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FORWARDERS and shippers are 
waiting for a sudden spike in 
rates and capacity across all 
modes, once production in 
China finally ramps up again. 

Following the spread of 
coronavirus and the extended 
Chinese new year holiday, both 
shipping lines and airlines have 
cancelled services over lack of 
demand. But in mid-February, 
the Chinese government said 
factories would reopen, and 
goods are expected to be ready 
for export by the end of this 
month. 

However, with the spring/
summer retail season launches 
needing to be in the shops by 
Easter, just six weeks away by 
then, and much belly capacity 

out of China offline now until at 
least April, rates, both in air and 
sea, are expected to soar. 

One forwarder 
said he expected air 
freight rates out of 
China to rise to 
US$4 to $5 per kilo, 
up from the $2 he 
would expect at this 
time of year. Other 
forwarders 
suggested the rate 
increase could be as 
high as 300 to 400 
per cent. Either 
way, said the 
forwarder, shippers 
would be likely to opt for sea-air 
instead, which would allow 
them to get their goods to 

market fast enough, but at a 
cost of just $2.80 or so per kilo. 

Favoured transit hubs look set 
to be Singapore and 
Dubai, where air 
freight prices tend 
to be steadier than 
in other parts of 
Asia. 

While many 
sources have 
suggested that the 
disruption caused 
by the virus could 
cause irreparable 
harm to carriers, 
both in air and sea, 

some said the timing, 
over the lunar holiday, was 
handy.  

“Ocean freight is using the 

excuse of the virus to blank 
sailings, but some don’t actually 
have the vessels as they are in 
the yards awaiting scrubber 
fitting. Airlines couldn’t wait to 
cancel over Chinese new year 
anyway, so in some ways it was 
good timing.” 

However, one sea freight 
expert said: “That’s right to a 
very limited extent, but the 
shipping lines have chartered-in 
to replace the scrubber 
installations, and they can’t 
even half-fill the others. 
Eventually they will get some of 
the losses back as rates spike 
when the all-clear is given, but 
in the meantime some of them 
are at risk if it goes on much 
longer.” 

Chinese production restarts following the spread of coronavirus and the extended Chinese new year 
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THE coronavirus crisis has 
caused a reefer box 
bottleneck, with carriers 
warning of surcharges and 
diverted cargo, while 
shippers have urged lines to 
ensure there are available 
reefer plugs at destination. 

Lack of movement in 
China has led to congestion 
at marine terminals, with 
perishables particularly 
affected. 

APL said: “Terminal 
operations and pick-up of 
inbound containers in China 
has been slow. 
Consequently, most reefer 
plugs at the yards 
of all container 
terminals in 
Shanghai and 
Tianjin are 
already 
occupied.” 

The carrier 
said reefer 
boxes awaiting 
pick-up at 
container 
terminals in 
Shanghai may 
be temporarily 
stored and 
plugged in on 
board a vessel 
alongside, while 
others in transit 
to Shanghai or 
Tianjin might be 
re-routed for 
transhipment. 

According to 
Zim, in addition 
to Shanghai, 
there is also a 
reefer plug shortage at 
Ningbo and Xingang, which 
has already forced the carrier 
to divert cargo from these 
ports. 

“In order to cover the 
additional cost of re-routing 
the cargo, Zim will apply a 
congestion surcharge of 
$1,000 per container for all 
reefer shipments arriving 
into Shanghai, Ningbo and 
Xingan,” Zim said. 

Maersk issued a similar 
warning to customers that it 
had diverted cargo after yard 
densities reached “critical 
levels” with no reefer plugs 
available. The line has also 

implemented a $1,000 
surcharge for “all reefer 
cargo arriving into Shanghai 
and Xingang to cover the 
additional cost of re-
routing”. 

“We recommend 
customers, when possible, 
to ship to other Chinese 
destinations or other 
markets in order to avoid 
the congested ports,” 
advised Maersk, noting this 
applied in particular to 
time-sensitive cargo, such 
as fruit, vegetables and 
frozen meat. 

The US Agriculture 
Transportation 

Coalition 
appealed to 
carriers not to 
impose extra 
detention 
charges, both in 
the US and 
China, saying it 
was its “highest 
priority”. 

“We are 
working with 
ocean carriers 
urging them to 
refrain from 
charging 
demurrage and 
detention 
charges for 
containers that 
are stuck on a 
terminal in 
China, beyond 
the 'free time' 
typically 
provided.” 
It added that the 

freight "back-up in China 
extends all the way to this 
side of the Pacific ocean. 
Our members, the US 
agriculture and forest 
products exporters, are 
finding cargo getting 'stuck' 
at inland origin points, at rail 
ramps, at truck yards, at 
refrigerated warehouses and 
at the marine terminals here 
at the US ports. Thus we are 
urging carriers to refrain 
from penalising our 
exporters (via demurrage 
and detention charges) for 
such delays.” 

Dream Xu, general 
manager of Worldwide 

Logistics Group, said the 
reefer congestion was due 
to a lack of truck drivers 
available to move cargo 
through Chinese 
terminals. 

