
From village shop  
to customer expectation

In the rural Eastern Cape where I grew up, the 
village shop sold almost anything. My mother 

would send me there clutching a handwritten 
shopping list. The shopkeeper would smile, slip me 
a sweet or two, then unfold the paper.

Hasn’t come yet.”
“We don’t stock it.”
“Forgot to order it.”
“Maybe next week.

That was simply how we shopped. If something 
wasn’t available, you waited or bought an alter
native. Today, those expectations have been turned 
on their head (even in that little shop in the 
middle of nowhere). Consumers expect products 
to be available when and where they want them, 
whether they’re shopping in-store, ordering online 
or using an on-demand delivery service. The trans
formation from that small village shop to today’s 
highly sophisticated distribution centres has funda
mentally changed retail.

The pace of change continues to accelerate. 
“Speed in the retailer space has seen a step-change,”
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From village shop to smart warehouse
The innovations reshaping  

retail supply chains

says Pieter Theron, Industrials and Services Africa 
Leader at PwC South Africa. He continues …

Instead of moving from 
weeks to days, expectations 
moved to hours with the intro
duction of delivery models 
such as Checkers Sixty60. 
Retailers are no longer judged 

simply on stock availability. 

As Theron notes, customers expect products to be 
“on shelf, on time, in the right promotional state, 
with the right price label, every time.”

Leipoldtville, a very small historical town with so much character on 
the road to Clanwilliam from Lambert’s Bay. DustBugs Travel on YouTube.

Pieter Theron
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Warehouses become strategic assets
Meeting those expectations has transformed 
the role of the warehouse. Distribution centres 
are no longer places where stock simply waits to 
be dispatched. They have become sophisticated 
fulfilment hubs supporting traditional store 
replenishment alongside online orders, on-demand 
delivery and returns.

“Consumers now expect products to be available 
whether they are shopping in-store, ordering 
through an app or using an on-demand delivery 
platform,” says Arno Haigh, National Logistics 
Executive at The SPAR Group. 
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breakages and rigid planning cycles remain among 
the biggest obstacles to efficiency. He says …

In many operations, work 
is planned too far in advance, 
limiting the ability to respond 
to late changes in demand or 
large customer orders. Plan
ning closer to execution allows 
warehouses to adjust loads 
before dispatch, but this 

requires robust system integration and AI-
enabled planning tools.

Achieving that flexibility inevitably requires 
investment, forcing retailers to consider where 
technology delivers the greatest operational return.
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Supply chains therefore 
need to support both 
traditional store replenishment 
and increasingly dynamic 
fulfilment models.

That places unprecedented pressure on ware
house operations. Alan Richard, owner of Apex Real 
Time Solutions, says …

E-commerce and on-
demand fulfilment have 
changed customer expect
ations, while retailers are  
still managing local realities 
such as cost pressure, 
infrastructure constraints, 
electricity reliability, labour 

availability and rising competition.

The result is that warehouses are expected to 
process more orders, faster and with almost no 
tolerance for error.

What separates efficient warehouses 
from the rest?
According to Richard, high-performing warehouses 
are distinguished less by automation than by 
operational control. “An efficient warehouse knows 
where stock is, what work is happening, where 
the bottlenecks are and how people, systems and 
equipment are performing. An inefficient ware
house relies too heavily on manual workarounds, 
experience-based knowledge and delayed reporting.”

Arno Haigh

“
“

Alan Richard

“

“ That control comes from combining well-designed  
processes, accurate data, intelligent systems, 
effective layouts and disciplined execution – not 
simply relying on automation alone.

The team at Jungheinrich South Africa agrees 
that efficiency requires a full system/whole system 
approach. “You have to look at warehouse layouts, 
processes and equipment together so that you 
can reduce waste, improve flow and create more 
consistent, predictable operations.”

For retailers, this systems-thinking is becoming 
increasingly important as long-standing operational 
inefficiencies come under greater scrutiny.

