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Commercial feature

apid development of ecom-
merce has fundamentally 
changed how consumers 

around the world shop, with innova-
tive shopping events, enhanced user 
experiences and the influence of social 
media all transforming how this indus-
try operates. Yet businesses working 
in all sectors and of all sizes are facing 
challenges when trying to achieve effi-
cient e-fulfilment operations.

From labour shortages and rising 
staff costs to utilising space effec-
tively and ensuring returns are pro-
cessed efficiently, there is a growing 
opportunity for new technologies and 
approaches in ecommerce distribu-
tion to meet pressing challenges.

Thanks to mobile robot solutions, 
operators are now able to work two 
or three times more effectively than 
normal methods of order fulfilment 
as these tools remove the need to 
walk around the warehouse. The stock 
picker can efficiently work on a larger 
batch of orders simultaneously without 
needing to move their IT equipment and 
in-progress work around the building.

“By keeping the picker in a single 
position, the work area can be better 
organised and the information dis-
played on larger, easier-to-use dis-
plays, which speed up the operation 
and reduce the training requirements,” 
says Tim Wright, managing director at 
Invar Systems, leading warehouse and 
order fulfilment solutions experts that 
offer world-class engineering, consult-
ing, project integration and software.

Unlike manual options, robot solu-
tions can store products in a higher 

Transforming order 
fulfilment and 
returns processing 
with robotic solutions
Robotic order fulfilment can provide a vital competitive edge as 
ecommerce changes the way we shop and how retailers sell

density as there is no need to provide 
access aisles for pickers, with robots 
automatically moving products accord-
ing to their demand to optimise the 
availability of stock and improve the 
responsiveness of the system.

When order fulfilment and returns 
processing are improved, compa-
nies are able to reduce physical stor-
age space and rent, as well as enabling 
staff to complete tasks more quickly. 
According to the Reverse Logistics 
Association, the return rate for online 
shopping is at least 25 per cent, indicat-
ing the huge amounts of returns retail-
ers are dealing with on a daily basis.

Traditional automated solutions 
clearly have an important role to play 
in ecommerce distribution, but robot 
solutions are available at a lower initial 
investment and the incremental costs, 
timescales and impact of scaling are 
lower. The robot solutions offered by 
Invar Systems have a track record of 
providing organisations tangible ben-
efits. These flexible, modular robotic 
solutions provide a notable challenge to 
the large capital-expenditure projects 
designed around future volumes. 

“Companies that want to have a 
higher level of physical flexibility with 
their automated systems can benefit 
from robots being easy to move from 
one location to another, whereas other 
options need a large investment in 
equipment, which take a long time to 
manufacture, install and are not easily 
adapted,” adds Mr Wright.

At a time when business agility is 
increasingly important for companies 

in all industries, robot solutions can 
provide a vital competitive edge as they 
require minimal physical installation 
and are easily expanded in different 
ways to adapt to changes in demand 
and storage requirements.

 Moreover, robots can easily manage 
random storage without any significant 
degradation in picker performance, 
allowing them to store unsorted stock, 
such as returned items, effectively.

Invar Systems have worked with inno-
vative companies, such as Superdry, to 
deliver solutions to cope with imme-
diate demand and then scale up as 
demand changes. Their experts can 
create custom-tailored ecommerce 
fulfilment system solutions that are 
responsive, efficient and dynamic.

 By partnering with Invar Systems, busi-
nesses can establish a flexible automa-
tion system for e-fulfilment operations 
no matter their size. Such solutions can 
increase profitability per order, acceler-
ate order fulfilment at lower costs, and 
expedite reverse logistics and returns. 
“We offer steadfast and proven solu-
tions, but aren’t afraid to apply emerg-
ing technologies when appropriate for 
the application,” Mr Wright concludes.

For more information please visit
www.invarsystems.com
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igital technology is widely 
accepted as a necessary 
part of driving improved 

supply chain efficiency and effec-
tiveness. But some business leaders 
think it could go a step further, sug-
gesting the technology could propel 
not only greater productivity, but 
help craft an autonomous supply 
chain able to identify, forecast and 
fix problems on its own. 

A combination of technologies, 
from artificial intelligence (AI) and 
machine-learning to digital twins 
and cloud computing, have made 
it increasingly possible for end-to-
end supply chains to make decisions 
without the need for human inter-
vention. These technologies, which 
appear to have all the right ingredi-
ents for the formation of an autono-
mous supply chain, are slowly per-
meating the market. 

Ocado is using advanced auton-
omous supply chain processes to 
help make accurate predictions. The 
online supermarket uses forecast-
ing based on machine-learning to 
predict outbound demand for more 
than 50,000 different products. 

“This means we can generate 
exceptionally accurate projections 
with which we place orders with 
suppliers,” says James Gralton, 
engineering director of logistics and 
supply chain at Ocado Technology. 

“We currently generate over 20 
million forecasts each day. This 
helps us to react rapidly to a mul-
titude of common and exceptional 
supply issues.”

Autonomy is not just a handy tool 
for improving supply chain effi-
ciency and effectiveness. It’s a log-
ical and necessary next step for an 
industry that continues to grow 
in complexity. Without a certain 
level of autonomy, traditional sup-
ply chains would struggle to han-
dle growing inventories and fail to 
keep up with the equally challeng-
ing shift of consumer demand. 

“As global inventories look set 
to double between 2015 and 2020, 

“There’s an increasing demand 
for less plastic and preservatives to 
enter the supply chain, which ulti-
mately causes challenges when it 
comes to making sure goods are 
delivered in a good state,” says Phil 
Skipper, head of business develop-
ment at Vodafone Business.  

“This is where automation can 
have a big impact, helping ensure 
goods move through the chain to 
reach their destination efficiently 
and in top condition. For exam-
ple, the internet of things can be 
used to measure factors like the 
temperature and humidity of per-
ishable goods, allowing businesses 
handling them to quickly step in 
if there is a risk to the condition of 
the items.”

However, while end-to-end auton-
omy is in theory feasible and busi-
nesses are beginning to implement 
autonomous processes, the industry 
is still in the early stages of deploy-
ment. Whether or not the industry 
can integrate digital technologies 
and establish self-governing sys-
tems throughout the supply chain is 
still up for debate. 

“We’re still at the beginning of 
our journey towards an automated 
supply chain, but it’s clear robotics 
and AI will shift paradigms over the 
next few decades,” says Mr Würker. 
“Operations will become predic-
tive, more processes and trans-
port will become automated, and a 

Digital technology 
could create supply 
chains that fix 
problems and make 
decisions without 
human intervention, 
but end-to-end 
autonomy may not 
always be desirable 

Alexandra Leonards
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32% 79%

88%

believe that AI 
will become a 
core competency 
within three years

say it will allow 
organisations 
to manage risk 
and improve 
predictability

greater degree of personalisation of 
services will be possible, resulting 
in a far superior customer and end-
user experience.” 

He anticipates advancements in 
AI will magnify the capabilities 
of robots and allow for important 
developments in computer vision for 
dimensioning and object identifica-
tion, while machine-learning will 
improve prediction and planning.

Antony Lovell, vice president of 
applications at Vuealta, says: “While 
the technologies on offer are devel-
oping at a rapid pace, we are quite a 
long way from seeing autonomy in 
the supply chain.

“Supply chain and demand plan-
ners are trying to predict product 
demand based on old, unstructured 
data which can takes weeks to col-
lect. They often work in cumbersome 
and error-prone manual spread-
sheets or outdated systems, some-
times multiple versions of each.”

But according to Wayne Snyder, 
head of retail strategy at JDA, 
although achieving an autonomous 
supply chain can appear an impos-
sible task at first, the good news is 
even if a business has to navigate 
a change-resistant culture, or uses 
technologies that lack the right pro-
cessing capabilities to collect data, 
with the right tools and strategy it is 
within grasp.  

“Total autonomy is unlikely,” he 
says. “There will always be times 
when the computer needs human 
oversight, for example when the 
data identifies a scenario it has never 
experienced. However, a near-au-
tonomous supply chain will have 
been achieved when businesses are 
able to trust technology to identify 
disruption and take actions.” 

Mr Snyder says these actions will 
regularly be reviewed to understand 
their success, both by computer 
and by humans, to improve perfor-
mance and ensure the supply chain 
acts optimally with immediacy and 
decisiveness. Results could be com-
pletely transformational, as along-
side short-term problem-solving, 
autonomous supply chains could 
provide longer-term learnt recom-
mendations to enable businesses to 
stay ahead of the curve.

“Total autonomy may not be pos-
sible, nor desirable, but as long as 
there is value to be had for retail-
ers and consumers, there is more 
to be done,” Mr Gralton at Ocado 
Technology concludes. “The key is 
deciding in which areas of the sup-
ply chain to develop autonomy to 
create the most economic value.”

Supply chain autonomy 
could transform the industry. 
Technology is available; it just 
needs to be harnessed.  

logistics companies and custom-
ers need to leverage these technol-
ogies to reduce costs and increase 
throughput traditional warehouses 
are not able to handle,” explains 
Marcus Würker, chief information 
officer, UK and Ireland, at DHL 
Supply Chain.

An autonomous supply chain can 
identify patterns the naked eye 
would never spot. This gives busi-
nesses the best chance of respond-
ing to these pressures with accuracy 
and decisiveness. 

Self-governing supply chains 
also have the capacity to help 
tackle one of the industry’s biggest 
concerns: sustainability. 

The key is deciding 
in which areas of 
the supply chain to 
develop autonomy 
to create the most 
economic value

of supply chain professionals 
say they are actively using 
robotics and automation

Deloitte 2019

Hype and reality of total 
supply chain autonomy 
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apid development of ecom-
merce has fundamentally 
changed how consumers 

around the world shop, with innova-
tive shopping events, enhanced user 
experiences and the influence of social 
media all transforming how this indus-
try operates. Yet businesses working 
in all sectors and of all sizes are facing 
challenges when trying to achieve effi-
cient e-fulfilment operations.

From labour shortages and rising 
staff costs to utilising space effec-
tively and ensuring returns are pro-
cessed efficiently, there is a growing 
opportunity for new technologies and 
approaches in ecommerce distribu-
tion to meet pressing challenges.

Thanks to mobile robot solutions, 
operators are now able to work two 
or three times more effectively than 
normal methods of order fulfilment 
as these tools remove the need to 
walk around the warehouse. The stock 
picker can efficiently work on a larger 
batch of orders simultaneously without 
needing to move their IT equipment and 
in-progress work around the building.

