Tilting at Windmills #67

By Brian Hibbs

(Originally Ran in Comics Retailer #68)

Let's start with some nice words.

I think that in the initial stages of the UPS strike, Diamond Comics Distribution worked hard to minimize the effects of the strike.  I think that they did a very good job with making a very bad situation better.  And I think they should be absolutely applauded for absorbing the significant costs in getting the comics out to drop points.

I actually expect nothing less, but they should be applauded, nonetheless.

Now, one can make a valid argument that the drop points were not a viable alternative for a great number of retailers (predominately more rural ones); or that DCD could have been a little more efficient in contacting people, or dispensing information, but all things considered I think DCD did a good job.

I had a debate with another retailer on Compuserve on this topic -- one has to look at the capabilities of a system when one tries to find a reasonable course of action that system can take.  What I mean by this is that this retailer suggested that DCD should have run a physical truck route out to the door of each retailer.  His position was not unreasonable (facing a 3+ hour drive each way to get the funny books is not exactly an appealing situation), but was unrealistic to implement.

For example, according the February Diamond Dialogue, there are only 41 customer service representatives -- 1 team leader and 4 phone rep and 1 field rep for each of the 6 distribution centers (Atlanta, Baltimore, Dallas, LA, Plattsburgh, Sparta) and the same without the field for "international".  We've no firm statement for distribution personnel, but I think it is safe to assume that the numbers there might be a dozen per -- figure there might be at or around 75 warehouse workers domestically.

According to all reports, Diamond services approximately 4000 accounts.  If DCD has customer service call every account, each of the 41 reps has to make about 100 phone calls.  Assuming a mere five minutes a call, that's eight hours and twenty minutes.  Dealing with busy signals, or answering machines, or whatever, plus human needs for rest and food, you have to figure Diamond is doing pretty darn good if they can get in touch with every customer within a day and a half.  And I bet there a few accounts that they simply can't get in touch with.

How about routes?  Let's even go nuts and think that only half of Diamond's accounts need delivery -- if each truck can do 20 stops, they'd still need one hundred trucks to do the job.  Diamond is unlikely to have 100 employees who could legally drive a truck!

Even adding in credit, and management, it is unlikely that much more than 150 people work for DCD that come into direct contact with entering, pulling, or invoicing your comic books.  That means that, on average, you have about 1/3 of a person working for you!  I think when you look at it in those terms, you can't help but conclude that, actually, it is pretty darn amazing that we ever get comics at all, let alone received them during a UPS strike.

So, give them props, people.

The game store down the block from me apparently got nothing during the 3 weeks of the strike that they didn't go pick up from their distributors.  That's gotta suck.  All kinds of businesses were virtually shut down because they didn't have distributors who made and executed a plan.

I think we also need to applaud Diamond for absorbing the costs involved in these drop points.  Now, they claim $40k in expenses (and I don't think all of those could be pass-along expenses -- I don't recall the number of drop-off points, but I think it was like 20, and that's $2000 a point, which I just can't see)  However, we have to acknowledge that it is still a very large amount of money -- probably larger than the net profit of any single comic book shop for an entire month.

Further, let's give them a hand for absorbing that cost for the third time, after announcing a $3 per box charge!  Y'know, sometimes we retailers can be a bit harsh on Diamond, and oftimes for valid reasons, but you gotta admit that it was totally standup for DCD to reverse a previously announced charge.

Let's hope (knock wood) that such a thing doesn't happen anytime again, but what could Diamond have done better?

1) Communicate the possibility of a strike, and the reaction to same much sooner.

I happened to know the strike was coming, because I try to be friendly with our UPS driver(s).  But Diamond didn't properly flag the strike until we were well into it.  Diamond should have had notification about significant possibility of the strike in the Diamond Dateline from the week before, as well as an outline of the options that were available to us.  Retailers were not given sufficient notice to warn their Wednesday customers from the previous week, nor were solid plans in our hand until the 11th hour.

