Automate Package Labeling for Food Manufacturers and Distributors
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Automate Package Labeling for Food Manufacturers and Distributors: Driving Cost Savings and Efficiency with Printer Applicator Solutions
By Chris Cocanig, Program Manager, PEAK Technologies
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Is a Printer Applicator the Right Choice for You?

Wherever there is a label on a food good or product, case/pallet, carton or container, there is a potential need for printer applicators. From individual food items and consumer packaged goods to food goods moving through the foodservice supply chain, all of these products need to be tracked to their final destination or retail shelves. With bar coding and radio frequency identification (RFID) mandates dictated by major retailers, the decision to use printer applicators over a hand labeling “slap-and-ship” method for high volume or high value items is an easy one, especially when unreadable bar codes or incorrect label placement can result in retailer chargebacks.

What is a Printer Applicator?

Printer applicators are primarily used to print high-quality bar codes, product identification information, and graphics onto labels and apply the labels directly onto products, packages, or pallets. Printer applicator solutions have repeatedly proven to increase productivity, lower operating costs, provide reliable product identification, and ensure proper label placement. In addition, the effects of printer applicators on day-to-day operations can include other benefits such as labor reduction, inventory control, and more accurate sorting. 

For the greatest benefit, a thorough analysis of the complete labeling requirement, from part production to end user application, has to be completed to determine the correct printer applicator. Application speed, product conveyance speed, available floor space, label size, location of label application surface, line operator proximity, and many other factors come into play when selecting the correct applicator.

Determining the Need for a Printer Applicator

Printer applicators are used mainly for content identification, bulk packaging, and case/pallet labeling. In order to identify if a food manufacturer or distributor would benefit from a printer applicator solution, it is important to look at the number of labels and how those labels are being used in the manufacturing plant or distribution center. Volume is a key factor in the decision to implement printer applicators. For a company that churns out over 5 or 10 products per minute, printer applicators are a quick and efficient way to print and apply the labels and keep the items moving along the supply chain.

When presented with a scenario where a printer applicator may be the solution, consider the following:  

· What is the food manufacturer or distributor required to do? Do they need to meet specific labeling requirements or RFID mandates?

· How does the food manufacturer manage and sort inventory? How much of this process is automated? How much labor are they using to apply labels?

· How is the food manufacturer moving the products/cartons through the supply chain? 

· What volume of food product is being manufactured or packaged?

Answers to these questions may also reveal a need for a broader solution that not only encompasses printer applicators but also includes consumables such as labels, toner, ribbons and RFID tags. By incorporating a wide range of solutions, from printer applicators, bar code scanning systems, and consumables to RFID, food manufacturers and distributors can reduce labor costs, more accurately view their products from manufacturing to end user purchase, increase productivity, and ensure label accuracy and readability.
Printer Applicators Deliver Sweet Success for Ice Cream Cone Maker

For Joy Cone Ice Cream Cone Co. (Hermitage, PA), the world’s largest ice-cream cone manufacturer, reducing operating costs and improving customer satisfaction by modernizing its warehouse management system and label application business process were the challenges at hand. Joy Cone had been experiencing a variety of labeling accuracy issues, mostly because it relied on a system of manually recorded product data.  

Previously, all out-of-date coding had been handled via hand-stamp or dot-matrix printing.  Inventory records were written into a notebook, and all production information was entered into a computer database using handwritten tags with one tag per pallet.  This led to errors, such as incorrect labels being applied to the product or labels being brought to the wrong product line.  During the busiest season, errors might run 200 to 300 pallets/day, so efficiency and accuracy needed to be improved.

As part of the project to automate the warehouse and shipping functions, Joy Cone had PEAK 

Technologies develop a print-and-apply solution to optimize its label-application methods.  PEAK recommended fourteen dual-tamp printer applicators and an automated system that applies labels on each carton’s front and side for easy identification by Joy Cone to-motor operators. 

“We saw an improvement in accuracy and inventory control overnight,” said Brent Fisher, director of logistics for Joy Cone.  “In terms of tracking inventory for shipping, we went from having weekly out-of-stock products to having almost no out-of-stocks, plus we increased our warehouse productivity by about 20 percent as a result of the entire warehouse automation project.”

