
Global robot report highlights UK’s
urgent need to increase automation

The UK has a strong and proud manufactur-
ing history and, for a small nation, has long
punched above its weight on the global
stage. Today, the UK remains the ninth

largest manufacturing nation in the world, with a
£183bn output1. But our seat at the top table is
looking precarious as a result of our slow adoption
of industrial automation. No longer the preserve of
Asian powerhouses like China, Japan or the
Republic of Korea, the recently published IFR World
Robotics Industrial Robots 2022 report reveals that
countries far closer to home such as Slovenia,
Slovakia, Finland and Hungary are now outpacing
the UK when it comes the adoption of robotics. If
we are to continue competing on the global stage,
it is imperative that the UK’s automation community
comes together to support British firms to embrace
robotics and ensure our reputation as a nation of
manufacturers continues to thrive.

A record-breaking year
As acknowledged in its foreword, the

statistics contained in the 2022 IFR report are a
strong indication of the vital contribution that
robotics is making towards supporting businesses
to protect their core production processes against
the effects of the numerous global crises that we
have experienced over the past few years. A record
517,385 new robots were installed in 2021 – an
impressive 31% uplift from 2020. As well as
traditional automation adopters such as the
automotive, electronics, and metal & machinery
industries, advances in robotic capability through
digitalisation and AI have seen sectors such as
warehousing and logistics also begin deploying
automated solutions.

UK bucks the global trend
Robotics has a key role to play in enabling

manufacturers from all countries to remain agile,
cost efficient and globally competitive, and the fact
that 2021 saw the highest number of new robot
installations on record is particularly encouraging.
But, from a UK perspective, the IFR results were
more sobering. At 2,054, the number of new robot
installations was down 7% year-on-year, giving the
UK an average manufacturing robot density of 111
robots for every 10,000 employees, which the
report notes is ‘very low for a Western European
country’. This figure is well below the global average
of 141 and considerably under the top performing
nation of the Republic of Korea (1,000) and the
European frontrunner, Germany (397). In fact, the
UK is currently languishing at 24th in the world robot
density rankings, making us the only G7 country to
sit outside the top 20.

Boosting productivity
The UK’s position as a leading manufac-

turing nation is unquestionable; but we could
increase our productivity levels significantly if we
used more automation. To put it into context, many
countries have a manufacturing industry that

IFR World Robotics Industrial Robots 2022 report reveals that countries far closer to home such as Slovenia, Slovakia,
Finland and Hungary are now outpacing the UK when it comes the adoption of robotics.

Robotics has a key role to play in enabling manufacturers from all countries to remain agile, cost efficient and glob-
ally competitive.

Tom Bouchier
Managing Director
FANUC UK
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accounts for a similar 10% GDP as the UK (the
USA, the Netherlands, Denmark and Sweden, for
example); but their productivity rates are higher than
ours as a result of their greater investment in
automation. Astonishingly, a German worker is
around 30% an hour more productive than a UK
worker – put simply, we cannot expect to continue
competing on the international stage unless we
automate.

Labour crisis
The need to automate has become even

more imperative in the last few years in the face of

a series of unprecedented global and national crises,
which have impacted UK manufacturers’ ability to
recruit staff. Already facing a labour shortfall, a
perfect storm of Brexit and the Covid pandemic
prompted an exodus of European labour from our
shores, contributing to the 97,000 vacancies in the
manufacturing sector reported in January 2022 (a
year-on-year increase of 113%)2. As well as this
‘cost of leaving’ crisis, the country is also facing a cost
of living crisis, which has seen manufacturers
grapple with rising bills for energy, transport and raw
materials.

Recruiting hard-to-find manual labour

while managing increasing costs is a difficult
balancing act, but it can be alleviated through
automation. By using robots to do the dull, dirty and
dangerous tasks, automation enables manufactur-
ers to make better use of their human employees,
upskilling them to boost recruitment and retention
rates while increasing productivity.

A bright future
The outlook, therefore, is brighter than it

may currently appear. In 2015, robot density in the
UK was just 71 robots per 10,000 employees – the
current figure of 111 demonstrates a 56% increase,
and this is reflected here at FANUC UK in our
healthy order book going into 2023.

The UK already boasts world class
engineers, world class machine tool builders, world
class integrators and a world class workforce. To
retain our reputation as a nation of world class
manufacturers, we now need to support firms to
implement world class automation technology.

