
In most cases, printers supply the packaging for the consumer 
goods industry. Philip Morris International chose a different 

path and developed a hybrid digital press – because the actual 
service providers were unable to do so.

 Sitting around 
and waiting was 

no option 

Andreia Fontes, Director 
Global Packaging, Printing 
& Converting bei Philip 
Morris International
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Neuchâtel in Switzerland. The elegant town on Lake 
Neuchâtel already attracted visitors from all over the 
world during the Belle Époque (between 1870 and 
1914) and since then it has been very popular with 
the well-heeled as an excursion and holiday destina-
tion. The medieval town centre, the castle, the 12th 
century collegiate church, the watchmaking indust-
ry, fine wines, good food, hiking trails and panoramic 
views: Neuchâtel exudes a lot of sophisticated 
charm, and this town has a very special appeal.

Philip Morris is also based in this gem. The billion- 
dollar tobacco company has built a research and 
development centre right on the shore of the lake, 
one of only two in the world. On this day in Decem-
ber, the editorial team of Printkompress was allowed 
to take a look behind the scenes. This is where the 
well-known so-called smoke-free products are deve-
loped and tested, small batches are produced - and 
the packaging for them is printed on site as well. 
Everything the US company with British roots needs 
for product development is available at this facility.

It is precisely this packaging that has presented An-
dreia Fontes and her team with many a challenge 
over the past two years. Fontes' business card 
reads:
"Director Global Packaging, Printing & Converting", 
the 39-year-old Portuguese is responsible for the 
packaging of products worldwide. Fontes' employer 
traditionally has the packaging for its products pro-
duced by service providers from the printing indus-
try. Until now, "It typically takes four months to bring 
a new product to market," says Fontes, who joined 
the Printing & Converting Department in September 
2018. "Most of the waiting time on the way to mar-
ket is related to the production of the printing ma-
terials." A long time that does not fit with the phase 
of transformation that Philip Morris has ushered in 
with new products and a smoke-free future.

Unlike the market data collected over decades on 
traditional smoking products, Philip Morris cannot 
draw on comprehensive data for the heated tobac-

„We were surprised 
that the printing 
industry is not focused 
on digital printing.“
(Andreia Fontes)
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co products. Hence, production is still accompa-
nied by uncertainty as to whether the consumer will 
take up the product and, if so, which particular one. 
Fontes therefore remarks: "In order to bring our new 
products to market quickly, we had to gain speed." 
Her goal: "We wanted to reduce the time it takes to 
get the printed materials from four months to seven 
days. We had to rethink the entire process.” says 
Fontes. Flexibility, agility, speed are buzzwords that 
have become very important here at Philip Morris. 
These new requirements could only be solved with 
digital printing - and that is where the biggest chal-
lenges arose.

The digital project at Philip Morris was launched in 
early 2015 by a small team that included Stephen 
Jones. The Digital Integration Manager, retired at 
the end of 2019, had the first talks with the printing 
industry at the time. "But they weren't ready to make 

the switch to digital print," says Jones. "So we did it 
ourselves."

"We were surprised that the printing industry was 
not focused on digital printing," says Fontes, who 
took the lead on the project. She had also spoken 
to large, relevant companies in the industry, inclu-
ding machine manufacturers. The result: not what 
she had expected. "All the contacts said that the 
technology was not yet mature enough to deliver 
the required quality", she remembers. "The printers 
would have had to make large investments in new 
machines to meet our requirements," says Fontes' 
colleague Jones. Additionally, because of the high 
unit costs, jobs would only have been efficient for 
short runs. The volume of packaging is not mana-
geable for the industry as a whole. The group with 
a current market capitalisation of 137.46 billion dol-
lars (as of 21.01.2020), the top dog in its industry, 

„Printers would 
have to make major 
investments in new 
presses to meet our 
requirements “
(Stephen Jones)

The volume of „small“ 
orders from Philip Morris 

is not manageable by 
most printers
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produces 40 million packages a year. "Printing long 
runs in the required finishing quality and in a cost-
efficient manner was simply not possible with the 
digital technology available on the market," says 
Fontes.

