
Exponential e-commerce  
growth forces a re-think of  retail 
supply chains.      – By Mark Millar 

IN DETAIL: LOGISTICS

Few if any consumer-oriented businesses have 
escaped the explosive growth of e-commerce – 

the web-based technology platforms that embrace 
and harness the transformative power of the 
smartphone’s size and connectivity to empower 
digital natives to shop online to their heart’s content, 
ordering what they want, when they want, how they 
want, from wherever they happen to be.

During recent years, e-commerce has emerged 
as one of the key driving forces and perhaps the 
critical element of what has become known as the 
Omni-Channel, which is challenging the capabilities 
of traditional business to business (B2B) retail 
distribution networks.

This omni-channel phenomenon brings together 
the entire spectrum of consumer shopping channels 
available – from the offline bricks-and-mortar 
retail outlets that include convenience stores, mini 
markets, supermarkets, hypermarkets and shopping 
malls; through the relatively unemotional and inert 
home shopping conduits such as TV, direct mail 
and catalogues; and now embracing the dynamic, 
exciting online world with internet access available 
24-7 through desktop computers, laptops, tablets, 
smart phones and other mobile devices. 

Online Retail – massive and fast growing 
market
According to eMarketer, the global business to 
consumer (B2C) e-commerce market will reach US$2 
trillion this year and grow a further 25% next year 
to generate online worldwide retail sales of US$2.5 
trillion in 2017.  

Significantly, the largest segment and biggest 
potential for further growth lies in the emerging and 

developing markets across Asia, much more so 
than in the developed economies of the western 
world. The Asia-Pacific market already accounts for 
more than 55% of the global e-commerce sales and 

the Chinese online market on its own is projected to 
reach US$1 trillion of online sales in 2017, if not by 
the end of this year.

Online retail stretches established supply 
chain models
This new borderless world of open-all-hours online 
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fulfilment, involving piece-pickers, shelving storage, 
tote boxes and individual packing stations.

Many traditional third party logistics (3PL) service 
providers are severely challenged in adapting to this 
new business model. This represents new opportunities 
for non-traditional distribution companies to establish 
e-commerce fulfilment centres – physically configured 
specifically to process the large-volume small-order 

demand that is generated through online 
retail. Unencumbered by legacy systems 
and operational practices, new entrants 
can start with a green-field solution and 
capitalise on the logistics opportunities 
to serve single-unit order fulfilment 
with efficient item-level pick and pack 
business solutions.

E-tailers develop logistics 
platforms and capabilities
Across Asia, not just Alibaba, but other 
leading e-commerce platform giants 
such as JD.com and Lazada have 
invested massively in their logistics 
capabilities throughout the region, 
which have proven to be a key source 

of competitive advantage in the brutally competitive 
world of online retail.

Although the e-commerce players are generally 
considered to be Internet companies, effective and 
efficient logistics networks are critical success factors 
for the online retail business model. As such, the 
traditional lines between retail, e-commerce and 
logistics have become blurred. 

The logistics capabilities of the likes of Amazon, 
Alibaba, Lazada and JD.com are actually a significant 
part of what really gives them their competitive edge 
over the traditional bricks and mortar retailers – and 
differentiates them from traditional logistics service 
providers – as the surge in online retail changes the 
game in supply chain. 
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retail affects every aspect of the supply chain 
ecosystem – products, inventory, warehouses, 
fulfilment, picking, packing, shipping, transport, 
distribution and the all-important information and 
financial flows. 

Servicing the online element of omni-channel retail 
is now challenging long established B2B retail 
distribution networks and threatening logistics 
practitioners with fundamental 
implications for every aspect of a 
company’s business model, their 
profitability – and even their future.   

The online revolution also introduces 
new dilemmas into the traditional 
model of servicing retail supply 
chains – including free shipping, last 
mile residential deliveries, product 
returns and cross-border parcel 
transactions.

Operational Complexities
Most logistics operations serving 
consumer-oriented retail distribution 
models have traditionally focused on 
carton (or pallet) picking for bulk orders, shipped to 
retail outlets, often as full truck load (FTL) shipments, 
which include hundreds of products from numerous 
suppliers all destined for one store or supermarket. 

However, today’s e-commerce model of online 
webstore direct to consumer typically involves 
logistics management of multiple individual shipping 
orders, the majority of them comprising just one or 
two pieces, to hundreds of individual delivery points 
– typically residential addresses.

To serve this expanding B2C sector of online 
shopping, logistics operations can no longer rely 
purely on bulk storage of pallets and cartons, handled 
using fork lift trucks in a distribution centre; they 
now need capabilities to manage single unit order 

Logistics operations can 
no longer rely purely on 
bulk storage of  pallets 

and cartons… they 
now need capabilities 
to manage single unit 

order fulfilment.



LOGISYM MAGAZINE  MARCH 2016  |  SUPPLY CHAIN NEWS

Mark Millar Recognised in USA Listing of 
Pros to Know in Supply Chain 2016
Mark Millar, one of Asia’s foremost 
speakers and a leading authority on 
supply chain and logistics, has been 
recognised by USA-based media 
group Supply & Demand Chain 
Executive (SDCE) in their sixteenth 
annual listing of “Pros to Know” in the 
supply chain industry.

The 2016 Pros to Know Awards 
recognise supply chain executives 
that are leading initiatives to help 
companies prepare their supply 
chains for the significant challenges of 
today’s business climate.

Announcing the awards in Fort 
Atkinson, Wisconsin, SDCE editor 
Ronnie Garrett   said:  “Supply 
& Demand Chain Executive 
congratulates the 2016 Pros to 
Know recipients. The Pros to Know 

is a listing of exceptional executives. 
We commend recipients for their 
achievements. Their accomplishments 
offer a roadmap for other leaders 
looking to leverage the supply chain 
for competitive advantage.”

Commenting on the award from his 
office in Hong Kong, Mark said: “It’s 
a great privilege to be recognised 
by SDCE USA as one of their leading 
supply chain professionals. These 
awards reflect how companies 
increasingly recognise their supply 
chain ecosystems as strategic growth 
enablers, incremental revenue 
drivers and a source of competitive 
advantage. It is encouraging to 
see supply chain management 
becoming an essential topic across 
all spheres of business management 
- and a strategic agenda item in the 

boardroom.” This latest recognition 
of Mark’s enthusiastic contribution 
to supply chain thought leadership 
follows the recent publication of 
his first book – Global Supply Chain 
Ecosystems – commissioned by 
leading business publisher Kogan 
Page of London. The book explores 
the ways in which twenty-first century 
supply chains have evolved into 
worldwide, interconnected supply-
and-demand networks with profound 
interdependencies. With the use of 
real-life case studies drawn directly 
from Mark’s experience, the book 
examines several critical aspects of 
a global supply chain ecosystem 
– including visibility, resilience, 
sustainability and collaboration – and 
explores the latest market trends and 
industry developments.
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