
Securing  
competitive edge in 
flexo platemaking
How a completely automated and connected workflow 
can boost accuracy, quality and service in an increasingly 
competitive industry.
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The unattainable triangle
There is a belief that there are three sides to 
the unattainable triangle of doing business – 
quality, speed and price. You can have high 
quality and high speed, but not at a low price. 
You can have a low price and high quality but 
not at speed, and a cost effective, high speed 
solution will often come at the cost of quality. 

But does that need to be true for a packaging 
prepress operation? Can a business offer high 
quality flexo platemaking and prepress services 
with speed and at a competitive price to gain 
market share? At Esko, we truly believe this 
can be delivered with complete digitization, 
automation and connection of the prepress 
and platemaking process.

Today’s prepress departments and businesses 
face a number of industry challenges that 
make the desire to offer the combination 
of quality, speed and competitive pricing a 
key driver of investment and organizational 
decisions. 

Even before the impact of Covid-19, instore 
and online retailing competitive intensity 
was driving the number of products on offer 
from fast moving consumer goods (‘FMCG’) 
brands skywards. 

Range extensions, promotions, discounts and 
seasonal products, all designed to capture 
much needed sales, saw acceleration of the 
number of stock keeping units brands and 
retailers were trying to manage. 

The resulting impact on the packaging pre-
press and printing sector was increasing 
production complexity, shorter run lengths and 
a need for fast turnaround to meet their cus-
tomers’ need for speed to market. Maintaining 
prepress quality and efficiency in the face of 
such complexity is challenging, when also 
needing to manage product and service quality 
and minimize costs to remain competitive. 

Covid-19 brought even more market volatility 
further disrupting global supply chains and 
highlighting to many prepress operators that 
new operational models were required to meet 
the many and varied challenges of supplying 
the FMCG packaging industry.

The answer to these issues lies in adopting the 
principles of Industry 4.0 or digital transforma-
tion – digitizing, automating and connecting 
the prepress and platemaking process to drive 
down costs, increase quality and speed, and 
eliminate waste and errors in resources, time 
and materials.
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Today’s typical flexographic 
plate production scenario
The platemaking set up of today ’s typical prepress department or tradeshop incorporates 
numerous manual steps and up to 9 touchpoints to complete the process:

1. The prepress operator prepares the plate 
layout and separations ready to be sent to 
the imager 

2. He or she then retrieves plate material 
from storage and moves the material to 
the exposure unit and manually loads it in.

3. Data is then entered into the exposure unit 
where the back of the plate is then exposed. 
Again, the plate is manually unloaded and 
transferred to the imaging unit.

4. Once there, the plate is loaded, data is 
entered, and the plate is imaged.

5. The operator again unloads the plate, when 
ready, and manually transfers it back to 
the exposure unit to be loaded for main 
exposure.

6. Final data entry in the exposure unit is 
completed and the main plate exposure 
takes place. The plate is unloaded and 
transferred to the processing unit for 
washing, drying and UV finishing, after 
which it needs to be cut before finally 
being ready for packing and transferring 
to the shipping department or press hall.

As we can see there are a number of manual data entry points where human errors can 
occur, as well as physical movements of materials that take time and attention from 
the prepress operator; all of which can be automated to simplify and streamline the 
process securing significant process efficiency and cost gains.
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Achieving complete automation 
of the plate making process

With complete digitization, automation and connection of the prepress and platemaking pro-
cess, Esko reduces the number of devices involved to two and job data and materials are now 
automatically transferred to the machines.

Reducing the plate making process from six steps to two, plate material is simply 
retrieved from storage and moved to the Pre-Load Plate on the PlateFeeder. The rest 
of the entire workflow – file preparation and merging, along with imaging and exposure 
- is then automatically managed with two devices only.
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1. Esko Automation Engine - Device Manager

Esko Automation Engine is a high-perfor-
mance, yet easy-to-use workflow software 
that automates, standardizes and improves 
the overall prepress workflow from incoming 
file to final flexo plate production. With respect 
to the platemaking stage itself, Automation 
Engine offers a range of tools that automate the 
process on a Crystal CDI imaging and Crystal 
XPS exposure units enabling uninterrupted 
flexo plate production with complete control.

First, with Device Manager, anyone that needs 
to know what the status of a job is in the device 
queue can do this from the comfort of their 
desks, eliminating the need for manual checks 
on progress at the device itself. 

