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A Leeds manufacturing site has doubled productivity in the past five years and is now 

leading the world in litho printing technology. 

 

The success of Agfa UK’s Seacroft plant and its global brand leading Lithostar 

printing plate represents a microcosm of the sweeping changes in print technology in 

the digital age. Following a 2004 €6m investment in updating machinery at the plant, 

where Lithostar begins life, productivity has almost doubled. 

 

The Agfa Lithostar Ultra-V plate has been designed specifically for the new breed of 

violet diode platesetters. Lithostar Ultra-V takes silver halide technology to new levels 

of quality, consistency, reliability and ease of use. The advanced violet sensitive 

coating technology allows resolutions of up to 250 LPI and brings new levels of 

quality to the press room. 

 



Agfa is a long-established player in the city’s print sector - still the largest centre for 

print and publishing outside London with 430 companies employing some 10,000. 

While this is lower than in past years, productivity has increased dramatically, 

reflecting the more general pattern in the manufacturing sector where output per 

worker is almost 30 times higher than the service sector.  

 

Agfa acquired the Howsons brand and the Leeds plant from Dupont in 1997, this 

acquisition was preceded by the acquisition of another major player, Kalle in 

Germany making Agfa into one of the worlds major suppliers of Litho plates. With the 

global trend from analogue to digital in all areas and the advent of computer to plate 

technology (CTP) in this market segment, the Agfa business was quickly moved 

away from traditional film-based products into digital imaging and CTP plate making 

and the equipment and systems to support these digital processes.  

 

In Leeds in1997, voluntary redundancies and a move from six to five shifts stripped 

substantial costs out of the business and brought increased productivity while the 

plant was still making analogue products. Further redundancies and a complete shift 

to digital products in 2002 – 2005 left the current highly efficient operation. According 

to plant manager Graham Cooper, this sea change ensured the future of the Leeds 

site. 

  

“We believe we have reacted well to a vastly changed marketplace and created an 

enviable record for productivity.  We are a much leaner business but still count on a 

loyal workforce -average length of service here is 19 years - and out-sourcing of our 

infrastructure support services, creates a good deal of local and regional 

employment,” he says. 

 

Ian Williams, executive director of Leeds Chamber of Commerce: “As we know from 

the more apparent disappearance of Fleet Street and other printing strongholds, the 

switch to digital and CTP technology was one of the biggest changes to an industry 

since the industrial revolution. 

 

“Agfa, Leeds is a prime example of a company successfully adapting to a rapidly 

changing industry and becoming a centre of production excellence. The success sits 

well with Leeds’ continued reputation as a unique printing stronghold.” 

 



Quality is another critical factor in the success of the Leeds site. Graham Cooper 

points proudly to the fact that during the radical changes experienced, the plant has 

achieved ISO 9001. The site has also created an outstanding safety and 

environmental performance, achieving ISO 14001 accreditation and OHSAS 18001 

accreditation in 2006. These are three key measures of a modern manufacturing 

operation.  

 

Apart from productivity and quality improvements, performance enhancements 

include the increasingly efficient use of electricity, water and reduced CO2 emissions.  

In 1995, 0.6 tonnes of waste per tonne of output went to landfill. That figure had been 

substantially reduced by two thirds to 0.19 tonnes by 2005. Following close co-

operation with Yorkshire Water in late 2005 that landfill figure is now virtually zero 

alongside a substantial reduction in effluent treatment costs. Now the company is 

working with the Carbon Trust to further improve energy efficiency by recapturing lost 

heat. 

 

 

Ends 

 

Notes to editors: Agfa in Leeds 

 

In 1943 Leeds entrepreneur Hector Howson realised the value of the chemicals 

printers used to mix themselves for lithographic places. Working with chemical expert 

Gilbert Mathewman, he launched a company W H Howsons to manufacture and sell 

the chemicals to printers.  

 

The business flourished in Leeds before being acquired by Vickers and merged with 

Kent-based Algraphy, to form Howson Algraphy. Howson Algraphy helped create the 

global modern litho plate industry by producing Marathon the worlds first pre 

sensitised aluminium printing plate in Leeds. 

 

In 1978, £12m was invested in the current 23-acre site as the business continued to 

expand. Howson Algraphy was sold by Vickers to Dupont in 1989 who made further 

substantial investments in the plant. Production volumes continued to rise and then 

traditional film-maker Agfa acquired the firm in 1997. Key product at the time was the 

analogue litho plate, but the digital revolution heralded computer to plate technology 



(CTP) and Agfa moved its business out of film to concentrate on plate making and 

the digital process. 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

  


