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2. ROAD FREIGHT TRAN SPORT: AN OVERVIEW 
 

KEY FINDINGS 

�x Road freight transport, by offering the most flexible services, is the  dominant freight 
transport mode  in almost all EU Member States (accounting for 77% of total inland 
freight transport in tkm, on average in the EU-27) and is the largest employer in the 
transport sector , with about 2.8 million workers employed in 2006 (accounting for 
more than 31% of transport sector em ployment, on averag e in the EU-27). 

�x In economic terms, the sector is  characterised by a considerable geographic 
concentration of activity  (more than half of the total goods transport in tkm is 
accounted for by Germany, Sp ain, France and Italy), a high degree of market 
fragmentation  (the percentage of micro-firms ranges between 65% and 95% in EU 
countries), and relatively low load factors due to inefficiencies in  time and space (the 
percentage of empty running varying from an average of 13% in Germany to around 
22% in the Netherlands). 

�x In terms of employment, road freight tran sport, characterised by a high level of self-
employment  (19.6% on average in the EU-27), is a male-dominated  sector (women 
account for less than 14% on average of empl oyment in the total land transport sector) 
with a low educational  level ; drivers account for the larg est share of employment in 
the industry (reaching almost 70% of the total workforc e in some EU countries) and the 
age structure tends to be above average, with a large share of near-to-retirement 
workers. 

�x Over the last decade (between 2000 and 2006)  road freight transport in the EU-27 has 
seen a considerable growth  in terms both of activity (+25% in tkm of transported 
goods) and of employment (+16% versus +6% of total employment), thus posing 
problems of shortage  of qualified personnel. 

�x However, the present economic recession  is severely hitting the sector (the demand 
for road freight transport services has been slowing down since the end of 2008) 
mitigating the personnel shortage  problems, as already signalled by the sharp 
reductions in job vacancies and the increase in layoffs and bankruptcies. 

�x The completion of the Internal Market and EU enlargement  have consistently 
increased the demand  for road transport  and long-distance haulage , and have 
intensified competitive pressure  reducing firms’ profit s; enlargement has also 
increased disparities  across the EU in terms of infr astructures, environmental and 
safety performance and operating co sts, especially personnel costs. 

 
The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of the current  situation and recent 
trends in the road freight transport sector, in terms of: (i) sector  characteristics and 
economic trends, (ii) the employment situation and recent changes in it, and, (iii) the main 
EU regulations governing the sector. Additionally, a specific section is devoted to an 
analysis of the economic an d employment impact of EU enlargement on the sector. 
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2.1 Sector characteristics and economic trends  

2.1.1 Relevance of the sector 

 
Road transport is generally acknowledged as the preferred transport mode, compared to 
rail, inland waterways or short-sea shipping, by offering the most flexible services in terms 
of departure time and destination. It is, on the one hand, largely unconstrained by Europe’s 
challenging topography or dispersed settlement structure, and, on the other hand, is 
facilitated by the fact that the road network is the most highly developed. Furthermore, the 
average transport distance of goods (about 110 km per tonne) meets with greater 
efficiency in road transport, which consequently represents the fastest transport mode for 
distances up to about 500 km, despite the congestion problems it generates (European 
Commission, 2006). ‘Just-in-time’ and ‘door-to-door’ deliveries require flexibility and 
reliability, which other modes of transport may not offer, since they are still characterised 
by a certain rigidity; in addition, even when other transport modes are used, road transport 
is often needed for the initial and final stages of the journey at the point of loading or 
unloading. 
 
These reasons may explain why road freight transport is still highly attractive despite its 
weaknesses, such as a heavy toll in terms of accidents and fatalities, and the pressure it 
exerts on the environment (EEA, 2007). It constitutes the dominant freight transport mode 
in all Member States, with the sole exceptions of Estonia and Latvia, where rail transport 
ranks first with the highest share of the freight transport market (57% and 58% 
respectively), followed by Lithuania (41%), Sweden (36%) and Austria (35%). Apart from 
Cyprus and Malta, Ireland (99%), Greece (97%), Spain (96%) and Portugal (95%) are the 
countries that registered the highest shares of road freight transport in 2007.  
 
It is also worth mentioning that road freight transport has shown the highest performance 
measured in tkm, with an increase of 25% since 2000 (Eurostat 2008). As illustrated in 
Table 2.1, the result has been a rise in the modal share of road freight transport by three 
percentage points, up to 76.9% in 2007 (while rail and inland waterways account for about 
17.6%, and 5.6%, respectively). 
 
