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[bookmark: _Toc164008011]INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic had a profound impact on global supply chains, significantly disrupting operations across various industries. Supply chains, vital for delivering goods and services to consumers, became highly susceptible to risks due to their complexity and global scale. The city of Wuhan, a major hub in these supply networks, was identified as a critical point of disruption affecting thousands of companies worldwide. The pandemic not only highlighted vulnerabilities in sectors like healthcare and food but also exposed the broader economic impacts, including the sharp fluctuations in fuel prices and the challenges faced by the transport and logistics sectors. This period also underscored the importance of HGV drivers, whose contributions were crucial yet often overlooked during the crisis. The subsequent shortages and increased demand led to significant price hikes, affecting consumer purchasing power and economic stability. To combat these disruptions, strategies to strengthen supply chain resilience are being considered, including diversifying supply sources, and leveraging digital supply networks to better manage future challenges. This situation has reshaped how businesses approach supply chain management, emphasizing the need for adaptability and robust planning to withstand global crises.

[bookmark: _Toc164008012]COVID-19 IMPACT ON UNITED KINGDOM’S ECONOMY


In today’s age, supply chains are made of highly complex ecosystems and are very important for operations regulating in a cost-effective manner. Supply chains can simply be defined as the activities that are necessary to deliver goods and services to consumers. A supply chain is focused on the main activities of an organisation and converting raw materials or components into finite products or services (CIPS, 2024). Competition in many industries and the global reach of markets are pushing companies to develop supply chains that can work on a global scale. This makes these supply chains more exposed to risks. The Covid-19 pandemic, which has affected everyone around the world, has had a severe effect on these supply chains. According to a 2020 report by Dun and Bradstreet, the city of Wuhan in China, where the COVID-19 outbreak started, is a direct supplier for 51,000 companies worldwide and indirectly affects around 5 million businesses. This is significant because China plays a crucial role in supplying intermediate products, and this reliance has led to disruptions in 94% of Fortune 1000 companies that use a low-cost global supply chain model (reported by Fortune in 2020). The pandemic didn't just create a limited risk for businesses connected to China; instead, it exposed the entire world to various commercial and logistical challenges. There were major disruptions in managing the flow of products, information, and money, from getting raw materials to delivering finished goods. The COVID-19 pandemic has introduced risks beyond those seen in past crises, particularly affecting supply chains related to food and healthcare. This period has shown some of the most significant breakdowns in many global supply chains at the same time.
Supply chains face a wide range of risks, such as changes in the market, resource shortages, financial risks, failures in sharing information, uncertainty in demand, and disruptions from pandemics. These are key threats to the smooth functioning of supply chain operations (Ozbekler, 2021).
Many industries have been recognized for their crucial roles during the coronavirus pandemic, but the contribution of HGV (Heavy Goods Vehicle) drivers has often been overlooked. The transport and logistics sector, like many others, has been significantly affected by COVID-19. Parts of this sector have experienced a surge in demand, with online orders up 34% from 2019, according to the British Retail Consortium. This increase is largely due to retail stores being closed because of lockdown measures. However, other areas within the sector, like those serving the hospitality industry, have seen a sharp decline in demand.
An ITV news study highlighted that there was a shortage of 76,000 HGV drivers in the UK in 2020. The pandemic caused delays in training courses for drivers, suggesting that this shortage could worsen (Jayco, 2024).
The combined effect of constrained supply chains and increased demand for goods led to price increases. In particular, sectors like fuel saw dramatic fluctuations due to both increased demand and shortage of delivery capabilities (like fewer drivers). Such inflation affects consumer purchasing power and can lead to broader economic instability. In 2022, fuel prices in the UK have risen significantly. According to the Office of National Statistics (2022), there was a 43.7% increase in fuel costs by July 2022. Some fuel retailers even reached an average price of over £2 per litre, which was once considered extremely high (Burrell, 2022). This rise in prices is mainly due to three factors: a high demand for fuel as the world recovers from the COVID-19 pandemic, limited fuel supply partly because of the conflict involving Russia and Ukraine, and the British pound becoming weaker against the dollar (Sidebottom et. all, 2023).
BREXIT together with the COVID-19 pandemic have exacerbated the HGV drivers shortage; according to BBC, in March 2021 there were 16,000 less EU nationals working as lorry drivers than in March 2020. Drivers decided to return to their home countries, with many choosing other companies in other countries to work for and avoid the bureaucracy imposed by UK’s departure from the European Union and visa regulations. With this, came a decline in the value of the pound (£) which no longer portrayed UK as an attractive work destination. Currently, European HGV drivers can only work in the country if they can obtain a working visa or a working invitation from an UK based employer. (BBC, 2021).

