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Foreword by 
Logistics UK

After the disruption caused by the global Covid-19 pandemic, 
businesses could be forgiven for being pessimistic about the 
future. But, as I have always said, logistics is one of the most flexible 
industries around, powering every element of the world’s economies 
and keeping businesses and individuals supplied with all the goods 
and services they need to continue their daily lives.

Logistics businesses do not see problems, only an opportunity to 
develop a solution. And while the past 18 months has tested our 
resolve and our creativity like never before, this innate flexibility  
and resilience, which is baked into the sector’s DNA, has enabled  
the majority of businesses to emerge from the crash of 2020 and 
start to rebuild with an eye to the future.

Of course, there is still much to be done to strengthen the UK’s 
economic security and generate growth in all sectors, while the  
threat of rising inflation and increasing unemployment at the end of  
the furloughing scheme may further destabilise the nation’s outlook.  
The impact of Brexit, new challenges from the decarbonisation agenda, 
and the ongoing problems caused by the past 18 months continue to 
be felt, most recently in the shortage of HGV drivers available to deliver 

for Britain. But, as we partner once again with the M&A experts  
at CBW, our joint research shows there is growing confidence and 
optimism, with a growing number of logistics businesses considering 
M&A activity in the near term as a strategic priority. Many thanks to 
them for their assistance and support in bringing these results to you 
at such a critical time for UK PLC – I hope that you find the contents of 
this report informative and useful in business planning for the future.

It is clear that the recovery will not happen overnight, but with the 
hard work and dedication of the logistics sector to power businesses 
in all parts of the economy, the opportunity for a better future is 
within reach for all of us. Logistics businesses are optimistic about  
the future, and we are confident that this optimism will spread to 
other parts of the economy as the months progress. As the only 
business group representing the whole of the sector, Logistics UK 
and its members are poised to help the UK get back on its feet after  
a turbulent 18 months.

David Wells
Chief Executive, Logistics UK
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We believe that, having demonstrated considerable resilience, 
adaptability and capability in a tough economic and operating 
environment dominated by Covid-19, Brexit and growing inflationary 
pressures, the sector has entered a new phase from which it can 
grow and flourish.

Optimism and confidence grows 

The growing confidence of the sector is reflected in an average 
optimism score of 7.1 out of 10 among our respondents for the  
next 12 months, compared to a rating of 6.3 in 2020 and 6.7 in  
the Q1 2021 interim survey.

This more positive outlook also reflects expectations for generally 
stronger financial performances in 2021, especially among 
e-commerce operators, or those involved in air and ocean freight 
forwarding, and their expectations for increased profitability over 
the next 12 months.

Almost two thirds of operators expect to see somewhat  
or significantly increased revenue generated in 2021 than  
pre-pandemic in 2019.

Executive summary
Carter Backer Winter LLP (CBW) and Logistics UK, 
in conjunction with the leading independent logistics 
research firm Analytiqa, have undertaken the latest 
survey of companies’ expectations for mergers & 
acquisitions (M&A) activity in the sector over
the next 12 months.

55.7 (+23%) 

Q1 2021

62.8 (+38%) 

2021

45.4
2020

6.3
102020

6.7 (+6%)

10Q1 2021

7.1 (+13%)

102021

These results draw on the insights of senior executives within 
logistics companies in the UK to provide a view on expected trends 
in M&A, including valuations, as well as touching on some of the 
most important issues currently facing businesses in the sector.

UK Logistics Sector M&A Index

This is our second annual M&A index for the UK logistics sector, 
following its launch last year. We are extremely grateful to all our 
respondents for taking part during such a challenging period for 
the sector.

The UK Logistics Sector M&A index score for 2021 is 62.8, a 
significant 38% increase on the 45.4 score recorded in our first survey 
in 2020 and the 55.7 score reported in our interim report for Q1 2021. 

The ongoing improvement seen is encouraging, given the  
UK economy continues to be impacted by Covid-19 and Brexit.  
It reflects a logistics industry that has largely weathered the storm 
of the last 18 months successfully, but is increasingly confident 
and has a growing appetite for M&A as a strategic priority. 
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About our UK Logistics Sector M&A Index 2021  

Taking insight collected from over 100 senior industry 
executives, the index number measures key M&A metrics, 
including levels of transactions, perceptions of industry 
consolidation, historic and future valuations, and future 
intentions regarding M&A activity. An index reading of 50 
means that sentiment towards M&A activity is unchanged,  
a number over 50 indicates positive sentiment, while anything 
below 50 suggests negative sentiment. The further away from 
50 the index is, the stronger the change over the period.

However, the degree of optimism among individual operators is 
likely to depend on both the size of the business and the sector it 
operates in. Larger businesses seem to be, in general, faring better 
than smaller, privately owned firms in today’s logistics landscape. 

Increasing valuations

An increase in logistics company valuations over the past 12 months 
has been noted by six out of 10 operators, while looking ahead, 
more than seven out of 10 (73%) expect to see rising valuations 
continuing over the next 12 months. 

