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W
hen both Blockbuster and 

HMV, two of  the largest 

outlets for CDs and DVDs in 

the country, hit the skids in 

the same week, it is easy to assume that this 

would be bad news for a company manufac-

turing the packaging for those products. 

Allan Wells, however, shows no sign of  

suffering sleepless nights, nor does partner 

Clive Gregory. Wells is managing director 

of  Delga Press, Gregory of  sister company 

Collector Set Printers. Together they are 

joint owners of  the Delga Group, one of  

the leading companies for this type of  

packaging. The company dates back more 

than 50 years, and for much of  that time 

has produced record sleeves, CD inlays and 

booklets and now boxed sets. 

Wells and Gregory acquired the busi-

ness through a management buyout in 

2006. “It had been run as a lifestyle busi-

ness without much investment,” says Wells. 

That was quickly put right. Every press has 

been replaced since then, the company has 

moved into B1 and there are now two traying 

machines, automating a task that had been a 

case of  applying a dab of  glue and attaching 

the CD carrier.

MORE IMPORTANTLY the new owners 

sought to diversify the business, working for 

film as well as music companies and looking 

for business outside that type of  packag-

ing. Gregory says: “When we bought the 

company we realised there was a need to 

diversify into other areas of  print.” Most of  

that diversification has been led by Collec-

tor Set which operates from two 10,000sq ft 

units at Aylesford. The main Delga plant is 

a few miles away on the Medway City Estate 

at Rochester where it has an impressive glass 

fronted factory with 44,000sq ft for produc-

tion and offices. 

Where Delga Press obtains 70% of  its 

£10 million turnover from the entertain-

ment industry, CSP has built its reputation 

on work for the health service, producing 

the forms, the leaflets, posters and other 

items that help hospitals run smoothly. 

Three months’ worth of  stock is held on 

racking which amounts to 15,000sq ft of  

storage. Items are picked, collated together 

and delivered directly to the hospital ward or 

department. It supplies 300 hospital trusts 

across the country.

Prices are constantly under pressure, says 

Gregory even though print is a very small 

percentage of  health service expenditure. 

Nor are printed forms going to be replaced 

by digital data any time soon, as the digital 

systems will need paper back up for a long 

time. “When we are put under pressure,” 

explains Gregory, “our response is to have 

a look at the form to see whether we can 

change the material or change the colour. 

There are still forms in use that use three-

colour logos for example. This is slowly 

changing as joined up thinking comes in.”

CSP delivers sales of  £6.5 million and 

Martin Paper Sales provides a further £3.5 

million. The main site works 24/7 and 

employs 135 of  the 200 staff  in the group. 

Until Christmas there had been no need to 

set the intruder alarm for more than four 

months, says Wells, because the plant was 

in constant production. Security is taken 

seriously: doors need passes and the build-

ing is further protected by security cameras 

at all angles, part of  the requirement to be 

a member of  Fact (the Federation Against 

Copyright Theft) which allows Delga to 

offer on site fulfilment to its entertainment 

industry customers. 

As well as this certification, the company 

has the standard set of  standards, with ISO 

14001 prominent. It is also registered as a 

Sony Green Partner, a scheme which recog-

nises environmental policies in procurement 

as well as in operation. This slots in with 

membership of  Julie’s Bicycle, a company 

started in 2007 to bring together compa-

nies across the UK music industry to firstly 

understand greenhouse gas emissions and 

then to reduce them. As a result Delga can 

apply the IG (Industry Green) logo to several 

of  its standard packaging formats to mark 

out those that are lower in carbon emissions.

THE HOST OF CERTIFICATIONS 

would be worthless without commitment 

to quality and service for its customers. The 

music industry has always been demanding. 

Files will be received on a Monday and the 

job has to be delivered by Wednesday Wells 

explains. In that time the files are flight 

checked, proofed and approved; plates 

The entertainment 

packaging business 

is thriving in Kent. 

No matter what 

hard format the 

album comes in, 

Delga Group has it 

covered.
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are made and delivered to press; the job 

is printed with perhaps an offline varnish 

applied; it is die cut, glued and creased 

and for Delga Pack products which have a 

plastic CD tray, this must also be applied. 

The packaging might also include a printed 

and stitched booklet and a cardboard sleeve 

brought together at completion. DVD prod-

ucts will also undergo this four- or five-step 

operation within the same 72-hour turna-

round. Production runs can start from 1,000 

sheets, something that has been standard in 

music industry for decades. 

IN THE DAYS OF 12in VINYL, the sleeves 

were mostly printed on four-colour Solnas 

with next to no automation. Today Delga 

has B1 and B2 presses with all the automa-

tion needed at makeready to handle runs 

that are this short and up to and beyond the 

400,000 units on the chart toppers.

However, the company has no plans to 

add digital printing to the litho line up, at 

least not at Rochester. Collector Set is differ-

ent and there the group has two Indigo 7600s 

which were installed last summer. CSP also 

has reelfed presses to produce forms and 

labels needed by public sector bodies.