Table 2. 1 Share of transport modes in the EU-27 total inland freight transport 

(percentage based on tkm) 

Mode of transport 2000 2006 2007 

Rail 19.5% 17.8% 17.6% 
Road 73.9% 76.6% 76.9% 
Inland waterways 6.6% 5.6% 5.6% 

Source: Eurostat 

2.1.2 Economic trends and changes 

 
Figure 2.1 shows the total amount of tkm transported in each country. It may be noted that 
much of the activity is concentrated in the larger countries, and in particular the old 
Member States. In fact, among the Member States that joined the EU in 2004 and 2007, 
only Poland emerges in aggregate terms as reflecting the size of its economy. 
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Figure 2. 1 Total road goods transport (million tkm) 

 
2000 data are not available for Poland, Romania, Hungary, Greece,  
Slovakia, Bulgaria, Slovenia, Latvia, Estonia and Cyprus. 
2004 data are not available for Romania and Bulgaria. 
For Italy, 2007 data have been estimated. 
 

Source: Eurostat 
 

Appreciable differences emerge amongst Member States when we look at the development 
of the national, international, cross-trade and cabotage components of road freight 
transport. In all the major EU economies (Germany, France, Spain and the United 
Kingdom) national transport is particularly important (see Figure 2.2), more than 70% of 
the total being accounted for by national transport; the more peripheral Member States of 
the EU (Ireland, Cyprus, Finland and Sweden) showed a similar ratio. This scenario largely 
differs from international transport. As illustrated in Figure 2.3, international transport is 
significant in Poland, Germany, Spain, and the Netherlands, and it represents more than 
half of the freight transport of the Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, Portugal, Romania and 
Slovenia. 
 
Figure 2. 2  National road goods transport (million tkm) 

 
2000 data are  not available for Poland, Romania, Hungary, Greece,  Slovakia,  
Bulgaria, Slovenia, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia and Cyprus. 
2004 data are not available for Romania and Bulgaria. 
For Italy, 2007 data have been estimated. 

 
Source: Eurostat 
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Figure 2. 3  International road goods transport (million tkm) 

 
2000 data are not available for Poland, Romania, Hungary, Greece,  Slovakia,  
Bulgaria, Slovenia, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia and Cyprus. 
2004 data are not available for Romania and Bulgaria. 
For Italy, 2007 data have been estimated. 
 

Source: Eurostat 

 

With regard to specific country performance, it is worth noting that: 
 

• Poland became the largest contributor to international transport in 2007, with about 
85 billion tkm, overtaking Germany and Spain, where international transport 
accounted for 82 and 67 billion tkm in 2007 respectively; 

• Poland has become the major player in cross-trading as well, by absorbing 17% of 
the total tonnes lifted, and positioning itself well ahead of Germany, the Czech 
Republic, Lithuania and Slovakia; 

• Germany retains its lead in the cabotage domain, accounting for about one seventh 
of the total, followed closely by the Netherlands and Luxembourg.  

2.1.3 Sector characteristics  

 
Consistent with the increase in the volumes of goods transported, the road freight transport 
industry’s turnover has shown vigorous growth in recent years. This is the case, for 
instance, of Italy, which had the largest turnover in 2006, followed by France, the United 
Kingdom and Spain (see Figure 2.4).  
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Figure 2. 4  Turnover (million euro) 

 
2007 data are not available for Italy, Belgium, Ireland and Malta. 
 

Source: Eurostat 

 

Nevertheless, despite the growth in the industry’s turnover and volumes of goods 
transported, the structure of the sector in terms of number of road freight enterprises 
changed little over the same period in the whole of the EU. In fact, as is shown in Figure 
2.5, the sector continues to be highly fragmented, although some consolidations are 
occurring (in most of the countries the number of enterprises has slightly decreased). Spain 
shows the greatest number of enterprises, even reinforcing its quota, followed by Italy and 
Poland, where, conversely, the number of enterprises has been shrinking since 2000. 
 
Figure 2. 5 Number of enterprises 

2000 data are not available for Greece and Czech Republic. 
2004 data are not available for Greece, Bulgaria and Malta. 
2006 data are not available for Ireland, Cyprus and Malta.  
 

Source: Eurostat 

 

A large share of transport enterprises is represented by SMEs. Although there are 
differences across the European countries, the percentage of companies that have fewer 
than ten employees generally ranges between 65% and 95% (Eurofound 2004). In fact, 
their small dimensions may more easily enable transport companies to react appropriately 
and promptly to fluctuations in demand for point-to-point services. However, the small 
dimensions of enterprises present some disadvantages as well. In particular, small 
enterprises are more constrained in investment, less able to offer ongoing vocational 
training, and have less bargaining power vis-à-vis the big transport companies. Indeed, the 
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need for faster transport services is increasingly leading to the creation of supply chains 
where logistics and transport companies organise the entire value chain: packaging, 
warehousing and the transport of goods.  
 
The big players dominate the very fragmented market and subcontract various activities to 
medium-size and small companies. This has gradually changed the employment patterns: 
while traditionally transport companies used to employ workers predominantly on a full-
time basis, the new organisation of the transport chain and services require a much more 
flexible labour force (ETF 2005). 
 
