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Everybody has a comfort zone – some bigger

than others and for various reasons – but in

business, especially dealing in a global

economy, can anyone really afford to remain

there if it means loss of business, disjointed

operations or missed opportunities? 

The answer is a resounding “no”, but still

too many senior managers remain reluctant

to step outside their comfort zone, think more

holistically and accept (free) advice and

guidance on how doing things differently will

dramatically improve their cost base,

operational efficiency and market share.

Debate has raged recently about whether

4PL operations are a superior approach to

the tried and tested 3PL model.  There are a

great number of arguments – for and against,

for both 4PL and 3PL – and of course, the

outcome very much depends on how the 3PL

or 4PL provider approaches the challenges

placed in front of it.  

However, the biggest barrier to many senior

managers making vital changes is the concept

of perceived risk, and the fear of money

subsequently disappearing by the truckload. 

But, suppose risk could be contained and

the benefits clearly demonstrated before a

penny was spent or the first wheel turned?  

The biggest advantage offered by fourth-

party logistics is its independence. It has no

assets and, therefore, has no vested interests

whose costs have to be recouped from the

customer, irrespective of whether the proposed

solution is in the customer’s interests in the

medium to long term. 

Put simply, the 4PL model is flexible and

adaptable and not tied to specific physical

assets such as warehouses. As the customer’s

business profile changes,  supply chain

changes can quickly – and cost effectively – be

implemented without recourse to lengthy and

expensive tendering and wasted time and

opportunity.  

Likewise, as the 4PL builds its business

with key suppliers that meet its key service

criteria, so it is increasingly well placed to

negotiate more favourable rates based on

variable rather than fixed asset costs. 

The second greatest advantage is the in-

depth knowledge of markets, suppliers,

equipment and rates that accrues from

working directly at the “coal face” across all

transport modes.  

The 4PL is not embroiled in corporate policy

or supplier/location/equipment favouritism,

and is more aware and more able to respond

quickly to changes in service provision and

costs and so on.  

This knowledge comes to the fore when

customers are faced with exploiting new

markets or seeking increases in market share.

It allows them to contain costs and compete

more effectively with the incumbents.  

Likewise, many new businesses are

emerging that have no in-house supply chain

expertise. In these cases, the ability to remain

very lean and mean during the early growth

years is vital to success. The 4PL approach can

quickly empower these businesses to shape

their own destiny.

But, returning to the comfort zone, the

biggest issue is persuading supply chain

decision makers to do what they’re paid to do:

look more closely at the alternatives.  

It is too easy to throw tender documents at

3PLs and hope that what they propose and

implement sees the business happily through

the contract period. The danger is that there

will be a competitor who can see the 4PL wood

for the trees and has recognised an easier

route to market share and profits – quite

possibly at the expense of

the manager who is dozing

in his comfort zone. 

Surely loss of business

and redundancy are

enough to wake up even

the deepest sleeper. I

sincerely hope so.

A good 4PL should be

able to think entirely “out

of the box” and dare to go

where most 3PLs won’t in order to eliminate

most of the risk associated with change, and

in the process assemble the various supply

chain components to provide the customer

with the means to achieve their cost, service,

efficiency and environmental targets. And,

would you believe, all without the customer

spending a penny.  This is the supply chain

Holy Grail and the good news is, it’s available

to all.

A prime example of where 4PL has come

into its own is the transfer of significant traffic

volumes from road to rail, purely as a result

of taking a more holistic approach to the

various constraints and applying large

amounts of creativity to enable profitability

across the board.  

This has also gone a long way towards

meeting the growing demands for higher

levels of corporate, social and environmental

responsibility by reducing road journeys and

CO2 emissions (by up to 66% per intermodal

unit). Here, knowledge is king, and the

number of experts able to assemble these

solutions are few and far between.  

The obvious caveat is that while that

expertise exists, it cannot be effective as long

as supply chain decision-makers remain in

their comfort zones and fail to put their heads

above the parapet to consider the low-risk

offer.
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Food, glorious food, nothing quite like it except, er, diesel.
The bio-fuel industry has been heavily blamed for the
recent increases in the price of staple foods, which came
to a head over the last week with food riots erupting
across the globe. 

While only a multitude of factors could bring the
situation to such a head – ongoing droughts in Australia
are decimating wheat crops; the increasing tendency of
Chinese consumers to eat more meat, requiring grain for
animal feed; and the high price of fuel itself, which is
forcing up farmers’ costs – there is no doubt that bio-
fuel production is also partly to blame, because it
reduces supply at a time of unprecedented demand.

Bio-fuels are not the answer to climate change – they
release the same amount of emissions as conventional
diesel. They are however, an answer to dwindling oil
reserves because they are renewable, hence the high US
appetite for their production.

Globalisation has brought real economic benefits to
many in producing countries, and yet it is a crazy
paradox that it may be this same process – so fuel-
intensive as it is – which has brought about much of
these pressures. A textile factory in Bangladesh pays
much-needed wages to its workers, but the socio-
economic cost of transporting those garments back to
western shoppers is putting the price of rice beyond
those workers’ pockets.

It would be ironic that at a time when the transport
industry is genuinely trying to go green, that it may be
about to be further vilified for using what is essentially
food resources to transport consumer goods.
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The ink hasn’t touched the paper yet, but there is already
blood on the carpet. 

Delta’s proposed merger with Northwest may be
described as combining carriers with complementary
networks, but there were job losses just the day after last
week’s announcement of the deal, long before its approval
by the US authorities. 

The airlines aim to generate $1bn in annual revenue and
cost synergies through the merger, which is bound to
mean staff culls. With airline fuel bills doubling over the
past 15 months, this may be the only way to survive. 
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