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Navigating a complex industrial 
real estate environment

The pandemic was a defining moment for 
industrial real estate throughout the country. 
While offices were shuttered, most industrial 
real estate assets were deemed essential and 
continued to operate throughout the pandemic.  
This created a spike in values for industrial 
real estate assets not seen in modern times. 
Along with investors looking to deploy capi-
tal into industrial real estate, we experienced 
a surge in demand due to the transition our 
economy made during the pandemic to online 
commerce.  A ±31% increase in e-commerce 
in a span of 12 months created an unprece-
dented demand for industrial real estate space, 
namely warehousing. 

The current warehouse vacancy in the 
United States today is approximately 7.3% 
compared to just below 3% during the peak 
years of 2022 and 2023. Vacancy rates 
throughout the United States significantly 
vary market to market. A market such as the 
greater Chicagoland market is seeing vacancy 
around 4.6% while outlier markets and emerg-
ing markets are carrying higher vacancy rates 
closer to 10%. This is due to an abundance of 
speculative industrial that was developed and 
delivered post pandemic. Construction deliv-
eries for new speculative industrial develop-
ments are estimated to have dropped by ±35% 
in 2025 and we anticipate a similar or slightly 
greater reduction for delivery of Industrial 
Spec product in 2026. Infill well established 
industrial markets remain tight on space and 

By Noel S. Liston, Managing Broker, Core Industrial Realty

(COMPLEX – continued on page 18)

are continuing to see redevelopment and 
strong interest for industrial speculative proj-
ects. The cost of capital has nearly doubled 
from the spring of 2022 to the spring of 2025. 
This has had an impact on developer appetite 
and capital partner participation in speculative 
industrial projects for secondary and tertiary 
markets. The reduction in industrial specula-
tive development in 2025 and 2026 will pro-
vide a built-in governor for the overall market 
and balance supply with demand, creating a 
more stable and predictable warehouse envi-
ronment moving forward. 

The start and stop nature of tariffs created 
a surge in demand for warehouse space ear-
lier in 2025 as manufacturers and wholesalers 
built up their inventories to try to get ahead 
of anticipated tariffs. In the second quarter, 
companies paired back orders and paused 
decisions on leasing industrial space as tariffs 
were announced and/or enacted. Most recently 
in the third quarter, we see renewed demand 
from manufacturing and auto sectors and an 
overall more stable environment. Well-located 
infill industrial assets remain in high demand 
due to factors such as infrastructure and more 
importantly, labor. Despite a recent uptick 
in the unemployment rate (±4.3%) labor is a 
critical concern for most all the occupiers of 
industrial space. The recent uptick in unem-
ployment is largely limited to white collar 
employment, immigration patterns and new 

LED lighting, and advanced 
energy management systems 
to reduce power consumption.

Technology and Automation 
Drive Efficiency 

Warehouses are being 
designed to accommodate 
technology and automation 
through specific structural 
and infrastructural changes, 
including reinforced floor-
ing, higher vertical space 
utilization, optimized layouts 
with designated “automation 
zones,” and strong power and 
data networks.

In the past, warehouses 
were often built with wide 
aisles designed for equip-
ment operated by humans. 
Robotics can navigate tighter 
spaces than manual equip-
ment, allowing for narrower 
aisles and more compact 
storage configurations. The 
layout includes a specific 
zone for different func-
tions, like receiving, auto-
mated packing, shipping, 
and robotic charging/main-
tenance stations. There are 
often physical barriers or 
floor markings that delineate 
human and robot operational 
areas to ensure safety.

The entire design is 
intended to minimize travel 
time and bottlenecks, leading 

to greater efficiency. Due to 
the substantial power demands 
of automation, warehouse con-
struction incorporates enhanced 
electrical service and durable 
power distribution bars to sup-
port operational requirements.

Locations for Warehouses 
Include Inland Ports

Proximity to customers 
and suppliers is an important 
consideration for warehouse 
location selection. In logis-
tics, distance equals time and 
money, so warehouses must 
be in strategic locations to 
minimize the distance goods 
must travel, resulting in fewer 
delays and lower costs.

In addition to these tradi-
tional locations, Inland ports 
are also becoming crucial 
strategic locations for ware-
house facilities and are evolv-
ing into logistics hubs that 
connect interior markets to 
global trade. These facilities 
offer reduced congestion from 
overcrowded coastal ports. 
Inland locations often have 
more available land and lower 
real estate and labor costs 
compared to dense coastal 
ports. Inland ports are becom-
ing highly strategic locations 
for warehouses because they 
offer central locations that 
offer connected, resilient, and 
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Demand for DTC perishable 
delivery continues to explode
Direct-to-Consumer logistics is exploding, especially 
for temperature-controlled-freight.
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efficient supply chains.

