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Different times.  
Different expectations

The last 60 years has seen a 
transformative shift in what is 
acceptable when it comes to safety 
and sustainability. For example, 
smoking has gone from a fashionable 
habit to being banned in most 
public places. Children used to play 
unrestrained in the backseat of cars; 
now there are mandatory seatbelts 
for everyone and age or height-
specific car seats. Previously liberal 
pesticide use has     become more 
controlled. Once, people were not too 
concerned about their rubbish; now 
they try to minimize its impact on the 
environment.

Concerns about consumer and 
employee safety are now such that 
governments across the world are 
increasingly tightening regulations 
about what chemicals are safe to use, 
particularly in areas involving things 
people eat or drink.

These attitudinal shifts towards 
safety and environmentalism affect 
all industries, at all levels. So much 
so they are affecting bottom lines. 
Research has shown, for example, that 
companies acting on sustainability 
issues tend to outperform the market 
in achieving better returns on assets 
and equity, than those which do not.i, ii

It is no wonder when you consider the 
research Nielsen published in 2015. 
Polling 30,000 people in 60 countries, 
it found 66% of these would pay more 

for sustainable goods… up from 55% 
in 2014iii. News headlines since then 
suggest this sentiment will only have 
grown stronger. 

Within the trade press, sustainability 
is often cited as one of today’s 
“megatrends”. Consultants, McKinsey, 
list it as one of the five key factors 
which will “change the game in the 
packaging industry”, right up there 
with other trends like digitalization 
and e-commerce. They are also 
clear to point out that sustainability 
requirements will be “increasing at 
every step of the value chain”.iv While 
the loudest noise is currently around 
plastics, manufacturers would be wise 
to think more broadly. 

How can manufacturers 
respond in terms of 
marking and coding?

A key starting point is to align with 
a supplier for whom safety and 
sustainability is also a top priority.  

In a longer white paper, “Exploring how 
sustainable development can be good 
for business” v, Markem-Imaje provides 
a detailed roadmap for coding more 
sustainably and profitably. 

This white paper focuses specifically 
on inks.  
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Use compliant inks and 
future-proof where possible

The marketplace is full of inks. However, 
they come with varying levels of risk. 

•  Are they compliant with regulations     
    in the relevant geographies and for  
    the given applications? 
•  While they may be compliant with  
    today’s regulations, how likely will this      
    still be the case in a few years? 

With manufacturers under pressure 
to create high quality products while 
eliminating the use of hazardous 
substances and subsequent waste, diverse 
laws and recommendations exist around 
the world to curb harmful effects to 
humans and the environment. 

In a bid to cut costs, however, some ink 
suppliers may provide inks which are 
compliant now, or in specific locations, 
without adequately considering cross-
border standards or how the market is 
moving. This means manufacturers may 
get caught out, having to change inks 
and make costly adaptations in the future 
to comply with new rules or to export 

products.  Or, worse still, face fines and 
reputational damage.

Markem-Imaje lessens such risks for 
manufacturers by ensuring its inks comply 
with all types of packaging regulations 
and standards. Please see the table below 
for descriptions of the most common of 
these as relate to inks. 

Markem-Imaje’s philosophy is to go 
beyond compliance, to not only consider 
existing regulations, but also to consider 
where they are headed. 

Historically for example, Markem-Imaje’s 
“OGB list” stops it from using restricted 
items while also preventing the company 
from using permitted items which are not 
good for the environment and which will 
likely become restricted going forward. 
By using this self-imposed list, and with 
no legislative obligation to restrict itself in 
this way, Markem-Imaje leads the way for 
safer product development and helps to 
minimize risks now and in the future for 
manufacturers across the wide range of 
industries it serves. See sidebar. 