“Most of the 
reefer 
containers were 
overstocked at 
the terminals, 
which resulted 
in the lack of 
cold containers 
for customers to 
use. Both 
Yangshan and 
Waigaoqiao 
ports [in 
Shanghai] are 
overstocked 
with a large 
number of 
reefer boxes, 
and the terminal 
is short of available plugs at 
the moment.” 

He added: “Due to the 
shortage of labour, the 
ability of warehouses to 
receive and send goods is 
also greatly reduced. 

“The reefer bottleneck in 
China will likely impact the 
supply of reefers available 
for export, as well as for 

perishable trades 
elsewhere in 
Asia”, he added. 

Asian media 
reported rotting 
fruit and 
vegetables on 
China’s border 
with Vietnam. 

Walter Binh, 
operations 
manager at 
Haiphong-based 
T&M Forwarding 
said delivery and 
customs 
clearance times 
were taking 
longer due to 
“strict medical 

quarantine” at 
border points, which had 
impacted bilateral trade. 

“Fresh fruit and vegetables 
will have suffered the most 
damage, because they 
cannot be preserved for 
long, while long-term closure 

of the border will have spill 
over effects on domestic 
agricultural and fishery 
production,” he noted. The 
Agriculture Transportation 
Coalition added: “One of the 
first messages we sent to our 
protein exporters was to be 
aware of the lack of 
additional capacity at China's 
marine terminals for 
refrigerated containers. In 
short, the plugs were fully 

utilised, with no more 
available for additional 
temperature-controlled 
containers.  

“We continue to urge our 
exporters to confirm with 
their ocean carriers at the 
very outset, before loading 
containers on trucks or rail 
destined for our seaports, 
that once arriving at China 
ports, that the container will 
be able to transit to the 
ultimate customer in China. 
For instance, before 
removing protein from 
refrigerated warehouses, the 
US exporter should get a 
commitment from their 
ocean carrier that there will 
be available reefer plugs at 
the destination port.” 

Rot sets in over shortage of 
reefers and plugs

"We 
recommend 
customers, 

when 
possible, to 

ship to other 
Chinese 

destinations 
or other 
markets 

in order to 
avoid the 
congested 

ports"

The coronavirus crisis has caused a reefer box bottleneck, with 
carriers warning of surcharges and diverted cargo

"Due to the 
shortage of 
labour, the 
ability of 

warehouses 
to receive 
and send 
goods is 

also greatly 
reduced."
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SHARE Logistics, the Dutch 
forwarder, is on the up. A 
Rotterdam-based maritime 
forwarder when it launched 
in 2008, it moved into air 
freight, opening an 
Amsterdam office for air 
cargo seven years ago, now 
populated by 34 staff. Share 
Logistics Group now has 29 
offices globally, with 260 
staff.

But its most recent 
development is the opening 
of a new airfreight logistics 
centre at Schiphol airport, 
says Bert Westland, director 
airfreight.

“It took a long while to find 
the right building. It was 
designed for another 
company but they couldn’t 
get the agreement past their 
shareholders. So we stepped 
in and had the opportunity to 
change it to our 
requirements. There are two 
docks, four overhead doors, 
freezer facilities, CCTV, high 
safety and security standards, 
it’s got AEO status, and is 
bonded. 

“Our 1,000 sq m building is 
unique – it can be divided 
into sections. The first 
section is for perishables, 

with cold storage rooms and 
a freezer to host the 
shipments of our air 
perishable team managed by 
Willi Hoogeboom. The 
middle two sections are for 
cross-docking, the fourth 
section for spare parts. We 
have the chance to build 
another 
warehouse.  We 
also have 
30,000sq ft in 
Rotterdam, so 
we can give the 
clients lots of 
options.

“We are really 
flexible and 
open seven days 
a week. We 
have high 
capacity forklifts 
that can move 
2,500 kgs which 
have I-forks, so 
the cargo is 
weighed and 
amounts sent 
straight to our 
operational system.”

The building has enabled 
Share Logistics to offer its 
customers more flexibility, 
and not be forced to rely on 
third-parties.

“Now we can do it by 
ourselves and speed up 
processes if necessary. There 
is an opportunity to be more 
of a specialist, and not 
compete in general cargo 
only, and we now have a 
chance to grow. Last year we 
grew 32 per cent, although 

our aim was 25 per 
cent. We have 
the same aim 
this year.”

It’s not just the 
new building 
that sets Share 
Logistics apart. It 
has a unique 
culture, explains 
Westland.

“We like to do 
things in a 
different way, 
and we like new 
ideas. You can 
tell with our new 
building – we’ve 
been talking to 
customers 

throughout the 
whole process, it’s all 
integrated with their needs. 

“We also have our own IT 
team which has developed 
unique software which works 
for our clients. It’s not just 

shipment information, but 
tailormade software 
solutions for individual 
clients.”

In common with many 
forwarders, Share Logistics 
believes its best assets are its 
people – but finding the right 
ones can be difficult. So it 
came up with a new idea.

“We are unique in that we 
take the younger generation 
from school and train them 
ourselves to become 
specialists - it’s a good 
opportunity for young 
people. It’s hard to find good 
people otherwise.

