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The Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Green recovery 

Submission from the Friends of the Far North Line 

Do the principles of sustainable development (as set out in the annexe), and those for 
a resilient recovery, as proposed by the UK Committee on Climate Change, provide a 
comprehensive framework for guiding an effective green recovery in Scotland? 

Yes, insofar as they are mostly statements of the obvious. Their effectiveness will depend on 
what is actually done. For example, Item 5 of the principles proposed by the UK Committee 
on Climate Change says, "the Government should avoid locking-in higher emissions". It is 
important that this includes the avoidance of over-lavish provision of recharging facilities 
which would encourage more electric private car use. Clearly electric cars cut emissions 
compared with petrol/diesel vehicles, but nowhere near as much as swapping from car use 
to public transport. 

What are the key barriers to delivering a green recovery (within your sector and / or 
community)? 

Very significant modal shift from air/road to rail is necessary, for freight and passengers. The 
current rail infrastructure from Perth northwards, along the route of the A9, is largely as it was 
in the 19th century, and, in terms of passing places, worse. This is the major barrier - busy 
railways require double track. 

The current unreliability and infrequency of services, especially on the Far North Line, are a 
real disincentive to switching from car to train. The long journey times on this line, compared 
with road, are another factor. This should have been addressed in the 1980s when the 
Dornoch crossing went ahead without the rail component. 

What key policies, actions and immediate priorities are needed to deliver a green 
recovery (within your sector and / or community)? 

A policy of making modal shift happen, rather than just hoping it might, is key. 

There is more to be done for both passengers and freight on the Far North Line, beyond the 
scope of the work currently being undertaken. For example, a near half-hour reduction in the 
Wick-Inverness journey time would be possible with the building of the Georgemas Chord, 
along with a station at Halkirk and the provision of an additional unit. 

The service pattern favoured by the Far North Line Review Team will leave little opportunity 
for more freight paths. Further passing loops are needed, along with the strengthening of 
some structures, to allow heavier, and therefore more economical, freight trains. 

South and East of Inverness, serious capacity constraints make the immediate priorities the 
dualling of the Highland Main Line from Perth to Inverness, and dualling as much as possible 
of the Aberdeen-Inverness line. This work is required both to enable more daytime paths for 
freight and to allow sufficiently frequent services to encourage road users to change to rail. 

https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/letter-building-a-resilient-recovery-from-the-covid-19-crisis-to-roseanna-cunningham-msp/
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In the case of the Highland Main Line, care must be taken, when designing the double-
tracking, to assess the increased risks to rail infrastructure presented by climate change. The 
avoidance of flooding may involve rerouting sections of line. 

A major incentive to modal shift of passengers to/from the South would be the reopening of 
the direct Perth-Edinburgh route which would cut around 35 minutes from journey times. This 
should be looked at as a way for Scotland to reap more of the benefits of the construction of 
HS2. 

How should the 2021/22 Budget support a green and sustainable recovery and avoid 
locking in carbon; and what funding is needed in the ECCLR portfolio to deliver a green 
and sustainable recovery? 

The 2021/22 budget needs to make provision for the start of the work outlined above. There 
is little time to double-track the HML before the electrification is carried out. Unfortunately in 
finding the necessary funding, the Scottish Government is severely hindered by its lack of 
borrowing powers. This must be addressed as a matter of urgency. 

General response 

In terms of strategic planning, there needs to be greater co-ordination between the Scottish 
Government and local authorities e.g. to ensure that possible sites for rail freight terminals 
are retained, and new ones identified. Scotland has significant possible freight flows for rail, 
including supplying and distributing for the whisky industry and ensuring that timber traffic to 
factories, such as Norbord in Inverness, is done by rail as much as possible. The much 
superior performance of rail freight over road haulage in terms of carbon footprint, and public 
safety, is not reflected in market pricing or public investment appraisal. It is too tempting at 
the moment for companies to choose road over rail, simply on the grounds of cost. 

Transport policy has always been bedevilled by the triumph of political short term expediency 
over long term decisive, corrective action. The potential for this to happen on the railways 
post-COVID, in the rush to remove fossil fuel from the equation, is severe. Ministers need to 
remember, “Do it alphabetically: doubling before electrifying.” The UK has a long history of 
making silly mistakes in such matters, the Scottish Government has a chance to prove it can 
do much better. 


