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Current affairs

Watch this space
For the latest in our series
of director interviews,
Jan Wassall met up with
Dr Carl Hunter, CEO of
Coltraco Ultrasonics
What is your professional background?
I am CEO of Coltraco Ultrasonics, a British designer and
manufacturer of portable and fixed monitoring systems
for the fire, naval, shipping, offshore and energy sectors.
I served as a Green Jacket officer in the British Army, and I
am a graduate and honorary Doctor of Science from the
University of Durham. I’m a Fellow of the Royal Institution of
Naval Architects (RINA) and Institute of Marine Engineers,
and also a member of the Royal Aeronautical Society,
Royal Institute for International Affairs, Royal Society of
Asian Affairs and Royal United Services Institute.
In addition, I am a council member of the British
Naval Equipment Association, RINA and the British
Marine Equipment Association; and a member of
the Export Council of the Fire Industry Association
(FIA), the FIA’s Working Group Gases (the lead UK
fire delegate organisation to British Standards), BSI
(the lead fire delegate to the International Standards
Organisation in Gaseous Extinguishing Systems), the
Society of Maritime Industries, and the UK Chamber
of Shipping (the lead British marine organisations
and voice of the marine industry in the UK).
My interests lie in physics, international business,
the constitution, South Asia, international and strategic
affairs, defence, the British Commonwealth and bringing
UK scientists into business.
How has your role developed within your family
company?
I still remember packing and despatching in the early
days with my father! Today I am very fortunate to lead
a company which is world leader in its technologies,
occupying a special place in the fire industry. We have two
families in the business, and developing career paths for
our non-family members occupies my mind a great deal.
There are so many fine young people in this country with
great minds, who want to do something of consequence.
The technologies we are developing are scientifically and
commercially engaging and it is wonderful to see these
technologies develop into ones that save lives.
My specific role is to develop a company that
is profitable and sustainable for generations to come,
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succeeding not only for ourselves, but also for the UK
as a whole. We are forging a special UK capability in the
monitoring of fire systems and marine structures globally,
and helping shape long-neglected international standards
to prevent and reduce the needless incidence of failure of
those fire systems, ships and offshore marine structures.
Describe your biggest achievement and most difficult
challenge during your tenure.
That achievement has been developing the science
in the constant monitoring of liquefied gaseous
extinguishant contents alongside the semi-constant
monitoring of room integrity of the protected space.
My greatest challenge was the mathematical one of
being able to convert liquid level readings to weight
and mass, due to the vast array of cylinder sizes used
across CO2, FM-200, NOVEC 1230 and Halon (still in use
across the world despite the Montreal Protocol of 1989).
I also aspire to making a significant political
contribution and this has been made more vital by
Britain’s exiting of the EU. We now have the single
greatest opportunity to identify who we are and what
we wish to become in the future. Developing our vision
is what we are all about as a company. Our company is
a picture itself of what Britain can become: developing
high value-added science into applied products and
systems with transferable applications across a multi
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sectoral export success, and combining enterprise with
developing skill sets of a mixed workforce of mature and
young professionals in a flexible working environment.
How has the business changed? Coltraco is growing
in the fire sector – is fire one of your biggest growth
areas?
It is, and the fire sector will continue to drive growth
for us globally. The estimated cost of a fire on say a
passenger ferry is GBP 125,000 per minute. When
we design technologies that minimise that risk, we
also contribute to life safety. The business has changed
dramatically over 25 years and we are now engaged in
the development of British Standards. This is an area in
which the UK fire sector leads internationally. But the
UK fire industry is changing too and often for the better.
There is a far greater appreciation in the UK fire sector
that ‘the work’ must be done correctly and there is far
greater awareness that the rest of the world looks to the
UK fire sector as the global leaders we are.
What unique qualities and key strengths is the
company bringing to fire safety and fire engineering,
giving you the edge over your competitors?
Our adherence to the science behind the monitoring
technologies we manufacture, and our unique
understanding of pressurised extinguishing gases and

