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[bookmark: _Toc163764377]INTRODUCTION

The United Kingdom's trucking industry has been grappling with a severe shortage of Heavy Goods Vehicle (HGV) drivers throughout 2021, leading to significant disruptions across the supply chain affecting a wide range of industries from retail to hospitality. This shortage, exacerbated by a combination of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, Brexit-related workforce changes, and recent tax reforms known as IR35, has culminated in widespread consequences including temporary closures of petrol stations and delivery delays that have impacted both businesses and consumers alike. As the pandemic enforced restrictions on movement and decreased economic activity, it precipitated a historic drop in fuel demand, dramatically altering consumption patterns and highlighting the intricate balance of supply and demand. These events have not only tested the resilience of the UK's logistical frameworks but also underscored the critical importance of HGV drivers in maintaining essential services and economic stability. This introduction sets the stage for a deeper exploration of the causes, effects, and potential solutions to the challenges faced by the UK's trucking sector during this tumultuous period.
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In 2021 the trucking sector in the UK was facing a significant challenge due to a lack of Heavy Goods Vehicle (HGV) drivers. This shortage is causing disruptions in the delivery of goods across various industries, leading to stock shortages at retail stores, eateries, and other commercial establishments. In July 2021, BP petrol station was forced to close several of its gas stations temporarily because there were not enough drivers to distribute fuel, a situation worsened by the need to shut down one of its fuel storage facilities due to Covid-19 related staff isolations. 
The distribution of products like BP's gas stations has been negatively impacted to different extents. In September, the issue extended to municipal waste collection and the delivery of alcoholic beverages and other drinks, causing some pubs to close. 
These logistical headaches are attributed to a mix of recent factors: the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic causing some drivers to quarantine and slowing down the licensing of new drivers, the aftermath of Brexit prompting some non-UK drivers to leave the country, and the introduction of new tax regulations known as IR35. These tax changes have led to higher taxes for self-employed drivers, causing some to leave the industry and deterring new potential drivers due to the impact on their take-home pay (Piecyk et. all, 2021).
In 2020, March 3rd the UK government announced that the country would have to go in to its first COVID-19 lockdown bringing businesses to a standstill with many people not being able to work and leaving businesses unable to operate. Due to low fuel demand prices for fuel have dropped considerably making 2020 the year with the lowest ever oil consumption in history. The drop in oil prices in March represented the sharpest oil consumption fall ever recorded. 
“Declines in economic growth can lead to sharp falls in oil prices, because of the high-income elasticity of demand for oil.” (Wheeler et. all, 2020, p7.) The law of demand is considered by economists directly linked to prices and consumer behaviours. When the price of goods rises, instinctively the consumers will develop a tendency to buy less of that product, but as the price lowers, consumers will buy more of the product. (Eastin et. all, 2011). During the pandemic, despite the low fuel prices, consumers did not spend much on fuel mainly due to travelling restrictions, lockdown, furlough, etc. 

