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Active partnerships; the key to sustainable urban freight transport 
Introduction 
More than 80% of the today performed road freight trips in European conurbations are on distances 
below 80 km and can be defined as urban or urban-regional transport. Urban areas are characterised 
by a concentration of residential, trading and commercial activities. Due to heavy trade and commerce 
activities, there is an important urban economy that needs a well functioning logistic system for freight 
and passengers.  
 
The delivery and collection of goods within urban and metropolitan areas, especially in the core areas 
of cities with old and established centres has a major impact on the local community concerning the 
economic power, quality of life, accessibility and attractiveness of a city. Especially the retail industry is 
a dominant player in urban areas. Because of the nature of the retail industry (direct selling of goods to 
consumers), they need an adequate goods transport system that provides them with their 
merchandise. From an economic point of view, the urban freight transport system is therefore very 
important for the urban area. Nevertheless, it is clear that there are a number of problems caused by 
goods transport operations in urban environments: 
 
Figure 1: Problems in urban freight transport 
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Although trucks account for only 10 percent of all transport operations in urban areas, they produce 
over 40 percent of the pollution and noise caused by local traffic (COST 321 Action, 1997). From the 
environmental and traffic safety point of view, freight traffic is not welcome in urban areas. However, 
the truck industry is rapidly improving the trucks and engines in order to reduce their negative image 
and negative impact on the environment.  
 
Figure 2: The “ECOTRAN”, IVECO’s answer to higher market requirements for urban deliveries 
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Figure 3: Development of total road transport emissions 1990-2020 in the EU 
 

 
 
One can conclude from this figure that the problems with pollutants will strongly decline in the nearby 
future. However, the CO2 emission (the exhaust gas held responsible for ‘global warming’) is not 
expected to decrease but is expected to show an increase of 10% between the years 1995 and 2005. 
Noise emissions of driving vehicles will be reduced though. The remaining noise hindrance will be 
caused mainly by loading / unloading activities and tyre noise when the vehicle is driving. Therefore, 
the main problem in the future with urban freight transport on local level will be congestion, danger to 
other road users and visual intrusion. Many urban areas are already facing severe congestion 
problems due to passenger car traffic (commuters, shopping public, etc.) and freight transport 
operations (e.g. due to road blockage due to loading/unloading vehicles). Because the capacity of the 
road transport system can’t be expanded much and mobility will grow futher, the congestion problems 
are very difficult to solve, also on longer term.  
 
The above described problems occur in every urban areas in the world and are as old as civilisation 
itself. For instance, in the Roman empire already a law was adopted to shift goods transports to the 
nightly hours. Traditionally each stakeholder tries to find his own solution to the problem. In most 
cases these solutions are sub-optimal and not optimal seen from a macro perspective. Therefore, 
there is a big potential for synergy effects if stakeholders work together in partnerships. 

Trends and Developments 
There are several important (ongoing) changes that have taken place the last decades and influence 
urban goods transport as well. These are: 
1. Market globalisation 
2. Just in Time logistics 
3. Increased environmental concern 
4. Technology, e.g. B2C E-commerce  
 
First of all the globalisation of markets has lead to increased transport distances in the supply chain. 
Producers (especially those of high value goods) have become more specialised and have created 
scale advantages. Producers built large factories in countries with the most beneficiary conditions (e.g. 
low labour costs, low material costs). The global competition is enabled by market liberalisation and 
harmonisation and has been boosted by ICT (e.g. Internet and EDI). Wider distribution of consumer 
goods is driven by the globalisation of culture. Increasingly, countries are moving closer together in 
their consumer demands. As a result of this companies find that they can supply the same product to 
wider geographical areas. Traditional examples are brands as Coca Cola and Mc Donalds. 
 
