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ince early March, the coronavirus crisis has posed an

unprecedented threat to the retail industry across Western

Europe. In most countries, only retailers that sell food, drugs and other

essential items can do so in physical stores.

In Germany, many observers thought that consumer lockdowns would

be a major boost for ecommerce. But online sales of most goods

haven’t risen significantly, according to a survey by the Bundesverband

E-Commerce und Versandhandel (bevh). Some 41% of online retailers

said the number of customer orders had fallen; 58% said they expected

a further decline in the coming months. And 62% of retailers said that a

prolonged quarantine in 2020 could force them to shrink or even close

their businesses.

The one exception to the downward trend in Germany is online stores

selling fresh food, including supermarkets that provide quick, reliable

deliveries of fruit and vegetables. The pandemic has been a massive

business-driver for them in recent weeks.
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This dramatic increase comes at a pivotal point in the evolution of

online food shopping in the region. Historically, grocery ecommerce

hasn’t attracted a large consumer base in Germany largely because

many people visit local shops daily or almost daily to buy items like

fresh meat and fish, fruit, vegetables and bread. More than half of

internet users in Germany ages 18 to 69 said they never shopped for

groceries online, according to a September 2019 poll by ibi research

and the Digital Commerce Research Network.

On the other hand, grocery was one of Germany’s fastest-growing

ecommerce categories in 2019, with sales 17.3% higher than the year

prior, per bevh.
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Italy, where consumers’ daily shopping for fresh food remains

legendary, is also following an upward trajectory. In 2019, food and

grocery ecommerce sales were set to jump 42% compared with 2018,

according to the Osservatori Digital Innovation del Politecnico di

Milano and Netcomm. Elsewhere in Western Europe, grocery

ecommerce gained momentum last year and was poised for further

growth.
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That said, rocketing demand in March 2020 has put tremendous

pressure on online food providers and left many consumers facing

longer delivery times for orders of pharmaceutical products, groceries

and takeout. According to a mid-March assessment of food retailers by

the Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk (MDR) program "Umschau," customers

of the REWE chain in Germany couldn’t arrange any delivery date prior

to April 1. The surge in orders for long-life foods, canned goods,

preserves and pharmaceutical items was a major cause, a REWE

spokesman said.

Karsten Schaal, managing director of the online grocer food.de, based

in Leipzig but serving all of Germany, told MDR a similar story. “The

level of just new orders every day is 25 times higher than in 2019," he

said. "Naturally, the high demand puts pressure on delivery times. In the

Leipzig area, we’re seeing three days to one week; in the Dusseldorf

area, we’re already fully booked for two weeks ahead.” MDR also

reported that the big drugstore chains Rossman and dm were taking

online orders, but both told customers to expect delivery times of at

least nine working days.
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In Switzerland, delivery times have also lengthened. The newspaper

Zofinger Tagblatt reported that an order made at the online store

LeShop on a recent Tuesday morning couldn’t be delivered before

Saturday morning, and these delays applied in Zürich and smaller

towns. The supermarket Migros told online customers that the volume

of orders meant that not all delivery dates were available. Certain

products were also out of stock, “due to an unexpected rise in order

numbers.”

It’s unclear how many consumers will stick with their online food

suppliers when the coronavirus threat has diminished. Many

supermarkets aren’t in favor of a significant shift to ecommerce. In

Denmark, the Coop has found its online sales to be a “good

expansion” of physical sales but has no plans to transfer any large

share of its business online, according to a March 18 article in the

newspaper Der Nordschleswiger.

In the short term, many virtual stores tell a different story. In mid-March,

Danish online supermarket Nemlig.com announced that it had posted a

50% sales rise and planned to hire 200 new staff. The firm already

employs 1,100 people; more are needed to keep the website live and

avoid virtual queues. Nemlig.com, like online food retailers regionwide,

hopes that a return to normality doesn’t undo the major gains made

earlier this year.


