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AIP News

On an unseasonably hot day 
at the end of April, a group of over 
20 AIP members visited the Syd-
ney-suburb of Smithfield for a tour 
of Visy’s can plant. The highly spe-
cialised facility produces more 
than two million cans every day of 
just one type – aluminium 206 
375ml cans – for big name custom-
ers such as Diageo, Lion Nathan 
and Schweppes. It operates 24 
hours a day, only stopping for 
Christmas, New Year and Easter. 

Prior to the walk through, Jon 
Maddox, Visy Cans national man-
ufacturing manager, gave a run-
down of the manufacturing pro-
cess and the plant, which he 
described as being “not like any 
other environment you’ve been 
in”. His talk was accompanied by 
an incessant banging noise 
through the wall from the cup-
ping press. “Don’t worry,” he 
quipped. “After a while you don’t 
hear it – then you only hear it 
when it stops!”

Having donned high-vis vests, 
safety glasses and ear plugs to com-
bat the 115-decibel noise, the group 
was taken on to the plant floor, 
which is crewed by a highly skilled, 
yet extremely lean workforce.

The can-making process begins 
with up to 83 per-cent recycled alu-
minium sheet that is fed into the 
cupping press to produce blanks 
and cups at a rate of 2000 a minute. 
These are redrawn and wall ironed 
in one of the plant’s six body mak-
ers to produce the finished can 
shape and trim its edges.

The cans are then washed en 
masse to prepare their surfaces for 
printing. This process previously 
used  up to 70 million litres of  

water per annum, but as part of a 
company-wide push to reduce wa-
ter use, Visy has made the process 
more efficient so it now requires 
only 44 million litres. A supply of 
unprinted cans, which are referred 
to as ‘bright stock’ are kept in re-
serve, so that if for some reason 
there is a hold-up in the front end 
of the process the back end can 
continue, or vice versa. 

Visy decorates the can exteriors 
with a range of over 100 different 
labels, comprising up to eight 
colours. The cans are mounted on 
individual pins to ensure they 
don’t rub and are printed, var-
nished, then oven baked to cure 
the coatings.

The interiors of the cans are 
coated with a water-based lacquer, 
in order to protect both the drink 
and the can. The plant’s manufac-
turing manager Simon Preston, 
who led the tour, explained that  a 
great deal of technology is in-
volved in ensuring can-barrier 
coatings provide the optimum per-
formance so that there is no inter-
action between the can’s contents 
and the can wall which could re-
sult in leaks or affect taste.

At the next stage the necks of 
the can are made smaller in order 
to give them a more modern shape 
and reduce the amount of metal  
used. Metal accounts for more 
than  60 per cent of  a can’s manu-
facturing cost.

To ensure the product is perfect 
it is then tested on the Genius  
Camera System, which takes a pic-
ture of the inside of the cans to 
check for bubbles, dents, neck 
pleats, contamination and other 
such problems. Preston said that 

the machines run so fast that if it 
were to take, say, 15 minutes to 
spot an error with the cans, Visy 
would be left with over 25,000 
faulty cans. For this reason, most 
of the machine operators are also 
fitters so they can deal with any 
mechanical problems as they arise 
and can check production quality.

Visy constantly strives to reduce 
waste in the production process. 
Spoilage rates tend to run at 
around two per cent and any faulty 
cans or aluminium scraps are bun-
dled up and sold back to its alu-
minium supplier for recycling; this 
amounts to around 1300 tonnes of 
aluminium a year. The cans are 

also dated and coded so that the 
company can trace which batch 
each one comes from. 

The cans are stored 8000 per pal-
let then stacked three to four pallets 
high reaching up to the warehouse 
ceiling in recognisable blocks of 
their customers’ signature colours. 
The majority of cans will then go to 
the Sydney Metro area and a num-
ber also go to Queensland.

Overall, the visit provided AIP 
members with an insight into the 
can-making process and something 
to think about next time they pop 
open a fizzy beverage can which 
may well have been made at Visy’s 
Smithfield can plant.
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