SUCCESS STORY

Digital Yard Logistics at Swiss Post
Swiss Post relies on INFORM’s YMS with smart optimization
algorithms in its yard logistics to achieve the necessary level of
efficiency in this highly complex process. Night after night, Swiss
Post must be in a position to transport as many as half a million
letters and parcels all around the country. Dispatchers have to juggle
hundreds of swap bodies at the same time, ensuring that docks
have been correctly assigned, and the use of shunting units and railmounted gantry cranes has been optimized.
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Efficient and On-time Parcel Shipping
Schweizerische Post AG (Swiss Post) is a state-owned logistics specialist that is a
cut above in more ways than one. From letters and parcels to public transportation of passengers and financial transactions, Swiss Post’s 60,000 employees are
on hand to make sure everything gets where it needs to be at the right time.
Between 1997 and 1999, the company invested around 500 million CHF (471 million EUR or 537 million USD) in its Paketpost 2000 Project. The project involved
constructing three new, state-of-the-art parcel centers with their own rail connections and rail-mounted gantry cranes, as well as establishing a logistics network
comprised of parcel centers and 66 parcel bases all the way through to the point
of delivery. All this was geared towards ensuring nationwide postal service coverage at the best possible price point for the end customer.

This complex logistic system can operate at a maximum capacity of 135 million
parcels per year. Night after night, Swiss Post must be in a position to transport as
many as half a million letters and parcels around the country. Dispatchers have to
juggle hundreds of swap bodies at the same time, ensuring that docks have been
correctly assigned, and the use of shunting units and rail-mounted gantry cranes
has been optimized. Otherwise, they run the risk of missing the sorting cut-off.
Everything is planned down to last minute, ensuring that any change of plan goes
straight to dispatch. After all, delays on the road or on the rails are par for the
course in this business.
Swiss Post relies on INFORM’s AI empowered Yard Management System (YMS)
with smart optimization algorithms powering its yard logistics to achieve the necessary level of efficiency in this highly complex process. These systems record
incoming and outgoing vehicles and recommend to the dispatcher which goods
have to be moved to which dock and in what order, and how best to move swap
bodies and semi-trailers. “In the 1990s, we had a flat system in place that was
spread across the whole day,” says Stefan Luginbuhl, Head of Transport and Sorting at Swiss Post. The market has since changed. Now goods arrive at the centers
in the evenings at such peak volumes that dispatch using conventional planning
methods is simply impossible. “Our customers want to hand over their parcels as
late as possible but still expect rapid, next-day delivery,” says Luginbuhl.
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Swiss Post in Short

There have been three areas of radical change at Swiss Post over the past few
years:

Vision Simple Yes Systematic - Swiss Post
Parcels per Year 135 million
Hubs 3

1. Fluctuating volumes: There are substantial variations in the volume of posts
from day to day, and particularly from month to month. “We are running at
double our normal capacity in June and July, and even in December,” says Luginbuhl. The logistics structure has been designed to take these variations into
account.

Bases 66
Access Points 4,753
Employees 66,000

2. Evening peak: The rise of e-commerce has also had a dramatic effect on processes at Swiss Post. “Customers order online, and retailers try to offer order
cut-off times that are as late as possible,” says Luginbuhl. “But the goods still
need to be delivered the next day.” As a result, peak times at Swiss Post are
shifting to later and later in the day.
3. Customized orders: “People used to order goods by mail order or by phone
and just hoped that the delivery would arrive in one day,” recalls Luginbuhl.
“Now they place their orders and can also choose when, where, and how they
want the goods to be delivered.” This trend toward customized deliveries complicates standardized logistics processes.

Optimized Sequences as the Key to Efficient Processes
Determining the right sequence for swap bodies at docks and in sorting systems
is a key challenge in guaranteeing day-to-day efficiency at Swiss Post. Swiss Post
has been implementing agile optimization in this area since 1999 when they first
deployed INFORM’s Yard Management System. Back then, production was spread
relatively evenly across the whole day. In contrast, now, core postal services are
focused on a handful of hours during the day, when it is vital that all processes
run as smoothly as possible.

inform-software.com

Success Story

»

We use INFORM’s YMS with smart algorithms at all three parcel centers to
manage swap body and semi-trailer movements in the yard.
Stefan Luginbuhl, Head of Transport and Sorting at Swiss Post

