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Tackling Climate Change

As most of those taking part had battled their way 
through the Extinction Rebellion protests to reach 
the meeting, UKWA CEO Peter Ward kicked off the 
discussion appropriately enough with a question 
about climate change. What is the industry doing – 
and what should it be doing to mitigate the problem, 
he asked.

While all businesses present were taking steps of some 
sort, the introduction of electric fleets and driverless 
vehicles on the roads was clearly a thorny problem.

Speaking on behalf of a major Automotive OEM Parts 
Logistics operation, the CEO remarked that while the 
company had introduced their first electric vehicles 
onto the market, they will continue to maintain both 
platforms in order to support the global footprint.

“Some cities are going electric, say in London or Paris, 
but in other parts of the world they are far from ready, so 
our focus is also on developing cleaner diesel,” he said.

He added that unlike Volvo, his company does not 
expect to be manufacturing all electric within 10 years, 
but nevertheless is investing in greener logistics and 

warehousing, with the aim of becoming carbon neutral 
both in its production and logistics.

There was agreement that there should be a balance 
between government meeting popular demand 

for a greener approach and introducing changes 
to legislation. Peter Masters, Managing Director of 
Miniclipper Logistics, commented “Legislation needs to 
link with technology change. 30-ton trucks and electric 
are not viable right now, electric only works with vans. 
As soon as the technology is available, there’s a drive 
to get it onto the road, but targets need to be adjusted 
to be more meaningful.” 

Gary Whittle, Managing Director of Meachers Global 
Logistics, agreed. He called for clarity, realistic targets 
and timeframes. “If we’re investing in a new fleet, we 
need 5 years,” he said. “Government needs to give us 
time to plan and manage the change, we simply can’t 
do it in 12 months.

”What’s more, we need a level playing field,” he 
continued. “The specific criteria for Clean Air Zones 
has to be consistent across the country, so hauliers  
can operate their fleets anywhere without different 
barriers. Currently, Clean Air sits at local authority 
level, around public opinion and politics, rather than 
the reality, which is the complexity of transforming 
big fleets. If government force a greener agenda, they 
should also help businesses with funding to support 
that change.”

Peter Ward observed that as with land use and 
planning, local authorities have different issues and 
priorities. Change starts with central government 
setting a framework and direction for local authorities.
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Once again, on the morning of the UKWA Annual Parliamentary 
Luncheon, leading figures from the association’s Logistics Users Group 
gathered at 1 Great George Street to join a Round Table discussion 
of some of the big issues currently facing the industry. The event was 
sponsored by workforce management solutions specialist Kronos. 

Peter Ward observed that as 
with land use and planning, 
local authorities have different 
issues and priorities. Change 
starts with central government 
setting a framework and 
direction for local authorities.



Driverless vehicles

The view on driverless vehicles was that consumer 
confidence would be a major barrier. Gary Whittle 
noted that volume of traffic combined with the 
complexity of navigating busy junctions would make 
it unlikely driverless vehicles would be on the road in 
the foreseeable future.

The Automotive Parts Logistics CEO told the group 
that the OEM was testing autonomous trucks in the US, 
but 5G would be required to facilitate the rapid transfer 

of information. “I can see 
this happening perhaps in 
10 years, but only for big 
city to big city journeys, 
not within an urban 
environment,” he said.

The question of liability 
and cost of insurance was 
another problem – who 
pays when there’s an 
accident, manufacturer or 
operator? 

Sustainable solutions 

Looking at other aspects of sustainability, Iain 
Bartholomew, Director of Logistics at Urban 
Outfitters, described the launch of a new subscription 
rental service for clothing in the US, whereby 
shoppers who sign up to become subscribers will 
receive a box of clothing every month. After the 
month, the box can be returned using a prepaid label 
and reusable packaging.

This is designed to help Urban Outfitters tap into the 
growing trend of sustainability.

