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(54) Food package with integrated RFID-tag and sensor

(57) A container (100) for containing a perishable
substance has a container wall (104) with an inner side
(106) and an outer side (108). The wall has an electrically
conductive layer (110) extending between the inner side
and the outer side. The inner side faces the space (102)
containing the substance. The container comprises elec-
tronic circuitry (116) having a sensor (118) for sensing a
physical property or condition of the substance, and an
antenna (120) for communicating an RF signal to a re-
ceiver (122), external to the container. The RF signal is
indicative of the physical property or condition sensed.
The sensor is positioned so as to be exposed to the space
containing the substance in operational use of the con-
tainer. The antenna is positioned at the outer side, or
between the outer side and the electrically conductive
layer, and is electrically isolated from the electrically con-
ductive layer.
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Description

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

[0001] The invention relates to a container configured
for containing a substance and comprising electronic cir-
cuitry for sensing a physical property of the substance
and providing a wireless signal indicative of the physical
property sensed.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

[0002] Radio-frequency identification (RFID) tags
have been widely used to identify and track objects. An
RFID tag is attached to, or incorporated in, a physical
object and has an antenna for communicating with a re-
mote receiver through RF (radio-frequency electromag-
netic waves). The RFID tag may communicate a unique
identifier, representative of the RFID tag and, therefore,
of the individual physical object. The RFID tag may be a
passive RFID tag that generates power for its operation
upon receipt of an incident electromagnetic wave gener-
ated by an external source and of a proper frequency
corresponding to the sensitivity of the antenna. Alterna-
tively, the RFID tag may be an active RFID tag, accom-
modating its own power supply, e.g., a battery or an en-
ergy scavenger, for autonomous operation.
[0003] An RFID tag can be combined with a sensor so
as to implement a low-cost remote sensor for use in te-
lemetry applications. For example, the Wireless Identifi-
cation and Sensing Platform (WISP) is a type of passive
RFID tag that is configured for supporting sensing, e.g.,
of temperature or of acceleration, for local processing of
a sensor signal, and for communicating the processed
signal via RF to an external receiver.
[0004] RFID technology is helping to transform logis-
tics by providing a means of tracking and tracing individ-
ual products throughout the supply chain. Nowadays, in-
creasingly more e research and development is ongoing
in the integration of active RFID tags with sensors that
monitor the quality of the product. In recent years, wire-
less sensors have been adopted in food processing to
monitor and control the quality attributes of food products.
For example, a temperature sensor can be inserted into
a food item for recording the temperature over time, and
for transmitting the temperature data wirelessly to a cen-
tral controller.
[0005] RFID tagging has been accepted as a new tech-
nology for a well-structured traceability system on data
collecting, and human, animal and product tracking. It
has been projected that the applications of RFID will grow
rapidly in the next 10 years with a compound annual rev-
enue growth rate (2003-2010) of 32.2% see, e.g., N.
Wang et al., Computers and Electronics in Agriculture 50
(2006), pp. 1-14.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0006] The operation of the combination of an RFID
tag and a sensor requires that the antenna of the RFID
tag be positioned such the antenna is enabled to transmit
an RF signal to an external receiver and, in case of a
passive RFID tag, to also receive an RF signal from an
external transmitter. That is, the use of an RFID tag in
the vicinity of an electrically conductive object may ham-
per the operation of the RFID tag as the RF signals may
get shielded by the electrically conductive object, de-
pending on the frequency of the RF signals and the prop-
erties of the electrically conductive object.
[0007] Consider a container or food package that is
configured for containing a perishable substance, e.g., a
food substance such as a dairy product, a fruit juice, or
another perishable product such as a medicine, etc. Well-
known examples of such containers are manufactured
by Tetra Pak. Typically, such a container is designed for
aseptic packaging of the substance and has a laminated
container wall that comprises an electrically conductive
layer, e.g., aluminum. The aluminum layer is used to pre-
vent the substance from being exposed to light and to
oxygen.
[0008] Accordingly, the presence of the electrically
conductive layer in the container wall presents a problem
to using a conventional combination of an RFID tag in-
tegrated with a sensor. Also note that, conventionally, an
RFID chip is directly bonded on a substrate carrying the
(planar) antenna. That is, the RFID chip and the antenna
are co-planar in that they are accommodated on the same
substrate, thus forming a single unit.
[0009] The inventors therefore propose a container
with a space for containing a substance and a container
wall determining the space. The container wall has an
inner side and an outer side. The container wall has an
electrically conductive layer extending between the inner
side and the outer side. That is, the electrically conductive
layer is arranged substantially in parallel with the inner
side and the outer side. The inner side faces the space
containing the substance in operational use of the con-
tainer. The container comprises electronic circuitry hav-
ing a sensor for sensing a physical property, or a physical
condition, of the substance in operational use of the con-
tainer. The electronic circuitry also has an antenna for
communicating a radio-frequency signal to a receiver,
external to the container. The radio-frequency signal is
indicative of the physical property or condition sensed in
operational use of the container. The sensor is positioned
so as to be exposed to the space containing the sub-
stance in operational use of the container. The antenna
is electrically isolated from the electrically conductive lay-
er. The antenna is positioned at the outer side, or be-
tween the outer side and the electrically conductive layer.
[0010] In the invention, the sensor and the antenna are
accommodated in different planes running parallel to the
container wall. Accordingly, the sensor is positioned so
as to be exposed to the substance, or to one or more
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chemical products released by the substance when the
substance ages, or to the temperature or pressure to
which the substance is subjected within the container.
The antenna, on the other hand, is positioned on or near
the outside of the container, away from, and electrically
isolated from, the electrically conductive layer so as to
be able to transmit the RF signal to an external receiver
remote from the container.
[0011] The electronic circuitry may comprise signal
processing circuitry to process the sensor signal received
from the sensor. For example, the sensor is activated
periodically or at any desired moment, and the sensor
signal is logged in an onboard solid-state memory so as
to compile a history file representative of, e.g., the aging
of the substance. Alternatively, the sensor is activated
periodically or at any desired moment, and the sensor
signal is compared with a pre-determined threshold in
order to determine the end of the shelf-life of the sub-
stance. For example, the electronic circuitry is powered
by an onboard power supply, e.g., a battery. The elec-
tronic circuitry may then have a timer that controls the
moments of activating the sensor and registering the sen-
sor signal. Alternatively, the electronic circuitry receives
a first control signal from a source external to the con-
tainer and via the antenna, in order to activate the sensor.
The electronic circuitry may receive via the antenna a
second control signal that causes the electronic circuitry
to start transmitting via the antenna an RF signal, which
carries the information about the logged history. Alterna-
tively, when the signal processing circuitry has deter-
mined that the threshold has been reached, the electronic
circuitry periodically transmits via the antenna an RF sig-
nal to an external receiver and indicative of the threshold
having been reached.
[0012] The invention as specified above relates to
commercially exploiting the invention in the embodiment
of the container. The invention can also be commercially
exploited as a laminate suitable for producing the con-
tainer. For example, the invention also relates to a lam-
inate for use in a container wall of a container, designed
for containing a perishable substance. The laminate has
a first side and a second side. The laminate has an elec-
trically conductive layer extending between the first side
and the second side. The first side is configured for facing
a space containing the substance in operational use of
the container. The laminate comprises electronic circuitry
having a sensor for sensing a physical property or con-
dition of the substance in operational use of the container,
and also having an antenna for communicating a radio-
frequency signal to a receiver, external to the container.
The radio-frequency signal is indicative of the physical
property or condition sensed in operational use of the
container. The sensor is positioned at, or near, the first
side so as to be exposed to the space containing the
substance in operational use of the container. The an-
tenna is positioned at the second side, or between the
second side and the electrically conductive layer. The
antenna is electrically isolated from the electrically con-

