
As Tile Today enters its 11th year of publication, we decided rather than 
look back, we would look forward and pose the question, “What will the 
tile industry of the future look like?” Key fi gures from the fi ve principle 
activity sectors of the tile industry, namely: Manufacturing, Wholesale 
Distribution, Retail, Commercial and Installation, were asked to share 
their thoughts on industry’s future development. International trends were 
reviewed from articles, interviews and papers but our focus is primarily on 
Australia, within the context of the global tile industry. 

Thinking about the future is often restricted by the boundaries of our 
current knowledge and experience, limiting our imagination to refi nements 
of what already exists. This is amply illustrated by a statement from Popular 
Mechanics in March 1949 on the future of the computer. “Where a calculator 
on the ENIAC is equipped with 18,000 vacuum tubes and weighs 30 tons, 
computers in the future may have only 1,000 vacuum tubes and perhaps 
weigh 1.5 tons,” they predicted. The modern computer chip and miniaturisation 
technology was unimagined, although the possibility of smaller computers 
was envisaged. Within 20 years, the world’s most powerful computer had 
assisted sending man to the moon without vacuum tubes, and by 1999 
the average passenger car had more computing power under the bonnet 
than was aboard Apollo 11. 

The question of where the ceramic tile industry is heading, is like being 
asked to forecast the share market or interest rates. Participants in such a 
competitive fi eld as ceramic tiles naturally guard their detailed plans and 
future strategies. We must therefore also look at past and current trends, 
in order to project future industry changes. Many current industry trends 
will continue. Science fi ction author, William Gibson said, “The future is 
here, it is just not widely distributed yet”. With the continuing consolidation 
of the tile sector in Europe, increasing exports from the emerging giant 
China, strengthening of alliances between suppliers and customers, 
attempts by larger companies to control different parts of the supply 
chain, and the development of new ceramic products and applications, it 
is an interesting time to be reporting on the tile industry.

Australian Population Growth and Housing
Growing populations fuel the need for new housing. 
Australia’s population has grown at 1.3% annually for the 
last 2 decades and is forecast to reach 20 million in 
2004, 21 million in 2009 and 22 million before 2020. 
With current tile consumption around 1.9 square metres 
per person, the industry will certainly grow as a direct 
result of population increase. When Australian tile 
consumption rates are compared with many European 
countries that average 4 square metres per person or more, 
the potential to increase beyond mere population growth 
rates can be seen (see fi g. 1). 

Global economic and security uncertainties, combined with 
recent revelations of corporate greed and illegal activity in 
major corporations, have stunned many investors. We 
have witnessed a global fl ight of capital into property 
investment as a supposed safe haven from the fl uctuations 
in equity markets. The property markets of many western 
nations including Australia, Britain, United States and 
Ireland are all at record levels, amid central bank warnings 
of property bubbles forming. Increased levels of investment, 
prolonged by low interest rates, have seen building 
activity in Australia soar. As ageing housing stocks 

continue to be refurbished, renovations will continue to rise, even while 
new dwelling commencement fi gures decline over the next year, according 
to BIS Shrapnel. While construction of separate dwellings is expected to 
decline by 4% next year, the current level of multi-unit townhouses and 
apartments is deemed unsustainable and a decline of 20% is forecast. 
While little change in interest rates is expected in the short term, 
economists expect interest rates to rise signifi cantly by the later half of 
the decade which could adversely affect the building industry.  

TILE PRODUCTS AND USES
Monocottura versus Porcelain
There has been a rapid decline in monocottura production in Italy (now 
30.8% or 186 million square metres of total production), which is being 
replaced by porcelain tile (now 54% of total production), including both 
glazed porcelain (188 million square metres), and through-body porcelain 
(140 million square metres) (see fi g. 2). Wholesalers, such as Mike Stokes 
from GNS Ceramics, estimate that 20% of new fl oor products they are 
seeing from South East Asia are also glazed porcelain. While most importers 
report that their largest selling fl oor tiles are still monocottura, they say 
the trend is out of their hands if the newer products are mainly glazed 
porcelain. The development is being driven by the manufacturers and 
their advisors, not the tile importers who claim the technical properties 
of porcelain are unnecessary for the majority of the market. “What advantage 
to the average homeowner is there to install glazed porcelain tiles in 
their bathroom,” asks Steven Hynes, General Manager of Hynes Tiles 
in Victoria. “While the tile may last for 70 years, the client will want to 
change it in 15 years for aesthetic reasons.” Other retailers refer to a 
‘brainwashing’ of the public on the desirability for porcelain tiles. There 
is anecdotal evidence that clients visiting showrooms are requesting 
porcelain tiles, either glazed or through-body, without knowing much 
about the product. They perceive them to be superior with many simply 
wanting “the best tile”, even if it exceeds the technical requirements of 
the job.
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Fig. 1: Australian Population / Tile market
Sources: ABS, Cat No. 3201.0, No.8752.0.
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New Areas for Tiles

Franco Stefani, Chairman of the equipment producer, System S.p.A and 
President of ACIMAC - The Association of Italian Ceramic Machinery and 
Equipment Builders, said the future of ceramic applications does not mean 
exclusively focusing on tradition but giving the imagination room and 
inventing new horizons of use. Speaking at the Qualicer 2002 round-table 
conference, he observed that previous decades had concentrated on the 
use of ceramics in the home, with few exterior uses except for decorative 
purposes. This led Mr Stefani to observe the large external surfaces in urban 
architecture. A good comparison he said, was the use of large glass surfaces 
on buildings. At the beginning of the last century, glass was only used 
in small areas. This was due to its high cost, impossibility to produce in 
large sizes and the diffi culty of installation. When the constraints of the 
production process and application were removed, the use of great glass 
surfaces became fundamental in modern urban structures. System’s lamina 
process overcomes past manufacturing size limitations, with the production 
of lightweight Sinterfl ex porcelain panels, 3x1 metre and only 3 - 8 mm 
thick. One of the true revolutions in the industry over the last years, Sinterfl ex 
is envisioned to take ceramics into many areas where they have not been 
used in the past. Franco Stefani believes ceramics should strive to integrate 
this new type of application, along with traditional uses. The Italian and 
Spanish tile associations, Assopiastrelle and Ascer, are both promoting 
the use of tiles in urban architecture and see a large future for ceramics as 
an external building cladding material (see fi g. 3). 

Other commercial applications will be developed using nanotechnology, 
by meeting specifi c needs such as anti-bacterial, self cleaning and 

phosphorescent 
glazes. Newly 
developed 
glazes with 
special electrical 
and thermal 
properties could 
also add value 
and open new 
areas for tile 
use.

Industry Growth
Industry participants all agree that tile usage will continue to increase 
world wide, albeit at a slower rate over the next few years. Global tile 
production has more than doubled every decade. The latest fi gures show 

the industry grew by only 3.3% in 2002, the lowest growth recorded in 15 
years. Most of the people interviewed believe the Australian tile market 
will double again over the next 10 years, although a few thought a more 
conservative 50 to 75% growth more likely. Bob Beaumont from Beaumont 
Tiles and Andrew Nunn from Davco, both spoke of their concern at the lack 
of promotional advertising for the tile industry. Andrew believes the 
consumption per person will not rise signifi cantly without an increased level 
of industry promotion, unifi ed direction and a national body that is truly 
representative of the whole industry.

Competing Products
The subject of the Qualicer 2002 Round Table discussion was entitled “The 
Ceramic Tile Sector in the 21st Century”.  A number of speakers said the 
true threat to companies selling ceramic tiles does not come from businesses 
operating in their own sector. It is with those who try to substitute the 
technical and decorative qualities of ceramics, limiting the market for ceramic 
tiles, such as companies selling marble, natural stone, carpet, wood, vinyl, 
plastic, glass, etc.

