Case Study: Dovecote Park, UK
Robotic dry-age storage facility

Dovecote Park prides itself in supplying the finest British beef, veal and venison
to Waitrose supermarkets nationwide and Hawksmoor in London. As part of
their operation, they also dry age beef.
As one of the top independent processors in the United Kingdom, Dovecote Park are a leading and
progressive company in their field and as such, are committed to continually looking at ways for
improving their systems. In October 2017 they identified that their entirely manual dry age process,
which involves the processing, on average of 85 tonnes of beef per month, would benefit from
automation.

newtech intelligent automation, Stoke Mill, Mill Road, Sharnbrook, Bedfordshire. MK44 1NP
Tel: +44(0)1234 783680 Sales@newtech-ltd.co.uk
www.newtech-ltd.co.uk

Established in Yorkshire in 1997, Dovecote Park is a
beef processor operating two sites in Lincoln and
Pontefract, providing the finest British beef to the
premium retail and restaurant market. Their
exceptional dry aged beef is matured for up to 45 days
in the form of bone in cuts, utilizing all the traditional
advantages, skills and processes of craft butchery.
However continuing growth in demand for the product
led them to look at ways of increasing the chilled space
and improving the efficiency and consistency of the
maturation process.

Dovecote Park’s Requirements
•

Improving product quality - state of
the art consistent air flows and temperature
controls keep the product in optimum
conditions throughout the maturation cycle

•

Improving efficiency - by consolidating
all the product in one chill facility and
automating the filling and discharging of the
storage pods

•

Deliver individual dry ageing - of each
primal cut in wire baskets, and eliminate
product to product contact

Newtech’s Solution
We were up against other companies suggesting more traditional warehousing methods. However, with our robotic
expertise in automation, we focused on a robotic handling solution.
Working very closely with Dovecote Park, we offered multiple different designs and options based on Dovecote’s
evolving requirements, taking into consideration factors such as storage volumes, complexity, washdown capabilities
and space utilisation.
All of the options were bespoke, and ranging from solutions with various numbers of floors, robots and pods, and both
linear and circular designs. In many ways we were working in a consultancy fashion, with the difference being that we
were also responsible for implementation.

The final design selected was for a single facility
containing 3 independently temperature-controlled
round storage pods. After the cuts are taken from a
side of beef, everything else would be automated –
from weighing through to placing the baskets of beef
into their storage location within the 3 pods.
Subsequently, at the end of the dry-age process, the
full baskets would be removed and forwarded for
onward processing. These tasks would be completed
by a large robot, situated within each of the storage
pods.

You’d think that adding robots would make it more
expensive, but that just wasn’t the case, as our
proposal was the most cost-effective.

Baskets
Originally Dovecote Park wanted to use plastic baskets
to store the beef. But due to project timescales,
developing a custom moulded basket fit for purpose
wasn’t going to be possible; it was also very expensive.
Market research and further trials concluded that there
was nothing available in the market that would be
suitable, so we proposed the use of custom-made
stainless-steel baskets, which we were able to quickly
design and have manufactured (the 7,000 that were
needed) within the required timescales.

Racking
The safety legislation for the manufacture of racking is
very stringent. With this in mind, we worked closely
with a racking company who could take our design and
manufacture on our behalf, fully legislated. The racking
had to be carefully designed to allow for the greatest
space efficiency whilst maintaining airflow.
We also designed the runners that sit over the shelf
supports (these hold the baskets in place). This process
involved carrying out FEA in order to ensure they were
robust enough.

Air Ducting
We worked closely with the refrigeration company in order to make everything fit.

Robots & Grippers
The first iteration of the design was based on 3 smaller
robots running on 3 linear tracks within the individually
temperature-controlled pods. This idea evolved to
using 3 of the largest 6 axis robots ABB supply, with
racking that stood almost 9 meters tall. Due to the
required reach, we designed an innovative gripper and
sat the robot on a stainless steel-clad concrete column
and plinth with a combined height of 3.5 meters.

The load capacity of each robot is 550kg
and the maximum weight of a basket
containing meat is 32kg. You might
think that capacity tolerances would not
be a problem. In fact they weren’t, but
only thanks to extensive calculations
and significant design hours on the
gripper construction. It sounds easily
achievable, however, allowance had to
be made for a substantial gripper able
to extend vertically up and horizontally
out to place the meat into racking 2.3
meters deep – putting considerable
load through the robot.

It was an iterative process to design a gripper that
didn’t deflect under load, while remaining light enough
to fall within the capabilities of the robot.
We also added SafeMove, which is a software solution
that ensures safe and predictable robot motion, by
restricting the robot’s movement to precisely what is
needed by the application, as pre-determined by the
parameters we set. It isn’t possible for the robot to
deviate outside of these set zones, as the software
shuts the robot down before it can enter an area it
shouldn’t be in.

One potentially lengthy challenge to overcome was
teaching the robot each of the individual storage
positions within the racking. To reduce the time onsite,
we first set up a robot on our premises, along with
some racking, so that a significant amount of work
could be carried out offsite. Using our extensive
experience of sensors and electronics, we designed a
teach tool to enable the locations for the baskets to be
taught and saved automatically. This tool was attached
to the end of the gripper on the robot. When onsite,
each position took less than a minute to set up, saving
many weeks of work.

Warehouse Management
Software
Whilst we are experts at designing our own software,
in this instance, Dovecote Park had pre-existing site
software, which managed product movement within
the warehouse. We therefore programmed our
solution to fully integrate into that.

Conveyors
Dovecote Park wanted to use their preferred supplier
of conveyor systems. We determined the necessary
layout and worked closely with that company to
integrate into our system.
Raising the robots had an impact on the required entry
and exit point of the baskets on the conveyor, so this
was another element we needed to cater for during the
design phase.
The infeed and outfeed conveyor flow works in a
circular motion. Travelling along the infeed conveyor,
the baskets are evenly distributed between the three
pods, at which point their unique barcode is scanned
and they are picked and placed into their storage
location by the robot.

When the product is matured the robot is asked to
remove the basket from the racking and place it on the
outfeed.

“Dovecote Park are very pleased to have completed such an innovative
automation project with Newtech, and a first for the meat industry.
The project was completed through good design and excellent
attention to detail in the build and commissioning programme, along
with exceptional integration between the build manufacturers and
software programmers.” Peter Boyes, Business Systems Director

Technical Data
Storage Capacity:
Basket Size:
Max. Basket Weight:
Racking Height:
Number of pods:
Facility Footprint:
Minimum operating temp:

6,690 baskets
750 x 420mm
32kg
8.7m
3
43m (L) x 16m (W)
1

You can’t really appreciate the size of this project without seeing it for yourself. If you are interested in taking a tour
of the site, this can be arranged.
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