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Abstract

:

As disasters become progressively more frequent and complex, better collaboration through partnerships with private business becomes more important. This research aimed to understand how platforms support the engagement of the private sector—especially logistics businesses—in humanitarian relief operations. The study was based on a literature review and on an investigation of an emblematic case of the cross-sector platform, recognized at a global level in logistics and supply chain management, between the United Nations World Food Programme and the Logistics Emergency Teams (WFP/LET), composed of four global leading logistics providers. The insights resulting from this paper may be of particular interest to both academics and professionals regarding the two sectors, profit and non-profit. This is because the implementation of the platform reflects the concrete benefit for people in need reached by the humanitarian relief operations. It may also constitute a useful tool for building an agile supply chain capable of being resilient in responding to sudden and unexpected changes in the context, both in humanitarian and commercial supply chains.
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1. Introduction


The last decade has seen a dramatic upward trend in the magnitude, number, and impact of natural and human-made disasters around the world; in particular, every year, there has been an increase in natural disasters, claiming tens of thousands of lives, affecting several million people and causing extremely high economic damage, as recorded by the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters [1,2].



In particular, in South Asia, the 2004 earthquake and the resulting tsunami caused approximately 230,000 victims and 1.7 million displaced persons; more than 40 countries and 700 non-governmental organizations (NGOs) offered humanitarian assistance, and from all around the world, donations higher than USD 13 billion arrived, thus “initiating the largest relief effort in history” [1] (p. 114). The “response of the private sector was unprecedented” [2] (p. 5), and the role of logistics service providers (e.g., UPS, FedEx, and DHL) was especially crucial: they provided free or subsidized transportation and logistics—together with their aid agency partners [2].



Before 2004, response was unbudgeted, and cross-sector collaboration “seemed unfeasible” [3,4] (p. 220). Traditionally, business has considered the social sector as “a dumping ground for spare cash, obsolete equipment, and tired executives” [5] (p. 123); from the perspective of the humanitarian sector, profit-driven companies have been seen “to be the cause of, rather than solution to, problems affecting the developing world” [4] (p. 220), e.g., environmental disasters, pollution, and intensive monocultures.



The 2004 tsunami represents a turning point in the engagement of the private sector in humanitarian operations [1,2]. After that, in fact, the private sector and the humanitarian sector have been exploring solutions for a more fruitful cooperation. With this disaster, the donation of non-monetary offers—of in-kind goods, information and communications technology (ICT) equipment, and logistics supports—was substantial; this has also revealed significant criticalities that deserve attention [1]: a complete list or schedule of what was needed and by whom was not available for the various companies; clear information about what useful materials companies had and where was not available; there was no specialized personnel who could support in the evaluation phases of the goods received during the ongoing operations in order to decide whether to accept them or not and how to manage them; too many unsolicited and even inappropriate items had arrived that took up space in airports and warehouses, and they were not used and remained unclaimed for months, occupying spaces that could accommodate more useful items; there was a scarcity of fuel for scheduled flights due to the arrival of unsolicited supplies; and many companies had not received acknowledgement for the help given [1].



Despite these criticalities, a number of companies were able to provide concrete support to humanitarian organizations in relief operations: these companies, unlike others, were able to help effectively and efficiently because they had already established relationships with the humanitarian sector before the tsunami occurred [2].



However, since the 2004 tsunami, companies and aid organisations have been evaluating the ways in which they could collaborate most fruitfully with one another [1]. The involvement of private sector companies has grown considerably in humanitarian action in recent years, especially in relief operations. In fact, “as disasters become increasingly complex, better collaboration not only with government agencies, military units, humanitarian organizations but also in partnerships with private business becomes ever more important” [6] (p. 487).



After 2004, in summary, at least two imperatives have emerged in academic and professional contexts:




	
Coordination in the effort for humanitarian action, characterized by a very complex setting, which involves very different actors, both in terms of their culture, purposes, interests, and mandates and in terms of logistic skills and competences [7];



	
Logistics in humanitarian action, as it makes the difference between successful or failed results in the humanitarian operation, and because it represents the most costly part of any disaster relief, accounting for about 70/80% of the total costs in each disaster operation [6,8].








These two imperatives lead to the consciousness of the need of a new approach supporting effective private sector–humanitarian engagement meeting the challenge of preparing for/responding to disasters, valorising the tool of the “platform” for the logistics coordination of the supply network.



There are very few studies from this specific perspective, although its study can be extremely useful as an example and source of learning for those actors and supply chains, both in the humanitarian and commercial sectors, which more in general are facing crisis events of different types, both critical unexpected shocks and also smaller discontinuities.



In view of these considerations, our research aimed to answer the following key research question.



RQ. How can platforms support in engaging the private sector—especially logistics businesses—in humanitarian relief operations?



To address this point, this paper was organized as follows. Section 2 outlines the theoretical background arising from the literature. The research methodology is described in Section 3, after which the case study is analysed in Section 4. The main results are discussed in Section 5, and in Section 6 conclusions are drawn and future research steps are proposed.




2. Conceptual Framework


2.1. Emerging Need for a New Approach in Cross-Sector Humanitarian Action: The Platform


Platforms in humanitarian action have the potential to facilitate effective private sector engagement [9]. They can be considered “intermediary mechanisms” or “multi-faceted” entities useful to promote and support the engagement and organization of different actors in humanitarian action [9] (p. 8). The platform could assume the form of “a network, a strategic alliance, a coalition, an organisation, a set of principles or guidelines, a temporary coalition, a series of events or online fora,” aiming at promoting and supporting the concrete and efficient engagement [9] (p. 8). This solution could also be utilized for the private sector in contributing with its own effort in humanitarian operations.



