Pallet Runner™ Cleans Up for Schenker and Unilever

Schenker is a global integrated transportation and logistics company with a presence in over 130 countries and corporate revenues of over $10 billion (Canadian). Schenker of Canada’s Value Based Warehousing solution has achieved substantial growth particularly with consumer packaged goods companies. 

Schenker’s evolving, proven business partnership with Unilever is one example of this growth. Today, Schenker is Unilever Canada’s key supply chain partner for both their Food Division (Unilever Bestfoods) and their Home and Personal Care Division (HPC).

Schenker’s success with the food facility in 2002, has resulted in Schenker renewing and expanding their relationship with Unilever’s HPC division. This recent modernization project involved the giant Multinational manufacturer’s home and personal care brands such as Vim, Sunlight, Dove, and Pears in Schenker’s existing 468,000 square foot facility located in Mississauga, Ontario. Schenker’s goal was to improve on current service levels, and turn this into a winning solution for all parties, recognizing additional business opportunities on the horizon.
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Schenker realized that maintaining the status quo was not enough to ensure existing contracts nor were existing third party logistics (3PL) standards good enough to secure new long term contracts that they were seeking.

Schenker’s Director of Logistics, Special Projects, Hugh MacDonald explains: “Schenker’s mission is to consistently provide our customers with the perfect order at the lowest cost. For Unilever’s HPC business, our aim was to increase storage capacity, improve labour efficiencies and exceed our KPI targets such as reducing damages, and improving accuracies. The overall objective was to reduce the handling costs in the existing facility. In addition to the operational improvements Schenker still wanted to provide our customer with maximum flexibility to meet Unilever’s future demands for growth while maintaining the ability to rapidly adapt to continually changing business requirements such as ‘Direct to Store Delivery’ (DSD).” 
Even though the facility was thirty years old, Schenker was determined to offer Unilever a leading edge solution for handling their high volume full pallet and full case products.

A solution that would deliver the kind of improvements that would enhance and strengthen their long term partnership. 

At the same time, Unilever was looking at making a Supply Chain investment that would give them a clear strategic advantage in the highly competitive Home and Personal Care Products market.  Mike Therrien, Manager of Logistics Operations for Unilever, is one of the key user contacts with Schenker. Therrien underlines that Schenker’s willingness to invest in leading edge and flexible solutions drove Unilever to sign historic 10 year agreements for both HPC facility in Mississauga (468,000 sq. ft.), and the aforementioned food facility in Brampton (288,000 sq. ft.). 

When the new 10 year agreement was signed, the Mississauga facility was already handling Unilever’s Canadian distribution for home and personal care products, however Schenker with their strategic partners, believed there were substantial opportunities for improvement. The HPC facility was dealing with:

· Floor bulk stacked pallets , offered low utilization (50% or less) 

· Lost fork lift productivity in bulk-stack area 

· Schenker’s KPI although meeting and exceeding contractual levels, Schenker believed they could still be improved 

· FIFO resulted in storage utilization issues and extra costs of re-warehousing

· Current storage techniques and cube utilization resulted in the requirement and additional expense of outside storage. 

The facility did however have a number of key benefits:

· existing proven operations

· fully integrated and operational WMS

· excellent proximity to Unilever’s manufacturing facilities, major highways and relatively central to customer facilities and rail hubs.

Schenker began the process of reviewing the pros and cons of numerous current racking types and solutions (pallet flow, push back racks and VNA). Schenker identified the need to improve utilization, and reduce honeycombing, while at the same time improve safety, fork lift productivity and reduce product damage.     

Other racking solutions such as pallet flow, push back or various automated systems were extremely expensive, had questionable paybacks, provided little benefit for FIFO or lot specific product or failed to provide the flexibility and utilization desired in the facility.

As they reviewed their options, Schenker began discussions with Pacific Westeel about their new product Pallet Runner™, a partially automated High Density Pallet Storage and Retrieval System, that had been successfully installed in Europe and globally for a number of years. Pacific Westeel’s parent company was in the process of setting up a new company, Storage Dynamix, to support the product launch in North America.

Pallet Runner™ offered the significant improvements over bulk stack and from all indications provided Schenker with the benefits and flexibility they were looking for:

· Increased the cube utilization (100% in certain areas)

· Eliminated aisles

· Improved safety by now having dedicated pick and put aisles (little traffic congestion and interference)

· Improved utilization by allowing the proper rotation and consolidation of lot codes in one location (in conjunction with Schenker’s SoliNet WMS – supported by ASI)

· Allowed for storage flexibility of multiple SKUs in various levels as opposed to the traditional single SKU per level (vertical lane), associated to drive in racking

· Instant usability, as soon as the racking was up it could be filled allowing Schenker to reap the rewards of increased space immediately.