In residential dwellings, ceramic tiles have continued to grow in popularity 
over competing fl oor coverings such as carpet, both in Australia and abroad. 
One carpet chain, turned fl oor covering chain, said carpet comprised 92% 
of their business 3 years ago. Today the fi gure stands at 65%. Carpet was 
still estimated to hold over 60% of the total fl oor covering market in 
Australia in 2001, down on previous years, with an estimated 52.9 million 
square metres of carpet being produced locally or imported. Within the 
United States between 1992 and 2000, carpet volume increased at 4.4%, 
while sales of ceramic tiles grew at a 10.6% compound annual rate. In 
the USA, ceramic tile represents only 7.2% of all fl oor coverings sold by 
volume but the fi gure is growing.

Within Australia and abroad, one of the fastest growing fl oor covering 
materials is timber. While the ceramic tile market in Britain, currently worth 
£430 million, is forecast to grow by 16% by 2006, sales of laminate and 
wood fl ooring are expected to increase by an impressive 35% by 2007. The 
popularity of timber fl ooring has been acknowledged as a trend by many in 
the tile industry. They believe however, that noise and maintenance issues 
will eventually cause consumers to turn back to tile. Timber veneer and 
laminate fl ooring is quick and easy to install, even for a handyman, and 
is easy to upgrade in future. We have noticed a number of tile merchants 
also selling timber fl ooring, as they capture a share of this increasingly 
popular fl oor covering market.

In Italy, both wood and stone sales have increased, with stone sales up by 
over 20% since 2000. This trend is expected to continue in the future while 
imitations of wood and stone abound in most manufacturers catalogues. 
The stone industry has recently taken legal action in the European Court 
to protect natural stone names from being applied to manufactured products, 
something that could revolutionise tile naming in a similar manner to wine, 
when protection of French region names saw many products previously 
labelled Champagne being promoted as ‘sparkling chardonnay’. A trademark 
and logo ‘PIETRA NATURALE’ was introduced by the Italian association 
ASSOMARMI in May 2002 to counter the advertising and increasingly clever 
imitation of the structure and colour of natural stone by the ceramic industry. 
The stone industry wants to distinguish more clearly between natural stone, 
industrial cast stone and ceramic tiles. Porcelain tile manufacturers such 
as GranitiFiandre believe natural stone or ‘quarried products’ are the main 
competitor to porcelain tile. They point to the technical superiority of 
porcelain as a manufactured, ‘natural’ product, making large format porcelain 
tiles the perfect replacement for stone in many commercial applications 
(see fi g. 4).

Machinery and Development
Tile is a fashion industry and is infl uenced by the environment in which 
the designers and consumers operate. New products are often driven by 
advances in new technology. The development of double pressing has 
revolutionised the decorating lines in many factories, but does the end 

Fig. 2: Italian production by type. 
(Source: Assopiastrelle Indagine Statistica Nazionale 2002)

Fig 3. Sinterfl ex cladding, courtesy System S.p.A.
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elieve the fi nal product is
thing that they are willing to 
more for? This is a dilemma 
ng many tile manufacturers. 

s the tile market matures over 
the next 10 years, we expect to 
see more incremental, 
evolutionary development, 
unlike the revolution that 

with the introduction of the
kiln 30 years ago or the
duction of single fi ring with
nocottura or monoporosa’ in the 
e 70’s and early 80’s. That is 
ot to say that there will not be
dvances in products. The
commercial realisation of the
Sinterfl ex technology could 
 to some very interesting
ments in thin wall tiles, in

on to the original concept of 
cing porcelain laminate or 
posite materials for cladding.

anco Stefani said that while a 
tandard manufacturing process 
for tiles has been developed 
over recent decades, optimisation 
ll needed in terms of labour 
and environmental impact. He

eves it would be a fatal mistake
abandon research and innovation
w, due to a diffi cult economy, 
s equipment manufacturers must 
continue to offer the market 
increasingly innovative 
technological proposals. 

URING

importance of technological 
advances, which have driven a lot of the industry’s growth for 30 years, will 
give way to non-technological intangibles such as marketing and management. 
The consolidation of manufacturers, which began a decade ago most noticeably 
in Italy, will continue. Despite past problems, manufacturers will try to 
gain more control of the supply chain by establishing, purchasing, or 
taking a shareholding in wholesale, retail and even installation operations.

Global tile production has effectively doubled every decade since 1980 
when production was calculated at 2.87 million square metres per day. 
By 1990 this had risen to 7.21 million square metres, while in 2000, the 
fi gure was 14.09 million square metres per day. There is a current global 
oversupply of ceramic tiles which is likely to remain for at least the next 
the next two years. The situation is not helped by the slowing of the world 
economy. European exports are being adversely affected by the strength 
of the Euro against the falling US Dollar, as tiles from other regions, priced 
in US Dollars, become cheaper.

The current global oversupply of tiles will result in many smaller factories 
closing or transforming into traders, purchasing and selling tiles, using 
other producer’s facilities. Contract manufacturing will increase as more 
manufacturers augment their production by purchasing products they can’t, 
or don’t want to make. A number of well known brands of European porcelain 
tiles have already been sighted in China, being packaged for shipment back 
to the European ‘manufacturer’.

When asked about his expectations for the future, the SACMI area manager 
for South East Asia, Mr Massimo Nanni, replied that it is diffi cult to make 
forecasts beyond 2 to 3 years. He pointed to the past emphasis on the 
production quantity, rather than quality in many areas. Massimo believes 
that it is easy for manufacturers to keep expanding tile plants during good 
economic times when they can sell anything they make. Instead, he believes 
more producers need to concentrate on improving their organisations, 
reducing costs and improving production quality. During a downturn, as 
has occurred throughout Asia in recent years, the producers who have 
focused on quality will be better placed to ride out any storm. A number of 
manufacturers are improving the level of product and quality for export, in 
response to increased competition from cheaper Chinese producers.

Energy costs will become a bigger issue in the future. Energy has increased 
as a percentage of Italian manufacturing cost from 16.9% in 1998 to 24% 
in 2001. Costs will continue to increase as Europe relies more heavily on 
natural gas for the generation of electricity over the next 30 years. Even in 
third world countries, the cost of energy is rising. It is understandable that 
companies like Ceramic Industries continually renew their equipment every 
7 years as technology changes. Massimo says the latest Sacmi kilns consume 
33% less gas than similar sized kilns 5-6 years ago.

Sustainable Development
A major driver of the industry in the future is likely to be the global pursuit 
of sustainable development, or development that meets the needs of the 
present world without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs. A growing emphasis on sustainable architecture 
will increase pressure on manufacturing companies, as architects look for 
environmentally responsible products to meet the design requirements of 
the 21st Century.

Following the Kyoto Protocol in 1997, many expected to see large changes 
to ceramic tile manufacturing. While the treaty is still to be ratifi ed by a 
number of countries, including Ukraine, Russia, USA, Indonesia and Australia, 
a quiet revolution has never-the-less been underway. Tile manufacturing 
output from countries such as Morocco has increased considerably over 
recent years from 8 million square metres in 1998 to 35 million square metres 
in 2001, while the number of kilns has slowly declined in the traditional 
tile making centres. Europe has ratifi ed the agreement to cut greenhouse 
gas emissions by 8% of the baseline 1990 fi gures.

There are plans to implement an environmental action plan in the Modena 
and Reggio Emilia regions in Italy to assist more Italian tile manufacturers 
achieve EMAS (European environment scheme) certifi cation. By registering 
with EMAS, companies commit to transparency regarding the environmental 
aspects of their production systems. There are currently only 8 EMAS certifi ed 
companies in the regions but it is hoped this number will increase to over 
300 in the future. Many major ceramic tile factories within Italy and Spain 
now employ ‘closed-loop’ or ‘zero waste’ systems that reuse water and solids 
in the production process, while further reductions in atmospheric gas 
emissions continue to be made.

