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Mike Barnes from Savills writes about the long-

term environmental impacts of online shopping
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EVER SINCE ITS INCEPTION 31 YEARS AGO, ONE OF THE MOST FUNDAMENTAL

FUNCTIONS OF AMCHAM HAS BEEN TO MAINTAIN PLATFORMS FOR SHARING 

PROFESSIONAL KNOWLEDGE AND EXPERIENCE BETWEEN ITS MEMBERS. THERE

ARE SEVERAL SUCH PLATFORMS, INCLUDING AMCHAM MONTHLY MEETINGS, 

THE AMCHAM COMMITTEES, AND THE EXPERT SECTION 

OF THE CHAMBER'S MAGAZINE. 



Fuelled by necessity, con-
sumers' relationship with on-
line shopping has only
become more ardent in the
last year. In the UK alone, on-
line spending reached 28 per-
cent of total retail sales
during 2020. While this figure
is slightly lower across West-
ern Europe at an average of
16 percent, the trend is antici-
pated to continue on an up-
wards trajectory.
This spree's impact on real es-
tate has consequently caused
one of the biggest booms in
history in the logistics market:
take-up increased by 12 per-
cent year on year, and invest-
ment followed a similar
course with record levels
recorded. 
According to a recent "Spot-
light: European reverse logis-
tics" report from Savills, an
additional 8.6 million square
meters of warehouse space is
required by parcel companies
in Europe between 2021 and
2025 to keep up with growing
e-commerce demand. We
have seen a huge surge in on-
line shopping throughout
2020, fueled largely by the im-
pact of the Covid-19 pan-
demic. While we anticipate
retailers' omnichannel strate-
gies will become more
streamlined in order to re-
duce the number of returns, it
is clear that the level of de-
mand for warehouse space
used for both new stock and
returns will be significant.

ANTICIPATING A RIPPLE 

EFFECT

Data analyzed by Savills
shows that, based on a report
from Effigy Consulting, a total
of 12.3 billion parcels were de-
livered in Europe during 2019.
Applying data from OFCOM's
parcel delivery, which shows
an annualized growth of 9.1
percent in the number of UK
parcels, the next five years in
Europe will require a signifi-
cant development pipeline.
Assuming that 20 percent of
goods bought online are re-
turned over this period, an es-
timated 1.7 million square
meters of this space will be
required to accommodate
and process returns from par-
cel delivery companies.
Rather than a like-for-like rela-
tionship between parcel re-
turns and logistics demand,
this is more likely to be in the
form of a ripple effect for
new demand from associated
trading partners.

RE-COMMERCE

Nevertheless, despite the in-
creased ease of purchasing
for consumers, e-commerce is
starting to negatively impact
the process of returns and
their effect on the environ-
ment.

US reverse logistics operator
Optoro estimates that 20 per-
cent of e-commerce returns
are destroyed or end up on
landfills as unsellable inven-
tory. As a result, Boston Con-
sulting Group estimates that
EUR 7 billion of returned
goods are destroyed every
year in Germany alone.
In order to combat this, we
have seen policymakers start
to implement sanctions on re-
offending retailers. In 2020,
France committed to outlaw
the destruction of unsold
products, including clothing
and electricals, by 2023. Re-
tailers will be forced to repair,
re-use, resell, or recycle
goods instead. According to
Bloomberg, the German envi-
ronmental ministry is report-
edly visiting various
e-commerce merchants to
gain a sense of the proportion
of goods that are thrown out
in anticipation of new regula-
tion being introduced.
This has consequently created
opportunities for the emer-
gence of "re-commerce," with
companies such as blinq.com
acting as a returns liquidator
for resale to consumers in
order to reduce waste. We
are also seeing the implemen-
tation of augmented reality
(AR) by some retailers in
order to help customers visu-
alize the product before pur-
chase, therefore reducing
returns and, subsequently,
waste.
For consumers, resale plat-
forms, including Depop and
Thrift, are becoming more
and more popular as the idea
of re-using clothing becomes
increasingly digital.

SEEKING MORE 

SUSTAINABLE WAYS

On a practical level, parcel de-
livery companies are also
seeking more sustainable
ways to deliver goods across
Europe. Over the past three
years, the annual number of
electric vehicle sales has al-
most tripled to 742,000 in
order to reduce carbon foot-
prints, according to EV-Vehi-
cles. Amazon's fleet of
electric vehicles is now mak-
ing deliveries in Los Angeles.
Amazon plans to expand this
to 100,000 vehicles by 2030 to
meet the company's climate
pledge of net-zero carbon
emissions by 2040.
What is increasingly apparent
is that the negative environ-
mental impact of online shop-
ping is not one to be borne
solely by the retailer, con-
sumer, packaging, or delivery
companies; it must be a col-
lective effort. With the issues
surrounding this topic very
much a global concern, we an-
ticipate further regulation
across all parts of the sector
in order to combat further
negative impacts.

The negative environmental impact of online shopping is not

one to be borne solely by the retailer, consumer, packaging, or

delivery companies; it must be a collective effort.
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