
 
 
 

  
SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT – LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND TRANSPORT 

COMMITTEE 
 

CALL FOR EVIDENCE ON FREIGHT TRANSPORT 
 

1. HITRANS is a voluntary partnership comprising:- 
 

• Argyll and Bute Council;  
• Comhairle nan Eilean Siar;  
• Highland Council;  
• Highlands and Islands Enterprise;  
• Highlands and Islands Public Transport Forum;  
• North Ayrshire Council (Arran and the Cumbraes);  
• Moray Council;  
• Orkney Islands Council;  
• Scottish Council Development and Industry 
• Shetland Islands Council; 

  
The Partnership will wind up in March 2006 when the new Statutory Regional 
Partnerships come into being. 

 
2. Its objects are to undertake research and gather information about the transport needs 

of the region; to prepare and keep up to date a regional transport strategy endorsed by 
all the partners; to implement regional transport projects; to act as the strategic 
consultation body on behalf of the partners; and to establish a dialogue with 
government, users and operators. 

 
3. The following comments relate to the call for evidence issued on 7 October 2005 on 

the future prospects for road haulage; the contribution of freight transport to the 
economy; and progress with transfer of freight from road to other modes. 

 
Premble 
 

4. The Highlands and Islands is a diverse region with a mixture of remote, rural 
and urban areas. It is distinctive because of long internal travel distances, often 
with sea crossings, and long transport links with Central Scotland. Freight 
from the Moray Firth area has to travel almost 200 miles to reach key 
interchanges like Mossend. Freight from the islands has ferry crossings of 
between three and fourteen hours just to reach the mainland. These penalties 
of distance impose significant extra cost on our businesses. Despite this they 
account for over 16% of Scotland’s food and drink exports and over £1 billion 
of exported goods. 

 



5. The primary objective driving the HITRANS Strategy is to improve the region’s 
transport services and its external transport links to make a more attractive place for 
investment and to sustain existing businesses by reducing transport costs, journey 
times and journey reliability. Our strategic priorities for investment include the 
improvement of lifeline routes in the west to reduce the cost and slowness of 
transport of goods; developing strategic, multi-modal freight interchanges to provide 
quicker access to markets; upgrading the key trunk roads which enable travel to and 
from the region (A82, A96, A9, A95); upgrading the capacity of the rail network to 
carry more freight; and introducing faster more frequent ferries or replacing ferry 
crossings where possible with fixed links. 

 
6. The importance of freight transport to the region’s economy has been revealed in the 

recent HIE consultation with business regarding the new network strategy where the 
highest priority of most respondents for maintaining and growing prosperity was 
improvement to transport infrastructure. 

 
Road Haulage 
 

7. This is the dominant mode of freight transport in the region carrying over 9 million 
tonnes per annum. There has been little impact on these volumes by modal shift of 
freight over recent years. HITRANS has recently commissioned research into the 
economic benefit deriving from improving the A9 north of Inverness, and the A82 
from Glasgow to Fort William. In both cases almost two thirds of the respondents to 
our surveys for these studies stated that they had problems with the reliability of road 
transport because of the inadequacies of these roads. The A82 on Loch Lomondside 
and the A9 at Berriedale are examples of the inadequate state of these key arterial 
routes which are causing significant problems for road haulage. Improving the A82 to 
a fit for purpose modern road, not a dual carriageway, would help generate a further 
1000 jobs in the West Highlands and some £450 million of new business. 

 
8. For the future road haulage will remain the predominant mode of freight transport for 

our region. This means that all our arterial routes will continue to be lifelines for 
freight. The A96 suffers from congestion, particularly east of Inverness and through 
Moray. With NESTRANS and the Scottish Executive we are about to embark on a 
corridor study of the transport route between Inverness and Aberdeen. We are 
confident that this study will reveal the significant economic benefit deriving from 
improvements to the A96, and it is important that this road features as a priority in the 
forthcoming strategic projects review. We have also supported the short term WS2+1 
sections on the A9 south of Inverness to improve overtaking and we are concerned 
that these are not being provided quickly enough. Our long term aim is for the 
dualing of this route. The A95 is a key link for Moray, and the A83 is vital for 
southern Argyll, and both require investment to make freight transport journey times 
more reliable. 

