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Digital Printing: Today's Uses, Tomorrow's Prospects
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Bobbin spoke with 10 individuals who work closely with digital printing about the problems and possibilities of this innovative technology.


The advent of digital printing holds the promise to open up new vistas in the realm of product availability. Picture a future in which U.S. apparel and home furnishings companies produce a variety of original, printed products with ease and efficiency, all but eliminating overstocks of printed goods that fail to sell or shortages of printed merchandise that sells quickly. 

Imagine a new breed of "mini mills" with rows of digital printers taking the place of weaving looms and screenprinting machines. Imagine the productivity of 10 digital printers, each producing 30 yards per hour, or an impressive 300 yards per hour overall. 

While there are obstacles for these scenarios at this point in time, producers of digital printing machinery, software and accessories — and some end users of the technology — foresee these barriers breaking down in the future. Digital printing capabilities continue to improve in cost, speed, color and substrates.

Following are 10 companies' views on some of the goals and challenges on the digital printing scene.

CADmium Services: Time to Get up to Speed 

Katy Chapman, president of CADmium Services, emphasizes: "It is important for companies to begin using [digital printing] technology now in order to master the learning curve so that they may realize the benefits as the technology grows." 

The price of printers has decreased considerably, while speed and printing width have both increased, she says. The width of digital printers, which used to be about 60 inches to 72 inches, can now be 125 inches on newer machines, such as those used for printing of home furnishings. 

However, the need for pre- and post-treatment of fabric, high-priced inks and the slowness of the machines make digital printing an expensive production alternative, she observes. Yet, it remains cost effective for sampling and as a concept development tool, Chapman notes.

DuPont: Leaving its Mark 

Interestingly, digital printing seems to be used more in the home fashions field than in the apparel sector, at least within the U.S. market. DuPont has taken an active part in the evolution of digital printing and provides sales and service for machines that can print widths of up to 126 inches as well as digital printing inks and software. 

The inks sold by DuPont are designed to print on normal, prepared-for-printing (PFP) fabric (i.e., no special pre-treatment is necessary) and simply need to be air-dried. The overall printing system sold by DuPont offers users the ability to reproduce the print quality of fabrics printed via traditional methods, according to John Kane, new business development manager for DuPont Ink Jet Inks. The fabrics won't bleed, and they have good color, he confirms.

"We're taking on the role of integrator to go beyond ink development. We're developing inks and software and working with hardware manufacturers to develop integrated printing solutions," says Kane.

While the system is now used for printing samples, Kane sees it going into production end uses for smaller companies or for small runs because the end product is durable with good wash-and-wear performance. The DuPont system is currently used for sample making by such giants as U.S.- based WestPoint Stevens and U.K.-based Coats Viyella.

Kane says apparel, including garments made of stretch fabrics, is the next market for digital printing on DuPont's agenda. What else does the future hold? Kane says he foresees service bureaus, which currently digitally print sample yardage for customers, becoming mini mills that print out yardage for short production runs or for smaller manufacturers' orders. 

Stork: Taking out the Screens 

Chris Moore, technical sales representative for Stork, concurs with Kane that the home fashions industry has been an earlier adopter of digital printing than the apparel industry. His company has been selling digital printers, software and accessories since about 1989. At first, these printers were used by vertical home furnishings mills for product lines that required multiple variations on a design, such as a bedroom ensemble with a coordinating bedspread, pillowcases, draperies and tablecloths. However, in the past two to three years, apparel manufacturers have increasingly employed digital printing for sample making, Moore observes. 

Because of the increasing speed of digital printers and the reduction in the price of dye, Moore says he sees digital printing becoming much more important in the coming years, and eventually representing a significant force in the way cloth is printed. Such a surge in digital printing would largely eliminate the need for screens, which can cost $250 each. It also would increase printing flexibility because machines could be changed quickly to print new designs, and designers would not be constrained by repeats or color limitations, he says. 

"Taking full advantage of digital printing can lead to a scenario in which a brand can have enough product printed to cover store shelves and those sales can be reordered and restocked within a week," says Moore. "This could lead us back to the United States, helping the domestic printing industry."

But Moore, like other digital printing experts, remains uncertain about how long it will take digital printing processes to considerably speed up and become more widely adapted. It could be five years, or it could be 10 or 20, he says.

Sophis USA Inc.: Out in the Shed 

Jerry McCaskill, vice president of sales for Sophis USA Inc., which produces software for weaving, printing and digital printing, reports that the company is developing a "print shed" concept, whereby multiple digital printers are set up to print identically and in synchronization. Thus, although the machines are printing at relatively slow rates, they can produce enough small bolts of fabric to support production volumes. According to McCaskill, this type of printing and production has already started in Europe. 

McCaskill says he anticipates printers will become faster, going from eight yards to 20 yards per hour by the end of 2002, and eventually up to 100 yards per hour. He notes that in the past couple of months, printers have become available that can print 16 yards of apparel fabric per hour. 

