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Hiroyuki Fujiwara
Corporate Chief Executive Officer
Shinagawa Refractories Co., Ltd.

Shinagawa Refractories celebrates its 150th
anniversary this year. It is truly an honor to have the
opportunity to write the foreword for the Shinagawa
Technical Journal in this milestone year.

Founded in 1875, our company initially produced
firebricks for gas generation furnaces used in gas
lamps at our factory in Shibaura, Tokyo. In 1903, we
rebranded as Shinagawa Shirorenga, and following
our merger with JFE Rozai in 2009, we became
Shinagawa Refractories. Today, we are a global
corporate group with 7 companies in Japan and 17
internationally. While our roots are in refractories,
our business has significantly expanded to include
advanced equipment for fine ceramics, insulation
materials, and engineering services.

Over the past 150 years, we have remained
committed to our guiding principle of “being close
to our customers.” We understand that our cus-
tomers’ needs are diverse, and we strive to meet
demands across costs, performance, and reliability,
while also uncovering latent needs that may not be
immediately apparent. Our goal is always to deliver
the “optimal” products and services tailored to
each customer. This customer-centric approach has
been the cornerstone of Shinagawa Refractories
Group’s success.

Today, the global refractories industry is rapidly
consolidating through large scale mergers and
acquisitions. While Shinagawa Refractories Group
has expanded its global presence through strategic
mergers, acquisitions, and joint ventures, leading
European companies remain significantly ahead.
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These industry giants, supported by substantial
market shares, are pursuing traditional competitive
strategies — achieving cost leadership through prod-
uct standardization and securing customer loyalty
with integrated solutions that combine materials
and installation.

In today’s competitive landscape, to succeed in
the global market and to outpace rivals, Shinagawa
Refractories Group must embrace a differentiation
strategy. We need to leverage our strengths and
focus on areas where we excel. By staying true to
our core value of “being close to our customers and
providing ‘optimal’ solutions” — in ways that are
difficult for others to replicate — we can strengthen
our global presence and further accelerate business
growth.

In the Japanese market, which currently accounts
for approximately 70 % of our group’s sales, we
have traditionally served integrated steel companies
as our largest customers. However, demand in this
sector is expected to gradually decline. To counter
this, it is essential to expand our presence in mar-
kets such as electric furnaces, non-ferrous metals,
industrial furnaces, and incinerators — areas where
we have yet to fully establish ourselves. Given the
intense competition in these sectors, we must con-
tinue to deliver "optimal” solutions that are difficult
for others to replicate, whether through costs, per-
formance, reliability, or other key factors.

While refractories, insulation materials, and instal-
lation services remain the backbone of our group,
we've recently expanded into advanced equipment,
with a primary focus on fine ceramics. Although
this is a relatively new area for us, there are already
established market leaders. To succeed in this field,
we must leverage our unique strengths and imple-
ment a differentiation strategy to stand out.

Given these factors, it’s clear that a differentiation
strategy is vital for our group’s future growth in both
the global and Japanese markets. Central to this
strategy is the development of differentiated tech-
nologies, where the true value of our guiding prin-
Ciple — “being close to our customers” — becomes
evident.

Each customer’s equipment specifications and
operational conditions are unique, and even for the
same customer, these can evolve over time. To meet
these challenges, it’s essential to tailor our products
and services to be optimal for each customer,
delivering them at a speed that competitors can-
not match. The ability to consistently develop and
rapidly provide these “optimal” solutions is what
makes us stand out, and it’s the hardest aspect for
competitors to replicate. While product technology
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and manufacturing techniques can be copied, our
organizational capabilities — often invisible to out-
siders — are much harder to imitate.

As Shinagawa Refractories celebrates its 150th
anniversary this year, | see this milestone as an
opportunity to reflect on how our group will evolve
over the next 150 years, toward our 300th anniver-
sary. It’s time to think, discuss, and share with our
employees what steps we need to take to ensure a
successful future. Among the many considerations,
one of the most critical is developing organizational
capabilities that allow us to consistently deliver
“optimal” solutions to customers through rapid and
flexible customization. We must carefully examine
key questions, such as the structure of our research
and development, the ideal production system, the
path for talent development and organizational
growth, and how to enhance the efficiency of
technological development. These are vital areas
that require thoughtful consideration to secure our
continued success.

While I've highlighted the customization tech-
nologies that support our differentiation strategy,
it's equally crucial to explore how we can foster
technological innovation beyond just customiza-
tion. Although refractories and insulation materials
are already quite mature fields from a technical
perspective, there are still numerous opportunities
for advancement. A primary area of focus should
be climate change mitigation. This involves devel-
oping products and production processes that
lower greenhouse gas emissions throughout the
supply chain, as well as creating solutions that help
customers minimize heat loss and reduce energy
consumption in their operations. Our group is
already making strides in recycling technology for
used products, and our goal is to evolve this into a
“disruptive technology” capable of reshaping the
competitive landscape of our industry.

Additionally, securing talent for our industry will
become increasingly challenging in advanced coun-
tries, including Japan, as the gap between the supply
and demand for skilled workers continues to widen.
This issue is already apparent in the refractories and
insulation materials installation service business. In
this environment, technologies that streamline or
automate production and installation processes,
reduce labor burdens, and enable production and
installation without heavily relying on skilled labor
will provide a significant competitive advantage.

We also have a growing business in advanced
material and device, which holds significant poten-
tial for innovative technological development. In
areas such as semiconductor manufacturing, as well
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as emerging fields like aerospace and energy —key
‘new growth areas’ for us — we must focus on
developing and accumulating our group’s unique
‘cutting-edge technologies.’

Both innovative and customization technologies
require speed in development and application.
For customization, in particular, acting quickly is
essential — delays could cause customers to turn to
rival companies. This is where digital technologies
play a crucial role. Our group already possesses
vast amounts of data related to product, produc-
tion, and installation technologies, and we must
leverage this data effectively. By harnessing digital
technologies, we should first convert this data into
usable formats, then challenge ourselves to improve
development efficiency using data science and Al. In
industries such as chemicals, Materials Informatics
is already accelerating and streamlining materials
development. We should draw inspiration from
these advanced examples and drive ‘a fundamental
innovation in our technology development pro-
cess.

Ultimately, a company’s competitiveness is defined
by its strategy, organization, and technology, with
talent being the key to supporting all three. In an
unpredictable industrial landscape, unforeseen
challenges will arise. | hope those responsible for
developing and implementing critical technologies
continue to refine their skills as engineers and
researchers, enabling them to respond swiftly and
flexibly to changes in the social and economic envi-
ronment.





