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Key trends, risks and opportunities every supply
chain leader must prepare for.

BY BALTISCHE CODEMASTER — SUPPLY
CHAIN AUTOMATION & DECISION SPEED LAB

2025 wasn't the year of supply chains.
It was the year of decision speed -
and 2026 won't forgive slow decisions.



Dear Reader,

You are holding the first-ever LinkedIn-style Supply Chain Outlook from Baltische
Codemaster.

We created this overview because the global supply chain landscape has entered
an era defined by volatility, pressure, and relentless disruption.

Business and supply chain management now resemble a championship that never
ends - one that runs 365 days a year. To succeed, a strong foundation is no longer
enough. You must search for advantage in every small detail and master the rules
that govern the market.

Looking back at 2025, one fact stands above all others:

The market changed faster than most companies could decide.

Geopolitics reshaped supply chains.

Structural risks intensified.

Old rules failed, and new rules emerged in the middle of continuous turbulence.
But the fundamental truth remains:

Companies do not lose to competitors - they lose to latency.

Latency in decisions.

Latency in processes.

Latency in adapting to structural change.

The time between the holidays is the perfect moment to look ahead. And it is
already clear that 2026 will not forgive a “wait-and-see” strategy.

This Outlook is not a prediction.

Its creation took several months, and the insights inside come directly from:

- feedback from our clients, and

— daily monitoring of global supply chain developments.

It is written as a guide for professionals working in supply chains, based on one
principle:

The risks we map must be acknowledged, and the opportunities we identify must
be used - because this is how competitive advantage is built.

And one truth remains unshaken:

Only those who keep moving forward - even when the world pushes against them
-reach heights others cannot follow.

Respectfully,

Renee Remmel

CEO & Supply Chain Advisor
Baltische Codemaster



WHAT WE LEARNED IN 2025

* Geopolitics became the primary driver of supply chain design.

Instead of a single rivalry, 2025 revealed a broad, multi-vector geopolitical
realignment affecting trade flows across North America, Europe, Asia and the
Global South.

Tariffs, export controls, investment screening, sanctions frameworks and regional
industrial policies increasingly shaped where companies source, produce and
ship — making political risk a permanent structural parameter of supply chain
planning.

* Nearshoring accelerated — driven not by cost savings, but by rising geopolitical
exposure.

Companies moved parts of their production closer to Europe to reduce
dependency on long, politically exposed supply routes (e.g., China-EU ocean
freight, Red Sea/Suez instability).

This shift, however, revealed new bottlenecks in Eastern Europe: limited labor
availability, rising wages, and energy price volatility.

 TEMU & SHEIN highlighted the power of speed + data integration.

Instead of traditional retail models, they demonstrated an end-to-end
production-logistics—data ecosystem that adapts faster than most established
companies can plan.

* JIT gave way to structural JIC.

Critical component buffers expanded 30-60%, confirming a permanent strategic
shift in inventory planning.

» Europe entered a long-term “war economy cost structure.”

Energy price volatility (fuel, gas, LNG) became structural, forcing companies to
reassess manufacturing competitiveness.

e Financial risk evolved into a new operational tax.

Sanctions controls, insurance costs and supplier financing pressures cut into
already narrow margins.

* Al readiness proved far lower than expected.

Most companies realized they lack clean data, process clarity and standardization
— the fundamentals required for real automation.

* Decision speed became the core bottleneck.

Talent shortages increased reliance on “memory people,” revealing slow manual
decision loops as a major competitive risk.

* Logistics chokepoints turned structural.

The Red Sea, Suez and other politically exposed routes became persistent high-
cost risk zones rather than temporary disruptions.

» EU sustainability rules created a new global compliance bar.

CBAM and CSRD made verifiable CO, and traceability data mandatory for
European market access — influencing suppliers far beyond the EU.




THE 8 BIG CHALLENGES FOR 2026

1. The “Speed Gap” Between East and West Widens

This gap is no longer about labor cost—it is about decision latency.

Eastern platforms convert market signals into actions within minutes.

Western companies receive the same data, but lose hours or days in internal
approval chains, spreadsheets and manual coordination.

The new competitive disadvantage is not price.

It is the time between knowing and acting.

