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An apple a day may or may not be one of the 
most enduringly brilliant health-and-well-
ness advices ever known to mankind, but 

it’s certainly a recipe that has done many wonders 
over the years for Martin’s Family Fruit Farm 
Ltd. in Waterloo, Ont.

Established in 1971 by a prominent local farming 
family with nearly two centuries of cross-genera-
tional experience in pig farming, the family-owned 
business actually got turned onto apple farming by 
chance—after company founder Leighton Martin 
heard a visiting farm worker from the former-
Yugoslavia extol the virtues of apple growing as 
a righteous and rewarding way of making a living 
from one of Mother Nature’s finest creations.

Indeed, if all the different popular fruits out there 
could be likened to celebrities, the apple would 
undoubtedly be one of its biggest superstars—in a 
league of its own.

A key aspect of the Christian world’s culture and 
civilization, as well as an integral part of ancient 
Greek and even Norse traditions, apples have been 
bred for thousands of years to create a virtually 
unrivaled variety of tastes, textures and culinary 
uses—including sauces, pies, jams, juices, ciders 
and fresh eating, of course—with more than 7,500 
varieties reported to be known in existence.

With more than 69 million tonnes of apples pro-
duced globally in 2010, according to most recent 
available industry statistics, this eminently versatile 
fruit has rightfully earned its ages-old reputation as 
an effective way to staunch both hunger and thirst 
with a quick boost of energy.

Providing a healthy mix of carbohydrates, sugars, 
dietary fiber, fat, protein and water that are critical 
elements to just about everyone’s daily food intake, 
the fruit also contains an array of essential vitamins 
and minerals such as vitamins A, B1, B2, B3, B6, 
B9 and C, calcium, iron, magnesium, phosphorus, 
potassium and zinc.

So in retrospect, the idea of getting into the act 
of harvesting Mother Nature’s quintessential multi-
vitamins was not all that far-fetched after all, accord-
ing to the company’s plant manager Brian Stubbs.

“A bit of product diversification is always a good 
thing,” Stubbs told Canadian Packaging on a recent 
visit to its new 17,000-square-foot processing facil-
ity in Elmira, that works in conjunction with the 
nearby 70,000-square-foot fresh fruit facility in 
Waterloo that is known as a thriving southwestern 
Ontario community and one of Canada’s leading 
high-tech hubs and research centers.

Stubbs relates that soon after acquiring and plant-
ing 100 apple trees on a one-acre parcel of land that 
is nowadays called Martin’s Orchard, the Martin 
family patriarch realized he was onto something 
special after selling his first four-and-a-half bushels 
of apples (each bushel weighing about 42 pounds) 
at the nearby Waterloo Farmer’s Market—pro-
ceeding to acquire many other nearby apple farms.

“Today we own some 700 acres of orchards our-
selves, and we also market apples shipped in from 
over 1,600 acres in total, including our own and 
those from other growers,” says Stubbs.

“We are, however, ultimately responsible for 
deciding as to what apples are acceptable for us to 
sell into the marketplace.”

These days led by a second-generation team of 
Martin’s sons that includes company president Kevin, 
retail store manager Steve, and operations man-
ager Ken—the company also sells some varieties of 
locally-sourced berries and other types of produce.

According to Stubbs, having a few other prod-
ucts on the go enables the company to absorb the 
occasional shock weather-related setbacks, such as 
an unexpected sudden drop in temperature after 
an early warming in March of 2012 that devastated 
large parts of the fruit industry in parts of Ontario 
and Quebec, as well as in the neighboring U.S. 
states of Michigan and New York.

“It completely froze off the buds,” Stubbs recalls. 
“Whereas normally an average apple tree might 

APPLES OF THEIR EYES
Ontario apple grower carving a bigger slice of the snack

market through product innovation and packaging automation

Dehydrated rings of freshly-produced apple chips emerge from 
the Buhler Aeroglide dryer to begin their journey along a series 
of food-grade conveyors towards the plant’s packaging room.

Plant manager Brian Stubbs holds up a � lled � exible 
packaging pouch that helps maintain the cripsiness of 
the company’s Crispy Apple Chips.
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have 500 apples on it, some trees had zero apples.
“Overall, it has been estimated that there was an 

80-percent crop loss for the season.”
Taking it all remarkably well in stride, the com-

pany nevertheless proceeded to expand  —breaking 
ground on the new 17,000-square-foot sister plant 
in the nearby town of Elmira in July of 2012 and 
commencing production there early this year.

“In fact, we have the capability to potentially add 
up to 45,000 more square feet of production space 
because we own three full acres on this Elmira 
lot,” says Stubbs, who also plays a key role in the 
company’s new product development efforts and 
initiatives that are in reality not nearly as simple as 
they may appear.

“While finding traditional uses for apples may 
not be complicated, finding new uses for a novel 
product made from apples is a rather challenging 
proposition,” says Stubbs, who played a key role 
in the development of the company’s recently-
launched brand of Crispy Apple Chips made from 
100-percent dehydrated apples.

