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Digital technology holds the key to 
creating a greener, cleaner and more 
sustainable supply chain for the retail 
sector. 
Global trade has been an enormous force for good in recent 
decades. We have driven up GDPs around the world by building 
vast import networks linking far-flung destinations in record  
time, packaging goods and shipping them to stores with ease.  
End customers have only benefitted from this growth, enjoying 
the flexibility provided by online shopping and next-day delivery.

In 2021, 2.1 billion shoppers worldwide will order online. They 
will contribute to an incredible boom in e-commerce, growing 
from £2.7 trillion in 2019 to £5 trillion in 2023; that’s 22% of all 
anticipated retail sales the world over, according to Statista.com. 
The UK alone contributes an average £688 billion per annum  
to this total, which is only set to rise. 

However, it is increasingly clear that the economic benefits 
brought by global trade are not without consequence for our 
environment. From the scale of energy required to move  
goods, to the amount of resources required to package them,  
the demand retail logistics puts on the planet is massive.

Around the world there is a growing portfolio of legislation and 
government regulations aimed at rightly tackling climate change. 
As much as we need regulation of this nature, all retailers are  
now facing the challenge of cutting excess emissions from their 
operations, with supply chains being a key area for improvement. 
Failing to do so will result in brands facing regulatory action and 
legal liability, including considerable financial penalties, disruption 
to business and reputation damage. 

So far retailers’ efforts to tackle carbon emissions have mostly 
focussed on the use of biofuels and renewable energy across  
the supply chain. And whilst progress is being made slowly, 
significant innovation is needed to address the challenge before 
us. This is where green logistics technology comes in. 

Taking Carbon Reduction Digital
Excess emissions are generated in a supply chain when its 
efficiency has not been fully optimised. Digital technologies  
can work to identify the most efficient routes to market and 
simplify the flow of documentation required for moving  
goods from place to place. 

When a solution is customised to a specific retailer, green  
supply chain technology can be integrated within the retailer’s 
operations to resolve these inefficiencies, as well as to diversify 
and optimise services. For long-distance freight transport, this  
can mean monitoring thousands of marine shipping routes and 
adapting an individual container’s path automatically as it passes 
through the various touchpoints on its journey. Are high winds 
threatening a longer transport time and therefore higher emissions 
outputs? No problem, the system will find and implement a faster 
route, protected from delays. 

Within a distribution centre on a logistics park like DP World 
London Gateway, operational integration with technology such  
as TradeLens will use blockchain to cut emissions. Blockchain 
allows retailers to bypass the lengthy paperwork and endless 
distributer-supplier coordination to drive optimised movement  
of goods every time. AI-enabled systems learn from previously 
moved goods to automate the receipt of products to be distributed. 
This creates a quicker, more streamlined and less pollutant delivery 
for fast-moving goods like food or clothing that are regularly 
distributed to homes or stores by a retailer. 

 54  |  Autumn 2020  |    the retailer



And It’s Not All in The Cloud
Physical technologies are just as important as digital for ensuring 
carbon reductions in the supply chain - after all, moving goods will 
always be a physical business. The sweet spot for environmentally-
aware logistics comes when the two are working in a seamless 
partnership. 

DP World is aiming to be the first logistics company in the world 
to truly combine the digital with the physical. Whilst not quite 
there yet, new technologies like the electric propulsion of DP 
World Cargospeed, our joint venture with Virgin Hyperloop One, 
could one day make it possible to transport goods at the speed  
of flight, but for the same cost as trucking—without producing  
any direct emissions.

We’re also working on an innovative new container storage system, 
BoxBay. The fully-automated High Bay Storage system allows 
containers to be stacked 11-storeys high but makes it possible  
to remove the container at the bottom without having to destack 
and restack the boxes above, a process that has generated excess 
emissions throughout the shipping container industry’s 50-plus 
years of history. 

BoxBay not only maximises the usage of precious storage  
space, but it also minimises emissions by reducing the number  
of container lifts a terminal operation has to make. What’s more,  
the system is fully electric—no diesel fumes—and powered by 
solar energy. The first physical proof-of-concept is currently  
in late-stage construction in Dubai. When successful, we are 
planning to roll out the technology around the global DP World 
network, dramatically reducing the emissions of our port-centric 
logistics operations. 

Realising a Green Logistics Future
Stacking containers in a high rack with an automated crane is 
simple in theory, but the digital processes needed to turn this  
into an efficient, green system are highly complex. All of these 
technologies are an evolving work-in-progress, but as a leading 
enabler of global trade, we believe we have the tools, ingenuity 
and drive to lead a revolution in retail logistics.

Starting to plan your future supply chain by partnering with  
a business who can support a green technology transition will 
enable retailers to safeguard their business, get ahead of the 
competition and build a sustainable future that goes way beyond 
retail. Logistics has the power to great a better future for 
everybody, but we must work together to achieve it. 
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‘The sweet spot for green 
logistics comes when 
digital and physical 
technologies are working 
in seamless partnership.’

‘DP World has the 
tools, ingenuity 
and drive to lead 
a revolution in 
retail logistics.’
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