BLOCKCHAIN SUPPLY CHAIN TECHNOLOGY

Walmart’s Blockchain Revolution: A Technical Deep Dive
into the IBM Food Trust and Hyperledger Fabric Ecosystem

Published: June 28, 2025 | Index ID: #336

In the global retail landscape, supply chain management has transitioned from a backend operational necessity to
a front-facing strategic differentiator. Walmart, a titan of global retail, has historically been at the forefront of
logistical innovation, from the early adoption of Universal Product Codes (UPC) to the implementation of Radio
Frequency lIdentification (RFID). However, the complexity of modern, decentralized food supply ecosystems
presents a unique challenge: traceability. When a foodborne illness outbreak occurs, the ability to pinpoint the
source of contamination is not merely a matter of efficiency—it is a matter of public safety and multi-billion-dollar
risk mitigation.

The Genesis of Transparency: Why Blockchain?

Before the integration of Distributed Ledger Technology (DLT), tracing a food product's journey from a retail shelf
back to its original farm was a Herculean task. In a traditional supply chain, data is siloed. Every participant—
farmers, processors, distributors, and retailers—maintains their own private ledger. These systems rarely
communicate effectively, creating a fragmented paper trail. A 2016 internal test conducted by Walmart revealed that
it took approximately six days, 18 hours, and 45 minutesto trace a package of sliced mangoes back to its source
farm in Mexico.

To solve this, Walmart collaborated with IBM to leverage Hyperledger Fabric, a permissioned blockchain
framework. The goal was to create a single, immutable, and transparent record of every transaction and movement
within the supply chain. This initiative evolved into the IBM Food Trust, a blockchain-based cloud network that
offers a shared view of food ecosystem data.

Core Concepts and Technical Framework

Understanding Walmart's implementation requires a breakdown of the underlying architecture. Unlike public
blockchains like Bitcoin or Ethereum, Walmart utilizes a permissioned blockchain. This means that while the
ledger is distributed, only authorized participants can join, and their levels of access are strictly controlled.

1. Distributed Ledger Technology (DLT)

At its heart, the system is a decentralized database. Every participant (node) has a copy of the ledger. When a
transaction occurs (e.g., a shipment of pork leaves a slaughterhouse in China), it must be verified by the network
before being appended to the chain. Once recorded, the data is immutable—it cannot be altered or deleted without
the consensus of the network participants.

2. Hyperledger Fabric Architecture

Hyperledger Fabric was chosen for its modularity and support for private transactions. Key components include:

¢ Peers: Nodes that maintain the ledger and execute chaincode (smart contracts).

¢ Orderers: Ensure the consistency of the blockchain and deliver transactions to peers.

¢ Channels: Private "sub-networks" that allow specific participants to conduct confidential transactions without
making the data visible to the entire network.



¢ Chaincode: The business logic (smart contracts) that automates the verification of shipments, temperature
logs, and certification documents.

3. GS1 Standards and EPCIS

To ensure interoperability, Walmart's blockchain uses GS1 Global Standards. The Electronic Product Code
Information Services (EPCIS)data model is used to capture and share event-based information. This ensures
that every node in the network speaks the same language, identifying products (GTINs), locations (GLNs), and
specific events (shipping, receiving, processing).

Technical Analysis: The 2.2-Second Traceability Workflow

The transformation from six days to 2.2 secondsfor mango traceability is the result of a rigorous technical
workflow. The process follows a specific algorithmic progression of data capture and validation.

Data Ingestion and Hashing

As mangoes move from the farm to the packing house, and then to the distributor, each event is captured via IoT
devices or manual entry. This data includes timestamps, GPS coordinates, and temperature readings. The data is
then hashed—converted into a unique cryptographic string. Any change to the original data would result in a
completely different hash, immediately alerting the network to potential tampering.

The Transaction Flow in Hyperledger Fabric

1. Proposal: A supplier submits a transaction (e.g., "Shipment 402 sent to Walmart DC").

2. Endorsement: Designated "Endorsing Peers" verify the digital signature and execute the chaincode to ensure
the transaction is valid.

3. Ordering: Validated transactions are ordered into blocks and distributed via the Ordering Service.

4. Validation and Commitment: Each peer validates the block and commits it to their local copy of the ledger.

Mathematical Comparison of Traceability Latency

The efficiency gain can be modeled through a comparison of search complexity. In a traditional system, searching
for a product's origin is a linear search (O(n)) through disconnected databases, where 'n' is the number of
intermediaries, each requiring manual data requests. In the blockchain model, the data is structured as a Directed
Acyclic Graph (DAG) or a linked list of blocks, allowing for indexed retrieval (O(1) or O(log n))of the entire
provenance history.