Key legislation and recommendations related to packaging

REACH (Registration, 
Evaluation, 
Authorization and 
Restriction of Chemicals)

An EU regulation promoting the development of alternative 
methods for the assessment of hazardous substances to ensure a 
high level of protection of human health and the environment, as 
well as the free movement of substances

ISO 14001 A voluntary international standard highlighting how to improve 
the environmental standing of a business, such as reducing 
waste, creating a sustainable supply chain and a healthy 
environment for staff

Good manufacturing 
practices (GMP) 

A system for ensuring compliance with guidelines from agencies that 
oversee cosmetics, food and beverages, pharmaceutical products, 
medical devices and dietary supplements so products are of a 
sufficiently high and consistent quality for their intended use

Hazard analysis and 
critical control points 
(HACCP)

A systematic approach to food safety which pursues preventive 
measures to safely minimize risks from hazards (e.g., biological, 
chemical, allergen & physical) in production that can make finished 
items unsafe

EuPIA Policy and 
Guidelines

Guidelines from the European Printing Ink Association on how 
inks should be applied to the non-food contact surface of food 
packaging materials and articles intended for direct contact with 
food, in order to protect consumer health

Swiss Ordinance Swiss law which has created a “positive list” of chemicals which are 
approved for use on food packaging. It is highly likely other European 
countries will follow. In the meanwhile, many global manufacturers 
are incorporating it as one of their de facto standards

Nestlé Guidance Note 
on Packaging Inks

Part of the company’s Packaging Safety and Compliance Program 
which specifically addresses inks used for the packaging materials. 
It has become a recognized, and often required, standard across 
the food and beverage industry, not just Nestlé

Though not required by law,
Markem-Imaje historically 
established a self-imposed, pre-
emptive list of prohibited and 
restricted substances and helps 
safeguard future compliance 
should any new directive be 
introduced. The OGB list is 
constructed to pay attention
to consumables designed and
marketed by Markem-Imaje which
include inks, additives, ribbons and
labels. The raw materials used are
classified accordingly: 

Orange list (O)
The substances included in this 
list are not subject to lawful 
restriction at the moment but 
are continuously monitored. The 
substance may be subject to 
changes in regulations, standards 
and customer requests.

Grey list (G)
This list indexes the chemical 
substances and products 
concerned by lawful restriction, 
normative and/or resulting from 
customers. The use of a grey list 
chemical substance, over the 
internal limit, is forbidden except 
under internal derogation.

Black list (B)
The black list contains all chemical 
substances that Markem-Imaje 
refuses to use in the formulation of 
its products but are not subject to 
any lawful restriction.

To the best of our knowledge, 
Markem-Imaje is the only company 
in the product identification and 
traceability solutions industry to 
have created such a list.

Markem-Imaje OGB  
list: A step ahead
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Use solutions minimizing 
environmental impact 

There are three steps manufacturers can 
take to code more sustainably. 

First, where possible they should switch 
to MEK-free consumables, e.g, alcohol 
or MIPK-based (Methyl Isopropyl Ketone). 
When used on newer generation 
coding equipment, these emit fewer 
volatile organic compound (VOCs) than 
traditionally used MEK-based consumables 
and reduce associated consumption. 
VOCs are known precursors to greenhouse 
gases and are emitted during printing.  

Supplier choice is vital, however. Getting 
the chemistry right to ensure MEK-free 
inks provide the required adhesion and 
readability is tricker than when using MEK 
solvents.

Over the last decade, Markem-Imaje, for 
example, has dedicated itself to developing 
a large range of MEK-free inks to help 
manufacturers reduce their VOC emissions, 
while still generating crisp, durable codes. 
Its MEK-free portfolio is well proven to 
meet local and global requirements, as well 
as diverse, market-specific applications and 
expectations.
 
Within the last twelve months alone the 
company has launched four MEK-free inks, 
two for extrusion and two for fast moving 
consumer goods (FMCG) manufacturers. 
The performance of these innovations has 
been validated in rigorous customer field 
trials, and the inks have also been proven 
to cut related CO2 emissions by up to 50%, 
usually for the same total cost of ownership 
(TCO). Sustainable coding is now a more 
realistic option than ever before.

