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With this year’s broadly worldwide air cargo 
downturn showing no imminent signs of ending, a 
question posed in the last issue of this magazine 
continues to resonate: Will companies continue to 
invest in modernisation and digitalisation, despite 
the downturn?

My conclusion in that previous issue was that they 
will, if only because digital transformation has 
become much more affordable, and the benefits 
clearer. Speakers at this year’s Air Cargo Handling 
Logistics conference reinforced that view, for 
example within a discussion about the expected 
evolution of the sector over the next decade, as 
highlighted in the ACHL report in this issue (page 4). 
Mark Albrecht from United Airlines also underlined 
that the finances of the major airline groups 
are much more stable than they were a decade 
ago, thanks to industry consolidation. A growing 
appreciation of the revenue and profit value of 
cargo to combination carriers, and a move towards 
investing to improve yields – and away from simply 
hard cost-cutting – has further supported the more 
positive investment climate for air cargo.

It was observed that the full value of air cargo is 
often not appreciated by airports, in part because 
airlines and their representatives have never 
systematically communicated this, nor presented 
meaningful data to illustrate this value. As a result, 
some airports remain unclear where to direct 
investments in cargo, or whether it is worth 
investing in at all.

But help is coming: IATA’s ICHC in September 
asked some of its airline members to gather and 
present information illustrating the value of cargo to 
airlines, and potentially also to wider airport cargo 
communities. Meanwhile, some more cargo-aware 
airports that have invested time and money in 

identifying those benefits may also wish to share 
their findings – something the ICHC would welcome.

On the digitalisation side, the interview with 
Henrik Ambak on page 20 highlights some ongoing 
frustrations about the continuing challenges of 
e-freight – notably a lack of perceived benefits from 
the eAWB when other paper documents are still 
required in many markets. In the next issue, I want to 
talk with some of the sector’s most proactive eAWB 
participants about the benefits they perceive.

Meanwhile, certain areas of air freight continue 
to see positive developments – as highlighted, for 
example, in the Africa report on page 14 and the 
Perishables report on page 40. And the ULD update 
on page 32 explores the game-changing potential of 
Bluetooth-backed tracking and monitoring of cargo.

E-commerce traffic also continues to grow, as 
highlighted in the Hactl interview on page 48 – 
which also underlines the benefits of a systematic 
approach to efficiency improvement via the Hong 
Kong cargo handler’s dedicated Productivity 
Enhancement team. 
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As digitalisation accelerates the pace of 
change, this year’s Air Cargo Handling 
Logistics conference discusses how the 
sector will look in the next decade

Rapidly growing demand from 
China and efforts to improve air 
logistics cool chains have created 
a dynamic environment for air 
freight’s global perishables markets

Many air freight initiatives, including 
e-freight, struggle to make rapid 
progress in the absence of government 
mandates or sufficiently obvious 
incentives, observes Emirates’ SVP for 
operations

Air freight operators are investing in 
handling facilities on the continent. 
But an influx of lift is threatening to 
undermine yields

Despite some challenges this year, 
the prospects for Hong Kong and its 
cargo handlers remain compelling

The emergence of technology able to 
affordably track and monitor containers 
– and the cargo inside them – means 
ULD specialists are now at the centre of a 
game-changing breakthrough 
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As digitalisation accelerates the pace of change, speakers and delegates at this year’s Air Cargo 
Handling Logistics conference discuss what the air cargo sector will look like in the next decade. Will 
Waters reports 

Digitalisation is the single factor 
expected to have the greatest 
transformative effect within the 
air freight sector over the next 
10 years, followed by the effect 
of disruptors, and thirdly by 
legislation and security, according 
to speakers and delegates at this 
year’s Air Cargo Handling Logistics 
conference in Paris.

In a poll of senior executives 
attending the event, around 50% 
said they believe digitalisation 
would be the most important 
change factor, with around one 
quarter believing that disruption 
from new players such as 
e-commerce retail firms would 
be the second-most important 
factor, with legislation and security 
trailing well behind.

And these conclusions were 
broadly mirrored by a panel of 
experts discussing what the air 
cargo industry will look like in 
2030. Simon Meijer, executive VP 
for global logistics at Cargolux 
observed that if we want to 
predict the future, the most 
reliable indicator is the recent past, 
adding: “For me, the key thing is 
digitalisation, which will be the big 
enabler. But we need to make it 
happen. The people on the ground 
floor are willing to make it happen, 
but if we don’t give them the right 
equipment, it will not.”

Stronger position
Mark Albrecht, director of cargo 
logistics and expenditures at 
United Airlines, said the airline 
sector was in a much stronger 
position now than previously, 
when high fuel prices and intense 
competition had meant airlines 

had been perennially loss-making 
and cargo had been starved of 
investment, with any money 
available going into the airline 
passenger business. But with 
airline consolidation leading to 
much greater stability of major 
airlines’ finances and profitability, 
this had led to significant new 
investments in cargo, for example 
into new IT systems and the 
digitalisation of their ULD fleets. 
“We have just started scanning 
cargo on and off aircraft, for 
example – which sounds basic, but 
it is very important,” he noted. 
“We are looking at blockchain 

and we are talking to our partners 
about that.”

Because of the limited capacity 
of many key major metropolitan 
airports, “we are outgrowing our 
facilities right now, and looking 
at expanding or new facilities and 
at mechanisation to get more 
throughput there”.

The power of data
Alan Glen, VP for cargo 
development at Menzies Aviation, 
noted that “the pace of change 
is accelerating now”, highlighting 
what is happening with tracking 

Future focus: 2030
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senior VP, international airport 
operations, Dnata 
Ludwig Hausmann, partner, 
McKinsey & Company
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of ULDs at the moment, which he believes is 
going to change things significantly and bring 
further realisations to air freight operators 
about the benefits of digitalisation. 
“People will see the power of data,” he 
observed. “We have been limited because 
we have not been able to see the benefits. 
But if I don’t have to have a warehouse full of 
ULDs because I don’t have to be overstocked; 
I think we’re going to see things happening 
quickly.”

Because a lot of these kinds of functions in 
the industry are now outsourced, he believes 
this process of modernisation in areas such 
as ULD management and tracking “is able to 
happen much faster, driven by experts”.

Stewart Angus, divisional senior VP for 
international airport operations at Dnata, 
agreed with Cargolux’s Meijer that “we – GHAs 
and airlines – have really underinvested in our 
product. If we compare ourselves with the 
automotive sector, for example, GHAs have 
never invested in R&D.

“But the tide is changing. We are catching up 
with what technology can do. We are working 
on ‘hololens’ technology, for example – which I 
think will be groundbreaking.

“We have gone through a period of cost focus, 
where everything is commoditised. Now we 
are hearing from airlines that ‘we want to 
differentiate ourselves, because then we can 

ACHL Conference Report: Air freight in 2030 

People will see the 
power of data. We 
have been limited 
because we have 

not been able to see 
the benefits

”
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charge a premium; how can we do that?’
Not all airlines, but some.”

He continued: “If we look at successful companies 
like Amazon and Google, they think about what their 
customers may want years ahead. That is where we 
want to go.

“We just had a meeting with one customer airline 
where, rather than talking about immediate issues such 
as performance and pricing, we only talked about the 
future and where they want to be in 2030, and how we 
can help them to get there.”

Real change
Brendan Sullivan, head of e-commerce and cargo 
operations at the International Air Transport 
Association (IATA), commented: “What I have seen is 
a real change in the discussions between GHAs and 
airlines. We used to have lots of rather combative 
discussions, where it seemed that we were never going 
to get to an agreement, and what we ended up with 
was a compromise. But now, people are saying that 
new technology is really changing things fast, and if we 
do not get ready as an industry, we will struggle to gain 
from that.”

He continued: “And people are beginning to understand 
that by 2030-2035, the industry will be filled with 
Millennials and Generation Y people who will be filled 
with all kinds of new skills. The industry, therefore, 
needs to be ready to bring them on.

“But all these things mean we are now getting ready 
to implement things much faster now – in months, 
compared with what used to take years. For example, 
One Record, has six pilots taking place, in just a few 
months.”

Another example is smart ULDs. “We began talking 
about this five years ago, and we now have these out 
there working, generating data,” Sullivan says. “These 
are huge changes in our industry”

Demand side 
For Ludwig Hausmann, partner at McKinsey & Company, 
the question of how air freight will look in the future is 
best divided into two different parts: the demand side 
and the supply side.

On the demand side, he notes that the air freight sector 
remains volatile, with the mood of the industry varying 
accordingly to the demand cycle and is currently down 
because of the drop in volumes this year. But he says 
demand will come back, noting that “80-90% of what 
is transported by air cannot be pushed on to other 
transport modes”; and 3-D printing will not be a major 
factor that erodes volumes from air freight.

The tide is 
changing. We are 
catching up with 
what technology 

can do

”

”
ST E WA RT  A N G U S

Meanwhile, e-commerce traffic 
will continue to rise all the way 
through to 2030, while some 
other kinds of traffic will go 
down; and there will be regional 
variations, such as intra-Asia 
traffic rising, while some other 
lanes will see decreases.

Supply side
On the supply side, he questioned 
“whether the air freight sector 
can afford to be as fragmented as 
it is now”, when the integrators 
have consolidated into just 
three main players and have big 
economies of scale, and the big 
e-commerce players, Amazon and 
Alibaba, control around 50% of 
the e-commerce market.

Wraight: Airports are demanding more 
from potential new cargo operators 
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He adds: “I don’t believe that in 2030 there 
will be so many cargo carriers marketing 
their products. That does not necessarily 
need to mean mergers and acquisitions, but 
there needs to be more of a consolidated 
sales structure, like we have seen in container 
shipping.”

On the technology side, he says the air 
freight sector is happy to use the buzzwords 
of digitalisation, but doesn’t necessarily 
fully understand their application within air 
freight. He highlights three different areas 
of digitalisation relevant to airfreight,: sales 
portals; end-to-end visibility, so the cargo 
can be located and its status monitored; and 
decision-support tools, for example Internet 
of Things and machine learning, “so we can do 
things better than humans can”.

He adds: “It is not that hard to find the right 
things to invest in.”

Disruptor threat
On whether the ambitions of Amazon will 
mean it will soon start to begin offering its 
air freight capacity to external third parties, 
he responds: “No, the air freight sector is not 
attractive enough (in terms of its margins). 
Also, the air freight capacity that Amazon 
offers is not that well suited to the general 
air freight market,” flown between often 
secondary cargo airports where Amazon 
may have a large consolidation facility, but 
which is not a particularly attractive air freight 
destination otherwise. 

Hausmann added: “We have not seen them 
go intercontinental yet, and we have not seen 
them build up excess capacity.”

Sullivan commented: “That is our view as well. 
They are not building up excess capacity,” 
except for during short periods as they open 
a new facility or lane. In other sectors where 
Amazon has expanded to offer services to 
third parties, such as Amazon Web Services, 
those are high-margin businesses, Sullivan 
noted, adding: “They are a totally integrated 
business. But one thing that they are very 
focused on is their customers. We sometimes 
forget the end customer. In air cargo, we don’t 
meet the end customer. We focus instead on 
the next partner or customer.”

No gatehouse
Angus says: “There is a lot of new technology 
coming in now. We have a new facility coming 
on and we have an aim to have no gatehouse. 
We need to move air cargo from having a 
30-tonne truck arriving at a gatehouse, getting 
out his vehicle and handing over some paper, 
being told that he has to go to Door 7, getting 
back in his lorry and reversing it out and lining 
up for Door 7.”

He continued: “We are moving towards having 
a geofence maybe 5 miles out, telling him to 
go to Door 7, and when he gets to Door 7, the 
shipment is there for him.”

Panel moderator Chris Notter, currently an 

We are now 
getting ready to 

implement things 
much faster 

now – in months, 
compared with 

what used to take 
years
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independent consultant working on several air 
freight projects, observed: “If you give these 
challenges to young people, they come up 
with these ideas straight away,” highlighting 
the need and benefit of integrating a younger 
generation of ‘digital natives’ into air freight 
organisations.

But he asks whether carriers will need to pay 
more in order to compensate their cargo 
handling partners for investing in these kinds 
of new digital solutions.

Cargolux’s Meijer responds: “If I order a pizza 
from Dominoes, we get all kinds of information 
about where your product is, and that is for a 
$12 item. We are investing heavily because the 
cost of (digital) investments have come down 
dramatically. Things that were expensive five 
years ago, now we can invest in these things 
that can give us transparency.”

Emerging opportunities
Dnata’s Angus notes that it is difficult to know 
what kinds of challenges the sector will face in 
the future – nor things what technologies will 
be available that can help improve efficiencies. 
“We don’t know what we don’t know,” he says. 
“If we order a taxi now, we expect to know 
when it is coming, the type and colour of the 
car, the name of the driver.

“We as GHAs don’t really know our customers. 
But the e-commerce giants do know their 
customers; and that means they can control 
the logistics chain.”

One key question is whether and for how 
long the recent investments in air cargo and 
technology to modernise it will continue, in 
this current and any future downturn.

United’s Albrecht responds: “In the past, 
airlines were facing losses during previous 
downturns, but with the rationalisation, I think 
it (investment) will continue. But we are still 
not going to ‘build it and they will come’; there 
has to be a business case, for example cost 
reduction.”

Hausmann says that the new technology 
capabilities open up new business 
opportunities for the air cargo sector, 
potentially allowing participants to add value 
or move up the value chain, for example 
through the ability of technology to connect 
the various parts of the air logistics chain 
almost seamlessly in order to create virtual 
integrators. “Investments in new systems are 
not that expensive, and typically data-sharing is 
free,” he notes.

Notter asked panellists how often GSAs ask 
their customers what they want to achieve in 
the longer term, strategically, and how can the 
GSA help them to get there.