2)  Keep new comics day "as scheduled." It was terribly foolish after the first week to hold out for a Monday resolution of the strike before doing drop-off points.  Realistically, holding "new comics day" until Thursday past the first week made no real sense -- every retailer loses a day of sales, and there was little chance that UPS could have actually made the "right" delivery day.

It is that last point that makes me pig-biting mad.

Because I got stuffed by it.

As I say, Diamond deserves kudos during the strike -- they have a realistically small, and relatively inefficient, system that is no longer structured to deal with anything except their standard UPS shipping that somehow managed to transcend its limitations to get the majority of their customers weekly product with a minimum of errors -- it is after the strike that they deserve to have their ass kicked.

UPS was backed up.  Not only did they have the majority of the material in the system from when the striking workers walked off the job, but the moment the strike ended, shippers dropped huge volumes of material immediately into the system, trying to get themselves back on schedule.  Couple that with the natural tendency of people to gear back up slowly, it is very difficult to believe that UPS would be back to full efficiency for something near an equal of amount of time after the strike.

To immediately ship the next week's shipment via UPS was a rookie move.  Diamond had the responsibility to ensure that their announced shipping plans would work.

To be fair, UPS has supposedly assured DCD of "90%+" capability.  But to this pair of jaded eyes what that says is they are at 10% not-capability.

That's too much.

Anything less than 99% capacity is not sufficient.

As I understand it, a significant portion of US comics retailers didn't get their delivery on Wednesday, as due.  In the Bay Area most retailers got partial shipments on Thursday, and received the balance the next day.  This was apparently not an unusual circumstance, though I'm loath to say much without any statistics.  As it was relayed to me, however, 66 retailers did not receive all of their product as of Friday -- with the labor day holiday that means none of these retailers would get that product until the following Tuesday.  At the earliest.

I know.  I was one of them.

I'm glad to say we finally got the comics today, Wednesday -- a full week after they were scheduled.  Hopefully, so have the rest of the 66.

Why am I mad?  During the strike, I've spent a fair amount of time on the phone with DCD suggesting several times that UPS could not possibly be up to speed in time to guarantee shipping -- that drop points should be continued where ever feasible.

Diamond was not enamored by the idea.  Diamond would not seriously consider it.

I understand this, but I'm just sick of getting caught in the barrel.

I've grown amazingly tired that the retailer has no recourse, has no power, has no say, and has no ability to change any of this.

There are times I believe with passion and fervor that we can (and do) make substantial changes when we use our voice, but then there are times (like this week) where I feel like it doesn't really matter because the rules of the game are against us from moment one.

If you don't receive your comic shipment by the weekend, you should immediately have as much of it filled as possible by overnight shipping, as well as be fully returnable in a month.  Is it reasonable to expect someone to pay full shipping when the product takes days to arrive?  These seem to me to be sensible, prudent, and no-brainer ideas, but when one asks about any of these things, the answer always comes back as "we haven't thought about that

yet"

Well, I sure have, and seeing as how some sort of shipping problem must logically happen for at least 1 retailer a week, I bloody well expect to see policies in place before it happens to me.  Or you.

Diamond is pretty darn good when it comes to "big picture" issues, like setting smooth drop-points in motion.  But it sometime feels as though when it comes to individual decisions ("in what manner do we fix this situation?") they usually bobble the ball.

I wish I knew how to change this.  I wish I could find the magic wand to wave and make Diamond and the brokered publishers see how they needed to take into account the individual needs of the individual retailers before they make the decisions that effect me.

But, I fear, that the leading cause of retailer burnout is not late books, or bad comics, or too much retail, or whatever -- it is the reaction (or lack thereof) of those "powers that be" that causes the burnout.  I've never been closer to actually entertaining the notion of "well, screw this -- I don't need the headache for the pittance I make" then I was in the face of "we'll see what we can do".  See this!

Once, just once, it would like to wake up to a phone call of, "we've been tracking your books, and we don't think you're gonna get them, so we've already started pulling you replacements, and you can reduce this week's shipping bill by $50"  -- or at least something in the same vein.  "You are important to us, and here is how we're going to show you"

Because deeds are more important than words.

********************
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