The concept of a platform, in a humanitarian context or other, is based on the widely accepted idea that platforms represent a space/interface in which different actors, skills, abilities, resources, knowledge, objectives, or needs could be more easily finalized in a concrete interaction, which otherwise would be much more difficult to achieve. A platform may realize this by facilitating the matching of interests, by creating communication opportunities among different actors, by setting up standardized technological interfaces, and/or by building cross-functional teams [10]. According to this, three main platform characteristics emerge [10]: into the platform “framework” activities, resources and people may be better organized for the common objective; this framework is quite stable over time in terms of organizational structure, however, the activities, resources, and people that it comprises may be easily “reconfigurable.” The platform is an active support structure that facilitates “re-configurability” [11]. Re-configurability—together with modularity—facilitate the emergence of an “ecosystem” of complementary activities, resources, and people [12]. Modularity may enable the emergence of the ecosystem, allowing different interdependent organizations to coordinate without a formal hierarchy [13]. There are studies that suggest that “platform ecosystems” arise from positive feedbacks or “network effects” [10]. Going deep into the analysis by focusing on ecosystems (and on networks and systems), especially in service contexts, would enable practitioners to extend their (business or humanitarian) perspective to deal with increasingly complex business settings and co-create value in benefit of their stakeholders [14].



Platforms may support the engagement of the private sector in humanitarian action in all the activities that characterize the disaster management cycle [9]—as mitigation, preparedness, response, and reconstruction—and in development activities, related not only to disaster reliefs, but also to continuous aid work [2,6,15,16,17,18,19,20,21,22,23].



The mitigation phase aims at reducing disaster risk and social vulnerability through the use of laws and mechanisms mainly related to the responsibilities of governments and institutions. The preparation phase aims at implementing a concrete successful operational response, during the period before a disaster strikes, through planning activities and strategies. The response phase aims at bringing help where needed as soon as possible; it refers to the various operations that are instantly implemented after a disaster occurs and has two sub-objectives [2]: to activate the immediate response of the “silent” or “temporary” network for the operation [24] and to restore as quickly as possible the essential conditions and services needed for the highest possible number of beneficiaries [2]. Coordination and collaboration among actors involved in the humanitarian action deserve special consideration in the response stage [7,15,16,25,26,27]. The reconstruction phase aims at rehabilitating normal conditions and rebuilding structures and infrastructures in the aftermath of a disaster, in the medium to long term [2].



Different platforms supporting the private sector’s engagement in humanitarian action have been studied by Oglesby and Burke in their research in 2012 [9]; the authors propose nine key findings emerging from the research, and not necessarily all findings are applicable to all the cases analysed in consideration of the great diversity (considering the geographic context, the scale, the purpose, and the activities) between the platforms included in the study. They are as follows [9] (pp. 4–5, pp. 21–30):




	
“platforms emerge to address complex crisis challenges that individual organisations or partnerships are unable to overcome alone” [9] (p. 4, p. 21);



	
“platforms reflect, and can contribute to, a changing concept and dynamic of humanitarian action with a great focus on disaster risk reduction and preparedness. However, they often struggle to turn this intention into practical action” [9] (p. 4, p. 23);



	
“an added value of platforms is that they provide a clear access point for the private sector to engage in humanitarian action and to help overcome common challenges to engagement” [9] (p. 4, p. 24);



	
“platforms struggle to define and measure their impact” [9] (p. 4, p. 25);



	
“platforms across different contexts value common success characteristics which allow them to effectively serve their members” [9] (p. 5, p. 25);



	
“currently there is no identifiable home or information repository for the learning platforms generate on how they facilitate the private sector’s engagement in humanitarian action” [9] (p. 5, p. 28);



	
“platforms have a record of inconsistent progress in forging links with governments” [9] (p. 5, p. 28);



	
“platforms recognise that they need to be adaptive, but face common challenges in doing this” [9] (p. 5, p. 29);



	
“platforms recognise they will have to work in new ways to remain relevant in future contexts” [9] (p. 5, p. 29).








The study carried out by Oglesby and Burke (2012) helps in reflecting how much can be learnt by understanding platforms in terms of the possibility of making humanitarian and non-humanitarian actors working together [9].



The contribution of private companies in alleviating the economic impact of disasters, crises, and disruptions “makes good business sense” [1]. The intervention of companies, in collaboration with humanitarians, in disaster relief, seeks “to build on synergies between the business and humanitarian communities to advance humanitarian objectives and at the same time support Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)” [28] (p. 350). CSR is an area “where commercial and philanthropic intentions can easily overlap” also in a humanitarian context [27] (p. 140). Companies that intend to achieve their economic competitiveness objectives also by supporting responsible actions to improve society are motivated by the well consolidated assumption that economic and social value are not in opposition to each other, but rather overlap [29,30].



