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Refractories never cease to amaze me. I joined
Shinagawa in 2014 and, since then, I have been
responsible for our global business over 7 years,
but I still find something new to learn every
day. I was in charge of global business at a steel
making company almost 30 years before joining
Shinagawa. Although I was already familiar with
the concepts of “selling products abroad” or “doing
business globally,” it was a pleasant surprise to
find out that refractories require totally different
ways to market and sell from steel products.

Steel products are generally produced and sold
according to certain “industry standard.” For
example, in case of steel pipe and tubular products
for oil & gas drilling, API (American Petroleum
Institute) has established applicable standards for
various applications. Steel producers need to get
certified by API to start with, then produce these
products strictly according to the standards, and

sell them with API monogram such as “5CT" or
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“X80." The point is that customers decide “what
to buy” first, then decide “where to buy.” If there
is only one company capable of producing certain
standard, which comes first, i.e. what or where,
does not really matter; but that's not the case.
In fact, you can just buy products with certain
monograms regardless of who produced them.
This is why agents/traders play important roles
between suppliers and customers by stocking
products in high demand. Naturally you may find
differences, better or worse, among products with
the same monogram based on who produced it
and, of course, all steel companies are trying
their best to differentiate themselves from the
competition especially by introducing their own
unique standards. Still, however, the industry
standard plays a very important role in the steel
business.

This is obviously not the case with refractories.
Refractories are not standardized products and,
as a result, customers, no matter which industry
they are in, need to figure out who would be able
to produce the products they need first, then ask
potential suppliers to make product proposals
based on their technologies and experiences. Once
they nominate a potential supplier, more detailed
technical and commercial discussions will take
place, followed by several trial runs at their actual
production sites before making final procurement
decisions. It is rather a long and complicated
process. Certain tweaks and modifications might
be required if there is any change, even a small
one, with their operation conditions. A process
for deciding which refractories to be used is
rather an act of collaboration between suppliers
and customers, a joint development process of
solutions. As a result, while “what to buy” is still
important, “where to buy” comes first as the most

important decision.

So what makes us to be called to make product
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proposals, to be considered as a potential supplier?
I believe the keyword here is “PROXIMITY,”
which means “nearness in space, time, or
relationship.” (1) Nearness in space: Immediately
available physically in case of emergency, (2)
Nearness in time: In the same time zone and just a
phone call away, and (3) Nearness in relationship:
Someone you can trust, count on with confidence.
Achieving all these aspects of proximity is vital
to be successful in refractories business and that’s
how and why Shinagawa has been successful in

Japan for our entire history of 145 years.

The question here is how we can successfully
achieve them when it comes to our global
business. In the case of our business in East Asia,
it is safe to say that exports from Japan could
allow us to achieve proximity in space and time.
For our business in further west from Japan, and
in the Americas and Europe, however, because
of geographical distances and the long delivery
time, as well as being in a different time zone,
it is nearly impossible for our customers to feel
proximity if we try to serve them by merely
exporting from Japan. This issue has become more
serious and further relevant as the ongoing spread
of the new coronavirus has been devastatingly
disrupting the smooth flow of logistics across
national borders. And, as a result, it is becoming
an imminently urgent task to realize proximity of
place and time by securing our production sites at
regions/countries where our customers operate,
by achieving so-called “The Local Production
Local Consumption Model.”

Shinagawa now has overseas business locations
in China, Indonesia, Australia, New Zealand, India
and America, where we produce and sell our
high-quality refractories, including mold powders,
as a local supplier. Shinagawa Americas, which
is featured on the cover page, manufactures and
sells mold powders, as well as selling imported
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refractories in the Americas. We built a new spray
drier there in 2019 to introduce our value-added
high-quality spray dried mold powders in the
North American market, where our local staff and
three engineer expatriates from Japan are working
very closely together to market and sell our mold
powders “Made in America.” Refractories, such
as tap hole sleeves and submerged entry nozzles,
are still imported from Japan at this moment;
Shinagawa Americas is providing our customers
proximity as their local sales contact even for
imported products, while we are looking for an
opportunity to produce them in America. We are
implementing the same strategies at Shenyang
Shinagawa Metallurgy Materials and Liaoning
Shinagawa Hefeng Metallurgical Material in
China, Shinagawa Refractories Australasia in
Australia and New Zealand, PT Shinagawa
Indonesia in Indonesia and now preparing to
start local production of tap hole clays for blast
furnaces in India at SG Shinagawa.

And, we also need to further enhance our
reputation outside of Japan and achieve proximity
in terms of relationship in the global market. It's
simple: Regardless of our advanced technologies
and high-quality products, no customer will
approach us if they do not know us. In Japan,
we have established our position as “Japan’s
leading refractory manufacturer” through close
cooperation with our customers with a stellar track
record of supplying high quality refractories for
145 years. Outside of Japan, however, we have not
established that solid reputation yet. When I join
conventions or conferences, I even hear something
like “I have never heard of Shinagawa.” or “I've
heard the name but did not know you are active
outside of Japan.” What we need to do here is to
globally publicize “SHINAGAWA” as a company
with 145 years history of advanced technologies
and superb know-hows. We need to more actively
brand “SHINAGAWA” globally as a name people
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can trust and count on.

Sometime after joining Shinagawa, when I visited
a procurement executive at the headquarters of
an American customer, I thanked him for using
Shinagawa's American-made mold powder. His
response was: ‘I don't use Shinagawa's powders.
I'm using powders from a company named SAM.”
We all at Shinagawa know that the “S” in SAM
“gr

Materials Americas; if we use only SAM as its

comes from the in Shinagawa Advanced
company name in North America, there is no
way that our customers there would know SAM
is a part of global SHINAGAWA group. With this
experience, in order to achieve proximity in terms
of relationship by actively branding “SHINAGWA”
in North America, we change the trade name
from SAM to Shinagawa Americas in 2015,
when we started selling imported refractories
through them in addition to mold powders. We
developed a new logo for Shinagawa Americas
too using our newly developed globally universal
logo (two diamonds: blue and red) in the same
year. After that, all our overseas companies,
including ones in China, Indonesia and Australia,
have introduced new company logos using the
same globally universal logo. As a result, any
refractories/mold powders produced anywhere in
the world by any Shinagawa group companies are
now easily identified as SHINAGAWA products.
We will continue to promote achieving proximity
in terms of relationship by fully penetrating the
SHINAGAWA brand outside of Japan.

Further global business expansion is absolutely
essential for the future of Shinagawa. Challenging
but rewarding, demanding but satisfying. Look
forward to continuing expanding our global reach
with the keyword of achieving proximity in every

sense.