Fully automatic entry and exit gates have transponder scanners to record
incoming vehicles and their cargo. The networked dispatch system recognizes
incoming swap bodies and automatically prints out a work order at the entry gate
detailing the best unloading site for the swap body and the loading site for the
next transport job. This all takes place completely automatically. “Dispatchers can
also alter the recommendation if their experience suggests that the solution isn’t
ideal, for example. Or they can simply go with the quick and efficient solution,”
Luginbuhl adds. The driver only has to report to a logistics specialist in the yard if
the transponder data is inconsistent with the dispatch notice. When vehicles exit
the yard, the same system automatically checks whether they have loaded the
right swap bodies.
Swap bodies are moved around the parcel center yards by transporter vehicles,
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with the best order sequence recommended automatically by the optimization
algorithms. The decision on which swap body to move next is made on the basis
of a number of parameters, including the queue of incoming trucks, dock assignment and loading spaces in the yard, train departure times, and priority for individual swap bodies. This process naturally minimizes empty runs and selects the
shortest possible shunting routes. The system also recommends the best solution
when it comes to parking the swap bodies.
At Swiss Post, data communications between the transport management system
and the shunting vehicles are absolutely vital, allowing optimized order sequences to be transmitted automatically to the mobile terminals in the vehicles. Rarely
do dispatchers have to intervene manually in this process. Drivers confirm the
successful execution of a transport job with the touch of a button, which is then
communicated to the transport management system by radio.

Incident Management is Part of the Job
Delays and incidents in the logistics process are an everyday occurrence for Swiss
Post, whether as a result of storms, traffic jams, or delayed delivery. “Of course,
we try to draw up plans and implement them,” says Luginbuhl, “but disruption is
something we experience on a regular basis. Rather than thinking about whether
there will be any disruptions today, we tend to think about how many we will see.”
The Yard Management System adjusts, in real-time, to the changing requirements
allowing Swiss Post to manage the incidents with ease.
Weekends of poor weather in the summer is just one example of disruptions that
can affect postal services. “Bad weather means that many people tend to stay at
home and order things on the Internet,” Luginbuhl explains. These parcels don’t
arrive at the parcel center at 8 a.m. the next morning. Instead, vehicles arrive in
droves at the parcel centers at 4 or 5 p.m., all loaded with goods that are supposed
to be delivered on time the next morning.

»

Without INFORM’s YMS, it would be impossible for us to assign vehicles to
the right docks in time and process the goods.
Stefan Luginbuhl, Head of Transport and Planing at Swiss Post

Poor yard logistics can quickly lead to bottlenecks for the incoming trucks, and in
the worst-case scenario, tailbacks can extend as far as the next motorway junction. “As long as we can manage our yard logistics in a quick and agile manner,
the vehicles can enter the site quicker, the parcel center employees can get their
hands on the goods more promptly, and the sorting system can sort the parcels
more expeditiously too.” Processes inside the parcel centers also depend on the
information coming from yard logistics. “If we don’t have the right information
to distribute, parcel center employees may process the wrong job at the wrong
time.” The YMS has proven to be extremely reliable, stable, and effective. As a
backup measure, Swiss Post has several “emergency” whiteboards for yard planning, which sit in a corner gathering dust.
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Rising to the Challenge
Because before, much of postal logistics took place by rail, the challenge of yard
logistics only really arose with the increased usage of trucks. As a result, processes became significantly more detailed, making manual planning a much more
difficult proposition. The impact of disruption, an almost permanent fixture of
day-to-day business, could no longer be controlled using manual planning. When
asked what yard logistics would look like without optimization algorithms, Luginbuhl points to some old magnetic boards. “We would probably be moving wagon
stickers around from A to B and compiling lists. Not only is this process laborious, confusing, and extremely susceptible to errors, it would also be impossible to
track the progress of any particular piece of cargo.”
It doesn’t come as much of a surprise to see how vital this optimization has been
in the day-to-day operations of Swiss Post. “Our processes are simply too complex, and the schedule too tight.” Safeguarding and improving day-to-day operations is a core activity at Swiss Post. However, it is also important to maintain
strategic foresight when it comes to disruptive innovation to rise to the challenge
of digital transformation.

Solution
INFORM’s Syncrotess Yard Management System (YMS)
with smart optimization algorithms allows Swiss Post’s
yard logistics to achieve efficiency in their highly complex
logistics processes.

For more information:
INFORM GmbH /Logistics Division
Pascalstr. 35, 52076 Aachen
parcel@inform-software.com / infrm.co/SwissPost
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