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THE ROLE OF INKJET
IN THE FUTURE OF
METAL PACKAGING:
A CONVERSATION

To mark the CanTech Asia (virtual) exhibition
of 2020, Kevin Jenner, Business Manager for
Fujifilm Wide Format Inkjet Systems invited three
industry experts to share their perspectives on
some of the trends and challenges facing the
metal packaging industry in Asia and around the
world, as well as the opportunities provided by
inkjet technology.

Kevin Jenner, Business
Manager, Fujifilm Wide
Format Inkjet Systems.

Colin Johnson, canmaking
industry consultant with
more than four decades
of experience working with
and for metal printing firms
in Europe, North and South
America, the Middle East,
Australia and in Asia –
where he has worked in
Thailand, Vietnam,
Malaysia and Japan.
Vorasit Dejthamrong,
Operations Director,
SWAN Industries,
Thailand.

Thongchai Oranrigsupak,
Manaaging Director,
Benjamit Packaging,
Thailand.

What can you tell us
about the canmaking
market today – particularly
in Asia? What are some
of the major challenges
facing canmakers in the
region today?
Colin Johnson: I think that spoilage
and labour costs are two of the
really big issues facing canmakers
in Asia at the moment. Taking
spoilage first – I think it’s fair to
say that in Asia generally, spoilage
represents a bigger proportion of
canmakers’ overall costs than it does
in other regions. Labour, energy and
facilities costs are all considerably
lower than they are in most other
regions – especially compared with
Europe and North America. But the
price of metal sheets is much more
consistent at a global level – so
every sheet that has to be discarded
represents a disproportionately high
cost compared with other expenses.
Certainly in my experience, Asian
canmakers are much more conscious
of their waste and spoilage costs
than their counterparts in Europe

or North America, who might be
more focussed on reducing energy
consumption, for example. Though
I would add, that while labour costs
per head are relatively low in Asia,
head count is comparatively high
– so labour does also represent a
significant cost to Asian canmakers.
Furthermore, it’s becoming
increasingly difficult to retain trained
and skilled press operators. I’ve
consulted at Asian firms where
regular under-the-table cash
payments, on top of wages were
necessary to keep experienced staff
on board. So it can be expensive to
keep skilled staff, and then of course
it is also very expensive to train
replacements for them.
Inkjet systems are far less labour
intensive than litho – and they also
generate much less waste. So inkjet
really does provide an interesting
option for metal packaging firms
wrestling with those issues – as
so many are.

Vorasit Dejthamrong: Shorter run
lengths are a big challenge. Anything
under 2,000 sheets starts to get
challenging to produce profitably. We
used to often have to turn down jobs
of that sort of length – or we would do
them, at a loss, for important customers,
in the expectation of that leading to
bigger jobs in the future.
Thongchai Oranrigsupak: One
immediate challenge for us is the effect
of the COVID-19 pandemic. What
we’re seeing in the Asian can market at
the moment is an uptick in consumer
spending on basic, low value tinned
food – and a drop in demand for
high-value ‘fancy’ cans – which is
where our specialism really lies. This
isn’t a long-term concern though. We’re
confident that the premium can market
will bounce back next year – and then
keep going up. The other big challenge
at the moment is shorter runs. We’re
seeing far fewer units per SKU now than
ever before, and this is a trend that’s set
to continue. We can, and do, produce
very short run jobs for our customers on
our offset litho production lines – but they
have to pay a much higher cost per unit
for us to do this.
When brands are looking for very short
runs – they’ll often move away from
metal altogether and switch to plastic or
cardboard – where short run work can
usually be produced more efficiently.

