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Goods vehicles hired without drivers  
OVERVIEW 
The current EU rules provide to haulage companies the possibility to use hired vehicles, but also 
allow Member States to restrict this.  

As part of the 2017 road transport mobility package, the European Commission proposed to soften 
the existing restrictions and establish a uniform regulatory framework, which would give transport 
operators across the EU equal access to the market for hired goods vehicles.    

As co-legislators, the European Parliament and the Council have agreed new rules in October 2021. 
Member States will not be allowed to restrict, on their territories, the use of a vehicle hired by a 
haulage company established in another Member State. However, they will still be able to restrict, 
to a certain degree, the use of vehicles that their own companies hire in another Member State.   

EU Member States will have 14 months to adapt their legislation before the rules enter into force. 
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Introduction 
Over the years, the European Union (EU) has developed a set of rules for road transport. As part of 
its regulatory fitness and performance ('REFIT') programme, the European Commission concluded 
that the EU legislative framework for road transport needed to be modernised and adapted to 
current and future needs. On 31 May 2017, the Commission put forward several legislative 
proposals, as the first mobility package. The proposed directive on the use of hired vehicles for the 
carriage of goods by road is one of them. It was linked to proposed changes in the rules for 
becoming a road transport operator and gaining access to the international road haulage market.1  

Context 
In 2000, the international share of total road freight transport activity was about 28 %, while in 2014, 
it already reached almost 36 %. In terms of tonne-km,2 only about 14 % of road freight transport 
operations in the EU in 2015 were carried out by companies moving their own goods (own account). 
The remaining 86 % were performed by companies offering road haulage services for hire and 
reward. The split between own-account transport and transport for hire and reward has not 
changed much over the years. According to the Commission, road freight transport services for hire 
and reward together employ about 3 million people, while road freight transport for own accounts 
for an additional 500 000 to 1 million people.  

Haulage undertakings use hired vehicles as a permanent replacement for owned vehicles (long-
term lease), as a temporary fleet addition to meet seasonal or peak demands, and also as a 
temporary replacement for damaged or defective vehicles (short-term rent). The leasing industry 
estimated in 2014 that among the newly registered heavy goods vehicles (HGVs, with maximum 
mass above 3.5 tonnes), at least 40 % were hired or leased, while this share was around 16 % in the 
total fleet. When both HGVs and light commercial vehicles (LCVs) were counted, about 10 % of the 
EU fleet was either rented or leased (about 3.5 million out of a total of 36 million vehicles). This splits 
into some 1 million HGVs and 2.5 million LCVs. 

In 2014, Eurostat surveys counted about 6 500 companies in the EU whose main activity was renting 
and leasing of trucks,3 in total employing some 26 000 people and generating annual turnover of 
€8 to 9 billion. 

Existing situation 
Legislative development 
In terms of European rules on the use of vehicles hired without drivers, Directive 2006/1/EC codified 
a situation existing since 1990. It provided to haulage companies the possibility to use hired 
vehicles, but also allowed Member States to restrict this in two cases. First, Member States may 
exclude the use of hired vehicles above six tonnes used by their domestic companies for own-
account operations. And second, they can also restrict, on their territories, the use of vehicles which 
a company has hired outside its country of establishment. 

The directive applies to all goods vehicles (LCVs up to 3.5 tonnes and HGVs), motorised or non-
motorised (trailers and semi-trailers) and their combinations. It does not apply to buses and coaches. 
It covers all forms of hire, from (mostly short-term) renting to (mostly long-term) leasing.  

Restrictions currently applied to vehicles hired without drivers 
The majority of Member States apply a regime less strict than that provided by the directive, and do 
not make use of the restrictive options.  