While there are a handful of companies who already 
have similar type of apple-based snacks out in the 
market, Stubbs insists that his company’s all-natural 

product content makes them a truly unique offering.
“The only ingredient in every bag of Crispy 

Apple Chips is the apple : just as it says on the bag’s 
list of ingredients,” Stubbs enthuses. “When you 
have made something as good as it can be, there’s 
really very little that needs to be added to it.

“This company is proud to be pioneering a new 
way to enjoy the wholesome deliciousness of an 
apple that we hope will resonate well with con-
sumers—and early indications are that it will.

“We are very proud of our Crispy Apple Chips 
product line,” proclaims Stubbs. 

“Not only are our chips completely gluten-free, 
but they contain no fat, no preservatives, and no 
sugar added—the product achieves its sweet f lavor 
naturally,” Stubbs points out.

“And unlike other similar brands out there, 
Martin’s Crispy Apple Crisps are not deep-fried.”

While the manufacture of individual chips is a 
fairly straightforward and simple operation, Stubbs 
insists that the exacting process employed by 
Martin’s for its chips make them superior to those 
produced by competitors.

Stubbs relates that the Martin’s plant employs the 
facility’s only existing production line to run the 
product on a continuous 24-hours-a-day, three-
days-a-week schedule to ensure optimal product 
consistency and integrity. 

“Although we only have this one single line,” 
Stubbs acknowledges, “it is quite a versatile line 
that easily enables us to shift from producing fresh 
slice to making the dehydrated product.”

Plucked fresh from the orchards, the apples are 
cored and sliced into ring shapes by a PDS/R apple 
peeler—manufactured in Italy by ABL S.r.l. and 
featuring a Kernel sistemi PLC (programmable 
logic controller)—which can both peel the apples 
as well as slice them into wedges.

“Our 22-gram snack bags each contain about 10 
chips,” says Stubbs. “If that sounds like too few, 
consider that we use one apple to produce seven 
crispy apple chips, so there’s actually a lot of good-
ness in each bag.”

Stubbs says the company is currently engaged in 
discussions with several large food distributors and 
grocers across Canada in regards to bringing the 
product to market nationally in the near future.

“Right now, we are only producing two SKUs 
(stock-keeping units) in 22-gram and 103-gram 
bags,” he notes, “but we also have plans for addi-
tional formats, such as multipacks for kid’s lunches 
and a larger-sized bulk bags.”

After slicing, the apple rings head to a huge 
dryer—manufactured by global thermal process-
ing leader Bühler Aeroglide—which has been 
custom-set, after much trial-and-error, to achieve 

Displaying a highly detailed image of dehydrated apple 
rings packaged inside a sealed � exible pouch on the 
control panel (inset above), the high-speed Pack 240 
Pro X-Ray inspection system manufactured by Eagle 
Product inspection and installed at the Martin’s plant 
by PLAN Automation provides the plant with high-
performance detection capabilities to ensure optimal 
product safety, quality and purity.

A close-up view of the Pack 240 Pro X-Ray system’s rejection mechanism automatically 
removing a bag of product off the conveyor line immediately upon detection of a foreign 
object or particle somewhere within the package.

Manufactured by the Tri-Mach Group, a food-grade Ever-Kleen model incline conveyor 
smoothly transfers the freshly-cut apple rings to the Buhler Aeroglide dryer for 
dehydrating.
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the perfect balance of drying time and temper-
ature to enable the dehydrated apples to maintain a 
f lavorful, fresh-tasting apple crispy crunch.

From the dryer, the apples are conveyed along 
a series of Ever-Kleen incline conveyors built and 
installed by the Elmira-based Tri-Mach Group, 
which also installed the upper-level mezzanine 
platform in the packaging room equipped with a 
high-precision weighscale and FastBack oscillat-
ing conveyor systems.

Stubbs explains: “The apples are first conveyed ver-
tically 16 feet up from the dryer room at a rate of about 
40 feet per minute, and after that they are conveyed an 
additional 20 feet across our packaging room.

“It’s quite impressive to see,” says Stubbs, compli-
menting the reliable performance to date provided 
by the stainless-steel conveyors with their HDPE 
(high-density polyethylene) belting.

The Tri-Mach conveyors eventually transfer the 
apples onto a pair of Fastback conveyors—manufac-
tured by Heat and Control, Inc.—which serve as 
accumulators and also help separate and position the 
product more accurately towards the 14-head Ishida 
weighscale, also supplied by Heat and Control.

“The Fastback systems ensure that we are never 
starving or overfeeding the weighscale,” explains 
Stubbs, calling the Ishida weighscale “a really great 
product for ensuring optimal accuracy.

“We certainly didn’t want to have issues with our 
scale—we wanted the most accurate and depend-
able weighscale out there,” says Stubbs.

