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and Transport Committee’s Freight Transport Inquiry 
 
Introduction 
 
NESTRANS is the voluntary regional transport partnership for north east 
Scotland.  It comprises Aberdeenshire Council, Aberdeen City Council, 
Scottish Enterprise Grampian and Aberdeen and Grampian Chamber of 
Commerce. 
 
NESTRANS was formed in 2001 to bring together public and private sectors 
in the region to develop and implement a regional transport strategy.  The 
resulting strategy – the Modern Transport System – takes an integrated 
approach to improving accessibility to and within the region and tackling 
congestion in Aberdeen.  It consists of 14 strands, with one strand focused on 
freight and another on rail freight.  Other strands of the strategy, such as the 
Aberdeen Western Peripheral Route, aviation and maritime, also encompass 
measures to develop sustainable and efficient freight transport options. 
 
Freight in North East Scotland 
 
Context 
The region’s geographical position in relation to the rest of Scotland and the 
UK makes transport a crucial factor in its continuing economic success.   
Goods and raw materials have to travel long distances to key markets and 
from suppliers.  Transport costs and transit times are therefore major factors 
in the competitiveness of north east firms with current deficiencies in the 
transport infrastructure, both locally and beyond the region, presenting 
additional challenges.  
 
Nearly 30 million tonnes per annum of goods (excluding oil and gas) are 
transported to, from or within Grampian, around 10% of the Scottish total of 
300 million tonnes per annum. 
 
Modal split of freight to/from/within Grampian (2001)1

 
• Road – 81% 
• Sea – 18% 
• Rail – 1% 
• Air – 0% 

 
 
                                                           
1 In this instance Grampian comprises Aberdeen City, Aberdeenshire and Moray Councils 
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Road freight 
Of the freight moved by road in 2001, 65% was internal to Grampian.  The 
quality of the road network is important to the efficient transfer of goods and 
raw materials by road.  The Aberdeen Western Peripheral Route will enable 
heavy goods vehicles to bypass central Aberdeen, improving journey times 
and reliability. The A90, which carries significant volumes, is mostly single-
carriageway north of Aberdeen, although the Executive has recently 
committed to dual the section of the A90 between Balmedie and Tipperty, 
which will benefit freight traffic to and from Ellon and northern Aberdeenshire.  
NESTRANS and the Scottish Executive are also undertaking studies into 
bottlenecks on the trunk roads through Aberdeen, and on the A96. 
 
Sea freight 
Sea transport is a major component in the transport system, with Aberdeen 
and Peterhead being the principal ports.  In 2004 Aberdeen handled 4.7 
million tonnes, an increase of 22% on 2003.  Aberdeen Harbour Board 
estimates that the value of services provided are worth about £100 million to 
the local economy.  Peterhead handles 1.3 million tonnes each year, most of 
which is related to oil.  It is also the foremost white fish landing harbour in 
Europe, with Fraserburgh and Macduff also having significant fish landings.  
Ports north of Aberdeen are not served by the rail network so all inbound 
freight needs to be forwarded by road.  NESTRANS, through Aberdeenshire 
Council, is part of the Northern Maritime Corridor and Motorways of the 
Northern Seas projects, which are investigating the potential for enhanced 
sea freight opportunities.  
 
Rail freight 
Rail freight has been constrained by the loading gauge of the main line 
serving the north east and accounts for a small proportion of freight transport 
to and from the region.  However this has grown in recent years and all four 
rail freight operating companies now serve the north east.  There are a range 
of existing flows including a daily container train used principally by ASDA to 
transport goods to its north east stores, a daily express parcels service, bulk 
loads of cement and mud oil for the offshore industry.  The Scottish Executive 
has recently committed to fund enhancement of the loading gauge, which will 
pave the way for significant expansion of rail freight by enabling larger, more 
modern containers to travel to and from the north east by rail.  
 
Air freight 
The air freight business at Aberdeen Airport is very small and predominantly 
serves the oil and gas industry.  Around 90% of goods classified as ‘air freight’ 
are transported by road from Aberdeen to London Heathrow and other major 
airports for onward travel by air, with the potential for some of this traffic to 
transfer to rail.  
 
Issues for the freight industry in north east Scotland 
 
Some particular issues and challenges facing the freight industry in north east 
Scotland are: 
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• Distance from key markets and suppliers. 
• Traffic congestion in Aberdeen, bottlenecks on the trunk road network 

through Aberdeen and consequent diversion of HGVs onto inappropriate 
cross-country routes.  Congestion is regarded as imposing a significant 
cost on businesses through lost time. 