“By keeping the picker in a single 
position, the work area can be better 
organised and the information dis-
played on larger, easier-to-use dis-
plays, which speed up the operation 
and reduce the training requirements,” 
says Tim Wright, managing director at 
Invar Systems, leading warehouse and 
order fulfilment solutions experts that 
offer world-class engineering, consult-
ing, project integration and software.

Unlike manual options, robot solu-
tions can store products in a higher 

Transforming order 
fulfilment and 
returns processing 
with robotic solutions
Robotic order fulfilment can provide a vital competitive edge as 
ecommerce changes the way we shop and how retailers sell

density as there is no need to provide 
access aisles for pickers, with robots 
automatically moving products accord-
ing to their demand to optimise the 
availability of stock and improve the 
responsiveness of the system.

When order fulfilment and returns 
processing are improved, compa-
nies are able to reduce physical stor-
age space and rent, as well as enabling 
staff to complete tasks more quickly. 
According to the Reverse Logistics 
Association, the return rate for online 
shopping is at least 25 per cent, indicat-
ing the huge amounts of returns retail-
ers are dealing with on a daily basis.

Traditional automated solutions 
clearly have an important role to play 
in ecommerce distribution, but robot 
solutions are available at a lower initial 
investment and the incremental costs, 
timescales and impact of scaling are 
lower. The robot solutions offered by 
Invar Systems have a track record of 
providing organisations tangible ben-
efits. These flexible, modular robotic 
solutions provide a notable challenge to 
the large capital-expenditure projects 
designed around future volumes. 

“Companies that want to have a 
higher level of physical flexibility with 
their automated systems can benefit 
from robots being easy to move from 
one location to another, whereas other 
options need a large investment in 
equipment, which take a long time to 
manufacture, install and are not easily 
adapted,” adds Mr Wright.

At a time when business agility is 
increasingly important for companies 

in all industries, robot solutions can 
provide a vital competitive edge as they 
require minimal physical installation 
and are easily expanded in different 
ways to adapt to changes in demand 
and storage requirements.

 Moreover, robots can easily manage 
random storage without any significant 
degradation in picker performance, 
allowing them to store unsorted stock, 
such as returned items, effectively.

Invar Systems have worked with inno-
vative companies, such as Superdry, to 
deliver solutions to cope with imme-
diate demand and then scale up as 
demand changes. Their experts can 
create custom-tailored ecommerce 
fulfilment system solutions that are 
responsive, efficient and dynamic.

 By partnering with Invar Systems, busi-
nesses can establish a flexible automa-
tion system for e-fulfilment operations 
no matter their size. Such solutions can 
increase profitability per order, acceler-
ate order fulfilment at lower costs, and 
expedite reverse logistics and returns. 
“We offer steadfast and proven solu-
tions, but aren’t afraid to apply emerg-
ing technologies when appropriate for 
the application,” Mr Wright concludes.

For more information please visit
www.invarsystems.com
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igital technology is widely 
accepted as a necessary 
part of driving improved 

supply chain efficiency and effec-
tiveness. But some business leaders 
think it could go a step further, sug-
gesting the technology could propel 
not only greater productivity, but 
help craft an autonomous supply 
chain able to identify, forecast and 
fix problems on its own. 

A combination of technologies, 
from artificial intelligence (AI) and 
machine-learning to digital twins 
and cloud computing, have made 
it increasingly possible for end-to-
end supply chains to make decisions 
without the need for human inter-
vention. These technologies, which 
appear to have all the right ingredi-
ents for the formation of an autono-
mous supply chain, are slowly per-
meating the market. 

Ocado is using advanced auton-
omous supply chain processes to 
help make accurate predictions. The 
online supermarket uses forecast-
ing based on machine-learning to 
predict outbound demand for more 
than 50,000 different products. 

“This means we can generate 
exceptionally accurate projections 
with which we place orders with 
suppliers,” says James Gralton, 
engineering director of logistics and 
supply chain at Ocado Technology. 

“We currently generate over 20 
million forecasts each day. This 
helps us to react rapidly to a mul-
titude of common and exceptional 
supply issues.”

Autonomy is not just a handy tool 
for improving supply chain effi-
ciency and effectiveness. It’s a log-
ical and necessary next step for an 
industry that continues to grow 
in complexity. Without a certain 
level of autonomy, traditional sup-
ply chains would struggle to han-
dle growing inventories and fail to 
keep up with the equally challeng-
ing shift of consumer demand. 

“As global inventories look set 
to double between 2015 and 2020, 

“There’s an increasing demand 
for less plastic and preservatives to 
enter the supply chain, which ulti-
mately causes challenges when it 
comes to making sure goods are 
delivered in a good state,” says Phil 
Skipper, head of business develop-
ment at Vodafone Business.  

“This is where automation can 
have a big impact, helping ensure 
goods move through the chain to 
reach their destination efficiently 
and in top condition. For exam-
ple, the internet of things can be 
used to measure factors like the 
temperature and humidity of per-
ishable goods, allowing businesses 
handling them to quickly step in 
if there is a risk to the condition of 
the items.”

However, while end-to-end auton-
omy is in theory feasible and busi-
nesses are beginning to implement 
autonomous processes, the industry 
is still in the early stages of deploy-
ment. Whether or not the industry 
can integrate digital technologies 
and establish self-governing sys-
tems throughout the supply chain is 
still up for debate. 

“We’re still at the beginning of 
our journey towards an automated 
supply chain, but it’s clear robotics 
and AI will shift paradigms over the 
next few decades,” says Mr Würker. 
“Operations will become predic-
tive, more processes and trans-
port will become automated, and a 

Digital technology 
could create supply 
chains that fix 
problems and make 
decisions without 
human intervention, 
but end-to-end 
autonomy may not 
always be desirable 

Alexandra Leonards
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believe that AI 
will become a 
core competency 
within three years

say it will allow 
organisations 
to manage risk 
and improve 
predictability

greater degree of personalisation of 
services will be possible, resulting 
in a far superior customer and end-
user experience.” 

He anticipates advancements in 
AI will magnify the capabilities 
of robots and allow for important 
developments in computer vision for 
dimensioning and object identifica-
tion, while machine-learning will 
improve prediction and planning.

Antony Lovell, vice president of 
applications at Vuealta, says: “While 
the technologies on offer are devel-
oping at a rapid pace, we are quite a 
long way from seeing autonomy in 
the supply chain.

“Supply chain and demand plan-
ners are trying to predict product 
demand based on old, unstructured 
data which can takes weeks to col-
lect. They often work in cumbersome 
and error-prone manual spread-
sheets or outdated systems, some-
times multiple versions of each.”

But according to Wayne Snyder, 
head of retail strategy at JDA, 
although achieving an autonomous 
supply chain can appear an impos-
sible task at first, the good news is 
even if a business has to navigate 
a change-resistant culture, or uses 
technologies that lack the right pro-
cessing capabilities to collect data, 
with the right tools and strategy it is 
within grasp.  

“Total autonomy is unlikely,” he 
says. “There will always be times 
when the computer needs human 
oversight, for example when the 
data identifies a scenario it has never 
experienced. However, a near-au-
tonomous supply chain will have 
been achieved when businesses are 
able to trust technology to identify 
disruption and take actions.” 

Mr Snyder says these actions will 
regularly be reviewed to understand 
their success, both by computer 
and by humans, to improve perfor-
mance and ensure the supply chain 
acts optimally with immediacy and 
decisiveness. Results could be com-
pletely transformational, as along-
side short-term problem-solving, 
autonomous supply chains could 
provide longer-term learnt recom-
mendations to enable businesses to 
stay ahead of the curve.

“Total autonomy may not be pos-
sible, nor desirable, but as long as 
there is value to be had for retail-
ers and consumers, there is more 
to be done,” Mr Gralton at Ocado 
Technology concludes. “The key is 
deciding in which areas of the sup-
ply chain to develop autonomy to 
create the most economic value.”

Supply chain autonomy 
could transform the industry. 
Technology is available; it just 
needs to be harnessed.  

logistics companies and custom-
ers need to leverage these technol-
ogies to reduce costs and increase 
throughput traditional warehouses 
are not able to handle,” explains 
Marcus Würker, chief information 
officer, UK and Ireland, at DHL 
Supply Chain.

An autonomous supply chain can 
identify patterns the naked eye 
would never spot. This gives busi-
nesses the best chance of respond-
ing to these pressures with accuracy 
and decisiveness. 

Self-governing supply chains 
also have the capacity to help 
tackle one of the industry’s biggest 
concerns: sustainability. 

The key is deciding 
in which areas of 
the supply chain to 
develop autonomy 
to create the most 
economic value

of supply chain professionals 
say they are actively using 
robotics and automation

Deloitte 2019
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Supply chain transparency has 
emerged as a critical watchword for 
supply chain sustainability. Leading 
the way is Trase (Transparency for 
Sustainable Economies). Brainchild 
of London-based sustainability spe-
cialist Global Canopy, Trase pro-
vides access to previously untapped 
trade data for high-risk commod-
ities such as palm oil and soya. 
Buyers can draw on the information 
to track social and environmental 
issues of concern.  

Radical transparency Toby Gardner, director at Global 
Canopy, cites the example of 
Brazilian beef. Using Trase, it is 
now possible to calculate the level 
of deforestation caused by the coun-
try’s $6-billion-a-year beef industry. 
Answer: a staggering 5,800sqkm 
between 2015 and 2017. Better still, 
the tool can pinpoint alleged cul-
prits, with giant Brazilian meat con-
glomerate JBS accused of being a 
top offender.  

“With this traceability, we can 
for the first time link compa-
nies and consumers to the places 

Five forward-thinking examples are 
changing the game when it comes to 
supply chain sustainability

Traceability, 
transparency  
and sustainability

Egged on by rock-bottom prices, 
UK shoppers now purchase more 
clothes than any other European 
country. But one million tonnes 
of textiles end up in landfill every 
year. Step up fashion tech startup 
Unmade. The London-based firm 
works with leading fashion brands 
to help shoppers customise their 
clothes. The idea is consumers 
will bin less if they have a hand in 
designing what they buy. 

