
Cabotage

Cabotage is regulated by the provisions of Council Regulation No 3118/93 of 25 October 1993 
and its amendments. Only transport operations carried out within the borders of one  other 
Member State  are considered to be cabotage. There are no restrictions on international, i.e. 
cross-border, transport. In broad terms, the Regulation allows a haulage company to operate in 
another Member State without having a registered office or other establishment there, but only on 
a temporary basis.
The meaning of the expression “on a temporary basis” has been clarified by the Commission in 
an interpretative communication on the temporary nature of road cabotage in the movement of 
freight (2005/C 21/02). The assessment of the temporary nature of a haulage service is performed 
on a case by case basis, after taking into account  all the four criteria of duration, frequency, 
periodicity and continuity.

Transition periods

The last  two accession treaties 
provide for transition periods, 
during which Member States can 
maintain, on a reciprocity basis, 
restrictions on cabotage by 
companies from some new 
Member States. 

- Currently only Bulgaria 
and Romania are still 
subject to transitional 
per iod and cannot 
p r o v i d e c a b o t a g e 
activities in the other 
25 Member States until 
1 of January 2012. 

- As of 1 May 2009 – 
operators from Poland, 
H u n g a r y, E s t o n i a , 
L a t v i a , L i t h u a n i a , 
Czech Republic and 
Slovakia are able to 
p e r f o r m t r a n s p o r t 
activities within the 
territories of all the 25 
M e m b e r S t a t e s 
(excluding Romania 
and Bulgaria)

The table shows the current 
situation as regards cabotage 
restrictions in Europe:
New cabotage rules:

Despi te the in te rpre ta t ive 



communication on the temporary nature of road cabotage, the notion of ‘temporality’ was still 
not very clear and subject  to many interpretations. This is why in 2007 EC decided to revise the 
rules.
 
European Commission proposed the so called 3/7 rule  which allows three  consecutive 
cabotage operations for one international haulier, carried out in a period of seven days. 

After very long discussions between the European Parliament and the Member States, last  month 
a compromise on new cabotage rules has been reached. It  still needs to be formally adopted by 
the European Council of Ministers, but  it  is expected to come into force six months after its 
publication in the EU’s Official Journal, that is by the end of this year.

The details of the new rules are the following:

1. allow for 3 cabotage operations within 7 days following an international trip
2. within the limit of 3 operations, cabotage on the trip back to the country of origin is 

allowed, but for only 1 operation per country crossed, within 3 days following the 
unladen entry into the country

3. cabotage transport cannot be banned as long as it  is not performed on permanent  or 
ongoing basis

4. by the end of 2013, EC needs to present  a report to determine whether the conditions 
(social in particular) are fulfilled to consider further opening of domestic markets

Impact on the sector:

It  is too early to consider the impact of the new rules. On a macroeconomic scale, the new rules 
most probably won’t  have too many consequences, because cabotage is a small scale activity. 
According to Eurostat, the share accounted for by cabotage out  of all the road transport services 
provided remains very low (mere 3%). Cabotage is of considerable importance only for hauliers 
from smaller Member States (such as the Benelux countries) and in trans-border regions. 

The fact that  some countries (Austria, Germany, Spain, France) were for restricting cabotage in 
the final negotiations is mainly related to the current crisis. As soon as there is enough work for 
everyone there should also be some scope for cabotage again.  