Once the pre-set weights of apple rings are 
achieved, the product is released from the right 
combination of weighscale heads into a VertoBagger 
Tomcat vertical bag filler—supplied by the 
Mississauga, Ont.-based American Packaging 
& Plant Equipment—capable of filling rates of 
up to 45 bags per minute.

Prior to filling, the VertoBagger applies a hot date 
stamp onto the film before it is formed into its pil-
low pouch.

To obtain optimal shelf-life for its apple chips, 
Martin’s first opted to utilize a metallized PET 
(Polyethylene terephthalate) film for the bags—
with mixed results, Stubbs recounts.

“Initially we thought about getting a three-month 
shelf-life, after which the chips would not  
spoil, but could lose some of their crispiness.”

Despite positive early feedback, Martin’s 
decided to increase product shelf-life earlier 
this year by switching to a different high-bar-
rier film—sourced by Kitchener, Ont.-based 
Tri Pac Inc.—and gas-f lushing the bags 
with a 99.5-percent nitrogen mixture that 
the company produces itself on the premises.

To ensure optimal product integrity and 
purity, Martin’s also installed a high-per-
formance Pack 240 Pro X-Ray inspection sys-
tem, manufactured by the Tampa, Fla.-based 
Eagle Product Inspection and distributed 
in Canada exclusively by the Orangeville, 
Ont.-based automated packaging systems 
integrators PLAN Automation.

Because of metal content in the bags used 
to package the apple chips, standard metal 
detection was not deemed a good-enough 
means of ensuring failproof product inspec-
tion, according to Stubbs.

“Metal detection systems typically don’t 
work very well with metallized PET or foil-
film products, but our Eagle 240 Pro X-Ray 
inspection system sure does,” states Stubbs.

“Even though we no longer use a metallized 

PET foil film, our new high-barrier film actually 
contains more metal in it, so using the Eagle Pack 
240 Pro is even more important for us now than 
before,” he explains.

“But because the food safety programs we cater 
to recommends that product be inspected after it 
has been fully sealed, it means inspecting both the 
packaging and the product,” Stubbs explains.

“Given our choice of packaging, X-Ray inspec-
tion was the only way for us to go.”  

PLAN Automation’s X-Ray inspection specialist 
Mat Bédard agrees, noting that new food safety 
initiatives such as the GFSI (Global Food Safety 

After the dehydration stage is complete, the crispy apple 
rings are moved up the 16-foot-tall Ever-Kleen incline 
conveyor towards the plant’s upper-level packaging room.  

Located in the packaging room, Schneider Electric’s 
Magelis HMI (human-machine interface) terminal 
provides operator-friendly control over the plant’s 
conveyors, dryer, carton sealer and all other automated 
packaging functions.

A pair of vibrating Fastback conveyors from Heat and 
Control (background) help to untangle and separate bulk 
apple rings from each other before they make their way 
into the top of the 14-head Ishida weighscale.
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Initiative) are demanding producer accountability 
at unprecedented levels. 

“The need for better food safety has forced all 
food-and-beverage manufacturers to reevaluate 
and rethink their food safety programs and initia-
tives,” Bédard says. 

“As such, X-Ray inspection systems are increas-
ingly used for inspection of food and beverage 
products, validating product safety by detecting 
contaminants and ensuring product integrity 
by performing a wide range of in-line qual-
ity checks such as checkweighing and defect 
inspection,” says Bédard, citing the technology’s 
unrivaled ability to detect even the tiniest dense 
objects such as hard plastic, glass, or bone, and 
stainless steel at high-speed of up to 120 meters 

per minute, with up to a 240-mm  
range of detection coverage.  

After passing through the X-Ray 
inspection system, the finished bags 
are hand-packed into pre-printed 
corrugated cartons, manufactured by 
Rock-Tenn Company, which are 
then placed onto a Wexxar model 
Bel 5252 carton sealer that folds the 
carton’s f laps and adds a tape strip to 
seal them shut. 

The entire line operation—includ-
ing start and stop controls, conveyor 
speed, dryer discharge and the carton 
sealer—is controlled via Schneider 
Electric‘s operator-friendly Magelis 
brand HMI (human-machine inter-
face) terminal supplied by Tri-
Electric, a division of the Tri-Mach 
Group.

While the recent inf lux of auto-
mated packaging equipment has 
certainly meant a learning curve 
for the Martin’s staff, Stubbs says he’s 
very happy with how everything 
fell into place without causing any 
major disruptions to the company’s 
core business.

“Despite our foray into new ven-
tures and obtaining wonderful high-
technical equipment like the Eagle 
Pack 240 Pro X-Ray inspection sys-
tem, we are not leaving our roots,” 
he sums up.

“We are still farmers: still rustic at 
heart,” Stubbs concludes. “We just 
happen to be doing something a little 
different with our apples.”
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The Bel 5252 carton-sealer taping the loaded cartons of 
product shut after automatically folding the � aps inwards.
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