According to Khethokuhle Nyawose, Chief 
Operating Officer overseeing Operations and 
Supply Chain at Massmart, double handling, waste, 

Khethokuhle Nyawose

During the holiday 
season last year, DSV 
deliver edover 1.5 million 
Christmas trees to families 
across Europe. That’s 
1 500–2 000 truckloads, 
each packed with around 
1 000 trees in all shapes 
and sizes! From Denmark 
to Germany, the UK, 
Ireland, Poland, France, and 
beyond – their mission 
is simple: to deliver the 
magic of Christmas, one 
tree at a time. 
https://www.dsv.com/en-za/
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The Digital Backbone 
of Logistics
Ensure quality and increase efficiency with intelligent supply 
chain software by KNAPP. Connect data, processes and 
decisions – from production to the last mile.

Discover the real-life benefits  
of interconnected logistics!
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South Africa’s broader logistics environment adds 
further pressure. Businesses frequently invest in 
generators, solar installations and backup systems  
simply to maintain operations. Poor roads, vehicle 
breakdowns, hijackings, warehouse crime syndi
cates, rail constraints, port congestion and border 
delays all increase the cost and complexity of 
moving goods.

According to Gerhard van 
Zyl, Group Operations Director 
at the Professional Group of 
Companies, these realities are 
reshaping retail supply chains. 
“Logistics has become the name  
of the game. Logistics parks and  
warehouses are being developed 
at a rapid pace, largely as 
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Good design still matters
Technology alone, however, cannot compensate for 
poor warehouse design.

According to Hennie Serdyn, FLOW Advisory at 
Forte Supply Chain, warehouse layout remains 
one of the most underestimated contributors to 
operational performance.

Optimised layouts 
reduce travel distances, 
improve picking efficiency, 
minimise congestion and 
increase throughput. Small 
improvements in warehouse 
flow can have a significant 
impact on productivity and 
operating costs.

The same principle applies to material handling 
equipment. Forklifts, reach trucks and similar 
vehicles have evolved beyond simply moving 
goods. Increasingly, they form part of a broader 
performance management system, influencing 
travel times, safety, congestion, labour productivity 
and energy consumption.

Fleet management systems now provide valuable 
insights into equipment utilisation, operator 
behaviour, maintenance requirements, battery 
performance and fleet availability, enabling retailers 
to optimise both productivity and asset life.

Ultimately, the most successful warehouse is not 
defined by the amount of automation it contains, 
but by how effectively its people, processes, 
technology and equipment work together.

Hennie Serdyn

“

“ South Africa’s reality
For South African retailers, improving material hand
ling is about far more than adopting the latest tech
nology. The overwhelming constraint remains cost.

“Retailers operate in an environment where every 
investment needs to demonstrate clear operational 
value and support long-term resilience,” says Haigh. 
Businesses are therefore prioritising technologies 
that improve efficiency, visibility and operational 
performance while remaining practical and scalable 
within the local market.

Richard says uncertainty around return on invest
ment, legacy systems, skills shortages and the dis
ruption associated with implementation often slow 
modernisation. “Many businesses know they need to 
modernise, but they are cautious about large-scale 
investment.”

Nyawose believes the 
challenge extends beyond 
purchasing technology. 
“Power reliability, the 
energy demands of auto
mation, limited local tech
nical support and the after-
sales maintenance required 
for advanced systems all 
affect the business case. 
Labour also remains rela
tively affordable compared 
with many international 
markets, making automa
tion decisions more 
complex.”

Gerhard van Zyl

The population of African Penguins has declined by 99% in the past 120 years, leaving less than 
10 000 breeding pairs across South Africa. One area of focus is the impact of overfishing on penguin 
foraging areas and the subsequent need to implement meaningful island closures around at-risk 
penguin colonies. Massmart has partnered with Bird Life SA (BLSA) in a project to implement real-
time tracking and weighbridge technology at important penguin colonies, to gather data such as 
distance travelled, time spent foraging for food, and weight gained or lost. This data provides a unique 
insight into both fishery health and the interdependent impact on the health and survivability of 
penguin colonies. Through the Massmart funded website, penguinalert.org, interested members  
of the public now also have access to this data. https://www.massmart.co.za/
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“The objective is for every stock movement to be 
recorded, every exception to become visible and 
every handover point to be clearly managed.”

