
WWW.MARLABS.COM

Giving Logistics the RPA Edge
How Robotic Process Automation can bring about an 
efficiency revolution in logistics 
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Logistics accounts for 9% of global GDP and is one of the 
largest industries globally . Competition in this sector is 
fierce, driving prices down and squeezing already 
razor-thin margins. More packages than ever before are 
now being shipped – on any single day, a staggering 85 
million packages and documents are delivered around 
the world . Logistics is a diverse industry encompassing 
everything from air freight to container shipping, last-mile 
courier delivery to port operators. But when it comes to 
adoption of digital technologies, it has been slow. Analysis 
by the World Economic Forum and Accenture indicate that 
digital transformation can drive US$1.5 trillion of value for 
the logistics industry by 2025 . 

Manual processes hold back ability to handle business 
growth and associated transaction volume while adding 
to personnel costs. Freight forwarders, carriers, freight 
brokers and other logistics companies are beginning to 
see how technology innovations such as Robotic Process 
Automation (RPA) can improve their operations. 

Overview
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A Tale of Two Shipments: The 
Pain Points in Manual 
Shipping Processes
Two ships carrying identical cargoes have just 
docked at a busy port.

One shipment experiences the usual delays and 
frustrations. A customs declaration for one 
container mistakenly refers to 1000 units rather 
than 100. One item of cargo has the wrong safety 
certificate. Some of the delivery addresses are 
incorrect, confusing truck dispatchers. One 
consignment has the wrong parts because 
somebody misread a decimal place. The mistakes 
are eventually sorted out, but it takes time and is 
costly.

The second shipment clears the port with no 
errors. All the information is 100% accurate. Why? 
The supply chain has been managed with RPA.

Tracking transportation activities has primarily 
been a manual task, involving large amounts of 
paperwork. Manual processes are also inefficient 
– tracking real-time location of products is hard 
and results in delays. Global supply chains involve 
a vast amount of paperwork and manually 
entered data such as emails and digital forms, 
purchase orders, invoices, cargo manifests, 
customs declarations, delivery dockets, 
warehouse inventories – all necessary documents 
to ensure that the right package gets to the right 
place at the right time, in line with all relevant 
regulations.

Data is manually entered and re-keyed for several 
core business activities including: scheduling & 
shipment tracking, gathering freight bill 
payments, invoice generation and collection, 
resolving payment disputes, securing 
4proof-of-delivery (PoD) capturing researching 
and closing out loads, warehouse and terminal 
management, correction and completion of 
transport orders and return of loading equipment. 
Inputting data and generating the right 
documents is time-consuming, monotonous work, 
leading to inevitable mistakes. Shipping is heavily 
regulated and requires a lot of documentation, 
especially for cross-border voyages. Operations 
teams are drowning in the seas of tasks such as 
immigration clearances, checking bills of lading, 

updating authorities for incoming and outgoing 
vessels, declaration of cargo, etc.

Carriers often employ traditional integration 
methods such as EDI to automate exchange of 
information between customers and partners – 
but EDI rarely delivers complete efficiencies 
because it requires rigid, standardized formats for 
data exchange. 

For logistics companies, the network of partners is 
changing so fast that traditional EDI integration 
cannot keep up with the need to have real-time 
information exchange interfaces. T&L companies 
are increasingly faced with manual copy-paste 
processes between internal systems, 
Excel-documents and external sites. Employees 
suffer from frequent portal fatigue: manually 
piecing together a workflow involving data 
copying-pasting among five-or-more technology 
platforms.  

Incompatible data formats and ever-changing 
interface landscapes must not affect operational 
cost and efficiency and additionally enable the 
delivery of real-time services to customers for 
tracking, pricing, ordering. 
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The RPA Platform Snapshot
As RPA in Logistics matures, here is a snapshot of 
tools and platforms available:

Microsoft Power Automate

UIPath

Automation Anywhere

Blue Prism

KOFAX

RPA Capabilities: Delivering 
Shipment Visibility and 
Improving Working Capital 
Management
Enter Robotic Process Automation (RPA) An 
intelligent automation software that uses machine 
learning (ML), natural language processing (NLP) 
and artificial intelligence (AI) to mimic everyday 
tasks, be it reading email or quoting rates, RPA is 
being used to automate end-to-end logistics 
processes that span across desktop applications 
and enterprise systems, internal and external 
websites, and portals. Business-users create 
automation rules that automate processes and 
RPA-bots are easily created in a design-studio.

With other advanced technologies such as smart 
optical character recognition, RPA can automate 
repetitive workflows like creating shipment orders 
with automated capturing of shipment 
PRO-number, re-keying information from 
documents to databases, downloading reports 
and inputting valuable information into CRM and 
ERP systems. RPA can turn unstructured and 
semi-structured data in documents, spreadsheets 
and emails into structured data. Eventually, RPA’s 
intelligent software bots create a digital workforce 
that works collaboratively with employees to 
streamline operations. 

Let us understand the impact of RPA on several 
critical business scenarios:

Convert proprietary data-formats to EDI: RPA 
converts incoming data formats of customers 
to the company’s own in-house EDI format. It 
is especially relevant for smaller suppliers 

where it’s expensive to set up full EDI 
conversions.

