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The COVID-19 crisis has put supply chain sustainability 
into the spotlight; it has exposed vulnerabilities across 
the business spectrum and put the value of sustainability 
into sharper focus than ever before. The impact of 
the pandemic has seen a sales surge in food retail, 
both in-store and online. The panic buying seen at the 
beginning of the pandemic saw a 20.6% sales increase 
in March, with consumers spending over £500 million 
more than March 2019.

The adaption by consumers to life 
under lockdown saw total in-store 
grocery sales slow to an increase of 
5.5% month on month, as on-shelf 
availability of most foodstuffs in 
supermarkets improved, negating 
the need for consumers to stockpile 
their requirements. Online grocery 
sales also surged on account of the 
pandemic, moving from 7% prior to 
the crisis, to 10.2% at its peak¹.

Understandably, the effects of the 
pandemic have placed considerable 
pressure on global supply chains, 
leaving many organisations with 
exposed vulnerabilities. Clearly, 
with the importance of supply chain 
resilience and risk management 
being more apparent than ever, 
businesses will be carrying out in-
depth reviews as to how they fared 
during the pandemic, reassessing 
their supply chain risks and 
understanding what lessons can be 

learned. Key to this learning process 
will be developments in technology 
and sustainability. What is clear at 
this stage is that those operations 
with a stronger technological bias 
seem to have fared better and been 
able to cope with spikes in demand 
during the pandemic than those 
without. 

One key resource that has come 
to the fore during the pandemic, 
is packaging, who’s role has never 
been more vital - enabling the 
safe delivery of food, beverages, 
healthcare products, and other 
essentials. Before the COVID-19 
crisis, sustainability was high on 
the agenda for the packaging 
value chain, particularly in relation 
to regulatory and public concerns 
regarding single-use packaging 
waste. Regulators in many countries 
were moving rapidly on the issue, 
and fast-moving consumer goods 
(FMCG) companies and retailers 
were making bold commitments 
to both improve the sustainability 
of packaging and rethink their 
packaging systems. With the 
onset of the pandemic, however, 
sustainability has taken a back 
seat to concerns about hygiene 
and food-safety issues, which have 
become higher priorities.

Given the aftermath of the 
pandemic, it is expected that 
packaging will have a sharper 
sustainability focus, as organisations 
look to create a more nimble, 
resilient and cost effective way 
of dealing with disruption and 
increased demand largely brought 
about by unprecedented growth. 

To deal with the increase in 
purchases, packaging will need to 
step up to the mark by being able 
to prevent product damage and 
be tech-enabled for fi lling speed 
and productivity. Organisations, 
particularly retailers, will look to take 
full advantage of available packaging 
technologies, in addition to seeking 
innovative approaches to packaging 
design and fulfi lment.  

Fully optimised packaging in the 
supply chain is vital if organisations 
are to build more resilience. 
Along with increased automation, 
AI and remote support to drive 
productivity, the use of on-pack 
laser coding & marking technology 
can provide unique benefi ts, 
including: assisting in future-
proofi ng supply chain effi ciencies; 
providing unique and diverse 
consumer engagement; and 
reducing environmental impact.
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A recent report suggests that almost a quarter 
(24%) of shoppers are more likely to buy online if 
items are delivered with less packaging or more 
sustainable packaging, and 21% are more likely 
to buy online if their products arrive in more 
recyclable packaging.

10.2%

7%

ONLINE GROCERY SALES

24% 21%2



As a sustainable alternative to print and apply labels, laser coding & marking 
technology can provide significant benefits to production environments. Here’s how:

1. No solvents or inks in the 
fulfilment/production hall

Traditional printing techniques 
often use solvent-based inks, which 
evaporate and release harmful, 
volatile organic compounds 
(VOCs) into the atmosphere. 
Producing and using heat, these 
vapours are often accompanied 
by unpleasant odours and can 
damage ecosystems. Employees 
may breathe in damaging vapours 
and mists or absorb dangerous 
chemicals through their skin. 

Due to the variety of chemicals 
they handle, many workers in 
the printing industry experience 
dermatitis, a general term that 
describes skin inflammation². 

Inkless printing technology therefore 
avoids the risk of VOCs by using CO² 
lasers. With a preprinted patch on 
each product, there is no need for 
marking consumables such as inks in 
the actual coding process, meaning 
better air quality in the fulfilment 
hall and a cleaner overall operation. 
This is particularly advantageous in 
food and beverage production, as it 
helps to eliminate the likelihood of 
ink-related product contamination. 
It also streamlines inventory by 
removing the need for inks and 
ribbons, delivering less downtime 
with decreased transportation needs 
and associated carbon output.

2. Reduction in energy usage

As a remarkably accurate, non-
contact printing method, laser 
marking runs a low-powered light 
beam quickly across a pre-printed 
coating on the substrate, which 
interacts with the surface to slightly 
alter its properties or appearance. 
With advanced solutions such as a 
low power CO² laser, this uses less 
energy than traditional techniques, 
while still delivering high quality 
coding and marking at increased 
line speeds. 

Laser coding improves Overall 
Equipment Effectiveness (OEE) - 
the measurement of manufacturing 
productivity, quantified by analysing 
availability, performance and quality. 
The use of laser rather than ink 
ensures speed, consistency and 
reliability, maximising production line 
uptime and reducing both planned 
and unplanned downtime - label 
reels do not need to be changed and 
printing quality errors are virtually 
eliminated. Production capabilities 
are boosted as the technology has 
been specially designed to minimise 
maintenance and servicing.

