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Who’s the Greenest
Printer Of Them All?

NOTEbook By Bill   esler

Will green printing 
become yester-
day’s news? Could 

sustainable printing fall vic-
tim to economic realities? 
Ironically, as federal ini-
tiatives unfold to put U.S. 
businesses on a greener 
footing, the first inklings 

appear that movements toward sustainable print-
ing practices may be slowing. The likely culprit: the 
faltering economy.

By certain measures the movement to green 
printing has grown dramatically in the last two 
years. There were fewer than 250 FSC-certified 
printing locations in the U.S. when 
GAM first published a list of them in 
March 2007. The number has now 
mushroomed to over 1,600 locations. 
Likewise, the numbers of SFI-certi-
fied printers has increased more than 
five-fold, to 280 locations. However, 
other indicators are beginning to show 
mixed signals on the commitment to green, though 
the reasons may be open to interpretation.

Deflationary trends are appearing in conference 
attendance, for example. At the January Business 
of Green Media gathering at Cal Poly State Uni-
versity, where content and sponsorship was robust, 
attendance was on the light side. At this month’s 
March PIRA Sustainability in Packaging confer-
ence, registrations were off by nearly a third from 
last year’s 350. The NEHS environmental con-
ference, March 16-18 in Indianapolis, is likewise 
tracking behind last year’s record of 220 attendees. 

  
Last year’s news
Many factors affect conference attendance, though, 
most importantly the current spike in corporate 
bans on travel. But results in a benchmark study of 
The State of Sustainability in Graphic Communications, 
to be released at the NEHS conference, do reflect 
deflationary trends in green interest. Conducted 
by Reed Business Information in conjunction with 
three printing trade groups—PIA (commercial), 

SGIA (screen) and FTA (flexo)—the study reports 
a consistency in the emphasis on sustainability year-
to-year: 73% said there was increasing emphasis on 
green in the past year; 24% said it was the same. 
(The corresponding figures were 75% and 23% in 
2007.) However, 4% reported a decrease in empha-
sis on sustainability. The figure was 2% last year. 
To statisticians, that’s a significant change: 100%. 

 
Maple-Vail’s achievement
Perhaps it’s the proliferation in green awards. 
When sustainability becomes a mere marketing 
gambit, there is a risk that its meaning is diluted. 
We distract ourselves and print buyers from the 
goal of truly sustainable printing. The matter of 

sustainable manufacturing, whether 
in printing or any other industry, de-
mands a deep analysis, hard labor, and 
going into applied research rarely un-
derstood when the plaques are being 
handed out during the cocktail hour.

Maple-Vail Book Manufacturing 
Group represents what it takes. The 

York, PA, firm spent more than a year developing a 
thin ink film that allows it to radically reduce VOC 
emissions. The special ink and fountain solution 
allows it to print with VOC emission levels in the 
1-2.5% range for sheetfed presses. (It got down to 
19-25% VOC levels previously with soy or petro-
leum-based sheetfed inks and fountain solutions.) 
After running this branded THINKTech process 
on sheetfeds, Maple-Vail adapted it for web offset 
printing. This slashed its VOC emissions to a mere 
3%, one-tenth its typical web printing range of 34-
42%. And it did the unthinkable: it turned off its 
web ovens, likewise eliminating the need for web 
chillers. Now that’s a sustainability achievement 
that truly warrants an award. n

Diluting the meaning 

of sustainability 

risks distracting the 

printing industry 

and buyers from true 

green enterprise.
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