In a broader perspective, this engagement refers to the more comprehensive “sustainability” concept, which has become a business imperative and has also been recognised as a strategic goal by multiple organisations, also embracing a broadening perspective of the sustainability of “supply chains” or networks to which they belong [31,32,33]. This is especially in a context where competition is no more among single companies but among supply chains [34]; and where sustainability is primarily based on the three dimensions, termed “triple bottom line” [35,36] (Elkington 1998; 2018): economic, environment, and society. Therefore, this “sustainable supply chain management” (SSCM) means that organizations are held simultaneously responsible for the economic, social, and environmental performance of the supply chain to which they belong [37,38,39,40,41,42,43]. A sustainable supply chain is no longer considered “nice to have” but necessary [44] (p. 44). Moreover, “ultimately SSCM contributes to a holistic and long-term strategic perspective of a company and its supply chain, thereby going beyond formal accountability, environmental and social regulations as imposed by governments, and goes beyond perspectives regarding the Triple Bottom Line as a balancing act” [45] (p. 3, p. 6), surviving over time.



In the context of humanitarian action, the social dimension is prevalent, but it cannot remain alone to be effective: the economic dimension is needed to concretely enable the social dimension [2], and the topic of environmental sustainability in humanitarian logistics is growing in the humanitarian agenda, and in a way that is linked with the two other dimensions.



Logistics, in particular, plays an important role in the implementation of a sustainability strategy from a supply chain perspective, for many years now [46].




2.2. Logistics in Humanitarian Action: Towards a Sustainable Supply Chain Management


The 2004 tsunami provided evidence that the effectiveness of emergency aid response hinges on logistics activities and their speed and efficiency [47], thus increasing the awareness of the crucial role played by logistics and supply chain management in humanitarian relief operations [8].



The definition of ‘‘humanitarian logistics’’ considers the people, resources, knowledge, and activities involved in planning, implementing, and controlling an efficient and effective flow and storage of materials (with their corresponding information and financial flows), from the points of origin to the place where they are in need when a disaster occurs [6,48]. Moreover, it is crucial to efficiently and effectively coordinate inter-organizational performance, eliminate redundancy, and maximize synergy along the entire emergency supply chain relationships, from a supply chain management perspective [2].



In humanitarian relief operations, both logistics and supply chain management abilities are decisive: the ones related to logistics are more focused on moving something or someone from one point to another, and the ones related to supply chain management are more focused on the coordination of the relationships among actors performing the logistics operations [2].



Therefore, proper investment in logistics during disaster relief management provides a real opportunity to develop and implement the effective and efficient use of resources in humanitarian operations [49]. Moreover, a strategic use of resources allows humanitarian organizations to increase donor trust and long-term commitment by progressively sceptical donors [50]. Unlike in the past, today more humanitarian organizations are called upon to report the effective use of what they have received from donors and to communicate the impact of their actions in relief operations to demonstrate that they are really reaching those in need [6].



Since logistics and supply chain management competences are those most needed by the humanitarian sector in managing disaster relief, companies dealing with the business of logistics and supply chain management can be considered among the most useful in being able to contribute, because the company’s contributions with the greatest impact on the social sector use “core business skills” [5,6]. Companies with their core business in logistics and supply chain management are the so-called “logistics service providers”—LSPs: by virtue of their competences, they can play a crucial role in managing logistics activities and the coordination of relationships along the supply chain, as it is needed in humanitarian disaster relief operations that represent very complex logistics operations.



Among LSPs, the category of the so-called “integrator logistics provider” may designate those most appropriate for strategic partnerships with humanitarian organisations in relief actions. Logistics providers indicated as ‘‘integrators’’ offer “complex value-added solutions” with a high degree of personalization/modularization, exploiting their intangible assets, focused on organizational and managerial skills [2,51,52]: in particular, they are characterized by a high “customer adaptation” ability [53], as being more “non-physical asset-based” [54], and offering “solutions” with “wide value-added logistics services” [55]. By virtue of these qualities, the integrator “becomes a central point in the governance of the logistics network and has more strategic responsibility” [2] (pp. 32, 33). Sometimes they are termed as lead logistics providers [8]. Those LSPs have taken the initiative to propose themselves, with their logistics and supply chain management capabilities, as partners in humanitarian action [2,27].





3. Methodological Approach


To gain a deeper insight into the role of platforms in the involvement of the private sector—especially logistics businesses—in humanitarian action an emblematic case of cross-sector platforms was investigated.



Case study research is important in both logistics, which also provides detailed explanations of best practices [56,57,58], and in social sciences and management [59,60].



The emblematic example investigated is the platform of the Logistics Emergency Teams (LET) together with the lead of the Logistics Cluster of the United Nations, the World Food Programme (WFP).



The approach to the study of this case, based on the experience of the partnership between WFP and the LET companies, is qualified as explorative and qualitative, and it may represent an opportunity to inspire interpretative and/or explanatory future research based on it. A descriptive analysis has been chosen as an exploratory step that helps to explore singularities rather than looking for patterns within the data, given the uniqueness of the case analysed in this work.



The data collection is based on qualitative secondary published documents, both academic and professional, that directly refer to the WFP/LET partnership: on one side, academic papers that specifically analysed the case of WFP/LET, and also contained published interviews with members of WFP/LET, and, on the other side, institutional sources, such as websites, videos, reports, and public documents, that describe the initiative of the LET from the perspective of the partnership actors. Data arise from a variety of different sources, to ensure proper data triangulation: on one side, from academic publications that specifically analyse the initiative, mainly referring to the works of Cozzolino et al. in 2018 [61], Oglesby and Burke in 2012 [9], Stadtler and van Wassenhove in 2012 [62], Cozzolino in 2012 [2], and, on the other side, from the institutional Websites of the Logistics Cluster [63], United Nations World Food Programme [64], and Logistics Emergency Teams [65], and of the single companies currently composing the LETs partnership (Agility, UPS, Maersk, and DP World).



