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EXPLANATORY MEMORANDUM 

The development of the common transport policy has called for a better 

knowledge of the scale and development of the carriage of goods by road. 

Council Directive 78/546/EEC of 12 June 1978 (1) requires each Member State 

to compile annual statistical data on the carriage of goods by vehicles 

registered in its territory, and to forward to the Commission the results 

of the surveys together with a detailed report on the methods used. 

The Commission is required under Article 7 of the Directive to examine 

together with Member States the statistical tables and reports submitted by 

the Member States, in order to ensure that the methods employed yield 

comparable results. 

The Commission is required under Article 8 of the Directive to report to the 

Council on the work carried out pursuant to this Directive and to propose 

any amendments necessary in the light of the results obtained. 

The report contains : 

i) a list of surveys carried out by Member States, 

ii) a selection of the principal results for 1979 and 1980 submitted by 

Member States and published by the Commission, 

iii) a description of the methods, sampling rates and response rates in the 

various surveys, 

iv) information on the accuracy of the results, 

v) a note on problems for further study in any future extension of the 

Directive. 

The Commission considers, after examination in collaboration with Member 

States of the experience acquired to date, that the surveys carried out under 

the Dir~ctive can provide comparable data on the scale and development of 

the carriage of goods by road by means of vehicles registered in the Commu

nity. 

The Commission concludes that the Directive can be implemented without amend

ment and that the main statistical results correspond to its objectives. 

(1) o.J. N° L 168 of 26.6.1978, p. 29 
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Commission Report to the Council 

on experience acquired in the work carried out pursuant to Council 

Directive 78/546/EEC of 12 June 1978 on statistical returns in 

respect of carriage of goods by road, as part of regional statistics (1) 

Basis of the Report 

1. The Commission is required under Article 8 of the Directive to submit a 

report to the Council before 1 January 1983 on experience acq ired in the 

work carried out pursuant to this Directive and to propose any amendments 

necessary in the light of the results obtained, particularly to prevent 

the movement of goods between Member States being systematically subject 

to formalities specifically designed for the purposes of applying this 

Directive. 

Statistics covered by the Directive 

2. This Directive covers annual statistics on carriage of goods by means of 

commercial motor vehicles registered in a Member State within the terri

tory of that Member State (national transport) and between that Member 

State and another Member State or a non-Member State (international 

transport). The Directive does not apply to : 

(i) vehicles registered in a non-Member State, even in journeys to or 

from a Member State; 

(ii) vehicles whose weight or dimensions exceed the normal permitted 

limits; 

(iii) agricultural vehicles, military vehicles and vehicles used by 

public administrations and public services, with the exception of 

road vehicles used by the railway administrations. 

Member States may refrain from applying this Directive to small vehicles 

(below a limit not exceeding 3.5 tonnes payload or 6 tonnes total per

missible laden weight). 

(1) O.J. N° L 168 of 26 June 1978, P• 29 
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3. Statistics of national and international transport, expressed in tonne

kilometres and/or tonnes, are broken down into carriage on own account 

and carriage for hire or reward according to 24 groups of goods. National 

transport is further broken down by region and by four classes of length 

of journey, and international transport by country of loading/unloading. 

Transmission of survey results 

4. Member States are required under Article 5 to compile annual statistical 

returns for 1979 onwards, and to send the data to the Commission before 

the end of the year following the reference year. The Minutes of the 

Council of Ministers of Transport in June 1978 recorded that 1979 should 

be regarded as a "trial" period in view of the technical difficulties 

involved. 

5. Data in respect of 1979 was sent by six Member States before the end of 

1980 and by two Member States by June 1981. Some of the data supplied by 

the United Kingdom and Denmark referred only to the second half of 1979, 

but was extrapolated to the whole year. A postal strike delayed the 

introduction of the survey in Ireland, which was able to supply statistics 

only for the last quarter of 1979; seasonal factors made it impossible to 

extrapolate to the whole year. 

6. Data for 1980 was sent by five Member States before the end of 1981 and 

by three others by September 1982. The United Kingdom supplied returns of 

international transport which include for the first time vehicles regi

stered in Northern Ireland moving on roll-on/roll-off vessels from 

British ports but still exclude traffic across the Irish Land Boundary. 