1. The restriction on the use of hired goods vehicles with a total mass above six tonnes for own-
account operations is applied in Greece,4 Italy, Portugal and Spain. When a company 

https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-modes/road/mobility-package-i_en
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52017PC0282
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52017PC0281
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52017PC0282&from=EN#page=3
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2017-06/mobility-package-overview-of-the-eu-road-transport-market-in-2015.pdf#p=7
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52017SC0196&from=EN#page=65
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2016-09/2016-ex-post-evaluation-of-directive-2006-1-ec-final-report.pdf#p=19
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52017SC0198&from=EN#page=9
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52017SC0198&from=EN#page=10
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52017SC0198&from=EN#page=10
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1507648437664&uri=CELEX:32006L0001
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52017SC0196&from=EN#page=6
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established in these countries wants to transport its own goods in large volumes, it can 
either pay a professional haulage operator, rent a number of smaller trucks or buy their own 
large vehicle. According to the Commission, such vehicles then tend to be under-utilised 
(empty runs). Moreover, as companies renting vehicles with total laden weight above six 
tonnes cannot respond to seasonal or peak demands there, the corresponding markets for 
hired vehicles are under-developed (see Figure 1: the share of Greece, Italy and Portugal in 
this market segment was much lower than their share of overall EU gross domestic product 
(GDP) in 2015; no data were available for Spain). 

2. On its territory, a Member State can forbid the use of a vehicle that an operator from another 
Member State has hired in a third Member State. Most Member States (18) do not use this 
possibility 5 and allow the use of goods vehicles hired elsewhere, provided that the foreign 
operators comply with EU road haulage legislation (as updated by Regulation 
2020/1055/EU) and hold a Community licence from the Member State of establishment.  

However, for international haulage operations in the EU, only vehicles equipped with a 
certified true copy of the Community licence can be used.6 In several Member States,7 the 
certified copy is only issued to vehicles registered in that Member State, not to vehicles 
registered abroad, effectively limiting the use of such vehicles.  

 

Figure 1 – Share (in %) in EU GDP and in EU turnover in 'renting and leasing of trucks' in 2015 

 
Data source: Eurostat - structural business statistics, 2015. No data on the share in EU turnover (of sector 
N 77.12) were available for CZ, IE, ES, LU, MT and NL.   

The Commission, citing 2015 Eurostat data on the use of heavy goods vehicles older than 10 years 
(in total mileage), points out that the countries that restrict the use of hired goods vehicles tend to 
be among those where the share of old vehicles is the highest.8   

Hired vehicles tend to be newer (by 4 to 6 years, the leasing industry estimates), safer and less 
polluting. Moreover, since 2014, only vehicles complying with tighter air pollutant emissions 
standards (EURO VI) can be placed on the market. As many goods vehicles are subject to a rental or 
leasing scheme at the beginning of their lifetime and then switch into ownership after some years, 
restricting the use of hired vehicles could hinder the market uptake of new vehicles and 
technologies.  

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52017SC0196&from=EN#page=8
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32020R1055&qid=1647364793671
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32020R1055&qid=1647364793671
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52017SC0198&from=EN#page=10
https://www.theicct.org/sites/default/files/publications/ICCT_Euro6-VI_briefing_jun2016.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52017SC0196&from=EN#page=6
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52017SC0196&from=EN#page=6
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Parliament's starting position  
The European Parliament, considering hired vehicles as usually the newest and cleanest on the 
market and contributing to the efficiency of road transport, in its resolution of 18 May 2017 on road 
transport in the EU, called on the Commission to review the relevant rules, which allow Member 
States to restrict the use of such vehicles for international transport operations. Noting the high level 
of empty runs, the Parliament argued that this was caused by restrictions on cabotage9 operations. 

Preparation of the proposal 
The European Commission engaged an external contractor to carry out a study on the ex-post 
evaluation and a study for the impact assessment (both by Ricardo consultancy). From the ex-post 
evaluation, it concluded that the existing restrictions prevent transport operators from optimal use 
of vehicles, while also raising compliance costs both for transport operators and the leasing and 
renting industry, as well as increasing enforcement costs to public authorities (for more detail, see 
the EPRS implementation appraisal).  

The proposal for a directive is accompanied by an impact assessment, which studied a range of 
options, from issuing guidelines and recommendations only, through different combinations of 
eliminating the existing restrictions, to setting the same rules for the use of hired vehicles as for the 
use of vehicles owned by undertakings (for more detail, see the EPRS initial appraisal of the impact 
assessment).  

Next to targeted stakeholder interviews, the Commission also ran a 12-week online public 
consultation and a seven-week small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) consultation. The main 
problem raised by transport companies was the uncertainty they have to face when dealing with 
the differing implementation of the existing rules. Operators called for harmonised rules, including 
the period for which a vehicle can be hired in all Member States.10   

The changes the proposal would bring 
The Commission proposed to remove the existing restrictions and establish a clear and uniform 
regulatory framework, giving transport operators across the EU equal access to the market for hired 
vehicles.  