However, the extent of any increases in valuations will vary  
by sub-sector, with those operators focused on e-commerce, 
e-fulfilment, last-mile delivery and micro delivery more likely  
to see stronger increases in their valuations. 

Growing appetite for M&A 

Consolidation in the sector looks set to continue over the next  
12 months, with more than 90% of operators saying that they expect 
that to be the case.

M&A is increasingly seen as a strategic option by logistics companies 
seeking to expand their service offering, achieve higher margins and 
deliver economies of scale.

More are expecting to make acquisitions over the next year. Nearly  
half are likely or very likely to undertake M&A activity within the next  
12 months and more deals are in progress than a year ago.

In the near-term, smaller deals may be the order of the day though,  
with more companies anticipating acquisitions in the sub-£10m 
category than mid-sized and large £100m-plus deals.

Larger companies will no doubt be seeking opportunities to make 
acquisitions to fill specialist capability gaps and talent shortages,  
or to gain a greater presence in new geographies. Smaller and more 
vulnerable privately owned businesses may certainly present attractive 
acquisition opportunities for 3PLs and other large companies.

The deal financing environment also appears fairly robust. With many 
logistics companies in a relatively stronger cash position, a significant 
number plan to utilise internal financial resources for acquisitions, while 
others say they will make use of the availability of relatively low-cost 
bank finance. Most expect to use a combination of both.

Despite the sector’s growing interest in M&A activity, some companies 
are prioritising other strategies or say they are not strategically ready 
for acquisitions. Our research shows that lack of internal resources to 
identify target companies can be a challenge, while deal processes are 
typically taking longer – which perhaps explains why more businesses 
are seeking guidance from external specialist advisors.

Despite these concerns, where companies are not expecting to 
complete deals in the near future, more are working away in the 
background. The proportion of those businesses not anticipating any 
type of M&A activity has dropped significantly, from 63% in 2020 to 
43% this year.

Changes and challenges

Covid-19 will no doubt continue to impact the sector in many 
ways, and global supply chains will almost certainly continue to 
be disrupted for some time to come, but with operators having 
successfully risen to the challenge, Covid-19 appears to have  
moved down the priority list, according to our research.

Brexit, however, remains a significant challenge for many. While  
only 12% of companies blame Brexit directly for loss of business,  
the fall-out continues to create operational challenges for more 
than a third of operators – mainly linked to resource-draining red 
tape and regulatory issues, while also exacerbating talent shortages. 

Our research again highlights the ongoing shortfall of drivers,  
while the shortage of skilled warehouse workers looks set to  
worsen, potentially impacting productivity for more than one in 
three companies and with few signs the government will alleviate 
the issue through temporary work visas.

While the industry is embracing the UK’s decarbonisation agenda 
and looking at new technologies to make vehicle fleets greener, 
operators are seeking greater clarity, support and guidance from 
government about which technologies to back and what investment 
will be made in new refuelling and vehicle charging infrastructure.

Brighter future

Given the more optimistic economic and commercial outlook for  
the sector, overall M&A activity looks set to increase.

That won’t be the case for all logistics businesses, but with the 
right advice and finance behind them, we expect to see many more 
companies seizing the opportunity to pursue their commercial 
ambitions through strategic M&A in the year ahead. 

Philip Bird
Head of Logistics and Corporate Finance
CBW

David Wells
Chief Executive
Logistics UK
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UK Logistics Sector 
M&A Index
Renewed confidence is driving a stronger appetite for 
M&A as the sector looks to the future. 

55.7 (+23%) 

Q1 2021

62.8 (+38%) 

2021

45.4
2020

Headline M&A index scores

A more positive and confident outlook is emerging in the UK 
logistics sector, according to this latest research, raising increasing 
expectations of future M&A activity.

Our M&A index score has risen to 62.8, an encouraging and 
significant 38% increase on the score of 45.4 recorded in our first 
report in 2020 – and continuing the upward trend evidenced by the 
55.7 score from our interim analysis in the first quarter of 2021.

The index is based on respondents’ views on M&A activity over 
the past 12 months, next 12 months and general sentiment around 
consolidation in the sector.

More positive sentiment towards M&A appears to reflect a more 
positive outlook for the sector as a whole, despite the considerable 
global and domestic challenges that Covid-19 and Brexit have 
brought over the past 18 months or so. While both these issues are 
likely to continue to impact logistics businesses for some time to 
come, for now at least, Covid-19, appears to have moved down the 
priority list.

Overall, more logistics businesses are optimistic about the outlook 
for the sector, with the average optimism score standing at 7.1 out  
of 10, compared to 6.3 out of 10 in our 2020 survey and 6.7 in the  
Q1 2021 interim survey.

The degree of optimism and confidence shown by operators is, 
however, likely to continue to vary considerably depending on 
the size and nature of the business, with 3PLs and larger logistics 
operators generally in a stronger position than smaller hauliers and 
privately owned firms in the current environment.

