
Screen reclaiming with an eye toward 
diminishing mesh haze, ghosts and 
stains? One heck of a demand! It can 

be done, though. This article is specifically 
aimed at plastisol ink use, but many of the 
points made are universal to any ink system 
used in our industry. Note also the word di-
minishing. Every ink system has the ability 
to create results that we could interpret as 
staining, ghosting and haze. It is a fact of 
the process and you will see it even with the 
best of procedures and chemicals, for there 
is no magic bullet. But as with all things, 
the selection of appropriate, high-quality 

products and proper application will go a 
long way toward minimizing haze, stains 
and ghosts.

Eliminating certain problems that are 
often considered reclaiming issues actually 
begins much earlier; and a few problems 
even start with the initial production of the 
screen as an assembled unit.

A trio of troubles
There are three basic items that cause what 
could we call haze, ghosts or stains: emul-
sion sensitizer, inks, and particles of old 
emulsion. Any of the three items can cause 
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Note the smooth nature of the monofilament threads of new polyester mesh. Note how abrasives have damaged the threads, creating more areas where  

particles and residue can be trapped, complicating the difficulty of cleaning.



Stretching the mesh 

with excessive off-

contact can work inks 

and chemicals into the 

knuckles of the mesh.

problems with new emulsion to be ex-
posed onto the mesh, the quality of the 
stencil, and even the final desired print.

To start a conversation about cleaning 
and preventing stains, we need to look 
closely at the mesh and the mesh threads. 
Polyester monofilament mesh under a 
microscope looks like woven smooth 
translucent tubes (see page 74). When 
monofilament threads are scratched by 
the use of abrasives, the smooth threads 
will gain surface area in the scratches and 
create that many more areas where par-
ticles, residue and chemicals can become 
trapped.

While the visual effect of using an exces-
sively strong caustic to remove staining 
may lead you to believe that the chemical 
is cleaning the mesh, it is actually dam-
aging the mesh. Imagine a fresh-picked 
head of lettuce. If you scrub off the out-
side leaves of that head, have you actu-
ally cleaned it? Strongly caustic chemicals 
work in a similar way: They don’t clean the 
mesh but rather eat away at the surface of 
the threads and, when rinsed with water, 
a thin layer of mesh thread is also rinsed 
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Removing thread material with strong chemicals decreases strength and changes the thread profile  

(as shown, top to bottom) . . . changing the printing characteristics.
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away. While stripping away material from 
the mesh threads will take the stain with it, 
it shrinks the diameter of the threads weak-
ening the mesh.

Keeping your mesh tension high also helps 
lesson the chances of particles wedging 
themselves into the knuckles of the mesh, 
as detailed in an article by Alan Howe in the 
December 2007 Printwear. The tighter the 
mesh, the flatter the angle of the mesh in-
tersections, and the lower the chance of im-
bedding ink and emulsion between them. 
The mechanics of lower-tension mesh trap-
ping products is as interesting as it is incon-
sistent, shown on page 76. Lower-tension 
mesh requires higher off-contact, so the 
squeegee forces the mesh ahead of its stroke 
to greater distances. Stretching the threads 
back and fourth across one another with 
excessive off-contact not only causes distor-
tion of the image but increases the chance 
that ink product will be worked into and 
under the knuckles of the mesh.

One of the most obvious and easiest ways 
to eliminate problems is directly related to 
under-exposure. There are two facets to this 
problem: one exposure related and the oth-
er exposure and/or chemical in nature. For 
starters, and contrary to what many printers 
may think, under-exposed emulsion takes 
longer to break down in reclaim and will 
require more emulsion-removing acid than 
fully exposed emulsion.

Diazo staining is one of the most recog-
nizable staining problems and is caused by 
unexposed diazo sensitizer. Obviously, the 
simplest solution is to not under-expose 
emulsions containing diazo. Diazo stain-
ing has a characteristic yellow-brown stain 
it leaves on polyester mesh that accumulates 
with each additional under-exposure. Diazo 
stains are easiest to spot on white or lightly 
dyed meshes, but negatively effect any color 
mesh.
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Since 1880, fast, knowledgeable 
service has been the hallmark of 
the Jelli� Organization. Today, this 
is particularly true for the screen 
printing industry.

Whether the need is for econom-
ical, all-purpose screen fabric, or 
extra high-strength,  ne mesh for 
today's advanced, high resolution 
printing, leading screen printers 
have come to rely on Jelli�. O�-
the-shelf, fast turnaround allows 
Jelli� customers to expect next 
day shipment of orders. With vir-
tually every product in stock at all 
times, backorders are almost un-
heard of.

A national network of warehous-
ing distributors assures that prod-
uct is immediately available.

For the additional convenience 
of customers. VISA® MasterCard® 
and AMEX® are now accepted.

Over a century of 
delivering superior 
quality, a
ordable 
mesh products.

Florida
888-947-3725 
Connecticut 
800-243-0052

For more information, technical 
service or ordering, call:

SuperStrong™
Mono�lament Polyester

Estertex®
Mono�lament Polyester

Poly-Stik®
Mutli�lament Polyester

The high tensile strength of Super Strong 
permits higher screen tensions
while maintaining dimensional stability. 
Other bene ts include equal elonga-
tion of warp and weft, minimum loss of 
tension after stretching and minimum 
o�-contact.

Estertex delivers good ink �ow. In addi-
tion, it provides easier screen reclama-
tion as it allows only minimal lodging of 
ink between the threads.

