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The chemical industry is currently grappling with 

increasingly tight capacity for bulk tank trucking 

caused by the expansion of the chemical industry 

and an ongoing shortage of qualified drivers.

This bulletin documents the status, outlook, and 

actions Odyssey is taking, as well as recommendations 

for shippers to improve their load coverage. The text 
in blue italics are quotes from our carrier partners. 

Our analysis and recommendations are based 

on anticipated GDP growth of no more than 

2.5%; greater rates of growth will accelerate and 
exacerbate the tightening of capacity.

North America Tank Truck 
Capacity UPDATE

Current Status

At Odyssey, we are seeing that available 

capacity is nearing historic lows.

• Depending on the lane, bulk tank truck

carriers are booked 5-10 days

in advance

• Many carriers are currently reporting

more than 2 week lead-times for long

haul shipments; last year these lead-

times were only a few days

• Availability in the spot market is limited

• Tightest markets in bulk transport

include: Gulf coast (TX, LA), Mid-West

(Chicago-land), and Southeast (GA, AL

and the Carolinas)

• Tank trucks are extremely busy, and

are tightly scheduled with back-to-back

shipments.  Any delay – whether in

loading/unloading or in transit -  has a

ripple effect across later shipments.

“Our reload system is 

booked close to 100% 

which is unprecedented.”

“We turned down a 

record number of loads 

last week, and we are not 

seeing a quick end to

the problem.”
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Contributing 
Factors

The resurgence of the fracking industry 

has been a driver in tightening bulk 

tank truck capacity. Fracking requires 

bulk tank drivers to move sand to the 

extraction sites, and oil to rail heads. In 

March 2017 the American Chemistry 

Council (ACC) identified 294 completed, 

started or potential chemical industry 

projects due to shale gas.

With abundant supply of this low- 

cost fuel stock, chemical companies 

are putting significant investment  

into new production. According  

to the ACC, capital spending in  

2020 will be up 65% from 2014  

levels. New projects are expected  

to increase production volumes by
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about 53 million metric tons by 

2020, with the bulk of the expansion 

occurring in 2017 and 2018 (Source: 

PWC). According to the ACC, 54% of 

chemical industry shipments are 

transported by truck, making this the 

critical mode. Competition for carrier 

coverage has rarely been stronger.

With strong growth in the chemical 

industry, the driver labor force has not 

kept pace with demand. According to 

an American Trucking Associations 

(ATA) study from 2015, an average of 

89,000 new drivers would needed per 

year over the next ten years to keep 

up with growing demand.

Current factors contributing to the 

shortage include:

• The average age of truck drivers in

the US is 52, and retirements are

putting pressure on the labor pool

• Adherence to hours of service

rules has further limited capacity

• Despite rising wages for drivers,

higher pay to date has not increased

the supply of trained drivers enough

to adequately keep up with demand

Stagnant driver labor force

“The shrinking driver market 

seems to be the largest 

hurdle particularly in the 

liquid bulk arena.”

“We are not seeing any 

increase in driver apps; 

seems like we are circulating 

the same drivers among the 

carriers.”

• Regulatory requirements and

certifications required for handling

chemicals adds time to the hiring

cycle, and a long lead-time to build

a skilled, qualified driver labor pool



The Outlook

With continuing growth in the chemical 

sector, and no quick answer to the 

driver shortage, Odyssey sees capacity 

continuing to tighten through 2017 

and into 2018. No change in the 

geographies where the impact is 

greatest is anticipated.

Compounding all of the existing issues 

contributing to the driver shortage, 

Electronic Logging Device (ELD) 

legislation slated to take effect 

at the end of 2017 may encourage 

independent or older drivers to drop 

out of the workforce entirely. Carrier 

estimates on the productivity impact 

of ELD legislation is a drop of between 

5-10%.

Additionally, potential competition for 

labor from announced infrastructure 

projects may further limit new entrants 

into the driver labor pool.

Ultimately, driver wages will rise enough 

to attract new drivers and ease capacity. 

Odyssey anticipates that freight rates 

will start climbing in the second half of 

2017 to support higher driver wages.

“I think 2017 and 2018 will 

continue to be tight. If we 

even came close to 3-4% 

GDP, our country won’t know 

what hit them.”

“The ELD mandate will 

continue to have a shrinking 

effect on capacity as some 

smaller carriers discontinue 

operations.”

“Federal regulations will 

continue to pressure the 

industry and force the need 

for thousands of new drivers.”

Odyssey Actions

As a leader in chemical logistics, 

we leverage our carrier network to 

maximize coverage for our clients. We 

continue to solidify our relationships 

with our partners, offering them the 

most consistency and fully loaded 

back hauls with the fewest empty 

miles as possible.

For our shippers we may offer 

suggestions on how to make loads 

more efficient to maximize load size if 

possible, and minimize the time it 

takes to get shipments loaded and on 

the road. We will also provide 

expertise in identifying optimal 

warehouse locations. 

When appropriate, we offer mode 

alternatives including intermodal if 

they fit the product profile, pricing  and 

timing.



Shipper Actions
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In today’s competitive environment, 

becoming a preferred shipper to 

carriers can help improve attaining 

sufficient capacity. Things that

shippers offer that help reach this 

status can include: 

Accuracy

• Forecast for end of month/end of

quarter – plan for surges in your

needs to assure coverage

• Develop order lead time – at least

5 days in advance. Ask carriers for

“best case” options.

Specificity

• Request delivery windows from

customers… often 8 a.m. deliveries

are requested, when product really

isn’t needed until much later. A

window of 8 -10 a.m. may have a

better chance of coverage.

• Spread delivery times out across

the day

• Assess what your customers really

need. Make sure that customer

delivery requirements are up to date

and accurate.

- Don’t over-require equipment/

assessorials that aren’t needed

Flexibility

• Offer flexible load times

• Explore/be open to mode options

including intermodal

Driver-friendliness

• Load/unload within the normal 2

hours –time is money to drivers

• Provide creature comforts (clean

restrooms, rest areas, free Wi-Fi,

a cup of coffee, etc.)

Consistency

• Offer consistent volume that carriers

can plan against

• Reduce order changes – a new date

may put coverage at risk

Efficiency

• Maximize payload on trucks

• Utilize trailer drop yards at high

volume origins when possible

• Prioritize loading/unloading trucks

quickly at facilities

Promptness

• Pay carriers within their contracted

freight terms - cash flow is vital

to carriers

“Drivers have choices - what 

they want to haul and who 

they want to service.”

“Shippers need to get with 

their customers and push  

for delivery windows that  

give carriers flexibility.  

8 a.m. cannot be the  

standard anymore.”

“We are looking at more 

dedicated/guaranteed 

capacity arrangements as 

these create more certainty 

for the customer, for our 

planning and for the individual 

drivers knowing they will  

have consistent work.”

“The best way to secure 

capacity is consistent demand, 

be easy and accessible for 

our terminals and dispatchers 

to work with, and maintain a 

partner relationship.”


