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Meetup Berlin Robotics 

Logistic planning -the dynamics between analogue 
and autonomous material handling systems 
 

With the two focal points, I highlight the reasons for the modernization or the new construction of logistics objects, 
the technology applied and why this inevitably leads to a planning correction. Also in the spotlight is the changing 
role of human beings - are we taking advantage of its opportunities or are we just ironing out its risk? 
 
Investment hunger and growth craze 
 
When planning new logistics objects, we all think of the gray striped block, next to the motorway, 
mostly on the green field. A sufficient space has a high priority in the planning and realization of 
warehouse solutions. But why does logistics in the sense of a tight supply chain not come close to 
the customers or the point of sale? Port and highway connectivity are not to be underestimated in the 
age of decreasing product life cycles. Where does the tax advantages of trade levies, depreciation 
and other capital-technical arguments of the calculation basis leads? It is easy to see the reasons for 
so many calls in favor of remote areas.  
 
The situation between the large corporations and the affiliated service providers is fueled by the 
continued growth potential of product diversification, which is driven by the ability to deliver and, in 
general, the opportunities of e-commerce. This requires more and more space to ensure more and 
more output of units or to be able to expand the existing delivery area. Not infrequently, operators 
report enormous difficulties in filling existing workplaces with employees. The best known example is 
a logistics center in the near of Lüneburg, which could only start up with 30% capacity, because 
there was no staff available for important positions over several months. 
 
Reorganization of the processes 
 
Rightly can be diagnosed here a growth delusion. The new building, with its newly planned 
infrastructure, is intended to cover up the uncertainty about the ambitious growth targets. The 
approaches that proved to be unusable in the last logistics center should be corrected with the new 
planning - but at a new location and not in the affected object. Funded investments and the prospect 
of many new jobs then lead shortly after commissioning in the sale of the property to an international 
operating company, which utilizes the building as an investment. 
 
The objective, implementation and equipment of the logistics object must be reflected in order to 
start a reorganization of the processes. A covert fear of big mistakes prevents trying out something 
new - what in this context means smaller, specialized intralogistics solutions and decentralization. 
 

„The potential of digitization is not used. In particular, 
the use of cloud-based warehouse management 
systems and scalability via neutral interfaces scare off 
those responsible persons.“ 
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The example of conveyor technology 
 
The use of analog (linear) material handling systems prevents a rapid response to planning errors and 
course corrections, which leads indirectly to the inefficiency of a reorganization of existing objects. 
Simplified, it can be said: 
 

„The higher the degree of conveyor handling, the smaller 
the chance of a modernization of the object.“ 

 
 
Speed eats possibility 
 
The transport and sorting speed of modern conveyor technology has risen to unbelievable key 
figures, while efficient components and low-maintenance drives provide an acceptable argument with 
moderate prices. An general solution is clever thanks to sensors and can be described as intelligent. 
This very fact raises the question of why the term "analogous material transport" is chosen correctly. 
The reason is that the material flow itself can not be changed directly. Even the use of modular 
elements does not allow the higher and subsequent system levels to react individually to errors or 
deviations in the standard. 
 
In addition, the required IT structure and degree of digitization for a performance solution with 
conveyor technology is hardly lower than for autonomous material transport. In addition, a layout 
adaptation can only be realized by means of even more conveyor technology, that is to say with 
buffer sections, loops and lanes on several levels. In one sentence; the intensive use of conveyor 
means that the range of performance is limited and defined - not an inch above and not below. 
 
Harmonize subprocesses 
 
Considering individual sections in the process, the use of conveyor systems is the best choice. But 
the longer the process chain becomes, the more the disadvantages come into play. Because even if 
the sensors report that there is a problem at section C, section B can switch to error mode, but 
section A can not help C and fix the cause. Also, rigid modules can not trade on-the-run tasks. 
 
The equalization and isolation of a long process to multiple island solutions can bring a decisive 
advantage. If a system part fails, it is possible to react flexibly. In addition, "islands" can be grown or 
removed, when the site needs to be consolidated or a quick response to order changes is needed. 
 

„Without autonomous systems, humans will 
remain limited in their role as problem solvers.“ 
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Block storage, goods-to-person and microdepatching 
 
In the beginning, the logistics area was big enough, but it filled up very quickly with goods. This 
experience has been made by every logistics manager several times. In order to shorten the storage 
times, the further treatment of the stored goods is optimized first. With a forklift, picking device or 
handcart, employees search for articles and goods in a conventional warehouse together on an 
order-related basis. Reliefs such as scanners, MDA or wearables help, but do not solve the problem 
of inefficient walking- and driving ways. The goal to reach each item more quickly or at any time 
directly brings the use of shelving systems and consequently the justification for conveyor 
technology. Concentrating on taking out rapidly the goods reduces the advantage of these 
developments to a few disciplines. 
Currently we have the best possible utilization of the storage volume with the various forms of the 
shuttle storage, but accept an extremely rigid trade, which makes changes in the objectives on the 
scale of a whole warehouse highly uneconomical. Human intervention has been reduced to a tiny 
process cutout for reasons of minimizing errors. 
 
Viewpoint of change 
 
The approach of being able to "hook up" areas for goods receipt or assembly islands at any location 
with open space, sounds like an unattainable dream in the face of huge installations to handle the 
intralogistics tasks. However, the fact is that with existing technology we are already able to come up 
with such a solution.  
 

„The prerequisite for this is the decentralization 
of goods and the centralization of man.“ 

 
The human mind is capable of excellence so long as he does not have to use his cognitive abilities 
for the constant repetition of the same task. So, if we want to access connected, autonomous robotic 
systems, we have to answer the question of where the human with his abilities is ideally used. The 
intralogistic solutions of the past aim to standardize many process components so that we can 
attend long process chains on a linear basis. If we go back to any point of this development and 
evaluate the problematic process points in terms of the fact that we can have mobile robots today, 
another solution is presented. However, based on the findings of that time and standardized until 
now, we do not use the full potential of today.  
 
Autonomous systems can, for example, react just in time to the arrival of the delivery of goods, form 
open spaces, position workstations and provide feedback to humans so that they can take their 
place at the (status quo of the current technological development) insurmountable point in the 
process chain. Ninety minutes later, the same employee at the mobile quality-check-in with 3D-
camerasystems makes the decision that the current delivery does not meet the minimum 
requirements and directly proposes solutions to colleagues at another location by using video 
presence systems. 
 

„Ultimately, the human operator is there to check, 
correct and optimize what the robots subsequently do.“ 

  
 