Menzies’ Alan Glen responds: “We are spending 
more time with customers than we have done 
for a long time. That is a trick that we have 
missed in the past, but we are getting to know 
our key customers.

“We are not quite yet there in terms of 
knowing the end customer, but we are 
gradually moving away from the operational 
pains towards what we can do as a partner.”

Airports’ role
Asked how airport see their role in air cargo, 
Steven Polmans, head of cargo at Brussels 
Airport, responds: “It depends on the airport. 

Hausmann: Technology can enable the air 
cargo sector to move up the value chain 

“I don’t believe 
that in 2030 there 

will be so many 
cargo carriers 

marketing their 
products

”
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We are not in this business for charity, but 
when I look at many airports around the world, 
too many of them have no idea how to make 
money out of cargo. That is something that we 
(as a sector) need to work on.”

Al Kalmbach, assistant VP for cargo business 
development at DFW International Airport, 
commented: “We did a study a few years ago 
to look at the value that cargo generates within 
our region. We’ve taken a broader view of it, 
and we know that cargo generates around $30 
billion for our region.” 

This has encouraged the airport authority 
to make investments in its cargo business, 
leading to a number of recent initiatives to 
help attract cargo customers by improving 
its efficiency as a logistics base. “We have an 
RFP out for a cloud solution and will make a 
decision next month on that. We have recently 
invested in a number of facilities, for example 
a pharmaceutical handling facility, and we 
are working on an e-commerce clearance 
centre. So, we are engaged in looking for 
opportunities.”

Peter de Leeuw, head of real estate 
development at Vienna Airport, commented: 
“We also do a lot to help customers, for 
example by providing more space. But it is not 
easy for an airport to understand what is the 
value and the revenue from cargo. We feel 
that we do not get that information from the 
industry, for example from airlines and cargo 
handlers. For the airlines, how important is 
the cargo side to them? And if we get more 
cargo through the airport, what value does 
that bring? 

“We are in discussion with the airlines about 
that; but I would like to know better – not just 
by reviewing our tenancy agreements and then 
building more buildings: maybe we need more 
intelligent processes. Therefore, we really need 
more information from the industry about 
how we as an airport can help to create better 
processes, and can we help stakeholders make 
more money?”

Stan Wraight, president and CEO of air 
freight and airport consultancy Strategic 
Aviation Solutions International (SASI), says 
that airports are now increasingly aware of 
the value and importance of cargo and are 
demanding more from potential new cargo 
operators at their airports, for example 
GHAs. He noted: “Our clients want to have 

a marketing tool for the airlines, and some 
are saying if you not going to be a valuable 
marketing tool for the airport, don’t even 
bother to reply to RFQs.” There was also a 
growing awareness among airlines that they 
cannot be profitable as passenger airlines 
unless they have cargo departments that made 
it make a significant contribution.

“Right now, cargo is becoming more and more 
important (for airlines and airports). Operating 
as an airline is going to get more and more 
expensive, so airports would like to hear from 
GSAs and airlines: how are you going to help 
be a marketing tool for the airport?”

For example, on the US West Coast, the 
passenger route managers are pressing 
the airports to provide better services on 
the ground and are aware that some of the 

cargo facilities are not adequate to handle 
the commerce. “They can’t move cargo in 72 
hours, which is what companies like Alibaba 
want, and Amazon is moving towards. They 
want something to help them.”

However, a delegate from Frankfurt Airport 
said this was not something that is valid across 
the entire world.

Dnata’s Angus notes: “Cargo revenue is 
about 15% of an airlines’ revenue on average. 
How many airlines make more than 15% 
profit? Therefore, if we don’t provide the 
infrastructure for cargo, this becomes a 
problem.”

Polmans observes: “20 years ago, we were only 
focusing on the airlines, but now, 80% of what 
we do involves talking to people and looking at 



CARGO AIRPORTS & AIRLINE SERVICES / OCT - NOV 2019 11

ACHL Conference Report: Air freight in 2030 

what happens outside of the airport, at what 
happens on the ground.” But he acknowledges 
that not all airports have this awareness.

Top priorities
Bringing the discussion to a close, Notter 
asks each of the panellists their most urgent 
priority for the next three years.

Sullivan responds: “This is a business of 
partnership, and so therefore companies need 
to share their data.”

Dnata’s Angus says: “One issue we need to get 
a solution for is dangerous goods.”

Hausmann responds: “We need to get the 
time from landing to getting the cargo out of 
the door down from two days to 12 hours.“

Improving partnerships
And United’s Albrecht responds: “We need 
to improve partnerships between airlines and 
GHAs. We have moved forward a lot from the 
dark days when the procurement departments 
were just pushing suppliers down on price. 
But there is still more that we can do.”

Meijer notes: “We are investing heavily in 
digitalisation, and we expect our partners to 
do the same – because it will not work if we 
only do this by ourselves.“

Glen says: “Sharing the data is the key thing. 
There is so much power (in the data) and so 
much efficiency that we can bring. And with so 
many changes taking place internationally, for 
example protectionism, we need to have this 
data so that we can fly the cargo.”

Post-panel discussions
In discussions with CAAS after the 
panel, Alan Glen from Menzies agreed 
that the issue about airports not fully 
understanding the value of cargo is a 
crucial one when it comes to airports 
making investment decisions and 
deciding on the use of space at their 
airport. He says that it is a topic that was 
discussed the previous day at a meeting 
of IATA’s Cargo Handling Consultative 
Council (ICHC, formerly COAG).

Crucial question
André Majeres, manager for cargo, 
mail and e-commerce operations 
and standards at the International Air 
Transport Association (IATA), said was 
why he raised the question during the 
conference panel.

Majeres added: “What we did in the ICHC 
was agreed that a group of airlines and 
GHAs will pull together some data on the 
value of cargo.” The plan is to then bring 
this to the IATA airports committee and 
look at what more the association and 
its members can do to communicate 
the value of cargo to airports – because 
there are some that understand this 
value, like Liege and Brussels, but many 
that do not.

Majeres acknowledges that one powerful 
way of demonstrating the value of cargo 
for airports would be to present some 
positive case studies that demonstrate 
how focusing on building those airports’ 
cargo base can generate traffic and 
revenue – and help to build the local 

economy. He said it would be good to 
see forward-thinking airports such as 
Liege and Brussels taking part

On the question of making it a priority 
to cut handling of inputs from two days 
to 12 hours, he replied: “We have done 
some studies on this, which found that 
the GHA is are not where the bottleneck 
is; it is with customs.”

Given that customs can still be the 
bottleneck at airports, some question 
why the air freight sector has not lobbied 
harder to allow pre-clearance of air 
cargo, like the express operators have 
been able to for many years.

Pre-clearing goods
IATA’s Brendan Sullivan commented: 
“Some countries are now looking at pre-
clearing goods. It is done already with 
some kinds of cargo.“

However, Sullivan said one of the reasons 
the express operators have been able to 
agree pre-clearance of express shipments 
with customs authorities is because of 
the amount of data that the integrators 
can give customs – which includes 
information about the customer and 
the type of shipment, even including 
photos of each shipment – made possible 
because of the automated processes 
and systems that the integrators use. 
However, as more and more cargo 
comes in on e-air waybills, the idea of 
preclearance of heavy or general cargo 
becomes more feasible.

If you give these 
challenges to young 

people, they come up 
with ideas straight 

away

”

”
C H R I S  N OT T E R
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Dozens of senior executives from across the 
airline cargo handling and operations fields, 
along with associated airport and technology 
players and suppliers, gathered in September 
in Paris for the 11th annual Air Cargo Handling 
and Logistics (ACHL) conference to share 
best practice and update their knowledge and 
connections.

Day one featured one-to-one meetings and 
workshop sessions on ‘Future-proofing your 
business’, ‘ULD developments’, and ‘Air cargo 
innovation’. Highlights on day two including 
the panel discussion ‘Air cargo in 2030’, as 
reported in this issue. A panel discussion 
called ‘Air freight’s young guns’ discussed 
the experiences, challenges, and ideas from 
the perspective of several up-and-coming 
young air cargo executives. Other discussions 
included the increasing role of data, and the 
pros and cons of technology and canines in the 
screening of air cargo.

Further topics included gender diversity, IATA’s 
FACE programme, ‘The modern and futuristic 
air cargo handler’, and developments in airport 
cargo infrastructure. And the event closed with 
discussions about the role of cargo drones and 
digital transformation in the air cargo sector. 
Highlights from some of these debates will be 
profiled in the next issue of CAAS.

E-commerce within air cargo
One topic that kept coming up, 
understandably, was the growing role of 
e-commerce within air cargo, and how airlines 
and their cargo handlers should respond to 
this. A key speaker on this topic was Olivier 
Bijaoui, former president and CEO of WFS and 
now chairman of independent cargo handling 
specialist network IAS and president of OB 
Invest. 

In his presentation, ‘E-commerce: Friend or 
foe?’, he outlined how the rise of e-commerce 
represents a fundamental change within air 
cargo and a threat to many of its traditional 
players, including freight forwarders, 
integrators and cargo handlers. He stressed 
that the challenge for and from e-commerce 
retail operators is to move goods as fast as 
the integrators, but at the price of general 
air cargo. This, he said, meant that the 
integrators themselves were among the first 
to be challenged by the increasing moves by 
e-commerce operators such as Amazon and 
China’s Alibaba ever-deeper into the logistics 
sphere, including within air cargo.

Bijaoui said the core business model for 
integrators such as FedEx and UPS was to sell 
their express services, offering rapid end-to-
end transport at a relatively high price. But 
this was under pressure now with the likes 
of Amazon offering to do so at a lower rate 
– noting that FedEx’s share price had fallen 
significantly recently, at least partly a reflection 
of this increasing competition.

At a recent visit to Rickenbacker Airport in 
Ohio, he noted a number of UPS aircraft there, 
apparently primarily serving a major local 
e-commerce shipper, who was now “filling up 
these aircraft for UPS at an airport that used 
to be a ghost airport”.

Winners and losers
On the whole, Bijaoui believes the integrators 
will be among the losers of the e-commerce 
growth trend, as the likes of Amazon push 
down prices for express delivery shipments, 
but that postal operators will be among the 
winners.

Airlines are also set to gain, carrying more and 

more e-commerce shipments. And certain 
cargo airports will also gain significantly – for 
example Liège Airport in Belgium, which has 
done a good job promoting its airport to 
e-commerce companies.

For airlines, one question is likely to be how 
much capacity they will devote to e-commerce, 
if e-commerce companies ask them to set 
aside significant amounts of space. He believes 
airlines are likely to accept these big blocked 
space agreements, as they have in the past 
from GSAs. But in the process, GSAs may miss 
out, and also freight forwarders. For freight 
forwarders, whether they become winners 
or losers will depend how they position 
themselves.

Bijaoui highlighted the recent partnership 
between Amazon and Dallas Fort Worth 
Alliance Airport, where Amazon has opened a 6 
million sq ft warehouse (almost 600,000sqm) 
– “the kind of scale that dwarfs the warehouses 
of most cargo handling companies and 
underlines that it will be for the e-commerce 
companies to decide how they work with 
freight forwarders and the integrators”.

ACHL Conference Report

E-commerce presents cargo handlers and airlines with an 
opportunity to regain margin and improve their profitability – if 
only they can grasp it this time, after failing to 30 years ago when 
the integrators arrived, delegates and speakers at this year’s Air 
Cargo Handling and Logistics conference agree

Air freight’s 
second chance

Vertannes: Urges handlers to adapt and work 
with e-commerce players 
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ACHL Conference Report

As for cargo handlers, he notes: “I think we 
have to ask ourselves how we can handle these 
companies and this traffic, and also will they 
be at our airports? I think we will be seeing 
freighters moving away from the big airports,” 
as they seek specialist airports that are able to 
move their cargo in and out quickly to large 
consolidation warehouses nearby, where they 
will build and break down cargo units.

Pass-through cargo
“When the e-commerce companies bring 
cargo through airports, it will be pass-through 
cargo, which will then go through to the big 
facility nearby of the likes of Amazon,” he 
noted. “Will we be paid the same for this BUP 
cargo? No.

“Also, if it is going to be pass-through cargo, 
handlers won’t need as much space on airport 
as they do currently, which has implications for 
airports.”

Bijaoui continued: “I’m not saying that general 
cargo will disappear, but because e-commerce 
cargo will keep growing and growing, the way it 
is going to be handled is going to be different. 
But everybody is going to be impacted – not 
just the handlers.”

Another possible challenge is the emergence 
of increasingly fast and efficient rail services 
from China to Europe, which was one of the 
reasons Liège Airport was attractive to Chinese 
shippers. If those services can speed up to 
transit times of seven days or eight days, that 
will make them extremely attractive, Bijaoui 
said, noting: “It is much cheaper, 10 times 
cheaper, and they can carry a lot more cargo 
than an aircraft – and not much slower.”

Asked whether air cargo handlers can adapt to 
this evolving situation, he responded: “We have 
to look at our processes and how things work 
in our sheds. But part of the answer does not 

lie with us – it will be decided by the retailer 
how they work with us.

“Maybe we have to talk to the new retailers 
and say: ‘how do we improve our speed on the 
ground in order to win your business’? But to 
be able to talk to these companies is not easy.”

So, should GHAs and airlines work together to 
make an offering to e-commerce companies?

“They’re already part of the same offering,” 
said Bijaoui. “The e-commerce companies 
are going to decide how they want to use the 
airlines; and the airline is going to then talk to 
us about how to deliver that.”

Handling challenge
Stan Wraight, president and CEO of 

consultancy Strategic Aviation Solutions 
International (SASI), observed that there are 
an estimated 110,000 e-commerce retailers, 
which “leaves a tremendous potential for us 
to work with” outside of giants like Amazon, 
Alibaba, and JD. “And while airlines across 
the world are seeing consolidations drop, the 
number of individual, back-to-back shipments 
of less than 300 kg is growing rapidly,” he 
noted, highlighting one Middle Eastern carrier 
reporting its volumes of these kinds of 
shipments had grown to 30% already.