“We see our team as our 
family, and we manage the 
company family-style, we 
take care of each other and 
our staff feels comfortable to 
be part of that.”

That specialist training has 
also enabled the company to 
steer away from being a 
general cargo forwarder. 
Some 75 per cent of its 
business is in niche products 
and verticals, where “we can 
do a good job and add value”, 
explains Westland. 

“We are developing a high 
quality in logistics, but we 
will only do things if we find 
the right people.”

Share works in the 
perishables market, with 
plant cutting imports from 
Africa, and both imports and 
exports of fish, as well as 
greenhouse logistics. It also 
manages ship spares, oil and 
gas and offshore business, as 
well as stage equipment  - for 
bands including some of the 
worlds’ most famous – and 

dangerous goods.
And it started 

pharmaceutical operations 
last year, completing the 
GDP course with WCA. 

“We focus on the very 
complex pharmaceutical and 
healthcare shipments.

“We ship daily blood 
samples for a cancer 
research project from 
Rotterdam hospital to a 
Helsinki research laboratory. 
Samples must arrive within 
36 hours to be useful, from 
door to door.

“We want to 
develop that, 
and there are 
steady growth 
opportunities,” 
believes 
Westland.

The WCA 
membership has 
proved a boon 
to business, he 
adds.

“About eight 
years ago our 
overseas 
network director 
Gervais Iralde 
joined us, and 
convinced us to 
become a WCA 
member. We 
were a bit wary 
of networks, and worked 
with our own agents at the 
time. But then we learned 
about WCA, and it benefits 
us a lot, it gives us good 
world coverage. It also helps 
with finding specialists, so 
it’s a good place for us to 
meet new contacts and get 
new business – it’s a 
win-win.”

One of the key issues last 
year in air freight were the 

freighter capacity cuts at 
Amsterdam  - but Westland 
claims it had some 
advantages for smaller 
businesses in particular.

“For me it was surprising 
that the market was 9 per 
cent down in Amsterdam for 
air cargo, but we were 32 per 
cent up. The big players 
seemed to decline, but niche 
players grew. 

“We definitely noticed the 
lack of freighters. Holland is 
a small country. But it forced 

us to open new 
doors at other 
European 
airports.

“And the big 
players took 
more traffic 
away from 
Amsterdam than 
was necessary, 
which gave us 
an opportunity 
as there was 
some more 
space for smaller 
companies 
available.

“We want as 
many freighters 
as possible of 
course, but it did 
open up the 

market a bit. 
Sometimes you find yourself 
in a tunnel, we were relying 
too much on Amsterdam, but 
there’s no problems with 
being elsewhere. We opened 
an office in Dusseldorf and 
started using Liege. And 
there is a strong desire to 
open up an office in Madrid. 

“Distances in Europe aren’t 
too far, Amsterdam is just 
two days by truck away from 
most of Europe,” he adds. 

Willi Hoogenboom (Air Perishable manager), Gervais Iralde 
(Network manager), Bert Westland (Director airfreight)

"we’ve been 
talking to 
customers 
throughout 
the whole 
process, 

it’s all 
integrated 
with their 

needs"

Share Logistics' most recent 
development is the opening 
of its new airfreight logistics 
centre at Schiphol Airport

"We are 
unique in 

that we take 
the younger 
generation 
from school 

and train 
them 

ourselves 
to become 
specialists"
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Focus ON
e-commerce

The 
lines 

between 
e-commerce 

and traditional retail are 
blurring as ‘omni channel’ 
sales take over from 
bricks-and-mortar growth. 
And those bricks-and mortar 
companies are now seeking 
to join the online trend, and 
fast. 

Shuttering its Coventry 
outlet, Ikea marked the start 
of a raft of store closures in 
the UK – a first for the 
country. While the UK is also 
affected by Brexit, there is 
also the changing face of 
consumerism. E-commerce 
is no longer in its “infancy”. It 
is a fully fledged reality, with 
more than a quarter of all 
sales now conducted online. 

Increasingly, mobile-
commerce, otherwise known 
as “m-comm” is becoming 
more and more dominant as 
people shop via tablets or 
mobile/cell phones.  

While Ikea may be known 
for its simplicity, its online 
supply chain is anything but 
user-friendly. It not only 
charges more than its 
competitors, but it also 
provides longer delivery 
windows. In the instance of 
this writer, on several 
occasions the delivery 
window has been measured 
in weeks, in comparison to 
the delivery window of mere 
hours offered by the likes of 
Amazon. This is what 
consumers have come to 
expect. Ikea is not blind to 
this fact. A spokesperson, as 
quoted by the BBC, 

acknowledged as much, 
stating: “In addition, the 
changing behaviour of 
customers in the area who 
prefer to shop in retail parks 
and online has resulted in 
visitor numbers being 
substantially 
lower than 
expected and 
continuing to 
decrease over 
time.”  

Retail 
research 
director at 
GlobalData, 
Patrick O’Brien, 
told BBC: 
“Things have 
moved on in UK 
retail now, it's all about how 
best to serve the customer, 
and Ikea has had to adapt 
and change the model.”    