Together with the globalisation there has risen a consumer need for a bigger variety of products that 
can be purchased. Due to this demand, retailing chains offering the consumer a ‘one stop shopping’ 
solutions with a big variety of products (e.g. supermarkets) have more or less replaced the traditional 
one-man businesses like bakers, butchers and greengrocery’s. One-man businesses and traditional 
shops were however into large extent self-supporting and the length of their supply chains was rather 
limited. Modern retailing chains do have continental / global supply chains and have set-up their own 
distribution systems and own distribution centres. This o.a. caused a major difference in decision 
making within the supply chain and casued a strong need for supply chain management. Due to the 
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big growth of the product variety and the increasing of (urban) land value, the local storage is replaced 
more and more by display room for products. The drive to minimise costs has led to changes to 
maximise return on space. Service and shop premises have found ways to use maximum space for 
direct service provision and showing products to maximise revenues with the result that space can no 
longer be used for storage and other back-office functions.  
 
Most notable is that delivery expectations are rising and that there is a need to reduce delivery lead 
times. This makes the urban delivery process even more complex. A medium sized supermarket 
within the city already receives around 30 deliveries per week. Clearly the developments lead to a 
increasing transport frequency and to a reduction of the average drop size. More freight transport 
movements in urban areas have been the result being performed with smaller goods vehicles.  
 
Due to e-commerce and its consumer expectations (delivery oftern within 24 hours) the lead times are 
decreased even further. This strengthens the scaling down development of the vehicle fleet. 
Consolidated deliveries to shops (with delivery trucks) are replaced by direct deliveries to consumers 
carried out by courier services using small vans. However, on long term, it is not certain that e-
commerce will actually result in more freight traffic. More information exchange and innovative logistic 
schemes and concepts can be used to consolidate transport flows. This could lead to delivery services 
that would be faster, more reliable and more efficient compared to traditional urban freight patterns. 
 
Because of growing environmental concern and requirements of city visitors and inhabitants, the 
access for freight traffic to cities has been more and more restricted. Time windows, route restrictions 
combined with vehicle dimension restrictions were introduced by almost every city authority in Europe 
in order to protect the urban environment and the quality of life for inhabitants and the image and 
attractiveness of the city. On the private side (operators and manufacturers), technological innovations 
on the vehicle have been introduced to satisfy the environmental requirements.  
 
It should be clear to policy makers that access restrictions cause logistic restraints that may result in a 
reduction of transport efficiency. Bigger (but more efficient) distribution vehicles are only allowed to 
deliver and pick-up goods in cities during a certain time period (e.g. from 7- 11 am) and thus are then 
less flexible and less productive. Due to the competitive market, transport operators constantly seek 
for ways to minimise the costs. So, at introduction of time windows, operations with big vehicles are 
quickly replaced by (more) smaller vehicles. However, when analysing the impact one can observe an 
increase of transport costs, more road use, more environmental damage and more energy 
consumption. Therefore, tight access restrictions and time windows are seen as unsustainable from a 
macro perspective. Local environmental problems may be shifted outside the city or can return by 
means of more (but less restricted) smaller vehicles that enter the city. The next illustration presents 
the differences in a situation without restrictions (large delivery vehicles) and with restrictions (small 
delivery vehicles) at a same transport performance. 
 

Large Large vsvs Small Small

! 1 x 28t artic
! Total: 80,000km per year
! Operating cost

€ 115,000/yr
! Fuel used  26,000 litres
! Emission factor 1
! Road space used 35m2

! 5 x 7.5t rigids
! Total: 200,000 km per year
! Operating cost

€ 250,000/yr
! Fuel used  37,000 litres
! Emission factor 1.4
! Road space used  75m2  

 
The access restrictions (time, weight, dimension) are not harmonised though, often not even on a 
regional level. Furthermore, one should be aware of the fact that decision-makers within (urban) 
supply chains do not necessarily operate locally. In many cases regional distribution centres are used 
to replenish several cities by means of making round trips. The transport operators/ logistic service 
providers thus have to cope with various local constraints. The fact that cities have different 
regulations clearly makes the optimisation process for operators even more difficult which results in 
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less efficient transport. Governments acknowlegde this problem and are interested in more efficient 
and intelligent solutions and best practices that can be implemented in their city, region or country. For 
public organisations, the input and views of private parties (e.g. of transport operators) are essential 
within the process in order to be able to identify sustainable solutions. This kind of process and the 
exchange of information between public and private stakeholders is facilitated within the European 
Thematic Network BESTUFS (BEST Urban Freight Solutions). 