· Utilization Rates of typically 90%+ for locations was now being achieved, for the new locations compared to 50% for bulk storage

· Significant fork lift productivity improvements as fork operators are now capable of putting one trailer load in one storage location(minimizing travel [image: image2.jpg]


distances), and at the same time taking /pulling multiple pallets at a time

· Reduced damages due not only to the storage technique but also due to the reduction in the number and frequency of handling

· Reduction of outside storage requirements

· Ability to stay in their current location, close to their customer, with room to grow
· Ability to flex and adapt to customers needs
· Ability to integrate the system while maintaining existing operations
And amazingly- the cost of Pallet Runner™ was only slightly more than Push-Back Rack, and far less than any of the automated solutions.

            The Pallet Runner™ system can be described as follows:

· Deep Storage lanes are created by the installation of double rails at various elevations in a  high density engineered Racking System, with parallel carrier rails for the Pallet Runner™, located just underneath pallet storage rails
· The Pallet Runner™ is placed into the appropriate lane and the fork lift operator then loads a pallet onto the pallet rail above, and presses the IN button on the hand-held remote control, which sends a radio frequency signal to the Pallet Runner™. The Pallet Runner™ hydraulically lifts the pallet, and then carries it to the next available storage position. Then the Pallet Runner™ returns to pick up the next pallet.
· So, instead of the lift truck driving in to the rack, the Pallet Runner™ delivers pallet loads in and out of the rack
· Meanwhile, the operator can drive away to retrieve or deliver the pallet while the Pallet Runner™ works independently.
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· To pick pallets, the operator places the Pallet Runner™ into the lane and pushes the OUT button on the remote control, sending the Pallet Runner™ into the lane to pick up the next available pallet, and return it to the pick face. While the operator moves the pallet to the loading dock, the Pallet Runner™ retrieves the next pallet.
· The operator can direct Pallet Runner to perform a Shuffle, indexing all the pallets forward to the picking end of the lane. In FIFO application, this also frees up space at the load end of the lane to move in pallets from a new order or batch.
· Each remote can control multiple Pallet Runners™ to maximize operator productivity.
While the Pallet Runner™ technology was new to North America, it was proven elsewhere, and Schenker had a sense of the system’s potential impact through their experience with a similar system. Moreover, Schenker particularly liked a number of Pallet Runner’s™ innovative and superior features, including:

· Three-way entry guides and the unique channel design offer easy in and out access for both the Pallet Runner™ cart and the pallets to be stored- no fear of damage to cart or pallet loads.  Pallets can be placed more quickly and accurately in Pallet Runner™ than any other semi-automated or standard racking system.

· Pallet Runner’s™ ability to completely integrate into the Schenker SoliNet WMS and allow for improved tracking and safety for both the employee and product.

· Pallet Runner’s unique cantilever leg design allows for tighter aisles and a wider variety of fork lift trucks to be used in the loading and unloading of the rack.

· Pallet Runner’s™ 4 deep cell batteries offer a 22 hour operation without charging. And the quick-disconnect charger comes in an optional high speed model, that can recharge batteries in 1-2 hours. Necessary features for Schenker’s 24 hour operation.
· Pallet Runner’s™ Full Lift Tray, Large Diameter Wheels, and 1” high clearance when lifted also offered “next generation” trouble-free handling of their typical array of differing pallet conditions and occasional minor debris on the pallet storage rails.
Equally important, they were reassured by the level of after-sales service and product development support offered by Pacific Westeel through Storage Dynamix.
While the Pallet Runner™ provided an unmatched pallet storage and retrieval solution, Schenker wanted a similar state of the art solution for case picking. With Schenker’s experience at a number of existing operations they turned to their partners; Pacific Westeel, Ermanco and ASI to design and install a three level pick tower and sortation system for case picking at the facility. 

The new case pick system combined maximum accuracy and productivity, as well as an ability to flex up or down with business demand:

· Cases are stored on pallets in three deep pallet flow in the pick tower

· Orders are fed to the pickers in waves so they can take advantage of batch picking productivity- often picking multiple orders for individual sku’s.

· Cases are picked onto a take-away conveyor. 

· Cases are then double scanned for unparalled 100%  accuracy, prior to sortation into the pallet building lanes

· Improved safety with the virtual elimination of man and forklift interaction in traditional pick lines

Always looking to deliver new cost effective and innovative solutions, and never being satisfied with the status quo, Schenker also worked closely with Pacific Westeel, Liftow and Cascade to develop and launch a new layer picking method. This solution allowed for further increases in productivity, reduced damages, improved safety, and improved ergonomics. When all these modifications are combined and integrated with the WMS the facility has been described by customers and suppliers alike as “one of the most automated/sophisticated DC’s in North America.” 

Together, the new pallet, layer and case picking solutions reduced training times and cost, reduced the number of forklifts, improved safety and ergonomics while at the same time drastically improved Schenker’s flexibility and ability to address Unilever’s customer’s needs.