But the problem, according to one airline 
he spoke with, is that “if I had to rely on 
independent ground handling agents to 
implement the products that I rely on, I would 
be not able to sell my products”. Wraight 
noted: “That means there is demand, but 
there’s no supply from the ground handling 
agent and the airport to do what the airline 
would like to do.”

If it is going to be 
pass-through cargo, 
handlers won’t need 

as much space on 
airport

”

”
O L I V I E R  B I JAO U I

Bijaoui: Everybody is going to be 
impacted – not just the handlers
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He said that is a big opportunity for a cargo 
handling company – to change the partnership 
with an airline, “so that airline can support the 
109,997 companies that would like to stay in 
business and not be swallowed by Amazon, 
Alibaba, and JD.com, to succeed. 

“And for small and regional forwarders, their 
manufacturers want to participate also in the 
e-commerce business. But to get something 
out of China if you’re a small forwarder, you 
have to go through an association or A+ 
forwarder, and then all the margin is gone. 
Wouldn’t they love it if an airline was able 
to offer them a product, in combination 
with a handling company, that included all 
the processing and last-mile delivery and 
transparency and quality?” 

Wraight concluded: “I see the bottle of wine 
for handlers and airlines as three-quarters 
fall. So, what can you do as a handler to take 
advantage of that?”

Bijaoui agreed that there could be an 
opportunity for a combined effort to present 
something attractive to e-retailers, adding: 
“What that is exactly is another question.”

Wraight said: “This is our greatest chance 
ever, for cargo handlers and airlines, to regain 
margin and make this business profitable.”

Déjà vu 
Conference chairman and moderator Des 
Vertannes, former head of cargo at IATA, 

commented: “The ground handlers had an 
opportunity when companies like FedEx and 
UPS came to the party, to talk to these new 
guys and see if they can redesign our terminals 
to accommodate integrator traffic. But we 
decided not to go down that road, and so they 
built their own, and they built good properties 
on airports, bonds, and the next thing you 
know they got concessions from customs, and 
then started to steal everybody else’s lunch. 

“Forward 30 years, we have these new players 
coming along, and we have got the same 
conversations: can we adapt now to work with 
Amazon and Alibaba when we didn’t do this 
with FedEx and UPS, TNT and DHL?” 

He continued: “For me, if you want to take this 
seriously, start the dialogue. You have truly 
got an opportunity of business that is going 
to grow at double digits for the foreseeable 

future; instead of looking at a terminal that is 
only half full – or three-quarters full, if you are 
lucky – and saying ‘I am going to try and gain 
another 5% of volume next month’. 

“To me, a lot of things you can do are within 
your own gift. We are the players that can 
shape and influence and accelerate the ground 
handling performance. And if we don’t tackle it, 
there will be new entrants.” 

He proposed to assemble key representatives 
from across the air logistics chain – 
including freight forwarding and customs 
representatives – to run a working group prior 
to next year’s conference to identify one or 
two key issues “to drive this industry forward”, 
and then “debate it for two days”, and “go 
forward with an objective we are all tasked 
to achieve. And the following year, let’s track 
progress.”

THANK YOU TO EVERYONE 
WHO SUPPORTED THE 
ACHL CONFERENCE 2019

24th - 26th September 2019 Paris Marriott Charles de Gaulle Airport Hotel

www.ca a si n t.com

���

If we don’t tackle 
it, there will be new 

entrants

”

”
D E S  V E RTA N N E S
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Regional Report: Africa

Africa has been a major focus in recent years 
for cargo handler Swissport, and having 
focused largely on upgrading its existing 
facilities on the continent recently, the global 
airport services group is set to expand its 
cargo presence in north Africa in the coming 
months. 

Mark Skinner, senior vice-president for Middle 
East and Africa, says the company plans to step 
up its presence and is looking at opportunities 
in several African countries, hoping to set up 
in a new market on the continent in 2020. 
The multinational handler already has cargo 
stations in Accra, Algiers, Cape Town, Dar es 
Salaam, Durban, Johannesburg, Kilimanjaro, 
Nairobi and Port Elizabeth. 

While east Africa also remains a focus area 
for Swissport, north Africa is a major target 
for growth. In addition to plans to enter a new 

market in the region, Skinner says the handler 
is looking to expand its activities to the cargo 
sector in Morocco – where it was recently 
awarded a licence for ground handling services 
at 15 airports by Moroccan airport operator 
ONDA. 

In the way business is conducted – for 
example, the role of low-cost carriers (LCCs) 
and traffic flows – north Africa is increasingly 
resembling the European market, Skinner adds.

Growth markets
Ghana has been another bright spot, 
generating mostly perishables but also oil and 
gas traffic. This has prompted Air France KLM 
Martinair (AF-KL-MP) Cargo to shift a freighter 
stop from Abidjan to Accra.

Swissport entered Ghana a few years ago and 
is still gaining new customers there, Skinner 

Fuelled by years of growth, air freight operators are investing in handling facilities 
on the continent to improve quality standards. But an influx of lift is threatening to 
undermine yields, reports Ian Putzger

African attraction

Swissport’s warehouse in 
Ghana is probably its most 

state-of-the-art globally

We see no signs 
of an inf lux 

from China in 
manufacturing

”

”
M A R K  S K I N N E R
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Regional Report: Africa

says. Alongside Kenya and Tanzania, it has 
generated good growth for the handler.

Manuel Weill, vice-president for Africa, 
Caribbean and Indian Ocean at AF-KL-MP 
Cargo, also highlights a number of markets in 
Africa have shown good growth. “The biggest 
drivers have been Kenya, South Africa, Ghana 
and Nigeria,” he says.

Cairo has also been a strong market with 
a broad array of traffic, from live animals 
and machinery parts to perishables and 
pharmaceuticals. Competition there has 
intensified, both in the main-deck and the belly 
capacity arenas. Air France, which has A350 
aircraft due to join its fleet, intends to deploy 
one of them in the Egyptian market starting 
this winter.

AF-KL-MP added Lusaka – the capital and 

largest city of copper-rich Zambia – to its 
freighter network in early September. Served 
once a week with a 747 freighter in conjunction 
with Nairobi, this is primarily an import market 
for the airline, chiefly for mining equipment. 
Northbound flights fill up with perishables out 
of Kenya, says Weill.

The Zambian capital is the thirteenth African 
destination in the airline’s freighter schedule. 
Overall it serves 40 stations on the continent 
with 274 weekly frequencies.

And responding to demand from the oil and 
gas sector, AF-KL-MP has stepped up its 
presence in Nigeria and is now contemplating 
the possible addition of a second frequency 
to Port Harcourt. “We expect more with the 
oil and gas business,” remarks Weill, adding 
that he sees signs of recovery of this sector in 
Angola. He is also looking at Gabon.

Positive year
For Nairobi-headquartered cargo airline Astral 
Aviation, 2019 has been another good year, 
with growth both in the scheduled and charter 
segments, reports CEO Sanjeev Gadhia. In the 
12 months to August, the airline has carried a 
record-setting 54,000 tonnes.

Indeed, while airlines in all other regions have 
suffered declines in cargo traffic this year, 
African carriers have been the only ones 
to report consistent growth this year. For 
example, in June Africa was the strongest 
performer for four months in a row, according 
to IATA.

“The African market has so far not shown any 
drop; there are still some impressive year-on-
year growth rates,” says Skinner.

Astral has opened scheduled routes this year 
to Goma, Lusaka, and Lubumbashi and stepped 
up frequency on existing routes. It also 
secured new contracts to move perishables for 
peacekeeping troops into and around Somalia.

Meanwhile, Ethiopian Airlines – the ‘poster 
child’ of African carrier growth in recent years 
– has also continued its rapid expansion. In 
July, it launched weekly B777-200 freighter 
flights to Chongqing – which allows for 
connections between the Chinese city and 
the Americas over its Addis Ababa hub – and 
the following month saw the start of all-cargo 
flights to Bangkok and Hanoi.

The airline continues to beef up its passenger 
fleet: by the beginning of 2020, it stands to 
have 144 planes serving 123 routes. Its freighter 
network currently covers 57 international 
destinations.

E-commerce potential
While e-commerce has been a significant 
source of air freight growth in other parts of 

Over the past four and a half 
years, Swissport has improved 

most of its facilities in Africa 



CARGO AIRPORTS & AIRLINE SERVICES / OCT - NOV 201918

the world in the last couple of years, its growth 
has been limited in Africa to the country’s 
more-developed markets. Astral has registered 
an increase in e-commerce traffic, primarily 
going into west and South Africa, Gadhia 
reports. And e-commerce logistics specialist 
Tigers opened a dedicated e-commerce centre 
in Johannesburg in August, citing robust 
growth in this segment.

But elsewhere on the continent, operators 
have not seen much activity in e-commerce. 
“Africa is not yet as dynamic (in e-commerce) 
as other markets we see,” remarks Skinner.

Weill agrees, noting: “We’re not seeing much 
development in Africa. Southbound, people 
buy via Amazon.”

Nevertheless, any increase in traffic into South 
Africa is welcome news for carriers, who are 
suffering from a drastic decline in automotive 
flows from Europe to Africa’s largest economy. 
Although 2018 produced strong flows to 
South Africa, mainly automotive cargo from 
Germany, this traffic virtually collapsed this 
year, says Weill. The steep drop in southbound 
traffic also impacts northbound flows, as the 
country is a major auto producer.

“Adding the political and social challenges 
South Africa is facing, we do have a big 
uncertain future (in that market),” Weill 
remarks.

Manufacturing disappointment
And manufacturing is not developing as 
strongly in Africa as might be expected. The 
much-publicised exodus of production from 
China – particularly at the lower end – has 
prompted speculation that Africa would see an 
influx of producers looking to take advantage 
of its low labour costs. However, air cargo 
executives see little evidence of such a trend.

“We see no signs of an influx from China in 
manufacturing,” says Skinner, although he adds: 

“There is investment in infrastructure.” He 
expects one or two Chinese airlines to mount 
flights to Kenya.

Nevertheless, the prospects for manufacturing 
do not appear to be very bright at the 
moment. Weill observes that the textile 
industry in Kenya and Tanzania – producing 
mostly jeans for the US market – seems to be 
under pressure from rising costs. Sri Lanka 
appears to be more successful in attracting 
investors, he adds.

Regional Report: Africa

Skinner: Interest in cool chain has increased 
dramatically

Gadhia: SAATM will bring greater opportunities for African carriers to operate without any restrictions 
within the continent

Swissport has upgraded its cool chain 
capabilities in Algeria, Kenya and Ghana and 
it is currently doing so in Tanzania
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Perishables still dominate
Meanwhile, perishables continue to dominate 
airborne exports from the continent. This 
year they have accounted for 77% of exports, 
slightly up from their share in 2018, according 
to Weill. “The rest is general cargo and 
express,” he adds.

Gadhia observes: “Perishables from east Africa 
to Europe have maintained their single-digit 
growth.” 

And the pool of perishables exporters is 
growing, Weill observes, adding: “We have 
seen investments into fruits and berries 
development in Zimbabwe and South Africa. 
Both seem to have found a window in the 
global market.”

On the southbound sectors, general cargo 
makes up the lion’s share of air freight flows 
with 63% of the total, followed by express 
with 10%. Perishables account for 8% of 
southbound traffic and pharmaceuticals for 
7%.

Pharma ambitions
“Pharma is something we want to focus on,” 
says Weill.

Indeed, AF-KL-MP’s joint venture partner 
Kenya Airways is working on a GDP-certified 
facility in Nairobi. This will facilitate inbound 
pharma flows beyond the Kenyan capital, he 
comments.

And Swissport has boosted its capacity to 
handle medicines in Algeria. It has gone from 
two cool rooms there to more than ten in five 
years.

This is part of a broader trend to ramp up cool 
chain capabilities in Africa. Swissport has made 
significant investments in Kenya and Ghana 
to handle perishables and medicines, and it is 
currently doing so in Tanzania.

“Interest in cool chain has increased 
dramatically,” says Skinner.

Over the past four and a half years Swissport 

Regional Report: Africa

Weill: Strong southbound flows to South Africa 
virtually collapsed this year 
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has upgraded all its facilities in Africa bar the South African 
set-up. Skinner regards this as the main reason why the 
company has outgrown the market.

“Our warehouse in Ghana is probably our most state-of-
the-art globally,” he highlights. “We also operate a complete 
new warehouse in Algiers which is state-of-the-art.

Weill is looking forward to a new cargo facility in Niger 
that is due to open shortly. The project is not designed to 
increase space but to modernise the set-up, with new x-ray 
equipment and a clear separation of import and export 
flows.

Infrastructure challenges
While air freight infrastructure is markedly improved 
in a growing number of places, in some locations it is 
a problem. The airport infrastructure in Angola and 
Zimbabwe could prevent the development of some 
business, remarks Weill.

Few countries have made good progress with digitisation 
of the business. Skinner points to Morocco, which has 
digitised the tender process. Likewise, countries like Ghana 
and Tanzania have introduced electronic tools to facilitate 
clearance processes. However, in other markets customs 
still insist on paper documents.

Gadhia is looking forward to liberalisation on another 
front. “The much-awaited African open skies initiative, 
SAATM (Single African Transport Market) will enter into 
its next phase of implementation, which will bring greater 
opportunities for African carriers to operate without any 
restrictions within Africa,” he remarks.

He is also hoping for progress on the African Continental 
Free Trade Area project to boost trade within the 
continent.

