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1,186 words
Let me begin by saying that the haulage industry is essential to the health of the economy.  To borrow a few words from Sir Digby Jones, who is now a Government Advisor, ‘these companies are the seed corn of business and their continued loss will weaken the future resilience of UK plc.’  Surely, in today’s difficult economic climate, this is a view to which the Government itself should subscribe.
The haulage industry is responsible for more than 80 per cent of freight movements in the UK, and logistics is the UK’s fifth biggest industry, accounting for eight per cent of all employment.  Without a healthy, competitive haulage industry, our goods will no doubt become more expensive and this will fuel inflation.  We should be ensuring that this industry continues to thrive as it has done for decades.  
We should also not kid ourselves that the industry is full of large companies that can easily absorb the costs of higher fuel prices.  Most hauliers are small or medium sized businesses, and many are family-run operations.  Around three quarters of operators have a fleet size of just two vehicles of less.  It is these companies that are already on their knees and unless the Government takes action, will sadly have to call in the receivers.

So what are the pressures facing hauliers, and what can we do about them?

Firstly: the unprecedented rise in diesel prices in the last few months.  Motorists across the country have been struggling with high fuel prices of late, but they have hit the UK haulage industry particularly hard. Around 40 per cent of operating costs of our domestic hauliers are swallowed up by diesel costs.  At the start of this month, the average price for diesel was 132.3 pence per litre.  This time last year, it was just 97.38 pence per litre.  During the fuel crisis of 2000 it was 82 pence per litre!
The Government has tried to blame this crisis on global oil prices, and this is partly true, with a barrel of oil now costing over $140.  However, the Government must also take some responsibility for the high diesel prices with which we are faced at the pumps.  After all, the price of oil should hit fuel prices everywhere, and yet the UK has the second highest price for diesel in Europe.  The reason for this is that we have the highest diesel taxes in Europe, which are of course controlled by the Treasury.  When VAT is added, 53 per cent of the UK’s diesel pump price is accounted for by taxes and duties.
It is, therefore, clear that we need to rethink the tax system for fuel to provide a fairer, more reliable framework.  We will have to wait and see whether the Chancellor postpones the 2p increase in fuel duty this October, but in either case, the way the Chancellor has dropped hints here and there isn’t helpful to small businesses that have to plan their costs very carefully.  Hauliers shouldn’t have to rely on the Chancellor’s goodwill to stay afloat.  
This is why I very much welcome the Shadow Chancellor, George Osborne’s proposals for a Fair Fuel Stabiliser.  George recently unveiled a plan to soften the impact of future fuel price rises on businesses and families.  The mechanism, called the Fair Fuel Stabiliser, means that when fuel prices go up, fuel duty will fall, and when fuel prices go down, fuel duty will increase.  
We believe that this will have a stabilising effect on public finances and on inflation, and will send out a clear environmental signal by creating more certainty about the price of carbon.  Under the formula we propose to use, fuel would now be 5p per litre cheaper if it had been introduced in the 2008 Budget.  
However, fuel duty isn’t the only problem our truckers have.  Thanks to this Government’s inaction and dithering over the last eight years, they are also trying to compete with foreign hauliers who pay no UK road tax, can fill up their tanks with cheaper fuel abroad and who often work to much lower safety standards.  This is obviously disadvantaging UK based truckers, but it also raises wider concerns for all road users in terms of road safety and increasing congestion on our already clogged up roads.

The Freight Transport Association has estimated that UK hauliers’ costs are on average, eight per cent higher than competitors operating from the continent.  Working on the tight margins that face many small businesses, eight per cent can make the difference between a successful business and an unprofitable one.

This is why levelling the playing field between domestic and foreign hauliers is so important.  One way of doing this is to introduce some form of Lorry Road User Charge.  The Government indicated that it was interested in such a scheme in 2001 and the then Chancellor, Gordon Brown promised a new taxation system for HGVs based on a road user charge coupled with a fuel duty rebate.  The aim was to ensure that ‘lorry operators from overseas pay their fair way towards the cost of using UK roads’.  This seems entirely reasonable to me given that research has shown that foreign lorries operating on UK roads are imposing road wear costs of around £195 million a year, and yet as I said earlier, pay no road tax.
Well, seven years on where are we?  The answer is - right back at the beginning.  The Government has made shockingly little progress on introducing this scheme.  The word ‘dither’ doesn’t begin to cover it.  The Government scrapped the Lorry scheme in 2002 by claiming that it would be included in the work on national road pricing, but have then had to abandon this ill-thought through national scheme because of public opposition.  Quite frankly, I think our hauliers deserve better.
This is why my Conservative colleagues in the Shadow Transport and Treasury teams are exploring ways of solving this problem – consistently with EU law – so that our truckers are competing on a level playing field.  The key things to be considered are the cost of running it, the administration required, the burden of using it, and the reliability of the scheme.  Clearly these are important considerations that we need to get right, but I can assure you that we are committed to this as a Party and we will be bringing forward more details on this as time permits.  

The Government keeps on saying that it does not want to disadvantage the UK haulage industry, but the problem is that its policies, or lack of them, are.  Ministers have dithered on introducing a Lorry Road User Charge for eight years already.  Even by this Government’s record, that is really something.  It is time for the Government to not only say they listening to our hauliers, but actually to take some action.  The UK haulage industry isn’t asking for special favours, just to be allowed to compete on a level playing field against their foreign competitors.  It is the Government’s duty to allow them to do this.

PAGE  
4

