Amazon’s

HOW | GOT HERE

Prime Directive:

It’s in the Box

Each humble cardboard box travels a

circuitous route, from mill to doorstep and
beyond — we take you on the journey.

BY DONNA TAM
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b
- anbo bears an uncanny resemblance to an
Amazon shipping box. Based on a charactsr
from & Japanese graphic novel, the cardbeard
box robot has hundreds of thousands of
Facebook fens, featuras prominently on Pin-
— teresi pages, and s the subject of more than
55,000 Flickr photos, including whimsical images showing the
box creature embellished with Amazon's signature arrow.

While the standard Amazon !
shipping box may lack the ;
whimsy of Danhe, its popularity
and prominence in the gigantic
e-commerce machine thal is
Amazon is no less impressive.
The company has made a namge

offers two-day shipping on more
than 20 million itams for $99 2
yeat, get even more boxes than
standard shoppers.

“It’s too easy o order on
mobile during the day when I
remember thal I need some-

for itsell shipping brown hoxes thing;” says San Francisco banker

quickly, delivering items to Michelle Peralta, a longtime

our doors just days after online Prime member who gets about

orders are placed, two packages delivered to work
each week. It’s the convenience

Speed shopping that keeps her buying more.

“That reminds me — I need
to buy something. I ran out of

Members of the company’s
popular Prime service, which
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moisturizer this morning”

As online shopping has
grown, 50 too has the amount
of packaging wending its way
from e-retailers to consumers.
And no one is shipping more
than Amazon.

More than 250 million online
shoppers spent $48.8 billion on
physical products at Amazon
last year, up from $38.6 billion
the year before. Prime custon:-
ers, estimated at 25 million, are
more Hkely to spend twice as
much as non-Prime customers,
That adds up to billions of boxes
traveling around the world.

Like any paper product, Ama-
zon’s boxes go through a long
process to make it Lo our door-
steps. Once tossed out, they are
recycled and, evenlually, made
into another hox,

Just what does it take to
get those brown packages into
the shipping cycle? Here’s how
an Amazon box makes the
lonyg journey inte, and out of,
your home.

Out of the woods

Where do those cardboard buxcs
come from? Trces, of course.
Companies harvest trees for
wood f{ibers that are eventually
turned into packaging called
corrugated cardboard boxes,

To figure cut who made your
particular Amazon shipping box,
flip it over. Each box has a “box
certificate” — a printed seal that
Lists its manufacturer. Amazon
buys boxes from several makers,

There might also be a stamp
from the Sustainable Forestry
Initiative (SFI), which makes
sure that 66 percent of the fibers
used in each box comes from
responsibly managed forests in
the US and Canada. These are
carefuily managed forests, where
new trees arc planted to replace
those cut dawn,

On average, about 20 percent
of the 5142 million acres of tim-
berland in the US is certified by
programs like SFI, according to
the nonprofit, These are forests
that can be harvested to create
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- wood producls, including your
Amazon shipping box,

Ready to fil!

The most likely name you'll
find is International Paper, the
world’s largest manufacturer
of corrugated boxcs. The Ten-
nessee company is responsible
for one in every three boxes in
the world. (International Paper
doesn't identify its customers,
but its stamp is on the hottom
of Amazon’s boxes,)

Each paper manufacturer’s
operations are SFI-certified, too.
After trees are cut down, the logs
are sent to a paper mill, where
wood fibers are turned into pulp
and then paper, Rolls of paper
are {ed into a machine that forms
them into corrugated sheets. The
sheets are cut into cardboard box
flats, ready for assembly.

Inside the machine

Once the flattened boxes arrive
at Amazon (ulfiilment cenlers,
they become an important part
of a well-oiled processing net-
work, The company has more
than 40 centers in the US and
96 worldwide. The US facili-
ties employ more than 40,000
full-time workers.

[n faotage from CBS’ “60
Minules;” rows of shelves filied
with products are seen within a
1.2 million-square-foot center
(a space larger than 20 fonthall
fields). Amazon employees
pick and pack boxes thal iravel
through a series of conveyer

belts, scanners, forldifts, and
bright plastic bins.

When products are delivered
to the facility, they're scanned
and stocked on shelves, based
on Amazon sorting algovithms.
The algorithms determine
liow best to place ilems on the
shelves based on size and shape.
To get the goods to your door,
employees pick and pack items.
The boxes are then sorted into
<hutes, loaded onto trucks, and
whisked away for delivery.

The process is even more
hectic during the holidays.
Cyber Monday, the Monday
after Thanksgiving, was one of
the biggest online shopping days
of 2013, with customers from
around the globe ordering more
than 36.8 million items from
Amazon, That translates to 426
items ordered per second.

Closing the loop

On Pier 96 in San Francisco, a
200,000-square-{oot recycling
plant run by waste management
company Recology sits along the

. waterfront. When a San Francisco

resident throws an Amazon box
in a recycling bin, it cnds up here.

By the 10th of December each

year, there’s a mound of recycling,
But after Christmas 2013, the
facility received more cardboard
than Recology spokesman Robert
Reed had seen in the 20 years
he’s been with the company.

Although the center doesn't
track cardboard boxes by per-
centage, Reed saw an increase
in shipping boxes for small to
medium items — boxes sized to
fit, say, a book or folded sweater.
Amazon boxes are plainly vis-
ible, thanks to their arrow logo
and branded packing tape.

For San Francisco, a city of
about 843,000 people, Recycle
Central processes 3,000 to 3,100
tons of cardboard on average.
During the holiday season, that
figure can jump approximately
20 percent.

Seems like a lot of card-
board, right? Now consider how
much cardboard Americans use
nationwide. People threw away
29.5 million tons of corrugated
cardboard in 2012, according to
the US Environmental Protec-
tion Agency.

The number of baxes dis-
carded grew by nearly 23 percent
between 1990 and 2012. Luckily,
the popularity of recycling has
grown faster during the same
time frame, so less cardboard
was dumped in landfills,

Back to the beginning

Al the recycling plant, materials
— which start out as a mix that
includes cans, bottles, and paper
producls — are run through a
sort deck. Eight ta 10 people are
on hand to separate the items.

Workers pluck oul cardboard
and drop it in a chute that leads
to a baler, which compacts the
cardboard into a large cube about
6 feet wide and 3.5 feet tall. The
bales are pul in shipping contain-
ers and sent off to paper mills,
where many start new lives as
more Amaron boxes.

For Amazon Prime cus-
tomers, the arrival of a box at
their door signals a successful
customer service experience,
Prime member Peralta thinks
there’s little Amazon needs to do
to improve on the process, save
one thing: Shed like the option
to bundle items in one box if she
doesn’t need them right away.

"I do feel bad when it comcs
in a bunch of little boxes. It’s
wastcful,” she says, before adding
sheepishly, “but I still do it” e
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