2. Al Shifts From Hype to Execution — and Exposes Broken Processes

The real bottleneck is not the Al technology itself.

It is the absence of standardized, documented process ownership inside
companies.

Most organisations rely on “memory people” who hold the operational know-how
in their heads, not in systems.

Al cannot optimise a workflow that exists only as tribal knowledge.

Before any model can work, the organisation must define:

who does what, in which order, based on which rules — without exceptions.

In 2026, Al will not fail because of algorithms.

It will fail because processes are undocumented, inconsistent, and owned by no
one.

3. Inventory Financing Costs Hit Historic Highs

High inventory is no longer just a cashflow issue — it has become an operational
tax.

With rising interest rates, longer safety-stock cycles and higher supplier risk,
carrying costs now consume 2-5% of annual revenue in many industries.

Excess stock that once felt like “insurance” has turned into one of the most
expensive line items on the balance sheet.

In 2026, companies must actively manage working capital, or inventory will quietly
erode profitability.



THE 8 BIG CHALLENGES FOR 2026

4. Global Logistics Remains Structurally Unstable
Geopolitical tension has turned logistics into a permanently fragile system.
Red Sea disruptions, corridor closures, sanctions regimes, export controls, and
shifting alliances make stable global routing impossible.
Because of these political risks, logistics budgets must now include a mandatory
risk premium — covering rerouting, insurance, buffers and contingency capacity.
In 2026, cost-optimisation becomes secondary.
The primary goal is securing guaranteed throughput in an unpredictable political
environment.
5. Supplier Risk Concentration Becomes Untenable
2025 demonstrated that relying on one region, one political bloc or one key
factory creates systemic vulnerability.
Disruptions no longer spread linearly — they cascade across entire industries.
In 2026, supplier strategy must shift from “multiple vendors” to Geographic and
Political Diversification.
Sourcing models must explicitly include:

¢ country-risk scores

» trade-policy exposure

e sanctions sensitivity

* logistics-corridor stability
The objective is no longer redundancy.
The objective is resilience across political environments.
6. The Labour Shortage Becomes the No. 1 Operational Bottleneck
The labour shortage is no longer a hiring problem — it is a service-level risk.
As experienced “memory people” retire or change jobs, operational knowledge
disappears faster than it can be replaced.
When core processes depend on a handful of individuals, service quality becomes
unpredictable and customer commitments fragile.
In 2026, companies must digitize and document critical workflow knowledge
before it walks out the door.
The priority is not just automation —
the priority is protecting service levels from talent volatility.



THE 8 BIG CHALLENGES FOR 2026

7. Cybersecurity Becomes a Supply Chain Requirement — Not an IT Topic

In 2026, cybersecurity failures inside the supply base become operational
threats.

A supplier’s weak data governance can compromise your intellectual property,
customer data, production uptime and even regulatory compliance.

Your company’s risk exposure now extends across every connected partner in
your network —

the entire supply chain is only as secure as its weakest digital link.

This makes cybersecurity a mandatory component of supplier selection,
onboarding and performance evaluation — not an internal IT concern.

8. ESG & Reporting Become Mandatory Cost Elements for EU Market Access
In 2026, ESG is no longer a branding exercise — it has become a market access
gate.

CSRD, CBAM and new due-diligence rules require transparent, verifiable CO,
footprints and supply-chain traceability as conditions for selling into the EU
market.

Companies that cannot provide audited emissions data or upstream visibility
risk being excluded from major Western European customers and procurement
lists.

Compliance is now a structural cost of doing business —

not complying is no longer an option.



THE BIGGEST OPPORTUNITIES FOR
2026

OPPORTUNITY 1: Decision-Speed Advantage

In 2026, the fastest companies — not the biggest — will win.

Speed is the only scalable advantage.

Modern supply chains no longer compete on size, warehouses or freight rates.
They compete on decision latency — the time lost between:

Know — Decide — Execute.

This now must happen in minutes, not days.

And this is only possible when companies do one thing:

Move organizational logic out of spreadsheets and into automated systems.
When critical rules live in Excel files, inboxes, and “memory people,”

every decision slows down and speed becomes impossible.

