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Manufacturing banknotes:
paper beats plastic

Banknote paper differs
significantly from normal,
commercially available
paper because of the raw
material from which it is
produced: cotton
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inety-seven percent of banknotes
world-wide are made of cotton
paper. In a highly specialised produc-
tion process a distinctive material is
produced that even laymen immediately
recognise by its feel and sound as being
“genuine”. Not only is the material
used for the paper banknotes exclusive,
the know-how behind their manufac-
ture and further processing is not avail-
able to the general public either. This is
indeed valuable protection, for
every original is forgeable if
know-how, raw materials and
the machinery can be acquired.

Plastic versus paper

In spite of this there
are constant drives to
replace paper money by
banknotes made of soft
plastic. As early as
1974 the first plastic
banknotes were issued
in Haiti, although they were
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of death” for paper money. The dirt-re-
pelling plastic, it is argued, could “live”
up to four times as long and so save the
state enormous printing costs.

Money soon gets dirty

As notes wear out they have to be
replaced regularly. About 80 to 85
percent of notes end their lives in the
shredder because they are too dirty.
Their lifetime basically depends on the
value of the note: whereas a much used
ten-mark note “lives” approximately
18 months, a thousand-mark note lasts
an average of five-and-a-half years.
Conditions in USA are quite similar:
there a one-dollar note is in circulation
for one-and-a-half years while a 50 dol-
lar note is not withdrawn from circula-
tion until after five years. Plastic money
offers advantages in this respect. It is
“cleanable”; and whereas coffee or tea
make a normal banknote almost illegi-
ble, they cannot do much damage to a
plastic dollar.
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mark note starts after as little as five
years, for example; and after six to sev-
en years the original version has already
disappeared from the market. But it
takes eight years in circulation for the
plastic banknote to become economical,