ductive layer.
[0013] That is, pieces of such a laminate may be man-
ufactured by a first party and provided to a second party,
at whose premises the laminate is cut and folded to pro-
duce a container according to the invention, and filled
with the substance. The electronic circuitry may be man-
ufactured by the first party using printing electronics tech-
nology. For printing electronics see, e.g., "The truly inte-
grated circuit is printed and flexible", Dr. Peter Harrop,
Printed Electronics WORLD, March 24, 2010, or the rel-
evant entry in Wikipedia.
[0014] In an embodiment, the laminate comprises a
battery for powering the electronic circuitry. The battery
is provided so as to be physically isolated from the space
for comprising the substance so as to prevent contami-
nation of the substance by the battery in operational use
of the container.
[0015] For completeness, reference is made to US pat-
ent application publication 2007/0176773, incorporated
herein by reference. US patent application publication
2007/0176773 discloses a remotely readable sensor for
indicating a usability condition of perishable products
such as foodstuffs and medical drugs. The sensor incor-
porates a resistive element, whose resistance is respon-
sive to the condition of the perishable product. According
to the invention, the sensor is placed inside the foodstuff
package. The element of the sensor forms a current loop
with a first coil that is inductively coupled to a second coil
of a remote reader device. The resistance of the element
determines the quality factor of the resonant circuit
formed by the element and the coil. Measuring the quality
factor therefore enables to determine the resistance of
the element and, therefore, the condition of the perisha-
ble product. US patent application publication
2007/0176773 neither discloses nor suggests the pres-
ence of an electrically conductive layer in the wrapping
of foodstuff. The only example given of foodstuff-wrap-
ping is a layer of HDPE (high-density polyethylene),
which is an insulator.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0016] The invention is explained in further detail, by
way of example and with reference to the accompanying
drawing, wherein:

Fig. 1 is a block diagram of a container in the inven-
tion;
Figs. 2 and 3 are diagrams of some details illustrating
alternative configurations of a container in the inven-
tion;

[0017] Throughout the Figures, similar or correspond-
ing features are indicated by same reference numerals.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS

[0018] Fig. 1 is a block diagram of a container 100 in
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the invention. The container 100 has a space 102 for
containing a perishable substance (not shown), e.g., fruit
juice, and a layered container wall 104 that determines
the space 102. The container wall 104 has an inner side
106 and an outer side 108. The container wall 104 has
an electrically conductive layer 110 extending between
the inner side 106 and the outer side 108. The inner side
106 faces the space 102 containing the substance in op-
erational use of the container 100. The container 100
also comprises a spout 112 that is closed with a cap 114.
Removing the cap 114 from the spout 112 enables a user
to pour the fruit juice from the container 100 into, e.g., a
tumbler (not shown) or a cup (not shown). The removable
cap 114 closes the spout 112 for, e.g., transport of the
container and keeping more oxygen from entering the
container 100. The container 100 comprises electronic
circuitry 116 having a sensor 118 for sensing a physical
property of the substance in operational use of the con-
tainer 100, and an antenna 120 for communicating a ra-
dio-frequency signal to a receiver 122, external to the
container 100. The radio-frequency signal is indicative
of the physical property sensed. The physical quantity
comprises, for example, a temperature of the substance,
or a change in temperature of the substance, a pressure
in the space 102 or a change in pressure in the space
102, an acidity of the substance, a basicity of the sub-
stance, a concentration of a specific chemical compound
released by the substance, etc. The sensor 118 is posi-
tioned at the inner side 106 of the container wall 104 so
as to be exposed to the space 102 containing the sub-
stance in operational use of the container 100. For ex-
ample, the sensor 118 is mounted on the inner side 106
of the container wall 104. Alternatively, the sensor 118
is recessed into the container wall 104 and exposed to
the space 102 through an opening (not shown) in the
inner side 106 of the container wall 104, or further re-
cessed into the container wall 104 and exposed to the
space 102 through openings (not shown) in both the inner
side 106 of the container wall 104 and in the electrically
conductive layer 110, etc. The antenna 120 is positioned
at or near the outer side 108 of the container wall 104.
That is, the antenna 120 is positioned on the outer side
108 or within the container wall 104 between the outer
side 108 and the electrically conductive layer 110. The
antenna 120 is electrically isolated from the electrically
conductive layer 110.
[0019] The antenna 120 is functionally coupled with
the sensor 118. For example, the configuration of the
RFID sensor disclosed in US patent application publica-
tion 2007/0176773 could in principle be used if the an-
tenna and sensor, electrically interconnected, were po-
sitioned at different sides of the electrically conductive
layer 110 and electrically isolated from the electrically
conductive layer 110. In another embodiment, the sensor
118 is functionally coupled to the antenna 120 via signal
processing circuitry (not shown). The signal processing
circuitry receives the sensor signal from the sensor 118.
The signal processing circuitry then stores in an onboard

