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IMPORTANT NOTE:

This manual is a guide only and does not guarantee that you will succeed as a self-employed freelance courier/owner-driver but does give you informed
information that may result in success providing that you put in the effort. Before entering into any financial commitment, you should take professional
advice.
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, copied or stored electronically without the permission of the publisher.
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INTRODUCTION
In this book I provide information on all the processes that you will need to
know in order to work for yourself as a freelance courier/owner-driver. I
provide you with hints and tips on matters such as how to find work as a
courier, right the way through to how to pass the time while you are driving,
and much more besides.
Our goal here is not just to get you doing something that you can enjoy, whilst
getting paid for doing it, but also to ensure that you are working in such a way
that you are making a profit at the end of the week, month and year. A
recurring theme throughout the book will be to differentiate between assets
and liabilities and to question every expense. If it’s not an investment in your
business, then don’t spend the money in the first place, if at all possible. In
other words: any money spent must ultimately aim to bring in more money.
Always keep this principal at the forefront of your mind.
I am assuming that you are reading this book because you either love driving
and want to get paid for doing it, or you are already couriering, struggling to
make it pay and would love some guidance on how to make the role fit around
your life, pay the bills and still have enough left over to enjoy yourself at the
end of the week. Alternatively, you know it’s what you want to do, but you
want to minimise ‘rookie mistakes’. Or finally, you got it because someone
though it would be a great idea for a Christmas present. Whatever the reason,
I am sure that there will be something within these pages that will be of
service to you.
Doubtless you will have your own reasons for wanting to become a profitable
freelance courier and a whole multitude of differing reasons will have led you
to this point in your life.
This is how it happened for me:
Escaping the Rat Race
I was at the pinnacle of my career in retail management. Earlier in the year I
had been appointed as the store manager of a high-profile store, belonging to a
well-known frozen foods retail chain, on what I considered to be, at the time,
a good salary. It was certainly more than I had ever earned up until this point
in my life. It was the culmination of Twenty years climbing the greasy pole in
an industry known for demanding its pound of flesh from staff at all levels.
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However, it was the store management teams that were always in the firing
line from both sides and who were expected to pick up any slack. ‘I don’t care
if it’s your kid’s first nativity tonight. Tough! The night-crew manager has
just phoned in sick and those beans won’t get onto the grocery shelves by
themselves!’
Anyway, back to my ‘pinnacle’; yet another merchandising manual had just
landed on my desk and it was my job to ensure that it got fully implemented
in-store. I gazed upon it with disdain and a vague sense of nausea. I knew that
despite the vast additional workload, the expectation was that it would be fully
implemented by the prescribed deadline. I also knew that it wouldn’t be
acceptable to overspend on wages to achieve this. More sleepless nights ahead
and you can guess who would be responsible for picking up the slack,
irrespective of how many nativities I might have planned to attend. As a
salaried manager, you were expected to work whatever hours were necessary
to get the job done. In other words, over-time payments were not an option for
me, but over-time itself was virtually mandatory.
A question was running through my mind with ever-greater insistency:
“There’s got to be more to life than this?”
Two-weeks later, with a fully implemented merchandising manual clasped in
my hand, I am proudly walking my area manager down the first aisle of the
shop. As we get to the promotional end at the end of the aisle, with a smug
expression, he says “That hanging banner is the wrong way around.”
“But it’s identical front and back.” I ventured.
“No! The neck of the champagne bottle that protrudes from the perimeter of
the banner points out to the right on the photograph in the manual. You’ve got
it pointing to the left.”
“Surely, our customers won’t notice the distinction.” I reply.
“Get it changed! NOW!” Came the reply.
…………. (“There’s got to be more to life than this!”)
That weekend, my CV is updated and several applications to large, well
known retailers have been sent off.
……….… (“There’s got to be more to life than this!”)
A few weeks later, I am sitting in a dingy back office being interviewed for
the position of store manager of a popular craft retail chain. I’m listening to
the area manager a she drones on about wastage, stock-loss, staff costs, oh,
and merchandising…. What joy! At this point I’m thinking ‘there might be a
different name over the door, but it’s the same old crap going on inside’. I’m
also thinking………
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……….… (“There’s got to be more to life than this!”)
By now, I’m getting desperate. Stuff the great salary! I’d rather do anything
than this. But what to do? I don’t have any formal qualifications that are worth
more than the paper that they are written on. I’d kind of fallen into retail
management whilst at college, when I had a Saturday job in a bookmakers. I
enjoyed the job more than college, so I dropped-out and the rest is history.
(I’ve mentioned the greasy pole, right?)
Back to frozen foods and poorly implemented merchandising manuals, a
senior member of my store team had recently seen the light and moved on to
pastures new, by going back to a previous job he’d had as a freelance courier.
‘What does that involve?’ I had asked at the time. “Well, you just kind of
drive around delivering parcels from A to B. It’s great! You can even put
CD’s through as business expenses”. (CD’s…... Okay, it was a good few
years ago kids)!
“Let me get this straight. You just drive around all day, listening to free music
and get paid for it?”
“Pretty much. Well, there’s a bit more to it than that, but not much.”
The seed was sown. I’d always loved driving and the thought of getting paid
to do it just proved too irresistible, especially with the prospect of free CD’s
for life! (N.B. The CD’s are not really free. You can offset them against tax,
which doesn’t exactly make them free, but it is beneficial, nonetheless. At the
time, though, I was considering which CD to buy next).
But, where to start? I’d been brought up in the traditional manner. I’d been
taught that money was scarce, that you needed to study hard and get a nice
safe job, with a big organisation and a pension. Therefore, the prospect of
quitting my job, taking on a big debt, in the form of a van loan and not
knowing where my next income was going to come from, and no pension was
daunting to say the least.
Fortunately for me, a friend introduced me to an old school friend of his who
was currently doing exactly what I wanted to do. This friend-of-a-friend
basically showed me the ropes in terms of providing some guidance on what
type of van to buy and he also introduced me to the guy (and the company)
that he was working for at the time.
A few weeks later, I had resigned from my retail management drudgery, I was
the proud owner of a shiny new (well, 18-months old) Mercedes Vito panel
van and a bank loan. I had also registered myself as a sole trader with a local
accountant and had contacted hundreds of local and national courier
companies offering my services as a FREELANCE COURIER. I had arrived
on the owner-driver scene!
In my first week in my new role as a ‘knight of the road’ I made £150.08.
Meanwhile, my expenses were running into the thousands of pounds (not
including the van). I like to be thorough, so using the balance of my loan
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money, I had also bought bungees, ratchet-straps, a sack truck, seat covers,
floor mats, gloves, fire extinguishers and snow chains. Yes, you read that
correctly, ‘snow chains’! I live in the UK, where I know the weather can be a
bit inclement from time to time, but it’s not Alaska, or Siberia. Still, for some
reason, I thought it’d be a good idea to have snow chains. (For those of a
curious nature: No! I NEVER used them, EVER!)
As you can imagine, with a mortgage to pay and a family (and bank loan) to
support, at this point, I’m beginning to question the wisdom of my decision to
turn my back on shop-keeping. (After all, is shop-keeping not in our nation’s
blood?) However, my decision had been made and I knew that with a bit of
patience and tenacity, I could make it work.
My faith in my decision was borne out, within six months, I was getting
regular work doing something that I enjoyed and I also knew that if I did work
longer hours, I would get paid more, rather than being expected to work for
nothing, until the ‘job was done’. Great! Not only that, I actually found that in
reality, I was working fewer hours than I was as a retail manager and I was
also making more money than I had previously. Incredible! Why hadn’t I
done this sooner?
During my time as a freelance courier, I have worked for numerous different
companies and undertaken plenty of same-day/distance type of work along
with a multitude of multi-drop routes. I have transported goods between the
nations’ towns and cities, and I have ‘multi-dropped’ within some of those
towns and cities. As well as urban and suburban areas, the role has also taken
me through some of the country’s most beautiful countryside on regular
occasions.
This is a job that has served me well over many years. It has now contributed
to a situation whereby I can choose to sit at home and write this book in my
early fifties rather than still having to endure the daily grind that most people
suffer well into their sixties and beyond.
My goal for this book is to help you to transition from whatever stage you are
at currently into becoming a profitable freelance courier and get paid for
doing something that you enjoy. No snow chains for you!
One point to note here; for the remainder of the book, I will be focusing on
being a courier in Four wheels, rather than a courier on Two wheels.
Motorcycle, or bicycle couriering are topics for whole different publications.
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More information and resources can be found at our website:
https://drivingforprofit.co.uk
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BACKGROUND TO THE INDUSTRY.
Definition:
Noun
Courier (plural couriers)
1.
2.
3.
4.

A person who delivers messages.
A company that delivers messages.
A person that transports goods.
A company that transports goods.

}
} For hire
} or reward.
}

Famously, the Ancient Greek courier Pheidippides is said to have run 26 miles
from Marathon to Athens to bring the news of the Greek victory over the
Persians in 490 BC. The long-distance race known as a marathon is named
after this run.
Pheidippides was a courier!
The genus of the UK same-day courier market stems from the London Taxi
companies but soon expanded into dedicated motorcycle dispatch riders with
the taxi companies setting up separate arms to their companies to cover the
courier work. During the late 1970s small provincial and regional companies
were popping up throughout the country. Today, there are many large
companies offering next-day courier services.
There are many 'specialist' couriers usually for the transportation of items
such as freight/palettes, sensitive documents and liquids.
The 'Man & Van'/Freelance courier business model, is popular in the United
Kingdom, with many independent couriers and localised companies, offering
next-day and same day services. This is popular because of the low business
requirements (a vehicle) and the lucrative number of items sent within the UK
every day. Since the dawn of the electronic age the way in which businesses
use couriers has changed dramatically. Prior to email and the ability to create
PDFs, documents represented a significant proportion of the business.
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However, over the past 5 years documentation revenues have decreased by 50
percent. In addition, customers are also demanding more from their courier
partners. There has been a shift whereby, more and more, companies are
preferring to use the services of larger organisations who are able to provide
more flexibility and improved levels of service, which has led to another tier,
the regional couriers. These are usually one of the local companies who have
expanded to more than one office, covering a larger area.
In my experience, courier companies try to strike a balance between
employed drivers and freelance couriers. From the company’s perspective, the
employed driver is cheaper for them and is considered to be more loyal.
However, because freelance couriers have developed a personal culture of ‘if I
don’t work, I don’t get paid’, they tend to be more productive and have fewer
absence days, which courier companies are extremely appreciative of.
Growth
We will touch upon this more in the chapter on ‘The Future’. However, it’s
worth mentioning here.
In recent years, we have seen a huge trend towards online shopping and in a
post-COVID-19 world this trend has been magnified massively.

As we can see from the above stock chart, Amazon’s share price rose from a
pre-lockdown high of 2185 to 3320 in six months. A huge increase in excess
of 50%!
To put this into context, over the same period the S&P500 (a ‘basket’ of
Americas top 500 companies) rose from 339 to 339.1 essentially remaining
flat and showing no growth whatsoever. As the S&P500 includes Amazon, we
can surmise that there will be many companies who are still in the doldrums
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and whose share price dipped dramatically during lockdown and has yet to
recover (at the time of writing).
Furthermore, it was interesting to note that during lockdown, delivery drivers
were classed as key workers. Whilst many companies were furloughing staff
and, in some cases laying people off, Amazon and their ilk were recruiting
like crazy. They couldn’t get enough drivers to cope with demand.
This tells us that more and more people are embracing online shopping and all
those online orders have got to be delivered by someone, so why can’t that
someone, that key worker, be you.
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SO……. WHY DO YOU WANT TO BE A
FREELANCE COURIER?
“Have the courage to follow your heart and intuition. They
somehow know what you truly want to become.”
~ Steve Jobs

This is a question that you need to seriously ask yourself. While I have
painted a rosy picture of the job in my introduction, it’s not all coasting along
country lanes, carefree and with all the time in the world. There is still a job to
be done and generally to a timescale, especially if you want to get paid at the
end of the week. While there are a lot of upsides to the role of being a
freelance courier, there are also some downsides and pitfalls, which I will
endeavor to cover in later chapters. In this chapter, I’m really asking you to
consider your own personality and mentality and whether you are cut-out for
the job.
There is a common misconception that as a freelance courier, you can work
when you want and for whom you want, and yes, you would be correct in
thinking that there is a degree of flexibility. However, flexibility works both
ways and courier companies value those couriers who are most flexible.
Those that are willing to take a job at any time of day (or night), collecting
and delivering any product to anywhere in the country are generally the ones
who will be first to get a call offering them work. If they are good at doing
multi-drop (covered later) as well, then all the better. Jobs are then allocated
in a hierarchical fashion leaving next to nothing for those couriers who are
very picky about when they work and the types of job that they are prepared
to undertake.
As with most things, it’s really a question of balance and give-and-take. Also,
if you work hard to get a good reputation in the early days, that reputation
tends to stick with you so that you get offered the better jobs on an ongoing
basis and if you do need to take time out for that nativity play, it doesn’t affect
the reputation you have already established.
My point here is that if you want steady work between 9:00am and 5:00pm,
Monday to Friday, then being a freelance courier probably isn’t for you.
Especially if you want to be profitable.
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Driving
It will come as no surprise that you cannot become a courier, without having
to drive a vehicle. In all seriousness, do not even entertain the idea of pursuing
a career as a courier unless you enjoy driving. Congestion and traffic delays,
temporary roadworks, other drivers cutting you up, middle-lane-hoggers,
inconsiderate parking by others, speed restrictions etc. These are all daily
occurrences. You need to be able to shrug them off and keep focused on your
own driving.
A book that I would heartily recommend reading is The Chimp Paradox, by
Professor Steve Peters. In it the author explains that our brains are divided.
Two of the parts are the chimp brain and the human brain. When things don’t
go your way, it is often all too easy to let our chimp brain take over and react
negatively, or angrily. We need to keep our chimp boxed and let our human
do the driving. In the book there is even an example of how people can tend to
act when they get cut-up in traffic and it goes on to explain a better way to
handle such situations. If you have a tendency to be hot-headed, read Prof.
Peters’ book. (After you have read this one of course)!
People, or Not!
Back in my retail management days, a large part of my job was dealing with
people. It could be customers, staff, my boss, suppliers and so-on. After a
while, I found myself craving a little time to myself, which is one of the
reasons that becoming a freelance courier appealed to me so much. I
envisioned myself on the open road with only myself to worry about. Bliss!
This, in fact, is not entirely how it is in reality. While there are prolonged
periods where you are driving alone, there is also a requirement to deal with
people throughout the day. Such people will include the job allocators for the
courier company that you are working for, the customers that you are
collecting from, the customers that you are delivering to, other drivers, who
you are loading up alongside and dare I say it, enforcement officers, like the
Police. (There, I’ve said it! Hopefully you won’t have to deal with these
people too often, if at all! However, there is a chapter later in the book, which
is dedicated to making you aware of some of the legal pitfalls involved with
driving for a living).
Good communication and people skills are essential to being successful. Just
consider this for now, as I will be covering it in more detail in the chapter on
customer service. However, as I have also mentioned above, there will be
prolonged periods when you will be driving alone. If you get bored easily, or
struggle to maintain focus, you may need to review whether this is the job for
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you because reaching for that phone whilst driving to ‘quickly check
Facebook’ is just not an option!
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TOOLS OF THE TRADE – GET SET-UP TO BE
SUCCESSFUL FROM THE START.
“A man and his tools make a man and his trade.”
~ Vita Sackville-West

Okay. We have now decided that this is the job for you. Great! Now, where to
start? What do you actually need to be a freelance courier? Let’s start with the
obvious:
Van.
If you want to collect and deliver goods from A to B you are going to need
something to put them in. When we look at what sort of van to get, we open
up a whole new Pandora’s Box of choices. Large van vs. small van? Standard
roof vs. high roof? Short wheelbase vs. long wheelbase? What colour? What
make? Our list goes on and on. Then you also have the choice as to whether
you buy your van or lease it. There are even companies out there that will
provide you with a leased van, which includes servicing and maintenance
costs. Obviously, this is likely to be a more expensive option, but may be
worth it in terms of reduced hassle. My advice here is to shop around before
you commit to anything.
Please note: Some courier company’s and online courier platforms will offer
work that could be done in a car. This could be an option when starting out,
before committing to a van purchase, just to see if you are going to enjoy the
job. However, remember here, we are looking to make the role profitable and
ultimately, without a van, you will be excluded from the majority of most
profitable work.
Obviously, there is plenty of choice and ultimately, it will come down to what
you personally feel comfortable driving and what you can afford. When I first
started out, I bought the best van that I could afford, but there was no way that
I was going to get a long wheelbase as, at the time, I just didn’t feel
comfortable driving such a large vehicle. Pretty soon, I realised that to meet
17
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my needs, I would have to get out of my comfort zone and trade up to a bigger
van. Additionally, I took the view that ‘you can always fit a little in a lot, but
you can’t fit a lot into a little’! However, please don’t just follow my lead and
buy the biggest van possible. It’s at this point that I would advise some
research. Firstly, what is currently in demand in your particular region?
As part of the background research for this book one of the people whom I
interviewed was a service centre manager for a leading courier company in
the UK. He informed me that, at the time of writing and in the area of the
country that he covers (North-West), he currently didn’t have access to
enough small van couriers to meet demand. I would therefore suggest that
contacting a few local courier companies and asking this question, before you
buy a van, or exchange your current van, may yield dividends later on.
As far as van colour is concerned, white is generally the way to go. I know the
white-van-man is a bit of a stereotype, but in my experience a white van is the
most popular option with courier companies and offers great versatility. That
said, other van colours won’t exclude you from being offered work and once
again, if you have a real problem with white, it may be best to do some local
research before parting with your cash.
Age and condition of your van are more important than colour, as some
companies demand that their couriers must have a van that is no more than 5
years old, for example. In reality, I have not actually seen this enforced. I have
worked for companies with this kind of stipulation and seen plenty of fellow
couriers with much older vans. What is more important is road worthiness and
condition. All companies want to portray a professional image to their
customers and clients, so you, turning up in a dirty, rusty van, with smoke
billowing from the exhaust isn’t going to cut the mustard.
As a freelance courier you are a business in your own right. All businesses
have a balance sheet, which details their assets and liabilities and their profit
and loss. Generally, your car, or domestic vehicle can be viewed as a liability
because it takes money away from you each month, in the form of fuel,
depreciation, road tax, insurance etc. You need to regard your van as a
business asset. In other words, on balance, it brings money into your life each
month. Therefore, if you take out a loan to buy a van, which costs you £500
per month, but on balance that van generates in excess of £1500 of profit each
month then you really shouldn’t need to worry about the cost of the van in the
first place because it’s covered. It’s your main asset.
Ultimately, my view is that buying, or leasing the best van that you can
possibly afford is your best option. Once you know how much your van is
going to cost you each month, you can then work out how much you will need
to make each month to be profitable.
Whilst I actually spent most of my time as a courier driving a high roof, long
wheel-based (lwb) van, I believe that a medium wheel-based (mwb) van is
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probably more practical, assuming you stick with the high roof. My rationale
for this is that, as a mwb is a lighter vehicle, it actually means that the payload
(the amount of weight) the vehicle can carry is higher. I experienced
numerous occasions where I had to reject work due to my van being
overweight, but rarely did I struggle for space in the back. Additionally, the
shorter wheelbase offers better manoeuvrability and easier parking.
What if you don’t have a van and cannot afford one?