On a scale of 1-10, where 1 = least optimistic and 10 = most optimistic, 
how optimistic are you about the outlook for the UK logistics sector 
over the next 12 months?
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Very likely

Likely

Unlikely

12% 

14% 

34% 

9% 

23% 

26% 

65% 

65% 

52% 

Consolidation set to continue

Against this backdrop, it seems the trend for consolidation in  
the sector is set to continue and may be moving up a gear or two. 
While the number of respondents (26%) who have undertaken 
M&A activity over the past 12 months or have a deal in progress 
is up slightly from 2020, a large and growing majority (93%) think 
consolidation will continue over the next 12 months.

This increasing appetite for M&A reflects generally stronger 
financial performance and expectations around revenues and 
profitability among operators, with almost two thirds expecting to 
see ‘somewhat or significantly more’ revenue generated in 2021 
than in pre-pandemic 2019. 

This is further evidenced by the strong revenue and profit figures 
recently announced by a number of leading logistics companies 
in their most recent results. For example, for their full year results 
to April, Clipper Logistics posted a 39% revenue increase to 
£696.2m, with group post-tax profits up 33.8% to £21.7m. Similarly, 
Kuhne+Nagel reported net turnover of CHF13.3bn for the first six 
months of 2021, a 35% increase over the same period last year, and 
Deutsche Post DHL Group reported a Q2 2021 revenue increase of 
22% to €19.5bn and increased operating profits of €2.1bn, rising from 
€912m in Q2 last year.

The logistics operators participating in our research are anticipating 
a median increase in profits of 10% during 2021, a substantial, 
positive swing away from the 2% fall in profits that companies 
predicted in last year’s survey.

Logistics businesses have clearly had to work hard to meet  
and overcome the issues and challenges posed by Covid-19 and 
Brexit, but perhaps now have a greater opportunity to look beyond 
more immediate operational challenges to consider M&A as a key 
strategic option.

Appetite for M&A

Our research clearly shows an increased appetite for M&A in the sector.

While marginally fewer operators (21%) have completed M&A deals 
in the past 12 months than in the previous year (22%) – almost 
certainly reflecting their focus on more pressing operational issues 
– more companies expect to make acquisitions over the coming 
year, with opportunities emerging as the market enters a new phase.

Nearly half (48%) say they are likely or very likely to undertake M&A 
activity in the next 12 months, while in 2020 this was the case for 
just over a third (35%).

There are also more deals in progress in 2021, with 5% of companies 
saying they have something in the pipeline, compared to just 1% in 
2020, and the market has certainly seen an increase in deal activity 
over the last few months.

+10%
20212020

-2%

Do you intend to undertake M&A activity over the 
next 12 months?

2020

2021
Q1 2021
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£100 
million+

£50-100 
million

£10-50
million

Up to £10
million

15%

2%

50%

2.0%

8%

7%

27%

27%

64%

Our research also suggests that M&A deals in the immediate 
future may be smaller on average than anticipated in our previous 
research, with acquisitions of businesses with smaller enterprise 
values appearing the most popular in the next 12 months, perhaps 
reflecting the pressures on smaller, privately owned firms. 

Last year, of those operators anticipating a deal, half said they 
will be looking to acquire companies worth up to £10m, but now 
almost two thirds say they are contemplating buying businesses of 
that value. At the same time, the proportion expecting to be in the 
market for businesses in the £100m-plus bracket has shrunk from 
15% to just 2%.

 What size of M&A transactions (in terms of 
enterprise value) will you be contemplating  
over the next 12 months?

“e-commerce is driving increases in valuation.”

“ [We want] to further strengthen the existing 
business and capitalise on the e-commerce  
growth expected.”

“ Depending on the focus and capability of the 
organisation in question – some [valuations]  
will have increased significantly, while others  
will have reduced.”

Respondent comments: 

2020
2021

1-2 years’ 
time

2-4 years’ 
time

5 years +

No future 
plans

17%

12%

50%

2%

52%

22%

9%

36%

Whilst not intending to complete M&A activity in the 
next 12 months, do you have mid-term or longer-term 
strategies for such activity?

2020
2021

Looking further ahead, even companies not actively planning to 
acquire in the next year are looking to get involved in M&A activity 
in the medium term, with half saying they will do so within the next 
two to four years. This is more than double the number who said they 
were considering M&A within that time frame in 2020.
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Increase 
significantly

Increase
slightly

Remain 
the same

Decrease
slightly

Decrease
significantly

11% 

21% 

3% 

27% 

39% 

19% 

33% 

19% 

31% 

29% 

18% 

41% 

0% 

3% 

6% 

Increasing valuations 

Broadly speaking, operators believe that valuations of companies in 
the logistics sector are increasing and will continue to do so. Six out 
of 10 (60%) say they think valuations have risen over the previous 
12 months and, looking ahead, 73% believe they will see an increase 
over the next year.

