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Major effort needed to fix growing and serious driver shortage

New Zealand could be short of 4,000 road transport drivers by 2005 unless action is taken now to improve recruitment and retention, a new report has found.  The road transport industry employs about 20,000 drivers.  Currently the industry is short of about 1,250 drivers or just over 5% of the total pool.  Without action, the report concludes the industry could be short of as many as 10,000 drivers by 2010.

Averting the looming driver deficit will take a co-ordinated approach involving Government agencies as well as the industry and its customers.  The Department of Labour, the LTSA and the Police in particular can all make major contributions, the report says.

Commissioned by the Road Transport Forum, the New Zealand Forest Owners Association and the Log Transport Safety Council, the report is based on a nationwide survey of drivers and operators.

The economic impact of the shortage could be significant the report says.  Both European and New Zealand experience show economic growth and growth in road transport are inextricably linked.  As a general rule, every 1% growth in industry output requires a 1.5% increase in road transport.

“The major conclusion is that there is no single cause for the growing gap, which in turn means there is no silver bullet solution,” says Road Transport Forum CEO Tony Friedlander.

“There is a clear chain of issues that need to be addressed, starting with the messages potential recruits receive at school about the possibility of a career as a driver and within the road transport industry.

“Progressing through the licence classes typically takes two years and a would-be driver cannot get the loans and other entitlements other students receive to help with course fees and licence costs, at a time when their earnings are typically quite low.

“On road enforcement needs looking at as does the chain of accountability for any offences.  Many drivers feel they end up carrying the can for breaches which are often outside their control,” Mr Friedlander says.

The report emphasises that the industry needs to look at its own practices.  While some operators are paying their drivers $40,000 to $50,000 a year, many of the drivers put down low pay as a major disincentive to staying in the job.  Long and often unsociable hours, including night and weekend work, old equipment and the pressure of customers’ delivery expectations are also areas that need addressing.

While the report says the industry must take the lead in addressing these issues, it also says it cannot solve the driver shortage on its own.  Noting that the shortage of skilled labour is a problem for other sectors such as agriculture, marine, forestry and building, it says Government agencies must be involved.

The Department of Labour can take a key role in ensuring driving is presented in schools as offering a rewarding career.  It can also help in supporting driver training and with recruitment initiatives, as can WINZ and Skills New Zealand.

The LTSA could accelerate progress through the licence grades and ensure safety and legal information is simply and clearly presented.  The report also proposes the Police focus more on promoting willing compliance and targeting persistent offenders.

“Pay, conditions and pressures on the driver are issues the industry has to solve.  But customers will also play a major role.  Low pay is usually directly linked to low transport freight rates and many breaches of the law are caused by drivers striving to meet the customers’ delivery expectations,” Mr Friedlander says.

“Driving can offer good remuneration and a rewarding career path as drivers progress through the grades, move into management or even start their own businesses.  But combined action is needed to make it an attractive option for more people.  Solving the driver shortage is vital for New Zealand’s economic future.”
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