
Matcon has recently celebrated its 30th 
anniversary with a move to new purpose-built 
facilities in Evesham, Worcestershire, bringing 
all of its UK-based operations under one roof. 

The company specialises in the design and 
supply of materials handling solutions, using 
intermediate bulk container (IBC) technology for 
handling powders, granules and tablets across 
a range of manufacturing industries, including 
food, pharmaceutical, chemical and metal 
powders. Matcon has a worldwide presence and 
diverse customer portfolio, encompassing both 
national and multi-national companies.

In 2010, the company achieved record 
turnover, a success that has come about 
following a total change of business focus.

For its first 25 years Matcon, albeit successful, 
was mainly technology-driven with the end user 
or a third party often specifying the conceptual 
process solution. In 2006, there was a growing 
realisation within the business that the systems 
Matcon design are ideally suited to helping 
their customers achieve ‘lean manufacturing’ – a 

production method whose aim is to eliminate any 
use of materials or resources that does not add 
value for the customer.

The change led to a refocusing of the 
companies’ global marketing and sales team. 

“We have always supplied hygienic and 
simple processing solutions to the food and 
pharmaceutical industries. The link to lean 

manufacturing made it much clearer to us and 
our customers what the true benefits of our 
technology actually are,” says Charles Lee, 
group managing director.

Matcon have been particularly successful 
with their new modular approach to 
formulation, mixing and packaging of powders, 
which allows rapid changeover from product 
to product. Users often find that it makes their 
operation at least twice as efficient, all without 
the need for additional operators or space.

The application of lean manufacturing has 
had other benefits for customers, including 
significantly lower levels of inventory and work 
in progress and improving cash flow  
and profitability. 

The emerging economies of China, India 

and Brazil now make up a significant 
percentage of the group’s turnover and 95 per 
cent of turnover overall comes from abroad. 
Today’s emerging markets are keenly aware 
of operational efficiencies. By contrast their 
Western counterparts concentrate far more 
on reducing the number of employees and 
minimising capital spending to maintain value 
for shareholders.

Although labour rates in most emerging 
countries are much lower than in the West 
and it is this ‘perceived’ cost difference that 
has a substantial negative impact on western 
investment, most process plants in Asia 
are fully automated with the best western 
technology. As such, low labour rates have a 
minimal impact on their cost base.

Instead, it is their drive towards lean 
manufacturing which enables products to be 
manufactured cost-effectively. The failure to 
improve inefficient manufacturing processes in 
the UK inevitably leads to job losses as production 
is moved overseas, a trend that with the correct 
understanding and vision can be reversed. 

Matcon truly believes there is no reason why 
UK process manufacturing should not be as 
efficient as the rest of the world. Significantly, 
the company has noted a lot more ambition to 
achieve lean manufacturing in the UK in the 
last 12 months.

www.matconibc.com

Lose the waste, 
boost the profit
‘Lean manufacturing’ has paid dividends for 
Matcon and adopting it more widely could 
help the UK to compete more keenly with 
China, India and other emerging markets

Put to the test: a new facility allows customers to run product trials on Matcon process modules

Superior mix: Matcon have scored success with a modular approach to formulation, 
mixing and packaging, which allows rapid changeover from product to product
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Industry view 

The UK has a strong food and drink 
sector that has been performing 
well despite the widespread 
economic difficulties of the past 
few years. For manufacturers, 

staying competitive and sustainable in an 
environment where costs are rising and 
consumers are feeling the pinch is about getting 
more from their processing lines and equipment 
for less cost. It is also about being agile enough 
to adapt output to meet market requirements 
efficiently and with minimal downtime. 

Lean manufacturing or Six Sigma strategies 
as a means of maximising efficiency are not 

new, but today’s automation environment offers 
progressive manufacturers richer information, 
new technologies, easier to integrate 
architecture and better management software 
to improve manufacturing agility, speed and 
efficiency. 

In terms of equipment, automating processes 
that help agility and reduce downtime when 
changing product output is critical to winning 
new business and meeting the requirements of 
the modern consumer. Being able to quickly, 
safely and efficiently change the ingredients 
or flavour of a product or its packaging while 
maintaining quality is an important factor in 

keeping the production line moving. 
Automated fluid routing systems can help 

move liquid ingredients around the factory 
through complex piping networks by helping 
to identify the best route according to 
predefined business criteria. Alternatively, by 
using dynamic routing the system selects the 
best path based on the availability of devices, 
process piping and defined cost or performance 
criteria. 