Australian Manufacturers
There has been a shift in the distribution pattern within Australia which will 
continue to evolve in future. The number of manufacturers and wholesalers 
selling directly to contractors and major builders for large projects and to 
major home centres is increasing, bypassing the traditional distribution chains. 
This follows a trend started in Europe and America due to competitive 
price cutting pressure. Australian manufacturers commented on future 
trends as follows:

Australian Building Ceramics
Rainer Bullerjahn, General Manager at Granito, says demand for ceramic 
tiles will continue to grow in Australia, allowing room for additional local 
manufacturing capacity. While he believes lower prices from Asian producers 
will give more problems to European manufacturers, he says the current 
high level of competition locally will continue. Rainer pointed to freight 

Fig 4. Tile or stone? 
Courtesy Sacmi 
Twinpress
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costs for raw materials as a growing issue for manufacturers world-wide. 

Eureka Tiles
Eureka Tiles and Austral Tiles are owned by Brickworks, an Australian ceramic 
manufacturer with an ongoing commitment to Australian investment, 
according to Mark Schofi eld, Marketing Manager for Eureka Tiles. The recent 
purchase of West Australian brick and roof tile manufacturer, Bristile, gives 
Brickworks a truly national network of sales and distribution infrastructure, 
which should benefi t Eureka Tiles. As integration issues between the groups 
company’s are resolved, locally held inventory will be extended to more 
state capitals, enabling improved service levels. Eureka began deliveries 
directly to construction sites 2 years ago in Sydney. This service is now 
being extended further, eliminating inventory costs and handling by the 
retailer. Mark believes retailers will continue to push more responsibility 
for supply further up the distribution chain, with manufacturers forced 
to carry much of the inventory retailers used to stock. Mark believes this 
will continue to be one of the advantages of dealing with a local manufacturer. 

Johnson Tiles
Charles Gregory, Marketing Director at Johnson Tiles, believes that many 
manufacturers will be scrambling to control or infl uence their product’s route 
to market over the next fi ve years. He says a lack of loyalty by many distributors, 
due to the large number of alternative suppliers, will drive manufacturers 
to restructure their distribution channels. “It will be like musical chairs,” 
Charles said. “When the music stops, some will fi nd themselves without 
a seat and effectively locked out of the Australian market.”

Johnson Tiles demonstrates a widespread trend of augmenting their own 
production by sourcing products from the global network of Johnson Tile 
plants, along with contract supply from other international manufacturers. 
Charles believes the Australian ceramic tile market will double over the next 
10 years due to Australia’s aging housing stock which will boost renovations 
and satisfy our obsession with home improvements. The increase in average 
house size along with more bathrooms, and the recent trend of using fl oor 
tiles on the wall to ceiling height internally and externally as a cladding 
and paving material, will all contribute to the growth.

National Ceramic Industries
The newest manufacturer in Australia will be National Ceramic Industries 
when they commence production in December 2003. The company is principally 
owned by Ceramic Industries, the largest tile producer in South Africa. As 
reported in Tile Today (#39), the Maitland plant will produce glazed porcelain 
tile for the Australian market and for export to the United States, however 
the plant is also capable of making monocottura. Director, Mr Len Pereira, 
believes the price of tiles will decline worldwide, as tiles become more of 
a commodity. As manufacturing costs decline, transportation becomes a 
higher proportion of total cost. Companies prepared to manufacture close 
to their market will benefi t, he says. He believes there could be scope for 
more Australian tile factories in the future. 

Overseas Manufacturing Countries
A selection of current developments in major exporting regions to 
Australia, highlights changes that could have an impact on the Australian 
industry. 

Italy
The Italian tile industry is continuing the consolidation process that began 
a decade earlier. Over that time, many smaller manufacturers have closed, 
merged, or been transformed into sales companies for the larger 
manufacturing groups. The number of manufacturers has reduced from 
350 in 1993 to 241 companies in 2002. Over 90 belong to the top 30 
manufacturing groups, which account for the majority of production and 
employment within Italy. These groups own, or hold shares in nearly 20 
tile manufacturers outside Italy. Although the global price pressure in tiles 
has been downward, the average price for tiles from Italy and Spain has 

increased as more middle and upper market products are produced, allowing 
other regions such as Asia to supply many of the lower market products.

Assopiastrelle believes that in the medium term, the world-wide consumption 
of ceramic tiles will continue to increase due to wider appreciation and 
new applications for tile. The organisation declined to comment on the 
state of the Italian industry, however Franco Stefani has mentioned the 
competitive pressure from many emerging tile producing nations such as 
the Far East, Turkey, Brazil and China as seriously impacting on the Italian 
and Spanish tile industries. Profi t margins are shrinking for many Italian 
manufacturers amid forecasts of a decline in production from the Sassuolo 
area over the next 5 years.

Spain
In 2002, the Spanish ceramic tile industry consisted of 265 companies 
including manufacturers and third-fi re decoration specialists. These companies 
were largely independent and not owned or aligned into groups as is the 
case in Italy. Speaking in an interview with Ceramic World Review (n.50/
2003) earlier this year, Fernando Diago, president of Ascer, said that the 
structural changes underway in the world make it imperative for Spain to 
progressively concentrate their manufacturing enterprises in order to remain 
globally competitive. Spanish tile production exceeded Italian output for 
the fi rst time in 2002, with smaller Spanish companies proving fl exible 
in a diffi cult commercial environment. 

The continuing promotion to architects and interior designers of tiles for 
new areas is seen by Ascer as a key to increasing ceramic tile consumption. 
The promotion of the “Azulejos de Espana” or ‘Tiles of Spain’ label in foreign 
markets together with global free trade will be priorities for Ascer in coming 
years. 

Turkey
With Turkey’s domestic market absorbing about 100 million square metres 
or 40% of total capacity, increased exports are expected to lift tile production 
to 200 million square metres in 2003. In an interview with Ceramic World 
Review (n.48/2002), Mr Adnan Polat, the chairman of Serkap, the Turkish 
ceramic manufacturers association, said that in10 years time, he expected 
Turkey’s production capacity to reach 400 million square metres with exports 
of 250million square metres per year. Turkey has 24 tile manufacturers. Mr 
Polat is also chairman of Ege Ceramics. He explained that his company 
exported 50% of its production and has established warehouses in Germany 
and near Sassuolo in Italy. Turkey is rich in reserves of white clays, feldspar 
and boron, the raw materials for tile production, which are also exported 
to Italy and Spain. 

Brazil
Tile production increased in Brazil last year to 508 million square metres. 
The Brazilian industry has weathered many economic storms over the last 
decade. Production has doubled since 1993 largely in line with domestic 
consumption. Less than 11% of Brazil’s production is exported. The underlying 
local demand in Brazil is forecast to increase while the declining US dollar 
should make the products more internationally competitive. 

China
When discussing the future of the tile industry, many speak of China and 
the impact that the world’s largest tile producing country will have on the 
global tile industry. China exported as little as 3% of their production in 
2001 but exports are increasing rapidly. In terms of volume, this made China 
the fourth largest exporting nation after Italy, Spain and Turkey. No one 
is sure of the exact number of tile manufacturers; therefore production 
estimates taken in 2001 vary from 1,600 to 2,600 million square metres. 
There is a view that China will become the factory of the world, however 
development problems such as variable quality standards and coming to 
terms with western concepts of ‘exclusivity’ must be resolved. Some importers 
have found identical “exclusive” tiles, repackaged and sold to another 
company operating within their same market. While prices are comparatively 
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cheap, none of the ‘extras’ clients expect from European producers such as 
samples, displays and merchandising support are included.