The economical, all-purpose choice.
This popular, low-cost fabric works well 
for a broad range of screen printing 
needs: textiles, posters, banners, etc. 
Plus, handcut  lms and emulsions also 
adhere well to Poly-Stik.

The stable, high strength,
low elongation choice.

Low Elongation -High Strength
white or gold

The choice for �ne detail and 
long production runs.

white

white or gold
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Rinse the unexposed emulsion vigorously 
from your print areas and continue to rinse 
until it is completely off the mesh. Unex-
posed emulsion layered on the back of the 
stencil not only will create scumming issues 
but will almost guarantee diazo staining.

Locked up like instant glue
Many popular pre-sensitized emulsions 
used in the industry have one technical 
sticking point: chemical sensitivity. Pre-
sensitized emulsions are available with sol-
vent-resistance features, but this elevates the 
cost. Typical choices in this fast-exposing 
emulsion are often extremely reactive to sol-
vents, and this sensitivity is increased when 
they are under exposed. The industry term 
most used for this chemical phenomenon is 
“lock-in” and, because under-exposure and 
the use of hot solvents is so common, this 
problem is widespread.

Often, when I’m demonstrating the 
emulsion reclaiming procedure, printers 
are shocked at the ease of removal when 

emulsion is fully exposed. Typically, the 
faster the on-press cleaner evaporates and 
the more progressively emulsion is under-
exposed, the more likely a chemical lock-
in will result. Aerosol “screen-openers” are 
big culprits for emulsion lock-in and ink 
staining.

Inks and press washes
Plastisol inks are a particularly mild print-
ing product and can be cleaned or removed 
using relatively mild cleaning products. 
How plastisol can become problematic and 
stain mesh or create ghost remnants is more 
a function of the type of cleaner and meth-
ods employed.

Plastisol has a trait very useful to screen 
printers, as it never air-dries but must be 
cured using elevated heat. This trait also 
contributes to problems with “on-press” 
cleaners which fast-evaporating cleaners thin 
the inks, allowing the pigments to seep into 
the mesh knuckles before the ink can be re-
moved. Many printers will saturate a screen 

with such a fast-evaporating cleaner in an 
attempt to wipe off all the residue before it 
all evaporates. Unfortunately, this only thins 
the ink and contributes to further staining.

Because plastisol is rather viscous, the 
majority of ink can easily be scraped off the 
screens and returned to the original con-
tainer for later use. Once the majority of 
ink is scraped off the screen, a dry rag can 
be used to wipe the remaining ink, after the 
dry wipe, a light spray of medium- to slow-
evaporating on-press cleaner can be applied 
and wiped, leaving the screen mesh clean 
and open. Because a light spray of slower-
evaporating cleaner is used and immediate-
ly removed, there is less chance for thinned 
ink to seep into the thread knuckles.

On-press cleaner versus ink wash
Some printers are unclear about the differ-
ence between an on-press cleaner and an ink 
wash. Typically, the former is faster to evap-
orate, while the ink wash (or ink degrader) is 
used off the press, prior to emulsion remov-

Note that, when only 

sprayed from one side, 

the mesh threads provide 

a shield for ink, emulsion 

and residue from pres-

sure-washer removal.

Screen 
Cleaning



al, and depends on a water wash to remove 
it from the screen. Adding to confusion is 
the fact that there are many combination 
products and multi-duty chemicals avail-
able. Always consult the chemical maker’s 
directions or contact the manufacturer di-
rectly for correct procedures for a particular 
product or chemical line. And always make 
sure the technical advisor knows your inks, 
emulsions and other chemicals in order to 
advise you on the exact match you need 
for your operation. Always check on local 
laws—and important details such as the use 
of a septic system—with your manufacturer 
and local regulatory agencies.

Under pressure
Use of a pressure washer for both stencil 
development and final cleaning can help 
prevent haze, stains and ghosts. A pres-
sure washer helps remove material and can 
help conserve resources by quickly moving 
chemicals, inks and emulsion without over-
using cleaning chemistry and rinse water.

While reclaiming, always use the pres-
sure washer from both sides of the screen, 
when removing or stripping emulsion. 
Any emulsion left will want to bond to 
the mesh and, by spraying both sides from 
various angles, you will make sure that the 
threads do not block the spray leaving mi-
croscopic scraps of emulsion on the oppo-
site side (see page 78).

Review industry periodicals, attend trade 
shows and research chemical manufactures’ 
materials and websites for new products 
and innovations. No industry educator, 
consultant, guru or supplier can be inti-
mately familiar with every chemical line or 
individual product and, because of that fact, 
I encourage end users to call or email manu-
facturers asking for detailed recommenda-
tions along with actual on-site testing, and 
review to find the best fit. PW
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PRE-REGISTER SCREENS
IN YOUR ART DEPT

INSTEAD OF ON-PRESS
• Cut registration time up to 90%
• Boost print output up to 50% on shorter runs
• Improve registration accuracy and print quality
• Reduce make-ready and rejects
• Recoup your investment in weeks

Simply attach positives to pre-punched 
set-up sheets, and register to screen using 
pinboard grid and screen stops. Burn using
any exposing unit, and clamp screens onto
your press with the VRS pallet jig—all in
register and ready to print.

VRS models fit virtually all manual rear-clamp
presses and numerous automatic presses.

See live demo at vastex.com 
or call 800-482-7839

PIN
REGISTRATION

SYSTEM
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NEW Affordable Aluminum Frames instock
Available in different mesh count!

One Source All SuppliesOne Source All Supplies
INKS•EMULSIONS•CHEMICALS•SCREENS•MESHES
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