Jobs can quickly and easily be placed in queues, 
and queues can be modified as needed. This 
automation not only saves valuable operator 
time, minimizing the need for them to spend 
time on interactive and time-consuming 
tasks, but it virtually eliminates errors in the 
platemaking process and speeds time to the 
shipping department or press. 

With Device Manager, operators can also 
receive detailed feedback about the exposed 
plates, including waste factors and time lapses, 
as well as offering insight to plate usage, 
type of plate and waste rates, as well as how 
much time it took to expose the merged plate, 
resolution and imaging technology. 

The connectivity enabled with Device Manager 
provides operators with a range of useful feed-
back for further optimization on future jobs.

All this information can also be sent to any 
external system through workflows that are 
automatically launched at specific events in 
the CDI workflow and delivered via XML files, 
web service calls or direct database interaction 
if required.

"We were looking to make an investment in a 
software solution that would enable the team 
to do more work with the same headcount, 
while also making the process error-free, 
controlled and sustainable.”

 − Anıl Ağcabay, Automation Specialist,  
Repro department, Biriz Ambalaj, Turkey
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2. Esko Automation Engine - Flexo Platemaking Module

3. Esko CDI Crystal XPS technology
In terms of achieving the ultimate goal of 
solving the plate quality, speed and cost chal-
lenge, the combination of the CDI Crystal flexo 
imager with the XPS Crystal exposing unit 
offers a perfect, consolidated flexo platemaking 
workflow with the highest return on investment. 

Redefined from scratch, the integration and 
automation of the digital imaging and LED UV 
exposure processes improves consistency and 
overall ease of use for prepress operators. This 
solution not only frees up valuable time but 
also reduces maintenance and the footprint 
of the flexo equipment, keeping costs to a 
minimum.

The CDI Crystal XPS excels in efficiency 
and offers distinct benefits:
• Reduces manual steps by 50%
• Reduces errors by 50% – less plate waste
• Reduces operator time by 73%

To find out more about the benefits of inte-
grated CDI Crystal XPS technology, please 
visit esko.com/cdi-crystal-xps

The Flexo Platemaking Module is designed 
to enable a fully automated platemaking 
workflow from the RIPped files all the way 
to the exposed plate on a CDI Crystal XPS, 
without operator intervention. 

This completely digitized, automated and 
connected process now enables lights out 
file preparation for those converters who are 
typically using on one or two plate types. For 
the busy tradeshop that needs to make a lot of 
last-minute decisions, then semi-automated 
merging is also available.

With automated plate production, and the 
potential for lights-out operations, significant 
cost reductions can be achieved by eradi-
cating manual interventions and minimizing 
headcount. Automation also optimizes plate 
usage minimizing material waste, alongside 
waste coming from human errors. With full 
plates today costing 100-200 euro/m2, the 
savings can be significant!

https://www.esko.com/cdi-crystal-xps
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4. Esko PlateHandler
Finally, in the plate room, a prepress oper-
ator is usually required to manage multiple 
devices to produce a plate, which demands 
considerable time and attention to what is 
going on, and often incurs a risk of error. 

By incorporating the Esko PlateHandler, a 
robot now connects the CDI Crystal imaging 
unit with the XPS Crystal exposure technology, 
reducing the number of operator touch-
points and reducing the costs of operation 
by eliminating the need for an individual 
to move between machines transferring 
the material at various stages of the plate 
production process.

Integrating platemaking equipment with Esko 
PlateHandler frees up to 50% of the prepress 
operator ’s overall time, enabling them to 
attend other more value-adding tasks such 
as quality control, plate storage and plate 
mounting. It is also always ready to automate 
the plate making process.

“We’ve gone from moving plates from machine 
to machine, to a streamlined, integrated and 
automated process that simply takes the 
push of a button to operate.”

 − André Vandepitte, Prepress Manager, Reynders, Belgium
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5. Esko Platefeeder-S
The Esko Platefeeder-S has been designed 
to solve a number of common issues in the 
typical platemaking facility. 

First, when plates are transferred manually 
from storage to the CDI, they can easily become 
damaged and distorted. The Platefeeder-S 
enables distortion-free transportation of 
plates. Importantly, the table can be tilted 
to pass through doors and docked onto the 
CDI to take care of perfect plate positioning 
and the digital connection to the CDI Crystal. 

Second, as the operator has so many tasks 
to complete in keeping the plate making 
process flowing, the imager can end up idling 
between plates due to the operator attending 
to other tasks, ultimately reducing capacity 
utilization. Integrating the PlateFeeder-S 
into the setup enables the positioning of an 
additional plate for automated transporta-
tion into the CDI Crystal immediately when 
available, boosting productivity. 