Despite the remarkable increases in productivity marked up in recent years, the profits of 
transport companies have continued to decrease, sometimes not even reaching 1% of 
turnover (European Commission 2006). This may be explained by: (i) the growing 
competitive pressure following upon the enlargement of the European Union, and (ii) the 
integration of new markets, bringing down the prices of transport services (Eurostat 2008).  
 
In this respect, a key factor affecting competitiveness in the European transportation 
industry is the difference in operating costs for the production of transport services among 
the Member States. The structure of such operating costs is very variable across Member 
States, as evidenced in Tables 2.2 and 2.3. The hourly cost associated with the driver is the 
highest cost component in the EU-15, whilst it ranks only second after fuel cost in the new 
Member States like Poland and Romania, with the exception of Slovenia. 
 
Table 2. 2 Level of operating costs (Euro per hour) 

Driver Total  

2006 2007 2008 2006 2007 2008 

France 29.43 30.29 31.16 73.70 77.11 80.10
Germany 25.30 25.91 26.36 70.94 76.23 79.06
Italy 24.69 25.21 25.74 72.92 75.79 76.94
Austria 24.43 24.97 25.54 61.51 67.70 74.38
Slovenia 16.97 17.61 18.34 56.64 58.37 60.14
Spain 16.98 18.70 20.42 53.99 55.97 58.87
Poland 11.36 11.65 11.98 44.17 47.69 52.05
Hungary 12.17 13.13 14.15 47.74 48.80 51.44
Romania 10.05 10.54 11.09 34.80 39.55 44.60

Source: Centro Studi Sistemi di Trasporto (CSST), 2008 
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Table 2. 3 Percentage of operating costs per hour 

 IT DE FR ES PL AT HU SI RO 

Driver 34 33 39 34 23 35 28 31 25
Vehicle purchase 18 15 16 19 22 14 26 21 24
Fuel 21 23 21 23 26 19 28 22 37
Insurances 6 4 5 4 4 3 3 5 2
Taxes on vehicle 0 2 0 1 1 3 1 3 0
Pneumatic tyre 8 7 5 8 6 6 7 6 6
Maintenance 6 5 6 6 5 5 6 5 5
Toll charges 7 11 8 5 13 15 1 7 1

Source: CSST, 2008 

 
Figure 2.6 provides an overview of average annual personnel costs in the EU Member 
States in 2006. Again, these costs show considerable differences across new and old 
Member States (with the exception of Cyprus). These costs vary between € 15,900 for 
Portugal to € 41,500 for The Netherlands in the EU-15. In Slovenia, the costs reach € 
14,800 per employee, but in the remaining new Member States (NMS) they do not reach 
the threshold of € 10,000 (the Czech Republic shows the highest rate for personnel costs 
with € 9,000, while Romania has the lowest with € 2,500). 
 
Figure 2. 6 Personnel costs per employee (thousand euro, 2006) 

 

*2005 data for Bulgaria and Cyprus. 
**2004 data for Ireland. 
 

Source: Eurostat 

 

Considering the general investment rate (where gross investment in tangible goods is 
related to value added at factor cost), it may be noted that the higher rates appear in the 
new Member States (see Figure 2.7), and in particular in Romania which has been investing 
in 2006 at a greater rate than any other Member State (104.9%), followed by Latvia 
(94.3%) and Slovenia (58%). The older Members showed far lower investment rates in 
2006, Portugal and Sweden having the highest rates (39% and 33%, respectively). 
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Figure 2. 7 Percentage of investment rate (investment/value added at factors 
cost) 

 

2000 data are not available for France, Luxembourg and Greece.  
2004 data are not available for Greece. 
2006 data are not available for Ireland and Cyprus.  
Data are not available for Bulgaria, Czech Republic and Malta. 
 

Source: Eurostat 
 

Regarding the number of road goods vehicles, it is to be noted that, as the goods 
transported by road have increased, the number of vehicles (lorries, road tractors, vans 
and pick-ups) has also risen in almost all Member States. Estimates for EU-27 confirm an 
average increase in goods vehicles by about 4.5% between 2000 and 2006. The highest 
rates were recorded in the Czech Republic (+70%), Slovakia (+56%), and Sweden 
(+46%). Looking at Figure 2.8, it emerges that the only countries presenting a decreasing 
stock of vehicles between 2004 and 2007 are Bulgaria (-19%), Estonia (-9.4%) and the 
Netherlands (-3.5%).  
 

Figure 2. 8 Goods road motor vehicles percentage variation: 2001-2004 and 2004-
2007 

 

Data are not available for the United Kingdom, Portugal and Greece 
2006 data for Italy, France and Spain 

 
Source: Eurostat 

 

Looking at the stock, instead, in 2007 France and Spain possessed about a fifth of the total 
European goods vehicles each, followed by Italy, the United Kingdom, Germany and Poland 
(see Figure 2.9). 
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Figure 2. 9 Goods road motor vehicles, 2007 (thousands) 

 

Data are not available for Portugal and Greece. 
*2006 data for Spain, France and Italy. 
**2005 data for United Kingdom. 