South East Asia
Ongoing scares from SARS, warnings of terrorist threats and political volatility 
have kept tourist numbers down and economic activity subdued in many 
South East Asian nations. Taiwan, Indonesia and Vietnam have all witnessed 
large changes in the tile industry over the last 10 years and probably will 
for the next 10. Taiwan has seen manufacturing capacity moved to mainland 
China and many companies have closed. Tariff barriers between ASEAN 
member countries have been reduced, opening them to regional competition. 
As members of AFTA, the ASEAN Free Trade Area, tariffs are due to be 
abolished by 2010 for 6 members and 2015 for the remainder. Trade 
agreements between ASEAN and China will expose member countries to 
even greater competition in coming years. The Vietnam government has 
directed tile manufacturers to export 30 million square metres of tile by 
2005, which should result in more sales to Australia.

International Manufacturing Companies
While a comprehensive analysis of future changes for international tile 
manufacturers is beyond the scope of this article, the following larger 
companies were chosen as examples of current thinking and emerging 
trends that could become more widespread.

Florim Group - Italy
In an interview with Ceramica per l’edilizia (2.202), Claudio Lucchese from 
Florim Ceramics in Italy, agreed that ceramic tiles were fundamentally 
“geographical” products. The Florim Ceramics Group which includes well 
known names such as Floor Gres, Rex and Cerim, has embarked on a growth 
strategy by acquisition, the most recent being Tile Cera in the USA which 
has been re-launched as Florim USA. 

While conceding that companies will produce directly within the most 
important markets in future, Claudio Lucchese pointed to the ongoing 
importance of Italian design as the winning element, rather than the country 
of origin. He believes, and hopes, that the “heart” of innovation in the 
tile industry will stay in Sassuolo. 

GranitiFiandre - Italy
In an interview with Graziano Sezzi published in Tile Italia International 
1/2002, the chairman of GranitiFiandre, Graziano Verdi, stated that after 
10 years of continuous growth, a decline is inevitable. The future emphasis, 
he says, will not be on increased sales quantities, but on higher quality 
products offering unconventional technical and aesthetic content. Over 
the last fi ve years, technical porcelain sales have grown by 7-8% and are 
expected to continue at a similar rate for the next fi ve years, as large 
porcelain stoneware slabs continue to take market share from quarried 
stone products. Mr Verdi plans to increase the company’s production 
capacity by a further 50% by 2006 and to double the company’s market 
share to 2% of the quarried stone products reference sector which is 
estimated to reach 900 million square metres by 2006.

GranitiFiandre built new factories in Germany in 2002 and the USA in 2003, 
doubling existing production capacity. The decision to manufacture outside 
Italy was taken because both countries account for a large percentage of 
Italian exports, with further growth potential. To consolidate their position 
in the USA, the company must be local, saving US import duties and transport 
costs which otherwise total 27% of the sales price.

While maintaining strong distribution partnerships including a supply 
agreement with the European distributor Saint-Gobain, GranitiFiandre has 
also established their own retail presence in major cities. In Austria, a 
strategy to offer customers a complete turnkey service has resulted in 
GranitiFiandre acquiring high quality installation and distribution companies 
and establishing a Geologica mega-store. With 40 single brand ‘Geologica’ 
shops and shops-in-shops opened to date, the plan is for 100, including 
one in Sydney, which should open in September 2003 (see fi g. 5). 

Portobello - Brazil
Back in 1998, one of the largest manufacturers in Brazil, Portobello, opened 
the fi rst of a series of franchised, single-brand tile shops in Brazil. There 
are now over 65 of these shops with an estimated turnover of US$140 
million. This is yet another example of manufacturers securing the product 
route to market. 

Ceramic Tile Industries - South Africa
Recent inroads into South Africa by Brazilian manufacturers caused Ceramic 
Industries South Africa to increase production capacity in their new, highly 
effi cient and low cost Pegasus plant. The tiles produced are thinner and 
lighter, reducing transport costs. They hope to lift their share of the South 
African fl oor tile market from 50% to 65% with production from the new 
plant. Flat local growth has encouraged the development of factories in other 
markets, namely Australia, as they develop expertise in remote manufacturing 
away from their support hubs. 

RAK - United Arab Emirates
In recent newsletters, the CEO of RAK Ceramics, Dr Khater Massaad has spoken 
of competition as not being limited to ceramic and porcelain tiles but 
encouraged partners to realise a larger perspective vision of “surface coverings”. 
He spoke of a rapidly changing environment and the beginnings of a new 
competitive scenario. The focus has been to build RAK into a globally 
competitive company. “We have painstakingly positioned ourselves to respond 
to large emerging market opportunities. RAK has recently invested in new 
manufacturing plants in China, Sudan, Slovakia and Bangladesh. They have 
established sales and distribution subsidiaries in Switzerland, France, the 
UK, Germany, Italy and Belgium. In Australia, RAK has invested in Prestige 
Tiles in NSW, consolidated their position as a major supplier in the Australian 
wholesale, retail and commercial market.

USA Manufacturers Outsource Logistics
The future importance of specialised supply chain management and logistics 
has been demonstrated by two major US manufacturers that have outsourced 
these functions to Exel Logistics. Laufen (part of the Roca group) has 
contracted the entire inbound products from around the world and outbound 
distribution to Laufen’s customers across 6 states to Exel. The aim is to 
minimise transport costs, centralise inventory and accelerate delivery to 
market. Dal-Tile’s objective of increasing unit sales by 30% in their residential 
channel is supported by a next day order fulfi lment to residential customers 
across a four-state-region by Exel Logistics.

Fig. 5 Geologica Shop
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DISTRIBUTION 
Manufacturer’s Agents
The manufacturer’s agent is a sometimes overlooked part of the industry. 
There are reports of some manufacturers taking over the role of traditional 
agents in order to improve their client communication and relationships. 
This coincides with manufacturers controlling more of the route to 
market or creating closer partnerships and alliances with each link in the 
supply chain. While the agent remains a useful part of the distribution chain 
for many producers, history points to the elimination of the middle man in 
many industries unless they can add specifi c value to their client’s business.

Evan Dilner of Dilner & Associates has been an agent for 14 years and 
believes the agent’s role will be ongoing. Evan says his function is evolving 
as he now represents Spanish, Italian and Chinese manufacturers. By acting 
as a link in developing packages for clients, the agent can source the most 
suitable products or develop new products to suit individual or market 
requirements. Evan notes that he is now selling a European product, developed 
for an Australian client, back into China. Evan has seen many factories 
replace agents with factory area representatives, only to later seek new 
agents when they encounter diffi culties. 

Australian Wholesale Distributors
Richard McKenzie, from Ocean + Merchant, believes the tile industry has 
changed from being an importer/wholesaler led industry, to one where 
the retailer has a greater say than in the past. Retailers are certainly able 
to source a wider variety of products from many different manufacturers, 
wholesalers or other retailers that also dabble in wholesale. Brooke Stuart 
from Japan Ceramics says the window of opportunity is continually becoming 
smaller. The speed of take up and dropping of products by retailers and the 
public is quicker than ever before, placing more pressure on wholesalers.

Ian Redfearn from Amber Tiles says that the wholesalers have created 
a solid distribution network of independent tile retailers. Wholesalers will 
sell to anyone opening a tile shop, therefore the independent shop will 
continue to feature in the Australian market, even though most will come 
and go. He believes that wholesalers are vulnerable at the bottom end of 
the market however, to large-scale cash ‘n carry operations which purchase 
directly from overseas manufacturers, as they cut out the middleman 
(wholesaler) as a way of keeping costs low. 