To build real decision velocity, leaders must:

* Remove manual approvals from recurring decisions

(e.g., purchasing triggers, replenishment corrections, price exceptions)
 Convert recurring decisions into clear, documented rules

(forecasting logic, inventory balancing, escalation flows)

e Eliminate e-mail as an operational decision tool

(no more spreadsheet attachments, reply-all chains, informal approvals)

* Integrate systems so data flows automatically from signal to execution

— without waiting for human forwarding, copying or reformatting

Speed compounds.

Every minute removed from decision-making becomes a competitive advantage.



THE BIGGEST OPPORTUNITIES FOR
2026

OPPORTUNITY 2: Process Discipline & Standardisation

The foundation of Al readiness and operational reliability

Al and automation do not fail because the technology is immature.

They fail when processes are inconsistent, undocumented, or full of exceptions.
And the operational risk becomes critical when this process knowledge lives
only inside the heads of your retiring “memory people.”

When they leave, your systems, data and decision logic collapse with them.
To build a supply chain that can scale — and a company that Al can support —
leaders must eliminate variability and create process truth.

What leaders must implement:

 Describe processes in clear, auditable steps

Map the exact path from market signal = decision — execution.

Without this clarity, no automation engine can replicate the work reliably.

* Eliminate “special case” logic

Every exception hides a cost.

Standardised processes make costs visible, comparable and controllable —
instead of buried in workarounds and individual habits.

 Define ownership for every workflow (SSoT)

Each process must have a single owner responsible for:

- design consistency

- rule integrity

— auditability

- version control

Without ownership, processes drift, fragment and break under automation.
* Ensure the same task is executed the same way every time

Variation destroys data quality.

Inconsistent execution creates inconsistent data, which makes Al:

— impossible to train

— impossible to trust

- impossible to scale



THE BIGGEST OPPORTUNITIES FOR
2026

A company without process discipline cannot:

Vv trust its own data

v automate decisions

Vv scale Al models

v onboard new employees quickly

v withstand labour turnover

v maintain operational quality under stress

Process discipline is the only way to convert human tacit knowledge into a
permanent, scalable corporate asset and the only way Al can ever create real
value.



THE BIGGEST OPPORTUNITIES FOR
2026

OPPORTUNITY 3: Data Readiness: One Source of Truth

Without clean data, every system — ERP, Al, automation — becomes a liability.
Technology only works if the data behind it works.

Bad data does not only lead to bad decisions —

it inflates inventory carrying costs, distorts stock levels, erodes working capital,
and increases the risk of regulatory penalties.

In 2026, data hygiene is no longer an IT responsibility.

It is a financial, operational, and compliance requirement.

What leaders must implement:

* Clean product masters and attributes

Ensure the entire network — suppliers, planning, logistics, sales — speaks one
unified data language.

Dirty master data results in forecasting errors, wrong shipments, inventory
inflation, and service failures.

* Remove outdated or personal Excel files

Disconnected spreadsheets hide inconsistencies, break process integrity, and
introduce latency into the decision loop.

Every hidden Excel file = a hidden operational risk.

e Unify customer and supplier data

Accurate demand signals and resilient sourcing depend on clean, synchronized
partner data.

Fragmented records — fragmented decisions.

* Create a true Single Source of Truth (SSoT)

Planning, execution and financial reporting must run on the same synchronized
dataset.

This is the backbone for:

- real-time planning

- consistent replenishment

— traceability

— auditability



THE BIGGEST OPPORTUNITIES FOR
2026

* Ensure all operational data is audit-ready

(2026 critical requirement under CBAM /CSRD)

ESG/CO; and traceability reporting require verifiable, structured, audit-ready
data.

Organizations that cannot provide this risk restricted EU market access or
significant compliance fines.

Why this matters in 2026

A company that cannot trust its data cannot:

v automate decisions

v deploy Al at scale

v’ control working capital

v deliver consistent service levels

Vv pass regulatory audits

v build a resilient supply chain

Data readiness is not about perfection -

it is about creating financial reliability and decision - speed clarity.



THE BIGGEST OPPORTUNITIES FOR
2026

OPPORTUNITY 4: Micro-Integrations for Maximum ROI

Small automations. Big financial impact. Immediate decision-speed gains.