3. Increased supply chain 
efficiency

With today’s multi-channel 
sourcing, consumers continue to 
demand greater value, choice and 
personalisation from packaging, 
thereby making the task of stock 
keeping ever more difficult. To 
deliver this, alongside the drive 
towards improved sustainability, 
brands and retailers need more 
streamlined stock keeping unit 
(SKU) solutions. Bringing additional 
product variants to market 
can be effective for combating 
growing retail competition by 
driving impulse purchases and 
one-off sales. However, they can 
also congest the supply chain 
and present administrative and 
operational inefficiencies.

The technology can be applied at 
the latest stage in the product supply 
chain, in other words, at the point 
of packing and filling, which enables 
the supply chain to be responsive 
and flexible to consumer demand 
without the additional waste and 
excessive SKUs this often brings. 
Each individual box can be printed 
according to language, regulatory, 
nutritional, brand or geographical 
needs, minimising packaging 
production, shipment and storage, 
therefore lowering the associated 
carbon footprint. SKU rationalisation 
brings multiple benefits to a 
supply chain in its own right. These 
include; improved manufacturing 
efficiency thanks to reduced 
changeovers; reduced costs through 
better inventory management; 
reduced warehousing and logistics 
requirements due to more accurate 
planning and forecasting; ultimately, 
an improved bottom line due to a 
reduction in operational costs. 
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Offering cost-effective 
operation, low 
maintenance and no 
consumable requirements, 
laser printing is a clean and 
green coding and marking 
solution.

1st



4. Decreased transportation

Transport is currently responsible 
for around a quarter of total 
greenhouse gas emissions. Laser 
printing technology allows brands, 
printers and converters to remove all 
transport relating to the delivery and 
waste removal of consumables and 
labels, resulting in fewer trucks on 
the road and decreased emissions.
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6. Impact on consumer 
behaviours

As a marketing channel, packaging 
offers a unique experience at every 
stage of engagement with the 
consumer. Connected packaging 
is transforming the way brands 
and consumers communicate, 
with individualised products and 
packaging solutions from adverts, 
tailored messages, competitions 
and variable data codes delivering 
a unique and engaging customer 
experience.

By maintaining a highly personalised 
dialogue with customers, brands can 
strengthen relationships creating 
greater loyalty and overall value. 
Deploying real-time marketing 
capability, brand owners can 
move their traditional large-scale 
marketing campaigns to a more 
personalised, one to one level, 
keeping the consumer engaged 
while encouraging repeat business 
and impulse buying behaviour. 

The added-value that lasers creates 
here goes beyond pure brand 
engagement. Information can also 
be included that provides the most 
relevant recycling information for 
each specific council for example, 
so that consumers can be clearer by 
location on recycling instructions.

5. Eliminates product recall and waste

A key benefit of laser marking is coding quality. Whereas traditional coding is 
often associated with issues such as rubbing off and smudging (for example 
when containers come into contact on a production line or in transit), laser-
created codes become an integral part of the package and demonstrate 
excellent resistance to the rigours of the supply chain. Because the package 
surface itself is altered, laser-created codes provide unequalled wear 
durability and can be as permanent as the packaging material itself, although 
not to affect its recyclability.

By incorporating laser printing technology, companies 
can benefit from less downtime, in addition to lower 
rejection rates and related reprinting and resupply 
requirements, thanks to zero risk of rubbing off or 
smudging. The use of the technology also eliminates 
unnecessary label backing waste and thermal transfer 
ribbon from the supply chain. 



Conclusions
Despite the impact of COVID-19, sustainability and the reduction of 
carbon emissions and footprint in the supply chain, remain a vitally 
important issue for the print, label and packaging industry. No longer a 
brand-differentiating USP, environmental responsibility is now considered 
a necessity, as consumers and the wider market all demand more 
from processes, practices and products. Balancing cost and effi ciency 
objectives, eco-friendly practices are now an integral component of the 
product design and development process, rather than an afterthought. 

As a leader in coding and marking printing solutions, DataLase recognises 
this careful balance and promotes a range of sustainable advantages to meet 
ongoing consumer needs. In a recent 3rd party report, commissioned to 
compare the carbon footprint impact of the DataLase Case Coding Solution 
technology to conventional print and apply labelling systems, showed a 
16.8% reduction in (kg)CO²e emissions on a per 1000 patch/label basis for 
the case coding solution3. 

DataLase provide revolutionary inkless printing solutions for products and 
packaging to help brand owners connect with consumers in unique and 
exciting ways. Their technology enables real-time marketing capability and 
personalisation, allowing brand owners to integrate digital printing at the 
point in the supply chain where it creates most value and yields the highest 
returns.
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16.8%

Reduction in
carbon emissions
on a per 1000 patch/label basis 

for the case coding solution

To fi nd out more about 
how DataLase can support 
your business and help 
increase your supply chain 
sustainability 

call 0151 423 9360
email info@datalase.com
or visit www.datalase.com

1. Market data published by Kantar Retail.

2. Ref: www.hse.gov.uk/printing/dermatitis/.

3. Independent report by Carbon Footprint 
Ltd, estimates made using publicly available 
data. Does not include production of labels, 
transportation of machinery or secondary 
packaging of consumables (results on a per 
1000 patch/ label basis).
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