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It is the thrill of 
uncertainty which has 
driven Tony’s highly 
distinguished career 
over the last forty years, 
during which time he 

has helped launch three of the region’s most 
successful engineering companies – SMD 
(Soil Machine Dynamics), IHC Engineering 
Business (formerly EB) and Osbit Power - as 
well as being at the forefront of some the 
world’s most significant inventions. 

After leaving college in Oxfordshire in 
1966, Tony came to Newcastle University to 
complete a degree in Agricultural Engineering 
and under the guidance of tutor Dr. Alan 
Reece went on to gain a PhD for his research 
into the vibratory cutting of soil and rock, 
an undeveloped area of engineering at that 
time. However, despite some early interest 
from JCB, the technology was not considered 
commercially attractive and Tony had to 
reassess his future.  

With a desire to continue working at the 
cutting-edge of engineering theory, Tony took 
up a position as lecturer in Thermodynamics 
at Edinburgh University. It was here, however, 

where he first developed a desire to get out 
of his comfort zone and embrace an uncertain 
future. ‘After five years I could see my whole 
life ahead of me. I was on a seventeen point 
salary scale, scrabbling with everyone else to 
get to the next point.’

Increasingly disillusioned with academic life, 
Tony gave up a permanent tenured lecturing 
post at ‘one of Britain’s top universities’ 
to come back to Newcastle University on 
a six month temporary research associate 
contract. In returning to Newcastle University, 
however, he was able to return to his 
research, and with some great investment 
and industry support, could at last apply his 
theories to real life emerging engineering 
problems. This was at a time when two major 
new markets were emerging – North Sea 
oil and fibre optic communications. Both 
industries needed to carry out activities on the 
seabed and there were interesting challenges 
to address and much funding available for the 
development of new technology.

Teaming up again with Dr. Alan Reece and 
along with another researcher, Dr. Tim 
Grinsted, the newly formed Soil Machine 
Dynamics (SMD) successfully won a lucrative 

Science Research Council grant to develop 
underwater earthmoving technology. As 
Tony explained, ‘Nobody in the world was 
doing underwater earth moving research 
and developments like this at the time; it 
was a fertile field and we leapt on it.’ SMD’s 
first contract was with BP, and the business 
went on to develop its first ground-breaking 
pipeline, cable and back-fill ploughs for the 
global oil giant. 

SMD started to flourish and win significant 
contracts, including one for Charles Tompkins 
(ITM in those days) to design and build a 
seabed power cable plough and control 
system. It was, however, the invention of 
submarine fibre optic telephone cables for 
use in global communications that gave SMD 
its major break in an emerging market. AT&T 
were the leaders at this time and had already 
developed underwater ploughs using BEL 
Labs’ technology. Tony explained that BT 
were keen to utilise SMD’s expertise to lay 
the world’s first fibre optic cable across the 
Atlantic seabed and were referred to SMD 
by an ex-student of Tony’s who was working 
at BT’s Martlesham laboratory at the time. 
Returning to underwater plough technology, 
SMD successfully delivered this project, 
which led to subsequent approaches from 
AT&T as well as KDD, NTT, Spanish Telecom, 
France Telecom, Telecom Italia, and ‘everyone 
else in the world.’ Pretty soon, SMD was the 
global leader.

Tony noted, however, that as the company 
got bigger it became increasingly difficult to 
keep the entrepreneurial spirt alive and after 
nineteen very successful years he left SMD 
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to embark on a new venture and once again 
embrace an uncertain future rather than 
retire. Driven by ‘big ambition’ but without 
a business plan or a name for their newly 
established company, Tony along with three 
business partners began searching the world 
for interesting tenders. Legal restrictions 
meant they had to avoid contracts within the 
underwater earthmoving industry, so the 
team entered a proposal to develop the false 
proscenium (a theatrical device for shrinking 
a stage) and its controls for The Royal Opera 
House. This project was exciting as it meant 
Tony had to step out of his comfort zone again 
and although the team came second in the 
bid, it significantly bolstered the confidence 
of the new enterprise. Tony finally settled on 
the name The Engineering Business (EB) for 
the company, because it defined its agility and 
desire to tackle a wide range of engineering 
projects. 

By 2001 EB was turning over eight million 
pounds, yet 92% of its business at this point 
was in submarine telecom, a market that was 
effectively wiped out by the dot com crash. 
In Tony’s view ‘It was a more extreme version 
of what’s going on now in the oil industry; 

the submarine 
telecom industry 
was decimated.’ 
The future of EB had 
suddenly became 
very insecure but 
Tony was happy 
to again embrace 
that uncertainty 
and the business 
quickly turned its 
attentions to offshore 

renewables to counteract the market decline. 
EB applied for and won a one million pound 
government grant to build the first tidal 
stream generator in Shetland, and before long 
became world leaders in tidal energy. 

