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As first quarter of 2018 comes to a close, tank truck capacity 
continues to tighten.  

A growing economy, particularly in the chemicals sector, and 
competition for a limited pool of qualified tank truck drivers has 
created a challenging environment for shipment coverage. Drivers 
continue to work on very tight timelines - any delay in pickup, 
delivery or transit creates a ripple effect across their schedules.  

*Quotes from our carrier partners are in blue italics.

North America Tank Truck 
Capacity UPDATE

"I have never seen it like this in the 

25 years I have been in bulk 

transportation."

"The liquid bulk industry has 

been on course to facing some of 

the most difficult challenges in 

recent times."
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Current Status

North America tank truck capacity continues to tighten:

• Bulk tank trucks are booked at least 8 - 10 days in advance

• Spot market capacity is expensive and trending upwards

• Bidding wars among shippers for capacity on certain lanes are occurring

• Long-haul lead times are at least two weeks, with 6+ weeks not uncommon

• Some shippers are looking for dedicated solutions or semi-private fleets

• Rates are rising quickly as carriers are increasing wages and incentives to 
attract and maintain a driver workforce

• Driver loyalty to carriers has weakened as lucrative incentives and pay 
encourage job-hopping

• Drivers have become selective about the lanes and shippers that they are 
willing to work with 

Carriers are facing intense competition for qualified drivers, not only from other 
bulk tank carriers, but also from other sources:

Strong demand for construction workers. Construction, with good wages and at-home time, 
provides an attractive alternative to current and would-be drivers.  As reported in Business 
Insider, Seth Carpenter, the chief U.S. economist at UBS said, “We find that a 1 percentage-
point increase in construction wages leads to a contraction in trucking employment of 
about 3.5%."

Competition from non-bulk tank trucking companies. The robust economy has not only 
increased demand for qualified tank truck drivers, but also for van drivers.  To attract new 
van drivers, wages have increased significantly and are now competitive enough to tank 
truck drivers’ that there is less incentive for individuals to obtain the required additional 
training and certifications to become a hazmat tank truck driver. 



The Outlook

Capacity is extremely tight and we haven't even approached the busy 

spring season. Seasonal upticks in demand for shipments of agricultural 

products, latex, and water treatment chemicals will further intensify the 

current capacity crunch.

Drivers will continue to be selective about their employers, the lanes they 

are willing to cover and even shippers with whom they are willing to work.

Shippers should anticipate ongoing shortages and rising prices.  

"This driver shortage is likely to be with 

us for a long while. Collaborative 

shippers are getting capacity."  

Recommendations for Shippers
Shippers need to evaluate what modes they use and how they manage their transportation partnerships. 

Explore Intermodal options for long-haul shipments: 

Intermodal provides much needed capacity. For long distances, it can provide transit times similar to over-the-road and often at a cost 
savings.  The North American intermodal rail network can support transit to and from virtually all key manufacturing markets.

ISO tanks are ideal for intermodal transport for liquid bulk chemicals. They can deliver a payload of 45,000lbs and have dimensions 
similar to tank trucks.  For loading and discharge personnel, tank trucks and ISO tanks are virtually interchangeable.

An ISO tank can also be held locally in the vicinity of the receiver. This unique benefit allows for an economical local point of supply for 
planned storage, and avoids costly layover or empty retrieval charges that would be incurred if the long-haul driver had to wait to 
unload or come back for it at a later date.

Become a preferred shipper to carriers and drivers
Properly managing relationships will be the key in securing tank capacity going forward.  Because demand is strong, drivers and 
carriers are selective about the shippers, lanes and cargo they will take, so establishing a good relationship is paramount for 
coverage.  

• Plan shipments as far in advance as possible to secure
capacity

• Avoid last minute changes date/time
• Provide pickup and delivery windows whenever possible
• Prioritize loading/unloading quickly
• Offer delivery and loading time flexibility

o Not all deliveries are really needed at 8 a.m.

o Consider extending hours of operation to include
weekend pickup/deliveries.

• Make sure the customer can take the full load, no returns
• Maximize payload on trucks
• Pay promptly

• Review order literals for accuracy and reasonableness –
remove unnecessary services

• Provide good after-hours communication to ensure all
parties are aware of any issues that arise

• Make transit times realistic

Improve carrier relationships: Improve driver relationships:
Improve the drivers’ experience while on-property. Consider 
providing:

• Break room
• Free coffee or soft drinks
• Wi-Fi
• Vending machines
• Showers

"Shippers being carrier-friendly is of utmost 

importance today… unfriendly shippers are not 

getting their loads covered."

"The good drivers have many options and will not 

put up with what they deem to be bad lanes or 

customers."
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