This investigation was based on a qualitative desk analysis and follows the logical scheme represented in Figure 1. The data obtained from the different documents/sources are systematically processed and organized, guarantying the validity and reliability of the research. The analysis aims at: synthetically describing the context when the platform was born, identifying actors and processes, and understanding how the specific investigated platform works (Section 4.1); assessing and operationalizing the characteristics of the platform, enhancing the engagement of the private sector in humanitarian relief operations, using the logical scheme of the key challenges described by Oglesby and Burke in 2012 [9] in their research (Section 4.2). This choice in particular is based on the consideration of the extensive and well-founded analysis by Oglesby and Burke [9], describing with a wide overview the topic of platforms investigated in humanitarian contexts.



This kind of relationship investigated exemplifies “a platform for private sector–humanitarian collaboration” at a global level [9], and it is a way to “pioneer a new partnership model” as part of disaster response [62], as it is the first case of its kind in the world [63]. It is no coincidence that this initiative is the first of its kind and was born from the collaboration with WFP, the greatest expert in humanitarian logistics at the international level [49]. On the other side, there is a complex case of a multi-company partnership, changing its composition with time. The case in fact was chosen by virtue of its global importance and complexity, as it represents an emblematic example of a best practice platform in cross-sector humanitarian action: this case was the first (historically) and is still the only global cross-sector platform in logistics, collaborating in the preparedness, response, and reconstruction phases of the disaster management cycle, using core competencies. It was born under the auspices of the World Economic Forum in the wake of the 2004 Indian tsunami, nowadays still working and evolving around the initial platform idea.




4. An Emblematic Case of Global Platform in Humanitarian Action


4.1. World Food Programme and Logistics Emergency Teams: The Initiative


“The annual meeting of world economic leaders in Davos has become one of several platforms for [the] brokerage of public–private partnerships in the humanitarian field” [28] (p. 349). During the World Economic Forum (WEF) summit, United Nations agencies and WEF member companies declared to constitute an innovative initiative by international logistics providers, contributing by Logistics Emergency Teams (LET) intervening in disasters. The WEF facilitated the partnership initiative in 2005.



The LET currently consists of four large global logistics and transportation companies: Agility, UPS, Maersk, and DP World. They collaborate with each other to support pro bono the Logistics Cluster (LC) led by the United Nations World Food Program (WFP) during emergency responses to large-scale natural disasters.



The “Cluster Approach” (CA) is one of the major innovations powering the coordination capacity introduced in the United Nations systems. The CA was designated by the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) and supervised by the Emergency Response Coordinator, as the main outcomes of Humanitarian Reform. Clusters are established to increase efficient and effective coordination among humanitarian actors in the relief efforts, identifying different key activity sectors/areas (technical areas, cross-cutting areas, and common service areas). Each cluster is assigned a lead agency within the UN system, which has leadership within the international humanitarian community in that particular sector/area. The Logistics Cluster is responsible for coordinating joint logistical activities in humanitarian emergency missions, ensuring timely and reliable logistical services—and related information—to the entire humanitarian community [63].



The lead agency for the LC is the World Food Programme, “because of its expertise in humanitarian logistics and its field capacity” [64]. The WFP is an executive member of the United Nations Development Group, a consortium of UN entities that aims to fulfil the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Moreover, it was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2020 for its efforts in providing food assistance in areas of conflict, and to prevent the use of food as a weapon of war and conflict. The WFP hosts the Global Logistics Cluster support team in its headquarters in Rome, Italy. WFP has thousands of dedicated employees with high levels of expertise and different transportation vehicles—trucks, planes, ships, helicopters, and amphibious vehicles—to ensure that they can reach those who need them most [64]. The WFP, engaged as an inter-agency logistics service provider, has decided to establish several agreements with both humanitarian participants and the private sector especially for serious disasters; in fact, much of the success of WFP in recent years has depended on the strength of its partnership with governments, other United Nations agencies, NGOs, and the private sector [2].



The LET “unites the capacity and resources of the logistics industry with the expertise and experience of the humanitarian community to provide more effective and efficient disaster relief” [65]. The LET partnership has lasted for more than 10 years: since it became operational, at the explicit request of the LC, the LET has responded on the field to 22 natural disasters and global crises, with its own means, people, skills, and key contacts on the basis of its networks and operations already existing in the place of emergency. It has also provided key information and analysis for Logistics Capacity Assessments (LCAs) to assist humanitarian organizations in emergency preparedness and response [65].



The greatest strength of LET lies in involving, in advance, all private and humanitarian members in the planning of their partnership in order to ensure an efficient and effective post-disaster response. The result is embodied in a series of pre-agreements and in an emergency plan ready to be activated in a few hours to support the relief efforts in the event of large-scale natural disasters (Olivia Bessat, Senior Manager, Global Agenda Council Team, World Economic Forum).



Over time, the LC has found it important to include an even more specific focus on preparation activities in its strategy. The preparedness phase is crucial to help strengthen the response phase and reduce the impact of new disasters. In particular, starting from 2016, following this focus, LET companies have increased their activities in this area with specific services and projects [65]. The LC has also asked the LET starting from 2017 to expand its support to other types of interventions. Before the expansion, the LET only responded to emergencies that were the result of large-scale natural disasters affecting more than 500,000 people. It now provides support in responding to sudden-onset natural disasters and to complex emergencies, health emergencies, slow-onset emergencies, and even the provision of support before an emergency [65].