Thematic Network BESTUFS 
BESTUFS started in 2000 with a duration of 4 years. This Thematic Network is operated with and 
funded by the European Commission in the 5th Framework Programme under the Key Action 
"Competitive and Sustainable Growth". BESTUFS has established and is maintaining (and extending) 
an open European network between urban freight transport experts, user groups/ associations, 
ongoing projects, interested cities, the European Commission and representatives of national, regional 
and local transport administrations.  
 
The BESTUFS network itself can be considered as a successful partnership of different stakeholders 
that are represented within workshops and conferences organised by the BESTUFS consortium. In 
this European forum, it is the key role of the BESTUFS consortium to act as a facilitator in order to 
ensure that excellent strategies and best practices are not lost to the remainder of the European 
Community, the freight community and cities themselves. Overall, BESTUFS identifies the problems 
and the requirements of the cities, sets up the environment for establishing recommendations and 
identifies best practice scenarios. The solutions promoted are undoubtedly suitable for other cities 
within the European Union and it is also possible to offer modified tailor-made type approaches of 
generic solutions that have been previously applied. BESTUFS therefore contributes to:  
• the reduction of congestion and pollution problems associated with city freight logistics  
• the integration of urban collection and delivery services into door-to-door transport and logistics 

chains by bringing together the knowledge about urban goods transport and intermodal transport  
• the improvement of the quality of life in urban areas by analysing and building up environmental 

friendly and with town planning compatible strategies which reduces the goods transport intensity 
 
Workshops that already have been held across Europe in 2000 and 2001, addressed six themes: 
(1) Identification of thematic network priority themes 
(2) City access, parking regulations and access time restrictions and enforcement support 
(3) Optimised city distribution vehicles as demanded by transport operators and cities 
(4) Changing urban transport due to E-commerce and E-logistics 
(5) Rail based transport: A disappearing opportunity or a challenge for urban areas? 
(6) City access fees and urban road pricing: What are the consequences for urban freight transports? 
 
In workshops, the present state of affairs and state-of-the-art in Europe is presented. Different 
stakeholders present the views, statements, solutions and the bottlenecks that they perceive. It was 
already clearly illustrated that communication, co-operation and partnerships are key-elements in 
managing the movement of freight transport in urban areas.  
 
The following two themes are derived from the first workshop on “Identification of thematic network 
priority themes” and were treated with priority by the experts: “statistical data, data acquisition and 
data analysis regarding urban freight transport” and “city access, parking regulations and access time 
restrictions and enforcement support”.  
 
In addition the city inquiry “European survey on transport and delivery of goods in urban areas" was 
carried out by the project partners in order to obtain more insight into the problems and issues to be 
dealt with in European cities, and also to support the process extracting best practices and deriving 
recommendations on urban freight solutions. Furthermore, in 2001 information was acquired on the 
themes "the effect of E-commerce on urban freight transport” and “urban road pricing and urban 
freight distribution”. 
 
All BESTUFS results (presentations, minutes, reports) are made available to the public and they can 
be download from the website www.bestufs.net. 

http://www.bestufs.net/
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First BESTUFS results and recommendations 
The limited urban transport infrastructure and the emission of noise and pollution are of major interest 
for European cities. Considering that individual supply chains and related vehicle activities are 
operated almost optimised, trips in these supply chains are unlikely to be further reduced. Therefore, it 
is important for policy measures to recognise the existing efficiency of operations at supply chain level. 
On the other side, urban road space becomes increasingly congested with negative effects on the 
environment and on the quality of life. A strategic approach is required considering all key factors of 
urban freight transport.  
 
