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With our new formula
the panels will be lighter

For almost half a century, VETRORESINA SpA has been a leader in the fiberglass laminates marketplace. Now it heads into 2017 experimenting new products expressly designed for motorhome industry,
with a crucial aim in mind: weight reduction.
Words Andrea Cattaneo

etroresina SpA has played an active
role in the motorhome industry renewal process for several years now,
which starts from the material that constitutes the core business of the company and
even determines its name. We are obviously
talking about fiberglass, an apparently simple
material that has been increasingly appreciated by recreational vehicles’ manufacturers
over time thanks to some characteristics,
most notably the resistance to small impacts
(let’s think of the hail, but also accidental
shocks received at the factory during handling
and transportation), capable of bringing
benefits both to the manufacturer and the
end user. Building on the successes recorded
not only in Europe but also on the US market
where it currently operates with its production plants both in the U.S. and Brazil,
Vetroresina SpA heads into the 2017 season
with renewed enthusiasm, starting from the
Caravan Salon Düsseldorf, which has always
acted as an innovative ideas catalyst and new
products showcase. This is why we asked
some questions to Simone Colombarini, engineer and Sole Administrator of Vetroresina
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SpA, about his take on this new challenge, as
he has always paid keen attention to the sector’s dynamics and has developed a considerable knowledge of materials and manufacturing processes.
When speaking of a semifinished product
such as fiberglass, we know that innovation is a quite difficult issue. However, in
the recent past you managed to bring
some fresh air in the sector by exploiting
special manufacturing processes. Can we
expect some further changes in the future?
I would say so. Fiberglass is a material that
can be further improved. A few months ago
we started cooperating with a major fiberglass producer to try to make the most of the
material’s features. As we know, fiberglass is
the basic element that, once impregnated
with resin, gives life to fiberglass laminates.
Well, the ambitious target we are pursuing is
to provide products as lightweight as possible
so as to meet the Europeans motorhome
manufacturers’ requirements, who are relentlessly committed to weight reduction. We
are currently conducting an in-depth analysis
of the fiberglass mechanical characteristics, to
understand how it is possible to reduce the
weight of the laminates while maintaining
constant mechanical strength.
How far have you got with the tests?
We have already completed the first test
phase and now we are preparing the second
phase, which should confirm the achieved
results. I can anticipate that tests have given
promising results: we can maintain the current characteristics of the material, while
reducing weight. We have realized that many

fiberglass parameters related to the size and
chemical composition, can be skillfully changed so as to improve the mechanical characteristics of the fiberglass laminates and, consequently, reduce the weight. As I mentioned
earlier, during the testing phase we are supported by the fiberglass manufacturer, a helpful cooperation to achieve excellent results
in a short time. If everything goes as planned,
the first products will be ready within a couple of months and we will teach manufacturers how to optimize their use.
Do you expect to use fiberglass for some
camper components only or will it be fully
employed?
Fiberglass applications can be quite varied:
panels for walls external coating, laminates
for interior linings, slabs for floors... It is
obvious that a limited use of the new sheets
will involve few benefits while an extended
use to the entire vehicle may result in interesting outcomes. Depending on the laminate
type, you can save from 100 to 150 grams per
square meter and in some cases you may
even reach 200 gr/sm weight reduction.
Essentially, with a rational use of these new
products, we can obtain a weight saving of
10-15 kg per vehicle, with peaks of 20 kg. We
know that in order to significantly reduce a
motorhome weight, we need to act on several fronts and we are ready to play our part.
Well, the unfolding scenario seems extremely rich and interesting. Do you expect
that in the next future there will be an
increase in the fiberglass use for external
walls and maybe your range of floor slabs
and interiors panels will massively take
off?
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Given the encouraging results of the last period, we expect that companies would increase the use of fiberglass panels inside the cockpit,
by replacing the traditional plywood panels. The benefits are undeniable: full water resistance and long-life of the product. This process will
be accompanied by a slight cost increase, while the weight is comparable. Working on reducing weight, as we are doing, could be an
incentive to replace the plywood with fiberglass sheets.
If it is true that Italian and French manufacturers have a long
standing commitment to using fiberglass and they are increasingly using it also for the interior lining, it is also true that German
manufacturers are still loyal to the Aluminum...
German producers, who have always been reluctant to use the fiberglass for the exterior coating, today extensively employ it for the interiors, especially floors. Let’s not forget that four years ago Hymer
began experimenting a woodless floor for its motorhomes, urging
Vetroresina SpA to find an alternative solution to plywood: since then,
the use of our laminates has expanded and now many European
manufacturers use fiberglass for the floors. Let’s think of Frankia,
Dethleffs, Rapido but also Adria and almost all Trigano-SEA group’s
brands. The use of fiberglass for the lower part of the floor panel, the
street-side one located underneath the vehicle, is quite widespread but
the double sheet of fiberglass on the two sides of the floor panel is
becoming increasingly popular too, i.e. both the lower and the upper
side toward the cockpit. The cost differences are minimal and the fiberglass has fewer scraps compared to plywood. The fiberglass sheet is
cut in a single piece from a 60 meters roll with width made to the millimeter. The two plywood sheets are placed side by side and then joined together, which means lower mechanical strength compared to
the single fiberglass sheet. Not to mention, of course, the resistance to
water and debris that the fiberglass offers for the street-side floor
panel.
Do the sheets used for floors and walls differ from each other?
Our products catalog is now quite vast and we can provide tailored
solutions to specific needs. The fiberglass used for the lower part of the
floor does not require a perfect finishing, because nobody will see it,
while for the inner walls we offer a range products that combine a
quite acceptable style with low costs. As to the top of the floor, most
of the times it is covered with a PVC layer. And here we can take a specific action: our pre-finished slabs for floors are well-established in the
market and the appreciation for them is substantially growing. We provide the manufacturer with the fiberglass sheets with already glued
PVC. The manufacturer thus dose not need to lay and glue it while
saving time and eventually money, because we include this operation
in the manufacturing process, with lower costs. It is true that some
companies do not want to adopt the pre-finished floor because the
PVC subsequently laid may be used to cover plates and surfacing
studs, but it is also true that alternative solutions to this problem do
exist and are easy to adopt.
How do you see the current market situation and how do you fit
in a restlessly changing environment?
We are currently working a lot, then we are satisfied. We are working
well in both sectors we operate in. In the refrigerated trucks field,
France, Germany and England give us a lot of satisfaction, but we have
received also requests from Iran after the end of the limited imports.
Even South America is an interesting market while Brazil is not because, although we have a production plant there, the country suffers
from a strong domestic crisis. Fortunately, the same is not true for
other South America’s countries such as Colombia and Venezuela. In
the RV industry, we have an established presence in Italy, France and
Germany as well as in Australia and New Zealand. We had contacts
with Japanese and Korean manufacturers as well. Lately we have also
worked for the mobile homes sector with Adria, which we have supplied exterior-aimed, "rough effect" sheets to.
In summary, it is unquestionable that the motorhome industry is
increasingly choosing fiberglass and this is an incentive for our company, which needs to take wide-range action to find adequate solutions
to different needs.

