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After contracting by a projected 6.2% in real terms in 2020, Ti forecasts that the European road 
freight market will grow at a real compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 3.4% over the 
2020-2024 period. 

In 2020, the market was primarily damaged at the beginning of the year by the Covid outbreak 
across Europe, which led to national lockdowns and government-imposed restrictions on everyday 
life. The shutdown of vast swathes of the European economy meant demand for road freight 
declined sharply, particularly in industrial sectors. There were certain bright spots however, in areas 
such as consumer electronics and healthcare & pharmaceuticals. 

Over the forecast horizon, sectors that struggled are expected to return to some level of growth. 
Manufacturing, which suffered so severely as result of factory shutdowns during the first wave of 
infections, had recovered to 94.1% of prior year output in September 2020 (in April 2020, EU output 
fell to a low of 70% of prior year levels). Although there is some evidence that the rebound in 
manufacturing may have stalled amidst a second wave of coronavirus infections, the sector is not 
expected to fall to anywhere near as low as it did in the first half of the year and should recover to 
pre-Covid levels in the near future. With manufacturing being such a transport-intensive sector, this 
bodes well for the market’s recovery.

The retail sector already appears to have recovered to pre-crisis levels, which augurs well for road 
freight over the medium term. e-commerce has been vital in providing a sales outlet for retailers 
and high growth in this segment has continued even as shops have re-opened. Within Ti’s market 
sizing, small express and parcel shipments are not considered part of the road freight market, but 
e-commerce is still having a positive impact across stages further up the supply chain. This is partly 
because e-commerce is generally associated with higher inventory levels, with product availability 
deemed key to a successful online retail operation. This has positive effects in line haul operations. 
e-commerce development appears to have been brought forward by a number of years due to the 
pandemic, and this growth area will provide continued opportunities for road freight companies over 
the medium term.

Overall, the European economy is expected to recover from the effects of the pandemic in the near 
future. EU GDP is projected to grow at a real 2020-2024 CAGR of 3.2% according to the IMF, with 
pre-crisis output levels met by 2022. This bodes well for the European road freight market, which 
typically shows strong correlation with economic performance.

Some of the key benefits of road freight lie in short lead times, versatility of transport and ability to 
provide door-to-door services. These benefits mean road freight remains the dominant modal
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choice in domestic and  international trade routes. However, the price of road freight is also 
relevant to its share of modal transport, which directly effects its growth rate. Average prices in road 
freight are projected to fall in 2020, due to weak demand relative to capacity levels. Many carriers 
were able to take advantage of state support schemes, such as furloughing, which removed some 
capacity from the market this year, but given the drop in demand the market has still seen 
widespread overcapacity. 

Whilst demand is projected to return, diesel prices remain very low, at €1.10 per litre, 18.0% lower 
than prior year levels. This incentivises carriers to keep prices low, helping the market retain an 
edge over other modes in the short term. However, oil price dynamics tend to be cyclical and costs 
are likely to increase again over the medium term. Additionally, overall carrier capacity could be 
squeezed if bankruptcies ensue due to the financial difficulties produced by the pandemic. This 
would likely lead to higher prices. Looking ahead, the next phase of the Mobility Package’s 
implementation in February 2022 with provisions around the posting of drivers could lead to 
increased costs for hauliers, which will potentially turn into higher road freight prices. These factors 
could make a marginal level of modal switching possible, but convenience, versatility and speed 
still remain key advantages in road freight.

As well as economics, a focus on climate policies will also influence shippers’ decisions over which 
mode of transport to use. However, this is not necessarily a threat to road freight over the medium 
term. Hauliers appear to be increasing efforts to adapt and provide more climate-friendly services. 
DHL Freight for example recently created what it calls the first fully sustainable premium LTL 
service, in which carbon emissions caused by its Eurapid shipments are fully offset in recognised 
climate protection projects. According to a survey of UK logistics companies by Barclays, 72% of 
respondents are investing in green-related projects connected with sustainability and the 
environment over the next 12 months. As well as adapting to future legislative changes, some 
shippers are choosing logistics companies on the basis of climate goals. This was important in a 
recent GEODIS agreement with Ariston in Italy, where the former will provide transport services for 
Ariston’s heating system products throughout most of the country. Provided hauliers continue to 
make investments in this area, whilst legislation changes at a relatively modest rate, attitudes 
around climate are unlikely to cause much shift away from commercial road freight over the 
medium term.
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Road freight providers also need to convince shippers that they can provide better services than 
shippers can do with in-house fleets. Over the past decade, hauliers appear to have been making 
this argument successfully. According to Eurostat, Hire or Reward (commercial road freight), 
accounted for 66.5% of all European road freight volumes in 2010, but this had risen to 73.5% by 
2018. 

Ensuring that the Hire or Reward share continues to increase over time will in part depend on how 
road freight services adapt to provide better service offerings to shippers. The surge in start-ups in 
recent years points towards a strong market opportunity. In a sector where supply is often wasted 
(in the UK for instance, lading factors have hovered at around 60% for a number of years), these 
start-ups see an opportunity to improve utilisation and thus bring down costs and prices. For the 
incumbents, the goal of providing ever-better service quality remains the same. This can be 
achieved through more efficient asset and human capital utilisation, with trials in areas such as 
platooning and mega-trailers, or improving technology systems, such as through the introduction of 
new TMS software or the creation of digital freight platforms. The improvements made by road 
freight providers are likely to outstrip gains made by shippers using in-house systems, making 
commercial road freight a more valuable proposition in the years ahead.