1· In 1981, Greece initiated a survey of international transport and for

warded the results in June 1982. A short-term pilot survey of national 

transport was conducted in 1981 but revealed the vehicle register to be 

incomplete and out-of-date; a continuing national transport survey was 

introduced in March 1982. 

8. In Italy, the vehicle register which it was intended to use as a sampling 

frame was destroyed in a bomb attack in 1979 and has subsequently not 

been reconstituted. In 1982 therefore, the Commission initiated formal 

proceedings under Article 169 of the Treaty of Rome in respect of Italy's 

failure to comply with this Directive. 
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Publication of survey results 

9. The CommisAion is required under Article 5 to communicate the results of 

the surveys to Member States at the earliest possible date. The Statisti

cal Office of the European Communities processed the 1979 data by end 1981 
and circulated the detailed results for the seven Member States concerned 

in an internal publication to the Directorate General for Transport and 

to the Statistical services and the Ministries of Transport of the Member 

States ( 11Communi ty Survey on the carriage of goods by road", Volumes 1 

to 5, January 1982). The 1980 data for eight Member States was processed 

by end of 1982 and a similar publication was issued in January 1983. 

10. As required under Article 7, the Commission has examined, in collabora

tion with Member States, the statistical returns and methodological 

reports submitted by Member States. It was agreed in June 1982 that the 

surveys were broadly comparable and that suitable summaries of the 

results could be given wider circulation, although the figures in indi

vidual cells of detailed cross-tabulations would remain subject to 

reservations because of sampling error. Some of the principal statistics 

of national and international transport in 1979 and 198o are given in 

Annex 1. 

Survey methods 

11. Member States are required under Article 6 to forward to the Commission 

a detailed report on the methods used in compiling the data. The Direc

tive does not prescribe a specific method but underlines the need to 

prevent the movement of goods between Member States being systematically 

subject to formalities specifically designed for the purpose of collec

ting the 3tatistics required. 

12. The StatiG'tical Office of the European Communities has summarised these 

reports ("Methodology of the Community Survey of Carriage of Goods by 

Road", STATRA 244, February 1982) and examined the methods in collabora

tion with the Member States. The nine Member States which have so far 

submitted statistical returns, have employed a total of 17 different 

methods, the majority of which rely upon sample surveys using question

naires sent by post to transport operators in respect of the transport 

operations carried out by individual road goods vehicles in a sample week 



(sampling in space and time). The sample designs usually involve strati

fication (e.g. size, type and age of vehicle) for optimum efficiency in 

relation to survey costs. Separate surveys are conducted for own account 

and for hire or reward transport in two Member States (Germany and 

Netherlands), and for national and for international transport in five 

Member States (Germany, Netherlands, United Kingdom, Denmark and Greece). 

International transport statistics are based upon external trade statis

tics in Denmark, upon record cards from frontier posts in Germany and upon 

TIR documents in Greece; the basic source documents for these surveys were 

already in use prior to the Directive, as were the waybills and monthly 

returns used for long distance transport surveys in Germany. 

13. Member States are permitted under Article 2 to adopt a survey cut-off 

point for small vehicles not exceeding "3.5 tonnes payload or 6 tonnes 

total permissible laden weight" (GVW). Subsequently, Member States agr':ed 

to adopt in principle a cut-off point of 3 tonnes payload wherever 

possible; detailed examinations of the park of road vehicles in France 

and Denmark established that : 3.5 tonnes payload = 6.9 tonnes GVW and 

3.0 tonnes payload = 6.0 tonnes GVW. In practice only France and Denmark 

(national transport) were able to adopt this cut-off point in 1979. Other 

countries either included all goods vehicles or adopted a lower cut-off 

(e.g. Belgium with 1 tonne payload and United Kingdom with 3.5 tonnes GVW 

= 2 tonnes payload), except in Germany where the long distance ow.n account 

transport statistics are based upon motor vehicles with a payload over 

4 tonnes. In France, previous surveys which covered all goods vehicles 

of 1 tonne payload and over, had showed that the smaller vehicles (1 tonne 

but below 3 tonnes) formed 54 percent of the total numbers of goods 

vehicles but carried only 8 percent of the total tonnes transported and 

performed only 6 percent of the total tkm. In 1979, goods vehicles of 

this size formed 46 percent of the total numbers and 10 percent of the 

total carrying capacity of goods vehicles in Belgium, but carried only 

4 percent of the total tonnage transported and performed only 3 percent 

of the total tkm (only 0.7 percent of the t and tkm in international 

transport). The use of different survey cut-off points in Member States 

is unlikely to have had a major effect upon the statistical results, 

especially for international transport. 



