  "This is a command company" 
The high-tech metallurgical company Melotte in Zonhoven is participating in the construction of the Sostar-X, the European counterpart of the American AWACS radar devices. Melotte has developed and supplied the lightweight bearing and positioning structures for the Sostar-X radar and is the only Belgian company participating in the European Sostar project.
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Sostar-X is a sophisticated radar device for airborne ground surveillance. NATO Launched the program after the 11 September attacks in New York. Institutes and companies from five European countries (Germany, France, Italy, Spain and the Netherlands) therefore elaborated Sostar-X as a project proposal. Subsequently, the Sostar consortium was founded, with Dutch Space (Stork, NI), EADS (the European Aeronautic Defence and Space Company holding Airbus), FIAR (Galileo Avionica), Indra (Sp) and Thales (F/UK) as partners. The total investment in the project amounts to 85 million euros.

Last month a first, successful test flight was carried out, using the Fokker SX100 as test airplane. But the Sostar-X may also be used in for example Airbus 320 airplanes, Gulfstream business jets or NH helicopters, turning the Sostar-X into a very flexible and versatile solution for different, not only military, purposes.

Structures
Melotte was selected as subcontractor to participate in the development and production of the lightweight bearing structures for the radar. "This made us the only Belgian company participating in the Sostar-project," Mario Fleurinck, general director at Melotte, says. But this is not the only recent visiting card Melotte could present. "Some weeks ago, we also supplied the first prototype parts for the winglet of the Airbus 320 upgrade. The winglet is the vertical extension at the tip of the wing, and causes a considerably lower fuel consumption. For instance, we also supplied parts for the robotic arm of the ISS space station and for the F16 program," Fleurinck adds. "For this kind of orders we function as a command company. These orders need extremely fast and precise processing, which we have high-tech machines for. In such cases we need all hands on deck."

Rough times
Such orders for aeronautics and astronautics are an important part of Melotte's returns, but not very frequently recurring orders. Melotte's spearhead sectors are the nuclear sector and the (petro)chemistry sector, where Melotte supplies parts subject to very rigorous quality demands. Clients in that sector are, amongst others, Shell, Exxon, Sabic and Dupont de Nemours. "In this sector we managed to build up an excellent reputation," Fleurinck says. Also other giants, such as General Electric, DSM and Philips have parts or matrixes constructed at Melotte. Melotte's growth is therefore mainly due to the export. "This year export outside of the EU will triple," Fleurinck predicts.

The company based in Zonhoven however is recovering after some very rough times, a difficult period that started with the relocation of Philips in Hasselt. The company more than ever needed a turnabout and an international business approach. Fleurinck (35) was engaged by majority share holder Picanol in order to get the company back on the rails. Fleurinck himself won his spurs at Diamant Boart, Asco Industries and Brambles. The company was slimmed down to currently 80 staff members and reoriented. "Melotte is a company full of potential, but it will have to go through continuous changes. To undertake is to transform, nowadays more than ever," Fleurinck concludes.
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