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Giving the
last mile an
efficiency
makeover

Richard Cawston discusses the impact
new innovative technology is having on

the final stage of the supply chain.
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or decades, companies have
scrutinised every link of their
supply chains to eke out

productivity gains and make them run
smoothly. Now, it is the last mile’s turn 
for an efficiency makeover. With the 
on-demand culture revving up last mile
delivery for everything from furniture to
groceries and reshaping the transportation
and hubs, the pressure is on for businesses
to get their goods to consumers within
increasingly exacting timeframes.

The trick is, the final stage from
transportation hub to delivery is typically
the most inefficient. Finding carriers,
routing the daily runs, travelling through
increasingly urban areas, finding parking
and carrying goods to the door damage
free: every step of the way, businesses
have to navigate complex challenges that
add up as more people and stores turn to
last mile delivery. That is why companies
are rolling out a raft of innovative
technology initiatives to get goods to
customers more efficiently and cost
effectively. Smart solutions are being
implemented from the point of sale all 
the way to delivery, making it easier for 
goods to travel faster to the store or
straight to the consumer.

Augmented reality to the rescue

Technology can build efficiency into the
last mile before the customer even
purchases the product. XPO Logistics
recently unveiled a service that lets
consumers use augmented reality to
visualise where they would put a product,
such as a table in their home, before
pressing the Buy button.

By equipping the customer with tools to
make better choices, companies can offer
them a richer buying experience. At the
same time, more informed decision-making
reduces the likelihood of returns for
companies, while knowing exactly where 
a product needs to be dropped off in a
home or office saves time for the carrier.

Hey Alexa, where is my couch?

Shoppers today expect to be able to track
their order every step of the way from
purchase to delivery, and when they need
to adapt their delivery plans, they do not
think twice about asking businesses to
make those changes. In response,
companies are using smart, self-monitoring
tracking to meet customers’ expectations,
gain control over the delivery process and
deliver a flawless experience.

Using voice-enabled tracking through
Alexa or Google Assistant, consumers can
ask their digital assistants for the latest
update on their last mile delivery of heavy
goods. Real-time tracking relieves
consumer impatience through timely
order updates, but it also helps companies
address issues more quickly if anything
goes wrong with the order or it is delayed.

Making warehouses smart

Warehouses are becoming high-tech 
hubs equipped with drones for inventory
management, robots and sophisticated
analytics for demand forecasting.
Underpinning all of these initiatives are
mobile, cloud-based platforms that insert
a layer of intelligence into the warehouse
management process through the use of

automation and machine learning. These
innovations can provide an integrated
overview of orders and inventory that
warehouse managers can use to predict
dynamically the flow of goods and returns,
optimise workforce productivity shift by
shift, and anticipate where and how much
inventory to stock. The same technology
can also be used to deploy robotics
quickly when the occasion calls.

Digitising transportation

Mobile, machine learning, GPS tracking
and telematics are being embedded into
transportation, digitising perhaps the most
fragmented and analogue piece of the last
mile puzzle. Innovations such as digital
marketplaces and apps, enable drivers and
businesses to contract business and then
plan, manage and analyse those deliveries
in real time. These services use smart
algorithms to calculate driver availability
and market rates and to plan routes using
real-time weather conditions, traffic
patterns and a list of deliveries, so
companies can deliver efficiently and
cost-effectively. Bringing down price in
the last mile is especially important in
direct-to-consumer transportation, as
customers have come to expect delivery
that is not only fast, but also free.

Last mile may be the last part of the supply
chain to go high tech, but it is happening
with a vengeance.
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are being embedded into
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The pressure is on for businesses to get their goods to consumers
within increasingly exacting timeframes
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Mohit Paul asks if rural locations could be the first 
conquest for our new delivery robot overlords.

Getting smart on
the last mile

onsumer expectations for fast,
convenient and inexpensive
delivery options are growing.

