
Pure genius.

VersaEXPRESS™ RF-640
64˝ inkjet printer

Starting at just $16,995 US

With the new VersaEXPRESS RF-640, you get more than an inkjet 
printer. You get the latest print head, ECO-SOL MAX® 2 inks, print 

speeds up to 521 sq�/hr, plus unmatched reliability and support. 
You’ll save time with smart features like the ability to replace inks 

on the fly and an iPad app to remotely control common printer 
functions. Be productive right from the start with an included 

take-up unit and advanced VersaWorks® RIP so�ware.
It's an investment that can’t be beat. It's pure genius.

The new VersaEXPRESS.
Productivity & reliability at a smart price.

For details and a free print sample,
   visit www.rolanddga.com/RF.

SEE IT AT SGIA LAS VEGAS
BOOTH #2759

Waste. Scrap. Outdated soft signage 
adorned with old logos; banners designed 
using discarded brand concepts. Point-
of-purchase displays boasting products 
no longer for sale; and posters promoting 
events that, while a great success and 
fondly remembered, have long since 
passed, as has the purpose the signage 
served. Once attention-grabbing, brand-
defining and quite useful, these printed 
media items are no longer needed. 

Many companies — printers and 
end-users alike — struggle to recycle 
or repurpose composite material waste, 
fabrics, plastics and end of life materials; 
much of this waste is sentenced to 
dumpster-to-landfill misery. Businesses 
are looking for a more sustainable solution, 
seeking ways to give the substrates a second 
life, or better yet, an upcycled life of 
continuous reprocessing and re-use in an 
effort to reduce landfill waste. 

“The holy grail of recycling is cradle-
to-cradle, as opposed to cradle-to-grave,” 
said Paul Glynn, manager of operations 
and services at DesignTex’s Portland, 
Maine branch. “Ultimately the goal is 

to have a cycle where processing leads 
to reprocessing in order to create new 
printed materials and so forth to reduce 
our collective carbon footprint.”

Marci Kinter, Vice President of 
Government and Business Information for 
SGIA, and de facto sustainability guru for 
the Association, agreed. “There’s a growing 
focus on after-life programs repurposing 
plastics, fabrics and other waste materials. 
There are a number of programs where 
these materials are collected and re-
processed into seatbelts, flowerpots and 
other consumer goods. That is happening 
now,” Kinter explained.

Kinter spearheads susta inability 
ef forts on behalf of SGIA and its 
members; created SGIA’s Sustainability 
Recognition Program; and helps facilitate 
printers’ certification in the Sustainable 
Green Printing Partnership (SGP). SGP 
was founded in 2008, and examines 
and certifies sustainability within the 
manufacturing process, as opposed to the 
simple use of green and recycled products.

 “In looking at ways to manage 
waste, it’s important to understand the 

distinction between recycling and re-
purposing. We are talking about two 
separate waste streams — the printer waste 
stream, consisting of scraps and printing 
supplies that can be recycled; and the end 
user or final product waste stream, which 
is where repurposing comes into play,” 
said Kinter. 

A successful sustainability model 
requires drilling down to the specific 
materials and exploring the possible after-
use options for them. “When talking 
about material after-life, we are getting 
down to the nitty-gritty of the substrates 
and materials,” Kinter explained. “They 
have to be a fit for the after-use companies 
to make it work.”

Many companies actively participate 
in ink toner recycling and other take-
back programs offered by many in the 
industry, like HP and Xerox. These 
companies recycle paper, print on, and 
purchase green products 
often made from used 
plastic bottles and other 
recycled materials to 
minimize their negative 

Stephen McNamara, Industry Author
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Businesses are looking for a more sustainable solution, seeking ways to give 
the substrates a second life, or better yet, an upcycled life of continuous 
reprocessing and re-use in an effort to reduce landfill waste.



impact on the environment. But programs 
to recycle and re-purpose plastics and 
fabrics used in soft signage, display booths 
and banners prove to be more challenging, 
less-evolved solutions. In many cases, 
simply identifying local, cost-effective 
opportunities to keep waste products out 
of the dumpster becomes an impediment 
to implementing a sustainable model. 