memory (not shown) data, which is representative of the
sensor signal received, for later retrieval by the receiver
122 via the antenna 120. For example, the onboard mem-
ory stores a batch of data, each individual one of the data
being representative of an individual sensor signal cap-
tured at an individual moment. Alternatively, the signal
processing circuitry receives the sensor signal from the
sensor 118 and converts the sensor signal into a driving
signal for driving the antenna 120 so as to transmit the
RF signal to the receiver 122.
[0020] The sensor 118 and/or the signal processing
circuitry may have an onboard power supply, e.g., a bat-
tery for powering the sensor 118 and/or the signal
processing circuitry. The sensor 118 and/or the signal
processing circuitry may then also have an onboard timer
for determining when to activate the sensor 118 for sup-
plying the sensor signal and/or for determining when to
transmit the RF signal to the receiver 122. In the latter
case, the combination of the sensor 118 and the antenna
120 is configured and functions as an active RFID tag.
Alternatively, the sensor 118 and/or the signal processing
circuitry are powered via an RF signal transmitted by an
external source (not shown) and being of the proper fre-
quency and incident on the antenna 120. In this case,
the combination of the sensor 118 and the antenna 120
is configured and functions as a passive RFID tag.
[0021] The sensor 118, or at least the part of the sensor
118 that is exposed to the space 102, is implemented so
as to prevent chemical or physical contamination of the
substance in the space 102 by the exposed part of the
sensor 118. The materials of the sensor 118 and the con-
figuration of the sensor 118 are chosen in dependence
on what physical quantity to sense and, possibly, on the
chemical and/or physical properties of the substance. For
example, if the sensor 118 comprises a temperature
sensing device, the sensor 118 or the exposed part there-
of may be covered by a protective film of a suitable ma-
terial that is chemically inert with respect to the substance
and that has a suitable thermal conductivity. Similarly, if
the sensor 118 is configured for sensing a pressure, the
exposed part of the sensor 118 may be covered by a
protective film of a suitable material that is chemically
inert with respect to the substance and that does not sub-
stantially interfere with sensing the pressure in the space
102. Accordingly, the temperature sensing device or the
pressure sensing device on the one hand, and the sub-
stance on the other hand, interact only via the protective
film. As another example, consider the sensor 118 com-
prising another device for sensing the presence or con-
centration of a chemical compound in the space 102
through a chemical reaction between the chemical com-
pound and the materials of this other device. Then, nei-
ther the materials of this other device, nor the products
of the chemical reaction should noticeably contaminate
the substance.
[0022] If the sensor 118 is mounted on a substrate (not
shown), similar considerations apply with regard to con-
tamination of the substance as a result of part of the sub-
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strate being exposed to the space 102. If the sensor 118
and/or the signal processing circuitry have their own pow-
er supply, e.g., a battery, then similar considerations ap-
ply with regard to contamination of the substance as a
result of part of the battery being exposed to the space
102.
[0023] The diagram of the container in Fig. 1 illustrates
a first one of multiple options for positioning the sensor
118 and the antenna 120 at the container 100. In the first
option, the sensor 118, or the substrate accommodating
the sensor 118 and, optionally, the signal processing cir-
cuitry, is mounted on the inside 106 of the container wall
104. The sensor 118 and/or the signal processing circuit-
ry are/is connected to the antenna 120 via an electrically
conductive connection 124. The electrically conductive
connection 124 penetrates the electrically conductive
layer 110 via a passage 126. The electrically conductive
connection 124 is electrically insulated from the electri-
cally conductive layer 110. For example, an electrically
insulating outer layer is provided around the electrically
conductive connection 124. Alternatively, the container
wall 104 is composed of a laminate of electrically insu-
lating materials, apart from the electrically conductive lay-
er 110. Then, the space in the passage 126 around the
electrically conductive connection 124 is filled with an
electrically insulating material so as to prevent a galvanic
contact between the electrically conductive connection
124 and the electrically conductive layer 110.
[0024] Figs. 2 and 3 are diagrams of a second option
200 and a third option 300, respectively, for positioning
the sensor 118 and the antenna 120.
[0025] In both the second option 200 and the third op-
tion 300, the container wall 104 is represented as a lam-
inate, as mentioned above. Typically, the inner side 106
of the container wall 104 comprises a first layer 202 of
metallocene polyethylene (mPE) for sealing in the fruit
juice in the space 102. A second layer 204 of modified
low-density polyethylene (LDPE) is positioned between
the first layer 202 and the electrically conductive layer
110. The second layer 204 serves as an adhesion layer.
The outer side 108 comprises a third layer 206 of LDPE
as a protection against moisture from outside the con-
tainer 100. Next to the third layer 206 is a fourth layer
208 of paper for providing mechanical stability and
strength. Between the fourth layer 208 and the electrically
conductive layer 110 is located a fifth layer 210 of LDPE.
[0026] The sensor 118 and, optionally, the signal
processing circuitry are accommodated in or on the fifth
layer 210, e.g., printed on the fifth layer 210 (LDPE) using
printing electronics technology. Optionally, the signal
processing circuitry and/or the battery is likewise accom-
modated in/on the fifth layer 210 using, e.g., printed elec-
tronics technology. The sensor 118 is exposed to the
space 102 via respective holes in the electrically conduc-
tive layer 210, the second layer 204 and the first layer
202. Preferably the holes are aligned.
[0027] In the second option 200, the antenna 120 has
a planar configuration and is accommodated on the outer