Value-added services such as delivery
notifications and package tracking are no
longer the reserve of urgent or important
deliveries, but a minimum requirement in
both the consumer and business world.
Facing global competition, logistics
managers face the double challenge of
reducing delivery costs while improving
customer service. The increasing
commonality of penalties for delays, as
used by Walmart in the USA, is adding
further pressure to smaller providers. This
situation is putting the pressure on supply
chains to operate at greater and greater
scale in order to effect efficiencies.

As it turns out, the solution to leveraging
the last mile as the supply chain grows
more global and complex is right within
reach, literally. Almost every industry and
aspect of society is becoming increasingly
mobilised, and the supply chain is no

different. Mobile platforms have the
potential to enhance user efficiencies and
the customer experience, all while helping
to streamline daily processes and manage
shipping spikes across multiple sectors. 
In order to keep up with such a dynamic
business, supply chain managers are wise
to consider a mobile solution in the hands
of carriers and drivers that is flexible, 
easy-to-deploy and manages the last mile
delivery experience with real-time updates
for all stakeholders.

Even in rural or remote locations often
known for being problem deliveries,
platforms available on mobile devices can
adjust and adapt personalised workflows
to optimise the supply chain, preventing
many bottlenecks and delays before they
occur. The greater coverage of networks,
and the upcoming 5G rollout increase the
visibility of these parts of supply chains to
central control. Understanding the
conditions on the ground, such as traffic
delays or diversions, can help systems to

adapt and optimise situations. Small
adjustments such as these have a big
impact on overall performance, especially
when increased visibility means solutions
can be applied throughout the supply
chain, giving logistics providers the
competitive edge they are looking for.

Meanwhile, some hope that soon rural
delivery routes will be simplified by drones
that use a van or truck as aircraft carriers,
taking them the long distances while the
last mile drop is automated. Traditionally,
rural and suburban parts of the country
are slow to receive services such as 
same-day delivery or superfast broadband.
However, the use of drones is actually
much more feasible outside of cities, as
collision avoidance will be a much less
daunting challenge for the devices than 
in built-up urban areas. Amazon, UPS 
and DHL have all trialled drone delivery
concepts, which introduces the (still
hypothetical, but highly achievable)
prospect of 30-minute fulfilment times
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from order placement to delivery.
Connected data is doing the same thing
for visibility; item tracking and shipment
consolidation can now be performed in
near-real time, meaning customers and
shippers can receive information on their
items round the clock.

Despite the hype, though, the introduction
of drone technology could cause a supply
chain nightmare if logistics companies are
not careful. Many organisations still rely on
outdated legacy processes, which would
make the incorporation of drone delivery 
a very steep learning curve. How do you
make the jump from email and telephone
to drones? In order to simplify the process,
organisations need to ensure they have
transport management systems in place that
can automate logistical pain points – for

example, setting package weight limits or
ensuring drones deliver safely to
challenging destinations – rather than
inputting each detail individually. Tighter
integration between systems will also
enable businesses to manage all the new
data being delivered.

In reality, big data is about being able to
process massive volumes and a variety 
of information to improve the service a
company offers. This is a challenge to
many companies and solution providers,
but we are also seeing the emergence of a
new breed of cost-effective platforms to
help lessen the stress of transition. As a
worked example, the Internet of Things
(IoT) plays a key role in the ‘datafication’ of
logistics. The IoT gives companies access
to edge areas that can supply useful
business information. By edge, we mean
the functions furthest away from core
planning units, such as temperature
tracking on trailers or position tracking on
containers. Each of these granular units in
the transport chain can now capture and
relay data to a network-based solution to
support tracking and decisions.

The technologies that will allow supply
chains to make the shift to a data-centric
approach to supply chain management are
here. Now it is down to businesses to

assess the possibilities that this can bring
to their business, in terms of operations
and the sectors in which they operate.
Drones may not be taking over the whole
supply chain or, indeed, a significant
proportion of orders, but they are solving
vital challenges such as rural deliveries and
increasing edge visibility that in the long
run can revolutionise the supply chain. 
All we need to do is prepare for our new
robot overlords.
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DHL has trialled drone delivery concepts that introduce the
prospect of 30-minute fulfilment times from order placement 
to delivery

The use of drones is much more feasible outside of cities as 
collision avoidance will be a less daunting challenge
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