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Global demand is in perpetual growth
as populations increase, new middle 
classes evolve in new territories and 
social trends dramatically change the 
perceived value of healthy foods.

The recent Fruit Trade 2025, 2017 report 
from the Gottleib Duttweiler Group discusses 

how consumer choice is 
exponentially growing 

in terms of type 
and specialty of 

retail outlet, the 
growth of digital 
distribution and 
the development 
of new brands. 

Today, fresh produce is a key driver of retail store 
traffic and therefore has an influence on the 
whole of the weekly shopping spend.

Yet, despite all of this, the packhouse business is 
tough in terms of margin and delivery. There are 
many growers and packhouses both in the UK 
and overseas chasing a few retailers.

Everything’s got to be just right
A packer’s role is to ensure that the right size 
of the right quality in the right pack with the 
right labelling is available to the retailer at the 
right time. The expectation in the store is that 
the produce is fresh, healthy and attractive. 
The market remains ever competitive and is 
constantly seeking new ways to add value to the 
end customer. 

INTRODUCTION

Fresh is in 
boomtown.

So how can the packhouse differentiate its capabilities and services beyond just price 
whilst actually increasing margin?

Over the years automation has been deployed 
at the processing end to increase the depth and 
range of service and to increase line efficiency, 
with resultant cost savings. However, the end 
of line placing of packs in crates and then 
palletising crates onto pallets remains to a large 
extent a manual process.

This has two impacts; a high cost to the process 
due the amount of labour deployed in marginally 
productive activities; and that the packhouse is 
not in control of overall line speed. This at a time 
when products per minute is the driver for profit.

Furthermore, the minimum wage is going to rise 
to at least £9.00 by 2020 adding a minimum 16% 
to the wage bill. The advent of Brexit has meant 
that there is now at real risk of the workforce 
leaving the country.  Higher costs or not enough 
labour to deliver the service? You choose.

This article looks at 7 tactical ways 
in which end of line automation can 
differentiate the packhouse service 
offering to its customers whilst at the 
same time improving profitability.
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What do we mean by end 
of line automation?

End of line automation is the replacement of 
manual or mechanical processes such as packing 
products into crates or placing crates onto 
pallets with robotic machines. The labour saved 
can be re-deployed in more productive ways.

The manual process is typically slow and labour 
intensive and the line speed is reliant on the 
speed of the slowest individual. There are 
typically frequent short line stops at the end 
of the line which slow down the average line 
speed affecting net productivity. There are 
also potential issues surrounding quality with 
frequent manual handling issues.

The automated process features the introduction 
of high speed robotic technologies that replace 
manual labour providing consistency of higher 
line speeds with gentle handling of the product.

This consistency of performance reduces labour 
cost, increases consistent line speed and provides 
a payback over investment of around 1-3 years 
depending on application.

INTRODUCTION

...technology has developed sufficiently that it is now cost 
effective to replace the end of line operators with automation.

Digital disruption

As identified in the Fruit Logistica Report and others there is an increasing trend to new service 
offerings using both web and mobile technologies. These disparate sources and brands will have 
their own new distribution models that will include challenging new pack formats to meet brand 
requirements. The challenge lies in meeting these requirements quickly and with a minimum of 
preparation. There will be strength in being seen a “can do” pack house that can handle anything.

The difference is that through automation, the new products can be handled simply and 
profitably by using a minimum of labour. The other alternative is commodity based pricing  
with little or no margin.

Brexit and Manual Labour  
– What are the implications?

The traditional model in packhouse has been one 
of hiring and housing productive labour, often 
from overseas, which has provided consistent 
quality of performance. Over the years this 
progressed to use of agency labour managed by 
third parties.

Manual labour is almost optimised in the manual 
packing and palletising processes. With the 
ability to pick and place products accurately and 
gently, technology has developed sufficiently 
that it is now cost effective to replace the end  
of line operators with automation.

