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(67)  The invention relates to a method and a device
for packaging a product in a packaging material. It also
relates to packaged products obtained by packaging
them in the packaging material that has been provided
with one or more openings, in order to make it easy to
open the package. The packaged products can also be
provided with a cover element. A punching unit (5) is also
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described that comprises a rotatable backing roll , a ro-
tatable punch roll and a frame (30) in which the backing
roll and the punch roll are arranged with respect to each
other, and where the punch roll can rotate independently
of the backing roll. The punch roll can make one or more
openings in the packaging material.
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Description

[0001] The presentinvention relates to a device and a
method for packaging a product. One aspect of it relates
to a punching unit, a device and a method for punching
one or more openings in a material, such as a packaging
material used to package a product. Another aspect of
the invention relates to a device and a method for the
subsequent packaging of the product in a packaging ma-
terial that has been fitted with the one or more punched
openings. The invention also relates to the packaged
product thus obtained.

[0002] Products can be packaged in shrink film. Such
a packaging film consists of a plastic material that tends
to shrink when heated. This property is utilized for shrink-
ing the packaging film around a product, such thatit tightly
fits around the latter and can protect it well from its sur-
roundings. In the case of natural products such as certain
kinds of cheese, especially certain kinds of soft (i.e.
cream) cheese, for example brie, it is known to open the
packaging that has been tightly applied over the product
by cutting it. The user can make such a cut either with a
knife or with scissors. The user’s aim here is to put his
or her finger partly through the opening cut in the pack-
aging film when opening the package, and then pull the
film in order to tear it open. However, since the film is
shrunk tightly on the product and/or since the shrink film
used is fairly tough after the shrinking process, itis difficult
to remove the packaging material quickly and without
damaging the product. When the product consists for ex-
ample of a relatively soft and yielding material, it is some-
times impossible to avoid deforming or even damaging it.
[0003] Furthermore, soft cheese and similar products
are cut lengthwise, so the film must be torn open cross-
wise. However, ithas been found difficult to tear the pack-
age open in the transverse direction, so the product is
often damaged as a result.

[0004] Another problem that occurs specifically with
the use of shrink film is that, although the latter is tough
after heating, itis fairly soft (limp) and flexible before heat-
ing. Furthermore, shrink film is often quite stretchable in
all directions, and it can be torn more easily after it is
shrunk. This makes it difficult to work such a package,
e.g. by punching a cut in it before the film is subjected to
a shrinking process. These problems apply to stretch film
(or combined stretch-shrink film), and can also occur for
example in the case of skin-packaging film.

[0005] Itis possible to use aperforating rolltointroduce
perforations to the film locally in order to form a perforated
line in the longitudinal direction of the film. A label is then
stuck on the perforated line to seal the film. The film can
then be shrunk over the product. To open the package,
the user pulls off the label in a direction normal to the
product to open it along the perforations and pull the film
to the lateral edge of the product. However, it has been
found that such a perforated line does not always tear
open as easily as it is supposed to. Depending on the
shape and/or properties of the product itself, the product
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cannot be easily taken out of the package when the latter
is opened in this way in the transverse direction.

[0006] Food products such as pieces of cheese gen-
erally vary in size and shape. It may therefore be desir-
able to vary the punching of the opening according to the
size, shape or other characteristics of the product, and/or
to vary the distance between subsequently punched
openings.

[0007] It is generally difficult to work a relatively soft
(limp) and flexible packaging material (other than a shrink
or stretch film) and to provide it with an opening to allow
that the packaging material can later be removed from
the product in a simple way.

[0008] It may be desirable to provide a packaged prod-
uct whose packaging material can be easily removed, so
the product can be taken out of the package in a simple
manner.

[0009] It may be desirable to provide a method and
device for packaging products, and/or to provide a pack-
aged productin which one or more of the above problems
and/or other problems affecting the current state of tech-
nology is/are remedied.

[0010] It may be desirable to provide a punching unit,
as well as a method and device with the aid of which one
or more openings can be made in a relatively soft and
flexible packaging material.

[0011] It may be desirable to provide a punching unit
wherein one or more of the above problems and/or other
problems affecting the current state of the art are obvi-
ated, and which is particularly suitable for punching one
or more openings in packaging material, such as a film
for packaging cheese, or other types of film, in a flexible
manner.

[0012] According to one aspect of the invention, a
punching unit is provided comprising a rotatable backing
roll, a rotatable punch roll and a frame in which the back-
ing roll and the punch roll are mounted with respect to
each other in such a way that the punch roll can rotate
independently of the backing roll. Since the backing roll
and the punchroll can rotate independently of each other,
it is possible to rotate the two at different speeds. With
such a punching unit, the backing roll can for example
rotate at the same speed as the packaging material on
it, while the speed of the punch roll can vary for example
between this speed, during the punching operation start-
ing from an initial position, and a second, different speed,
at which the punch roll - after completing the punching
operation - can rotate on to a waiting position for the next
punching operation. The punch roll can also be kept sta-
tionary in its waiting position. In this way, for example,
the distance between two successive punching opera-
tions can be varied at will. When the punch roll can only
be rotated in accordance with the backing roll as usual,
and when both the punch roll and the backing roll rotate
at the same speed as the packaging material moving
between them, the distance between two successive
punching operations is equal to the circumference of the
punch roll, if this is fitted with a single punch, or it is equal
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to of the distance along the circumference between two
successive punching operations on the circumference of
the punch roll if the latter is fitted with two or more punch-
es. In the case of the conventional punching units, there-
fore, the distance between two successive punching op-
erations is fixed by the characteristics of the punch roll.
The present invention provides a more flexible punching
unit, with which for example the distance between two
successive punching operations can be varied without
interrupting the work. The distance between two punch-
ing operations can also be varied between a first run,
using for example a first fixed distance, and a second
run, using for example a second fixed distance, without
having to replace the punch roll by for example a punch
roll that has a different number of punches and/or a dif-
ferent circumference.

[0013] In some of the embodiments of the present in-
vention, the punch roll is fitted with at least one punch,
which is mounted on the punch roll and is used for making
an opening in the packaging material, starting from an
initial position where the packaging material is fed in at
its feed velocity.

[0014] In some other embodiments of the present in-
vention, the packaging material fed in is fitted with one
or more cover elements. The punching unit can be used
to punch an opening through the packaging material right
up to the cover element. The resulting opening is suitable
for example for tearing the packaging material in a first
direction and then in a second direction which is for ex-
ample basically opposite to the substantially transverse
firstdirection, in orderto be able to remove the packaging
material at least partly from the product.

[0015] Other embodiments are described in the de-
pendent claims.

[0016] Another aspect of the present invention relates
to a device for packaging a product, comprising:

- a feed unit for feeding the packaging material, for
example a shrink film,
a stretch film or a combined stretch-shrink film,

- a punching unit according to an embodiment of the
first aspect, and

- apackaging unit for packaging the product with the
packaging material.

[0017] In one of the embodiments, the device also
comprises a cover-element applying unit, which places
at least one cover element on the packaging material.
[0018] According to another aspect of the present in-
vention, a packaged product is provided that is obtained
by using a device according to one of the embodiments.
[0019] The product can be for example a piece of
cheese, especially a piece of soft (i.e. cream) cheese.
[0020] The packaging material is for example a shrink
film, a stretch film, a combined stretch-shrink film, or a
skin-packaging film ("skin film"). Other embodiments are
specified in the dependent claims.

[0021] According to yet another aspect of the present

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

invention, a packaged product is provided, which is pack-
aged in a packaging material, such as for example a
shrink film or a stretch film, to which at least one cover
element has been applied and in which atleast one open-
ing has been made at the place of the cover element,
substantially without making a corresponding opening in
the cover element, so that the opening or openings is/are
only formed in the packaging material, in order to tear
the packaging material in a first direction and then in a
second direction to remove it at least partly from the prod-
uct. The shape of the opening or openings makes it pos-
sible to tear the package off the product in a simple way,
so that the product can be easily taken out of its package.
[0022] According to another aspect of the present in-
vention, a method is provided for packaging a product,
comprising

- feeding in a packaging material, such as for example
a shrink film or a stretch film,

- applying at least one cover element to the packaging
material,

- forming at least one opening in the packaging ma-
terial at the place of the cover element, substantially
withoutforming a corresponding opening in the cover
element that lies beyond it, so that the opening or
openings is/are formed only in the packaging mate-
rial, in order to make it possible to tear the packaging
material in a first direction and then in a second di-
rection to remove it at least partly from the product,
and

- packaging at least one product in this packaging ma-
terial.

[0023] This method gives a packaged product whose
packaging is easy to tear off the product, so the latter
can be easily taken out of its package.

[0024] According to another aspect of the present in-
vention, a method is provided for the in-line packaging
of a product, comprising:

- feeding in a packaging material, which can be a
shrink film, a stretch film, a combined stretch-shrink
film or a packaging material that is used on a skin-
packaging machine,

- applying atleast one cover element to the packaging
material,

- forming at least one opening in the packaging ma-
terial at the place of the cover element, substantially
withoutforming a corresponding opening in the cover
element that lies beyond it, and

- packaging at least one product in the packaging ma-
terial, comprising arranging at least one product in
the packaging material and sealing the packaging
material.

[0025] The use of this method makes it possible to ob-
tain a packaged product in the case of which at least one
opening is cut in a shrink film, a stretch film, a combined
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stretch-shrink film or a packaging material that is used
on a skin-packaging machine (i.e. a skin film). As men-
tioned above, it is difficult to work this kind of film. How-
ever, the problems can be avoided or at least greatly
reduced by the in-line application of a cover element, the
formation of at least one opening, and the packaging.
[0026] According to another aspect of the present in-
vention, a method is provided for packaging a product,
comprising:

- feeding in a packaging material,

- applying atleast one cover element to the packaging
material,

- forming at least one opening in the packaging ma-
terial at the place of the cover element, substantially
without forming a corresponding openingin the cover
elementthatlies beyondit, the opening being formed
by a punching unit according to an embodiment of
the first aspect of the invention, and

- packaging at least one product in the packaging ma-
terial.

[0027] The packagingoperation can be integrated with
the other method steps to make a fully in-line packaging
process possible. In some other embodiments, the pack-
agingis carried out off-line, thatis, the application of cover
elements (such as labels, for example) and the formation
of openings are carried out separately from the packag-
ing of the products. In the case of an off-line packaging
process, the packaging material with the cover elements
applied to it is intermediately stored on a roll.