References:
1 Make UK, UK Manufacturing The Facts: 2022
2 https://www.fdf.org.uk/fdf/news-media/news/2022-news/economic-insights/

manufacturing-sector-crying-out-for-new-workers/

www.fanuc.eu/uk/en

In 2015, robot density in the UK was just 71 robots per 10,000 employees – the current figure of 111 demonstrates
a 56% increase, and this is reflected at FANUC UK with a healthy order book going into 2023.
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Maximising the potential
of a full bacon slicing line

Interfood has reported that the focus on full line
solutions shows no signs of abating, with
processors recognising the benefits of an
integrated approach to their slicing require-

ments.
Tom Foran, Divisional Manager – Slicing for

Interfood, said – “one of the most important factors
in a successful line solution is the ability and ease for
each component and module to communicate with
the others. This is a fundamental consideration in
the development of automated slicing lines to
ensure maximum efficiency. An example of this is
the Weber/Textor full retail bacon line solution. With
the proven Textor TS700/750 slicers at its heart, a
full slicing line solution can encompass pressing,
slicing and packaging right through to end-of line
inspection and final case/crate packing, offering an
option ideally suited to high-speed retail bacon
production.” Complete line integration is achieved
via the Weber/Textor Power Control System” along-
side “Weber One Control” giving the ability to view
performance, interrogate and control individual line
modules from any touchscreen on the line.

Central to the line is the Textor
TS700/TS750, a high-speed slicer designed to
meet the demanding requirements of the UK & Irish
bacon slicing market. With natural variation and
inconsistencies, bacon presents its own challenges,
particularly in terms of a potentially significant
reduction in yield if sliced using a machine which is
not specifically designed to handle it.

As with any slicer, fundamental to success
is the blade. Textor (and parent company Weber)
operate an in-house blade manufacturing and
technology department. This ensures that the
blades are developed to meet the needs of specific
applications, from all types of bacon (including wet
cure and premium dry) in a range of portion
presentations.

With its extensive experience across all

elements of food processing, Interfood is able to
offer a slicing line solution which extends from the
Weber wePRESS through to end-of-line inspection
from Sparc and case packing from Buhmann.

The new Weber wePRESS offers a turnkey
solution with the flexibility afforded by a fully
integrated press, slicer and thermoformer, all of
which communicate with each other. As a fully
servo-driven and controlled press, amongst the
many advantages is the removal of the need for oil
and cooling on the factory floor. Consistency and
pressing quality are also closely controlled and
maintained ensuring optimum shape to maximise
slicing potential. Depending on the application, a
capacity of up to 15 cycles per minute can be
achieved from a machine characterised by its small
footprint and low energy consumption. The press
can pre-size the product following pressing,
determining the slicing lane to which the product
should be sent, thereby balancing the products on
the line and reducing the amount of empty pockets
on the wePACK.

Scanning is an important element of slicing
and the TS700/750 both offer highly accurate and
consistent proactive scanning and weighing. The
TS750 incorporates an integrated scanning and
weighing system along with fully independent track
related slicing right through the system to the point
of loading in the packaging machine. Automation
can also be applied to product transport, loading
and infeeding or pick and place through the Weber
weLOAD and wePICK systems. These Weber auto-
mated loading systems incorporate line intelligence
continuously communicating with both up and
downstream modules to optimise line performance
and efficiency.

The Weber wePACK 7000 thermoformer
has been designed specifically for high speed
packaging of sliced products. It employs the same
operating system as the Weber and Textor slicers,

further ensuring an intelligent design through ease
of integration and operation. Built without compro-
mise it ensures the highest performance over
extended production periods with innovative design
features that ensure maximum uptime. Where
converging or buffering is required, the Weber
weSORT 5000 maximises line availability and over-
all equipment effectiveness.

Finally, end-of-line requirements, including
labelling, product inspection and case packing can
be automated through systems from Sparc and
Buhmann. The Sparc Cerberus is a full electric,
space efficient combination metal detector/
checkweigher that is supported by the same service
team as the slicers. It offers inline servo rejection into
separate, lockable reject bins for both weight and
metal contaminants at up to 200ppm. The
Cerberus can additionally be equipped with the
“SparcEye” vision system for top and bottom label
and coding verification.

Buhmann offer a range of end of line
automation solutions from the simple and compact
PF200 pack stacker for the collation of finished
packs into the required number for the finished box,
through to the fully automated SERVOWRAP C500
which can be designed bespoke to specific boxing
requirements, incorporating collation, box erecting,
filling and lidding before discharge to downstream
equipment such as automated palletisation.

Tom concludes – “it’s about optimising
efficiency and control and that is best achieved
through ensuring that the different components in
the line communicate effectively. This enables
optimisation of product flow and performance
which ultimately contributes significantly to a
profitable operation. Of course you also need the
best available base components to build the line for
which Interfood is well known.”

www.interfoodtechnology.com
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