While some groups point to the added cost of a middleman positioned 
between the manufacturer and retailer, they still admit that there is a place 
for wholesalers. The diversity of available products is too large for most 
retail groups to carry suffi cient inventory of a comprehensive, balanced 
range. The group buyers have an almost impossible job to stock products 
that will completely satisfy stores in geographically and demographically 
diverse regions where clients are becoming more fashion conscious and 
sophisticated. Most group outlets still purchase products from local 
wholesalers. The only question, according to Mike Stokes, is the extent of 
group control and the amount of display space allowed for outside suppliers. 
He said GNS acts as the warehouse for their clients. This enables the retailer 
to be responsive to new products and emerging trends. They can update 
their showroom more readily without concerns over unsold stock.

Manufacturer as Wholesaler
We have seen a number of overseas manufacturers establish warehouses 
in Australia and take on the role of wholesaling their products. Kim Hin 
Industries have opened a Melbourne warehouse in addition to their long 
established NSW facility, and most recently Whitehorse Ceramic Industries 
has opened a warehouse in Sydney. Richard McKenzie believes many 
manufacturers will try to take a key role in the Australian market with larger 
companies forming partnership agreements, or taking shareholdings or 
ownership of their wholesalers. 

When Mike Stokes was asked about manufacturers opening wholesale 
operations, he pointed out that Australia is an extremely diverse market 
in relation to products. He sees GNS as being able to offer a wider range 

and deeper inventory, chosen specifi cally for the Australian market, as GNS 
can source material from many different factories. A manufacturer establishing 
a wholesale operation in Australia will only offer a product range from their 
own factory. Mike believes any manufacturer’s future success in wholesaling 
will depend on their level of commitment to the Australian market, whether 
they will produce products specifi cally for Australian tastes, or whether they 
are manufacturing for the world market and simply trying to pick up extra 
margin and volume.

Wholesalers Becoming Retailers
Comments that wholesalers will not be as dominant as in the past have led 
to the observation that the more successful wholesalers could open retail 
outlets that could form the basis of a new group. Some wholesalers like 
GNS have always maintained a strict policy of not retailing tiles. Others 
such as Japan Ceramics are closely linked to the Colortile chain, with product, 
store layout and displays provided as a means of capturing a larger proportion 
of the retailer’s business. Some wholesalers have already opened retail 
stores to augment their income and increase volumes to satisfy their 
suppliers.

Retailer as Wholesaler
If wholesalers are tempted to crossover into retail, there have always been a 
number of retailers who dabble in wholesale. Michael Zeaiter from Academy 
Tiles thinks there is an increasing blurring of the lines between manufacturer, 
wholesaler and retailer. Nowadays, if someone has access to a unique 
product, they need to maximise the volumes which can often mean wholesaling 
into other areas. Loose buying groups and networks will continue to form 
and develop.

David Isola from Di Lorenzo Ceramics has seen an increase in the number 
of independent stores that are importing a small number of containers 
each year. Di Lorenzo Ceramics import some tiles directly to guarantee 
exclusive product lines. Other products are sourced from major wholesalers. 
According to David, the danger for many retailers who also import and 
wholesale is that they end up competing with the genuine wholesalers 
they should be forming a closer relationship with. 

Overseas Wholesale Distributors/Groups
There are increasingly large scale distribution companies operating across 
Europe and the USA. The French listed company, Saint-Gobain Building 
Distribution is the leading building materials distributor in Europe and the 
largest single buyer of ceramic tiles in the world. It distributes 60 million 
square metres of ceramic tiles through its European network of over 2500 
outlets across 13 countries, and an additional 20 million square metres in 
Brazil. Each company within the group targets a certain type of customer, 
from professional builder to consumers. Saint Gobain has a partnership 
agreement with 24 leading tile and accessories suppliers. The agreement is 
an innovative system for purchasing and marketing tiles based on extensive 
integration between the manufacturers and retailers.

RETAIL 
There are currently around 1500 outlets selling ceramic tiles in Australia, an 
increase from the 873 counted by Anthony Stock when he fi rst published 
Tile Today magazine in 1993. It would seem from these numbers that not 
only has the volume of tile sales doubled, but so have the number of outlets 
selling tiles. With a majority those interviewed expecting that the tile market 
will double again over the next 10 years, are we to expect 3000 tile stores by 
2013? While some are expecting the small independent tile store to disappear, 
Richard McKenzie from Ocean + Merchant believes that a wider range of product 
choices in future will lead to a proliferation of niche importer/marketers 
and ‘new retailers’ who will establish themselves around these niches. 

Market Differentiation
The chief executive of retailer David Jones said in a recent interview that 
only two retail formats will win; those at the price value, or cost leadership 
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end, and those that are differentiated, well-defi ned and deliver to a specifi c 
niche target market. Referring to department store retailing, he said that 
companies operating in the middle were either gone, going or going to face 
restructure. The same could be said of tile retailing. Those that do not fi t 
into the cost leader or niche market categories will fi nd it increasingly 
diffi cult to compete. There is evidence of many middle market tile shops 
moving upmarket in terms of products and improved presentation, while 
the budget or lower end market is becoming more defi ned by a larger number 
of cash n’ carry style or mixed format chains. In order to compete, especially 
at the lower end, outlets must have increasingly large buying power. As 
groups get bigger, the smaller independent stores will be forced to specialise, 
close or join one of the larger groups. 

Australian Franchises, Chains and Buying Groups
The number of franchise groups operating in Australia has increased over 
the last 5 years to include Amber Tiles, Beaumont Tiles, CTM, Femme for 
Tile, Metro Tiles, National Tiles, Tilecraft, and Tile Mart. In addition to 
specialised tile outlets there are also a number of franchised fl oor covering 
groups including Andersens Floorcoverings and Carpet Court, both carrying 
ceramic tiles in addition to other fl ooring materials. Most of these groups 
operate a mixture of company owned and franchise stores. 

Beaumont Tiles SA, Vic, Qld, 
Bob Beaumont sees smaller retailers moving to join franchise groups in the 
future. “They will be drawn by the access to advertising, training and a 
balanced product range,” he said. “Business itself is becoming more complex, 
and a good franchise system takes the guesswork out.” While agreeing that 
new franchise brands could open, Bob believes that some will not survive 
due to the complexity and investment needed to operate a successful 
franchise system. With a move by independents towards groups, Bob expects 
some wholesalers could start their own franchise operations in order to secure 
captive wholesale customers. Wholesalers will not disappear, but Bob believes 
they will fi nd it more diffi cult in coming years. Small shops will keep opening 
due to the very low start-up costs and the willingness of wholesalers to 
supply them. Bob also sees more manufacturers trying to take on the role 
of wholesaler to gain wider market share. He says many manufacturers make 
the mistake of thinking they are in the business of selling tiles whereas 
they should be in a partnership with the merchant to sell to the end user. 
Bob believes that the tile industry will continue on pretty much as it has 
done for the last 10 years in terms of what he believes to be the industry’s 
greatest impediments, namely the lack of skilled trades people and the lack 
of industry wide advertising and promotion. 

National Tiles - Vic
Frank Walker summed up his view of the tile industry’s future with his 
enthusiastic cry “We’re in for change!” The familiar voice to Victorian 
commercial radio listeners has thought seriously about the National Tiles 
business direction and the tile industry generally. He has a vision which 
he reviews every day and shares with key suppliers. Partnerships with key 
suppliers are an important component of that vision. 

Frank can see many of the smaller tile shops disappearing in the future. 
“The little guys won’t survive unless they are very good and doing something 
different,” he said. “They can’t be dynamic enough with their stock or able 
to buy competitively against the major groups in order to make suffi cient 
profi t margins.” As a result, Frank expects to see smaller stores close or join 
one of the existing groups, or one of the new groups Frank expects to see 
formed. “Stock will become a bigger liability in the future for the whole 
industry,” he said. “It will need to be more dynamic as market trends change 
with greater pace. Gone are the days when a merchant could sit on stock, 
knowing it would eventually sell. There is a need to closely monitor fashion 
trends in tiles in the future,” he said.