The Coronavirus 19 has had harrowing impact on United Kingdom, affecting its economy, population, health, oil industry, supply chains, etc. Strengthening UK’s supply chain will help the country grow and develop; the government must develop strategies to be used during critical times such as natural disasters, pandemics, wars, etc. It is recommended for the country to limit disruptions created by critical import barriers to make the country business-friendly, to build advanced strategies to the need of absorbing global supply chain shocks, ensure supply chain resilience by working efficiently with G7 partners, have plans in place to serve as immediate response during crisis. In 2023 Britain’s government discussed a possibility of allowing fuel tankers to operate to their full capacity rather than just the existing 44 tonne weight limit. This decision could increase efficiency of fuel transportation by 6%. To make this plan feasible, there have been dedicated routes set up for heavy vehicles to transport fuel; this means it was taken in count the safety levels of such a heavy transport. 

Another intention of strengthening the fuel supply chains of the country is ensuring that there are enough HGV (Heavy Goods Vehicle) drivers for which the government decided to create special training systems, boost the number of HGV driver tests, invest £52.5 million for road facilities and truck parking (GOV.UK, 2023). 

The vast majority of businesses are heavily reliant on the “world’s factory” known as China, but the pandemic had organisations left with limited resources, components, raw materials, etc., necessary for their operations. Many countries, UK included are looking for manufacturers closer to home, in an attempt to diversify sourcing, or implement dual sourcing to mitigate unforeseen impacts arising. As the pandemic changed forever the business environment, people and their jobs have gone through great changes too, with some companies allowing people to work remotely from home, or in hybrid regime. These people represent potential customers that might only be accessed through online distribution channels. It is recommended to invest in the online platforms to attract online business. 
Digital Supply Networks (DSNs) are seen as essential for addressing future supply chain challenges due to their ability to harness advanced technologies like IoT, AI, robotics, and 5G. These networks enhance the ability of companies to predict and manage disruptions like those experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic, and they ensure greater adaptability to market uncertainties and logistical issues. DSNs facilitate the development of more flexible and adaptable supply chains. By leveraging new technologies, companies can swiftly adjust their products and services in response to changing market conditions or customer preferences, thereby enhancing their competitiveness and reach (Zhu et. all, 2020).
It is improbable that the global supply chain will significantly reduce its dependence on key producers like China in the coming decades. Nevertheless, the pandemic is likely to spur actions to mitigate the severe shortages currently being experienced. The main advantage of the existing global supply chain structure remains its cost-effectiveness, hence the recommendation for countries and companies to adopt a "plus one" strategy for diversification.

The "plus one" strategy is particularly relevant to the present global supply chain scenario, which relies heavily on the affordable manufacturing and sourcing options from China, beyond just medical supplies. Initially, this approach was designed to counter the potential for increased production costs in China, but it has since evolved to address the environmental and operational risks associated with relying on a limited number of production sources. To implement this, multinational corporations are encouraged to expand their production and sourcing to other nearby Asian countries, reducing the risk concentration (Zhu et. all, 2020).