“We are a print management company 

that does its own production,” says Gregory.

THE COMBINATION OF THE differ-

ent types of  work has stood Delga in good 

stead and makes it difficult for any rival to 

offer quite as much. The offerings dovetail 

well. “Delga is a just in time print business,” 

says Wells. “CSP is printing for stock.” The 

public sector work is printed at either site, 

ironing out the troughs that can afflict the 

entertainment packaging work. Produc-

tion spikes in the last part of  the year and 

in the run up to Christmas. The increasing 

percentage of  special packaging, reissues as 

collectors’ sets, boxed sets and so on favours 

the gifting market Wells explains. And while 

downloads are taking a huge amount of  

music purchasing, the physical CD and even 

the 12 inch vinyl LP, which Delga contin-

ues to produce, endure. “You cannot give 

your wife a download for Christmas,” says 

Wells. Nevertheless the market is very much 

smaller than it once was. Thirty years ago 

the music industry could sustain a number 

of  specialist record sleeve printers. Now 

following the closure of  St Ives Blackburn, 

there are just two in the UK. It is a very 

changed market and Delga is determined to 

evolve with its customers. Says Wells: “Ten 

or 20 years ago an entertainment company 

didn’t want to see the public sector work we 

were doing. Today it is the opposite, they 

are happy because it’s an indication that you 

have a business that will survive.”

IN THOSE DAYS ALL the printers 

involved in record business work would be 

dealing with the music companies and had 

no need to go out and sell their services. 

That too has changed and the company has a 

direct sales force of  nine supported by teams 

of  account executives. 

Even if  the golden age has passed and 

in the age of  downloads music remains a 

substantial business. UK consumers bought 

69.4 million CDs last year, compared to 30.5 

Clive Gregory (left) and Allan Wells 
are joint owners of the Delga Group 
after a management buyout in 2006.
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million downloads. Further around 10% 

of  Delga’s product is exported to France, 

Germany, the Czech Republic and the 

Netherlands.

Despite the numbers and the massive 

sales that the top artists can achieve, Delga’s 

remains a business where short runs are more 

typical. When the blockbuster releases come 

around Delga works in harness with packag-

ing printers elsewhere in the world, one of  

the reasons for its interest in colour manage-

ment. The company is working towards ISO 

12647-2, delivering greater consistency and 

quality using Bodoni’s PressSign software 

to monitor dotgain curves and working with 

Stehlin Hostag inks and consumables and 

its consultancy partner Trilogy to help the 

company achieve greater stability of  process 

conditions on the Heidelbergs. 

“IT HAS MEANT THAT WE PAY more 

attention to the condition of  blankets and 

rollers,” says Wells. There has been a notice-

able benefit in improving makeready times 

and reducing waste at make ready he adds. 

In general terms quality is significantly 

better than seven years ago, bringing Delga 

up to equal the best in carton packaging. 

The strategy has not been only about print 

quality, there is a great emphasis on inno-

vation, working with clients to deliver the 

impact, the value and the presentation style 

needed. There are two CAD machines for 

creating the mock ups and estimating the 

ways to achieve the customer’s aims in the 

most effective way. 

The company’s DelgaPack is a plastic 

tray mounted on a board which folds over 

to protect the disc and then slides inside a 

sleeve. It offers this for single, for double and 

up to six tray versions, the latter holding 12 

DVDs for a boxed set. The design offers 

greater scope for graphics and the one-tray 

version has less environmental impact than 

a standard plastic jewel case.

There is also a special pack that holds two 

CDs and two vinyl albums as well as other 

printed collateral produced for one of  the 

UK’s leading bands, another where the 

pack includes a T-shirt rolled to display the 

image and inserted into a clear plastic pack. 

Another features a book, the facsimile of  a 

diary that a musician had compiled includ-

ing spot varnish effects to represent images 

stuck in with Sellotape. “I don’t think any 

other printer could have tackled that,” says 

Wells.

IT HAS PRODUCED OTHER PERFECT 

bound books, both as an extension of  its 

entertainment customers and as part of  the 

strategy of  diversification that the company 

embarked on immediately following the 

buyout. There are rigid presentation boxes 

for new types of  customer and a smattering 

of  cartons for grooming products.

Delga is not about the lowest production 

costs, but Wells admits “we have to have very 

keen pricing when we look for new business. 

And I can completely understand those 

printers that price to fill their machines with 

print management work because they think 

it’s better than having a machine standing 

idle. I can see the work coming full circle and 

that print management companies will find 

it quite tough to survive.

“We believe that people will pay a little 

extra if  they know work is going to be right 

first time. We do produce very high quality 

products and could never claim to be the 

cheapest producer because we are selling the 

service and quality.”

