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Background
For more than one hundred years, cast iron covers, drainage gratings 
and access solutions have been an integral part of larger-scale 
construction project planning. In relatively recent times, the arrival of 
composite access products to the market has delivered new 
advantages and a new level of choice for project managers of utilities 
and municipalities, engineers, specifiers and owners. 

High quality composite products now offer benefits that cast iron 
cannot, with their light weight and anti-corrosive properties making a 
big contribution to the sector. In parallel, quality cast iron products 
continue to deliver solid advantages in terms of cost, performance 
and range.

Expertise has never been more important
For the construction product specifier, expertise has never been 
more important in this area. With two excellent material options to choose from, it’s the market knowledge and insight of their supplier in 
terms of application and sector that is most sought after. 

In their daily roles, project designers and engineers are already faced with key challenges on-site, and the arrival of quality composites now 
offers more choice and flexibility. They need to grasp this opportunity and ensure their project will get the best solution possible.

But are specifiers getting the insight they need, and how can they be sure they are making the right choice between composite and cast iron 
specific to their project needs?

Construction buyers are not being offered the expertise they need
In the construction sector and the access solutions industry in particular, there is a growing perception that a possible lack of expertise is 
preventing suppliers from focusing on precise customer needs. Instead, they are supplying options that they are most familiar with–be they 
composite or cast iron based.

In one sense, it is understandable how this has evolved. With the success of cast iron products and their traditional role on the sector, there 
has been a tendency to supply cast iron only for clients who may now be open to considering other options. In a similar vein, new composite 
suppliers on the market have ignored the track record and suitability of cast iron for many applications and tend to offer composite-only 
solutions.

When a company supplies simply what it produces or has in stock to solve a customer problem, this is supplier-led thinking, and by its nature 
is not customer-focused, which is a basic requirement in any modern B2B trading environment. 

Need to prioritize customer needs over product availability 
This is where the lack of expertise or market knowledge is potentially short-changing the 
customer. While each customer is close to their specific project and will have their own ideas, 
they are depending on supplier knowledge to honestly assess suitability on a case-by-case 
basis. If a composite-cast iron mix is the best option, suppliers tied to one material over 
another may not have the expertise to identify that solution or arguably the mindset to 
prioritize customer needs over internal stock availability.

In the context of the arrival of composites, another issue cannot be ignored. Running parallel 
to this lack of expertise is the presence of cheaper, poor quality composite covers, many of 
which depend solely on SMC (sheet molding compound) compression molding technology 
and have entered the market in recent years. Research has shown that while the products 
may look the part, they perform poorly and these poor quality composites on the market 
impact composite perception overall.
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A time for change
In today’s customer-driven environment, this thinking is no longer acceptable. Access and 
drainage solution specialists must be seen as solution providers first and foremost. By 
considering the strengths of both conventional cover types, it’s clear to see that while some 
projects may have specific needs, one category should not displace the other.

For generations, architects, civil engineers and specifiers have recommended cast iron 
covers, ducting and drainage gratings for projects of all sizes and in all sectors. Its ability to 
handle heavy loads and high volumes of traffic has made it an industry favorite for many 
years. Traditional buyers also favor its reliability and its ability to match budgets of all types.

New arrival on the market
High performance composite products are a relatively new arrival in the market and come 
with many key benefits for certain sectors. With anti-corrosive properties combined with their 
ability to eliminate signal interference, it has emerged as a favored option for many specifiers. 
Lighter products also enhance health and safety practices, and with no value for scrap metal, 
theft can be significantly reduced. 

Construction is a traditional industry and experienced suppliers that can provide both options 
can lead the way applying this consultative sales approach. At the same time, the market is 
undergoing an education process and it is anticipated this will continue for the coming 
decade.

By drawing on their expertise across both areas, these dual suppliers can recommend and 
specify based on experience, track record and proven test cases. Product-led suppliers may 
not have that knowledge and their project expertise is limited as a result.

Knowledge is valued
Market expertise and knowledge will always take precedence over the products themselves. By thinking in straight product terms, it can lead 
to products being slotted into place to do a specific job, without complete consideration to the immediate environment or project setting.

This is where change needs to happen. By shifting to tackling the problem with the right solution and moving away from product-driven sales, 
manufacturers can showcase their expertise and service to the customer, giving the best overall project experience and project outcome. By 
committing fully to client needs, suppliers can show that not only can they recommend the right product for the project at hand, they also 
have the expertise and know-how to educate the customer on why that is the case.

