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Abstract 
Purpose: Humanitarian relief organisations (HROs) may outsource their logistics needs to logistics 
service providers (LSPs). The purpose of this paper is to determine to what extend LSPs are used in 
humanitarian logistics in Thailand. 
 
Design/methodology/approach: A literature research was conducted LSPs and commercial 
outsourcing of logistics services, and outsourcing as a strategy in humanitarian logistics. Logistics 
officers of HROs located in Bangkok, Thailand were interviewed about their usage of LSPs. 
 
Findings: Of those HROs interviewed that  have needs to transport or store goods in Thailand, some 
used their own vehicles for regular transportations, but all outsourced to commercial truckers for 
irregular transportations such as for donation goods or in emergency situation. Their decisions are 
based on financial reasons, or level of control. From initial observation it can be said that the criteria 
under which HROs outsource their logistics needs is not different from commercial companies. 
 
Research limitations/implications: This research has been conducted with interviewees based in 
Thailand. Even though many HROs interviewed are international organizations, the findings may not 
be generalizable.  
 
Originality/value: To our knowledge, no such research has ever been conducted in Thailand. It is an 
important research as part of the mapping of the role of commercial logistics providers in humanitarian 
logistics. A practical model has been developed to help understand the mechanism of the decision-
making process, which can be used as a guideline for Thailand-based HROs and also logistics 
companies interested in providing services to them. 
 
Paper type: Research paper 
 

Introduction 

There is ongoing humanitarian effort in Thailand, which is a developing middle-income country located 
in South-East Asia. Thailand is higher developed than the neighbouring countries Cambodia, Laos 
and Myanmar, which are classified as Least Developed Countries (UN, 2013). The relatively higher 
economic development, the existing infrastructure and the geographical location makes Thailand, and 
the capital Bangkok in particular, and ideal location for regional offices of the UN, the ICRC and many 
NGOs. 
 
Humanitarian efforts in the region include disaster relief operations, such as in the aftermath of the 
Indian Ocean Tsunami 2004, Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar 2008, or the floods in Thailand, Laos and 
Cambodia in 2010. In addition, there are refugee camps on the Thai-Myanmar border sheltering ethnic 
tribes. These humanitarian operations require logistics for relief goods, medicine and food.  
 
This research asks how these goods are moved to the locations were they are needed or consumed. 
A difference is made between regular transportation, such as for daily food needs, and emergency 
response. 
 
Literature Review 
In the commercial world, logistics services are often outsourced to specialised logistics service 
providers (LSPs). One research suggests that 77% of the Fortune 500 companies in the US outsource 
their logistics needs (Lai et al., 2004). The reasons for this have been identified as cost savings and 
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improving performance, and access to skills that are not available in-house (Beaumont and Sohal, 
2004).  
 
If a company gives the important logistics function into outsider‘s hands, they have to carefully weigh 
the criteria. Banomyong and Supatn (2011) identified 24 attributes which they classified into six 
dimensions: reliability, assurance, tangibility, empathy, responsiveness and service cost, where 
―accuracy of the documents‖ (which falls under reliability) is the most important dimensions for the 
customer, followed by ―reasonable cost‖. The relationship between the customer and the LSP can be 
viewed as relationship-based (Panayides and So, 2005), in which the integration between customer 
and LSP plays an important role (Panayides and So, 2005a), or as resource-based (Lai, 2004). He 
classified the LSPs into four categories: Traditional freight forwarders (TTF), transformers (TMR), full 
service providers (FSP) and nichers (NCR). This was expanded by Lai et al. (2004) to develop an 
empirical taxonomy but no reference to HROs was made. 
 
There is little literature on how Humanitarian Relief Organisations (HROs) or the military use 
outsourcing in logistics. Wal-Mart made headlines when it delivered relief goods to the victims of 
hurricane Katrina in 2005 in the US, but they were not officially contracted as an outsource. On the 
other hand, Banomyong et al. (2009) developed a model for Thailand in which the government‘s 
control center directly contracts discount stores for supply and logistics in a disaster situation. A fast 
response is required in emergency logistics (Banomyong and Sopadang, 2010). Discount stores have 
many of the required supplies on stock anyway, and they have supply chains including warehouses, 
distribution centers and transportation set up all over the country and are therefore suitable to respond 
quickly (Banomyong et al., 2009). However, this model has not been implemented in practice.  
 
The United Nation‘s World Food Program is delivers 5 million metric tons of food per year, have 60 
aircraft in the air, 40 ships on the water, and 5,000 trucks on the road on any given day (Quinn, 2010). 
However, not all of this is handled in-house; WFP has been working closely with commercial logistics 
service provider TNT since 2002 (Jones, 2003; TNT 2012). In the aftermath of the Japan tsunami in 
2011, WFP received logistics support from Agility Logistics, UPS, TNT and Maersk (Agility, 2011). 
 
