Warehouses and distri-
bution centers are fac-
ing increased demand
from customers for
compliance labeling,
quicker deliveries and
smaller order quanti-
ties. They are also
subject to pressure
from within to reduce
costs, increase pro-
ductivity and optimize
space utilization. More
and more, warehouses
are turning to new
management systems
to help ensure their
very survival.
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Warehouse
Management Holds
Center Stage

BY MARTY WEIL

hen Milwaukee-based Catalyst USA
Inc., a supplier of packaged ware-
house management system (WMS)
software, asked its customers why
they were automating their ware-
house operations, more than half said
it was because of pressure from the
customer. According to Catalyst, sur-
vival is their customers’ number-one cost justifica-
tion for warehouse automation.

“Today, customers are forcing manufacturers to
automate their warehouses,” claims Dan Trew, di-
rector of logistics for Catalyst. “Increasingly, meet-
ing changing customer requirements is the biggest
challenge facing distribution centers. The large re-
tail chains are demanding EDI and compliance la-
beling and will only do business with suppliers
who provide them.”

Paul Crist, vice president of business develop-
ment for American Turnkey of Santa Ana, CA, also
sees the drive to stay competitive as fueling the
growth of warehouse management systems in the
U.S. “Every one of our customers realizes that the
key to remaining competitive in the 1990s is their

distribution channel,” he says. “In the last decade,
most major companies focused on improving their
manufacturing process. Now, most companies have
some form of manufacturing system in place and
they have squeezed most of the inefficiency out of
their manufacturing process. However, competi-
tion continues, and companies are always looking
for opportunities to become even more competitive.
That's why the spotlight has shifted to warehouse
management systems. In the warehouse, there is
still ample room to improve productivity, increase
efficiency and reduce costs.”

Crist cites Xerox’s distribution center in Web-
ster, NY, where the company distributes after-sales
spare parts and supplies, as an example of a ware-
house that has become a source of competitive ad-
vantage with the help of WMS. “Xerox is exploiting
their successful WMS implementation as a distinct
competitive advantage,” he says.

Under the banner “America’s Distribution Cen-
ter,” Xerox is touting the improvements in its dis-
tribution process to customers, resellers and field
service personnel. According to Crist, Xerox is us-
ing a marketing video and private tours of the fa-
cility to showcase how the warehouse improve-
ments directly impact overall customer satisfaction.

“The WMS has helped reduce our order stream
from 20 days down to one,” says Bill Cummings,
program manager for Xerox Corp. “The technology
allows us to reduce inventory and increase delivery
speed, and it is a key part of our overall strategic ef-
fort to become more competitive.”

According to Cummings, the implementation of a |
WMS was a tactical part of an overall strategic plan
to integrate the supply chain. Xerox was deter-
mined to do the same amount of business with

Warehouse management systems provide a link between production, scheduling, purchasing, logistics ‘

planning, and order management systems that permit timely response to order demands.
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fewer distribution centers.

In June of 1994, when Xerox installed
the WMS system, the company was in
the process of physically re-designing the
warehouse in an effort to optimize the
distribution network. The Xerox-American
Turnkey system has several key func-
tionality areas: receiving, put-away, order
processing, picking, packing, shipping,
activity monitoring and maintenance func-
tions. It is a comprehensive system that
directs all activity in the warehouse.

Warehouse management systems are
not new; they've been around since the
mid-1970s as an alternative to highly mech-
anized, automated warehouses. Initially,
these systems were infroduced to permit
real-time material tracking and resource
management in conventional warehous-
es. Today, well over 100 firms offer some
form of WMS package, each offering dif-
ferent levels of system sophistication.

“Warehouse operations focused solely
on putting out fires, and they weren't al-
lowed to take a global perspective,” says
Steve Christensen, director of client pro-
grams for Catalyst. “Today, companies
are consolidating and centralizing distri-
bution centers and obtaining efficiency
of scale and continuity of operations.
‘WMSs help make these things possible.”

Like manufacturing execution systems,
WMS provides a link between corporate-
level production, scheduling, purchasing,
logistics planning and order management
systems, which permit the timely re-
sponse to order demand essential to dis-
tribution pipeline management. With a
realtime view of inventory by discrete lo-
cation, labor and equipment resources,
the WMS issues and manages receiving,
storage, picking and shipping functions.

“When looking for information automa-
tion, companies should be certain that
the solution they choose has real-time ca-
pabilities and has validation for every
transaction,” says Catalyst’s Trew. “Bar
code and radio frequency technology,
EDI, and an interface to equipment are al-
so key features that help make the ware-
house ready for the challenges of the
next century. By the year 2000, more dol-

WMS is instrumental in helping

Glidden reach its on-time in-full goal by aflowing the

company to re-adjust manufacturing schedules or re-label products to meet orders.

lars will be spent on information systems
than on inventory carrying costs.”

To get the most from a WMS, Chris-
tensen advises companies to establish
goals for the warehouse first, then devise
a warehouse automation process.

“The companies that are most success-
ful are those that have defined their strate-
gic intent beyond the WMS software it-
self,” he says. “In many cases, specialized
material handling consultants can help
assist companies in defining their visions.
Often, the companies that take time to
strategically plan and develop their ware-
house automation processes are the ones
that realize a true competitive advantage.”

Users Get Ahead with Catalyst WMS

Catalyst WMS is an off-the-shelf warehouse man-
agement system with user-configurable functional-
ity. The software features internationalization, flow-
through support, new stock rotation capabilities
and multiple hold and release support.

The internationalization feature means the product
supports multilingual users and sites. Catalyst
users can select a site language and as many user
languages as required. Users interact with the sys-
tem in their own language and reports are generat-
ed in the site language.

L Thie flow-through support feature of Catalyst WMS

is targeted to major retail-type operations that ship
a large portion of their merchandise out to their
stores at time of order receipt.

Catalyst WMS supports a variety of rofation strate-
gies as defined by the user. The software will assign
stock rotation based on an assortment of dates,
such as arrival data, date of manufacture, ware-
house expiration date, consumer expiration date
and an incubation hold and release date. The system
will also support directions for material o be placed
and removed from hold and will prevent the picker
from using material on hold.
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So, what can companies that follow
Christensen’s advice expect?

“Many WMS users have improved pro-
ductivity and reduced inventory costs,”
says American Turnkey’s Crist. “But im-
proved customer satisfaction is among
the most important benefits.”

Catalyst’s Christensen agrees. “The ul-
timate goal of a WMS is to improve cus-
tomer satisfaction. WMS systems opti-
mize the total supply chain to give users a
competitive advantage by increasing cus-
tomer satisfaction.”

Christensen points to Glidden Paint Co.
of Cleveland as a prime example of a com-
pany leveraging the advantages of a WMS
to remain competitive.

According to Christensen, with the
change in the economic climate of the ear-
ly 1990s, Glidden Paint Co. was forced by
competitive pressure to ship product in
different unit configurations than it had in
the past. Instead of shipping large quanti-
ties of paint to a retailer's warehouse for
distribution to the stores, Glidden was
asked to ship directly to the individual
store shelf. As a result, Glidden was forced
to change its operation dramatically.

“We needed a WMS as a result of
changing conditions in the market,” says
Jim Gocek, manager of process control
system for Glidden. “Today, customers
are ordering our products in smaller
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