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THE AUSSIE FREIGHT SQUEEZE: NAVIGATING GROWTH, GRIDLOCK, & THE CASE FOR SMARTER ASSETS
Simon Humphries, Head of Product Management & CV Chief Engineer, Isuzu Australia Limited
If you’re in the trucking world, you can feel it. The pressure is palpable. 
It’s the longer hours, the tighter schedules, and the constant hum of a nation that simply doesn’t stop consuming. 
The data now confirms what our industry has known in its bones: the Australian road freight task isn't just growing; it's surging. But this growth is colliding with a familiar, stubborn foe – urban gridlock that has not only returned post COVID but is evolving in unexpected ways.
For operators, this isn't a future challenge; it's the daily reality. And for manufacturers, it’s a clear call to action. The solution lies not just in working harder, but in developing equipment that’s smarter, more resilient, and fundamentally more efficient for the unique pressures of the Australian freight cocktail.
Reliant on rubber
The latest figures from the Department of Infrastructure are unequivocal. 
Our economy is powered by truck freight, with a provisional 242 billion tonne-kilometres moved in 2022-23. Let that number sink in. 
Of this colossal task, articulated trucks are the undisputed champions, responsible for a massive 192.3 billion tonne-kilometres.   While these beasts carry a huge volume of large loads between cities and towns, the not-insignificant balance of around 50 billion tonne-kilometres is borne by rigid trucks and smaller commercial vehicles.  Smaller loads, shorter trips, yet no less important.
This isn’t abstract data; it’s a mandate. The nation’s economic health is directly tied to the performance, productivity, and uptime of these vehicles. Every delay, every breakdown, and every litre of fuel wasted doesn't just impact a single bottom line – it ripples through our entire supply chain.
But there’s the pivotal opportunity hidden within these numbers. With a national fleet where a significant portion of heavy vehicles hail from past decades, we are presented with a prime moment for renewal. 
This isn't simply a like-for-like replacement either. It's about making a strategic investment in a generational leap in technology, safety, and fuel efficiency. For forward-thinking operators, upgrading to a next-generation truck tailored to modern freight applications is a direct investment in a lower total cost of ownership and a sharper competitive edge.
The "New Old Normal" 
Just as the freight task hits new heights, the operating environment is becoming more punishing. 
According to the BITRE’s most recent report on urban congestion, the temporary respite offered by pandemic lockdowns is well and truly over. Congestion has largely returned to, or even surpassed, pre-pandemic baselines.
This is the ‘new old normal.’ 
Our cities are choked again, and for freight operators, this means more than just frustrating delays. Its increased vehicle wear-and-tear, shredded fuel efficiency in stop-start traffic, and schedules that are increasingly difficult to predict, let alone maintain.
The report uncovers several critical trends that every operator needs to be aware of.
Perth pickle
While some cities showed overall improvement (Melbourne & Sydney), Perth stood out for the wrong reasons. It was the only capital where both travel times and, crucially, travel time unreliability, "meaningfully increased." 
This volatility is a hidden killer for profitability. It literally burns fuel, delays subsequent jobs, and risks late delivery penalties. Operating in such an environment demands a vehicle designed not just for the open highway, but for the unpredictable, punishing stop-start of a worsening urban gridlock.
Midnight spike
One of the most intriguing findings is the ‘unexplained 'third peak,' observed on many arterial routes between midnight and 0400. The cause remains unclear, but it signals a fundamental shift in logistics patterns, perhaps driven by 24/7 e-commerce demands or strategic avoidance of daytime traffic? For drivers and fleet managers, this means the traditional off-peak window for making up-time is no longer a guarantee. It demands on road equipment that can maintain efficiency even in these unexpected, slow-moving overnight crawls.
Strained arteries 
The report calls out specific, critical freight routes experiencing pronounced strain. 
Sydney’s NorthConnex and Melbourne’s M1 (East) are highlighted as seeing significant increases in both travel times and unreliability. These aren't just any roads; they’re high-stakes, high-volume motorways and tunnels where breakdowns are catastrophic and operational efficiency is paramount. Vehicles that frequently use these corridors must be engineered with superior durability, advanced safety systems and importantly, powertrains optimised for peak-hour crawl.
Bridging the Gap
So, how do we square the circle of a growing freight task and a congested, unpredictable operating environment? The answer lies in a deliberate focus on the core attributes that define a modern, capable truck.
First is durability. 
Australian trucking has always been an endurance sport. The vast, unforgiving distances between our major capitals – nearly 4,000 kilometres from Sydney to Perth – are the ultimate proving ground. 
This reality demands an engineering philosophy that goes beyond mere compliance. It requires design and engineering from the ground up to weather the unique stresses of our continent, ensuring they deliver not just on the first journey, but for many hundreds of thousands of kilometres to come. 
This inherent durability becomes even more critical when a vehicle’s life is spent battling the constant vibrations, heat, and stop-start cycles of city congestion.
Second is efficiency in the face of unreliability. 
With travel time variability (MEUR) showing dramatic swings in cities like Perth and Brisbane, radar and camera-based technology is no longer a luxury; it's a core tool for protecting profitability. 
Advanced drivetrains combined with adaptive cruise control systems are essential for mitigating the impact of an unpredictable road. By optimising gear shifts and throttle response based on the traffic ahead, these systems squeeze every possible kilometre out of a litre of fuel, whether on a long haul or in a stop-start traffic jam, helping insulate the operator from the hidden costs of congestion.
Finally, we must talk about the human element. 
Whilst we are fortunate in Australia to have a strong and well-qualified community of heavy vehicle operators, 2024 International Road Transport Union (IRU) reports suggest a shortfall of over 28,000 unfilled positions, projected to blow out to 78,000 by 2029. 
Our role as manufacturers is to focus on integrating sophisticated features that enhance driver comfort and safety. A comfortable, well-supported driver is a safer, more productive, and more alert driver – and that is an invaluable asset when navigating both the solitude of the Hume or the chaos of a traffic spike in our busy capital cities.
A balanced path
Finally, in an era of intense conversation around electric vehicles, it’s important to maintain perspective. 
While passenger EV sales are accelerating, the transition for the core, heavy vehicle part of the freight task requires a different, more deliberate roadmap. 
The current reality is that optimised conventional powertrains will carry the overwhelming majority of the nation's freight for the foreseeable future.
Isuzu’s strategy, therefore, must be one of balanced innovation. This means actively developing and trialling zero-emission solutions for suitable applications, while relentlessly refining the diesel engines, transmissions, and aerodynamics that power the backbone of Australian logistics today. 
Our goal is clear; provide the most fuel-efficient, reliable, and durable trucks possible for the uniquely challenging job at hand.
Growth & gridlock
The road ahead is one of both immense opportunity and complex challenge. The freight task will continue to grow, and our cities will continue to test our mettle. The operators who will thrive in this environment are those who see their equipment not as a cost, but as the most critical tool in their arsenal for navigating growth and gridlock. 
They are the ones who understand that in today’s market, the right truck isn’t just a vehicle; it’s a strategic advantage. And it’s our job to ensure that advantage is ours to offer.
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