Unmade’s sustainability efforts 
centre on a software program that 
enables shoppers to tinker with the 
designs of their favourite brands 
ahead of production. The latest 
big brand to get on board is US 

Redesigning fast fashion

Liquid isn’t light, which makes it 
difficult and expensive to trans-
port. Enter product concentrates. 
The idea is simple: rather than 
make it up as a liquid at source, 
consumers buy their products in 
powder form and then just add 
water. A shining light in this bur-
geoning market is Splosh, a Wales-
based startup that sells everything 
from laundry detergents to fabric 
conditioners in powder form. 

Several additional innovations 
add an extra notch to its already 
impressive sustainability perfor-
mance. Firstly, all its ready-to-
use products are packaged so they 

Concentrating on sustainability

Fuel of the future

Smart plastics

can be slipped through a standard 
letterbox, saving on gas-guzzling 
trips to the shops. Second, it offers 
a free take-back service for all its 
plastic refill containers, which it 
then upcycles into new products, 
such as ice scrapers.  

It’s a stellar example of a sus-
tainable supply chain, says Splosh 
founder Angus Grahame, who 
credits his solution for two major 
breakthroughs. “First, it has 
allowed us to sell direct and so 
cut out the supermarkets. Second, 
because all our products are refill-
able, we've eliminated plastic 
waste,” he says. 

Transportation represents a signif-
icant chunk of the environmental 
impacts of most supply chain oper-
ations. But hydrogen is a sustaina-
ble alternative fuel. When burned 
with oxygen, hydrogen only releases 
water. Its flexible too and can 
replace petrol in cars and natural 
gas in domestic boilers.

Although hydrogen has yet to 
attract the investment it needs to 
reach serious scale, early innovators 
are not waiting around. In Leeds, 
for example, feasibility studies are 
underway to switch the city’s entire 
pipeline network to hydrogen. In 
Germany, meanwhile, plans are in 

With plastic waste top of consumer 
concerns, the packaging indus-
try is investing heavily in a slew of 
sustainability programmes. Many 
focus on alternatives to petro-
leum-based formulations, with 
potential substitutes encompass-
ing everything from milk and sug-
arcane to starch and lignin from 
plants and wood. 

Other potential breakthroughs are 
occurring at the design stage, with 
experts such as UK recycler Vanden 
advising packaging manufactur-
ers on how to remove obstacles to 
recycling, such as barrier layers and 
mixed polymers. 

Smart tech innovators are also 
experimenting with nanotech-
nology to make packing as effi-
cient as possible. Nanotechnology 
alters matter on a molecular level, 
which means food packaging can 
potentially change colour if food 
starts going off, explains Dominic 
Watkins, of law firm DWF. 

Confusion over best-before labels 
often leads to perfectly edible food 
being thrown away. Mr Watkins pos-
its: “Wouldn’t it be much easier if 
your milk bottle changed colour as 
it was nearing the end of its life?” 

Oliver Balch

Commercial feature

hat will Brexit bring to the 
UK’s ports? As a commercial 
manager at one of Britain’s 

busiest ports let me tell you this: no 
one knows. We don’t know what the 
export rules will be. And we don’t know 
what paperwork will be involved.

This is worrying. Recent papers 
leaked from the Department for 
Transport say there is “clear and pres-
ent danger” to UK supply chains. For 
this reason, businesses should take a 
fresh look at how they move freight to 
and from Europe.

So what can be done? At Portico we 
have a solution. Companies looking to 
secure their supply chain in the event 
of a disruptive Brexit can make use of a 
potential new service to central Europe.

We want to open a new short-sea 
container route from Portsmouth to 
Antwerp. The route is a fantastic alter-
native for exporters and a phenomenal 
addition to UK supply chains in its own 
right. It avoids existing routes that are 
congested enough already and com-
plements Portsmouth’s extensive list 
of existing roll-on, roll-off services to 
western France and Spain.

The journey from Portsmouth to 
Antwerp takes just 14 to 16 hours and 
has a long list of advantages.

For starters, the destination is 
Antwerp, one of Europe’s major ports. 
Antwerp offers multi-modal links; con-
tainers can be moved on by rail, road 
or river. The location is terrific. You get 
your cargo closer to where it’s going.

The speed of processing at Portico is 
rapid. We eliminate waiting. Our auto-
matic gates will welcome lorries the 
moment they arrive. Come in, drop your 

New route to  
the Continent
A new Portsmouth to Antwerp shipping route offers an alternative  
to anyone worried about a chaotic Brexit. Ben Harraway, commercial 
manager at Portico, explains why the route is so attractive 

cargo and leave. All the paperwork can 
be precleared, so there’s nothing to do 
on-site. The concept of hauliers sitting in 
their cabs waiting in queues is eliminated.

Portsmouth is convenient for much 
of the UK. The M275 goes to our door. 
The A3 goes direct to London and the 
M3 connects the Midlands. This loca-
tion means the nightmare of circum-
navigating London to get your freight 
where it needs to go using the M25 is 
gone. No more “road to hell”.

The service will be Brexit ready. Our 
customs team is highly experienced, with 
years of dealing with documentation for 
non-European Union destinations. For 
example, half of all the bananas in the UK 
arrive at Portsmouth, coming from Africa, 
South America and the Caribbean. 

Plus, we are an officially Authorised 
Economic Operator. This means we are 
approved by HM Revenue & Customs 
to handle customs paperwork and 
approve documents ourselves. This 
saves a lot of time for customers.

Our message to logistics profes-
sionals is to take another look at 
Portsmouth. With or without Brexit, we 
offer a real alternative.

At Portico, we manage the interna-
tional cargo terminal at Portsmouth 
Port. We are friendly and approachable. 
It’s much easier to get hold of who you 
want here directly. And we are expand-
ing. Our latest £15-million expansion is 
just the latest in a long list of upgrades 
to keep us at the cutting edge.

By 2030, the port will be carbon neu-
tral, which is important for companies 
that track their carbon footprint. New 
ships for western routes are being intro-
duced by Brittany Ferries in the coming 
years, which are powered by liquefied 
natural gas, and we’ve already switched 
to a fleet of electric forklifts at Portico.

The new route itself is eco friendly. 
The journey to Antwerp cuts out an 
awful lot of road miles. For example, if a 
vessel takes 200 containers to Antwerp, 
that’s 200 vehicle journeys off the road.

The service to Antwerp is something 
the supply chain industry is crying out 
for. It’s fast, convenient, eco friendly 
and ideal for companies looking for an 
alternative. We are ready. If you are too, 
get in touch. We’d love to talk.

To learn more about the new Portsmouth 
to Antwerp route, please contact Ben 
Harraway and his team by calling 023 
9289 0600 or by emailing commercial.
enquiries@porticoshipping.com

tonnes of goods handled at  
the port last year

the port’s contribution to 
the national economy, which 
supports 5,590 jobs

33..99m

£338899m

W

S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y

usinesses are coming 
under increasing pres-
sure to demonstrate their 

social and environmental cre-
dentials, with sustainable sup-
ply chains now a key criterion of a 
responsible company. 

In the globalised world of com-
merce, creating a sustainable sup-
ply chain is not easy. Large suppliers 
have their own suppliers that in turn 
have suppliers and so on. Checking 

B
every last tier for unethical working 
conditions or dodgy business prac-
tices is a daunting task even for the 
most conscientious buyers.

Large companies have tended to 
adopt one of two tactics. Option 
one: set an explicit code of conduct 
and work with top-tier suppliers 
to enforce it. Option two: cut out  
the middlemen by identifying ver-
ified sustainable sources and trad-
ing direct.

While social and environmental 
standards in supply chain operations 
are progressively improving, neither 
strategy is providing the cast-iron 
guarantee consumers want. 

Step forward a new generation of 
innovators seeking to drive forward 
supply chain transparency and sus-
tainability. From rethinking plastics 
to redesigning fashion, these change-
makers are pushing forward change 
at every link of complex supply chains. 

of production and to the risk of 
being connected to impacts on the 
ground,” says Dr Gardner. 

Performing a similar function 
is Global Forest Watch, which uses 
satellite data to increase supply 
chain transparency for high-im-
pact commodities in real time. 
Describing it as a “breakthrough in 
supply chain monitoring”, Crystal 
Davis of the World Resources 
Institute, which operates the tool, 
credits it with helping hold sup-
pliers with bad business practices  
to account.

sneaker manufacturer New Balance. 
Existing partners include Opening 
Ceremony, Christopher Raeburn 
and Rapha Custom. Using Unmade’s 
software, shoppers can now go 
online and choose their own colour, 
text and graphics for New Balance’s 
first customisable shoe. 

Retailing at £100, the price makes 
the shoes an unlikely impulse buy. 
That’s no bad thing if today’s “bro-
ken” and “disconnected” fash-
ion supply chain is to be fixed, 
says Unmade’s chief executive Hal 
Watts. Only by connecting demand 
directly to supply can the guesswork 
be taken out of fashion production, 
he argues. 

train to build hundreds of hydrogen 
filling stations across the country.    

One of the most exciting innova-
tions is happening at sea. Currently 
touring the world’s oceans is a 
30-metre-long catamaran fuelled 
on nothing but hydrogen extracted 
from sea water. The multi-hull 
Energy Observer is on a six-year voy-
age to demonstrate the viability of 
hydrogen for global shipping, which 
is responsible for 13 per cent of all 
Europe’s transport emissions. So far 
the crew has clocked up 18,000km 
and ticked off half the 50 countries 
on the boat’s itinerary. Total emis-
sions are zero. 
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Supply chain transparency has 
emerged as a critical watchword for 
supply chain sustainability. Leading 
the way is Trase (Transparency for 
Sustainable Economies). Brainchild 
of London-based sustainability spe-
cialist Global Canopy, Trase pro-
vides access to previously untapped 
trade data for high-risk commod-
ities such as palm oil and soya. 
Buyers can draw on the information 
to track social and environmental 
issues of concern.  

Radical transparency Toby Gardner, director at Global 
Canopy, cites the example of 
Brazilian beef. Using Trase, it is 
now possible to calculate the level 
of deforestation caused by the coun-
try’s $6-billion-a-year beef industry. 
Answer: a staggering 5,800sqkm 
between 2015 and 2017. Better still, 
the tool can pinpoint alleged cul-
prits, with giant Brazilian meat con-
glomerate JBS accused of being a 
top offender.  