The company’s UK Sustainability 2019 report showed 
that consumers most likely to buy more frequently 
are more engaged with sustainability and ethics, “and 
many consumers wish to pass the responsibility on to 
retailers.”

The group discussed the contradiction between 
young consumers’ ideals on greener, more sustainable 
practices and their expectations of manufacturers 
and retailers. For example, their habit of ordering 
in bulk online and expecting not only same or next 
day delivery, but also free returns – none of which is 
sustainable either in terms of environmental impact or 
in terms of cost to serve from the manufacturers’ and 
retailers’ perspective.

According to research conducted by resource planning 
platform Brightpearl, which questioned more than 200 
retailers across the UK about the issue, more than a 
third of shops saw an increase in serial returns in 2018.  
Hence it was reported earlier this year that retailers 
may start blacklisting “serial returners” – shoppers who 
frequently buy clothes in bulk, wear them and then 
return several items.

Chris Williams, Warehouse Manager at Denby Pottery 
reported that the company was removing plastics from 
its packaging. He said that traditional bubble-wrap was 
cheap and highly effective, but not ‘green’. The change 
is being driven by consumers, he explained, but felt 
that the impact wasn’t properly understood. “Bubble-
wrap is better at protecting their goods and is cheaper; 
the consumer wants the same protection at the same 
cost but won’t accept bubble-wrap. It’s tough for the 
manufacturer and the retailer.”

Nando’s too is taking steps to always improve 
sustainability. “It’s an education piece, but who pays for 
this?” Deon Pillay, Nando’s Grocery International Head 
of Supply Chain, asked. 

Peter Ward agreed that consumers needed educating. 
“We need to change consumer behaviour and increase 
understanding of the impact of their choices,” he said. 
“Consumers expect choice all year round, but this 
means air miles and packaging. Many simply don’t 
make the connection. There is also a global focus on 
low-cost that we need to challenge as an industry. 
It’s not sustainable – we can’t invest in the necessary 
technology we need, such as robotics and automation, 
because of our low margins.”
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Consumers expect choice all 
year round, but this means 
air miles and packaging. 
Many simply don’t make the 
connection.



Nancy Laing, Engineering Warehousing & Logistics 
Operations Manager at British Airways, raised the issue 
of waste recycling. She said that there should be more 
standardisation for recycling. “Some countries are highly 
regulated, while others are not,” she explained. “British 
Airways replace plastic to go out, but we have no control 
over received packaging, so we have to repackage 
internationally, which is very costly. The only solution is 
for government legislation and universal standards.
Consumers demand green, but they don’t want to pay.” 

Generational intelligence

Picking up on the themes of younger consumer 
behaviour patterns, the group considered the current 
and future changes being driven by the different 
attitudes and expectations of the tech-driven, 
ethically aware ‘generation Z’, asking what this might 
mean for the logistics industry.

In the opinion of Oliver Treneman, Park Development 
Director at DP World London Gateway, there is a moral 
leadership coming from the younger generation, who 
balance ethical concerns with an understanding of 
where technology might and can take us.

Nancy Laing, while acknowledging the passion of the 
young around issues including climate change and the 
impact of plastic, said that the same generation had 
been the drivers of consumerism. “Very often, selecting 
next or same day delivery is a habit, not a necessity”, 
she suggested. “Consumers should be aware, for 
example, that in addition to the obvious consequences 
of extra fuel consumption and extra packaging around 
home delivery and returns, there is also an issue of low 
wages for drivers, who are often retained on zero hours 
contracts in order for retailers to provide a same day/
next day to-the-door service. This is another impact of 
consumer behavior and is an ethical consideration for 
society.”

Amazon, arguably responsible for the cult of modern 
consumerism and the huge cultural shift of next day/
same day delivery, is now focused on repackaging, 
climate change and sustainability, Mike Thomas, 
Business Development Director of Import Services, 
observed. 

