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Headline: We are keeping our heads down and getting results

Owen Cooke,
founder of The
Pallet Network,

has seen his
distribution
business

spread its wings
and hopes for
continued
growth in the

coming years

hile logis-
tics may
not be
the mosl
glamor-
ous in-
dustry in the world. it is
nevertheless the lifeblood of
the movement of goods lrom
OnE COUntry or county 1o an-
other. The Pallet Metwork
(TPN) heawds the Geld in this
sector in Dreland and, despite
the tough cconomic environ-
ment, trade was up 20 per cent
laast year.

TPN. which is the top distri-
butor of palletised Freight for
[reland. is a form of Mminchise
network and has 23 members
around the country, all of them

logistic companies, I is con-
nected to The Pallet Metwork
LK and its 8% members, which
gives it a sizeable import and
export service to draw on.

TPN Ireland was estab-
lished in 2004 by Owen Cooke,
who also runs Independent Ex-
press Cargo, because he saw
the need and demand for a cen-
tralised, nationwide distribu-
tion system,

Cooke, a nutive of Oldeastle
in Co Mealh, began his career
with Unilever, which he joined
i 1970 1o head a hanging gar-
ment division for clothing
stores around Treland. He Dirst
worked at Tibbett & Britten
(T&R)- then a division of Uni-
lever - and, from there, went on
to set up Irish Frejght Forwar-
ders (IFF}in 1975 with some of
his colleagues from T&B.

IFF was established to for-
ward freight from abroad that
wis being impoerted into re-
land. *Until 1975, CIE had a1
monopoly on the transport of
goods in Lreland, and it was
tuking them five 1o ten days to
get stuff moved within the
country,” Cooke said,

[t took us two years sl T&B
to get the licence from the rele-
vant authorities, and we then
had other seciors asking us 1o
move their goods. From then
on, | had a burning ambition
to set up a European or US-
type system. where you would
pick up your load in Donegal
and deliver it to west Cork
within a day. This was necded
for the cconomy o develop,
but it just wasn't there.”

Cooke and his partners
started to build up the business
and, by 19480, the company had
the contract Lo stock Marks &
Spencer on Mary Street in Du-
blin. Between 1983 and 1984,

Unilever left the transport
business in lreland. Cooke
decided then to go it alone
and, in 1984, he established In-
dependent Express Cuargo

But instend of chasing the
business Unilever had left be-
hind, he targeted a different
sector of the markel. “There
wils an emerging market ai the
time, where some multina-
teomaks wanted British and Tr-
ish pariners for a nabionwide
delivery service, but we were
faced with the fact that this
wisn't in place. So we had to
set up a depot in Dunerue in
Belfast, which was near the
docks. This was during the
height of the Troubles,™ he said.
1 suw some fairly frightening
things, from trucks with bullet
foles in them, to a young man
heading to an army checkpoint
wilh a handgun and shooting
dead a passenger in a car just
ahead of me. [ had to check un-
der my car when [ went up
there, and was often followed
by mysterious cars as a form
ol intimidation.

“Then you had to avoid the
protection rackets. which went
on on both sides [the IRA and
UVFE]. But luckily we mana-
god 1o steer clear of that. Is
great now that peace has
brought prosperity to the
Morth.™

Two more depots were set up
in Limerick and Portlaoise — in
1986 and 1987, respectively -
und the company started to
transport everything from
foodstulfs and tovs to textiles
and electrical goods. While the
Irish cconomy was stagnant in
the 19805, there was not the
contraction thers is now, ac-
cording o Cooke,

He said that, while the econ-
omy “may nol have grown™,

people were not losing their

‘We can

offer a

service as
far away
as Rio de
Janeiro’

Jubs then as they were now.

“Independent Express Car-
go was always successful, and
we made a reasonable profit.
We had to be agile and take op-
portunitics as they arose,” he
said. “But we didn’t make as
much progress as we could
have. because 1 didn’t really
have a desire for money or
wealth, Tt wasn™t until 1994,
when we got involved in the
UK with 4 new transport mod-
el. that The Pallet Network con-
cept was conceived.”

Cooke described the net-
work as a very efficient system
of moving freight across the is-
land of Ireland, and from one
country to another. The mem-
bers in the network collect
goods lrom their clients in their
regions and transport them on
special double-deck trailers to
the TPN central sorting hub in
Dublin,

The freight is then soried
andd redistributed Tor delivery
by all the other members in
their respeciive regons. From
there, internationa freight is
exported using sisthar net-
works abroad. TPN 1 Tsystem
controls the sortng of the
freight at the central hub and
tracks it at all stages of move-
ment, in addition to the Nnan-
cial interchange between
network members,
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The model emerged in Brit-
ainas a solution o the fct that
so many small operators amd
subcontractors were carrying
empty loads one way, usually
on return journeys. Under the
network system. 52 pallets can
be loaded onto a container in-
stead of 26 (in a double use of
space, one above the other),
and regional hubs are used 10
transport and disseminale
goods that arrive from Dublin,

“For example, we have two
depots in Galway, in the cast
and west of the county. Irom
where we can offer an over-
might service W anywhere in
Ircland, or a 48-hour service
to the UK.” Cooke said.

"We can offer a service as
far away as Rio de Juneiro
through our pariners in the
UK and throughout Europe,
W are linked to One Express
in Italy. which has 75 depots,
which is very beneficial for us,
In 2004, we had ten members
and were loading 150 pallets
per night. Now we have 23
members and are loading

2030 pablets o ndghit Trom Ypm
to Zonr ar our headguirters i
Blunchardstown, That means
big trucks are off the road dur-
ing the day - we use roads

when they are free, and save
on time.”

AN TPN members must be
ISOR000 aceredited, and they
puy an annual membership fee
of £5000. In addition, a small
percentage cost is charged lor
a throughput of pallets.

Business took a sharp drop
in early 2009, when volumes
dipped 40 per cent in the first
quarter alone. At the time,
TPN had an exposure toa kot
of building malerials and pro-
ducts such as felt, radiators
and roofing tiles, and close to
half the network’s overall vo-
lume wis construction-related,

Hewever, Cooke and his col-
leagues worked hard in the sec-
ond hallof that year 1o drum
up new business, and landed
stzeithle contracts with Weber
barbecues und Mothercare. By
the end of 2009, losses had
been cul 1o 10 per cent.

The company’s profits are
now up by 40 per cent year-
on-year to € 750,000,

It has invested €15 million in
the huge storage building and
sorting centre at the TPN buse
in Blanchardstown. Two vears
ago, i new division of the com-
pany  called TPN Hub Site
Logistics  was created, and a
dowzen jobs will be ereated there

this year.

The Same Day Network was
also established last year and
OPEFLIES 08 0 COUrer Servicoe
mainly in the Dublin area -
where vans, bikes and trocks
take everything from a load of
goods 1o envelopes from one
destination to another.

Cooke has an ambitious
five-vear plan for TPM that in-
volves doubling the current
outpul of 0000 pallets a week
to 20,000, He also said he
wanted to construct another
75000 square-foot building 10
be able to handle this capacity.

“We intend to drive the busi-
ness forward on the same basis
ol sustaimabaliny nnd reludkalivy,
sl witl e baest managenen
information systems.” he
silid.

“By duoing that, we can re-
main as leaders in our Tield
and keep a global player from
Laking over the Trish market,
We are prowd of what we do,
and we mect our members
every quarter to evaluate
achievements or address pro-
blems. The cost of exporting is
increasing and the global mar-
ket is tough. but we are kecping
our heaels down and getting ne-
sults”
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