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Introduction

Even before the outbreak of COVID-19, we have experienced wave upon wave of large-scale supply chain disruptions. 
These disruptions have highlighted vulnerabilities for individual companies as well as the entire global logistics industry. 

Disruptions in the supply chain cost tens of thousands, if not millions, of dollars in lost revenue and constitute one of 
the most demanding concerns facing supply chain executives. External factors, such as national disasters, financial 
crises, and trade policy changes can cause massive disruptions — underscoring the importance of an effective and 
agile supply chain.  

The question for importers is how to shift their current model towards a more resilient supply chain. With the complex 
economic and global trade environment pushing rates higher and capacity tighter, shippers and their procurement 
teams are under pressure to nail down suitable suppliers and transportation partners—while squeezing as much value 
as possible out of their transportation network. 

The solution for supply chain executives is to utilize global trade data and its insights into global market demand and 
shipping capacity. Global trade data is no longer just something for international investors and analysts. Trade data, 
census records, and Bills of Lading (BoL) are fundamental tools for shippers to better understand their market, their 
shipping and logistics options, among others.  

The proper utilization of global trade data and understanding the flow of goods across borders enables businesses to 
make informed decisions to tackle current challenges and mitigate future disruptions.

Today’s market leaders know 
that they need to protect their 
supply chains from serious and 
costly disruptions. Still, the most 
obvious solutions – such as 
increasing inventory and capacity at 
warehouses and adding suppliers – 
drive up costs and undermine overall 
supply chain efficiency efforts.

http://www.descartes.com
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Global Impact of Supply Chain Disruptions

Major unforeseen supply chain disruptions are becoming increasingly frequent. Events like the earthquakes in 
Indonesia in 2018, Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, and Maria, and massive flooding in India and China underscore the 
immense risk natural disasters pose to supply chains… and then there is COVID-19. 

It is not hyperbole to consider the pandemic one of, if not THE, most disruptive event in global trade in the last half-
century. In 2020, the overall volume of cross-border trade declined 9.2% compared with the previous year. However, 
that simple data point does not capture the complexity of global trade in 2020. In the United States, post-shutdown 
port congestion is a side effect of the coronavirus that will be with us for the foreseeable future. The is underlined 
by a surge in imports during the latter half of 2020 cumulatively increased overall volume for the year by 2.9%.

As the global markets recover from the COVID-19 pandemic, the World Trade Organization (WTO) projects a 7.2% 
increase in overall international trade. The increase in trade volume has its own potential to disrupt supply chains 
that is already impacting ports across the United States.  

“High-volume disruption” is a phenomenon unique to the new post-pandemic global market. With the increased 
volume, U.S. ports are reaching the limits of their capacity to process shipments. This has led to a massive backlog, 
particularly in Los Angeles and Long Beach, the two most active maritime ports in the country.  

For the United States overall, shipment volumes are seeing a massive surge in the opening half of 2021. February, 
traditionally a slow month for maritime volume, saw a higher number of TEUs enter the country than peak-volume 
months in previous years.

http://www.descartes.com
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Because of this surge, port processing and throughput is dramatically delayed and shippers are struggling to get 
their goods off container ships and to the next node of their supply chain.

In late February 2021, President Biden issued the “Executive Order on America’s Supply Chains” which requires 
a review of potential vulnerabilities in the U.S. supply chains of key industries to prevent future occurrences of 
shortages and disruptions across those industries. While this review, and the policies enacted in response, will likely 
insulate the United States from future shortages, businesses continue to struggle with solutions that can resolve 
their supply chain challenges.

The primary challenge for these businesses is the need for short-term solutions. Creating an effective supply chain 
that can absorb disruptions requires long-term planning and robust technology.
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With the complex economic and global trade environment pushing 
rates higher and capacity tighter, importers are under pressure to nail 
down the right suppliers and transportation partners—while squeezing 
as much value as possible out of their existing transportation network.
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Building an Agile and Resilient Supply Chain

As repeatedly demonstrated over the past decade, a wide array of unforeseen disruptions can have a dramatic impact upon 
a business. The ability for a company to reduce risk and address anticipated and unanticipated events occurring across 
the supply chain is paramount. Because of the devasting potential of unmitigated disruptions, a comprehensive strategy to 
alleviate disruption should be a top priority.

Supply Chain Visibility & Risk Reduction
Visibility remains one of the most vital aspects of an effective, resilient supply chain. It is a critical component to limit 
disruptions and end the ongoing chain of delays and uncertainty.

The best practice to reduce disruption risk is to have end-to-end visibility across the entire supply chain. This includes visibility 
across all trading partners, suppliers, manufacturers, distributors, customers — from raw materials to the point of delivery. 
Along with reducing risk of disruption, accurate supply chain visibility enables businesses to readily disclose information about 
sourcing and shipping practices. 

Achieving full visibility across a supply chain, however, is a major challenge. Very often, there are too many blind spots in the 
chain and updates are only available from specific checkpoints — to combat this, businesses need robust software solutions.

Flexible Transportation
To protect against disruptions that may occur in the ocean, in the air, on the road, or at distribution centers, market leaders utilize a 
flexible logistics strategy that relies on multiple modes of transportation, multiple partner carriers, and alternative routes.

For example, should the Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach be congested, one of the many options could include rerouting 
to Mexico and having the container transported by road or rail to the final destination. But this is easier said than done, unless 
organizations have the information and know-how to make rapid changes.
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Alternative Supplier Sourcing
Sourcing diversification is not only an effective strategy to establish a diversified supply base but also smart policy that 
allows businesses to hedge their bets and use the uncertainty of global trade as a competitive edge against their less-
prepared competitors.

