If ink runs dry, buy new printer 
It is now the cheapest option, says Jack Schofield 
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The next time your printer runs out of ink, you might think about buying a new printer. It could be cheaper than buying new cartridges. So far, I have only seen one printer that is cheaper than its own "consumables" - the Lexmark Z13 on sale for £24.99 at Dixons Online - but that's the way things are going. 

This marketing strategy could get printer manufacturers into trouble with the European Commission, which is looking into the high cost of cartridges, and any restrictions on refilling them. Recently, Mario Monti, the EU's competition commissioner, told a news conference: "We intend to examine this in detail. It's a very important market for the economy in general and consumers." 

Printers and their predecessors, typewriters, used to be very expensive; the consumables - mainly ribbons - used to be cheap. That has changed with the development of new technologies such as inkjet and bubblejet printers, and the popularity of fast PCs running Microsoft Windows. 

In extreme cases, such as a "Win printer" with the print head built into the cartridge, the PC and the cartridge now do most of the work. The printer does little more than wind the paper through. 

As the technology has changed, so has the printer business. Suppliers now make the bulk of their profits from sales of consumables. They don't get very excited if you spend £100 on a new printer every three or four years. But a couple of cartridges - one for colour, one for black and white - can easily cost £40 to £50. If consumers buy several sets a year, you can almost afford to give the printers away... 

There is nothing unusual about this way of doing business. For the past few years, mobile network operators have been offering expensive phones at silly prices because they make the money back on inflated call charges. Sometimes games consoles are also sold at a loss because the profits come from sales of games. But it is a dangerous game if you don't control the market the way the way it is controlled by phone companies and games companies. 

And this is why printer manufacturers could be running into trouble. The economic model starts to fall apart if people stop buying new, brand-name cartridges and refill their old ones instead. Or if they buy refilled or remanufactured cartridges. 

The response is predictable: make recycling harder. Steve Keeble, managing director of Phoenix Recycling and vice chairman of the UK Cartridge Recyclers Asso ciation, says some printer manufacturers have made their cartridges almost impossible to get into. Some have added smart chips that may prevent a cartridge from working even when it has been refilled. "This is a diabolical development," he says. "It has got to be stopped." 

Keeble argues that "remanufacturing" is much more environmentally friendly than, say, HP's idea of recycling, which involves reclaiming the raw materials to make into buttons, or whatever. It also has a charitable aspect. "I buy a lot of cartridges from Action Aid," he says. 

I have a lot of sympathy for UKCRA's views. However, I don't buy milk in glass bottles, don't shave with a cut-throat razor, don't take coffee to work in a Thermos flask, don't write with a fountain pen, and so on. As a society, we all approve of recycling, and most of us make some gestures in that direction. But markets are driven by what people spend, not what they say, and over the past 50 years, the trend has been towards disposables. 

Maybe it would be a good idea if printer manufacturers offered a choice of cartridges. They could introduce durable models specifically designed to be refilled, and they could sell refill kits to go with them. But the markets for pens, razors and other products suggest that most consumers would still go for the more convenient short-term option and buy disposables. 

Whether the EU can do much remains to be seen. The problem with the printer market is not really disposability but the fact that there is no open or even de facto standard for cartridges and therefore no real competition. There is only a choice of hundreds of different proprietary designs, which looks like competition to the average economist who doesn't have a clue how technology markets work. The vast majority of the variations between cartridges (or typewriter ribbons) have no competitive benefits: they only exist to stop you using a Brand X cartridge in a Brand Y printer, or vice versa, thus increasing the price of both. 

It could well be Monti's intention to get the prices charged for cartridges closer to the manufacturing or remanufacturing cost. But the corollary is that printers could no longer be sold at artificially low prices, and will become more expensive. 

The idea of buying a new printer when your current model runs out of ink may not be silly after all. 