As mentioned above, there are opportunities available to undertake courier
work using your own car.
However, there are courier companies out there, who not only provide work to
self-employed couriers, but also provide the van to do it in.
This presents an opportunity to ‘try before you buy’! If you are new to the
role, it will allow you to do the job with minimal start-up investment required
on your part.
Another advantage to this is that this type of role lends itself to part-time
work. When you own a van, particularly if you have taken out a loan to
purchase it, you really need to be working full-time to maximise your profit
and make working as a courier a viable proposition. Whereas when you just
get paid a day-rate and don’t have to consider vehicle/fuel costs, it doesn’t
matter if you decide to start out by just working one, or two days per week.
On the downside, it will mean that you are tied-in to working for just one
company and will have to accept their working conditions, including pay,
which is likely to be lower than what you can earn as an owner-driver.
Although you will technically still be classed as self-employed, it will still feel
like you’re employed and that you’ve just got a job.
Insurance.
We have spent some time above detailing your vehicle, but as stated, it’s
going to be your main asset. So, what else do we need as part of our set-up?
Well, now you have your vehicle, you are going to need to insure it. In your
new role, normal vehicle insurance is not good enough. You will need the
following:
• Courier insurance.
• Goods in transit insurance.
• Public liability insurance.
• Personal Insurance.
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Courier Insurance.
Let’s take each in turn, starting with the most expensive. If you are new to
this, you may baulk at just how expensive dedicated courier insurance can be
when compared to normal car insurance. However, like normal car insurance,
it pays to shop around and over time, you will find that some provide a great
service, while others…. er …. don’t!
I once spent an unproductive hour sitting in the back of a police car, while the
officers in the front were threatening to confiscate my van, which was still
half full of customer’s parcels because the Police thought my van wasn’t
insured. I had to prove to them that I did, in fact have insurance by phoning
my bank in digging through old emails on my phone. All this because my
insurance company hadn’t updated the central database that the Police use.
Needless-to-say, the company concerned received some ‘constructive
feedback’ from me and I didn’t use them again the following year.
Courier insurance works in the same way as regular car insurance and pays
out for repairs following an accident, fire, or theft. It is a bona-fide cost of
running your business and needs to be factored in. During my time as a
freelance courier I have paid anything from £1200 per annum up to £3500 per
annum. I have even been provided with a quote in excess of £9000 for one
year’s insurance. I definitely shopped around on that occasion!
Insurance companies will make arrangements to allow you to pay monthly.
There is usually a small additional cost to doing this. However, as you can
see, even at the lower end of the spectrum, you need to be budgeting at least
£100 per month for courier insurance.
Additionally, as you can see from my own experience, I have paid more than
double for insurance at some periods of time, when compared to other time
periods. This puts a serious dent in your profitability and (in my case) can be
attributed to one thing: My poor driving habits!
(Read the lurid details here: https://drivingforprofit.co.uk/2018/04/18/speeding-a-raceto-the-poor-house/

and here: https://drivingforprofit.co.uk/2018/04/25/changing-bad-driving-habits/).
Points on your license from speeding offences cost money! Accidents, where
you are at least partially to blame cost money! Not-to-mention all the
additional hassle that these things generate. It is crucial to your success that
these types of incident are minimised, or better still, avoided altogether. Now
is the time to clean up your driving habits and always concentrate behind the
wheel.
To provide an example of the futility of speeding: the distance from central
Manchester (point A) to Central London (point B) is 209 miles. If you were to
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average 50mph, which would no doubt necessitate breaking the speed limit
for sections of the journey, it would take you 251 minutes (4 hours, 11
minutes) to get from A to B. However, if you were to average 40mph, it
would take you 314 minutes (5 hours 14 minutes). Okay, as you can see with
this example, you might save just over an hour of your time by speeding.
However, is that hour really worth losing more than £100 per month from
your bottom line, via increased insurance premiums (not-to-mention the
increased fuel and wear-and-tear costs incurred by heavy-footed driving). This
is all before we factor in the time and hassle involved in dealing with your
newly acquired fixed penalty notice? Not only that, if you rack-up too many
speeding offences, you could find yourself in court, pleading exceptional
hardship so that your license doesn’t get taken away from you, thus cutting off
your means of income for you and your family. I’ve been there, it’s not good
and it took that for me to learn my lesson. My license has been clean ever
since and it hasn’t meant compromising on delivery times. Please learn from
my mistakes, rather than your own and drive sensibly from day one.
Goods-in-Transit Insurance.
Generally, you won’t have come across goods-in-transit insurance if you have
not previously been a courier. Your van insurance covers your van and other
people’s vehicles and property. Your goods-in-transit insurance basically
covers the ‘goods’ that you are transporting inside your van against loss, or
damage.
When compared to your courier insurance, your goods-in-transit insurance is
significantly cheaper but can vary depending upon the level of cover that you
require. Once again, this can be subjective and will vary depending on who
you are doing most of your work for. I have found that most large
organisations demand a minimum of £15,000 worth of cover and in reality, I
have found this to be a sufficient level of cover for most jobs throughout the
UK. £15,000 worth of cover will cost you somewhere in the region of £250
for the year. (At the time of writing).
Once you settle into a routine doing the same kind of work on a daily basis,
often for the same customer, you will get a good feeling for the level of cover
that you personally will need. Obviously, if you find yourself transporting
exceptionally high value items, you will need to raise your level of cover.
Conversely, if you are transporting loads of pet food (for example) all day
long, £5,000 of cover will probably be sufficient.
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Public Liability Insurance.
Public liability insurance pays out if a client or member of the public is
injured or their property is damaged because of your business. Once again, for
the cost of it, it makes sense to have it. You can usually get a good level of
cover from approximately £50 for the year. (At the time of writing).
Personal Insurance.
As well as ensuring that all your stuff is insured, along with cover for your
customers’ goods and your public liability cover, you need to think about
yourself and your family. Please consult with a reputable financial advisor to
ensure that should the worst happen there is a policy in place that will pay out
as necessary. You may also want to consider critical illness cover too. As a
self-employed person if you don’t work, you don’t get paid. You can easily
budget for the odd day-off here and there, or a fortnight in summer for the
family vacation, but what if something happens to you which means that you
are unable to work for six months, twelve months, or even longer? Please
don’t take the ‘it won’t happen to me’ approach. Better to have it and not need
it than to need it and not have it!
Road Tax.
Like insurance, this is also a mandatory requirement at the time of writing.
Undoubtedly, you will be aware of the current growth of electric vehicles
generally, and this will definitely be an area of growth and change within the
commercial transport sector. However, in 2016, 96.2% of all light goods
vehicles were diesel powered (Department of Transport - Vehicle Licensing
Statistics (https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/vehicles-statistics)), so
for the purpose of this book, I will assume that you have a diesel-powered
vehicle. Therefore, you will be paying whatever the current levy is each year.
Generally, the lower a vehicle’s emissions, the lower the road tax.
Please note: Fuel emissions are something that is definitely being focused on
by governments all over the world, at the moment, so expect changes in this
particular area.
Equipment.
Before I get stuck into other equipment requirements, I am taking it for
granted that you will have a mobile phone. This item is essential in order for
you to speak to your customers, chase additional business (e.g. return
journeys, which we will cover in a later chapter) and a smartphone is a useful
back-up for your Satnav. Your mobile phone can be offset against tax, as a
legitimate business expense, as can all the following equipment requirements.

•
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Back of Your Van.
In my opinion, after your phone, your next priority needs to be your
sack truck, or trolley. For the majority of the work I have done as a
courier, I have needed one of these. Prices can range dramatically.
However, I have found that you can generally get a good quality,
lightweight, aluminium sack truck, from eBay for a reasonable price.
My tips here would be to get one with puncture-proof wheels, also
check that the wheels are fixed securely to the truck’s axle. There’s
nothing more frustrating than crossing a busy main road with a heavy
load on your trolley, when one of the wheels literally falls off half-way
across, scattering goods far and wide! Also, I have found that trucks
with a ‘ski’ attachment are better for dragging loads up staircases,
rather than getting a truck with a three-wheeled ‘stair-climber’ type
mechanism. You can also us the ski type trolley to drag loads up into
the back of your van and lower loads down to the kerb from your van.

Example of a good quality sack barrow, which can handle heavy
loads, has puncture-proof tyres and ‘skis’ for dragging up steps, or into the
back of your van.
Next comes ratchet straps and bungees. These are available in a range
of sizes and load-bearing limits. They always come in useful and are
definitely worth the money. On occasion, you will be asked to
transport heavy goods, often on a pallet. These will definitely need to
be secured in the back of your van.
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Example of ratchet-strap and bungees.
Finally, in the back of my van, I always keep some sheets and
blankets. These come in useful for those additional, weekend jobs
where someone wants you to help them to move to a new house and
you need to protect their furniture and other belongings during the
move.

•

PPE.
This refers to personal protective equipment and is another area
where you can overspend if you’re not too careful. In the past, I have
had Accord Dangereux Routier (European regulations concerning the
international transport of dangerous goods by road) training. (No
wonder they refer to it simply as ‘ADR training’). Following this, I
went out and bought chemical spill kits, specialist fire extinguishers,
safety goggles, eye-wash kits and special magnetic signage for the
outside of my van. I have also been trained to handle dry ice and
subsequently bought myself specialist gloves. You may say that with
safety equipment, if you only use it once, it will have paid for itself
and I had the same opinion. (‘Better be safe than sorry’ was my
philosophy at the time). However, as an investment, it didn’t pay for
itself because none of it ever actually got used. My advice here would
be to buy specialist equipment of this nature only when you need to
and only when you are sure that you are going to be undertaking this
type of work on a regular basis. Don’t buy it ‘just in case’, as I did.
Essential PPE, however, would include safety footwear, some gloves,
a hard hat and some long trousers.
My best ever pair of safety shoes, in terms of comfort and
durability came from a well-known, pocket-patting supermarket and
cost me just £20. As far as gloves are concerned, I have found the best
ones to be the grippy, snug-fitting variety, where you can still get a
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good ‘feel’ for parcels as you are handling them. Hard hats are rarely
needed, but when you need one, you need one and for the price, it
makes sense just to keep one in your van at all times. Same goes for
long trousers. Yes! I am one of those middle-aged blokes you see
strutting around in shorts all year round. I just find shorts much more
comfortable for driving in. However, I found to my cost that some
sites that I had to collect from, or deliver to, do not allow shorts as part
of their own PPE requirements. Since I got caught out by this the first
time and had to rush around trying to find a pair of long trousers in the
vicinity, which ended up costing me way too much, I have always kept
a spare pair of long trousers in my van, ‘just in case’!
•

Satnav and Road Maps.
With the advent of smartphones, some would question the need for a
satnav, or maps. However, you only have to be in an area you don’t
know, which has no phone signal and no internet connection once to
realise that a proper satnav might actually be a good idea. (Currently,
your phone needs an internet connection in order to use the map
function, whereas your satnav is driven by a global positioning system
(GPS) only. Having said this, smartphone mapping functionality is
improving all the time and there is often an option to download maps
for offline use, which will help out in those areas with poor signal/data
connectivity – with this in mind, if you find yourself working in a
particular geographic area on a regular basis, it may well be worth the
time and effort to look into this option further).
A functional satnav is an investment in your business. For the time and
effort that it will save you, the cost is miniscule. However, satnav costs
can vary wildly. I’ve always managed satisfactorily with a fairly basic
model.
Physical maps also have their place when it comes to planning a route,
particularly if you find yourself doing a multi-drop route in an area
that you are not familiar with. While it is not worth buying an A to Z
map of every town in the country, it is definitely worth keeping a
large-scale road atlas of the whole country to hand. This will give you
a good overview of an area, which makes it easier to plan where to
start, where to finish and what stop order to follow between your start
and finish points. Once you have your route planned, you can then use
your satnav to get from stop to stop.
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NB. Many courier companies, particularly those that provide a
significant quantity of multi-drop work have route optimisation
software, so that when you get given a route, it will already be in the
correct stop order. This can often be helpful and save you a lot of
planning time and is also useful in situations where the courier
company offer timed deliveries, whereby their customers (who you’ll
be delivering to) pay a premium in order to get their delivery by a
particular time of day. While route optimisation software is helpful, it
is not infallible. Once you get to know an area, you will discover more
efficient ways of completing a route that will trump any computer
program. To my mind, nothing can surpass driver experience.
Registering as Self-Employed.
As part of getting set-up, don’t, in all the excitement, forget to register
yourself as self-employed, which effectively means registering for SelfAssessment tax and Class 2 National Insurance. This can be done by your
accountant, but you can also do it yourself, online, via the HMRC website,
using form CWF1.
You must register by 5 October in your business’s second tax year. You will
be fined if you don’t.
One other important distinction that you should consider at this stage is
whether to set yourself up as a Sole Trader, or as a Limited Company.
•

Sole Trader - A sole trader is essentially a self-employed person who is
the sole owner of their business. It’s the simplest business structure out
there, which is probably why it is also the most popular. Some of the
advantages of being a sole trader include the fact that it is easy to set
up and demands relatively little paperwork, other than your annual
self-assessment tax return. There is also greater privacy than
incorporated businesses, whose details can all be found via Companies
House. Some of the disadvantages include the fact that sole traders
have unlimited liability, as they’re not viewed as a separate entity by
UK law. This means that if the business gets into debt, the business
owner is personally liable. As such, sole traders could lose personal
assets if things go wrong. Another consideration may be that raising
finance can be harder, as banks and other investors tend to prefer
limited companies. This limits the expansion opportunities for sole
traders. Finally, tax rates for the sole trader aren’t always as kind as
they are on limited companies. When you reach a certain level of
earnings, it might not be quite as lucrative to stay a sole trader.
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I personally decided to register as a sole trader because, in my
previous life, as a retail manager, I had constantly had responsibility
for managing others. Being a sole trader got me away from all of that.
Essentially, it meant that in future, as far as work was concerned, I
would just be responsible for myself and that I would solely determine
the level of my own success. I would no-longer be at the mercy of
other people’s whims. Additionally, being newly self-employed, I
didn’t want the additional administrative hassles that come with a
limited company.
I also ensured that any debt that I took on board was manageable.
•

Limited Company - A limited company is a type of business structure
that has its own legal identity, separate from its owners (shareholders)
and its managers (directors). This remains the case even if it is run by
just one person, acting as shareholder and director. If you decide to
set-up as a limited company, ensure that you choose a suitable name
that you like, which is not already registered with Companies House.
Unlike a sole trader a limited company has the benefit of limited
liability, as incorporation forms a legal distinction between the
business owner and their business. This means that personal assets
aren’t exposed - you only stand to lose what you put into the company.
Also, limited companies have the potential to be more tax efficient
than sole traders, as rather than paying Income Tax they pay
Corporation Tax on their profits. As things stand this offers a kinder
tax rate, meaning that forming a limited company can be more
profitable. In addition to this, there’s a wider range of allowances and
tax-deductible costs that a limited company can claim against its
profits. Another advantage is that once you’ve registered a company
name nobody else can use it, in contrast to sole traders who aren’t
offered the same protection. If you are considering employing others,
you will need to set-up as a limited company. However, there are also
some disadvantages to incorporation. Life as a limited company brings
added responsibilities. These come in the form of what is called the
Director’s Fiduciary Responsibilities, which basically outlines what a
limited company director must do legally. You’ll need file a yearly
annual return, ensuring that annual company accounts are completed
and filed. Thanks to these added responsibilities, going limited can be
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costly and time-consuming, as you’ll need to either deal with this extra
paperwork yourself or hire an accountant to handle it. You will also
need to pay a fee to become incorporated too. Finally, In contrast to
the sole trader, information on your business can be found via
Companies House and details on directors and your company’s
earnings are required to be shown publicly. This sort of transparency
may not appeal to all.
If, however, you are ambitious and despite starting out on your own,
you intend to quickly build a team and maybe even become a courier
company in your own right, then registering as a limited company is
probably the best option for you.
Whichever option you choose, I would advocate taking professional
advice beforehand.
One last thing that you will need as part of your set-up is a business bank
account. This will just help to keep income and expenditure relating to your
business separate from your own personal finances and your accountant will
thank you for it. (More on this later).
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ACTUALLY GETTING STARTED.
“The secret to getting ahead is getting started.”
~ Agatha Christie