Frank also expects manufacturers will become retailers or take equity 
positions in retail groups, as they try to control the supply chain. He cites 
many examples including Porcelanosa and Villeroy & Boch in the USA and 

RAK’s partial purchase of Prestige Tiles in NSW. Frank believes that with the 
maturing of the tile industry and China making more of the world’s manufactured 
goods, including tiles, major importers will be able to purchase at similar 
prices in future. He is confi dent tiles will become a commodity. “Factors 
other than price will become important in differentiating between companies” 
he said. Staff training has been identifi ed as a key area for National Tiles 
as they plan to expand to 15 stores in the future. 

CTM - NSW, Qld, Vic
Over the next 5 to 10 years, CTM’s Pierre Langenhoven expects to see 5 
or 6 groups develop that operate across a majority of states. Most of these 
groups will probably operate as a franchise system. CTM plans to open an 
additional 3 new company stores this year while continuing to franchise 
established stores. There are no plans to open ‘greenfi eld’ franchises for a 
few years. Pierre believes that the current price of tiles within Australia is 
still too high. From his experience in South Africa, he believes that tiles 
will become more of a commodity. While CTM operates at the economy end 
of the market, the more up-market ‘Italtile’ showrooms that the company 
operates in South Africa will be introduced to Australia at some time in 
the future, giving the company coverage of both ends of the market.

Satellite Ceramics - Vic
Over the last two years, fi ve new Satellite Ceramics stores have opened, 
strategically located around Melbourne. The showrooms are catering for the 
middle to upper market client who has a greater disposable income and 
wants high quality products. The marketing manager Peter Fox says, that 
Cooperativa Ceramic D’Imola has been very supportive of Satellite Ceramics. 
Their display systems feature along showroom walls as does the familiar 
logo cut into the porcelain fl oor. While many tile retailers deal with a high 
number of suppliers, this can indicate a lack of supplier loyalty. As the 
industry becomes increasingly competitive, stronger alliances and partnerships 
with suppliers will be necessary to receive the support required to compete. 
Peter says Satellite Ceramics has 6 main suppliers so each manufacturer 
knows what proportion of sales they are likely to receive.  

Tile Power - NSW, Vic, NZ
Long time Tile Power chairman, Ron Green and recently appointed general 
manager, Tony Scotland, maintain that with over 34 stores and growing, 
Tile Power has buying power similar to a large wholesaler. As all the 
group members own the stock, every member benefi ts from the savings 
made on purchases. Even when warehouse and central overheads are taken 
into account, prices can be signifi cantly lower than for similar products 
available from traditional wholesale suppliers. The burden of stock does 
not have to be borne by the one store enabling a wider product range. Two 
former members have recently rejoined the Tile Power group and more stores 
are expected in the future. As a group of independent stores, joining Tile 
Power could be a favourable alternative for some independent retailers as 
opposed to joining a franchise chain. Tony Scotland believes it will become 
increasingly diffi cult for smaller independents to be competitive in future.

Showrooms and Home Improvement centres
Since the 1960’s, retail space devoted to selling tiles has increased world 
wide featuring bigger displays and improved display systems. An impressive 
example is the Di Lorenzo showroom in Sydney. Ten years ago, an upmarket 
tile showroom of that size in Australia would have been unthinkable yet 
even bigger showrooms are being planned in New South Wales. Retailers 
need more than an impressive showroom however. Consumers have become 
more discerning and expect variety, service and value for money.

Richard McKenzie says that the modern asset rich, time poor consumer will 
appreciate an emerging trend towards ‘coverings’ type showrooms, offering 
tiles, timber and carpet. While many carpet stores such as Andersens 
Floorcoverings have added ceramic tile over the last 10 years, a number of 
ceramic tile retailers have begun the transformation of their stores into 
fl ooring centres, often in an arrangement with a timber or carpet company. 
Hynes Tiles in Hoppers Crossing, Victoria, for example is undergoing a 
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transformation into a home living centre, offering tiles, timber, carpet, paving 
and furniture. Di Lorenzo Ceramics incorporated a carpet section attached 
to their showroom, while National Tiles also sells timber. Competitive pressures 
will continue to force retailers to consider how they present tiles and how 
to engage their customers in the 21st century.

Domayne - NSW
An exciting development in Sydney was the 2001 opening of Domayne 
Bathroom & Kitchen Design Centre. The fi rst showroom was 12,000 square 
feet but according to Len Nucifora, the next showroom will be closer to 30,000 
square feet specialising in tiles, bathrooms and kitchens. The introduction of 
the lifestyle showroom where individual components such as tiles or tap 
ware can be purchased or the complete room put together by Domayne’s 
planning service and even installed by Domayne’s own installation team, is 
an interesting development in tile retailing in Australia. While many other 
companies offer components of the package, or even arrange the complete 
job, Domayne seem to be putting it all together on a grand scale. The 
showroom mixes elements of European and American style bathroom, 
kitchen and tile retailing.

Overseas Retail Developments
While it is impossible to examine all the developments and trends in retailing 
ceramic tiles world-wide, a few examples of foreign retailers that could 
have relevance for sections of the Australia tile industry in the future can 
be summarised as follows:

Italtile - South Africa
The Italtile Group in South Africa operate upmarket showrooms under the 
Italtile banner and cash ‘n carry style CTM stores in South Africa and 
Australia. Italtile recently restructured their South African group into a 
franchise format. The change, combined with the move into selling sanitary 
ware through their showrooms, saw sales increase by 36% for the six months 
to December 2002. Profi ts rose by 53%. The chief fi nancial offi cer of Italtile, 
Peter Swatton, believes the move to a franchise system was justifi ed by 
the fi rst period’s results. He said the group changed to a franchise format, 
as stores run by owners generally performed better than those run by a 
group. 

USA Floor covering chains
There is a view that the ceramic tile and fl oor covering business in the 
USA will develop along lines similar to the automobile industry. We have 
witnessed the establishment of franchised or factory-owned, single brand 
showrooms, such as Geologica shops by GranitiFiandre, Porcelanosa and 
Villeroy & Boch. While the size of the consumer market in the US makes 
the emergence of single brand stores more likely, they could also take the 
form of one stop fl ooring centres linked with large fl oor covering manufacturers 
such as Mohawk, Shaw or DuPont. As suppliers of complete product lines 
in fl oor and surface covering, they create product diversity under a single 
brand umbrella. A new chain in Florida, Floorz.com, has close links to Mohawk 
and offers the complete Mohawk product line such as carpet, vinyl, timber 
and ceramic, including installation. This is only one Mohawk channel to 
market. They also own Dal-Tile which operates retail and trade outlets 
throughout the USA, as well as supplying home improvement centres, such 
as Home Depot with a range of products.

USA Hardware Superstores
In the USA, sales of ceramic tiles through ‘big box’, do-it-yourself stores 
such as Lowes or Home Depot, have risen to 16% of total tile sales, up 
from 11% in 1995. The home improvement product market is set to increase 
for the next fi ve years. It currently stands at US$204 billion in 2003 and 
is forecast to reach US$246 billion in 2007. Sales to professional renovators 
are forecast to outpace the consumer market in the USA. The stores sell 
most types of fl oor covering and offer an installation service by licensed 
sub-contractors. A major focus over the last 2 years has been on the installed 
or “do-it-for-me” segment, as more customers decide they would rather have 

someone else arrange to install their fl oor coverings for them.