[0028] The cover element can be a label, which may
be a self-adhesive label or sticker, or a different kind of
label, but embodiments in which the cover element is a
longitudinal strip are also possible. Furthermore, the cov-
er element can be applied either to a treated or to an
untreated film. The opening is then formed at the place
of the cover element, using for example a punching unit
or a laser cutting unit. The presence of the cover element
can make the film less limp locally, so it becomes easier
to position the film and to form an opening in it at the right
place with the aid of the unit used. The opening made in
the package can therefore have a suitable shape that
enables the user to tear the package open easily and
remove the product from it. Thus, the opening can be an
elongated and substantially non-interrupted (continuous)
opening. In some other embodiments, a series of smaller
openings or perforations is made, which jointly form a
perforated line, along which the package can be easily
torn open.

[0029] Furthermore, the packaging material used to
package the product can fully cover the latter, but other
packaging types are also possible and they all lie within
the scope of packaging as defined here. For example, it
is possible to use the packaging material for sealing an-
other packaging material, e.g. for sealing for example a
plastic container, a tray or a bottom-track support, e.g.
in the case of a deep drawing or top-seal machine.
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[0030] In apreferred embodiment, the method further-
more comprises:

- feeding in a packaging material from a feed roll,

- applying atleast one cover element to the packaging
material,

- thereafter passing the packaging material to which
at least one cover element has been applied along
a punching unit, and

- forming an opening in the packaging material at the
place of the cover element, which opening is ar-
ranged for opening the package by hand.

[0031] The cover element is stuck on the packaging
material with the aid of an adhesive, such as glue, for
example, and it is then used as a reference point for
punching an opening in the packaging material. The
opening is preferably punched through the packaging
material, right up to the cover element, while the latter
remains substantially intact. As a result, not only does
the cover element retain its nice appearance, but also
the product can be sealed in the package in an airtight
manner, despite the presence of an opening (naturally
as long as the cover element remains stuck to the pack-
aging film).

[0032] Besides using a punching unit for making an
opening, other methods are also possible, such as for
example passing the packaging material to which at least
one cover element has been applied along a laser cutting
unit to form an opening in the packaging material at the
place of the cover element. A laser cutting unit has the
advantagethatitis generally light-weight and, in addition,
it does not need a heavy drive unit, which is needed for
example for punching the cover element.

[0033] When the cover element has been applied and
the opening has been formed, one or more products can
be inserted in the packaging material, and the latter is
then arranged around the product or products. After that,
the packaging material is sealed, so the assembly of the
product and the packaging material is ready for further
treatment.

[0034] When the packaging material is a shrink film, it
can be further treated by heating the combination of the
product and the film in order to shrink the film over the
product.

[0035] Any kind of shrink film can be used as the pack-
aging material, for example a barrier film (which is a
shrink film designed to form a barrier for air and gases)
or a film having no special barrier properties, a single-
layer film, a multi-ply film, a laminated film, a co-extruded
film, a coated film and/or a metalized film. The material
for the cover element can be chosen according to the
type of packaging material used. For example, if a barrier
filmis used as the packaging material, itis best to provide
the cover element with a barrier. This can improve the
leak-proof nature of the package.

[0036] As mentioned before, the shrinkfilm is relatively
soft and flexible, which makes it difficult to work. Sub-
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stances that can be used for making the packaging ma-
terial include an ethylene-vinyl alcohol (EVOH) copoly-
mer, an ethylene-vinyl acetate (EVA) copolymer, poly-
propylene, polyethylene, polyvinyl chloride, nylon, polya-
mide, polyester and various copolymers. These materi-
als can be soft and flexible, for example when the pack-
aging material has a thickness of between 5 and 35 pm.
[0037] Inanotherembodimentofthe presentinvention,
the method comprises the following steps:

- conveying a band of packaging material to a cover-
element applying unit,

- applying a series of cover elements to the band of
packaging material using the cover-element apply-
ing unit,

- passing the band of packaging material, fitted with
its cover elements, along an opening-forming unit,
and

- forming an opening by means of the opening-forming
unitonly in the packaging material every time a cover
element passes, substantially without making a cor-
responding opening in the cover element that lies
beyond it.

[0038] The distance between the succession of cover
elements can be chosen at will in the various embodi-
ments of the invention, so that the required cut-off length
is ensured every time. This cut-off length depends for
example on the shape and/or size of the product to be
packed and/or on the gap between the products that is
needed for the correct operation of the packaging ma-
chine.

[0039] Inone of the embodiments of the presentinven-
tion, the opening-forming unit comprises a laser cutting
unit, which uses a laser beam to form an opening every
time a cover element passes, but only in the packaging
material, substantially without forming a corresponding
opening in the cover element that lies beyond it.

[0040] Inone of the embodiments of the presentinven-
tion, the opening-forming unit comprises a punching unit,
which is used for cutting these openings.

[0041] In another embodiment, the method according
to the invention comprises the following steps:

- conveying a band of packaging material to a cover-
element applying unit,

- applying a series of cover elements to the band of
packaging material by the cover-element applying
unit,

- passing the band of packaging material provided
with cover elements along a punching unit, and

- punching an opening by means of the punching unit
but only in the packaging material, right up to the
cover element, every time one of the cover elements
passes.

[0042] In this way a large number of cover elements
can be fitted with one or more openings in a quick and
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efficient manner. Furthermore, the distance between the
successive cover elements (e.g. labels) can be chosen
at will, so that the required cut-off length can be ensured.
The cut-off length depends for example on the shape
and/or size of the product that is being packed, on the
gap between the products that is needed for the correct
operation of the packaging machine, on the tool dimen-
sions of the packaging machine, on any identification
points on the packaging material, etc. or else the cut-off
length can have for example a value set in advance.
[0043] The cut-off length can be set manually, for ex-
ample before packaging a number of products with
known dimensions, but it can also be set on the basis of
an electronic signal generated by an external scanner.
The external scanner can for example scan the products
when they are being fed in, and the best cut-off length
can then be calculated and transmitted for each product
separately, depending on the scanned image.

[0044] In another embodiment, the method comprises
the following steps:

- forming at least one first opening in the packaging
material at the place of the cover element, substan-
tially without forming a corresponding opening in the
cover element that lies beyond it, this first opening
being arranged for opening the package by hand,
and

- forming at least one second opening, at the place of
the cover element, in the combination of the pack-
aging material and the cover element that lies be-
yond it.

[0045] This second opening can be used as a ventila-
tion opening, but it can also serve another purpose.
[0046] The first opening isintended to make it possible
to open the package after removing the cover element.
The second opening, which is made both in the packag-
ing material and in the cover element, can be used for
ventilation, whether it can be closed or not. In some sit-
uations itis advisable to allow air or gases to escape from
the packaged product for a time before finally closing the
package hermetically, which can be done by applying a
second cover element over the second opening. This
second cover element can be applied before and/or after
the packaging material is passed into a further packaging
unit, especially a sealing unit, and also before and/or after
it is passed into a shrinking unit for shrinking the pack-
aging material.

[0047] The opening or openings thatis/are madein the
packaging material can have many different shapes. In
the case of elongated products, it is often preferable to
make the opening lie substantially normal to the longitu-
dinal direction of the product. This is because the pack-
age can then be gripped at the opening and opened in
the longitudinal direction. If the package is pulled open
in the longitudinal direction, it can be torn open over a
relatively great length before reaching a seal line. Seal
lines can be even tougher than the rest of the packaging
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material, so it is particularly difficult to tear the package
open at them. It is possible to provide the opening with
tear-tabs at a couple of places in order to make it easier
to tear the package open and/or to help the user to tear
into the package at the right points.

[0048] In all the packs known so far, the openings are
made in such a way that the package can only be torn
openinone direction. In a particularly advantageous em-
bodiment of the present invention, however, the opening
that is made only in the packaging material is used not
only to tear the package open in a first direction, but also
to make it possible to then tear the package open in a
second - substantially opposite - direction, so as to be
able to remove the packaging material from the product
more easily, or even more easily than otherwise. For ex-
ample, the opening can be provided with two different
sets of tear-tabs. The first set of tear-tabs is formed for
tearing into the package in a first direction, while the sec-
ond setis formed for tearing into the package in a second
direction. The first set of tear-tabs can be formed for ex-
ample by a number of tear lines running normal to the
opening, in a first longitudinal direction, while the second
set is then formed by a number of tear lines running nor-
mal to the opening in the opposite longitudinal direction.
[0049] In one of the embodiments according to the in-
vention, the steps involved in the method are carried out
a number of times in succession. The method may, for
example, comprise the following steps:

- carryingoutthe method steps to package the product
in a first packaging material, and

- repeating the method steps to package the same
product in a second packaging material.

[0050] The same kind of packaging material can be
used here in both steps, but embodiments are also pos-
sible in which the second packaging material is different
from the one used in the first step.

[0051] Oneofthe packaging materials canbe enclosed
in the other one and/or it can be joined to the other one,
for example by (tightly) enveloping it by means of shrink-
ing, glueing, sealing and/or welding.

[0052] The method according to the present invention
can include the formation of one or more openings in the
packaging material. When two or more openings are
formed, this can be done in the form of a row of perfora-
tions, lying one after the other. A perforated line can be
formed in the packaging material in this way. The size of
the perforations and the distance between the openings
can then be chosen so that the perforated line opens up
when the cover element is pulled off.

[0053] According to another aspect of the invention, a
packaged product is provided that is obtained by one of
the methods described here for the various embodiments
of the invention. In these embodiments the packaged
productis a piece of cheese, such as for example a piece
of soft cheese.

[0054] As mentioned before, the opening made in the
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packaging material in certain embodiments is substan-
tially normal to the longitudinal direction of the band of
film. In some other embodiments, however, it is better if
the opening extends substantially in the longitudinal di-
rection. In another embodiment, the cover element has
an adhesive-free area, so that a pull-tab that protrudes
from the package is formed, with the aid of which the
cover element can be removed from the packaging ma-
terial. The user can grip the first pull-tab on the still pack-
aged product, and - when he or she then gradually pulls
the cover element by its pull-tab at least partly off the
packaging material - part of the packaging material also
pulls off, so the package can be torn open from e.g. the
ends of the opening or the pull-tabs at the opening.
[0055] According to another aspect of the invention, a
device is provided for packaging a product, which device
comprises:

- afeed unit for feeding in the packaging material,

- acover-element applying unit for placing at leastone
cover element on the packaging material,

- an opening-making unit that cuts at least one open-
ing in the packaging material, wherein the opening-
making unit is configured to form an opening in the
packaging material right up to the cover element,
substantially without making a corresponding open-
ing in the cover element that lies beyond it, and

- a packaging unit for packaging the product with the
packaging material.