Now that you’re legally self-employed, you have your suit of armour (PPE),
all your tools-of-the-trade and four insured wheels to put it all in, you need to
find some work so that you can pay for it all.
Believe it or not, by following the guidance in the previous chapter, you are
already half-way towards getting those all-important job offers. Any courier
company worth their salt will be looking for drivers who portray a
professional and serious image. If they can see that you’ve got a clean, tidy
and well-maintained van and you’ve got all the necessary equipment, they
will be impressed. If you can further back this up by demonstrating that you
already have goods-in-transit insurance to the right level and present yourself
looking smart and wearing all the relevant PPE, that first offer of work is
more or less in the bag!
At this stage, though, the jobs won’t just fall into your lap (or inbox). You still
need to go out and look for them. Maybe not ‘go out’, more like crank up the
laptop and type ‘courier jobs’ into Google where you will be staggered to see
nearly 25 million results. I think it is fair to assume that there are plenty of
jobs available out there.
While the ‘scattergun approach’ will undoubtedly work, I would advise that
you target your approach. Which courier companies have you heard of? Better
still, which courier companies do you perceive to have a good reputation, or
have you previously had a great personal experience with? This can be your
starting point. If these companies job adverts appear in page 1, or 2 of Google,
by all means apply online. If not, research the company that you are interested
in and apply to them directly. This might be via email, using an online
enquiry, or job application form, or by good old-fashioned snail-mail.
Whichever method you choose, make sure that you tell them a bit about
yourself and make it clear to them that you are all set-up and ready to go. If
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possible, attach your CV to your job enquiry as this gives a professional first
impression.
Don’t wait for a reply from the first company, before you send off your next
application. Make sure that you have several ‘irons in the fire’. Also, don’t
just wait indefinitely for a reply to your written communication. If you have
not heard anything within a week, chase up your applications with a polite
phone call. Often, it’s not the early bird that catches the worm, it’s the one
that most persistently stamps its feet! Stamp your feet and do it in a polite and
professional manner and it will yield dividends.
It will not be uncommon to find that you actually get several offers of work
from different companies. At this stage, you need to find out what the
payment terms are, so that you know where you stand from the start. Getting
numerous offers of work from several companies is great but can be a doubleedged-sword and present you with a fine line to tread. Initially, you will want
to take every job that is offered to you and so you should, as far as possible, to
gain experience. However, at this stage there are a number of things that you
need to evaluate, beside the payment terms:
• Which company is providing you with
the most work?
• Which company’s pay rates work out the
most profitable?
• What are the working conditions like?
• Are you being treated with respect and
courtesy?
In the early days, you may have several plates spinning and be trying to keep
numerous ‘employers’ happy, but occasions will occur where you are having
to reject offers of work because you are already on a job. Be wary of this
happening because courier companies will only get ‘knocked-back’ by you so
many times before they stop calling.
You will need to take your company evaluations and focus your attention on
the people who you want to work for. This might be the company that are
paying the most, or the one that’s providing you with the most work, or one
that just feels like a good fit. In my case, when I first started out, I was
juggling several companies at the same time and eventually one of them
approached me and said “Listen. If you get offered any work from anyone
else, knock it back. I will make sure that you are kept busy.” As they
happened to be the company that I was doing the most work for, at the time,
their pay rates were good and they treated me with respect, it was an easy
decision for me to make. I ended up working exclusively for that company for
the next several years.
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Whoever you end up doing most of your work for, it doesn’t have to be
exclusive. It is inevitable that you will experience some ‘down time’, or
periods where you are not being as productive as you could be. For example,
when you have completed a delivery hundreds of miles from home and you
are returning empty.
During my time, I have worked for small independent companies as well as
national courier and haulage companies. I found that the advantage of the
national companies was that if ever I found myself with an empty van, miles
from home, I would contact the nearest hub, or depot to my location and try to
secure a return delivery, so that I got paid in both directions. If that hub didn’t
have any work, I would embark on my return journey, but call each and every
hub that I passed nearby on the way back and would usually end up with
something that would minimise my ‘dead miles’. Remember, it’s that
persistent ‘feet-stamping’ that catches the worm. I found that if I didn’t ask,
then rarely was return work just offered to me, but if I did ask, I got a
reasonable ‘strike-rate’.
I know from experience that after a long drive it’s the easiest thing in the
world to mentally ‘switch-off’ and head for home on autopilot. Doing this will
severely compromise your profitability, whereas if you get into the habit of
keeping focused and chasing return work, your profitability will be boosted
massively.
This is also one area that has been boosted by the internet. With the advent of
online courier platforms that use the technology of everybody’s very own
smartphone to marry-up clients looking to transport goods from A to B with
owner-drivers in that particular area. If you’re currently at location B, having
already made a delivery, you can use the platform to advertise your return
journey and to look for jobs heading roughly from B to A and provide a
competitive quote on the basis that you have got to drive back to A anyway,
so any additional payment received is a bonus. It’s a win-win situation
because the customer gets their parcel delivered for a competitive rate and
you’re happy because it will boost your profitability for the day.
To provide an example of how sophisticated (read: profitable) you can get
with this:
• Imagine that you live in Preston and the company that you do most of
your work offers you a job from Preston to Reading (205 miles),
paying £250, which could be enough to keep you occupied for most of
the day, cover your expenses and leave you some left over for
yourself.
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Now let’s assume that you have read this book and ‘just getting by’ is
not for you. You want to be Profitable, with a capital ‘P’. So, once you
have loaded-up you realise that there is still plenty of room left on
your van. At this point you get back onto your own company to see if
there is any other work going in that direction (always sound keen. It
shows them that you’re interested, so your name will be top of their
list if other work actually does come up). If, however, they don’t have
anything, now is the time to check that online platform and low-andbehold, there’s a job from Skelmersdale to Oxford. You offer to do
this for £60 and it is accepted. You have just boosted your profits by
£60 because there would be virtually no additional mileage involved in
this extra job. Let’s not stop here. Let’s now assume that you have
dropped off in Oxford and also in Reading. However, while you were
in Oxford you were making calls and checking your online platform
app looking for work heading north from the Reading area and you
have managed to secure a collection in Reading going to Nottingham
(134 miles). It’s not Preston but bear with me here. This job you have
secured for £50. At this point, while you are travelling between
Reading and Nottingham, you need to be looking for anything, in your
current locality, which is bound for the north-west area and let’s now
assume that while on your route you secure a job from Leicester to
Manchester (107 miles) for a mere £40 (happy customer and no real
skin off your nose)! This job you collect while still on the way to
Nottingham. Subsequently, you deliver to Nottingham, then drop off
the Leicester collection in Manchester. Finally, you head home to
Preston (33 miles from Manchester).
Originally you were going to travel 410 miles for which you would
receive £250. Now deduct your running costs from this, which in a
larger van would have been approximately £200, leaving you with a
£50 profit for the day. However, with a little application and industry
this example shows that you could instead travel approximately 480
miles and gross £400, from which your profit would be approximately
£160 for the day. Very few additional miles, but a very healthy uplift
in profit.

Please note: Online courier platforms usually operate on a subscription basis,
whereby, in order for you to gain access to the jobs advertised, you will need
to pay a monthly fee to the platform company, which at the time of writing is
approximately £50 per month. However, as you can see from the above
example, this financial commitment could be repaid in one day, in which case
this is a good investment by anyone’s measure.
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TYPES OF COURIER WORK.
“Every choice you make has an end result.”
~ Zig Ziglar

In my experience, there are essentially two differing types of courier work, as
follows:
• Distance (Same-Day) Work.
• Multi-Drop.
Let’s take a look at these in a little more detail:
Distance (Same-Day) Work:
This is often referred to as ‘same-day’ work because quite simply a customer
has placed an order with a company and wants that product, or item right
away, as soon as possible. i.e. the same day. The company receiving the
customer order will then contact the courier company (usually one that they
regularly use, or even have a contract with) and let’s assume that the courier
company happens to be one that has you on their books and also you happen
to be in the area of the company receiving the customer order, at the time,
which is why you get the call to go and collect the product/order from the
company and then subsequently deliver it to the customer.
This is the type of work given in the example provided in the previous chapter
and can also refer to work that you have successfully tendered for via an
online owner-driver portal. Our destination customer could be located
anywhere in the country and sometimes beyond. (Please note: I will not be
covering foreign work in this book). Generally, with this kind of work, you
will either get paid an agreed rate for the whole job, or, in the case of a courier
company, a mileage rate. If this is the case, don’t be thinking that this would
be a great opportunity to visit your mate in the neighbouring town 25 miles
away and get paid for the additional 50-mile round trip! No, no, no! Courier
companies are wise to this and they will be the ones determining the mileage
for the job based on their own calculations of how far it is from collection
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point to delivery point. Even this calculation is usually systemised for them,
so it is usually not far from the actual mileage that you do. This doesn’t mean
that you cannot visit your mate 25 mile away. Potentially, you still can. Just
don’t expect to get paid the mileage for it.
At this point, I would love to be able to tell you that you get paid £X per mile
and that it is standardised across the whole industry. Unfortunately, this is not
the case. In my experience, different companies pay different rates. It is also
likely that you will get paid varying rates dependant on what size of vehicle
you drive. Transits attract a higher rate than small vans and long-wheelbase
(lwb) vehicles attract a higher rate still. However, these varying rates only
reflect the additional cost of running a large vehicle when compared to a
smaller vehicle. Most companies these days have such sophisticated systems
in place that they will determine what size of van is actually needed for a
particular job. Therefore, if you get offered a ‘small van job’ and you accept
it, and you drive a Mercedes Sprinter (lwb), you will still only get paid a
‘small van rate’, irrespective of the running costs for you personally. Having
said this, often when this kind of work offer occurs, it is because the courier
company have no small vans available to them in the area, which is why they
are asking you. At this point it is perfectly acceptable for you to negotiate the
rate that they will pay you because effectively you are helping them to provide
a quality service to their customer.
Some advantages of distance work include:
• Very little route planning involved as you are just travelling from point
A to point B.
• Often less time pressure, so it feels more leisurely.
• If you enjoy your own company, there are long periods of just you,
driving. No hassle from customers or listening to other drivers
moaning!
• You can massively boost your income by doubling-up deliveries and
obtaining return work, as detailed in the last chapter.
• Less physical. Oftentimes goods are loaded and unloaded using a forklift-truck. You just need to oversee the loading and unloading and
ensure that the goods are secured during transit.
Some of the disadvantages are:
• Probably the most frustrating thing with distance work is ‘down-time’.
No matter how proactive you are in seeking work, there will
undoubtedly be times where you are parked-up in a lay-by just waiting
for work to come in and not knowing when, or even if it’s going to
come in. You are too far from home to warrant the dead miles incurred

•

•
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by driving home and you know that as soon as you are half-way home,
a job will come in that is back where you started from. It’s Sod’s Law!
It is wise to have a means of passing time, when the need arises. Keep
a good book, or magazine in your van at all times. At one time, I even
used to keep a guitar in my van so I could practice during down-time.
(If you’re interested, this practice was wasted…… I’m still rubbish on
the guitar)!
Productivity. Even without down-time and as I alluded to in the last
chapter, it is so easy to do a job then just switch-off mentally and head
for home. What the heck, you’ll have been driving for eight hours by
the time you get home, you deserve a break.... Wrong! This attitude
will land you in the poorhouse, as my father would have said. At the
very least, it is going to severely compromise your profitability.
High mileage and wear-and-tear. Distance work does what it says on
the tin: the work involves travelling large distances. It can be very
profitable and a great way to spend your days, but there will be a cost
incurred due to the additional mileage. If your van is off the road
because its next service has come around already, or you’re getting
new tyres fitted, this is unproductive time and a real cost to your
business, which you need to factor-in.
Less physical. Yes. I know I also listed this as an advantage, but for
some people, the only exercise that they get is their job, so sometimes
the physical aspects of courier work can be an advantage in terms of
keeping fit.

Multi-Drop.
Multi-drop driving could fill the pages of a book on its own. Within the
confines of this chapter, I will attempt to provide you with the main points,
and I will also assume no prior knowledge.
As the name suggests, multi-drop driving involves arriving at a customer,
which will be a company that supplies goods to others. (As determined by the
courier company that you are working for) and loading parcels for multiple
destinations (a route) onto your van, which you then proceed to deliver to the
supplier company’s customers throughout the rest of the day. I will cover
loading techniques and route planning a little later. However, as mentioned
earlier, many companies now use route optimisation software and, if this is
the case, the order in which to tackle your route will already be laid out for
you, which also makes loading your van easier. As also mentioned, some
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companies will be quite insistent that the route is followed in the order
prescribed, but as also mentioned, nothing can compete with driver
experience. It is not uncommon for routes to be planned, using route
optimisation software, by someone who has never driven for a living. Like
any computer program, if you put rubbish in, you get rubbish out, so be
prepared to adapt and make changes to the route if necessary.
One of the main differences between multi-drop driving and distance work is
how you get paid. Some companies will pay you a ‘day rate’, which can
sometimes also be the case with distance work. When on a day rate, it doesn’t
matter how busy, or quiet the route is on the particular day that you’re doing
it, you will still get paid the same. This rate will have been calculated by your
courier company based on the usual mileage the route covers and/or the
average number of drops on the route and/or the average number of parcels
for the route. However, it is calculated, make sure that you are aware of what
it is so that you can determine whether-or-not your costs for the day will be
covered, along with a reasonable profit.
With some multi-drop routes, you will actually get paid by the exact number
of drops you complete, or the exact number of parcels that you deliver. Once
again, your courier company will determine what the drop rate, or parcel rate
is, but once it is agreed for a particular route, it will remain the same until
inflationary pressure, or competition forces them to increase it. Drop and
parcel rates will also have been calculated using average data including the
average number of drops, the average number of parcels and the average
mileage required to complete the route. One of the advantages of drop rates
and parcel rates is that it is a fairer system. Whereby, if you find yourself
being exceptionally busy at least you have the peace of mind in knowing that
you are going to get paid more. It also has another distinct advantage for you
and for the ‘supplier-company’, as follows: If you find yourself on a regular
route, for a prolonged period of time, it is in your interest to not just deliver
the parcels, but also to deliver great customer service because the more you
can build that route’s business, the busier you will be and therefore the more
profitable you will be, which all goes towards helping the company that you
are delivering on behalf of, so they will appreciate what you do too and
therefore want to keep hold of you.
While multi-drop driving is not for everyone, it has a number of advantages:
• Fewer unsocial hours. Many of the customers on the route will be
businesses, which are only open during normal business hours, usually
sometime between 8:00a.m. and 6:00p.m.
• Your working hours are more defined. Due to above, you will find
yourself with more free time in the evenings and at the weekends.
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Great if you have a family and also means that you can generally plan
your social life a bit easier.
You can often find yourself with a regular route covering the same
area every day for weeks, months and sometimes years. While some
might get bored by this, it does mean that you get to know an area
very, very well. You learn the short cuts and you get to know the
customers that you are delivering to, so you know exactly where to go
and who to see to get a signature for you delivery, which all means
you get around faster and therefore your working day is shorter
because your productivity is higher.
It is not uncommon to find that you receive a similar amount of money
at the end of the day as you would if you had been doing distance
work. However, your mileage will generally be considerably lower,
which means less fuel, less wear and tear on your van and ultimately
greater profitability.
You can become part of a ‘team’ and there is more social interaction
with multi-drop. You will get to know other drivers that you load-up
alongside. You will also meet plenty of folk as you are delivering
throughout the day, many of whom are pleased to see you because you
are bring them ‘stuff’! Some of my best friends are people that I have
met through driving. If you enjoy meeting people and chatting, you
will enjoy this side of the multi-drop role.

There are also some disadvantages with multi-drop, as follows:
• It often requires an early start because you need to be at the company
where you are loading-up with enough time to get loaded, plan your
route and drive to the first customer’s address for around their opening
time. (E.g. 8:30a.m.) As we will cover later, the loading process alone
can take over an hour. So, if you’re not a ‘morning person’, think
twice before agreeing to a regular multi-drop route. I’d like to say that
you get used to the early starts, but you really don’t! It requires
tenacity and discipline.
• Part of the reason for the early start is that you need to get to the first
customer so early because if you don’t, you will not always complete
the route in time. Routes are planned to maximise productivity. It is
often not a requirement to return to the company’s location at the end
of the day, which means that after your last drop, you can either find
more work elsewhere, or just go home. Unfortunately, if you get to
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your last customer of the day and they are closed, not many companies
will allow you to take stock home with you, which means trekking
back to the company’s location (which might be miles away) to drop
off any parcels that you haven’t been able to deliver thus incurring
additional time and mileage that you’re unlikely to get paid for, which
will put a large dent in your profits for the day. In summary, there is
much more time pressure with multi-drop work.
To add to your multi-drop time pressures, due to the nature of this kind
of work, you will often find yourself travelling to the first customer on
your route during the morning rush-hour, hence the need for an early
start, so that you at least get to the depot, to load-up, before the rushhour. Similarly, if you are working for a company that demands that
you return collections, or equipment to them at the end of the day, you
will also find yourself travelling home amongst the evening rush-hour
traffic.
It can be physically demanding (see ‘physicality’ below).

