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Dear Mr Donald, 
 
FREIGHT TRANSPORT INQUIRY 
CALL FOR EVIDENCE 
 
In response to your recent request for written evidence to the Freight Inquiry I attach the Highland 
Council’s submission.  I would be happy to supplement this with oral evidence if this is required at 
a later date. 
 
 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
S J MACNAUGHTON 
Head of Transport and Infrastructure 
 



LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND TRANSPORT COMMITTEE CALLS FOR 
EVIDENCE ON FREIGHT TRANSPORT INQUIRY 
 
Submission by The Highland Council 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The Highland Council welcomes the opportunity to provide written evidence on 
Freight matters to the Local Government and Transport Committee. 
 
The Highlands are unique within the UK in terms of its topography, weather. 
population density and peripherality.  The Highlands lie remote from the urban 
centres in the Central Belt and for road transport, the predominant freight movement, 
journey distances and times are long often on poor standard single track roads.  Also, 
with the thin low density road network diversions are either extensive or there is no 
alternative route if roads are closed due to weather, accidents or essential 
maintenance. 
 
Freight may be considered within four separate modes of transport: 
 

• Road 
• Sea 
• Rail 
• Air 

 
All of these modes should integrate and complement one another. 
 
ROAD FREIGHT TRANSPORT 
 
By far the bulk of freight movement in the Highlands is carried out by Lorries of 
varying carrying capacity, weights and length.  Lorry is the dominant mode of 
transport for freight.  Lorries travel on both the road network and the ferry network to 
get to their destination.  Lorries may be used for bulk carryings from point to point or 
for distribution transport to a number of destinations.  Lorries may require interchange 
facilities to allow transfer from larger loads to small loads for distribution.  Both road 
infrastructure and freight distribution facilities are important for roads haulage. 
 
The quality of road infrastructure varies considerably throughout the Highland Road 
Network.  Trunk Roads with Scottish Executive funding are relatively well 
maintained although there are still a number of bottlenecks on the road network 
waiting on funding for improvements.  The A82 on Loch Lomond, the A9 at 
Berriedale, the A95 east of Grantown, The A86 west of Newtonmore and the A87 at 
Torgoyle in particular stand out as substandard and create difficulties for HGV traffic.  
On the Council’s own road network some 63% of the network is still of a single track 
and passing place standard with weak verges inadequate passing places.  Many parts 
of the network have weak bridges which are now quite old with severe weight 
restrictions.  The carriageway construction is poor with 26% of the road network 
constructed over peat, and the alignments are difficult leading to HGVs getting stuck 
when they drive too close to the edge of the road to let other vehicles pass.  Transport 



Operators need highly skilled drivers and vehicles of modest size to negotiate these 
roads.  Also, high frequency timber Lorries are particularly damaging to the road 
network where the carriageway is of poor construction. 
 
In respect of ferries there has been considerable investment in infrastructure in recent 
years and this has improved the quality of the sea crossing.  On the Ullapool – 
Stornoway ferry service there is now a separate ferry vessel the MV ‘Muirneag’ for 
freight and this is able to operate to a separate timetable to the passenger and car 
ferry.  This separate ferry is able to provide a service that matches freight transport 
demand and separating the noise and fumes from the general ferry service.  On the 
Northern Isles a similar freight vessel is operated by Pentland Ferries on a commercial 
basis from Gills Bay to St Margarets Hope.  There are likely to be further examples of 
this type of ferry freight transport links on other routes in the future.  Ferry fares for 
commercial freight vehicles continue to be an issue since this drives up prices and 
living costs on the Islands. 
 
Goods that are delivered to all main towns in the Highlands from the Central Belt are 
generally delivered by long distance Lorries finding a shortest path assignment 
through the Highland road network.  It would be inefficient to transfer these goods to 
smaller vehicles for distribution.  Many of the main Highland Hauliers have their own 
transfer facilities for transfer of goods to smaller vehicles for direct distribution to 
multiple destinations in the major towns.  Bulk goods for point to point delivery 
where there is no rail network are more efficiently delivered by large goods lorries.  In 
certain circumstances transfer costs between road and rail can become excessive.  
Lorry freight transport is flexible over a wide area of the road network. 
 
SEA FREIGHT TRANSPORT 
 
With the Highlands having an extensive coastline and much of the population living 
on the coastal towns and villages there is considerable opportunity for sea freight.  
However with the exception of Oil, timber, salt and coal and aggregate little use has 
been made of sea transport for freight.  Where sea is used this is generally for the 
import of bulk goods.  The Highlands with the exception of timber and aggregate is 
not an exporter of many bulk goods and this form of transport tends to be 
uneconomic.  Sea transport journey time tends to be long and delivery is restricted to 
certain ports where freight transfer facilities are available. 
 