their behaviour in cylinders, valves, pipework and the
spaces they protect. Gaseous extinguishing systems
are pressurised, and therefore exist in a dynamic state
and can leak. If they leak beyond 5% of contents or
10% of pressure they will not extinguish a fire event,
as they will be below their design concentration. The
key contribution we make to the industry over our
competitors is our commitment to the science, service
care and pursuit of mathematical justification to
precisely cite accuracy, ie we achieve +/-1.5mm contents
accuracy and identify leak sites as small as 0.06mm +/0.02mm. Our leading edge is in how we combine our R&D,
anecdotal and industry experience, understanding of the
regulations and customer feedback in order to innovate.
For those who are new to your products, tell us
briefly about the work you are doing in the areas
of fire safety and room integrity.
The advantage of our products is that they remove the
necessity to dismantle, weigh and re-install cylinders.
Our Portalevel range of hand-held ultrasonic liquid level
indicators enable fire servicing technicians to monitor
the contents of liquefied gaseous extinguishants with
the fire systems in-situ. We have extended the capability
of these to enable constant monitoring of fire systems
with Permalevel Multiplex. Typically, protecting critical
infrastructure such as electricity sub-stations, power

www. fr m jo ur nal . c om MAY 2017

FRM_May17_1-56.indd 47

47

26/04/2017 16:12

Current affairs

generating stations or data centres, Permalevel Multiplex
provides the asset owner with complete 24/7 visibility of
their fire system contents. As regards room integrity, we have
extended the capability of the Portascanner Watertight
technology we developed for the Royal Navy and use this
to monitor the room integrity of the protected space.
This is particularly useful to fire engineers seeking to
identify leak sites during door fan testing.
In terms of product delivery, you use the term
‘transformational’ – please explain what you mean
by that.
For 25 years, the key standard for gaseous extinguishing
systems remains ISO 14520. This identifies the need to
protect against the risk of accidental discharge or
slow leakage of pressurised gaseous systems, but the
technology has not existed to easily identify this. We
are transformational in that we have developed the
technologies to deliver this and, in so doing, have given
the fire industry the ability to ‘deliver ISO 14520’ to the
very customers that its fire engineering seeks to protect.
You place a lot of emphasis on core values; tell us a
little more about those and why they are so important.
Integrity is at the heart of the science, our engineering,
our every transaction. Integrity is also found in the way
we sell, support and train; in our adherence to annual
calibration under ISO 17025; in our ability to operate
commercially across the world in 108 countries; and
in our shared ambition that this British technology
becomes the global standard.
Do you often encounter clients struggling to
understand their legal obligations towards fire safety?
What we see more often is a disconnect between the
asset owner, and their fire system and the maintenance
of it. Too often an asset owner delegates
responsibility for their fire system to
an external service contractor, but the
contractor can only visit the fire system
as often as the asset owner contracts it to.
Normally, this will be an annual site visit
for certification purposes to fulfil their legal
obligations, but for the other 364 days of
the year their fire systems sit unattended
and unmonitored. So, certification drives
maintenance; whereas maintenance
should drive certification. Maintenance
between the annual certification interval is
the key determinant to identifying issues
before they become systemic and life
threatening ones.
It’s clear that your clients are central to
your business – R&D, production and
services – can you expand upon this?
We can deliver innovation and product
development ourselves. We have a total
commitment to R&D, but we are not
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an ‘ivory tower’ conducting research for its own sake.
Our R&D has to focus on the development of new
technologies that clients desire and in this we have
always responded to client needs first, whether directly
from an asset owner of, say, a ship or offshore oil and
gas platform, or an insurer concerned at the risk they are
writing for an asset that could be better protected. This
is how Portalevel Intrinsically Safe has been designed for
refineries and gas carriers – the world’s first ATEX Zone 1
liquid level indicator for fire systems globally.
Communication is also fundamental to your
business. Is there a leap to make in conveying the
benefits of your products to your target markets and
how your systems can be implemented?
Communications are vital and we are fortunate in the
UK to be the home of the single largest concentration of
professional publications outside the USA. We generate
authoritative and scholarly technical publications. But we
have also had the great fortune of giving evidence at All
Party Parliamentary Groups in Westminster and to speak
at a host of international conferences. We are active
members of a variety of trade associations including the
FPA, NFPA, FSSA, UK Chamber of Shipping, British Naval
Equipment Association and Rail Industry Fire Association.
The keystone of your work is scientific innovation;
for those of us without scientific backgrounds, could
you briefly explain this?
Ultrasound is simply sound beyond the human
audible range. You will be familiar from BBC wildlife
programmes how dolphins and whales use ultrasound
to communicate over long distances in the oceans, and
how bats use it to navigate in the air. Ultrasound travels
more easily in liquid than in gas or air. By measuring
the difference in speed of ultrasound between the two
mediums, we can monitor
the contents of say gaseous
extinguishing systems stored
in cylinders and can use the
same principle to monitor
room integrity in protected
spaces, such as an engine
room or data centre, and
specifically to identify the
leak sites in them.
A significant number of
your products are used in
marine, shipping, oil and
gas, naval and many wider
applications – please provide
examples of these.
Coltraco is at the heart of
the Royal Navy’s efforts
to ensure vessel stability
across the fleet. Watertight
integrity is essential for any
marine platform and sinking
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it was a scientist into the R&D department, and this year
a humanities graduate will be joining our marketing and
communications team.
What new contributions do you hope to make to fire
safety the near future?
We aim to constantly monitor the pressures of non
liquefied gaseous extinguishing systems such as
Nitrogen or Inergen. If we can monitor both the contents
of liquefied and non-liquefied gaseous systems, there
will never again be the need for the fire industry to suffer
the catastrophic consequence of accidental discharge
or slow seepage of contents.

