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Increasing efficiency  
should always be the guiding light

Drones flying high as pandemic proves their value

ECS Group introduces Cargo Digital Factory

DHL has Driving Ambition to end supply chain crisis
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“At the start of the pandemic, business dried up overnight, 

especially in the US” chief commercial officer for Unilode Aviation 

Solutions Marc Groenewegen tells Freightweek. Like others, the 

unit load device (ULD) sector experienced a torrid few months 

when the pandemic first struck. But skies are clearing, aircraft 

are flying and the situation is, if not back to, seemingly on the 

path (or should I say “flight”) to normality. 
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“Well before Covid we decided to 
digitise Unilode’s ULD fleet so we 
could know where every piece of 
equipment was at every moment of 
the day. Because of the effort we put 
in, we are well on our way to having 
the majority of our fleet digitised by 
year-end, in spite of the pandemic.” 

Digitisation has been a big 
undertaking for Unilode. The system 
is able to supply data confirming 
location, shock, temperature, light 
and humidity. Even as it nears 
completion, the Unilode team seem 
unlikely to give themselves much time 
for rest. Groenewegen says the next 
project will focus on diversification. >

Increasing efficiency  
should always be the guiding light
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“Going forward we want to diversify 
our management services to 
other products,” he continues. “Of 
course, this is also about growth, 
which, unsurprisingly, we are 
always focused on. Covid was and 
is tough for the industry. It drove 
consolidation, but it is also likely 
forcing airlines to rethink their 
operating models. The pandemic 
exemplified how our ULD business 
model can help, because airlines 
who invested in their own ULDs 
were left sitting on them, they were 
not mobile, and at moments they 
were most needed, they had to be 
repaired first in certain cases. The 
current high cargo demand also 
proved that our ULD management 
model is flexible and supportive of 
our customers’ needs.”

Indeed, Groenewegen says that 
the company’s maintenance, 
repair and overhaul (MRO) 
division experienced high demand 
throughout the pandemic and “tried 
to fill the gaps it saw emerging”. 
This bolstered business, not only 

with existing customers but in 
landing new opportunities. 

“DHL, a main customer for many, 
many years, was one player 
whose growth we have been able 
to support with our global repair 
network,” he says. “In terms of 
new customers, we focused on 
the pharma/cool chain transports 
and signed customers as we took 
a larger stride into this market next 
to our long-lasting partnership with 
Envirotainer, and we also looked at 
some of the other integrators.” 

As for one of the main reasons 
behind Unilode’s growth Groenewegen 
does not have far to look, “our key 
asset has been our global footprint”. 
The MRO network has remained 
“largely” intact over the past 18 
months. Bar two locations, nowhere 
in the network was shut down, 
making it much easier for the ULD 
management provider and its airline 
customers to reposition containers 
and pallets while large sections of the 
global aircraft fleet was grounded. >

Marc Groenewegen, 
chief commercial officer, 
Unilode Aviation Solutions
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Digitisation has been a big undertaking for Unilode
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Chief operating officer at CSafe Global, 
Tom Weir, tells Freightweek that while there 
has been “some increase” in demand 
emanating from vaccine distribution, much 
of the company’s business has derived from 
its existing customer base. 

“Of course, we’ve had some increase in 
demand resulting from COVID vaccine 
distribution, however, our customers 
continue to ship other necessary 
pharmaceuticals and are constantly 
developing new therapies to bring to the 
world,” says Weir. These shipments account 
for the vast majority of container demand. 
As for our forward-looking plans, we have 
been heavily focused on shipment visibility 
in 2021 as we retrofit our active fleet and 
build out the platform for our portfolio of 
Parcel and Cell & Gene solutions. CSafe 
is constantly innovating on behalf of our 
clients and for the pharmaceutical industry 
as a whole to fill existing and future needs to 
safely transport pharmaceuticals. We invest 
heavily to ensure everything we bring to the 
market is the best in the industry.” >

Digitisation has been a big undertaking for Unilode

Tom Weir, 
Chief operating officer,
CSafe Global

Of course, we’ve had some increase in demand 
resulting from COVID vaccine distribution, 
however, our customers continue to ship other 
necessary pharmaceuticals and are constantly 
developing new therapies to bring to the world
Tom Weir, Chief operating officer, CSafe Global
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We have for many years invested
in our own IT environment JettWare

Thomas Sonntag, managing director, Jettainer

Like its peers, Jettainer too is 
focused bringing its services into 
the 21st Century. When asked 
what it has lined up for the next 12 
months, managing director Thomas 
Sonntag says “automation”.  

“We have for many years invested in 
our own IT environment JettWare,” 
Sonntag tells Freightweek. “Together 
with the University of Cologne, we 
have developed a decision support 
system. It generates smart solutions 
and predictions with the help of 
artificial intelligence and supports 
our ULD controllers to take smart 
decisions. The system takes several 
factors into account, and thus not 
only optimises the ULD journeys 
economically, but also ecologically 
– reducing CO2 impact by selecting
environmentally efficient routings.

