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Introduction

As the world continues to grapple with COVID-19 and many 
countries find themselves in a second or even third nationwide 
lockdown, not all industries have been affected in the same 
way. While it can be assumed that all have experienced a 
negative impact in one way or another, some have found 
opportunity in the misfortune of the virus, sky rocketing 
certain aspects of an industry a lot faster due to the constraints 
of social distancing and the need to adapt to the new normal.

In this month’s Navigating the New Normal Report, Broll 

Property Intel looks at an industry that has witnessed disruptions 

and opportunities throughout the pandemic, and which appears 

to be proving its resilience: Warehousing.

When governments announced the initial lockdowns throughout the 

world in a bid to slow or prevent the spread of COVID-19, warehousing 

experienced a ripple effect brought on by the shutdown of industries and 

closure of borders, both nationally and internationally. This affected and 

interrupted the supply chain of various products as well as created new challenges 

associated with social distancing requirements within warehouse facilities.

As customers purchasing habits and needs shifted, some industries witnessed an increase in demand for certain 

essential products, while others saw a decrease or even halt in demand, leaving warehouses facing an unprecedented 

predicament. With borders closed, some warehouses were left with excess stock that could not be distributed, whilst 

others stood empty waiting for shipments. The entire supply chain was disrupted. 

One such instance was the latest travel bans and lockdown restrictions 

imposed on the United Kingdom, in a bid to stop the spread of the new variant 

found spreading throughout the country.  France stopped all freight coming 

into the country, leaving over 1,500 freight trucks and goods vehicles stuck on 

the M20 motorway in south-east England.

It is situations like this that led retailers to implement new protocols to cope 

with the supply chain disruption witnessed in the past year, such as limiting 

the number of a single item per customer, as well as allowing persons over 

the age of 60, and those with underlying medical conditions, to shop one 

hour prior to opening for the general public.

However, despite the supply chain experiencing a huge disruption, with many 

searching for solutions as purchasing patterns changed, the demand for 

warehousing remained robust with the increased trend of online shopping, 

which was accelerated by the arrival of COVID-19 and the new stay-safe 

regulations that highlighting the need for additional distribution centres.

Supply Chain

Source: Whole Foods Market - Twitter
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While the world obeyed stay-at-home orders issued by their respective country leaders, which included the closure 

of all non-essential retail outlets, many consumers, prior to lockdown, had stockpiled and bought in bulk fearing 

there would be a shortage of food and basic essentials. Bulk buying was not the only shift in consumer behaviour; 

many turned to online retail, having both essential and non-essential items delivered to their doors. While online 

retail was already experiencing a notable increase throughout the world, similarly in South Africa, COVID-19 definitely 

fast-tracked this growing trend, recording an overall increase of 40% in monthly online transactions between pre- 

and post-lockdowns, according to data release by Mobicred in July 2020. 

In order to meet the increasing online shopping demand for household staples and medical supplies, as well as free 

up warehouse space during the early months of the pandemic, non-essential items such as phone covers and toys 

were not shipped from their warehouses, but directly from the supplier. While other industries had no choice but to 

retrench and furlough their staff, the surge for online shopping resulted in, for example, Amazon, America’s 

multinational technology company that focuses on e-commerce, employing over 100,000 additional people in a bid 

to combat the delay in their two-day delivery guarantee. 

E-Commerce



In September 2020, Amazon announced its plans to open approximately 1,000 small delivery hubs proving that with 

increased online shopping, the demand for warehousing is also set to increase as e-commerce retailers will require 

additional space to keep up with demands of quick and fast delivery.

Although COVID-19 has impacted most industries and businesses, the pandemic has accelerated the need for 

automation in warehousing and provided a platform for new technology to be introduced to these facilities. Grocery 

stores, schools, offices and especially warehouses globally, are now required to disinfect, fog and sanitise areas, 

surfaces and products, which is not only time-consuming and expensive, but leaves cleaning staff at risk for COVID-19 

infection. For this reason, a robot has been designed to disinfect surfaces with the use of UV-C light, which has been 

proven to effectively kill viruses and bacteria on surfaces, and can cover a 370m² (4,000 ft²) warehouse in 30 

minutes, which is ideal for warehouse environments.

Distribution Centres

Robots and New Technology



With the rise of robots and automation, even pre-pandemic, ageing warehouses are now able to rival modern, tech-

savvy warehouses. The SqUID robot can be retrofitted into existing facilities, can pick up boxes weighing up to 15.8 

kilograms, and has built-in technology to detect and avoid obstacles. It also uses machine learning technology to 

maximise its efficiency. A fleet of SqUID robots can automate an entire warehouse, thus lowering company overheads.

Broll Property Intel

Source: Disinfecting robot with UV-C light in warehouse, created by  MIT’s Computer Science and Artificial Intelligence Laboratory (CSAIL  in 
collaboration with Ava Robotics and the Greater Boston Food Bank (GBFB).
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There is no doubt that automation is 

revolutionising the world of work with 

over 40% of companies, according to the 

2020 World Economic Forum’s Future of Jobs 

Report, planning to replace part of their workforce 

with technology. Hybrid workplaces will, over time, 

become the norm as it is reported that there will be a 

paradigm shift in the labour between humans and machines.  

85 million jobs may be displaced by 2025, it is said, however,  

this does give way for 97 million new jobs to be created.

Source: World Economic Forum: Future of Jobs Survey 2020
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A warehouse can be defined as a large plain building where raw materials or manufactured goods may be stored 

prior to their distribution for sale, and are usually found on the outskirts of cities, surrounded by airports, railways 

and other industrial parks. These large run-of-the-mill structures aren’t especially appealing as host for corporate 

office space, however Inospace has revolutionised these once considered dusty and rusted premises, to modern, 

functional serviced offices.

Serviced Multi-purpose Warehousing

Source: Inospace
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With Insospace’s multipurpose warehouses, the offering is dynamic with multi-functional uses be those for industrial, 

offices and/or storage; all within one premises. 

- Inospace industrial spaces have a wide range of light industrial space and distribution facilities with three-phase 

 power, high-clearance entrances and loading yards. 

- Storage facilities vary from self-storage to larger spaces for business storage. 

- The Inospace serviced office space caters for small start-ups to bigger businesses, all of which are equipped with  

 business hubs, meeting rooms, cafes and restaurants, and more.

Although the world is set to continue to grapple with the effects of COVID-19 and the global economy is forecast to 

remain weak, the industrial property sector looks to remain resilient in this ever-changing and challenging 

environment. As consumer behaviour continues to shift towards online retail, which in turn is stimulating the need 

for additional warehousing and distribution centres, technology and automation is set to streamline the management 

of warehousing and distribution. If there ever was an exciting industry to be a part of in current times, warehousing 

is one of them.

Conclusion
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