 

Source: Eurostat 
 

An important consideration regarding vehicle utilisation is that in general the occupancy 
rate of road transport is rather low, due to inefficiencies in time and space. The numbers 
vary over the Member States, with relatively high empty running in the Netherlands 
(22.5%) and Finland (20.4%), and relatively low empty running in Germany (13.3%), 
Portugal (13.7%) and Denmark (13.8%).  
 
With regard to the age of the vehicles, in 2006 younger road freight vehicles dominated the 
market in Europe, while the share of older vehicles in total tkm showed a declining trend.  
 
There has been a marked growth in the share of vehicles of two years old or less since 
2004, but it has not yet returned to the level recorded in 2000, before the first 
enlargement. This is in part a reflection of the older age profile of the vehicle fleets of the 
Member States that joined the EU in 2004 and 2007. While vehicles of five years old or less 
accounted for more than 60% of vehicle kilometres (vkm) in the EU-15, with the exception 
of Belgium, Greece and Portugal, none of the Member States that entered EU in 2004 and 
2007 had yet reached this threshold (see Figure 2.10). 
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Figure 2. 10 Share of age categories in road goods vehicles, 2006 (%) 

Source: Eurostat 97/2008 

2.2 Employment situation and trends 

2.2.1 Employment share 

 
The road freight transport sector is a major employer in the European Union. According to 
Eurostat figures (SBS, Structural Business Statistics), in 2006 it employed, in total, around 
2.8 million persons in the enlarged Europe (EU-27). With respect to total employment, this 
means that freight transport by road employs on average 1.3% of the total employed 
population of EU-27 (see Figure 2.11). Employment in this sector is particularly significant 
in Luxembourg, Lithuania, Estonia, the Czech Republic, Slovenia and Spain, where it 
accounts for more than 2% of total employment.  
 
Figure 2. 11 Share1 of road freight transport in total employment by country in 

20002 and 20063 (%) 

-

0.5

1.0
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1 Shares have been calculated as total employment in the road freight transport sector as reported in Eurostat-
SBS data over total employment as reported in Eurostat-LFS. 
2 Data for CZ and FR refer to 1999, for PL to 1998, for SI to 2002, while data for  
Greece are not available. 
3 Data for IE refer to 2004, for CY to 2005 and for MT to 2002. 
 

Source: own elaboration on Eurostat, LFS and Eurostat, SBS 
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Moreover, the road freight transport sector is by far the largest employer among the 
transport service sub-sectors. As outlined in Figure 2.12, with about 2.8 million workers it 
accounts for 31.4% of total employment in the transport sector of the EU-27. This share 
tends to be particularly high in Spain and Slovenia, where employment in freight transport 
by road reaches 44%-45% of total employment in the transport sector (see Table C.1.25 in 
Annex C). 
 

Figure 2. 12 Employment share by mode of transport in the EU-27, year 20051 

 

Pipelines
0.2%

Inland water
transport

0.5%

Railways
10.3%

Air transport
4.5%

Sea transport
2.1%

Travel agencies 
&

tour operators
5.5%

Other auxiliary
transport 

activities(2)
24.3%

Road 
passenger 
transport

21.2%

Road 
freight 

transport
31.4%

 
1 Data for CZ refer to 2004; and for MT to 2002. 
2 Cargo handling and storage, other supporting activities, activities of other transport agencies. 

 
Source: adapted from table 3.1.5 pg. 101 of EC(2007), EU Energy and Transport in figures, Statistical Pocketbook 

2007/2008 

2.2.2 Employment trends 

 
Employment in freight transport by road is being severely hit by the crisis affecting the 
financial and the real economy. The reduction in production and world trade implies a 
decrease in road freight transport activity and in demand for personnel (for more details on 
the effects of the present crisis on the sector see paragraph 2.4). Although comprehensive, 
updated data on employment in the sector are not available, some insights into the impact 
of the crisis on the employment trend can be afforded by national and EU stakeholders. 
 
In the United Kingdom, according to Skills for Logistics4 between December 2008 and 
January 2009 vacancies decreased by 1,759. Moreover, in January 2009 there were 1,538 
LGV vacancies recorded at Jobcentre Plus offices across Great Britain compared with 5,506 
vacancies in the same month of 2008, a decrease of 72%. 
 
IRU yields evidence on a substantial increase in permanent or temporary layoffs, already 
reaching 140,000 jobs in the EU, 120,000 jobs in the CIS countries and 200,000 jobs in 
North America5. 

                                          
4 www.skillsforlogistics.org 
5  http://www.iru.org/index/en_economic-crisis2009 
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The European Restructuring Monitor (Eurofound) evidences a substantial increase in the 
scale of job reductions (actual and announced) for the transport and communication sector. 
In particular, Table 2.4, which provides the figures on planned job reduction and creation 
from  1 March 2007 to  1March 2008 and from 1 March 2008 to  1 March 2009, shows a 
dramatic increase, in the last year, of job losses due to firm bankruptcy or closure (7.7 
thousand versus 4.5 thousand of the former year) and due to internal restructuring (almost 
62 thousand versus 45.7 thousand of the former year)6. 
 