“With this traceability, we can 
for the first time link compa-
nies and consumers to the places 

Five forward-thinking examples are 
changing the game when it comes to 
supply chain sustainability

Traceability, 
transparency  
and sustainability

Egged on by rock-bottom prices, 
UK shoppers now purchase more 
clothes than any other European 
country. But one million tonnes 
of textiles end up in landfill every 
year. Step up fashion tech startup 
Unmade. The London-based firm 
works with leading fashion brands 
to help shoppers customise their 
clothes. The idea is consumers 
will bin less if they have a hand in 
designing what they buy. 

Unmade’s sustainability efforts 
centre on a software program that 
enables shoppers to tinker with the 
designs of their favourite brands 
ahead of production. The latest 
big brand to get on board is US 

Redesigning fast fashion

Liquid isn’t light, which makes it 
difficult and expensive to trans-
port. Enter product concentrates. 
The idea is simple: rather than 
make it up as a liquid at source, 
consumers buy their products in 
powder form and then just add 
water. A shining light in this bur-
geoning market is Splosh, a Wales-
based startup that sells everything 
from laundry detergents to fabric 
conditioners in powder form. 

Several additional innovations 
add an extra notch to its already 
impressive sustainability perfor-
mance. Firstly, all its ready-to-
use products are packaged so they 

Concentrating on sustainability

Fuel of the future

Smart plastics

can be slipped through a standard 
letterbox, saving on gas-guzzling 
trips to the shops. Second, it offers 
a free take-back service for all its 
plastic refill containers, which it 
then upcycles into new products, 
such as ice scrapers.  

It’s a stellar example of a sus-
tainable supply chain, says Splosh 
founder Angus Grahame, who 
credits his solution for two major 
breakthroughs. “First, it has 
allowed us to sell direct and so 
cut out the supermarkets. Second, 
because all our products are refill-
able, we've eliminated plastic 
waste,” he says. 

Transportation represents a signif-
icant chunk of the environmental 
impacts of most supply chain oper-
ations. But hydrogen is a sustaina-
ble alternative fuel. When burned 
with oxygen, hydrogen only releases 
water. Its flexible too and can 
replace petrol in cars and natural 
gas in domestic boilers.

Although hydrogen has yet to 
attract the investment it needs to 
reach serious scale, early innovators 
are not waiting around. In Leeds, 
for example, feasibility studies are 
underway to switch the city’s entire 
pipeline network to hydrogen. In 
Germany, meanwhile, plans are in 

With plastic waste top of consumer 
concerns, the packaging indus-
try is investing heavily in a slew of 
sustainability programmes. Many 
focus on alternatives to petro-
leum-based formulations, with 
potential substitutes encompass-
ing everything from milk and sug-
arcane to starch and lignin from 
plants and wood. 

Other potential breakthroughs are 
occurring at the design stage, with 
experts such as UK recycler Vanden 
advising packaging manufactur-
ers on how to remove obstacles to 
recycling, such as barrier layers and 
mixed polymers. 

Smart tech innovators are also 
experimenting with nanotech-
nology to make packing as effi-
cient as possible. Nanotechnology 
alters matter on a molecular level, 
which means food packaging can 
potentially change colour if food 
starts going off, explains Dominic 
Watkins, of law firm DWF. 

Confusion over best-before labels 
often leads to perfectly edible food 
being thrown away. Mr Watkins pos-
its: “Wouldn’t it be much easier if 
your milk bottle changed colour as 
it was nearing the end of its life?” 

Oliver Balch

Commercial feature

hat will Brexit bring to the 
UK’s ports? As a commercial 
manager at one of Britain’s 

busiest ports let me tell you this: no 
one knows. We don’t know what the 
export rules will be. And we don’t know 
what paperwork will be involved.

This is worrying. Recent papers 
leaked from the Department for 
Transport say there is “clear and pres-
ent danger” to UK supply chains. For 
this reason, businesses should take a 
fresh look at how they move freight to 
and from Europe.

So what can be done? At Portico we 
have a solution. Companies looking to 
secure their supply chain in the event 
of a disruptive Brexit can make use of a 
potential new service to central Europe.

We want to open a new short-sea 
container route from Portsmouth to 
Antwerp. The route is a fantastic alter-
native for exporters and a phenomenal 
addition to UK supply chains in its own 
right. It avoids existing routes that are 
congested enough already and com-
plements Portsmouth’s extensive list 
of existing roll-on, roll-off services to 
western France and Spain.

The journey from Portsmouth to 
Antwerp takes just 14 to 16 hours and 
has a long list of advantages.

For starters, the destination is 
Antwerp, one of Europe’s major ports. 
Antwerp offers multi-modal links; con-
tainers can be moved on by rail, road 
or river. The location is terrific. You get 
your cargo closer to where it’s going.

The speed of processing at Portico is 
rapid. We eliminate waiting. Our auto-
matic gates will welcome lorries the 
moment they arrive. Come in, drop your 

New route to  
the Continent
A new Portsmouth to Antwerp shipping route offers an alternative  
to anyone worried about a chaotic Brexit. Ben Harraway, commercial 
manager at Portico, explains why the route is so attractive 

cargo and leave. All the paperwork can 
be precleared, so there’s nothing to do 
on-site. The concept of hauliers sitting in 
their cabs waiting in queues is eliminated.

Portsmouth is convenient for much 
of the UK. The M275 goes to our door. 
The A3 goes direct to London and the 
M3 connects the Midlands. This loca-
tion means the nightmare of circum-
navigating London to get your freight 
where it needs to go using the M25 is 
gone. No more “road to hell”.

The service will be Brexit ready. Our 
customs team is highly experienced, with 
years of dealing with documentation for 
non-European Union destinations. For 
example, half of all the bananas in the UK 
arrive at Portsmouth, coming from Africa, 
South America and the Caribbean. 

Plus, we are an officially Authorised 
Economic Operator. This means we are 
approved by HM Revenue & Customs 
to handle customs paperwork and 
approve documents ourselves. This 
saves a lot of time for customers.

Our message to logistics profes-
sionals is to take another look at 
Portsmouth. With or without Brexit, we 
offer a real alternative.

At Portico, we manage the interna-
tional cargo terminal at Portsmouth 
Port. We are friendly and approachable. 
It’s much easier to get hold of who you 
want here directly. And we are expand-
ing. Our latest £15-million expansion is 
just the latest in a long list of upgrades 
to keep us at the cutting edge.

By 2030, the port will be carbon neu-
tral, which is important for companies 
that track their carbon footprint. New 
ships for western routes are being intro-
duced by Brittany Ferries in the coming 
years, which are powered by liquefied 
natural gas, and we’ve already switched 
to a fleet of electric forklifts at Portico.

The new route itself is eco friendly. 
The journey to Antwerp cuts out an 
awful lot of road miles. For example, if a 
vessel takes 200 containers to Antwerp, 
that’s 200 vehicle journeys off the road.

The service to Antwerp is something 
the supply chain industry is crying out 
for. It’s fast, convenient, eco friendly 
and ideal for companies looking for an 
alternative. We are ready. If you are too, 
get in touch. We’d love to talk.

To learn more about the new Portsmouth 
to Antwerp route, please contact Ben 
Harraway and his team by calling 023 
9289 0600 or by emailing commercial.
enquiries@porticoshipping.com

tonnes of goods handled at  
the port last year

the port’s contribution to 
the national economy, which 
supports 5,590 jobs

33..99m

£338899m

W

S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y

usinesses are coming 
under increasing pres-
sure to demonstrate their 

social and environmental cre-
dentials, with sustainable sup-
ply chains now a key criterion of a 
responsible company. 

In the globalised world of com-
merce, creating a sustainable sup-
ply chain is not easy. Large suppliers 
have their own suppliers that in turn 
have suppliers and so on. Checking 

B
every last tier for unethical working 
conditions or dodgy business prac-
tices is a daunting task even for the 
most conscientious buyers.

Large companies have tended to 
adopt one of two tactics. Option 
one: set an explicit code of conduct 
and work with top-tier suppliers 
to enforce it. Option two: cut out  
the middlemen by identifying ver-
ified sustainable sources and trad-
ing direct.

While social and environmental 
standards in supply chain operations 
are progressively improving, neither 
strategy is providing the cast-iron 
guarantee consumers want. 

Step forward a new generation of 
innovators seeking to drive forward 
supply chain transparency and sus-
tainability. From rethinking plastics 
to redesigning fashion, these change-
makers are pushing forward change 
at every link of complex supply chains. 

of production and to the risk of 
being connected to impacts on the 
ground,” says Dr Gardner. 

Performing a similar function 
is Global Forest Watch, which uses 
satellite data to increase supply 
chain transparency for high-im-
pact commodities in real time. 
Describing it as a “breakthrough in 
supply chain monitoring”, Crystal 
Davis of the World Resources 
Institute, which operates the tool, 
credits it with helping hold sup-
pliers with bad business practices  
to account.

sneaker manufacturer New Balance. 
Existing partners include Opening 
Ceremony, Christopher Raeburn 
and Rapha Custom. Using Unmade’s 
software, shoppers can now go 
online and choose their own colour, 
text and graphics for New Balance’s 
first customisable shoe. 

Retailing at £100, the price makes 
the shoes an unlikely impulse buy. 
That’s no bad thing if today’s “bro-
ken” and “disconnected” fash-
ion supply chain is to be fixed, 
says Unmade’s chief executive Hal 
Watts. Only by connecting demand 
directly to supply can the guesswork 
be taken out of fashion production, 
he argues. 

train to build hundreds of hydrogen 
filling stations across the country.    

One of the most exciting innova-
tions is happening at sea. Currently 
touring the world’s oceans is a 
30-metre-long catamaran fuelled 
on nothing but hydrogen extracted 
from sea water. The multi-hull 
Energy Observer is on a six-year voy-
age to demonstrate the viability of 
hydrogen for global shipping, which 
is responsible for 13 per cent of all 
Europe’s transport emissions. So far 
the crew has clocked up 18,000km 
and ticked off half the 50 countries 
on the boat’s itinerary. Total emis-
sions are zero. 
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CURRENT AND FUTURE 
TECHNOLOGIES USED TO 
MANAGE LAST-MILE ACTIVITIES
Survey of retail executives

FREE
FAST&

Consumers are increasingly demanding free deliveries when it 
comes to online shopping. But when last-mile deliveries account 
for such a large portion of supply chain costs, retailers and logistics 
companies must innovate to be able to offer this service without 
sacrificing profits. So how can technology make the whole process 
more seamless, efficient and most importantly within budget?

