latin America and Turkey.
More recently the company has begun to explore strategic alliances with the Insurance sector. Installation of Fireblock products can, as the accreditation show reduce risk of injury and death. As with the global expansion piggy backing which has occurred with the Large Pharma and Food corporates. Fireblock is currently exploring ways in which insurers of buildings, particularly those involved in PPP arrangements can require Fireblock products to be incorporated into new builds. 
Further growth is a real possibility but to do so the company needs to be able to more rapidly bring product to market. This requires the development of far more sophisticated R&D facilities and staff and research facilities. How this is to be managed remains equally problematic.
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