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The EU Single Market and the Cost of Road
Freight Transport

What the evidence shows—and what it cannot prove

Walther Ploos van Amstel - AUAS

Key finding. Liberalisation lowered commercial transport and logistics costs through competition, less
administration and better vehicle use. The literature does not, however, support a single percentage
reduction attributable solely to the 1992—-1993 reforms.

A reform process, not a single event

The European Single Market fundamentally changed road freight transport, but it did not do so in one
step in 1992. Free negotiation of international road-freight rates began in 1990. Regulation 881/92
replaced bilateral and multilateral permits with Community Licences and opened intra-EU international
haulage to quota-free competition on 1 January 1993. Internal border and customs formalities were also
largely abolished. Regulation 3118/93 then progressively expanded cabotage (the carriage of domestic
freight by a non-resident haulier) until quantitative limits were removed on 1 July 1998. EU enlargement
in 2004 and 2007 subsequently introduced carriers with much lower labour costs. Finally, Regulation
1072/2009 replaced the ambiguous idea of “temporary” cabotage with the three-operations-in-seven-
days rule.

These overlapping changes make it difficult to isolate a single “1992 effect.” Freight rates were also
influenced by recessions, fuel prices, infrastructure, technology and trade imbalances. The evidence
nevertheless supports a robust conclusion: liberalisation reduced administrative and market-access
costs, increased productivity and placed downward pressure on international road-freight prices.

Lower prices, but no reliable EU-wide percentage

The strongest early evidence is qualitative and comparative rather than a clean before-and-after
experiment. The 1994 Bayliss—Coleman report concluded that productivity increased and road-haulage
prices fell in real terms after quantitative and price restrictions were removed. OECD research by
Boylaud and Nicoletti similarly found that road-freight liberalisation increased entry, lowered prices and
improved service quality across reforming countries. OECD/ECMT reviews described substantial
productivity gains, better matching of supply with demand and stronger innovation in logistics services.

Comparative deregulation studies report transport-price reductions of approximately 15-25% in France,
the United Kingdom, the United States and New Zealand. These are context, not an estimate of the EU
effect; economic weakness and infrastructure improvements also contributed. No published research
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appears to provide either a rigorous EU-wide tariff reduction attributable solely to the 1993 opening or
an econometric shadow price for pre-1993 permits.

This distinction matters. The defensible finding is that prices fell relative to a restricted-market
counterfactual—not that the Single Market reduced every European road-freight tariff by a known
percentage. Contract rates are commercially confidential, road freight is highly heterogeneous and
prices depend strongly on direction, service quality and the availability of return loads.

How the Single Market reduced costs

The first source of savings was the removal of permits, tariff brackets, border paperwork and waiting
time. These restrictions had raised transaction costs and prevented carriers from selecting productive
routes and loads. Liberalisation also gave shippers a larger carrier pool and made negotiated pricing
standard.

The second source was higher vehicle utilisation. Carriers could combine outward and return loads,
while cabotage offered domestic work before returning home. Freight exchanges, forwarding networks
and European logistics providers improved load matching and reduced some empty running. Cross-
border scale also supported investment in scheduling and fuel-control technology.

Third, the Single Market enabled wider supply-chain restructuring. Manufacturers and retailers
consolidated production and warehouses, outsourced transport and reduced inventories. Total logistics
costs could fall even when average transport distances and tonne-kilometres increased. The impact
should therefore be judged at supply-chain level rather than only by the price per kilometre.

The post-2004 cost divide

After eastern enlargement, the main cost mechanism changed. Competition increasingly reflected large
differences in wages and social contributions rather than only operational productivity. A 2014
European Commission study estimated HGV operating costs at €80.10 per hour in France, €79.06 in
Germany and €74.38 in Austria, compared with €52.05 in Poland, €51.44 in Hungary and €44.60 in
Romania. Western European costs averaged more than €77 per hour, against approximately €52 in
Eastern Europe. Driver costs commonly represented about one-third of total expenditure.

These differences transformed market shares. EU-12 carriers expanded rapidly in bilateral transport,
cross-trade and cabotage, with Poland becoming Europe’s international road-haulage leader. The
advantage was legitimate when it reflected lower living costs and efficient operations. It became
problematic when firms used letterbox companies, bogus self-employment or undeclared posting to
avoid obligations. Case studies report savings of around 50% from replacing employed Western drivers
with nominally self-employed Eastern European drivers.

The literature therefore distinguishes genuine efficiency from regulatory arbitrage. A lower rate created
by better planning, fuller vehicles or fuel-efficient technology is a productivity gain. A lower rate
obtained by evading working-time, wage or social-security rules transfers costs to drivers, compliant
carriers and governments.
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Cabotage: useful but smaller than the debate suggests

Cabotage improved vehicle utilisation, but its impact was smaller than political debate implies.
OECD/ECMT evidence found no explosion after 1998: early data suggested an increase of only 2%, and
low-cost southern countries did not take over Western domestic markets. Cabotage later grew, but EU
penetration was still only 4.8% in 2024.

Activity is highly concentrated. In 2024 penetration reached 20.8% in Luxembourg, 10.6% in Germany,
10.1% in Belgium and 9.5% in Austria. Polish hauliers performed 43.7% of EU cabotage. These official
figures should be treated cautiously because survey-based statistics may undercount operations. Studies
of Germany and Austria have produced materially higher estimates.

Cabotage can lower costs by finding productive work for trucks that would otherwise return empty. Yet
the three-in-seven rule is interpreted and enforced unevenly, creating compliance costs and uncertainty.
Its benefits also depend on geography, trade flows and vehicle type; centrally located countries with
large, homogeneous markets offer foreign carriers more opportunities than peripheral states.

An incomplete level playing field

Fuel, taxation and road charging remain uneven. In the 2014 comparison, diesel duty ranged from €302
to €674 per 1,000 litres, and vehicle excise duty for a standard heavy truck varied by as much as 80%.
Because fuel taxes and tolls are partly territorial, these differences narrow on international routes.
Wage levels and enforcement are consequently more important sources of competitive divergence.

EU rules on driving time, cabotage and vehicle standards have converged, but implementation has not.
Member States differ in inspections, penalties and treatment of posted drivers. This can reward non-
compliance rather than efficiency. Fragmented tolling and enforcement also impose administrative
costs.

Market structure compounds the problem. Large providers obtain flexible capacity through
subcontracting, while small hauliers act as price takers. Short contracts make it difficult to pass on cost
increases and restrict investment in clean vehicles, technology and drivers.

Overall conclusion

The EU Single Market has been an economic success for road-freight users. It removed quota rents and
border frictions, increased carrier choice and vehicle utilisation, and lowered logistics costs relative to
the regulated system. It also supported integrated European production and distribution.

Cheaper commercial transport is not automatically cheaper transport for society. Lower rates
encouraged longer supply chains, while congestion, infrastructure wear, accidents, emissions and poor
working conditions were not fully priced.

The conclusion is conditional. The Single Market works best when competition rewards consolidation,
technology and operational innovation. It performs poorly when savings depend on regulatory gaps or
transferring costs to workers and the public. The priority is to complete integration through consistent
enforcement, transparent posting rules, interoperable road charging and better data.
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