Table 2. 4 Actual and announced job reduction and creation in the transport and 

communication sector in the EU 

Type of 
restructuring 

Number of planned 
job reductions 

Number of planned 
job creations 

Number of cases 

Announcement 
date 

03/2007 
03/2008 

03/2008-
03/2009 

03/2007 
03/2008 

03/2008-
03/2009 

03/2007 
03/2008 

03/2008-
03/2009 

Business 
expansion 

0 34 295 22 420 46 37 

Internal 
restructuring 

45 696 61 948 600 2 115 34 82 

Bankruptcy / 
Closure 

4 532 7 753 11 21 

Merger / 
Acquisition 

1 656 4 100 350 5 2 

Outsourcing 1 504 2 750 3 1 

Off shoring / 
Delocalisation 

144 500 1 2 

Other 0 200 0 0 1 

Relocation 0 600 0 0 2 

Total 53 532 77 851 34 895 24 885 100 148 
Source: ERM Statistics, date of extraction 16 April 2009 

 
In spite of these recent trends, during the last few years employment in road freight 
transport has seen significant growth, increasing at a faster rate than total employment. 
Specifically, between 2000 and 2006 employment in the sector increased by 16 percentage 
points, compared to the six percentage points increase registered in total employment over 
the same period. Total European employment in the sector thus rose from around 2.4 
million persons employed in 2000 to 2.8 in 2006. 
 
The employment growth in the sector observed between 2000 and 2006 is markedly 
differentiated across countries. The employment percentage increase was particularly 
notable in the New Member States (NMS), and in those countries where the initial 
employment was lower (see Table 2.5). In particular, a striking increase was registered in 
Hungary (+155%), in Latvia (+112%) and Lithuania (+88%), as well as Estonia, Romania 
and Slovakia (an increase of over 40%).  

                                          
6  These data are purely indicative, since the analysis is descriptive and only covers the cases collected in the 

European Restructuring Monitor (disregarding micro and small enterprises). 
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As regards the old Member States, variation in employment over the first years of the new 
century shows different intensities and signs from country to country. On the one hand, the 
Mediterranean countries such as Spain (+30%) and Portugal (+42%) registered a 
significant employment growth, whereas other countries experienced only a modest 
increase (e.g. Belgium +2%, and the Netherlands +1%) or even a decrease (e.g. the 
United Kingdom -10%, and Denmark -6.5%). 
 

Table 2. 5 Employment in road freight transport in 20001 and 20062 by country 
and employment change in road freight transport and in total economy  

Employment in Road Freight Transport 
Total 

employment 

 

Employed 
(abs) 2000 

Employed 
(abs) 2006 

Employed Abs. 
Var. 2006/2000 

Employed 
% Var. 

2006/2000 

Employed 
% Var. 

2006/2000 

EU-273 2 406 155 2 790 208 384 053 16.0 6.1 
Belgium 62 026 63 082 1 056 1.7 3.5 
Bulgaria 31 222 37 918 6 696 21.4 8.3 
Czech Republic 84 894 103 372 18 478 21.8 2.4 
Denmark 43 988 41 123 -2 865 -6.5 3.3 
Germany  270 781 309 494 38 713 14.3 2.9 
Estonia 9 391 13 849 4 458 47.5 13.7 
Ireland 12 783 16 175 3 392 26.5 9.9 
Greece n.a. 44 625 n.a. n.a. 8.6 
Spain 301 618 393 085 91 467 30.3 27.9 
France 305 091 348 956 43 865 14.4 11.8 
Italy 308 637 339 407 30 770 10.0 9.8 
Cyprus 2 433 2 415 -18 -0.7 18.5 
Latvia 8 667 18 413 9 746 112.4 15.5 
Lithuania 19 426 36 571 17 145 88.3 5.6 
Luxembourg 5 517 7 449 1 932 35.0 8.0 
Hungary 26 564 67 818 41 254 155.3 3.2 
Malta 843 811 -32 -3.8 4.1 
Netherlands 122 083 122 950 867 0.7 5.1 
Austria 47 650 60 232 12 582 26.4 6.6 
Poland 186 794 224 808 38 014 20.4 -5.0 
Portugal 45 735 64 801 19 066 41.7 3.1 
Romania 53 930 76 417 22 487 41.7 -14.7 
Slovenia 17 271 19 518 2 247 13.0 7.6 
Slovakia 8 338 12 746 4 408 52.9 10.5 
Finland 38 027 40 541 2 514 6.6 3.2 
Sweden 63 487 71 027 7 540 11.9 7.4 
United Kingdom 328 959 297 230 -31 729 -9.6 6.1 

 

 1 Data for CZ and FR refer to 1999, for PL to 1998, for SI to 2002, while data for Greece are not available. 
2 Data for IE refer to 2004, for CY to 2005 and, for MT to 2002. 
3 Totals do not include Greece. 