But while higher valuations are likely to encourage businesses 
looking to sell, the anticipated uplift in valuation will still vary 
considerably between different sub-sectors, with premium 
valuations more likely to be seen for e-commerce, e-fulfilment and 
micro delivery businesses, for example, bolstered by the ongoing 
trends towards online shopping. In contrast, valuations of more 
traditional, regional and local hauliers are likely to remain fairly flat.

Do you think valuations of companies in your sector 
of logistics have increased, decreased, or remained 
at the same levels over the last 12 months? 

Increase 
significantly

Increase
slightly

Remain 
the same

Decrease
slightly

Decrease
significantly

4% 

12% 

7% 

52% 

61% 

20% 

30%

12%

30%

14% 

14% 

34% 

0% 

1% 

9% 

Do you think valuations of companies in your sector 
of logistics will increase, decrease or remain the 
same over the next 12 months?

2020

2021
Q1 2021

2020

2021
Q1 2021
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Key M&A drivers
Improved service offerings, economies of scale  
and higher margins are the priorities when  
considering acquisitions.

Our research indicates that the top three commercial and operational 
drivers behind companies’ decisions to undertake M&A are, ranked 
in order of importance, expanding their service offering, delivering 
economies of scale and achieving higher margins. 

The opportunity to extend into new geographic areas has been given 
greater prominence as a driver of M&A in this year’s report and is now 
rated fourth, up from sixth in 2020.

The benefits of driving economies of scale through horizontal 
integration has certainly been evidenced by a number of recent and 
significant deals in the sector, such as the Culina Group’s acquisition of 
Eddie Stobart Group and DSV’s purchase of Agility’s Global Integrated 
Logistics business – and this is likely to remain a key driver for major 
players in the market.

What are the main operational/commercial drivers behind 
your decision to undertake M&A activity in 2020?

What are the main operational/commercial drivers behind 
your decision to undertake M&A activity in 2021?

1 1

2 2

3 3

4 4

5 5

6 6

7 7

8 8

Achieve economies of scale

Achieve economies of scaleExpand our service offer

Expand our service offer

Access to specific customers

Access to specific customers

Achieve higher margins

Achieve higher margins

To enter a new sector

To enter a new sector

Expand into a new geographic area

Expand into a new geographic area

Reacting to competitor/market

Reacting to competitor/market

Exit the industry Exit the industry
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“ [We must] maintain and improve industry-leading 
service levels.”

“ Greater urgency to grow less developed product 
sectors within our organisation, where we currently 
don’t enjoy sufficient economies of scale.”

“ We have to move with our existing customer  
base growth and mitigate weaknesses and  
fragility in networks.”

“ Driver shortages dictate looking to purchase 
existing hauliers in select geographical areas.”

“ We wish to expand our customer base.”

“ I think the driver shortage will mean some logistics 
companies will fail and then be bought.”

“ There are lots of family businesses being worn 
down and being snapped up by bigger investors.”

Respondent comments: 

Conglomerate
integration 

Horizontal 
integration

Backward vertical 
integration

Forward vertical 
integration 

12%

2%

61%

10%

46%

0%

27%

42%

Which of the categories below best define the M&A 
activity that you are planning to undertake over the 
next 12 months?

At the same time, there is plenty of anecdotal evidence that many 
smaller, privately owned logistics businesses have been struggling 
under the operational and financial pressures resulting from Brexit and 
Covid-19, exacerbated by the rising age profile of the sector’s privately 
owned firms. This highlights the challenges of succession planning,  
with younger generations often unwilling to remain in the sector.  
These factors may make privately owned firms more open to a sale  
and drive the anticipated growth in the number of smaller deals. 

Certainly, vulnerable, smaller operators of all kinds will present 
potential acquisition opportunities for more financially secure 3PLs 
and other large operators looking to address talent shortages, acquire 
‘niche’ expertise or build a stronger presence in a specific region or 
specialist sector.

2020
2021
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M&A strategy
Logistics companies see M&A as a key strategic  
priority to strengthen their market position. 

Achieving 
synergies

Managing 
culture

Post 
integration
plan

Paying a 
low price

Integration 
time frame

Competent 
adviser

The 
economy

24%

28%

19%

24%

25%

27%

9%

8%

7%

9%

4%

3%

3%

9%

M&A success factors

For a growing number of logistics companies, M&A appears to be  
re-establishing its importance as a strategic option. 

Given our respondents’ expectations of an increase in deal activity, the 
ability of operators to plan and implement effective acquisitions will be 
a key factor in the growth and resilience of the industry moving forward.

Bearing this in mind, we asked respondents to identify the three most 
important factors in achieving a successful M&A deal. Top of the list in 
this year’s survey is creating a clearly defined, effective post-integration 
plan, followed by managing culture and change, and achieving synergies. 

An increased focus on viable, well thought out integration plans is 
reflected in the fact that it is now viewed as a vital factor by 27% of 
businesses, compared to 19% last year.

Certainly, there is more stringent and exhaustive due diligence on 
potential acquisitions being applied by acquirers, and a greater focus 
on assessing the cultural fit of the target business.

