Interview — Ashwani Bharadwaj

Managing Director, Huber Micro Inks

Packaging South Asia:There are various reports of the print industry over the past year – that it has been a rough year for newspapers, commercial printing and digital printing but that it has been good for the packaging industry. What is your viewpoint? How has the 09-10 year been so far for Micro Inks in terms of business and in other respects? Would you like to share your views about any of the print segments in particular?

Ashwani Bharadwaj: Yes it is true. Beginning middle of 2008 till the first quarter of 2009 was a truly difficult period for all of us. In India the newspapers were hit most due to lack of advertising support. The other printing segments were relatively less affected. The packaging segment, in fact, continued to grow proving the point that the Indian economy at the grass roots level was not affected so much by global events. The situation has now improved even for the newspapers and overall there is growth.

We were also hit by the economic crisis. However due to a very broad based business model, we were relatively less affected. We have achieved growth across product segments and across geographies due to better product and customer focus.

PSA: Has Micro Inks benefitted from the decrease in oil prices over the past year? Has this contributed at all to the improvement in your share price over the last few months?

 AB: As the crude prices crashed towards end of 2008, it had a cascading effect on several commodities and other raw materials. Consequently, we also reduced the prices of our products. However, as a company we are subject to several other influences like exchange rates, commodity prices, inventory levels and others. Unfortunately this period of low input costs did not last long and we are already seeing a rising trend for many commodities. In fact raw material costs have already bounced back to early 2008 levels. The economic crisis also forced many major global players to restructure or even shut down some plants resulting in shortage of certain raw materials and so a quick return to peak prices.

 

PSA: What are the new products that you have introduced such as NewV inks? Have they gained traction in the market? What do you think are the prospects for UV inks in the commercial printing market? Do you see anything happening with UV curing on news-web presses? What are the challenges to UV printing growth in India?

 AB: UV printing is relatively recent phenomenon in India. Over the last few years, this segment has grown very rapidly and this trend is likely to continue as UV printing gains new grounds in the area of packaging and decorative applications. We have recently launched our New V range of UV inks and coatings. This new range is the result of joint technical development by Huber group technologists in India, Switzerland and Germany. Market response to this new range has been very good so far.

Indian printers are still in the learning process. UV printing requires good understanding of inks / coatings, equipment and various application issues. The relatively high cost of UV inks is the main deterrent for UV application in the news-web sector. Plus there will be additional costs of equipment modification. The print quality of conventional cold-set printing has improved a lot over the years. All these are the deterrents for any big initiative in this direction.

Packaging, decorative applications and Display / Hoardings offer the greatest growth opportunities for UV.

 

PSA: The leading ink manufacturers all talk about the service component provided to printers and end users by their companies. How does Micro deliver these services? How does it differentiate its value additions in comparison to its competitors.

AB: It is very difficult to quantify service in any field. Service, and therefore customer satisfaction is the sum total of the quality of many processes and interactions between the customer and the supplier. In my opinion it has a lot to do with the culture of an organization. Customer satisfaction is also related to customer expectations. So it is a very dynamic issue and needs continuous calibrations in our response. 

Product quality, on-time deliveries, technical back-up, fast and reliable response to customer queries are some of the more tangible deliverables. We at Micro Inks continue to innovate new customer offerings. Our ATM (Any Time Micro) started a new trend in special colour matching. We are soon going to launch the Ink Academy – a new learning platform between the printers and ink manufacturers.

PSA: What is the progress among the printers on the environment front. Are they asking for green inks? Is there such a thing beyond the fact that it is made from vegetable oils? Is there any progress on your water-based gravure inks? What are the new ink developments for the packaging industry that you can share with our readers?

AB: Environmental awareness has started gaining popularity in the Indian printing industry. The biggest issue is with solvent based inks for Flexo / Gravure printing and many printers in this segment have now started asking for safer inks like toluene free inks. Micro Inks is working closely with industry leaders to promote such environment friendly inks. 

We will shortly start offering non-migrating inks for food packaging from the Huber group. We take special care in raw material selection, storage and disposal issues.

Vegetable oil based inks or water based inks are not the solution. In fact these terms need proper clarification. Vegetable oils are an essential ingredient of many offset inks. And so are the mineral oils. Similarly water based flexo / gravure inks have limited application.

What is important is that printing inks should be formulated out of raw materials that are safe for people and the environment; raw materials handling and storage must be proper and the waste disposal must be handled properly.

 

PSA: It seems that not only is India good at manufacturing inks but within India Gujarat has become the place for ink manufacturers with a couple of other international manufacturers coming to the state. Any thoughts on these issues?

AB: Yes, India is emerging as an important place for the manufacture of printing inks. All the leading global ink companies have now a base in India and are using their Indian companies for exports to the neighboring region. Gujarat offers many advantages – industry friendly government policies, better infrastructure, proximity to ports. Most of the raw material manufacturers are located within the state.
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