“One obstacle in implementing an 
ef fective af ter-life program is that 
individual companies often do not 
produce enough waste or scrap to make 
it worthwhile for an after-use company to 
take, recycle or re-purpose the materials,” 
Kinter continued.

Glynn has felt this pain firsthand. 
“The big dilemma is volume. We need 
to store and compile enough waste and 
scrap to motivate the after-use companies 
like Aurora Specialty Textiles Group and 
Fisher Textiles to want to work with us to 
recycle and re-purpose the materials.”

Designtex is a company committed 
to ensuring as little of their waste as 
possible ends up in the landfill. Glynn 
and DesignTex have been working on 
developing a sustainable fabric recycling 
program by building a network of 
participating companies in the region, 
then pooling their collective waste to make 
it worthwhile for after-use companies to 
collect, shred and re-process the fabric to 
produce useable goods like carpet backing, 
vehicle trunk liners, and printable yardage.

They’ve identif ied and partnered 
with a local mill that can re-process the 
fabric, even adding the mill’s waste to 
the equation as well to bolster the volume 
of material being re-purposed. “We 
are getting close,” asserted Glynn. “Six 
months ago we weren’t as near to making 
this program a reality, but we’re making 
progress.” 

Overcoming Obstacles
Glynn says DesignTex’s commitment is to 
storing the waste fabric. They’ve been saving 
waste material on-site for over a year and 
a half now, and storage space has become 
a significant obstacle to overcome. After 
exploring a few options, and even toying 
with the idea of housing an 18-wheeler truck 
trailer on location, Designtex ultimately 
committed and partitioned off the needed 
space inside their building to contain the 
waste. For now. 

“We are hoping to leverage our 
partnerships with SGIA and SGP to reach 
other companies, and build a big enough 
network to collectively pool our waste and 
scrap in order to keep it out of the landfill 

and get the program up and running,” 
Glynn said. “The problems we need to 
solve are reducing the carbon footprint 
within the process itself, and finding the 
space to make it work.”

Space to store the waste and securing 
the necessary volume are not the only 
problems these programs face. Shipping 
and transportation costs present obstacles, 
both ecologically and financially. And the 
economic downturn of the late 2000s also 
posed challenges.

“It’s been a few years now trying 
to get the program rolled out,” Glynn 
continued. “The recession reduced the 
number of companies able to contribute 
here in Maine and surrounding areas, 
but we continue to seek out new partners, 
find our common ground, and develop 
a successful recycling program for our 
waste. We’re almost there.”

In case those hurdles weren’t quite 
high enough to ascend, the shredding 
process itself can pose a problem. Labels, 
zip ties, fasteners and other contaminants 
in the recyclable waste can damage the 
shredders, tempering the enthusiasm of 
would-be partners. But DesignTex has 
identified and partnered with a local 
company willing to shred and re-process 
polyester. They’ve adapted once again, 
and Glynn continues on in his mission of 
cradle-to-cradle recycling, with plenty of 
things left to think about. 

“There are other questions to be 
answered. For example, we’ve sent test 
waste to plants, split between fabric white 
and greige waste and asked, ‘What would 
happen if we mix it?’ There’s work left 
to be done to develop the best possible 
program.” 

Finding Solutions & Identifying 
Opportunities
Kinter knows the solutions don’t come 
easy, and is cognizant of the challenges 
faced by businesses striving for sustainable 
solutions. She acknowledges that creating 
and executing a successful recycling and 
after-use strategy can be time consuming 
and, at times, frustrating. 

“It takes time and energy to research 
and identify the local opportunities 
available, and there is certainly significant 
work effort involved in the training of 
employees and actually implementing the 
program once designed,” advised Kinter. 
“But there are some great benefits to be 
realized too, aside from just the business’ 
environmental goals.”