[0056] Inanother embodiment, a device is provided for
packaging a product, which device comprises:

- afeedunitforfeedinginthe packaging material, such
as for example a shrink film or a stretch film,

- acover-element applying unit for placing at leastone
cover element on the packaging material,

- anopening-forming unit to form at least one opening
in the packaging material at the place of the cover
element, wherein this unit is configured to form an
opening through the packaging material, right up to
the cover element, substantially without forming a
corresponding opening in the cover element that lies
behind it, so that the opening or openings is/are
formed only in the packaging material, in order to
tear the packaging material in a first direction and
then in a second direction to remove the packaging
material at least partly from the product, and

- a packaging unit to package the product with the
packaging material.

[0057] The use ofthis device gives a packaged product
that can be easily torn free of the packaging material and
so it can be easily removed from the packaging by a
simple move.

[0058] The packaging unit can be integrated with the
other units of the device, so that a fully in-line packaging
process can be achieved. In some other embodiments,
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the application of the cover elements (e.g. labels) and
the formation of the openings are carried out separately
from the packaging of the product, in an off-line packag-
ing process. The in-line packaging process, in which the
packaging material that has been fitted with cover ele-
ments need not be wound up again, can make it possible
for example to use a relatively thin packaging material
with relatively thick cover elements. When, in an offline
packaging process, such a thin packaging material, fitted
with relatively thick cover elements, has to be wound up
again, this can involve the risk of obtaining an irregular
roll because of the relatively large difference in thickness
between packaging material sections without any cover
elements, and packaging material sections to which cov-
er elements have been applied, the total thickness of the
packaging material with cover elements being very dif-
ferent from the thickness of the packaging material alone.
[0059] In a preferred embodiment of the invention, the
packaging material is a shrink film, and the packaging
machine has a sealing unit, especially a flow-pack seal-
ing unit, to seal the product in the film, and/or a heating
unit, especially a shrink tunnel, to shrink the packaging
material tightly over the product. Besides a flow-pack
sealing unit, other sealing units can also be used, such
as a conventional deep-drawing machine, a top-seal ma-
chine or a skin machine.

[0060] In one of the embodiments of the invention, the
punch of the punching unitis used to make afirst opening
in the packaging material, substantially without making
a corresponding opening in the cover element that lies
beyond it, and also to make a second opening, this time
both in the packaging material and in the cover element
that lies beyond it.

[0061] The punching unit can have a first punch com-
ponent with a relatively small height, and a second punch
component with a relatively great height, so that when
the punching unit carries out a punching operation with
its first punch component, an opening is only created
through the packaging material, while when the second
punch component is used for punching, an opening is
created substantially both through the packaging mate-
rial and through the cover element.

[0062] Another embodiment comprises a cover-ele-
ment applying unit whose function is to place another (i.
e. a second) cover element on the packaging material
after the formation of a ventilation opening in the cover
element, the aim of this second cover element being to
close the ventilation opening again hermetically. The sec-
ond label or cover element at least partly overlaps the
first one in order to cover the ventilation opening in the
label. This second cover-element applying unit can be a
separate unit.

[0063] In another embodiment of the invention, the
punching unit comprises a rotatable backing roll, a drive
motor for rotating this backing roll, a speed sensor for
both determining the speed at which the packaging ma-
terial is fed in and for emitting a velocity signal that rep-
resents the feed velocity, and a control unit that is coupled
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to the drive motor and to the speed sensor, and which is
used to adjust the speed of rotation of the backing roll
according to the velocity signal received. In another em-
bodiment, the control unit is used to produce a control
signal in order the ensure that the speed and/or acceler-
ation of the backing roll are/is substantially the same as
those of the packaging-material fed in, without a time lag
between them. Owing to this arrangement and to an en-
coder that can count the set steps involved and so de-
termine exactly when a cover elementhas to be released,
the cover element can be applied to the packaging ma-
terial in exactly the right position, even if the film is very
supple and flexible.

[0064] In a certain embodiment, a light-weight backing
roll is used, which can be achieved by making it at least
partly or substantially hollow. A reasonable weight-sav-
ing can be typically achieved by making the backing roll
at least 50% hollow and preferably at least 80% hollow,
thereby reducing its weight to the same extent.

[0065] In some other embodiments, the punching unit
comprises:

- a backing roll, possibly fitted with two runners (i.e.
small rollers),

- a rotatable punch roll, possibly fitted with two run-
ners, which are preferably mounted on bearings, and

- aframe in which the backing roll and the punch roll
are arranged with respect to each other. The runners
areincorporated to ensure that the distance between
the backing roll and the punch roll is kept at the re-
quired constant value throughout the rotation.

[0066] In another embodiment, the two runners of the
punch roll can rotate with respect to the punch roll itself,
since they are mounted on bearings. The punch roll can
therefore rotate independently of the backing roll while
still maintaining the required distance, due to the pres-
ence of the runners.

[0067] Inanother embodiment, the punching unit com-
prises a rotatable backing roll and a punch roll that can
rotate substantially independently of the backing roll,
wherein the punch roll has a central part and a punching
part which is mounted such that it can be displaced side-
ways with respect to the central part, as well as fixed in
any lateral position in relation to the backing roll. This
arrangement can also keep the weight of the punch roll
low and make it easy to set the position of the punch for
forming openings in the right places in the lateral direc-
tion.

[0068] In some embodiments of the invention, the
punch roll, when punching, rotates at exactly the same
speed as the backing roll, which in turn rotates at exactly
the same speed as the band of film. The punch roll has
an initial position. As soon as the cover element is de-
tected just upstream of the punch roll, the latter starts
rotating at exactly the same speed as the backing roll.
The film is then punched through to form an opening
downstream of the cover element. When the punching
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tool is just past the backing roll, it starts to return to its
initial position, but at a higher speed, and then it stops
there, waiting for a new signal to rotate again. The initial
position can also be called the waiting position. In some
embodiments of the invention, the punch roll has a single
punching tool on its circumference, and the initial position
of the punch roll preferably corresponds to a single pre-
determined rotational position of the punch roll, where
the punching tool can stand in readiness to perform a
punching operation. In some embodiments, the punch
roll is fitted with two or more punching tools, situated in
various positions along the circumference of the punch
roll. These punching tools can be used in a fixed se-
quence, for example one after the other. The initial posi-
tion of the punch roll preferably corresponds to a subse-
quent rotational position of a number of predetermined
rotational positions of the punch roll, where the next
punching tool of the set can always stand in readiness
to perform the next punching operation. The punch roll
can then rotate between two successive punching oper-
ations, for example to the next rotational position, so that
the punch roll can for example be in readiness for the
next punching operation in less time than in the case of
a single punching tool, so it can reach for example a
higher transit speed.

[0069] The faster rotation of the punch roll can be
achieved in an embodiment by fitting the punch roll with
two runners, mounted on bearings. As a result, the two
runners of the punch roll can rotate with respect to the
punch roll, so the punch roll can rotate independently of
the backing roll. The latter can therefore rotate at the
speed of the band of film, while the punch roll can move
on to its initial position faster, for the next punching op-
eration after the previous one has been completed. Ow-
ing to the presence of the runners, the required gap can
be maintained, so that the punch roll is always pressed
against the backing roll with a force that is suitable for
punching. In another embodiment, the backing roll is fit-
ted with two runners, which are mounted on bearings, so
they can rotate with respect to the backing roll. This is
an alternative way of making the punch roll rotate inde-
pendently of the backing roll.

[0070] Insome of the embodiments, the punch roll and
the backing roll are driven by two separate drive motors,
each having its own control unit. The control unit of the
backing roll is used to regulate the drive motor of the
backing roll in such a way that the speed and/or accel-
eration of the backing roll are/is substantially the same
as thosef/that of the packaging material fed in, as de-
scribed above. The control unit of the punch roll can be
used for regulating the drive motor of the punch roll in
such away that - during the punching operation - its speed
and/or acceleration agree(s) with those/that of the pack-
aging material fed in, and - after this operation has been
completed - the punch roll rotates on to its initial position
at a higher speed, for the next punching operation. In
another embodiment, these two control units are inte-
grated to form a single control unit, which can regulate
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both drive motors.

[0071] Inanother embodiment, the punch roll compris-
es at least one magnetic part for the detachable fixing of
a punch component to the surface of the punch roll. As
a result, if another punch component has to be used (for
example one that has a different shape or a different
height), the punch roll does not have to be removed com-
pletely, for it is enough simply to exchange the punch
component itself.

[0072] According to another embodiment of the inven-
tion, the device comprises:

- afeed conveyor for feeding in a series of products,

- ascanner which is configured to detect at least one
of the relative positions, kinds and dimensions of the
products on the feed conveyor, and to emit a detector
signal that represents the results of the detection,
and

- control means that use the detector signal from the
scanner to determine how much packaging material
is needed for packaging each product.

[0073] According to another embodiment of the inven-
tion, the device comprises:

- afeed conveyor for feeding in a series of products,

- ascanner which is configured to detect at least one
of the relative positions, kinds and dimensions of the
products on the feed conveyor, and to emit a detector
signal that represents the results of the detection,
and

- control means that use the detector signal from the
scanner to determine the desired properties, in par-
ticular the position, shape and/or dimensions, of the
openings to be made in the packaging material.

[0074] According to another embodiment, the device
comprises:

- afeed conveyor for feeding in a series of products,

- ascanner which is configured to detect at least one
of the relative positions, kinds and dimensions of the
products onthe feed conveyor, and to emit a detector
signal that represents the results of the detection,
and

- control means that use the detector signal from the
scanner to determine the desired positions where
the cover elements are to be applied to the packaging
material.

[0075] The feed conveyor is for example an endless
conveyor belt, a series of articulated supports or contain-
ers such as trays, or a band of film in chain.