Shorter and shorter run lengths are something we’ve
gotten very used to seeing in the graphics industry in the
past two decades. What are the main factors now driving
this same trend in metal packaging?
TO: Marketers and brand owners are
some of the biggest drivers of this I
think. They’re always looking for new
designs, new colours and effects, and
new packaging shapes in order to
get their products noticed. We often
collaborate with customers on this –
exploring the possibilities. Even within
a single product and a single brand you
get a lot more variation than ever before.
Take Coca-Cola for example – they
have experimented with many different
designs in recent years. Demand for
customised products is also a factor here
– we have one customer, for example,
who ordered a run of 1,000 customised
cans as gifts for his employees.
VD: We’re certainly seeing our own
customers push run lengths down more
and more each year – that’s one of the
reasons investing the Acuity B1 was
so attractive to us. Changing product
and brand designs and more frequently

changing marketing campaigns are all
factors in this trend and it’s certainly
something that’s going to continue.
CJ: It’s also about customers not
wanting to keep large quantities of
stock, they’d rather just order what they
need, when they need it. Then there’s
the frequent text changes that are
required on packaging. Branding and
marketing changes are part of this – but
it’s also about changing regulations –
as well as various language changes
that customers require. It all adds up to
customers moving increasingly towards
more frequent, and much smaller orders.

With digital print solutions so well developed in flexible and
carton packaging – and throughout the graphics sector –
why do you think the adoption of digital print technology
has been so slow – comparatively – in metal packaging?

VD: I think quality is a big factor. It’s
hugely important for our customers
and I don’t think there are many digital
print solutions out there that can print to
metal at a level of quality that is a match
for litho. We tested a huge number of
machines, and the Acuity B1 was the
only one that gave us the level of quality
we needed.
CJ: There’s definitely a perception
among metal printers that digital print
equals lower quality – and there’s good
reason for this. Until very, very recently,
it always did. I first started seriously
looking at digital print technology for
metal printing back in 2005. The quality
was nowhere near where we needed it
to be. It wasn’t even close. That’s simply
not the case anymore – but this really is a
very recent development.
TO: To be honest – we haven’t looked
seriously at inkjet for five or six years, but
when we last did, there were quite a few
issues we encountered. We found that
the surface finish was poor and it was
really difficult to over-varnish. Being

able to do that is really important to
achieve a premium look and give the
products adequate protection. We also
found the cost of the ink to be very high
and we had difficulty matching spot
colours with a CMYK pallet. Many of the
brands we work with use spot colours
that are really tricky to match.
KJ: Those are really interesting points.
On the matter of over-varnishing – you’re
absolutely right, that’s a hurdle we had
to overcome ourselves in breaking
into the metal decoration market. Our
inks adhered to metal very well, and
achieved an excellent level of quality –
but they would not take a varnish. So our
chemists went back to the lab and
reconfigured the inks, and now you can
varnish over them with no problems at
all. And I’d also just say – on the
subject of inkjet inks more broadly – that
I think you’d be really surprised at how
far they’ve come since your previous
research – both in terms of their quality,
their affordability and the colour gamut
that’s available – even just with CMYK.

What possibilities do you think digital could provide for the
canmaking and metal decoration sector?
CJ: The list is endless – high-quality
sampling, profitable short-run work,
customisation and personalisation.
Reduced spoilage is another big one.
If your run lengths are coming down to
a few hundred – and you’re needing to
put 30 sheets through to get your first
good one, every time, then you’re very
quickly looking at a lot of waste – and
expensive waste at that. If you can
move those short runs to digital – the
waste goes to zero. Then there’s also
machine operation. As we all know –
litho presses are extremely complicated
and it takes years to master them. In my
experience I think it takes at least seven
years of training, and actually doing the
job, to master the fine art of litho press
operation. It’s not easy to find staff with
the patience and staying power to make
that sort of commitment – and then
when they have reached that standard
of proficiency it can be very difficult –
and expensive – to keep them. You can

train someone up to an adequate level
of operational proficiency on an inkjet
machine in three days. The contrast
really is that stark.
VD: We’re already experiencing some of
the possibilities – we’re printing short-run
work that we never could have turned
around profitably in the past. Looking
to the future I think there is some really
exciting potential with creative effects
and personalisation that we’re looking
forward to exploring with our customers.
TO: It could certainly be interesting for
sampling and for variable data printing –
where perhaps you bulk print with litho
and use inkjet to add a name, a flavour
or other information. I’m also interested
in the creative effects that are possible.
‘Fancy’ cans are our specialty – so if
inkjet can match the special effects
that we can achieve on litho – and even
offer some others – then that’s definitely
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something that’s of interest to us.

