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Highlands and Islands Context 
 
The Highlands and Islands is a distinctive part of Scotland and of the UK as a whole. It stretches for 
over 640 kilometres from Shetland in the north to Campbeltown at the southern tip of Argyll. While 
encompassing around half of Scotland’s landmass it is home to only 9% of the country’s people. With 
a population of around 434,000 the region has one of the lowest population densities within Europe.  
It has under 11 people per square kilometre compared with 65 for Scotland and 118 within the EU.  
Around 100,000 (23% of the region’s population) live on islands. The sparsity of population and thus 
economic activity presents a range of challenges for the region’s transport system.  
 
Located on the north west periphery of the EU, distance dominates almost every aspect of life for our 
businesses and communities. For example, the distance from Shetland to Inverness is the same as that 
from Inverness to North Yorkshire, while London is as near to Milan as it is to Shetland. Fish being 
exported from Kinlochbervie in Sutherland has to travel 150 miles until it leaves the Highlands and 
Islands and approaching a total of 340 miles before it crosses the border into England.  The same 
product leaving Barra has a journey of around 6 hours (including vehicle check-in time) on the ferry 
to Oban, from where it continues its onward journey. If Scotland can be considered peripheral within 
the European context, then the Highlands and Islands is peripheral within Scotland. 
 
The barriers of distance, terrain and sea are one of the reasons why the region is presently less 
prosperous than other parts of Scotland. GDP per capita is only 73% of the Scottish average. Despite 
this, the region’s prospects are generally positive.  The Highlands and Islands population grew 
between 1991 and 2001, while that of Scotland actually declined.  The small scale internal market 
means that many of our companies have a strong outward focus, selling goods and services outside 
the region. In 2002 Highlands and Islands companies exported over £1 billion of goods to countries 
outside the UK, accounting for 16% of Scotland’s food and drink exports.  
 
HIE recently conducted a consultation exercise with local residents and businesses which was used to 
inform the development of the HIE Network’s new strategy: A Smart, Successful Highlands & 
Islands.  Over 1,200 businesses were surveyed and in every question where it was possible to identify 
transport as an issue it was rated the most important priority.  Those surveyed viewed transport, 
including freight, as: 
• The most significant challenge facing Highlands and Islands businesses 
• Having the greatest potential to make prosperity and quality of life much better 
• The most important factor in the region’s overall development 

 
Present And Potential Contribution Of All Modes Of Freight Transport 
 
Road 
Road transport is the dominant mode for freight transport in the Highlands & Islands and will remain 
so.  Approximately 8.7 million tonnes of freight are lifted annually by UK HGVs in the Highlands and 
Islands (excluding Argyll & Bute). However, existing road traffic flows are such that present levels of 
HGV volumes on Highlands and Islands roads do not have a significant negative environmental 
effect. 
 
One of the key issues facing road freight is the inadequate road network for both internal and 
external journeys. Unlike other parts of Scotland, congestion is an issue in very few parts of the 
region.  However, our core trunk road network (A9, A96 and A82) offers only limited overtaking 

 1



opportunities. This leads to platoons of traffic and the consequent stress created for all road users by 
the ability to overtake in only a limited number of places. On non-dual carriageway stretches HGVs 
are restricted to 40 miles per hour which exacerbates the platooning effects. 
 
Issues for the A96 include a high level of agricultural traffic and a lack of bypasses of major 
settlements such as Elgin. Despite being one of the most populous parts of the Highlands and Islands, 
and hosting key industries such as whisky and two major RAF bases, Moray has no dual carriageway 
within its area. The A83, which links the central belt and southern Argyll, including the major wind 
turbine manufacturing plant in Kintyre, has stretches of single track road on what is a trunk route. 
Inverness is the only UK city without dual carriageway connections. 
 
These issues, along with the poor condition of the road carriageway in some places, results in poor 
journey time reliability for freight traffic, leading to extra costs for businesses. Reliability is 
particularly important for time-sensitive loads from the Highlands and Islands, notably fish and 
aquaculture products.  They have to meet connections in the Bellshill area for onward forwarding to 
final UK and mainland European markets.  Failure to meet these significantly reduces the value 
achieved by Highlands and Islands producers, as the product is one day older when it reaches the final 
customer. 
 
