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The Interview

Carl Stephen Patrick Hunter OBE

Congratulations on Coltraco’s recent 
Queen’s Award for International 

Trade, Carl. What does the award mean 
to you personally, and for your com-
pany?

I am exceptionally proud of the 
company, its long track record of export 
success to 119 countries and for the 
individuals within the company who have 
enabled us to achieve six years continuous 
growth in international trade. The Prosper-
ity Continuum states that our national 
prosperity delivers our societal cohesion 

and domestic stability, resources our collec-
tive security which enables global security 
and global stability and that both are the 
pre-requisites for global prosperity, which 
is a United Kingdom national interest.

The Queen’s Award for International 
Trade places monarchy at the heart of 
who we are as a country and the award is 
administered by the Department of Busi-
ness, Energy and International Strategy 
(BEIS), showing the living link between 
Monarchy and Government in our Constitu-
tion and country. I am exceptionally grate-

ful to the Civil Servants at all our business 
departments such as the Department for 
International Trade (DIT), BEIS, UK Export 
Finance (UKEF), HM Treasury (HMT) and the 
Department for Transport (DfT), with whom 
we work closely.

You co-founded the company with 
your father [E C Hunter, a former Royal 
Naval Submariner] in 1990. What was 
the original vision of the company?

Our vision is to be the world’s leading 
designers and manufacturers of products, 
systems and services to ensure the Safe-
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ship™ at sea and the Safesite™ on land.
The number one reason for loss of 

ships at sea is sinking and the second 
reason for loss of ships, or any other 
marine structures, is fire. Ultrasound was 
invented in 1916 by the British. In those 
days it was known as Admiralty Submarine 
Detection Investigative Committee (ASDIC), 
and nowadays we know of it as SONAR. It is 
broadly sound outside the human audible 
range. 

My father invented the world’s first 
ultrasonic liquid level indicator to verify the 
contents of pressurised gases such as CO2 
which are widely used in commercial ships 
to extinguish fires. If the contents are not 
there, then the design concentration will be 
insufficient to extinguish the fire. 

The second core technology we 
developed together to solve some of 
the problems faced by a ship at sea like 
the enormous stresses from the sea, the 
weather and the sea state. We decided to 
use airborne ultrasound to enable a ship’s 

crew to test the watertight integrity of a 
ships holds, hatch-covers and watertight 
compartments at sea, so that the crew 
could identify potential leak-site and repair 
them before they became catastrophic and 
the ship sank.

Today our technology is aboard more 
than 11,000 commercial ships, most of the 
world’s leading Navies, half of the world’s 
offshore oil and gas operators and one 
of the world’s four offshore renewables 
manufacturers. Ashore we are in the power 
generating sector, the safety engineering 
sector and a multitude of others in tel-
ecommunications, data centres, electricity 
and gas distribution, pharmaceuticals, food 
processing and refineries.

For a company that is only a little 
more than 30 years old, you have 
achieved extraordinary growth, not just 
by extending into more than a hundred 
countries but also by diversifying into 

other market sectors. What has driven 
the business to achieve so much in this 
time?

Through my military and commercial 
careers, one had a great sense that the 
UK “mattered” and that people from as 
far afield as New York to Tokyo, Bombay 
to Alexandria, Sydney to Singapore cared 
what the United Kingdom did, about its 
place in world and economic affairs. Our 
first export sales were to customers from 
Panama to New Zealand and we found that 
exporting to NZ was as easy as selling to 
customers in Somerset. So, we travelled 
the world. For 25 years I travelled to up to 
30 countries a year in commercial service. 

Over the last 3 years we have taken the 
opportunity in this country to develop “new 
thought”. For the first time in 25 years what 
the United Kingdom does in the domains 
of defence, diplomacy, development and 
intelligence is as important as what we do 
in the trade, finance, security and culture 
domains. It is one reason why we have the 

amount of national strategies that we now 
do and for the first time in decades we are 
seeing UK Government approach its global 
engagement in this “multi-domain” fashion 
knowing that what we do in one of them 
can affect the others and that if we operate 
in conjunction, with the national interest 
and global prosperity being linked, then the 
definition of say, Global Britain, becomes 
far clearer and easier to apply, and simple 
to understand. It really means that the UK 
is realigning the balance of its relationships 
with the USA, the Commonwealth, the 
most closely allied nations in the rest of the 
world and the European Union. This opens 
abundant opportunities for UK exporters 
certainly, but our country too. 

The sectors in which Coltraco prod-
ucts are used appear to have diversified 
considerably. Power generation and 
wind turbines are among these sectors, 
which seems quite far removed from 

shipping, where the business started. 
What future opportunities do you 
anticipate?