COMMERCIAL
The tile industry recognises that to develop new markets for tiles, it will 
need to increase its penetration of the non-residential sector. Promotional 
activity by Assopiastrelle and Ascer has focused on architects and designers 
for many years. New products suitable for commercial application have been 
the focus of more research and development activity, as many forecast 
exterior cladding as a major growth opportunity for ceramic tiles in the 
future. 

Dolores Vincent Palomero, speaking at Qualicer 2002, spoke of the need of 
the industry to adapt to industrialised construction, and to offer ceramic 
systems that compete with alternative materials in terms of price, supply 
and installation logistics. The strategies suggested can be summarised as 
follows:

• Continuity and promotion of R&D programs for high performance 
exterior cladding and fl oors

• Incorporate new materials and developments from advanced 
technical ceramics

• Establish an identity as suppliers of systems: facades and raised 
fl oors, with on site technical assistance 

• Establish collaboration programs with fastening and auxiliary 
structures industry

• Provide the specifi er with technical information on the tile installation

• Addressing prefabrication as an alternative to tile fi xing by direct adhesion

Design and Specification
There is an increasing awareness of slip resistance and installation standards 
amongst architects. Requests for particular R ratings are more common when 
selecting a tile; however there is a developing trend towards over-specifying 
textured fi nishes as a precaution against future litigation. Problems with 
cleaning can then follow. This highlights a need for well trained sales staff 
and ongoing education regarding suitability and long-term maintenance, 
that will assist architects make better tile selections. Stone is still seen as 
the most prestigious product by many, but according to one architect, as 
clients are educated on the performance limitations and higher ongoing 
maintenance requirements of stone, many are choosing stone-look porcelain 
tiles instead.  

Speaking at Qualicer, the American architect and Vice President of the 
architectural and services division of FORCON, Richard Goldberg, said the 
major problems architects had using tiles were specifi cation of proper 
installation and insuring the suitability of the tile for the intended use. He 
expressed frustration with tile manufacturers over their lack of involvement, 
concern and acceptance of responsibility for providing information and 
supporting test data on both recommendations and procedures for installation, 
and the long-term suitability for intended uses. A similar frustration was 
voiced by an architect at the “Improved Tiling System Performance” seminar, 
held during Tilex 2003. It was claimed that the absence of a complete, 
documented system to assist architects in specifying the correct product 
and installation method has hindered the wider use of ceramic tiles. Tile 
associations such as ANFACER, in Brazil and ASCER in Spain, have been well 
aware of similar problems in their countries. ANFACER developed CODECER 
in 2001, a coding system that simplifi es the specifi cation of ceramic tile 
according to the area type for installation. It sums up the essential 
characteristics of fl oor tiles in three different aspects: resistance, durability 
and ease of maintenance. For each aspect, a rating of 1-5 is attributed. Each 
product bears a 3 digit classifi cation, while each area also has a 3 digit 
classifi cation, referring to the minimum values for each aspect. The system 
is designed to make specifi cation easier, minimise mistakes and enhance 
fi nal quality. ASCER developed the Spanish Tile Fixing Project in Spain, which 
was showcased at Tilex in 1999, with similar aims. Improvements to 
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Australian Standards are attempting to address these concerns.

Sustainable Architecture
In speaking of sustainable architecture, Richard Goldberg said, “While ceramic 
facades are not typically regarded as compatible with energy conscious 
design and conservation of natural resources, mechanically anchored and 
ventilated tile systems, when properly engineered, do demonstrate that 
sustainable architecture can be realised by providing fl exibility in control 
and dissipation of wind, rain, sound and solar radiation.” Flexibility of colour, 
texture and special surfaces that self-clean can further enhance the crucial 
role of energy effi ciency required for sustainable architecture. 

Facade Systems
In another address at Qualicer 2002, entitled, ‘Ceramic Tile at the Forefront 
of Architecture’, Richard Goldberg said, “The development of a new 
generation of engineered systems for the construction of tile facades will 
be the driving force behind growth in the tile sector in the 21st century.” 
He pointed to shortcomings in direct adhesion with in-situ adhered, tile 
facades as this technique could not produce consistent and reliable, structural 
engineering values. This led to an interest in prefabricated, ceramic tile 
panels which can be prepared in controlled conditions off-site. The most 
promising method of tile facade cladding however, according to Richard 
Goldberg, was the ventilated rainscreen method, which employs mechanical 
attachment of the tile (Fig. 6). The technique lends itself to the precise 
engineering required for the advanced technology employed in 21st century 
building facades. The low weight to strength ratio, ease of cleaning, low 
moisture absorption and high mechanical strength that tiles have over 
natural stone and many other cladding or facing materials, will see more 
tiles utilised in this way, as architects take advantage of the larger size 
formats available. New facade systems using porcelain tiles of 40x40, 
60x60 and 60x120cm have been proposed by Spanish manufacturer Tau 
Ceramica (Fig. 6), in addition to the existing systems available from pioneers 
Agrob Buchtal and a number of leading Italian manufacturers in sizes of 
90x90cm and larger.  

As part of Ascer’s ongoing promotion of tiles in architecture, the Tiles of 

Spain Awards for Architecture and Interior Design in 2003 was awarded to 
José Pitart Martí, for the Faculty of Human and Social Sciences at Jaume 
I University in Castellón (Fig. 7). The award highlighted an excellent 
construction solution by using a cross-ventilated, high specifi cation ceramic 
faced wall in a building designed for public use. Other winners included 
Leopold Gil Nebot, for a clinic in Barcelona (Fig. 8).

Prefabricated tile panels - Boston Subway
Richard Goldberg mentioned the negative cast method of cladding precast 
concrete panels with ceramic tiles. The system has been used in Japan for 
many years where the majority of tile clad building facades are attached 
this way. This technique is being used in the Central Artery Tunnel Project 
in Boston USA. The tunnel will use 120,000 square metres of ceramic tile, 
the majority being cast integrally with the concrete panel, ready to be 
transferred to site and anchored to the structural tunnel walls (see fi gs. 
9, 10). 

Raised Tile floor panels
At the May 2003 DesignEx exhibition in Melbourne, Prestige Tiles displayed 
the fi rst raised fl oor tile system approved for use in Australia. Similar systems 
have been used in Europe for some time. It consists of porcelain tiles, placed 
in a structural frame above the existing fl oor level. It is suitable for 
commercial spaces to conceal wiring and services under the fl oor with ready 
access at all times. Prestige Tiles plan to sell the system through commercial 
fl ooring companies rather than traditional tile outlets, due to the specialised 
nature of the system.

Interior Designers - Meriton Apartments
Emine Mehmet is the New South Wales president of the Design Institute 

Fig. 8 Barcelona Clinic. Courtesy ASCER

Fig. 7 Faculty of Human and 
Social Science - Castellon. 
Courtesy ASCER 

Fig. 6 Ventilated Rainscreen and support structure. 
         Courtesy Tau Ceramica
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of Australia and senior designer for Meriton Apartments. She and fellow 
designer Vania Khouri point to technical, aesthetic and quality improvements 
that have lead them to use more tiles in their projects. “The tile industry 
seems to have realised the importance of the design community for their 
future, fi nally presenting the sort of products designers want to see” said 
Emine. She believes this is in response to input from the design community, 
as suppliers have begun asking what interior designers want to see in terms 
of style, colour and fi nish. Emine says it is still diffi cult to fi nd suitable 
tiles that look good and perform well, particularly for public areas. “Slip 
resistance is a major issue. The standards are not specifi c and clear-cut,” 
she said. “Designers are selecting products that meet the standards as 
close as they can understand them. You often have to read between the 
lines.” Emine believes future growth will depend on the variety of products, 
performance characteristics in meeting standards, and communication. “There 
is need for improved communication between the design industry, the tile 
industry and Australian standards,” she said. “We all rely on one another. 
Designers depend on manufacturers making good products, and manufacturers 
depend on designers using them. If we can communicate better, we will 
get what we want and can design wonderful projects using tiles.” 