 
Source: own elaboration on Eurostat, LFS and Eurostat, SBS 
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Considering employment trends at the sector level and total economy level (see Figure 
2.13), the EU countries can be classified into four main groups:  
 

• Group (1) countries with a negative variation in total employment but a substantial 
growth in employment in the road freight sector: Romania and Poland; 

• Group (2) countries with a positive variation in both total and road freight sector 
employment but with significantly higher growth in the latter: Hungary, Baltic 
Republics, Slovakia, Portugal and Luxembourg; 

• Group (3) countries with a positive variation in total employment but a negative 
variation in road freight transport employment (stability for the Netherlands and 
Cyprus): Denmark, Malta, the United Kingdom; 

• Group (4) countries with a positive variation in both total and road freight sector 
employment but with a similar or slightly higher growth in the latter- countries 
above or near the blue line (i.e. the bisecting line7): Spain, France; Italy, Sweden, 
Slovenia, Finland, Belgium. 

 
Figure 2. 13 Employment growth in road freight transport versus total 

employment growth1 (%) 
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1 Data for CZ and FR refer to 1999, for PL to 1998 and  for SI to 2002, instead of 2000. Data for IE refers to 2004, 
for CY refers to 2005 and, for MT refers to 2002, instead of 2006. Greece is not included since data are not 
available. 
 

Source: own elaboration on Eurostat, LFS and Eurostat, SBS 

 

                                          
7  Points on the bisecting lines mean that observed growth in total employment equals observed growth in the 

road transport sector, while points above the line indicate that observed growth in the road transport sector 
is greater than total employment growth. 
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These differentiated trends in the employment growth of road freight transport have 
resulted in an appreciable change in country shares of EU employment in the sector. 
Almost all the new Member States have increased their employment share in the road 
freight transport sector at the expense of the old Member States, and in particular of the 
United Kingdom, which has seen a decrease of three percentage points. Nevertheless, in 
2006, 60% of European employment in the sector was still concentrated in the five major 
countries: Spain, France, Italy, Germany and the United Kingdom (see Figure 2.14 and 
Table 2.6). 
 
Figure 2. 14 Share1 of EU-27 employment by country for road freight transport in 

20002 and 20063 (%) 
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1 Shares represent estimates and have been calculated as total employment in the road freight transport sector in 
country ‘j’ over total employment in the road freight transport sector in the EU-27. Employment shares for 2000 
do not include Greece. 
2 Data for CZ and FR refer to 1999, for PL to 1998, for SI to 2002, and for Greece data are not available. 
3 Data for IE refer to 2004, for CY to 2005 and, for MT to 2002. 
 

Source: own elaboration on Eurostat, SBS 
 
Table 2. 6 Variation in the employment shares1 of road freight transport in the 

EU-27 (absolute variation in parenthesis) 

Old Member States New Member States Increasing 
employment 
share  
between 
2000 and 
2006 

Spain (1.55)  
Portugal (0.42)  

Austria (0.18)  
Ireland (0.05)  
Luxembourg 
(0.04)  

Hungary (1.33)  
Romania (0.50)  
Lithuania (0.50)  
Latvia (0.30)  
Poland (0.29)  

Czech Republic 
(0.18)  
Slovakia (0.11) 
Estonia (0.11)  
Bulgaria (0.06) 

Old Member States New Member States 
Decreasing 
employment 
share 
between 
2000 and 
2006 

United Kingdom  
(-3.02)  
The Netherlands  
(-0.67)  
Denmark (-0.35)  
Belgium (-0.32)  
Italy (-0.66) 

France (-0.17)  
Germany (-0.16)  
Finland (-0.13)  
Sweden (-0.09) 

Slovenia (-0.02) 
Cyprus (-0.01)  
Malta (-0.01) 

 

1 Employment shares for 2000 and 2006 and variation in the shares represent estimates. 

Source: own elaboration on Eurostat, SBS
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2.2.3 Employment characteristics8 

 
Employment by firm size: the relevance of SMEs and self-employment 
 
Road freight transport displays some of the highest shares of employment in small/medium 
enterprises (employing between 1 and 249 persons). The share of workers employed in 
SMEs reaches 90% of total employment in the majority of the Member States (see Table 
C.1.26 in Annex C for details on employment by firm size).  
 
In particular, self-employment and micro-enterprises (employing between 1-9) register a 
great share of employment in a number of small countries (Greece, Cyprus) and large 
countries such as Poland (71%), Bulgaria (68%), Spain (60%) and Italy, where the 
average firm dimension is 3.5 persons, whereas there are only a few countries where firms 
with more than 49 employees account for more than 40% of total road freight transport 
employment: the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, France, Slovakia and Luxembourg (see 
Fig.2.15). 
 
