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Summary 

This report summarizes the contents and outcomes of the Fresh 4 E-commerce India workshop, which 
was organized in November 2020. During the workshop, topics were addressed related to online 
marketing of fresh food products in India, including logistics, business models, packaging, and 
sustainability issues.  
 
The workshop consisted of three substantive presentations: 

• Moving from the traditional food supply chain to online and (near) home deliver (Joost Snels, 
WUR) 

• The good fresh e-commerce practices (Xuezhen Guo, WUR) 
• Temperature management in e-commerce (Leo Lukasse, WUR) 

 
In addition, a plenary discussion of trends, challenges and opportunities in the sector. As preparation 
for the workshop, a literature study was conducted on the ‘state of the art’ in e-commerce and related 
logistics, as well as the current state of the market in India.  
 
This final report consists of a brief workshop report, and a full outline of the workshop contents in the 
form of a PowerPoint presentation with the discussion outcomes, the contents of the literature study, 
the workshop presentations, and the results of a MentiMeter poll among participants. 
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1 Workshop report 

In the Fresh 4 E-commerce India workshop, participating organizations from India discussed trends, 
challenges and opportunities in the e-commerce market for fresh food products in India, including 
logistics, business models, packaging and sustainability issues. The workshop consisted of a mix of 
presentations by experts from Wageningen University & Research, and a plenary discussion among the 
participating companies. This first chapter of this report first provides a brief summary of the 
presentations, giving context to the slides presented in Chapter 2. Secondly, the most important 
outcomes of the plenary discussion are presented in a summary form, including the overarching 
challenges faced by the Indian e-commerce business and possible follow-up actions. 

1.1 Summary of presentations 

In the first presentation, Joost Snels gave an overview of the current challenges in the (global) fresh 
food e-commerce market. An overarching challenge is that the sector stakeholders need to deal with 
increasing complexity in the sector. First, there is a proliferation of (sometimes interconnected) 
logistics models, including tiered networks with small-scale local distribution centers to facilitate fast 
last-mile delivery, and a wide array of delivery modes, sometimes also intertwining e-commerce 
models and conventional stores, with pickup and fulfillment in brick-and mortar stores and pickup 
points. Second, complexity is introduced by varying demands from customers, and the need to make 
sure they receive their fresh food delivery in time and in good order. Differentiating with home 
delivery, store delivery, and pickup points facilitates this, but home delivery may be complicated by a 
customer not being home during the delivery.  
 
The second presentation, by Xuezhen Guo, outlined some good practices in fresh food e-commerce. 
Dr. Guo also pointed to the increasing complexity of the sector, with a set of important decisions to be 
made (e.g. economies of scale in supply and/or demand, delivery cost versus speed and frequency, 
competitive advantage compared to traditional retail, deliveries from centralized and/or decentralized 
warehouses). Good practices include the use of existing networks (e.g. e-commerce grocery deliveries 
by existing milkman routes, or e-commerce firms diversifying to fresh produce with their existing 
model), flow consolidation, and crowdsourcing deliveries. Ultimately, an integrated chain approach 
should provide a long-term effective solution. 
 
The third presentation was delivered by Leo Lukasse, on temperature management in e-commerce 
supply chains. Whereas a supermarket consumer is responsible for quickly storing bought products at 
the right temperature, an e-commerce company that delivers is responsible for quality control up until 
the customer’s doorstep. These delivery rounds are characterized by numerous stops, small parcels, 
and products with differing requirements. Innovative packaging of individual shipments with insulation 
and cool packs can provide a solution, but also increases the amount of waste material. Commentary 
from participants highlighted that an uninterrupted cold chain is not always the priority of e-commerce 
firms, especially when the expected delivery time is short.  

1.2 Summary of the plenary discussion 

The plenary discussion provided space for participants to engage on the issues in the Indian e-
commerce sector they found the most relevant. One of these overarching issues is the focus on food 
quality and safety. This is a multi-dimensional challenge, that stakeholders aim to address in a variety 
of ways. Some companies1 extend their scope towards the farmers that supply their products by 
offering opportunities for contract farming, education on quality and safety, better alignment of 

 
 
1 The example of Fresh2Home is mentioned. 
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demand and supply, and shortening chains. One aspect that was not addressed, but may bring 
additional opportunities is providing farmers with resources (inputs, seeds, varieties, and access to 
cold storage) for better shelf life and quality, and to support farmers to produce specifically for e-
commerce quality demands. Other companies focus on closing the cold chain in last mile deliveries, 
improving traceability and quality monitoring along the chain, or by introducing innovative packaging 
for temperature control.  
 
A second overarching issue is sustainability, particularly in cities, where quality of life suffers due to 
pollution and congested infrastructure. E-commerce activity, with disposable packaging and expansive 
last-mile delivery operations, is closely linked to these challenges. While the current sense of urgency 
is low, in the medium- to long-term the sector’s ability to deal with these issues determines its 
success – if not, operational efficiency will suffer due to congestion, and the acceptance by society and 
government is reduced due to increasing and unmitigated externalities of e-commerce activity 
(congestion and pollution from packaging).  

1.2.1 Overarching challenges 

In addition, numerous specific challenges were discussed, which all in some way relate to the main 
overarching challenges mentioned previously. Before and during the workshop the participants were 
asked to fill in a Mentimeter poll to get a clear picture of what is going on in the Indian e-commerce 
business. The results of the Mentimeter can be found in section 2.4.  
 