Like Stork's Moore, McCaskill, too, says he believes digital printing could be a means of survival for U.S. printers — when digital printers become faster. "They don't waste dye, they run by themselves, and they fit into the trend toward smaller orders," he concludes.

The Robert Allen Group: Taking it for a Test Drive 

Richard Langone, CAD director of The Robert Allen Group, says that the company has three digital printers. One is a drum-style machine that prints two full yards at a time. The other two machines can print up to 62-inch widths and are used overnight for "long" runs, i.e. 15 yards to 16 yards per printer, or a total of about 30 yards. 

Throughout the day, the digital printers also are used for creative purposes to aid the design department. Langone explains that most designs are created manually and then scanned into a computer system that separates the designs and creates screens as well as multiple color combinations. The firm can output this data to run small test prints on the digital printers. 

"We use our digitally printed yardage for samples for our sales force, and we also supply customers with sample yardage if they need to create product samples for showroom representation or photo shoots," says Langone. "The ultimate goal is to sell the product before we spend money on production."

Langone says he is a strong believer in the future marketability of the digital printing process because it allows for no inventory and no color limitations. "Picture, instead of a warehouse full of inventory, a warehouse full of digital printers," he says. 

Blumenthal Printworks: Waiting for Width 

Camilla Franklin, vice president of design and product development at Marion, SC-based Blumenthal Printworks, explains that the company has two digital printers that are used for sampling and fabric development. At present, the slow speed and 60-inch printing width of the firm's digital printers are hindrances to production, she observes, because Blumenthal needs printed fabrics of up to 106 inches in width for use in mattresses. 

Still, Franklin says she is optimistic about digital printing. After visiting European digital printing machine and software companies, she came away confident that in a short time U.S. companies will be just as competitive at producing digital fabrics and servicing customers quickly, she relates.

First 2 Print: The Fledgling 

First 2 Print is the result of a service bureau (Design Works International) that spun off a mini digital printing mill. Design Works started 12 years ago as a design studio for product development for the home furnishings and apparel markets. After inquiries for digital printing services skyrocketed, the firm launched First 2 Print, a sister company, about 1½ years ago. 

Danielle Locastro, director of operations, notes: "Our mission is to be a short production mill." 

Currently the company has six printers in use, but several are being tested for the future. "We use a variety of different types of printing technology along with different inks and fabrications to meet the demands of a variety of clients ranging from mass market apparel to high-end furnishings," she says. 

Locastro says the firm's customers increasingly want less inventory, and are using digital printing as a way to reduce the cost of sampling and to "pre-sell" lines, so that the company has more confirmed orders for printed goods before it starts production. She says she believes the use of digital printing will increase, eventually becoming the method of choice for printing short, 100- to 1,000-yard production runs.

Showbran: The Pre-selling Fabrics 

Showbran offers creative imaging solutions for fashion and textile companies. For instance, the firm often is hired to develop patterns and coordinates for home furnishings and apparel lines, as well as to provide digital printing services. 

Tal Vinder, owner, says Showbran has been digitally printing fabric for six to seven years. He reports that more apparel companies are using digitally printed goods as samples in order to pre-sell products before starting production. Clients also are using digitally printed fabrics in apparel for catalog photos, he notes. 

Vinder says some customers are using digitally printed fabrics for final products — mostly for small, upscale items such as scarves, ties, placemats and decorative pillows. 

B3 Designs: The Niche Marketer 

Sandra Brown, formerly employed with Sophis, saw the potential in digital printing for custom-made goods, and started her own company, B3 Design Solutions. She owns a 61-inch digital printer and prints mainly on cotton, linen and silk. She pre-treats fabrics and then steams them after printing to help colors "bloom" and to make prints permanent. 

Brown produces custom-made items such as pillows and tea towels for retail stores. She points out that artwork, such as original hand-painted designs, can be scanned into the computer, and then digitally printed (such as on canvas for tote bags). Then limited runs of the decorated merchandise, such as quantities of 100, can be supplied fairly efficiently, she notes.

Starforest Quilts: Covering Nature 

Barbara Webster, owner of 6-year-old Starforest Quilts, has been using digitally printed fabrics for about two years. Her work features original photography of nature scenes and indigenous vegetation from the Appalachian Mountain region, where she lives. She outsources the digital printing of her images onto cotton fabric. 

"Working with digital technology is fabulous because when I take photographs of beet greens, for example, I can use them digitally, and the colors are as true as the original image," says Webster. 

Her upscale art quilts, which are made using traditional, manual quilting methods, are sold in galleries and range in retail price from $450 to $2,200. All quilts are machine washable and colorfast, Webster says.

While applications such as Webster's quilts are a far cry from production runs of apparel, it's apparent that with further development, digital printing holds great promise to take creativity, flexibility and efficiency to higher levels for the industry.
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