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INTRODUCTION:
The food and baking industry is now undergoing month seven of its worst
nightmare: the COVID-19 pandemic. If you have been keeping up with the
latest industry news it’s likely that you are familiar with the types of challenges
that businesses have been facing: high employee turnover, labor shortages, food
safety and health concerns, just to name a few. The threat of these challenges could
potentially lead to the closure of the business.
Having a viable solution is critical for the survival and future success
of your business in such times of crisis. If you’ve been keeping
up with the latest news in the industry, it’s also likely that
you’re familiar with a hot, technology-driven trend that
was already catching fire before the pandemic—and
one that happens to be a catch-all solution to ongoing
challenges: automation.
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A RESPONSE TO COVID-19 RELATED CHALLENGES:
Thanks to technological advancements, automation presents unique packages of solutions that
directly address challenges brought on by the pandemic. Such challenges may include physical
distancing requirements among workers in a small workspace, contamination risks, a need to
reduce labor costs due to budget cuts, and staff shortages. Sonia Bal, Director of Marketing at
Unifiller Systems, offers her insights on the changing landscape of the food and baking industries:
“There are growing factors impacting the way food producers work. Over the years, changes in
minimum wage, fewer people entering the trades, and boomers transitioning to retirement, have
all led to the need for more automation. More recently, COVID-19 has demonstrated that businesses
are heavily impacted when staff are difficult to retain due to health and safety concerns. The current
pandemic has been eye-opening. Automating what was previously done by hand can simplify a
business’ daily operations.”

ENSURE HEALTH AND
FOOD SAFETY

REDUCE LABOR
COSTS AND FORTIFY
STAFFING SHORTAGES

Indeed, simplicity is a balm for these complicated times, and that’s
part of what automated machines can offer any food manufacturer or
bakery: the peace of mind knowing that there is minimal, if not zero,
risk of contamination to both workers and product. Additionally,
they can “provide a scope of automated sterilization and disinfection
systems,” say Chaitanya Rao and Rinkal Dawra at Robotics Tomorrow.
Automated systems would also reduce the risk of injury and strain
for human workers, a benefit that is thanks to their ability to be
monitored from a distance.
Automation re-imagines the traditional idea of labor in a food or
bakery processing plant. Not only can automated machines easily fill
in the gaps left by employees who were laid off due to budget cuts or
quit out of health concerns during COVID-19 (without adding to the
risk of contamination), they can also be well-suited for the repetitive
and menial tasks human workers were once expected to do, leaving
the human resources to be allocated to more creative or social tasks.
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The pandemic has halted a lot of things in our day-to-day lives,
but snacking isn’t one of them. Reports show that snack food
consumption has increased since the pandemic started. With many
people working and studying from home during such tumultuous
times (and binge-watching Netflix shows), turning to their favorite
snack foods for comfort provides a sense of normalcy. According
to statistics collected by Snack Food & Wholesale Bakery, popular
snacks like crackers and popcorn made a jump in dollar sales: salty
chips by 6.9 percent, popcorn by 13.4 percent, cheesecakes by 6.7
percent, muffins by 6.3 percent, and frozen cookie dough by—wait
for it—a whopping 251.6 percent.

