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SUPPORTING RETAIL
JOSHILA MAKAN, CEO at WCS, discusses how the company’s retail partners are
adapting to ‘the new normal’ through strong partnerships and the use of technology.
James Burman (JB): WCS has a close
relationship with its retail partners.
What challenges have you watched
them tackle in 2020?
Joshila Makan (JM): The COVID-19
pandemic has without a doubt,
been the biggest challenge our
customers globally have ever had to
face. They are constantly now in a
state of preparedness for what may
come in the future, as distributors of
essential goods they of course have
the responsibility of keeping supplies
flowing to consumers.
Distribution centres faced record
high volumes and abnormal
operational business patterns were
flexed and challenged by the COVID-19
pandemic. They had to work 24/7 to
support their supply chain to feed and
supply essential goods to stores. They
were the nations heroes.
They had to ensure proper health
and safety measures were in place
for their workforce – not only to
avoid outbreaks amongst their
staff, but to make sure they were
still able to continue to meet the
increasing demand. This
meant restructuring
their DC’s to ensure
social distancing
measures were
adhered to, whilst
also meeting the
personal needs
of employees
with PPE.
Demand
began to
immediately
increase at the
outset of the

lockdown, and they were faced with
the inability to forecast accurately due
to the high volatility - as they faced
40% higher than Christmas volumes
for an extended period of time. Stock
apportionment across customer bases
was also challenging, should suppliers
not meet demand, in some cases 30%
in the early days out of stock item
were experienced.
We asked our customers to give us
some insight into the key challenges
they faced during the period. When
we asked a leading food and
grocery retailer, they said that the
key challenge for them has been the
ability to service massively increased
demand as a result of COVID-19. Order
volumes have increased by 30-50%
in most weeks from the forecast
(and depot capacity’s) and the ability
to rapidly change ways of working
to meet this demand has been very
challenging.
Also, staff challenges due
to quarantining and COVID-19
have hugely impacted the whole
performance of the supply chain
this year. Supplier availability has
also impacted this, with suppliers
experiencing the same issues as
us as a wholesaler, in regard
to being able to supply stock
into our business to meet
our increased partner
demand.
JB: Do you have any
other examples from
different customers?
JM: Of course.
When we spoke
to a leading
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building wholesaler, they claimed
that the biggest challenge for them
has been supply chain disruption
due to COVID-19. Several suppliers
have compromised fill rates and lead
times that are stretched, coupled
with aggressive demand growth from
their customers in many categories.
Therefore, maintaining a strong instock position for customers has been
a challenge. It has also put stress on
their distribution centre and the ability
to “keep up” due to increased volumes
along with fragmented deliveries from
many suppliers.
A healthcare group in the food &
drug sector faced similar challenges to
most in that they’ve had to adapt to the
demands for the DC and retail stores,
due to the changes that COVID-19
brought about. They said that trying to
get COVID-19 related products to store
on time has also been very challenging
for them
JB: What does the future of
retail look like?
JM: We thought it would be pertinent
to ask our customers what they
thought on this too.
The food and grocery retailer
said their customers are seeing an
increased demand in retailer stores for
contactless and ‘customer not present’
payment types, in order to meet social
distancing and home delivery needs that have increased significantly during
the period.
They saw that self-checkout usage
to reduce the interaction between
retailers and consumers has also
increased massively, and where
retailers have in the past been hesitant
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to adopt these new technologies they

a focus but a capital intensive one. We

distancing measures within the picking

are now seeing the benefits of these

need technology to help us determine

process by modifying the picking

solutions and have been accepted

the right inventory levels and/or help

strategy.

as the “new normal” way of doing

us speed up the throughput of our

business for the future.

supply chain.

The building wholesaler said that

The healthcare group is accelerating

We’re working with a number
of customers to speed up the
implementation of automation and AI

its industry is one that has seen an

the adoption of digital solutions and

increase over the last few months.

embracing automation – something

Reduced travel and working from

that was always at the forefront in

reviewed particularly for high security

home have put emphasis in home

terms of planning, but the COVID-19

items, as well as split pack items and

improvement. It expects that the

pandemic as hastened the pace. They

singles, and slow moving items to

continuing shift to on-line shopping

want to ensure that our technology will

remove the dedicated pick face slots in

will accelerate even faster. This will

be easily adapted to continue to meet

the DC - as retailers are achieving a rate

definitely see a speed up of investment

the ever-changing demands.

of 650-750 picks per hour compared

and adoption of automation, AI

projects which is key to them right now.
Primarily, automation is being

to normal picking of 180 picks per

and cutting-edge technology into

JB: How is WCS supporting

hour. This is being planned in a phased

distribution centres.

its partners?

approach, in a more modular manner.

suggested they’ll definitely see a

JM: WCS has worked closely with its

JB: How has WCS changed how it

higher focus on online sales, as well as

customers during this time to provide

operates in the current climate?

more tools for agile adaptability and

quick wins and tips to manage the

a reliance on suppliers to adjust with

increased volumes and resulting

JM: We have had to move our

the times.

pressure. We’ve worked in partnership

engagement with our customers

to support the gaps within retailer’s

remotely, strengthen our capability to

JB: How is technology going to

business - with our own team working

support go-live remotely. We recently

support these retailers as they

long hours to support them. Once the

performed a full design workshop,

re-invent themselves for the ‘new

initial pressure dissipated, we started

which is normally done onsite with

normal’?

to get a grip on the areas that need

customers, remotely. Our customers

further enhancement and dynamic

play a key role in capturing the site

reactions.

and process flow via video clips and

Lastly, the healthcare group

JM: For the food and grocery retailer
new technologies that improve the

photos, that can be shared. Feedback

possibilities for social distancing -

JB: Please can you provide

from customers has been very positive,

such as home shopping/delivery and

an example?

and found the remote engagement

new payment methods will be key in
the future.
For the building wholesaler, the
“just-in-time” inventory model does

was much better then excepted plus of
JM: We are enhancing our solution to

course has offered significant financial

increase safety, and using innovative

savings as well as time efficiencies.

technology to enforce social

not have the lustre it once

JB: What can we expect from WCS in

had. Increasing inventory

2021 and beyond?

to support customer
demand seems to be

JM: We’re going to work closely with
our customers to support their move to
more automation, so we’ll be working
hard in developing that integration
further. We’ll also expand our offering
to create solutions that will support
omni-channel as this continues to be
under pressure, as well as technology
that creates strategies and solutions
for maintaining social distancing in the
warehouses and DC’s.
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