[0076] Any kind of scanner can be used, such as for
example an optical scanner, and the unit can also consist
of a set of scanners, for discerning the products for ex-
ample at different angles or in different positions. The
optical scanners used can consist for example of one or
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more cameras that is/are coupled to the control units
(charge-couple devices in the form of CCD cameras).
When for example the packaging machine is used for
enclosing products of different shapes and sizes, the cut-
off length of the packaging material can be identified for
each product fed in, this being the length of packaging
material thatis needed to package the productin question
correctly. Alternatively or additionally, the spot where a
cover element is to be applied to the packaging material
and/or an opening is to be formed in it can be identified.
In addition to identifying the cut-off length, the control
units and the scanner can be constructed in such a way
that the required characteristics of the openings to be
made in the packaging material can also be identified
and possibly even set automatically, thatis to say, without
a manual operation. Possible characteristics of this kind
include the position, shape and/or size of the openings
(openings) in relation to the product to be packed. When
the control units (e.g. micro-controllers) are coupled to
at least one of the other units, namely the cover-element
applying unit, the opening-making unit and the packaging
unit, these units can be set separately or together in ac-
cordance with the detector signal emitted by the scanner.
[0077] According to another aspect of the invention, a
punching unit is provided, comprising:

- abacking roll, which may be fitted with two runners,

- arotatable punch roll, which may be fitted with two
runners that are preferably mounted on bearings,
and

- aframe in which the backing roll and the punch roll
are arranged with respect to each other.

[0078] In some embodiments, the two runners of the
punch roll can rotate with respect to the punch roll, be-
cause they are mounted on bearings.

[0079] In some of the embodiments, the punching unit
comprises both a rotary backing roll and a punch roll that
can rotate substantially independently of the backing roll.
[0080] Insome of the embodiments, the punch roll and
the backing roll are driven by their own drive motors,
which are regulated by separate control units. The control
unit for the backing roll can be used to regulate the drive
motor of the backing roll in such a way that the speed
and/or acceleration of the backing roll are/is substantially
the same as those of the packaging material fed in, as
described above. The control unit of the punch roll can
be used to regulate the drive motor of the punch roll in
such a way that-during the punching operation - its speed
and/or acceleration are/is the same as those/that of the
packaging material fed in, while - after the punching op-
eration has been completed - the punch roll preferably
moves on to its initial position at a higher speed, for the
next punching operation. In another embodiment, the dif-
ferent control units are integrated to form a single control
unit that can regulate both drive motors.

[0081] Other embodiments of the punching unit are as
described above.
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[0082] Other advantages, characteristics and details
of the present invention are elucidated in the following
description of some preferred embodiments with refer-
ence to the attached drawings, where:

is an exploded side view of an em-
bodiment of the packaging machine
for packaging various products, in-
cluding the film used for it

shows a front view of an embodiment
of the packaging machine according
to the invention, without the packag-
ing film

shows a partially exploded detailed
side view of the punching unit illus-
trated in Figs. 1 and 2, especially the
drive of its punch roll (magnetic roll)
and backing roll

show schematic side views of the
punch roll and the backing roll in the
initial position A before the punching
operation, and in position B, immedi-
ately after the punching operation
show partially exploded top views of
the steps performed by the user for
opening a packaged product

shows a top view of a punch used for
making an opening in the shrink film
used for packaging the product
shows a schematic diagram of the
shape of the label applied to a prod-
uct illustrated in Fig. 4

shows a package in which a ventila-
tion opening has been made in addi-
tion to the opening for opening the
package, and

show schematically the details of
some examples of suitable openings.

Fig. 1

Fig. 2

Fig. 3

Figs. 4a and 4b

Figs. 5a-5d

Fig. 6

Fig. 7

Fig. 8

Figs. 9a-9h

[0083] Fig. 1 shows a packaging machine for packag-
ing a freely chosen product. In the example discussed
here, the productis anirregularly shaped natural product,
such as a piece of soft cheese. More especially, the prod-
uct is shaped like a slice of pie that has to be packaged
in a shrink film. The package should be such that it can
be opened relatively easily and the user can remove the
packaging from the product by hand without needing any
tool.

[0084] The packaging machine 1 comprises: an un-
winding unit 2 for feeding in a band of shrink film that is
wound up on a roll; a cover-element-applying unit 3 (es-
pecially a labelling unit) that applies the cover elements
(especially labels) to the shrink film; a punching unit 5 for
making one or more openings in the shrink film; a feed
conveyor 6 forfeedingin the products (P) to be packaged;
an inserting conveyor 7 (not shown) for placing the prod-
ucts (P) in the shrink film; and a flow-pack sealing unit 8
for sealing the package and then shrinking it over the
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product in question.

[0085] The unwinding unit 2 of the packaging machine
1 comprises a frame 10 that is set up on a base (0) and
houses an unwinding roll 11. The unwinding roll 11 can
be rotated on bearings in the frame 10. A length of shrink
film 12 is wound up on the unwinding roll 11. This shrink
film 12 generally has a thickness of 5-35 um. If a different
film is used, it should generally have a thickness of 5-150
pm and preferably 5-80 um. A number of otherrolls 14-21
are also mounted on the frame 10 to deliver the shrink
film to the above-mentioned inserting conveyor 7. In the
case illustrated here, these rolls 14-21 are not driven.
The shrink film 12 is conveyed by the movement of the
endless belt of the inserting conveyor 7. The latter pulls
the band 13 of shrink film tightly off the unwinding roll 11
and conveys it first past the labelling unit 3 and then past
the punching unit5. The inserting conveyor is for example
a conveyor belt, a series of articulated supports or con-
tainers such as trays, or a band of film in chain.

[0086] Thelabellingunit3is alsomounted onthe frame
10. The labelling unit 3 holds a number of labels that have
been applied to a roll of supporting material 20. A dis-
pensing device 18 can firmly stick these labels on one
side of the band 13 of shrink film. The labelling unit 3 is
coupled here to a central control unit 25 and it releases
a label every time it receives a label-dispensing signal
from this control unit 25.

[0087] The punching unit 5 is composed of a frame 30
in which a number of rolls are rotatably mounted. As Fig.
2 and 3 show in more detail, the frame comprises two
upright frame components 31, 32, between which are
mounted a top roll 33 and a bottom roll 34. The bottom
roll 34, which is called the backing roll 34 of the punch
roll, has a cylindrical shape and is substantially hollow
inside, in order to minimize its weight. The reason for this
is that the backing roll 34 may have to react very quickly
to variations in the feed velocity of the band 13 of shrink
film, and it must therefore be able to perform great ac-
celeration or deceleration. In an alternative embodiment,
the backing roll 34 is substantially solid.

[0088] The backing roll 34 can be fitted with runners
35, 36 at its two opposite lateral ends. The runners 35,
36 lie close to the backing roll 34 and are made of a hard
material, such as preferably a metal, as is also the back-
ing roll itself. In some other embodiments, the backing
roll is smooth and its separate bearing rings are omitted.
The assembly formed by the backing roll and its runners
is fitted with two shafts 37, 38, which are arranged in the
upright parts 31, 32 of the frame 30 in such a way that
they can rotate on their bearings 39, 40.

[0089] The backing roll 34 is driven by a servomotor
50 whose drive shaft 51 is coupled to the backing roll 34
by a transmission belt 52, such as for example a toothed
belt. The servomotor 50 is regulated by a coding roll,
comprising a tachometer and an encoder, shown in Fig.
1 asitem 17. This coding roll determines the momentary
speed of the band 13 of shrink film passing by it and
transmits to the servomotor 50 a signal that represents
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this measured momentary speed, doing this either direct-
ly or via the above-mentioned control mechanism. In this
way, the backing roll 34 can for example copy the variable
speed of the band 13 of shrink film within a relatively
narrow margin.

[0090] Thetop roll 33, situated on the top of the punch-
ing unit 5, which is also called a punch roll or magnetic
cylinder 33, is designed to carry the punch, which is used
to make an opening in the shrink film. The punch roll 33
comprises an elongated central part42, whichis rotatably
mounted on the frame 30 with the aid of a bearing block
28. The elongated central part 42 has a roll 54 in the
middle. This roll carries a punching tool that can make
openings in the packaging material, as described later.
[0091] The central part42 is coupled to two other run-
ners 57, 58 through the bearings 43, 44, respectively.
These runners are also made of a hard material. The
runners 57, 58 run through the middle of the above-men-
tioned bearings 43, 44 against the bottom runners 35, 36
of the backing roll 34. They ensure that a constant (small)
gap is kept between the outside wall of the backing roll
34 and the outside wall of the roll 54. To maintain this
gap, two runners 29 are provided above the punch roll.
The runners 29 are fixed in an adjusting bridge 45, the
height of which can be adjusted upwards with the aid of
two setting knobs 46, 46’. The running surfaces of the
runners 29 can push the runners 57, 58 of the punch roll
downward and so ensure that the punch roll keeps the
right distance from the backing roll.

[0092] Roll 54 has a width by, shown in Fig. 2, which
is smaller than the width b, of the backing roll 34 placed
below it. Furthermore, roll 54 can be displaced sideways
(in direction R4 shown in Fig. 2) with the aid of a fixing
aid 60, so that the tip of the punch can make an opening
in the band 13 of shrink film in the required lateral position
along the role section 42. The punch roll 33 is driven by
another servomotor 62. This servomotor 62 has a driven
shaft 63, which is coupled to the punch roll 33 by means
of a drive belt 64 in order to drive it. The construction
illustrated here makes it possible to rotate the punch roll
33 and the backing roll 34 independently of each other.
Even when the backing roll is constantly rotating (though
at different speeds, corresponding to the speed varia-
tions of the band 13 of shrink film), the punch roll 33 can
be stationary, or it can rotate either faster or more slowly,
while the punch 70, arranged on the circumference of
the roll 54 shown in Figs. 4a and 4b, can be placed in
the right position at the right time with respectto the labels
that have been stuck on the band 13 of shrink film.
[0093] The punch roll 33, or at least its roll 54, is fitted
with a flexible metal plate 71 on its surface. This metal
plate can be detachably fixed to the surface of the roll 54
of the punch roll 33 with the aid of some magnets, which
are not shown. The plate 71 is fitted with at least one
punch (a punching tool or a knife) 70, which can be for
example a punch component in the form shown in Fig.
6. In the embodiment illustrated here, the punch 70 com-
prises an elongated and substantially wavy part 119, with
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a number of protuberances 116, 117 and ends 112. As
described later in more detail, the punch 70 can make a
corresponding opening in the shrink film. The protuber-
ances 116, 117 mentioned above are used to form the
corresponding tear-tabs 106, 107.