This is further exacerbated by Brexit. There is 
increasing evidence that our overseas workers 
are beginning to return to their home countries 
or alternative European destinations. This is 
being driven by 3 factors; the fall in the value 
of sterling, the rise of certain Eastern European 
states economies; and a perceived feeling of a 
decline in the quality of life here in the UK since 
the Brexit vote on 23rd June 2016.

This is compounded by the rising cost of the 
Living wage, currently £7.50 (2017) rising to 
£9.00 (estimated) by 2020.

Thus whilst labour is increasing in cost, it might 
not be available in 5 years’ time. Meanwhile the 
packhouse has to pack more product, to a high 
quality in an ever shortening timescale to survive.

Success is down to efficiency. 
End of line automation provides a fast payback 
in its own right.  However we see 6 opportunities 
where the use of automation can also 
differentiate a packhouse from its competition.
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to differentiate your packhouse 
through automation

THE

OPPORTUNITIES6
THE PACKHOUSE CHALLENGE: 6 ways to increase Packhouse profitability and build brand value through end of line automation.



By the time it reaches the packing process most products has  
already been through a journey from the farm to sortation,  
grading and packaging. 

However, at the packing station everything changes. Product is often bounced from 
conveyor to conveyor and then onto a circulating packing table where products 
bump into each other. The product is then picked up by human hands and dropped 
into a crate. The crate is then unceremoniously placed onto a pallet for removal to 
the warehouse. All that investment in pre-processing only for the finished packed 
product to be thrown into a crate.

Effective automation ensures that the product is gently picked up post flow 
wrap, tray seal or vertical form fill bagging process and gently placed onto the 
crate with no damage and no human handling.

What can you do?

•   By automating the packing process you can demonstrate to 
your customer that every product is handled the same gentle 
way every time without any impairment to the product.

•   No human handling of the product minimises  
possibility of hygiene issues.
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Quality of 
Product1
“People long for simplicity, authenticity and sensuality when eating. 
They crave regionality, environmental protection, animal welfare, 
health and pleasure.”  Fruit Trade 2025
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What can you do?

•   You can demonstrate to your customer that your products 
will be presented with the same visual appeal onto the 
supermarket shelf every time.

...The ability to demonstrate to your customer 
that your product ensures the consistency  
of presentation in the crate is a genuine value 
add to the retailer. 

Supermarkets are increasingly demanding a very high consistent 
level of presentation of product in the crate; after all, this is what 
the retail customer sees.

And where the customer buys their produce is where they will likely buy the majority 
of their retail shop. The fresh produce packhouse is therefore providing strategic 
product positioning for the retailer. The ability to demonstrate to your customer 
that your product ensures the consistency of presentation in the crate is therefore 
a genuine value add to the retailer. The critical element lies in providing precision 
accuracy when picking and placing product which can ensure superior presentation 
time after time regardless of the product. These systems will not get tired, get 
injured or need time off.

Presentation  
of Product



Fresh produce is a booming sector with more people eating more product every day. 

To meet this demand growers and suppliers are 
developing new and differentiated products in 
new and differentiated packaging. Shoppers 
might complete a shop from a major store once 
a week and then top up with fresh fruit and 
convenience foods from a local store. A visit 
might be replaced with an online order. All of 
these options can mean different product and 
packing formats. E.g. A local supermarket may 
require small amounts of products in smaller 
packs in an urban area catering to singles/
couples. 

Additionally the current focus on packaging and 
the environment means that packaging is likely 
to continue to transform over time with more 
bio-degradable technologies being deployed.

Key to the future success is to be able to handle 
this variety of products and packs at short notice 
and at high speed.  Product packaging will 
change in format and size and presentation  
of packs in layers will also change. 

Whilst automation cannot beat manual dexterity 
at a given moment in time, it can clearly win over 
continuous repetition of the same movements 
over a prolonged period of time. 

The key to effective automation lies in the 
flexibility to use the same components for 
multiple products with the capability to auto 
adjust to different pack sizes and layer formats.  
Thus a single automation machine can handle 
multiple applications over its lifetime. This 
flexibility to cater for as yet unknown future 
requirements combined with consistency of 
speed and performance not only ensures a 
high OEE and level of future proofing, but also 
demonstrates to clients a commitment to invest 
in the future. 

