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Lessons Learned from Urban Freight Pilot Tests



INTRODUCTION
§ The last mile of delivery is undergoing tremendous changes,

experiencing new demands and new challenges. So, there is a
need for new transportation options and novel technologies.

§When studying new strategies or technologies, empirical research
and pilot tests are an important addition to theoretical and
simulation research, as they provide a realistic setting.

§ In this environment, unforeseen obstacles are encountered, risk
appetites tested, and economic motivations revealed.

§However, pilot tests are time-consuming, costly, and strategically-
intensive.



INTRODUCTION

We have done a number of urban freight pilot projects in Seattle, WA
during 2019-2021.



INTRODUCTION

§ This talk focuses on challenges faced during those pilots and offers
examples and lessons learned for those who are planning to design
and/or run future pilot tests.

§ The goal is to help others
oarticulate research and implementation plans involving pilot tests better

and more realistically, and
o save time and resources by skipping some of the challenges and obstacles

that the authors faced.

*Challenges mentioned are from pilots in the USA, and while most of them are generalizable to
any location around the world, some nuances may not apply to other countries.



CHALLENGE CATEGORIES

The challenges can be grouped into five overall categories: 

§ Location

§ Permits and Agreements

§ Collaboration Between Involved Parties

§Marketing and Engaging Community 

§Missing Regulations and Processes



Challenge 1: Identifying the Right Location

§ Finding the right location affects 
üpilot feasibility
ütraction received from the community
üinvolvement of public agencies and operator participation
üthe process to secure agreements between parties 

§Generally, for a successful pilot implementation, the needs and 
constraints of three groups should be taken into account: 
o Operator
o User
o Community



Challenge 1: Identifying the Right Location (Example)
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• Level base, power and stable 
internet connection
• Has a postal address
• Secure location
• Easy access for carriers
• Safe and well-lit location
• Extended access hours for users
• On-site management 
• Well-received by the community



Challenge 1: Identifying the Right Location (Example)

• Survey partners about their 
needs and requirements
• Discuss as a group and set 

the expectation that there will 
be trade-offs
• Reach out to local authorities 

and make sure they 
understand the project needs
• Consider access for users and 

operators
• Understand community 

concerns
Microhub



Challenge 2: Permits and Agreements

Locker location license issued by UW Real Estate

2-3 months

7               +  19           +  49            + 7 First approval

Seattle DOT permit for sidewalk locker

5-6 months



Challenge 3: Collaboration between Involved Parties

§Have an established POC per 
organization

§ Ensure all stakeholders 
understand project goals, stay 
motivated, and participate in 
clear communication.

§Having weekly check-ins with 
all involved parties proved 
invaluable to share progress 
updates on operation and do 
problem solving in real-time

Multiple parties involved in the 
microhub pilot



• For pilot tests wherein participation from users is needed, 
marketing plays an important role.

• It may require spending substantial project resources. 

•Marketing should be done early and consistently. 

• Engaging local agencies and community associations proved 
to be very helpful in tailoring the ads to the community needs 
and accessing local platforms to post the ads.

Challenge 4: Marketing and Engaging Community



Challenge 4: Engaging Local Agencies and Community 
Associations in Marketing/Advertising Efforts

Po
st

ca
rd

s 
m

ai
le

d 
to

 
ne

ar
by

 re
si

de
nt

s

Sandw
ich boards 

to prom
ote the 

public locker



§ A strategy/technology that is being tested for the first time will suffer from lack 
of relevant regulations and processes, requiring additional time/resources.

Challenge 5: Missing Regulations and Processes

What permit to apply for? Is a 
construction permit also needed?

Bike or commercial vehicle?
Where to ride/park?

Street/Navigation apps not 
designed for bike delivery.

§ Cities are encouraged to revise their regulations accordingly to be able to 
accommodate timely installation of new infrastructures/technologies. 



SUMMARY -- Lessons Learned
§ Identify the right location. Consider the needs and constraints of users,

operators and community.

§ Have on-site management.

§ Identify needs and barriers for securing required permits and agreements
and plan for those very early on.

§ Have an established POC per organization and regular check-ins with all 
involved parties and ensure there is a mutual understanding of the project 
goals.

§ Do marketing/advertising early and consistently and engage local agencies 
and community associations in those efforts.

§ Work with cities and local authorities to revise their regulations accordingly
to be able to accommodate timely installation of new 
infrastructures/technologies.
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