Second, companies should select 
technology proven to minimize 
consumable consumption, as this means 
less resources are used in the printing 
itself, requiring fewer cartridges and thus 

less waste. The combination of Markem-
Imaje equipment and consumables has 
been shown to be particularly effective, 
with consumable use commonly cut by 
up to 50%.

Third, manufacturers should seek 
solutions with waste-minimizing features. 
The use of “smart” ink cartridges which 
reject unsuitable inks, and multipurpose 
inks which can code different features, 
will minimize, or even prevent, rework 
and scrap due to incorrect ink usage. 

Special use case: Reusable packaging 

The strong backlash against plastic 
packaging, particularly within the 
beverage industry, is driving an 
interest in reusable, and not just 
recyclable, packaging –  for example, 
returnable glass bottles (RGB) and 
refillable PET bottles (RefPet). There 
is a tricky tradeoff here in terms of 
coding. The ink must last until the 
packaging is returned but be capable 
of removal so a new code can be 
applied once refilled.

In the recent past, however, the 
beverage industry has been widely 
impacted by traceability issues linked 
to insufficient RGB ink adhesion. A 
proven track record of successful 
adhesion is thus critical.

Markem-Imaje has refined its offering 
and its cleaning insights to deliver 
sufficient adhesion in 100% of RGB 
while still ensuring the codes come 
off easily. Comparable results can be 
achieved even after having applied 
a coating to mask scuffs present 
on RGB bottles which have been 
returned and refilled many times, or 
on RefPET. 

Its track record is such that major, 
multinational bottlers across several 
Latin American countries are 
swapping their fleets of equipment 
to take advantage of the proven 
performance which Markem-Imaje 
can provide.



We reserve the right to amend the design and/or specifications of our products without notice.
©2021 Markem-Imaje Corporation. All rights reserved
All product names, trademarks and registered trademarks are the property of their respective ownersIll
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Use inks known to support 
safety and performance

Choosing a supplier whose inks are proven 
not to rub off is an important safety 
consideration. A missing or tampered 
code (e.g., BBE - Best Before Expiry) can 
cause illness, or in extreme cases even 
death, depending on the item.

By selecting a supplier like Markem-
Imaje, whose inks have been proven 
for many years across many surfaces 
around the world, manufacturers have 
the reassurance any codes printed will 
remain as intended through to the 
end user. This is due both to the ink 
formulations themselves as well as the 
support from a well-trained salesforce 
who will ensure the right ink is selected 
for each application. 

Another way of improving safety  
in the marketplace is by using 
thermochromic inks as an extra  
check for manufacturer’s production 
procedures. These inks change color 
when subjected to sterilization. While 
they cannot guarantee sterilization 
itself, as there are various other factors 
involved, they can provide an internal 
indicator that it has taken place. It is not 
unheard for companies miss sterilizing 
some stock, thinking they have, and 
sending it out.

At a plant level, switching to MEK-
free inks (alcohol based for example) 
not only creates a more comfortable 
working environment, but exports are 
also easier too. Why? Given concerns 
about toxicity and its use in illegal drugs, 
MEK is regulated in many countries. 
MEK-free inks reduce the need for 
expensive ventilation systems and 
periodic operator health checks, and 
they cut export paperwork.

Also, unlike MEK inks which have a strong 
smell, some alcohol-based MEK-free 
inks are virtually odor-free. This makes 
them more pleasant for operators and 
eliminates the risk that the ink will alter 
the sensory perception of content 
within the coded packages, particularly 
important for the customer experience 
in the food and cosmetics industries.

The call, and need, for sustainability 
are strongest in consumer markets. 
To that end, Markem-Imaje 
invites FMCG companies to join 
its sustainability efforts. As part 
of a Reforest’Action initiative, 
initially in Peru, the company will 
plant one tree for every case 
bought of its latest multipurpose, 
MEK-free inks, EB588 and FB655, 
targeted at this sector. This will 
help compensate industrial 
VOC emissions while restoring 
endangered forests and fighting 
global warming thanks to the CO2 
stored in the trees.

Leading the shift  
to MEK-free
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