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Packaging

Thermoforming and
Traysealing Machines
Lamb’s lettuce pioneers

the quantities that have been
ordered,” says Susanne Neff, one of
the second generation of the family
to work at the company. She originally
completed a commercial apprentice-
ship at a transport company and has
been organizing and monitoring the
packaging operations for about a year
now. “Our products are among the
fixed-price products that are traded
on a weekly basis. We always
package lamb’s lettuce in 150 g trays,
while 80 per cent of the rucola is

retailed in 125 g packs. The rest is
sold in quantities of between 100 and
150 g.”

Modern trend: rucola as a
second business

Rucola is another very trendy salad
product that the company has been
growing for about three years now.
“Rucola is still very much ‘in’. More
and more restaurants are, for
example, including it on the menu,
while cookbooks and cookery
programmes are currently focusing to
an increasing extent on how to
prepare it. We as suppliers are slowly
beginning to notice that the market is
becoming saturated,” continues Neff.
“And: now that the major retail chains
like Aldi or Lidl have included rucola
in their product range as well, our
competitors have started to introduce
this product too. The most likely
scenario is therefore that the price will
drop in the next few years.”

Lamb’s lettuce is a popular feature of
German meals - and not just in winter.
Which explains why Neff-Schmidt
GbR, a family-owned company from
the Palatinate region of South-West
Germany, has devoted itself entirely
to the large-scale production of
lamb’s lettuce, growing the tasty plant
on an area of roughly 100 hectares
and packaging it automatically.

It could be any large farm from a
distance. A look inside the production
hall does, however, reveal at first
glance that this operation in the rural
setting of Hochdorf-Assenheim is
equipped with state-of-the-art mach-
inery. The main product that is pack-
aged automatically here is lamb’s
lettuce, between two and six tonnes
of which are harvested by the com-
pany every day.

The customers for the product are
such retail chains as Aldi, Edeka or
Tengelmann, which buy from the
central Maxdorf-Lambsheim eG fruit
and vegetable market nearby at
weekly intervals. “Like our compet-
itors too, we submit our quotations by
phone and are then informed about

Once they have
been loaded, the
trays are auto-
matically closed
with sealing film
and are then
separated by
cutting - so that
they are ready to
be transported to
the customer

Always one step
ahead of the com-
petit ion: Sabine
Neff, one of the
second generation
of the family to
work at the com-
pany, is delighted
by the high-quality
packs

The resourceful entrepreneurs from
the Palatinate have adopted a
pioneering approach in order to be
prepared for this reduction in income:
A T 400 traysealer from a German
packaging machinery specialist, has
been in operation for about four
months now, with which the company
produces film-sealed tray packs. “We
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are creating a competitive edge for
ourselves here by anticipating market
requirements,” explains Neff. “Al-
though retailers have not yet speci-
fied this type of packaging, they will
be opting for this attractive form of
product presentation as competitive
pressure increases.”

The flexible traysealer was parti-
cularly suitable for packaging rucola,
because this kind of salad has to be
loaded in the trays manually. “In order
to make the product particularly
appealing to customers at the point
of sale, all the leaves have to point in
the same direction when they are
loaded in the trays - which is only
really possible by hand,” says Neff.
“The traysealer makes it possible for
us to package the salad in bought-in
rigid trays independently of the seal-
ing operation, so that we can operate
independently of machine speed.”

Automation with a
thermoforming machine

This is not the first time that the family-
owned company has made visions
reality: Neff-Schmidt GbR was
established in 1994, when Bernd Neff
and his nephew Walter Schmitt
decided to combine their agricultural
operations and to grow lamb’s lettuce
on a large scale. “We worked without
any form of automation at the begin-
ning, weighing and packaging the
product by hand,” remembers Walter
Schmitt, who is in the meantime the
man at the company who is respon-
sible - among other things - for sowing

and harvesting. “In 1999 we were
then the first company in the region
to start packaging the lettuce auto-
matically on an R530 thermoforming
machine.”

manufacturers, we have not regretted
our decision - and the fact that it was
a good decision is demonstrated, for
example, by the five other operations
in Assenheim alone that have in the
meantime followed our lead,” Schmitt
continues with obvious pride.

Most of the other machines in the pro-
duction hall were specially built by
König, such as the lettuce washing
machine, in which the lamb’s lettuce
first of all goes through a preliminary
washing operation to remove as much
of the large amount of earth as possi-
ble that is still stuck to the lettuce. The
lettuce is first transported from the field
to the outdoor loading bay on a lorry
and is transferred to a conveyor belt

Photos: Multivac

König Sondermaschinenbau, a
machine manufacturer in the neigh-
boring town, helped the company to
automate its operations. “König
advised us to choose the R530
thermoforming machine, because it
is suitable for our requirements, is
very reliable and rarely suffers from
any problems: the lettuce has to reach
the customer quickly once it has been
harvested - we cannot afford any long
stoppages. Thanks to the good ser-
vice provided by the two machinery
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there. This belt runs directly into the
automatic washing plant in the hall,
where the lamb’s lettuce is washed,
showered and then dried in a total of
five different basins. The leaves are
now clean and continue their journey
on an automatic conveyor belt that
takes them to the upper section of the
hall, where they are weighed into 150
g portions by a 16-head weighing unit
and are then packaged with the help
of the thermoforming machine.