Along these years of operating, the LET has provided humanitarian assistance in the following operations [65]: in 2019, cyclones Idai and Kenneth in Mozambique; in 2018 the Sulawesi earthquake and tsunami and the Java Pandeglang tsunami in Indonesia and refugee support in Bangladesh, Yemen, Syria, and Iraq; in 2016, Hurricane Matthew in Haiti; in 2015, the Gorkha earthquake in Nepal; in 2014, Ebola in West Africa and Typhoon Koppu/Landa in the Philippines; in 2013, Typhoon Haiyan/Yolanda in the Philippines; in 2012, Typhoon Guchol/Butchoy in the Philippines; in 2011, famine in the Horn of Africa and the Tōhoku earthquake and tsunami in Japan; in 2010, an earthquake in Haiti and flooding in Pakistan; in 2009, an earthquake in West Sumatra and a typhoon in the Philippines; in 2008, tropical storms Fay in Haiti, Hanna and Ike in Gustav, and Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar; in 2007, earthquakes in Indonesia.



LET partners signal their commitment in the LET initiative in their sustainability sections of their institutional websites (see Table 1). They all have other experiences—outside of the Logistics Cluster request—in providing additional humanitarian support independently and bilaterally and in implementing other sustainability programs and projects, as reported on their institutional websites.



The LET is the first partnership of its kind, formalizing multi-stakeholder cooperation between private and humanitarian sectors. It remains one of the largest “public–private partnerships” launched and made operational by the WEF [65].




4.2. Analysis of the World Food Programme/Logistics Emergency Teams Partnership as a Global Cross-Sector Platform through the Lens of Oglesby and Burke’s Key Elements


After more than 10 years since its birth, it would be interesting to analyse the WFP/LET platform in comparison to each of the key challenges described by Oglesby and Burke in 2012 [9] in their research on platforms (presented in Section 2.1). This allows to articulate the description of the case through a classification of the humanitarian platforms deriving from the academic literature, also giving greater emphasis to the meaning and interpretation of the research data. A brief description of each aspect is provided below.



Referring to Point 1 (platforms may address complex disaster challenges that single organisations or partnerships are unable to overcome alone), the WFP/LET case shows that, even if it is not easy for organizations belonging to different sectors, “if two or more organizations can save more lives or ease more suffering by working together, they should seriously consider it” [66] (p. 35). Within the platform, joining forces between LSPs and humanitarian operators seems to provide concrete and important advantages in the success of complex relief interventions. Cooperation between two different sectors is not easy, but it is possible because they bring complementary resources by virtue of their mutual interests. As Athalie Mayo (the Global Logistics Cluster Coordinator) declares, “the scale and duration of both sudden onset, protracted and complex emergencies are too much for the humanitarian sector to respond to alone. Only through a strategic, predictable and sustainable cooperation with a variety of actors and crucially, the private sector, can these challenges be addressed” [67] (p. 2). This point revels that the coordination in the effort for humanitarian action is not easy because it engages very different players together, which have a high degree of heterogeneity, especially humanitarians and private companies, but not only, in terms of their culture, purposes, interests, mandates, skills, competences, etc. The topic of coordination is extremely important.



With reference to Point 2 (platforms can contribute to a strong focus on disaster risk reduction and on the preparedness phase), the WFP/LET case shows how important the phase of preparation is: “a successful response to a disaster is not improvised. The better one is prepared the more effective the response” [6] (p. 480). This platform develops knowledge internally based on a long logistics experience of tools and instruments from each LSP and through learning from relief operations that increase the virtuous loop of the learning process based on the “lesson learned” experienced on the field. Moreover, it assists agencies and governments to improve their preparedness for humanitarian crises, with mitigating logistics bottlenecks, capacity building, and the creation of networks and with structured valuable logistics information tools (such as the Logistics Capacity Assessment—LCA), acting at the global and also field levels. In 2016, in particular, the LC focused more on the phase of preparation and asked LET to follow this direction in their activities, which have proven to be key for a faster and more reactive response in case a disaster occurs [68]. Great attention is on preparedness that is the crucial phase to guarantee, through contingency and assessment planning, the successful of the response operation, saving lives. The preparation is not only centralized, but it is widespread locally among operators acting in the specific geographical area. Moreover, volunteers returning from humanitarian experience can transfer their knowledge to the local communities in which they use to work by increasing their degree of readiness in response to events of uncertainty.



WFP/LET are regulated by a strong and transparent procedure to guide intervention (Point 3—platforms may provide a clear access point for the engagement of the private sector in humanitarian action). Specific guidelines and agreements formalized by the UN community help direct the partnership. Furthermore, as emerges from an interview of a LET employee during a disaster relief operation: “We are in a very closed cooperation with WFP. We know each other and we know each other’s needs very well. So, in case of a disaster like this, we come together very quickly and we generate concrete plans” [2]. For example, in line with the members’ commitment to the “bigger picture,” the collaboration between LET members has seen UPS staff unloading the TNT planes to meet a request for logistics assistance from the LC. Moreover, this platform is also open to accept other LSPs interested in working in collaboration with the LC.



