
 

 

First UKWA Technology Advisory Board shines light on new opportunities for 

3PLs 

 

The first meeting of the newly formed UKWA Technology Advisory Board on February 8th 

brought together technology leaders and 3PL operators from within the membership, with 

logistics end users, to consider the latest advances in technology and how best 3PLs could 

harness new developments to compete in the rapidly changing marketplace. 

The board, led by Associate Member Maginus, were addressed by guest speakers including 

Jim Butler of Blue Horseshoe, Kevin Horlock of Microsoft and Marc Leurs of PC Data, who 

shared a case study of Holland & Barratt. 

Market disruptors and ‘Amazonification’ 

Looking at global trends, Jim Butler identified the new market ‘disruptors’ - Brexit, the rise of 

nationalism across Europe and the US – which look set to drive massive change that is 

already impacting the logistics industry. These trends are compounded by what he described 

as the ‘Amazonification’ of the marketplace, continually raising customer expectations and 

‘killing traditional retailers’. 

“Fulfilment has changed how we do business and requirements are still extending,” he said. 

“Now 3PLs must pack individual pieces, not boxes of product and provide a range of value-

added services, such as gift wrapping.” However, he added, this change brings great 

opportunities for 3PLs. 

“For retailers who need multiple locations for different products and channels, 3PLs can offer 

a lower cost solution to investment in infrastructure.” 

Building from the inside 

Another great disruptor ahead will be Brexit, which will bring new global trade agreements, 

new regulations and new demands for compliance. Here again, Jim pointed out, retailers will 

look to 3PLs.  



 “3PLs must be ready – building from the inside, so that their systems are flexible enough to 

take care of all this for customers. In short, 3PLs must invest in technology, so their 

customers don’t have to.” 

He called for 3PLs to evolve from asset focussed to information focussed operations, geared 

to building closer relationships with customers, working in partnership as trusted advisors.  

“The Pallet in/Pallet out era is dying, 3PLs need to be more efficient and productive, 

providing service through systems. Going forward, providing just pick, pack and ship will 

simply not be enough – increasingly it’s about handling cases or even individual pieces, 

enabling massive inventory reduction and consequently, massive savings,” he said. 

Warehouse staffing issues  

The problems of a contracting labour force are also expected to get worse with post-Brexit 

immigration curbs, so investment in more automation will become vital at this level too, so 

that fewer employees will be required, but more training will be necessary to upskill 

workers. Therefore, Jim argued, 3PLs must invest in systems to give retailers access to skills 

at lower cost.  

“3PLs must play at the Amazon level. A wave of demand is coming and 3PLs must be 

prepared to deal with it!” he concluded. 

Training & support for change 

Joshila Makan of Worldwide Chain Stores made the point that 3PLs need guidance and 

support to implement change. “It’s not enough just to provide 3PLs with the necessary 

technology tools; as systems providers, we must first ensure they understand how, why and 

what it takes to make ‘the box’ more efficient at that level. We need to educate, look at the 

business model, look at foundations and then build a technology solution.” 

She added, “We’re passionate about industry standards, benchmarking and regulations – 

and this is where I believe UKWA have something really important to offer, advising 3PLs on 

the options, sharing ideas and discussing the issues.” 

Mark Thornton of Maginus concurred, “Systems make stuff happen faster, but only if they 

are set up correctly in the first place. Retailers are investing in data analysts, but the 

warehouse needs to be properly mapped out, or the data is useless. Understanding what 

must be achieved at a strategic level is vital, but first we need educated warehouse 

supervisors.” 



From a retailer perspective, John Munnelly of John Lewis Partnership endorsed this view. 

“Getting the basics right is essential, starting with warehouse layout,” he said. “Otherwise 

profits and margins are eroded. Listen to the workforce too – in my experience, it’s a 

question of Workforce + Technology = maximum efficiency. All the bells and whistles don’t 

matter if the system is not executed properly at the sharp end.” 

Jim Butler emphasised the importance of a holistic approach, helping to raise standards for 

whole industry – throwing labour at the problem doesn’t fix the problem, he said. “Get the 

fundamentals right first, then you can scale. Everyone can sell systems, but what 3PLs need 

are advisors and partners, not just vendors. 

