
Retailers are still struggling with the
legacy of outmoded, bespoke,
inflexible warehouse management

systems (WMS) that were not designed for
today’s demand-driven businesses. Demand
for performance improvement, and the
seamless services that support it, 
are driving WMS providers to redevelop
their software to support more open,

universal architecture that enable
communication with upstream and

downstream processes and cut
costs through reduced

human intervention and
greater automation. 

CCoommppeettiittiivvee eeddggee

Differentiation is key to securing
competitive edge. Productivity is crucial as
is accuracy and efficiency. As new lines
come and go the physical layout of the
warehouse changes and this has a knock-on
effect for WMS as pick walks have to be
recalculated. 

Bruce Putman, general manager at
supply chain provider, AquiTec, believes
2007 is the year of the warehouse: “The
ugly duckling of the supply chain can now
be the crucial differentiator due to recent
changes in technology.” 

He cites interoperability through 
service-orientated architecture (SOA),
improved labour management systems,
implementation of real-time information
and voice as being the main technological
innovators of the moment. Hugh Murphy,
European business manager, 3M Supply
Chain Solutions, agrees: “Retailers are

beginning to show enlightenment.
Historically, warehouse improvement
was purely a cost reduction initiative

but now they are seeing it as a
real asset.” 

One area where
technology is set to

substantia l ly
i m p r o v e  

the supply chain is integrating planning and
forecasting with real-time replenishment.
Taking onboard similar principles to JIT (Just 
in Time) manufacturing, it demands an
extremely responsive supply chain.
Manhattan Associates is introducing this
functionality into its supply chain offering
but so far take up is limited. Allen Scott,
managing director of UK, Manhattan
Associates, explains: “Many of our customers
have elements of it but no-one has the
complete end-to-end solution yet.” 

Complexity of the supply chain in many
cases is limiting speed of improvement, not
technology itself. “Integration of planning
and forecasting with real-time
replenishment not only streamlines
operations and enables faster fulfilment; it
acts as an alarm, alerting the retailer to
problems as well,” he adds.

Performance is now measured by stock
turn rates rather than racking occupancy in
the warehouse, so anything that gives
retailers an accurate overview of the stock
situation and enables accurate planning and
replenishment is an advantage. 

The retail business is very much demand
driven; channel driven fulfilment; demand-
driven and customer-centric replenishment
and many legacy WMS cannot cope. In its
report, Considerations for Selecting
Today’s Warehouse Management Systems,
AMR Research found that 67 per cent of
companies with over $500 million in
revenue cited having WMS applications, but
an estimated 50 per cent would have to be
redeployed to execute demand-driven

strategies successfully. 
Integration of different, disparate

systems and applications has
long been a challenge for

software

The modern way
Warehousing is about real-time operational flexibility and responsiveness. It
can be about adding value to the customer experience, creating competitive
advantage for the retailer, but only if the systems used to manage it are
quick to react. Alison Campbell-Boreham investigates
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