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Better recyclability - Nestlé uses Deep Learning camera 
from Sick to check packaging 
 
A new technology has recently been introduced at the Nestlé Health Science plant in Osthofen: 
The Deep Learning camera from the company Sick, which is linked to artificial intelligence, 
checks whether or not a spoon is included in various products for portioning. The transparent 
spoon stands out only with difficulty against the reflective, metallic background of the packag-
ing cans. This challenge to human eyes and common camera solutions is an advance in au-
tomated process control. 
 

 
 

Where is the spoon missing? Difficult to see for the human eye - easy for the Deep Learning camera 
technology: It learns about image differences and registers transparent spoons against a metallic 

background. (Photo: © Nestlé) 

 

 
Transparent PP for improved recyclability 
 
Nestlé Health Science has replaced coloured spoons with transparent spoons. The reason: 
Polypropylene (PP) without colour pigments can be sorted better and recycled to a higher 
quality. This is because coloured spoons are usually not recognised as recyclable plastic in 
automatic sorting systems, or only with difficulty, and are therefore sent to thermal recycling. 
The use of transparent PP spoons increases sortability and recyclability. A goal to which Nestlé 
is committed and to which every single package contributes. This also includes a small spoon 
for portioning products. 
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Artificial intelligence for compliance with quality standards 
 
Marcus Kauf, automation engineer at Nestlé's Osthofen plant, knows what challenges arise 
from changing over to transparent polypropylene: "With only one can, the human eye can see 
relatively easily whether a spoon has been added. At a filling speed of 80 cans per minute, this 
is no longer possible without errors.  However, in order to meet our quality standards, an indi-
vidual check is mandatory." 
 
Together with Sick, a manufacturer of intelligent sensor technology, a new automated process 
control system was developed for the Osthofen plant. Whereas with coloured spoons a camera 
could infer the presence of a spoon by the number of colour pixels, transparent spoons require 
a new camera technology coupled to artificial intelligence (AI) for process-reliable recognition. 
 
 
Camera technology learns via image differences  
 
"The camera technology was taught with stored sample images showing the end product with 
spoons and different positions in the packaging," reports Klaus Keitel, Strategic Account Man-
ager at Sick. "In a cloud application, a neural network is trained with these images. This deci-
sion-making algorithm is then transferred to the camera system. It is then able to recognise 
the essential image differences on its own." 
 
The camera learns with each new image from each new product. And its learning workload is 
immense: In Osthofen, up to 45,000 spoons are packed every day. By using Deep Learning in 
checking, an absence is noticed immediately. In this way, AI can reduce the error rate in the 
production process. 
 
 

Additional information and contact 
 
Nestlé Deutschland AG  
Dr. Ulrike Sprengel 
Tel.: +49-(0)696-671-2460 
ulrike.sprengel@de.nestle.com 
www.nestle.de 
 
SICK  
Tel.: +49-(0)768-1202-4183 
www.sick.com 