Same-Day Multi-Drop.
‘Same-day multi-drop?! What is this sorcery?’ I can hear you asking, which is
why I am giving it a special mention in this chapter.
Look back at the multi-drop model described above. Now imagine that as well
as loading-up your route in the morning, there is an expectation that all those
deliveries will have been completed by lunchtime, thus allowing yourself
enough time to return to the ‘supplier-company’s’ depot and re-load with
either the same route, or a different route containing parcels and orders that
have been placed by the ‘supplier-company’s’ customers that morning and are
expected for delivery that same day, in the afternoon.
Companies that provide this service will charge a premium for it and some of
that premium (not all of it) will eventually find its way into your pocket. So,
while this service creates an additional time pressure, it can be rewarding.
Multi-drop and same-day multi-drop work is hardest when you don’t know
the route, or area. After you have done a particular route a few times, you
quickly speed up and become more productive.
Physicality, Health and Wellbeing.
Being a courier is not all about sitting on your backside throughout day, with
your eyes on the road. Remember Pheidippides? That poor guy had to run for
miles!
While I am not expecting you to jog for a living, you will have gathered from
this chapter that there is a degree of physicality involved with the job. As I
mentioned earlier in the chapter, this can be a good thing, or a bad thing. If
you’re already an active kind of person, you might relish being able to sit-
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back, while at work. (Notice that I said sit-back only, not sit-back and relax.
You can never fully relax whilst driving). If, however, you lead a sedentary
life, a bit of graft while you are working might actually be doing you a favour.
Many large vans, which are best suited for multi-drop work, have a payload in
excess of 1000kg. Assuming that each time you load your van, you load-up to
your maximum payload and that you physically load the goods yourself, you
have just shifted a metric tonne of gear. When you get to your customer, or
customers, you then have to physically unload your van and carry parcels to
their final destination, often having to walk for some distance, while carrying
them, or even having to climb numerous flights of stairs with them. Now do
this twice per day, as you may be doing with a same-day/multi-drop route and
by the time you get home you’ve shifted 4 metric tonnes of stuff (possibly
more, if your payload is higher). That’s a lot of bending and lifting and a lot
of weight training. Something that most gym-bunnies would find a real effort.
More generally, it is important to look after yourself by ensuring that you
have the correct PPE like safety shoes to protect your feet, a hard hat if
necessary and comfortable clothing. It is not uncommon for people new to
driving for a living to find that they put on weight, especially if they are doing
a lot of distance work, which can often be more sedentary than their previous
jobs and can also lead to boredom eating! I have been guilty of this and I
found that the best way to overcome it was to buy a decent quality cool-bag
and take my own food for the day with me in the morning thus removing the
temptation to be drawn to the golden arches like a moth to a light! (We will
cover ways of overcoming boredom on the road in the forthcoming chapter on
Coping with Day-to-Day Problems).
As well as often enjoying my food rather too much, I also have the misfortune
to suffer from Ankylosing Spondylitis. You don’t need to know that exact
details, but in summary, it’s a kind of rheumatoid arthritis that primarily
affects the joints of the neck and spine, causing inflammation, and stiffness
(and quite a lot of pain). I’ve had it for many years, and it has never stopped
me from working. However, I found that multi-drop work suited me because
one of the best things that you can do for Ankylosing Spondylitis is keep
active, so actually all the bending and lifting and getting in and out of my van
regularly actually helped me. Conversely, when I did distance work and I had
been sitting still, whilst driving for four hours, I found that I would have
seized up solid and just getting out of my van was a real effort.
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I hope that my own example demonstrates that it is best for you to fully
appreciate your own limitations and to understand what kind of courier work
will suit you best.
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FLEXIBILITY.
“A tree that is unbending is easily broken.”
~ Lao Tzu

Providing that you are reasonably fit, have a modicum of intelligence and
have fully set yourself up to be a courier, with a van and all the relevant
equipment, there is no doubt that you will be able to find courier work.
However, the number one thing that courier companies value in a courier,
above all else and it is the thing that will determine just how much work you
get offered, particularly in the early days, when they don’t really know you, is
flexibility, which is why I have included a whole (albeit short) chapter
dedicated entirely to this subject.
I have mentioned this in an earlier chapter, but to emphasise the importance of
this, I will run the risk of repeating myself by clarifying what I mean by
flexibility because it doesn’t mean being able to touch your toes, while
keeping your legs straight. (Although this skill will certainly do you no harm).
Put simply, if you make yourself available for work 24 hours per day, 7 daysa-week and if you don’t turn down any kind of work, whether it’s multi-drop,
distance work, hard, or easy, you will become the first point of call for the
guys dishing out the jobs.
Think about this from their perspective. They are very busy manning the
phones, taking customer orders and doing all the logistical stuff of marrying
orders and work up with available resources. i.e. couriers, with appropriately
sized vehicles for the work available at that moment in time. It stands to
reason that they don’t want to waste their time contacting a courier who they
think may not be available, or if they are, they are fussy about the type of jobs
that they are prepared to do. Instead, they are going to go to the people that
they know they can count on to get a positive response. I hope that you
understand the point I am trying to make here. I am not saying that you need
to make yourself available 24/7. But equally, don’t be someone who is
particularly choosey about when they work and also what type of work you
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are prepared to do. At least not until those offering work to you get to know
just how good at your job you are.
(N.B. Even if you did put yourself on call 24/7 the likelihood of working 24/7
is nil because despite their reputation, courier companies do appreciate that
you need time to yourself each day and that a driver who is well-rested and
fresh is going to do a better job for them and their customers).

DRIVING FOR PROFIT

ROUTE PLANNING.
“Give me six hours to chop down a tree and I will spend the first
four sharpening the axe.”
~ Abraham Lincoln
“By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail.”
~ Benjamin Franklin

Effective route planning is definitely something that improves with
experience. However, there is a lot that can be done to help your day to run
more smoothly.
To provide a simple example of the effectiveness of route planning, let’s take
an example from earlier, in the chapter on ‘Actually Getting Started’, where
we have to travel from Preston to Skelmersdale to Oxford to Reading to
Leicester to Nottingham to Manchester and finally back to Preston (see
following table):
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Distances
Town/City:

Preston

Preston

(miles)

Skel’dale

Oxford

Reading

Leicester

Not’ham

Man’r

24

181

207

126

118

33

168

193

114

105

30

26

82

109

161

108

134

186

30

106

Skel’dale

24

Oxford

181

168

Reading

207

193

26

Leicester

126

114

82

108

Not’ham

118

105

109

134

30

Man’r

33

30

161

186

106

82

82

Let’s assume that you need to travel to these 7 locations, starting and finishing
in Preston, as with the earlier example. But, unlike the earlier example, you
can tackle them in any order as long as you start and finish in Preston. See the
table above, which shows the distances between each of the locations. A
novice courier might start by travelling to the nearest location from Preston,
which would take them to Skelmersdale. Then they might travel to the nearest
location to Skelmersdale that they have not already been to, which in this case
would be Manchester and then progress through each of the locations in the
same fashion, by traveling to the nearest location to their current location,
which they have not already visited. Eventually, they will have visited all the
locations as required and the only thing for them to do is to travel back to
Preston. This method is indicated by the figures in Brush Script (red) in our
table. Following this method and using the figures from the table, our total
mileage for the day would be 481 miles. Following this method would not be
disastrous (as there is the potential to do nearly 1000 miles if you really got
your geography mixed up!) However, if we followed the same order as
detailed in the earlier example and travel from Preston, to Skelmersdale, to
Oxford, to Reading, to Leicester, to Nottingham, to Manchester, and finally
back to Preston, as per the figures in the yellow (lightly shaded if reading in
black and white) boxes in our table, our overall mileage drops to 471. I
appreciate that this is only a 10 mile saving, which doesn’t sound like a lot in
the grand scheme of things, but if you were to travel that extra 10 miles at an
average speed of 30mph, allowing for traffic and stops, it would add 20
minutes onto your day. Furthermore, if your overall costs-per-mile are 50
pence-per-mile, you have now also saved yourself a Fiver. You can now
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afford that extra Starbucks on the way home and you’ve got an additional 20
minutes within which to enjoy it!
All joking and light-heartedness aside, this is real additional profit that we are
talking about and while £5.00 might not sound like much, if you save that 5days-per-week for 40 weeks of the year, you’ve just added £1000 to your
bottom line for the year. Not only that, in the above example we only had 7
locations to consider. Some multi-drop routes might have anything between
40 and 100+ locations to get around. In this situation, even having to backtrack, or add a couple of miles to your route really compromises your
productivity as well as costing you money.
Continuing to use our example, our 10-mile saving over what initially seemed
to be the logical method of tackling the day simply comes down to
understanding geography and the relative location of the places that we have
to drive to. Satnavs and smartphones are great, but unless you already have a
great understanding of the geography of mainland UK, you can’t beat a largescale road atlas book showing the entire country in as much detail as possible.
I have even used these to get a good overview of a large town, or city when
planning to do a multi-drop route for the first time. Speaking of which…….
Planning Multi-Drop.
Planning multi-drop routes is such a complex beast it deserves a section all of
its own:
Pareto Principle (also known as the 80/20 rule) – This principle broadly
states that 80% of the results come from 20% of the causes and can be seen at
work in many areas of every-day life. Vilfredo Pareto himself observed that
only a "vital few" of the peapods in his garden produced the majority of peas.
In business it can be observed that 80% of sales come from 20% of clients and
20% of employees are responsible for 80% of a company’s productivity and
vice-versa etc.
Pareto’s principal is not something that we can or should change. It is just the
way things are, but if we understand the 80/20 rule and apply it to our
planning, we can use it to our advantage.
Let’s use an example of Bill and Bob. They both arrive at the depot at the
same time in the morning and they are both scheduled to do a multi-drop route
that is expected to take six hours to complete. They also get up to an hour, at
the start of the day, to plan their route:
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Bill – Bill has partially loaded his van and now starts his planning. He
spends 80% of the allotted time (48 minutes) dedicated to this process.
He checks the addresses on his manifest against his road atlas to
establish the most efficient order to complete the route. He even
programs the first few stops into his satnav. He also spends some of
this time finishing loading and re-jigging the parcels in his van so that
they better reflect the planned order of route completion. He leaves the
depot at 7:48am and arrives at his first customer at approximately
8:40am. It’s raining this morning, so he is glad that he can get to the
relevant parcels quickly and easily. His initial customer is already
open for business and is awaiting Bill’s delivery, which they sign for
right away. Subsequently, Bill’s day turns out to be pretty-much as he
expected. At around 12:15pm he stops for a bite to eat and reads for a
while. He is back on the road by 1:15pm and the afternoon progresses
as smoothly as the morning. He eventually gets home at 3:45pm
having taken roughly the time expected to complete the route and take
an hour for his lunch. He and his partner decide to go and collect the
kids from school together and, as it’s stopped raining, they all go for a
walk in the park.
Bob – Bob decides to only use 20% of his ‘planning hour’ to actually
plan (12 minutes) essentially, he makes a decision on where to start his
route and then decides it would be better to ‘hit the road and just get
going’. He leaves the depot at 7:12am and arrives at his first stop just
before 8:00am, over 40 minutes earlier than Bill, just as the customer
is about to open. Great! He’s off to a good start. He twiddles his
thumbs for five minutes waiting for the customer to unlock the doors
and open-up, but as soon as they do Bob is in there with their order
and waiting for a signature. He has to wait a while as the customer has
disappeared off into the back of their warehouse to check the fire exits
as part of their morning routine and, unfortunately, it all starts to
unravel from here on for poor old Bob. Due his poor planning, as the
day progresses, he finds himself having to double-back on himself
often and notices that he is passing places that he has already delivered
to. He also struggles to find the relevant parcels in the back of his van
because he has not loaded it in any particular order because he didn’t
have a plan of how he was going to progress through his route. In fact,
for the first few deliveries, he virtually has to unload his entire van and
re-load it just to find parcels belonging for these particular customers.
Later in the day, he receives complaints from customers because he is
later than they expected and the stock he is delivering to them has got
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wet in the rain from when he had to keep unloading his van. These
complaints slow him down even further. Eventually, tired and
beleaguered, Bob returns home at 7:00pm nearly 12 hours after
leaving the depot that morning and without having taken a break
throughout the whole day. He is in a foul mood and snaps at the kids
as they try to demand some of his attention! His route has ended up
taking him 80% longer to complete than the time expected, and he has
probably also covered 80% more miles than Bill.
•

Whose day would you rather have?!

This example of the Pareto Principal applied to multi-drop route planning is
somewhat tongue-in-cheek, but I have seen similar examples in real life on
many occasions, where drivers simply do not take the time to plan their day
and come unstuck as the day progresses and either have to ask their courier
company for assistance just to get a route completed in time, or end up having
to return undelivered parcels back to the depot before they can go home.
Pareto’s principal is a guide. It might not always be exactly 80/20, it might be
78/22, or 82/18, or something similar. My main point here is for you not to
underestimate the value of planning and to appreciate that by spending a little
time planning you will ultimately save yourself a lot of time.
In summary here are some key points to consider when planning a multi-drop
route (especially if you’re new to the route, or it in an area that you are
unfamiliar with):
• Don’t fully load your van until you have a good idea what order you
will be completing the route.
• When loading put parcels intended for your last customers of the day
up against the bulkhead, just behind where the driver sits in the cab.
• Continue to load your van in this way working backwards through
your list of stops until you get to your first customer of the day, whose
parcels will be right by the back doors of your van and therefore easily
accessible.
• When in a large van, I have often found it to be marginally more
productive to work off the side door, rather than the back door. Where
possible load your van so that initially you will be working off the
back doors, but as your van empties and as soon as possible you start
to work off the side door working your way, stop-by-stop towards the
far corner of the van, just behind the driver, where you will have still
47

•
•

•

•

•

•

Edmund D Platt
positioned parcels for your last stops of the day, when loading-up that
morning.
Another potential good use of the side door is to use it for ease of
access to a particularly big order, with lots of parcels for one customer.
When loading your van, try to keep the stock on your van of an even
height and well packed, always working from the bulkhead between
the drivers cab and the van’s load area. As your van empties,
throughout the day, keep adjusting the load to keep it as low and as
even as possible, while maintaining ease of access and still butting up
against the bulkhead. This prevents stock collapsing, or falling over as
you go around bends, or roundabouts, or on those occasions when you
have to virtually stand on your brakes because someone has ‘cut you
up’.
As soon as it’s available, obtain a manifest for the route that you are
doing. This will show the names and addresses of the customers that
you are scheduled to deliver to that day, along with order numbers,
telephone numbers and any other relevant information. This is a vital
tool to help you to plan the order in which you intend to tackle the
route.
Using the manifest and your maps plan where you are going to start
your route relative to where you are setting off from. I.e. The depot
where you loaded up. Then work from stop-to-stop and area-to-area in
a logical fashion, using your knowledge of the geography of the area
(if you have any), or your atlas, maps and satnav.
You may find that there are numerous stops in any one smaller
geographical area (suburb) and that there are several suburbs within
one town, or city, which go towards making up one multi-drop route.
It can be sufficient at the planning stage just to know the order in
which you are going to tackle the suburbs as long as when you arrive
at a particular suburb you then plan how you are going to tackle the
individual stops within that area, before moving onto the next suburb.
With growing experience, you will start to appreciate some of the
more refined aspects of route planning. E.g. Minimising right turns
and maximising left turns. If you are doing a linear route (or section of
a route), where all the stops are dotted along a main thoroughfare on
both sides of the road and you also know that you will travel from one
end to the other of this thoroughfare and then back again. Then, rather
than zig-zagging from stop-to-stop across the main road and having to
turn right onto the busy main road from a T-junction half the time,
your best plan of attack would be to do all the stops on the left-hand
side of the main thoroughfare as you travel one way along it until you
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get to the end, whereupon you turn around and head back along the
same road, this time doing all the stops on the opposite side of the
road, which will now also be on the left. This way you will always be
turning left onto the main road, which is a lot quicker and easier than
turning right. This method also often works for routes that are
essentially circular. You will find that if you tackle the route one way
around you will have more left turns and if you tackle it the opposite
way around you will have more right turns. This route planning tip
alone could save you a lot of time and stress.
As the use of technology grows and route optimisation software programs
become more common and more sophisticated, much of the detail involved in
route planning listed above will become unnecessary because effectively you
will be told what order to complete a given route and therefore you will know
what order to load your van in. However, it is a very useful tool to have in
your ‘mental toolbox’ and having a good understanding of route planning will
always be of use to you. So far, I have never come across any computer
program that is a match for driver experience. For example, to date, I have not
yet seen an optimised route that factors-in the ‘left-turn benefit’.
This however brings us nicely onto our next chapter.
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TECHNOLOGY.
“We live in a society exquisitely dependant on science and
technology, in which hardly anyone knows about science and
technology.”
~ Carl Sagan

I am taking a risk here, by including a chapter on technology because since
the advent of the internet, technological advances have been dramatic and
seem only to be gathering pace. There is a good chance that by the time you
are reading this some of the content may already be outdated.
According to the Office for National Statistics, in March 2020 (just prior to
the Coronavirus lockdown) accounted for 21.9% of all retail sales. This has
risen from the 14.6% for January 2016, which I quoted when this book was
first written. Online sales have grown steadily, year-on-year, since records
began. Not surprisingly, following the Coronavirus lockdown there was a
huge leap to 32.8% in May 2020 and we have already seen how companies
like Amazon have benefited from this trend!
These statistics show just how rapidly people and businesses are transferring
their purchases to the internet, which is great news for couriers because all
those parcels need to be delivered by someone.
In order to keep up with demand, businesses and logistics companies (which
includes courier companies) are in a battle to constantly keep their own
technology up to date.
Here are some of the recent advances in technology within the industry:
• Improved estimated time of arrival (eta) of packages. We have all
been in the situation where we have been expecting a delivery and the
best eta that can be offered to us is 8:00am to 6:00pm on a particular
day. We therefore have had to sit around all day waiting until the
delivery arrives. Now eta’s can be provided that narrow the delivery
time to within an hour and in some cases, you can actually track the
driver to your front door, which means much less time spent just
waiting for a delivery and thus greater productivity. It also benefits
the courier company because they will get fewer failed deliveries that
have to be re-scheduled and less time wasted dealing with customer
enquiries about delivery times etc.
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Improved order tracking. Many logistics companies are now
providing drivers with handheld scanners that allow the driver to scan
barcodes on all packages as they load them onto their van.
Subsequently, the driver then scans the parcels back off their van as
they deliver to customers throughout the day. This type of technology
has many advantages, as follows:
o If a company receives a customer query regarding their
expected delivery, they can quickly establish which van it is
on. As mentioned above, as this functionality is combined
with improved mapping software from companies like
Amazon and Google, customers can track their own parcels in
real time and see exactly where the driver is in relation to them
at any given time.
o Stock-loss is reduced. Simply because parcels are tracked and
proof of delivery is obtained at the time of delivery, often
including a digital signature, meaning that it is much less
likely that parcels ‘just go missing’. Also, with the scanning
software parcels for individual customers can be married-up
with that customer’s location. In some cases, the scanner will
just know that you are at a particular destination via in-built
GPS, in other cases, the driver will be expected to scan a
location barcode, which is kept on-site, prior to scanning the
parcels for that location off their van. If an incorrect parcel is
scanned (e.g. a parcel destined for another customer) by
mistake the scanner will bleep or provide some kind of
warning to the driver to double-check the order and correct
any errors.
Customer Convenience. Technology has started to allow customers to
get deliveries at times that were previously unavailable to them, like
evenings and weekends. We have also already seen the introduction
of Prime Air, which is a delivery system that is being trailed by
Amazon that uses unmanned aerial vehicles (drones) to get packages
to customers within 30 minutes of the customer placing the order.
How’s that for instant gratification? At the time of writing, we have
yet to see just how successful these trials will be and whether-or-not
this will be a successful use of drone technology, but the mere fact
that it is being trailed demonstrates how far delivery technology has
come in a relatively short space of time.
51

