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13 August 2007/Freshco
COMPAC BLOWS COMPETITION AWAY
The ‘aha!’ moment doesn’t always happen when you are expecting it but for Freshco Nelson’s General Manager, Richard Palmer a routine visit to Compac Sorting Equipment’s Auckland factory to discuss a new blemish grader saw him come away with more than he expected.
He explains:  ‘We were talking to Compac about getting a new 6 lane blemish grader to add to our packhouse, to supplement what is probably one of the most elderly 4 lane apple machines in Nelson.

“Alan Mouat from Compac sales, was keen to show me something they’d been working on and had got really enthusiastic about.  I saw the machinery running, but with no fruit, and thought “Hey – we can do something with that.”
Ticking all the ‘faster, better and more efficient’ criteria was an unexpected bonus of the SLS Air Bagger, which uses a jet of air to hold the mouth of the bag open for gentler filling.  Richard went away convinced this would add to Freshco Nelson’s performance and several months on he’s hooked.
“I was hoping to improve the overall bagging volume and daily output without too many additional staff and without the huge capital cost which would be the alternative.  I was impressed that it could do all the things our previous bagger could do, such as weigh, count and allocate but it had some quite significant benefits, in particular the multiple outlets, and the non-automation of bag closing, which had been an issue on his previous machine.”
Richard says the SLS bagger is faster, countering an impact in higher labour requirements for sealing.  “It also has added huge flexibility to the packhouse, as we can pack a range of packs and sizes at once or add trayfillers as required.
The old unit was sold to another packhouse, freeing up capital for the new machinery from Compac.

Freshco Nelson is a newly integrated company owned by both growers and Freshco.  It arose, in late 2006 through consolidating packing from Futures group, Ngatahi packhouse and Saxton Fruit, coming onto the Saxton site under Freshco Nelson. This season Freshco Nelson packed 570,000 TCEs growing to nearly 1 million over the next four years, with a permanent staff of six rising seasonally to up to 130.
The main issue facing the company was an inability to produce enough per day from the automated weigher/bagger without adding more plant at huge capital cost.  “With the SLS air bagger, we have the option of automating bagging if we want, which was our initial thought.   It’s given us a 60% gain in productivity with a staff increase of only 20%, so we’re really happy with the results.  It gives us options, such as putting on more staff if we need greater output to meet orders.”    
Compac’s Alan Mouat says the concept of air bagging came originally from a co-operative effort between Compac and Rasch Bros in Grand Rapids Michigan which saw Rasch’s mechanical bagger design modified on to Compac pack tables.
It’s part of Compac’s continual focus on making packing easier and more flexible and Richard Palmer is looking forward to the arrival at the end of August of the new 6 lane InVision 9000 blemish sorter to work in conjunction with the SLS air bagger.
“It is,” he says “the simplest system I have seen without going to a fully automated operation.  This system has flexibility, which a weigher/bagger combination doesn’t, both for productivity fluctuations and to meet multi pack outputs”

Whilst he admits this season hasn’t overly challenged the unit, he expects that to change as throughput increases.  In all, “a system well worth considering, and very good value for us.”
Alan says the SLS air bagging heads are an efficient solution for regular or full time bagging requirements of delicate fruit such as apples or stonefruit.  

“They require much less investment than dedicated automatic bagging systems, fruit do not need to be presized and require much less labour than other manual systems. Because installation requires no pneumatic connection, these systems offer a flexible solution to any Compac single or dual lane sorting installation.”
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