Kinter recommends businesses explore 
local recycling companies to inquire 

  6 6  |  S G I A  J o u r n a l   ■   S e p t e m b e r / O c t o b e r   2 0 1 4                                    V i s i t  S G I A  a t  S G I A . o r g



whether they can use specific waste and 
scrap. She suggests reaching out to ask 
what exactly the company can use, so that 
you might work toward establishing a 
delivery or collection method. 

Motivat ing factors for creat ing 
and implementing a sustainable after-
use program stretch far beyond simply 
reducing ecologica l footprints and 
“going green” for the environment. Like 
nearly all programs built for long-term 
success and substantial buy-in from an 
industry, there are cost savings elements, 
greater efficiencies, and overall reduction 
of operating costs to be gained when 
the program is designed and executed 
correctly.

“The industry is trending more and 
more toward recycling and re-purposing 
where possible. The cost benefits are very 
real,” said Kinter. 

“SGIA members have absolutely 
seen some great return on investment 
opportunities in developing after-use 
programs. Companies are achieving 
incredible savings at the plant level when 
incorporating a full-blown recycling 
program,” said Kinter. “We have seen 
some companies reduce dumpster fills 
from two or three per day to once per 
week. That’s a significant reduction of 
operating costs.”

Tackling the Consumer Market
After-use programs may be gaining traction 
at the plant level and at forward-thinking 
design studios, but what about in the 
consumer market? What options exist for 
the companies purchasing printed media, 
and for their end users to be proactive in 
reducing landfill-bound dumpsters full 
of recyclable plastics, fabrics and other 
media waste? 

“That’s another step in this process,” 
Glynn said. “An important goal of an 
impactful after-use program is that we 
need to expand the mentality of reduced 
carbon footprint to the end user. How can 
we motivate and educate them to recycle 
the materials once they’ve served their 
purpose on their end?” he asked.

One company with an intriguing and 
decidedly stylish answer to that question 
is Relan, a company based in Mendota 
Heights, Minnesota that offers to re-
market and re-purpose business waste for 
those who want to extend the capabilities 
of their marketing products. Relan works 
with companies who want to give a re-
purposed life to their billboards, marketing 
materials, event banners, old logos and 
custom signage. Instead of throwing them 

away, businesses ship the materials to 
Relan, who then cleans, cuts and sews 
these items into fashionably upcycled 
bags, wallets, luggage tags, backpacks, 
coolers  “…and almost anything else our 
creative clients can imagine,” laughed 
Della Simpson, the company’s CEO. 

Simpson says Relan’s focus is on 
keeping vinyl and fabric waste out of 
the landfill, and to help companies take 
proactive steps to breathe a second life into 
old materials while promoting themselves 
as committed to sustainability. All design 
and manufacturing work is done in-house, 
to create a new marketing look using the 
graphic elements on the materials. 

“We work with museums, sports teams, 
car dealers and other businesses that 
generate a lot of vinyl and fabric signage. 
They send us their media waste, and we 
produce high-quality, custom-branded 
products. We can work with any material 
that can be cut and sewn,” she explained, 
“billboards, stretched fabric and even 
printed pet food bags!”

Simpson cites the three pillars of 
sustainability, also called the “triple 
bottom line,” as fundamental to their 
mission statement: People, Planet, Profits. 
Relan offers solutions to benefit all three, 
says Simpson.

Fresh off attending the Green Sports 
Alliance’s fourth annual summit held in 
Santa Clara, California, she uses one of 
their most popular products as an example 
of Relan’s commitment to the 3 Ps — the 
trade show bag.

“If Relan can provide branded bags 
made from your re-purposed media,” she 
explained, “the vinyl and fabric is kept out 
of the landfill. Your company no longer 
needs to purchase new bags, most likely 
manufactured overseas,” said Simpson. 
“You keep that waste out of the garbage, 
and you stretch your marketing dollar by 
not only re-using the old materials, but 
also by showcasing the upcycled bags as 
evidence of your pledge to sustainability. 