Part of that adaptation has 
included the company’s 
December announcement 
that it would be 
implementing Optoro’s 
returns optimisation 
technology across 10 of its 

US distribution 
centres, a 
further 50 retail 
stores and its 
customer 
support centre. 
The furniture 
supplier hopes 
Optoro’s 
platform will 
remove waste 
from its reverse 
supply chain.  
“We’re on a 

mission to become a circular 
business by 2030, and we 
need partners like Optoro 
who can help us achieve our 
goals,” says Ikea’s chief 
sustainability officer in the 
US Javier Quinones. 
“Optoro’s solution will 
enable us to eliminate much 
of the waste created in the 
reverse supply chain, from 
minimising the carbon 
emissions released in return 
shipping to finding the best 
next homes for returned 
items.” 

Returns have become 
significant hurdles for 
e-commerce operators to 
overcome. One report 
suggests that the cost of 
returns on the supply chain 
has hit some US$50 billion 
annually, with suggestions 
that impulse buying 
prompted by social media 
are merely adding to the 
strain. In its Returns White 
Paper Advanced Supply 
Chain Group (ASCG) claims 
selling tools on social media 
platforms encourage 34 per 
cent of consumers to buy on 
impulse. This in turn 
generates a huge number of 
returns, with 63 per cent of 
those buying on impulse 
likely to send their goods 
back.  

ASCG says the obvious 

solution is to simply charge 
for delivery and returns 
services. But this is 
becoming more and more 
unrealistic, especially as 
Amazon’s quest for market 
dominance has seen it offer 
significantly quicker delivery 
times for substantially less, 
and in some cases, at no 
cost. According to ASCG’s 
own survey, 22 per cent of 
shoppers ranked paying for 
returns as the biggest 
frustration experienced 
when shopping online. The 
White Paper promotes its 
own solution: limiting order 
sizes. This would make 
shoppers more considered in 
what they ordered, and 
therefore less likely to return 
items. Not only that, it claims 
45 per cent said an order 
limit would not bother them.  

Like Ikea, Lowe’s is in the 
furniture (but also DIY) retail 
space. And like Ikea it has 
recognised the changing 
demands of consumers. But 
it has perhaps proved more 
susceptible to bending to 
their will. At the tail end of 
2019, it announced that it 
would be pumping more 
than $1.7 billion into 
transforming its supply chain 
over the next five years, with 
a stronger focus on 
accelerating into a “true 
omnichannel ecosystem”, 
according to Marvin Ellison, 
Lowe’s chief executive 
officer.    

“Part of this 
transformation can be 
reflected in our opening of 
two new bulk distribution 
centres and three cross-dock 
terminals this year,” says 
Ellison. “This infrastructure 
improvement will be key to 
Lowes’ transitioning from a 
store-based home delivery 
model to a market-based 
model.”  

Ellison notes that the 
funding is focused on 
addressing “legacy issues” 
within its platform. The 
company’s first step will 
involve improving overall 
stability with a “modernised, 
stable architecture”. This, 
says Ellison, will provide four 
key benefits: an ability to 
separate freight and product 
costs; improved capacity to 
add SKUs and drop-ship 
vendors to expand online 
assortment allowing to 

company to reduce 
onboarding times from 
months to days; 
enhancing capabilities to 
ship certain SKUs requiring 
special handling, like lithium 
ion batteries, cleaning 
supplies, and fire 
extinguishers online; and an 
improved, and simplified 
search and navigation for the 
website with a one-click 
checkout.   

“I think when I look back 
at our initial assessment of 
the business, I would say the 
only thing that we probably 
underestimated the level of 
complexity was the 
e-commerce business,” adds 
Ellison. “When we did our 
analyst and investor 
conference last December, 
we did not have our new 
online president on board, so 
although we spent a lot of 
time dissecting the business 
across multiple channels, the 
e-commerce business was 
still a little bit of a mystery 
for us, and that mystery 
unveiled itself during the 
holiday season when we had 
all the issues, and we’ve 
been digging ever since 
then… we didn’t make any 
bones about the fact that 
this is a company that had 
great potential but it had 
underinvested in supply 
chain, IT, and also leadership 
development.”  

Ikea’s recognition that 
consumer preferences are 
changing and Lowe’s move 
to adapt in the changing 
consumer paradigm speaks 
to e-commerce’s momentum 
in driving this fundamental 
shift in business operations. 
As Frank Verhoeven, chief 
executive of Vos Logistics, 
says, consumers are at the 
vanguard of this change. 
They know they can get 
what they want online, and 
they know this is how they’d 
like to shop. Financial results 

Consumers drive change in retail as e-commerce soars
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are not only evidencing it 
but shouting it. There have 
been clear casualties of the 
digital migration of retail.  

“Consumers are in the 
driving seat, while the 
e-tailers are now in logistics,” 
says Verhoeven. “There are 
new supply chain models, 
and specialist e-fulfilment 
companies are entering the 
market, so logistics service 
providers need to change. 
But at the moment, home 
delivery and returns are still 
under development.”  