What can you do?

•    Show how flexible your business is at reacting to changing 
requirements.

•    Ensure that any automation system has the capability to cater 
for multiple products, formats and layer patterns with very 
fast changeovers with minimal tooling. This will optimise long 
term return on investment

•    Demonstrate that the business is investing in new 
technologies to better serve the current and future,  
as yet unknown needs, of its clients.

•    Save money and increase efficiency whilst building reputation

Flexibility of Operation3
The key to effective automation lies in the flexibility to use the same 
components for multiple products with the capability to auto adjust 
to different pack sizes and layer formats.
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A permanent concern on the packing 
line is that the right product is in the 
right pack with the right traceability  
and date information.

Penalties and fines are imposed along with loss  
of reputation at the slightest error.

Automation technology can ensure that the  
right product is in the right packaging at the 
right weight with the correct number of fruit 
every time, dynamically throughout a run.  
This is increasingly important as packs are often 
near identical in format for products to multiple 
different customers.

What can you do?

•    Consider implementing automated verification systems  
to minimise and systemise reputational risk.

•   Demonstrate detailed control systems in place to ensure  
correct specification and traceability.

Accuracy and 
veracity of product 
information

4
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Automation technology can ensure that the right 
product is in the right packaging at the right weight 
with the correct number of fruit every time...

✓



How can we maximise output in the shortest possible time at  
the lowest possible unit cost without compromising on quality?

As labour is the biggest single cost in most pack houses, the 
answer must lie in automation. But automation must have the 
flexibility described earlier in order to deliver effective return  
on investment over many years of hard work.

OEE (Overall machine effectiveness) can be dynamically monitored 
across an entire line. Do not necessarily believe what one machine 
on the line tells you because what matters is not the line speed 
on the HMI screen but the actual number of products that go into 
each crate and onto each pallet at the end of the line; per shift,  
per hour and per minute.

Simple systems can be implemented to monitor all of the 
key processes and provide dynamic reporting on the relative 
performance of each line. This then provides reporting information 
enabling the identification and removal of bottlenecks in the 
process. This can also be displayed visually in overhead screens 
to monitor performance and encourage improvements and 
development of a team ethos.

These systems are excellent for identifying and removing 
bottlenecks such as frequent small machine faults or operational 
inefficiencies and help to drive a continuous improvement culture.
The only observation I would make is that good implementation 
of OEE provides genuine performance measures from which to 
improve. Bad OEE implementation is simply a meaningless screen 
showing a positive number from which no one learns anything. 

Efficiency of 
operation
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Good implementation of OEE provides genuine 
performance measures from which to improve.

What can you do?

•   Research simple dynamic OEE systems. They can improve 
performance and profitability in a short space of time.

•   Demonstrate to your clients an ongoing commitment  
to continuous improvement.

•   Help to build a team and problem solving ethos within  
the business.
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The layout and the operation of a packhouse are 
effectively the sales showcase to the customer.

From client Senior Management visits to BRC Audit checks,  
a well-run automated site is an efficient site demonstrating to the 
customer that cost has been taken out, risk has been minimised 
and that quality and delivery is everything. The tour of the site will 
demonstrate a commitment to invest in the future of the business 
and justifies the basis for a long term strategic relationship where 
the customer can be certain of supply on time with quality assured.

Packhouse as  
a sales tool6
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The importance of strategic relationships

The one constant in a changing market is change itself.  The best way to address this change is to develop trusted long term 
relationships with suppliers and customers. Partners can advise, pro-actively develop ideas and work together across the 
supply chain to deliver mutually beneficial efficiencies across the business. 

Demonstrate to the customer that cost has 
been taken out, risk has been minimised and 
that quality and delivery is everything.



Benefits of technology
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Labour costs are rising and it is 
becoming increasingly difficult 
to recruit the right people.