Edmund D Platt

CUSTOMER SERVICE AND WHO EXACTLY IS
YOUR CUSTOMER.
You are serving a customer, not a life sentence. Learn how to
enjoy your work.
~ Laurie McIntosh

During my career as a courier I was fortunate enough to receive numerous
compliments on my customer service and some of the customers who I dealt
with face-to-face were kind enough to communicate their satisfaction with the
service that I provided back to either the courier company that I worked for
directly at the time, or to the company that I was working on behalf of. (More
on this ‘who do I work for?’ shortly). Sometimes this feedback related to the
fact that I greeted them with a smile, sometimes it was because they felt that I
had provided a service that was above-and-beyond what they expected and
sometimes it was because they liked the fact that I appeared to be generally
cheerful and upbeat. I also frequently received cards and the odd gift around
Christmas time, which somehow lets you know that you’re doing something
right!
As well as receiving compliments from the ‘end user’, I also often received
positive feedback from my own courier company and/or the company to
whom I was providing a service for on behalf of my own courier company.
Commonly, however, despite knowing that a customer had sent back positive
feedback about you, it doesn’t always get passed back to you by the company.
People are busy and often overlook saying “Oh, by-the-way, so-and-so at
such-and-such-a-place contacted us today to say what a great job you are
doing. Thanks. We appreciate it.” In a perfect world great customer service
would get recognised every single time, thus reinforcing positive behaviour.
Unfortunately, our world has some room for improvement in this area.
However, you tend to know whether you are doing a good job by the amount
of work and by the type of work that you are being offered. So, take this
opportunity to give yourself a pat on the back.
I find that delivering great customer service stems from your own frame of
mind. Hopefully, being a freelance courier is something that you really want
to do, it is something that you believe you will be suited to and that you will
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enjoy it. Otherwise you wouldn’t be reading this book! As the famous saying
goes: “Find a job that you love, and you will never work a day in your life!”
This is very true, but we have to work to earn money to support our lifestyle
and many people never find that job that they love doing. My advice to you
here is that, as it is likely that you will have to trade a chunk of your time each
day to earn money that is going to pay the rent/mortgage, the bills and for all
the things in life that you enjoy doing, you need to carefully consider how you
approach that chunk of time and find something that is a good fit for you
personally. Assuming that you know that this is something that you will be
doing each day, for most days of the week and for most weeks of the year,
you might as well enjoy yourself while you are doing it! It will help you to
build your business and you will find that the time passes quicker.
Another classic book that I can recommend at this point is ‘How to Win
Friends & Influence People’ by Dale Carnegie. If you have not already read it,
you will find that it is not actually as cheesy as it sounds and although it was
first published in 1936, it has been revised and re-published many times since,
including within the last decade because, like I said, it’s a classic! It is
essentially a self-help book that gets the reader to focus on his, or her own
behaviours and attitudes and consider how they affect other people around
them and then it goes on to provide hints and tips on such things as helping
the reader to win others to their way of thinking, or on becoming a better
salesperson, winning new clients and many more besides.
It is the reference book that Warren Buffett used in his own early personal
development and it certainly seems to have helped him.
(NB. If you were to download the audiobook, you could even listen to it
whilst driving.)
One of the key points made in Carnegie’s book is the importance of smiling
and I cannot re-iterate this enough. These days smiling is considered to be a
customer service basic and there is no doubt that people generally and
customers particularly will respond better to you if you greet them with a
smile. Additionally, the mere act of smiling sets off a series of physiological
changes in your own body that help to improve your mood. It’s difficult to be
grouchy with a big grin on your face! With an improved mood, you will enjoy
your day more and the time will pass more quickly. As you enjoy your days
more, you will naturally smile more and the ‘virtuous circle’ becomes
complete.
While you are striving to deliver great customer service face-to-face, don’t
forget the importance of a good telephone manner. Assuming that the
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conversation is not too serious, or somber, also try smiling while talking on
the phone. Believe-it-or-not, this will come across in your tonality to the
person at the other end of the phone and the conversation will end with you
having made a good impression on them.
On a more practical level, as a courier you will have numerous differing
‘customers’. It is not uncommon for you to be a subcontractor working for
another subcontractor. For example, large companies, who employ their own
drivers to complete multi-drop routes delivering the company’s goods to their
own customers, will also enlist the support of a courier company on an
ongoing basis to provide regular cover for routes that they don’t currently
cover themselves (often for geographical, or cost-saving reasons) and also to
provide cover for their own drivers absences and holidays. The courier
company then supplies drivers that they have on their books (which might
include you) to the other company to either cover a regular route on an
ongoing basis, or to provide ad-hoc cover as required. I once covered a regular
route in this way for over seven years. I was working for a haulage company
that had a contract with a large stationery supplier, so I was effectively
working for the stationery supplier, but via the haulage company. In a
situation like this, you need to be treating your own courier company as your
customer because you are seeking work (sales) from them. You also need to
be treating the company who you’re working for as your customer because
good feedback regarding your performance from them to your own courier
company will ensure that you keep getting more work. Ultimately, you will be
delivering goods to the end user and they are the final customer in the chain
who you will need to keep happy.
Communication.
As a courier, you will be required to communicate effectively, which is why I
have included this sub-heading. As a customer service tool, good
communication is essential.
As I mentioned in my introduction, I once worked in the retail industry and
one of my roles was in-store customer service manager. While in this role the
company that I was working for at the time introduced a mystery shopper
program, which customer service managers, like me, were going to be
responsible for implementing and monitoring in-store. It goes without saying
that staff generally and cashiers in particular were expected to smile and make
eye contact with customers. However, cashiers were also expected to
acknowledge the next customer in line just to let the customer know that they
would be with them shortly. Additionally, if the cashiers experienced a
problem like have to change the till role, or requiring the assistance of a
supervisor, this too would be expected to be communicated by the cashier to
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the customers still waiting in line. This kind of cashier behaviour is now
virtually standard in any supermarket that you care to visit. However, at the
time, it was all pretty new to us. It was rationalised by the company at the
time from information collated in a study that they had undertaken where they
asked customers about their shopping experience as they were leaving the
store (the study was conducted over several stores, over a prolonged period of
time). One of customers’ biggest complaints was the time spent waiting in line
at the checkout. However, what the study revealed was that those customers
that had been acknowledged by the cashier and kept informed of any
problems, didn’t perceive there to be an especially long waiting time. When
this was studied in more detail, and customers were asked to put a time on
how long they had been queuing those who were effectively communicated
to, by the cashier, underestimated the time taken, while those customers that
received no communication from the cashier, overestimated their time spent
queuing.
I provide this example to highlight just how important effective
communication is as a customer service tool. In your role as a courier, good
communication, in several different forms will be necessary:
• We have already covered face-to-face communication in the above
section on customer service generally, so I will not repeat it here, but
please do not underestimate just how important it is.
• By its very nature, being a courier involves driving the nation’s
highways and you won’t have to have been driving long to realise that
traffic delays are a routine hazard of the job. It’s what you do when
you hit a delay that is important. To provide the best customer service
to your clients you need to call the relevant people to inform them of
the delay. This will usually be either your courier company, or the
company who you are actually working on behalf of and it will allow
them to not only contact the end user (customers that you are
delivering to) to inform them of the potential delay, but it also means
that they can, in-turn, communicate the delay to other drivers in the
area so that they might be able to avoid it, meaning fewer customers
overall will be affected.
• Email – Up until now, we have not covered the need for written
communication, however, it is just as important as good face-to-face
communication and a good telephone manner. While email may be
something that you need to undertake as part of the job less
frequently, it will still be necessary from time to time and when it is,
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you need to ensure that it is effective. In this day-and-age, courier
companies will undoubtedly write to you via email. Usually it will be
to obtain information from you, like a copy of your insurance
documents, which will be easy to forward to them because the
chances are, these days, your insurance company will have also
emailed these to you, rather than sending them out in the post. With
email, proactivity is the key; Make sure though, that you respond
promptly to any requests for information. Also, if you need to advise
people who rely on you for work that you are not going to be
available for any reason (holiday, hospital appointment etc.) the
sooner you can communicate this, the better. Also, doing this via
email means that you will also have written confirmation of your
communication, in case there are any queries at a later date.
•

Non-verbal communication: -

There have been many studies on communication and while the exact
percentages do not always agree, there is usually very little difference
between them. Put another way and using the above chart, what you
actually say actually only accounts for approximately 7% of your total
communication and while how you say something accounts for a
massive 38% of your total communication, it is non-verbal
communication that accounts for more than half of your total
communication (55%). With non-verbal communication, we are
essentially talking about your appearance and body language.
For you to convey the right image to those who you have to deal with
on a day-to-day basis, this means:
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o Smiling.
o Making eye-contact.
o Wearing the correct uniform (if issued) or ensuring that your
appearance is smart and presentable.
o Wearing safety shoes if required.
o Appear alert and responsive.
o Ensure that your overall impression is one of professionalism,
so this could extend to your vehicle and the need to keep it
clean and in a good state of repair.
o It could even go so far as being a thoughtful driver and also
parking your vehicle in a courteous manner. No-one
appreciates being cut-up on the road, or having our
thoroughfare be blocked by an inconsiderately parked vehicle,
even if it is only for a short time. If you’re the one driving, or
parking badly, it not only reflects on you as an individual, it
could also get passed back to your employers (particularly if
you are in a sign-written vehicle) and therefore compromise
your chances of getting more work from that company.
o Doorstepping: This is where you literally leave a delivery on
someone’s doorstep, without seeing the customer, or getting
the delivery signed for. All for the sake of shaving a few
seconds off your workday. If this delivery were to
subsequently go missing, or get damaged by rain, for example,
who do you think the customer is going to blame? It doesn’t
create a good impression and reflects badly on you.

Another great thought leader and inspirational motivational speaker, Jim Rohn
championed the philosophy of being the best that you can be. ‘What’s
stopping you? Make the most of your days and make the most of yourself.
With this attitude, it is only a matter of time before success comes knocking on
your door’.
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COPING WITH DAY-TO-DAY PROBLEMS,
DRIVING CONDITIONS AND SOLUTIONORIENTED, PROACTIVE DRIVING.
“Don’t dwell on what went wrong. Instead, focus on what to do
next. Spend your energies on moving forward toward finding the
answer.”
~ Denis Waitley

Let’s now assume that you’re up-and-running and that your full-time
occupation is as a freelance courier/owner-driver.
Obviously, a large part of your role will be driving and as with any
occupation, from time-to-time, you are going to encounter problems. In this
chapter, I am going to try and pre-empt what some of these problems might be
and offer advice on how best to deal with them and provide some ideas on
how to avoid problems, when driving, in the first place:
Lack of Work.
Ask anyone who is self-employed, and they will tell you that there are periods
of time when they are rushed off their feet and there are times when things are
quiet and it is likely that you will experience this at some point in your career.
When things are quiet, it is best to start by asking yourself the question
“why?” Here are some further related questions to ask yourself:
o Are you entrusting the provision of all your work to just one courier
company?
o Are you rejecting particular job offers because it involves work (or
people) that you don’t like?
o Are you registered with an online courier platform, or do you have
alternate back-up sources of work?
o Have you asked for feedback from customers about your own
performance?
o If you have received negative feedback, have you taken action to
correct the cause of that negative feedback?
o Are you proactively looking for work, if work is not being offered to
you? (Be activity driven to get driving!)
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Answer these questions honestly and you might start to identify reasons why
work is currently thin on the ground. It is crucial at times like this that you
don’t fall into the blame trap and start to look for someone, or something to
blame for your lack of work. This attitude can severely disempower you. As a
self-employed person, you are ultimately responsible for the amount of work
you get. When you start to blame outside sources for problems and you start
telling yourself that ‘they’, or ‘it’ are the problem, you will start to believe
that there is nothing that you can do about it, which effectively disempowers
you. Ultimately, you will get what you tolerate! Instead, become activity
driven (excuse the pun). When work is quiet, use it as an opportunity to
review your operation and check that you are providing what your customers
are looking for. Is your van clean and roadworthy? Do you look professional?
Etc. Then go back to the approach outlined in the chapter on ‘Actually Getting
Started’ and actively get yourself out there looking for more work with other
people and other companies.
Don’t necessarily be overly loyal to an existing company, if they are not
providing you with sufficient work. I have done this in the past and it
provided me with zero benefit in the long run.
Boredom.
In this section, I am not talking about those times when there isn’t much work
about. Here, I mean that when you drive most of the day, every day, it can get
boring. I know that this is not what you want to hear, but unfortunately, it’s a
fact of life. So, here are my top 6 tips for avoiding boredom whilst driving:
1. Take a break. Boredom can lead to drowsiness and drowsiness can
lead to falling asleep behind the wheel, which can in turn, lead to
disastrous consequences. Before you become another road accident
statistic, if you have been on the road for a while and become aware
that boredom is starting to set-in, take a break. Park-up as soon as it is
safe to do so and do something to change your state. This might be to
have a good stretch, it could be to meditate, or take twenty minutes
and have a quick nap, or it could be to get out of your vehicle, get
some fresh air and stretch your legs. At this point it is worth
mentioning the importance of keeping yourself hydrated, so get
yourself a drink while you’re at it.
2. Listen to audiobooks. As you have probably gathered whilst reading
this book, I enjoy a good book and while educational books are my
‘thing’, any audiobook is going to massively help you to pass the time.
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If it’s not an audiobook, listen to something that is going to entertain
and stimulate you. Obviously, the radio is one option, but ensure that
whatever you are listening to is entertaining and/or stimulating and not
just background noise that could add to your boredom. In the past, I
have also downloaded interesting podcasts to listen to. Additionally, I
have found listening to comedians is always a good way to keep you
upbeat and alert. Finally, on this one, you could listen to your own
playlists of music. Make sure it’s stuff that gets you singing along.
Research has shown that people who sing out loud are happier, live
longer and are generally healthier, so sing like no-one is listening.
Chances are, no-one is (unless you’ve left the windows down!)
Phone someone. You’ll be doing this hands-free, of course, but having
a chat with someone is a great way to pass the time.
Mentally plan your day and week ahead. Take the opportunity to think
through what needs to be done either later that day, or throughout the
week ahead. Practising this simple discipline means you will
remember to send more birthday cards to friends and family, if nothing
else.
Enjoy the drive. This may sound counter-intuitive, the driving is
making you bored and now I’m telling you to enjoy yourself whilst
being bored? What I mean by this is force yourself to be more
‘present’ and what I mean by this is to really take in and appreciate
your surroundings. Wherever you are there will always be something
to see that is interesting in some way, whether it’s the trees along the
side of the road, the clouds on the horizon ahead of you, that flashy car
that’s just zoomed past you, or that drunk guy doing the ‘one-legged
walk’, there will always be something. Just take the time to appreciate
it and enjoy the moment.