You don't need large, monolithic ERP projects to gain a competitive edge in 2026.
You need small, fast, Best-of-Breed micro-integrations that surgically remove
the human bottlenecks buried inside your daily operations.
Micro-integrations deliver value because they target the places where delay,
rework, errors and manual effort silently destroy margin.

In a world of rising labour costs, retiring experts, and high inventory financing
costs -

speed is the new ROL

What leaders must implement:

» Automatic forecast import

Eliminates hours or days of manual compilation.

Reduces human error and prevents planning delays that inflate inventory
buffers.

» Automatic replenishment triggers

(R, Q, Min/Max or dynamic parameters)

Reduces safety stock and frees up significant working capital — critical when
financing costs are at historic highs.

* Micro-workflows between ERP, WMS, CRM and BI

Ensures that calculated decisions (e.g., reorder, reallocate, expedite) are
executed immediately, not after email ping-pong or approval chains.

* Real-time visibility without spreadsheets

Removes Excel from the operational loop.

Accelerates scenario modelling and risk assessment by providing a single, always
- current digital view.



THE BIGGEST OPPORTUNITIES FOR
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Big ERP projects deliver slow returns.

Micro-integrations deliver fast, compound ROI, because they:
v remove latency from decision chains

v reduce error-related losses

v minimise manual workload in a labour-scarce market

v improve service levels without adding headcount

v enable Al-readiness by stabilising data flow



THE BIGGEST OPPORTUNITIES FOR
2026

OPPORTUNITY 5: Digitalization of Physical Flow

Physical movement must become digital movement.

You cannot plan what you cannot see.

The inability to synchronise physical inventory (execution) with planning
systems (ERP/APS /WMS) is one of the biggest hidden drivers of:

- inaccurate forecasts

- inflated safety stock

- lost working capital

— service failures

When physical flow is not digitised, every planning system is working with a lie.
What leaders must digitalise in 2026:

* Warehouse Operations

Real-time location and status of every SKU —

reduces required safety stock and eliminates “ghost inventory.
 Production Lines (WIP visibility)

Automated insight into Work-in-Progress —

ensures accurate promise dates and protects customer commitments.

* Goods Receiving

Immediate, verified data capture (no delays, no paper) —

accelerates product availability, prevents GR /IR mismatches, and speeds
payment cycles.

* Picking & Packing

Workflow automation with scanned confirmations —

eliminates manual errors and reduces dependency on scarce low-skill labour.
* Internal Transport & Material Movement

Tracking material flow across the site —

identifies bottlenecks in cross-docking, sequencing, and yard management.



THE BIGGEST OPPORTUNITIES FOR
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What this unlocks (the strategic benefits)

* Real-time accuracy — Reliable planning

Clean, immediate execution data feeds forecasting models with truth — not
assumptions.

* Lower inventory financing costs

Accurate visibility reduces safety stock, freeing up capital when financing costs
are at record highs.

e Fewer errors, fewer disruptions

Human error drops sharply once workflows become digital — freeing talent for
problem-solving, not firefighting.

* Reduced dependency on manual labour

Digital execution decouples output from staffing availability, a critical advantage
in the 2026 labour shortage.



THE BIGGEST OPPORTUNITIES FOR
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OPPORTUNITY 6: Supplier Diversification Intelligence

Resilience requires more than multiple suppliers - it requires geopolitical and
structural diversification.

2026 requires a shift away from the outdated concept of “we have two suppliers,
so we're safe”

You are not safe if they are in the same country, on the same logistics corridor,
or exposed to the same sanctions regime.

Ignoring supplier concentration risk is now a boardroom-level liability -

one that can halt production, trigger contractual fines, or result in loss of
market access.

What leaders must implement:

* Score suppliers by country-risk and trade exposure

Evaluate geopolitical stability, trade policy exposure, sanctions adherence and
CBAM alignment.

Avoid Geopolitical Blind Spots - where your supply network fails without
warning.

* Diversify beyond single regions

Build a supply chain that can survive multiple geopolitical futures at once, not
just the scenario you hope for.

Regional diversification is now a competitive capability.

* Validate logistics corridor stability

Assess fragility in key corridors (Suez/Red Sea, Panama, Taiwan Strait, US-
Mexico crossings).

