
MEMORANDUM
 
Response to: Scottish Parliament Local Government and Transport Committee 
 
From:  The Scottish Council for Development and Industry 
 
 

INQUIRY INTO FREIGHT TRANSPORT IN SCOTLAND 
 
Introduction 
 
1. The Scottish Council for Development and Industry (SCDI) is an independent 

economic development organisation that strengthens Scotland’s economy 
through the formulation and promotion of innovative public policies to 
encourage sustainable economic prosperity.  Its members are drawn from 
businesses, local authorities, trades unions, educational institutions and the 
voluntary sector. 

 
2. SCDI welcomes the Committee’s decision to undertake an inquiry into 

Scotland’s freight industry. This is a crucial sector of the economy that does 
not receive sufficient attention from economic policy makers.  The movement 
of goods within, beyond and to Scotland’s borders is vital in keeping the 
economy, indeed our society as a whole, functioning. 

 
3. Freight takes many forms and involves all sectors of the economy.  The 

Scottish freight transport industry services and is utilised by both the public 
and private sectors.  For example: business to consumer in the form of retail; 
business to business as part of the supply chain; the movement of primary 
products such as livestock, foodstuffs and timber; postal services; the 
movement of waste to landfill; aggregates for construction projects and; 
exports and imports to and from all corners of the world.  Scotland is a small, 
open economy with trade representing a higher proportion of GDP than in 
many other places.  SCDI’s manufactured export statistics show that in 2004 
these accounted for £14.8 billion.  These goods need to be moved to market. 

 
4. In summary, the efficient transfer of freight is required in order that a 

dynamic, modern economy such as Scotland’s can continue to compete 
effectively and the country is a first class place in which to live, work and do 
business. 

 
 
The future prospects for the Scottish road haulage industry 
 
5. Unfortunately, despite the fact that freight transport is a fundamental 

requirement, the industry, particularly road freight, is facing an ever increasing 
range of obstacles to its continued operation.  These issues prompted the Road 
Haulage Association (RHA) to organise a petition which was submitted to the 
Scottish Parliament Public Petitions Committee.  SCDI was a signatory of the 
petition (PE876) that was considered by the Committee and instigated the 
current inquiry. 
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6. As highlighted by the RHA petition, the future prospects of Scotland’s road 

haulage industry are not good.  Many of the most pressing issues were 
addressed by the oral evidence provided by the RHA to the Petitions 
Committee (see Official Report 8 September 2005).  These include: the 
significant rise in the price of fuel and a tightening in credit limits to hauliers 
by fuel suppliers – this is exacerbated by the addition of fuel duty; increased 
competition from EU-registered hauliers due to the lower costs, particularly in 
regard to fuel, that they face; the introduction  of the Road Transport (Working 
Time) Regulations which impose a comparatively greater burden on Scottish 
hauliers due to the additional distance required to travel to our main markets 
and; severe shortages of drivers which is also exacerbated by the introduction 
of the Road Transport (Working Time) regulations and onerous training 
requirements for drivers. 

 
7. The increased cost of fuel and other burdens that put upward pressure on road 

hauliers’ costs are also a source of increased costs to other industries and are 
affecting the wider economy.  This has an impact on Scotland’s 
competitiveness. 

 
8. In addition to these issues, there are other factors that it is relevant to 

highlight.  In regard to freight, all modes rely on road during some point in the 
supply chain.  In 2004, as a percentage of the total freight moved by road and 
rail, road accounted for 95% in Scotland.  Overall, 69% of freight in Scotland 
travels by road.  Most freight movements are relatively short distances where 
road is the only option. 

 
9. It is vitally important that Scotland’s road network is fit for purpose.  At 

present there are too many missing links, pinch points and inadequacies 
throughout our trunk road network to conclude that what is provided is 
sufficient for a modern, dynamic economy and this certainly places an extra 
burden on the road freight industry.  Continued investment in Scotland’s road 
network is necessary and important and the list of roads that require upgrading 
throughout the country shows the extent of the task required.  Projects such as 
the M74, M8, M80, M9, A9, A82, A96, A8000 and the Aberdeen Western 
Peripheral Route can all be considered priorities and the recent announcement 
that the Forth Road Bridge may need to be closed to HGVs in the near future 
is of great concern.  Although several of these projects are being progressed, 
this is by no means a definitive list.  The Freight Transport Association 
produced a useful list of road trade routes that it considered were, “the most 
congested parts of the network, carrying most of the country’s trade and most 
urgently in need of repair” as part of its publication “Moving Freight: how to 
balance economy and environment” and SCDI would commend that to the 
Committee.  Any deficiencies with the road system have a direct effect on 
business operations. 