Figure 2. 15 Employment composition by firm size in the road freight transport in 

some EU countries, 20061 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

CY GR PL BG ES SI FI HU IE RO CZ PT EE LV DK* AT DE UK BE SK LT NL FR LU*

250 and over

50_249

20_49

10_19

1_9

Firm size: 
number of 
persons 

employed 

 
1 Data for IT, MT and  SE are not available. Data for SK and DK refer to 2005 and data for BE, BG,CY and IE refer 
to 2003. 
*Size category 50_249 includes also firms with more than 249 persons employed, since data for DK and LU on 
large firms (250 and over) are not available due to confidentiality reasons. 
 

Source: own elaboration on Eurostat, SBS 

 

As a consequence of the high percentage of self-employed and micro-enterprises, unpaid 
labour9 in road freight transport accounts for a large share of employment in many 
southern countries and new Member States (see Figure 2.16): Greece, Cyprus, Malta and 
Poland (more than 40%), Italy (38%), Spain and Estonia (around 31%). 
 

                                          
8  Unless otherwise stated, the data in this section refer to the following national reports. For the England 

region: Skills for Logistics (2009), “Logistics Sector Profile. England”, at www.skillsforlogistics.org. For 
France: Observatoire social des transports (2007), Bilan social annuel du transport routier de marchandises 
at www.statistiques.equipement.gouv.fr. For Italy: own calculations on Labour Force Survey data, 2007. 

9  In Eurostat SBS data unpaid work includes: (i) unpaid working proprietors (owners) and (ii) unpaid family 
workers. 
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Figure 2. 16 Percentage of unpaid persons in total employed persons in road 
freight transport, 2006 (%)1 
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1 Data for IE refer to 2004, for CY to 2005 and, for MT to 2002. 

 
Source: own elaboration on Eurostat, SBS 

 
Employment by occupation: drivers account for a large share of employment 
 
In road freight transport, a large proportion of employment is accounted for by drivers. This 
is particularly the case with countries characterised by a fragmented market and a large 
number of self-employed/micro-enterprises. The data from national reports show that in 
Italy motor vehicle drivers account for about 72% of total employment in freight transport 
by road; in France the proportion of drivers among employees in the sector reaches almost 
69%, whereas in the United Kingdom heavy goods vehicle (HGV) drivers account for 64% 
of the sector employment. 
 
Employment by gender: scant presence of women 
 
The transport services sector, and particularly freight transport by road, reveals a great 
gender imbalance. European Labour Force Survey data show that only 20.8% of the 
transport sector employment in 2006 in the EU-27 were women, in comparison with an 
overall female employment rate of 44.7% of total employment. As can be seen from Figure 
2.17, the proportion of women in the transport sector is particularly low (below 20%) in 
many EU countries: Italy, Spain, Portugal, Greece, Romania, Bulgaria, Poland, Hungary, 
Slovenia, and Luxembourg. 
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Figure 2. 17 Proportion of women employed in the transport sector1 by country, 
2005 (%) 
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1 Sub-sectors I60-63 of Nace Rev. 1.1 (I60:Land transport and pipelines; I61: Transport over water; I62: Air 
Transport ; I63: Supporting and auxiliary transport activities and activities of travel agencies) 
 
Source: adapted from Figure 5, pg. 7 of Eurofound (2007), ‘Innovative gender equality measures in the transport 

industry’ 
 
When considering the sub-sector of land transport, the female share of the workforce falls 
to only 13.7% (Eurostat 2007)10, and, in freight transport by road the percentages for 
women appear to be even lower, particularly among drivers (e.g. in France only 2.3% of 
driver employees are women; less than 1% in Italy). Female employment tends to 
concentrate in administrative and office-based occupations. According to the ETF members 
survey11, the percentage of women among road transport workers amounts to less than 
9%. 
 
These figures are in line with data collected by the European Foundation for the 
Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound 2004), according to which the 
percentage of women in the road freight sector is below 10% in many countries surveyed 
(for example Belgium, Denmark, France, Finland and the United Kingdom12), while only the 
Netherlands shows a share slightly above 10%. 
 
Employment age structure: prevalence of older workers 
 
In the transport sector the age structure of the employed population tends to exceed the 
average. According to Eurostat (Eurostat 2007)13, in the EU-27 the share of the transport 
services workforce aged 30 to 49 was 57.3 % in 2006, 3.1 percentage points higher than 
the non-financial business economy average; while persons aged 50 or more accounted for 
one quarter (25.1 %) of the workforce, compared with just over one fifth (21.6%) for the 
non-financial business economy as a whole. 
 
