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These days, shippers are finding it in their best interest to keep moving.

Experts say this peak season, they''re increasingly turning to cross-docking - a distribution technique that as much as possible avoids idling in the warehouse.

Cross-docking strives to make freight transportation "more like a pipeline than a ship," said Don Weintritt, global director of supply chain expertise and technology at Dow Chemical. Along with its bigger cousin, transloading, both techniques minimize idle time, reduce handling and thus damage or loss, increase shipper and service provider visibility and cut inventory carrying costs that can account for as much as 30 percent of total logistics costs. The ideal is wherever possible to maximize shipping direct from the plant to the customer. "That''s probably the most efficient shipping there is," Weintritt said.

But it''s also a lofty goal. Cross-docking requires retraining labor, reorganizing distribution facility docks, collaborating with carriers and suppliers and investing in information technology to support fast-paced, complex coordinated freight movements throughout the supply chain.

Cross-docking is growing in popularity with shippers and service providers.

Zenith Logistics is helping grocery chain Kroger move perishables more quickly through cross-docks at 15 Tier 1 distribution centers. Jacksonville, Fla.-based third-party logistics provider Laney & Duke commissioned Hillwood Properties to build a 400,000-square foot cross-docking facility to handle container traffic from one of country''s emerging new East Coast ports. One of the first buildings at the new Dallas Logistics Hub will be a 635,000-square foot cross docking facility.



The underlying principle is simple: "Anytime inventory stops, it''s a cost," said Stephanie Miles, senior vice president of commercial services at software and systems provider Management Dynamics. The rewards for a well-run cross-dock or transloading operation are shorter cycle times, increased flexibility for fast changing retail and other time-sensitive shippers, as well as reduced warehouse-related costs. It need not be expensive. But as even successful practitioners will attest, it''s not easy.

Kevin R. Gue, associate professor in the department of industrial systems and engineering at Auburn University, described cross-docking as a means "to rapidly consolidate shipments from disparate sources and realize economies of scale in outbound transportation.

"Cross-docking essentially eliminates the inventory holding function of a warehouse while still allowing it to serve its consolidation and shipping functions," according to Gue, who has written extensively on cross-docking and storage systems. "The idea is to transfer incoming shipments directly to outgoing trailers without having to store them. Shipments typically spend less than 24 hours at the facility, sometimes less than an hour."

Ron Cain, president and CEO of TMSi Logistics, said cross-docking challenges shippers and service providers to exercise new levels of control over inventory. "Anytime you have to store inventory more than 24 hours, it costs you money," he said.

Asserting that control through cross-docking usually means an investment in visibility technologies such as barcoding or radio frequency identification systems and back-end systems to support them, as well as enhanced communications up through the supply chain, ultimately to the supplier or source.

"If you don''t have good communications back to the source, and a reliable delivery infrastructure from the source, it''s not going to work," Cain said.

Simply put, cross-docking moves inbound freight from its receiving dock as quickly as possible to its outbound dock and carrier vehicle for delivery to more local distribution facilities or stores.

Because so much freight moves in less-than-truckload configurations, or must be deconsolidated at the dock and merged with other cargo from other docks to get the right mix on a truck to a store, inbound freight must be identified, sometimes down to the carton level, so it can be directed to the right outbound dock and destination in the least time.



Cain said there are two primary cross-docking techniques.

The first, "opportunistic cross-docking," assigns a shipping door to be the unloading dock for inbound freight to be moved to other outbound docks. The inbound door is designated a pick location by the warehouse management system and pickers are directed to deliver the product to outbound trailers, reducing pick paths and labor. This lower-tech approach may require minimal or no investment in technology at a modern distribution facility.

The other technique is "flow-through cross-docking." This more sophisticated technique breaks down loads at receiving, moves freight using an automated system (conveyor belts, etc.) and then sorts and routes the freight to outbound trailers for delivery to customers. This system is more reliant on technology to work well. It may require installation of equipment and works better with automatic identification technology such as barcodes and RFID.

The best cross-docking systems reach back from the distribution facility to carriers and even sources to identify and pack product in such ways that minimize the amount of deconsolidation and mix-matching necessary at the dock. Product can be containerized at ports in China, for example, so that all the items for a store in Idaho are in one container that can be delivered without stopping at a distribution center.

That requires a high degree of communication between participants throughout the supply chain. Companies looking for this level of flow-through organization and transportation may find personal interactions are best for establishing the understanding and trust necessary for success, Cain said. "Relationships go a long way to success in any endeavor," he said, "whether it''s cross-docking or just a normal transportation situation."

Brooks A. Bentz, a partner at the consulting firm Accenture, emphasized the role of collaboration in successful cross-docking. "You can''t tweak one part of the supply chain without taking into account what it does to the rest of the supply chain," he said. Cross-docking assumes much more precise knowledge, accuracy and reliability of inbound transportation arrival times, which recommends close cooperation and continuous communication (by phone, automated shipping notice) with carriers. It also requires a trained and flexible cross-docking work force; that in turn could suggest labor management systems to assure workers are where they are needed when they are needed.

Transloading is related to cross-docking as a strategy in that both try to eliminate idle time from the transportation and distribution leg of the supply chain. Transloading typically means switching freight between modes (such as rail to truck), or between carriers as when crossing a border.

John Rosen, director of product marketing at active RFID systems provider WhereNet, said his company''s yard management systems collect real-time location and identification information on containers arriving at ports so they can be transloaded swiftly to the right tractor trailers for outbound shipments. Coming soon, he said, may be systems that automate the arrival and departure clearing times for freight moving from port to yard to road or rail. "We''re focusing on very specific visibility inside the yard," he said.



In cross-docking proper, Cain said, some shippers are better suited than others. Large operations may be able to do it themselves. Smaller companies, or companies that ship in small lots or in parcel sizes may prefer contracting with a 3PL who can scale as required and already has helpful technology available. Best suited are shippers with consistent and continuous demand; those whose items can be pre-picked and pre-packaged further up the supply chain; those with short shelf life items such as perishables that must be moved expeditiously; shippers moving high-quality or high-value items that don''t require extensive quality checks upon receipt; and those launching promotions or new products that don''t need to be inventoried or catalogued.

But as Miles adds, it can offer a host of benefits, if done successfully.

"Keeping inventory in motion is a good thing."