BESTUFS recommends cities to establish an overall approach integrating passenger and freight 
transport planning. Measures on freight transport should not only concentrate on regulations on the 
vehicle or the transport process alone, but should include anticipating and/or accompanying 
measures, while giving attention to interrelationships of passenger and freight transport systems. 
BESTUFS stresses that urban freight transport can’t be addressed by “one” overall measure or policy 
but needs a consistent policy mix integrating regulations and incentives as well as an improved basis 
for transport operations. The effects on the supply chain structure should also be taken into account. 
 
Currently, different measures regulating city accessibility exist in EC member states. With the 
enhanced integration of the European market, vehicles entering the cities are operating more and 
more internationally. The European dimension of actors operating in urban freight transport has to be 
considered when setting regulations. For example, city access restrictions might be felt as barrier for 
market parties to plan and operate transport process, with negative effects on logistical efficiency. 
Therefore, a major step will be to harmonise the different regulation measures existing in the different 
EC member states by increasing transparency over the different existing regulations in EU member 
states. In the longer term, more harmonising EC regulations defining a framework for urban freight 
transport should be initiated. 
 
Moreover, cities need statistical data on urban goods flows and transport means related to the urban 
infrastructure in order to decide about local measures and policies. Basic statistical data is currently 
rather weak. Furthermore, data sources generated on a local city level are hard to compare with each 
other due to different methodologies and approaches used. This makes it also difficult to compare, 
analyse and benchmark urban freight transport patterns and solutions on a European level. BESTUFS 
therefore recommends that basis statistical data on urban freight transport are established for large 
European cities, and that both the statistics information contents as well as the methodologies on how 
to collect the data, are harmonised on a national as well as on a European level. 
 
BESTUFS also concludes that Information and Communication Technology (ICT) offers big 
opportunities to make the situation more transparent and to facilitate logistic efficiency improvements. 
Telematic applications within urban distribution vehicles gain of more and more importance. BESTUFS 
recommends to support this development actively by promoting best practices on telematic devices 
and software for urban distribution. Presently different technical solutions for cities exist from different 
suppliers. Especially the interoperability of the systems providing data and the application systems of 
the actors in urban distribution should be improved. Therefore, BESTUFS recommends to integrate 
the cities more into the urban supply chain. 
 
Regarding the engine technology, high expectations exist on the development of the Fuel Cell. Due to 
the high efficiency in the use of energy of this technology a significant reduction in terms of energy 
consumption and negative environmental impact is expected. Within BESTUFS, it was however 
concluded that the market maturity of this technology is still uncertain. There is a strong need for more 
research and development on this technology. It can therefore be stated that the majority of urban 
goods transport will still be carried out with combustion engines also in the mid term future. Therefore 
one should also pay attention to alternatives like CNG, LNG, biogas, hybrids and electric vehicles. 
BESTUFS recommends authorities to continue promoting “cleaner” engines operating in cities. An 
integrated approach should be used considering the factors reliability and practicability on the one side 
and the efforts made on emission reduction at conventional combustion engines (Euro Norm).  
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Active partnerships and responsible urban freight mobility 
When analysing the structure and activities that take place within metropolitan / urban areas it 
becomes clear that multiple actors are involved in the urban freight transport issue (e.g. shippers, 
receivers, forwarders, hauliers, truck drivers, terminal operators, other road users, inhabitants, road 
and traffic authorities, government). Parties however do have a different view, interest and level of 
knowledge about urban goods transport. Each can have a different perception of the urban freight 
problem. This is illustrated in the following table. 

Table: Main interest group in regard of urban goods transport 
Actor Main interest in regard of urban goods transport 

Shipper Delivery and pick-up of goods at the lowest cost while meeting the needs of their 
clients 

Transport operator / 
logistic service provider 

Low cost but a high quality transport operation, satisfaction of the interests of the 
shipper and receiver (shop) 

Receiver / shop owner Products on time delivered at a short lead-time 
Inhabitant Minimum hindrance caused by goods transport 
Visitor / shopping public Minimum hindrance caused by goods transport, attractive environment and high 

product variety and availability in shops 
Local government Attractive city for inhabitants and visitors: minimum hindrance, but having an 

effective and efficient transport operation 
National government Minimum external effects by transport, maximum overall economic benefit 

 
There has to be remarked that managing urban freight transport operations is quite complex. There 
are different requirements of different users of freight services and there are diverse operations, 
structures and sizes of different vehicle operators. Also the destinations are heterogeneous (terminals, 
factories, construction sites, warehouses, shops, offices, homes, etc.). 
 