 
9. Four years ago we undertook a study of the lifeline rural road network in the west of 

the region. The key issues here are the slowness and unreliability of journeys caused 
by single track roads, and the risk of further vehicle weight restrictions on the 
obsolete bridge structures. Some 4000 jobs in the remotest parts of the region are at 
risk if modern freight vehicles are denied access. This is exemplified by the current 
concerns on Mull following the intention to impose weight restrictions on most of the 
islands roads. We have identified an investment programme of £20 million per annum 
for the next 20 years to improve these roads and replace the obsolete structures so that 
road hauliers can have full access to these areas, but funds are not available to the 
Local Authorities. 

 



10. Road haulage to the islands relies on the ferry network. Over 200,000 freight vehicles 
are carried by our ferries each year. HITRANS has just completed a study of our 
strategic sea crossings. The key issue for freight is the high cost of transporting lorries 
with charges that have not been reviewed for many years. They are significantly 
higher than cross channel charges, charges to the Isle of Wight, or even the Rosyth to 
Zeebrugge service, all of which are operated privately without subsidy. There are also 
issues about the frequency of ferry sailings and timings which make it difficult to 
connect at key places like Mossend. 

 
Modal shift for freight 
 

11. As mentioned above we do not see other modes making a substantial contribution to 
the movement of the region’s freight over the forseable future. Rail freight has 
declined in 2005 with the removal of supermarket traffic. There are no freight trains 
now on the line between Inverness and Elgin. There are capacity issues on our single 
track rail network and HITRANS, HIE and the Highland Rail Development 
partnership are contributing to the current national studies by undertaking specific 
analysis of capacity constraints and demand for rail in the region. We believe there 
will be opportunities for rail to take a bigger share of freight in future by investing in 
capacity improvement to the Highland main line and the re-gaugeing between 
Inverness and Elgin. A new road/rail interchange in Inverness is vital for this modal 
shift. There is also the prospect of significant timber movement into the Cromarty 
Firth area if new wood processing developments are realised. The rail network north 
of Inverness has theoretical capacity to carry 40% more trains than the current 
number, but there needs to be investment in a sea/rail interchange if this potential rail 
freight traffic is to be realised. 

 
12. There may be opportunities for shift to sea. HITRANS has not been closely involved 

in this topic to date, but partners have been assessing the prospects for more coastal 
shipping and the provision of sea container transfer facilities in Orkney and the 
Cromarty Firth.  

 
Environmental Impact 
 

13. HITRANS has commissioned work to prepare a Strategic Environmental Assessment 
of our Transport Strategy. In terms of freight we have assumed that road hauled 
freight will increase in the region with economic growth, and that the prospects of 
modal shift to rail and sea will not significantly diminish this increase. Therefore 
there will be a greater number of lorry movements on the road network and higher 
levels of NO2 and CO2 emissions. 

 
14. Air quality is good at present throughout the region and there are no designated Air 

Quality Management areas. There are localised issues of NO2 emissions related to 
congestion in Inverness and Oban. Road hauled freight contributes to this and the 
issue is to decongest the key urban streets.  

 
15. Greenhouse gas volumes will rise from a growth in road Freight. In terms of impact 

on global climate change the additional CO2 produced is difficult to quantify. 
 

16. Transport noise is not an issue in the region except on congested urban routes. It is 
unlikely that there will be significant rise in noise levels in the corridors of our main 
arterial routes with the prospective growth in road freight. However the localised 
urban noise issues need to be tackled. 

 
Howard Brindley HITRANS Co-ordinator  26 November 2005  


