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Due to a wide range of factors, 
including the rise of e-commerce 
and changes in consumer behaviour, 
there has been an observed increase 
in commercial delivery vehicles 
moving through urban areas over 
the past five years.

This trend has significant impacts on urban 
infrastructure from loading docks, on-street 
loading areas and the road networks that 
service these urban areas. The scale of 
this trend makes it critically important for 
governments and private enterprise to plan 
effectively to meet future demands for inner 
city movements.

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, 
and the resulting short term and long term 
behavioural changes brought about by this 
shock event, caused a significant change in 
commercial vehicle volumes in urban areas. 
This event, and its ongoing impact, has the 
potential to significantly change the long 
term outlook for urban commercial vehicle 
movements, necessitating a change in inputs 
and assumptions for those looking to account 
for these trends in the future.

This paper aims to understand and quantify 
the trends in urban deliveries prior to the 
pandemic, quantify the impact of the pandemic 
and understand the long term implications as 
economies and cities recover. This has been 
done using data sourced from a survey of 
operators throughout Sydney, Brisbane and 
Melbourne and data collected on loading dock 
activity in Sydney. This research will be revisited 
periodically to track these trends in the medium 
and long term.

Introduction
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Introduction 
About us

This report has been produced in 
partnership by ARUP and MobileDOCK.

About MobileDOCK 
MobileDOCK provides a solution to the 
challenge of increasing deliveries into urban 
developments with an efficient, automated, and 
controlled process of connecting the site with 
its community of tenants and their suppliers, 
carriers and drivers.

Australian-developed proprietary technology 
MobileDOCK has been delivering benefits 
to a range of leading urban developments in 
Australia, New Zealand and Qatar for more 
than a decade. MobileDOCK helps developers 
and urban destinations find the balance to be 
struck between the competing requirements 
of maximising gross lettable space, managing 
an increasing number of deliveries and related 
traffic congestion, while at the same time 
improving site amenity for all users.

About Arup
Arup specialise in advising our clients on a 
range of challenges from logistics, supply 
chain resilience to operational readiness, with 
input from experts from across the transport 
industry and funding from our research 
programme. We would like to thank all 
authors, experts, and research respondents for 
their contributions.

The built environment shapes our lives, our 
work and our prosperity. In a fast-changing 
world, it’s vital to work with a partner who 
understands how to help you to think long-
term, design for success and invest wisely. 
The clients we work with benefit from seven 
decades of technical and engineering 
expertise, shaping the places that we live 
and work.

Peter Scuderi
Assets and Operations, Australasian Leader
Advisory, Planning and Design, Arup

Chris Mason
Chief Operating Officer
MobileDOCK, Bestrane Group
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Introduction 
Approach

The purpose of the study 
was to quantify the following:

In order to do this two primary 
data sets were examined:

The behaviour of organisations 
before the pandemic, including the 
trends in volume of deliveries to their 
sites and their preparedness to deal 
with potential shocks and stresses.

The changes in behaviour observed 
during the first wave, broadly 
defined as the period in 2020 where 
urban environments were significantly 
impacted through government-enforced 
lockdowns and commercial facilities 
were operating at low capacities due to 
employees working from home.

The emerging trends observed during 
the recovery from the first wave, as 
lockdown orders were lifted (temporarily 
in some cases) and workers return to a 
new normal of life in urban environments 
in late 2020 through to March 2021.

Loading Dock Booking Data
MobileDOCK operates at a variety of sites 
throughout Sydney, Melbourne, Auckland and 
Qatar through a loading dock management 
system that allows facilities to actively manage 
their commercial and loading spaces. In 
particular, the requirement to book incoming 
deliveries to facilities prior to arrival allows for 
a comprehensive understanding of movements 
to the area to be developed. The data was 
provided with the consent of the partner 
facilities and has been anonymised to suit 
the purposes of the study. The data provides 
information on the volume of deliveries to each 
site over time.

Data was provided for three mixed use (office 
and commercial retail) sites in the centre of 
Sydney, Australia. Traffic to these sites is driven 
by ongoing servicing requirements for retail 
and commercial areas and orders made by 
office workers within the facilities.

Survey Data
An online survey was developed and 
distributed to site personnel responsible for 
loading dock management of commercial 
tower developments within central Sydney, 
Melbourne and Brisbane. Nine (9) responses 
were received of the 12 invited to participate. 

The scope of the study is limited to the sites 
from which the data was provided, with 
extrapolation to the wider context of urban 
deliveries made based on common information 
reported through the survey. Further research, 
including increasing the quantity of study sites 
and number of survey respondents is required 
to produce more definitive conclusions.
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Before the pandemic

The study sought to understand how the 
volumes of inner-city deliveries were changing 
prior to the pandemic, the key drivers of these 
trends, as well as the level of preparedness of 
key stakeholders.
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Figure 1
Highlights the growth in the number of deliveries into key urban locations 
in central Sydney prior to the pandemic (source: MobileDOCK)

11.3%

9.4%
9.9%

10.4%

13.9%

13.2%13.3%

11.9%

10.1%

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020e 2021f 2022f 2023f 2024f

E-commerce value Growth rateLegend

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Australia: E-commerce value (A$bn), 2016-24f
Source: https://www.globaldata.com/covid-19-drive-e-commerce-growth-australia-10-3-cagr-2024-forecasts-globaldata/

Growth in e-commerce was a key driver
The rise in commercial deliveries was driven 
by a number of factors including a growth 
in e-commerce. 