A recent independent study commissioned by HITRANS appraised the impacts of significant 
potential improvements to the A82 between Tarbet and Fort William.  Its survey of businesses in the 
road’s catchment area found that 57% of respondents commonly had transport problems related to 
receiving or making deliveries-most often through late deliveries due to delays on the road. In 
addition, the study’s survey of hauliers found that: 
• They rated the A82 as “very unsatisfactory” in terms of journey time and safety. 
• All reported making allowances to avoid problems on the A82, including leaving additional 

time and taking alternative routes. One company stated that 95% of their LGVs divert to other 
routes even although this adds 45 minutes to the journey time. The diversion is to avoid the 
Loch Lomond side stretch of the A82 because the risk of accidents added a significant 
premium to their insurance costs.  

• They believed that improvements to the A82 would allow them to reduce costs by 2% per 
annum.  

 
The constraints imposed by the A82 are affecting not only hauliers but also the quality of service and 
costs for their customers. 
 
The distances referred to earlier mean that road freight transport costs for the region’s businesses are 
higher than elsewhere in Scotland.  This penalty is compounded by not only poor quality road 
infrastructure but also relatively high fuel costs. For larger road freight vehicles fuel can represent 
between 25% and 30% of total costs (ie vehicle costs, driver costs and overheads). Fuel prices are a 
key issue for road freight transport in the Highlands and Islands because: 
• Longer distances are involved in moving goods to/from the region. 
• The quality of road infrastructure means that fuel efficiency is lower than in other areas where 

the road network is of a higher standard. 
• According to AA data, average diesel prices in the Highlands and Islands are around 4% 

above that for Scotland as a whole. 
 
The result is higher transport costs for Highlands and Islands businesses, decreasing their 
competitiveness against those based elsewhere. 
 
Sea
High quality and affordable sea freight transport is essential for Scotland’s islands. In 2004, around 
184,000 Commercial Vehicles were moved on Highlands and Islands ferry services, with a further 
266,000 lane metres of freight vehicles also recorded.   
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The vast majority of the Commercial Vehicles were goods vehicles, rather than coaches. Almost all 
sea freight to/from the islands travels by scheduled ferry service, although some bulk commodities 
(such as coal) move by coastal vessel.  
 
One of the main issues is the cost of moving goods vehicles. For example, the return trip costs for a 
15 metre lorry on the following services are: 
• Lerwick-Aberdeen: (crossing time around 10-12 hours)   £1,518. 
• Oban-Tiree. (4 hours):     £697. 
• Colintraive-Bute (5 minutes):     £71. 

 
Clearly, these high costs have to be borne by island businesses. They are exacerbated by trade 
imbalances which can lead to vehicles leaving the islands empty such that the cost of a return trip on 
the ferry is borne solely by the goods being imported to the islands. A recent study of ferry services in 
the Western Isles highlighted one Stornoway haulier who commented that it cost almost as much to 
convey his vehicle to the mainland as between Rosyth and Zeebrugge-some eight times the distance 
on an unsubsidised service. The high charges for goods vehicles constrain economic development by 
making the island locations less competitive and reducing businesses’ profitability. They compound 
the inherent disadvantages presented by distance from markets and suppliers. 
 
On the CalMac network, the freight rates used are, in the main, based on those set in the 1970s and 
were not, unlike passenger and car fares, revised during the 1990s. The result is anomalies and 
inconsistencies when individual routes are compared. There is also little apparent attempt to use 
pricing to move freight between routes (such as Lochboisdale-Oban and Lochmaddy-Uig) to more 
effectively manage capacity and move freight from road to sea. 
 
On some routes there is inadequate frequency of sailing, particularly in the winter months.  A 
number of west coast islands only having three or four sailings per week outside the summer months.  
These include some of the more populous islands such as South Uist, where, in particular, output from 
the aquaculture and fisheries sectors is constrained by the limited sailings in the winter months. 
Infrequent services tend to be on longer distance routes which tend to have the highest freight rates. 
 