Traffic.
By the very nature of the job, you will be driving the nation’s highways
alongside other road users. Inevitably you will encounter traffic delays from
time to time. However, there are a number of things that you can do to
mitigate this. Start by listening to traffic bulletins. While some national radio
stations will provide a good overview of the country as a whole, the local
stations will provide you with a better picture of the situation in your
particular area. Most vehicles’ audio systems have ‘Traffic Alert’
functionality, whereby local traffic announcements will cut-in over whatever
it is that you are currently listening to and provide you with an up-to-date
picture of the local traffic situation. This option is not for everyone, as it can
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be quite irritating, when you’re singing along to your favourite tune and a
traffic announcement suddenly cuts you off in your prime, but it is worthy of
consideration and is something that you could use as-and-when required.
As well as relying on the radio, most satnavs have live traffic information
functionality, as does your smartphone, with things like Google Maps. If you
suspect that there may be delays on the conventional route to a given
destination, it may be worth looking at alternate routes using this kind of
software before you set off.
As discussed in the previous chapter on customer service, make sure that you
communicate any delays to relevant parties.
Bad Weather.
Weather conditions are something that we cannot control but having said that
there is a lot that we can do to mitigate its effects. Being prepared is the key to
overcoming inclement weather conditions and while I really don’t think that
you need to purchase snow chains, as I did, there are some things that you can
do that will help, as follows:
• Check the weather forecast for the day. Do this first thing and
throughout the day if necessary. At the very least, this will tell you if
you need to take a waterproof jacket, or whether you’ll be able to
leave the fleece at home today.
• If there is a chance that you may end up driving in snowy, or icy
conditions extra care will be required. In winter, ensure that you have
topped up with antifreeze and that you carry some de-icer with you.
Also understand that your battery will receive additional punishment
through the extra use of lights, wind-screen wipers etc.
Larger vans are often rear wheel drive, which is great when you’re
carrying a heavy load, but when the load is light, or you are empty,
they are like Bambi on ice! Not good! When I first started driving a
van, I expected it to be more sure-footed in the snow than my car. I
quickly found out that this was a false expectation, when I couldn’t get
up even a modest hill, with only a thin scattering of snow on it. In this
situation, I repeat, snow chains are not necessary. What might be
useful though is to always carry a bag of rock-salt, or grit and a shovel
with you during winter. They are great for those times when you do
get stuck to either dig yourself out, or sometimes, just putting a
scattering of rock-salt under, and in front of, the drive-wheels is
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enough to get you going again. (I’ve also used old mats and cardboard
in a similar way to good effect).
It is also possible to fit winter tyres to your vehicle, which have a
slightly different composition to standard tyres that helps them to
perform better in snowy, or icy conditions.
Generally, in icy conditions, keep your speed down, avoid hard
acceleration, or braking and leave plenty of space between you and the
vehicle in front. On hills, take it steady and avoid braking, or changing
gear.
In summary on this one, if the forecast is for heavy snow and/or very
icy conditions, if at all possible, stay at home. If you do have to
venture out, don’t try to be a hero and scale steep hills, unless they
have been gritted and are free of snow and ice.
Wet weather is not only unpleasant to work outside in, it can affect
your stopping distances. The AA’s advice is to double the distance
between yourself and the vehicle in front, when the roads are wet.
Additionally, if you do find that your steering becomes unresponsive
in wet conditions, slow down s-l-o-w-l-y, as breaking will just send
you into a skid.
High winds are something that you need to be especially aware of, as
you can’t really see it, but it can definitely cause you problems and the
larger the vehicle you drive, the more impact the wind can have.
During windy conditions, make sure that you keep both hands on the
steering wheel. Ease down on the speed, so that if you do get buffeted
by the wind, you won’t veer as far off course. Be aware of exposed
sections of road and be ready to get buffeted. Incidentally, I would
also caution you to be careful getting in and out of your vehicle on
windy days; the driver’s door (particularly on large vans) can act like a
wind-surfer’s sail and get ripped clean out of your hand and lead to
damaged hinges and a subsequently (annoyingly) creaky door, at the
very least!
Foggy conditions. Again, keep additional distance between your
vehicle and the one in front and reduce your speed. If you have fog
lights fitted, use them. Insurers will take issue if you have an accident
in poor visibility and you didn’t have your fog lights on. If you have
not got fog lights fitted, use your dipped beam. Also, don’t rely on
daytime running lights as they don’t illuminate the rear of your
vehicle. As soon as conditions consistently improve remember to
switch off lights as necessary.
Hot weather can also be a burden when you are in a van. Vans have a
large windscreen, which makes your van act like a greenhouse. It can
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be quite cool outside, but if the sun is shining, you are sure to be at
least warm in your van. If it is hot and sunny outside, you will be
sweltering in your van. My best advice in terms of preparation for this,
is to get yourself a vehicle with air conditioning. It’s worth the extra
investment. It’s always a good idea to carry a bottle of sun cream with
you as well, especially if you are fair-skinned. Vehicle windows will
block out some, but not all ultraviolet rays. Additionally, if you are
getting out of your vehicle regularly, which you will do, whilst doing a
multi-drop route, there will be enough exposure time for you to get sun
burned.
Proactive Driving.
Proactive driving is something that will help you to avoid problems on the
road and help other road users in the process.
Another way of describing this is to refrain from anticipating what other
drivers are supposed to do because often they don’t and focus on your own
driving and do what you should do but be prepared to react to other drivers as
necessary.
You can only control your own driving, so concentrate on that and do not be
put-off by other people’s poor driving habits. Make sure that you look ahead
to see what the forthcoming conditions are and check for hazards, while also
checking your mirrors so that you are aware of what is going on around you.
Don’t be impatient, consider what would be in the best interest for all. To
provide an example of this:
• Imagine you are on your way home and you are crawling along a busy
main road, during rush-hour. Up ahead you can see a T-junction that
meets your main road, from the left and you can also see that there are
a lot of cars on this side road, waiting to join the main carriageway.
Occasionally, you notice, there are also vehicles approaching from the
opposite direction that wish to turn right into this same side road.
Additionally, further on ahead, you can see that a bus has broken
down, effectively making the main road a single carriageway. Now,
what often happens when people travelling in the same direction as
you reach the left-turn, they are in such a rush to get home and think to
themselves ‘I’m not letting anyone out of this side road because it will
just slow me down further’. So, they get as close to the car in front and
effectively block the opportunity for people coming along the main
road, in the opposite direction to turn right into the side street. They
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are not technically doing anything wrong. There is no expectation for
them to give way to cars wanting to join the main carriageway from
the left and (on this particular junction) there are no ‘KEEP CLEAR’
road markings, so they are also not expected to leave a gap for
vehicles wanting to turn right into the side road. Unfortunately, what
has now happened is the car waiting to turn right cannot go anywhere
and traffic is now backed-up behind them to the point where the bus
has broken down and now the oncoming traffic has blocked your
carriageway as they have tried to go around the bus, but now they
can’t move because of the car ahead waiting to turn right and you can’t
continue because they are now blocking your way ahead. Total
gridlock! Nobody can move in either direction. (See image below).
My advice to you is that when you get to the side road, you exercise a
little patience and despite the lack of ‘KEEP CLEAR’ road markings
and a growling stomach, you leave a gap for oncoming cars to turn
right until the road ahead is clear for you to move into. If a couple of
cars have ‘snuck-out’ of the side road ahead of you, it’s not the end of
the world and will barely slow you down on your journey home. By
adopting this approach, it has cost you nothing and you have helped
out all the other road users in the area by helping to keep the traffic
flowing.

You will encounter numerous similar examples to this and with
experience, you will learn to recognise what is in the best interest of
all road users in the area, including yourself.
Some other simple driving tips are:

•

•

•
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When approaching roundabouts use the ‘slow-to-flow’ method. This
basically means what it says. Instead of hurtling up to a roundabout
then having to slam the anchors on, approach it slowly, whilst
checking the flow of traffic already on the roundabout, which will
allow you to time your approach and join the flow of traffic, hardly
having to stop at all.
When stopping in a queue of stationery traffic use the ‘tyres-on-theroad’ approach. This means that as you come to a standstill, you
should still be able to see the bottom of the rear tyres of the vehicle in
front. This provides you with a couple of benefits. Firstly, if you get
shunted from behind, you are less likely to hit the vehicle in front,
which will protect you from someone claiming off your insurance.
Secondly, if the vehicle in front were to break down, you will still
have plenty of room to manoeuvre around them.
Smooth and steady wins the day. Smoothly and steadily apply pressure
to both the accelerator and brake pedals, as required, instead of
stomping on them. This will provide you with the utmost control of
your vehicle. As one of the key elements of this book is how to be
profitable, it is worth noting at this point that driving smoothly will
save you a fortune in fuel and wear-and-tear costs.

What to Do If the Worst Does Happen.
When I say ‘the worst’ I don’t want to be too dramatic. What I am really
referring to here is what to do if you were to have an accident, or if your van
were to get stolen:
• Accidents – It is almost inevitable that if you are driving 4 – 5 times
more than the average motorist, you will encounter an accident at
some point in your driving career. Fortunately, the vast majority of
motoring accidents do not involve injuries, and many do not even
involve others. However, when an accident does occur, there are a few
simple steps you should take to comply with the law and make it easier
to deal with any claim. If you don’t follow them, it could prejudice
you when you make an insurance claim - particularly if it is a ‘nofault’ claim:
o You are legally required to stop after a road traffic accident,
even if no other vehicle was involved, if:
§ Anyone (other than you) is injured. (In this case you
should do what you can to ensure that anyone who has
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been injured gets medical treatment, and that the
accident site is made safe. If necessary, dial 999).
§ Another vehicle or any other property is damaged.
§ An animal on the road or in another car is injured (but
not an animal in your own vehicle).
§ Street ‘furniture’, such as a streetlights, bollards, road
signs etc. gets damaged in the accident.
You must stay with your vehicle long enough to provide your
name and address and the registration number to anyone
involved in the accident. (This could be an injured person, the
owner of property damaged by, or an animal injured in, the
accident, a police officer or a witness to the accident).
If anyone has been injured, you must produce your insurance
certificate. If you cannot do so at the time, you must notify the
police (in person rather than by phone, and within 24 hours)
and take the certificate to the police station (within seven
days).
Even if no one has been injured, you may need to provide your
insurance details to anyone who wants to make a claim against
you for damage to property.
You must report the accident to the police if you cannot
exchange details with the other party involved, and/or provide
your insurance certificate, at the time of the accident. You
should also report the accident if you believe an offence has
been committed. You must do this as soon as possible, within
24 hours after the accident. However, if you can produce your
insurance at the time, and you have also given all the
information required, there is no need to involve the police.
Ask any other drivers involved for their details, and note the
make, model and colour of their vehicles as well as the
registration numbers.
Make sure that you make your own notes of what happened. If
you can, take photographs that show what happened too - for
example, showing the road layout, the position and angle of
your vehicle and any other vehicles involved, where any
pedestrians or animals were when they were injured, any area
of poor visibility, or any hazards, that may have contributed to
the accident, etc. If you cannot do that, try to sketch out a
rough map showing these things.
Importantly, make sure you have the names and contact details
of any witnesses. If possible, also make a note and take photos
of where they were when the accident occurred. Ask them
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(including passengers in your own vehicle) to make a written
record of what they saw happen.
o Note down any subsequent medical treatment or expenses you
incur as a result of the accident.
o Inform your insurance company as soon as possible. If you
don’t, it could invalidate your insurance cover, even if the
accident wasn’t your fault.
Responsibility for an accident depends on the particular
circumstances:
o Even if you are at fault, you should not admit liability for the
accident or make any offer to pay. Doing so will weaken your
position in any subsequent dispute and is likely to be
prohibited by the terms of your insurance policy.
o In general, you can make a claim against anyone who causes
an accident - including learner drivers, cyclists and emergency
services vehicles.
o If someone drives into the back of your vehicle, they are
usually at fault, even if you braked sharply, because they
should have kept a safe braking distance from the back of your
vehicle.
o Whoever is responsible for a stationary object (E.g. road works
or a parked car) may be responsible if it was not sufficiently
visible, or unsafely or illegally positioned.
o If an accident is caused by an unsafe road surface, whoever is
responsible for the road surface (E.g. The local council, or
someone who spilt oil and failed to deal with it) may be
responsible for the accident.
o Where an accident is caused by a stationary object or road
surface, a claim is more likely to succeed if there have been
other problems or accidents there as well.
o Blame may be shared by several different parties (including
yourself), with each liable for a percentage of any claim.
o Finally, I know that I have just said don’t admit liability, but,
as we are keeping one eye on profitability, there may be the
odd occasion when we know that we are at fault for the
accident, but we can also see that the damage is relatively
minor. This may be a situation where it will be more profitable
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for us to negotiate with the third party and pay for any damage
privately and not involve our insurance company. As I
described earlier, in the section on courier insurance, an
accident claim can effectively double your insurance premium
for the next two, or three years, which will ultimately cost you
far more money than just paying out for a third party’s repairs
there-and-then. If we do decide to take this course of action, we
must still ensure that we get a receipt from the third party.
•

Theft – This is definitely an area where prevention is better than cure.
When doing something repetitively, it is easy to slip into bad habits. I
once delivered to a business on an industrial estate and there were a
few vehicles already in the loading area, including a silver transit van
which had its back doors open and the driver was unloading a few
parcels, which he proceeded to take into the building. All this was
happening whilst I was finding a suitable spot to park-up. Then, in the
time it took me to get out of my van, walk around my van, and into the
back of it to collect a parcel, I heard slamming doors and screeching
wheels and got out to see the silver transit racing out of the loading
bay, with another van closely following it, with the former’s driver
running after them as fast as his legs could carry him! He returned
shortly afterwards panting, dejected and van-less. It turned out that
because he was ‘just nipping in with a couple of parcels’, he had left
the keys in the ignition and the engine running! Some opportunists in
the vicinity (in the 2nd van) had decided to take advantage and it all
happened in the proverbial blink of an eye.
This is an example of an unprofitable way to operate your courier
business. Never, ever leave your van unattended with the keys in it, is
the moral of this story.
Despite your best efforts, if someone wants to steal your van, there is
little you can do about it, which is what I discovered to my cost early
one morning, when I left my house, with my thermos flask in one hand
and my lunch bag in the other, only to find a great big gap where I had
parked my van the evening before. It had been stolen in the night and
was never recovered. My unprofitable mistake at this point was to wait
until my insurance company paid out, which took about 9 weeks and I
used hire vans in the intervening period, which are prohibitively
expensive. In fact, when I finally received my insurance pay-out, it
barely covered the cost of the hire vans that I had been using over the
past 9 weeks. However, I took the view that as I was providing a
service to my customers, I did not want to let them down, so took the
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additional cost on the chin. In hindsight, I would have been much
better off just replacing my van as soon as possible, even if I had to
borrow the money to do so and then use the insurance pay-out, when it
finally came, to pay down my borrowings.
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HMRC, TAX AND VAT - ADMINISTRATION AND
RECORD-KEEPING.
“Dear HMRC, I am writing to you to cancel my subscription.
Please remove my name from your mailing list.”
~ Attributed to Snoopy (Peanuts - Originally by Charles M.
Schulz)

As with any business there will be a need for administration and recordkeeping and as a sole trader you will be responsible for ensuring that all
relevant records are kept. Whether you do this yourself or enlist the support of
someone else is a matter of personal preference and also knowing where your
own skills and aptitudes lie. As this area can be such a minefield, I would
advise that you talk to an accountant for up-to-date advice. A good accountant
will save you more money than the cost of their fees, as they will be able to
make appropriate claims for things like using your home as an office and
depreciation, which otherwise could be tricky for you to determine by
yourself.
Within this chapter I will provide details of what is required so that you can
take the relevant action to avoid falling foul of the authorities. One of the
biggest demands of your time in this area and upon your record keeping skills
will be made by the government:
HMRC.
HM Revenue and Customs will potentially make two demands upon your time
and administration skills. As someone who is self-employed you will
responsible for your own tax return and keeping all relevant records. This
responsibility remains whether you have chosen to set yourself up as a sole
trader, or as a limited company.
Also, as a self-employed person, you have the option to be VAT registered,
which we will cover first:
Value Added Tax (VAT):
VAT is a type of general consumption tax, which is added to a product’s sale
price and represents a tax on the ‘value added’ to a product during its
production process. In the UK, at the time of writing, the standard rate for
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VAT is 20%. There is also a reduced rate of 5% for some products like
children’s car seats and home energy and some other products, such as
essential food items, and some essential drugs are ‘zero rated’, which means
that there is no VAT added to their price. These figures do change from timeto-time. The last significant change in the UK was in 2011, when the standard
rate was raised from 17.5% to 20% as part of the government’s austerity
measures taken at the time. It would appear that as a nation, we are still in an
‘austerity mind-set’ as there don’t appear to be any imminent plans to reduce
the rate of VAT again.
Becoming VAT registered is a matter of personal choice and I will cover
some of the advantages shortly. However, at the time of writing, once your
business income exceeds £85,000, it is no longer a choice and you must
become VAT registered by law. Current rates and more information can
always be found on the gov.uk website, or at: https://www.gov.uk/vatregistration/when-to-register
Being VAT registered allows you as a business to charge VAT on your ‘sales’
(jobs) to your customer and to claim back some, or all of the VAT on products
that you purchase, which are necessary for your business. This includes large
purchases, like your van, where the VAT can amount to thousands of pounds,
and fuel, which is likely to be your biggest ongoing expense. When it comes
to reclaiming VAT, it is actioned on a quarterly basis, so you will have to
submit a VAT return every three months. There are two possible methods of
doing so:
• Standard Rate - This involves manually reclaiming the VAT on every
eligible item that you buy or sell. This is particularly useful if you
have made a large purchase in a particular quarter, such as a new van.
If a new van costs £20,000 plus VAT, the actual cost to you, at the
time of purchase will be £24,000 (£20,000 + 20%). However, at the
end of the quarterly period you will be able to reclaim the £4,000
worth of VAT. Which is definitely worth having!
• Flat Rate Scheme - This will possibly be the method of reclaiming Vat
that you will use the most as a VAT registered freelance
courier/owner-driver. To be eligible for the flat rate scheme, your
business income must be below £150,000. With this scheme, rather
than manually recording VAT on your sales and reclaiming it on all
your eligible purchases, you will charge your customers the standard
rate of VAT on all your sales. E.g. if you do a job for a courier
71