Consolidation and reliance upon a single sourcing strategy is a common trend among companies looking to reduce costs; 
however, depending on a single supplier poses significant risk to a supply chain, ranging from manufacturing disruptions 
with the supplier themselves to increased costs due to updated trade policies. The smart solution to mitigate the risks of 
single sourcing is to establish and maintain relationships with multiple suppliers.

Multiple sourcing strategies allow for business opportunities that supplier consolidation does not:

 y Risk Mitigation

 y Segmented & Regionalized Supply Chains

 y Scalability and Increased Capacity

 y Faster Lead Times

 y Cost flexibility due to increased competition among suppliers

Segmenting & Regionalizing Supply Chains  
For many products, especially those with high transportation costs, 
segmenting and regionalizing the supply chain both reduces cost 
and improves supply chain resilience. Shippers can segment their 
supply chains to improve their margins by examining the volumes 
and demand of their goods. High-volume but fast-moving 
products can be sourced from multiple low-cost suppliers, 
reducing costs while minimizing the impact of disruption to any 
one of their suppliers.

Employing some segmentation for specialized goods in the 
supply chain based on product volume, variety and demand 
uncertainty not only increases profits; it also improves the 
ability of the supply chain to contain the impact of a disruption.

Regionalization often helps companies reduce costs while 
also containing the impact of disruptive events. In the event 
that an issue arises, affected markets can still be temporarily 
served by supply chains in neighboring regions. So, although 
many companies decided to regionalize to achieve lower 
costs, they also experience the added benefit of a more 
resilient supply chain.

http://www.descartes.com
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Mitigating Disruption 

With the complex economic and global trade environment facing shippers today, disruptions are an inevitability.

And the answer to the most important question – how organizations can keep their supply chains humming even in 
the worst of times – is global trade data.

Global Trade Data – How Shippers Benefit from In-Depth Business Insights
Making the supply chain more resilient is dependent on access to global trade data because it enables supply chain 
visibility, and allows organizations to:

 y Find available freight capacity quickly and easily.

 y Avoid inventory problems and deviations during shipment.

 y Streamline data collection and market analysis.

 y Offer better consumer service options and opportunities.

 y Respond faster to disruptions and difficulties in the supply chain.

 y Improve profits while reducing overall costs.

In addition to making better informed business decisions and market determinations, global trade intelligence allows 
businesses to identify potential disruptions and establish a more resilient supply chain; however, this is only possible 
with robust, flexible, and scalable solutions.

With a comprehensive database of accurate, up-to-date import-export information, powered by the Bill of Lading 
and Census data of 230 markets across 5 continents, Descartes Datamyne™ enables risk reduction through supplier 
diversification. By identifying alternate suppliers based on Harmonized System Codes, users can search across 
multiple nations and sort by country of origin. Users can then narrow the search to identify suppliers based on port of 
delivery. At the same time, they can perform landed cost calculations to help ensure financial viability.

Finally, responsibly identifying potential alternate suppliers would not be complete without due-diligence vetting. 
Descartes Visual Compliance provides organizations with easy-to-use options to screen those suppliers (as well as 
other trading partners and customers) against one of the most comprehensive databases of consolidated denied and 
restricted part lists available.

Outside of identifying alternate suppliers, global trade content allows companies to foresee potential disruptions 
before they occur. By examining market overviews and historical trends, users can identify demand shifts and 
coordinate their supply chains accordingly.

http://www.descartes.com


88Descartes Systems Group, Inc.  |  www.descartes.com  |  Surviving Peak Season & Beyond: Essential Strategies for a Resilient Global Supply Chain

How Descartes Can Help

As both the number and diversity of disruption increases, and with many emerging and growing threats to watch out 
for across every continent, from factory fires and extreme weather events to the rise of cyber-attacks, the risk to global 
supply chains is growing. A thorough, well thought-out risk management strategy is vital. 

Identifying these risks alongside targeted planning and what-if strategies will minimize the potential for disruptions to 
affect the bottom line and increase resiliency. 

In addition to enabling better informed business decisions and market determinations, global trade intelligence allows 
businesses to identify potential disruptions and establish a more resilient supply chain. However, such insight is only 
possible with robust, flexible, and scalable global trade solutions.

With a comprehensive database of accurate, up-to-date import-export information, powered by the Bill of Lading and 
Census data of 230 markets across 5 continents, Descartes Datamyne enables users to reduce risk by identifying 
alternate suppliers. Using queries based on Harmonized System codes, users can search across multiple nations and 
sort by country of origin and can then narrow that search to identify suppliers based on their specific business demands.

Organizations across all industries benefit from our solutions that help to initiate growth strategies, explore new 
markets, simplify trade data research, better classify goods, reduce duty spend, and minimize the risk of transacting 
business with denied parties.

Supply chain disruptions will occur, but with Descartes’ solutions in place, businesses will be able to build more resilient 
supply chains and be better prepared to minimize the impact of future disruptions.

http://www.descartes.com
https://www.descartes.com/solutions/global-trade-intelligence
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About Descartes Systems Group 

Descartes (Nasdaq:DSGX) (TSX:DSG) is the global leader in providing on-demand, software-as-a-service solutions 
focused on improving the productivity, performance and security of logistics-intensive businesses. Customers use 
our modular, software-as-a-service solutions to route, schedule, track and measure delivery resources; plan, allocate 
and execute shipments; rate, audit and pay transportation invoices; access global trade data; file customs and 
security documents for imports and exports; and complete numerous other logistics processes by participating 
in the world’s largest, collaborative multimodal logistics community. Our headquarters are in Waterloo, Ontario, 
Canada and we have offices and partners around the world. 

Learn more at www.descartes.com and connect with us on LinkedIn and Twitter. 
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