Online shopping (B2C) and online ordering 
(B2B) has increased by between 10 and 
14% each year on average since 2016. The 
continued growth in online shopping by both 
consumers and businesses has been a primary 
driver of the increased number of deliveries.   

The range of products delivered has continued 
to expand beyond general parcels for retail 
items, to include a diverse range of products 
including pre-prepared food and alcohol. 
Office based consumers are also increasingly 
selecting their work addresses as their 
preferred delivery location given the security 
and convenience benefits of not having parcels 
delivered to unattended homes.

The complex issues arising with the competing 
tensions of increased demand for urban 
deliveries and the need to improve the amenity 
of our cities, were effectively paused with the 
introduction of COVID-19.

Operators were unprepared for COVID-19
While the impact of the pandemic was 
unprecedented in living memory, sites were 
generally unprepared for the impact. Only 22% 
of survey respondents felt their operation was 
prepared for the impacts of the pandemic. 
While two-thirds of operators had a business 
continuity plan in place before the pandemic, 
50% of those that did said it was inadequate to 
account for its impact.

Deliveries into urban areas  
were increasing
The volume of commercial deliveries into urban 
areas such the Sydney and Melbourne CBDs 
were increasing rapidly in the period prior 
to late February 2020 when COVID-19 first 
became prominent in Australia. 

Between the commencement of the 
sample period in January 2017 and early 2020, 
the six-month average monthly deliveries 
logged into the system increased by 28% at 
Site 1, 34% at Site 2 and 12% at Site 3.
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During the first wave

The study sought to understand how 
deliveries volumes changed in response 
to the many impacts of the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.
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Figure 2
Highlights the decline in the number of deliveries into key urban locations 
in central Sydney (source: MobileDOCK)
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Growth in Online purchases, NSW, 2020, Australia Post

Demand may have shifted to suburban areas
This dramatic decrease in deliveries to urban 
facilities directly coincided with a significant 
jump in online purchases. This jump, as 
reported by Australia Post and shown in 
the graph below, shows a significant rise in 
purchases in April 2020, coinciding with the 
lowest volume of deliveries booked to the 
urban sites.

It is hypothesised that this growth resulted 
in a large increase in volume of deliveries 
to suburban areas of Sydney and residential 
buildings in the urban centre, rather than to the 
commercial offices and tenancies housed in the 
facilities observed in the study.

Absent workers were a key driver 
of reduction in demand
This reduction can be linked directly to 
combination of government-imposed curfews, 
lockdowns and work from home orders that 
applied across each of the states at different 
levels. Train patronage data for NSW showed 
a fall of 80% for February versus April, 
highlighting both public avoidance of mass 
transit and working from home arrangements.  
Simply put, deliveries to urban areas dropped 
in accordance with a reduced an urban 
workforce generating demand.
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Lockdowns led to immediate, significant  
reduction in deliveries in urban areas
The volume of commercial deliveries into urban 
areas reduced dramatically in the early part 
of 2020. The most significant impact can be 
seen in April 2020 in conjunction with the first 
pandemic-driven lockdown in Sydney, resulting 
in the closure of many inner-city businesses and 
the movement of many office workers to work 
from home. 

Deliveries booked to the three sites in April 
plummeted when compared to average 
monthly deliveries from 2019 (Site 1 saw a 
total delivery volume 70% below the 2019 
average, Site 2 saw a 63% reduction and Site 3 
saw a 65% reduction) and compared to the 
corresponding month in 2019 (Site 1 saw a total 
delivery volume 67% below the previous April, 
Site 2 saw a 61% reduction and Site 3 saw a 
64% reduction).

Commercial sites continued to 
operate despite decline in demand
Respondents from the wider group of sites 
overwhelmingly saw a decrease in delivery 
volumes with 78% experiencing either a slight 
or significant decrease. However, 88% said 
they continued to operate during the period 
despite the fall in demand. 
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Response and recovery

The study sought to understand how 
commercial movement volumes recovered 
following the lifting of lockdowns associated 
with the first wave in 2020.
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Figure 4
Highlights the increase in deliveries into key urban locations in central 
Sydney (source: MobileDOCK)

Sites permanently changed operating 
procedures in response
88% of sites said they changed the way they 
operated in response to pandemic impacts, 
with most stating procedural change was 
implemented at the time of initial shutdowns, 
including in response to government 
requirements, and that the changes 
were made permanent.