Domestic Road Freight

The domestic road freight market is expected to grow at a real 2020-2024 CAGR of 3.1%. 
Sustaining this level of growth would exceed the domestic market’s performance over the past 
decade. However, this should be seen against the backdrop of 2020, where growth is projected to 
contract by 5.5%.

It appears that domestic road freight has already recovered to close to pre-Covid levels, which 
augurs well for the market. DSV Panalpina noted in Q3 that its domestic distribution activities, such 
as to supermarkets and DIY markets, had achieved its strongest performance. At Kuehne + Nagel, 
demand for domestic transport capacity in Europe reached pre-crisis levels in the same quarter.

There are short term risks to domestic demand levels which are likely to hamper the recovery in 
road freight. Whilst state support schemes have been crucial in keeping people in work through 
2020, these will be unwound in the near term, leading to further financial hardship for many. 
Unemployment levels are expected to rise to 8.6% in 2021 according to the European Commission, 
up from pre-Covid levels of 6.7%. This will weaken consumer demand. 
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Consumer income levels will be an important driver of growth over the medium term too. In 
Western Europe, the past decade brought about weak productivity growth, leading to low real wage 
growth and weak domestic demand. Efficiency gains in these economies would help push growth 
rates higher. In Central and Eastern Europe, there has been more dynamism over the past decade. 
Strong investment levels, including in road freight infrastructure, have the potential to accelerate 
growth.

International Road Freight

The international road freight market is forecast to grow at a real 2020-2024 CAGR of 4.2% 
following a 7.9% contraction in 2020. 

Over 2020-2024, Euro area international trade is projected to grow at a real CAGR of 5.1% 
according to IMF figures, a figure 1.6 times higher than projected GDP growth. This indicates a 
positive recovery in trade volumes, especially given that over the past decade the trade-to-GDP 
multiplier has been closer to 1.

Intra-European trade growth, which is closely correlated with international road freight growth, also 
looks likely to grow at a similar rate. Over the past decade, intra-European trade has remained at a 
very steady level of close to 65% of total European trade. A continuation of this trend would see a 
robust international road freight recovery over the medium term.

The performance of the manufacturing sector is also key to the market’s growth rate, given how 
crucial foreign inputs are in manufacturing production. Attitudes around globalisation are also 
relevant to how the European international market will grow. Near-shoring shifts and supply chain 
diversification trends could benefit the market if Europe is deemed as an economically viable 
sourcing location. Brexit is also likely to have an effect on regional growth. Ti’s forecasts are on the 
basis of the UK and EU finalising a FTA to be implemented from January 1, 2021, which in itself 
would lead to the imposition of numerous non-tariff barriers to trade. However, if no agreement is 
reached, further tariff and non-tariff barriers will be implemented, which will severely weaken UK-
EU road freight volumes.
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About Ti

About Ti 
Ti is a leading UK-headquartered logistics and supply chain market research and analysis company 
providing: 

• Supply Chain and Logistics Market Research Reports 
• Global Supply Chain Intelligence (GSCi) online knowledge platform 
• Consulting and Market Research projects 
• Training, Conferences and Webinars. 

Ti has acted as advisors to the World Economic Forum, World Bank, UN and European Commission as well 
as providing expert analysis to the world’s leading manufacturers, retailers, banks, consultancies, shipping 
lines and logistics providers. 

Expertise includes:
• Analysis of the corporate strategies of leading express, freight forwarding and logistics companies. 
• Global usage and perception studies of shipper and logistics provider behaviour. 
• Micro-economic analysis of key logistics segments: express, freight forwarding, road freight, contract 

logistics, warehousing, air cargo, shipping and e-commerce logistics. 
• Analysis of supply chain strategies employed in industry vertical sectors: pharmaceutical, fashion, high 

tech, oil and gas, chemical, cold chain, automotive and retail. 
• Market sizing and forecasts of key logistics segments. 
• Intelligence on emerging markets logistics sectors in Asia, Africa, Latin America, Eastern Europe and 

Middle East.

What Sets Ti apart?

• Led by leading industry experienced experts 
• Globally recognised and trusted brand 
• Global Associate Network provides a multi-country, multi-disciplinary and multi-lingual extension to Ti’s in-

house capabilities 
• More than fifteen years of knowledge delivery to global manufacturers, retailers, banks, consultancies, 

shipping lines and logistics providers 
• Unique web-based intelligence portals 
• On-going and comprehensive programmes of primary and secondary research

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form including 
photocopying or storing it by electronic means without the written permission of the copyright owner, 
Transport Intelligence Limited. This report is based upon factual information obtained from a number of 
public sources. Whilst every effort is made to ensure that the information is accurate, Transport Intelligence 
Limited accepts no responsibility for any loss or damage caused by reliance upon the information in this 
report. This is not a complete analysis of every material fact regarding this company. The opinions 
expressed here reflect the judgment of our analysts at this date and are subject to change.
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