M&A deals now typically involve lengthier interaction at senior 
management level, more critical assessment of the target company’s 
strategy to ensure alignment with the buyer, as well as the ability of  
the personnel involved to deliver the post-integration plan smoothly. 
Larger operators, of course, can often utilise their own specialist  
in-house resources for this purpose.

More stringent and exhaustive due diligence means deals are often 
taking longer to complete, however. Deal structures are also changing 
to reflect the uncertainty of the current environment with earn-out  
and deferred payment structures more common than before the 
Covid-19 pandemic.

 Which are the three most important factors 
for an M&A transaction’s success?

2020
2021
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Employee 
retention

Systems and 
technology

Cultural

Commercial

Operational

Communication

Regulatory 
compliance

Financial 
compliance

24% 

20% 

16% 

13% 

13% 

6% 

4% 

4% 

22% 

18% 

15% 

11% 

17% 

7% 

6% 

4% 

Internal 
resources

Combination
internal/
financial

Bank

External
investors

Other 
financial

23%

54%

32%

43%

16%

5%

0%

4%

19%

4%

Post-deal issues

Nearly a quarter of operators (24%) see successful cultural  
integration as the main challenge on completion of an M&A deal,  
with systems and technology integration a close second for one in five 
companies (20%) – both remaining at broadly similar levels to 2020.

Embracing new technology and systems innovation – a long-standing 
challenge for the industry – has an increasing role to play across the 
whole supply chain, particularly in helping to mitigate the shortage 
of warehouse staff and meeting changing consumer expectations for 
last-mile deliveries. The degree to which operators have embraced 
new technology to meet these challenges is also likely to be key to 
company valuations.

It is also noteworthy that, compared to 2020, respondents place 
greater emphasis on managing customer expectations and employee 
retention as post-deal challenges, possibly reflecting the wider impact 
that Covid-19 and Brexit have had on operational capabilities and 
staffing levels.

Financing M&A 

When it comes to funding M&A objectives over the next year or so, 
our research suggests a fairly healthy picture, with a marked shift in 
the way operators plan to obtain the finance they need.

Having successfully navigated a difficult 18-month period, many 
operators are now in a stronger cash position, due in part to a sharp 
focus on managing working capital during the pandemic, as well as 
to the availability of the various government business continuation 
loans, grants and other forms of state-backed financial support.  
In addition, the current unique dynamics of global trade have  
boosted profits for operators involved in those activities. 

With more cash on the balance sheet, it’s not surprising that more 
operators plan to make greater use of their own internal financial 
resources to fund M&A going forward. Just under a third (32%) say 
they expect to finance M&A activity over the next 12 months in this 
way – a significant jump from 23% in 2020.

At the same time, the availability of relatively low-cost bank funding 
provides other options for M&A, and there appears to be growing 
interest from operators in funding from banks, a number of which 
are keen to show they have both the liquidity and the appetite for 
the sector. As a result, respondents are now four times as likely to 
consider bank funding for M&A activity over the next 12 months as 
they were a year ago (16% versus 4%).

By contrast, funding acquisitions through external investors,  
formerly considered a viable option by almost a fifth of companies 
(19%), is now cited by just 5% of our respondents in 2021.

And while the single most popular M&A funding route (43%) 
continues to be a combination of internal resources and bank loans, 
this is down 11% on last year.

Which are the three most important factors 
for an M&A transaction’s success?

 If you are likely to undertake M&A activity over the 
next 12 months, how will this activity be financed?

2020
2021

2020
2021
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Lack of in-house 
expertise –  

post-acquisition

26%

7%

25%

8% 8%

6%
4% 4%

19%

4%

22%
20%

5%

15%

3%

9%

7%
8%

Valuation of 
targets

Economic  
uncertainty

Expense / 
cost of project

Regulations and 
legislation

Lack of in-house 
expertise –  

pre-acquisition

Availability of 
finance

Availability of 
personnel

Lack of suitable 
targets

What factors pose the greatest challenges to your business  
when considering whether to undertake M&A activity?

Potential deal barriers

The major barrier identified by one in four (26%) operators that are 
considering M&A activity in the next 12 months, is lack of suitable 
targets, a broadly similar result to last year.

A fifth (20%) also experience difficulties in valuing businesses they 
are interested in and for 15% the amount of employee time required 
for M&A activity is a deterrent.

Less than one in ten (9%) cite availability of finance as an issue,  
which is encouraging given the current domestic and global 
economic situation and indicates most operators do not consider 
obtaining finance as a barrier to undertaking M&A activity. 

For those logistics businesses that are not contemplating  
M&A activity in the next 12 months, the biggest reason for not  
doing so remains the same as it was a year ago – 43% say they  
are simply giving higher priority to, or focusing on, other strategies. 
Approaching a quarter (22%) say they are not strategically ready to 
think about an acquisition and close to a tenth (11%) blame lack of  
financial readiness. 