 
10. Local roads and bridges have also been grossly neglected and Local 

Authorities must be given the resources to address past maintenance 
underinvestment.  Any network is only as strong as its weakest link and 
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investment to improve trunk roads will not produce the full benefits to the 
economy if the condition of local roads and bridges is poor. 

 
11. In addition to the road infrastructure, a variety of other specific issues hinder 

the future prospects of the road haulage industry.  These include: the 40 mph 
maximum speed limit imposed on vehicles weighing over 7.5 tonnes on single 
carriageway trunk roads such as the A9.  This not only increases the journey 
time of the HGVs, but also contributes to platooning of traffic on these roads; 
the local planning system and curfews imposed by Local Authorities which 
limit the times at which access to city and town centres or specific sites to 
make deliveries can be made.  This can increase the number of deliveries 
being made at peak times which adds to congestion.  SCDI would recommend 
that the 40 mph limit be relaxed and that Local Authorities ensure that local 
restrictions are not mutually exclusive and contribute to local congestion 
problems.  The increased use of Freight Quality Partnerships (FQP), of which 
there is only one operating currently in the North-East of Scotland, where 
Local Authorities and the freight transport industry can work together to 
alleviate problems and concerns may be a possible way to address these and 
other issues on a localised basis.  It may be appropriate for the new statutory 
Regional Transport Authorities to be the bodies that set up FQPs. 

 
12. In regard to road traffic management, SCDI has accepted that in some cases 

road pricing should be considered and supports the aim of introducing 
appropriate congestion charging and road pricing as part of an overall 
transport strategy.  It is disappointing that the Lorry Road User Charging 
scheme that was planned by the Government has been ditched to await the 
development of a full scale road user charging scheme, which may be 20 years 
off. 

 
13. Although it is important that full understanding of the possible implications 

across Scotland of road user charging must be gained before implementation, 
the benefits of properly allocating a price mechanism to road use would allow 
a move away from the current system of transport taxation and, presumably, 
also allow the present system of taxation on fuel to be reformed which would 
help alleviate some of the cost pressures on hauliers and ensure that there was 
a more level playing field between domestic and EU hauliers in terms of costs.  
SCDI notes that the freight industry backed inquiry into fuel and vehicle tax 
chaired by Robbie Burns, founding Chief Executive of Exel (Logistics), has 
reported and the recommendations of this inquiry should be considered by the 
Committee. 

 
 
The present and potential contribution of all modes of freight transport 
 
14. As has been stated, road is the most important mode in regard to freight 

transport.  There are many reasons for the dominance of road freight.  Some of 
the main factors are: the flexibility of road transport; a consumer goods 
economy; just-in-time supply and changes to distribution networks; dispersed 
development patterns; growth in internet shopping and; the relative cost of 
road transport compared to other modes. 
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15. Add to this the fact that 80% of goods lifted in Scotland stay within Scotland, 

emphasising the relatively short length of most journeys, and the importance 
of roads to freight becomes apparent.  It must be understood that the 
overriding focus of policies regarding freight transport must relate to 
Scotland’s roads. 

 
16. Nonetheless, the role of other modes must not be dismissed.  Although moving 

freight off the road is a difficult task, as road congestion worsens the ability to 
accurately predict delivery times decreases and costs also rise.  There are also 
the increased concerns over environmental damage and climate change which 
can act as a driver towards changing behaviour.  Therefore, opportunities exist 
to adjust attitudes to alternatives to road freight transport that would, at least 
over longer distances, take a proportion of vehicles off the country’s roads. 

 
Rail Freight 
 
17. Official statistics show there has been significant growth in GB rail freight 

since 1995.  The amount of freight moved on the rail network rose 9.5% 
during 2004/05 to 20.7 billion net tonne kilometres.  In Scotland, the total rail 
freight moved peaked in 2001-02 at 3,099 million tonne kilometres but was 
recorded at 2,517 million tonne kilometres in 2003-04, the most recent figures 
available, a rise of 76% since 1996-97. 

 
18. In recent years, the railway industry in general has had to overcome real or 

perceived problems with safety and reliability.  For example, the Hatfield 
accident caused significant difficulties.  This, coupled with the incorrect 
perception that the rail industry is in decline sometimes makes it difficult for 
operators to attract new business.  Although fuel price increases have had an 
impact on railfreight operators, this has not been as significant as the impact 
on road haulage. 

