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Logistics' Paper Cuts 
Companies eye new ways to move paperwork as fast as its freight, move closer to paperless operations
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One of the few things expanding as fast as international trade is the paperwork that supports and documents the shipping.

From purchase orders to contracts, cargo bills to preferential trade agreement certifications, shippers are seeking ways to move documentation as fast as freight.

Paperwork "is a problem that organizations understand pretty well," said Jim Preuninger, president and CEO of Management Dynamics, "because the consequences of getting it wrong are pretty dire." 

Never mind port-side delays a container may experience if customs documentation isn't presented ahead of delivery -- just the normal manual sorting and routing of forms in a transportation office adds costs Preuninger's company and others are dedicated to cutting.

Today, technology is bringing the Holy Grail of business in general (and the shipping industry in particular) -- the paperless office -- closer to reality.

Inexpensive computers linked across the globe, and backed by archiving software and nearly limitless storage capacity, offer companies savings not only from reduction of paperwork but elimination of manual processes and disorganized, space-eating storage requirements.

Yet some firms cling to older, costly but time-worn document processing and retention practices.

Industry research indicates air freight alone requires an average of 38 documents per shipment, at a cost of about $30 per shipment, says Fabiano Chies, head of voice and convergence services at SITA, a Switzerland-based communications service company.

The paper produced for all air shipments annually would fill 38 jumbo jets; eliminating it could save air shippers $1.2 billion a year, he said.

Hapag-Lloyd Container Line quickly realized the savings to be had this year after it rolled out an IP-based faxing system from SITA. Hapag sends around 5 million faxes a year. One three-page fax from Geneva to Singapore costs around $1.95, not including the paper, time and fax equipment to support it, Chies said. SITA's system reduces that fax cost to about 65 cents. "It's like having a local call instead of a long distance call," he said.

With the explosion of global trade, cross-border documentation has gotten a lot of attention from shippers and the technology vendors who've made paperwork reduction their specialty.

Preuninger identified three categories of cross-border documentation: commercial forms such as invoices that exchange between shippers and their various supply chain partners; verification documents including packing lists that itemize product so it can be routed expeditiously through the supply chain; and compliance or regulatory papers such as customs declarations required by governments to meet local or international rules.

"You have a logistics issue moving goods," said Preuninger, "but you also have one with these documents."

Cross-border documents can be particularly vexing for shippers because the world's 200-or-so countries are always changing the rules. Management Dynamics maintains a library of more than 1,400 forms, and a staff to keep them up-to-date, that can be generated, filled out and sent electronically ahead of shipments to keep goods flowing.

The technology to support document reduction often may be in place, but some companies prefer the old-fashioned way.

Rowena Gates' company, Aviarc, pioneered paperwork reduction in trade documents until she sold the business to Sealaska in 2004. She said there are some industry segments, such as freight brokerage, where paper remains entrenched.

That's in part because managers are working with so many forms at one time, making revisions and additions to multiple documents constituting a single file. Imaging systems are available to scan, organize and archive these documents, she said, but the technology is expensive and training costly for the mostly small brokers who could benefit most from automation.

Another barrier is the bulwark of legacy systems clogging many shippers and carriers, Gates said. Braced by high turnover among drivers, and competing for investment dollars with vehicle and other equipment purchases, it's not surprising executives choose to invest in technology offering more visible if no less immediate returns, she said.