The potential complexities of the process, which can typically take up 
to 12 months or more from start to finish, may partly explain a lack of 
readiness on the part of some operators so soon after fighting their 
way through a very difficult period. 

However, to put this into perspective, of those companies that will 
not be completing a deal in the next 12 months, the proportion not 
expecting to undertake any form of M&A-related activity at all has 
dropped markedly from 63% to 43%.

In addition, more than a quarter of operators (27%) not anticipating 
any M&A in the immediate future will still be researching potential 
target companies over the next 12 months, a significant step up  
from 2020. 

And a growing number recognise the value of consulting with 
external professional advisors to help them in these areas – more 
than twice as many (7%) are engaging advisors to discuss market 
opportunities and identify target companies as were doing so last 
year (3%).

2020
2021
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The evolving  
logistics landscape 
Ongoing talent shortages, Covid-19 and Brexit continue  
to present challenges, while decarbonisation moves up  
the agenda.

Loss of business

Access to new 
geographies  
and markets

Documentation  
and red tape

Accessing skilled 
personnel to deal  
with new regulations

Operational 
issues

12%

2%

27%

22%

37%

Covid pressures easing

The Covid-19 pandemic and Brexit undoubtedly remain two of the 
most influential factors on the health of the sector, although their 
long-term effects still remain to be seen.

However, while the pandemic continues to impact global supply 
chains on many levels, it seems that, among UK logistics firms, 
Covid-19 is generally further down the list of concerns than it has 
been, giving companies the opportunity to think more strategically. 

Only 20% now say global instability and uncertainties around the 
impact of Covid-19 are likely to impact on productivity or prevent 
them from achieving their business objectives in the coming year, 
compared to 29% last year. 

The turbulence in global supply chains is probably here to stay until 
at least the end of the first quarter of 2022 and many UK industry 
sectors are likely to continue to suffer from the well-publicised 
shortages of raw materials, components and parts we’ve witnessed  
in recent months, with supply chains struggling to adapt. 

However, this may create new business opportunities for agile 
operators as some UK manufacturers look to ‘onshore’ and shorten 
their supply chains by looking to source from alternative domestic 
suppliers, where this is possible.

Brexit issues remain

Turning to Brexit, it’s clear that many of the widely reported 
difficulties experienced by logistics businesses operating between  
the UK and the EU aren’t going to disappear overnight and will 
continue to pose major challenges for some companies.

What challenges or threats have been experienced  
by your business due to Brexit?
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Cash flow 2%

Recruiting staff 36%

Post-Brexit trade controls 17%

Understanding new tech 4%

Global instability 20%

Succession planning 6%

Business regulations 11%

Innovating 3%

Accessing finance 1%

Perhaps surprisingly, however, only a relatively small proportion (12%) 
of operators attribute actual loss of business to Brexit.

More than a third (37%) report Brexit is creating operational problems, 
including exacerbating driver shortages, while the extra paperwork 
and red tape is an issue for over a quarter (27%) of respondents. 

In addition, more than one in five (22%) have experienced problems 
accessing skilled personnel – particularly with regulatory and customs-
related expertise – to deal with the new rules. Furthermore, 17% now 
see managing post-Brexit controls as an issue that could potentially 
impair productivity and business objectives in the near term.

For those companies looking to acquire specialist customs expertise 
to address this skills shortage, the problems can be just as acute as 
the more widely-reported shortage of truck drivers.

Our respondents highlight the extra resources needed to deal with 
the same volume of business due to additional red tape and delays in 
customs clearances, particularly when operating across the Irish sea. 
Many also point to a lack of understanding about Brexit-related data 
requirements and believe many European countries were unprepared 
for the new customs rules and still lack the necessary investment to 
reach the UK export market. 

Ongoing talent shortage

Closely interlinked with Brexit, the perennial issue of staff shortages 
remains operators’ biggest operational challenge by far, with few signs 
that the situation will improve. More than a third of companies (36%) 
say they may be less productive or effective in the near term due to 
difficulties in recruiting staff with the right expertise, skills and attitude.

In particular, the long-standing shortage of HGV drivers and,  
more recently, the lack of skilled warehouse operatives, remains  
a significant threat – with the staffing situation widely expected to 
deteriorate even further during the remainder of 2021, leading to 
growing concerns in some quarters about the sector’s ability to  
meet demand during its busiest time of year in Q4 2021.

While the government’s furlough scheme certainly led to reduced 
staffing levels during 2020 and produced another sharp drop in the 
first half of 2021, it remains to be seen how worker shortages will be 
affected as the schemes are run down this year. 

The skills shortage facing the sector – particularly of HGV drivers – 
continues to be exacerbated by European workers returning home, 
with the government seemingly reluctant to address the situation 
through temporary visa requirements. 

The exodus of European drivers due to Brexit and the dramatic  
fall in the numbers of new drivers taking a test, has created a real 
crisis in driver shortages. Encouragingly, on 10 September this year, 
the government announced it is taking steps to accelerate drivers 
into the haulage industry, making 50,000 more HGV tests available, 
increasing testing capacity by a third through a streamlined driver 
qualification process.