“With JettWareNG we bring 
automation of workflows to a next 
level. Automation is much more 
than digitising only simple manual 

processes. We are all confronted 
with an ever-increasing amount of 
data. Automated and AI-supported 
workflows help to structure this data 
and turn it into real insights. Again, 
to optimise our customer airline’s 
ULD management – economically 
and environmentally.” 

Groenewegen believes it is 
undeniable that Covid has made 
customers and the wider populace 
more environmentally aware, but 
he also says there are multiple 
dimensions when it comes to 
addressing the climate crisis. 

“There are certainly a couple of 
dimensions to this question,” he 
says. “Will Covid have made people 
more environmentally sensitive? 
I think so, certainly here in the 
Netherlands, yes. I think we may 
continue to see less car traffic 
and maybe also less air travel.  
So, how do we support this? > qrcargo.com

Moved by people

Process Guide

Version 2.5 / 2017

Thomas Sonntag, 
managing director, Jettainer
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When we take over the fleet of an 
airline, we typically use 20 percent 
fewer ULDs to maintain the same 
flights. Less equipment needs to be 
manufactured, purchased and flown 
because we use it more efficiently as 
a result of less repositioning enabled 
by our ULD pooling model and 
global repair footprint. The network 
overlap of our airline customers 
makes asset sharing possible 
which is an inherently sustainable 
operational model. I think airlines 
do realise this and I, personally, find 
myself engaged with many airlines 
who recognise this especially as we 
see more and more governments 
imposing environmental and 
durability targets – the Netherlands   
is a prime example of this.”

Groenewegen’s contemporaries 
agree. Weir says that customers are 
not only definitively environmentally 
conscious but that their focus has 
been growing in this area for a 
“prolonged” period of time.  

“The pandemic gave customers the 
opportunity to more closely examine 
their supply chain partnerships 
and accelerate their journey toward 
digitisation,” Weir says. “More 
efficient management of the supply 
chain has a positive impact on the 
environment and CSafe is proud 
to be a leader in this industry. In 
addition, CSafe offers customers 
several benefits to meet their 
sustainability goals utilising our 
high-performance insulation which 
reduces shipment weight 
and reduces energy demand on our 
leased air cargo containers.” 
Sonntag is more sceptical that the 
pandemic acted as an accelerant 
for environmental consideration. 
From his perspective, environmental 
protection has been, and remains, an 
“ever-present” topic. 

“Focus and pressure are increasing 
– irrespective of the Corona crisis,
as can be seen through the number
of scientific reports and warnings,
a latest example may be the
comprehensive report of the UN's
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC),” he continues.
“However, the pandemic has put the
spotlight on the airline industry.

The passenger business collapsed, 
putting the industry under enormous 
cost pressure. At the same time, it 
has shown how interrelated we are in 
terms of global supply chains. 
The industry is at a restart, but it 
is also clear that it cannot go back 
to previous levels. Airlines and all 
other parties remain under cost 
pressure and need to operate 
more sustainably at the same time. 
Efficiency and sustainability are 
not mutually exclusive, a lot of cost 
measures result in environmental 
advantages and vice versa.” 

Do the three companies share any 
opinions when it comes to aiding 
customers in meeting environmental 
targets? Collaboration is the universal 
response. Weir warns that speed of 
review, adoption and implementation 
through industry alignment and 
technology advancement will be 
key to improving the industry’s 
environmental impact moving 
forward. For its part, CSafe actively 
participates in this initiative through 
participation in industry boards, 
continual dialogue with regulators 
and leading our market in innovation. 
While Sonntag also points to 
expedited efforts in collaboration, 
noting that Jettainer fosters trusted 
partnerships and innovations 
to create a more sustainable 
environment. >

The pandemic gave 
customers the 
opportunity to more 
closely examine their 
supply chain partnerships 
and accelerate their 
journey toward 
digitisation
Tom Weir, Chief operating 
officer, CSafe Global
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“For example, we run skypooling, 
a free-to-use platform to share 
ULDs,” he adds. “Users can solve 
imbalances, avoid deadhead-moves, 
and return lost or found units. This 
currently saves around 25,000 tons 
of CO2 – and the potential is even 
much greater. Another example is 
squAir-timber which we are offering 
as exclusive sales partner. This 
innovative product replaces wooden 
beams and planks with a cardboard 
fiber solution that is 80 percent lighter 
than wood. A simple and cost-
effective way to reduce the airlines’ 
fuel and CO2 consumption.” 

But for Groenewegen the ideal is 
for the industry when it comes to 
the environment is to become self-

governing through a collaborative 
process that sees airlines, equipment 
manufacturers, ground handlers and 
solution providers “like ourselves” 
coming together to lay out the 
best plan for the industry and its 
users to meet goals set by global 
governments, aviation authorities, 
airlines and other stakeholders in 
the supply chain. “The industry, as a 
whole, should reassess the current 
processes and identify opportunities 
to optimise the system. Efficiency 
increase should be our guiding light 
and from my perspective, there is not 
enough focus on this yet. However, I 
am optimistic that we are on the right 
track for the industry and mindsets 
are changing.” 

I am optimistic that we 
are on the right track 
for the industry and 
mindsets are changing 
Marc Groenewegen,  
chief commercial officer,  
Unilode Aviation Solutions
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