“We deliver more than just a green 
solution to reduce waste and recycle 
fabric ,” she cont inued. “We give 
companies the opportunity to define their 
brand as conscious of their environmental 
impact and in tune with their customers’ 
values. These days, the consumer is very 
focused on sustainability, how and where 
products are manufactured, and what 
effect the production and disposal have 
on the planet. It’s a double bang for your 
sustainability buck. You get a fresh look to 
your branding, and extend the life of the 
media in a purposeful way.”
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Motivating factors for 
creating and implementing 
a sustainable after-use 
program stretch far beyond 
simply reducing ecological 
footprints and “going green” 
for the environment.

There are cost savings 
elements, greater 
efficiencies, and overall 
reduction of operating costs 
to be gained when the 
program is designed and 
executed correctly.



Re-Use
Not all sustainable after-use possibilities 
require shredding, cutting and re-
processing those diff icult-to-recycle 
materials. Some things can just simply be 
re-used if you know where to look. 

“Have an end roll of paper you’re not 
going to use? Folders and letterhead with 
old logos on them? Surplus marketing 
materials? Give them to us!” exclaimed 
Cary Weatherby, founder and executive 
director of Companies to Classrooms, 
a nonprofit organization specializing in 
re-purposing business surplus and (some) 
waste for use in classrooms, located in 
Bloomington, Minnesota. “Binders, 
banners, foam core — you’d be surprised 
what our teachers can use,” she said. But 
one item in particular is the organization’s 
most sought-after donation: Paper. “It’s 
our teachers’ number-one need.”

Companies to Classrooms was founded 
nine years ago, and now operates out of 
an 8000 square foot warehouse, stocking 
what would otherwise become business 
waste for teachers and students to re-use 
in public and private schools. Weatherby 
says the organization has not had to solicit 
local businesses after their first year in 
operation. “We have regular donations 
coming in all the time; businesses are 

thrilled to find a secondary home for their 
waste, to see it used for something positive 
instead of just clogging up our landfills.”

Weatherby confirms that they are 
willing to pick up the waste, but it can 
become cost prohibitive, and most of their 
donating companies deliver their media 
waste to them. She is confident that there 
are many organizations like Companies to 
Classrooms who are willing and able to re-
purpose much of the business surplus that 
often finds its way into the trash. 

“I recommend calling local schools and 
religious centers to start,” she suggested. 
“If in a metropolitan area, just search 
online for ‘re-use’, and you will likely find 
some nearby destinations for excess paper, 
printed materials and business supplies. 
They’ll be happy to have it, and your 
company can save money on garbage 
pickup while doing something positive for 
the environment.”

Recycling, re-purposing, upcycling 
and re-use — there are options for your 
media’s after-life. Although not simple 
to execute, or necessarily quick to take 
hold, if a company is willing to commit 
resources into researching, developing and 
implementing an after-use program with 
specific end goals in mind based on type 
and condition of material, the lofty goal 

of a cradle-to-cradle recycling program 
becomes more realistic. 

Whether it be a full-scale macro-
process, where many companies pool 
and sort their waste to entice regional 
after-use companies to play ball; a local, 
susta inability-focused entrepreneur 
looking to repurpose your old branded 
media into unique, appealing items; or 
simply finding organizations who can 
put to good use what your business no 
longer can, the opportunities are out 
there. Shrinking your company’s carbon 
footprint while keeping dumpster loads of 
recyclable material out of the landfill can 
trim operating costs. By developing an 
after-use model, your company is defined 
as one cognizant of their ecological impact, 
and actively looking at ways to reduce and 
recycle waste.

Steve McNamara lives in Philadelphia 
and writes about his world: Marketing, social 
media, business and travel. A decade's worth 
of marketing and business development 
experience in the medical management 
arena and traveling to the planet's most 
far flung places whenever he's able shapes 
the perspective he brings to his work. Steve 
recently launched his commercial writing 
and marketing company, Pique Writing.
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