And heightened demand 
for online means increased 
pressure on supply chains 
and logistics operators to get 
things right. As such, 
investments are pouring in 
for those that can innovate 
and get ahead of the pack.  

Director of Corten 
Logistics, Sam Yauner,  
told Voice of the 
Independent last year that 
technology moves at a pace, 
which made the speed of 
change an area of significant 
concern for Corten – despite 
its success in the 
e-commerce sphere.   

“Yes, there is a great speed 
of change,” he says. “The 
industry is moving at a 
frantic pace, even main 
players like Amazon have 
been unable to remain the 
front-runner in every aspect 
of the business. Rumours of 

competitors having more 
advanced development of 
their software and systems 
than Amazon prove that 
even as the market leader 
you have to continue to 
innovate at a frightening 
speed.”  

Speaking to Voice of the 
Independent last 
year managing director of 
the WCA’s eCommerce 
network Mirja Nissen said 
the challenge for forwarders 
wishing to break 
into the realm of 
e-commerce 
was not 
“how”, but how 
to get involved 
and ensure 
viable profit 
margins.   

“Especially in 
an environment 
where the 
consumer is 
educated, 
demands real 
time shipment 
updates, and in most cases is 
asking for free 
shipping, while last-mile 
providers are announcing 
rate increases on a yearly 
basis in addition to improved 
surcharges for oversize 
shipments, additional 
handing and residential 
delivery,” said Nissen.    

Nissen says forwarders 
wanting not only to get into 
the game but get 
ahead, should use a “solid” 
e-commerce service 
portfolio alongside 
sophisticated IT 
infrastructure, with 
capabilities to quickly 
integrate any partner of the 
trade lane. They are a “must”, 
she says for any 
SME looking to get involved 
in e-commerce.   

The sector is likely set to 
loom large for some time. 

November’s Black Friday 
reportedly generated more 
than $7 billion in sales, with 
CNN claiming the sales day 
was also the country’s 
largest for sales ordered via 
smartphones, citing a figure 
just shy of $3 billion. 
Amazon’s Prime Day 
generated 175 million sales, 
up by 75 million items on 
2018 – although it should be 
noted this was in part aided 
by extending the 

promotional 
period by 12 
hours. Full year 
results for 
Amazon saw a 
20 per cent 
upturn in sales, 
to $280.5 
billion.  

“Prime 
membership 
continues to get 
better for 
customers year 
after year,” said 

Amazon chief 
executive Jeff Bezos. “And 
customers are responding 
— more people joined Prime 
this quarter than ever 
before, and we now have 
over 150 million paid Prime 
members around the world.  

“We’ve made Prime 
delivery faster — the number 
of items delivered to US 
customers with Prime’s free 
one-day and same-day 
delivery more than 
quadrupled this quarter 
compared to last year. 
Members now have free 
two-hour grocery delivery 
from Amazon Fresh and 
Whole Foods Market in 
more than 2,000 US cities 
and towns.” 

The unprecedented 
acceleration in e-commerce 
is driving growth in 
economies across the world. 
For South-east Asia, this has 

fuelled growth in regional 
cross-border logistics, 
presenting opportunities for 
operators.   

One multinational chief 
executive says the key for 
those wishing to get into the 

market is being able to 
swiftly and efficiently 
address the different 
customs regulations and 
business requirements 
across the region.   

“The APAC region is 

diverse, given the countries’ 
differences in economy, 
consumer behaviour, 
government policies and 
infrastructure,” he says. 
“These factors, in turn, 
influence our customers’ 

Consumers drive change in retail as e-commerce soars

"Consumers 
are in the 

driving seat, 
while the 
e-tailers 

are now in 
logistics"

SAM YAUNER
Corten Logistics

Continued on page 8
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“Another challenge is the 
blurring of lines between 
traditional and 
mobile/e-commerce, which 
means supply chains and 
cross-border flows will have 
to adopt and adapt to an 
omni-channel logistics 
approach.  

“At the same time, 
consumers are demanding 
greater visibility and 
convenience, which in turn 
pressures logistics 
companies to stay ahead of 

the curve and constantly 
innovate and 
deliver 
operational and 
service 
excellence.”  

This 
heightened 
demand is 
affecting all 
players in the 
game. One 
multinational 
express 
operator 
announced plans to invest 

in what it describes as a 
“super hub” 

amidst efforts to 
speed up 
delivery times 
as it looks to 
attract 
e-commerce 
businesses.  

“[Our] 
network will be 
faster by the 
end of this 
campaign for 80 

per cent of the US 
population,” says an 

executive at the express 
operator. “And then, of 
course, seven-day delivery 
is just so important to 
consumers today, and we 
are going to double our 
delivery volume at 
weekends; we are going to 
reach 40 million new 
consumers. Seven-day is 
important, not just for 
residential, but for 
commercial deliveries too.” 

Unprecedented 
e-commerce growth

Focus ON
e-commerce

continued from page 7
JEFF BEZOS

Amazon

A Q&A with WCA eCommerce 
director Mirja Nissen 
What are the multinational forwarders 
doing for e-commerce that the SMEs are not 
and can learn from? And what are the SMEs 
doing that put them in the stronger position? 

