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ATTENDEE LIST

Where has all the space gone?
 Key findings of The Great Warehouse Space Debate – Brexit and Beyond



The Brexit saga has focused attention on 
the shortage of warehousing in the UK. But 
is this simply an exceptional situation, or 
has Brexit revealed more systemic problems 
in UK warehousing provision? Here we 
reveal insights from eleven leading industry 
experts gathered for this specially convened 
Bis Henderson Space round table 
discussion. 
 
In late October Bis Henderson Space 
brought together a round table panel of 
warehouse industry experts at London’s 
appropriately named ‘In & Out’ club – more 
formally the Naval & Military Club. Chaired by 
logistics writer Nick Allen, and with special 
guest Kevin Mofid, who heads research into 
industrial and logistics markets for property 
agency Savills, ‘The Great Warehouse Space 
Debate – Brexit and Beyond’ provided intriguing 
insights into the problems of meeting 21st 
Century needs in a country which Savills have 
themselves characterised as ‘under-
warehoused’.
 
Mofid admitted that until around six years ago, 
warehousing estates, unlike shopping centres 
and London office developments “weren’t sexy 
at dinner parties. That changed with the arrival 
of Amazon”. By 2016, Amazon alone accounted 
for 27% of all new leases of warehouse space 
and research shows that, for every £1 billion of 
online spend, another 770,000 sq. ft of space is 
required. Another way of looking at the problem 
is suggested by a figure from the British 
Property Federation indicating that every 
household requires 69 sq. ft of space to support 
it. “If you think of the Oxford-Cambridge arc, 
where there is political pressure to build a 
million homes by 2050, that implies 69 million 
sq. ft of warehousing: that would take 2,000 
acres of land!”
 
In 2009 the vacancy rate was around 25%. Now 
the vacancy rate is 6.5% with just 7 million sq. ft 
being erected speculatively. “When the vacancy 
rate is below 10% that’s when rents increase. In 
parts of London rents have grown 94% in five 
years, hitting £30 per sq. ft, which historically 
was the rate for offices.”
 
It’s always the case that the objectives of 
landlords and tenants are never intertwined. 
“Fundamentally, the landlord is usually a large   
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pension fund investing your pension and their 
interest is to guarantee the longest term, 
highest rent contract with the strongest 
company as possible”. Some tenants or 
occupiers buy land and develop buildings 
themselves “but this is probably farm land with 
no prior planning permissions – are you going 
to spend three to five years bringing planning 
through, even for ultimate savings?” Meanwhile, 
the biggest ever UK deal was signed in 
September – by Jaguar Land Rover for a 20-
year lease on a 2.9 million sq. ft campus off the 
M42 and whereas ten years ago 3PLs usually 
accounted for 20% of demand, this year they 
have signed for about 40% of new space. “Is 
that Brexit, space for new contracts, natural 
growth, or something else?” he asked.
 
Brexit clearly has some impact but there may 
be more going on. Kal Singh was until recently 
Managing Director of furniture manufacturer 
Harveys. He said both they and their 
competitors are pushing a lot more ‘vertically’ 
from the UK manufacturing point of view, driven 
at least in part by the falling value of the pound. 
“Two years ago, we would more have favoured 
production in the Far East, but with the pound 
down, uncertainty about bringing products in, 
risks of congestion and so on, we have moved 
more vertically. Our site in Wales used to 
manufacture 14% of sales – now it’s 27%”. 
 
There are, Singh said, benefits around cash 
flow, credit insurance, and currency rates, but it 
is also about huge benefits to customers in lead 
times. There has been ‘Amazonification’ in the 
sector – for Amazon Prime customers the 
thought of waiting 16 weeks for a piece of 
furniture is now abhorrent. Now “We can control 
our vertical production; we can manage the 
dwell time in a distribution centre better 
because it’s ours. Two years ago, we would 
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"The British Property 
Federation indicates that every 

household requires
69 sq. ft of space to support it"



never have said to a customer at point of sale 
‘this is your delivery date’: we would say ’16 
weeks but we will call you nearer the time’. 
Being more vertical in the UK we can manage 
warehouse space much better”.
 
Matthew Whittaker (currently transitioning out 
from a post as UK Business Development 
Director with Kuehne + Nagel) pointed out that 
on-shoring requires significant capital 
investment to set up the infrastructure if you 
don’t already have it – “challenging, especially if 
it is based on a short-term punt on currency 
fluctuations?” Singh agreed but also pointed to 
economies of scale. “At 14% of sales, you don’t 
take domestic manufacturing seriously. But start 
double or triple shifting, sweat the assets to 
make 3,000 suites a week instead of 1,000” and 
even if the pound rises back, the situation is 
seen differently. The move isn’t driven by 
logistics, but it is related.
 
