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A history of change in Dutch meat packaging

The first trials with this modi-
fied atmosphere packaging
(MAP) technology had already
been conducted in The
Netherlands in 1964, but it
took four decades for the tech-
nology to conquer the Dutch
meat industry.

By Dr. E.U. Thoden van Velzen, Wageningen-
UR AFSG, Senior Packaging Technologist

n the past decade, a major transition

evolved in the Dutch fresh meat

industry with large ramifications for

the entire meat business. In 1995,
more than 95% of all fresh meat prod-
ucts for consumers were either unpacked
or packed in the traditional way, on a
white styrofoam tray with stretch wrap.
Almost a decade later, about 50% of the
meat industry has adopted the MAP
technology.

When supermarkets expanded in The
Netherlands in the 1960s, they initially
adopted a very traditional manner of
dealing with fresh meat products. They
invited a butcher inside their store,
which had its own chilled display cabi-
net, cool cell and curtting devices. Meat
companies (often just slaughterhouses in
those days) directly supplied the in-

company, but would pre-pack meat
products during the slow hours to have a
buffer during peak hours. New chilled
display cabinets for meat products were
introduced and the consumer could pick
products withourt direct interference
from the butcher. A new standard in
meat packaging emerged in those davs-
white styrofoam trays with polyvinyl
chloride (PVC) stretch wrap. The trans-
parent stretch wrap allowed the meart
product to sell itself based on its visual
qualities. The trays were (and are) rela-
tively cheap and gave the product a
clean, hygienic and modern appearance.
Maoreover, the PVC stretch film was eas-
ily wrapped around the product and

supermarkets, a small butcher counter
remained besides the much larger dis-
play cabiners for pre-packed mears. In
other chains, the butcher remained bare-
ly visible on site and had no longer client
contact; and in other supermarket
chains, the butcher disappeared com-
pletely. In the latter chains, all meats
were pre-packed at a centralised meat
processing plant and distributed fresh
every business day to all outlets.

Meat quality and meat business
Fresh meat is highly perishable. It needs
to be chilled (preferably below 4°C) and
even then two quality aspects limit the
shelf life to a few days in air-microbial

Dutch consumers in supermarkets pre-
dominantly judge the visual qualities of
pre-packed meat products, price and
shelf life. The fleshy parts should have a
bright red colour and have a low visible
fat content. Meat products that show
discolorations (brown, grey, green, ¢tc,)
or possess a putrefying odour will obvi-
ously not be bought. The relevant Duich
Warenwet) does not specify quann-
fied acceptation limits for fresh mear, it
just mentions that fresh meat should be

law (

inspected by an official meat inspector
who should declare that such mear does
not appear or smell decaved. This legal
VAZUENEess causes every meat company to
develop its own mear quality parameters
and acceptance limits.

Whenever new meat products were
introduced in the market, shelf life tests
were conducted, to determine the "best
tionally packed
meats, this was usually the packaging
date +2, +3 or +4 days. So, freshly pro-
duced and traditionally packed meat
products which were distributed either
via a distribution centre or directly to
the shops had effective display times of
1-3 days.

Meat managers in supermarkets often
determined the stock levels in the shop

before date", For tr:

as one of the first tasks in the morning,
they filled in an order form and had it
phoned or faxed to the meat company.
The mear company would combine
these orders in a production plan for the
next day, produce and distribute it. It
would normally take about 1.5 - 2 days
for ordered meat products to arrive in
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Early adapters

Even prior to World War II, various new
distribution technologies for fresh mear
were being developed in New Zealand
and Australia, all of which relied on low
temperatures and carbon dioxide rich
atmospheres, Only after 1960, develop-
ments in barrier packaging materials
enabled the commercial implementation
of packaging fresh meats under modified
armospheres for consumers. The first
known experiments in the Netherlands
were performed in 1964,

The first ex rave appallingly
bad resulis. T
the packaging machine. In the opinion
of these butchers, meat should only be
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aditional butchers tested

packed when it could not be sold direct-
Iy, They bought several carcasses on

v, hung them in a cool cell, cur
these down during the week and the

parts that were not sold by Friday were
vacuum-packed. This new packaging

machine was also used on Fridays with
highly contaminated leftovers. So these

butchers packed meat products which
were near the end of their shelf lives in
maodified atmospheres and discovered
that this technology did not extend the
shelf life. This poorly conducted experi-
ment reconfirmed their belief that
butchery is an art and that new
machines had no added value. The new
technology had quite a bad reputation in
the coming decade.

Wagemans [predecessor of Promessa
BV| was the only meat company that
remained interested in new meat packag-
ing technologies. Through trial-and-
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longer shelf life, using a buffered pro-
duction system. This meant that they
able to supply from the buffer and main-
tain a much more steady production

i

with fewer shifts,

In 1965, Van der Pelt BV and Verba
WViees BV also started to run a few pro-
duction lines with MAP technology.
They offered MA-packed meat products

to retailers on demand. This retail

demand for MA-packed meat products
remained low, because retailers directly
noticed the higher direct cost (abourt
0.07-0.11/pack), but were unable to
grasp the benefits (the lower mdirect
costs due to reduced shrinkage levels).
Morecover, people within the meart busi-
ness debated that MA-packed meat with
such a long shelf-life could never be
"fresh.” Hence, the largest meat compa-

nies continued to use the traditional
packaging method and this method




