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How long will your digital photo
prints really last? Good question

Quality of ink, paper important, but test standards remain unsettled

BEN RAND
STAFF WRITER

The most obvious way to save
yourself from digital imaging
heartbreak is to convert your
pixels into photographic prints
whenever possible. But experts
caution that doesn’t guarantee
your memories will always be
available.

The majority of today’s digital
images are printed at home,
typically using tried-and-true
inkjet printers and related sup-
plies. Yet while the technology
has improved dramatically over
the years, inkjet prints can un-
der some circumstances still
lose their luster.

Heat, humidity, light and air
pollution take a toll on inkjet
prints that are exposed to the
open air — say, pinned to a bul-
letin board or attached to a re-
frigerator. Those factors cause
pictures to fade.

The issue arises, experts say,
in one of two general situations:
First, when consumers use pri-
vate-label brands of inkjet paper
rather than those from major
manufacturers such as Seiko-
Epson Corp., Hewlett-Packard
Co. or Eastman Kodak Co.; sec-
ond, when they use brands of
paper that have not been de-
signed to work specifically with
a particular printer or set of
inks.
Experts studying the field
stress that they aren't question-
ing inkjet technology as a
method for printing pictures.
They say they are simply advis-
ing consumers to do extra re-
search and — as with any kind of
photography — to shield their
most treasured images by put-
ting them behind glass, in a
frame.

“The problem is that there are
a lot of after-market inks, and
there is no guarantee where
those inks came from or who did
the quality as-
surance  on
them,” says
Doug Bugner,
head of Ko-
dak's inkjet
printing sys-
tems research
division, which
conducts ex-
tensive tests on
photographic materials.

“There are a lot of third-party
companies making papers, and
we don't know what testing they
have done. I'd say the best of the
(inkjet) technologies — from
major manufacturers — have
really come a long away. But
there are still combinations that
people need to be worried
about.”

Confounding the situation is a
longstanding disagreement in
the industry about how best to
test and rate photographic ma-
terials for their lifespan. Compa-
nies have been talking for years
under the auspices of the Inter-
national Standards Organization
about a mutually agreeable way
to predict aging, but to no avail.

Kodak, Fuji Photo Film Co.
and other testing labs do agree
on the use of accelerated fading

Bugner

Faded photographs

Printing is a good way to protect against losing your digital images in a
computer calamity. But it's not foolproof. Home inkjet prints have
improved greatly but can still fade when exposed to light and under
conditions such as hanging from your fridge. The four main fade factors:
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H-P vs. Staples: When ozone takes a toll

Wilhelm Imaging Research, of Grinnell, lowa, recently tested inkjet photo papers
from Hewlett-Packard and Staples by exposing them to significant quantities of
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H-P at beginning of test.

air pollution.

Describing
the test
Wilhelm printed an
image on H-P's
Premium Plus
Glossy and Staples’
Photo Supreme
High Gloss papers.
Both were printed
using the H-P
Deskjet 6540
printer and H-P
97/99 inks and
were exposed to a
specific quantity of
air pollution pro-
duced by electri-
cal discharge.
Pollution breaks
| down the stabili-
ty of inkjet
prints, causing
fading.
The pictures on the
left are how the
images looked at
the beginning of
the test; the ones
on the right, after
20 hours of expo-
sure — equivalent
to about six
months in a home.
The test was an
independent
project funded ex-
clusively by
Wilhelm Imaging;
neither company
financed the
project.

SOURCES: Wilhedm Imaging Research and Eastman Kodak Co.

tests — essentially bombarding
images with large quantities of
light, then using mathematical
formulas to forecast when the
picture might degrade to an un-
acceptable level. Where they
differ is on the intensities of
light to use and in assumptions
about the “typical” environment
in which photos will be dis-
played.

Epson, Canon, H-P and Lex-
mark, which together make up

about 90 percent of the inkjet

printing market, currently sub-
scribe to test methods and as-
sumptions developed by Wil-
helm Imaging Research Inc. of
Grinnell, Iowa, a private labora-
tory that tests materials for
manufacturers on contract. Wil-
helm Imaging in February an-
nounced the creation of the
WIR Certified Testing Seal pro-
gram as a way of offering con-
sumers “apples to apples” com-
parisons across major inkjet
brands.

Staples after 20
hours.
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H-P after 20 hours.
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Kodak has a different testing
method and set of assumptions.
Rochester’s largest employer be-
lieves that photographs dis-
played in the home are not sub-
jected to as much light as does
Wilhelm Imaging Research and
its clients. This, in turn, affects
the calculations on photograph-
ic longevity.

A different set of assumptions
are made by the Image Perma-
nence Institute at Rochester In-
stitute of Technology, a non-

On the Web

Wilhelm Imaging Research:
Articles and rankings of photo-
graphic media, including eval-
uations of snapshot printers —
www.wilhelm-research.com.

Image Permanence Insti-
tute: Lab on campus of RIT
publishes consumer guides for
recovery of water-damaged
prints and traditional and digital
print stability — www.image
permanence.org; click on “free
consumer guides.”

Eastman Kodak: Guide to
purchasing inkjet printers —
www.Kodak.com, click on “inkjet
paper,” then “inkjet printing
basics."

profit independent testing lab
that also tests photographic ma-
terials and conducts other lon-
gevity experiments. To make
matters even more maddening,

. Fuji Photo of Japan, another in-

dustry heavyweight, uses a
third, more stringent standard.

Kodak argues that its stand-
ards are based on years of study
of the typical home environ-
ment, spearheaded by statisti-
cians, anthropologists and engi-
neers. The company says it has
collected more than 500,000
pieces of data from the field on
light, temperature, humidity and
other conditions over the last
half-decade.

“We use the data to help de-
sign better products for that
specific environment,” Bugner
says. “We don’t want to design
for things that never occur or
occur only one-tenth of the
time.” Wilhelm Imaging's as-
sumptions are based on a belief
that there is no “average” home
in terms of lighting. Conditions
will vary widely, co-founder
Henry Wilhelm says, so he pre-
fers to subject materials to more
light to be conservative — but
not too much light. The fact that
the major inkjet companies have
joined his certification program,
he contends, positions his work
as the “de facto” standard for the
industry. “All four companies are
saying they're going to play by
the same rules,” Wilhelm said.

While they may disagree on
methodology, Kodak and Wil-
helm both concur with the need
for a single testing standard, to
make it easier for consumers to
evaluate marketing claims made
on packaging.

Henry Wilhelm’s analogy is
fuel economy standards im-
posed on the auto industry by
the U.S. government. Imagine
how confused consumers would
be, he says, if every automaker
established its own tests.

Kodak doesn't disagree.
“There needs to be standardiza-
tion. There is no question about
that, and we're actively partici-
pating,” Bugner said.

Until a standard does emerge,
“what I recommend is that
for very critical photos, people
make a print on a material which
they know is stable,” said
Franziska Frey, professor at
RIT.O
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