• Cost implications for road hauliers of rising fuel prices and the Working 
Time Directive.  These are known to cause real concern among firms in 
the region. 

• Importance of transport infrastructure outwith the north east of Scotland.  
Specifically the future of the Forth Road Bridge, but also the key road and 
rail routes to the south along the West and East Coasts. 

• Developing rail freight as a viable option and promoting its benefits.  This 
is being taken forward by the North East Scotland Rail Freight 
Development Group. 

• Exploring the potential for increased use of waterborne and air freight. 
• The availability of inter-modal road/rail/sea freight terminals. 
• The fragmented nature of the freight industry, which can act as a barrier to 

collaborative working. 
 
NESTRANS’ partnership working with the freight industry 
 
NESTRANS has taken a proactive approach to supporting better partnership 
working in the freight industry, as a means of increasing efficiency and 
integration between different modes.  This strategy involves supporting both 
sector specific groups and a wider multi-modal industry group.  This is 
illustrated by three examples of this strategy in action. 
 
NESTRANS is a key player in the North East Scotland Rail Freight 
Development Group (NESRFDG), which brings together local authorities 
(including Moray Council), freight operating companies and north east 
businesses to promote infrastructure improvements and the benefits of rail 
freight.  The Group was successful in October 2005 in winning Scottish 
Executive support for enhancement of the rail loading gauge on the route 
between Mossend and Elgin, via Dundee and Aberdeen.  This £4 million 
scheme, developed over a number of years and scheduled to complete 
summer 2007 will enable larger, more modern (9’ 6”) containers to travel to 
and from the north east of Scotland, which will make rail a more attractive 
option.  In advance of this important infrastructure upgrade, the Group has 
employed an impartial adviser to raise awareness and promote the benefits of 
rail freight.  The work of the NESRFDG is unique in Scotland and has been 
effective not only in securing funding and implementation of gauge 
enhancement but promoting the role of modern rail freight and building 
confidence in the sector. 
 
While air freight accounts for only a tiny proportion of the north east Scotland 
freight market – the role of Aberdeen Airport in servicing the oil industry and 
its proximity to major industrial areas mean that there is potential for air freight 
to play a bigger role.  NESTRANS is a founding member of the Aberdeen 
Airport Business Development Forum, which brings together public 
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authorities, airport users and business organisations to develop passenger 
and freight business at the airport.  With BAA, and the support of the Forum, 
NESTRANS has commissioned a study to identify opportunities for air freight.  
It is anticipated that this study will provide a better understanding of the air 
freight sector and identify opportunities for new business and integration with 
other sectors of the freight industry in the north east of Scotland. 
 
In 2004, NESTRANS established a multi-modal industry group – NESFR8 – to 
provide a focus for developing better linkages and integration between 
different sectors of the freight industry and the public sector.  NESFR8 aims to 
complement the existing North East Freight Quality Partnership, established 
in 2001 as a partnership of public bodies and industry representatives.  In 
May 2005, two dozen different companies and organisations came together to 
identify issues for freight in the region and discuss ways of working together.  
This led to a general consensus that a freight strategy for the north east of 
Scotland should be developed.  As a first stage NESTRANS intends 
commissioning a freight mapping study, which will involve in-depth 
consultation with the industry and seek to gain a greater understanding of the 
issues and potential areas for future development.  The aim is to work with the 
industry to develop a strategy that will help freight companies co-operate and 
identify opportunities for greater integration between road, rail, air and sea. 
 
Conclusion 
 
NESTRANS recognises the importance of freight transport to the economy of 
north east Scotland and has worked to consider the needs of freight in its 
Modern Transport System strategy.  NESTRANS welcomes the Scottish 
Executive’s development of a National Freight Strategy and its commitment to 
the encouragement of rail and waterborne freight through the Freight Facilities 
and Waterborne Freight Grants.  We strongly support the continuation of 
these grant schemes.  NESTRANS is currently managing the transition to the 
new statutory North East Transport Partnership and will shortly be 
commencing preparatory work on a Regional Transport Strategy, which will 
encompass a Regional Freight Strategy for north east Scotland.  It is 
important that both the National and Regional Freight Strategies recognise 
and support the role of freight transport in the north east and Scottish 
economy. 
 
For more information contact: 
Peter Cockhead 
NESTRANS Co-ordinator 
 
27-29 King Street 
Aberdeen   
AB24 5AA 
01224 625 524 
Email: pcockhead@nestrans.org.uk  
 
www.nestrans.org.uk  
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