Supply Chain
INDUSTRY INSIGHTS

The Weakest Links

Global supply chain issues require new
strategies and a lot of patience.
By Judy Leand

T

a new ball game that I’m not used to
dealing with. Prices are going up and
shipping costs are rising—it’s not a
pretty picture for the rest of the year.”
On a global scale, the snarled supply
chain has resulted in raw materials
and inventory shortages and extensive
shipping delays. For example, a recent
surge in Covid-19 cases in Southeast
Asia—notably Vietnam and Malaysia—
has throttled ports and locked down
plantations and processers, sparking
extended disruptions of raw materials. Port congestion plus a lack of
warehouse workers and truck drivers
are adding to the logistical nightmare,
and many experts believe the pain will
continue well into the second half of
2022 and perhaps into 2023.
As Bloomberg.com reported, “The

It’s great that our sport
is growing and thriving,
but we need more product
delivery to keep people
in the game.

SHUTTERSTOCK

hroughout the Covid-19
pandemic, and now with
the Delta variant, supply
chain problems have
continued to snowball
for retailers, court-products suppliers
and others in this industry. Although
racquet sports participation remains
on an upward trajectory, the increasing popularity means more players are
seeking out new gear, exerting additional pressure on manufacturers and
retailers to deliver goods which are,
and will continue to be in the months
ahead, in short supply.
John Swetka, owner of Swetka’s
Tennis Shop in Mountain View, Calif.,
says two of his major racquet brands
can’t get him product, and one major
shoe brand hasn’t sent him new shoes
in six months. “There are no women’s
size 8 shoes [of any brand] anywhere
in the store,” he says.
“Supply chain issues are going to kill
me! I’m in the most frustrating part of
this right now,” Swetka said in midSeptember. “For the rest of the year, I’ll
be chasing products and I won’t be able
to sell my customers a pair of shoes.
We’ve been busy, so we’ve sold out. It’s

system underpinning globalization—
production on one side of the planet,
connected to consumers on the other
by trucks, ships, planes, cranes and
forklifts—is too rigid to absorb today’s
rolling tremors from Covid-19, or to
recover quickly from the jolts to consumer demand or the labor force.”
So, how can the racquet sports
industry contend with such a hairball
of a situation? “I think everyone is
doing what they can to secure product,
which means using new partners, new
vendors and thinking outside the box,”
says Mickey Maule, managing director
of Engagement and Services for the
USTA. “We [USTA] have communicated to providers and key partners
to pre-book product if you haven’t
already done so to avoid shortages and
plan out your business for the year.”
While Maule doesn’t believe supply
chain issues are impacting the types
and numbers of programs being offered by racquet sports associations,
he does point to shortages in certain
areas, such as specific grip sizes
and SKUs. Finding the right product “takes a bit more effort than in
previous years when the market was
oversaturated with product,” he says.
“I think this has been a wake-up call
to retailers who do not plan out their
business, and likewise for manufacturers that may not have seen this
type of demand before. Forecasting/
planners are now critical to success.”
On a brighter note, Maule says, “The
good news is that the demand continues and we expect it to remain well
beyond 2022. I think it will be a steady
improvement through 2022 and
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THERE IS ALWAYS TIME TO PLAY.

I’m sure we’ll see product allocated
throughout distribution channels.”
He expects that in the back half of
2022, pre-booked orders will begin to
align with production and demand as
logistics and port issues smooth out.
But sometimes no amount of planning can get retailers what they need
in a timely manner. “Reps are saying
to order big and you might get the
product,” says Swetka. “It’s also frustrating that some manufacturers are
making product available to consumers online, but are not making that
product available to retailers.”
Brad Blume, managing partner of
Tennis Express in Houston, is also
upset. “The next 12 months will be difficult because the issue won’t be resolved
short-term. It's impacting sales and our
ability to meet our customers’ expectations. It’s a complex situation and it
seems to have spiraled out of control.”

Blume observes that shipping prices
have gone up five- to tenfold due to
overseas container shortages, and
manufacturers are increasing prices
as a result. Even the most basic items
are becoming more difficult to procure—Blume and many other retailers
cite a worldwide tennis ball shortage
as being particularly aggravating.
“At this moment, we’re out of tennis
balls,” exclaims Mark Mason, owner of
New York City-based Mason’s Tennis.
“In my 46 years in business, we’ve
never been out of balls. We’re close to
2019 regarding momentum, and the
only thing that can stop us is a lack of
product. I’m now spending half the
day searching for things.
“We’ve always valued our ability
to have what the customer wants,”
Mason continues. “Our credo is, ‘If we
don’t have it, we can get it for you.’ But
now this is next to impossible. We rely

on our service, so this is a very difficult
situation.”
Mason is looking to vendors to
provide a more concrete idea of what’s
happening. “I write a lot of futures
orders to protect myself, but orders
are still not coming in. There’s still a
lot of uncertainty in the market. It’s a
crazy, crazy time.”
Blume has a similar strategy. “I try
to communicate with manufacturers
to understand what products will be
delayed and on backorder,” he says.
“We ordered more than we anticipate that we can sell because we need
product on the shelves. It might take
longer to sell through, but we’re hoping that with the surge in players, we’ll
be in a great situation.”
Simply put, he says, “It’s great that
our sport is growing and thriving, but
we need more product delivery to
keep people in the game.” 
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