Automation of the packing and 
palletising processes will reduce 
the headcount 

The automated system can run 
24/7 with no breaks, illness or 
injuries providing increased 
throughput or contingency 
for busy periods with no 
additional labour requirement. 
The business case is made on 
this benefit alone. However 
the customer respects the 
additional benefits which aid 
their business. 

If automation is properly 
deployed the picking and 
placing processes will not 
damage the product in any way. 
In fact there will be a complete 
absence of any human handling 
reducing further the risk of any 
contamination. Quality will be 
maintained through gentle 
placement from bespoke robot 
heads. Consistent attractive 
presentation of the product in 
the crate or case can be assured 
with high speed single picking 
of products.

The bane of any production 
line is constant short stops. 
Once production is lost, it 
is lost forever. A successful 
automation implementation 
will reduce line stops to a 
minimum by optimising the 
line. Once the line is set up, 
it will operate to the same 
specification consistently. 
Start-up should be as simple as 
select a recipe and then press 
start. When the production 
run is ended select a new 
programme and press start. 

Wherever possible restrict 
tooling to a minimum. The 
objective is one machine 
multiple applications. 
This maximises return on 
investment over the lifetime  
of the machine.  Careful design 
of the robot head should also 
ensure sufficient flexibility 
to meet most future, as yet 
unknown requirements. Where 
tooling is required then a robot 
head should take no more 
than 3 minutes to changeover. 
There should be flexibility in 
the settings for different sizes, 
heights and patterns.

Robots perform repeatable 
tasks such a picking and 
placing and heavy lifting tasks 
such as palletising. They can 
also lift from height and pack 
to height. All of this means that 
deployment of robotic systems 
results in a reduction of health 
and safety risk from repetitive 
strain and lifting injuries. For 
example the optimum pallet 
height in fresh produce is 2.2m. 
This maximises efficiency  
of transport but requires  
steps to pack to that height. 
Equally packing 100 packs  
a minute into crates by turning 
90degrees every time can cause 
repetitive strain injuries.

The end of line is the untidy 
end of the packhouse. People 
are busy, crates lie everywhere 
and loaded pallets are 
moved from place to place. 
Unfortunately this is often the 
first thing customer’s see as 
you head onto the floor. End 
of line automation tidies up 
the whole process and can 
include automation of the crate 
handling process. The result is a 
clean, efficient organised space.

There a number of direct benefits to automating the end of the line packing and palletising processes.

1
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CONCLUSION
This document has highlighted 6 tactical ways in which automation can help  
to raise the credibility of a packhouse in the eyes of a customer.  

Some packhouses are already automated, others are just starting. Regardless of 
where you are on this journey, end of line automation will lead to a more efficient, 
profitable organisation with an increased capability to meet future demand. 
The customer will see an organisation investing in its future and pro-actively 
developing techniques to add value to the sales process.

ABOUT BRILLOPAK

Brillopak designs and builds high speed end of 
line automation systems to the fresh produce 
sector.  The company’s purpose is to help its 
clients improve profitability and operational 
efficiency through the deployment of the latest 
robotic technologies.

The company specialises in robotic packing of 
products in tray seal punnets, flow wrap and Vertical 
form fill seal (VFFS) bags and the robotic palletising 
of crates, cases and bags.

The company seeks to raise the bar in applying 
technology to the sector and invests heavily  
in research and development.

Brillopak was founded in 1999 and is based  
in Kent in the United Kingdom.
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End of line automation will 
lead to a more efficient, 
profitable organisation 
with an increased capability 
to meet future demand. 

For more information visit:
www.brillopak.co.uk



REDUCE COSTS  | IMPROVE LINE EFFICIENCY  |  INCREASE REVENUES

9 Archers Park, Branbridges Road, Tonbridge, Kent TN12 5HP, United Kingdom
Tel: +44 (0)1622 872907     Fax: +44 (0)1622 872979     Email: info@brillopak.co.uk

www.brillopak.co.uk
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