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CBI SCOTLAND’S RESPONSE TO THE LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND 
TRANSPORT COMMITTEE’S FREIGHT TRANSPORT INQUIRY 
 
Introduction 
 
CBI Scotland welcomes the opportunity to assist this inquiry by the Local Government and 
Transport Committee.  
 
Freight transport policy is important to the economy of Scotland and this inquiry represents an 
opportunity to assess the benefits of all modes of freight transport in that context.   The Scottish 
Executive must take a balanced view when it assesses the different modes of freight transport.  
Issues of cost to business, practicality of mode and reliability must be afforded adequate 
consideration.    
 
CBI Scotland represents a broad spectrum of business in Scotland, the majority of whom are 
affected by the Scottish Executive’s policy decisions on freight transport, whether they are 
freight transport providers or users.  The Scottish business community is relying on the 
Executive to take decisions with regard to freight policy that will help in achieving the Scottish 
Executive’s primary stated objective – economic growth.  The road haulage industry provides 
an essential service to the Scottish business community and is a key factor in supporting the 
growth of the economy.  
 
The future prospects for the Scottish road haulage industry and the impact of changes 
affecting the road haulage industry on the Scottish economy 
 
In recent years, there has been a tendency of government at both EU and UK levels to 
influence a modal change of freight transport away from road.   Environmental objectives 
largely lie behind this.  Business accepts that protecting the environment and tackling climate 
change are important policy objectives for the Scottish Executive.  However, the Scottish 
Executive must realise that it is very difficult to move significantly away from road 
transportation.  Road will be the dominant mode of freight transport for the foreseeable future.   
Even if freight is transported by rail, water or air, it usually involves road transportation at the 
beginning and end in order to complete each journey.  
 
The road haulage industry in Scotland is facing many challenges.  Scotland’s historically low 
levels of economic growth places an immediate constraint on the industry.   It is hard to grow 
your business if your market is not growing,  
 
Customers, particularly but not exclusively in manufacturing, are demanding greater 
efficiency, reliability and responsiveness from hauliers.  This is a natural consequence of 



increasingly fierce global and national competition.  The hauliers customers have no option but 
to take this approach with all of their suppliers/supply chain partners.   Increasingly, their own 
survival in the global market depends on their ability to reduce their costs and improve their 
efficiency.   Hauliers are expected to provide the high levels of service that manufacturing 
industry, for example, needs to develop the just-in-time production processes that enable them 
to remain competitive.   These demands are not unique to Scottish hauliers.  Their counterparts 
elsewhere in the UK and Europe will have to respond to the very same demands.    
 
Nor is there any doubt that the Scottish road haulage industry is capable of rising to the 
challenge.   On a level playing field, they can compete with anyone and provide Scottish 
industry with a quality, value-add service.   
 
What they currently lack at this time is a level playing field in terms of government-imposed 
costs:  
• High fuel duty means that UK diesel fuel is the highest in Europe; 
• The impact of The Road Transport (Working Time) Regulation is particularly marked in 

Scotland because many Scottish-produced goods have to travel further to get to market; 
• There has been a significant rise in the overall tax burden placed on business in recent 

years; 
• The growing burden of red tape and regulation has added considerable cost to business, and 

eroded many of the competitive advantages that the UK (and, therefore, Scotland) has 
traditionally enjoyed over the rest of the EU.  This is most marked in the area of labour 
market flexibility. 

 
Faced with rising costs, hauliers will seek to raise their prices.   They will not always be able to 
do so, and their own profit margins will be squeezed as a consequence, impacting on 
investment and training.  Where they can push through higher prices it is their customers, who 
may themselves be working on small profit margins, who may have their competitiveness 
undermined.   
 
We recognise that the Scottish Executive has no direct powers to intervene in many of these 
areas but it needs to act to address these burdens where it can (where it balances environmental 
and economic interests when it implements EU environmental legislation), and it needs to 
influence UK Government policy as much as possible.   
 