Leading the way forward with EJ
As one of the world’s leading specialist manufacturers in access covers and drainage 
systems, EJ is well placed to set the standards for this new solution-driven approach. As an 
original cast iron specialist, our market knowledge and expertise is already in place, and now 
we also design, produce and deliver composite products of the highest quality. Real choice 
starts with the ability to offer a variety of solutions.

Our legacy here at EJ is one steeped in tradition and experience. Working with designers and 
civil engineers for over one hundred years, producing and supplying access covers, drainage 
systems and associated products, EJ has always valued knowledge and customer-centric 
thinking. Based in Michigan, we have an international presence and serve 150 countries 
worldwide.

Ongoing Research
Extensive in-house knowledge is complemented with third-party research and input from 
industry experts. By using the latest software to generate designs, our product designers 

Lake Forest, CA - Installation of our composite cover for 
SCE - Electric Utility that has been in service for one 
year in a heavy traffic location. This test site location is 
in the wheel line of a bus route that passes every 20 
minutes.
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ensure our products perform optimally through finite element analysis, in-house tests on 
material and load tests on product prototypes. Ongoing research ensures EJ products are 
continuously assessed and able to withstand the rigors of real-world environments. 

While cast iron is where we learned our trade, serving the customer remains our primary 
focus, and a core element of our strategy in creating a customer choice is the development of 
our composite division. At our state-of-the-art facility, a team of engineers and composite 
material specialists ensure EJ has the best options available to our customers.

Rigorous testing
Our knowledge and understanding has been developed through a rigorous testing phase, 
completed to ASTM standards where possible and conducted at independent third party 
laboratories.

Less experienced manufacturers have focused on solely using SMC technology to make 
covers, as it can save costs during production. However, the reality is these products are 
inferior, and wide-ranging independent research, which can be seen below, confirms this widely-held industry belief.  

At EJ, our primary manufacturing technologies are closed mold resin transfer molding (RTM) and reaction injection molding (RIM) which 
incorporate continuous E-glass fibers as the reinforcement. Such technologies enable EJ to produce high performance access cover products 
with high load ratings. The continuous or long fibers provide a consistent superior strength and product durability over other traditional 
methods that use short fibers, namely those products that depend solely on SMC.

Primary research focus–what the research tells us 
From product strength and abrasion properties to how they behave in weather extremes, our comprehensive, independent testing program 
assessed a selection of six different composite materials alongside iron across a range of criteria. The research itself was completed in 
independent labs–national research test centers such as the Irish Composites Research Center and Michigan State University.

Abrasion – excessive abrasion can remove surface material, resulting in the reduction in thread height and reducing the skid resistance of the 
cover. Our research showed the abrasion resistance of iron to be approximately 70% greater than composite when the density is taken into 
account, suggesting that in the cases of extremely high traffic, an iron access solution should be considered. EJ composite products proved 
to be six times more effective than its SMC-heavy counterpart in this category.

UV – UV sunlight rays can bombard a surface, breaking down the polymer, changing the surface color and creating a chalky effect. Cracking, 
peeling, de-glossing, oxidation and tensile weakening are additional outcomes of exposure. In our testing program, all samples passed 
the basic US requirement, but there was significant fading and discoloration in the SMC-heavy sample. EJ composite products with RIM 
technology were shown to perform twice as good when testing for the impact of UV. 

Moisture absorption – water absorption is used to determine 
the amount of water absorbed under specified conditions. Factors 
affecting water absorption include type of resin, additives, temperature 
and length of exposure. The moisture content of a composite or plastic 
product is directly related to such properties as electrical insulation 
resistance, mechanical strength, appearance and dimensions. Our 
testing showed the RIM resin used in EJ products performed better 
than its pure SMC counterpart even though all specimens  
met the standard.

Strength – testing for both flexural and tensile strength, it stands to 
reason that the stronger the product, the more load-bearing capacity it 
has. The data clearly showed us that continuous glass fibers have 
significantly stronger properties than short glass fibers. In fact, testing 
showed that this figure was up to four times stronger using the EJ 

Photo of frame and cover being tested
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manufacturing technology compared to the SMC import. Taking into 
account the importance of the strength-to-weight ratio, it’s clear that 
by using continuous glass fibers, significantly stronger and lighter 
covers can be produced.