 
19. SCDI believes that there are a number of opportunities for growth in the 

Scottish rail freight market and the investment committed to Freight Facilities 
Grants (FFG) and Track Access Grants (TAG) is important and welcomed.  
This investment is particularly welcome given the continued suspension of this 
funding south of border – a decision SCDI would like to see reversed.  More 
strategic rail-road freight interchanges are required in Scotland, which could 
also add value by offering warehousing, stockholding, and processing.  SCDI 
itself believes that new intermodal facilities should be supported in Fife, 
Aberdeen, Inverness and the Borders/Dumfries. A fast-track approach to FFG 
applications, at least for smaller applications, could help to speed up the 
processing of grant applications which has been a concern in the past. 

 
20. It is vital for the move from road to rail, and for the competitiveness of the 

Scottish economy more generally, that rail freight is given appropriate weight 
in the further development of the Scottish rail infrastructure as it is too often 
thought of as an additional “bolt on” and given secondary billing to passenger 
traffic.  The forthcoming Route Utilisation Strategy (RUS) for Scotland, as 
well as a specific Freight RUS, prepared by Network Rail should, hopefully, 

 4



ensure proper attention is paid to rail freight in network planning.  Growth in 
both freight and passenger services must be accommodated. 

 
21. In order to grow the market, action on a number of fronts will be required.  

Upgrades of rail infrastructure should be carried out in a way that will least 
inconvenience freight traffic.  In addition, weight restrictions on certain parts 
of the network should be addressed where possible in order to ensure that 
freight is not excluded.  There is also a need for better integration between rail, 
road and sea, which will require dialogue between ports, hauliers and rail 
freight operators.  Logistics companies can play a key role in bringing modes 
together into a package tailored to customers’ needs.  One issue that needs 
further discussion is the potential introduction of 66 tonne lorries. 

 
21. The importance of the Channel Tunnel as an essential transport link between 

Scotland and the vital export markets of mainland Europe is clear.  SCDI’s 
export figures show that 52% of Scotland’s manufactured exports are destined 
for the EU.  For products such as whisky, the Channel Tunnel is an important 
route to market.  It is, therefore, important to develop increased capacity for 
freight on lines paralleling motorway corridors such as Scotland-London and 
the Channel Tunnel. 

 
22. The Scottish timber harvest will double during the next 15 years.  There will 

be infrastructure issues whatever option is chosen as the local road network in 
remote rural areas can be put under strain by the movement of timber and 
other freight by road.  Rail freight has a role in transporting this cargo 
although, given the location of much of the resource to be harvested, sea 
freight of timber on a commercial basis should be encouraged.  Indeed, the 
FFG scheme has already funded maritime freight facilities for timber 
movements. 

 
23. Rail infrastructure – gauge and nature of track, such as single track or low 

bridges - is a significant issue for destinations north of the Central Belt in 
particular.  Again the FTA has produced as part of its “Moving Freight: how 
to balance economy and environment” publication a list of Scottish routes that 
have been identified by its members as priorities for upgrading.  The 
reopening of the Kincardine-Alloa-Stirling line will both free up more paths 
for passenger trains on the Forth Rail Bridge itself, and allow easier access to 
Longannet power station for coal trains and the recent announcement by the 
Scottish Executive that funding for the Mossend to Elgin gauge enhancement 
has been committed is extremely welcome. 

 
Ports and Rosyth Ro-Ro Ferry 
 
24. Ports should play an integral part in Scotland’s transport policy thus reducing 

the amount of freight transported by road to English ports prior to export.  To 
facilitate this, road and rail links to ports must be of the highest standard to 
facilitate the transfer of goods and the waterborne freight grant launched this 
year is a welcome development.  Such developments should aid an increase in 
short-sea shipping.  Short-sea shipping is a mode that has considerable 
potential given the number and distribution of ports around Scotland and the 
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UK, both for distributing goods throughout the UK, but also to Europe, and 
would help to ease congestion.  One example of short-sea shipping is the 
Rosyth-Zeebrugge Ferry and it is disappointing that this service has been 
reduced in the last year.  It is to be hoped that industry will continue to utilise 
this route and in increasing numbers and the full, two vessel, service is 
reinstated and sustained in the future. 

 
25. SCDI welcomes plans to develop Hunterston and Scapa Flow into Deep Water 

Container Terminals.  However, capacity constraints on the railway network 
west of Glasgow will need to be addressed if the full potential of Hunterston is 
to be realised.  For example, linking with the West Coast Main Line and the 
establishment of an alternative route south on the Glasgow South Western line 
through Kilmarnock and Dumfries. 

