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‘There is no greater feeling than when you see the
look of joy on the faces of the children receiving 
their shoeboxes.’ Robert Davies, Operations and 

Logistics Manager, Samaritan’s Purse UK

tarting back in 1990, Operation
Christmas Child was established
to get shoeboxes filled with 

gifts to children in Romania, then in 1993
it teamed up with Samaritan’s Purse.
Since then, more than 146 million
children in over 150 countries around 
the world have received one of its
shoeboxes, which are typically filled 
with toys, school supplies, hygiene 
items and clothing.

The logistical operation to facilitate the
collection and delivery from over 1,300
drop-off sites around the UK is huge 
and requires a fleet of several hundred
vans working all hours of the day for a
three-month period, from October to
early January.

Robert Davies has been working at the
charity for the past three years, 
co-ordinating over 140 teams across
processing sites around the UK. He says:
‘We have over 1,300 shoebox drop-off
points around the country, which can
range from a local church to a business.
We have also teamed up with corporates
such as The Entertainer and Shoe Zone,
who have drop-off points at all of their
stores around the country.

‘The shoeboxes are collected by our
team of over 7,000 volunteers in 
either vans or cars and taken to the
warehouses, where the volunteers will
take out the monetary donation that has

been left. From a logistics point of view,
we struggled in the past getting
shoeboxes from the London, Kent and
Surrey areas, just because of the nature
of busy city life. However, last year we
were given use to a warehouse in
Tunbridge completely free of charge and
because of that it solved our issue in
these areas, which created an incredible
opportunity.’

During the processing stage at the
warehouses, the biggest challenge is
making sure the contents of each
shoebox are suitable for customs,

ensuring that every box will conform to
any country in the world they are sent to.
For those countries that do have slightly
stricter restrictions, their shoeboxes will
be processed at specific locations around
the UK. They will then be collected by
lorry or shipping container.

Robert Davies says: ‘We load roughly 
800 cartons of shoeboxes, which
equates to about 8,000 boxes per
shipping container and roughly 10,000
boxes per lorry. Last year we sent over
882,000 boxes from the UK to 17
countries, so the logistics behind
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Delivering
to those in need

A team of more than 7,000 volunteers collect the shoeboxes and deliver them to warehouses
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delivering the boxes is incredibly complex
and requires a lot of strategic planning.

‘We split the world into six regions, 
with each one having its own regional
director who will work alongside the
country’s individual teams to figure out how
many boxes that particular nation needs.
This will be worked out by how many
people have applied to receive boxes in that
country. The main consideration is the
geographical logistics behind the delivery
of the shoeboxes, but we also have to
factor in the cost of transportation and
customs regulations.’

The announcement of Brexit has created 
a lot of uncertainty around the potential
impacts that leaving the EU could have on
Operation Christmas Child, with a growing
concern that more complex customs 
could lead to increased complications for
the operation.

Robert Davies says: ‘Even this year we saw 
a slight change as fluctuations in currency
value saw our shipping prices go up, which
we foresee happening again next year. 
In terms of customs clearance, we have
already been told that Bosnia and
Herzegovina is going to start charging a 

Last year, Samaritan’s Purse sent over 882,000 boxes from the UK to 17 countries

1. Get an empty medium-sized shoebox, and wrap
the box and lid separately in colourful wrapping
paper or order pre-printed shoeboxes online.
Select an age category (2–4, 5–9 or 10–14) and
attach the label to the top of your shoebox.

2. Fill your shoebox with a selection of gifts.

3. Add your donation. The suggested figure is 
£5 and covers project costs, including shipping, 
to enable a local church or group overseas to lead
a safe, well-organised children’s event where
your shoebox will be given to a child in need.

4. Deliver your shoebox to your local drop-off
location.

How to pack a shoebox
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7% tax on every load coming in and we 
fully expect other countries to follow suit as
Brexit kicks in. I hope that we have a couple
more years before this happens, but if
Bosnia and Herzegovina has already started
to charge us tax then I imagine it will not 
be long until other European nations start
doing the same.

‘At the moment we have trained teams in
every country that we send the shoeboxes
to and these teams approach the local
government to ensure that we don’t get
charged tax, so the prospect of having to
pay tax per load could change our
operation significantly. It’s impossible to
know at this stage how exactly this will 
take shape though. The only thing we can
guarantee is that costs will go up; it just
depends by how much. We currently spend
on average £8,500 per shipping container
and about £3,000 per lorry, so one measure
we may have to consider as tax goes up 
is to start using more lorries and fewer
containers.’

Countries all over the world receive the
Operation Christmas Child shoeboxes, but
the majority get delivered to Africa, Central
Asia, the Middle East and Eastern Europe.
Robert Davies recently returned from a trip

to Zambia to witness the other end of the
supply chain and see the shoeboxes get
delivered to the children first hand.

He says: ‘This was an absolutely amazing
experience to see hundreds of kids receive
the shoeboxes that we have worked so hard
to deliver to them and see the smiles on
their faces. It’s an incredible atmosphere
when they open their individual shoeboxes,
as many of the children have never even
received a gift before, so it’s quite an 
eye-opening experience. They often receive
gifts that they haven’t seen before, so it’s
quite fun to tell the kids exactly what is in
their box and how they use it. They also
receive lots of practical gifts in their boxes,
like pens and paper, so it actually helps with
their education and provides things that
aren’t accessible otherwise.’

OPERATION CHRISTMAS CHILD IN NUMBERS

1,300
drop-off sites in total across the UK

882,000 
boxes sent from the UK in 2016

£8,500
average cost per shipping container used

146 million
children have received a shoebox
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Samaritan’s Purse load roughly 800 cartons of shoeboxes

More than 146 million children have received a Samaritan’s Purse shoebox
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Robert Davies

Operations and Logistics Manager, 
Samaritan’s Purse UK.

020 8559 2044

robert.davies@samaritans-purse.org.uk

@SamsPurseUK
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