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Taking control at Komatsu UK in 2019, Paul has 
expertly guided the business through one of the most 
unprecedented periods in generations, emerging 
from the pandemic with a healthy order book and 
on the crest of a major recruitment drive.

A committed member of the NEAA, Paul is a 
powerful advocate for the collaboration, and shared 
best practice the Alliance offers. 

Here he reflects on 30 years at Komatsu, his passion 
for the manufacturing sector and how NEAA 
membership helped the business negotiate some of 
the challenges posed by a pandemic...  

Tell us about Komatsu UK and the equipment you manufacture 
at Birtley...
The global Komatsu operation celebrated its 100th anniversary 
in 2021. It was founded to make tools for its parent company, a 
mining operation, near the city of Komatsu.

At Birtley, we have been designing, developing and delivering 
excavators of the highest quality since the plant was established in 1987.

When new, we helped redefine modern manufacturing in the 
region, establishing Japanese practices and ways of working 
unheard of in most UK plants.

Thirty-five years on, we are still at the forefront of manufacturing 
excellence and our design team continues to break new ground 
with its world-leading innovation producing medium and large 
excavators for industry across Europe.

Almost every part of the machine is now created at Birtley. Our 
shop floor team is made up of fabricators, assemblers, painters, all 
of whom play their part in the manufacturing process, but we also 
have designers who are constantly improving the machines and 
developing new ones; we have the quality team ensuring all of our 
exacting standards are adhered to; and we even have engineers 
who we deploy all over Europe to carry out and oversee any repairs 
required on Komatsu machines.

We have a wealth of talent. Komatsu was responsible for the first 
hybrid excavator on the European market, we developed intelligent 
machines that can be controlled from thousands of miles away and 
in the last six months our design team won accolades for our new 
high-reach demolition excavator that does the job of two machines.

Every innovation has a purpose, and we work closely with our 
customers to pinpoint the areas we can develop and improve upon. 
For instance, our new high reach machine can change the work 
equipment in 100 seconds without the operator ever leaving the 
cab. This is a process that used to take hours and not long ago was 
impossible and would require firms to have two separate machines.

Not only does innovation like this reduce downtime enormously, but 
it improves on-site safety, it reduces carbon as machine efficiency 
increases and it means projects can be completed in less time.

The drive towards electrification is evident across all aspects of 
transportation, including off-highway. What role is electrification, 
and other alternative energy/power systems, playing in Komatsu’s 
current and future developments? 
In short, a great deal. Every industry must look at ways to 
reduce its impact on the planet, and we’re not only reducing 
our own factory’s impact, but also ensuring our products are 
as environmentally sympathetic as possible, which can be a 
challenge for a 20+ ton machine.
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Komatsu is at the absolute forefront of hybrid excavator development, 
producing the first machine on the market. We designed a system in 
which an electric swing motor-generator captures and regenerates 
energy. That regenerated energy is stored in a capacitor and can be 
used to swing or help the engine accelerate. 

The hybrid system significantly reduces fuel consumption and we 
have even developed an “carbon calculator” that helps our 
customers work out just how many liters of fuel and CO2 can be 
saved over the average lifetime of one of the excavators.

The intelligent machines help reduce CO2 emissions too – reducing 
unnecessary on-site movements, with engineers able to set dig 
depth, excavation angle and other variables from an office base 
miles away. They can also factor in potential obstacles that will 
prevent the machine operator from digging into an underground 
pipe or cable. It may not be electrification, but it drives down 
unnecessary movements which itself cuts carbon emissions.

Komatsu is an engaged NEAA member, regularly sharing best 
practice across the network. Can you tell us about the activities 
you have supported to date?
We have been involved with the NEAA since its inception, recognising 
the value of collaboration across our industry, but also being able to 
speak with a united voice on national issues and a forum in which we 
can share best practice that improves the sector as a whole.

Our main activity is really utilizing the engagement offered by 
Alliance membership. Being able to have those conversations 
and meetings about issues that affect us all and working together 
to find mutually beneficial solutions. It’s a fantastic resource for a 
membership creating high value jobs in the North East. 

Komatsu also really sees the benefit in the work NEAA does to 
promote the fantastic work being done in the region.

How has Komatsu benefitted from being a member of the NEAA? 
As I mentioned the engagement with other industry leaders 
is incredibly important for us, but equally important is the 
collaboration, which has been of huge benefit to us and, no doubt, 
many other members in recent years.

In 2020 when all manufacturers had to learn to adapt to the impact of 

Covid, the sharing of best practice via the NEAA networks was essential.

The ability to speak to other people across the industry and find out how 
they were overcoming the challenges of social distancing, temperature 
testing, safe movements around factories...all new issues we suddenly 
had to overcome. It was amazing. And we were also happy to share the 
protocols and practices we had developed and implemented too – 
it was a coming together that really benefited regional industry.

Komatsu only had a short period of inaction, and this collaboration 
and sharing of ideas and practice ensured we were back up and 
running safely and efficiently.

In 2021, Komatsu launched a major recruitment drive. What does 
the future look like for Komatsu? 
Komatsu is enjoying a period of significant and sustainable growth 
and long may that continue. 

Everyone in our industry knows and appreciates how quickly things 
can change, but our order books across the excavator range are 
healthy and we are working hard to ensure we recruit the correct mix 
of enthusiastic talent and experienced industry professionals.

In fact, we recently held a recruitment fair on site to remind people of the 
exciting careers we offer at Komatsu. Another benefit of the NEAA is that 
it has done a great deal to break down stereotypical misconceptions 
about manufacturing being a traditional, “dirty” industry.

At Komatsu, employees often have more than one career without 
ever leaving the business. People who start in fabrication migrate to 
quality or production and end up progressing into areas they may not 
have considered when enrolling as an apprentice or graduate.

Would you say that is why Komatsu has been successful in retaining 
its workforce?
Yes, we are a community and many of the teams within departments 
have an almost family feel to them. We have many employees who 
started with us within a year of our opening. People who arrived 
as raw apprentices or graduates and have developed their skills 
and careers as the business has developed, while also developing 
friendships that last a lifetime.

For more information on Komatsu UK, visit www.komatsu.co.uk