RFID on shipping containers

Mobile device monitoring of 
delivery people

RFID on products/packaging

IoT sensors

AI and machine-learning

Land-based robotic deliveries

Drone deliveries

Transportation management 
solution

Route optimisation system

Vehicle-monitoring 
technology

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

Use now

Plan to adopt within 
18 months

No plans to adopt

65%
of consumers want 
greater flexibility for 
deliveries

61%
want faster deliveries

51%
want real-time visibility 
into the status of their 
orders

1
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8

9

10
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64
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58
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27%

24%

28%

26%

33%

24%

35%

27%

18%

16%

14%

14% 12%

14%
10%

7%

6%

2%

31%

Retail TouchPoints/Oracle 2018

Retail TouchPoints/Oracle 2018

Labor Vehicle and equipment Fuel / energy

AUTONOMOUS TECH PROMISES MASSIVE COST SAVINGS
Last-mile delivery cost per parcel in an average city, as a percentage of traditional delivery costs

CONSUMERS ARE BECOMING LESS PATIENT
Maximum acceptable time consumers are willing to wait for free 
delivery; survey of consumers across the United States

2014 - 5.5 days

2016 - 4.8 days

Internal combustion engine

Electric vehicle (EV)

Partially autonomous EV

Autonomous delivery vehicles (ADVs)

100%

98–100%

90%

60%

2015 - 5 days

2018 - 4.1 days

2019 - 4.3 days

Alix Partners 2019

McKinsey 2018
*Analysis assumes labour costs of €20 an hour, average city-network density, and energy consumption 
of 0.3kWh/km for electric vehicles and 12 l/km for internal-combustion-engine vehicles

RETAILERS ABSORB A SIGNIFICANT PORTION OF  
LAST-MILE COSTS
Average cost incurred to different parties in last-mile deliveries

ARE LOGISTICS COMPANIES NEGLECTING LAST-MILE TECHNOLOGY?
Analysis of patents filed by the 20 largest parcel companies after 2014

McKinsey/IP Analytics 2018Capgemini 2018

$10.10

$8.08

$1.40

Incurred to organisations

Charged to customers

Cost consumers are 
willing to pay

37%
Tracking and 
detection technology

14%
Software

16%
Data 
frameworks

8%
Transportation 
technology

13%
Loading 
and sorting 
systems

10%
IT infrastructure2%

Unattended 
delivery 
systems

LAST-MILE DELIVERY IS THE BIGGEST COST BY SOME WAY
Average cost breakdown of delivery supply chains

41%

20%

16%

13%

11%

Remaining supply 
chain cost

Warehousing

Parceling

Sorting

Last-mile 
delivery

Capgemini 2018 Percentages do not equal 100 due to rounding
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CURRENT AND FUTURE 
TECHNOLOGIES USED TO 
MANAGE LAST-MILE ACTIVITIES
Survey of retail executives

FREE
FAST&

Consumers are increasingly demanding free deliveries when it 
comes to online shopping. But when last-mile deliveries account 
for such a large portion of supply chain costs, retailers and logistics 
companies must innovate to be able to offer this service without 
sacrificing profits. So how can technology make the whole process 
more seamless, efficient and most importantly within budget?

RFID on shipping containers

Mobile device monitoring of 
delivery people
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AI and machine-learning

Land-based robotic deliveries

Drone deliveries
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90%

60%

2015 - 5 days

2018 - 4.1 days

2019 - 4.3 days

Alix Partners 2019

McKinsey 2018
*Analysis assumes labour costs of €20 an hour, average city-network density, and energy consumption 
of 0.3kWh/km for electric vehicles and 12 l/km for internal-combustion-engine vehicles

RETAILERS ABSORB A SIGNIFICANT PORTION OF  
LAST-MILE COSTS
Average cost incurred to different parties in last-mile deliveries

ARE LOGISTICS COMPANIES NEGLECTING LAST-MILE TECHNOLOGY?
Analysis of patents filed by the 20 largest parcel companies after 2014

McKinsey/IP Analytics 2018Capgemini 2018

$10.10

$8.08

$1.40

Incurred to organisations

Charged to customers

Cost consumers are 
willing to pay

37%
Tracking and 
detection technology

14%
Software

16%
Data 
frameworks

8%
Transportation 
technology

13%
Loading 
and sorting 
systems

10%
IT infrastructure2%

Unattended 
delivery 
systems

LAST-MILE DELIVERY IS THE BIGGEST COST BY SOME WAY
Average cost breakdown of delivery supply chains

41%

20%

16%

13%

11%

Remaining supply 
chain cost

Warehousing

Parceling

Sorting

Last-mile 
delivery

Capgemini 2018 Percentages do not equal 100 due to rounding
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Visibility is no longer a nice 
to have, but a foundational 
capability to remain competitive

Peerless Research/Logistics Management 2019

Companies have 
a woeful lack of 
visibility over 
their supply 
chains, despite 
the increasing 
availability of 
technology that  
can help

s globalisation increases, 
supply chains of large 
companies have prolif-

erated and scattered across the 
globe. Many large firms now have 
up to 20 tiers contributing to their 
end products. This increases the 
risk that one weak link in the chain 
can disrupt supply with major 
consequences. 

But research by Deloitte has 
shown that two in three procure-
ment leaders have limited or no vis-
ibility beyond tier one of their sup-
ply chain and several other studies 
show similar results or worse. 

According to the 2018 Business 
Continuity Institute (BCI) Supply 
Chain Resilience Report, 14 per 
cent of disruptions cost companies 
more than $1 million. Lack of vis-
ibility into the supply chain also 
often impacts reputation, logis-
tics and can cause costly over or 
understocking. 

Visibility of sub-tiers brings 
opportunities too. For example, 
technology that tracks suppli-
ers in real time can help retailers 

supply products to customers more 
quickly, and improve their cor-
porate and social responsibility 
credentials.

Jolyon Austin, partner at EY, 
says: “Visibility is no longer a nice 
to have, but a foundational capa-
bility to remain competitive. 
Visualisation and mapping help 
companies see new strategic oppor-
tunities and ways to improve per-
formance in the supply chain.”

Mr Austin says one reason for poor 
visibility is that knowledge about 
supply chain tiers often sits with 
individuals and is not institution-
alised. But burgeoning pressures 
on service, cost and inventory, and 
the accelerating pace of operations, 
increase the need for companies to 
visualise supply chains at strategic, 
tactical and operational levels. 

“This is enabled by increas-
ingly capable technology,” he says. 
“Blockchain [digital ledger technol-
ogy] is hyped and will find its place. 
But we also see an increasing prev-
alence of so-called control towers 
[central hubs that provide a global 
view of the supply chain] in global 
freight, logistics and planning.”

According to the BCI report, 52 
per cent of reported supply chain 
disruptions were in tier one, 23 per 
cent in tier two, 11 per cent in tier 
three or lower, while an alarming 
30 per cent of respondents did not 
identify the disruption source. This 
means that anything between 34 
per cent and 64 per cent of disrup-
tions could be in tier two or lower.

So far, the three main types of 
software that companies use to 
track supply chain incidents are 
spreadsheets, business continu-
ity software and financial solvency 
models. But a plethora of new soft-
ware solutions, including control 
towers and blockchain platforms, 

terrorist attacks every hour. It then 
classifies and geo-positions the 
event, superimposes it on their sub-
scriber’s global supply chain map 
and alerts them.

Another big challenge is com-
panies have limited resources to 
achieve all this across large, com-
plex chains, especially given that 
external risks are much harder to 
manage than internal ones.

Douglas Johnson-Poensgen, 
chief executive of Circulor, a sup-
ply chain platform that uses block-
chain to help manufacturers track 
components from mine to finished 
product, says: “The technology can 
reach every tier. The difficulty is 
engaging each tier with all the chal-
lenges of due diligence, audit and 
monitoring of suppliers. 

“Most large organisations have 
close relationships with tier-one 
suppliers, but until recently a chain 
of custody from source, which 
could be tier six or seven, to con-
sumption has been anathema.

“However, business conduct has 
become a mainstream issue. For 
example, car manufacturers want 
to demonstrate 100 per cent cer-
tainty over provenance of the cobalt 
in their batteries. Mapping technol-
ogy can also do things like measure 
carbon intensity, which is essential 
for showing carbon neutrality.”

Showing the blockchain data in 
a user-friendly dashboard ena-
bles users to spot supply chain 
anomalies quickly, adds Mr 
Johnson-Poensgen.

“Blockchain has found its niche 
in supply chains,” he says. “It lends 
itself to a system that can exchange 
digital representations of commod-
ities, in our case. Another example 
is tracking containers and linking 
that information to trade finance.

“[Systems like this] will become 
the way supply chains work. If you 
want a route to car manufacturers, 
you will have to play by those rules. 
It‘s relatively new technology, but 
manufacturers have been surpris-
ingly engaged in the process. It 
bodes well.” 
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DROPSHIPPING CAN ALLEVIATE MANY WAREHOUSING CHALLENGES

Biggest issues for warehouse/distribution centre professionals  

are launching to help them map, 
visualise and track their supply 
chains across tiers globally.

These solutions enable companies 
to map their supply chains in more 
detail and foster relationships with 

each tier. How many tiers they map 
depends on the risk at each level, 
but the technology means they can 
theoretically go all the way to tier 
20 if necessary.

Companies that are more success-
ful in this area combine this infor-
mation with analytics solutions to 
profile suppliers in each tier, includ-
ing resilience and areas of risk. They 
can address any areas of weakness 
by helping suppliers build resilience 
and/or diversifying supply sources.

Another solution, already in use 
with some major manufacturers, 
improves visibility by identifying 
risk events such as typhoons or 

Inability to attract and retain a 
qualified hourly workforce

Insufficient space for inventory 
and/or operations

Outdated storage, picking or 
material-handling equipment

Inadequate information 
systems support

Inability to attract and retain 
qualified supervision

Obsolete layout

Lack of SKU weight and  
DIM information in system

Lack of higher management support

2017 2018
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Commercial feature

he Department for 
Transport launched its Road 
to Zero Strategy in July 2018 

outlining how the government will 
support the transition to zero-emis-
sion road transport. 

As the UK’s number-one domestic 
parcels carrier, DPD entirely supports 
the objectives of the Road to Zero and 
has been embarking on its own journey 
to reduce carbon emissions for many 
years, against a backdrop of ever-grow-
ing demand for its services, as a result 
of the boom in online shopping.