How, Nick Allen asked, were firms managing 
shorter term needs? Matthew Whittaker said, 
“short term deals follow the procurement culture 
that is driving the UK. We’ve all had people 
ringing up asking ‘can I have 5,000 feet here, 
5,000 spaces there, can we just have six 
months?’ The short answer is No. But you will 
always get the ‘KFC scenario’ - someone will 
put their hand up, do it for a price, and 
eventually hit the buffers”.
 
Kevin Lewis (Supply Chain Director at office 
supply company Staples, which since selling its 
UK retail arm is now actively managing for profit 
an excess supply chain capacity) agreed that 
“It’s often a distress purchase – like it’s a 
surprise they suddenly need three or five 
thousand pallet spaces. ‘Can we say yes, can 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

we say yes today, can we start tomorrow?’ ”. As 
Whittaker confirmed “The forecast tends to 
come out later than we logisticians would like. 
Christmas four months away and we ask for the 
numbers. ‘How would we know?’ And then they 
come out with the numbers and ‘please could 
we have some space’. Of course, we wouldn’t 
sign up before, on a contingency with big 
numbers attached that you kid yourself you 
don’t really need. But when we ask if we can 
reserve space for three months, the answer is 
‘No, but sign up for six months and we’ll shake 
hands.”
 
Mofid restated that the goals of all the players 
are not aligned. “The agent is working for the 
landlord, the landlord is investing your pension 
and wants the longest lease…” although, 
interjected Steve Purvis, Operations Director at 
Bis Henderson Space, “Is the agent working for 
the landlord? From some of my conversations 
I’d say the agents are very much working for 
themselves!” Sid Holian, Managing Director of 
Bis Henderson Space, said that “only this 
morning I have been talking about agents who 
often prevent us getting the right deal for 
customers, because we can’t access the 
customers. Sometimes when we are trying to 
get the best deal for a client the agent can be 
an inhibitor”.
 
And, said Whittaker, “It would still appear that 
too few landlords understand the businesses 
behind the rents in our world. CVAs (Company 
Voluntary Agreements) are increasingly more 
frequent, and by default, landlords have 
become the lender of last resort: whether they 
like it or not the tabloids have got them in the 
headlines as greedy, unreasonable landlords. 
 
 

"At 14% of sales, you don't take 
domestic manufacturing 

seriously"
 

Kal Singh,
Former Managing Director, Harveys

"The forecast tends to come out 
later than we logisticians would 

like"
 

Matthew Whittaker,
Business Development Manager, Kuehne + Nagel
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It’s just market rent but they are being made out 
to be the bad guys. Largely, still due to 
continued limited understanding of the business 
that sits behind the rent: is it sustainable, 
scaleable, replicable and future proofed?”
 
But the nature of landlords is changing. Mofid 
said “Go back ten years and the landlord 
community was very fragmented. One landlord 
owned three warehouses, at a push ten, in a 
portfolio of offices and shopping centres worth 
billions. There has definitely been consolidation 
– many landlords are specialists: all they own is 
logistic/warehouse space. That is, I perceive, 
changing things slightly.” 
 
It has been very difficult for supply to meet 
demand because most of the good sites are 
also good sites for houses. “What are we going 
to do? Build up like Hong Kong or Tokyo? The 
green belt, or something, has got to give, 
otherwise we have a perfect storm”.
 
But as Chrys Rampley, Manager Infrastructure 
& Security with the RHA, asked, who has any 
influence over local authorities and local 
transport plans? “I’ve been personally involved 
in the national policy planning framework and it 
took ten years just to secure ‘paragraph 107’ 
about lorry parking provision for logistics and 
retail parks, because lorry parking doesn’t have 
a designation.”
 
Land use isn’t the only issue. Singh looked at 
developments like Magna Park. “Lutterworth is 
tiny – how are they going to provide and 
manage the resource for warehousing, unless 
you automate a lot of warehousing. The 
resource demands are getting bigger and 
bigger, but the people, in particular are not 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

there”.
 
Andrew Reader, Commercial Sales Manager 
at XPO Logistics, entirely agreed. “When 
looking at new warehousing, look at the 
demographics, where the population is. Don’t 
build in busy golden triangle areas, build 
somewhere else. The mileage and 
infrastructure costs might be a bit more, but 
particularly with eComm, there are some very 
hungry operations at some times of year”.
 
Michael George, Head of Samsung SDS, said 
“Space has always been a supply chain 
consideration, but it used to be a simple stem 
mileage calculation. Where do my goods come 
from, where is it going, where do I want my 
warehouse? But employment is now a massive 
consideration – we’ve ended up building 
warehouses where we can get headcount 
rather than space. But the likes of Amazon are 
quite different: it’s a distributed stock model and 
they don’t always own the stock they hold; they 
have warehouses all over the UK, many of 
which are in non-traditional areas for logistics, 
but this helps to secure a workforce.” 
 
A key need, suggested Sid Holian, is for a 
fundamental look at planning rules. “We have 
areas of land set aside for industrial, and 
separately for residential. We need to bring 
these together”.
 