The Scottish Executive also needs to work more closely with the road haulage industry to 
provide effective and targeted support and assistance.  There are already some good examples.   
CBI Scotland welcomes the commitment that the Scottish Executive has already made in 
addressing key problems within the road haulage industry such as the recruitment and retention 
of LGV drivers.  The Scottish Road Haulage Modernisation Fund demonstrates recognition of 
the key role that Scottish road haulage industry plays in developing the economy. This fund is 
central to improved environmental and fuel efficient operations within the industry and the 
following initiatives must be commended: 
• Safe and Fuel Efficient Driving (SAFED) ‘in-cab’ Training Scheme; 
• Retrofitting of vehicle emission reduction technology. 
 
More of this type of support and partnership working is required to alleviate concerns about the 
long-term prospects for the road haulage industry in Scotland.    There are potentially worrying 
implications for Scotland’s economy arising from a major decline in our ‘local’ road haulage 
industry.     It would not be in Scotland’s interests to be overly reliant on EU registered firms to 
support our industrial base.   Potentially there will be less competition, which could drive up 
prices and undermine manufacturing cost-competitiveness.  Continuity of supply and speed of 



response could be adversely affected, which again could undermine prospects for Scottish 
businesses, particularly manufacturers, who are trying to ‘re-engineer’ their operations to make 
them more efficient and competitive.     It is important, therefore, that Scotland preserves an 
indigenous haulage industry.    It is the industry itself that will have the main responsibility for 
achieving this, but the Scottish Executive can and must support it.  
 
The present and potential contribution of all modes of freight transport, including road, 
rail, water and air, including the environmental impact 
 
There are two factors that dominate businesses’ decision on which mode of transport to move 
freight – cost and practicality. Before considering the present and potential contributions of 
individual modes of transport, the Executive must understand that these factors are the key 
motivators behind decisions on modal choice of freight transportation.  
 
Road haulage offers flexibility to businesses that other forms of transport cannot. Haulage 
operators can triangulate their activities, meaning there is less movement of empty containers. 
As has been mentioned, road freight transport is vital in supporting Scotland’s economy. There 
must be increased investment in Scotland’s road infrastructure to assist haulage firms in 
playing this support role to businesses. Increased investment will also positively influence 
congestion – currently one of road haulage’s biggest challenges.  
 
If there is to be increased use of the rail network in Scotland to transport freight, a choice that 
has undoubted benefits for the environment and assists in reducing road congestion, it should 
be encouraged for longer distance journeys. Freight transport by rail is expensive to businesses 
and shorter journeys are more practical be road. We are supportive of Network Rail’s Route 
Utilisation Strategy (RUS) in Scotland and hope that it will achieve its aim of more effective 
use of the network in Scotland – an outcome that should also improve the efficiency of the 
current service for businesses.  
 
Both water and airfreight transportation are, similarly to rail, expensive. There is potential for 
increased use of these modes over longer distances, but they must be co-ordinated with road 
freight transportation as it is rare for these modes to offer the complete journey for freight from 
the origin to destination. Also, when considering freight transportation by water, the area of 
flow of the freight often makes this mode impractical.   
 
There is undoubtedly scope for all of the mentioned modes of transport to offer freight 
services. It is important that there is an effective infrastructure that assists in co-ordinating all 
modes, as many journeys are dependant on more than one mode from start to finish.   
 
The Scottish Executive’s targets in encouraging the transfer of freight from road to rail 
and water 
 
Businesses in Scotland do not dispute the environmental benefits of transferring freight from 
road to rail and water but believe that prerequisites of such modal transfers are: 
• That journeys concerned are over longer distances that will justify the higher costs of these 

modes of transport to businesses and will demonstrate significant environmental and road 
congestion benefits. These types of journeys commonly involve the transportation of 
aggregates and coal.    

• That the mode utilised is the one that is most practical. For freight transport to be moved 
from road to rail or water, the freight corridor must be two-way and encompass the start 
and finish of the journey for the transported goods.  

 



We welcome the priority that the Executive is showing in enabling the carriage of freight by 
rail, which contrasts favourably with England.   However, it is important that the Executive 
does not ignore the critical role that Scotland’s road haulage industry provides in moving raw 
materials to manufacturers and goods to market.    Over 70% of Scottish firms sell more than 
half of their goods/services in Scotland.  This is a higher percentage than anywhere else in the 
UK.  While the figure for manufacturing goods is probably lower, it nonetheless clearly 
indicates the high proportion of goods/product movement in Scotland that requires a relatively 
short journey and that can only be economically transported by road.  This highlights the 
importance of the road haulage industry to Scotland. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