Since 2012, the number of parcels 
DPD delivers each year has increased 
by 136 per cent.  Its 13,000-strong team 
now delivers 250 million parcels a year 
for thousands of customers, including 
many of the UK’s leading brands, such 
as ASOS, John Lewis and Nike. 

In 2017, DPD launched its Smart 
Urban Delivery Strategy with the aim 
of becoming the UK’s most responsible 
city centre delivery company. Today 
DPD has a fleet of 139 electric vehicles 
(EVs), set to increase to 500 in 2020, 
which will be the largest EV parcel fleet 
in the UK and close to 10 per cent of its 
total van fleet. 

The centre piece of the strategy will 
be a network of all-electric micro-de-
pots in central London, the first of 
which opened last year in the heart 
of Westminster. The 5,000sqft micro-
site acts as a satellite for DPD’s London 
City depot in Southwark. Before the 
new site opened, 3.5-tonne diesel 
vehicles were travelling into central 
London every day from Southwark, 
averaging 614 miles. 

Change isn’t happen-
ing fast enough, so 
we must now start to 
tackle the barriers 
that are slowing the 
Road to Zero

Delivering  
a zero 
emission 
future
DPD sets out its Smart Urban 
Delivery Strategy

DPD’s eight calls to action

National government

1 There needs to be a cohesive industry 
discussion with the Department 

for Transport to establish appropriate 
regulation and best-practice guidance 
to ensure the safe and responsible 
operation of e-cargo bikes.

2 The government needs to 
streamline and remove 

bureaucracy from the registration 
process of alternative fuel, new-to-
market vehicles to improve fleet uptake.

3 OLEV (Office for Low Emission 
Vehicles) should open up the 

plug-in grant schemes to a wider 
range of vehicles.

4 Policymakers must ensure policy 
reflects the current technology 

available and does not regulate in a way 
that is undeliverable because of the speed 
of manufacturer vehicle development.

Local government

5 Local authorities, London 
boroughs, Transport for London 

and other key stakeholders should 
engage final-mile operators to help 
establish micro-depots.

6 Policymakers must make clean 
air, ultra-low emission vehicle 

and zero-emission zone standards 
consistent and not create local 
policies that create uncertainty and 
unnecessary challenges for operators.

The diesel vehicles have been 
replaced by two electric 7.5-tonne 
FUSO eCanters, running daily trunk 
routes between London City and the 
DPD Westminster depot where the 
parcels are then sorted on to final-mile 
electric vehicles. The result is a total 
saving of 45 tonnes of CO² a year and a 
49 per cent reduction in the number of 
miles per parcel.  

While the operation has won awards 
and been lauded as a future model 
for city centre logistics, DPD has been 
frank about the challenges it has faced. 
In October, DPD issued a white paper 
with an eight-point action plan calling 
on vehicle manufacturers, energy pro-
viders, national and local government 
to start working together to create an 
infrastructure that makes large-scale 
EV deployment feasible.

Three main challenges:
Fleet deployment 
While the number of ultra-low emission 
vehicles on UK roads is growing rap-
idly, there remains a significant issue 
around the availability of all-electric 
3.5-tonne commercial vans, the work-
horse of the parcel delivery sector. If 
the government’s ambition for all new 
vans to be zero emission by 2040 is to 
be achieved, these vehicles must come 
to market sooner. 

Manufacturers have focused much 
of their early, and therefore expen-
sive, research and development on 
the larger European left-hand drive 
market, which means UK companies 
are struggling to get hold of the vehi-
cles they need. 

While historically the commercial 
vehicle market has been dominated 
by a small number of traditional 
manufacturers, the new technology 
inherent in EVs has meant there has 
been a recent shift towards startup 
companies developing small and 
micro-vehicles for final-mile delivery.

For example, DPD has partnered 
with Oxford-based manufacturer EAV 
to create a British-built e-cargo bike, 
the P1. The bio-mechanical hybrid 
electric-assisted pedal bikes have 
a range of 60 miles and with a 120kg 
payload can cover 100 parcel stops in 
a day and then be recharged using a 
normal 13amp, 240v plug socket.

Regulators often find it difficult to 
keep up with innovation and these 
new vehicle types challenge the norm. 

As such they present issues for regu-
lators and government agencies. The 
registration of the DPD Paxsters, inno-
vative mini-EVs from Norway, was an 
incredibly arduous process. If the gov-
ernment is going to achieve its Road to 
Zero ambition, it must find a way to 
speed up the registration process of 
small-batch vehicles for use in the UK.

Working together
The Transport for London (TfL) Freight 
and Servicing Action Plan, launched 
in March, contains a number of high-
level objectives and actions, but these 
require fleshing out and further detail 
to be added to understand how they 
can be delivered.  

TfL now needs to engage with London 
boroughs that play a role in delivering 
the plan, in conjunction with localised 
transport and planning initiatives.

Warehouse and distribution space
All too often we see warehouse and 
distribution property being pushed 
out of city centres, affecting pro-
ductivity and increasing van mileage. 
This is because longer stem mileage 
decreases the number of parcels a 
van and driver can deliver each day, 
therefore increasing the number of 
vans required.

Property prices continue to 
increase, vacancy rates remain low 
and residential housing demand con-
tinues to grow. This contributes to 
the erosion of warehousing stock and 
puts pressure on property develop-
ers’ yields. 

As the price of land increases, mul-
tilevel floor warehousing is becoming 
the only solution for industrial prop-
erty developers to make feasible cases 
for redevelopment of city centre 

locations. The planning process 
needs to consider these demands and 
smooth the planning process where 
possible for these complex sites.

Decarbonisation of transport fleets 
is challenging, both operationally and 
financially. It isn’t just about switch-
ing to EVs, it is about designing totally 
different business models and pro-
cesses. But it also about having the 
right infrastructure and environment 
in which to thrive.  

There are a number of compa-
nies like DPD who have already made 
large financial commitments to pur-
chase commercial electric vehicles 
and change the way they work to help 
reduce emissions and congestion for 
the benefit of society. But change isn’t 
happening fast enough, so we must 
now start to tackle the barriers that 
are slowing the Road to Zero.

T

Manufacturers

7 Manufacturers need to increase 
the supply of economically 

viable right-hand drive 3.5-tonne 
electric vehicles to the UK market.

8 Vehicle-makers must continue 
to support innovations that will 

help enable the government’s Road 
to Zero vision.

For more information please visit 
www.dpd.co.uk

DPD’s award 
winning, 
all-electric 
Westminster 
micro-depot

Map your supply 
chain from first 
tier to last

V I S I B I L I T Y

https://www.dpd.co.uk/pdf/DPD_-_Delivering%20a%20zero%20emission%20future.pdf
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Visibility is no longer a nice 
to have, but a foundational 
capability to remain competitive

Peerless Research/Logistics Management 2019

Companies have 
a woeful lack of 
visibility over 
their supply 
chains, despite 
the increasing 
availability of 
technology that  
can help

s globalisation increases, 
supply chains of large 
companies have prolif-

erated and scattered across the 
globe. Many large firms now have 
up to 20 tiers contributing to their 
end products. This increases the 
risk that one weak link in the chain 
can disrupt supply with major 
consequences. 

But research by Deloitte has 
shown that two in three procure-
ment leaders have limited or no vis-
ibility beyond tier one of their sup-
ply chain and several other studies 
show similar results or worse. 

According to the 2018 Business 
Continuity Institute (BCI) Supply 
Chain Resilience Report, 14 per 
cent of disruptions cost companies 
more than $1 million. Lack of vis-
ibility into the supply chain also 
often impacts reputation, logis-
tics and can cause costly over or 
understocking. 

Visibility of sub-tiers brings 
opportunities too. For example, 
technology that tracks suppli-
ers in real time can help retailers 

supply products to customers more 
quickly, and improve their cor-
porate and social responsibility 
credentials.

Jolyon Austin, partner at EY, 
says: “Visibility is no longer a nice 
to have, but a foundational capa-
bility to remain competitive. 
Visualisation and mapping help 
companies see new strategic oppor-
tunities and ways to improve per-
formance in the supply chain.”

Mr Austin says one reason for poor 
visibility is that knowledge about 
supply chain tiers often sits with 
individuals and is not institution-
alised. But burgeoning pressures 
on service, cost and inventory, and 
the accelerating pace of operations, 
increase the need for companies to 
visualise supply chains at strategic, 
tactical and operational levels. 

“This is enabled by increas-
ingly capable technology,” he says. 
“Blockchain [digital ledger technol-
ogy] is hyped and will find its place. 
But we also see an increasing prev-
alence of so-called control towers 
[central hubs that provide a global 
view of the supply chain] in global 
freight, logistics and planning.”

According to the BCI report, 52 
per cent of reported supply chain 
disruptions were in tier one, 23 per 
cent in tier two, 11 per cent in tier 
three or lower, while an alarming 
30 per cent of respondents did not 
identify the disruption source. This 
means that anything between 34 
per cent and 64 per cent of disrup-
tions could be in tier two or lower.

So far, the three main types of 
software that companies use to 
track supply chain incidents are 
spreadsheets, business continu-
ity software and financial solvency 
models. But a plethora of new soft-
ware solutions, including control 
towers and blockchain platforms, 

terrorist attacks every hour. It then 
classifies and geo-positions the 
event, superimposes it on their sub-
scriber’s global supply chain map 
and alerts them.

Another big challenge is com-
panies have limited resources to 
achieve all this across large, com-
plex chains, especially given that 
external risks are much harder to 
manage than internal ones.

Douglas Johnson-Poensgen, 
chief executive of Circulor, a sup-
ply chain platform that uses block-
chain to help manufacturers track 
components from mine to finished 
product, says: “The technology can 
reach every tier. The difficulty is 
engaging each tier with all the chal-
lenges of due diligence, audit and 
monitoring of suppliers. 

“Most large organisations have 
close relationships with tier-one 
suppliers, but until recently a chain 
of custody from source, which 
could be tier six or seven, to con-
sumption has been anathema.

“However, business conduct has 
become a mainstream issue. For 
example, car manufacturers want 
to demonstrate 100 per cent cer-
tainty over provenance of the cobalt 
in their batteries. Mapping technol-
ogy can also do things like measure 
carbon intensity, which is essential 
for showing carbon neutrality.”

Showing the blockchain data in 
a user-friendly dashboard ena-
bles users to spot supply chain 
anomalies quickly, adds Mr 
Johnson-Poensgen.