Scalability & Flexibility in Warehouse 
Design Enables Companies to be Agile

Another result of pandemic 
supply chain disruption has been 
the recognition by many supply 
chain managers that dramatic market 
changes can happen quickly. To 
build scalable industrial warehouses, 
developers focus on modular design, 
future-proof technology infrastruc-
ture, maximizing vertical space, and 
implementing adaptable automation, 
allowing for easy reconfiguration, 
expansion, or contraction. Designs 
should include adaptable racking, 
workstations, and conveyors that can 
shift as needs change. 

Developers can also add extra stor-
age levels, leveraging vertical space 
for cost efficiency. Using systems like 
adjustable pallet racking, push-back, or 
drive-in racks that can easily be recon-
figured allows a company to expand its 
warehouse capacity easily and quickly. 

Warehouse operators are encour-
aged to use smart technology, such 
as scalable warehouse management 
systems (WMS) for real-time control 
and multi-site management. Using 
AI (Artificial Intelligence) and IoT 
(Internet of Things) for demand fore-
casting can reduce bottlenecks and 
determine when more space or less 
is required. By combining physical 
flexibility with smart technology, 
warehouses can be adapted to support 
growth, seasonality, or new product 

enforcement procedures create a fur-
ther tightening of the blue-collar labor 
market. The impact of labor keeps 
occupiers of industrial space limited 
in their pursuit of additional space that 
does not fit within a tight geographic 
window of current operations. 

Zoning restrictions, labor, and 
infrastructure will remain key driv-
ers of where decision makers elect 
to expand. Currently the uncertainty 
of tariffs has created a lull in demand 
for large warehouse space (200,000 
sf and up) and e-commerce facili-
ties. Despite a challenging domestic 
freight market, demand remains solid 
for infill transportation properties 
that provide maintenance capacity 
for trucks as well as extra land for 
trailer storage. Space remains tight 
for small infill industrial properties 
(under 100,000 sf) and construction 
costs for industrial remain elevated 
as labor is typically 50% of the cost 
for new industrial facilities. We note 
an increase of sublease space being 
brought to market over the past 6 
months. Sublease space is typically 
not included in calculating vacancy 
rates. If the pattern of increased sub-
lease space continues, we have con-
cern for the overall vacancy rate of 
domestic industrial moving forward. 
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By Andrew Meadows, AJOT

Edison, NJ-based ColdTrack was 
founded as a contract manufacturer 
but over the past decade the com-
pany evolved into a turnkey cold 
chain logistics platform for Direct-
To-Consumer (DTC) 
brands that deliv-
ers everything from 
fresh-frozen seafood 
to gourmet pet food. 
ColdTrack’s fulfillment 
network is now a 
coast-to-coast oper-
ation with facilities 
in Stockton and Pat-
terson, CA, India-
napolis, IN and New 
Jersey. The American 
Journal of Trans-
portation recently had a chance to 
chat with Luke Vaccaro, ColdTrack’s 
COO. Vaccaro will serve as a featured 
panelist at Manifest Vegas 2026 in 
early February. 

AJOT: Tell us about your role at 
Manifest Vegas 2026. 

Vaccaro: This year, we’re exhibit-
ing in and are proud sponsors of Man-
ifest’s Cold Chain Pavilion — the first 
time the event has created a dedicated 
platform for temperature-controlled 
logistics, reflecting how critical the 
cold chain has become to modern 
commerce. Together with Rebecca 
Linz, VP of Supply Chain at Force of 
Nature, and Josh Lett, SVP of Cus-
tomer Experience at Deposco, I’ll be 
participating in a panel discussion on 
Tuesday, February 10th at 10:15 am 
titled Cold Chain Fulfillment Tech: 
Precision Inventory, Perfect Orders, 
and DTC Growth.

AJOT: Over the past decade 
perishable eCommerce DTC has 
exploded... How big can it get? 

Vaccaro: Most estimates place 
the current U.S. temperature-con-
trolled logistics market at $75–90 bil-
lion annually, with significant growth 
expected over the next decade. Direct-
to-consumer represents a meaningful 
and rapidly expanding portion of that 
market and is currently estimated at 
roughly $15 billion. Industry fore-
casts suggest that figure could double 
over the next ten years as consumer 
adoption continues to rise. 

AJOT:  What other products could 
fuel the growth of perishable DTC? 