However, after four years of intense research 
and a declining revenue stream, Tony and 
EB came to the conclusion that tidal energy 
generation was too difficult and too expensive 
to extract what is essentially a ‘trivial amount 
of energy.’ It was at this point, as Tony 
explained, ‘…we started fiddling with pipes.’ 
And after EB secured and then quickly 
delivered a solution for laying a pipeline from 
deep water into shallow water for Technip’s 
flagship pipelay vessel in Egypt, the enquiries 
began flooding in; ‘Within three years, we 
had a £70 million order book.’ 

Learning from his time at SMD, however, 
Tony had planned his eventual departure 
from EB. He explained, ‘It was a ten year 
plan right from the start’ and nine months 
after originally turning down an offer for the 
business, EB was finally sold to IHC in 2008. 
What Tony demonstrated during his time at 
the helm of EB was that by creating a flexible 

and agile company, with no rigid business 
plan or agenda other than wanting to do great 
and profitable engineering work, his team was 
able to tackle uncertain market conditions 
head-on and make quick decisions that led to 
big successes. 

Tony’s latest company Osbit Power, which 
simply stands for On Spec (on) Budget (and) 
In Time, was launched in 2010 and like EB and 
SMD has sought to capitalise on emerging 
market opportunities by providing flexible 
engineering solutions to various sectors. In 
Tony’s words ‘I don’t really know what Osbit 
does yet; we started in offshore wind and 
then moved into oil and gas.’ After four years 
the business achieved an eight million pound 
turnover and despite market conditions, Tony 
noted that ‘…we’re very busy and expecting 
to make a healthy profit again this year 
despite the very difficult market.’ He was 
quick to emphasise that Osbit is in a better 
position than most because ‘they can’t change 
direction easily, like we can.’

Tony also contends that the egalitarian set-up 
at Osbit Power helps the business work more 
efficiently and effectively. Twenty percent 
of the company value is given to employees 
through an EMI scheme and all of the 35 
engineers in the company have the same job 
title – simply OP Engineer. ‘Everyone takes 
appropriate ownership and we don’t need 
five signatures to spend £50,000, which larger 
businesses eventually deteriorate into. We’re 
all working together for a common goal and it 
works fantastically well.’ Recent projects such 
as successfully installing a telescopic gangway 
system for offshore services, in Angola, 
certainly gives weight to these claims. 

What Tony demonstrated during his 
time at the helm of EB was that by 
creating a flexible and agile company...
his team was able to tackle uncertain 
market conditions head-on and 
make quick decisions that led to big 
successes.
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For a man who has dedicated his career to 
the North East, Tony has two very clear ideas 
for how the region can become truly great. 
Firstly, he believes it needs to attract and 
retain the best students - ‘The Universities 
are excellent, and becoming more 
impressive each day, but they need to keep 
working hard to attract the best’ – and Osbit 
Power is doing its bit to help in this regard. 

As well as building a team of experienced 
engineers who are often previous colleagues 
‘…because I’m assured that they know 
exactly what to do’ – Osbit also cherry 
picks the best students directly from 
universities. As Tony explains, ‘We’re a 
very effective training organisation, we 
turn novice students into highly competent 

engineers with a 
strong commercial 
background. I’ve 
always believed in 
enabling people to 
achieve their full 
potential, and it works 
beautifully here. 
These young, naïve 
students come in and 

gain broad experience across different areas, 
as well as responsibility, and within a year or 
two they’re fantastic.’ 

Tony also believes the region needs more 
entrepreneurial businesses if it wants to 
seriously become a recognised centre of 
global brilliance in many industries. Harking 
back to his own epiphany as a young 
academic, he notes a sense of frustration 
that ‘…too few people actually want to 
take the risk and set out on their own.’ The 
advice he most enjoys passing on to others is 
‘Whatever you do, don’t get stuck.’ He went 
on, ‘The reality is that most people never 
realise their full potential because they are 
too cautious. They’re afraid of taking a risk 
and find it easier to just stay where they are. 

If people had a different attitude they could 
achieve a lot more.’ 

Unsurprisingly, with a falling oil price and the 
onset of what could potentially be another 
prolonged period of uncertainty in the oil 
and gas industry, Tony and Osbit Power are 
relishing the challenge. Rather maddeningly 
for some of his peers, Tony noted that he ‘…
looks at the falling oil price with excitement.’ 
He also has a surprisingly nonchalant view 
of the industry’s prospects moving forward, 
arguing that the cyclical nature of the global 
economy inevitably means that the ‘boom 
times’ will come again when demand returns 
to the market and until it does, people ‘…will 
have to get used to the way it is for now.’ 

Remaining positive is the key, and Tony sees 
efficient oil production and the fact that 
people are making new discoveries all of the 
time (a nod to fracking here) is something 
to take comfort from and get enthusiastic 
about. One thing’s for certain, you can 
expect Tony Trapp to be at the forefront of 
whatever big opportunity emerges out of the 
latest market shuffle.

"The reality is that most people never 
realise their full potential because 
they are too cautious...If people had a 
different attitude they could achieve a 
lot more.”