of ships remains the number one reason for their
loss. We developed for the Navy the means to easily
and accurately check the watertight integrity of their
multiple cable transit areas between the watertight
bulkheads and their watertight compartment doors. In
the offshore oil and gas sector, we used this to check the
watertight integrity of compartment doors in the subsurface pontoon legs of offshore platforms. In shipping,
we are the leading provider of portable liquid level
indicators to enable crew to test their CO2 systems at sea.
What is your market reach and the diversity of
your markets – do different markets require a
great flexibility of approach?
They do, and that connects intimately to our
communications capabilities and our values. We operate
across 19 market sectors in the UK, Europe, North
America, the Middle East, South Asia and Asia Pacific,
and to operate effectively there, we seek cultural and
historical understanding of each of them. The UK’s place
in the world is determined by our relationships with four
key groupings: the USA, Europe, the Commonwealth and
the Rest of the World. These can be mutually supporting.
Our ability to understand them is reinforced by the
market, the political research we conduct and our work
in export councils. It is the reason we export 89% of our
products and systems, and have done so for many years.
Is Coltraco involved in any training initiatives?
We are heavily engaged across the UK university
sector and, at any one time, we have more than 20
undergraduates and postgraduates working with us in
paid research or operational support roles. We select
five to six of these for paid summer internships every
year and recruit one new graduate annually. Last year

Are there any products currently in development
that you can tell us about?
Portapipe is a new product for the gaseous and sprinkler
sectors of the fire industry and the first of its type. We
have made considerable progress in developing this
unit to monitor the integrity of extinguishing system
pipework, so that an operator can place a sensor into
the pipe which generates a signal internally that can
be tracked externally and enable the identification of
blockages in it. Sprinkler pipework corrodes internally;
particulates of rust can build up and block the discharge
nozzles on actuation. If the nozzles block, they will not
discharge the water sufficiently well to extinguish the fire.
The same can happen in gaseous extinguishing systems.
For the fire pumps of sprinkler or deluge systems,
we have developed an acoustic resonance unit called
Portamonitor which can detect bearing wear. If the
bearings in a fire pump degrade, the water will not be
pumped. It is a palm-sized unit and the first in the
fire industry.
What is your vision for Coltraco on the horizon and
beyond, and what are the main challenges you foresee?
Our vision in the fire industry is to develop a full
spectrum of technologies and capabilities to enable the
monitoring of all fire extinguishing systems – whether
gaseous, mist, sprinkler or deluge – and their associated
pipework and pumps. Above all, we wish to be at the
heart of fire safety and insurance across all our key
sectors, developing ever-greater constant monitoring
technologies that interface with building and marine
platform management systems to protect the fire system
between its maintenance intervals and enable the asset
owner complete confidence in the contents of clean
agent systems. But along the way, we want to continue
to deliver to fire service engineers the best technology
available in the Portalevel range, and continue to
evolve and develop its ergonomics and information so
that fire technicians can conduct their work ever-more
expeditiously, confidently and professionally in the
monitoring of liquefied gaseous extinguishants
Dr Carl Hunter BA Hon DSc FRINA FIMarEST MRAeS
is CEO of Coltraco Ultrasonics. For more information,
view page 5
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