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Advanced composites take off
LOCAL MANUFACTURERS EXPAND, THANKS TO AEROSPACE INDUSTRY
DEMAND
By MARK STAYTON
Staff Writer

SEDRO-WOOLLEY — Manufacturing parts as strong as steel but much lighter and machined to 1/3,000th of an
inch, some Skagit County companies are building the next generation of aerospace, wind energy and marine
equipment with the help of advanced composites.
Local companies such as Janicki Industries, Bayview Composites and the Hexcel facility in Burlington are
expanding their businesses with carbon fiber, using lessons learned from building boats with a familiar composite
material — fiberglass.
Much of the growth in Skagit County composite manufacturing is driven by the aerospace industry, notably Boeing,
said Lisa Janicki, chief financial officer of Janicki Industries in Sedro-Woolley. Janicki said the commercial aerospace
industry is quickly adopting carbon fiber composites as principle building materials, though defense projects have
used them for some time.
Boeing’s new 787 Dreamliner is a prime example in the commercial arena, using the material for more than 50
percent of the aircraft’s primary structure, including the fuselage and wings. The reduced weight of the plane is one
reason the 787 is up to 20 percent more fuel-efficient than others of similar size, according to a Boeing news
release.
An anticipated massive future demand for skilled workers in aerospace manufacturing helped Washington acquire
a $20 million federal Department of Labor grant to fund worker training programs at 12 state community and
technical colleges. Skagit Valley College’s Marine Technology Center was awarded $334,000 from the grant to
implement a course catalogue in aerospace composite construction and repair. Department Chairman Michael
Swietzer said through two or three intensive courses, students can gain the skills to land an entry-level job in
composites manufacturing locally or across the nation, or set themselves up well for further education.
“Here, we’re giving students basic skills, so when they arrive in the labor market, they’re trainable,” Swietzer said.
“I can’t train them to be whatever Boeing or BMW wants them to be, but I can train them to be trainable.”
Swietzer said that while the program is focusing on aerospace composites, the skills are completely transferable to
many industries using composites to make their products lighter, stronger and more efficient.
“Aerospace is just the tip of the iceberg. Composites are being used in wind energy, automotive, recreational
equipment like bikes and tennis rackets, industrial uses … It’s almost like the new frontier of employment,” Swietzer
said.
Swietzer said another attractive property of composites is that they are infinitely engineerable, allowing large or
complex parts to be built into one continuous piece. For instance, the 787’s fuselage section is made of a single
piece of carbon fiber composite, eliminating the need for 1,500 aluminum panels held together by up to 50,000
fasteners, according to the news release. Janicki said the one-piece construction also allows the plane to use a
lower, more comfortable cabin pressure.
Ann Avary, director of SVC’s NW Center for Excellence in Marine Manufacturing and Technology, said she
developed the courses with input from local manufacturers to help fill a demand for skilled workers.
Recent local expansions should generate open positions. Hexcel Corp., which employs 130 full-time workers in
aerospace composite manufacturing at its 94,000-square-foot facility at the Bayview Business Park in Burlington,
recently started construction on a 60,000-square-foot expansion that is planned to be operational in January. The
expansion will give production room for more parts in the facility and could add 100 new family-wage jobs to the
area.
Janicki is growing, as well. The company just fired up a 50-foot-long autoclave at its Hamilton plant for production
in July. Janicki said the autoclave — basically a large pressure cooker for composite parts — signals a dramatic shift
in direction for the company.
Until now, Janicki has been primarily making products and molds for one-off custom builds, she said. Large parts
had to be shipped to Canada to get “cooked.” With the autoclave, work will stay local and the company will move to
approximately 50 percent parts production, Janicki said.
In the past two months, Janicki has hired 45 new workers, bringing its total to more than 550, and is still looking for
more, she said.
Manufacturing has been the only industry in Skagit County with strong growth since January 2011, according to a
report released by the state Department of Labor.
Manufacturing also creates some of the best family wage jobs available, said Don Wick, director of the Economic
Development Association of Skagit County.
Janicki said the commercial aerospace industry’s trend toward composites is a major reason her company has
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doubled local investment in manufacturing since 2008.
Boeing and other major aircraft manufacturers such as Airbus and Bombardier are using composites in forwardlooking programs to fill years of pent-up demand for new planes, Janicki said.
“The growth potential for composites because of all these manufacturers’ programs is what’s going to keep this
industry going forward,” she said.
Skagit County’s quality of life is essential in helping to lure top talent to the area, she said.
The region’s education system is strong, with 90 percent of the company’s bachelor degree students coming from
regional universities such as Western Washington University, Washington State University and University of
Washington, Janicki said.
However, she said finding industrial space without contamination from previous businesses makes expansion or
placement of new businesses difficult.
“It’s definitely not the perfect business environment, but it’s a great place to live,” Janicki said.
Mark Stayton can be reached at 360-416-2112 or mstayton@skagitpublishing. com. Follow him at Twitter.
com/biz_svh.

Photo courtesy of Janicki Industries
Janicki Industries composite fabrication technicians at the company’s Hamilton plant stack one of more than
100 layers of carbon fiber fabric, which will be infused with resin under vacuum pressure to create a carbon fiber
tool.
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Photos by Scott Terrell / Skagit Valley Herald
Taylor Childers, 20 and Madeline Zaccardi, 23, work with instructor Michael Swietzer in building a carbon fiber
skateboard Monday in the advanced composites production and repair class at the Anacortes Marine Technology
Center. Students learn skills and can earn certifications to start at entry-level positions in the industry.

Student Glen Wasson, 38, cuts a balsa wood core that will be incorporated into a skateboard.
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