Concretely, the Commission proposed that Member States would no longer have the possibility to 
restrict the use of hired vehicles for own-account operations. In addition, while Member States could 
still limit the use of a vehicle hired in a Member State other than the one in which the undertaking 
hiring it is established, they would have to allow its use for at least four months. This period would 
give transport companies enough time to meet peak or seasonal demand and replace defective 
vehicles. This limitation was deemed necessary to prevent possible distortions due to significant 
differences among Member States in road vehicle taxation. 

As a result, own-account operators all over the EU would be able to use hired goods vehicles without 
a weight limit. The Commission argued, that to transport operators, the proposal would reduce 
regulatory burden, give them more flexibility and allow them to perform their transport operations 
efficiently. The vehicle renting and leasing industry would gain access to new markets (in Greece, 
Italy, Portugal and Spain) and the possibility to satisfy short-term extra demand. Together, this 
would help boost the market for hired vehicles and was expected to lower prices.11  

National authorities would no longer have to control the use of hired goods vehicles for own-
account operations, but would have to enforce the temporary permission to use vehicles hired in 
another Member State instead, to prevent transport operators from moving their fleet to states with 
low taxes and hiring them back. Higher profits in both the road haulage and the vehicle hiring sector 
were expected to bring in more tax revenue. The Commission argued that the proposal could also 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2017-0228
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-modes/road/mobility-package-i_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52017SC0199
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52017SC0199
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/598617/EPRS_BRI(2017)598617_EN.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1507552803018&uri=CELEX:52017SC0196
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/610995/EPRS_BRI(2017)610995_EN.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52017PC0282&qid=1648136284795
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52017SC0196&from=EN#page=52
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52017PC0282&from=EN#page=6
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help reduce some negative impacts of road transport, as hired vehicles are usually newer, less 
polluting and safer than the remainder of the fleet.  

At the latest five years after the transposition deadline, the Commission would report on the 
implementation and effects of the directive and assess whether further measures are needed. The 
monitoring should be facilitated by national electronic registers of road transport undertakings, 
where transport operators would have to indicate the number plates of the vehicles at their disposal, 
showing clearly the share of foreign-registered vehicles.  

The Commission estimated that for EU hauliers, implementation of the measures proposed could 
reduce operating costs by about €158 million in 2030 and create about 1 700 jobs. For an individual 
operator, the switch from owned to hired vehicles could lower operating costs by about 2 %. 
Companies renting and leasing goods vehicles could gain about €81 million and create about 
2 900 jobs.   

Advisory committees 
The European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) in its opinion of 6 December 2017 (rapporteur 
Brian Curtis, Group II – Workers, United Kingdom) welcomed the removal of restrictions on the use 
of goods vehicles for own-account operations. The EESC suggested strengthening the traceable link 
between the company and the vehicle. Should further tax-related measures be needed, the EESC 
suggests capping the proportion of the fleet that could be temporarily transferred from an operator 
to an affiliate operator in another Member State.   

The European Committee of the Regions (CoR), in its opinion of 1 February 2018 (rapporteur Spyros 
Spyridon, EPP, Greece), welcomed both the proposed further liberalisation of the use of hired 
vehicles, considering that it will bring new jobs and help improve the environment, and the partial 
liberalisation of vehicle hire from another Member State for commercial activities, as a way out of 
the current situation where conditions across the EU vary. 

National parliaments 
Within the deadline for submission of reasoned opinions on the grounds of subsidiarity 
(4 September 2017), only the Italian Senate contributed to the political dialogue. Affirming the need 
to keep restrictions on the hire of goods vehicles above six tonnes for own-account operations and 
on the period of time allowed to carry out operations with hired vehicles (several months), it also 
wanted to ensure that hired vehicles may only be driven by drivers with the necessary professional 
qualifications. 

Stakeholder views12 
Well before the mobility package, the leasing industry (Leaseurope) called for a level playing field 
for truck rental companies. They wished to end the situation whereby rules of access to the rental 
profession were stricter in some Member States than in others.   