The packaging experts at Philip Morris remember 
the situation at the time all too well. They were at 
the proverbial fork in the road: either wait for deve-
lopments in the printing industry - or take action 
themselves. Fontes' team quickly opted for the 
second option. They scoured the market for a ma-
chine that could be further developed for their pro-

ject - always under pressure to bring products to 
market quickly. "Sitting around waiting was not an 
option," says Fontes.

To date, the team has not found a ready-made so-
lution that meets all their needs 100 per cent. At 
the time of this writing they are using a Gallus La-
belfire 340 - a hybrid digital press, actually intended 
for label printing. Jones explains the background: 
"Digital printing is mainly occupied by the label in-
dustry. But our product packaging is printed on 
board and requires the highest quality standards." 
Fontes, who is now standing next to the vehicle, 

"Producing high volume 
print runs in the required 
finishing quality at cost-
efficiency was not possible 
with the digital printing 
technology at the time." 
(Andreia Fontes)

explains: "The press, which has a working width of 
340 mm, has to be modified for printing packaging 
on board, i.e. it has to cover a wide range of board 
grades up to 400 g/m²." The installed press, now 
renamed "Boardfire", is equipped with two flexo 
printing units upstream and another two down-
stream of the digital printing unit. The first two flexo 
units are used to achieve metallic effects on cold 
foil. White can also be applied at this point to par-
tially cover the metallic foil or specially laminated 
substrate types. This is followed by a digital printing 
unit that is equipped with seven UV inks and covers 
CMYK plus an extended colour gamut as well as 
digital white. The two flexo units after the digital 
printing unit apply matt or gloss varnish. At the end 
of the line each pack is partially overcoated in flexo 
to protect the surface of the blanks and adjust it to 
the coefficient of friction for high packing speeds.

The company now uses two identical Gallus ma-
chines to digitally print the stick packs at its pro-
duction centre in Otopeni, Romania. This is a deve-
lopment that Philip Morris employees are proud of. 
Ana Dimitrijevic, who joined Andreia Fontes' team 
at the beginning of 2019, says: "We are still the first 
to print digitally on folding carton in a commercial 
environment." Fontes adds: "It is a clearly defined 
goal of Philip Morris to digitise all printing, finishing 
and further processing steps and thus to produce 
the packaging in one step and with minimal manu-
al input.

"We are not just looking for a digital printer," says 
Fontes. "Our task includes the complete digitisati-
on and automation of our end-to- end processes 

Occupational safety is a top priority in 
the production rooms of the research 
and development centre.

The Gallus 
Labelfire 340 
in action
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"Only those 
companies that 
adapt, transform 
and embrace the 
new reality will 
succeed."
(Andreia Fontes)

for printed packaging materials. Take Artwork, for 
example: Her team has developed software, which 
has been in use since August 2019, that allows the 
artwork to be printed immediately instead of manu-
ally and with a waiting time of three weeks. Another 
step on the way to a completely digital production 
would also be a "Digicolor" catalogue for colours 
that can be optimally printed digitally and receive 
an appropriate check. The end result will be a com-
plete digital solution that will enable Philip Morris 
to complete product packaging in seven days. "The-
se systems and tools must of course be orchestra-
ted within the Printing & Converting Department 

and synchronised with all other processes - from 
purchasing to logistics - in order to be efficient," 
says Fontes.

Fontes is confident that her team will be able to use 
this complete digital solution in the not too distant 
future. "The world is changing, consumers are chan-
ging, needs are changing. And there are great oppor-
tunities in that. In my opinion, only those companies 
that adapt, transform and embrace the new reality 
will be successful." Those who stand still, resist de-
velopments and remain in the comfort zone will 
continue to exist for the time being, "but sooner or 

later they will experience their Kodak moment," Fon-
tes predicts. That's why her team is constantly rese-
arching and looking for fruitful partnerships, without 
any fixed to a press manufacturer or other print part-
ners. "We never say no to anything because we are 
still learning." That is why Andreia Fontes' team will 
also be present at this year's drupa. "There are still 
a lot of opportunities and we are open to partner-
ships that help us meet our challenges in terms of 
digital finishing and higher output while maintaining 
high print quality," Fontes emphasises her anticipa-
tion of fruitful discussions with the industry. 

A professional team 
(from left to right): 

Ana Dimitrijevic,
Manager Printing & 
Converting, Andreia 

Fontes, Stephen Jones 
and Diana Grey, 
Communication

Executive
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