City authorities often given priority first to passenger/ public transport and therefore the amount of staff 
working on urban freight issues if very limited. It was concluded that the fulltime staff working on urban 
freight transport planning is quite poor when compared to passenger transport planning. The 
BESTUFS city inquiry showed that 19% of the 43 European cities questioned do not have any person 
being in charge of urban freight planning. Most of the cities (30%) have got less than half a fulltime 
employee dealing with freight transport planning. So in many cities urban freight issues are neglected 
compared to passenger transport issues according to insufficient manpower. Moreover one can 
conclude that due the complexity of urban freight planning, the city authorities often can’t meet the 
required level of expertise for making effective and sustainable policy on local urban freight. Policy 
makers should first understand all relationships between urban freight transport, the urban economy 
and the urban environment. Furthermore they should recognise the conflicts and trade-off effects that 
exists between logistic efficiency and (local) environmental goals. 
 
The concept of Public-Private Partnerships (PPP) was introduced in order to establish improved urban 
goods transport solutions which are difficult to be reached from one side only and in order to fulfil the 
objectives of both the public and the private side. The co-operative city distribution of else competing 
transport operators (now ideally located in one and the same freight village) is perhaps one of best 
known and widest applied PPP ideas. But yet this approach has not proven to be a success and in 
Europe its related enthusiasm has vanished. Nevertheless, understanding the constraints and 
problems of the “other side” and discussing and looking together at potential new goods transport 
solutions, which might sometimes already be realised as pilots in other cities or countries, seems to be 
one of the actual best approaches to face the improvement of urban freight movements. 
 
It can be concluded that it is very difficult for city authorities to make in-depth analyses about the 
impacts that are caused by introducing certain policy measures. The input of the private sector 
(shippers, transport operators, logistic service providers, chambers of commerce, consultants) is 
needed to provide the local authorities with the required level of knowledge. The private side should 
function and be able to act as a sounding board for policy initiatives. In this way the private side can 
point out the specific problems that they experience and this creates mutual benefits.  
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So, a co-operative approach between stakeholders involved in urban freight issues is vital in all 
aspects of urban freight transport planning. Measures based on urban regulations should be created 
flexible, allowing a permanent introduction of changes leading to more sustainable urban mobility. 
Also, acceptance for restrictions, regulations and enforcement measures have to be ensured among 
the actors involved. BESTUFS therefore recommends a co-operative approach to solve problems 
related to urban freight transport. This means that all actors involved are integrated in the decision 
making process in all planning and decision stages, allowing the conflicting interests to be noted and 
accepted, and a compromise reached. 
 
The stakeholders should therefore meet each other on a regular basis for example in local / regional 
public private partnerships or being organised. It is clear that before “responsible mobility” can be 
realised, first the involved parties in urban freight have to understand the effects on mobility caused by 
their behaviour. For example, heavy restrictions on vehicle weight and small time-windows for urban 
deliveries set by some local governments with the goal to improve the urban environment, have 
actually lowered the transport efficiency. Much more smaller vehicles were needed to fulfil the 
distribution activities. This led to the situation where the urban environment was not improved but 
actually worsened by local measures. Furthermore, many different types of local regulations between 
cities also causes lower transport efficiency. Such negative effects would be prevented if there had 
been more co-operation and information exchange with all stakeholders (e.g. transport industry and 
other cities).  
 
In a co-operative context, viable and sustainable solutions will be found. Communication and 
exchange of information is therefore the starting point. During the process, the parties together will be 
able to develop a common accepted approach to overcome the problems. This approach and process 
will create mutual benefits and will therefore keep the parties involved. This will result in long term 
active partnerships and partners being commited to take their responsibilty to keep working on 
sustainable urban freight.  
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