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Chemical Logistics: 
7 Tips for Choosing a Partner 
for Storage and Distribution

The liability and safety risks associated with hazardous material
storage and shipping demand a close, careful evaluation of third 
party logistics partners (3PLs) for chemical logistics services. 
Following are 7 tips to help you tell the experts from the imposters.

1. Check the provider’s reputation with objective sources.
Don’t rely on the 3PL’s marketing claims to gauge capabilities. Check
those claims against the opinions of outside companies and agencies
familiar with the provider. For instance, local fire departments with
jurisdiction over the provider’s warehouses are part of the local
permitting process and will be aware of the company’s ability to
manage health, safety, security and environmental requirements for
hazmat storage. With a little research, it may also be possible to
identify the 3PL’s current or past customers. Call up these companies 
and ask for a candid assessment.

2. Look for experience handing the class of chemicals you market.
3PLs that handle one class of chemicals are not necessarily qualified to
handle others. For instance, non-regulated chemicals do not require
the same stringent storage and handling procedures as flammables,
oxidizers, explosives, corrosives, and other hazmat substances.
Flammables, for instance, require firewalls and in-rack sprinklers.
Make sure the provider understands the requirements for your class 
of chemical and has the necessary operating procedures, permits, 
and physical environment to store and handle such products.

3. Limit transportation miles.
With chemicals, fewer miles are better. For one, hazardous chemical
transportation is dangerous, and more miles means more risk.
Secondly, transporting chemicals is expensive. Commercial drivers with
a hazmat endorsement on their licenses earn 15%-20% more an hour
than other drivers. Equipment and insurance costs add to this
expense. The location of the provider’s warehouse is very relevant to
the goal of reduced miles. Finding a provider that is centrally located
to efficiently reach your customer base will reduce your costs and risk.
Many chemical companies establish regional distribution points to
service local customers, including will-call service.
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4. Dig into the experience of key personnel.
Ask about the chemical logistics experience of those
supervising and operating your business. These
people should be advising you, not the other way
around – on regulations, paperwork and operating
procedures. How deep does the provider’s training
program go? Some 3PLs train only top-level associates
instead of doing regularly scheduled training for all
workers who touch the account. Ask to see a copy of
the provider’s Environmental, Health and Safety Plan,
which should include details on the training program.
If transportation management is part of the solution,
make sure the provider is well-versed on the
regulatory requirements for packing and shipping for
all relevant modes of transport – IATA (air), IMDG
(sea) or DOT (over the road).  For trucking services,
understanding federal regulations is not enough since
rules change as hazardous cargo crosses state lines.
Bottom line: there is a significant level of detail and
complexity involved in chemical logistics, and the
provider’s training program should reflect this.

5. Choose a partner for present AND future needs.
Too many Requests for Proposals ask only about a
3PL’s ability to address current needs. Instead, you
should anticipate your needs well into the future and
look for a partner that can satisfy these requirements
to avoid the cost and risk involved in switching
providers. For instance, today you may not be moving
goods via rail, but you may want to exploit this
lower-cost shipping option in the future. In that case,
choosing a warehouse with a rail spur is smart
planning. Likewise, your need today might be for
simple pallet in/pallet out storage and distribution.
But what if future requirements involve, for instance,
repackaging 50-gallon drums into ten 5-gallon pails?
Can the provider handle the job? Does the provider
even want to do this kind of work?

6. Look for a provider of integrated logistics
services.
You’ll find many candidates for chemical warehouse
services and many for last-mile transportation. But 
the pool of chemical logistics providers that can
integrate these services with seamless visibility to
product at rest and in motion is much smaller.  

The advantages of integrating logistics services with
one provider include:

• Maintain the integrity of the product 
throughout the distribution cycle, including 
adherence to temperature control 
requirements.

• Create a closed loop supply chain by bringing 
reusable containers back to the warehouse 
after deliveries.

• Ease your management administrative burden 
by having a single point of contact.

7. Find out how active the provider is in industry 
groups.  
Environmental and safety regulations are constantly
changing in the chemical industry. Providers need
to remain active in industry groups to stay abreast
of these changes. If they are not, it’s fair to
question their commitment to serving chemical
industry customers. The Chemical Council of 
the International Warehouse Logistics Association,
the National Association of Chemical Distributors,
and the Warehousing Education and Research
Council are just a few of the organizations that
provide education on chemical storage and
transportation practices.