By its very nature, the e-commerce 
logistics industry has many different service 
pillars, which offers logistics providers various 
opportunities to get involved in. While an 
SME might have the opportunity to specialise 
in one specific service offer, its multinational 
competitor is rather forced to provide the 
entire service portfolio. I feel the choice 
between a multinational and a SME logistics 
provider rather depends on the nature of the 
client and its different business needs; my 
recommendation is to take a case-by-case 
approach, and analyse the service needs of 
the business.  

In the event the business requires a unique 
customised approach, it is certainly advisable 
to pick a partner whose operation is flexible 
enough to make adjustments and work with 
the client. In that case I feel an SME logistics 
provider might be the more suitable choice of 
partner.  

How dominant is e-commerce becoming 
for WCA? What are the big developments 
the organisation has made to foster 
improvements by members? 

Even though the industry itself is 
experiencing record growth, the WCA 
eCommerce network has no intention of 
growing its member size at record speed. In 
fact, our intention is to remain a boutique 
network, with a mission of focusing the 
network on quality, while making quantity a 
rather secondary topic. In that sense, the 
vision should be to create a network of 
independent logistics providers, which are all 
active e-commerce players, while each of 
them, with their e-commerce service 
expertise, contributes towards WCA 
eCommerce network’s global logistics 
coverage and service portfolio. 

Over the last year we have spent extensive 
time with our strongest and most active 
members to understand what they need from 
us and the network to grow their e-commerce 
business. As a result, Strategy 2020 has been 
developed, and is about to be launched. It 
contains many new aspects and changes, 
which are a result of our members’ 
suggestions and ideas. I don’t want to release 
too much information yet, but our main focus 
will be to enable each active and qualified 
member to use its e-commerce expertise to 
the fullest potential, while using the network 
as a basis to develop and grow, with the 
general goal to increase overall returns. 

Are there any areas that are in pressing 
need of attention?  

The e-commerce spectrum contains lots of 
different areas. The growing volume of cross-
border traffic means that both shippers and 
e-commerce logistics providers need to pay 
more attention to country restrictions, and all 
B2C customs regulations and specific 
procedures. The associated return processes 
is also starting to pose a growing challenge to 
the shipper as well.  

At the same time, the fear of counterfeits, 
and the challenge of keeping up with the 
constant quality controls, is another area 
needing constant attention.  

"we are 
going to 

double our 
delivery 

volume at 
weekends"

MIRJA NISSEN
WCA
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COMPANIES in the 
e-commerce space are 
venturing further afield – 
and requiring the help of 
forwarders. 

Compared with more 
traditional freight 
forwarding, where very little 
changes, very slowly, this is 
an industry adapting at 
breakneck speed to rivals, 
technology, and customer 
needs and expectations. 

Yodel, for example, 
delivered 15m parcels in 
seven weeks in 2019, 
in a “sleek peak, 
without drama” 
– a result, in 
part, of 
investing in its 
doorstep staff. 
But while its 
domestic 
delivery service 
is growing, it is 
now developing 
further afield as 
international 
operations take 
off. 

“SMEs we’ve 
worked with 
have grown into 
large players, 
and we’ve 
become their 
sole carrier,” said 
chief commercial 
officer Sam Holden at The 
Delivery Conference in 
London this month. “We’d 
been doing some 
international inbound, but 
clients were asking for 
outbound. 

“Price and forecasting is a 
challenge, but it’s a solid 

proposition.” 
Yodel had tried this “a 

couple of times”, 
unsuccessfully, “but [this 
time] we had to do it well, it 
was for existing customers”, 
explained Holden. “And the 
best way was to leverage the 
capability of others.” 

Yodel partnered with 
forwarder DG International 
in October, finding it “nimble 
and enthusiastic”. 

So far, it’s been successful, 
according to Yodel customer 

Thane UK. 
“We needed 

an unrivalled 
international 
infrastructure,” 
said president 
Lindsay-Jane 
Vines. “We 
asked for a 
one-stop shop 
for borderless 
brands.” 

Holden said 
the venture had 
involved a “total 
collaboration 
between 
commercial, 
clients and 
operations. It’s 
very tight. And 
we make sure 
that the retailers’ 

message is 
matched by our service.” 

Meanwhile, Hermes is 
busy “improving its customer 
experience” while growing 
fast. It is expecting to deliver 
390m parcels this year, up 
from 187m in 2013. Next 
year it will be 430m, 
predicted chief executive 

Martijn de Lange. 
Its focus, apart from all the 

extra parcels, is on a number 
of innovative apps for those 
it delivers to, as well as 
direct customers. It is also 
investing heavily in new 
depots and returns hubs 
across the UK. 

So the delivery companies 
are all about change, and 
most are eyeing bigger 
markets now they’ve got the 
hang of last-mile and the 
dreaded peak. 

Amazon Shipping, 
meanwhile, is hoping to gain 
more third-party business, 
touting its technology, with 
algorithms helping choose 
routings, managing asset 
utilisation and pinpointing 
possible transport 
disruption. It too, of course, 
is growing fast, up 58 per 
cent in 2018 on third-party 
sales. 