Vaccaro: Consumer demand 
will ultimately drive the industry’s 
growth. As we place greater value 
on convenience and time, demand 
for perishable products delivered 
directly to the home will continue to 
rise. That demand attracts more pro-
ducers, more innovation, and more 
specialized brands — all of which 
increase the need for reliable cold 
chain infrastructure. We’re already 
seeing pharma-to-door inquiries 
increasing.  There is a massive grow-
ing trend of temperature-controlled 
shipments in the pharmaceutical 
industry, specifically DTP or “Direct-
to-Patient” distribution for chronic 
therapies like Peptides and GLP-1 
monthly injectables, which are dis-
placing traditional pharmacy pickup, 

largely due to convenience and con-
sumer preference. Analysts value the 
market at $18.5B in 2025 and forecast 
growth to $65.6B by 2034 (CAGR 
15%). The GLP-1 logistics market 

alone is forecasted 
to grow from $7.5B 
in 2025 to $18.7B by 
2030 (CAGR 20%). 
But going back to 
food, if you look at 
the evolution of gro-
cery retail, fifteen 
years ago, frozen 
pizza occupied a few 
freezer doors. Today 
it fills entire aisles. 
The same expansion 
is happening across 

proteins, seafood, prepared meals, 
desserts, and functional foods. As 
those manufacturers expand their 
sales channels into ecommerce, home 
delivery becomes a strategic neces-
sity — whether they fulfill in-house 
or through partners like ColdTrack. 
Lastly, we are seeing a trend of B2B 
perishable shipments in the retail and 
foodservice space, including direct-
to-store small-parcel shipments. The 
US Foodservice industry alone is 
worth upward of $380B, so we are 
excited to help shift the decades-old 
distribution model from pallet-level 
deliveries to case-level shipments via 
common carriers. 

AJOT: What does perishable 
DTC look like internationally?

Vaccaro:  The U.S. remains the 
largest perishable DTC market, but 
most developed economies now have 
healthy direct-to-consumer volumes. 
We already support European brands 
that sell directly into the U.S. with-
out maintaining a domestic operat-
ing footprint. As global infrastructure 
improves and consumer behavior con-
tinues to shift toward home delivery, 
we expect perishable DTC to expand 
well beyond North America.

AJOT: How has cold chain reli-
ability become a competitive differen-
tiator for brands?

Vaccaro: One of our core respon-
sibilities is protecting the reputations 
of the brands we serve. We’re one 
of the final touchpoints between the 
brand and the consumer. If we were to 
make a packing or shipping mistake, 
the consumer doesn’t blame the fulfill-
ment provider — the brand takes the 
hit, and that may be the last interaction 
that consumer ever has with that com-
pany. We don’t take that responsibil-
ity lightly, and thankfully, due to our 
recent $10M+ investment in industry 
experts (people), process, and tech-
nology, our current error rates are less 
than 1/10th of a percent.  Lastly, food 
safety and consumer health is critical. 
We provide our brand partners with 
precision tracking through our OMS 
and WMS software systems, enabling 
Lot traceability so, in the event of a 
recall, we can identify whether any 
impacted items have been shipped to 
consumers, down to the item level in 
each individual parcel. 

Luke Vaccaro, ColdTrack
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launches without the need to build 
more warehouses that may be unnec-
essary in a few months.
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AJOT: There’s been some buzz 
around ColdTrack’s 100% Pick Accu-
racy Guarantee and I’ve seen inter-
views where you talk about the 
company’s goal to “be perfect.” Is 
perfect even a possibility in the com-
plexities of the global cold chain? 

Vaccaro: We chose perfection 
as our benchmark because that’s the 
standard consumers expect. If I place 
an order online, I expect to receive 
everything I purchased — anything 
less is a failure of the experience. Our 
goal is to operate at 100% in terms 
of pick accuracy, inventory accuracy, 
and on-time shipping. We’ve built our 
processes, technology, and controls 
around achieving that standard every 
day.  Our guarantee reflects that.

AJOT:  How is technology driving 
the future of tracking and traceability?

Vaccaro: Tracking a single box 
in a single location can be done 
manually. But when you introduce 
multiple SKUs, box sizes, facili-
ties, temperature zones, and service 
levels, the complexity increases 
exponentially. It all starts with a 
proper inbound process that digitally 
logs each pallet and records the Lot 
Number, Expiration Date, and other 
unique identifiers to ensure safe and 
accurate inventory management. We 
utilize Deposco, a top-tier Ware-
house Management System (WMS), 
which is integrated into our own 
proprietary perishable Order Man-
agement System (OMS), putting the 
data directly into our platform and 
machine-readable workflows that 
allow us to operate with precision 
and speed. Combined with our stan-
dard operating procedures, this gives 
our clients a level of transparency 
and control that removes guesswork 
from inventory planning, procure-
ment, commercial decision-making, 
and food safety.