With many Highland forests being located relatively close to the coastline there are 
possibilities for timber when it becomes mature for harvesting to be moved by sea 
transport.  The high cost of sea terminal infrastructure works against this and research 
into low cost temporary sea terminals that could be relocated would assist in opening 
doors for this form of transport. 
 
Efforts are being made on the Isle of Skye to return to sea tanker deliveries of oil with 
upgrade investment in Portree Pier which will accommodate the larger BP Oil tanker.  
Fuel Oil is currently delivered to the Isle of Skye by road from Inverness.  The 
potential for a Freight Facilities Grant is most welcome for upgrades such as this. 
 
There may be potential for barge freight transport on the Caledonian Canal.  
Movement of bulk goods by sea through the canal may have opportunities for 



reducing transport costs.  There is timber to be harvested alongside the canal and the 
Glensanda quarry borders Loch Linnhe at the south end of the Canal. 
 
Little use has yet been made of sea container transport.  Such transport is generally 
international and the population base of the Highlands is too small to support such a 
transport arrangement.  There may, however, be opportunities for ports such as 
Invergordon with its deep water berth to develop a container transport hub that could 
be used for ship to ship transfer. 
 
RAIL FREIGHT TRANSPORT 
 
There is a need for strategic freight transfer facilities for road to rail to be located at 
key locations around the Highland area.  Locations such as: 
 

• Inverness 
• Fort William 
• Invergordon 
• Dalcross 
• Georgemas 
• Kyle of Lochalsh 

 
would all benefit from investment in freight transfer infrastructure for the movement 
of timber, oil, supermarket bulk transport by rail rather than road.  These freight 
transfer facilities should be sited at out of town locations to avoid congestion and 
provide free flow access for large Lorries.  From any part of the Highlands these 
strategic sites would be located within a reasonably short travel distance.  In the case 
of timber transport there is a need for research into temporary freight sidings and 
temporary signaling that will accommodate rail freight on a temporary basis.  The 
purpose of this is to avoid expensive infrastructure costs that would become abortive 
as the timber rail head is relocated to accommodate new forests becoming mature for 
harvesting. 
 
There are locations on the rail network where there are inadequate Loading Gauge 
clearances which restrict use of standard containers.  Upgrades to structures would 
free up lines for container freight. 
 
Rail freight is efficient for point to point bulk movement of goods but there are some 
goods distribution requirements that will never be suited to rail transport due to the 
wide distribution of destination points.  The demise of the Safeway containers on rail 
is unfortunate but more supermarket transport should be encouraged on to rail as a 
bulk point to point movement. 
 
 
AIR FREIGHT TRANSPORT 
 
There is some air freight in the Highlands for the movement of mail, newspapers, live 
shell fish etc.  This tends to be light weight high value goods that need to be moved 
quickly over long distances.  There are further opportunities for this in the area of 
Inverness Airport as the proposed Business Park for Dalcross develops. 
 



 
 
TRANSPORT OPERATORS 
 
Freight Transport Operators on Road, Sea and Air tend to operate on a relatively free 
competitive and commercial basis.  With Rail the position is more restrictive due to 
the regulations of the rail environment.  If there is a demand and a business case can 
be made then an operator will provide a service subject to there being suitable 
infrastructure in place. Appropriate infrastructure at key locations is the catalyst that 
will provide the freight transport service.  With the Highlands being located remote 
from the rest of Scotland and the UK the cost of transport is of critical importance for 
creating the right climate for development opportunities.  If infrastructure is not 
located at the right location then transport costs are high and business operations 
become uneconomic.  This is also true of multi-modal freight transfer.  Infrastructure 
facilities need to be provided in the correct location if transport operators are to be 
attracted to provide a service and cooperate with other modes. 
 
PLANNING FOR FREIGHT 
 
Forward planning is an essential part of freight transport.  Scenario planning would 
tend to indicate that as oil reserves decline freight transport by rail and sea will 
become more important.  There is a need to consolidate our rail and sea port network 
to safeguard suitable locations for freight transfer and intermodal links. 
 
ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS 
 
The impact of freight on the environment is not a serious issue for the Highlands.  Air 
Quality is generally high and there are no noise or vibration issues outside the major 
towns.  Out of town freight transfer facilities are therefore preferred. 
 
FUTURE INVESTMENT 
 
To improve the efficiency and operation of freight services investment in 
infrastructure is required.  Recommended areas for infrastructure investment are:  
 

1. Weak Bridges on both road and rail. 
2. Weak highway carriageways and rail track 
3. Upgrade single track and substandard bottlenecks on strategic routes 
4. Freight Transfer Facilities for road/rail, road/sea and road/air  
5. Research into low cost Rail sidings and Sea Barge Loading areas. 

 
Without adequate infrastructure freight operators will not be able to maximize their 
potential and the costs of transport will be high.  This will have consequences for 
living costs and make it difficult for new businesses to relocate to remote peripheral 
areas such as the Highlands.   
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