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                            Inventory Control and Materials Management
      One of the crucial functions of the logistics and supply chain management that any competitive company must not ignore in this twenty-first century market is the implementation of  a strong inventory control and material management. It is almost impossible for a company to function efficiently and effectively without a successful inventory control of its materials. The trends in the current market put a lot of pressure on companies to keep up with their customers’ demands and “ipso facto” meet or exceed their expectations. To do this, companies must forecast their material demands and replenish their supplies to foster their value in customer services. 
     Wal-Mart knew all these keys strategic of supply chain success in an early age and took an effective aim on them to keep up with its customers increasing demands. We will examine the effective strategies used by the company to control its inventory and its material management, but first, we will analyze the two components that are the keens of the inventory control and material management: the Information Technology (IT) management system and the transportation and distribution system.
                                                 Logistics (IT) Management System
     The IT system is one of the key elements most of the companies use to run their business.  It “is comprised of computers, networks, mobile and wireless devices, satellite communications, robotics, videotext, cable television, electronic mail (“e-mail”), electronic games, and automated office equipment”( How important the Information Technology in the Society? para 2). The logistics IT management system is, therefore, the use of any electronic or satellite system to manage logistics. Since we are living in a technological world, the logistics IT management system allows companies to manage their materials and to have a better customer service. 
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Instead of controlling their inventory manually, companies use the electronic system to accurately forecast demands and replenish materials accordingly to create their materials and customer values. For example, a company can use a handheld device to scan a purchased item at the checkout point and the inventory is updated automatically to reflect that item on hand quantity. If the quantity of the item is below its forecast demand, the system will automatically reorder the remaining quantity to meet that forecast. 
                                 Transportation and Distribution Management Operations
     It is a system that enables companies to move their materials from one point to another to meet their customer wants and needs. It involves the use of any mode of transportation and distribution, such as trucks, locomotives and trains, cargo ships, pipelines, and airlines to move materials to the stores where they will be purchased by customers. It is a complex system that involves suppliers and buyers who work together. The transportation system and the distribution system go hand in hand. The first one is required for the second. Anytime we talk about the distribution, we must know that the transportation is the beginning aspect of it. Transportation plays a crucial role in the distribution. Companies could not distribute their materials without them being transported from their suppliers to their stores. “Transportation plays a connective role among the several steps that result in the conversion of resources into useful goods in the name of the ultimate consumer” (Sreenivas & Srinivas, 2013, THE ROLE OF TRANSPORTATION IN LOGISTICS CHAIN, Section 3.2. The Effects of Transportation on Logistics Activities, para 1). It is impossible for a company to function within its logistics system efficiently without an effective transportation and distribution system.
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     Wal-Mart was able to use the two main functions of inventory control and material management effectively and efficiently to run its logistics and supply chain management. We will analyze how the company invested heavily in its IT and transportation and distribution systems to make its supply chain a success of all times. 
Wal-Mart’s IT Management System : the Brain of the Company Inventory Management
     In order to track sales and merchandise inventories in its stores across the country and around the world effectively, Wal-Mart knows that it is crucial to invest heavily in IT and communications systems. Since the Company started expanding rapidly since its foundation in 1962,  it was essential to have a good communication system in order to keep up with customer demands around the globe. “Hence, Wal-Mart set up its own satellite communication system in 1983”(Varun, 2011, Wal-Mart Supply Chain Management, slide 7, bullet 3). This IT system enables the Company to reduce its unproductive inventory by allowing its stores to control and manage their own stocks. The main advantage of this strategy is the reduction of “the pack sizes across many product categories, and timely price markdowns” (Varun, 2011, Wal-Mart Supply Chain Management, slide 8, bullet 1). 
       I have a friend named Peterman who works as a General Manager in one of the Wal-Mart’s stores in Virginia Beach, Virginia. He explained to me how the Company uses its IT system to control its inventory and material management. He stated that Wal-Mart was able to use every aspect of IT capabilities to foster the availability of inventories on items that are requested frequently by customers. For example, during holidays such as Christmas and New Year, Wal-Mart already knew all items that need to be kept in large quantities for customers. The company 
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uses its demand historical data through the IT system to automatically generate a list of all these items before holidays. Also, around Valentine’s, Mother’s, and Father’s days, Wal-Mart’s IT capabilities enable its stores to replenish all items that customers always need the most during those times. This strategy also allows stores to reduce their inventory levels on items that are least needed by customers.