According to UKWA CEO Peter Ward, getting out of legacy systems is part of the challenge. 

“Some legacy systems are inhibiting growth, particularly where capability requires visibility 

and control over multiple stocking locations. The question for many businesses is how to 

move from legacy to cloud – which enables multiple stocking locations and communications 

across a global network.” 

Pick to Light – accurate and affordable 

The Technology Advisory Board heard from Marc Leurs of PC Data how leading vitamins and 

health food retailer Holland & Barratt had benefited from Pick to Light technology within 

their fast growing e-commerce and mail order operation, which handled 3,500 totes and 

55,000 order lines per day.   

“Pick to Light has proved the fastest and most accurate for single items”, he said. “B2B e-

commerce is different from B2C, but Pick to Light is a good example of a basic entry level 

solution for e-commerce. Accuracy is important to avoid returns and so is affordability!” 

Marc explained that Pick to Light had reduced search time, with fewer workers using RFID 

needed. “New technology can generate hostility in the workforce, as people fear for their 

jobs, so it’s important to foster good communication and ensure that workers understand 

the company’s productivity goals,” he said. 

Mark Thornton of Maginus observed that as fulfilment contracts get shorter, 3PLs don’t want 

to invest in new systems, so Pick to Light offers a good solution in the right context. 

“It’s a matter of identifying the right system for right process. Not just a fad, but a mix of 

technologies to meet individual business needs,” Jim Butler agreed. 

 



Working together 

Graeme Undy, Vice Chair of UKWA and former director of Eddie Stobart, suggested that 

3PLs should work closely with customers and share ideas, while Joshila Makan said 

customers want transparency, visibility and full integration on a cloud platform.  

Illustrating the point, Chris Warren of Infor shared an example of a customer who made 

major savings as a result of implementing a cloud based system. “They saved a fortune 

once they had global visibility,” he said. “Previously, they literally didn’t know or couldn’t 

‘see’ where their inventory was. A global network model is imperative, but multimillion 

pound businesses can’t simply ‘start again’ with a new system, they need support through 

transition and change. The question is how we make system change accessible.” 

He added that in his view, the only way to compete effectively with Amazon is for 3PLs to 

work together. 

Update from Microsoft 

Kevin Horlock of Microsoft asked ‘Where does the cloud fit?’ and pointed out that 90% of 

Fortune 100 companies use Microsoft Cloud. He said there was huge momentum ‘out there’, 

with high volumes of data to process. 

Kevin described the current digital transformation at Microsoft, which he said was about 

retooling business, enabling connection with customers, optimisation of operations and 

empowering employees. 

The next generation applications have been brought together more closely, are purpose 

built, familiar and productive; The App store makes it easy to pick and build a system, 

taking solutions that are appropriate to each individual business. 

“Microsoft growth has been driven by cloud technology,” Kevin explained. “The cloud means 

you don’t need specialist skills to maintain and support your system, so it’s much less 

threatening.” 

“There has been a big change in mind-set,” he noted. “Rather than looking at ROI – 

businesses are now looking at reskilling their people, innovation, support of systems – and 

all the time the lines between business and consumers are becoming more and more 

blurred.”  

 



The way ahead 

Summing up the session, UKWA CEO Peter Ward concluded that the emergence of 

consumer led demand chains together with the rise of online retailing had brought 

unprecedented pressures on logistics businesses. New requirements for multiple stocking 

locations, reduction of inventory and value added services offered both challenges and 

opportunities that could only be met by embracing new technology. He said the role of 

UKWA was to support continuous improvement in the industry and pledged that the 

association would tease out best practice, identify affordable and appropriate technology 

and provide practical guidance to members. “It’s not just the big companies leading the 

charge,” he said, “Often it’s the small, inventive and innovative SMEs that are winning 

precisely because they’re NOT Amazon!” 

The UKWA Technology Advisory Board is one of a number of Advisory Boards established to 

provide specialist advice and support to members. Others include UKWA Training & 

Education Advisory Board and UKWA Customs & Excise Advisory Board. Each meets on a 

quarterly basis to consider latest developments and potential impacts on members. They 

share expert insight, practical advice and best practice with the wider membership. 

 

 

 

 