As with international expansion, Ethiopian Airlines is 
looking to blaze a trail in regional traffic. In March the 
carrier took delivery of its first 737-800 freighter. According 
to Fitsum Abadi, managing director of Ethiopian Cargo & 
Logistics Services, this should eventually grow to a fleet of 
four 737-800Fs to ply regional routes, supplementing the 
carrier’s belly capacity. In addition, Ethiopian is building up 
regional strength through alliances and joint ventures with 
other African carriers. It helped resurrect Chad’s national 
airline last year and is looking to team up with carriers in 
Zambia and Ghana.

Ethiopian inspiration
The stellar rise of Ethiopian Airlines has prompted some 
African governments to try to emulate its growth with 
a resurgent national airline. Uganda has formed a new 
national carrier and Tanzania is reviving its flag carrier.

Some of the lessons taken from Ethiopian’s ascent are not 

Swissport Ghana
Swissport Ghana began offering 
cargo warehousing and ramp 
handling at a new cargo 
warehouse that was completed in 
late 2015 at Kotoka International 
Airport in Accra, to address air 
cargo handling infrastructure, 
capacity and operational 
challenges at the airport. 
Swissport Ghana is a joint venture 
company between Swissport 
International and Ghana Airport 
Cargo Centre (GACC) – itself a 
joint venture between Air Ghana 
and the Ghana Airports Company, 
the official operator of all airports 
and aerodromes in Ghana – and 
was established in 2014 in order 
to assist with the planning of the 
cargo warehouse and prepare 

for the start of operations at the 
10,000sqm warehousing space, 
designed to handle all kinds of 
cargo including perishables, 
valuables and dangerous goods.

The company is responsible for 
the management, development, 
maintenance and continued 
improvement of the warehouse 
facility, offering import, export 
and transit air cargo handling 
services within a modern cargo 
terminal fully equipped to meet 
international standards and cargo 
security directives. Swissport also 
provides ramp handling services 
to all cargo aircraft operating into 
Accra – the main airport for one 
of the fastest-growing countries in 
the world. 

Regional Report: Africa
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universally acclaimed. In Tanzania the effort to 
build a strong national carrier appears to have 
led to a shift in the market from a relatively 
liberal to a more regulated environment, 
according to one observer.

But growth may be more difficult to attain now 

than when Ethiopian was spreading its wings. 
The weakening global market has caused some 
international airlines to shift some of their 
focus to Africa, which bucked the downward 
trend in the first half of this year. International 
airlines have pushed into the market, with 
predictable consequences.

“Clearly there is excess capacity to and from 
Africa, with foreign carriers increasing their 
market share, while the yields have been 
significantly lower compared to previous 
years,” comments Gadhia.

Operating economics have become a lot 
tougher. Weill notes that flower rates have 
been under strong pressure as growers are 
struggling with high costs.

“This pressure has affected the airlines as 
such where northbound prices are suffering 
together with high pressure on southbound 
ones due to the global economic slowdown. 
Freighter operations in this part of the world 
have become unprofitable, and in the mid to 
long term, expectations will be of reduced 
capacity,” he reflects.

“On the short term, there will be overcapacity 
due to airlines looking for alternatives to other 
depressed markets and moving their capacity 
to Africa,” he predicts.

Regional Report: Africa

Astral has registered an increase in 
e-commerce traffic, primarily going into 
west and South Africa
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Digital journey
Many air freight initiatives, including e-freight, struggle to make rapid progress in 
the absence of government mandates or sufficiently strong and obvious incentives, 
observes Emirates’ Henrik Ambak. But progress is being made – including within 
Cargo iQ towards the ultimate goal of piece-level visibility

Air freight’s digitalisation journey has been 
a long and challenging one. Henrik Ambak, 
SVP for cargo operations worldwide at 
Emirates, remembers the creation of the 
air freight sector’s e-freight programme 
back in 2006, among “a small enthusiastic 
group of airlines and forwarders, under the 
umbrella of IATA”, with the aim to build an 
end-to-end paperless transport process 
for air cargo, made possible with a new 
expected regulatory framework, modern 
electronic messages and high quality of 
data. And he recalls the promise to “take 
away all our paper” and moving beyond 
the governance and regulations and all the 
things that still required a piece of paper.  

As of March 2019, the electronic air waybill 
(eAWB) network – locations where the 
legal framework has been created to allow 
an electronic contract of carriage – covers 
around 67% of worldwide trade. And the 
global eAWB penetration level on these 
legally feasible trade lanes has continued to 
rise, exceeding 66.3% in August – meaning 
that a little over 44% of total global air 
freight currently travels under an eAWB. 
And that’s just the eAWB; it doesn’t include 
all the other documents in the pouch.

But progress is being made. And Ambak and 
Emirates are believers, he stresses. 

“The whole thing with digitalisation is 
obviously super-important,” Ambak says. 
“And you can say that cargo is super-late. 

“Fast forward to today, we embrace 
digitalisation or ‘digi’. We have a number 
of active work strings on this: billing, 
distribution, booking, full operations. You 

will see major announcements from us in 
this space. But it’s something that must 
happen. We are behind as an industry, and 
we want to be ahead.”

The latest e-freight figures from IATA list 
Emirates as 7th worldwide in terms of 
eAWB volumes, although in percentage or 
‘penetration’ terms, the level stood at just 
40.7% in July, well below some industry 
frontrunners and most of the major carriers 
– many of which have penetration levels in 
the region of 70-90%. 

As an organization, Emirates SkyCargo 
has taken a pragmatic view that seems 
to broadly reflect the motivations of 

Ambak: The need for piece-level tracking and 
control is further emphasised by the growth and 
requirements of e-commerce traffic

CAAS Interview: Henrik Ambak 
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its customers to participate – and their 
perceptions about whether e-freight brings 
them any meaningful value, yet.

“We embrace it. We make use of it. And we 
have, over the last months, seen a resurgence 
in requests from forwarders,” says Ambak. “For 
some years now, it’s been a dormant kind of 
required conversation. We’ve seen some of 
them, the global forwarders, coming back and 
wanting e-air waybills again – possibly because 
it also fits in with their own digi work plan 
efforts. And that gives it a kind of a second life, 
which we fully embrace.” 

Missing incentives
Some carriers report that it has been tough to 
persuade forwarders to participate and make 
progress with eAWB use. But Ambak says: “It 
has been difficult for airlines and forwarders – 
because the final incentive, that you don’t need 
the paper, has been missing. In many countries, 
you still need all kinds of certificates, signed 
not in a black but in a blue ballpen.” 

He continues: “So, we can do whatever digi-
ing we want. But at the end, when you pass 
a border, there will be a customs officer or a 
pharmaceutical or health inspector who would 
like to see this kind of documentation with the 
right stamp and the right blue signature. And 

then the whole concept of ‘digi’ falls apart, 
because governments are not embracing it 
wholeheartedly. So, if you really want to see 
this digitalization kick through also at the 
operational level, governments are sitting on 
the key.”

IATA recognises that this remains a problem, 
with IATA’s head of digital cargo, Henk Mulder, 
observing: “That’s right, and that’s half our 
challenge. The other half is getting airlines and 
forwarders to implement eAWB.”

Although most important aviation and air 
freight nations have now ratified the Montreal 
Convention 1999 (MC-99), which facilitates 
– among other things – the use of electronic 
air waybills (eAWBs) and other documents 
of carriage, many “customs, health, and all 
kind of other authorities still want (paper) 
documents”, Ambak highlights. “As long as it’s 
not good enough to send electronic messages 
to customs in many countries, then we still 
have to transport the document – which 
means that I still need to employ a driver to 
drive from the cargo terminal to the aircraft. 
It’s inefficient.”

This explains why Emirates’ eAWB penetration 
percentage levels are below the industry 
frontrunners and most of the major carriers. 

“First of all, it is important to note that in 
terms of eAWB cargo volume, Emirates 
SkyCargo is ranked within the top 10 carriers 
globally,” Ambak notes. “(However), what we 
see in our day-to-day operations is that there is 
a lack of true value for eAWB. This is because 
in many of the markets where we operate, 
there is still a legal requirement to carry all 
paper documents for customs clearance.”

Mulder acknowledges that the international 
protocols refer to the air waybill transport 
document, adding: “This indicates that eAWB 
and paperless are not the same thing at all. 
Ideally all documents would be electronic but 
we have focused on the eAWB.”

Mulder continues: “You may wonder what the 
point is then? Aside from the legal obstacles 
to paperless, one defining factor is the ability 
of the transport partners to issue and process 
electronic documents such as eAWB. That 
number 66.3% in August is an indication of 
the capability to issue and manage electronic 
documents as a technical and business 
competence. This is why that number is very 
important – even if there is still a lot of paper 
in the process.”
 
Legal requirements
Ambak is not persuaded yet that it is worth 
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airlines promoting the use of eAWBs on 
lanes where full digitalisation is not yet 
possible. “In this (kind of) case, where there 
is a legal requirement for transporting paper 
documents, we do not create an eAWB, as this 
is a duplication of effort – unless specifically 
requested by a customer. Other carriers may 
choose to drive eAWB in addition to sending 
physical documents in markets where physical 
documentation is required.

“However, where a customer specifically 
requests for eAWB or in markets where 
there are no legal requirements for paper 
documents for clearance, we do promote 
eAWB.”

He says the reason for developing e-freight 
in the beginning was because the industry 
“thought that there were still cost elements we 
can take out, but we can’t because we’re still 
transporting the documents in parallel to the 
electronic information. So those benefits that 
we should’ve been able to enjoy in terms of 

cost savings are very difficult to enjoy.” 

Nevertheless, the real benefits are surely not 
about eliminating the paper, but what you 
can do with data if you can get it earlier and 
digitally.

“And that is why we embrace it, because having 
the information is important,” says Ambak.
Other benefits often cited of e-freight 
include operational efficiency through the 
reduction of the end-to-end processing time; 
cost effectiveness through the reduction 
of document processing and archiving 
costs; improved data quality and accuracy; 
digitization enabling the development of 
new innovative services and solutions, thus 
increasing the value of the air freight to 
shippers – such as with real-time status 
updates; and regulatory compliance.
  
Compliance focus
Compliance has become an even bigger 
focus area for air cargo carriers recently, with 
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world leaders “handing out sanctions left and 
right and centre”, Ambak notes. “Whenever 
government issues a sanction, it has huge 
implication for the supply chain – because 
we have to vet that every shipper, every 
consignee, and every commodity we transport 
is not breaching the sanction somewhere. 
The US even enforces their sanctions extra-
territorially.”  

Carriers as well as shippers are penalised if 
they transport something between two other 
countries and it breaches a US sanction – 
“which has consequences”, he notes. 

The company now has a dedicated team, 
including computer support or system support 
from a company that traditionally has been 
supporting the financial sector – which has 
been under similar pressure for years. 

Airlines such as Emirates have been 
implementing systems that allow them to 
screen everything and, “based on our existing 

controls, we turn back some shipments 
because either the shipper, the consignee, the 
country it is going to – or the combination of 
the country and the commodity – is not where 
it should be”.  

This has been accelerated by the recent China-
US sanctions on certain tech companies, but 
also by the sanctions on Iran – an important 
local market for Dubai-based companies. 

Single Process
But despite the benefits of having this data 
early, Emirates SkyCargo has not been 
tempted to go down the road some airlines 
have, like Lufthansa Cargo, of allowing or 
requiring forwarders to submit eAWBs for all 
destinations – the so-called ‘Single Process’.   

Ambak says he cannot see the point, given 
that in some countries such as Brazil “customs 
may even board your aircraft on arrival just to 
check your documents are on board. And if 
they’re not on board, they will give you a fine”. 

Under the Single Process model, the airline 
decides whether a paper-AWB is needed by 
local authorities or at destination; and on 
non-eAWB-capable lanes, the airline will then 
reproduce the paper-AWB for the customer, 
as would be the case for shipments going to 
Brazil. 

“I’m at a loss to see the benefit... that what the 
forwarders are printing today, the airlines start 
printing instead,” says Ambak. 

He is not fully persuaded by the argument that 
by encouraging forwarders to supply the data 
early through an eAWB on all shipments, the 
airline benefits significantly by receiving the 
data early, and digitally.

Advance Cargo Information
“I still get the data today, because there are 
so many countries that have implemented 
ACI – advance cargo information,” he says. This 
means countries with such schemes can issue 
pre-loading denials if the authorities believe a 
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shipment or shipper may be suspicious.
He says country after country are now 
requiring advanced cargo information, with 
recent additions including Kenya and Sri 
Lanka, estimating that ACI is required now for 
something like 80% of air freight shipments.  

“So, the customs authorities around the 
world force us to provide this information 
electronically. We get it from the forwarders, we 
onforward it, everybody is happy,” says Ambak. 

Or they might be happy, in a rational world.
“Who would think we then still need to provide 
a paper invoice for customs clearance?” 
Ambak asks, rhetorically. “That is where 
the insanity kicks in. They (customs) have 
all this information. But do they use it then 
to make sure that you can take away all the 
documentation?

“There’s a disconnect. Governments have a 
huge role to play in helping this.” 

Mandatory requirements 
He says the mandating of requirements by 
governments can often be helpful – and indeed 
necessary – in forcing industry to change and 
modernize. 

“In this industry, when we develop something 
ourselves it’s often not possible, ‘too 
complicated’, to get everybody on board,” he 
notes. “Then the government somewhere says 
‘this is the law by the 1st of July’, and suddenly 
everybody’s ready. 

“It’s an amazing effect; when it’s voluntary, 
and therefore to your own benefit, you would 
imagine, everybody has an opinion and it takes 
forever to get to an agreement. But when the 
government says we must, then we can.” 

Cargo iQ exception
Cargo iQ is kind of an exception to this, 
although it has taken a very long time to 
progress.