We have identified 28 potential market 
sectors across over 120 countries. The 
challenge is how to apply appropriate 
resource so that these develop in balance 
and can be managed in a way that their 
growth becomes part of the fabric of a 
company. 

A company can be defined as the sum 
of the individuals within it. As an owner 
I see my role as creating a happy and 
dynamic environment for those individu-
als within it so that we create successful 
and profitable company. One aid to this is 
to see the UK and its place in the world as 
an analogy for how one exports. In other 
words, to align one’s company with the 
underlying work of UK Government. 

What has been your proudest 
moment with Coltraco?

To learn how to create a happy com-
pany.

And what has been your biggest 
disappointment?

When I did not create a happy company.
How do you relax?
Recently by defining the difference 

between the American Dream and the Brit-
ish Dream. There is a Prosperity Continuum 
that links national prosperity to global 
prosperity. From this might flow a Public 
Service Continuum which links the genera-
tion of the common good and the elevation 
of the condition of the people at home and 
overseas. 

The American Dream is the belief that 
anyone, regardless of where they were 
born or what class they were born into, 
can attain their own version of success in 
a society where upward mobility is pos-
sible for everyone. The American Dream is 
achieved through sacrifice, risk-taking, and 
hard work, rather than by chance.

The British Dream is the belief in the 

We have taken 
the opportunity in 

this country to develop 
“new thought”
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common good, and the elevation of the 
condition of our people at home as it 
always was but today, overseas too. For in 
a Global Britain age we see our national 
interest in global prosperity for it is that 
which generates our national prosperity, 
our societal cohesion, our domestic stabil-
ity, and resources our collective security 
that enables the founding pillars of it in 
global stability and global security. 

What advice do you have for The 
Exporter’s readers?

The Export Strategy from DIT. The 
Industrial Strategy from BEIS. The Environ-
ment Strategy from DEFRA. And at DfT 
- Maritime 2050 – a 30-year strategy for 
the first time in our 500-year maritime 
history. These are pragmatic, hopeful and 
considered works that will stand the test 
of time. I thank all the dedicated civil serv-
ants and Ministers that have developed 
them. When I ask business leaders how 
many have read any of them – or even 
one of them – how many are able to raise 
their hands to say that they have. I warmly 
encourage business leaders to play their 
part in our National Endeavour to succeed 
by working with Government to make it 
happen – together.

I warmly encourage any company seek-
ing to export to join organisations such 
as their trade association and the British 
Exporters Association and to register your 
company on www.GREAT.gov.uk.

Get to know your regional DIT Interna-

tional Trade Advisor, your regional UKEF 
Export Manager and your DIT Market 
Sector Manager. Become a DIT Export 
Champion so that you can encourage other 
fellow UK companies to export more if 
they do already, and for those that do not, 
to start exporting. Above all know that to 
succeed in exporting is about being “faster, 
better, cheaper” than the competition 
whilst building on the values of technical 
and commercial integrity that are deeply 
rooted in the distinguishing values of your 
country, here in the United Kingdom. I wish 
you all success. 

Exporters will find, when they travel 
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Carl Hunter OBE on the 
terrace at the Houses 
of Parliament  

Carl Stephen Patrick Hunter OBE is a 
Professor-in-Practice at Durham Busi-
ness School and the CEO of a high 
exporting manufacturer exporting 89% 
of its output to 119 countries and holder 
of the Queen’s Award for International 
Trade. Carl is a DIT Export Champion, 
a Decision-Making Panel Member of 
the Bank of England and the Common-
wealth’s 37th Business Mentor. For-
merly a Greenjacket Officer in the Brit-
ish Army, Carl has travelled extensively 
for 25 years in Asia, North America and 
the Middle East and supports Parlia-
mentarians and Parliamentary Candi-
dates in the ConservativeParty. In Octo-
ber, Carl was presented with the BExA 
Lifetime Achievement Award, honour-
ing and recognising his contribution to 
the UK export community.

overseas, very welcoming teams at HM 
Diplomatic Posts overseas. They will find 
Foreign Office diplomats sitting alongside 
DIT trade officials trying their best to aid 
the UK exporter. No one will be better 
at assisting UK companies in developing 
countries where the target sector is state-
owned enterprises than UK Government 
officials. 

Our Civil Servants are the “jewel in our 
national crown” and Ministers go out of 
their way to aid UK business, but time 
and again UK business leaders use that 
assistance and forget to keep Government 
informed as to progress. 


