
KNOWN UNKNOWNS:  
THE PROBLEMS AND 
UNCERTAIN OUTCOMES 
FACING SUPPLY CHAINS
“SUPPLY CHAINS ARE, AFTER ALL, A DELICATE BALANCE 
BETWEEN SUPPLY AND DEMAND – AND THERE ARE 
NUMEROUS THREATS TO BOTH SIDES OF THE EQUATION.”
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Unexpected disruptions are 
just part of the job for most in 
the supply chain industry. But a 
pandemic, war, material shortages, 
inflation, recession and widespread 
labour disputes in the span of three 
years seems unthinkable for even 
the most seasoned veteran. 

Just as one issue works its way 
through the supply chain, another has 
popped up. Worse, global crises like 
the pandemic, Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine and economic headwinds are 
fraught with uncertainty. While some 
adept shippers could navigate one of 

these issues, few, if any, are prepared 
to deal with everything all at once. 

Each congested port, terminal, 
depot and warehouse has caused 
every section of the supply chain 
to move slower, and a general lack 
of staff and drivers has made it that 
much harder to keep pace. 

While the situation will remain 
very challenging for the next 18 to 
24 months, things should begin 
stabilising by early 2024 as the 
pendulum swings the other way with 
added capacity and slowing demand 
providing much-needed relief.

However, the path to stability in 
2024 could be just as bumpy as the 
past 36 months – different bumps, 
of course, but just as rough.

FROM SEA TO LAND

The image of 50+ ships queuing 
off the coast waiting to dock is 
beginning to fade. Over the past 
few months, FourKites has seen 
European port congestion recover, 
with dwell time for consumer 
and industrial goods decreasing 
by 19 per cent and 13 per cent, 

Marc Boileau, 
Senior Vice President, Sales and 
Carrier Operations, EMEA at 
FourKites 
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respectively, since peaking in 
mid-June. Overall, European dwell 
times are now down slightly on a 
year-over-year basis. 

Meanwhile, average ocean 
transit times between Europe 
and its trading partners in North 
America and APAC remain elevated 
compared to last year. While this 
slow steaming has undoubtedly 
helped port congestion, it also 
reflects slowing demand and rising 
fuel prices. The widely-reported 
decline in container rates is further 
evidence – yet we have a ways to 
go to reach pre-pandemic levels. 

Now, with ocean freight no 
longer trapped on deck, it remains 
difficult for shipments to reach their 
final destination with new supply 

chain snarls emerging. As my 
colleague Ryan Closser told Port 
Technology International in early 
August: “There’s a chassis shortage, 
unions may still face labour 
shortages to unload the containers, 
there are warehouse capacity 
issues, and more. So, while port 
operators have reduced the queue 
of ships waiting offshore, issues 
have now shifted landside.”

MORE DISRUPTION AHEAD

The persistent challenges have 
kept supply chains at the centre 
of macroeconomic discussions. 
The World Economic Forum, 
for example, points out how UK 
railway strikes have affected 

deliveries of construction 
materials, and dockworker strikes 
in Germany and the UK are 
expected to clog up ports, with 
some UK unions floating the idea 
of a broader, coordinated strike in 
coming months. In addition, truck 
driver shortages seen in 2021 have 
continued this year. In fact, labour 
shortages have spread to other 
sectors that support supply chains, 
including ports and warehouses.

According to Vincent Erard, IRU 
Director of Corporate Services: 
“The driver shortage is one of the 
biggest challenges for the trucking 
industry at the moment, and its 
effects are likely to increase in the 
near future and continue to impact 
freight prices. 

“IT’S ONLY WHEN YOU DIGITISE, MEASURE AND MONITOR 
YOUR SUPPLY CHAIN END-TO-END THAT YOU CAN REALLY 
GET A HANDLE ON SUPPLY AND DEMAND SHOCKS.”
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Average ocean transit 
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“The age distribution of drivers 
already gives a taste of what is to 
come, with 34 per cent of drivers 
aged over 55 in Europe and young 
drivers under 25 representing only 
7 per cent.” 

While the potential impact 
of strikes and labour shortages 
are clear, less obvious is how 
an energy crisis, recession and 
weather events would affect 
supply chains in EMEA and 
beyond. Supply chains are, after 
all, a delicate balance between 
supply and demand – and there 
are numerous threats to both sides 
of the equation in the next six to 
twelve months. 

“I think carriers will regret how 
they have added capacity this 
year,” said Simon Heaney, a Senior 
Manager at Drewry, the shipping 

research group, while speaking 
with Financial Times.

“If a recession comes and 
demand for containers drops 
off much quicker than we are 
anticipating, then it will speed up 
recovery for ports and the release 
of capacity. There are lots of new 
builds arriving. There is a risk of 
large-scale overcapacity next year.”  

GLOBALISATION AND NETWORK 
UNCERTAINTY

Regardless of what happens 
next, it ’s become clear that the 
globalisation of supply chains 
means that a regional disruption 
is much more likely to cause a 
bullwhip effect around the world. 
Never has it been more important 
for shippers to know about every 

supplier, manufacturer and carrier 
upstream in their supply chain. 

In pursuit of such end-to-end 
visibility, shippers are increasingly 
digitising their operations. My 
employer, FourKites, is one of the 
many supply chain technology 
companies benefiting from this 
trend. Today, FourKites – which 
provides real-time supply chain 
visibility – tracks loads in 117 
countries and territories across 
EMEA and has seen 141 per cent 
growth in EMEA loads over the 
last 12 months.

While it ’s not a panacea, supply 
chain technology is foundational to 
the ability to proactively mitigate 
disruptions before a problem 
snowballs. For example, what if the 
port of loading is backlogged and 
there is a five-day delay? What if 

ABOVE 
Container ships 
berthed at the Port of 
Hamburg, August 2022

“THE PATH TO STABILITY IN 2024 COULD BE JUST 
AS BUMPY AS THE PAST 36 MONTHS”
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the carrier breaks down, causing a 
seven-hour delay, but you need the 
product right away? 

It ’s only when you digitise, 
measure and monitor your supply 
chain end-to-end that you can 
really get a handle on supply and 
demand shocks, and where and 
how to best address any given 
scenario – even if that scenario is 
itself unpredictable.
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ABOUT THE ORGANISATION:
FourKites® is the largest supply 
chain visibility platform in 
the world, extending visibility 
beyond transportation into yards, 
warehouses, stores and beyond. 

Tracking more than 2.8 million 
shipments daily across road, rail, 

ocean, air, parcel and courier, and 
reaching over 200 countries and 
territories, FourKites combines 
real-time data and powerful 
machine learning to help 
companies digitise their end-to-
end supply chains. 

More than 1,100 of the world’s 
most recognised brands – including 
9 of the top-10 CPG and 18 of 
the top-20 food and beverage 
companies – trust FourKites to 
transform their business and create 
more agile, efficient and sustainable 
supply chains. To learn more, visit 
https://www.fourkites.com/.

“NEVER HAS IT BEEN MORE IMPORTANT FOR SHIPPERS 
TO KNOW ABOUT EVERY SUPPLIER, MANUFACTURER AND 
CARRIER UPSTREAM IN THEIR SUPPLY CHAIN.”
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