Not only did Schenker add new handling and storage systems inside the building, but they also under took extensive physical renovations to the 30 year old building. This occurred in conjunction with upgrading information and communication systems, tailored to their ambitious customer service objectives. These renovations included:

· Demolition of indoor truck docks 

· Revamped lighting, heating, and ventilation

· A completely upgraded fire protection system (ESFR)

· New safety measures including dock restrains, lighting etc

· Interior and exterior office renovations

· Upgrades to the SoliNet WMS, which included detailed algorithms and sequencing for pallet building, as well as integration to the conveyor and sortation system 

· CTPAP/PIP security and bio-terrorism counter-measures

· Developing and implementing new operational procedures
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Having established the desired specifications for their state of the art reconfigured warehouse, Schenker next challenged their material handling suppliers to a big task: bring up the system within 5 months, while Schenker continued to operate without disruption or impacting the current operation inside the building. Pacific Westeel promised they could do

their part- and thanks in part to Pacific Westeel’s track record with Schenker; they were awarded the contract for Pallet Runner™ and the pick tower.

Schenker’s Hugh MacDonald, gives their suppliers, Schenker’s operational team and Unilever all of the credit for ensuring a smooth transition. 

“Without the support from Unilever, the long hours and commitment from the Schenker team and our suppliers none of this would have been possible “

Storage Dynamix’ Maintenance Manager, Andy Barclay , for example was on site for delivery of the carts, and worked closely with Schenker’s team for the operator training as well as developing and setting up maintenance programs and schedules for the Pallet Runner™ carts. Barclay continues to work with Schenker and their operators to adjust the programming and design of the carts to ideally suit the demands of the North American market, and Schenker specifically.

Storage Dynamix customized adjustments to Pallet Runner’s™  Safety-Lock device, battery restraint system, side guides, and a variety of other mechanical features to meet Schenker’s needs. The PLCs in the Pallet Runner™ were reprogrammed to position pallets abutting each other, instead of the usual 2” (50mm) gap, to ensure maximum pallet capacity in each lane. The carts were also programmed to provide Schenker the option of using the automatic Shuffle feature on the put-away function to speed up the loading of the system or allow Schenker to control the timing of when to perform a Shuffle. The Shuffle feature allows the operator to advance all pallets in one horizontal lane forward to the picking end of the lanes.

Storage Dynamix also redesigned the battery changing and maintenance stations, as a result of ideas proposed by Schenker and their operators. And, a number of fail-safe features were added to the cart by the manufacturer, at the instigation of Andy Barclay.

Schenker and WMS supplier ASI have also worked with Storage Dynamix on the development of a new communication system for Pallet Runner™ that will allow the carts to be directed by the Teklogix hand-held remotes. By utilizing the remotes, which are already being used for RF picking, Schenker will be able to eliminate the use of the existing Pallet Runner™ remote, simplifying the job of the operators. 

The new communication technology, called Intellicart™, employs Internet protocol, which opens up two-way communication possibilities. This will also permit Storage Dynamix to interface Pallet Runner™ with (unmanned) stacker cranes, the objective of a joint project which is already underway with industry-leading automation company, HK Systems.
As a result of the significant productivity improvements throughout the new facility, Schenker has opened their picking lead times to allow three days window visibility of orders, as opposed to the previous one day window where unplanned volumes resulted in overtime to stay current. 

Mike Therrien of Unilever is especially enthusiastic about how Pallet Runner™ has significantly improved the way their supply chain handles special promotions:

                                                                                                                                                             “When one of our customers offers a special promotion on our products, we may need to ship 100 truckloads of product squeezed through a 2 week window. [image: image5.jpg]


Production may need to start 2 months ahead, and previously maybe half of the promotional product was diverted temporarily into overflow warehousing. When the promotion hit, we had to locate and ship out a huge volume of product from overflow storage, cross-dock and ship it on time- an expensive and tricky process. Now, with Pallet Runner™, we can fit all our inventory build-up for specials into the HPC facility in Mississauga. Instead of having the Wrong Product in the Wrong Place, we have the Right Product in the Right Place!”

The upgrades to the WMS and the associated picking processes are now much more flexible. When one of Unilever’s major retail customers experienced an unexpected labour stoppage at their DC, Schenker was able to ship Direct-to-Store literally overnight, while Unilever’s competitors experienced delays and issues to adapt, if they could. This excellent response and performance was recognized by both Unilever and their customer resulting in Unilever gaining increased shelf space, volume and improved placement of Unilever merchandise at the retail level. 

The Pallet Runner™ also handles Unilever’s rapidly increasing volume of “Store-Ready” display pallets. Retail customers love the labour-saving innovation of receiving previously configured promotional display pallets. However, at the warehouse level, these customized pallets are non-stackable, so storing them with Pallet Runner™ is ideal.

Schenker’s, Hugh MacDonald summarizes the overall impact of the revamped facility:

At the Mississauga facility, we have moved from 1970 technology to state of the art, qualified strategic automation. We have met or exceeded our performance improvement objectives. Productivity is up, Pallet Runner™ has slashed dock to stock travel distances, improved rotation for SKU’s with multiple lot codes as well as doubled our utilization of once lost cube. Safety concerns for team members, as well damages to lift trucks and racking has been substantially reduced compared to the alternatives such as a Drive-In rack, which required operations in restricted poorly lit tunnels. Damage to product has been reduced tremendously vs. the previous bulk storage. Most importantly, we have minimized/maintained cost for our customer while creating the room and flexibility to support their growth as Unilever’s business evolves.”
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