[0094] When the band 13 of shrink film that has been
fed in has left the punching unit 5, it is led over a number
of rolls 19-21 and past a number of photocells 75. The
photocells 75 can detect the presence of a label on the
moving band 13 of shrink film. The shrink film is then
passed on to the inserting conveyor 7 mentioned before.
[0095] The inserting conveyor 7 has an endless con-
veyor belt 78, which can move on rolls, some of which
are not shown here (thus, only the left-hand roll 79 is
illustrated in Fig. 1). The band 13 of shrink film is placed
on the endless conveyor belt 78, where it moves at the
same speed towards the flow-pack sealing unit 8, men-
tioned above. As this can be a conventional flow-pack
sealing unit, it is not shown in the figures. The function
of the flow-pack sealing unit is to seal the film arranged
over the product and then to pass the product with its
sealed film into a shrink tunnel. The latter comprises an
oven in which warm air is used to make the band 13 of
shrink film shrink to such an extent that it tightly envelops
the product.

[0096] Finally, the feed conveyor is of the conventional
type and has an endless conveyor belt 80 that is moved
on a number of rolls 81 and 82 and on which the products
(P) are fed in for packaging singly or otherwise. Fig. 1
only shows a few products (P) in order to keep the draw-
ing simple, but there can of course be a much greater
number of them in practice.

[0097] During operation, the unwinding unit 2 feeds a
band 13 of shrink film to the punch unit. The above-men-
tioned coding roll 17 (with a tachometer and an encoder)
determines the speed of the band 13 of shrink film moving
along it and sends an appropriate signal to the control
unit 25 and/or to the servomotor 50 of the backing roll
34. The servomotor 50 now ensures that the backing roll
43 rotates at substantially the same speed. This means
that the speed of the surface of the backing roll, which
surface is in contact with the band 13 of shrink film, is
substantially the same as the speed of the shrink film.
[0098] Itis afeature of shrink film that it is very flexible,
so it is not easy to ensure a constant speed for such a
conveying mechanism. However, it is not necessary to
ensure a constant speed of the band 13 of shrink film
either in the construction illustrated here, because any
variation in the speed of the band of film can be repro-
duced by the coding roll 17 (with its tachometer and en-
coder) and by the servomotor 50 of the backing roll.
[0099] The labelling unit receives a signal at a given
moment to release a label. This signal comes from the
control unit 25 and the roll 17, where there is also an
encoder that measures the length in stages, the com-
mand being to release a cover element or label. The dis-
pensing unit 18 then releases a label in the usual way
and sticks it firmly on the side 22 of the band 13 of shrink
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film (see Fig. 1). This label is shown schematically as
item 26 in Fig. 1. In the case of all the other labels 26, a
control unit in the servomotor 50 calculates the cut-off
length, that is, the required final length of the band of film
needed for the product in question. As soon as this cut-
off length is reached, the labelling unit 3 again receives
a signal to release a label. The dispensing unit 18 then
releases another label 26 and sticks it firmly on the band
13 of shrink film.

[0100] The cut-off length depends for example on the
distance between the products thatis needed for the sat-
isfactory operation of the packaging machine. If the prod-
ucts are for example pieces of cheese that are approxi-
mately 170 mmlong, and if the required distance between
two successive products is for example 50 mm, then the
required cut-off length should be set at 220 mm.

[0101] In some of the embodiments of the invention,
the cut-off length is fixed according to for example the
kinds, shapes, sizes and relative positions of the products
P present on the feed conveyor 6. For this operation, a
scanner 86 can be used for detecting at least one of the
kinds, sizes and relative positions of the products P on
the feed conveyor 6 and for sending the control unit 25
a detector signal that represents the results of the detec-
tion. The control unit 25 can then determine - according
to the detector signal received from the scanner 86 - how
much packaging material has to be used for each product
during the packaging operation. In some of the embodi-
ments of the invention, the control unit 25 is used alter-
natively or additionally to determine - according to the
detector signal received from the scanner 86 - the re-
quired characteristics (especially the position, shape
and/or dimensions) of the openings to be cutin the pack-
aging material. In some of the embodiments of the inven-
tion, the control unit 25 is used alternatively or additionally
to determine - according to the detector signal received
from the scanner 86 - the required position for placing
the cover elements (labels) 26 on the packaging material.
The control unit 25 can be coupled to at least one of the
following: the cover-element applying unit (i.e. the label-
ling unit 3), the opening-making unit (i.e. the punching
unit 5) and the packaging unit (i.e. the flow-pack sealing
unit 8), so that these units can be set either individually
or collectively to operate according to the detector signal
coming from the scanner 86. In the example illustrated
here, the scanner 86 is a CCD camera.

[0102] As soon as a label 26 is detected by the photo-
cell 85 (or by another suitable sensor) positioned near
the coding roll 17 (with its tachometer and encoder), a
signal is sent to the control unit 25 and/or directly to the
servomotor 62 of the punch roll 33. The punch roll 33, or
at least the punch 70 on it, now stands in readiness in a
predetermined initial position, for example in position A,
shown in Fig. 4a. The servomotor 62 now rotates the
punch 70 further on from its initial position (A) to a spot
between the backing roll and the punchroll, also ensuring
that this is done just at the moment when a label goes
past the combination of backing roll and punch roll. Fur-
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thermore, the speed of rotation of the punch roll is regu-
lated to match that of the backing roll and so that of the
instantaneous displacement velocity of the film, this reg-
ulation being based on the signal that is emitted by the
coding roll 17 and which is representative of the instan-
taneous speed of the packaging machine that has been
determined.

[0103] Foranumberofreasons, the speed of displace-
ment of the packaging material (film) generally varies in
time. The speed of displacement at which the packaging
material runs past the punching unit can vary, due to for
example the film being stretched somewhere, and due
to the factthatan advancing movementis produced when
the film is treated in the packaging unit or on its conveyor,
e.g. by the sealing bars of a flow-pack sealing machine.
It is important that both rolls of the punching unit should
copy this speed of displacement exactly.

[0104] Furthermore, the height h of the punch shown
in Fig. 4a is chosen so that only the film 13 itself is
punched through while the label is not, or substantially
not punched through. In other words, an opening (a slit
or a punched nick) is made in the film past the label with-
out making a corresponding opening in the label itself.
The punch roll turns on to position B, shown in Fig. 4b.
The servomotor 62 then ensures that the punch roll ro-
tates further at a high speed to its initial position A, shown
in Fig. 4a. The speed of rotation is so high here that the
punch 70 arrives again in its initial position A on time to
performthe next punching operation. This processis then
repeated every time the band 13 of shrink film is displaced
over the predetermined cut-off length and a new label is
placed again between the backing roll and the punch roll.
[0105] The band 13 of shrink film then continues on its
way to the inserting conveyor 7. When the label 26 in
question reaches the top photocells 75 with the film that
has been punched through, these photocells generate a
signal that makes the feed conveyor 6-either via the con-
trol unit 25 or otherwise - place a product (P) on the film
that is being moved on to the inserting conveyor 7. This
is done in such a way that there is a label 26 precisely
under the product (P), with the film in between them, of
course. The inserting conveyor is used here to create a
gap between the products that is correct for the packag-
ing machine (for example 50 mm). This gap can be dif-
ferent from the space between the products when they
are still lying on the conveyor 80.

[0106] The inserting conveyor 7 then carries the prod-
uct further towards the flow-pack sealing unit 8, where
the film is closely sealed over the product, and the pack-
age is then passed into the shrink tunnel, where the film
is tightly shrunk on the product. The flow-pack sealing
unitis fitted for example with sensors that generate some
detector signals, on the basis of which the sealing bars
descend exactly between two products to form a tight
seal over them. In the case of the above-mentioned piec-
es of cheese, the product is tightly sealed in along three
sides. This ensures that a thickened film is created at the
front, at the wide part, at the tip, and along the side of
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the product, because relatively large parts of the pack-
aging material are shrunk on top of one another. These
thickened film parts are often so tough that it is difficult
or downright impossible to tear the packaging material
open from them onward.

[0107] Fig. 5a shows an example of a product packed
by the present method and/or by the packaging machine
1 described here. The product shown in Fig. 5ais a piece
of soft cheese that has the conventional shape of a slice
of pie. A shrink film 91 has been applied over this piece
of soft cheese 90. It can also be seen here that the top
of the film 91 has a punched opening 94 running trans-
versely to the piece of soft cheese, and that a label 93
has been applied that lies on the film and covers up the
punched opening 94. The shape of the label 93 is shown
in Fig. 7 in more detail. The label has a main or body part
95, which is firmly stuck to the film with the aid of an
adhesive, such as for example glue. The label 93 also
has in its upper part an adhesive-free area or strip 96.
The adhesive-free strip 96 (which also includes a strip
with an adhesive that has been neutralized in the usual
way) forms a projection or tab 97 that can be gripped by
the user of the product.

[0108] Fig. 5a shows how the punched opening 94 ex-
tends under the label 93. The broken lines 100 and 101
show the parts, for example notional or real tear lines,
where the user can tear into the film.

[0109] The user can tear into the film as follows. The
small tab 97 is pulled downward. This tab can be easily
grasped, because the glue-free strip 96 and the small
tab 97 that form part of it do not have any glue on them.
When the user pulls the opening piece downward (see
step S1in Figs. 5a and 5b), the adhesive forces between
the label and the shrink film ensure that the top parts 109
(see Fig. 6) of the shrink film just under the punched
opening 94 also pull off with the label 93, so that they
both come off the product at a given moment. When the
user continues pulling and eventually pulls the film free
to the very ends of the opening 94, further pulling on the
film, approximately along the (notional) broken lines 100
that extend from the ends 102 of the opening 94, will
cause the film to tear more widely open, right to the edge
of the package (see opening step S1 in Fig. 5b). When
the user then carries on pulling, the film is torn more open
along the (notional) broken lines 100’. In this state, the
package can sometimes be already easily removed from
the product.

