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The Open 
Prepress Concept
Taking Economical Steps Toward Production Improvements

Bret Farrah

A
s new technologies and systems find their 
way to the flexo mainstream, it’s easy for 
prepress personnel to get lost in the sur-
plus of advancements, ideas and possibil-

ities. Nowhere is this truer than the concept of system 
connectivity. When discussing the “front to back” 
integration of Web storefronts, MIS/ERP, automated 
workflows and output systems, it’s vitally important 
to remember that operating budgets and ROI often 
bring reality to bear with alarming coldness.

Simply stated, we would be remiss to project this type of automation 
as essential when the price tag puts it out of reach for many flexo 
printers, especially the smaller ones. But does that mean that those 
printers can’t take advantage of technological changes that could offer 
significant improvements in their production cycle? The answer to 
that question is, “Not at all.”

When it comes to prepress software such as RIPs and workflows, the 
trick is to recognize that there are alternatives to the single devel-
oper model. Getting the right workflow for your needs may involve 
solutions from more than one vendor, but that doesn’t mean they can’t 
work together seamlessly. In fact, many software developers specif-
ically embrace collaborative architecture to ensure that customers 

won’t be locked into something proprietary and costly. The ubiquitous 
Portable Document Format (PDF) is a great example of this.

It’s also important to distinguish which touch points in the production 
cycle have the most impact on throughput and then gauge the result 
of possible improvements as they relate to cost. There are several ex-
amples of this, but let’s start upstream with authoring applications like 
Adobe Illustrator. Preparation of job files almost always includes man-
ual manipulation of the artwork for proper separation and output.

PLUG IT IN, PLUG IT IN

Of all the tasks in this category, manual trapping of individual objects 
is probably the most time consuming. While in RIP trapping may be 
an easy solution in the commercial printing market, it can fall short in 
flexo work because it is typically a “global” setting, applying the same 
trap widths and rules to the entire job with no capacity for individual 
object control. This means a prepress operator can easily spend 20 
percent to 25 percent of his/her time manually applying different 
stroke thicknesses to objects within an Adobe Illustrator job.

Step and repeat requirements can be similarly time consuming, 
although not as much in label production as packaging. In RIP, step 
and repeat options can handle simple layouts, but when nesting and 
bleed control are necessary, this option is too inflexible. The operator 
is again faced with a series of manual steps and adjustments, which 
can be very prolonged on complex jobs.  

PLANTS & PROCESSES
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One answer to these (and a host of other) upstream issues is an Illus-
trator plug in designed to add flexo specific functions directly to the 
application. These include vector based trapping, fully automated step 
and repeat with imported die lines, dynamic bleed control, nesting 
and ink remapping, just to name a few. The beauty of this approach is 
the learning curve is short because the prepress operators are already 
skilled in Illustrator. The tools have a very familiar look, and depend-
ing on the plug in, the modifications made to the original artwork 
actually take place on separate layers, meaning it is non destructive to 
the Illustrator file.  

Most flexo prepress operators are familiar with products like this. 
However, they may not be aware of how many choices they have. 
Several brands are now on the market, and they’re available from a 
variety of vendors. This last point is important because it has a direct 
relationship to cost. Competitive products usually mean competitive 
pricing. A little investigation into available options can result in a very 
favorable price/performance ratio.

RIPS

Moving downstream to RIP and workflow, the same approach applies. 
Just because your imager came from Company A doesn’t mean your 
RIP and workflow have to also. As long as the RIP is capable of out-

putting the file format necessary for your output device, you are free 
to choose the RIP and workflow that meet your needs and budget. 
Whether your imager requires 1-bit TIFF, .LEN, or a particular raster 
format through a dedicated interface, there are economical alterna-
tives for computer to plate (CTP), film and digital output.

Any RIP more than three years old could be hindering production be-
cause of its interpretive speed, or worse, incorrectly interpreting files 
generated from newer versions of authoring applications, such as Il-
lustrator or InDesign. Rendering errors commonly attributable to old 
RIP technology can occur in jobs with transparency, white overprint, 
layers and color management, just to name a few. All lead to wasted 
time and extra work, so keeping a RIP current is smart business. 

Upgrading a proprietary RIP, however, may not be. Some are extreme-
ly expensive, which makes exploring alternatives a wise decision. This 
is especially true if your current system is running on an outdated 
(or unsupported) operating system, like Windows XP or Windows 
2000. These OSs no longer get security updates from Microsoft and 
are extremely vulnerable to malicious outside attacks when placed on 
unsecured networks. Some proprietary vendors charge a premium 
under these circumstances which—again—makes seeking alternatives 
an attractive option.

Perhaps an even more important consideration is whether you plan to 
transition any work to digital systems, like high speed inkjet presses 



“Budget and ROI trump bells and whistles: If minor 
improvements can be made in two or three areas that save 
25 percent or 30 percent of an operator’s time, this is a 
significant improvement in throughput and labor”

in the future. With few exceptions, proprietary RIPs and workflows 
(those intended to drive a direct to flexo plate device, for example) 
don’t often support digital devices, which means you could be looking 
at two separate workflows in a single prepress department. 

PREPRESS INDEPENDENCE

A prepress independent workflow solves this problem by seamlessly 
integrating with traditional and digital devices, usually at a lower cost 
than a proprietary replacement or upgrade. But there’s much more to 
it than that. It will immediately address the issue of operating system 
obsolescence, which means you’ll be able to take advantage of the 
processing speed and memory utilization in modern 64-bit systems. 
You might ask, “Is that really important? I can already drive my CTP 
at full rated speed.” It is important, because as jobs get more and more 
complex, they will continue to chew up the minimal resources in 
older RIPs, which can run out of memory in older OSs. 

Further, the system requirements for digital output can push the 
boundaries well beyond the scope of traditional throughput. Think 
about a digital press running several hundred feet per minute. How 
much data must the RIP provide (and at what speeds) in order to keep 
the press in production? Now multiply that by adding in a variable 
data component. The throughput numbers can be staggering.

Finally, consider the old single workstation model where all the pre-
press operators send jobs to the RIP but have to physically go to that 
platform in order to preview and verify accurate interpretation. Most 
new prepress independent workflows offer client services, allowing 

each operator to view, control, track, archive and re submit jobs right 
from their own desktops, whether they be Mac or PC based. Coupled 
with the flexo plug ins mentioned earlier, a clear picture of efficiency 
begins to emerge.

Most importantly, consider the duality of the economics involved. 
As we mentioned at the beginning, budget and ROI trump bells and 
whistles. If minor improvements can be made in two or three areas 
that save 25 percent or 30 percent of an operator’s time, this is a 
significant improvement in throughput and labor. If the cost of those 
improvements can be greatly reduced through the incorporation of 
alternative workflows, RIPs and application tools, then the return on 
investment will be realized much sooner, paving the way for greater 
long term gain. ■
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