“To me, one of the most important things about 
Cargo IQ is it’s the only equal platform we have 
between airlines and forwarders,” he notes. 
“Airlines and forwarders sit together with an 
equal voting right, and construct something. 
Does that take a little bit longer because you 
need to get approved? Yes.” But it’s making 
progress, he says. 

“And we have given ourselves three things we 
want to deliver by the World Cargo Symposium 

next year. We want to deliver a specific service 
overlay for Pharma, so you are capable of any 
measurement milestones for pharmaceutical 
transport. 

“We want to have the capability of quality 
measurement for time-definite services. 
Today, the Cargo iQ measurement system is 
based on the itinerary of flight sequencing 
and flown as booked: I’ve booked this cargo 
first to take flight 123, then it comes to Dubai 
and it takes flight 564, and maybe it continues 
on a truck to a final destination. So, you put 
up an itinerary. That is what today’s quality 
management needs. That’s fine; that’s a 
commercial choice. 

“We also now understand the need to put 
out a framework for time-based, time-definite 
services. You may say to me ‘I don’t care what 
flight you use, but you have to promise to be 
there after 72 hours, or 48 hours’, whatever 
it is – which we see an increasing amount of 
forwarders with in their RFQs. Then we’ll also 
have the quality measurement capability to 
measure against – not replacing the itinerary, 
but adding to it.” 

He continues: “The third and last one is finally 
getting our arms around piece-level control. 
Today, if we have 20 pieces, and one piece 
is not where it should be, you’ll be told that 
one piece is missing. But is it the box with the 

Identifying when cargo has deviated 
from its shipment plan is one thing in 
Dubai, where Emirates handles itself, 
but can be more challenging in other 
parts of the world
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drawings? The box with the bolts? Or the box 
with the sheets? Nobody knows. It’s a box. It 
will be helpful if you can say ‘it’s box number 18 
out of 20’. So, the shipper can say: ‘ah, it’s the 
box with the drawings that’s gone. Now I can 
do something to rescue the situation’.” 

That need for piece-level tracking and control 
is further emphasised by the growth and 

requirements of e-commerce traffic – where 
in many cases, each box has a different end 
customer, he notes, adding: “So, the whole 
concept of piece-level control becomes more 
important than it ever was before.”

Delivering solutions
Delivering a solution for this by the next 
WCS means having a method or process for 

piece-level control, “meaning that between 
the shipper, the forwarder, the airline, the 
handler, we know how to identify the piece, 
so that it makes sense between us, so we can 
communicate between us – to allow us to have 
that information across the supply chain”, 
says Ambak, to identify “what is it that is not 
working?”

He continues: “Or in some areas of the world, 
forwarders will give you a very large shipment, 
maybe a thousand pieces. And they will tell 
you, we can actually forward this over three 
consecutive flights; but it’s quite important 
that piece number 1 to number 100 are on the 
first flight. Then you can spread the rest as 
you like. Then it’s good to know where piece 
number 1 to 100 is, out of the thousand pieces. 

“So, there are a number of very different 
commercial situations also, where having 
piece level control is going to enhance airlines’ 
and forwarders’ ability to serve the ultimate 
shipper.” 

He says airlines and forwarders are both 
equally motivated to do that. “And that is what 
I like about Cargo iQ – it’s a group of people 
who have a common interest. Yes, we compete 

The first 12 stations in Emirates SkyCargo’s pharma corridors are spread across 
three continents: Amsterdam, Brussels, Bengaluru, Cairo, Dublin, Dusseldorf, 
Hong Kong, Luxembourg, Milan, Rome, Shanghai and Singapore.
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with these other airlines, and the forwarders 
around the table also compete with each 
other; but we have a common interest – so 
that the industry fits together.”

In the absence of this kind of standardised 
approach and process, airlines have to do a lot 
of programming specific to individual clients or 
partners, “which is not helping the industry to 
become simple”, nor is it efficient.

Piece-level labelling
Piece-level control also means standardising 
piece-level labelling. But Ambak says that’s a 
relatively simple part of the challenge – “the 
lowest level of that conversation. What is it 
that the label says? Today you have the air 
waybill level with the airway bill number. It says 
the destination and it says 100 pieces. But it 
doesn’t say anything about what piece number 
this is. So, we need to add this.” 

He continues: “How is that information 
captured and communicated between 
computer systems? If we look at the supply 
chain, the information is handed over many 
times between many players’ IT systems. 
Shipper, forwarder, airline, handler, handler, 
airline local station, local forwarder, maybe 
the trucking company, consignees. Along the 
supply chain, information is exchanged many 
times between very distinct, different entities. 
And to make that efficient, the data exchange 
standards or digi standards are essential.” 

That means both the data-exchange standards 
and standards for the labels themselves are 
important. “Because for Benjamin’s warehouse, 
when he sees the shipment, he should know it,” 
notes Ambak. “You may barcode scan it. But 
you can also just visibly see it. The majority of 
the world’s warehouses are still managed by 
people. So, because this is piece number 2, he 
knows what he’s looking at.  

“So, in these discussions, we always have to 
be quite practical about the people who are 
going to use this: it’s going to hit some very 
real people sitting on some very real forklifts, 
who can either make things work or can make 
things go seriously wrong – not because they 
want to. You can have the process and the 
information, but if it’s not available to them, 
how are they going to do it correctly? They 
can’t. And that’s where we want to fix.”

Barcode resolution
Ambak continues: “I still remember 1996, at 
the Peacock Hotel in Memphis, Tennessee 
when resolution 606 under barcode labelling 
was passed by IATA. And everybody in 1996 
thought ‘now we’ll get piece labeling under 
control’. That is 23 years ago... and we’re still 
talking about this. 

“So, Cargo iQ have decided that it’s about 
time!”
 
But it is still unclear where in the process that 
labelling is going to take place. “My personal 
view is, I would imagine it happens at the 
forwarder level,” says Ambak. “Some would 
argue that you can use UN standards so that 
the shipper can put it on, and you can have 16 
fields of mandatory digital data.” He believes 
that is fine in theory, but it would mean 
labelling the shipment before it has even been 
determined whether that’s going to be shipped 
by air.

Ambak also highlights “the problem we 
have is Benjamin on his forklift”, who sees 
a package and finds several barcode labels 
and information – for example, one from the 
consignee or manufacturer, for its own internal 
purposes; another from a local delivery firm; 
alongside an air waybill. 

“Which one is it he has to look at?” Ambak 

asks. “What is the chance that he’s going to 
read the wrong label? 

“That’s a discussion to be had. But we believe, 
as Emirates, not Cargo iQ, that the air waybill 
label that says ‘this goes to Hong Kong… airway 
bill number 176 or 020, whatever the airline 
is, 100 pieces... this is piece number 1’, has to 
be one label. So that when the players have 
to instruct the guys in the warehouse – be it 
forwarders, handlers, or at airline facilities – 
the information is simple and realistic, so that 
it’s going to work.” 

He continues: “To me, a lot of this is about 
simplicity; don’t make things more complicated 
than they have to be – because then they will 
fail. And always think that in the industry, you 
have advanced players with a high level of 
automation, high level of digitalization, and you 
have players who have basically nothing. And 
the same parcels, packages, are going to move 
through the supply chain where, on the same 
journey, it will hit facilities with very different 
degrees of sophistication.” 

He continues: “So you could actually talk about 
an element of ‘lowest common denominator’.  

Ambak is confident in using Cargo iQ standards 
as the template or the framework for 
operations, with Cargo iQ member airlines and 
forwarders now “the majority, the key players 
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on the market on both sides. If we adopt this, 
walk away and do it, I’m quite comfortable that 
the rest of the industry will follow suit. Because 
then there is an actual de facto standard in 
place, that can be taken up and used.”  

That will be true in terms of piece-level 
standards, just as it has been for other 
elements of Cargo iQ processes. “And it’s 
not that Cargo iQ is going to keep this secret 
to itself,” he says. “If Cargo iQ can develop 
something that the rest of the industry can 
make use of... then we’ve done something 
beneficial for all of us.” 

Cargo operations control centre
In terms of using Cargo iQ in Emirates’ 
process, that data is sent to and managed via a 
cargo operations control centre that has been 
in place for around two years. That centre 
has helped to improve the airline’s cargo 
operational processes in several ways. 

“The first thing is, it allows us to standardize 

what happens in stations across the network. 
So, whether you went to Buenos Aires, London 
Gatwick, Stockholm, Frankfurt, Dubai, Hong 
Kong, it has to follow a certain sequence – 
which, I have to admit, was not the case and I 
don’t think is the case for any airline who has 
not been through this process of standards. 

“The second step is that you standardize your 
interaction with the different handling agents. 
That’s why handlers are also taking interest in 
Cargo iQ; for people like Swissport and WFS, 
it helps them and their business that there is a 
facilitation standard.” 

He continues: “The next step, once we have 
the booking in place and a shipment plan in 
place, we have a team which monitors, 24/7, 
that we actually do it like that. Like any other 
operation, of course, things go wrong. They 
identify something happening between origin 
and destination that puts our original promise 
in danger. So, we have to make an intervention, 
and bring this shipment back on track. 

“At the moment, they rescue around 300 
shipments a week.”

Although Emirates SkyCargo has always 
focused on being reliable, Ambak says 
“applying the normal process that was good 
enough five years ago is not good enough 
today and will not be good enough five 
years from now. We still need to continue to 
improve.” 

Identifying when a shipment has deviated or 
risks deviating from its shipment plan is one 
thing in Dubai, where Emirates handles itself. 
But in the rest of the world, “it’s important that 
all the handling agents give us the status of the 
shipment feedback the same way, so we can 
see and use the computer system to manage 
this.”

He says in most parts of the world, where 
Cargo iQ-compliant GHAs are available, “you 
are not a GHA for Emirates if you don’t”. 
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After a 30-year search for an automated tracking 
system for unit load devices (ULDs), ULD specialists 
now find themselves at the centre of a game-changing 
breakthrough in the monitoring of ULDs and the 
freight in or on them – with the potential to bring 
mainstream air cargo more fully into the digital age.

This is, in no small part, thanks to the emergence of 
a new form of Bluetooth technology that has been 
developed in recent years for other industries but 
that now offers the kind of capabilities and cost 
structures that can work within an air freight handling 
environment. And various trials in the last two years 
have begun leading to the rollout of Bluetooth-
enabled tracking technology by several carriers and 
ULD specialists, with others set to follow. 
 
And so, after years of talking about safety, damage 
reduction, lighter and cheaper materials, and locating 
unit load devices ULD, Bluetooth and the emerging 
monitoring capabilities are the hot topic now for 
ULD specialists. As Klaus Demtröder, CEO of PalNet 
Air Cargo Products, observes: “The most significant 
development (recently in ULDs) is the development of 
Bluetooth Low Energy (BLE) tracking devices to locate 

the ULDs, pallets and containers, tracking devices 
which are getting more and more sophisticated and 
providing more information.” 

Frustration with RFID
The flurry of excitement surrounding BLE can be 
partially explained by the frustration with and the 
effort expended on trials using the system that came 
before it. ULD tracking has long been a subject of 
concern for an industry whose primary goal is to ship 
valuable assets great distances, and for some time 
it was thought radio frequency identification (RFID) 
would be the answer to this problem.

However, the technology – experienced by the 
everyday consumer in the context of retail security 
tags – has its limitations, namely: range, infrastructure 
cost, interference with aircraft systems, and global 
coverage.

BLE, already widespread in consumer electronics, has 
not only shown potential in solving all these problems, 
but also promises the additional feature of monitoring 
conditions within the ULD – temperature, humidity 
and so on – all in real time, potentially also helping 

The emergence of technology able to affordably track and monitor containers – and the 
cargo inside them – means ULD specialists are now at the centre of a game-changing 
breakthrough potentially able to make mainstream air cargo fit for the digital age, reports 
William Hayes

Bluetooth revolution

Technology Update: ULDs

Left to right: Adam Barrington-Spencer, Aerotuf; Nalesh Prasad, Air New Zealand; Tom Pherson,  Aerotuf 
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lead to the creation of an air cargo Internet of 
Things (IoT).

“We have been exploring RFID to locate ULDs 
for the past 25-30 years, but it never got off 
the ground for a number of reasons,” says 
Bob Rogers, senior advisor at Nordisk Aviation 
Products and vice president and treasurer of 
ULD CARE.

“BLE is an inexpensive mass market solution 
and data transmission is cheap now as well. So, 
all of a sudden it is possible to have a greater 
visibility of where ULDs are.”
Rogers will not go so far as to call them 
‘smart ULDs’ just yet though – a term some 
companies are now using in reference to the 
advanced capabilities of their new products – 
noting the challenge with the new technology 
available is “how to turn it into meaningful 
value”.

ULD pooling specialist Unilode has been 
developing and trialling ULD tracking for 
several years, and its CEO, Benoît Dumont, 
believes the possibilities will far exceed the 
original hopes of those that originally began 
developing these capabilities. He says: “What 
no-one is really mentioning is the ‘raison 
d’être’. We think it’s great, but the use case, 
the data, the implications of this technology 
are probably endless and we haven’t really 
grasped it yet.”

One consideration is the allocation of space at 
airports, which will not necessarily grow at the 
same rate as cargo and passenger volumes, 
says Dumont. “Knowing precisely where those 
units are, and at what time, and not relying on 
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delayed manual communication, will probably 
result in a better utilisation of those assets, 
which means removing them from storage by 
getting them in the air instead.”

Sharing economy 
Such technology can facilitate a ‘sharing 
economy’ between ground handlers, cargo 
companies, airports and airlines to make the 
transport of freight a lot easier and smoother 
in the long run, the Unilode CEO adds.

Unilode’s Bluetooth-based tracking solution 
for ULDs was the winner of the IATA Air Cargo 
Innovation Award for 2019, chosen because 
it will allow customers to use the ULD as a 
proxy for air cargo located inside it to track 
location and transmit status updates on the 
temperature, light and shock exposure and 
humidity of the unit and its cargo. 