- 5-

14. The Minutes of the Council of Ministers of Transport in June 1978 recorded 

the difficulty of clearly defining "coDDDercial motor vehicle", in view of 

the divergence of survey methods used in different Member States and re

quested that the statistical consequences in the form of double countingor 

omission be quantified as far as possible. The aim of the Directive, set 

out in Article 1, is to cover the carriage of goods by road by means of 

vehicles registered in Member States and the definitions in Article 2 cover 

"any single vehicle or coupled combination of V"~icles, such as a lorry 

with or without trailer, or a tractor vehicl~ tiith trai~er or semi-trailer". 

No problem arises in respect of national tr~nsport (on average over 95 per

cent of all road transport) or single veh1cles, but one may arise when goods 

are carried between Member States in a c01pled combination of vehicles. 

15. A semi-trailer registered in one of three Member States which use the 

"load-carrying vehicle" survey method could in theory be hauled throughout 

an international journey by a tractor registered in another Member State 

which uses the alternative "powered vehicle" method and so be recorded in 

both surveys; in the contrary case, no journey would be recorded by either. 

A change in the composition of a combination of vehicles is not uncommon en 

route, for example after an unacompanied semi-trailer movement by roll-on/ 

roll-off ferry or piggyback train, or at a land boundary. Changes en route 

between Member States which use different methods of survey and of vehicle 

registration may lead to partial double counting (1) or partial omissinn(2); 

changes en route between Member States which use the same survey method may 

lead to underestimation of international transport (3). These problems are 

now being examined in depth with the Member States (4). 

(1) Goods on a French registered semi-trailer hauled first in France by a French 
registered tractor and then in the United Kingdom by a British registered 
tractor will be recorded in the French survey ("international" transport) 
and, in part, in the British survey also ("national" transport). 

(2) Goods on a semi-trailer owned in Britain (which does not register semi
trailers) hauled first by a French registered tractor in France and then by 
a British tractor will be recorded, in part, in the British survey only 
("national" transport). 

(3) Goods on a semi-trailer hauled by a Netherlands tractor and then by a British 
registered tractor will be recorded as "national" transport in both surveys. 

(4) Semi-trailers make a large contribution to road transport (in 1979 they 
accounted for 34 percent of the total tonnes and 57 percent of the tkm by 
Belgian vehicles, for 40 percent and 60 percent respectively by French 
vehicles; and in international transport for 70 percent of the tonnes and 
74 percent of the tkm by Belgian vehicles, and 62 percent of the total 
tonnes crossing the German frontier). 
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Accuracy of the results 

16. Member States are required under Article 6 'bo "take steps necessary to 

obtain sufficient results regarding the total tonnage carried in national 

and international transport" and to report to the Commission annually on 

the non-response rate and on the degree of accuracy, in the form of . 
standard deviations or confidence intervals, of the results regarding 

transport "between national regions" and "between their territory and 

that of the other Member States". 

17. Non-response is virtually nil in four surveys, is 10 percent or less in 

four surveys, and is about 20 percent or less in four further surveys, 

with the highest rate 40 percent (two surveys). In some Member States, 

three major categories of non-response have been identified : vehicles 

sold, i.e. out-of-date addresses in the register, questionnaires not 

returned or returned unusable, and vehicles laid-up or scrapped (caU'JS 

which refer particularly to smaller and older vehicles). Treatment ~f 

non-response by most Member States by adjustment of raising factors is 

based on the normal hypothesis that non-respondents are not dissimilar 

to respondents; in France, which does not make this adjustment, the 

grossed-up figures are believed to be under-estimated by 15 percent. 

18. Results may also be subject to some under-estimation if the selection of 

the vehicles is made from a relatively out-of-date register (e.g. Belgium, 

the register of vehicles at previous year-end) without including vehicles 

newly registered each month, since it is known that newer vehicles have 

a higher annual performance. 

