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The anilox –  
performance enhancer 

IT’S been said before but bears repetition: the 
anilox roll is at the very heart of the flexographic 
printing process. While substrates and inks 
provide the visual result, it’s the anilox that brings 
these elements together. 

Innovations in all press components continue to 
raise the bar in flexo printing allowing converters to 
match or exceed the print quality of offset. 

To capitalise on relentless improvements in anilox 
technology, printers need to understand matters such 
as anilox screen specifications, engraving type and 
cell geometry.

Ultrafine anilox expands tonal range
Since signing up as Cheshire Anilox Technology’s local 
representative in 2017, Rotocon has made significant 
inroads into the local market for anilox rolls.

Among the many products on offer, Cheshire’s 
ProFlo engraving, developed specifically for ultrafine 
screen specifications, features an improved cell profile 
that provides a more consistent ink laydown while 
eliminating the chance of uncontrolled dot gain. This 
high-release cell delivers up to 15% additional ink 
compared to conventional engraving, enabling the 
production of finer anilox rolls that deliver the required 
colour densities at extremely fine line counts.

This cell profile allows flexo printers to match the 
expanded tonal range of offset and gravure printing, 
producing vibrant colours and high contrast images.

In addition, the latest laser technology allows 
Cheshire to manufacture improved cell shapes that 
offer efficient ink-to-plate transfer.

While the standard 60° engraving pattern has a 
honeycomb structure that offers uniformity, its conical 
profile only releases around 60% of ink. Problems 
arise as remaining ink congeals, causing plugging  
of anilox cells. 

For this reason, Cheshire has developed a cell 
structure that lends itself to ink release. This innovative 
engraving dramatically improves ink transfer by 
as much as 15%. Customers report an average 
increase in colour densities of up to 10% compared to 
conventional engravings.

Eliminating spitting
Another common problem area in UV flexo is spitting.

In closed-cell engraving patterns, ink cannot flow 
across the engraved anilox surface as it rotates; the 
only way out of the cell is upwards. Owing to high 
viscosity, UV inks tend to accumulate behind the 
doctor blade causing the blade to lift, allowing ink 
to pass underneath and cause spitting. The use of 
channel engraving is an effective way to eliminate this.

A channel engraving such as Cheshire’s MaxFlo+ 

allows ink to flow within the engraved channel across the 
anilox surface decreasing ink build-up behind the blade. 

According to Rotocon director, Pascal Aengenvoort, 
MaxFlo is Rotocon’s best seller in South Africa 
as it eliminates ink spitting and offers ultrafine ink 
distribution. He also points out that Cheshire won a 
coveted EFIA Gold Award for Technical Innovation for 
its cutting-edge MaxFlo technology.

A study conducted with 15 UV flexo printers reveals 
the use of channel engraving, particularly MaxFlo+, 
effectively eliminates UV spitting. 

The table below shows the results.

Gill Loubser tracks some recent anilox developments as suppliers 
continuously reveal novel technologies.

Anilox Engravings 
PRINT 
CONDITIONS

60° HEX 75° HEX 30° 
CHANNEL

MAXFLO+

SPEED  

<50M/MIN
 ✘  ✓  ✘  ✘

SPEED  

>100M/MIN
 ✓  ✓  ✘  ✘

INK VISCOSITY 

(1000-1200CP)
 ✓  ✓  ✘  ✘

INK VISCOSITY 

(1201-1900CP)
 ✓  ✓  ✓  ✘

✓ = Spitting  ✘ = No spitting encountered

Anilox for special print effects
Many special effects previously achieved by screen 
printing are now moving to flexo where they can 
be created by using the right anilox engraving – for 
instance, for tactile varnishes to provide a two-
dimensional feel to packaging without the use of 
embossing or expensive tooling.

Cheshire’s TactiLoX engraving technology is 
specially designed to reproduce the tactile effect of 
rotary screen. According to Cheshire, it offers the 
highest release of lacquers 
and varnishes available  
in flexo printing.

Another surging 
application is the use of 
metallic inks. Traditionally 
the shine or lustre of 
metallic inks in flexo has 
been lower compared to 
screen or gravure.  It has 
been difficult to harness for 
flexo because of particle 
size and agglomeration of 
the pigments. Those issues 
have been resolved with the 
application of open channel 
engraving. 
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Recent advances in metallic flexo inks offer higher lustre. They’re formulated 
with tiny metallic flakes which ‘leaf’ together on the printed surface as the ink 
dries to create a brilliant lustre. 

To maximise the lustre, flakes must be distributed evenly and flatly and on  
the surface of the ink film for high reflectivity. If particles are drowned (with a  
too high volume anilox) there’s no shine. 

In Cheshire’s experience, best results are obtained with its TwinFlo engraving 
as this allows the transfer of the highest number of metallic particles to the plate 
in a uniform and smooth way, achieving a high sheen.

ECG advantages using GTT anilox technology
Some five years have passed since Beswick Machinery signed up to market 
Apex International’s products to local printers. 

As Apex anilox rolls are approved by leading OEMs in the flexo, offset and 
coating industries, many of whom are Beswick Machinery’s principals, it was  
a simple decision to add Apex products to the company’s portfolio.

Recently, several flexo industry partners joined Apex in a practical session 
to analyse advantages of expanded colour gamut (ECG) printing using Apex’s 
patented GTT anilox technology.

Ten experts from six partner companies joined in the session, in which a set 
of test jobs were printed. All were originally printed in spot colours but for this 
exercise were converted to ECG colour separations.

The aim of the exercise was to print efficiently, to fixed quality standards, 
monitoring relevant data in terms of costs, changeover times, waste material, 
and ink consumption.

Through these analyses and evaluations, it was verified that the ECG 
system increases efficiency, and achieves higher profitability and better quality 
packaging. 

In summary, the exercise showed a reduction of 60% in changeover times,  
a drop of 50% in waste material and a 20% decrease in ink costs. 

In addition, using this eco-friendly printing system, it’s no longer necessary  
to use the press for proofing. By converting spot colours to a fixed ink set, 
colour matching is done during prepress – once again reducing downtime 
between jobs and improving productivity. 

As demand increases for shorter packaging production runs for targeted 
campaigns and product variations, printers and converters have to meet these 
challenges in a time-efficient, cost-effective way and an ECG system is one way 
to achieve it.

The next generation of anilox roll coating
A new name on the local anilox front is TLS Anilox, a German company now 
represented by the recently-launched packwise-africa (PPM February 2020).

On offer are coated and laser engraved universal sleeves and anilox rolls 
but the company has recently launched a new product called TeroLux, which 
features an almost non-porous surface.

For more than three decades, ceramic coating of anilox rolls has stood the 
test of time. However, the TLS R&D department has been exploring potential  
for further optimisation and has developed a hard metal coating.

According to the company, tests conducted to compare the two coatings 
reveals significantly improved results. Using TeroLux anilox rolls, the smallest 
dots are printed in detail and coverage of dense solids is outstanding owing to 
improved ink discharge. 

Existing lines can be replaced by finer engravings without any loss in density 
or change in ink management. 

At Apex International, Troika 
AniCAM microscopes offer 
precise anilox volume 
measurement control.
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