In reaction to the legislative proposal, there was general support for extending the use of hired 
vehicles. The International Road Transport Union (IRU) warned, however, that this could also 
increase the existing competitive pressure on the EU road freight transport market. They suggested 
restricting the use of hired vehicles outside the Member State of establishment of the hiring 
company to a maximum (rather than minimum) period of four months during a calendar year. The 
confederation of EU businesses, BusinessEurope warned against possible loopholes among several 
legislative acts, which could open the door to misusing the cabotage rules or make enforcement 
more difficult. The transport forum established by the Association of Craft, Small and Medium-sized 
Enterprises (formerly UEAPME) opposed the extension of the current provisions. They also warned 
against returning empty trucks in urban areas, worsening congestion and pollution levels. Instead, 
they proposed harmonisation of the time limits after which a vehicle has to be registered, allowing 
for no renewals, and including national rental companies in the scope.  

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52017PC0282&from=EN#page=6
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/vehicles-hired-without-drivers-carriage-goods-road
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1528387058083&uri=CELEX:52017AR3561
http://www.ipex.eu/IPEXL-WEB/dossier/document/COM20170282.do#dossier-COD20170113
https://www.leaseurope.org/
https://www.iru.org/system/files/IRU%20Position%20Paper_%20Mobility_Package_part_1.pdf
https://www.businesseurope.eu/sites/buseur/files/media/position_papers/internal_market/2017-11-24_mobility_package_2017_-_comments_on_internal_market_pillar_and_social_elements.pdf
https://www.smeunited.eu/about-us
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Legislative process 
The European Parliament tasked its Committee on Transport and Tourism (TRAN) with the file. The 
TRAN report, prepared by Cláudia Monteiro de Aguiar (EPP, Portugal), was adopted on 24 May 2018. 
It proposed a less market-driven approach than the Commission and took into account some safety 
and compliance issues, such as varying levels of road transport taxation. As the TRAN committee 
voted very narrowly against giving a mandate to start trilogue negotiations, it was the June 2018 
plenary that gave the committee a mandate to start negotiations. 

In the Council, the Working Group on Land Transport studied the first part of the mobility package 
between June and November 2017. At the Transport Council meeting in December 2017, the 
Council received a progress report. Several Member States had reservations related to the possible 
erosion of vehicle tax income, others feared that ensuring compliance with the remaining 
restrictions would be difficult.  

With no progress on the file, Parliament adopted its position at first reading on 15 January 2019 
(340 votes in favour, 316 against, 38 abstentions). It agreed with the Commission that Member 
States could still limit the use of a vehicle hired in a Member State other than the one in which the 
undertaking hiring it is established, but they would have to allow its use for at least four months. 
Parliament, however, proposed a further possible restriction for these cases, that the Member State 
could also limit the number of hired vehicles that can be used by a company, to 25 % of the overall 
goods vehicle fleet owned by the undertaking.    

Progress on this file has been related to negotiations on the changes proposed in other legislative 
files of the 2017 road transport mobility package, in particular the market rules (cabotage) and the 
rules on driving and rest times, which revived the discussion on the necessity to limit empty runs. 
Both were finalised and adopted in 2020, with some provisions coming into force in early 2022.   

For the Council, the most contentious issue was the question of the minimum period for which 
Member States have to allow the use by companies of hired vehicles with a foreign number plate 
under their legislation. The Council adopted a general approach on 3 June 2021. It agreed with the 
Commission proposal that Member States would not be allowed to restrict the use on their territory 
of a vehicle hired by a company established in another Member State, provided that the relevant 
registration and other rules in that Member State are complied with. However, Member States 
would still be able to restrict, within certain limits, the use of vehicles hired in another Member State 
by their own companies. As proof of compliance, documents in electronic format would be 
recognised.  

Interinstitutional negotiations ('trilogues') between the negotiators of the EU co-legislators 
concluded on 26 October 2021 with a provisional agreement that was tabled for formal approval by 
the two co-legislators.  

It has been agreed that EU countries will no longer be allowed to restrict the use, on their territory, 
of a vehicle hired by a haulage company established in another Member State, if all the relevant 
rules in the Member State of establishment are followed.  