In freight transport by road, the age structure of employment in the sector reveals, 
particularly in certain countries, a considerable share of near-to-retirement-age workers. 
For example, in Germany, in 2005, more than 50% were aged between 35 and 50 years 
old and about 30% were over 50 (Bundesagentur für Arbeit14); in Italy, in 2007 more than 
                                          
10 Eurostat (2007), European Business facts and figures, 2007 edition. 
11  ETF Annual Membership Questionnaire, ETF Women’s Conference-Mariehamn, May 2005. 
12  Unfortunately, not all countries provided data at the 4-digit level- freight transport by road. 
13 Eurostat (2007), “European business. Facts and figures”. 
14  Data presented by ECTA, CEFIC ’Recommendations on how to manage driver shortages in European 

chemical transport‘ (October 2007), www.cefic.be/story/377.html 
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65% were aged between 30-49 (67% considering drivers only) and 21-22% were over 50; 
in the United Kingdom, 27% were between 45-54 and 22% over 55 years old. 
 
Employment by education: low educational levels 
 
The educational level of road freight transport workers (and in particular among drivers) is 
relatively low, reflecting in part the age structure of the employed population and, in part, 
the absence of specific training programmes targeting drivers (who account for a large 
share of total employment in the sector). According to Eurofound (Eurofound 2004), 
employees with low levels of education in freight transport by road account for more than 
50% in Denmark and more than 40% in Portugal and France (high percentages compared 
to those of total employment). Skills for Logistics (Skills for Logistics 2008) reports that in 
the English region about 67% of HGV drivers are qualified below ISCED 3 upper secondary 
school, whereas the Italian labour force survey reveals that 68% of employees in the road 
freight sector have only compulsory-school education (78% among drivers), compared to 
an average of 40% across all sectors. 
 
Employment by contractual form: small share of atypical work 
 
As regards the form of contract and atypical work, the transport sector proves to be 
characterised by a relatively low share of part-time employment and of temporary and 
fixed-term contracts. According to Eurostat (Eurostat 2007), in 2005 in the EU-25, the 
share of part-time workers in transport services was only 9.2%, about 12 points lower than 
the services15 average. When considering land transport alone, the share of part-timers 
was even lower, around 7% (Eurostat, Panorama of Transport 2007). According to the data 
from national reports, road freight transport exhibits shares of part-time employment 
similar to the average of the land transport sector as a whole. For example, in France part-
timers in freight transport by road account for about 8% (as against 12.6% of the total 
transport sector), while in Italy the share is even lower and hardly reaches 6% (less than 
2% among drivers). 
 
Additionally, the road freight sector is characterised by a very high percentage of 
permanent contracts16 in terms of dependent employment. This percentage is above 90% 
in Italy, and especially among drivers. 

2.3 The impact of European enlargement on the sector 
 
The main consequences of enlargement, bringing both opportunities and threats to the 
sector, may be summarised as follows:  
 

• increased transport demand due to: (i) stronger economic growth in the new 
Member States and completion of the Internal Market; (ii) increasing specialisation 
in production processes, inducing larger flows of goods; (iii) economic integration of 
the new Member States, which can attract many European firms because of their 
low wage levels; 

                                          
15  Service sectors G (Wholesale and retail trade), H (Hotels and restaurants), I (Transport, storage and 

communication) and K (Real estate, renting and business activities) of NACE classification. 
16  A ’permanent contract‘ is a contract which is open-ended and is not for a fixed term, but any such contract 

may be lawfully terminated in various circumstances, including resignation, retirement, ill-health, gross 
misconduct and redundancy. 
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• increasing differences between countries in existing infrastructure, vehicle fleets, 
operating costs, and in environmental and safety performance; 

• greater differences in labour costs across Member States and risk of downward 
pressure on wages; 

• longer distances of intra-EU transport flows; 

• stronger competition. 

2.3.1 Enlargement and sector economic activity 

 
The accession of the twelve new Member States has significantly contributed to the 
changes in the overall sector in Europe.  
 
The completion of the internal market, the stronger economic growth of the new Member 
States and the increase in specialisation of production processes, inducing larger flows of 
goods, have led to an increased demand for freight transport in general. 
 
The variation in international transport flows between 2004 and 2007 is presented in Table 
2.7. It may be noted that the highest growth rates in international transport are shown by 
the new Member States, and all the declining rates by the older Members17.  

 

Table 2. 7 Variation of the international transport flows, 2004-2007 (percentage, 
based on tkm) 

Positive rates Negative rates 

Hungary 134.8 Luxembourg -0.1 
Latvia 103.9 Sweden -2.6 
Poland 93.5 Netherlands -15.3 
Lithuania 74.6 Austria -15.5 
Slovenia 65.6 France -15.7 
Slovakia 64.4 United Kingdom -19.2 
Estonia 23.6 Belgium -21.2 
Greece 20. 6 Finland -22.3 
Portugal 19.2 Italy -22.7 
Ireland 16.9 Denmark -26.9 
Germany 14. 8 
Czech Republic 7.8 
Cyprus 5.9 
Spain 3.7  
Data are not available for Bulgaria and Romania. 
For Italy, 2007 data have been estimated.  
 

Source: Eurostat 

                                          
17  Before accession international road transport was governed by bilateral agreements and there was a quota 

system which allocated permits for international journeys, limiting both the hauliers from the acceding 
countries and those from EU-15. 