THE RANGE OF COMPANIES that Delga 

is selling to is increasing. “When we did the 

buyout we had to produce a business plan,” 

Wells recalls. “We needed to move to B1 and 

we needed to diversify.” A five-colour plus 

coater CD102 came with the acquisition 

of  local competitor CMCS in 2008 and was 

followed in time for its 50th anniversary in 

2010 by a six-colour Speedmaster CD102.

The diversification effort culminated last 

May when Delga Group won a place on 

the Government Procurement Service for 

print alongside five other print and print 

management companies. The company now 

carries the GPS endorsement on its market-

ing material and has used it to pitch for 

work from schools, local authorities, county 

constabularies and health authorities. 

“I think we are the only one of  the accred-

ited businesses selling the benefits of  the 

GPS system to universities and local author-

ities,” says Gregory. “It’s better for us to 

push people towards GPS.” It has certainly 

been of  significant benefit to the printer. 

“We used to have to compete with 40 or 

50 printers for this type of  work, now we 

are one of  the six that can tender for work 

under the GPS. We receive all the contracts 

and tenders and can estimate and bid for 

Delga Press’s impressive facility 

overlooking the Medway in Kent is 

perfectly planned to accommodate 

the comprehensive array of machinery 

that operates 24/7. “It’s a game of 

capital investement,” says Wells.
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them. We have picked up work for a number 

of  councils and others and are pitching for 

more substantial contracts.”

And the investment has continued. 

“When we bought the business we had 

only one stitching line, now we have five,” 

says Wells. Three are Duplo lines includ-

ing a DBMi saddle stitching bookletmaker 

installed at Rochester last year.This has 

swallowed up the short run fast turnaround 

booklets that used to have to go through the 

Muller. It also has System 5000 bookletmak-

ers at Collector Set and a Duplo UV coater. 

Further Duplo equipment is on its way. “We 

need to have two of  everything,” says Wells, 

“because machines will break down and we 

cannot let customers down.” 

ANOTHER AGFA PLATESETTER, the 

Avalon N8-80XT, was installed last year 

again with the emphasis on producing the 

volume of  plates needed to cope with short 

run work. The 6,500 plates used each month 

are the Azura TS chemistry free plate, in line 

with the company’s environmental criteria. 

This became its second B1 platesetter.

The two Indigo 7600s were the headline 

investment last year and have been installed 

in Aylesford. They are handling short run 

work and of  course any that requires person-

alisation. They are also printing carbonless 

stationery sets, collating the different papers 

from the separate paper bins on each press. 

The machines were delivered in the summer 

and bedded in during July and August. Since 

then each has been producing 2-2.5 million 

clicks a month.

Gregory says: “We do a lot of  short run 

work for the NHS as well as via the GPS. 

We are not afraid to put anything through 

them, including carbon less papers. Because 

of  these we know we can print four-colour 

work at a later stage in the workflow.” 

Alongside these machines the operation 

has more traditional form presses, an echo 

of  Gregory’s introduction to the industry, 

operating an Autobobine collating form 

press running with plastic letterpress plates 

and printing in a stop start action. “It could 

take all weekend to print 20,000 sets,” he 

says. 

Wells was one of  the last entrants to 

the industry to be trained as a letterpress 

compositor. After a number of  jobs he 

joined Delga as general manager in 1999. 

Both in short have worked their way up 

from the shop floor, at some time running 

all the machinery and carrying out every 

task in the business. The legacy of  that is 

that the directors welcome suggestions from 

the shop floor. “We encourage staff  to have 

ideas. Out of  ten suggestions one is normally 

very good,” says Wells.

The investments in 2013 include the intro-

duction of  a Tharstern MIS at Delga. This 

will be a comprehensive system controlling 

the whole of  production as well as estimat-

ing and stock control. Collector Set has a 

Shuttleworth System which is an integral 

part of  the business there, updating on the 

fly as product is moved from the store to 

packs for delivery. “On average, something 

is moved out of  stock every 30 seconds.” 

says Gregory. As the company maintains 

three months of  collateral for NHS custom-

ers, tracking this is a major effort and the 

Shuttleworth database is vast.

Delga is a confident business, no longer 

the under-invested operation that Gregory 

and Wells bought in 2006. They know they 

will have to continue to invest (“It’s a game 

of  capital expenditure” says Wells) and, 

despite the troubles of  the high street, they 

know that Delga is in a strong position. The 

former HMV group will be transformed 

into a new business selling music and films, 

though with fewer high street shops, and 

even Blockbuster may emerge from admin-

istration in a new form. In its old guise there 

was almost no call for printed packaging; in 

a new form that may change. 

LIKE THE PEAKS AND TROUGHS in 

demand that Delga copes with, the music 

industry swings between the extremes, but 

there will always be a demand for music 

that as consumers we own and control. 

Says Wells: “We will look at other revenue 

streams, but we will never turn our back on 

this market.” 

Allan Wells was one of the last 

entrants to the industry to be trained 

as a letterpress compositor.