Flammability – combustion of the base resin material will also 
reduce the load-carrying capacity. Testing in this context indicated 
that all materials met the requirements and there was no discernible 
difference between samples. We also tested for flammability to 
ASTM D635-14 and this showed that all tested composites 
performed well. In addition, the material meets the flammability 
requirements of ANSI/SCTE 77 2013 (paragraph 6.5) if the burn rate 
is less than 8 mm/min (0.3 inch/min) for each 3 mm (0.1 inch) of 
thickness.

Climate – an issue of importance to many international projects is 
the solution’s ability to withstand temperature extremes. Our testing 
shows that in all cases, strength increases when testing is conducted at extreme cold temperatures, as most resin systems become stronger 
and stiffer in such cases. At very high temperatures, there is a decrease in strength for all composites, but in cases of extreme heat, like 
steam applications for example, the EJ material proves twice as effective as its SMC-focused counterpart.

How EJ extended its expertise to composites 
As the world leader in the design, manufacture and distribution of access covers and gratings for water, sewer, drainage, telecommunications 
and utility networks, EJ seamlessly deploys this expertise into the design, production and supply of premium composite products.

Expertise in Production
As a specialist manufacturer working to very specific standards in a highly regulated industry, 
we have built up years of tradecraft and know-how when it comes to producing composite 
products. Led by Dr. Vincent Cooper, our composite teams are committed to designing, 
producing and supplying composites to the highest industry standards.

Located at a 68,000 square foot facility in Muskegon, MI, our team specializes in closed 
mold resin transfer molding, but have the capacity to produce products using a number of 
different technologies including compression molding, injection molding, filament winding 
and pultrusion. By regularly investing in our plant and equipment, and adopting a continuous 
investment strategy, we work hard to protect our competitive advantage, confirming our 
commitment to being the world leader in composite access solutions. 

Market Knowledge
As the supplier of choice for some of the world’s largest infrastructure projects–from aviation to municipalities and all sectors in between–EJ 
understands in detail the needs of buyers and specifiers of infrastructure access products. We know what challenges are faced, what options 
are available and what works best for different sectors and different needs. 

Always working closely with partners and customers, we regularly communicate new product innovations and additions to product lines, 
providing guidance and expertise when needed the most. This level of market knowledge enables us to provide engineers and architects 
with the necessary tools, like product drawings and diagrams, to help the specification process and our partners and customers understand 
our offering and see how we can help them. We frequently hold seminars and technical 
demonstrations showcasing our diverse range of products in all materials.

Service Focus
Successful construction projects are based on solid, working relationships between all 
members within the various supply chains. EJ has always prioritized customer needs and as 
a solutions provider first and foremost–it’s our commitment to service that ensures we stay 
one step ahead of the competition. 
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The EJ support team is an integral part of this commitment, and experienced engineers 
and technicians provide complete product design support at every stage of the project 
process, from conception through installation. This ensures customers receive the help and 
assistance they need, when they need it. A finely-tuned logistics arm also means product 
deliveries are completed and project deadlines are met quickly and smoothly.

To satisfy specific customer requirements, in the past we have made access covers that 
combine iron and composites material in the one product. We have also recently combined 
our cast iron, fabricated steel and composite materials to create a customized hybrid unit for 
a major utility company. It is this precise understanding of customer needs that separates us 
from our competitors.

Combining the best of both
Infrastructure projects are often complex and depend on several factors working together 
to deliver the best results possible. Since the arrival of composite products on the access 
covers and access solutions market, supplier knowledge and expertise has never been more 
important.

Buyers do not think in terms of cast iron vs. 
composite, but instead value the expertise 
and insight of the supplier in advising them 
on what solution works best to meet the 
needs of their specific project. The products 
deployed are of secondary importance once 
the project goals have been achieved.

As an experienced provider, EJ can develop best-in-class composite products alongside 
existing cast iron options and combine the best of both worlds. For your project, we can 
provide quality products in both categories, backed with the advice and know-how to 
recommend and supply based on specific project or environmental needs.

EJ–Made in the USA focus
Since 1883, EJ has remained committed to providing Made in USA products to build 
America’s infrastructure. Products by EJ USA, Inc. are manufactured and assembled 
exclusively in the United States of America. This includes, but is not limited to, manhole 
frames and covers, curb inlets and frames, utility castings, airport and port authority castings, 
tree grates, trench grates, drainage grates, WaterMaster® fire hydrants, FlowMaster® RW 
gate valves, valve boxes and meter boxes.
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