The first challenge mentioned was meeting stringent and rapidly developing demands from customers, 
while also keeping operations efficient. In business to business settings, customers demand deliveries 
in the same timeframe (early in the day), leading to peak demands in this timeframe and idle time 
and excess capacity otherwise. In business to consumer settings, customers demand fast delivery by 
the e-commerce company at a moment that suits them, otherwise risking failed deliveries when a 
customer is not home. In the last mile, major efficiency gains can be made to increase the load factor 
of delivery vehicles, and to reduce congestion and emissions. Meeting these customer demands in an 
efficient and cost-effective way is a major challenge for the sector, but also creates opportunities for 
innovative business models that facilitate matching of demand and supply and mitigation of variability 
and uncertainty. Bundling of flows is also a major opportunity in this domain, facilitating efficiency 
gains by pooling food and non-food flows from different players - often consisting of small shipments - 
on the same delivery service to benefit from economies of scale.  
 
Secondly, packaging is tied to current and future sustainability challenges. While providing 
opportunities for better quality control and food safety, disposable (plastic) packaging also leads to 
pollution. Reuse and recycling are currently not priorities of firms in the sector, although firms are 
aware of the challenges. It is to be expected that – barring resolute collective action by the sector – 
governments (local and/or national) will take on a more steering role with regulation and standard 
setting. If reusable and recyclable packaging becomes an imperative, companies need to think about 
service models that include return flows, cleaning and/or recycling of packaging material. For 
example, relieving customers of the disposal task can become a valuable service to the customer. 
Expansive packaging will remain a necessity for fresh food e-commerce due to the safety and quality 
demands. 
 
The third challenge is related to this last aspect of packaging, namely ensuring safety and quality. 
Ensuring closed cold chains remains difficult, especially in a market with growing complexity and 
diversity of products and demands. Packaging remains necessary for temperature management and 
protection from mechanical damage. Especially in the last mile a closed cold chain is far from 
guaranteed, due to repeated openings of the cooled space for parcel deliveries, products with different 
temperature requirements in one space, road congestion, and deficient equipment. Opportunities in 
this domain relate increasing last mile efficiency and addressing packaging challenges (see above), but 
also a growing market for cold storage solutions at various scales. 
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1.2.2 Follow-up opportunities 

A discussion on potential follow-up opportunities highlighted that the companies’ main priority is 
managing their own growth: serving more customers and exploring new markets, scaling up their 
logistics, and expanding their product and service offering. It might be expected that most of the 
potential investments will be weighted by the degree to which they contribute to this expansion of the 
company, and businesses will prioritize the ones that contribute the most. It is recommended to take 
this into consideration when engaging with Indian e-commerce companies. 
 
Another major focus areas for firms in the sector is quality and safety as a main KPI – not only 
improving cold chain performance, but also implementing monitoring and traceability solutions. 
Although costly, this can help meet demands from particularly discerning, quality-conscious 
consumers who are used to cherry-pick their own products at brick-and-mortar stores. A follow-up 
opportunity that extends beyond the fresh food e-commerce logistics sector is the role of e-commerce 
distribution in the context of ‘smart cities’, more effectively embedding logistics in cities and reducing 
externalities from emissions and congestion - hence improving quality of life, through fresh food and 
more. Although the sustainability challenges are identified, they are not (yet) earmarked as a priority 
for the participating companies. 
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2 Workshop contents 

In this chapter, first the presentations given during the workshop are shown. Secondly, the results of 
the literature study are presented, which was carried out in preparation for the workshop. 
Subsequently, a compact summary of the outcomes of the discussion is given, to end with the results 
of the Mentimeter poll among workshop participants. 

2.1 Slides with the outcomes of the discussion 
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2.2 Literature study 
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2.4 Mentimeter results 
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3 Final remarks 

Conducting the workshop fresh 4 e-commerce India has contributed to building a network, gaining 
insight in the current and future challenges of the sector, revealed the priorities of the participating 
companies and provided insight in the next steps.  

As part of the project, the idea for a Seed Money Project (SMP) was launched. The main focus of an 
SMP is the forming of a consortium and exploring the possibilities for international activities, between 
Dutch (SME) companies and local stakeholders. Although the topics discussed in the workshop were 
considered to be relevant by the participating companies, it was indicated that addressing the 
challenges are potential unique selling points for the companies. In this light, the companies preferred 
not to form a consortium at this stage and make the considerations individually. 

As highlighted in paragraph 1.1.2, the main priority of the e-commerce companies is increasing their 
market share in a growing market. It is expected that all investments made, are weighted against this 
goal. At this point in time, this should be taken into consideration when engaging with e-commerce 
companies in India. 

The workshop revealed different challenges faced by the e-commerce companies. They range from 
ensuring food safety and quality preservation to sustainability issues such as waste management 
(packaging), pollution and congested infrastructure. It should be noted that these challenges might 
need to be addressed as different scales. For example, food quality and safety is expected to be the 
companies’ focus, as this relates to customer retention. One of the solutions therewithin is packaging 
solutions. On the other hand, challenges such as pollution and infrastructure congestion are typically 
public concerns, which might require to be addressed from a regulatory perspective. One example can 
be the promotion of electric vehicles to reduce urban GHG pollution and noise.  

The above calls for action for the private sector, public bodies and academia to identify the challenges 
ahead and ensure that they are addressed while the industry is scaling up. 
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