“We saw an opportunity,” 
said Andreas Marschner, vice 
president transportation 
services. “There was a 
capacity challenge, and we 
could raise the bar on the 
shipper and customer 
experience with machine 
learning for a robust and 
stable service.” 

One executive from a 
parcel firm concluded: “The 
market must adapt to new 
shifts in demographics, 
attitudes and customer 
preferences. E-commerce is 
a rapidly changing 
environment, and the speed 
of process changes can be 
easier in someone else’s 
infrastructure.”

Focus ON
e-commerce

Express companies look 
to forwarders for help

"SMEs
we’ve 

worked 
with have 
grown into 

large 
players, 

and we’ve 
become 

their sole 
carrier"
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Insights IN
Seafreight – comment by Mike Wackett

UNLESS you have been 
living on another planet in 
the past few weeks you 
cannot fail to have followed 
the developments of the 
highly contagious novel 
coronavirus outbreak in 
China and around the world. 

The potentially deadly 
virus, officially named 
COVID-19, is a major threat 
to the global supply chain, 
international trade and to 
the world’s fragile 
economies. 

Originating from a wet 

market in Wuhan in early 
December the new strain of 
the virus can cause fatal 
respiratory infections and at 
the time of writing has 
resulted in over 1,300 
deaths in China and 
hundreds of confirmed cases 

of the disease around the 
world. 

Coinciding with the 
Chinese New Year (CNY) 
holiday on 25 January the 
rapid spread across China 
has resulted in a ‘perfect 
storm’ of millions of migrant 
workers facing lockdowns 
and being unable to return 
to their work places after the 
CNY. 

In order to try to contain 
the virus, the Chinese 
government extended the 
duration of the national 
holidays, but a week or more 
after the official return-to-
work date, manufacturing 
has only recovered to a 
reported 35 per cent of the 
normal capacity output. 

Moreover, when goods are 
actually ready for shipment 
from factories, the 
containers and transport to 
the ports are not; with 
current estimates of only 10 
per cent of trucking capacity 
available – either due to lack 
of local 
government 
permits or a 
shortage of 
drivers. 

Although the 
main Chinese 
ports reopened 
after CNY, a 
labour shortage, 
but especially a 
lack of 
containers to 
load, stymied 
vessel 
operations. 

As a 
consequence 
ocean carriers 
have blanked 
wave after wave 
of export sailings from China 
through February and 
March, to add to many 
vessels that were already 
withdrawn to mitigate the 
impact of normal soft 
demand immediately 
following CNY. 

Copenhagen-based 
analyst Sea-Intelligence 
estimated that container 
lines will have lost up to 
$350m a week in lost 
revenue due to the 
coronavirus outbreak. 

However, the indirect 
losses suffered by all the 
stakeholders in the supply 
chain will be many times 
higher. 

Ports will lose throughput 
volume, while service 
providers, such as tugs, 
feeders, and barge and truck 
companies will be hard hit 

and along with agency 
services will still have to pay 
their bills. 

Business continuity 
measures in offices and 
public places of work in 
China include staff 
segregation, discouraging 

face-to-face 
meetings, and 
the mandatory 
wearing of 
protective 
masks along 
with gloves for 
front-line 
counter staff. 

Nevertheless, 
these measures 
pale by 
comparison 
against the 
restrictions 
imposed on the 
seafarers that 
transport some 
90 per cent of 
all goods around 

the world. 
Container line OOCL, for 

example, has suspended 
crew replacements for its 
fleet, postponed all home 
leave until further notice and 
severely restricted shore 
leave, effectively confining 
its seafarers to a floating 
detention centre. 

They are harsh constraints 
that the Hong Kong-based 
carrier, along with many of 
its peers, deem necessary to 
confine the spread of the 
virus.  

Meanwhile, consumers 
that will undoubtedly 
complain about a lack of 
choice or shortages of some 
goods imported from China, 
should perhaps take some 
time to think of those 
seafarers marooned on ships 
around the world unable to 
get home to their families. 

MIKE WACKETT
Sea Freight Consultant, FICS

Pity the seafarers marooned 
by coronavirus

COVID-19 
is a major 
threat to 
the global 

supply chain, 
international 
trade and to 
the world’s 

fragile 
economies 
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IN January the US Federal Aviation 
Administration announced a fine of 
US$120,000 for UPS for carrying a 
consignment of lithium batteries in an unsafe 
manner. Despite a number of efforts to stop 
the movement of lithium batteries by air 
without adequate protection and 
documentation, this commodity remains a 
serious threat to the air cargo industry. 
Moreover, the huge growth of e-commerce 
has heightened the risk, just as it is boosting 
the movement of other hazardous or illicit 
substances. 

E-commerce has rapidly emerged as a 
serious challenge for air cargo security. “The 
scale and speed of it is so huge that the 
industry is looking to radical solutions,” 
remarked Richard Thompson, global market 
director aviation at Smiths Detection. 

Since 2018 his company has been offering 

a technology to detect lithium batteries. This 
kit, which can be hooked up with the 
company’s x-ray equipment, draws on an 
image library and uses smart algorithms for 
battery detection. It includes an external 
evaluation computer that houses the 
software to detect lithium batteries and 
highlight them. 