“Blockchain has found its niche 
in supply chains,” he says. “It lends 
itself to a system that can exchange 
digital representations of commod-
ities, in our case. Another example 
is tracking containers and linking 
that information to trade finance.

“[Systems like this] will become 
the way supply chains work. If you 
want a route to car manufacturers, 
you will have to play by those rules. 
It‘s relatively new technology, but 
manufacturers have been surpris-
ingly engaged in the process. It 
bodes well.” 
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DROPSHIPPING CAN ALLEVIATE MANY WAREHOUSING CHALLENGES

Biggest issues for warehouse/distribution centre professionals  

are launching to help them map, 
visualise and track their supply 
chains across tiers globally.

These solutions enable companies 
to map their supply chains in more 
detail and foster relationships with 

each tier. How many tiers they map 
depends on the risk at each level, 
but the technology means they can 
theoretically go all the way to tier 
20 if necessary.

Companies that are more success-
ful in this area combine this infor-
mation with analytics solutions to 
profile suppliers in each tier, includ-
ing resilience and areas of risk. They 
can address any areas of weakness 
by helping suppliers build resilience 
and/or diversifying supply sources.

Another solution, already in use 
with some major manufacturers, 
improves visibility by identifying 
risk events such as typhoons or 

Inability to attract and retain a 
qualified hourly workforce

Insufficient space for inventory 
and/or operations

Outdated storage, picking or 
material-handling equipment

Inadequate information 
systems support

Inability to attract and retain 
qualified supervision

Obsolete layout

Lack of SKU weight and  
DIM information in system

Lack of higher management support
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Commercial feature

he Department for 
Transport launched its Road 
to Zero Strategy in July 2018 

outlining how the government will 
support the transition to zero-emis-
sion road transport. 

As the UK’s number-one domestic 
parcels carrier, DPD entirely supports 
the objectives of the Road to Zero and 
has been embarking on its own journey 
to reduce carbon emissions for many 
years, against a backdrop of ever-grow-
ing demand for its services, as a result 
of the boom in online shopping.

Since 2012, the number of parcels 
DPD delivers each year has increased 
by 136 per cent.  Its 13,000-strong team 
now delivers 250 million parcels a year 
for thousands of customers, including 
many of the UK’s leading brands, such 
as ASOS, John Lewis and Nike. 

In 2017, DPD launched its Smart 
Urban Delivery Strategy with the aim 
of becoming the UK’s most responsible 
city centre delivery company. Today 
DPD has a fleet of 139 electric vehicles 
(EVs), set to increase to 500 in 2020, 
which will be the largest EV parcel fleet 
in the UK and close to 10 per cent of its 
total van fleet. 

The centre piece of the strategy will 
be a network of all-electric micro-de-
pots in central London, the first of 
which opened last year in the heart 
of Westminster. The 5,000sqft micro-
site acts as a satellite for DPD’s London 
City depot in Southwark. Before the 
new site opened, 3.5-tonne diesel 
vehicles were travelling into central 
London every day from Southwark, 
averaging 614 miles. 

Change isn’t happen-
ing fast enough, so 
we must now start to 
tackle the barriers 
that are slowing the 
Road to Zero

Delivering  
a zero 
emission 
future
DPD sets out its Smart Urban 
Delivery Strategy

DPD’s eight calls to action

National government

1 There needs to be a cohesive industry 
discussion with the Department 

for Transport to establish appropriate 
regulation and best-practice guidance 
to ensure the safe and responsible 
operation of e-cargo bikes.

2 The government needs to 
streamline and remove 

bureaucracy from the registration 
process of alternative fuel, new-to-
market vehicles to improve fleet uptake.

3 OLEV (Office for Low Emission 
Vehicles) should open up the 

plug-in grant schemes to a wider 
range of vehicles.

4 Policymakers must ensure policy 
reflects the current technology 

available and does not regulate in a way 
that is undeliverable because of the speed 
of manufacturer vehicle development.

Local government

5 Local authorities, London 
boroughs, Transport for London 

and other key stakeholders should 
engage final-mile operators to help 
establish micro-depots.

6 Policymakers must make clean 
air, ultra-low emission vehicle 

and zero-emission zone standards 
consistent and not create local 
policies that create uncertainty and 
unnecessary challenges for operators.

The diesel vehicles have been 
replaced by two electric 7.5-tonne 
FUSO eCanters, running daily trunk 
routes between London City and the 
DPD Westminster depot where the 
parcels are then sorted on to final-mile 
electric vehicles. The result is a total 
saving of 45 tonnes of CO² a year and a 
49 per cent reduction in the number of 
miles per parcel.  

While the operation has won awards 
and been lauded as a future model 
for city centre logistics, DPD has been 
frank about the challenges it has faced. 
In October, DPD issued a white paper 
with an eight-point action plan calling 
on vehicle manufacturers, energy pro-
viders, national and local government 
to start working together to create an 
infrastructure that makes large-scale 
EV deployment feasible.

Three main challenges:
Fleet deployment 
While the number of ultra-low emission 
vehicles on UK roads is growing rap-
idly, there remains a significant issue 
around the availability of all-electric 
3.5-tonne commercial vans, the work-
horse of the parcel delivery sector. If 
the government’s ambition for all new 
vans to be zero emission by 2040 is to 
be achieved, these vehicles must come 
to market sooner. 

Manufacturers have focused much 
of their early, and therefore expen-
sive, research and development on 
the larger European left-hand drive 
market, which means UK companies 
are struggling to get hold of the vehi-
cles they need. 

While historically the commercial 
vehicle market has been dominated 
by a small number of traditional 
manufacturers, the new technology 
inherent in EVs has meant there has 
been a recent shift towards startup 
companies developing small and 
micro-vehicles for final-mile delivery.

For example, DPD has partnered 
with Oxford-based manufacturer EAV 
to create a British-built e-cargo bike, 
the P1. The bio-mechanical hybrid 
electric-assisted pedal bikes have 
a range of 60 miles and with a 120kg 
payload can cover 100 parcel stops in 
a day and then be recharged using a 
normal 13amp, 240v plug socket.

Regulators often find it difficult to 
keep up with innovation and these 
new vehicle types challenge the norm. 

As such they present issues for regu-
lators and government agencies. The 
registration of the DPD Paxsters, inno-
vative mini-EVs from Norway, was an 
incredibly arduous process. If the gov-
ernment is going to achieve its Road to 
Zero ambition, it must find a way to 
speed up the registration process of 
small-batch vehicles for use in the UK.

Working together
The Transport for London (TfL) Freight 
and Servicing Action Plan, launched 
in March, contains a number of high-
level objectives and actions, but these 
require fleshing out and further detail 
to be added to understand how they 
can be delivered.  

TfL now needs to engage with London 
boroughs that play a role in delivering 
the plan, in conjunction with localised 
transport and planning initiatives.

Warehouse and distribution space
All too often we see warehouse and 
distribution property being pushed 
out of city centres, affecting pro-
ductivity and increasing van mileage. 
This is because longer stem mileage 
decreases the number of parcels a 
van and driver can deliver each day, 
therefore increasing the number of 
vans required.

Property prices continue to 
increase, vacancy rates remain low 
and residential housing demand con-
tinues to grow. This contributes to 
the erosion of warehousing stock and 
puts pressure on property develop-
ers’ yields. 

As the price of land increases, mul-
tilevel floor warehousing is becoming 
the only solution for industrial prop-
erty developers to make feasible cases 
for redevelopment of city centre 

locations. The planning process 
needs to consider these demands and 
smooth the planning process where 
possible for these complex sites.

Decarbonisation of transport fleets 
is challenging, both operationally and 
financially. It isn’t just about switch-
ing to EVs, it is about designing totally 
different business models and pro-
cesses. But it also about having the 
right infrastructure and environment 
in which to thrive.  

There are a number of compa-
nies like DPD who have already made 
large financial commitments to pur-
chase commercial electric vehicles 
and change the way they work to help 
reduce emissions and congestion for 
the benefit of society. But change isn’t 
happening fast enough, so we must 
now start to tackle the barriers that 
are slowing the Road to Zero.

T

Manufacturers

7 Manufacturers need to increase 
the supply of economically 

viable right-hand drive 3.5-tonne 
electric vehicles to the UK market.

8 Vehicle-makers must continue 
to support innovations that will 

help enable the government’s Road 
to Zero vision.

For more information please visit 
www.dpd.co.uk

DPD’s award 
winning, 
all-electric 
Westminster 
micro-depot

Map your supply 
chain from first 
tier to last
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ith so many challenges 
and uncertainties fac-
ing business right now, 

innovation can often become the 
poor relative, lacking attention 
and flung to the bottom of the 
pile. These days it seems there is 
never a quiet time to pause and 
reflect, to find space to under-
stand the bigger picture. 

But companies risk falling 
behind their competitors if they 
don’t, so this wider view should 
always be switched on, embed-
ded in the day to day, because 
this is where true innovation 
comes from.

According to the recent global  
survey Elevating Supply Chain 
Digital Consciousness, by US sup-
ply chain trade association MHI 
and Deloitte, a digital mindset 
is on the rise and 95 per cent of 
companies surveyed said they are 
upping their digital investment. 

These changes are taking on 
a force of their own as trans-
formation feels faster, more 
dynamic and more impactful. 
Blockchain and artificial intelli-
gence, for example, are no longer 
the future, but are technologies 
that are being implemented, 
right here, right now and are fast 
becoming the norm.

Innovation is not just about 
new, shiny technology, how-
ever; it’s much more than that. 
In our 2019 CIPS/Hays Procure-
ment Salary Guide and Insights  
report, relationship manage-
ment was one of the key skills 
identified as being important 
when hiring senior employees. 
These highly experienced pro-
fessionals have the ability to 
develop sophisticated networks, 
source new ideas and, of course, 
advance innovative solutions to 
business problems.

Add collaboration to the mix 
and businesses cannot be run 
efficiently without cross-de-
partmental working, gaining 
the perspectives of key deci-
sion-makers, and without exter-
nal collaboration whether with 
key advisers or suppliers. Hav-
ing closer relationships with 
suppliers can be powerful and 
motivating, whether a supplier 
is bigger than your company or 
is just starting out. 