MEET INCREASED
PRODUCT DEMAND

6.9

SALTY CHIPS

13.4

POPCORN

6.7

CHEESECAKES

6.3

MUFFINS

251.6

COOKIE DOUGH
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THE FUTURE OF FOOD PROCESSING
Apart from being a viable solution to ongoing COVID-19-related challenges, automation also offers
a host of benefits that could help food and baking manufacturers meet their unique business goals
down the road, making it an excellent investment for businesses that seek that competitive edge.
Here are a few reasons why automation is touted among industry leaders as the future of food and
baking processing.
PRODUCTIVITY: The number one benefit of adopting automation
is the increased level of productivity. Regarding processing lines,
it’s an obvious fact that automated systems create higher output
compared to human workers.
TIGHTER QUALITY CONTROL: Leveraging automated production
lines and equipment would offer a practical solution to the problem
of human error. Despite their best efforts, human workers may tire,
burn out, get distracted, or be inconsistent in their work, especially if
their tasks are repetitive. Machines, on the other hand, are happy to
keep working (as long as they’re plugged in to an electrical source)
and can produce high quality products at a consistent rate.
ASSIST WITH DATA COLLECTION: Regulatory requirements make
food traceability an important criterion for businesses to consider.
Data collection becomes more precise and easier to track with
computer technology, which would be helpful in the case of
employee injury, product recalls, or any issues that may come up.
FLEXIBILITY AND VERSATILITY: Automated solutions are now
available for any size of an organization, which makes it easier
to optimize even a small production space. Site manufacturers
would be able to move equipment around and fit more machines
in an otherwise tight space. Automated machines are also highly
adaptable, enabling them to be adjusted for different uses and
products. According to Bal, “A large number of Unifiller’s customers
are small to mid-sized bakeries and food manufacturers looking
for a simple automated or semi-automated portioning solution to
address throughput or staff shortages.”
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A GROWING MARKET
Food automation is not just a solution for struggling businesses—it is a rapidly expanding market.
In fact, it is already commonplace in large-scale facilities such as food and baking plants. Many
key manufacturers in the EU, US, and Canada were already looking into ways to sharpen their
competitive edge and increase their “production efficiency, output, and cost-effectiveness” prior to
the pandemic. Now that COVID-19 has added an extra layer of urgency to these elements, Chaitanya
Rao and Rinkal Dawra at Robotics Tomorrow forecast that the food automation market can grow at
+2% if businesses continue to adopt these technologies in their operations.

A study by Meticulous Research done in 2019 states that the global food automation market
is expected to grow at a CAGR of 7.5% to reach $14.3 billion by 2025. Similar market research
conducted by London-based Technavio this year in 2020 says the global industrial automation
market in the food safety and inspection industry is positioned to grow by $553.48 million USD in
the next four years, with a compound growth rate (CAGR) fore-casted at roughly 5 percent. Whatever
the difference in numerical prediction, there’s no denying that food automation practices will only
become more common-place.
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FINAL NOTE
Technology is rapidly changing our world, and the
hospitality industry has been slow to adapt. Due
to the 2020 pandemic, the theme of innovation
has truly been brought to the forefront of the
industry; many businesses have been forced to
confront the dilemma of whether to automate
certain production processes just to survive.
Not only do automated systems and equipment
provide businesses with a holistic solution to
pandemic-related problems and arm them an
arsenal of efficient processes, automation is an
exciting area of technology that continues to
evolve and provide lucrative opportunities. What
better time to be a part of a revolution that is
paving the way for a better future for the food and
baking world?

Sources:
https://www.foodprocessing.com/articles/2020/food-industry-struggles-with-barriers-to-automation/
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20200811005058/en/Industrial-Automation-Market-Food-Safety-Inspection-Industry
https://www.globenewswire.com/news-release/2019/08/22/1905346/0/en/Food-Automation-Market-worth-14-3-billion-by-2025-ExclusiveReport-by-Meticulous-Research.html
https://www.tmrobotics.com/news/revolutionizing-the-food-and-drink-industry/
https://www.bakemag.com/articles/13507-the-silver-lining-of-birthday-cakes
https://www.naegele-inc.com/2019/05/08/benefits-automation-bakery-processing/
https://www.naegele-inc.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Naegele-automating-industrial-bakery-production-web.pdf?utm_
campaign=Automation%20ebook%202020&utm_medium=email&_hsmi=89201296&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-_noIWIpirlrziGVLRUYf6hoYJg54O-hCgKvKM
WoAAW8tttbfCk1V4uyQU5F9e9NuBddvspsLRcft-AJGswt2GLybXLkg&utm_content=89201296&utm_source=hs_automation
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