Even if it difficult to define and measure their impact, platforms are trying to improve this point (Point 4), and this specific platform communicates its results and projects. Annually, it publishes its annual report, and other documents and analysis, and shares facts and ideas at the Logistics Cluster Global Meeting with the partners involved or interested. It is not easy to assess the impact of a platform’s contribution, but they are working on it, e.g., with the performance and pertinence of the Monitor Logistics Cluster in the “Gaps and Needs Analysis.” More generally, a crucial aspect is about trying to measure the costs and outcomes/impact of the logistics services on the beneficiaries and what expected at the end of the overall intervention.



Members of this platform came together to provide useful logistics to support the humanitarian community, as mentioned in Point 5 (platforms may aggregate working members and their contributions to effectively provide useful services). For this type of platform with exclusive membership models, success is achieved through maintaining characteristics such as neutrality, transparency, and equity among members (the LET has a rotating Chair) and tight controls on the organisations permitted to join. Two employees of the platform after participation in the LET’s annual training explicitly declared on this point that, when they work together, they are all dedicated professionals with the same sense of community, even if they are competitors in commercial contexts: they feel like a team. This point reveals the need to have a useful service and product to be managed during the response phase, so that the errors that occurred in 2004 are not repeated: when for example, donations arrived that were not useful (even inappropriate ones) and occupied precious space in airports and warehouses, which could then not accommodate more useful items.



Referring to Point 6 (platforms may create and manage an information repository to learn how they can facilitate private sector engagement in humanitarian action), this platform has LC-WFP as its main collector of information. Moreover, it communicates through a rich institutional website where all the information useful for partnership is collected, and the contacts are indicated, with other actors involved, inside both the LC and WFP pages. On their website (LC, WFP, and LET), they collect annual reports, cases, and experiences from each voluntary member on the ground in blogs, interviews, research results, and other resources from the academic and professional literature. LET training takes place annually and prepares volunteers together with LC. Moreover, the platform is involved in the logistics training introduced by the LC (the LC runs and contributes to several training sessions aimed at developing the logistics response of the humanitarian community), implementing recommendations, best practices, and the lessons learned from previous relief operations. Shared information is the key factor for a concrete alignment and collaboration across inter and intra-organizational boundaries, assuring a virtually integration and a fully visibility along the supply chain. That is also useful to try to prevent mismatches and the so-called “Bullwhip” effect.



Point 7 refers to the characteristic of platforms that may contribute to develop linkages with governments for the members. In WFP/LET case, by virtue of their positioning in the global platform area of action, they may have a natural link to governments. For the moment, under the umbrella of the LC, the platform develops relationships with government entities and agencies across the different operations. This point underlines the importance of the relationships with the territory, in a bi-directional perspective, both from the platform to the local community, and vice versa from the local to the centralised responsibility; also because governments (host governments, neighbouring country governments, and other country governments) have the power to authorize operations after a disaster strikes.



Platforms need to be adaptive and sustainable in their evolving stages (Point 8): this platform was founded more than 10 years ago, but it has been able to renew itself and evolve in this context. The WFP/LET, under the support of the LC, have been created as a network of logistics actors, which are prepared to respond to emergencies and have been operational for more than 10 years, surviving and adapting in a very frequently changing context. The years since 2004 have seen a tailoring of the partnership that ensures their configuration and effective implementation [62]: Agility, DHL, TNT Express, and UPS started at the very beginning to investigate options to provide logistics-coordinated support to the humanitarian sector; in 2007, DHL chose to terminate its participation in the LET; in January 2008, the CEOs of the three companies formally announced the collaboration between them, the LET, and the LC at the annual meeting of the World Economic Forum; Maersk joined the LET in the following years; in 2014, there were three of them, Agility, Maersk, and UPS; in 2017, DP World also joined the team. This evolution underlines the character of the partnership of the LET and its modular matching with the WFP. The LET partnership appears itself to be a platform, so it might be possible to refer to the “platform-inside-a-platform” WFP/LET.



From a perspective considering the future (covered in Point 9—platforms need to work in new ways if the context requires changes, to remain relevant in future challenges), Athalie Mayo (the Global Logistics Cluster Coordinator) declared that “the innovative and inclusive spirit of the LET partnership provided a pioneering model for humanitarian and private sector collaboration,” and it is “essential to the Logistics Cluster” [67] (p. 2), also considering an increasing trend in the frequency and duration of humanitarian disasters that require being ready for new challenges. In 2017, the LC requested to expand the scope of the LET in the “complex emergencies” and in preparedness activities (as previously described). Prior to this expansion, the LET only participated in emergency responses that were the result of a large natural disaster affecting more than 500,000 people. Complex emergencies refer to crises of human origin that may intensify, for example, due to the various external dangers such as drought or the massive influx of refugees [68].



The considerations arising from this analysis seek to confirm the platform LET/WFP as a best practise in this context, even if with some aspects that might be implemented.



Commenting on the results of the research on the platform by Oglesby and Burke [9] and each correspondence with the initiative of WFP/LET, it is now possible to understand how platforms help in engaging the private sector, especially logistics businesses, in humanitarian relief operations.





5. Discussions and Implications


5.1. Orchestrating the Logistics Network


As described in the previous section, it is clear that WFP/LET represent a useful platform supporting the engagement of the private sector, especially logistics businesses, in humanitarian action since they provide a “place” that arranges the complementary contribution of professionals, resources, and activities in a stable organizational structure and makes the structure easily “reconfigurable” according to need [10,11].