In the hustle and bustle of a 
working day, it is not always 

easy to see things from a differ-
ent stance, but your suppliers 
can often zone into new ways of 
working, so regular, open and 
transparent meetings are val-
uable. You need to enable your 
suppliers to bring forward the 
best innovations with a focus on 
achieving the outcome you are 
seeking, and avoiding the tradi-
tional rigid approach of specify-
ing the inputs, and how you will 
achieve these.

Agile small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) are one 
thing, but having an agile mind-
set in business means innovative 
solutions can be brought to the 
table, agreed and implemented 
more quickly, without commit-
tees and reams of process to get 
through first. Agility offers a 
competitive advantage in the 
marketplace and, as the general 
speed of business gathers pace, 
companies need to keep up.

Being innovative also means 
challenging the status quo and 
to keep challenging it. If your 
business only deals with larger 
suppliers, because they are per-
ceived to have the appropriate 
access to resources and large-
scale operations, look again. 

There are many ways of bring-
ing SMEs into the fold and 
creativity to the table. Open 
innovation platforms or con-
tract-finder websites have ena-
bled SMEs to not only bid for 
work, but contribute more 
effectively to these creative 
discussions. Look for supplier 

diversity guides, such as the col-
laborative work CIPS completed 
with MSDUK, to demonstrate 
how supply chains can be trans-
formed by inclusive approaches 
and increased diversity. 

The State of Innovation report 
from Unilever Foundry pre-
dicted that within a few years a 
significant number of large cor-
porations will be collaborating 
with SMEs on a regular basis. 
This signals a big shift in busi-
ness thinking and offers a blue-
print for the future of commerce 
we must take notice of.

The key to innovation is to be 
swift of foot, constantly question 
and challenge the way things 
have always been done. Only 
then will businesses unlock the 
value of agility and innovation 
in their supply chains, encour-
aging growth and success. 

‘Be swift of foot, constantly 
question and challenge  

the way things have  
always been done’

W

O P I N I O N

Malcolm Harris
Chief executive
Chartered Institute of  
Procurement and Supply (CIPS)

ne of the biggest issues fac-
ing the supply chain sector, 
which threatens innova-

tion, is lack of talent. According to 
recruitment firm Michael Page, the 
number of adverts targeting procure-
ment and supply chain professionals 
is 219 per cent higher than the UK 
average, but these roles attract far 
fewer candidates. 

Supply chain talent shortage is 
being compounded by an ageing 
workforce. A UK Commission for 
Employment and Skills study found 
just 9 per cent of those working in 
supply chain and logistics are aged 25 

Lack of awareness, diversity issues and 
working patterns are contributing factors 
holding the supply chain industry back in 
employee recruitment and retention

People: 
supply chain’s 
missing link

or under, while 45 per cent are over 45.
Brexit is also likely to have an 

impact, says Lewis Richards, direc-
tor of WR Logistics, both by reducing 
the supply of European Union profes-
sionals in the sector and increasing 
demand for workers. “Our own com-
pany data has shown a 183 per cent 
rise in demand year on year,” he says. 

It’s no surprise then that a separate 
study by law firm Weightmans found 
25 per cent of managers in supply 
chain, shipping, receiving and trans-
portation roles, across multiple sec-
tors, highlight the supply chain talent 
shortage as a key future issue.

There are a number of reasons 
behind the supply chain talent short-
age, but a recurring concern is lack of 
awareness of the profession among 
younger people. 

“School curriculums do not include 
anything around the supply chain 
at either GCSE level or A level,” says 
John Perry, managing director of 
supply chain and logistics consul-
tancy SCALA. “The result of this is 
few school-leavers have ambitions to 
become supply chain professionals 
and only a limited number will move 
on to college or university to study 
the subject.” 

Lindsay   Bridges, senior vice pres-
ident of human resources, UK and 
Ireland, at DHL Supply Chain, con-
cedes that the sector has an image 
problem. “There is a perception that 
supply chain is just packing in ware-
houses,” she says. 

“But there are so many more 
aspects to supply chain management 
than that. We employ light-vehicle 
maintenance technicians, HR and 
finance specialists, engineers and 
we have recently taken on our first 
robotics apprentice. The industry is 
changing and it’s creating new and 
varied opportunities.”

But Andrew Forrest, principal 

associate at law firm Weightmans, 
believes more needs to be done to 
sell the sector to younger work-
ers. “Working in a stimulating, 
fast-paced environment and being 
involved in every phase of a prod-
uct’s life cycle, from acquisition to 
distribution, allocation to delivery, 
can be marketed as an attractive 
environment to form a launchpad 
into the industry,” says Mr Forrest. 

Employers also need to engage 
early with young people through 
either apprenticeships or graduate 
recruitment programmes, he adds, 
to help them land the best talent. 

Organisations need to do more 
to attract staff on a personal level, 
says Beth Morgan, founder and chief 
executive of boom!, a global commu-
nity which aims to help women into 
the supply chain industry, arguing 
businesses need to go beyond offer-
ing a good salary and benefits to 
stress the potential for a dynamic 
career path.

“Companies that can offer flexible 
working conditions are also more 
likely to appeal to younger genera-
tions turned off by the more tradi-
tional nine to five, especially men 
and women with young families,” 
she adds. 

There are other groups that can 
be engaged to help address the sup-
ply chain talent shortage. Gudrun 
Sander, adjunct professor of business 
administration, with an emphasis on 
diversity management, at the Uni-
versity of St. Gallen in Switzerland, 
points out that the vast majority of 
people working in logistics are men. 

“For the more qualified logistic jobs, 
companies should work on an inclu-
sive culture, equal opportunities and 
career development programmes for 
women to use the window of opportu-
nity to fill the pipeline with qualified 
women for future positions,” he says.

Rob Bales, operating director at 
Michael Page Procurement and Sup-

ply Chain, highlights other groups 
that can be overlooked. “Return-

ing mothers have traditionally 
been a group of professionals 
that many businesses lose 
and are never able to bring 
back into their teams, mean-
ing that they will miss out on a 
wealth of experience,” says Mr 
Bales. “These professionals 
represent a huge opportunity 
to access untapped talent.” 

Similarly, those returning 
from career breaks, perhaps 

as a result of mental health 
issues or simply wanting to take 

time out, can offer firms highly expe-
rienced professionals who can return 
to work reinvigorated. 

The situation is being compounded 
by the need for new skills in areas 
such as artificial intelligence (AI), 
automation and digital. “With tech-
nology now capable of analysing what 
has happened and advising on how to 
react in response, the most important 
thing for a business is putting sup-
ply chain managers in place who are 
able to analyse and understand the 
exponential datapoints that are now 
available,” says Wayne Snyder, head 
of retail strategy at JDA.

But this, and other emerging areas, 
can also be useful in attracting peo-
ple to the sector, which can help 
overcome the supply chain talent 
shortage, says Claire Hickling, head 
of HR at Advanced Supply Chain 
Group. “Topics such as sustainability, 
Britain’s EU membership and trading 
agreements, social media, technol-
ogy like 5G, the internet of things and 
AI are all covered by supply chain 
management and require people with 
talent in these areas,” she says. 

“Supply chains are about much 
more than just moving items from 
A to B and we need to tell this to the 
talent of today and tomorrow. This 
will help overcome common percep-
tions that working in the sector isn’t 
interesting or rewarding and attract 
future generations of talent.”  

Nick Martindale

O
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Social media commerce is one of the biggest trends to impact 
ecommerce. Shopping on social media will see 34% of 

consumers buying more on impulse. Great news for retailers.
 

But, as they buy more, a fifth of online shoppers will return 
more to retailers. This doesn’t need to dilute your margins.
 Innovative reverse logistics can drive efficiencies, optimise 

stock management and maximise sales availability.
 

Better still, innovative returns keep your customers happy.
 

We will put returns at the top of your tree 
to create competitive advantage.

Data according to research of 2,000 online shoppers commissioned 
by Advance Supply Chain Group in October 2019.

Are customer 
returns top

of your tree?

TOP PROCUREMENT SKILLS IN DEMAND

Survey of employers looking for senior professional-level roles within 
procurement and supply chains, such as procurement managers,  
purchasing managers and heads of logistics  

Supplier relationship/management

Supply evaluation and appraisal

Negotiation

Tendering

Communication/soft skills

CIPS/Hays 2019

72%

71%

71%

70%

67%

https://supplychainjobs.dhl.com/jobs/
https://www.advancedsupplychain.com/latest/report-the-social-media-commerce-survey/
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the perspectives of key deci-
sion-makers, and without exter-
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key advisers or suppliers. Hav-
ing closer relationships with 
suppliers can be powerful and 
motivating, whether a supplier 
is bigger than your company or 
is just starting out. 

In the hustle and bustle of a 
working day, it is not always 

easy to see things from a differ-
ent stance, but your suppliers 
can often zone into new ways of 
working, so regular, open and 
transparent meetings are val-
uable. You need to enable your 
suppliers to bring forward the 
best innovations with a focus on 
achieving the outcome you are 
seeking, and avoiding the tradi-
tional rigid approach of specify-
ing the inputs, and how you will 
achieve these.

Agile small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) are one 
thing, but having an agile mind-
set in business means innovative 
solutions can be brought to the 
table, agreed and implemented 
more quickly, without commit-
tees and reams of process to get 
through first. Agility offers a 
competitive advantage in the 
marketplace and, as the general 
speed of business gathers pace, 
companies need to keep up.

Being innovative also means 
challenging the status quo and 
to keep challenging it. If your 
business only deals with larger 
suppliers, because they are per-
ceived to have the appropriate 
access to resources and large-
scale operations, look again. 

There are many ways of bring-
ing SMEs into the fold and 
creativity to the table. Open 
innovation platforms or con-
tract-finder websites have ena-
bled SMEs to not only bid for 
work, but contribute more 
effectively to these creative 
discussions. Look for supplier 

diversity guides, such as the col-
laborative work CIPS completed 
with MSDUK, to demonstrate 
how supply chains can be trans-
formed by inclusive approaches 
and increased diversity. 

The State of Innovation report 
from Unilever Foundry pre-
dicted that within a few years a 
significant number of large cor-
porations will be collaborating 
with SMEs on a regular basis. 
This signals a big shift in busi-
ness thinking and offers a blue-
print for the future of commerce 
we must take notice of.

The key to innovation is to be 
swift of foot, constantly question 
and challenge the way things 
have always been done. Only 
then will businesses unlock the 
value of agility and innovation 
in their supply chains, encour-
aging growth and success. 
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