Increasingly, the technologies that improve ware
house efficiency are also strengthening account
ability. Visibility, security and operational perfor
mance are no longer separate objectives, but 
complementary outcomes of the same connected 
systems.

Technology succeeds  
only when people work together
Despite rapid advances in automation and artificial 
intelligence, experts agree that technology alone 
cannot transform warehouse performance.

Dr Osayuwamen Omoruyi, 
Director of the Nexus Lab and 
Senior Lecturer at Sol Plaatje 
University, points out that 
recent research into logistics 
information technology adoption 
found that technologies such 
as Electronic Data Interchange 
(EDI), barcoding and freight 

consolidation platforms create value because 
they strengthen collaboration between retailers, 
suppliers and logistics providers.

You might have perfect, real-time  
location data on every pallet, but if demand  

forecasting, supplier communication  
and inventory optimisation are fragmented,  

shelves can still end up empty.
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a response to failing infrastructure.” He believes 
the decline of rail has fundamentally changed 
warehousing.

With limited rail capacity and increasing  
freight moving by road, additional warehousing 
has become one of the few practical solutions. 

Larger retailers are increasingly developing 
their own distribution hubs instead of relying 

solely on third-, fourth- and fifth-party logistics 
providers. They are taking greater control of 

their own supply chains.

Security becomes an operational priority
As retailers assume greater control of their supply 
chains, protecting inventory has become just as 
important as moving it efficiently.

According to Jungheinrich South Africa, shrinkage 
remains one of the industry’s biggest operational 
challenges simply because it affects profitability, 
inventory accuracy and customer service. Theft, 
administrative errors and process failures all reduce 
inventory visibility, disrupting replenishment 
planning and order fulfilment.

Maxeen Naidoo Bharath, International Imports 
Manager at Skynet Worldwide Express, says 
retailers are responding by investing in surveillance, 
access controls, RFID, blockchain and other 
tracking technologies to improve both security 
and traceability throughout the supply chain.

Haigh adds that retailers are increasingly 
combining traditional security measures with tech
nology-enabled controls to strengthen warehouse 
and distribution operations. 

“

“

Richard believes the greatest value comes from 
integrating multiple technologies into a single 
controlled process. 

Scanning, RFID, serialisation, CCTV  
integration, access control and digital audit  

trails all play an important role. 

https://stockcake.com/i/pop-art-dispatcher

Dr Osayuwamen 
Omoruyi

“ “
“
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The research concludes that technology delivers 
its greatest value when it improves relationships 
across the supply chain rather than operating in 
isolation.

The goal is not to have the most  
automated warehouse, but the most  

connected one, using shared data  
to build trust, reduce stockouts and ensure  

products arrive in perfect condition.

The message is clear: digital tools are only as 
effective as the operational discipline, partnerships 
and collaboration that support them.

Tomorrow’s warehouse?
The warehouse of the future is already taking 
shape. While South African retailers continue to 
face infrastructure, energy and cost constraints, the 
direction of travel is becoming increasingly clear.

Richard believes tomorrow’s warehouse will be 
defined less by full automation than by connec
tivity, visibility and agility.

“It will not necessarily be fully automated in 
every case, but it will have far better visibility, 
smarter workflows, stronger integration and more 
efficient use of people and equipment.”

Many of the technologies driving that transfor
mation are already being deployed. Artificial intel
ligence, predictive analytics, real-time inventory 
visibility and increasingly sophisticated warehouse 
management systems are enabling retailers to 
improve planning, respond faster to changing 
demand and make better operational decisions.

SUPPLY CHAIN
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Haigh expects the greatest gains to come from 
technologies that improve operational visibility and 
agility.

