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1.4 Origins and development of the cross dock

1.4.1 Origin

The most probable origin of the term cross dock comes from the American railroad
usage. Two freight trains parked on either side of a dock at a station could be
unloaded and goods moved across the dock. The sort would occur from the one train
to the other. The concept may equally be from the shipping era, where the port dock
was used for the same purpose.

1.4.2 Development

The cross dock capability developed initially as a means to take goods from one
transport party and to sort and assemble these goods into the required groupings for
other transport parties to distribute the goods further. For example, this would in
simple terms be the transport depot, where a larger truck delivers goods to a central
depot and the goods are then sorted and assembled for smaller trucks to deliver
locally. This would also be applicable to the collection of goods from many sources to
a local depot, where the goods will be assembled into larger loads for movement via
larger, more economical transport to further destinations.

The advent of rail and shipping increased the size of the delivered load. The depot on
the wharf became the port terminal where the mode changed from sea to land, and the
onus was to take goods from the ship and then to distribute these goods utilising both
long distance and short distance transport.

The advent of information systems and scanning technology, in the last 15 years or so,
has made the monitoring of high volumes of items feasible and promoted the cross
dock, which is dependent on this capability. In South Africa the de-regulation of the
transport industry allowed the cross dock to become an effective and economical
supply chain method of moving goods.

The process has been enhanced in the last decade or so to include the distribution of
goods received from suppliers to the retail outlets. The use of the cross dock in this
process is ideal for high volume products, short life cycle products and for reduced
inventory for high value products. The cross dock service in the grocery and retail
supply chains has altered from the initial change of mode focus, to include the aspects
of marketing and effectiveness by providing these high volume products more
efficiently and high value products with reduced inventory costs.

1.5 Definitions of a cross dock

The range of definitions of the process of cross docking is indicative of both the origin
of the capability as well as the growth of the capability in different industries. A
representative definition for the transport industry and the transhipment capabilities
are given from recognised sources. A definition for the retail industry shows the more
complex nature of the capability as it stands today.
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