In other words, the platform makes it possible to “orchestrate” the complex aid logistics network in response to emergencies [8]. The term metaphorically recalls the role of the symphonic orchestra maestro who composes the symphony, defining the timing and synchronisms of each musical element (as composer), and directs the individual contributions in the execution of the planned harmony (as conductor) [2,69,70,71]. The metaphor of the orchestra maestro can be transferred from the individual subject to organizations, referring to a more general combination of complementary resources for a common project [2,69,70,71]. It well describes the initiative of WFP/LET: the contribution of each element is an indispensable component of the overall performance. The idea of orchestration includes the fact that there must be an agreed-upon agenda that guides the achievement of supply chain goals of all participants in the supply chain [34].



The WFP/LET platform expresses its potential in the combinatory capacity of the two sectors—humanitarian and private—as an orchestra maestro, directing and organizing its logistic network. In fact, it seems to possess the relevant characteristics typical of the orchestrator that are fully transferable to logistics activities and appropriate for the WFP/LET platform. Thus, following a criterion of aggregation, it is possible to group the list of characteristics that are more relevant for a logistics orchestrator of a logistics network, according to four macro managerial areas [69], applied to the platform of this research:




	
A logistics strategic visioning area that characterizes the orchestrator that:




	○

	
Includes the architect of the governing system [34,72,73];




	○

	
Is without hierarchical authority [72,73,74];




	○

	
Implements a common agreed agenda [34]; and




	○

	
Acts at a macro-level, not (necessarily) involved in managing the day-to-day operations of the service provider [72,73].









	
A supply chain-oriented processes area that characterizes the orchestrator that:




	○

	
Is active in the complete (cross-)industry value chain [75,76]; and




	○

	
Has higher levels of synchronization across the whole supply and demand network [34].









	
A logistics relationships governance area that characterizes the orchestrator that:




	○

	
Acts as a neutral third party [72,73];




	○

	
Is focused on mutual dependence and trust [72,73];




	○

	
Has a hands-off relationship with trusted and very specialized manufacturing organizations [34]; and




	○

	
Takes ideas from network partners and [adds] value by developing them further in their own organizations [76].









	
A logistics organizational capabilities area that characterizes the orchestrator that:




	○

	
Acts as a hub organization [74];




	○

	
Is a coordinator [34,72,73,74,75,76];




	○

	
Has complete network management capability [34]; and




	○

	
Is loosely coupled [34,74].














Combining these characteristics of the emerging orchestrator role with key elements of the humanitarian platforms it is possible to more concretely understand how platforms, with their coordination function, can support the engagement of the private sector—especially logistics businesses—in humanitarian relief operations, and its potential for future research, as formalized in the framework in Figure 2. The issue of the responsibility for the coordination among the actors in the humanitarian supply chain takes on particular importance, since the adequate setting and management of the reciprocal interdependencies of the subjects involved become an essential requirement for the success of the entire supply chain and its operations. A coordination function that is mainly focused on three connected elements: logistics, communication, and knowledge.




5.2. Moving toward New Challenges


Numerous important issues are combined in defining the complexity of the topic investigated in this paper and its relevance in the real context. However, some in particular, within this research, seem to emerge as the main guidelines, which define the direction to achieve, through the platform, full achievement in the engagement of the private sector—particularly of logistics companies—in humanitarian relief operations. They are the following, as also summarized in Table 2:




	(a)

	
To measure and report on relief operations results;




	(b)

	
To foster cross-learning between commercial and humanitarian supply chains;




	(c)

	
To manage complexity in humanitarian logistics and supply network.









The first (a) guarantees continuous improvement and allows to formalize the lessons learned from previous experiences, for the benefit of subsequent operations. Among various metrics, the measurements should control inputs, processes, outputs, outcomes and impact [77,78]. The most critical and important are outcomes (that reflect the benefits received by the recipients of the aid activities) and impact (that refers to the sustainable development results expected at the end of the delivered aid), but there are very few utilized in humanitarian activities, more often organizations arrive to the outputs (which refers to the direct products/services of a specific programme of activities) measurement [77,78].



The second (b) ensures that there is an exchange in complementary areas. In particular, the possibility to transfer knowledge experienced in a given sector to other area of application is also often used to boost the search for innovative solutions. The two sectors can learn from each other and build a process of transferring the best practices, thus a platform between companies and humanitarians can act as a kind of “learning laboratory” [5], with a multifaceted cross-sector perspective.



The third (c) ensures that the ability to respond is effective in a supply network that is extremely complex, considering at least the multitude of nodes (actors, facilities, etc.), links (relationships, activities, etc.) and interfaces (contact points), that constitute the network, with its structural components and dynamic interactions [79]. The interfaces are especially critical where there is a shift of responsibility that can create a discontinuity—at physical, operational and/or temporal level. Particularly, a complex network must be managed in a high uncertain context in response to disasters. The typical skills of the orchestrator are fundamental for the management of the complex humanitarian supply networks.



All of them contribute to the preparation of an “agile” supply chain in response to humanitarian disasters:




	(a)

	
Humanitarian logistics metrics are essential to prove and measure the real agility of the response;




	(b)

	
One potential area of cross-learning in the humanitarian context has only recently been identified by some authors in the agility of the supply chain [61];




	(c)

	
The concept of agility goes beyond the level of an individual organization, having implications for the organizations within the supply network that are related to each other, providing entire agile supply chains [34].









Agility may be defined in the synthesis as “the capability to respond to unpredictable events in a simultaneous fast, effective, and flexible way and at a reasonable cost” [61] (p. 329). When agility is discussed in the humanitarian logistics and supply chain management context, it is mostly associated with its importance and usefulness during emergency relief operations, in the response phase [2,6,8,26,27,49,61]. The United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs has also underlined “agility” as a priority research theme [80].



