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From small beginnings Freebird Coated Aluminium is now growing
fast in response to the quality of its products and the service it pro-
vides. We went along to their stand at the CSD to find out more.

When was Freebird founded? 
Freebird Aluminium was formed in 1993 as a specialist supplier of
repair panels to the industry. Based in Hertogenbosch in The
Netherlands the company became very successful and carved a niche
for itself in that market. However six years ago it became clear that
there was a bigger market to aim for. That market was the supply of
aluminium sheet and other components to the OEM's who manufac-
ture the RV's. The market was already served by one big player but
OEM's traditionally like to have at least two suppliers and Freebird reco-
gnised it could fulfill this need. Accordingly a new company, Freebird
Coated Aluminium, was set up to focus on this whilst leaving the sup-
ply of repair panels to the original company, Freebird Aluminium. The
new company bought machinery and began testing. Within two years
it was ready to supply the OEM's. Initially the business plan focused on
the huge German market but other markets are now being targeted. 

How easy was the OEM market to crack?
It can take a long time because OEM's are fasti-
dious not just the about the quality but also the
security of supply of their components. Two
years is a typical lead time for a small company

such as ours to be accepted as a
regular and reliable supplier.
When we started we spent €4m
on machinery and stock, so it was
a big investment for us. However
the risk was mitigated by the fact
that there was only one existing
supplier. We had total faith in our
product offering and that faith
has now paid off.

Does your trade simply comprise the sourcing and selling on of
aluminium coil from the producers?
Absolutely not - on the basis of uni lacquered coils we add value by fur-
ther painting with stripes, or by embossing - for example with a ham-
mered finish.  We supply a wide variety of sizes, thickness and alloys,
according to the needs of our customers. 
We also have a digital printing process that allows us to do complex
designs. We put a clear coat of lacquer on top for UV protection and
scratch resistance. Hobby, Knaus-Tabbert and LMC are among our
customers.

How is the striping applied? Is it sprayed on?
No it's applied with a roller and then heated to 230 deg C to fuse it to
the paint below. It's a special paint, designed for the purpose. To main-
tain smooth, straight lines the embossing is carried out after painting.
If for example you were to use a powder coating paint system the paint
would crack if the sheet was then embossed. It's just too hard. In fact
all the paint we apply is baked on after application. This produces a
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finish with the same durability as the original
painting process and far higher than a stick-on
decal. It's something you just can't do with
GFK (GRP) as it can't stand the heat. 

Are you able to produce a discrete design
for the side of an RV and then to supply
these on a roll to the OEM?
Yes we can. The beginning and end of each
panel is marked with paint dots so the machi-
ne at the OEM knows where to cut it. This
way the whole process is automatic and there
is very little waste. Of course what there is can
be 100% recycled.

What about the digital printing process
you mentioned - how does that work?
We have a giant inkjet printer that can print
designs with a maximum width of 2.5 meters.
However our maximum painting width is 1.6
meters so this is a limitation on the printing
process because of the need to apply the clear
coat on top. We did a design for Hobby with
mountains on it. It was in production for four
years. 

Can aluminium be used for the inside
walls or roofs of vehicles? If so what
about condensation?
Indeed it can. To get round the problem of
condensation we have recently developed a
new range of fabric and other coatings that
we apply to the aluminium. The result is some
very attractive laminate panels.   We have
woven and non-woven fabric finishes, both
coated and non-coated. There are many pos-
sibilities. We can also create designs by prin-
ting or rolling. These can be applied direct to
some coatings on the laminate panels. It's
easy to have one design for the kitchen area
and another for the sleeping area. 
Rolling is particularly good for finishes such as
marble where we would normally apply it
direct to the aluminium. It's hard to tell the
end result from the real thing and it looks real-
ly good in a washroom.
Currently many OEM's use a number of ply-
wood panels on each interior wall. However,
by using aluminium you can have just one big
sheet. The result can be lighter and stronger

and of course the panel is thermally balanced
so both surfaces expand and contract at the
same rate. As a result of the advantages that
our laminated aluminium panels offer, some
OEM's have already begun to use them for
their interior walls. We can supply the lamina-
te in coil form or as cut sheets.

How durable are these fabric laminate
finishes - can you wash or sponge them
down?
The answer depends on the particular finish
but they are more durable than you might
think.  Some will allow a dried coffee spill to
be cleaned off several days later.

How does the weight of the laminate
sheets compare to that of the 3 mm ply-
wood often used for interior walls?
Obviously it depends on the thickness of the
aluminium; the bigger the wall area the thic-
ker the aluminium needs to be. We have a
customer using 0.4 and 0.5 mm aluminium
where the weight is actually less than with
wood.

In what form do you ship your products
to customers?
Most is shipped in coil form but we also cut,
mill, bend and fold the aluminium to the sizes

and shapes our customers require. These lat-
ter components can be tricky to ship and you
end up transporting a lot of air but, where the
customer requires an edge band, we can roll
the sheets prior to dispatch.

Is the increasing use of GFK for RV roofs
and sides impacting your business?
It is having an impact, but we don't believe
GFK to be a superior product for this applica-
tion. We think aluminium gives a stronger
construction and whilst it can be dented it
takes a sharp object to puncture aluminium. 
We continue to look for an alternative becau-
se that's what the market demands but in the
meantime we are steadily growing our busi-
ness through the acquisition of new custo-
mers. The current rate of growth is about
50% per year but, as a small company, that's
quite easy for us. We could grow even faster
but we are very keen to maintain our levels of
quality and customer service. In the coming
years we'll be looking at growth rates of 20-
25% per year.

What do you see as your unique selling
points?
Our very presence means the customer has a
choice for the first time and, unlike our com-
petitor, we are totally focused on the needs of
the RV industry. What's more our small size
enables us to give a more personal service at
senior level.  Our customers tell us they are
very happy to have a second supplier they can
rely on.

What is your growth strategy? Are you
looking to expand into RV markets
beyond Europe? 
We started with the customers we knew from
the after sales business and we're now loo-
king for steady and sustainable growth
beyond that. Yes, we will be looking outside
Europe. Australia, for example, is a big impor-
ter of aluminium sheet for RV's but other
regions are of interest too. We see some very
exciting years ahead.

Contact:
pascalle@freebird.nl