[0110] However, the problem remains that the top of
the film, that is, the film at the widest side of the soft
cheese 90, has not been removed yet. However, thanks
to the special shape of the opening 94, part of the film
(thatis to say, the part 105 shown in Fig. 5a) can be used
as a pull-tab. When the user then pulls this pull-tab 105,
the film comes off. Partly due to the presence of the tear-
tabs 106 extending upward, the shrink film is torn in the
upward direction, approximately along the (notional) bro-
ken lines 101, which run from the corresponding tear-
tabs 106, so that the upper part of the film can also be



23 EP 2 762 413 A1 24

easily removed (this is opening step S2 in Fig. 5¢). This
situationis shownin Fig. 5¢. Inthe embodimentillustrated
here, the elongated opening 94 is provided with further
tear-tabs or tear openings 108. These tear openings 107
enable the user to tear into the film obliquely sideways
using the (notional) tear lines 108, which extend from the
tear openings 107 (see Fig. 5d), in order to be able to
partly tear off the remaining corner parts of the package
(these are opening steps S3 and S4, shown in Fig. 5d).
[0111] In another embodiment, which is not shown
here, there is - in addition to the glue-free strip 96 and
the adhering part of the label - also a part of the label that
is given a special layer of glue 110 (see Fig. 7), which
makes it possible to close the package again, so a (partly)
open package can be closed again for a time.

[0112] In another embodiment of the invention, the
punch used is different from the one shown before as
item 70. This alternative punch has two punching com-
ponents. The first one has a first height and is used for
making an opening only in the film, excluding the label,
as described before. However, unlike in the case of the
punch shown in Fig. 6, there are now only two protuber-
ances instead of four, to form the tear-tabs 106, so the
tear-tabs 107 are absent here. On the other hand, the
second punching component has a greater height, so
that its use produces both an opening 114 in the film 13,
and an opening 120 in the label 93 (see Fig. 8). When a
product is packed in a film that has an opening punched
in and a label fitted to it in this way is passed into the
flow-pack sealing unit 8, the product is tightly sealed in
and then sent through the shrink tunnel, where air and
gases can escape through the ventilation opening made
in the label. This is an advantage in the flow-pack proc-
ess, since the gases can escape through the ventilation
opening 120 during the shrinking process. When the
product has been sealed and shrink-packaged as de-
scribed above, a second label 113 is stuck on the first
one in such a way that the ventilation opening 114 in the
package and in the first label 93 is sealed off, so that the
product can be hermetically enclosed in the package and
insulated from its surroundings.

[0113] The ventilation opening 120 preferably has a U-
shape, but other shapes are of course also possible for
it. Incidentally, the formation of a ventilation opening in
a shrink film is well known in the prior art. However, the
previous ventilation openings are often made in a differ-
ent position, for example in a place opposite to where
the label is located. According to the embodiment under
discussion, on the other hand, the ventilation opening
120 can be formed on the same side of the product or
even where the firstlabel is located. When the ventilation
opening is sealed off with a second label after the shrink-
ing process, this second label can be stuck on the same
side of the product or even over the first label.

[0114] Figs. 9a-9h show some examples of embodi-
ments of the opening 94 with a suitable shape for remov-
ing the packaging material from the product. The opening
is always formed to enable the user to tear the package
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in a first direction and then in a different, second direction
in order to remove the packaging material at least partly
from the product. In some of the embodiments, the sec-
ond direction is substantially opposite to the first one. In
some alternative or further embodiments, the second di-
rection is at an angle to the first one, being for example
substantially normal to it. In the embodiments illustrated
here, it is also possible, but perhaps not always neces-
sary for removing the film from the product, to then re-
move the packaging material from the product in one or
more other directions, for example sideways. The open-
ing is therefore formed in the packaging signal for open-
ing the packaging material in two, three or more direc-
tions.

[0115] Fig. 9a again shows the opening 94 illustrated
in Figs. 5a-5d, with an elongated wavy part having two
tear-tabs 106 extending upward, and two other tear-tabs
107 extending sideways at an angle. Fig. 9a also shows
again the highest parts 109 of the film, which are directly
under the punched opening 94. As described above,
these parts 109 are pulled off with the label 93 and so
they come off the product when the user pulls the tab 97
downward. Fig. 9a also shows the part 105 of the film
that can be used as a pull-tab due to the special shape
of the opening 94. As described above, the user can tear
the film off the product in the upward direction, using part
105.

[0116] The alternative opening shown in Fig. 9b differs
from that illustrated in Fig. 9a in that the part 105, which
can be used as a pull-tab, now extends further from the
crossways direction of the opening 94. This makes for a
longer pull-tab, which is easier to grip by the user than
the relatively short one formed by part 105 in Fig. 9a.
[0117] Fig. 9c shows a cross-shaped opening 94. This
is substantially formed by two tear-tabs 104a that extend
from the centre of the opening to the ends 102 obliquely
downward, and by two tear-tabs 104b that extend from
the centre of the opening to the ends 103 obliquely up-
ward. A triangular part 109 is thus formed between the
two tear-tabs 104a, which is pulled off as well when the
user pulls the tab 97 downward, the situation being similar
to what happens in the case of the parts 109 shown in
Fig. 9a. The film is then torn open from the ends 102 of
the tear-tabs 104a along the (notional) tear-lines, which
extend obliquely downward from the ends. There is a
triangular pull-tab 105, formed between the two tear-tabs
104b, with the aid of which pull-tab the user can then tear
the film off the product in an (obliquely) upward direction,
similarly to the case described above. The film then tears
open from the ends 103 of the tear-tabs 104b, along the
(notional) tear lines that extend from the ends 103 ob-
liquely upward and which can therefore be removed from
the product in that direction. Between the two tear-tabs
104a and 104b, there are two sideways-pointing triangu-
lar pull-tabs (not numbered), one on the left and one on
the right, with the aid of which the user can then remove
the film from the product laterally.

[0118] The alternative opening shown in Fig. 9d differs
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from the one shown in Fig. 9c in that the opening 94 now
has a circular centre, from which the tear-tabs 104a and
104b extend crosswise, similarly to the case shown in
Fig. 9c.

[0119] Fig. 9e shows a star-shaped opening 94, sub-
stantially formed by two tear-tabs 104a, which extend
from the centre of the opening to the ends 102 running
obliquely downward, and by a tear-tab 104c, which ex-
tends from the centre of the opening to the end 103 but
runs in the upward direction. Between the two tear-tabs
1043, there is therefore a triangular part 109, which is
also pulled off when the user pulls the tab 97 downward,
similarly to the case of the triangular part 109 shown in
Fig. 9c. The film will then tear open from the ends 102 of
the tear-tabs 104a, along the (notional) tear lines that
extend from these ends obliquely downward. Two sub-
stantially triangular pull-tabs 105a and 105b are formed
between the tear-tabs 104c¢ and the tear-tabs 104a. The
user can then tear the film off the product with the aid of
these triangular pull-tabs 105a and 105b. When the pull-
tab 105a is pulled obliquely upward to the left, the film is
torn further along a tear line that extends from the tear-
tab 104c. The film then comes off the product and can
be removed fromitin the direction of the upper left corner.
By pulling the pull-tab 105b obliquely upward to the right,
the user can further pull the film off the product in the
direction of the upper left corner of the product.

[0120] The opening shown in Fig. 9f differs from that
illustrated in Fig. 9d in that the opening 94 now has a U-
shaped part, from which the tear-tabs 104a and 104b
extend similarly to the case shown in Fig. 9d. The base
of the U-shaped opening points upward, so the part 109
is formed by the elongated inner part of the U. In an al-
ternative embodiment not shown here, the base of the
U-shaped part points downward, and the elongated inner
part forms the pull-tab 105. Fig. 9g shows another alter-
native type of opening 94, with an elongated wavy part
having two ends 102 and two tear-tabs 106, which extend
upward. As in the case shown in Fig. 9a, the elongated
part has two upper film sections 109, immediately below
the punched opening 94. As described above, the sec-
tions 109 are pulled off with the label 93, so they come
off the product, when the user pulls the tab 97 downward.
Similarly to the case shown in Fig. 9a, the opening 94
can be used as a pull-tab, owing to its special shape, this
pull-tab being shown here as item 105. When the user
pulls the tab 97 downward, the film tears open from the
ends 102 of the opening along the (notional) tear lines
that extend obliquely downward from the ends 102. The
user can then remove the film from the product in the
upward direction with the aid of the pull-tab 105, similarly
to the case shown in Fig. 9a. Between the obliquely up-
ward pointing tear-tabs 106 and the obliquely downward
pointing parts of the opening (which extend right to the
ends 102), there are two sideways pointing triangular
pull-tabs (not numbered), one on the left and one on the
right, with the aid of which the user can then remove the
film from the package in the upward direction.
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[0121] Fig. 9h shows another alternative type of open-
ing 94, which has an elongated part, with a straight middle
part, from which two sections extend obliquely down-
ward, right to the two ends 102. These are also fitted with
two tear-tabs 106, which extend in the upward direction.
With the aid of the opening 94, the user can remove the
film from the product in a way similar to that used in the
case of the opening shown in Fig. 9g.

[0122] As an alternative to the mechanical punch de-
scribed before, which can cut an opening in the film
and/or in the label with the aid of a punch, a punching
component 70 or a similar part, other means can also be
used to make an opening. An example is a laser cutting
unit, where a focussed laser beam is used for making an
opening in the film and possibly also in the label. The
advantage of such alaser systemis thatitis very accurate
and works without making contact with the substrate,
which reduces the wear and tear involved. The problem
with such a laser solution is of course that it is generally
more expensive.

[0123] In some other embodiments of the invention,
the product is passed through the packaging machine
for a first time in order to package it in a packaging ma-
terial of a first kind, after which it is passed through the
same packaging machine or through a different packag-
ing machine a second time in order to package it in a
packaging material of a second kind.

[0124] Inthe embodiments described above, the pack-
aging device has an under-roll configuration (also called
an under-feed configuration), but other configurations,
such as an over-roll configuration (also called an over-
feed configuration), are also known to the person skilled
in the art. Other examples of configurations that lie within
the scope of the present invention include those in which
a packaging material with a cover element is used in a
horizontal or vertical flow-pack machine, a top-seal ma-
chine, a deep-draw machine, a skin machine, a corner
sealer or a similar sealing machine.

[0125] The device and method described here can be
used to provide a product with a primary packaging, but
they can also be used to provide a product or products
with a secondary and/or tertiary packaging. The packag-
ing material can be used for example to package a prod-
uct or a set of products which has already been packed
once or more than once.