      One of the IT capabilities used by Wal-Mart to control its inventory management is the computer link system. “Employees at the stores had Magic Wand, a hand-held computer which was linked to in-store terminals through a radio frequency.” The system helps to keep track of the inventories in deliveries, stores, and backup products in stock at the distribution (Varun, 2011, Wal-Mart Supply Chain Management, slide 9, bullets 1 & 2).  This tells us how crucial the retail link system is the success of Wal-Mart’s logistics and supply chain management. The Company management knows the importance of the IT management system in running a successful business. Hence, more than twenty two years ago (in 1991), Wal-Mart “had invested approximately $4 billion to build a retail link system.” With more than 10,000 retail suppliers conducting business with Wal-Mart, this system enables the Company to monitor the sales of goods and to replenish its inventories. “Details of daily transactions (over 10 million per day) were processed through this system” (Varun, 2011, Wal-Mart Supply Chain Management, slide 12). 
        Wal-Mart’s Transportation and Distribution Management Operations: One of the
                 Crucial Parts of the Company Supply Chain Superstructure
      As I mentioned above, there is a strong relationship between the transportation and the distribution components in any company. So, it is for Wal-Mart. From raw materials to finished 
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goods, they play a vital role in logistics and supply chain management. Customers expect Wal-Mart to meet their wants and needs, and the only way the Company can get it done is to focus on rapid deliveries of products and services. And when we are talking about deliveries, we in other words are talking about transportation and distribution. Customers could not get their items if they are not delivered and distributed to the stores. 
     “Wal-Mart’s highly-automated distribution centers, which operate 24 hours a day and are served by Wal-Mart’s truck fleet, are the foundation of its growth strategy and supply network.  In the United States alone, the company has more than 40 regional distribution centers for import flow and more than 140 distribution centers for domestic flow” (Alyea, 2011). This transportation and distribution system allows the Company to respond to its customer demands more aggressively, efficiently, and effectively. Wal-Mart knows how crucial a strong transportation and distribution system is for the success of its logistics and supply chain management; therefore, the company takes great care in the training, hiring, assigning, and supervising of all drivers’ schedules and their assigned tasks and responsibilities. By doing so, the company is confident that its transportation and distribution operations system is the best in the current market competition.
     When Wal-Mart wants to build a distribution center in a new area, it makes sure there will be enough stores to support that center. If not, it will build new stores to meet that requirement. As the time goes by, the distribution center “is realigned to maximize efficiencies through a process called “reoptimization” (Troy, 2003).  This process enables Wal-Mart to build a powerful competitive strategy in new geographical areas where some of its competitors’ stores were already implemented. 
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     Another key transportation strategy used by Wal-Mart is the utilization on the Global Positioning System in the company’s trucking system. The GPS is installed in all trucks used by Wal-Mart’s drivers. The benefits of this strategy are as follows:
-Improvement in the utilization of trucks (no unnecessary stops or illegal use of trucks);
-improvement in fuel consumption;
-reduction of dispatcher and clerical expenses.
Some other benefits of GPS “ relate to the quality of service provided to the customer such as better on-time delivery performance; and the ability to notify customers in advance when a vehicle will be delayed or to reroute shipments” (Rishel, 1997).
     The above analyses of Wal-Mart’s inventory control management fostered by the incredible IT management and transportation and distribution systems let us affirm without a doubt that the company has an incredible success in Logistics and supply chain management. However, like in any other companies, there is no such a perfect supply chain operations. The rapid grow of technologies shows clearly that there are always rooms for improvements in any company’s supply chain management. Technologies change every day, and companies need to be aware of that in order to change or improve their operation strategies to meet the requirements of the current market and the future markets. I am sure Wal-Mart is working day in and day out to accommodate these requirements. 
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