Dumont expects the technology will improve 
control, visibility, transparency, accuracy 
and safety in the air cargo supply chain, 

delivering extra value to various stakeholders 
including airlines, ground handlers, shippers 
and freight forwarders and helping to solve 
common issues relating to ULDs and cargo.  
Since then, the company has unveiled several 

further developments, including successfully 
completing an in-flight trial of its ULD tracking 
solution.

Bigger picture
Adam Barrington-Spencer, VP for sales and 
marketing at ULD manufacturer Aerotuf 
suggests that emerging technological solutions 
can not only lead to greater efficiency and 
profitability for air cargo companies, but they 
can help contribute to a better world as well.
“Today it is estimated that one third of the 
world’s food produced is wasted, 45% of that 
through the supply chain,” he says. “There is 
a gap in the market and a need today to find 
cheaper and more-sustainable solutions to 
support perishable, low-level pharma, and 
cosmetics trade lanes, as too much is being 
lost and current solutions are sub-optimal and 
expensive.”

While Aerotuf has been recognised individually 
by IATA for its temperature protective 
AeroTherm ULD (it won runner-up in the 
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2019 Air Cargo Innovation Awards), it is the 
project it is involved in with Air New Zealand 
that appears most ground-breaking. An early 
mover in the BLE tracking game, Air New 
Zealand rolled out Bluetooth tags on its cargo 
containers and pallets back in November 
2017. The technology was provided by Core 
Transport Technologies (Core TT), a New 
Zealand-based company that conceived of 
the Bluetooth tracking concept in 2016 and 
pioneered the use of it thereafter.

Multiple uses
“The existing process is based on finding out 
the location of an asset once it has arrived – be 
it late, the wrong location, or in poor condition 
(among other things),” says Core TT. “Having 
real-time monitoring of assets allows the client 
to immediately know when assets are behind 
schedule, being routed inappropriately, or in 
poor conditions” – for example, at the wrong 
temperature.

On the ULD-manufacturing side of things, 

Aerotuf – thanks to its temperature-protected 
AeroTherm containers – is reported to have 
saved Air New Zealand $500,000 by the time 
of its runner-up showing at the IATA awards in 
May, a figure the airline estimated could rise to 
$12 million.

Technology Update: ULDs

The implications 
of this technology 

are probably 
endless and we 
haven’t really 
grasped it yet

”

”
B E N O Î T  D U M O N T

Dumont: The air freight ‘value chain’ is not 
optimised 

ACL Airshop is a technology-driven global leader in ULD leasing and 
air cargo logistics solutions. With over 50 locations on 6 continents, 
ACL Airshop's extensive global network provides the flexibility to obtain 
ULD equipment where you need it and when you need it.

CARGO NETS + STRAPS

PALLETS

ULD REPAIR

VRA CAR RACKS

ULD LEASING + SALES

BLUETOOTH 
ULD TRACKING
TECHNOLOGY

AVAILABLE

ULD CONTROL

FINDMYULD  APP



CARGO AIRPORTS & AIRLINE SERVICES / OCT - NOV 201934

“Our goal is to ensure not only that the 
product reaches its destination at the right 
temperature, but that we actively help 
contribute towards a greener environment 
and supply chain, by minimizing the use of 
ancillary equipment, reducing handling time, 
cost, food waste and of course reducing 
carbon footprint,” says Barrington-Spencer.

Whether Air New Zealand will benefit 
significantly from investing early in these 
technologies remains to be seen, but it 
seems likely that the potential uses of BLE 
within air freight and aviation will be even 
broader than when the tracking system was 
initially launched at the airline in 2017. The 
carrier at the time said the technology had 
been introduced as a result of feedback 

from its cargo and airport staff, who saw an 
opportunity to enhance the airline’s handling 
processes, with the expectation that the 
Bluetooth tags and readers would allow it to 
speed up cargo handling and also improve 
accuracy and inventory management and 
help to locate any missing items. But cargo 
general manager Rick Nelson also anticipated 
significant other potential uses for this 
technology – such as monitoring ground 
service equipment, managing mail shipments 
– and to eventually see it become customer 
facing so the carrier’ cargo customers can 
more easily track their shipments.

Beyond ULD tracking
Dumont agrees that the future of Bluetooth 
technology in cargo lies beyond simply 
ULD tracking and will be expanded to the 
entire ecosystem, saying: “I also see in a few 
years that technology going beyond just the 
containers and going into different asset 
types, such as the dollies, some of the ground 
handlers’ equipment, and even life jackets – 
for example, you could look on your tablet 
and it tells you how many life jackets there 
are on the plane. This is already proven by the 
decision to go for full GSE asset sharing at 
Hong Kong airport.”

Indeed, a key technology partner in Unilode’s 
ULD tracking programme, Nexxiot, has already 
deployed its tracking devices on thousands 
of rail freight wagons in Europe and is now 
expanding that to the US market. And under 
Nexxiot’s air freight partnership with Unilode, 
all 140,000 ULDs supported by Unilode will be 
fitted with Bluetooth sensors by early 2021. 

In addition, Nexxiot has developed a neutral 
user interface for Unilode where customers 
can view the data of their ULDs and use 
various services such as ULD location, 
temperature-, shock-, light- and humidity 
measurement as well as inflight tracking. Based 
on the new partnership, the company will be 
able to offer spot leasing for load carriers in 
the future, and pooling of ULDs will also be 
simplified and more efficient, the two firms 
say.

Expense involved 
The technology does have its detractors, for 
example those who say the expense involved 
in implementing a real-time geolocation 
tracking service is not worth the relatively 
small proportion of ULDs it will shine a light 
on, most of which are accounted for at 
any given time anyway. However, explained 
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Rogers, while 5% of containers missing does 
not sound like a lot, if it is unplanned, such 
disappearances can begin to cause real and 
unexpected problems in the supply chain.

And the technology and capabilities offered 
by Core TT, which was acquired by Descartes 
Systems Group in May this year, does seem to 
be validated by the number of partnerships it is 
accumulating: Air New Zealand, Delta, Nordisk, 
ACL Airshop, Aerotuf and Jettainer have all 
signed up to be a part of its BLE project, and 
others are speaking up about the benefits for 
the industry.

“While the tracking systems add significant 
costs to operations, they allow a ULD client 

to know where his cargo is at all times,” says 
Shawn Cravens of ULD manufacturer Granger 
Plastics. “Some of the more elaborate tracking 
systems can show internal temperatures; 
GPS location; direction and speed traveling; if 
the doors are open; the number of times the 
doors have been opened; etc – a wide variety 
of systems, uses and functions.”

Collapsible container
Meanwhile, another innovation to be 
addressed is the concept of the collapsible 
container, something which airlines have been 
keen for ULD manufacturers to design for 
some time. ULD manufacturer VRR believes 
the digital tracking solutions currently 
permeating the industry will help ULD owners 

to reposition their containers.

“[We are] convinced that the digitalization of 
the industry creates a clear overview of the 
whereabouts of the ULD fleet, which allows 
the customer to react to a possible ULD 
imbalance in their fleet,” said Ben Lakerveld, 
sales manager at VRR.

“However, the reposition of the ULDs come 
with a lot of cost. VRR will act on this and 
work on a container line that will be able 
to be reduced in size when empty – which 
provides an easy and less-expensive way of 
repositioning. We believe these containers 
would be a perfect addition to resolve the 
imbalance in the ULD fleet.”
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Enhanced efficiency  
In addition to the multiple opportunities 
for enhanced efficiency afforded by these 
technologies, airlines will also be able to 
turn their focus onto accountability – a real 
problem in an industry where blind spots along 
the ULD supply chain are frequent.

“Ninety per cent of time spent repairing ULDs 
is unnecessary,” says Rogers. “In airports, being 
on time is everything, and ULDs suffer.”

Some companies, such as Jettainer, have 
already taken steps to equip their ULDs 
with devices that record data, but only in a 
moment of damage being sustained – a sudden 
change of speed, for example, or a change in 
temperature or noise. The idea is to enable 
the company to identify the root cause of 
an accident, so as to take preventative steps 
in future, rather than promote a culture of 
fear among employees – although simply the 
knowledge that an incident is more likely to 
be directly linked to them may make handlers 
more cautious in their approach.

Competing with integrators 
For Dumont, the major problem is that the air 
freight ‘value chain’ is not optimised. “If you 
optimise it, you could reduce weight, you could 
reduce turnaround time, you could increase 
safety… you could also compete more against 
the integrators, such as Fedex and UPS, that 
have this supply chain in-house and don’t have 
to battle with different stakeholders.”

Arnaud Brolly, senior product and business 
innovation manager at aviation technology 
specialist SITA and a subject matter expert 
in Internet of Things (IoT), says that the IoT-
facilitated Bluetooth tracking revolution could 

help reboot an antiquated air cargo system by 
“providing a higher level of service with greater 
transparency”. Yes, it requires investment, he 
says, but it would be worth it for the value that 
implementing such infrastructure would bring.

For veterans of the ULD industry and air 
freight more widely, the emergence at last of 
a technology capable of achieving the long-
sought goal of tracking and monitoring ULDs – 
and the cargo inside them – provides a realistic 
opportunity for mainstream air cargo to offer 
a new level of service fit for the digital age, via 
so-called ‘smart ULDs’.  

As Bob Rogers at ULD Care observes: “Making 
ULDs lighter, cheaper, more durable… these are 
all incremental changes. But the smart ULD is a 
potential game changer.”
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Cool Chain Focus: Perishables

This spring, members of the 
Cool Chain Association (CCA) 
embarked on a collective 
effort to improve visibility with 
the objective of identifying 
inefficiencies in the perishables 
logistics chain. This pilot scheme 
brought together two airlines, a 
handling firm, a forwarder and a 
technology provider in a rare but 
developing example of end-to-
end collaboration across the air 
freight sector.

Using data loggers provided by 
secure Near Field Communication 
(NFC) technology, the partners 
launched the project by 
monitoring five pallets loaded 
with berries and avocados 
travelling from Guadalajara to 
Kuwait. Three NFC loggers were 
placed on a lower deck pallet to 
measure the temperature at the 
top, bottom and in the middle of 
the consignment.

According to Philippe Schuler, 
a food waste campaigner who 
performed a preliminary analysis 
of the temperature readings 
of the trial, 40% of the food 
transported around the world 
needs refrigeration and 20% 
of food loss is caused by a 
breakdown in the cool chain.

Stavros Evangelakakis, chairman 
of the CCA and global product 
manager healthcare and 
perishables at Cargolux, remarks 
that the undertaking is still at 
the early stage, and it is still too 
early to identify the lessons of 
the project. “We did this in a very 
short time,” he says. “We need at 
least a year to collect the data.”

Collaborative effort
The CCA project marks a 
departure from individual efforts 
to track ambient temperatures 
with the goal of sharing and 
jointly analysing data from end to 
end, getting a holistic view of the 
cold chain and problem areas.

But another collaborative effort 
under the ‘Holland Flower 
Alliance’ banner – joining KLM 
Cargo, Amsterdam Airport 
Schiphol and Royal FloraHolland, 
which runs the Aalsmeer flower 
auction – is already yielding 
results. Launched three years ago 
as part of Schiphol’s Smart Cargo 

Mainport Programme, and using 
the Schiphol air cargo community 
system, run by Cargonaut, the 
partners have established the 
possibility to track shipments 
both by order number and air 
waybill number, so all parties 
along the chain can access 
shipment information. Usually 
shippers are not aware of AWB 
numbers.

The next step is going to be 
the creation of an app to track 
shipments from mobile devices.

“Cargonaut connected to the 
information-sharing working 

Rapidly growing demand from China and efforts to improve air logistics cool chains 
have created a dynamic environment for air freight’s global perishables markets, 
reports Ian Putzger

Chinese takeaway 

Bianchi: Whereas cherries and lobster can sustain 
charter rates, most perishables cannot

Since 2014, Emirates has flown 
over 175,000 tonnes of cargo to 
and from Oslo – of which more 
than 60,000 tonnes has been 
Norwegian salmon 
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group and will support us in the development 
of this app,” comments Roos Bakker, director 
of business development of Amsterdam 
Airport Schiphol. “In addition to Cargonaut, it 
is important that all partners in the working 
group continue to support the initiative.”

Beyond the collaborative element and the 
identification of inefficiencies in the cool 
chain, the CCA’s project also aims to further 
standards and measuring metrics. For the 
latter, Schuler and Edwin Kalischnig, CEO of 
Xtreme Technologies (which provided the 
NFC loggers) favour the degree-hours metric, 
which is established by multiplying journey 
time with temperature. This can clearly show 
deviations from ideal conditions defined for a 
particular shipment.

IATA has recently blazed a trail in the 
formulation of standards with the 
establishment of the CEIV Fresh scheme 
unveiled in the spring, with Hong Kong 
International Airport and the two primary 
handlers – Hactl and Cathay Pacific Services 
– as well as the airline Cathay Pacific itself 
forming the first certified community.

Evangelakakis welcomes certification, as it 
reflects standards and product integrity, 
providing confidence in trade lanes. He 
reckons that some certified lanes will arise, 
similar to certified pharma corridors, but 
cautions that this will take time to unfold 
and is not viable for all routes. In contrast 
to the pharmaceutical sector, the values of 
the products are different and the ultimate 
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responsibility does not rest with the producer 
but with middlemen, he points out.

“Rome wasn’t built in a day,” he comments. He 
adds that many airports and handling agents 
have been participating in initiatives to ramp 
up cool chain integrity. “A lot of airports do 
invest,” he stresses.

Key plank  
For some it is a key plank of their strategy. 
Dallas/Fort Worth identified perishables flows 
as central to its ambition to establish itself as 
a gateway connecting Latin America with Asia, 
and pushed for the creation of cool-chain 
capabilities on its patch. 