[0126] Although packaging machines for packaging
food products are often mentioned in the above embod-
iments, the invention is not limited to their use with food
products. The method and device can in fact be also em-
ployed for example in numerous other fields outside the
food sector, e.g. for packaging one or more electronic or
optical data carriers (CDs and DVDs), for sealing carton
boxes for the simple opening of these boxes (using the
openings made in the package for the removal of the
packaging material), and in the packaging of medicinal
products. In this last case, the method according to the
present invention can for example provide a way of seal-
ing the packs with a secure closure.
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[0127] Skin machines are currently available in differ-
ent forms, ranging from traditional ones, which work off
aroll, to more modem variants, such as those forexample
which work with pre-formed trays on top-sealers that are
provided with a skin material, as well the modem deep-
drawers, with a thermal after-treatment that makes it pos-
sible subsequently to shrink the film tightly over the prod-
uct by the use of water or an immersion bath. All these
skin machines lie within the scope of the present inven-
tion under the "skin machine" designation. The materials
used for skinning here are called packaging materials
used on skin machines, or simply skin films.

[0128] It has been mentioned above that shrink films
are difficult to remove from the product without damaging
the latter. This also applies to products packaged in a
stretch film or a skin film. The presentinvention also helps
to solve this problem and to simplify the opening of such
packs. The use of the method and device according to
the invention also reduces the risk of a leak from between
the packaging material and its cover element. Thanks to
the double opening direction, the products can be taken
out of the package more easily. According to the inven-
tion, the user can freely choose between the spots for
starting to open the package (at the label), and this char-
acteristic can be used to optimize the system for each
type of product during the packaging operation, thereby
making the packs easier to open.

[0129] The present invention is not limited to the pre-
ferred embodiments described above as regards devic-
es, methods, products and types offilm. The rights sought
here are instead defined in the following claims, and nu-
merous variations and modifications are possible within
their scope.

[0130] As specified in the attached claims, in a first
aspect, the present invention relates to a method for, for
instance in-line packaging of a product, comprising:

- feedingina packaging material, such as for example
ashrinkfilm, a stretch film, a combined stretch-shrink
film or a packaging material used on a skin-packag-
ing machine,

- applying atleast one cover element to the packaging
material,

- forming at least one opening in the packaging ma-
terial at the place of the cover element, substantially
without forming a corresponding openingin the cover
element that lies beyond it, and

- packaging atleast one product in this packaging ma-
terial, which packaging may comprise placing at
least one product on the packaging material and
sealing the packaging material.

[0131] In an example of this first aspect, the method
may comprise:

- feeding in the packaging material from a feed roll,
- applying atleast one cover element to the packaging
material,
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- thereafter passing the packaging material to which
at least one cover element has been applied along
a punching unit, and

- punching an opening in the packaging material at
the place of the cover element, which opening is ar-
ranged for opening the package by hand.

[0132] Inanotherexample of thisfirst aspect, the meth-
od may comprise: punching an opening in the packaging
material right up to the cover element.

[0133] Inanotherexample ofthisfirst aspect, the meth-
od may comprise:

- feeding in the packaging material from a feed roll,

- applying atleast one cover element to the packaging
material,

- thereafter passing the packaging material to which
at least one cover element has been applied along
a laser unit, and

- forming an opening by laser beam in the packaging
material at the place of the cover element, which
opening is arranged for opening the package by
hand.

[0134] Inanotherexample ofthisfirst aspect, the meth-
od may comprise: packaging at least one product in a
packaging material using a sealing unit and/or a warming
unit, so that - after the stretching and/or shrinking and/or
skinning operation - the product is tightly enclosed in the
packaging material at least in part.

[0135] Inanotherexample ofthisfirst aspect, the meth-
od may comprise: passing the packaged product through
a heat treatment unit, especially a shrinking unit, more
especially a shrink tunnel or a water bath, in order to
shrink the packaging material.

[0136] Inanotherexample of this first aspect, the cover
element is a label or a strip.

[0137] Inanother example of this first aspect, the pack-
aging material has a thickness of between 5 and 150 um,
preferably between 5 and 80 um and especially between
5and 35 pm.

[0138] Inanotherexample ofthisfirst aspect, the meth-
od may comprise:

- conveying a band of packaging material to a cover-
element applying unit,

- applying a series of cover elements to the band of
packaging material using the cover-element apply-
ing unit,

- passing the band of packaging material that has
been fitted with cover elements along an opening-
making unit, and

- forming an opening by means of the opening-making
unitonly in the packaging material every time a cover
element passes, substantially without making a cor-
responding opening in the cover element that lies
beyond it.
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[0139] Inanotherexample of this first aspect, the meth-
od may comprise:

- passing the band of packaging material that has
been provided with cover elements along a punching
unit, and

- punching an opening by means of the punching unit
only in the packaging material every time a cover
element passes, right up to the cover element.

[0140] Inanotherexample of this firstaspect, the meth-
od may comprise:

- passing the packaging material with its cover ele-
ments along a punching unit, and

- making an opening by means of the punching unit
but only in the packaging material, right up to the
cover element, every time one of the cover elements
passes.

[0141] In another example of this first aspect,

- a band of packaging material that has been fitted
with cover elements is passed along a laser cutting
unit, and

- every time a cover element passes the laser cutting
unit, the latter makes an opening, but only in the
packaging material, substantially without making a
corresponding opening in the cover element that lies
beyond it.

[0142] In another example of this first aspect, the dis-
tance between successive cover elements is chosen at
will, so that the desired cut-off length is ensured every
time.

[0143] In another example of this first aspect, the cut-
off length depends on the shape and size of the product
to be packed and/or on the gap between the products
that is needed for the correct operation of the packaging
machine.

[0144] Inanotherexample of this firstaspect, the meth-
od may comprise: passing the product through a sealing
unit, especially a horizontal or vertical flow-pack ma-
chine, astretch film machine, a skin film machine, a deep-
draw machine, a corner or general sealing machine or a
top-seal machine.

[0145] Inanotherexample of this firstaspect, the meth-
od may comprise:

- forming at least one first opening in the packaging
material at the place of the cover element, substan-
tially without forming a corresponding opening in the
cover element that lies beyond it, which first opening
is arranged for opening the package by hand, and

- forming at least one second opening, at the place of
the cover element, in the combination of the pack-
aging material and the cover element that lies be-
yond it, this second opening being made for example
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as a ventilation opening.

[0146] Inanother example of this first aspect, a second
cover element is applied over the second opening, after
the packaging material has been shrunk over the product.
[0147] Inanotherexample of thisfirst aspect, the open-
ing or openings made only in the packaging material
is/are formed for tearing the packaging material in a first
direction and then in a second direction, which is prefer-
ably substantially opposite to or substantially normal to
the first direction, in order to remove the packaging ma-
terial at least partly from the product.

[0148] Inanotherexample ofthisfirst aspect, the open-
ing or openings has/have a special shape that makes it
possible, after the packaging material has been torn in
the first direction, to use part of the packaging material
as a pull-tab in order to tear the packaging material in
the second direction

[0149] Inanotherexample ofthisfirst aspect, the open-
ing or openings in the packaging signal is/are formed to
open the packaging material in three or more directions.
[0150] Inanotherexample ofthisfirst aspect, the meth-
od may comprise: making an opening that has an elon-
gated part and a number of tear-tabs, which are substan-
tially normal or oblique to the elongated part.

[0151] Inanotherexample ofthisfirst aspect, the meth-
od may comprise:

- carryingoutthe method steps to package the product
in a first packaging material, and

- repeating the method steps to package the same
product in a second packaging material.

[0152] In another example of this first aspect, at least
one opening is made by forming a series of perforations,
one after the other.

[0153] Inanother example of this first aspect, the prod-
uct is food, such as for example a piece of cheese and
especially soft (i.e. cream) cheese.

[0154] In second aspect, the invention relates to a de-
vice for packaging a product, comprising:

- a feed unit for feeding in the packaging material,
which can be a shrink film, a stretch film, a combined
stretch-shrink film or a packaging material used on
a skin machine,

- acover-element applying unit for placing at leastone
cover element on the packaging material,

- an opening-making unit that cuts at least one open-
ing in the packaging material, wherein the opening-
making unit is configured to form an opening in the
packaging material right up to the cover element,
substantially without making a corresponding open-
ing in the cover element that lies beyond it, and

- a packaging unit for packaging the product with the
packaging material, which packaging unit may com-
prise at least a sealing unit for sealing the product in
the packaging material,



31 EP 2 762 413 A1 32

wherein the feed unit, the cover-element applying unit,
the opening-making unit and the packaging unit may be
integrated with one another to make it possible to use an
in-line packaging process.

[0155] In an example of this second aspect, the open-
ing-making unit comprises a punching unit that contains
a punch for making an opening in the packaging material
or a laser cutting unit that is used to make an opening or
openings in the packaging material with the aid of a laser
beam.

[0156] In another example of this second aspect, the
device may comprise:

- arotatable backing roll,

- arotatable punch roll,

- afirst drive motor to drive the backing roll,

- a speed detector to determine the speed at which
the packaging material is being fed in and to emit a
velocity signal that represents this feed velocity, and

- acontrol unit that is coupled to the first drive motor
and to the speed detector, for regulating the speed
of rotation of the backing roll in accordance with the
velocity signal,

wherein the control unit is used to emit a control signal
that makes the speed and/or acceleration of the displace-
ment of the backing roll substantially the same as
thosef/that of the packaging material that is being fed in.
[0157] In another example of this second aspect, the
opening-making unit comprises a laser cutting unit that
is used to make an opening or openings in the packaging
material with the aid of a laser beam.

[0158] In another example of this second aspect, the
packaging unit comprises at least a sealing unit and/or
a heating unit or a combination thereof, so that the prod-
uctis at least partly enclosed and also tightly enveloped,
atleast partly, by the packaging material after the stretch-
ing and/or shrinking and/or skinning operation.

[0159] In another example of this second aspect, the
punch of the punching unit has a first punch component
to cut a first opening in the packaging material, substan-
tially without making a corresponding opening in the cov-
er element that lies beyond it, and it also has a second
punch component to cut a second opening both in the
packaging material and in the cover element that lies
beyond it.

[0160] In another example of this second aspect, the
device comprises a cover-element applying unit that is
used, after making an opening in the cover element, es-
pecially a label, to apply a second cover element to seal
the said opening.

[0161] In another example of this second aspect, the
distance between the successive cover elements can be
adjusted to ensure the required cut-off length in each
case.

[0162] In another example of this second aspect, the
device comprises:
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- afeed conveyor for feeding in a series of products,

- ascanner which is configured to detect at least one
of the relative positions, kinds and dimensions of the
products on the feed conveyor, and for emitting a
detector signal that is representative of the results
of this detection, and

- control means that use the detector signal from the
scanner to determine how much packaging material
is needed for packaging each product.

