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The Freight Forwarder, Architect of World Transport

By Dr. Roger Pfeiffer, Integrated Expert CIM (Centre for International Migration)

Freight forwarding and multimodal transport play a vital role in promoting the international trade. Freight forwarders are intermediaries who provide shippers with a variety of services, including the development of logistics services, the nature of which has evolved over a period of time. 

At the initial stage, freight forwarders provide clearing and forwarding services as an agent of the shipper. At the intermediate level, they provide additional services such as cargo consolidation, road haulage and customs clearance as a principal. At the final stage, freight forwarders provide door-to-door services as multimodal transport operators (MTOs). 
The Council of Logistics Management has adopted the following definition: “Logistics is that part of the supply chain process that plans, implements, and controls the efficient, effective flow and storage of goods, services, and related information from the point of origin to the point of consumption in order to meet customers’ requirements”.

The supply chain is the network of organizations that are involved in the different processes and activities that create products and services of value to the ultimate consumer. Supply chain management can be described as “the management of the relationships between the organizations in the supply chain to deliver superior customer value at less cost to the supply chain as a whole”.

Supply chain management builds upon the logistics framework to achieve linkages within a particular organization, and with the processes of other organizations. Transportation and, increasingly, multimodal transport is what provides the links between the various logistics activities and enables the movement of goods and services along the supply chain.

For most buyers and sellers, transportation is peripheral to their main business; for freight forwarders and multimodal transport operators, it is their main business. Multimodal transport operators aim at integrating different modes of transport, with a view to enhancing the quality and reliability of door-to-door services through better utilization of assets. These factors have all contributed to increasing reliance being placed on MTOs in the trading process.

In response to increasing shipper expectations, operators in Europe and North America are integrating transport activities and information technology with the aim of further reducing costs and improving customer service through the application of logistics methodologies. 

Global logistics service providers utilize powerful management tools, including computers and specialized software to offer additional value-adding services to shippers. Innovative use of computer applications and bar coding is enabling logistics companies to offer a suite of services including tracking and tracing, warehousing and inventory management, pre-packing, distribution, sales, marketing, financial transactions and accounting, all of which can be offered online 24 hours a day. As a result, logistics service providers are able to organize the flow of transport from the factory or farm to distribution centres and onwards to the final customer. 

The use of new information and communications technology (ICT) aims to develop a systems approach to solving logistics problems along the transportation chain, and within the maritime industry in particular. 

The provision of the full range of freight forwarding and multimodal transport services requires extensive, detailed and up-to-date knowledge of a whole range of issues, including regimes of liability and applicable international conventions, contract law, trading terms, documentary credits, customs procedures and documentation, quarantine requirements, transport arrangements, packaging and labeling requirements, dangerous goods codes, recovery claims and insurance, as well as core management capabilities, including well developed marketing skills and business acumen to run the company.

For freight forwarders and multimodal transport operators wishing to move into the logistics arena, there is a need to provide training and education to deepen the understanding of the principles of logistics and the application of IT to supply chain management, with the objective of enhancing customer satisfaction and increasing the value of services.