Up in Canada, Halifax International Airport 
recently kicked off a CA$36 million (US$27 
million) cargo expansion programme. Glen 
Boone, the airport’s director of cargo and 
real estate, expects the first building of the 
‘Air Cargo Logistics Park’, a complex of three 
warehouses of about 50,000 sq ft (4,500sqm) 
each and apron space to accommodate five 
widebody freighters, to come onstream in the 
spring of 2021. The building will include at least 
10,000 sq ft of cooler space, he says.

Chinese appetite 
The airport’s perishables exports have gone 
through the roof, led by lobster shipments, 
with the lion’s share going to China. This has 
drawn a host of freighter services to Halifax. 
Korean Air and SkyLease lead the pack with 
twice-weekly 747 freighters, going up to three 
frequencies at peak times.

Other airports are less attuned to perishables 
traffic, which can sink plans for a new service, 
remarks Andrés Bianchi, CEO of LATAM Cargo. 
“In some destinations we’ve had trouble 
finding the right cooler or the right provider to 
be confident to launch,” he says.

One North American airport that LATAM had 
set its sights on only has a cooler capable of 
taking three pallets. “You don’t expect that in a 
large airport in the US,” he says.
Latin America’s largest cargo carrier is in the 
process of building a 17,620 sq ft (1,500sqm) 

These charters are subsidised by the 
Chinese government. They’re hurting 
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Demand in China for lobsters has led to a boom in perishables 
exports from Canada’s Halifax International Airport, where Korean 
Air operates twice-weekly 747 freighters, rising to three at peak times

KLM Cargo and its partners can now potentially 
track shipments by order number and air 
waybill number
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perishables hub at Sao Paulo’s Guarulhos 
airport, boosting its cold storage capacity 
there by one third. The facility, which is due to 
open before the end of the year, is designed 
for transit cargo, reflecting the airport’s 
increasing role as LATAM’s long-haul hub for 
connections to Europe and North America.

The new project is about more than just 
boosting capacity. “It gives us the opportunity 
to handle that cargo differently – both in 
terms of transit times and the breakdown and 
build-up to match different aircraft types,” says 
Bianchi.

Robust demand
Perishables make up about half of the airline’s 
cargo volume. Unlike the general cargo market, 
which is down, this sector has remained 
robust – either stable or growing, according to 
Bianchi.

A big factor in this have been exports of 
salmon from Chile. In the space of four years, 

China has roared from a negligible market to 
the dominant destination for this commodity. 
The Middle Kingdom has also gobbled up over 
90% of Chile’s cherry exports.

China has also been a voracious taker of 
Norwegian salmon and a considerable factor 
in plans for a seafood centre at Oslo airport 
with an intended capacity of 250,000 tonnes 
a year. However, these plans are in limbo after 
Worldwide Flight Services – the designated 
operator of the facility – and airport operator 
Avinor agreed in May to terminate their letter 
of intent.

Fish farm fire sale
As it happened, Norwegian salmon exports 
went through the roof this summer, but for 
the wrong reasons. A deadly algae bloom 
killed some 8 million salmon at Norwegian fish 
farms in a single week in May. Racing to sell off 
their fish stock before they could get affected, 
Norwegian fish farms went on a ‘fire sale’, 
flooding global markets. As a result, Canadian 
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salmon farms redirected their sales efforts 
largely to the North American market.

This was not the only adversity that perishables 
forwarders had to contend with. Cherry and 
strawberry crops in North America were hit by 
rainy and cold weather conditions, resulting in 
as much as 20% lower volumes overall and less 
fruit of export quality.

Trade conflicts
Trade conflicts have also upset perishables 
flows. US producers that had been selling 
primarily to China have been hit the worst. As 
China raised tariffs on US lobster to 40%, this 
flow shrank severely, while Canadian lobster 
exports to China, already growing rapidly, took 
off with a vengeance.

On the other hand, Sino-Canadian tensions 
have had an impact on Canadian cherry 
exports to China. While not hit with tariffs, 
they have been subjected to increased 
inspections and also faced longer delays in 
inspections and clearance, reports Brendan 
Harnett, chairman and CEO of Flying Fresh 
Air Freight, Canada’s leading perishables 
forwarder.

In retaliation to Washington’s decision to scrap 

the Generalised System of Preference status 
for India, the government in Delhi has imposed 
eye-watering tariffs (up to 70%) on a list of 
US products, including almonds, walnuts and 
apples.

This could open the door to apple exports 
from Canada to India, Harnett notes, pointing 
out that many farmers in British Columbia are 
of Indian origin. However, he does not expect 

a marked spike in the near term, noting that 
India has been a rather price-sensitive market.

He has seen growing demand in Vietnam. 
However, in the absence of direct flights from 
Canada, this is a tough market for Canadian 
producers to compete in, he says.

The flood of lobster shipments to China is 
no longer a boon to Flying Fresh and other 
forwarders in Canada, nor for the national flag 
carrier. The arrival of SkyLease, which runs two 
to three B747F charters a week to Halifax, was 
ushered in by First Catch, a Chinese-owned 
seafood forwarder based in Halifax, which is 
using the B747 flights.

“These charters are subsidised by the Chinese 
government,” says one forwarder. “They’re 
hurting forwarders who ship on scheduled 
aircraft.”

Whereas cherries and lobster can sustain 
charter rates, most perishables cannot, 
remarks Bianchi. A commodity like salmon 
could not support a freighter operation 
without sufficiently profitable flows in the 
opposite direction. Moreover, salmon works 
well as belly cargo, which makes competing 
difficult for freighter operators, he adds.
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LATAM started twice-weekly B767-300F flights 
to Chicago in February, mainly to feed Chilean 
salmon to freighters leaving Chicago for China



© 2019 UPS and the UPS logo are trademarks of United Parcel Service of America, Inc. All rights reserved.

*For terms and conditions please visit: www.ups.com/aircargo/

UPS Air Cargo℠ Priority
Money-back guarantee* solution to your time 
sensitive shipments.
Call 1-800-535-2345 to book your next shipment.

WHEN THE CLOCK TICKS LOUDER...
SHINE BRIGHTER



CARGO AIRPORTS & AIRLINE SERVICES / OCT - NOV 201946

Cool Chain Focus: Perishables

In February LATAM started twice-weekly B767-
300F flights to Chicago. In the main, these feed 
Chilean salmon to freighters leaving Chicago 
for China, specifically Air China and Cathay 
Pacific.

“One reason why we launched Chicago is 
that it allowed us to connect to transpacific 
capacity that was open,” says Bianchi. “It’s 
been a successful experience. We’re planning 
to expand it, but now we don’t have enough 
freighter capacity to address this.”

Ultimately it all hinges on how much the 
consumer is prepared to pay for the fish, 
he points out. This can make the difference 
between sending salmon fresh by air or frozen 
by ocean carrier.

Multimodal approach
In some cases, it may be best to combine air 
and ocean transport into a multimodal offering 
to get the best of both worlds, argues Markus 
Fellmann, regional head of perishables for the 

Americas at Panalpina.

“Supply chains are becoming more efficient, 
manageable and sustainable. The perishables 
industry overall can benefit from a more agile 
transition – or rather interaction – between 
transport modes according to market needs,” 
he states.

Amsterdam Schiphol is also looking 
increasingly to combinations with other 
modes.

“In view of the scarcity of our capacity, 
Schiphol also looks at rail links and sea 
freight,” comments Bakker. “Air cargo is always 
important for fresh goods, but there are 
definitely other options for transport.”

To reduce the complexity stemming from a 
myriad of types and designs of flower boxes 
in use, the Holland Flower Alliance (HFA) has 
developed a standard flower box. After trials 
on the Nairobi-Amsterdam route, it unveiled 

the design last December, declaring that it 
allows for 15% more weight to be carried 
on airline pallets compared to other flower 
packaging solutions.

“The developments are going very well,” 
comments Bakker. “However, we have arrived 
at a point where flower farms are still in doubt 
about the investment. We have done a lot of 
pilots with the HFA at different farms and we 
have to go further with the results of it. I am 
still optimistic.”

LATAM is working on “a couple of initiatives” 
for packaging solutions, but Bianchi is reluctant 
to reveal details at this stage.

“It always boils down to the value of the 
commodity,” remarks Evangelakakis. “With 
papayas and mangoes, you can’t add more cost 
in packaging. You can use thermal blankets, 
but it boils down to the fact that you have to 
minimise the cost.”

One North American airport that LATAM had 
set its sights on only has a cooler capable of 
taking three pallets
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Despite some challenges this year, the prospects for Hong Kong International Airport, 
its cargo handlers, and their attractiveness to freight customers, remain compelling, 
says Hactl CEO Wilson Kwong

Interesting times 

CAAS Interview: Hactl CEO Wilson Kwong

Hong Kong International 
Airport has faced its fair share 
of challenges this year, with 
the general downturn in cargo 
demand most international 
airports have faced this year 
– especially those in east Asia – 
compounded by some short-term 
disruptions to operations this 
summer caused by the high-
profile public assemblies at the 
airport. 

After last year once again 
retaining its position as the 
world’s busiest cargo airport with 
a little over 5.1 million tonnes, 
over the first eight months of the 
year, HKIA’s cargo throughput 
totalled 3.08 million, down 7.4% 
compared to the same period 
last year – worsened by a drop 
in August of more than 11%. On 
a 12-month rolling basis, cargo 
throughput had slipped to 4.9 
million tonnes, a decrease of 5.3%, 
year on year.

Wilson Kwong, CEO of Hong 
Kong air cargo terminal operator 
Hactl, notes that it is not just 
Hong Kong that is seeing a 
decline in tonnage compared to 
last year. He attributes the drop 
to various factors, including a 
previous phase of re-stocking 
coming to an end; the trade 
dispute – not least with China and 
the US, but with many trading 
economies worldwide; and the 
weakening of the underlying 
general economy. 

One thing that has helped 
maintain a sense of optimism this 
time, compared with previous 
downturns, has been the 

continuing growth from a couple 
of sectors – notably e-commerce 
“and niche cargo, things like 
pharma and fresh”.  

Indeed, in March, Hactl 
underlined its credentials in the 
cool-chain handling business 
by receiving the first IATA CEIV 
Fresh certification. Hong Kong 
as an airport community has 
subsequently received that as 
well. 

“So, we are seeing some focused 
growth, but the overall situation is 
one which is unfavorable so far,” 
says Kwong.  

Although it’s too soon to 
identify whether the CEIV fresh 
certification shows signs of 
translating into any new business, 
Kwong says Hactl “was already 
recognized to have this capability 
of handling fresh products or 
perishables anyway. So, basically, 
we assured ourselves that what 
we have been doing over the 
past 43 years has been correct. 
But I have confidence we have 
the capability and capacity to 
handle an increase going forward 
and we will capitalize on any 
opportunities that may become 
available in the future.”
 

Continuing growth from some 
sectors – notably e-commerce 
and niche cargo such as pharma 
and fresh – has helped maintain 
a sense of optimism this time, 
compared with previous 
downturns

W I LS O N  KWO N G
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E-commerce hinterland
On the e-commerce side, the handler’s 
logistics and road freight subsidiary Hacis 
has developed a number of initiatives to 
expand the airport’s hinterland – for example, 
working with the postal authorities or private 
parcels companies or other agencies – to 
grow that business. “I think e-commerce is 
something which is not going to go away; it will 
continuously grow. And with our surrounding 
market, which is the Greater Bay area – what 
people use to call the Pearl River Delta – 
becoming more and more prosperous, the 
opportunity will just become more and more 
apparent,” highlights Kwong. 

“I think if we are focused in it, if we do a good 
job with it, the opportunity is plentiful. And 
we have every intention to capitalize more on 
that.” 

A further, related opportunity the company 
has been exploring follows the opening of the 
Hong Kong-Macau-Zhuhai bridge, which was 
officially opened last October. “That drastically 
cuts the time required to go from the west of 

Hong Kong to the western part of the Pearl 
River Delta,” notes Kwong. “In the past, to go 
from Hong Kong to Macau or Zuhai – in the 
western part of the Pearl River Delta – it would 
take around three hours by road. The opening 
of the bridge cuts it to 45 minutes. 

“It means there will be a much better cargo 
flow to and from both sides of the Pearl River 
Delta, and this is something which we are 
actively looking at. We opened one depot 
and we will be setting up more; and we will 
continuously look into opportunities towards 
the western part of the Greater Bay Area to 
see how we can capitalize there.”
 
These HACIS depots act as consolidation 
points for traffic from the surrounding area, 
attracting cargo from various sectors.
 
“What is important is that we have the 
capability to handle the different types of 
shipment, as and when they come along. So, 
we will work with the community to see what 
these demands are and then we will address 
them.” 

Growing e-commerce
With the continuing rapid growth of 
e-commerce traffic, Hactl has been looking 
at what is going to be required to handle 
this traffic most efficiently, Kwong says. “For 
example, is there a need to create more areas 
for loose or smaller shipments, or postal 
shipments, or a different process to handle 
that traffic?”
 
Kwong acknowledges that some of the 
requirements for handling postal traffic – 
which is often how e-commerce shipments 
enter the air freight system – are very different 
from general cargo.

“We’ve got a lot more bulk shipments in 
mailbags, for example,” he notes. “We’re 
quite blessed in Hactl: we have a dedicated 
team of colleagues, grouped under what we 
call PE – Productivity Enhancement – where 
their sole purpose is to look at our existing 
processes, and to make recommendations, 
either on modifying the current processes or 
our infrastructure.” That’s something Hactl has 
been doing for several years. 
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Last year, it developed what it calls the ‘Floor 
Goods Locating System’. Kwong explains: “We 
have two big mechanical systems: the box 
storage system and the containerised storage 
system. But there will always be goods that 
cannot go in either. So, we use a lot of fork lifts 
to move them around the terminal. 