The United Nations Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHA) closely cooperates 
with DHL to form Disaster Response Teams (UNOCHA, n.d.; DHL 2013). 
 
According to Agility (2008), commercial logistics companies were first integrated into a WFP Logistics 
Cluster during the relief efforts after Cyclone Nargis in 2008. The idea of the Logistics Emergency 
Teams (LET) was created by the World Economic Forum in 2008 (WEF, 2013). These teams consist 
of volunteers employed by the commercial logistics companies  Agility, AP Möller-Maersk, TNT and 
UPS (Logistics Emergency Teams, 2013). 
 
DHL, TNT and Agility provided logistics support to UN OCHA in Dubai for the floods in Pakistan (The 
National, 2010). 
 
The concept of Logistics Clusters, along with clusters in other operational areas, was introduced by 
the UN Emergency Response Coordinator in 2005 through UN OCHA (Logistics Cluster, 2013). WFP 
was appointed as the lead agency which in the areas of operations, information management, 
coordination, training and tools between UN agencies, international organisations and I/NGOs. In this 
context, non-governmental organisations do not only mean humanitarian organisations, but also 
commercial companies, as part of Logistics Emergency Teams (LETs). 
 
Logistics Emergency Teams provide the following services as part of the Logistics Cluster lead by the 
WFP, as described by Frank Clark of Agility, head of the Logistics Emergency Teams: 
 

1. Secondments of individuals (to a cluster member)  
2.  Specific functions (e.g., airport management, road transport management, 

warehouse management, customs management, information/communication, 
etc.) 

3.  Service provisions (e.g., full transportation services from one location to 
another, including all relevant elements such as warehousing, transport, etc.)  

4.  Asset deployments (e.g., warehouse/truck capacity, forklifts, pallets, etc.) 
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Table 1: Services provided by the LETs 
Source: Clark (2010) 
 
There are different types of Logistics Emergency Teams, listed here: 
 
The Logistics Emergency Team concept can support as follows: 

(1) Advance storage provision – Support to the pre-positioning of critical relief 
material and supplies, support to the HRD concept 

(2) Air Freight Emergency Teams – Support to airport handling operations at the 
selected airport near the disaster zone: receive relief goods/unload airplanes, 
manage inventories, organise logistics solutions to next staging posts 

(3) Transport Emergency Teams – Support to coordination and contracting of 
fleets in disaster prone zones. This could also involve pro bono services from 
L&T companies with their own local capacities 

(4) Warehouse Emergency Teams – Support to storage and value added services 
palletising/labelling/etc at the airport and at the first staging posts in the 
disaster zone. This could also involve pro bono services from L&T companies 
with their own local capacities 

(5) Supply Chain Emergency Teams – Support with specific logistics expertise to 
enhance the overall efficiency of the „supply chain‟ for emergency relief in areas 
like the management of sourcing and collecting supplies, packaging, customs, 
information technology, communication, reporting, etc 

 
Table 2: Types of LETs 
Source: Clark (2010) 
 
It is therefore an established fact that today, commercial companies are part of international 
humanitarian logistics efforts. The question remains how involved local and multinational logistics 
companies are in the local humanitarian activities, and what this means for the beneficiaries. 

Methodoloy 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 11 Bangkok-based officers of humanitarian relief 
organisations. This included four UN agencies (UNICEF, IOM, WFP and FAO), five International 
NGOs (World Vision, CRS, Oxfam, Plan International and Save the Children the latter based in 
Singapore), the local office of the ICRC, and one Thai NGO (School for Life). The questions focussed 
on why or why not they involved commercial logistics companies, and what was the reason for their 
decision.  
 
Findings 
One organisation does not have any ongoing projects in Thailand but their Thailand office only serves 
as the regional office. Therefore, they do not have any transportation needs.  
 
One organisation does not have operations in Thailand, but they do have operations in Laos and ship 
donated goods via Laem Chabang port inThailand (Laos is landlocked and does not have any 
seaports). They use commercial truckers to transport the goods from Laem Chabang to Laos, and the 
frequency is about one or two times per year. 
 
Three organisations focus on education and development and have no need for the transportation of 
goods. 
 
Of the seven organisations that have needs to transport goods, there was a difference as to whether 
they had regular transports or not. All of these organisations that had needs to transport goods only in 
emergency situations outsourced these to commercial truckers. The reason mentioned was that it 
would not make financial sense to keep and maintain vehicles if they are not used on a regular basis.  
 