Similarly, digital blending solutions can 
control the metering of ingredients based on 
volume or material characteristics. This enables 
manufacturers to achieve product consistency 
more quickly with less process equipment, 
product rejection or reworking.

Integrating equipment, software and 
safety lies at the centre of improving modern 
manufacturing efficiency. Bringing together 
information from various applications on the 
factory floor with management systems helps 
manufacturers identify best practice, and make 
informed business decisions based on real-time 
information. 

In our experience perhaps the simplest – 
and often the most drastic example of how 
integrating equipment information can improve 
efficiency and increase profit margins – is 
looking at the key performance indicator, 

Overall Equipment Effectiveness (OEE). 
OEE is measured using three figures: quality, 

performance and downtime. It returns a 
percentage of efficiency that is being achieved 
by the equipment being used. Rockwell 
Automation’s experience shows that most 
companies work at between 50 per cent and 60 
per cent OEE and a best-in-class would run at 
about 85 per cent. This means that companies 
can quickly make improvements that go 
directly to the bottom line. 

With a return on investment for an 
integrated solution capable of measuring OEE 
possible in less than six months and normally 
within a year, this is often the starting point 
for a journey into leaner and more sustainable 
manufacturing. In fact, OEE is a proof of 
concept for much more than simply improving 
the efficiency of a single processing line. It is an 
example of how scalable, integrated equipment, 
safety and software solutions can improve the 
agility, speed, efficiency and, most importantly 
the competitiveness and sustainability of food 
and beverage manufacturing in the UK.

Dominic Molloy is managing director UK & 
Ireland of Rockwell Automation

www.rockwellautomation.co.uk

Rolling, rolling, rolling
Increasingly sophisticated solutions such as those available from 
Rockwell Automation, are enabling food manufacturers to keep the 
production lines moving and reduce downtime Better machines – great efficiency

Agile systems reduce downtime
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Food labels – opinion 

Pressure from regulators and food 
campaigners for greater disclosure 
of nutritional information on food 
labels will always be thought of 
as little more than an additional 

overhead by manufacturers. They take the 
view – probably rightly – that consumers 
simply don’t understand the data they are 
required to provide. 

This is a real conundrum. A few years ago, 
the British Nutrition Foundation tried to 
introduce traffic light labelling. However, food 
is too varied and complex for such a system, 

and it quickly became apparent that there 
would be too many anomalies for a simple red-
amber-green code to work. And so we are left 
with labelling information that almost needs a 
degree in food science to interpret. 

There are undeniable benefits to public 
health from increased disclosure, but as food 
science improves our understanding of health 
and nutrition, the goalposts for providing new 
and relevant information will inevitably keep 
moving. If we don’t want consumers to ignore 
the data, we perhaps need to look at the 
information they really want on a label. 

Market research has shown that consumers 
value health, taste and appearance in their 
food. Beyond this very basic information, 
people find it difficult to articulate the more 
subtle qualities they want. 

The explosive growth and then collapse in 
the demand for organic meat is a good case in 
point. Analysts and marketers were able to 
demonstrate a growing public awareness of the 

justification for an organic feed for livestock, 
but when the Food Standards Agency reported 
that there were no significant health benefits 
from eating organic in 2008, sales collapsed. 
However, at the same time, sales of Freedom 
Food meat soared, with Freedom Food poultry 
alone moving up from a one per cent share of 
the market to five per cent by 2010. 

West Country meat producer Lloyd Maunder 
had pioneered the Freedom Food label with 
the RSPCA a few years earlier, inviting the 
much-trusted animal welfare charity to formally 
approve animal rearing practices on its farms. 

This simple joint venture with a publicly 
approved intermediary has become a major 
success for the RSPCA. Its certification 
guaranteed the animal welfare standards 
consumers were also demanding. They simply 
had no way of communicating this message to 
producers before the Freedom Food label was 
developed.

The growth in demand for organic meat 
during the 2000s was, in other words, not so 
much an emergence of consumer concerns 
with modern animal feedstuffs, rather 
it was a vague and emerging sense that 
livestock management among anonymous 
food producers might not meet the welfare 
standards British consumers expected. 

In a climate of limited real information, the 
organic label had seemed to provide assurances 
about traditional livestock management. 

