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On June 2, less than a month after United Parcel Service Inc. announced a $1 billion expansion of its Worldport international air-cargo hub, the shipping giant began flying a new route from Louisville to Chihuahua, Mexico. 

That fact alone isn't astonishing, given that UPS rapidly is expanding its air-freight service offerings. But the addition of another route between Louisville and Mexico is a microcosm of the growth precipitating the need for the hub addition. 

UPS has more than 1,100 employees and 430 delivery vehicles in Mexico, making it UPS's largest market in Latin America and one of the fastest-growing markets UPS serves, said Jean Robert Cor​vington, UPS director of sales and marketing for Mexico. 

Corvington declined to disclose specific figures for the company's Mexico shipping volume. 

But, he said, "the import volume into Mexico has been growing by double digits for the last three or four years, and export volume grew by double digits in 2005. Most of that goes through Louisville. 

"As a result of what we're doing (in Mexico) and the expansion around the world, UPS has seen the need to invest another billion dollars in Worldport to keep up with the growth," said Corvington, who is based in Mexico City, Mexico. 

Officials with UPS's top competitor, FedEx Corp., also declined to disclose the company's shipping volume with Mexico. Officials with the industry's third-largest company, DHL International GmbH, did not respond to requests for information. 

UPS supersizing Mexican flights 

UPS flies one small-package flight daily between Louisville and each of its hubs in the Mexican cities of Monterrey, Guadalajara, Tijuana and Mexico City. 

In the near future, UPS will add a second daily flight to and from Guadalajara and a second daily flight to and from Monterrey, Corvington said. 

UPS also has beefed up the size of the aircraft serving those airports, moving from the Boeing 757 to the larger Airbus A300. 

"We are increasing our air network dramatically," Corvington said. "We will continue to upgrade aircraft to meet demand." 

It also flies the new freight route between Louisville and Chihuahua, with a stop in between at Ciudad Juarez. 

All air cargo shipped from UPS's Mexican hubs, be it computer chips shipped by a manufacturer in Mexico City or a tin of cookies shipped by a grandmother in Monterrey to her grandchildren in Denver, passes through Louisville. 

And as UPS's business grows south of the U.S. border, activity will continue to pick up at Worldport, Corvington said. 

More of the world's cargo will stream into Louisville in the coming months as UPS's heavy freight division, the former Menlo Worldwide Forwarding Inc., opens its new $82.5 million facility at Louisville International Airport. 

Using Worldport as a selling tool 

Each year, Corvington brings dozens of clients from Mexico to Worldport so they can get a firsthand look at how their goods move through one of the world's most technologically advanced sorting hubs. 

"When they see the facility, it increases their loyalty big time," Corvington said. "They become 'brown.' " 

Corvington's tour also includes the company's pilot-training facilities and the UPS Supply Chain Solutions facilities on Outer Loop. 

At those facilities, UPS performs third-party logistics -- picking, packing, warehousing and shipping -- for large corporate clients, such as computer and electronics manufacturers, pharmaceutical companies and medical-device manufacturers. 

On the return trip to Mexico, Corvington takes the clients to see the UPS Atlanta headquarters, showing them the buildings where the company stores its backup databases. "Most people tell us that they take for granted what happens to their packages when they leave their loading docks," Corvington said. "Letting them see the technology involved in the process puts things into perspective for them." 

Dealing with customs can pose a challenge 

Importing and exporting parcels has become easier for United Parcel Service Inc. over the years, but even a company with the experience of UPS still has struggles with the Mexican customs system. 

In most countries, the person or company shipping a parcel is responsible for the contents of that parcel. But according to Mexican law, the company delivering the package must be able to prove that the items in the package match the items listed on the package's accompanying documentation. 

As a result, UPS has spent hundreds of thousands of dollars in gamma-ray technology, and employees open random packages, all in an effort to verify contents, said Jean Robert Corvington, UPS director of sales and marketing for Mexico. 

"This creates a lot of headaches for us and demands a lot of extra work," Corvington said. "Customs modernization is needed." 

UPS isn't alone in its Mexico customs headaches, said Peggy Pauley, director of the Louisville office of the U.S. Export Assistance Center. 

Many Louisville-based companies doing business in Mexico have sought the center's assistance when they have had problems trying to clear goods through customs. 

"There have been challenges, but we're usually able to help companies through those," Pauley said. "If you can sell product here, and you have a good reputation, you're likely to do good there." 