This is a welcome development for the longer term, but requires 
rapid implementation if it is to make a difference for the industry’s 
2021 Christmas peak. In addition, while the sector gears up to recruit 
and train more UK truckers, a temporary visa for European drivers is 
essential to address the immediate shortage.

Across the Summer period there have been high profile instances  
of logistics operators and high street retailers offering higher salaries 
and bonuses to drivers in an attempt to attract new staff. The current 
situation effectively puts many operators in a bidding war for drivers, 
raising the prospect of wage inflation and the challenge of passing 
these costs on to their customers, while attempts to improve working 
conditions and offer financial incentives to attract and retain drivers 
puts additional financial pressure on smaller fleet operators. 

One research respondent suggests that the industry needs  
more support for driver training, “but not the current apprenticeship 
scheme for drivers, which doesn’t allow many of us access.” Other 
suggestions include allowing car drivers to convert more easily to 
category C and E licences – which the government is considering – 
and encouraging more drivers to return from Eastern Europe. 

For warehouse staff shortages, new technology and increased 
automation may, of course, offer solutions and at the same time 
provide an opportunity to increase efficiency. So it is somewhat 
reassuring that embracing new technology is only regarded as an 
impediment to achieving business objectives by 4% of operators.

What would you say are the main impediments to your company’s 
productivity, or the main difficulties that you might face in 
achieving your business objectives in the next 12 months?
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None 2%

Refuelling infrastructure 26%

Grants for vehicles 17%

Longer implementation 7%

Clarity on fuel, tech, cost 19%

Vehicle scrappage scheme 7%

Grants for infrastructure 16%

N/A 5%

Other 1%

“ Driver [shortage] is due to IR35 introduction… 
many have stayed at home on furlough, others 
have gone back to Eastern Europe or Europe,  
as the tax benefits of working in the UK have 
been taken away. More than usual have retired 
due to Covid with no new licence passes during 
that period.”

“ … huge focus required on making the sector 
attractive to younger people.”

“ Driver shortage is a huge issue within the sector 
(Brexit, demand and IR35).”

“ Driver shortages are undermining the industry. 
Vehicle production has also been impacted.”

“ The majority of issues relate to the impact on  
skilled labour in warehouse and HGV roles.”

Respondent comments: 

Inflationary pressures

In addition to the challenges highlighted by our research, many 
operators are also now facing rising fuel costs, higher wage bills 
and significantly increased shipping and air freight costs, creating 
additional financial stress for logistics companies typically working  
to tight margins. 

While some logistics companies may be contractually protected 
from rising freight costs in the short term and others may even 
benefit from increased freight charges, it seems likely that logistics 
companies of all sizes, from the industry leaders down, will face 
major challenges in trying to pass on these extra costs to retailers, 
manufacturers and end consumers. 

Decarbonisation: greater clarity needed

With the news media filled with almost daily headlines about the 
growing incidence of natural disasters caused by human activity,  
and scientists issuing dire ‘last chance’ warnings about the impact  
of global warming, decarbonisation has rapidly risen to the top of  
the global and national agendas. 

Greener supply chains have a major role to play in tackling 
decarbonisation – and this is firmly on the radar of the respondents 
to our research this year. 

In fact, in many ways, decarbonisation represents the ‘new Brexit’, 
as the industry endeavours to get to grips with constantly evolving 
government targets and timelines.

On the roads, while many new, greener vehicle technologies,  
like hydrogen-powered and electric HGVs are firmly on the horizon,  
they are yet to be fully proven. 

With this in mind, we asked respondents what sort of  
government support they need to help them decarbonise their  
fleets. Greater investment in refuelling/recharging infrastructure is  
the major priority for a quarter of respondents (26%) and around a 
fifth (19%) also want greater clarity about fuel choices, associated 
technology and the costs of change.

As one respondent remarks: “Clarity of fuel choices is the biggest 
issue – until we know what we are doing we can’t progress.”

Grants for greener vehicles and for refuelling/recharging infrastructure 
would be welcomed by 17% and 16% of organisations respectively. 

Longer implementation periods for new fleets and related 
decarbonising technology are wanted by 7% of hauliers, while 7% 
want to see an appropriate vehicle scrappage scheme introduced.

The sector is clearly very willing to play its part in delivering 
decarbonisation and sees the societal and commercial benefits – but 
companies require clear technical guidance, greater clarity over total cost 
of ownership of more sustainable vehicles and support at government 
level to feel confident about making the necessary investment.

Referring specifically to road fleet operations, what support 
from government do you most want to see to assist you to 
achieve decarbonisation targets?
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Key takeaways

•  Our second M&A index score for the UK logistics sector 
is 62.8 – a significant increase on the 45.4 score in 2020, 
despite the ongoing challenges of Brexit and Covid-19.

