[Intro Music]

Samantha:
My name is Samantha Lewis and I'm pleased to introduce our podcast today. Our host is Barry Render, author of the number one Operations Management title on the market. Joining him today is Cindy Parker, Director of Operations at Americold Logistics LLC, which offers innovative supply chain solutions and cold storage with integrated technology. Barry and Cindy will be discussing the cold food supply chain.

Barry:
Thank you, Samantha. And thanks, Cindy, for joining us from Arkansas today. We're pleased to have you on the podcast. You've had a great career. I know you've had over 30 years’ experience in this industry. Can I start by asking you to tell us a little bit about your company, Americold? How big is it where, you're located and so on?

Cindy:
Yes, Sir. Americold globally has 239 sites. That equivalates to about 1.5 billion cubic feet of storage capacity, making us the second largest cold chain provider. Of those there, we have 197 sites in North America, United States and Canada, and the remainder of those are in Asia Pacific, South America, and Europe.

Barry:
Huge organization, and how did you get to be in that position? What's your background?

Cindy:
Well, I started about 30 years ago as this was my part-time job. I was a clerk at a small, cold storage in Arkansas, called Zero Mountain in Russellville, AR while I was going to college. Then when I left, when I got out of college, I stayed with Zero Mountain, eventually became general manager of that site there in Russellville. And then in 2019, Zero Mountain was acquired by Americold. I stayed on at the site there in Russellville and then last year I was promoted to Director of Operations for Arkansas, so I have nine sites in Arkansas that I have responsibility for.

Barry:
Very nice. I know the company's motto; I looked it up. It says, “we help our customers feed the world.” What does that mean exactly?
Cindy:
Well, Americold has a multitude of customers ranging from CPG customer-packaged goods to agriculture and dairy to protein, which would be beef, poultry, and seafood to produce, including fruits and vegetables. Just about anything that you see in a grocery store that's in the temperature-controlled area has the potential to have been in an Americold warehouse. We help our customers feed the world by being a vital link in the supply chain. We ensure that our customers products are delivered on time. In advance for holidays, you know customers can't produce everything that is needed for the holidays. In those weeks leading up to it. So we store their products ahead of time and then we also provide value added services such as blast-freezing, importing, exporting, repackaging, relabeling, just anything that we can do to help our customers feed the world.

Barry:
So you're sort of a third-party logistics provider. If you're repackaging and adding value to what goes into the warehouse. You have a huge range of products, so you have cold storage you have all kinds of storage, dry products, fruits, vegetables, right?

Cindy:
Yes, sir. We're called Americold. Our primary thing is cold chain, but we do provide dry storage as well in a few of our sites.

Barry:
OK. What about automation? I mean, with all those warehouses is Americold trying to look at automation in some of them, add robotics and so on?

Cindy:
Yeah, we've got several sites that do have automation. When it comes to automation, we take the approach of whatever our customers’ needs are. We work with our customers to understand what their needs are and incorporate those into automation where they make sense. For example, some of the things that we can do for our customers is automated put away and retrieval, product layer picking, case picking, conveyance, pallets being built and wrapped, automation. We just build whatever is the need of our customer. We worked at it with them ahead of time and make sure it makes sense for both of us to go into the automation field.

Barry:
Does it take a lot longer to build an automated warehouse?
Cindy:
Sometimes it can. It can take a little bit longer on the front end to get it going, you know, to have all the things, the bugs worked out ahead of time. But it just depends on what the need is for the customer.

Barry:
I see. What about the impact on staffing? Do you find it's really effective, in terms of being able to run a large warehouse with less people?

Cindy: 
It does impact the staffing a little bit, but you know there's trade-offs for that. You know, you get a little bit more dependable performance with the automation. You might take some people out of the mix in the operation, but there are some other things that are on the back end, on the front end, that people can do. But yeah, the staffing is a little bit different because it's different areas that we staff.

Barry:
Do you have a series of best practices at Americold that you follow?

Cindy:
Yes, as far as the industry goes, there are a lot of KPIs that we measure to make sure that we maintain our customers products safely and securely, and make sure that they're delivered on time. Specifically, for Americold, we have what we call Americold Operating system or AOS. That's a standard of practices and procedures across eight different categories, including maintenance and refrigeration, human resources, safety and compliance, inventory control, security, labor optimization, energy efficiency, continuous improvement. This system just ensures that all Americold sites follow these same best practices to meet our customers’ needs. Some examples might be: Are you making sure you're doing all your cycle counts when you're supposed to? You know, if the customer requires two or three a year, you make sure that you're doing all those. Are you doing your energy walks, and identifying places where you can save energy and save your costs. Does the site have SOPs written for all areas and are associates trained to those SOPs? Are the sites secured? Do they have CC cameras? Do they have badge access? Is the MHE and refrigeration equipment being maintained on a regular basis and are associates being onboarded properly? Are we developing our internal talent? So we can move those people up into management when they get ready.

Barry:
Very good. That's a lot of elements in your APIs for sure. You know, Thanksgiving is coming up very shortly and you told me earlier you call Thanksgiving your Super Bowl at Americold. Why is that? What does that mean to you?

Cindy:
Yeah. For the Arkansas sites, we store turkeys for a couple of our customers and because these customers can't produce all the turkeys needed for Thanksgiving leading up into the six weeks before Thanksgiving, they start producing those as soon as December of the previous year. So, what we do is we blast freeze and store those turkeys for them, and then we ship them up leading up to the three months before Thanksgiving. Last year, between September and November, just the six sites in Arkansas that handle turkeys, we handled 187,000,000 pounds of turkeys. That means that we have to throughout the year between January and August, we have to make sure that we can execute, we have the appropriate labor and appropriate training, and we have warehouse facilities to make sure we can get all that stuff shipped out in that three-month period, so we train all year for turkey season.

Barry:
That's kind of interesting. So, it seems right after Thanksgiving is over and you've cleaned out the warehouses from frozen and fresh turkeys, you start restocking with frozen turkeys for following Thanksgiving. Is that what I'm hearing from you? 

Cindy:
Yes. Some of them that we get in December, we have a small turkey pushed at Easter. You know, hams are more prevalent at Easter than turkeys, but there is a small push at Easter and then you know, throughout the year, people will buy a few turkeys, but the whole turkeys, some of them can be there in January and we hold them until Thanksgiving.

Barry: 
Very nice. I guess my last question is, you know the hottest topic these days in warehousing and operations management is artificial intelligence. Does Americold have any movements towards using AI in the warehouses at all?

Cindy:
Yes. We just, in my region, the Southeast region, we just started a committee that's focusing on artificial intelligence. We just actually, I have a meeting scheduled next week just to start looking at the things we've identified where we can use AI in the warehousing business.

Barry:
Well, Cindy, you've seen a lot of changes in the last thirty years in your company and your whole industry, haven't you?

Cindy: 
Yes, Sir. It's a lot different than it was thirty years ago. There's been a lot of changes as far as regulations and safety and automation, and AI and just the industry in general, but it has made a lot safer and better-quality products for our consumers.

Barry: 
Very interesting. Thank you so much for joining us today. We learned a lot about Americold, we learned about cold storage and the cold food supply chain, and I appreciate your time today. Cindy, thank you.

Cindy:
No problem. Thank you for having me.

[Outro Music]