Having always been driven by what the customer 
wants and with its fingers clearly on the public pulse, 
Amazon announced in September a ‘Global Optimism’ 
initiative, Amazon’s Climate Pledge, which commits to 
meeting the Paris Agreement 10 years early - to be net 
zero carbon across their businesses by 2040. 

“Amazon is aiming to make 50% of all shipments net 
zero carbon by 2030 and that, of course, cascades to 
those of us who provide delivery and transportation 
services to them,” Mike Thomas said. Amazon is a 
behemoth, however it is also so powerful now that it is 
capable of changing the way people are thinking and 
becoming part of the solution. The big corporates are 
in a position to take the moral lead.” 

Nando’s Deon Pillay added that as consumers become 
less loyal, brands must find out what customers want – 
“Convenience is everything to this generation,” he said.
Gary Whittle believes that the industry has not been 
sufficiently coherent in talking about change. The 
industry is under increasing pressure on delivery 
windows, but ‘just sucks it up’, he commented. As a 
result, smaller family companies are dying.

Chris Williams of Denby Pottery agreed, he felt there is 
no longer the same brand loyalty amongst consumers. 
From Denby’s point of view, while previous generations 
would care for and replenish their tableware, now 
when the dining room is redecorated, this presents an 
opportunity to update and replace everything. “As a 
result, we have constantly more and more SKUs, we 
need more space to hold stock and are required to 
ship products out as soon as possible,” he explained. 
“We can’t compete with Amazon and providing a 24/7 
delivery service requires a massive investment, which 
we simply can’t afford. Consumers need to understand 
that ultimately, there’s no such thing as free delivery.”
For Amazon, on the other hand, the quick turn model 
is ideal. They don’t want to keep stock, they need 
turnover.

Mike Thomas and Peter Masters, whose companies 
both work for Amazon, felt that Amazon was good 
news for the industry, especially if you are part of 
Amazon’s preferred supply chain.  

“Amazon’s supply chain is particularly driven by service 
performance, with a tight programme to process high 
volume orders and deliver across 67 UK/Continental 
European sites. This service regime has pushed our 
systems capability and driven logistics innovation 
because Amazon is such a significant part of our 
Clients’ businesses and increasingly so in the new 
world of retailing,” said Mike Thomas.

He added that Alibaba is also developing in Europe 
and this will bring further radical changes to retail 
supply chains as we head into the 2020’s. In this 
respect Mike can see Import Services morphing more 
into a tech company that happens to be in logistics, 
rather than a pure 3PL.” 
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Labour and skills

Consideration of the younger generation and tech led 
into discussion about the continuing labour and skills 
problem in the industry. How, asked UKWA’s Peter 
Ward, could we attract young people into logistics 
and keep workers from moving on?

According to Neil Pickering, Industry & Customer 
Insight Manager at Kronos, the need to secure and 
retain labour is driving flexibility in the workplace. 
Workforce management is more than just payment, 
it depends on giving greater choice to employees on 
matters such as where and when they work, as well as 
what they do, he stated.

“Young people are often not looking for a career for 
life, but a job that brings them satisfaction and the 
flexibility to spend more time with their families. In an 
industry struggling to find people, we need to give 
people more power and have visibility of skills and 
availability across the workforce, so employers can see 
what – or who – is needed where and when.”

The challenge for Urban Outfitters is where to put 
facilities given unknown peaks, said Iain Bartholomew. 
He added that the anxiety of Eastern European 
employees was another important consideration for 
the company.

“Our new DC requires 40-50% less labour,” he said. 
“The carriers need to be in close proximity to the 
labour market and any large company moving nearby 
just blows that market away.”

Order streaming is helping Urban Outfitters prioritise 
order picking in its warehouses, where large store 
replenishment orders and single e-commerce orders 
are fulfilled side by side, as online orders continue to 
increase at a rate of roughly 20% a year. While the 
company usually takes on hundreds of extra workers 
at peak, this year they are hoping to reduce that figure 
significantly thanks to investment in new technology.