The pandemic prompted unforeseen reactions within the oil industry and from political and regional leaders. These internal and external reactions combined in ways not previously observed on a global scale. The consequence of these unique interactions was significant disruption to long-established supply chains, leaving the oil industry to struggle with oil surplus, followed by UK’s fuel shortage and eventually and the limited access to raw materials. In 2021, England was struggling to obtain raw materials such as steel, electronic chips, rubber, etc.; Many car manufacturers were not able to meet the existent demand despite it being on the lowest ever levels. This pushed manufacturers to remove specifications features from particular car models until further notice. Other manufacturers such as Toyota, reduced their car production to 50% and even halted operations in some factories. The raw materials scarcity, the ongoing supply chain disruptions by lockdown and the high raw material prices drove car prices up despite the all-time low demand. (Roberts, 2021).

Looking at the supply and demand during COVID-19 for fuels such as petrol, diesel and aviation fuel, there were severe fluctuations driving a lot of uncertainty, angst, and desperation amongst consumers, making people panic buy fuel which eventually drove low the availability and in some parts of the country, petrol stations had no petrol to sale. Sales at some UK petrol stations fell as low as 60% from the very start of the pandemic until May 10th, 2020. As a result, fewer deliveries were needed, and fuel stock levels at the stations were higher than usual. After May 10, 2020, when restrictions started to lift, the demand for road fuels began to increase again, especially in England where sectors reopened earlier compared to Scotland and Wales. By the end of July, demand reached about 90% of the levels seen before the lockdown.
The aviation sector was hit harder, with flight traffic in the UK decreasing by about 90% between April and June 2020 compared to the previous year. Although there was a slight improvement in July, the overall traffic was still significantly lower than normal.
Overall, the supply of fuels was adjusted to match the reduced demand during the lockdown, with fewer deliveries made when demand was low, and more deliveries made as demand started to increase again. (Khamkar, 2021).

Understanding demand and supply helps in allocating resources more efficiently. During the pandemic, knowing which goods are in higher demand allows companies and governments to prioritize their production and distribution strategies.
In Economics, the basic principles of supply and demand can be shown on a graph where the demand (price) is represented by a vertical axis while the supply is represented by a horizontal axis. The supply curve typically slopes upward, indicating that higher prices prompt suppliers to produce more. Conversely, the demand curve slopes downward, showing that consumers buy less as prices increase. The intersection of these curves determines the market-clearing price where supply equals demand. 
[bookmark: _Toc164008013]Price elasticity represents the responsiveness of demand to price change which mostly, depends on the goods. Inelastic goods like energy, fuel, are not seeing much change in demand, in contrast with the elastic goods such as food staples (meat, milk, flour) which are more sensitive to price fluctuations. Additionally, the concept of perfect competition is described, where many suppliers and demanders participate in a market with identical products, and no one can influence prices. Prices adjust to where the supply equals demand, and there are no barriers for new suppliers entering the market. This situation helps maintain a balance where prices reflect the marginal cost of production, and the utility consumers get from the product. (Asmundson, 2024).

CONCLUSION


The COVID-19 pandemic has starkly highlighted the vulnerabilities and complexities inherent in global supply chains. With disruptions ranging from the initial outbreak in Wuhan affecting global companies to the broader economic implications such as fuel price volatility and shortages in key sectors, the necessity for resilient and adaptable supply chain strategies has never been more apparent. The UK, like many countries, experienced significant strains on its transport and logistics, exacerbated by Brexit and the pandemic, leading to a revaluation of labour resources and supply chain practices.

As businesses and governments strive to stabilize and strengthen supply chains, the adoption of technologies in Digital Supply Networks and strategies such as the "plus one" sourcing model are promising steps towards mitigating future disruptions. These measures aim to enhance flexibility, reduce dependency on single sources, and better prepare for unforeseen challenges. The ongoing adjustments in the supply and demand of essential commodities underscore the need for dynamic management practices that can swiftly respond to changing market conditions and ensure continuous flow of goods and services.

Ultimately, the experiences drawn from the pandemic serve as a crucial learning point for building more robust supply infrastructures that not only withstand global shocks but also support economic stability and growth. By investing in technology, diversifying sourcing, and enhancing workforce capabilities, the UK and other nations can aim to secure a more resilient and efficient future for their supply chains.
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