side 108 in the third layer 206. The antenna 120 may be
implemented using printed electronics technology. The
antenna 120 is connected to the sensor 118, or to the
signal processing circuitry, by means of the electrically
conductive connection 124 that runs through the fourth
layer 208 and the third layer 206. For example, corre-
sponding holes are made in the fourth layer 208 and in
the third layer 206 and filled with an electrically conduc-
tive paste.
[0028] Alternatively, the sensor 118 and, optionally,
the signal processing circuitry and/or the battery, are ac-
commodated in, or on, the fourth layer 208, e.g., printed
on the fourth layer 208 (paper) using printing electronics
technology. The fifth layer 210 is then also provided with
a hole so as to have the sensor 118 exposed to the space
102.
[0029] In the third option 300, the antenna 120 has a
planar configuration and is accommodated on the sub-
strate that accommodates the sensor 118. The antenna
120 may be implemented using printed electronics tech-
nology. Optionally, the signal processing circuitry and/or
the battery are accommodated on the same substrate
using printed electronics technology. In the example
shown in Fig. 3, the sensor 118 and, optionally the signal
processing circuitry and the battery, are accommodated
in or on the fifth layer 210.
[0030] Alternatively, the sensor 118 and, optionally,
the signal processing circuitry and/or the battery, are ac-
commodated in, or on, the fourth layer 208, e.g., printed
on the fourth layer 208 (paper) using printing electronics
technology. The fifth layer 210 is then also provided with
a hole so as to have the sensor 118 exposed to the space
102.
[0031] The diagrams of Figs. 1, 2 and 3 illustrate the
invention as applied to, e.g., a milk carton or a carton for
holding fruit juice. The invention can similarly be applied
to other types of containers that are entirely made of an
electrically conductive material, e.g., a stainless steel
beer barrel (also referred to as cask or keg) or an alumi-
num drum, for containing a perishable substance, e.g.,
foodstuff or beverage. That is, the invention can also be
applied to RFID tags combined with sensors for condi-
tion-monitoring of a substance contained in a container
of an electrically conductive material. The invention can
also be applied to a metallic food container such as a
dish or a tray of aluminum foil. The circuitry of the RFID
tag, e.g., the sensor 118 and/or the signal processing
circuitry and/or the battery, is spatially separated from
the antenna 120. The antenna is then accommodated on
the outside of the container and electrically insulated from
the container, and the circuitry of the RFID tag is accom-
modated on the inside of the container. The antenna and
the circuitry of the RFID tag are galvanically connected
via a hole in the wall of the container.
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Claims

1. A container with a space for containing a perishable
substance and a container wall determining the
space, wherein:

- the container wall has an inner side and an
outer side;
- the container wall has an electrically conduc-
tive layer extending between the inner side and
the outer side;
- the inner side faces the space containing the
substance in operational use of the container;
- the container comprises electronic circuitry
having:
- a sensor for sensing a physical property or con-
dition of the substance in operational use of the
container; and
- an antenna for communicating a radio-frequen-
cy signal to a receiver, external to the container,
in operational use of the container;
- the radio-frequency signal is indicative of the
physical property or condition sensed;
- the sensor is positioned so as to be exposed
to the space containing the substance in oper-
ational use of the container;
- the antenna is positioned at the outer side, or
between the outer side and the electrically con-
ductive layer;
- the antenna is electrically isolated from the
electrically conductive layer.

2. The container of claim 1, wherein:

- the container comprises a battery for powering
the electronic circuitry; and
- the battery is physically isolated from the space
for comprising the substance so as to prevent
contamination of the substance by the battery
in operational use of the container.

3. A laminate for use in a container wall of a container
designed for containing a perishable substance,
wherein:

- the laminate has a first side and a second side;
- the laminate has an electrically conductive lay-
er extending between the first side and the sec-
ond side;
- the first side is configured for facing a space
containing the substance in operational use of
the container;
- the laminate comprises electronic circuitry hav-
ing:
- a sensor for sensing a physical property or con-
dition of the substance in operational use of the
container; and
- an antenna for communicating a radio-frequen-

cy signal to a receiver, external to the container;
- the radio-frequency signal is indicative of the
physical property or condition sensed;
- the sensor is positioned at or near the first side
so as to be exposed to the space containing the
substance in operational use of the container;
- the antenna is positioned at the second side,
or between the second side and the electrically
conductive layer;
- the antenna is electrically isolated from the
electrically conductive layer.

4. The laminate of claim 3, wherein:

- the laminate comprises a battery for powering
the electronic circuitry; and
- the battery is provided so as to be physically
isolated from the space for comprising the sub-
stance so as to prevent contamination of the
substance by the battery in operational use of
the container.
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