Vetrolite

Patented by Vetroresina
SpA, Vetrolite was the first
company’s solution to the
constructive systems traditionally used in the US market. On the
market for years now, it is a considerably thick fiberglass sheet, designed
to replace the plywood panels which originally acted as support for the thin fiberglass
Simone Colombarini
sheet of the wall. The Vetrolite laminate has a
Vetroresina SpA CEO
thickness of 3.8 mm that is identical to the previous combination adopted (which included 1,3
mm fiberglass + 2.5 mm plywood): stiff and moisture resistant, it does not have an excessive weight because it was
created by the microspheres system. The success of this
product in the US market has led Vetroresina SpA to establich a production plant in Idaho. Vetrolite is also used by
some European manufacturers in the 2.2 mm thickness
version. Compared to the classic 1.5 mm laminate, the
greater thickness results in part from a greater resin
amount but especially from the microspheres.

Vetrostyle

Not only the external coatings, but also the cockpit-side sheets of the sandwich panels: the widening of Vetroresina SpA’s scope of action has generated an advanced product that involves the elimination of the surface finishing process. Vetrostyle replaces the traditional plywood panel on the
living-area oriented wall inner side. Besides, it is a laminate that naturally
interfaces with the user, whose appearance goes far beyond that of the
classic gel-coat smooth finish. Thanks to the use of decorative paper with
various aesthetic solutions, i.e. featuring different wood tones, the manufacturer can eliminate expensive additional processes and choose the most
appropriate design for the cockpit. Vetrostyle is thus configured as a prefinished fiberglass sheet, which features the same strength and water-resistance as the gel-coated sheet but with greater attractiveness. Obtained
by impregnating the decorative wall-paper with liquid resin, Vetrostyle is
supplied in 60 meters rolls (cut to size by the manufacturer), with the
advantage of eliminating the joints in the panel and then increasing the
strength. Besides being waterproof, Vetrostyle offers a high scratch resistance, does not absorb odors, is resistant to chemical agents, has a low
electrical conductivity and is easy to clean. It is available in thicknesses from
0 mm up to 4.0 mm with weights ranging from 1.4 to 4 kg/sm.

Vetrostyle PVC

As with the walls, also for the floor it is possible to
use a finished product, that does not involve additional processes: the catalog includes Vetrostyle
PVC, i.e. fiberglass sheets coupled with PVC
during the laminate processing. Thus the upper
part of the panel-floor can be made with an
adequate fiberglass bodywork that, by including
the PVC coating (total thickness: 3 mm), does not
require a further coating layer preparation. This is a
critical advantage not just for the manufacturer, because it features no
water absorption risk, it is shock-resistant and, in general, more resistant
compared to plywood, also thanks to the fact that it is jointless.
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