“This includes AI-driven analytics, predictive 
replenishment tools, smarter warehouse 
management systems, real-time inventory tracking 
and more connected fulfilment centres.”

However, technology can only deliver sustainable 
value when it is built on strong operational 
foundations.

Serdyn believes end-
to-end visibility should 
remain the priority.

“Businesses need 
accurate data, connected 
systems and reliable 
operational processes. 
Once those foundations 
are established, organi
sations can effectively 
leverage automation, 
analytics and advanced 
technologies to drive 
further improvements.”

Theron agrees that 
successful transform
ation requires more than 
new technology. Skills 
development, resilient 
energy solutions, and 
localised and diversified 
supplier networks will all 
play an essential role in 

“
“

building stronger retail supply chains.
Bharath says many retailers are therefore taking 

a pragmatic approach by optimising existing assets 
while gradually introducing new technologies and 
strengthening partnerships with logistics providers 
to improve flexibility and share costs.

The Jungheinrich South Africa team believes 
retailers should now focus on developing clear 
digital and operational roadmaps that reflect 
both current requirements and future ambitions, 



Real-Time
Stock Updates

Your warehouse is
costing you more
than you know.

ISB Optimus. Your Infor WMS Partner in South Africa.

Infor WMS gives you total command, 
from the shop floor to the boardroom.

Reduced
Inventory Errors

Faster Order
Fulfillment

Request a
consultation

Website
www.isboptimus.com

â



â
Free S&R subscription ■

SUPPLY CHAIN

enabling investment decisions that support long-
term growth, and not just short-term fixes.

Van Zyl argues that, despite rapid technological 
change, retailers cannot lose sight of the 
fundamentals.

“Get the right product to the right retail outlet 
at the right time to fulfil your service obligations. 
A customer who cannot find what they are looking 
for will simply go elsewhere, and getting them back 
is extremely difficult.”

He notes that online shopping has permanently 
changed consumer behaviour, raising expectations 
for speed, availability and convenience across every 
retail channel.

The most important capability
The evolution of material handling is no longer 
simply about moving products through a ware
house. It has become a strategic capability that 
influences inventory accuracy, security, customer 
service and profitability.

Across the industry, experts agree that the 
future does not belong to the most automated 
warehouses, but to the smartest ones – operations 
that combine connected technology with efficient 
processes, skilled people and resilient supply chains.

For South African retailers, the challenge is not 
to replicate the world’s most advanced automated 
facilities, but to build practical, scalable operations 
that deliver measurable value despite local 
infrastructure and cost constraints.

Ultimately, competitive advantage will belong to 
retailers that consistently place the right product 

Catherine Larkin is a communication and 
marketing professional, specialising in Logistics,  
Transport and Supply Chain. Her company, 
CVLC Communication, is a corporate public 
relations, communication, marketing and 
events consultancy. Its services range from full 
secretariat support, project management and 
administration.
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Lithium-ion technology allows 
for minimal maintenance, 
flexible charging cycles and easy 
handling. It not only moves your 
electric forklift, but also drives 
your business forward. Lithium-
ion batteries also offer financial 
advantages by improving energy 
efficiency, optimising how 
the fleet is used, and reducing 
maintenance requirements. 
https://www.jungheinrich.co.za/

Lithium-ion vs. lead acid – cost comparison

battery • 767

battery • 646

Water refilling costs – 29

Maintenance costs – 71

Service costs – 42
Service costs – 42

Power costs – 185

Power costs – 137

Capital costs – 440 Capital costs – 467

Costs per month. EFG 72 months of use. 2 000 operating hours per year

Maintenance and 
infrastructure costs

Cleaning, water filling,
storage space – lead-acid

batteries cause higher
maintenance costs. Power costs

Because of lower,
internal impedance
and less waste heat,
Li-ion convinces
thanks to lower 
energy

in the right place at the right time. In today’s retail 
environment, where consumers have more choice 
and higher expectations than ever before, that 
capability has become one of the industry’s most 
important differentiators.
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