Agility fits inside the framework of the platform, as it implies to be “event-driven”, “network-based”, “process-oriented” and “virtually integrated through shared information” [8].



An agile supply chain may guarantee a responsive, resilient, and “anti-fragile” [81] response to uncertainty. Focusing on this point, its crucial impact emerges, not only in strictly humanitarian contexts, but beyond: it has an influence on all over the wider and more frequent situations of the commercial chains that are faced with general uncertain, risks, disruptions, more or less serious, from a supply business interruptions to even extreme pandemic events, such as the one we are facing right now [82]. The experience of a humanitarian platform capable of partnering the two sectors together responding to disasters should be taken as an inspiration for the commercial chains coping with general critical events.



Thus, in this way, sustainable supply chain management broadens the perspective of an organization and its supply chain in a sense of a more strategic, systemic and holistic view, going beyond a formal—accounting, social (and environmental)—responsibility, imposed by rules and regulations, and “working toward a triple helix for value creation, a genetic code for tomorrow’s capitalism, spurring the regeneration of our economies, societies, and biosphere” [36].





6. Conclusions


This contribution aimed at investigating of the opportunity for companies to engage in the humanitarian relief operations throughout the platform. The literature and the analysed emblematic example reveal that platforms have the potential to make important contributions to facilitate an effective engagement of the private sector in humanitarian action.



The preliminary results that emerge from this research can be interesting and useful for both academics and professionals in the two sectors, profit and non-profit. In fact, first of all, the use of the platform makes it possible to concretely help people in need by reaching them through the various humanitarian relief operations; moreover, it can be a good basis for a constructive dialogue to build new projects to achieve further sustainable goals.



Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic has aggravated the context of the global crisis, and the need for coordination arises as an even more burning topic. As declared in the “Financial Times” (22 April 2020), the pandemic crisis has underlined the need to work together for the vital safety of single actors and entire supply chains: transforming their supply chains to “just in case” models (FT, 2020). The platform investigated in this research sustains the supply chains in this direction, through concrete and effective coordination, and it may be of example for other realities, in humanitarian contexts as well as in commercial ones.



A message contained in this paper is that “the commitment to breaking down the barriers to much closer collaboration across organizational boundaries” [8] (p. 9) is growing to also guarantee an agile supply chain in response to disasters, based on a platform solution.



Specifically, the “platform” investigated in the present paper is between the United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) and the Logistics Emergency Teams (LET), composed of four global leading logistics providers. The WFP/LET platform represents an emblematic example in this research area, as a platform of high logistics competencies, for many reasons, at least: it is a cross-sector platform (between humanitarians and the private sector), it is a multi-company partnership (it involves different leading logistics providers at global level both competitors, in the commercial supply chains, and partners, in the humanitarian context), it is focused on delivering complex logistics services along the humanitarian supply chain, it is recognized at a global level, it is the first (historical) case and still the only global cross-sector platform in logistics, collaborating in preparing for and responding to huge disasters, and still surviving and developing its activities along the time, it was born under the auspices of the World Economic Forum, and its humanitarian partner, the WFP, is the most authoritative in the global humanitarian logistics context: it is the leader of the Logistics cluster, and it has experience with high logistical competences for the entire humanitarian system; moreover it was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2020, and it is an executive member of the UN Development Group for sustainability.



This study, despite having provided some useful insights on the topic, needs to be deepened, especially in its empirical investigation, with an on-field analysis, which requires a further detailed examination that extends the understanding of platform opportunities and also the criticalities for private sector–humanitarian collaboration. This could be achieved by questionnaires for and semi-structured interviews with the professionals engaged in the platform in its different activities, valorising the analysis of primary data.
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Figure 1. Logical scheme. 
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Figure 2. Platform framework: the Logistics Cluster-World Food Programme (LC-WFP)/Logistics Emergency Teams (LET) Partnership. 
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Table 1. Logistics Emergency Teams (LET) initiative in business partners Web sites (Web sites accessed on 5 February 2021).
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	Company
	Web Site





	Agility
	https://sustainability.agility.com/community/humanitarian-operations/ (link)

https://www.agility.com/en/homepage/ > Sustainability > Support humanitarian logistics & refugees (path)



	DP World
	https://www.dpworld.com/sustainability/our-approach (link)

https://www.dpworld.com > Sustainability > Our Approach to Sustainability (path)



	Maersk
	https://www.maersk.com/about/sustainability/our-sustainability-strategy/partnerships (link)

https://www.maersk.com > Sustainability > Our sustainability strategy > Partnerships (path)



	UPS
	https://sustainability.ups.com/the-ups-foundation/ (link)

https://www.ups.com/it/en/about.page > Sustainability & Community Involvement > The UPS Foundation (path)
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Table 2. Practical implications.
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	Main Guidelines
	To-Be Situation
	How to Get There?





	Measuring and reporting on relief operations results
	Set of methods and measures
	Developing multi-criteria methods and operationalizing measures (for inputs, processes, outputs, outcomes, impact)



	Fostering cross-sector learning
	Learning laboratories
	Exploiting complementariness (of competencies, skills, know-how, knowledge)



	Managing complexity in humanitarian logistics and supply network
	Orchestrating the network responding to disasters
	Synchronization in managing nodes, links and interfaces to face uncertainty
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