In addition, the operator now only needs 
to attend the machine once within each 
imaging cycle to load a new plate and unload 
the exposed plate from the XPS Crystal. This 
way, the operator gains more flexibility in 
managing other tasks, for example, quality 
control, operating processing equipment or 
plate cutting. 

Finally, plates must always be positioned 
accurately to prevent plate damage. With 
manual positioning, this is prone to errors and 
can be time intensive. With the PlateFeeder-S, 
once docked, it becomes visible on the CDI 
touchscreen and integrates into the auto-
mated workflow enabling the operator to 
position a new plate at any time during the 
15-minute imaging process. Built-in sensors 
on the PlateFeeder-S also secure accurate 
plate loading via the PlateHandler, avoiding 
plate waste and further errors. 

With the plate material pre-loaded, the 
PlateFeeder-S eliminates 100% of the 
plate loading idle time on the CDI Crystal 
XPS resulting in uninterrupted platemaking, 
reducing system idling by up to 40% and deliv-
ering a 40% reduction in human touch points. 

With a CDI Crystal XPS with PlateHandler and 
PlateFeeder-S working continuously with 
optimum throughput and minimum operator 
attention, the overall impact can be an increase 
in plate making productivity of up to 15%.
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The benefits of complete 
plate making automation

As global market leaders in packaging prepress 
hardware and software technology, Esko 
listens to its customers and understands 
the challenges they face in meeting today’s 
market demands. By developing a completely 
integrated and automated prepress and plate-
making process, Esko enables businesses to 
secure a wide range of benefits that dispel 
the myths around being able to deliver the 
important combination of high quality, speed 
and lower costs. By investing in automation 
and connectivity, Esko customers can achieve 
significant competitive edge.

Through integration of Esko Automation Engine 
software (including the flexo platemaking 
module and device manager) and Esko CDI 
Crystal XPS hardware technology with auto-
matic plate feeding and handling, businesses 
can work towards the capability for lights out 
production with a significant boost to quality, 
efficiency and cost management.

In fact, a CDI Crystal XPS equipped with 
PlateHandler and PlateFeeder-S increases 
operator efficiency by about 75% and frees 
up 50% of the overall operator time.

Importantly, the integrated hardware and soft-
ware workflow now also saves approximately 
5 minutes per plate in merging and visibility 
of equipment performance is boosted with 
clear statistical data available at the touch 
of a button. With up to the minute reporting, 
time is minimized on phones or in production 
meetings chasing jobs and speedy decision 
making can be made by the prepress team 
driving further efficiencies.

The new uninterrupted platemaking process 
also means machines do not have to stop 
for job data input, material feeding, or plate 
handling, resulting in less downtime and idling 
of equipment boosting overall equipment 
effectiveness (OEE).

Finally, with reduced operator attention and 
manual intervention required, less human 
errors and waste occurs, boosting accuracy 
and quality and ensuring customer satisfaction 
while quality is secured. Prepress staff can 
also be freed up for more value-creating tasks 
creating a win : win for product quality and 
team satisfaction! 

In summary, businesses seeking to move 
toward Industry 4.0 principles are on the right 
path with the digitization, automation and 
connectivity offered by the CDI Crystal XPS 
with PlateHandler and PlateFeeder-S. This 
truly integrated approach enables the modern 
prepress function to boost quality and service 
with the highest return on investment, enabling 
today’s busy prepress operation to secure a 
valuable competitive edge in an increasingly 
competitive global packaging industry.

To find out more, please visit 
esko.com/cdi-crystal-xps

https://www.esko.com/cdi-crystal-xps
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About Esko
Esko, a Danaher company, is a global provider of integrated software and hardware solutions 
that digitize, automate and connect the go-to-market process of consumer goods.

For CPG and Pharma brand owners, the Esko collaborative content creation platform for packaging, 
label, and marketing collateral equips marketing, branding, regulatory, and packaging teams 
to increase productivity, reduce costs, save time in their content processes, and consistently 
meet their deadlines for marketing and packaging projects.

For packaging manufacturers, the Esko range of prepress, flexo platemaking and print inspec-
tion solutions connects people, processes and tools and brings consumer products to life with 
accuracy, quality, efficiency and speed.

Packaging for 9 out of 10 major brands is produced by Esko customers. 

Headquartered in Gent, Belgium, Esko operates worldwide with a unique focus on packaging 
and labels the consumer can trust.

To find out more, please visit www.esko.com

http://www.esko.com