Edmund D Platt
company for which they pay you £200, you can then add 20% to this
figure and charge them £220, which they will happily pay because
everyone understands that it is just the VAT. (NB. With many large
companies, they will actually provide you with a self-billing invoice
and as long as you have notified them that you are VAT registered and
provided all the relevant supporting documentation, they will take care
of this and your self-billing invoice will already show the VAT
included for the work you have undertaken on their behalf. This often
saves you the hassle of submitting your own invoices and adding VAT
to them). Now, when it comes to your liability to pay VAT, on the flat
rate scheme, you will only pay a HMRC mandated rate of 10% of your
sales turnover. (E.g. If your turnover in a given quarter is £12,000 then
your VAT liability will be £1,200, which is half of the 20% VAT that
you will have charged your customers, thus allowing you to keep the
remaining £1,200).
Please note that your VAT bill must be paid to HMRC no later than
one month and one week after the end of any given quarter, so make
sure that you budget for it otherwise you could find yourself panicking
because if you submit your return, or pay late, HMRC will charge you
a penalty. Also note that the flat rate varies depending upon your
occupation. For example, for accountants, the rate is currently 14.5%.
These rates also change occasionally, but your accountant will keep
you informed of any changes. One final benefit of the flat rate scheme
is that to make it even more appealing, HMRC allow new registrants
to get an additional 1% discount in their first year following
registration.
It is possible to switch between the standard and flat rate schemes to benefit
yourself and once again, your accountant will advise you on this. Generally,
you will be better off using the flat rate scheme. However, if you have a large
purchase, like a new van in a given quarter, it is usually best to switch back to
the standard scheme for that quarter only, so that you can reclaim the full
amount of VAT paid on your new van.
Self-Assessment.
Self-Assessment is the term that HMRC use to refer to your income tax return
because you are the one who is responsible for calculating your tax liability in
any given year and filling in a self-assessment return, which can either be
done online or via the post. A UK tax year runs from 06 April until 05 April
the following year. If you submit a paper return the deadline for completion
and return is 31 October, whereas if you submit your return online the
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deadline is 31 January the following year. Irrespective of how you submit
your return, all tax must also be paid by 31 January.
NB. HMRC is now committed to moving as much of the taxpaying process
online as possible. As a result, they are encouraging taxpayers to file and
make payments online wherever possible. You can do this securely on the
HMRC website, or by downloading their taxpaying software.
Payments on Account - Payment on Account is a tax payment made twice a
year by self-employed people in order to spread the cost of the year’s tax
liability. It is calculated by looking at your previous year’s tax bill, and half of
that figure will be used as your ‘payment on account’ and paid over two
instalments.
The Payment on Account can be thought of as a way of paying off some of
your tax bill in advance. The first instalment is due on January 31 at the same
time as you make the payment that clears your tax bill for the previous tax
year, and the second is due on July 31.
To clarify: Each of the two instalments of the Payment on Account will
normally be fifty percent of your previous tax bill. So, if you paid £2,000 in
the tax year for which you are filing your return, you will make the first
Payment on Account of £1,000 on January 31, and another payment of £1,000
on July 31. There are some circumstances in which a Payment on Account
will not be due. If your tax bill for the previous year was less than £1,000 no
Payment on Account is necessary. Similarly, no Payment on Account will be
due if, in the previous tax year, eighty percent or more of your tax was
deducted at source (PAYE). If this is your first year as a self-employed
person, please anticipate this extra fifty percent on top of your first selfassessment tax bill.
A self-employed person’s income can fluctuate from year to year. If you think
that your income for the next tax year will be lower than in the previous tax
year and you think that you may struggle to pay your tax bill, you can apply to
have your Payment on Account reduced. You should think carefully before
doing this. Remember that, if your income is the same or higher in the next
tax year, you will still have to pay the same amount. All you are really doing
is delaying the pain, rather than eliminating it altogether. It is also important
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to note that underpayments will be subject to interest. If you reduce your
Payment on Account and it subsequently turns out that you have underpaid,
you will have to pay interest on the outstanding amount. This can significantly
increase your tax bill.
As with all tax matters, if you are confused, or having problems, you should
contact your accountant or HMRC directly for advice.
Newly self-employed people often struggle with budgeting for their tax bills,
whether they be for Self-Assessment, or for your quarterly VAT bill.
I found the best solution for saving and budgeting for my VAT and for my
expenses generally was to open a savings account with my bank and arrange a
weekly standing order from the account into which I got paid and into the
savings account. I calculated that approximately twenty percent of whatever I
earned each week was enough to build up a ‘slush fund’ to pay my VAT each
quarter and to cover extraordinary expenses like servicing, MOT’s and
repairs. (Obviously, I received differing amounts of money each week, so I
used an average to calculate the twenty percent that I would need to save each
week, so that the standing order was for a fixed amount. This way, I didn’t
miss this money because it was effectively deducted at source and I would
only spend whatever was left each week). One thing to note is that although it
would be nice to have this money in an account that provides a decent rate of
interest, the savings account needs to be one with easy access. You don’t want
to be having to give notice to the bank before you can withdraw from it!
When it comes to saving for your Self-Assessment tax bill and not forgetting
that additional pesky Payment On Account, I found that the best solution was
to use HMRC’s own Budget Payment Plan, which is a direct debit facility,
whereby you can set up a direct debit with them for any amount you choose,
which will be paid either weekly, or monthly and, if necessary, you can stop
payments for up to six months. Ideally, you need to have a good idea of what
your tax liability is going to be for the year, so that you can calculate what you
need to set aside each week, or month for the direct debit. I really liked this
facility once I discovered it because it made paying my tax a bit like PAYE,
so I didn’t miss the payment and I had the peace of mind knowing that my
annual tax bill (and payment on account) would be covered. If you find that
you have overpaid via the budget plan, you can either carry the overpayment
forward to your next tax payment due or request a repayment. Conversely, if
you have underpaid, you will still have to find and pay the balance, but it
should be much more manageable.
Record Keeping.
With all these obligations to HMRC, which are backed up by the law, you
need to ensure that you keep detailed records of all income and expenditure,
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including such things as all your invoices issued and your bank statements,
along with receipts for fuel, repairs, insurance costs, stationery, work clothes,
mobile phone and entertainment (including audiobooks).
You must keep your records for at least 5 years after the 31 January
submission deadline of the relevant tax year. HMRC may check your
records to make sure you’re paying the right amount of tax.
If you are using an accountant you can agree with them the level of support
that you will require from them, what records that they will need you to keep
and in what format. Obviously, the more support that the accountant provides
you with, the higher their fee will be at the end of the year. What worked best
for me personally, was for me to keep a record of all my banking’s, sales and
expenses on spreadsheets. At the end of each VAT quarter, I would use the
recorded information to calculate my VAT liability and then I would forward
all of this information (spreadsheets included, but not physical invoices, bank
statements and receipts etc.) to my accountant, who just had to verify the
information provided to check that I had not done something daft and then
they would complete the onward submission to HMRC. My accountant would
then also use these four sets of quarterly spreadsheets to calculate my annual
self-assessment tax liability, requesting copies of bank statements, invoices
and receipts only if they needed them.
Another advantage of keeping records in this manner is that you can use the
collated information to keep track of your own profitability and determine
simple measures so that you know roughly on any given day, or even any
given job, how much profit you will make. For example, I designed an
additional spreadsheet for myself only, which used information collated on the
‘accountant/tax-man’ spreadsheets. On this spreadsheet I would record
quarterly mileage figures along with banking’s and expenses for the quarter.
This way I could arrive at a costs-per-mile figure that I could then quickly
apply to any future job to get an idea of how much I needed to get paid in
order for the job to be worthwhile. As this spreadsheet evolved over time, I
could see what effect things like the fluctuating cost of diesel was having on
my profitability.
As previously stated, for most of my time, I drove a long-wheel-base van and
I was able to determine that on average I spent approximately 33 pence-permile (ppm) excluding van purchases and 50ppm including van purchases. So
straight away, I would know that if a job incurred 100 miles, my costs would
be roughly £50, so I would need to get paid more than this in order to start
making a profit. Obviously, these figures are subject to change depending
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upon inflation, the yo-yoing costs of fuel and how economical your particular
vehicle is. Smaller vans are cheaper to run than larger vans, for example. You
will need to determine your own figures, but you will only be able to establish
a base-line figure by keeping good records.
Invoicing.
If you want to get paid for the work that you do, one final important recordkeeping task, which we need to cover is invoicing.
This will vary from company to company and sometimes from job to job.
However, these days most courier companies will provide you with a selfbilling-invoice. This will detail from their perspective, what jobs you have
done on their behalf and how much you will be paid for each job along with
other relevant information like job numbers and dates. They are usually issued
weekly and one week in arrears. Payment will then often be made directly into
your bank account and this is usually another week in arrears. Effectively, this
means you will be getting paid two weeks in arrears, which is something that
you may need to be mindful of when first starting out.
As I say, it will be from their perspective and, as they are not infallible, you
need to check their invoice promptly and thoroughly to ensure that the
information provided corresponds with your own records, which also means
that it is in your own best interest to log daily what work you have done
including collection points, drop-off points, route numbers and details (if
multi-drop) and of course, your mileage. Plus, any additional pertinent
information such as those occasions when your courier company has agreed to
pay any waiting time incurred.
Sometimes it will be necessary for you to invoice the company directly for
any work done on their behalf, using information that they have provided to
you such as job numbers and agreed payments, whether that is day-rate,
pence-per-mile, parcel-rate, or drop-rate.
In the Appendix, I provide you with an example of an invoice format that I
have used on occasion. It is a simple Microsoft Word document, with an
embedded Excel spreadsheet, which automatically calculated my VAT for me.
Please note that if you are charging your courier company VAT, your VAT
Registration Number must be clearly visible on your invoice.
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LAW AND ORDER.
“Law is experience developed by reason and applied continually
to further experience.”
~ Roscoe Pound

In previous chapters, we have covered topics such as insurance, road tax, selfassessment tax and VAT, all of which will land you in trouble if you don’t
comply with the specific requirements for each. In this chapter, I want to
focus more on the consequences of landing yourself in trouble with the Police,
or other authorities responsible for overseeing the nation’s highways.
Adopt a common-sense approach; if you look after your vehicle and ensure
that it is well-maintained, serviced as necessary and MOT’d as required and,
when driving, you are vigilant at all times, don’t use a hand-held phone and
stick to the speed limits, then none of the following should affect you.
However, being aware of the following will also do you no harm whatsoever.
Penalties and the Highway Code.
Firstly, for most people about to embark on a career as a professional driver, it
would be beneficial for them to re-visit the official Highway Code, available
at: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/the-highway-code. Admittedly, it was some
time ago, but when I passed my driving test, The Highway Code was
crammed into little more than a pamphlet, whereas now, at the time of
writing, it is a much weightier tome. Additionally, it is continually being
updated. Fortunately, it is also easily accessible and cheap to buy, if you want
a hard copy.
Parliament sets the maximum penalties for road traffic offences. The
seriousness of the offence is reflected in the maximum penalty. It is for the
courts to decide what sentence to impose according to circumstances.
With regard to the penalty point system it is intended to deter road-users from
following unsafe motoring practices. Certain non-motoring offences, e.g.
failure to rectify vehicle defects, can also attract penalty points.
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The court must order points to be endorsed on the license according to the
fixed number or the range set by Parliament. The accumulation of penalty
points acts as a warning to drivers and motorcyclists that they risk
disqualification if further offences are committed.
According to the relevant section of The Road Traffic Offenders Act a driver
or motorcyclist who accumulates 12 or more penalty points within a 3-year
period must be disqualified. This will be for a minimum period of 6 months,
or longer if the driver or motorcyclist has previously been disqualified.
For every offence which carries penalty points the court has a discretionary
power to order the license holder to be disqualified. This may be for any
period the court thinks fit but will usually be between a week and a few
months.
In the case of serious offences, such as dangerous driving and drink-driving,
the court must order disqualification. The minimum period is 12 months, but
for repeat offenders or where the alcohol level is high, it may be longer. For
example, a second drink-drive offence in the space of 10 years will result in a
minimum of 3 years’ disqualification.
On the government website (www.gov.uk/guidance/the-highway-code/annex5-penalties), there is a table of traffic offences, with the penalties and number
of points that each incurs. Some of the ‘highlights’, which you would do well
to be mindful of are:
• Causing death by dangerous driving, which will incur 14 years
imprisonment, an unlimited fine and obligatory disqualification for a
minimum of 2 years, along with anything from 3 to 11 points on your
license (if exceptionally not disqualified).
• Careless and inconsiderate driving, which will result in an unlimited
fine and/or discretionary disqualification, along with anything from 3
to 9 points on your license.
• Failing to stop after an accident, or failing to report an accident,
which will incur 6 months imprisonment, an unlimited fine and
possibly disqualification, along with 5 to 10 points on your license.
• Driving without insurance will result in an unlimited fine and possible
disqualification, along with 6 to 8 points on your license.
• Using a hand-held mobile phone when driving will get you a £1000
fine (or £2,500 if you’re in a goods vehicle, as you are likely to be)
along with discretionary disqualification and 6 points on your license.
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• Speeding will get you a £1000 fine, or £2,500 if on a motorway and
possible disqualification, along with 3 to 6 points on your license (3
points if issued as a fixed penalty).
• Traffic light offences will also attract a £1000 fine, along with 3 points
on your license.
• No MOT = £1000 fine.
• Seat belt offences = £500 fine.
In addition to these penalties, as well as the others not listed, if you get
disqualified, there is the possibility that the court will demand that you are
subject to a retest, or extended retest before being allowed to drive again.
Also, if an offence were to lead to imprisonment, the authorities also have the
power to confiscate your vehicle.
As you can imagine, all of the above scenarios will not only damage your
reputation, but also seriously compromise your profitability as a courier and if
you were to get disqualified, you will have no income and therefore no profit.
Definitely not a good thing!
Most endorsements (penalty points) for driving offences will remain on your
license for a period of 4 years from the date of the offence (for some offences
the time period will run from the date of conviction), after which they will
automatically be removed from your driving record. However, they are only
valid for 3 years. This means that after 3 years you don’t have to declare them,
but they could be considered by a court if you were to re-offend within the
four-year period.
In terms of profitability, please note that it is often likely that insurance
companies will consider endorsements for a 5-year period, which may seem
unfair, but it is what it is, so you need to be mindful of it. It is also likely that
any fine incurred as a result of an endorsement will pale into insignificance,
when compared to the additional insurance premiums that you will be paying
over the next 5 years.
Other legalities that you may need to consider are:
Ø Tyre tread depths – 1.6mm is the legal minimum depth that a tread is
allowed to be, and it must be at least this depth across the middle
three-quarters of the width of the tyre and around the tyres entire
circumference. It is possible to buy gauges that will help you to
measure the depth of tread precisely, but it is cheaper and easier to
apply the 20p test. Insert a twenty pence coin into the tread at several
points around the circumference of the tyre and across the middle 75%
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of its width and as long as you cannot see the outer band on the coin,
then your tyre tread is legal.

For safety purposes, it is recommended that you get your tyres
changed when the tread gets below 3mm as the difference in wet
braking distance between a tyre worn to 3mm and one worn to
1.6mm can be as much as 44%.
Ø Motor Insurance Database (MID) – I know that I said that I wasn’t
going to mention insurance within this chapter, but an awareness of
the MID will definitely be of value to you. The MID is the central
record of all insured vehicles in the UK. It is managed by the Motor
Insurers’ Bureau (MIB) and is used by the Police and the Driver and
Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA) to enforce motor insurance laws.
These days, police vehicles are equipped to be able to be able to
automatically scan other vehicles’ registration plates and immediately
determine if that vehicle has valid insurance in place. They can also do
the same for road tax. This is why the Police will no longer demand
that you produce your documents – they already know if you’re legal,
or not.
Ø Road Tax – Officially known as Vehicle Excise Duty (VED). It is the
fee you must pay in order to legally drive your vehicle on public roads.
The amount of road tax you pay for a car is partially determined by its
CO2 emissions – the more it pollutes, the more you pay. For a van or
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pickup, however, road tax is charged at a flat rate, depending on the
vehicle’s age.
Latest vehicle tax rates can be found at: https://www.gov.uk/vehicletax-rate-tables/other-vehicle-tax-rates
You no longer have to display a tax disc in your windscreen because
this information is already available on a centrally administered
database that can be accessed as necessary by the Police, or other
authorities at any time.
Ø Penalty Charge Notices (PCN’s) and Excess Charge Notices (ECN’s)
– As a freelance courier, you will be expected to deliver goods to
customers and clearly you won’t be just chucking stuff out of the
windows as you drive by! Instead, you will need to park-up as near to
the customer as is practicable and this may necessitate you stopping in
a location that is not normally designated for parking, particularly if
you’re are undertaking a multi-drop route around a town, or city
centre. Inevitably, you will find yourself parking on double yellow
lines, for example, on occasions.
Excess Charge Notices differ from Penalty Charge Notices in that they
are classed as a criminal offence, rather than a civil offence. If you
flout parking regulations, it is much more likely that you will be issued
with a PCN, rather than an ECN. NB. PCN’s are also occasionally
called a ‘FPN’, which stands for Fixed Penalty Notice (usually this
only applies if it is issued directly by the Police).
To avoid a parking ticket, you will need to ensure that you minimise
the risk of flouting the rules. This is easier said than done because,
while the Highway Code does provide a comprehensive list of road
markings and their meanings (see some of the more relevant examples
below), there are usually accompanying signs that indicate when the
restrictions will be enforced, which will vary from location to location
and often you will need to search for these signs, which is not ideal
when you are in a hurry, but probably still worth the effort to avoid a
parking ticket.
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No waiting at any time.

Waiting is limited to
during the times shown on
Sign.

No waiting during times
specified on adjacent
signage.

Watch for the kerb markers: If there are any small yellow lines at a
right-angle to the kerb, sometimes known as 'blips', or ‘pips’, the rules
vary. If there are two sets of blips it means you can't load at any time.
If there are single blips, there should be signs nearby indicating when
loading is allowed.

No loading or unloading at any time.
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No loading or unloading at the times shown.

When it comes to loading and unloading, unless explicitly stated, or if
there are no markings on the kerb or pavement, you can usually load
and unload for as long as necessary, as long as it’s continuous and as
long as you are not blocking any roads, junctions or traffic.
Some major cities, like London have ‘red routes’ where the road
markings are similar, but marked in red. In these areas, the rules will
be either much more stringent, or completely prohibitive, so be extra
vigilant and/or avoid these areas completely.
What if there is a warden is around? If a traffic warden spots your
vehicle and you are not clearly loading or unloading for five minutes
(or even less in some cases), you could get a ticket, so it's worth
constantly checking. Traffic wardens are not the ‘jobs-worth ogres’
that they are often portrayed to be, and I have found most of them to
be approachable. Therefore, if you know that you are parked in an area
not normally reserved for parking and you see a warden, ask them for
advice. Most times, you will find that they are quite amenable and
appreciate the opportunity to offer advice and clarify local parking
restrictions. (NB. If a warden gives you permission to park in a
restricted zone, make a note of their number, just in case).
Anecdotally, I have been told, by traffic wardens that I will be allowed
to park-up on double yellow lines for up to 15 minutes if my van is
sign-written but only up to 5 minutes if it is not. (For the majority of
my driving career, I have not had sign-writing on my van, but I have
often made use of a home-made, printed and laminated sign, with my
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courier company’s name on it, on my dashboard, to indicate that I am
delivering, to good effect).
I have also been told that it is unnecessary to leave my hazard warning
lights flashing. In fact, I was informed by this particular warden that
they would be more likely to scrutinize my van if my hazard warning
light were flashing. Common sense should prevail here though. I
would suggest that there is no need to habitually use your hazard
warning lights, but if you are in a position where you feel the
additional visibility would be beneficial to others, then still use them.
There are certain areas where there will be zero tolerance for parking,
no matter how much you are loading, or unloading. E.g. Disabled
bays, bus stops, permit holder only bays and outside schools where
there are zig-zag yellow markings. Never park in these locations, not
even for ‘just a minute’.
If you do get issued with a PCN, or ECN, do not waste time arguing
with the warden who issued it. It will not make them cancel it.
However, you can ask them to make a note that you were loading or
unloading. This may help you with any subsequent appeal. Next,
check that it is an official PCN and not a ‘Parking Charge Notice’,
which will have been issued by a private parking enforcement
company and dressed up to look like a PCN (more on this shortly). If
you feel that the PCN has been issued unfairly, you may be able to
appeal it. Again, don’t waste everyone’s time, including your own if
you know that the PCN was issued fairly.
To make an appeal, make sure that you gather as much information as
possible, whilst at the location where the PCN has been issued. Get
photographs of road markings, the position of your vehicle and any
signs. This is particularly useful if the road markings are worn away,
or the signage is obscured (by foliage for example). If you are using
delivery technology, like a hand-held device, these are usually
equipped with GPS, so your courier company may be able to provide
supportive evidence showing exactly how long you were parked for.
Additionally, if you are delivering goods of a sensitive nature, like
pharmaceuticals, testimonial to this effect from your company could
also help to support your appeal. Once you have collated all your
supporting evidence and correspondence, submit your appeal, within
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the specified deadline, to the address provided for appeals on the PCN
and then wait.
If the result of your appeal is unfavourable, there is further recourse
available to you, which will be detailed on your reply. However, at this
stage it is often best to just swallow your pride and pay-up.
Whether you appeal a PCN, or not, you will usually have 28 days to
pay. In some cases, the fine is reduced by 50% if you pay within 14
days.
If you get a ticket in a private car park or issued by a private parking
enforcement company and you feel that has been issued unfairly, don't
automatically pay it. These supposed 'fines' handed out are merely
invoices and are often unenforceable. If you park on private land such
as a supermarket, or hospital, you are entering into an unspoken
contract between you and the landowner. If you park somewhere that
the landowner deems to be unacceptable, you have breached this
contract. There should be signage displayed to inform you where you
can and cannot park and what parking charges apply. Private parking
companies can only enforce a ticket by taking you to court and even if
it got to this stage and you were found guilty, it wouldn’t result in a
criminal charge against you, as could be the case with a PCN and
certainly will be with an ECN. You would instead be guilty of a
breach of contract and penalised accordingly.