 
Airfreight 
 
26. Freight transported through our airports is also very important.  77,572 tonnes 

was carried by Scotland’s airports in 2004, the vast majority of this is handled 
by Glasgow Prestwick and Edinburgh.  This represents an increase of 76% 
since 1994.  Although the total amount of freight flown from Scottish airports 
represents relatively few goods, they are often of high value and air freight 
links are important for Scotland’s exporting companies, as well as allowing 
the efficient importing of goods to Scotland. 

 
27. The Air Transport White Paper showed that there is increasing demand for air 

cargo to and from Scotland.  Table 4.7 of the Scottish White Paper forecast 
total cargo tonnage to be 571,912 in 2030.  Therefore, the existence of a 
sustainable network of air cargo services that meet the needs of Scottish 
business is important to economic growth and as an attraction for inward 
investment.  As a trading nation, the opportunity for Scottish business to have 
as many options as possible to get their goods to market is vital and SCDI is 
considering whether a route development fund type scheme could be 
introduced for air freight operations. 

 
28. It is important to note that opportunities for air freight can be increased as a 

complement to direct long-haul passenger flights using the bellyhold of 
passenger aircraft.  However, these freight links will be affected should 
passenger routes be threatened with withdrawal and this increases the need to 
ensure the sustainability of direct routes - use them or lose them – and 
highlights the double impact on the Scottish economy that any withdrawal of 
routes would involve. 

 
Rural Areas 
 
29. As in many areas of transport policy, there are specific issues that relate to 

Scotland’s more rural areas.  Freight transport is no different and there are a 
number of issues SCDI would wish to highlight to the Committee.  In addition 
to specific road projects, some of which have already been listed in paragraph 
9, key road freight routes in more peripheral areas that require investment 
include the A82, A95, A75, and A7. 
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30. The dispersed location of communities means that many freight journeys are 

relatively long in distance and costly.  In addition, many include a sea crossing 
to and from Scotland’s island communities which adds to the time and, 
significantly, the costs of the journey.  Freight charges on ferries must be 
appropriate as currently they are higher than many other ferry services in other 
parts of Scotland and the UK.  There are also concerns regarding the timings 
and frequency of island ferry sailings that do not accommodate freight 
connections.  Again a balance between the needs of passengers and freight is 
required. 

 
31. The Highlands and Islands Strategic Transport Partnership, of which SCDI is 

currently a member, has submitted evidence to the inquiry and this provides 
more detail on many of the issues relevant to rural areas of Scotland. 

 
 
The Scottish Executive’s targets in encouraging the transfer of freight from road 
to rail and water 
 
32. No further specific targets for moving freight from road to rail or sea have 

been produced since those set out in the 2000 Spending Review which aimed 
at 23 million lorry miles to be taken off the roads by March 2004.  Since 
August 1997, the Scottish Executive has reported that 24 Freight Facility 
Grant (FFG) awards have been made representing over £55 million and 
removing 24,779,500 lorry miles from Scottish roads.  Over the next 3 years 
the FFG budget is 2005-06 £15.4 million, 2006-07 £12.9 million and 2007-08 
£12.9 million. 

 
33. The Scottish Executive launched the Waterborne Freight Grant (WFG) in 

March 2005 to assist with the operating costs of shipping routes. Grants of up 
to €2 million may be made during the first 3 years of operation of shipping 
routes which transfer freight from road to waterborne transport.  No awards 
have been made to date, and although the amount provided is limited, this is a 
welcome initiative. 

 
34. While SCDI supports the Scottish Executive’s initiatives to encourage 

movement of freight from road to rail, it is concerned that the criteria used for 
measuring the achievement of the targets were the awarding of grants on the 
basis that the projects supported would remove these mileages from the roads 
in future.  Grant is paid in advance of traffic actually moving.  SCDI would 
wish to see an audit carried out of how successful the facilities funded by the 
FFG have been in achieving their objectives and targets.  Such an audit would 
assist the Scottish Executive in making decisions on future applications. 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
35. It is recognised that many of the issues relating to freight transport are not 

devolved issues.  As such they are outwith the remit of the Parliament or 
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Executive to take action to resolve other than join with others to lobby the 
relevant UK Government departments. 

 
36. However, SCDI notes that, as part of the National Transport Strategy, there is 

to be a Freight Strategy.  This, along with this Inquiry, will hopefully ensure 
that relevant Scottish policies are in place to facilitate the efficient operation of 
the freight transport industry to allow it to carry out its task of supplying and 
underpinning the functioning of the Scottish economy. 

 
 
Iain D Duff 
Chief Economist 
The Scottish Council for Development and Industry 
8 December 2005 
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