Nancy Laing said that British Airways keeps stock in 
London, but also has a DC in Wales, close to a labour 
market where unemployment is high.

She explained that there is no warehouse capacity 
available within 5 miles of Heathrow and furthermore, 
employees can’t afford to commute into London on the 
wages paid.

“We can’t afford the high salaries London demands and 
employees can’t or don’t want to commute distances 
to work,” Nancy said. “Our operations are complex and 
require costly intensive training. We don’t want to lose 
people and try to create a career progression in our 
warehousing operations, but ultimately, we’re all fishing 
in the same pond, constantly hiring and struggling with 
churn. Consequently,  BA is re-engineering its network, 
driven by labour.”

Generally the consensus was that more education was 
required regarding the nature of the sector and the 
opportunities it offered.

Deon Pillay suggested ‘Gen Zs’ needed to see what 
working in a warehouse looks like and understand how 
central a role logistics plays in the wider economy. 

“We need to adjust the ‘brand perception’ of our 
industry,” he said. “Within 10 years, there have been so 
many changes, it is virtually unrecognizable. It is the 
responsibility of us all to promote logistics and supply 
chain as a career option.”
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Young people are often 
not looking for a career for 
life, but a job that brings 
them satisfaction and the 
flexibility to spend more 
time with their families. In 
an industry struggling to 
find people, we need to 
give people more power 
and have visibility of skills 
and availability across the 
workforce, so employers 
can see what – or who – is 
needed where and when.
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Preparing for Brexit

Finally, Peter Ward asked whether everyone was 
prepared for Brexit. He said UKWA had played its part 
in advising members what to do, but there is a lot of 
nervousness around the likely time and cost involved. 
Some businesses are focusing on their UK networks 
and looking at subcontracting European services, but 
the over-riding concerns are around congestion and 
delay causing pain for customers.

Most of the group said they were as ready as they 
could be and those who had undertaken stockpiling 
had done so ahead of the March deadline, but not 
since.

“The contingency stock we need is with our dealers, 
it’s emergency stock that will suffer delays,” Parts 
Logistics CEO said.

Chris Williams said that his company was focusing on 
the paperwork and had its EORI in place. “The real 
problem will be for the transport companies. We’ve 
engaged with customers, but won’t be stockpiling, 
partially because of the cost of extra space, but also 
because our stock – for example, glaze – goes off and 
can’t be stored.”

From an airline perspective, Nancy Laing said 
preparing for Brexit was an ongoing challenge. All 
engineers are EASA licensed, BA has increased its 
supply of spares in Europe and freight forwarders have 
been briefed.

“It’s increased our workload. We ramped up our stock 
holding in March, but honestly, everyone is fed up with 
planning for something that may or may not happen. 
We’re operating as is and are ready to react if and 
when required.”

Gary Whittle also mentioned the impact of devalued 
sterling and said that Meachers was looking at modal 
shift and preparing clients for stockpiling products 
from China. “There’s been stockpiling to a degree, 
but mostly this was done in the run up to the March 
deadline,” he explained.

Iain Bartholomew described Brexit as a ‘big, black hole 
of uncertainty’ and queried whether it would actually 
happen. He added that there had been a slowdown in 
global trade, not just due to Brexit, but also the impact 
of the China-US trade war.

“We’re in fast fashion, so while we’ve looked at data 
and paperwork with regard to mainland Europe, we’re 
not going to stockpile,” he confirmed. “However, the 
whole business of preparing for Brexit has highlighted 
just how complex businesses really are.”
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The real problem will be for the transport companies. We’ve 
engaged with customers, but won’t be stockpiling, partially 
because of the cost of extra space, but also because our stock –  
for example, glaze – goes off and can’t be stored.



Logistics Users Group 
Round Table Review

09 October 2019

Y E A R S

1944-2019