This significant decrease in price was primarily due to a sharp fall in oil consumption amid strong ongoing production, leading to a swift increase in oil stocks. By June 2020, the capacity to store oil was nearly maxed out. The main reason for the dive in oil prices was the drastic reduction in demand caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and the necessary restrictions implemented to control its spread. These measures not only sparked a worldwide economic downturn but also greatly affected travel and transportation, which make up about two-thirds of the total demand for oil. It's estimated that oil demand will drop by approximately 8 percent in 2020, marking an unprecedented decrease. Furthermore, factors related to oil supply, especially the initial hesitation to cut production, also contributed to the falling prices. 
Fast forward into the pandemic, UK went quickly under fire with heavy goods vehicle (HGV) drivers shortage threatening the country’s fuel supply to dissipate at a rapid pace whilst creating chaos and havoc amongst consumers who were not willing to bear this repercussion. Supply is defined as the ability to produce and sell a good or a service. Generally, producers are inclined to sell their goods at a price that is equal to or higher than the marginal cost of producing one more unit of the product. This means that the supply function, or the readiness to provide a product, is influenced by both the selling price of the good and the incremental cost of producing it. The larger the gap between the selling price and the production cost, the more eager producers are to supply the product (Wheeler et. all, 2020). In times of uncertainty and high stress, people have developed a sense of making purchases based on fears. Adaptive purchasing behaviour (APB) is defined by the NHS as a sudden increased need to buy goods, provoked by a stressful situation (or a situation seen as imminent) such as a pandemic or an unexpected natural disaster. Fear drove people to make excessive purchases such as: food, cleaning supplies, hand sanitizers, toilet paper, medication, followed by a sharp demand for fuel, etc. In 2021, the media has drawn attention on some of the national shortages the country was confronted with, one of the being fuels. This issue has created immediate panic with consumers driving the demand for fuel to 85%, driving stocks down, create long petrol station queues, reduce stock quick, drive a rise of fuel prices and leaving other consumers in need of fuel, not having any to buy (May, 2023).
Unfolding in the background was BREXIT which not only was developing rapidly but also has negatively impacted the UK’s struggling economy. United Kingdom’s departure from the European Union saw many non-UK heavy goods vehicle (HGV) drivers go back to their home countries to no return leaving this industry with tens of thousands of unfilled drivers vacancies. Firms were left in the dark with them unable to meet their business obligations causing them heavy cash losses. An estimated 1.4 million Europeans have left the country during the pandemic, and most have not come back. The vast majority of the HGV drivers were coming from Eastern Europe. Despite the truck industry’s cry for help, the government was not very supportive, and firms had to take heavy bonuses out of their pocket to keep the little number of drivers who have chosen to continue working within this industry. There has been an attempt to dampen the shortage when the government granted drivers the option of working longer hours during the week and have in place more efficient training programs (Dunham, 2021).

According to the UK government, there are several ways in which these situations can be easier to handle through proactivity and preparation. One of them is Supply Chains Resilience – strengthening the supply chain of a country, can result in better outcome for businesses and people during a national health situation or a natural disaster. It is imperative to have a diverse supply chain that could provide alternative sources for the products supplied. This can be easily achieved by working with international partners who are able to aid identify existing challenges of the supply chain and develop systems to improve it efficiently. Another way of strengthening the supply chain is stock piling and surging capacity – this framework can help identify ways and locations which can be used to hold stocks of products that are cast as vulnerable, or their availability is at risk. Onshoring can be a tool for enlarging domestic capacity and reduce risks (Gov.uk, 2022). 
To aid the national HGV shortage which still lingers to this day, the government can develop regulations to temporarily ease the drivers hours which will offer flexibility for the transportation industry. This should further be instated in relaxing the limitations of late-night deliveries to supermarkets, food retailers and distribution centres. Moreover, relaxing visa requirements for European drivers could help increase the low number of HGV drivers. For the future drivers that already reside in UK, apprenticeship roles should be available, funding for training, bootcamps for HGV driving skills development, incentives for recommending someone for this career, bonuses, and competitive salaries. Furthermore, as not every HGV driver can carry dangerous goods, it is necessary to ensure enough drivers are trained for caring such good. Available training locations should be available in each county, relevant trainers to meet demand and encouragement of existing drivers to apply for developing such skills. (GOV.UK, 2024).


During the COVID-19 pandemic, despite several national lockdowns, there was still a high demand for goods, especially food, medication, cleaning products and even fuel. As shops and stores were closed, people resumed to online buying which required a higher number of HGV drivers for goods transportation and delivery services. Demand and supply – “if at a given set of prices the demand for a good exceeds the available supply then its price rises thus causing the demand to decrease, while if supply exceeds demand the price will drop and demand will thereupon increase. By this mechanism it is supposed that prices will eventually regulate themselves to values at which supply and demand exactly balance, these being the prices at economic equilibrium.” (Gale, 1955, p. 155). The news of potential shortage of fuel has made consumers panic buy fuel as people did not wish to remain without their means of transportation. This matter has exacerbated the demand for fuel resulting in the disruption of the supply of fuel as companies were not able to supply fuel efficiently due to a shortage of HGV drivers. The drivers shortage has worsened the situation, and the sudden spike in demand has caught suppliers unprepared to deal with such matter. Implicitly, the high demand of fuel has led to higher fuel prices which stayed as such until further in time when the demand was met (Polat et. all, 2021).