However, as national vehicle taxation rates differ considerably and to avoid fiscal distortion, EU 
countries may still restrict the use of vehicles their companies hire in another Member State. The 
restrictions concern the share of such hired vehicles in the company’s fleet (the guaranteed 
minimum is 25 %) and the lease period. Here, Member States can either allow only 30 consecutive 
days for the use of hired vehicles with foreign number plates (Member States that have a registration 
requirement after 30 days or less) or to grant 2 months of use of such vehicles (if their registration 
rules are more benevolent). Member States are also free to have no registration requirement for 
foreign vehicles used by their undertakings.13  

Nevertheless, undertakings may now perform own-account operations with domestic hired vehicles 
without restrictions. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&mode=XML&reference=A8-2018-0193&language=EN
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/32135/st15303en17.pdf
http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-14841-2017-INIT/en/pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2019-0006
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-modes/road/mobility-package-i_en
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-modes/road/mobility-package-i/market-rules_en
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-modes/road/mobility-package-i/driving-rest-times_en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/131db520-72ab-11eb-9ac9-01aa75ed71a1
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-9398-2021-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/10/26/use-of-hired-lorries-presidency-agrees-clearer-and-more-flexible-rules-with-european-parliament/
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The information on registration will be exchanged through the European Registers of Road 
Transport Undertakings (ERRU).  

The committee of permanent representatives (Coreper) confirmed the provisional agreement 
reached in trilogues on 12 November 2021. The EP's TRAN committee then approved the provisional 
agreement on 15 November, by 38 votes for, 3 against and 2 abstentions.  

The agreed text was formally adopted by the Council on 20 December 2021 at first reading (see also 
the Council's statement of reasons). On 12 January 2022, the Commission confirmed that it can 
accept the Council position. 

The TRAN committee voted on 3 March to recommend that Parliament approve the new rules, and 
the text now requires a vote by the full house scheduled for April 2022. 

Once the final text is published in the Official Journal of the EU, Member States will have 14 months 
to transpose the new directive into their national laws, before the rules enter in force.   

 

EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT SUPPORTING ANALYSIS 
Dinu A., The use of hired vehicles without drivers for the carriage of goods by road, implementation 
appraisal, EPRS, European Parliament, April 2017. 

Eisele K. and Capurso V., Use of vehicles hired without drivers for carriage of goods by road, initial 
appraisal of the European Commission Impact Assessment, EPRS, European Parliament, October 2017. 
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European Parliament. 
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ENDNOTES
 

1  Already adopted as Regulation 2020/1055/EU. 
2  Tonne-kilometre (tkm): a unit of measurement representing 1 tonne transported over the distance of 1 kilometre.   
3  And over 35 000 companies renting and leasing cars and light motor vehicles. 
4  In Greece, vehicles between 3.5 and 6 tonnes may only be hired out to other companies in a similar economic sector.  
5  These 18 Member States are: Bulgaria, Germany, Estonia, Greece, Austria, France, Croatia, Italy, Cyprus, Lithuania, 

Hungary, Malta, the Netherlands, Romania, Slovenia, Finland, Sweden, the United Kingdom. Data were not available  
for the 10 remaining Member States. 

6  Regulation 1072/2009/EC, Article 4(6). 
7  This appears to the case in Bulgaria, Czechia, Ireland, Greece, Spain, Croatia, Italy, Cyprus, Lithuania, Hungary, 

Romania, Slovenia and Finland.  
8  The share was highest in Greece (63 %), Cyprus (39 %), Bulgaria (38 %), Poland (34 %), Czechia (30 %), Portugal (30 %) 

and Spain (26 %).  
9  'Cabotage operations' means national carriage for hire or reward carried out on a temporary basis in a host Member 

State, in line with Regulation 1072/2009/EC. 
10  The consultation was inconclusive as to the duration of temporary use of vehicles hired in another Member State.  
11  While non-restricted use of hired vehicles for own account operation in itself is not enough to ensure a strong 

development of the sector 'renting and leasing of trucks', the Commission sees it as a necessary pre-requisite.  
12 This section aims to provide a flavour of the debate and is not intended to be an exhaustive account of all different 

views on the proposal. Additional information can be found in related publications listed under 'European Parliament 
supporting analysis'. 

13  Under the existing directive, Member States are able to ask for immediate domestic registration of hired vehicles with 
a foreign number plate 
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