Organisations that receive donations on an irregular basis have two options: Either they hire a trucker 
to ship the goods to the site where they are needed, or they ask the donor (or the supplier, in case 
they buy the goods) to deliver to the site. In one case, they outsource to a regular trucker which 
charges below the market rate, which in itself is a donation of trucking services. One agency that 
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sometimes uses an outsourced trucker and sometimes asks the supplier to deliver the goods advised 
that the decision will be based on time, especially in an emergency situation such as the Thai floods in 
2010. One organisation responded that they will always ask the donor to deliver the donated goods to 
the site. 
 
Three organisations own trucks. Two of them own pick-up trucks, and one uses it to deliver mail to the 
post office, the other to pick of foodstuff from the market and deliver home-grown herbs and spices to 
the market. Both of them outsource to commercial truckers when they need to move donated goods. 
The third organisation is the only one that responded that they own trucks (including 6-wheel trucks) to 
move the goods, as this way, they have more control over the transportation resources. The 
respondent of this organisation is based in Mae Sod on the Thai-Myanmar border, where the 
availability of commercial trucking services is more limited than in Bangkok. 
 
Only one of the HROs interviewed store goods in Thailand. This is rice, which needs to be bought on 
regular basis and will be bought in larger quantities than the daily fresh foodstuff. They store the rice 
on their own premises and do not outsource this to a commercial company. 

 
Conclusions 
HROs in Thailand with transportation needs will use their own trucks for regular transportation needs, 
such as daily foodstuff pick-up, will own vehicles for two reasons: Firstly, it makes financial sense, and 
secondly, they have more control. 
 
HROs in Thailand that have irregular demand for transportation needs (either for irregular donations or 
only in emergency situations) will not own vehicles as it does not made financial sernse and they 
received good response when they need trucking resources. 
 
Those HROs that do not own vehicles may outsource their transportation needs to commercial 
truckers, or they may ask the donor to deliver the goods. The decision is either based on the 
organisation‘s policy (they might not want to get involved in the logistics), the speed (in case of 
emergency) or the required level of control over the transportation resources. 
 
We can summarise the findings as follows: 
 
Transportation needs and method used   Number of HROs interviewed using this 
method 
No operations in Thailand    1 
Operations but no transportation needs   3 
Using own vehicles for regular transportation  3 
Using outsourcing for regular transportation  1 
Using own vehicles for donations   1 
Using outsourcing for donations    2 
Asking the donor to deliver    1 
Using own vehicles in emergency response  0 
Using outsourcing in emergency response  3 
 

Table 1: Own vehicles vs. outsourcing by HROs in Thailand 
Source: The authors 
 
 
Modelling these findings into a decision tree, we arrive at the following graph: 
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Figure 1: Outsourcing considerations 

Source: The authors 
 
It is obvious that those organisations that do not have operations in Thailand or do not move any 
goods will also not have any logistics needs. The logistics needs that of those HROs that need 
trucking services fall into three categories: Regular shipments (this includes food deliveries to camps 
or orphanages), irregular donations, and emergency response. The decision whether to own vehicles 
or to outsource is based on two factors: Availability of commercial trucks and cost. If vehicles are not 
easily available, for example in remote areas or in emergency situations where speed is of the utmost 
importance, own vehicles are chosen. If vehicles are available, cost will be considered as the key 
factor.  

Does the HRO have Operations in Thailand? 

Does it have logistics needs? No need to outsource 

Regular shipments Irregular donations Emergency response 

What is the nature of the logistics needs? 

Is it cheaper to outsource? 

Are outsourced resources (commercial trucks) available? 

Own trucks 
Outsourcing 

Yes 
No 

Yes 

No 

No 

No 
Yes 

Yes 

Will supplier/donor deliver to site? 

No need to outsource 

Yes 

No 
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This decision tree is not much different from how a commercial company, for example a factory, would 
decide. However, the environment is different, as a commercial company would seek a location where 
the infrastructure is developed and trucks are readily available, whereas the HROs chose locations 
where their services are needed. This is often in areas where the infrastructure is not as developed. 
Therefore, it is more likely that the HROs will encounter non-availability than commercial companies 
would. Therefore, while the decision tree is similar, the results will be more likely for the HROs than for 
commercial companies to own and maintain trucks for their own shipments. 
 
In conclusion, we can say that from initial observation the decision-making process for HROs whether 
to outsource their trucking needs is the same as for commercial companies. 
 
Limitations and future research 
The limitations of this research is that it is focused on Thailand, which is a middle-income country with 
a relatively developed commercial trucking infrastructure.  
 
Future research should include the neighbouring least-developed countries, where there is more 
regular activity by HROs and a less developed commercial trucking and warehousing infrastructure. 
Furthermore, a future research in the region should have a larger sample size to verify the initial 
observation. 
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