Price Elasticity of Demand measures the responsiveness of the quantity demanded of a good to a change in its price. It is calculated as the percentage change in quantity demanded divided by the percentage change in price. When the price elasticity of demand for a product is greater than 1, it is considered elastic. This means that the quantity demanded changes by a greater percentage than the price changes.
Inelasticity of Demand - when the price elasticity of demand is less than 1, demand is considered inelastic. In this case, the quantity demanded is relatively unresponsive to price changes, meaning that changes in price lead to proportionally smaller changes in quantity demanded.
Typically, the demand for fuel is considered inelastic. Most consumers continue to purchase similar amounts of fuel even as prices rise or fall, primarily because there are limited immediate alternatives to car travel in many regions, and the use of vehicles is often integral to daily life. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the concepts of elasticity and inelasticity of demand were highlighted in unusual ways, particularly concerning fuel prices. The pandemic caused significant shifts in consumer behaviour and economic conditions, which influenced the demand for fuel differently than during normal times. Lockdown travel restrictions and isolation rules has impacted considerably the need for commuting and general travel has been reduced which has influenced the fuel prices making them drop considerably. As the economic impact deepened, those who needed to purchase fuel became more sensitive to price changes, potentially increasing the elasticity of demand compared to pre-pandemic conditions. For essential workers and essential travel (e.g., healthcare, groceries), demand for fuel remained relatively inelastic because these activities were crucial, regardless of the fuel price. Long-term adjustments, such as increased work-from-home arrangements, have the potential to permanently alter travel patterns, increasing the elasticity of fuel demand over time as people adapt to new routines and possibly switch to more sustainable energy sources (Ghazanfari, 2020).
Law of demand – states that all else being equal. As the price of goods or services increases, the quantity demanded by consumers decreases and vice versa. This inverse relationship between price and quantity demanded can be illustrated through a demand curve, which is typically downward sloping. The demand is influenced by changes in consumer preferences, income levels fluctuations, prices of related good, consumers future expectations. 
Law of supply – states that all else being equal, as the prices of goods or services increases, the quantity supplied by producers increases and vice versa. The supply curve is typically upward sloping, reflecting this direct relationship between price and quantity supplied. Supply is usually affected due to production costs (lower costs increases production and implicitly the supply capacity whereas higher prices affect production and supply), technological advances, competition, and expectation of future prices (Harper College, 2024).




[bookmark: _Toc163764379]CONCLUSION

The complex interplay of COVID-19 impacts, Brexit ramifications, and policy shifts such as the IR35 tax changes have deeply affected the UK's HGV sector and fuel distribution, underscoring the vulnerability of global supply chains to sudden shifts in demand, labour supply, and regulatory environments. The pandemic highlighted critical dependencies on specific labour pools and revealed the fragility of supply lines during unprecedented global shutdowns. The resultant driver shortages led to significant disruptions across various sectors, triggering widespread economic consequences and revealing the need for robust, resilient supply chains capable of withstanding such shocks.

To mitigate future disruptions and ensure economic stability, it is essential for the UK government and businesses to adopt a proactive approach to supply chain management. This includes diversifying labour sources, enhancing training and incentives for domestic workers, and creating more flexible regulatory frameworks to adapt quickly to changing circumstances. Strengthening partnerships and onshoring critical components of supply chains can also reduce reliance on international sources susceptible to global disruptions.
Ultimately, the experiences during the pandemic serve as a critical lesson in the importance of adaptability and resilience in economic and supply chain planning. By addressing these challenges head-on, the UK can better position itself to handle future crises, ensuring that essential goods and services continue to flow smoothly, even in the face of global upheavals.
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