Labour shortages suggest automation but said 
Kevin Mofid: “a topic brewing up massively is 
energy availability. I have a map of every 
substation and its capacity and if you overlay 
that on the map for warehousing it doesn’t 
match up. If we are talking about automation,

"The green belt, or something, 
has got to give, otherwise we 

have a perfect storm"
 

Kevin Mofid,
Head of Industrial Research, Savills

"We have areas of land set aside 
for industrial, and separately for 

residential. We need to bring 
these together"

 

Sid Holian,
Managing Director, Bis Henderson Space
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clients pay for flexibility: rather than term 
leases, payment per foot or per pallet? And 
what type of building would that be? Is it a new 
concept for real estate?
 
Probably, thought George, it’s a blank canvass. 
One of the big challenges used to be IT, but 
with SaaS and the cloud, and not hosting your 
own WMS, all a building needs is structured 
cabling, RF/Wireless infrastructure, some 
modular shelving and it’s good to go for most 
needs. “Automation isn’t as rigid as it was ten 
years ago when it was of a more bespoke 
design.”
 
A lot to think of there, but as Sid Holian 
summarised, the problem is that so far nobody 
really owns the problem. “Nobody is really 
addressing the issues: everyone is just trudging 
along”.
 
Put that way, Brexit is just a minor bump in the 
road. 

alternative fuels and so on, something isn’t 
quite right”. Claire Snaith, Head of Business 
Development at Bis Henderson Space, cited 
the pressures in power industries to site power 
stations and infrastructure locally, which itself 
will have impacts on warehousing and logistics 
infrastructure. 
 
Automation is heavily invested and falling costs 
are making it more accessible for smaller 
players. But said George “If I was a pension 
fund, I’d want a 20-year lease with a client who 
will invest £50 million CapEx into the 
warehouse and therefore committed to the 
long-term”. That may be a threat to 3PLs if 
retailers are prepared to invest that money in 
automation, learn about it and use it as an 
opportunity to in-source.
 
Whittaker suggested that in 20 years’ time the 
‘normal’ 150 - 250,000 sq. ft sheds might 
become secondary structures as operational 
requirements continue to polarise. New 
networks will consist of mega fulfilment sheds at 
one extreme, and the network infrastructure to 
feed last mile urban delivery at the other. But, 
he said, “We’ve talked about multi-storey 
solutions such as in Hong Kong – we can go as 
high (or as low) as we like but we still have to 
service these sites. Every inbound supermarket 
artic represents c200 cars taking goods out, 
and we still haven’t developed last mile 
solutions for cities and road networks designed 
200 years ago. And will electric vehicles rewrite 
the rules? Only when legislation changes. Until 
then it still remains more cost effective to route 
in from out of town.”
 
Can we see speculative landlords building 
completely ‘plug and play’ buildings where 
 

"I have a map of every substation 
and its capacity and if you overlay 
that on the map for warehousing it 

doesn't match up"
 

Kevin Mofid,
Head of Industrial Research, Savills

"We've talked about multi-storey 
as in Hong Kong - we can go as 

high (or low) as we like but we sill 
have to service these sites"

 

Matthew Whittaker,
Business Development Director, Kuehne + Nagel
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STRATEGIC 
THINKING 
FROM BIS 
HENDERSON 
SPACE...
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Reflecting upon the shrinking availability 
rate for warehousing, we’d point to a 
largely untapped source of underutilised 
space within the market - there are plenty 
of businesses across the country that 
have underutilised warehouse capacity 
and a great many are searching for ways 
to put these resources to work – so the 
opportunity for collaboration is far and 
wide.
 
But for some more forward-thinking 
organisations flexible storage is part of a 
bigger plan, beyond the immediate 
concerns of Brexit. There are businesses 
that are prevailing by taking a strategic 
approach to utilising flexible storage 
space on a planned, on-going and co-
ordinated basis, creating a continuous 
dynamic buffer that flexes with the 
business. Most organisations tend to look 
to a broker to find more space as a 
contingency, or when things go wrong. 
However, we’re finding enlightened 
businesses are factoring in the use of a 
specialist service provider to their supply 
chain models, analysing and then 
segmenting steady inventory from 
unpredictable, higher risk stock. Rather 
than maintaining a steady state solution 
on 95% of peak inventory, with 5% held 
in flexible storage, forward thinking 
businesses are adjusting those levels by 
a few percentage points to make viable a 
more flexible, lower risk solution where 

Steve Purvis,
Operations Director, Bis Henderson 
Space

Together with an extensive open network 
developed over many years, it’s the 
strength of our relationships within the 
sector that really counts. Through being 
close to the industry we’re able to unlock 
hidden capacity, broadening the scope of 
our clients’ search for additional 
warehouse space. From feedback, we’ve 
found that there is a far higher likelihood 
of achieving a flexible deal of perhaps 
just a few months, at a well-suited 
location, when using an independent 
specialist provider. 
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WHAT WE DO...
 
 
 
 

short-term storage can be deployed 
when and where needed.“