Include the political risk premium directly in routing and cost models.

e Integrate risk signals into sourcing decisions

Use real-time geopolitical, regulatory and logistics intelligence to shape
sourcing choices.

Think beyond risk mitigation - use regional sourcing as a growth catalyst for
new markets and nearshoring partnerships.
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A company that optimises for cost alone becomes fragile.

A company that optimises for resilience becomes scalable.

Resilience now matters more than redundancy.

Intelligent diversification is the only way to manage the “Geopolitical Tax” -
and to guarantee long-term market access in an increasingly unstable world.
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OPPORTUNITY 7: Cybersecurity as a Competitive Differentiator
Security is no longer an IT function - it is a trust function.
And trust has become the new currency of B2B commerce.

Cyber risks are now supply-chain risks.

In 2026, cybersecurity maturity becomes a required layer of trust -

a measurable factor that determines who receives high-value contracts,
who becomes a preferred supplier,

and who is excluded from critical value chains.
A single weak supplier can compromise:

- your IP

- your customer data

— your production uptime

— your access to regulated markets

2026 leaders use cybersecurity not just for protection,
but as a strategic differentiator that strengthens commercial positioning.
What leaders must implement:

* Reduce Insurance & Compliance Costs
A verifiable cyber-secure supply network lowers the risk premium,
reduces insurance costs,

and prevents fines tied to data protection and regulatory compliance.

* Accelerate Supplier Onboarding

Embed cybersecurity maturity directly into supplier qualification.
Secure partners onboard faster,

reducing procurement cycles and strengthening resilience.

e Guarantee Uptime and IP Protection

Protect core operations from supplier-level breaches that can stop production.
Ensure customer data and proprietary technology are fully shielded.
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* Build Trust as a Commercial Asset
Cyber maturity signals reliability.
It increases win rates in competitive tenders and global sourcing processes.

Why this matters in 2026

Customers, regulators, insurers and OEMs now expect measurable
cybersecurity maturity.

Supply chains are connected - meaning your risk equals your weakest digital
link.

A high cybersecurity posture is no longer IT hygiene.

It is a mandatory selling point - a commercial advantage that differentiates
leaders from laggards.

Security = Trust.
Trust = Access.
Access = Growth.
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OPPORTUNITY 8: Systemic Knowledge Capture
In 2026, the largest operational risk is knowledge loss - not technology failure.
When your experienced “memory people” retire, they take with them the tacit
decision logic that holds your operations together.
This creates a double impact:
1.Service levels collapse, because the organisation cannot reproduce their
judgement.
2.Automation projects fail, because no Al or system can replicate
undocumented human logic.
This is why knowledge capture is no longer an HR initiative -
it is a core operational and strategic requirement.

What leaders must implement:

* Capture and document critical workflow knowledge

Record the who, what, when and why behind every recurring decision.

Not as paperwork, but as structured operational logic.

* Digitise decision logic

Transfer planning rules into specialised Best-of-Breed systems -

not into generic ERP customisations that break during updates.

* Preserve planning rules before talent leaves

Ensure that new hires can become productive in days, not months,
because the rules they rely on are systemised, discoverable and repeatable.
* Reduce dependency on “memory people”

Make process audits and knowledge standardisation a leadership responsibility,
not an informal expectation placed on long-tenured employees.
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Knowledge trapped in people makes your organisation fragile.

Knowledge embedded in systems makes your organisation scalable.

When knowledge lives in systems — not in individuals —

resilience becomes replicable, and your captured operational logic becomes
your most valuable, non-retiring asset.

You cannot automate what you cannot articulate.
Systemised knowledge is the foundation of speed, resilience and Al readiness.



Thank you for taking the time to read this Outlook.

The purpose of this guide is not to create fear, but to give every reader clarity
and a long-term view of 2026.

As the year begins, your company stands on the same starting line as all of your
competitors.

And 2026 will not be the year where the biggest wins.

It will be the year where the fastest, the most disciplined, and the most data-
accurate companies pull ahead — and stay ahead.

Remember this:

If you have a system that keeps moving forward even in turbulence, you do not
truly have competitors.

You have momentum.
And momentum always wins.
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