Process any customer data format: Manifests 
and other documents are sent by customers 
via email/ EDI etc. RPA helps synchronize 
data from Excel-files, external partner portals 
and legacy systems. Orders received via 
email or as an Excel file can be booked 
automatically into the internal CMS/ TMS 
(Cargo/ Transportation Management 
System).

Schedule and track shipments: RPA extracts 
relevant information such as bills-of-lading, 
carrier invoices and other pertinent 
documents in seconds, lowering turn-around 
time from logging initial pick-up requests to 
checking & reporting shipment status 
between internal systems and portals.

Synchronize and update customer portal: RPA 
extracts or delivers tracking information like 
pick-up, reload, cancelled or delivered, 
automatically between the company’s TMS 
and any external customers and supplier 
systems or data formats.
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Automate highly manual tasks associated 
with logistics plan optimization: RPA can 
examine carrier websites for appointment 
scheduling considering client-specific rules 
and loads to optimize shipping-schedules. 
RPA bots can scrape relevant data from 
emails, texts, social-media and other digital 
sources to automatically identify trends, 
price-changes, generate impact analysis and 
populate freight costs.

Support customs clearance: RPA helps in 
document automation based on 
customs-status and necessary 
system-updates (CMS/ TMS) for smoother 
shipment flows.

Automate manual overheads for handling 
3rd-party agreements: While managing an 
internal fleet, T&L companies also procure 
services from hundreds of suppliers (for 
example couriers or a fleet of vans for LTLs). 
RPA ensures better integration with 
partner-systems helping to streamline freight 
management, enabling faster reactions to 
price changes and market conditions. 

Better order-to-cash automation: As large 
numbers of orders are received, processed 
and shipped daily, invoice processing load 
grows exponentially. It takes approx. 4-to-16 
days to process an invoice from receipt to 
approval. RPA can automatically post 
sales-invoices and POs into accounting 
systems with minimal human interventions. 
RPA bots extract shipping data and update 
customer-portals with PODs in seconds, 
identify billing errors and inconsistencies, and 
alert accounting teams and customers when 
invoices are paid. Service-representatives can 
reduce outstanding receivables by resolving 
disputes and freight charge discrepancies 
and making enforcement of payment terms 
simpler.

Improve customer support: RPA enables faster 
response to customer contacts and 
complaints and on-time visibility into 
shipment status through automated updates 
esp. for longer transit duration. 24x7 
availability leads to quicker troubleshooting 
and enhances customer service quality. In an 

industry where 90% of communication is 
conducted via emails, implementing email 
automation can be a true game-changer.

RPA can automate daily reporting on 
order-status, payment-status, customer 
feedback, manifest details etc. including 
distribution to all relevant stakeholders.

Automation for the Future: RPA can Drive Growth 
and Higher Operations Efficiency

According to industry surveys, about 20% 
companies have implemented automated 
processes to improve visibility into order and 
shipment status. RPA adds another layer to a 
logistics company’s technology landscape that is 
essential to meet heightening customer 
demands. RPA creates an immediate 25-50% cost 
saving by automating tasks while increasing 
productivity, service levels and capacity by 
35-50%. Improved customer service can pay 
huge dividends in supply chains where trust is a 
significant factor in deciding who to work with.

The most rapid adoption of RPA to date involves 
forwarders and carriers using it to automate event 
tracking and to bridge gaps between systems that 
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require data transfer. As the accuracy of data 
improves, more can be done with it. Combining 
RPA with data provided by technologies such as 
the Internet of Things (IoT) will allow companies to 
build highly accurate real-time models of complex 
supply chains. Role of RPA will continue to expand 
– logistics service providers will integrate their 
systems with other software programs to automate 
diverse processes such as lead generation credit 
clearing and intermodal pricing. 

1Future of Logistics Management in the Process of 
Globalization, paper presented in 4th World Conference on 
Business, Economics and Management 

https://bit.ly/3gVWFgL

2Delivering Change: Digital Transformation in Logistics World 
Economic Forum Report 

https://bit.ly/2F2tMSX

3World Economic Forum White Paper: Digital Transformation 
of Industries – Logistics In Collaboration with Accenture 

https://bit.ly/31XwDpd

4Aberdeen Group Research: AP Invoice Management in a 
Networked Economy

https://bit.ly/3jXwuIN

5Ryder Uses Robotic Process Automation to Automate 
Transportation Planning: Steve Banker, ARC Advisory, Forbes 

https://bit.ly/2Za6th6

68 Real-World Cases for RPA in Transportation & Logistics

https://bit.ly/2R6GbI9

7The Road Ahead – 3 Ways Logistics Providers are 
Automating Manual Processes 

https://bit.ly/332PsXl

8RPA – Tomorrow’s Must-Have Technology Roland Berger 
Paper 

https://bit.ly/2R2IjAV

Institute for Robotic Process Automation & AI: 

https://bit.ly/3h6pmrF

Robots are ready – are you? Untapped advantage in your 
digital workforce. Global survey done by Deloitte Consulting 

https://bit.ly/3h4UE23
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