•  The growing confidence of the sector is reflected in 
an average optimism score of 7.1 out of 10 among our 
survey respondents for the next 12 months, compared 
to a score of 6.3 in 2020.

•  The number of logistic businesses that have 
undertaken M&A activity in the past 12 months or  
have a deal in progress remains broadly consistent 
with 2020, but 93% expect consolidations to continue 
over the next 12 months. 

•  There is an increasing appetite for M&A, with almost 
half of operators saying they are likely or very likely to 
undertake activity within the next year and, for those 
that are not undertaking activity, 50% say they expect 
to within the next two to four years.

•  Of those companies not completing a deal in  
the next year, the share saying they will not be 
undertaking any M&A activity in the next 12 months 
has fallen significantly from 63% to 43%.

•  Almost two thirds of operators say any acquisitions they 
carry out are likely to be for £10m or less, suggesting a 
trend towards smaller deals in the short term.

•  60% of respondents say logistics business valuations 
have risen over the last 12 months, and over 70% 
expect to see valuations go up in 2021. 

•  The three most important reasons companies give  
for undertaking M&A are to increase their service 
offering, deliver economies of scale and achieve  
higher margins.

•  Fewer businesses expect Covid-19 to negatively 
impact them over the next 12 months, but more than 
a third say Brexit is still causing operational problems 
and exacerbating talent shortages.

•  Decarbonisation is high on the agenda for logistics 
operators but before they invest in new low-carbon 
vehicle fleets they want to see more clarity and 
investment in infrastructure.
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About CBW and  
Logistics UK
About CBW

CBW is a top 50 full-service firm of accountants, tax and business 
advisors. With only 17 partners and a team of more than 165 
professional and support staff, we are a firm that is small enough  
to care but big enough to create opportunities for our clients.

Our clients range from internationally based high net worth 
individuals and entrepreneurs, to regulated businesses and 
multinational companies with operations across the UK,  
Europe and all over the world.

Our practical knowledge is relied upon for effective wealth 
management, business start-ups and sales, investment in assets 
and innovation, overseas expansion, tax efficiencies, helping 
businesses navigate changes post-Brexit (such as the new  
VAT rules), regulatory compliance and profitable growth.
 
We have a dedicated team that specialises in the logistics sector  
at CBW, which is led by Philip Bird. We understand all the issues 
facing operators on a day-to-day basis and as they plan for the 
future. The team works with both global and national companies, 
providing a full-service offering to the sector. 
 
And through our international association, DFK International, 
we have the reach to support our clients wherever they operate. 
CBW is an independent member firm of DFK International, the 7th 
largest association worldwide of independent accounting firms and 
business advisors, with 229 member firms in 93 countries. 

www.cbw.co.uk
www.dfk.com

About Logistics UK

Logistics UK is one of the UK’s leading business groups, 
representing logistics businesses which are vital to keeping the  
UK trading, and more than seven million people directly employed 
in the making, selling and moving of goods.

With Covid-19, Brexit, new technology and other disruptive forces 
driving change in the way goods move across borders and through 
the supply chain, logistics has never been more important.

Logistics UK supports, shapes and stands up for safe and  
efficient logistics, and is the only business group which represents 
the whole industry, with members from the road, rail, sea and air 
industries, as well as the buyers of freight services such as retailers 
and manufacturers whose businesses depend on the efficient 
movement of goods.

www.logistics.org.uk

UK Logistics Sector 
M&A Index 2021 

19

https://logistics.org.uk/
http://www.cbw.co.uk
http://www.dfk.com
http://www.logistics.org.uk
https://twitter.com/CBWaccountants?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://www.facebook.com/carterbackerwinter/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/carter_backer_winter_llp_cbw/
https://www.instagram.com/carterbackerwinter/
https://www.instagram.com/logisticsuk_/
https://twitter.com/LogisticsUKNews?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://www.facebook.com/LogisticsUK
https://www.linkedin.com/company/logisticsuk/
http://www.dfk.com
https://logistics.org.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCXuBxW_tMHAbm2I2o_JfQyw
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCHK1Osduv2q-6XZ8RlY_qzg/featured
https://www.cbw.co.uk/
http://www.cbw.co.uk


Carter Backer Winter LLP (OC342571) is a limited liability partnership registered in England and Wales. CBW Audit Ltd (11545093) is registered to carry on audit work in the UK and
Ireland. CBW Audit Ltd is a limited company registered in England and Wales. Registered office address is as above. The term Partner denotes a member of Carter Backer Winter 
LLP. CBW is a trading name of Carter Backer Winter LLP. The information contained here is necessarily of a general nature. Specific advice should be sought for specific situations.

DFK International provides co-ordinating and other services to its member firms in connection with such firm’s practices in the fields of accounting, auditing, tax and management
advisory services. DFK International does not practice in such fields. Each member firm is independent and is a separate legal, financial and administrative entity, practising under
the laws in the country where it is based. Member firms are locally owned, operated and managed and each is responsible for its own liabilities. No single firm is responsible for the
services or activities of any other.