Comparison Matrix: Traditional vs. Blockchain Supply Chain



Feature

Data Storage

Transparency

Trust Model

Traceability Speed

Document Handling

Standardization

Traditional Supply Chain

Centralized, Siloed Databases

Limited; Requires manual audits

Implicit; Based on legal contracts

Days or Weeks

Paper-based, prone to loss

Fragmented / Proprietary

Blockchain (IBM Food Trust)

Decentralized, Distributed Ledger

Full; End-to-end visibility

Explicit; Cryptographically verified

Seconds (Sub-3 seconds)

Digitized, Immutable storage

GS1/EPCIS Compliant

Practical Implementation: Case Study of Chinese Pork

In 2016, Walmart targeted the pork supply chain in China, a market with significant regulatory oversight and food
safety concerns. The pilot involved Walmart, IBM, and Tsinghua University. The technical implementation focused
on two critical factors: Safety Certifications and Cold Chain Integrity.

Step-by-Step Integration Procedure

¢ Phase 1: Digital Identity Creation. Each farm and slaughterhouse was assigned a unique Global Location
Number (GLN).

e Phase 2: 10T Integration. Temperature sensors were installed in transport trucks. These sensors pushed data
to the blockchain via an API, ensuring that if a pork shipment exceeded safe temperature thresholds, the smart
contract would automatically flag the batch as "Unsafe."

« Phase 3: Consumer Interface. By scanning a QR code on the packaging, consumers could see the pig's farm
origin, slaughter date, and inspection certificates.

Field Guide: Troubleshooting and Operational Challenges

While the technical benefits are clear, senior technical writers must address the operational friction points
encountered during implementation.

1.The "Garbage In, Garbage Out" Problem

Blockchain ensures that data is immutable, but it cannot inherently verify the physical truth of the initial input. If a
supplier enters the wrong farm ID, the blockchain will accurately record a lie. Solution:Walmart implemented
secondary verification layers, such as automated 10T data entry and third-party audits that cross-reference physical
yields with digital records.

2. Interoperability and Onboarding

Small-scale farmers often lack the digital infrastructure to interact with a Hyperledger-based API. Solution:
Development of lightweight mobile interfaces and the use of "service providers" who act as proxies, uploading data
on behalf of smaller participants.

3. Scalability and Consensus Latency

As the number of participants grows, the time required for the Ordering Service to reach consensus can increase.
Solution: Utilization of Raft consensus(as opposed to Kafka) in newer versions of Hyperledger Fabric to provide



a more streamlined, crash-fault-tolerant mechanism suitable for enterprise scales.

Walmart as a Cloud Service Provider

An interesting byproduct of Walmart's technical evolution is its transition into a technology provider. By developing
Luminateand its own internal cloud services (utilizing Microsoft Azure and Google Cloud), Walmart has shifted
from a retail consumer of tech to an architect of supply chain solutions. This "developer-first" focus ensures that the
internal tools used for blockchain traceability are scalable enough to handle the massive throughput of a multi-
trillion-dollar global operation.

Summary and Broader Implications

The integration of blockchain into Walmart's supply chain is not merely a pilot program; it is a fundamental shift in
the architecture of global commerce. By reducing the time to trace food origins from days to seconds, Walmart has
effectively mitigated the risk of large-scale foodborne illness recalls, protecting both its brand equity and public
health.

Technically, the success of the IBM Food Trust platform proves that permissioned blockchains, when coupled with
international data standards like GS1, can solve the problem of information asymmetry in decentralized networks.
As the system evolves, the integration of Artificial Intelligence (Al) and Machine Learning (ML)will likely be the
next step. Predictive analytics could analyze blockchain data to anticipate supply chain disruptions before they
occur, or to optimize inventory levels based on real-time transit data.

Ultimately, Walmart's journey from supply chain woes to blockchain leadership serves as a blueprint for other
industries—such as pharmaceuticals and high-value electronics—where transparency, provenance, and safety are
non-negotiable. The technical foundation laid by Hyperledger Fabric and the collaborative ecosystem of the IBM
Food Trust represent the future of the "trustless" but verified global economy.
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