Salad grown on an area of
120 hectares

The company packages several
tonnes of lamb’s lettuce every day,
which are grown on an area of about
100 hectares. A further 20 hectares
are used to grow rucola. “Thanks to
our mild climate, we can harvest up
to three times a year,” explains Neff.
“This part of the Palatinate region is
an ideal location to grow vegetables,“
adds Walter Schmitt. “Because the
region enjoys a mild climate and is
considered to be the warmest area of
Germany, which is due - among other
things - to warm air from the Rhone
Valley nearby, we are able to start
growing earliest and continue
growing longest in Germany, even if
the plastic film out on the fields in the
spring may displease some visitors.”
The farming region has responded
to the lack of rain in dry periods - the
low average precipitation level
amounts to about 400 ml/m² - by
setting up an irrigation association
that covers an area of 25 000
hectares. This is a pipe network
supplying water from the River Rhine
that is interrupted every 70 m by
hydrants. The farmers can use the
water to irrigate the fields and are
charged accordingly. And the
packaging machines in the hall are
not shut down even in the winter,
when cold days make it impossible
to grow out on the f ields: the
resourceful vegetable growers then
package lamb’s lettuce that they buy
in France, on the other side of the
nearby border.

A versatile option: the T
400 traysealer

The T400 traysealer is suitable for
closing a variety of containers as well
as for processing different sizes,
shapes or materials. The trays are
produced in advance, can be loaded
in a separate room and irrespective

of machine operating time and can
then be transferred to the infeed
conveyor either by hand or via a
separate infeed system. Another
alternative is to load the empty trays
directly on the infeed conveyor, either
manually or automatically. The basic
version of the modular, fully automatic
traysealing machine has the
following functional elements: tray
infeed and transfer, sealing die with
integrated cutting and tray discharge.
The machine is made from stainless
steel profiles, is easy to clean and
complies with the EC hygiene
directive about machines for food
applications.

The company from Wolfert-
schwenden, Germany, is the biggest
manufacturer in the world of packa-
ging machines for the food industry
(more than 80 000 machines sold,
over 17 000 of them thermoforming

packaging machines) and is now
taking advantage of its decades of
experience in the development and
production of customer-specific pack-
aging solutions in the traysealer pro-
duct group.

All the parts of the machine that are
dependent on the shape and size of
the trays are reduced to a minimum,
so that size changes can be made
quickly in a few simple operations. If
the machine is equipped additionally
with a die-changing trolley, a single
operator can switch the machine to a
new size in less than ten minutes. A
pre-heating unit is also available,
which makes sure a die top stored in
the die-changing trolley has already
been heated up to operating temper-
ature before the size change is made.
Further optional equipment includes:
è Register mark control for

repeat-printed upper webs

High outputs: the R 530 rollstock machine

The R 530 rollstock machine was designed to satisfy industrial packaging
requirements and to produce high outputs. The machine has a modular

structure made from easily cleaned stainless steel and is suitable for many
different packaging applications. If necessary, two complete sets of dies can

be fitted; when the relevant packaging menu is accessed, the program
control system switches from one of the die sets to the other.

The machine is easy to clean and can be washed down completely: the
frame profiles are closed or are provided with openings that face

downwards; the control panel with a film keypad is sealed hermetically. The
machine therefore meets all the hygiene requirements for food processing

machines as specified by the EC machine directive.

The stainless steel lifting systems are enclosed in self-contained units. The
process forces caused by various forming and sealing operations are

compensated for within the system. The dies are lifted pneumatically via
main and auxiliary cylinders, with the design principle enabling up to 50 per
cent of the compressed air required to be saved. Heavy-duty configurations

and dies specially designed for such applications are also available to
cope with long cut-off lengths and large web widths.

Depending on the pack requirements, the film is formed in the machine with
the help of compressed air or vacuum forming processes, plug-assisted
forming or a posiform system. According to the process, the packs are

closed by means of perimeter or total surface sealing. Where food products
are concerned, this process may be preceded by pack evacuation,

modification of the atmosphere or steam flushing for hot filling.

Once the packs have been closed, they are separated from each other by
longitudinal, transverse or shape cutting units, depending on the film or the

cutting quality required. Different systems are available for pack
identification too, such as date coding and printing units, automatic labelers

and units for the online printing or embossing of brief information. Infeed
and discharge units, filling equipment, metering systems and control
facilities for quality assurance or a data interface for the collection of

production information can be installed if required.
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atmosphere packs

è Oxygen gauge that measures
the oxygen content of the pack
online

è Gas mixing unit for 2 - 3
components

è Evacuation unit for liquid
products

è P 20 stamp printer for brief
information (e.g. the date).

The traysealer processes different
tray materials, such as film, foam,
coated board or aluminum, i.e. inclu-
ding packaging materials that cannot
be produced by the thermoforming
process; the only precondition is a
sealable surface. All heat-sealable
films can be used as the lid film. The
basic dimensions, which can be
divided up to accommodate several
trays, are 630 x 220 mm or 460 x 330
mm, while the maximum tray height
is 130 mm. Depending on the tray size
and the type of pack, this means that
outputs of between 10 and 60 trays
per minute can be reached. A wide
range of different pack shapes can
be processed; trays of the same
shape but with different depths can
also be sealed at the same time.

Key No. 48374

è Gas flushing unit for modified
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