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INTERVIEW

GROWTH THROUGH 
DIVERSIFICATION  
AN INTERVIEW WITH PAUL MACLENNAN

SALES & MARKETING DIRECTOR, ULO OPTICS

Q. Can you tell us about the history of ULO Optics and the company today?

ULO Optics was founded 
in 1982 by David Greening 
as V&S Scientific, operating 
out of a factory unit in North 
London. The business at 
that time focused on CO2 
laser optics and grew rapidly 
in the 1980s into a one stop 
shop for high quality laser 
components and beam 
delivery solutions. During 
the 1990s the company 
developed a range of 
scanner optics and high 
power laser optics which 
enabled the development of 

strong relationships with key 
industrial OEMs.

Following the untimely death 
of David Greening in 1999, 
the company was sold to 
Belgian company Umicore 
and became part of its 
Electro Optics Division. It 
subsequently relocated to 
its current modern facility in 
Stevenage. The company 
was sold to the UK 
management team in 2006 
and renamed ULO Optics.

In 2017 ULO acquired 
Laser Beam Products in 
Biggleswade and renamed 
it LBP Optics. The two 
facilities are run as separate 
business units and across 
the two sites there are 
34 employees with a 
turnover of £5.5 million and 
anticipated annual growth 
in excess of 20% year on 
year projected until 2023.  
Currently the business 
supplies close to 50,000 
optical parts per year.
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Q. How does the acquisition of LBP Optics   
 change your capabilities and objectives?

We’ve worked closely with LBP founder Mark Wilkinson since the 
1980s and have always held a broadly similar business outlook. 
In all the years we’ve ordered mirrors from LBP, we have never 
had to reject a single optic - so we always knew the optical quality 
was literally second to none. More recently, Mark’s business has 
seen the potential for significant growth in two key areas: medical 
and defence. This ties in very well with ULO’s aim to further 
develop our presence in both these market sectors. Combining 
the metrology and experiences of both companies with our ISO 
9001:2015 accreditation will help that process. 

Q. How does the shift from CO2 to fibre lasers,  
 especially in the past 5-10 years, affect your  
 business? 

Historically ULO and LBP have been mainly associated with CO2 
laser optics. In the 1990s we took a long hard look at our product 
range; most of our business was UK based and CO2 related, so 
we realised that targeting the export market was needed as well 
as more than one wavelength band. 

I think it was at an AILU Jobshop Meeting in Coventry, many years 
ago, that I first heard the phrase “Growth Through Diversification”. 
It impressed me as a concept and since then we’ve worked hard 
to attract business from new products and new sectors. We have 
recently diversified into one micron products, and hired Stuart 
McCulloch from SPI Lasers to grow that business. The success of 
fibre lasers is hugely important to our growth plans with products 
such as multi-element scanner lenses, protection windows and a 
newly launched range of collimators.

Intriguingly, the percentage of LBP’s customer base that have 
changed up to high power fibre lasers is only 15%. We’ve put this 
surprisingly low number down to mainly supplying low power CO2 
OEMs, where applications such as polymer processing can’t easily 
be replaced with solid state laser alternatives.  We have not seen 
a decline in demand for CO2 optics, despite the often announced 
demise of CO2, and this is complemented by additional growth in 
one micron optics and the new business from LBP.

Q. Is your biggest market OEMs or end users?   
 How much of your business is export?  

Overall ULO supplies 40% of its turnover to OEMs; LBP a much 
higher amount at 70%.  With reference to the end user sector, 
ULO supplies 20% of its turnover and LBP 13%. ULO’s traditional 
route to market is via a strong network of distributors; currently we 

rely on this approach for around a third of our turnover. We export 
over 80% of what we make in Stevenage, whilst at LBP, excluding 
a couple of major UK based customers, we export roughly 60% 
of what we make. One of our largest export customers is based in 
the EU medical sector.

Q. How do you see UK market conditions and  
 future business with Europe post-Brexit? 

Since the referendum we’ve seen over 50% growth in Europe, the 
favourable exchange rates having given us a competitive edge. 
How this will play out post-Brexit next year remains to be seen, 
but we are in a highly specialised market sector and our quality 
and service are excellent so we are confident that we will continue 
to remain competitive especially as much of our competition for 
CO2 products comes from outside the EU.

Regarding the one micron sector, our philosophy has always been 
to stay ahead of the competition by entering the market at the high 
value added end. We’ve been lucky enough to have been invited 
onto a couple of innovative projects; LaserSnake and ModuLase. 
The experience we’ve drawn from working on these programmes 
has given us a wonderful insight into the optics that are required to 
work properly at high power levels (greater than 5 kW).

 Q. Is there anything new and exciting in the   
  pipeline?

We are currently launching a new version of our affordable and 
modular CO2 beam delivery named Compact2, which offers 
double the aperture of our Compact Series, and twice the power 
(up to around 1 kW).  We will soon launch a range of user-friendly 
beam collimators for one micron. Our Technical Director, Nick Ellis, 
continues to design amazing multi-element scanner lenses for both 
CO2, used extensively in the manufacture of smart phones, and 
one micron where they are used in the automotive sector.

Q. How has AILU membership benefited your   
 company?

We have been hugely impressed with the ILAS events. They are very 
well run, always useful and enjoyable (even more so in the evenings). 
We’ve also enjoyed having a platform to deliver information through 
making presentations at workshops. Finally we regard the magazine 
as AILU’s pivotal epicentre – described by our founder David 
Greening as being the best of its type anywhere in the world.

Contact: Paul Maclennan 
paul.maclennan@ulooptics.com
www.ulooptics.com
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