AJOT: How does ColdTrack com-
pete with the cold chain giants?

Vaccaro: Many of the largest 
players in cold chain logistics were 
built to manage full-pallet, busi-
ness-to-business distribution. While 
some are now attempting to adapt 
those facilities and systems for DTC 
fulfillment, they were never designed 
for high-velocity, unit-level fulfill-
ment and the flexibility required to 
fulfill for hundreds of brands, each 
with their own unique mix of SKUs, 
packing process, coolant type (i.e. 
dry ice and/or frozen gel packs), 
and time-in-transit shipping logic. 
ColdTrack was built from the ground 
up for direct-to-consumer fulfillment. 
Our strategically located facilities 
in NJ, IN, and CA, plus technol-
ogy purpose-built for perishable 
logistics, and our nimble operating 
model were engineered specifically 
for that complexity. That’s why our 
execution speed, order accuracy, 
and national performance profile 
are impossible to replicate inside 
retrofitted networks.
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Without definitive agreements 
in place concerning tariffs, the next 
6 months will likely remain volatile 
in the industrial real estate market. 
A decrease in the cost of capital is 
anticipated, and this could provide a 
jump start to the stagnant residential 
real estate market. A strong residen-
tial market lifts the industrial market 
through increased activity in remod-
els, expansions and improvements that 
drive the need for textiles, appliances, 
cabinetry, flooring, etc.  A combina-
tion of an improved residential market 
and the end to tariff uncertainty would 
be the best path forward for the indus-
trial real estate market.

and import restrictions. 
Accordingly, Wood advises import-

ers and logistics-intensive businesses 
to treat tariffs as a core compliance 
risk, not just a finance issue, and he 
believes tariffs are likely to become 
a board-level reference point. “I 
think that’s going to be a headline 
issue through 2027. Organizations 
will move duties and tariffs from an 
accounting afterthought to a more 
proactive and data-driven model to 
answer questions like: How quickly 
can we do landed cost simulations 
based on changing tariff figures? How 
quickly are we able to model alter-
native sources? Can we take better 
advantage of free trade agreements?”

Conflicts of Interests

The Descartes report also expects 
geopolitical instability and con-
flict — in regions near the Red Sea, 
Ukraine, Israel, Iran and even Ven-
ezuela — to continue to disrupt the 
supply chain. 

For example, issues surround-
ing US action in Venezuela may 
“indirectly affect global logistics 
conditions through energy market 
volatility, sanctions compliance chal-
lenges, and heightened regional risk 
premiums, which can influence fuel 
costs, insurance rates, and broader 
supply chain planning, even if direct 
impacts on US import volumes 
remain limited at this time.”

West Coast ports expanded 
the share of US imports while East 
and Gulf Coast volumes lost share, 
according to the Descartes report. “I 
think we’ll continue to see Southeast 
Asia be a large source of imports into 
the US and that augurs well for the 
West Coast ports,” Wood notes.

However, Wood suggests that 
port volumes could change in 2026 
because a cargo vessel, the Istanbul 

Bridge, reached Europe via the Arc-
tic’s Northeast Passage for the first 
time in October 2025, cutting jour-
ney time by at least 50% — a poten-
tial game changer. “Consequently, I 
expect to see changing port-reported 
metrics due to a reconfiguration of 
routes,” says Wood.

Continuing with the arctic theme, 
the Greenland controversy may also 
have an effect on port performance. 
“The rhetoric around potential tariffs 
on countries that don’t support the US 
bid to take control of Greenland could 
put the entire trade ‘deal’ negotiated 
between US and EU at risk,” Wood 
speculates. “If Europe takes a heavy-
handed retaliatory approach, it would 
likely be a significant negative head-
wind for ports on the East Coast of the 
US and even in the Gulf.”

Wood adds, “I don’t think we will 
see Greenland fade from being a topic 
of conversation as we think about 
geopolitical positioning and trade 
implications going forward for the 
foreseeable future.”

Preparing for 2026

“Taken together, these dynam-
ics point to a cautious global trade 
environment entering early 2026, 
shaped more by risk management 
than by clear growth momentum,” 
the Descartes Global Shipping Report 
observes, recommending that orga-
nizations monitor developments in 
Venezuela, Ukraine and Middle East 
conflicts; model the effects of the US–
China trade framework; and track port 
volumes and delays to avoid disrup-
tions caused by stressed U.S. maritime 
logistics infrastructure. Meanwhile, 
long-term evaluation of supplier and 
factory location density is advised, to 
mitigate reliance on over-taxed trade 
lanes and regions with current or 
potential conflict.
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