According to Thompson, the technology 
has been met with lively interest. For his 
company, identifying lithium batteries is the 
starting point for a number of similar 
solutions using artificial intelligence to 
identify other objects and substances in 
shipments, from flammable liquids to 
narcotics and currency. 

“You will see a lot coming this year,” said 
Thompson. “The lithium battery module is the 
application that’s really kicked this all off.” He 
added that only in the past two years has the 
technology finally reached a level where it 
can identify lithium batteries without a high 
rate of false alarms. 

Even without the injection of 
artificial intelligence into the mix, 
security technology has become 
a great deal more sophisticated. 
In lieu of a single technology 
(namely x-ray), modern 
equipment usually combines two 
elements, often electromagnetic 
and x-ray. The electromagnetic 
component can detect objects of 
greater density or composition 
hidden inside others, such as 
metal objects hidden in food 
shipments. 

Artificial intelligence takes 
detection to yet another level, 
Thompson pointed out. For 
instance, the ability to identify 
certain shapes, based on the comparison with 
an image library, makes it possible to spot 
things like individual components of an 
explosive mechanism placed apart in a 
shipment, which a human operator may not 
identify as parts of a bomb, he remarked. 

Moreover, the technology does not get 
tired, he added. 

Over the coming years there 
will be a lively debate with 
regulators regarding 
at what point 
more trust will be 
placed in 
technology than in 
human operators, he said. 

Already in some locations tests are in 
progress on the passenger side where 
artificial intelligence is running in the 
background for human operators to use for 
comparison. 

In this respect cargo is actually ahead of the 
game. “It is becoming a requirement in cargo 
to have the ability to run algorithms,” 
Thompson said. 

Somewhat ironically, a more archaic form 
of detection has seen rapid 
deployment in recent years. The 
use of sniffer dogs to screen 
freight has been widely hailed as 
a breakthrough for air cargo 
security. “We compete with dogs, 
but there’s always a place for 
both,” Thompson commented. He 
added that dogs are a relatively 
expensive option, considering 
that they cannot work for 
prolonged periods of time. 

“Once technology gets to a 
higher level it will get better at 
the job than dogs,” he predicted. 

One huge step forward would 
be affordable technology to 

screen full pallets, something that 
the industry has been hankering after ever 
since the mandate for cargo screening 
entered the picture. Machines that can do the 
job are available, but cost and footprint are 
putting them out of the equation for most 
operators, Thompson said. 

“It’s a challenge to build a unit that is small 
and cost-effective enough,” he explained. 

The unit has to be powerful 
enough to screen a pallet 

at a viable speed, 
which requires a 
lot of shielding, 

resulting in a large 
footprint. But arguably the 

biggest obstacle is the price tag. If 

a low-cost unit were available, it would have 
been snapped up, he said. 

Still, the issue remains on Smiths 
Detection’s agenda. “We’re still looking at this 
arena and how to solve the equation,” 
Thompson said. 

In the run-up to mandatory screening, 
observers were predicting a proliferation of 
third-party screening outfits offering their 
service to small and mid-sized forwarders and 
airlines with limited presence in certain 
markets. This vision never materialised. 
Airlines, handlers and large forwarders were 
the first to set up their own cargo screening. 
However, forwarders on the second, third and 
even fourth tier have become more active, 
Thompson noted. 

“We’ve seen a real fragmentation in the 
market,” he said, adding that Smiths Detection 
people are spending more time with SME 
forwarders. 

In talks about security solutions, open 
architecture has become an increasingly 
prominent part of the discussion. This gives 
customers greater flexibility in their vendor 
selection. 

On the other hand, it raises the need for 
adequate data protection. “You have to 
handle it carefully,” said Thompson. “Security 
makes sensitive data available.” 

Security gets smarter with 
new technology

"The scale 
and speed 
of it is so 
huge that 

the industry 
is looking 
to radical 
solutions"

RICHARD THOMPSON
Smiths Detection

Forwarders slam EC 
over BER extension
SHIPPERS, forwarders and service 
providers have slammed the European 
Commission for looking to extend the 
consortia block exemption regulation (BER) 
for liner shipping. 

The EC justified the “done deal” for a 
four-year extension, saying it would 
simplify compliance with competition rules, 
and reduce legal costs. 

However, a consortium of shippers and 
stakeholders claim they received no 
response to their objections, and called for 
urgent answers. 

The BER, set to expire on 24 April, grants 
carriers exemption from anti-trust laws 
allowing them to participate in operational 
alliances with a market share of up to 30 
per cent on trades serving the EU. 

Shipper groups have long objected to the 
BER rationale, claiming it distorts 
competition and fails to address 
deteriorating service levels. 

Fewer than half of vessel arrivals were 
on time, with 10 per cent of ships recorded 
as more than three days late, according to 
a report by analyst eeSea. 

The consortium said the EC had largely 
dismissed their views concerning missing 
data, one-sided assumptions on efficiency 
gains, and a complete failure to identify 
benefits to users. 


