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Approximately 48 million people in the United States 
fall victim to foodborne illness each year, as reported 
by The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 
With these devastatingly high numbers and outbreaks 
of E.coli and other types of bacterial contamination 
becoming regular fixtures in the news, the Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) continues to implement 
more stringent standards and regulations, including 
the Food Safety Modernization Act (FSMA). Despite 
legal precautions, contaminated goods are still often 
undiscovered until they have already reached store 
shelves. The result is not only ill consumers, but costly, 
brand-damaging recalls.

In order to mitigate recalls and their detrimental 
effects, food and beverage manufacturers and 
distributors –— are turning to automation. A 
Warehouse Execution System (WES) utilizing an 
Automated Storage and Retrieval System (AS/RS) is 
one of the chief technologies making waves in an 
effort to reduce, if not prevent, recalls, through 
sophisticated track-and-trace capabilities.

With a WES and integrated AS/RS, food and beverage 
manufacturers can obtain real-time insight into their 
inbound and outbound inventory, including when 
shipment arrives, when it departs, and where it is 
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going. Therefore, if a product (a soft drink, for 
example) is recalled, it is easy to look into the system 
and quickly identify the batch that contained the 
faulty goods, pinpoint when it departed and to where, 
and pull all items from that batch from the shelves. By
identifying and pulling the exact batch, 
manufacturers do not have to waste valuable time 
and money removing every product from stores in an 
attempt to remove all contaminated items. And, with 
reliable data, manufacturers can prove compliance 
with any relevant safety regulations and confidently 
assure consumers that they have taken fast and 
thorough action to withdraw all necessary products.

Also, within the warehouse, traceability data can 
indicate if any contaminated products are still among 
inventory. If this is the case, manufacturers can 
remove these goods before they are even shipped, 
and make sure that perfectly good, uncontaminated 
products do not go to waste.

While quickly reacting to recalls is great, preventing 
them from happening in the first place is even better. 
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This, too, is possible with automation technology – not only because manufacturers can identify 
contaminated products before they leave the warehouse, but also because automation increases the speed 
that products are moved in and out of the warehouse. For the food and beverage industry in particular, the 
high-speed nature of AS/RS prevents the spoilage of goods. In addition, automation contributes to safe 
materials handling, decreasing the likelihood of product damage and the contamination of food items. 

As the number of recalls shows no sign of slowing down and more industry rules and regulations are coming 
into play, it is up to food and beverage manufacturers to take matters into their own hands by investing in 
automation technology to keep consumers safe and their brands intact. In addition to ensuring safety and 
brand reputation, automation provides many long-term advantages to overall warehouse operations- from 
reducing costs and increasing inventory accuracies, to boosting productivity and optimizing material flow. 
In the end, both your customers and your company alike will thank you for your investment. 

Five rules of automation 

Before making a commitment to automate, there are five simple rules to follow when investing in 
warehouse automation:

1. Purchase high-quality equipment. Lowest cost does not equate to the best business deal. Any perceived 
initial cost savings will soon be replaced by expensive equipment down-time and costly repairs.

2. Look long term. No business success is achieved overnight. Most involve progressive steps implemented 
over time. With a 25+ year life cycle, it is unrealistic to think an AS/RS can pay for itself in 12 months.

3. Bring in operating personnel early-on. Do not wait until the system is about to go live to involve staff. 
Operating personnel should be part of the project team from the start.

4. Be proactive. It is less expensive to follow recommended preventative maintenance schedules today than 
to skip them and pay for major repairs tomorrow. Delays that create dissatisfied customers are “hidden 
costs” that can be avoided totally by following expert recommendations.

5. Select the AS/RS vendor carefully. If a company does not possess credentials in the industry vertical in 
which you operate, find a vendor that does. Understanding your business and you unique requirements 
is a prerequisite to a successful implementation. Identify a vendor that sticks to the fundamentals, stays 
within its core competencies and has the vision to identify with your problem domain.

While these rules may seem simplistic, they are guiding principles that all firms should follow. Adhering to 
these five fundamentals will assure the purchase of a high-quality AS/RS that will yield economic benefits for 
the next 25+ years.