[0163] In another example of this second aspect, the
control units are used to determine the required cut-off
length or lengths.
[0164] In another example of this second aspect, the
device comprises:

- afeed conveyor for feeding in a series of products,

- ascanner which is configured to detect at least one
of the relative positions, kinds and dimensions of the
products onthe feed conveyor, and to emit a detector
signal that represents the results of the detection,
and

- control means that use the detector signal from the
scanner to determine the desired positions where
the cover elements are to be applied to the packaging
material.

[0165] In another example of this second aspect, the
device comprises:

- afeed conveyor for feeding in a series of products,

- ascanner which is configured to detect at least one
of the relative positions, kinds and dimensions of the
products on the feed conveyor, and to emit a detector
signal that represents the results of the detection,
and

- control means that use the detector signal from the
scanner to determine the desired properties, in par-
ticular the position, shape and/or dimensions, of the
openings to be made in the packaging material.

[0166] In another example of this second aspect, the
control units are coupled or can be coupled to at least
one of: the cover-element applying unit, the opening-
making unit and the packaging unit, in order to regulate
them according to the detector signal.

[0167] n a third aspect the invention relates to a pack-
aged product, in which a product is packaged in a pack-
aging material, for example a shrink film or a stretch film,
to which at least one cover element has been applied
and in which at least one opening has been made at the
place of the cover element, substantially without cutting
a corresponding opening in the cover element, wherein
the opening or openings is/are cut only in the packaging
material to make it possible to tear the packaging material
firstin a first direction and optionally in a second direction
in order to remove the packaging material at least partly
from the product, which product may be a food product,
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such as for example a piece of cheese, especially a piece
of soft cheese.

[0168] In an example of this third aspect, the second
direction is substantially opposite to the first one.
[0169] In another example of this third aspect, the sec-
ond direction is substantially at an angle to the first di-
rection and is preferably normal to the first direction.
[0170] In another example of this third aspect, the
opening has a special shape, which makes it possible -
after tearing the packaging material in the first direction
- to use part of the packaging material as a pull-tab for
tearing it in the second direction.

[0171] In another example of this third aspect, the
opening or openings is/are made in the packaging signal
for opening the packaging material in three or more di-
rections.

[0172] In another example of this third aspect, the
opening has an elongated part and a number of tear-tabs
extending substantially in a crosswise or oblique direction
to the elongated part.

[0173] Inanotherexample of this third aspect, the elon-
gated part substantially has a wavy shape.

[0174] Inanotherexample of this third aspect, the prod-
uct is packaged in a first packaging material of one kind
and then in a second packaging material of another kind.
[0175] In another example of this third aspect, the
packaged product is a food product, such as for example
a piece of cheese, especially a piece of soft cheese.
[0176] In another example of this third aspect, the cov-
er element has an adhesive-free area or an area where
the adhesive has been neutralized, for forming a tab by
means of which the cover element can be removed from
the packaging material.

[0177] In another example of this third aspect, the cov-
er element has a second area, which is provided with a
re-usable adhesive in order to create a package that can
be closed again.

[0178] In another example of this third aspect, at least
one first opening is formed in the packaging material at
the place of the cover element, substantially without form-
ing a corresponding opening in the cover element that
lies beyond it, which first opening is arranged for opening
the package by hand, and at least one second opening
is formed at the place of the cover element, in the com-
bination of the packaging material and the cover element
that lies beyond it, which second opening is made for
example as a ventilation opening.

[0179] In another example of this third aspect, a sec-
ond cover element is applied over the second opening
in order to seal it.

[0180] In afourth aspect, the invention may relate to a
method for packaging a product, comprising:

- feedingin the packaging material, such as for exam-
ple a shrink film or a stretch film,

- applying atleast one cover element to the packaging
material,

- forming at least one opening in the packaging ma-
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terial at the place of the cover element, substantially
withoutforming a corresponding opening in the cover
element that lies beyond it, wherein the opening or
openings is/are only formed in the packaging mate-
rial, for the purpose of tearing the packaging material
in a first direction and then in a second direction in
order to remove the packaging material from the
product at least partly, and

- packaging at least one product in this packaging ma-
terial.

[0181] In a fifth aspect, the invention may relate to a
device for packaging a product, comprising:

- afeedunitforfeedinginthe packaging material, such
as for example a shrink film or a stretch film,

- acover-element applying unit for placing at leastone
cover element on the packaging material,

- an opening-forming unit for forming at least one
opening in the packaging material at the place of the
cover element, where the opening-forming unit is
configured to form an opening in the packaging ma-
terial right up to the cover element, substantially with-
out forming a corresponding opening in the cover
element that lies beyond it, wherein the opening or
openings is/are formed only in the packaging mate-
rial, for the purpose of tearing the packaging material
in a first direction and then in a second direction in
order to remove the packaging material from the
product at least in part, and

- a packaging unit for packaging the product in this
packaging material.

[0182] A sixth aspect of the invention may relate to a
punching unit, comprising:

- arotatable backing roll,

- arotatable punch roll, and

- aframe in which the backing roll and the punch roll
are arranged with respect to each other,

wherein the punch roll can rotate independently of the
backing roll.

Claims

1. Method for, for instance in-line, packaging of a prod-
uct, comprising:

- feeding in a packaging material, such as for
example a shrink film, a stretch film, a combined
stretch-shrink film or a packaging material used
on a skin-packaging machine,

- applying atleastone cover elementto the pack-
aging material,

- forming at least one opening in the packaging
material at the place of the cover element, sub-
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stantially without forming a corresponding open-
ing in the cover element that lies beyond it, and
- packaging at least one product in this packag-
ing material, which packaging may comprise
placing at least one product on the packaging
material and sealing the packaging material.

2. Method according to Claim 1, comprising:

- feeding in the packaging material from a feed
roll,

- applying atleastone cover element to the pack-
aging material,

- thereafter passing the packaging material to
which at least one cover element has been ap-
plied along a punching unit, and

- punching an opening in the packaging material
atthe place of the cover element, which opening
is arranged for opening the package by hand.

Method according to Claim 2, comprising punching
an opening in the packaging material right up to the
cover element.

Method according to Claim 1, comprising:

- feeding in the packaging material from a feed
roll,

- applying atleast one cover element to the pack-
aging material,

- thereafter passing the packaging material to
which at least one cover element has been ap-
plied along a laser unit, and

- forming an opening by laser beam in the pack-
aging material at the place of the cover element,
which opening is arranged for opening the pack-
age by hand.

Method according to any one of the preceding
claims, comprising packaging at least one product
in a packaging material using a sealing unit and/or
a warming unit, so that - after the stretching and/or
shrinking and/or skinning operation - the product is
tightly enclosed in the packaging material at least in
part.

Method according to Claim 5, comprising passing
the packaged product through a heat treatment unit,
especially a shrinking unit, more especially a shrink
tunnel or a water bath, in order to shrink the pack-
aging material

Method according to any one of the preceding
claims, wherein the packaging material has a thick-
ness of between 5 and 150 um, preferably between
5 and 80 pm and especially between 5 and 35 pm.

Method according to any one of the preceding
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36
claims, comprising:

- forming at least one first opening in the pack-
aging material at the place of the cover element,
substantially without forming a corresponding
opening in the cover element that lies beyond it,
which first opening is arranged for opening the
package by hand, and

- forming at least one second opening, at the
place of the cover element, in the combination
of the packaging material and the cover element
that lies beyond it, this second opening being
made for example as a ventilation opening.

Method according to any one of the preceding
claims, wherein the opening or openings made only
in the packaging material is/are formed for tearing
the packaging material in a first direction and then
in a second direction, which is preferably substan-
tially opposite to or substantially normal to the first
direction, in order to remove the packaging material
at least partly from the product.

Method according to Claim 9, wherein the opening
or openings has/have a special shape that makes it
possible, after the packaging material has been torn
in the first direction, to use part of the packaging ma-
terial as a pull-tab in order to tear the packaging ma-
terial in the second direction

Device for packaging a product, comprising:

- a feed unit for feeding in the packaging mate-
rial, which can be a shrink film, a stretch film, a
combined stretch-shrink film or a packaging ma-
terial used on a skin machine,

- a cover-element applying unit for placing at
least one cover element on the packaging ma-
terial,

- an opening-making unit that cuts at least one
opening in the packaging material, wherein the
opening-making unit is configured to form an
opening in the packaging material right up to the
cover element, substantially without making a
corresponding openingin the cover element that
lies beyond it, and

- a packaging unit for packaging the product with
the packaging material, which packaging unit
may comprise at least a sealing unit for sealing
the product in the packaging material,

wherein the feed unit, the cover-element applying
unit, the opening-making unit and the packaging unit
may be integrated with one another to make it pos-
sible to use an in-line packaging process.

Device according to Claim 11, wherein the opening-
making unit comprises a punching unit that contains
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a punch for making an opening in the packaging ma-
terial or a laser cutting unit that is used to make an
opening or openings in the packaging material with
the aid of a laser beam.

Device according to Claim 11 or 12, wherein the
packaging unit comprises a sealing unit, which in-
cludes a horizontal or vertical flow-pack machine, a
stretch film machine, a skin film machine, a deep-
draw machine, a corner or general sealing machine
and/or a top-seal machine.

Device according to any one of Claims 11-13, where-
in the packaging material is a shrink film, a stretch
film or a combined stretch-shrink film, and the pack-
aging unitcomprises a sealing unitto seal in the prod-
uct or to seal the packaging material placed on orin
the product, and/or a heating unit, especially a
shrinking unit, in particular a shrink tunnel or a water
bath, for shrinking the shrink film.

Device according to any one of Claims 11-14, where-
in the opening-cutting unit is used to make an open-
ing that is suitable for tearing the packaging material
in a first direction and then in a second direction that
is preferably substantially opposite to the first one,
soas toremove the packaging material atleast partly
from the product.

Packaged product, in which a product is packaged
in a packaging material, for example a shrink film or
a stretch film, to which at least one cover element
has been applied and in which at least one opening
has been made at the place of the cover element,
substantially without cutting a corresponding open-
ing in the cover element, wherein the opening or
openings is/are cut only in the packaging material to
make it possible to tear the packaging material first
in afirst direction and optionally in a second direction
in order to remove the packaging material at least
partly from the product, which product may be a food
product, such as for example a piece of cheese, es-
pecially a piece of soft cheese.
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