The message for producers is simple – don’t 
trust your market research. Figure out exactly 
what it is that consumers want. And then, as 
the advert says, make sure “it does what it 
says on the tin”. 

Andrew Godley is professor of 
management at Henley Business School    

www.rspca.org.uk/freedomfood

Getting the message across
Consumers confused 
by the good, the 
bad and the ugly of 
food labelling could 
be better served if 
suppliers understood 
what the customer 
wants to know, argues 
Andrew Godley

If we don’t want 
consumers to ignore 
nutritional data, we need 
to look at the information 
they really want on a label

Freedom Food: poultry alone moving up 
from a one per cent share of the market to 
five per cent by 2010

Matcon, specialist in the design and supply of 
materials handling solutions, has brought its 
expertise in ‘lean manufacturing’ to bear on a 
project for one of the world’s major chemicals 
companies. 

Aditya Birla Chemicals is part of the Aditya 
Birla Group, a global conglomerate and 
Fortune 500 company. The group’s growth is 
exceptional: it has seen a 15-fold increase in 
turnover in the last 15 years.

The chemicals company has manufacturing 
plants in Thailand, India and China. One 
of its Thai units produces different grades 
of phosphate for the food industry for use 
as additives in minute quantities in most 
foodstuffs. 

Demand is growing so the phosphates unit 
has scaled up its production and, at the same 
time, built a flexible manufacturing facility 
with exemplary hygienic manufacturing and 
quality standards. The rising demand for 
speciality recipes meant that flexibility had to 
be built into the manufacturing operation.

Matcon’s ‘lean manufacturing’ philosophy 

inspired the project team to conduct full-
scale product testing of critical processes at 
Matcon’s UK headquarters. They included 
processes such as mixing homogeneity, dosing 
accuracy and packing capacity, together with 
rapid changeover and, where necessary, quick 
clean-down.

Following the successful testing and with 
Matcon’s wealth of experience on similar 
projects, Aditya Birla Chemicals bought a 
turnkey system from Matcon. 

The system was installed towards the end 
of 2010 and is now operational. It has the 
capacity to produce up to 20,000 tonnes 
annually over three shifts and the ability to 
change recipes constantly and effortlessly as 
orders arrive from customers.

“Matcon’s global presence and unique 
technology gives us the confidence of having 
chosen the right powder processing partner,” 
says E R Raj Narayanan, senior president of 
Aditya Birla Chemicals (Thailand).

www.matconibc.com

The right chemistry
Matcon has helped 
global conglomerate 
the Aditya Birla 
Group to add greater 
flexibility and speed 
to its food additives 
operation in Thailand

Production boost: Aditya has capitalised 
on Matcon’s technological knowhow

An integrated packaging concept that 
guarantees finished food products are packaged 
hygienically, reliably, swiftly and efficiently 
is an important component in modern food 
factories. It is why the most innovative food 
production sites are constantly working to 
improve production processes and integrate 
their packaging lines into the overall process in 
the best way possible.

The correct selection of vacuum generation 
systems substantially influences the reliability 
and cost-effectiveness of the packaging process.

There are various vacuum supply options, 
depending on the size of the plant and the 
production quantities involved, but a lot 
of money can be saved by consolidating 
individual packaging pumps into a centralised 
vacuum system. By doing so food production 
companies can save up to 35 per cent of the 
annual cost of electricity associated with the 

vacuum pumps.
Oil-lubricated rotary vane vacuum pumps 

are used almost exclusively for this purpose 
and, despite other technologies have been tried, 
none has been found to be more efficient.

This type of vacuum pump was developed 
specifically for the packaging industry by 
Dr.-Ing. K. Busch GmbH in the 1960s and there 
are millions in operation across the globe. 
Established for more than 40 years in the UK, 
Busch helps customers with individual pumps 
and in the design and manufacture of cost-
efficient central vacuum systems.

As the world’s largest manufacturer of 
vacuum pumps for packaging, Busch’s 
specialists offer expert advice and calculate 
precisely which vacuum solution is the most 
economically and technically viable for each 
individual project.

Above all, we save our customers money.

www.busch.co.uk

Leaders of 
the pack
Boasting a 40-year 
track record and with 
millions in operation 
worldwide, Busch 
vacuum pumps set 
the standard for the 
industry

Options: there are various vacuums 
depending on the size of the plant and the 
production quantities involved
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