19. Estimates of sampling errors or standard deviations have been supplied by 

six Member States for several of the principal statistics of their natio

nal and/or international transport. These estimates of tonnes transported, 

converted where appropriate to a common 95 % confidence level, are given 

in Annex 2. The levels of accuracy indicated are high, even extremely 

high in sampling terms for the major transport flows, but may be consi

derably lower in respect of minor transport flows (e.g. with less impor

tant countries or regions), and particularly in respect of the most 

detailed results (e.g. regional traffic cross-classified by commodity). 

The problems of sampling error will be examined in detail in collaboration 

with Member States when further estimates have been received; it is un

likely that annual estimates of sampling errors will be necessary, unless 

the individual sampling designs or sampling rates are modified. 
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Need for amendments to the Directive 

20. This Report evaluates the survey experience acquired since 1979 and the 

statistical results reported for the first "trial" year. The technical 

and administrative difficulties in establishing surveys under the Direc

tive have ~een or are now being overcome in nine Member States, difficul

ties which do not call into question the Directive as such. The Commission 

considers on the basis of this experience that ·the results obtained are 

broadly comparable between Member States an~ corresporl to the Council's 

objectives set out in the preamble to the Uireotive. 

21. The last recital of the Directive menti0~ the possibility of extending 

the scope of the Directive by compiling data on the main flows of goods 

between the regions of the Community in the form of international traffic. 

This possibility is also envisaged in the Council Directives on statistics 

on carriage of goods by inland waterway ( 80/1119 /EEC) ( 1 ) and by rail 

(80/1177/EEC) (2), which stipulate in Article 5 that, within two years 

of these Directives coming into force, i.e. by end December 1982, the 

Council will decide on the basis of proposals from the Commission 

whether to institute statistics on international traffic between regions. 

It is to be noted, however, that statistics for both these modes of 

transport are based upon complete enumeration, whereas statistics for the 

carriage of goods by road involve more complex methods largely by sample 

survey. The Commission is studying in collaboration with Member States 

the problems involved in introducing this extension into the surveys for 

the carriage of goods by road. 

22. Also under study are the possibilities of compiling information on a) the 

carriage of goods by road in international traffic between Member States 

and certain European countries not listed separately in Annex III to the 

Directive, and on b) the carriage of goods by road vehicles registered in 

individual Member States "cross-trading'' between other countries. 

(1) o.J. N° L 339 of 15.12.1980, p.30 

(2) o.J. N° L 350 of 23.12.1980, P• 23 
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Conclusion 

23. The Commission considers, on the experience acquired to date, that the 

Directive can be implemented without amendment, and that the main sta

tistical results correspond to its objectives. The Commission will 

examine, in collaboration with Member States, the problems involved in 

extending the scope of the Directive and will make proposals to the 

Council by January 1985. 

LIST OF ANNEXES 

Annex 1 

Table 1 National and international transport 1979 
Table 2 National transport 1979 
Table 3 National and international transport 1980 
Table 4 National and international transport by group of goods 1979 
Table 5 International transport by country of loading/unloading 1979 
Table 6 International transport, Intra EUR-7, by country of loading/ 

Annex 2 

Table 1 

Table 2 

unloading 1979 

Sampling errors 

Road goods surveys 1979, Methodology : 

2 (i) T,ype of survey, sampling and response rates 

2 (ii) Multiatage sampling designs 

2 (iii) Type of vehicle, survey cut-off point and stratification 
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ANNEX 1 TA13LE 5 

INTEENATIONAL 'IRANSPORT BY COUN'IRY OF LOADING/UNLOADING, 1979 

1000 t 

Country of loading/unloading Quantity Quantity 
loaded unloaded 

TOTAL 132 841 135 482 

EUR-7 121 505 121 505 
Italy 6 033 6 381 

Ireland 54 211 

'lhird oountri es 5 249 1 385 
of which : Switzerland 756 2 494 

Austria 843 1 377 
Yugoslavia 100 129 
Greece 36 19 
Turkey 1 14 
Spain 758 952 
Portugal 89 271 
Norway 160 243 
Sweden 1 448 1 205 
Finland 36 34 
German Democratic Republic ( 1) 54 42 
C zechoslovald a 582 29 
Other Europe 231 128 
North Africa. 1 25 
Near and Middle East 2 19 
Other countries 140 284 

(1) Excludes transport between Federal Republic of Germany and German Demo
cratic Republic in vehicles registered in the Federal Republic of Germany 
(total transport between these two countries was 2.3 mio tonnes). 
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