“But inefficiency arises when you have to 
locate them, so that you can take them from 
A to B. By implementing this ‘floor goods 
locating system’ – including the use of RFID 
tags and installing certain equipment on the 
forklifts themselves – we are able to enhance 
the efficiency of that process.” 
 
Surprising, instead of putting the RFID tag on 
the cargo, the PE team opted put it on the 
ceiling to create a ‘cell’, which using GPS and 
other technology gives an accurate location 
in the racking. And when the goods are first 
shipped into the warehouse, the system 
automatically takes a photograph from five 
different angles to identify the cargo. 

“That’s then automatically uploaded to Cosac-
Plus, which is the operating system behind 
everything Hactl does,” explains Kwong. “The 
forklift truck has a unit mounted on top of its 
mast, which looks at the temporary barcode 
label which is stuck on the top of the cargo, 
and relates all this information together. 

“So, the cargo piece has been identified 
uniquely with the reference. We have a 
photographic image which is captured in the 
system. And then the forklift truck is told 
by Cosac-Plus where to put the cargo in the 
racking. And then when it comes time for the 
driver to go and relocate the goods, to bring 
them out to build on a pallet, the system has 
all this information. It shows him a picture of 
what the cargo looks like, which makes it even 
easier for him so to identify on the racking, and 
so on. 

“It sounds pretty obvious, but when you 
look at the size of the facility we’re talking 
about there, it’s very, very easy to misplace 
something – particularly when you’re moving 
at a fast pace all the time. So, this system really 
draws all the information together, records 
it properly, makes it that much easier for 
someone to then pull it out. 

“That, in turn, has a really direct, quite 

It’s very easy to misplace something. The 
Floor Goods Locating System draws all the 
information together, records it properly, 
makes it that much easier for someone to 

then pull it out

”
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In March, Hactl received the first 
IATA CEIV Fresh certification

One example of the PE team’s work is the switch 
to mobile computing throughout the facility
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dramatic, impact on the time taken to build a 
particular unit, the ability to make the time for 
the flight, and so on. So, no more goods lost, 
no more goods that get left off a pallet, left off 
a flight, or so on; it’s all taken care of. ‘Smart 
cargo locating’ is the title we eventually gave 
it.”
 

The PE team
 Kwong describes the PE team as “like an 
innovation lab – a team of seven people, with a 
senior manager, whose job is, basically, to look 
for problems – to go out and talk to the people 
in the facility, talk to the customers, walk 
around the facility, look for bottlenecks, look 
for problems, look for ways of doing things 
smarter. They’ve come up with a whole host of 
different projects which go through a proof of 
concept and then eventually go through design 
and then implementation. 

“One very good example of this, three or 
four years back, was the switch to mobile 
computing throughout the whole of the 
facility. So, instead of people going to what 
were then fixed computer units with displays 
for information, all the information and 
instructions were issued on their mobile 
devices. 

“So, you then have the tug driver logging what 
they just collected from the aircraft’s side, 
which goes into the system and then he would 
get information back; he’d get instructions 
about where to take that cargo. So, computing 
on the move now, rather than static 
computing, which is what it used to be.”

He continues: “It doesn’t sound dramatic, but 
it has absolutely revolutionised the whole 
process. It means that Hactl is much better 
able in dealing with the nighttime peaks of 
freighter operations – because occasionally we 
end up with 15 freighters, side by side, all being 
handled at the same time. 

“So, it enables you to, for example, prioritize 
the mail in the equipment, to deal with things 
in the order they need to be loaded and 
unloaded for flight times, and so on. It’s just 
a smarter way of working. And it’s even cut 
down emissions; it’s cut down maintenance 
costs on the tractors to tow the dollies; it’s cut 
down the towing distances involved – it has 
absolutely revolutionized everything.”
 
That’s just one of the team’s many projects. 

“The PE team is still evaluating a lot of 
things, where we can optimize our resources, 
utilization,” Kwong enthuses. “Ultimately, as 
a cargo terminal operator, it is about getting 
goods in and out of the terminal as quickly, as 
effectively, and as safely, securely, as possible.” 

Rationalised truck flows
Another thing the PE team worked on a couple 
of years ago was to completely rationalize 
truck flows around the facility. Hactl receives 
hundreds of trucks every day, which could 
sometimes lead to truck jams back out on to 
the airport roads. “So, they came up with a 
complete set of new measures and equipment, 
which meant that for example, trucks could be 
pre-booked,” Kwong notes.

These are solutions that some European 
airports have only just started working on, but 
Hactl began doing so three or four years ago. 
“So, pre-booking of the arrival of the truck, 
allocating a door or a dock where it can be 
handled. If they give enough of the right kind 
of information, they are allowed to proceed 
into the truck park through a priority lane 
and bypass the truck queue.” That gives them 
better facilities for the drivers to go and log 
in, and then input details of the cargo they 
will carry – which then marries up with what’s 
already pre-booked in the system. 

“Again, it’s just a smarter way of working,” 
Kwong says. It has stopped ‘fly parking’ at the 
car parks, because it is now all barrier parking 
and arranged, admission to the car park and 
truck park. “There are no more queues out on 

The PE team is like 
an innovation lab, 

whose job is to look 
for ways of doing 

things smarter

”

”
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Kwong: Cainiao development is a massive endorsement 
of the airport and everything it represents 
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to the airport roads; everything runs smoothly.” 
 
Areas for improvement
Kwong says one of the next areas for improvement 
the PE team is considering is further optimising the 
handling of e-commerce requirements, “because 
that’s a growing trend. In the case of Pharma or Fresh, 
we have the capability of handling them. But it’s 
e-commerce and the expected growth which we have 
to prepare ourselves for.” 
 
Highlighting the current pinch points, Kwong notes: 
“E-commerce basically involves a lot more bulk 
parcels, bulk shipments. It’s about how you get the 
shipments within the terminal moving quicker. There 
are technologies to do that – whether it is automated 
vehicles or other means of transporting goods within 
the terminal itself – but ultimately how to handle things 
better and quicker.” 

Another thing Hactl has been looking to optimise is 
the building up and the breaking down of cargo, which 
involves a lot of people and time. “The challenge is, 
will there be a pragmatic, automated, robotic solution 
which will help us do that. That’s something we’ve been 
looking at for quite some time.” 
 
Oher airlines have tried this out and couldn’t make it 
work. “It’s an exciting challenge,” acknowledges Kwong.
 
Integrator model
The automation models used by the integrators is of 
interest, but air freight is “a bit different. You don’t get 
the same uniformity of shipments within air freight.”
 
Nevertheless, a lot of the traffic that goes through Hong 
Kong is delivered as pre-built units, which are already 
handled mechanically at Hactl. “They go into the system 
straight up into the racking. Then they’re pulled out for 
the flight,” Kwong notes.  

However, a lot of the e-commerce traffic leaves China 
as individual mail packets. 

“Because it contains electronics goods, that introduces 
challenges in terms of scanning and so on,” Kwong 
notes. “And this is one of the reasons why Hacis has 
got proactively involved in that part of market, and 
worked with postal authorities to come up with a viable 
solution. The Hacis facility is handling around 3,000 
mailbags in a day, putting them in containers. 

“They arrive as mailbags already with all the little 
packages in, so there’s no requirements to actually 
sort the packages or anything like that. They’re already 

The switch to 
mobile computing 

throughout 
the facility 

has absolutely 
revolutionised the 

whole process

”

”
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sorted by the mail system. It’s 
a matter of containerizing that 
traffic and getting it out. But 
that’s a fantastic boost for the 
Hactl customer carriers because, 
off the back of this Hacis 
business, they’re getting a traffic 
bonus that wasn’t there before.”
 
Cainiao development 
The growth potential of 
e-commerce traffic at Hong Kong 
and other airports is underlined 
by new planned development at 
Hong Kong led by Cainiao, the 
logistics subsidiary of China’s 
Alibaba. 
 
“We are very positive about that 
development,” says Kwong. “It’s 

E-commerce traffic from China often 
contains electronics goods, which 
introduces challenges in terms of 

scanning
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not just a Cainiao development on its own; 
they’re partnering with CNAC – China National 
Aviation Corporation; our Hactl shareholder 
– and YTO Express, which is a Hactl customer. 
That development, which is two blocks 
away from Hactl, will be built in 2023, and 
once up and running it’s expected to bring 
in an additional 1.7 million tonnes of cargo 
throughput.”
 
At the moment, Hong Kong handles about 5.1 
million tonnes of cargo. 

“It is not a cargo terminal (with ramp-side 
access), so these 1.7 million tonnes of cargo 
will have to go via one of the cargo terminals,” 
Kwong explains. “So, it’s an opportunity for 
us, as Hactl or as Hacis, to see how we can 
facilitate those goods, provided that they 
are going on to our customer airlines; how 
the built-up units, which we anticipate will 
be done at the facility, can be processed 
through our terminal as quickly as possible. 
The Cainiao development will comprise 
a lot of e-commerce products, as well as 
other high-value cargo, which could include, 
pharmaceuticals. So, we are in regular dialogue 
with the Cainiao development team to look at 

opportunities available – even though there’s 
still some time away.”

He is confident that the airport and its 
handling agents have the capacity for this extra 
traffic – especially with the airport’s three-
runway system expected to be fully operational 
by 2024. 

“The third runway will be complete in 2022, 
but the airport authority has plans to then shut 
down the existing two runways, consecutively, 
for repairs. So, the three runways will be fully 
operational together in 2024,” Kwong explains.  

“So, if you look at the timing, Cainiao opens in 
2023, the three runways system opens in 2024. 
So, we’re quite excited about the development 
opportunities going forward in Hong Kong.
 
Kwong says it is “a massive endorsement of the 
airport and everything the airport represents” 
that Cainiao has decided to put this operation 
– one of only a handful worldwide – in Hong 
Kong, adding: “As usual, it’s the Hong Kong 
package: the location, the number of carriers 
that serve it, the frequencies, the choice, 
the handling facilities, the modern customs 

facilities; everything stacks up for Hong Kong, 
and that’s why they’ve chosen it.”

And the third runway is thought to have been 
a factor in Cainiao choosing Hong Kong, 
where there is pent up demand from freighter 
operators who have wanted to serve Hong, 
because of the current constraints on extra 
flights.
 
“At the moment, Hong Kong is pretty 
congested, as an airport, with 68 movements 
per hour,” acknowledges Kwong. “Once the 
third runway fully operates, it can take the 
system to 102 flight movements per hour. With 
that, it can handle additional freighters and 
other flights, which at the moment the two-
runway system cannot handle.”
 
He says the airport authority has done 
everything it can within the constraints at the 
moment to use the air space and to use the 
slot availability to the optimum. 

“But I think it’s fair to say that it’s got to the 
point now where there is no more elasticity 
left. That’s why we’re really supportive of the 
three-runway system.”
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Plans for that third runway are now fully agreed. “Construction 
is happening. The area is being reclaimed now as we speak,” says 
Kwong.
 
Political disruption
On the effects of the recent high-profile political demonstrations 
in Hong Kong, including some targeting the airport itself, Kwong is 
optimistic that there will be no long-term impact on Hong Kong’s 
reputation as a place to conduct and locate air freight business. 

“To date, the impact on Hactl has thankfully been minimal,” 
Kwong notes. “A few of our staff have had problems travelling to 
or from work, but we have maintained a full labour complement 
throughout, so we have been able to maintain service for all 
flights and customers we handle. Freighter flights have operated 
as normal but, of course, some passenger flights were cancelled in 
the early stages. This meant we had to hold over some cargo for 
the next available flights, but the backlogs were quickly cleared. 

“Most major air cargo hubs suffer disruption at one time or 
another due to a variety of reasons; on this occasion, it was Hong 
Kong’s turn. But the impact on cargo operations was minimal and 
short term, and measures are now in place to ensure the airport 
should be safe from further problems.
 
“Longer term, Hong Kong has a very strong case to be a 
major air cargo hub, based mainly on its strategic location, its 
infrastructure, the scale of its global connections, the choice of 
carriers and frequencies, main-deck options, and modern customs 
procedures. Hong Kong’s success in recent years is a clear 
indication of how we are regarded on a local, regional and global 
basis by the logistics community.”
 
He concludes: “With ever-improving road connections to the 
Greater Bay area and the whole of mainland China, plus the extra 
slot capacity that will be released when our third runway opens, 
Hong Kong’s offering will become even stronger in the future. 
I feel all of those factors more than outweigh any short-term 
problems or concerns.”

SuperTerminal 1
Despite now being 20 years 
old, Hactl’s SuperTerminal 1 
is still one of the largest and 
most technically sophisticated 
air cargo handling terminals in 
the world. Built with an initial 
investment of US$1 billion, its 
capacity of 3.5 million tonnes 
per annum is supported by two 
main mechanical systems: the 
3,500-bay, multi-level container 
storage system is served by 40 
fully automated driverless ATVs 
(automated transfer vehicles 
or container cranes), which 
receive commands from the 
CCS Logistics Control System 
– which determines which 
station they should park ULDs 
in, and then remembers this for 
retrieval. 

This is complemented by a 
10,000-bay automated box 
(stillage) storage and retrieval 
system for loose cargo.

The terminal features 395,000 
sqm of floor, 466 pallet 
workstations, and 313 truck 
docks, with specialist facilities 
for livestock, perishables, 
valuables – including a 
dedicated zone for handling 
nine armoured vehicles 
simultaneously – hazardous and 
radioactive cargo.

Staffed by around 2,400 
employees, security features 
include over 1,000 CCTV 
cameras, card-controlled 
access, and various personnel-
free cargo storage zones. 

These 1.7 million tonnes 
of (Cainiao) cargo will 

have to go via one of the 
cargo terminals

”
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