Interior Designer - Masterton Homes
Linda Key is an interior designer with Masterton Homes, a large, mid-market 
residential home builder in NSW. When asked about trends, Linda has found 
a number of fl oor tile series that are available in different modules, enabling 
the designer to vary the look in each room while maintaining harmony 
throughout the largely open-plan homes. The open plan home is not likely 
to change in the future, according to Linda. She has used alternative fl ooring 
materials such as fl oating timber, but doesn’t believe it will replace ceramic 
tiles. “Each fl oor covering has its niche,” she said. Linda also noted the 
trend to bigger format wall and fl oor tiles and vertical borders being used 
in bathrooms. “Borders are becoming more abstract, less intricate or overly 
decorative,” she said. “Kitchen border tiles have been replaced by splashbacks 
featuring plain, single colour tiles or glass.” Linda has noticed a wider range 

of buyers becoming comfortable with the urban minimalist look, which until 
now had been confi ned to the inner city. The earthy, masculine colours, 
mixed with textured surfaces will stay around for some time she believes. 

INSTALLATION
There is a shortage of skilled labour across the construction industry in 
Australia and many other countries. With housing construction booming 
and the cost of fi nance at a 30 year low, trades people are in demand. It 
is estimated there are around 15,000 tile installers working in Australia. 
The attrition rate amongst tilers is estimated by Colin Cass from Randwick 
TAFE to be 10% per annum, with tiling graduates each year numbering 
around half those estimated to be leaving the industry. As a result, tilers 
are an ageing workforce and many untrained installers are drawn into the 
industry. Larger commercial tiling contractors require most of their tilers to 
undergo some formal training, but many have never completed an apprenticeship 
or any structured training course. The TAFE colleges offer conversion courses 
to allow those who have been working in the industry to upgrade their skills. 
Many believe the greatest need in the installation sector is the formal 
registration of tilers in all states, but this has been discussed for decades 
and is still not close. The challenge for the tile industry in the future is not 
to let the fi nal, yet crucial installation sector, hold back industry growth 
and development. 

Unfortunately, the poorly skilled tilers working in the industry results in 
continued installation problems. While tile installation represents around 
4-5% of the cost of building, tiling and tile related problems represent 
about 16% of the reported building complaints (including 8% for leaking 
showers). Many complaints are due to poor workmanship. These fi gures 
indicate a need for more training to install tiles in compliance with the 
Australian Standard AS.3598 and to improve general skill levels. Unless 
more tiling apprentices enter the industry and skill levels improve, alternative 
materials with less installation problems, costs and inconveniences, such 
as timber, will become more popular. Systems such as prefabricated tile 
panels and mechanical fi xing will also gain by the advantage of not being 
reliant on trained tilers.

Len Pereira from National Ceramic Industries believes that the cost of tile 
installation in Australia is too high. He predicts that the price of tiles will 
reduce; therefore the installation cost will become a larger percentage of 
the total. He says that while average tiled areas have increased, the cost 
per metre has not declined. A shortage of tilers ensures that installation 
rates will remain high. Len would like to see a signifi cant number of new 
apprentices brought into the industry, as was done in South Africa, which 
resulted in a sizable reduction in installation costs, making tiles more 
accessible to a wider market. 

Supply and Fix
There are only four large retailers in Sydney and none in Melbourne, offering 
a full supply-and-fi x service to residential builders. In Sydney that number 
is reported to have dropped from 10, which indicates the level of profi tability 
with this type of work. Andrew Nunn from Davco believes the number of 
supply-and-fi x specialist stores/ bathroom renovators will grow. Certainly 
more tile retailers are offering a bathroom or kitchen renovation service 
either through subcontractors or their own installation company. A number 
of retailers are assessing different supply and fi x models for future 
implementation. 

Tiling Standards
Richard Bowman, principle scientist at CSIRO Materials & Infrastructure 
Technology, says changes to international standards are about to be discussed 
within ISO TC/189 in order to meet European Construction Product Directives 
(CPD). These state that any construction product covered by the CPD, “shall 
have such properties that the building or structure is able to fulfi l specifi c 
essential requirements” (for more detail see Ceramic Tiling Related Standards, 
issue #39 Tile Today). The next meeting in Bologna in October, will consider 
how the goals of sustainable development can be achieved. The current 
standards will need to be altered to incorporate tiles other than of fi rst 

Figs. 9 & 10.  Precast Tile panels - Central Artery Tunnel - 
Boston USA. Courtesy Richard Goldberg, Qualicer 2002
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quality. It is most likely that threshold levels for fi rst quality tiles will be 
increased for some tests while those for second and third quality will be 
reduced. 

New standards or alterations to current ones will be likely in the future in 
the following areas:

1. New scratch hardness test: this will differ from the MOHS hardness 
test in that it may use a machine to test and assess the results.

2. Reverse staining / water staining test

3. Slip resistance tests and how the results are used will continue to 
undergo ongoing incremental change

Future projects will concentrate on standards and test methods to assist 
wholesalers, retailers, architects and specifi ers to better differentiate 
between products, to determine the most suitable tile for a given application. 
Demands by a NSW councillor for mandatory slip testing for all tiles used in 
residential homes and extensions, following a fall in her bathroom, highlights 
the need for standards that are understood by all those working in the 
industry. Questions such as how much environmental protection is 
necessary and who will pay for it will also need to be addressed in the 
future.

CONCLUSION
The tile industry is changing. We can sum up the main trends with 
fi ve R’s:

1. Rationalisation or consolidation of tile manufacturing companies can 
be expected worldwide, even though trading names could be retained. 
A similar consolidation is expected of equipment manufacturers due to 
the increasing cost of Research and Development. We expect to see more 
tile retailers join a larger number of groups. The lesson here, as in most 
industries, is that the big will get bigger and the small will either 
specialise, or disappear.

2. Regional production will occur in tile consuming countries, as tile 
manufacturers seek to reduce transport costs of raw materials and 
fi nished products and secure a stronger presence in major tile markets 
by moving manufacturing capacity closer to the customer. 

3. Repositioning is expected of many companies, as manufacturers move 
into retail and wholesale, securing their channels to market, retailers 
continue to wholesale and wholesalers get squeezed. The historical trend 
of cutting cost by eliminating the middleman will continue, but while 
some wholesalers may fi nd business diffi cult, they will not disappear 
due to the ongoing presence of small independent shops.

4. Relationships will be strengthened between many companies at the 
different levels of the supply chain. More suppliers will take a key role, 
shareholding or ownership in their customer’s business. Alliances and 
sharing information to better meet the end-customer’s needs shall become 
more common.

5. Research & Development will continue into new uses for tiles, particularly 
for exteriors. Italy’s position as the creative centre for design and 
technological development will remain, but the balance of global tile 
production will increasingly move away from the ceramic clusters of 
Italy and Spain.

Not all forecasts will be accurate and developments in other countries may 
not work in Australia, however in this global village, change can come 
quickly and without much warning. As the saying goes, the future belongs 
to those who prepare for it today. There is no need to panic but consideration 
should be given to current developments. As we look into the future, change 
will be continuous and inevitable, but as Abraham Lincoln said, “The best 
thing about the future is that it comes one day at a time.” 

mexican
handmande terracotta+ talavera

 tel (02) 9310 4088    fax (02) 9310 4096
email oceanm@ozemail.com.au

A LARGE RANGE OF STOCK: 12.5X12.5, 11x22, 22x22, 30x30,
40x40, BULLNOSES, ROUNDEDGES & SKIRTING IN TERRRACOTTA.
PLUS TALAVERA & TOZETTOS BY THE SCORE IN 5x5 &10x10CM.
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