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OVERCOMING CHALLENGES TO CONTINUE TO SEAL SUCCESS 
 
The fast pace of the food industry will always place heavy demands on packaging 
equipment, but tray sealers are well prepared to meet any expectations, says Adam 
Taylor, product manager for tray sealers at Ishida Europe 
 
In the early days of the coronavirus pandemic, with panic buying rife among many 
consumers, the resilience of food supply chains was very much in evidence as 
manufacturers and retailers worked together to effectively manage these unexpected 
surges in demand. 
 
Indeed, while these circumstances were – to use the word of the moment – 
unprecedented, in many ways they simply reflected the sort of day to day pressures 
and challenges that food suppliers regularly have to contend with in markets that are 
continually changing and highly competitive, and which therefore often require a fast 
and agile response. 
 
For the fresh sector, such an approach is all the more critical, given the limited shelf 
life of many products and the need to maximise both their availability and freshness. 
And during the pandemic, with a renewed focus among many consumers  
on healthier food options, as well as heightened awareness about the importance  
of hygiene, the requirement for high quality pre-packed fresh foods has never been 
more relevant. 
 
For many fresh products – everything from meat to vegetables to pre-cut fruit – the 
tray remains the most appropriate pack format; and in terms of delivering the right 
levels of product freshness, quality presentation and effective protection, the correct 
sealing of the tray is critical. The challenge for tray sealer manufacturers is to deliver 
quality seals while helping manufacturers to maximise their throughput. 
 
Perhaps the most important aspect to remember here is that the highest speeds do 
not necessarily equate to the greatest throughput. A claimed top speed in excess of 
100 trays per minute, for example, may sound impressive, but if running at that 
speed leads to excessive pack rejects through faulty seals and thus compromised 
seal integrity, the benefits are very quickly negated. 
 
When looking to invest in a new tray sealer, a far better approach is to consider the 
likely causes of downtime and how a machine is able to counter these.  
For example, the wide variety of products available in many sectors, and the need to 
create an element of differentiation from the competition, wherever possible, can 
lead to food manufacturers having to handle many different product lines and tray 
formats. This can lead to shorter production runs and more frequent changeovers.  
A tray sealer that offers quick and easy tool changes, and fast and user-friendly set- 
up, will help to minimise the downtime. 
 
Similarly, with the anti-plastic sentiment still very much an issue for all types of 
packaging, new tray materials are being developed. Tray sealers therefore need to 



be as flexible and adaptable as possible, with an element of future proofing in order 
to cope with these new formats. 
 
Packaging is acknowledged as a vital contributor to a reduction in food waste and 
the tray is no exception. However, on the packing line, waste has a far wider 
meaning, which can be summarised as ‘any lost opportunity to pack.’ Equipment 
reliability and consistency play an important part here, but no machine can claim to 
be totally infallible, nor can it be responsible for problems that occur elsewhere on 
the line. 
 
That is why the best tray sealers have features which alert operators to out-of-spec 
packs and mis-placed products or trays, enabling corrective action to be taken with 
no damage to the product or sealing tool. Similarly, for extended shelf-life packs,  
a gas analyser within the tool can sample the gas at every cycle and will  
automatically stop the system if the wrong modified atmosphere mix is detected. 
 
A specific development for Ishida’s own range is our Head Redundancy feature, 
which will disable a sealing head in the event of an error, such as a damaged knife 
or heater. This allows the tray sealer to continue running and to automatically adjust 
the tray feed to take into account the redundant head. The faulty sealing head can 
then be resolved at a suitable and planned break in production. 
 
Such methods to maximise uptime are a vital factor in delivering high OEE (Overall 
Equipment Efficiency) rates. These benefits are also key to assessing a machine’s 
TCO (Total Cost of Ownership), meaning its value is based not only on the initial 
cost but its ongoing performance, where its build quality, reliability and consistent 
efficiency help to deliver an overall faster payback on the investment. 
 
In terms of OEE, no machine operates in isolation: The successful integration of the 
tray sealer with other equipment on the line, enabling machines to pass information 
between them, is an equally vital part of delivering maximum efficiency.  
 
A good example of line integration for the tray sealer would be its integration with in-
line leak detection technology, such as the Ishida AirScan, which uses laser 
technology to identify leaks of CO2 from holes as small as 0.25mm in sealed MAP 
packs. Such a system is ideal for any pack that uses CO2 in the modified 
atmosphere to extend its shelf life (such as  fresh protein, dairy, bakery and pasta) 
and means food manufacturers can significantly reduce spoilage, complaints, returns 
and fines, as well as maximise shelf life to enhance brand reputation.  
 
By integrating the two pieces of equipment, once the line operator is alerted to the 
leaking pack by the AirScan, he may then be able to make use of the Head 
Redundancy feature on the Ishida tray sealer to disable the faulty sealing head. This 
allows packing to continue until a suitable break in production can be found to rectify 
the issue.  
 
 
 
This type of integration demonstrates how the benefits of sourcing the entire line 
from a single equipment supplier can be particularly valuable, helping food 



manufacturers to maximise production and ensure any problems are dealt with 
swiftly and with minimal impact.  
 
Such companies also tend to have the necessary in-depth knowledge and 
experience, derived from the numerous installations they have worked on in many 
different food sectors. At Ishida, for example, the team in our Projects Department 
can boast an incredible 700 years of collective experience! 
 
Integrated production lines have a high level of automation in line with the move 
towards Industry 4.0 and the smart food factory. The benefits of this are all the more 
relevant in the current pandemic, with workplace absenteeism - due to infection and 
isolation - likely to be at high levels. The robustness and reliability of equipment is 
also of paramount importance in enabling production to be maintained and 
maximised at times of increased demand. 
 
Equally important, with on-site visits being kept to a minimum, is the availability of a 
remote monitoring system, such as our own Ishida Sentinel™ software.  
This enables individual machines and complete lines to be monitored by both the 
equipment supplier and the processor and packer. It provides a high level of 
preventative maintenance where potential issues can be anticipated, and action 
taken before machines and packing lines experience even one minute of downtime; 
and it allows the planning of servicing and engineer visits, avoiding the need for any 
unscheduled calls. 
 
In addition, the data capture and analytical abilities of these systems are able to help 
companies manage their operations more profitably. Businesses need to know 
exactly how much it costs to get a product or pack out of the factory and be able to 
easily identify bottlenecks in production or areas where there are opportunities for 
improvement. Capturing this data gives them the competitive advantage of being 
able to optimise production and work as efficiently as possible. 
 
Tray sealer technology may not have had to respond directly to the impact of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, but its benefits have perhaps become more evident during 
these challenging times. Most importantly, tray sealers will continue to deliver these 
benefits long after the current crisis is over. 
 
What is also certain is that there will be new obstacles and demands to take its 
place. For tray sealers, the focus will be to ensure they retain their performance, 
flexibility and reliability to meet these challenges. 
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