According to Fisher, another major benefit came from saving money on printing costs for corrugated cases.  As part of its previous labeling system, Joy Cone had been printing cases on demand for each customer.  Now, by putting customer information directly on the label, Joy Cone can replace preprinted customer cases with generic cases instead.



Printer Applicator Integration

Printer applicator solutions are beneficial in many different food manufacturing and distribution environments. A variety of label application methods (such as blow-on, tamp-blow and wipe-on) exist for different types of applications. The size, shape, material, and durability of the product or package being labeled typically determine the label application method. 

After determining the need for a printer applicator and selecting the best printer applicator solution, it’s important to figure out the best way to integrate the new solution into the food manufacturing or distribution environment, either on an existing conveyor or as a total self-contained customized system. Offerings range from piece part (jig fixture) labeling to semi-automatic labeling to custom-designed label applicators that may include RFID.

Tying RFID to Printer Applicators

RFID printer applicators make smart label printing and encoding easier because of their ability to encode, verify, and print in a single pass through the embedded encoder, reader, and print head components within the printer section of the applicator. Essentially, they function like traditional printers to create bar codes, graphics, and text, plus they encode the RFID data onto the paper thin RFID chip that resides between the paper and adhesive layers of the RFID label. The tag is verified for data accuracy and then printed and dispensed onto an application pad or rejected to a reject mechanism if the data is not accurate, preventing bad tags from being applied.  

RFID mandates by major retailers are making some companies rethink the processes they have in place. The slap-and-ship label application method has been a common practice for many companies, but with the requirement to increase the number of SKU’s or volume of products that require RFID tags, companies are realizing the costliness involved with applying labels by hand. RFID applicators present a new set of opportunities to increase productivity with increased accuracy, to gain visibility into key information about products that are produced, as well as to obtain the benefits of online, cost-effective encoding, printing, and label application.
Business Problem Solver: Printer Applicators

Many food manufacturing and distribution companies are faced with a myriad of business problems that can often be addressed by printer applicator solutions.  A list of the top business problems that keep food manufacturer and distributors up at night include:

· Retailer charge-backs

· Labels that fall off leaving unknown product ID

· Incorrectly labeled products

· Poorly labeled product – poor quality representation

· Automated system rejections from incorrectly placed labels or unreadable barcodes

· Incorrectly labeled products that are rejected to Manufacture

· High labor investments to keep old applicator equipment running.

· Using manual labor to hand-apply labels driving up costs and impeding an efficient flow of goods.

Conclusion

For proven, long term solutions that provide quick return on investment and minimize disruption to current operations, food manufacturers and distributors should consult with experienced integrators with years of applicator implementation expertise and a high quality line of applicators. Only a hand full of applicator manufacturers are good at building versatile applicators designed to grow as technology like RFID changes. Companies should investigate the systems integrator as well as the applicator company the integration company supports. High quality, well supported hardware can make or break the complete system operation.
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A tamp-blow applicator is used in this application to ensure correct label placement and comply with USPS and UPS shipping standards.  








Printer Applicator Methods





Blow-on


•  Dispenses labels onto a vacuumized grid with the adhesive side exposed to the product


•  High-speed – Provides short cycle times and accuracy within 1/8 of an inch. 


•  Permits easy, no cost, change over to different label sizes


•  Examples: Used for consistently presented surfaces, like cartons; can also label some slightly curved surfaces





Tamp-blow


•  Dispenses labels onto a vacuumized tamp pad which extends out to the product surface


•  Allows labels to be placed in hard-to-reach areas


•  Label size changes require a pad change over (The application pad is made specific to the label size)


•  Examples: Used for pallets, cartons, or products that cannot be presented at a consistent distance from the applicator





Wipe-on


•  Dispenses labels with the leading edge flagged


•  Feeds the label at a consistent speed, merging the label directly onto a moving product


•  Matching label dispense speed to product speed ensures proper application


• Examples: Used to label slightly curved surfaces, like elliptical bottles, pails, or drums





Dual-tamp arms on the printer/applicators, above, swing out to apply one label to the front and one label on the side of each carton without ever touching the cartons.
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