Ø Driver and Vehicle Standards Agency (DVSA) formerly known as the
Vehicle Operating Standards Authority (VOSA) – These are the
vehicles that you will often see on the nations motorways that have
black and yellow chequered markings as opposed to the Police’s more
flamboyant blue and yellow chequered markings. According to their
government website the DVSA are responsible for carrying out driving
tests, approving people to be driving instructors and MOT testers,
carrying out tests to make sure lorries and buses are safe to drive,
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carrying out roadside checks on drivers and vehicles, and monitor
vehicle recalls.
It is the ‘carrying out roadside checks on drivers and vehicles’ that we
need to be particularly mindful of as commercial drivers. Essentially,
while the police will take a keen interest in you if they see you
speeding, or using a hand-held mobile phone, or not wearing your seat
belt, DVSA officers are more likely to concern themselves more with
how your vehicle looks and consider if it is safe to be on the road.
For us as couriers, one obvious area that will attract unwelcome
attention from DVSA officers is if your vehicle is overweight. (8 out
of 10 commercial vehicles stopped by the DVSA are stopped because
they are overweight). If your van is ‘sitting low on its haunches’, or
even if it ‘bounces’ in a certain way as you travel over slight bumps in
the road, could all indicate that your vehicle is overweight and there is
a chance that you could be requested to follow a DVSA vehicle to the
nearest weighbridge. If your vehicle proves to be overweight, when
checked, you will be either fined, or potentially issued with a court
summons, if you are found to be more than 30% overweight.
Clearly, therefore, it is in your own best interests for you to know your
own vehicles’ payload.
In order to establish your vans payload first you need to be aware of its
‘gross laden weight’. This is the maximum allowable weight of the
vehicle, including the weight of the vehicle itself, its fuel, plus any
cargo, passengers and tools. You can find this information on the van’s
information plate on the door frame, along with front and rear axle
weight limits. Next you need to know your vans ‘kerb weight’. This is
the weight of the vehicle, with a full tank of fuel, any equipment fitted
and driver without any cargo or passengers. This is usually to be found
in the vehicle’s handbook, or brochure. Your payload will be:
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Gross Laden Weight – Kerb Weight

= Payload

E.g.

Gross laden Weight

= 3,500 kg.

Kerb Weight

= 2,100 kg.

Payload

= 3,500 – 2,100
= 1,400 kg

Don’t forget to include the additional weight of any passengers that you may
have with you before you decide how much you can load into the back of the
van.
Please be aware that there are some unscrupulous route/load planners working
for the nations courier companies. Generally, they will have access to
information that tells them the gross weight of an individual delivery, or the
combined gross weight of a multi-drop route and part of their role will be to
ensure that deliveries and routes are balanced so that no one person has an
excessive amount of work to do, while someone else has it too easy and that
no one vehicle is over-laden, while others are running half-empty.
Looking at it from their point of view, they are under pressure to ensure that
all parcels that are scheduled to be delivered on a particular day actually get
delivered on that day and that it is done as cheaply as possible. (i.e. with as
few vans on the road as possible). This all means that you may be given a
delivery, or route where the combined weight of all the parcels is well over
your payload. This has happened to me numerous times and on one occasion,
when I challenged it, I received the following, barely believable, instruction
from the route planner: “just put some more air in your tyres”! As I said;
‘unscrupulous’!
Getting a fine from the DVSA, or worse still, landing yourself in court will
seriously compromise your profitability. If you ever find yourself being put
under pressure to exceed your vehicles weight limit, stand firm. Please bear in
mind that you remain responsible for your vehicle. It’ll be you that gets fined,
not the dodgy route-planner.
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You have got the law on your side and ultimately no courier companies want
to get a reputation for flouting the law.
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PROFITABILITY.
“The successful man will profit from his mistakes and try again in
a different way.”
~ Dale Carnegie

Definition: Profit is a financial benefit that is realized when the amount of
revenue gained from a business activity exceeds the expenses, costs and taxes
needed to sustain the activity. Any profit that is gained goes to the business's
owners, who may or may not decide to spend it on the business.
Essentially, there are two ways of increasing your profits:
1. Increase your sales.
2. Reduce your costs.
By following the advice contained within this book, you will do both:
Ø By having the correct equipment, knowing how to work efficiently and
providing great customer service, you will increase your sales.
Ø Also, by working efficiently, minimising ‘dead’ miles and by
monitoring your business expenditure you will reduce your costs
because what gets measured improves.
Here are some additional tips (and the re-iteration of some earlier bestpractices) to help you to maximise profitability:
• Drive sensibly. By minimising hard acceleration and hard braking and
by keeping your speed down and at the same time keeping it consistent
as much as possible, you will dramatically improve fuel efficiency
(major ongoing cost) and reduce wear and tear on your vehicle as a
whole, but especially on such things a brake discs and pads. Some
courier companies use apps like Mentor, by eDriving. (Other
apps/services are available). This is an App that you can download to
your mobile device, which helps with risk management by acting
almost like a black box and monitoring speed, hard acceleration, hard
braking and heavy cornering, for example. It also provides online,
interactive training for drivers. It may be worth looking into, if the cost
is not too prohibitive. The website is:
https://www.edriving.com/mentor.
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Keep on top of vehicle maintenance issues and servicing. Keeping
your vehicle in tip-top condition will not only improves its efficiency,
therefore reducing costs, but it will also create a good impression with
your customers and thus improve your sales.
Make sure that you keep your vehicle clean. This will minimise the
formation of rust spots, which, once they start, are hard to get back
under control. Once again, this will also serve to create a good
impression of your professionalism.
Ensure that you proactively seek work, even when you already have
work. Try and double-up jobs and also get return-work back to your
starting point. This is a skill that requires tenacity and perseverance.
Consider additional work outside of your ‘normal’ working hours.
People are always looking for a-man-with-a-van to help them to do
small house-moves, or to just shift some larger items of furniture. This
may be something you could undertake over a few hours at the
weekend and something that you will get well rewarded for. You can,
for example, advertise your services on Facebook Marketplace.
https://www.facebook.com/marketplace/
Get blue-tooth, or hands-free fitted to your vehicle, so that you don’t
get tempted to use your mobile whilst driving. Alternatively, put it in
the glove box to remove temptation.
Learn how to complete minor routine maintenance tasks yourself. For
example, changing brake discs and brake pads is not rocket science,
but if you leave this sort of work to a garage, or dealership, you may
end up paying ‘rocket scientist prices’ for the labour charges, on top of
the price of the parts.
Keep focused when driving, as the vast majority of accidents on the
road are the result of lapses in concentration. Having to pay for
repairs, or worse still, having to pay inflated insurance premiums for
the next few years, will cripple your profitability.
Do not break the law. Seems an obvious one, but you will be surprised
at how easy it is to exceed the speed limit if you’re not concentrating,
for example. As I have stated previously, the real cost of getting into
trouble with the authorities is not so much the fixed penalty, or fine.
It’s the additional insurance costs for the next few years. Add-in your
own time and effort to deal with this kind of problem and it’s just not
worth it.
In a similar vein, be careful where you park your vehicle. Parking
fines come straight off your bottom line and create more hassle than
they’re worth.
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Always provide good customer service to both the people who provide
you with the work in the first place and to the end user. Getting a
reputation for helpfulness and courtesy will help to keep the jobs
coming in.
Be flexible. Here I don’t just mean be prepared to do any jobs that
come in at any time of day, or night. I also mean that you must
continually review your own business and be prepared to make
changes if things are not working. This might even mean moving on
from a courier company that have been providing you with steady
work for some time because it might be that things change over time
and the work that you are now getting from them is simply not
profitable. (Or at least not as profitable as work you could be getting
elsewhere). It might also mean changing your vehicle before you had
planned because the type of work you find yourself now doing has
changed, or a significantly more economical vehicle option has now
become available.
Shop around for fuel. Some fuel companies offer loyalty schemes,
which could be worth considering given how much fuel you will
actually be using. Fuel will be your biggest ongoing expense and the
difference in prices at the pump can be dramatic, costing an additional
£5.00+ per full tank in some cases. This could equate to hundreds of
pounds over a twelve-month period, which could be put towards
paying your next insurance premium, which brings me nicely onto the
next point.
Shop around for your insurance! This is another big expense and it
will pay you to shop around. As part of your research ask other drivers
for recommendations and for their experiences with insurance
companies because while some companies may be cheap, you may
find that you have a problem getting them to pay-up when the time
comes. Or, they don’t update the central database with your details,
thus landing you in trouble with the Police, as once happened to me.
(See the section on courier insurance, in the ‘Tools of the Trade’
chapter).
Regularly check your tyre pressures. Tyres naturally leak over time
and according to the RAC, regularly checked and correct tyre
pressures will improve fuel consumption by 2%. As fuel is your
biggest ongoing cost, this is worth knowing. Additionally, you will
improve the wear and tear on your tyres, meaning that they won’t have
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to be changed so often, which will save you more money and thus
further improve your profitability.
Consider what your accountant does for you and how much they
charge. Personally, I favour the use of an accountant and as stated
previously, I believe that a good accountant will save you more than
the cost of their fees. However, their fees are not cheap, and you may
have a friend, or family member, who can oversee your accounts for a
fraction of the price. Similarly, once you know what you are doing in
this respect, you may be able to take some of the more routine work
back from your accountant and therefore minimise their fees.
On the subject of accountancy, make sure that you keep all your
receipts and that you claim for everything that could be considered an
expense. Yes, that could include music and audiobooks. You’ve heard
of entertainment and training expenses, right?!
Keep educating yourself and keep yourself informed. As Warren
Buffet says; ‘the best investment you can make is in yourself’. By
being knowledgeable you will be in a better position to capitalise on
opportunities when they arise. This may be the possibility of getting
more work, or growing your business, or it may just be finding a more
efficient, smarter, or cheaper way of doing something within your
business.
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THE FUTURE.
“The future belongs to those who prepare for it today.”
~ Malcolm X

I have already mentioned how technology now facilitates greater parcel and
delivery tracking and it is streamlining the logistics industry as a whole. We
have even touched upon the advent of drone deliveries. Furthermore, while I
have advocated the use of maps for route planning in this book, we have also
seen how the use of a physical map is being superseded by satnavs, which inturn are now being replaced by your smartphone. Undoubtedly, technology
will continue to evolve, and we must be ready to adapt so that we can
capitalise on new technology to help our business.
Electric Vehicles (EV’s)
This is probably the area that has seen the most changes since this book was
first written three years ago.
Electric vans are readily available from many dealerships around the country.
As we would expect, smaller vehicles have been the first to adopt the new
technology, but we are now seeing it being rolled out to larger vehicles.
This has been helped along by the alternative fuel payload derogation
implemented by the government. Typically, an electric vehicle weighs more
than an equivalent diesel-powered vehicle. This additional weight means that
your payload is compromised and until the derogation implementation the
maximum vehicle weight that someone holding a category B car license could
drive was 3.5 tonnes. This maximum weight has now been increased to 4.25
tonnes for electric vehicles. (N.B. A category B driving license is what we all
normally receive, following successfully passing our driving test). There is,
however, one small catch. At the time of writing, one condition of the
derogation is that driver undertake 5 hours of officially approved training
before they can legally drive an electric van. It also stipulates that the van
must be used to transport goods and it only applies in Great Britain (but not
Northern Ireland).
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Some of the main advantages to EV’s:
• Eco-friendliness.
• Government grants are available for the purchase of electric vans. (Go
to: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/plug-in-vangrant/plug-in-van-grant-vehicles-list-and-eligibility-guidance ).
• Reduced running costs:
o EV’s are generally cheaper to run than their diesel equivalents.
o Discounts on parking.
o Discounts on and/or waiving of congestion charges and in
Ultra-Low Emissions Zones (ULEZ’s).
o Some areas and places even offer free charging to encourage
the switch-over to electric.
• Silent running.
Some of the main disadvantages to EV’s:
o Range – this is improving all the time, but currently it can cause
anxiety if you are not in a hybrid vehicle and there is a considerable
distance between charging points. This will improve as the
infrastructure improves. It’s also worth noting that the advertised
range is rarely the reality and things like cold weather, and using the
heating, or air conditioning can have a significant negative affect on
range.
o Charging time/convenience – As things stand, it takes considerably
longer to charge a vehicle than it does to re-fuel one and, as mentioned
above, it is still not as easy to find a charging point as it is to find a
petrol station.
o Batteries tend to deteriorate with time, which is not good in its own
right, but can also adversely impact the residual value of your vehicle
when the time comes to upgrade.
In summary, I am sure that we are not too far away from most vehicle being
powered electrically. In the meantime, any decision to venture down this
avenue must be a personal one depending upon your own values and
perception of the pro’s and con’s. Where you deliver most of the time may
influence your decision. If you stick to multi-drop routes within a small,
geographical, urban area, then electric could be the way to go. Alternatively,
if your doing mostly distance work in rural areas, you may want to stick with
a more traditionally powered vehicle for the time-being.
Demographics
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Millennials now dominate worldwide spending. With their desire for choice,
speed and convenience, they will drive requirements and customer
expectations on fulfilment for retailers, be they physical bricks-and-mortar
retailers, or the on-line equivalent, in the new on-demand ecommerce.
On-demand ecommerce will become the new reality where anyone will buy
and receive their goods whenever and wherever they want. Orders will be
placed from phones, from cars, and numerous Internet of Things (IoT) devices
that will be integrated in our everyday lives. This will not only impact online
orders but physical shopping as well. Why carry your purchases around town?
Why not buy them and have them delivered to your house by the time you get
home? It’s ultimate convenience.
We have always needed to move stuff from ‘A’ to ‘B’, we currently move
stuff and stuff will always move. There will undoubtedly be more apps,
drones, 3-D printers and robots doing a lot of the work but, if you look around
you, wherever you are, everything came from somewhere. It got picked, it got
packed and it got shipped and delivered. This has been the state of affairs for
centuries and will continue to be the state of affairs for the foreseeable future.
However, at some point along the way a product will need to be loaded into
the back of a van and then have to make that (now famous) A-to-B journey.
I truly hope that the van in question is yours.
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SUMMARY.
“When your goal is to gain experience, perspective and
knowledge, failure is no longer a possibility.”
~ Sophia Amaruso

In this book we have covered the following:
Ø Our motivation for wanting to become a freelance courier/ownerdriver.
Ø Equipment needs.
Ø Personal requirements and preferences.
Ø Opportunities that exist for self-employed couriers.
Ø Helpful physical and personality traits.
Ø Route planning.
Ø Technology.
Ø Customer service.
Ø Problem solving.
Ø How to maximise profitability.
Ø Tax and VAT implications.
Ø Record keeping.
Ø The law.
Ø The future of the industry.
This is all just information and that is all it is: information. It is what you do
with this information that will ultimately determine your success.
Use the information contained in this book as a springboard to increase your
personal database of knowledge, which will then provide you with the
confidence to undertake the most important step in the whole process, which
is: Take action. Unless you now take massive action, nothing will change for
you and your increased knowledge will serve no useful purpose.
I would also caution you not to assume that the contents of this book are
comprehensive. They are not. There is a wealth of additional information
available from a variety of sources and ongoing investment in your own
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education will always be your best investment. However, do not feel that you
need to know everything before you start. Just by starting you will begin the
process of gaining momentum and once you gain momentum, you will start to
gain experience and experience will increase your knowledge faster than any
book, or website ever can.
I truly hope that my ramblings herewith contribute in some small way to you
being able to build a sustainable and profitable business that operates to serve
you and your family, and that you enjoy many years of safe driving and
couriering.

♦♦♦

For mor information and resources, please visit our website:
https://drivingforprofit.co.uk
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APPENDIX
Sample Invoice
‘Your Name’
Freelance Courier/Owner-Driver
123 Your Street
This Locality
Townsville
AB1 2CD
W/e: 20 June 20xx
To:
The Person Responsible for Paying Me
Their Address etc.
Date:

Route
No:

Job No:

Parcel
Count:

Mileage: Total
Charge:

10/06/20xx KD12

2715061 176

215

£197.12

11/06/20xx KD12

2715071 114

165

£127.68

12/06/20xx KD12

2715081 151

180

£169.12

13/06/20xx KD12

2715091 127

20

£142.24

14/06/20xx Off

N/A

0

0

0

568

760

£636.16
£127.23

Total:
VAT:

£763.39

Total
Charge:
VAT Reg.
No:

123
4567
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