Demand has not returned to  
pre-pandemic levels in urban areas
In the second half of 2020, the State 
governments began to gradually ease their 
COVID-19 restrictions. With these changes, 
there has been an increase in the number 
of commercial deliveries into urban areas.  
Monthly delivery volumes have almost tripled 
since their lowest levels during lockdowns. 
However, volumes have yet to recover fully to 
their pre-pandemic highs, with the total volume 
of deliveries to the three sites in 2020 down 
42% from 2019 volumes. 

These volumes continue to slowly recover 
to the end point of the sample period, 
March 2021.

These results were reflected in the survey, with 
55% of respondents saying that volumes had 
yet to recover to pre-COVID-19 levels, with a 
similar distribution of confidence that volumes 
would increase in the near term (6-12 months).

Operators pandemic experience has 
driven an increased level of resilience
Despite a fall in staffing levels being reported 
by 55% of respondents, all respondents agreed 
that their operation was more resilient to 
shock events in future, given their experience 
with COVID-19. 78% are also looking to make 
procedural or technology changes in the near 
term in response to their experiences.

© Getty Images



Effects of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Urban Supply Chains Effects of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Urban Supply Chains16 17

What next? 
Will urban delivery volumes continue 
to recover in the long term?

Whether urban delivery volumes continue to 
recover to reach pre-pandemic levels remains to 
be seen. As demand is driven by people occupying 
urban areas and demanding goods, the drivers that 
will shape the recovery include people’s desire to 
work in cities, people’s desire to live in cities and 
people’s desire to travel to cities.

Working
Returning to the office or working from home?
COVID-19 has forced businesses and employees to reassess 
the expectation that everyone should be in the office every day.  
While the majority of CBD and office-based employees were 
forced to work at home during various lockdowns, the debate 
about what is best for business and the employee and whether 
we’ll return to the days of everyone working from offices 
continues. The final configuration will vary from organisation 
to organisation, but the impact is clear – deliveries into urban 
areas will not return to pre-COVID-19 levels if the majority of 
workers do not return to their offices.   

Living
Increasing ruralisation 
Adding to this reduction was a reversal of the trend toward 
people living in cities. Regional locations quickly became the 
preferred destinations for individuals rebalancing the new 
demands of working from home, with the ABS reporting a 
net migration of 43,000 Australians to regional areas in 2020. 
Additionally, the restrictions on international arrivals have 
significantly impacted the volume of international students 
in the higher education sector who typically prefer inner city 
accommodation. Whether this trend is reversed as cities 
emerge from lockdowns in 2021 and beyond remains to 
be seen.  

Travelling
Resumption of domestic and international travel
All forms of domestic and international travel have been 
significantly impacted by COVID-19. The reduction in 
travellers visiting our key cities, has reduced demand for 
accommodation, retail and dining. Each of these categories 
involve large numbers of the commercial deliveries to sustain 
their operations, meaning that commercial movements 
will remain depressed without equivalent tourism volumes 
returning. Governments and the cities themselves are exploring 
different ways to encourage local residents to return the city 
centres. The proliferation of outdoor dining tables, and the 
conversion of on-street parking to ‘parklets’ for dining or 
recreational use are examples of such initiatives.
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The analysis of the data showed 
the following:

Before the onset of the pandemic, 
commercial movements to the 
studied sites in Sydney was growing 
by up to 10% each year.

The onset of the pandemic and the 
institution of a hard lockdown in Sydney 
resulted in a significant drop in commercial 
movements, with movements in April 
falling up to 70% below the previous years 
monthly average.

Following the lifting of the initial lockdown, 
volumes of commercial movements are 
growing but are yet to return to the levels 
seen prior to the pandemic.

Conclusion

As commercial movement volumes begin to 
recover following the lifting of lockdowns, 
an opportunity exists for various stakeholders 
to reassess priorities and plans for the future of 
urban logistics.

State and local governments
There is an opportunity for state and 
local governments to reassess priorities 
for inner city logistics, including the 
continued push to move commercial 
activity off streets and into loading 
docks, through measures including 
the reallocation of on-street loading 
spaces and the reconsideration of the 
requirements of urban road networks. 
This includes the consideration of 
the next generation of last-mile 
infrastructure and technology, 
including urban consolidation hubs 
and drone deliveries, to shape the 
built environment.

Asset owners and operators
There is an opportunity for asset owners 
and operators to use the current drop 
in volumes to implement operational 
improvements, including infrastructure 
and management solutions, to allow 
them to more effectively utilise their 
infrastructure to manage commercial 
movements in the future. This could 
include the implementation of loading 
dock management systems, additional 
staff training, reallocation of back-of-
house space and reconfiguration of 
loading docks.

For additional insights on the future of urban logistics, see Arup’s 
report on the Future of Australian Logistics and our Cities here1.

This research will be revisited as the recovery continues with a 
view to tracking the recovery and an understanding of if and when 
commercial movements will return to their former levels.

1 https://www.arup.com/perspectives/publications/research/section/the-future-of-australian-logistics-and-our-cities

https://www.arup.com/perspectives/publications/research/section/the-future-of-australian-logistics-and-our-cities
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