Textiles go hi-tech
to fight off imports

GEORGE COSTA's company em-
ploved 500 people untl be encoun-
tered the Chinese textile industry head
on. But though he 5 now down (o
eight emplayees, he is confident that
he can fight back with his new partner,
Boots. :

His intelligent fabrics have just gone
oft sale in 125 Boots stores and will
soon be available inoall 1,300 of the
healthcare giant’s high-street outlets,

[ntelligent fabrics cover any mate-
rial with specifically engincered prop-
etties. Cosla's Amy wear — Sarongs.
bandanas, wrist and ankle bands,
named after a cuddly toy that is the
company’ s mascot — will repel mos-
guitees and insects. iFabric, as it has
been named, g@ives continuous pro-
tection and will withstand repeated
laumeering.

Costa’s achievements are striking
[for a small firm. By using innovative
technology and working with textile
manufacturers, Boots and the London
Scheol of Hygiene and Tropical Medi-
cine, Costa has been able to equip his
business, Pro-Activ Textiles, with the
resourees o develop products that are
more usually enjoyed by bigger enter-
priscs. [t has also allowed him to res-
cue his company from the threat of
cxtinction. _

After gradvating from the Univer-
sity of Manchester Institute of Science
and Technology in 1986, Costa became
a merchant in the textile indusiry,
where his David-and-Goliath  saga
started with supplying fabric for sports-
wear, Annual sales ranged from £10m
to £12m and the firm was very suc-
cessful. Big brands such as Mike, Adi-
dag and Rechok were customers,

Using the latest technology to tum
it breathable, anti-hacterial and soft
tabrics, Costa’s business grew. He
bailt a vertically integrated texiile com-
pany that had some of the most mod-
ern plant in Europe and produced the

Innovation — as well as
a partnership with
Boots — is helping
George Costa to
rebuild his business.
Report by Roger Eglin

fabric close to his big customers”
stitching points in Britain,

“But it was tough going. There were
nol many prospects. We tried to get
inte soccer shirts but that was an abso-
lute closed shop,” he said.

A breakthrough came in %91 when
Costa’s French agenl won an order
trom the Crerman soccer club Bayern
Munich, Real Madrid, (oo, were wear-
mg a strip made with Costa fabric
when they were knocked out of the
Eurapean Champions League by Arse-
nal last month, But the business began
dnfting away to the Far East and
China, leaving Costa in a precanous
position. Tt was hard o compete.

“We were probably 20% more ¢x-
pensive than Chinese companies, and
that was close to their stitching point,”
sard Costa, 1t did not make sense to
ship fubric out to China for stitching,
That was absolutely uncompetitive.”

Costa’s customers came up with a
deal 1o help him. They would see he
got about 109% of the big orders in
return for making his fabric technol-
agy available to them. For his own
parl, Costa could not see such a one-
sided deal keeping him in business.

“The moment it became clear to me
that the party was well and truly over
wis wien I was arguing with Adidas
about which of us should bear the cost
of using DHL [the international

express courier]. I thought if this was
the position of & world lcader there
wis no future for us,”

He began looking at diversitving his
technology to other parts of the textile
markel. The answer was to reinvent
the business, It shrank to little more
than a rescarch-and-development unit
and in 2001 Costa joined a Cranfield
School of Management business
growth and development programine.
The course was valuable for its net-
working contacts and gave Costa the
chance to regroup.

The following year, while the tex-
tiles business was being restructured,
Costa began investigating technical
textiles — fabrics that had specially
engineerad properties. which tor exam-
ple mide them breathable.

While the business was being
reshaped, Costa learnt of an innova-
tion in the Far East, where the Tai-
willese army was being kitted o
with uniforms impregnated with natu-
ral mosguite repellent.

Costa and his much-reduced team
began to study how this worked, They
spent several months leaming how o
isolate the chemical and enginesr it
into the fabric. The goal was to
develop a process thal would allow the
chemical to vaporise when rubbed,
while retaining the mosquito-repellent
properties when it was washed.

The Ninal stumulus came when the
Costa family were on holiday in
Cyprus. They were using traditional
masguito repellent for protection but
they had o stop when their youngest
daughter suffered an allergic rash.
Waiting anxiously in the hospital,
Costa resolved 1o redouble his efforts.

Last vear his team came up with a
solution after working i close co-
operation with the London School
of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine.
The new material, called iFabric, tock
about  threc-and-a-half yvears o

develop. It contains a natural, active
ingredient thal is released in vapour
form when worm. The agent dots not
canse allergies and is environmentally
friendly because it is synthesised from
natural and renewahle resources that
have no imgﬂ{:t on the atmosphere.

It is the first of several innovative
products in the pipeline. One of these,
which Costa believes will have a big
impact in the puhblic sector, was
urdlergoing  tests at London  Uni-
versity"s Imperial College last month.
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Stuart Clarke

The deal with Boots gives the health-

care company three months™, retail
exclusivity in return for promoting
iFabric.

Costa 15 targeting more owrlers,
among them leading airlines and high-
street Tetailers,

Chne thing the Chinese cannot match
15 Costa’s technology. That represents
several years of effort and is carefully
protecied with rademarks and patents.
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