Service timings on some routes lack a consistent pattern of departure and arrival times.  The vast 
majority of freight travels on ferries which also convey private traffic. This necessarily involves 
compromises between different user groups which can result in schedules which disadvantage freight 
movements and the businesses for whom goods are being moved.  
 
The forecast increases in volumes of timber and construction traffic will offer opportunities for 
increased coastal shipping. In addition, HIE is closely involved in efforts to establish a container 
transhipment terminal at Scapa Flow and short-sea container traffic out of Inner Moray Firth ports. 
 
Rail
Rail freight has grown significantly in the Highlands and Islands within the last decade.  Present flows 
include: parcels traffic to Inverness; alumina and ingots to/from the Alcan factory at Fort William; 
fuel oil to Sutherland.  In 2004 the equivalent of around 29,000 lorry loads per annum were conveyed 
on rail in the Highlands and Islands, effectively removing 7.9 million lorry road miles from the 
region’s road network.   
 
Traffic has, however, fallen back in 2005 with the loss of key flows from supermarkets and some of 
the region’s manufacturers.  Consequently, volumes are around half of those moved in 2004, 
demonstrating the vulnerability of the region’s total rail freight flows to the decisions of a small 
number of users. 
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HIE is the main funder of the Highland Rail Partnership a rail development organisation with 
representation from the public sector, railway operators and other groups. It has helped to facilitate 
new traffic flows.  Most recently it helped fund a trial of road salt movements by rail from the central 
belt to the Highlands. In addition, HIE is co-funding a study which will identify key capacity issues 
on the Highland rail network whose removal could offer improved opportunities for greater freight 
flows. 
 
However, there is a need to recognise rail does not provide a competitive alternative for many types of 
freight. Many freight movements are less are than lorry loads or transported by LGVs, while some 
travel short distances which cannot bear the additional handling costs incurred by use of rail. As the 
2004 Scottish Transport White Paper states” while we want to see more freight being transported by 
rail or water, the vast bulk of freight traffic will continue to be carried by road”. 
 
Air
Air freight plays only a limited role within our region’s transport system.  In 2004, 4,200 tonnes were 
moved via Highlands and Islands airports, representing 5% of total Scottish air freight volumes.  Air 
freight to/from locations outside Highlands and Islands airports tend to be: almost wholly outbound 
flows; conveyed in the bellyholds of passenger aircraft; primary products, notably fish. Intra-regional 
traffic tends to be newspaper deliveries conveyed on scheduled freight services.   
 
Most Highlands and Islands freight movements tend to be by small turbo-prop aircraft. These have 
little environmental impact and much less than those of the larger jet aircraft that operate from the 
major Scottish airports. With a significant proportion (63%) of freight being moved in passenger 
aircraft, the movement of air freight per se has very little additional environmental impact. 
 
HIE has worked with others to develop new dedicated air freight services conveying fish products 
from the islands.  However, the prospects of achieving these appear slight at present, reflecting the 
low volumes available for such a service. 
 
Policy Implications are: 
 
• Development of a long term programme for significant upgrades to the region’s main arterial 

road routes, rather than the present piecemeal approach. 
• Ongoing monitoring of how Scottish, UK and European policies play out in the Highlands 

and Islands context.  A future road user charging system offers an avenue to reduce road 
freight transport costs for the region’s haulage services. 

• Review of the economic impacts of existing freight charges on Highlands and Islands ferry 
services. Rates on the CalMac network need be set through a consistent and logical system 
including, where appropriate, use of pricing to shift lorries from road to sea in line with 
national policy. More consideration to be given to the impact of sailing frequency and timings 
on freight movements and thus on island producers. 

• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of FFG and Waterborne Freight Grants to assess whether 
they are achieving their objectives, through considering both the total levels of funding 
available and scheme criteria. 

 
The region has particular issues relating to distance and the physical barriers of terrain and water. 
Efforts to improve regional productivity should not be diluted by poor quality or high cost transport 
links. Low traffic volumes mean that the environmental imperative of constraining traffic growth is 
less relevant than in more populous parts of Scotland. The distinctiveness of the Highlands and 
Islands needs to be fully recognised in the forthcoming National Transport Strategy and the 
subsequent Strategic Transport Projects Review. 
 
Highlands and Islands Enterprise             December 2005  
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