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Introduction

1. Rail Freight Group is pleased to provide evidence to the London Assembly Transport Committee Inquiry on Road Space Driving and Congestion. This response is not confidential.
2. [bookmark: _Hlk160010122]RFG is the representative body for rail freight in the UK, and we campaign for a greater use of rail freight, to deliver environmental and economic benefits for the UK. We have around 130 member companies including train operators, end customers, ports and terminal operators, suppliers including locomotive and wagon companies and support services.


Summary

3. Rail has the potential to help alleviate congestion in London not just by reallocating space currently taken up by HGVs on London’s roads but in so doing, help to reduce the number of road works resulting from the wear and tear they cause.  Whilst rail freight cannot replace every HGV movement, using rail for long distance movements can alleviate congestion on the trunk road network, and into key urban terminals.  Rail freight can also work with other modes to support better local deliveries by sustainable transport modes.

4. Rail is the most environmentally benign mode for moving freight in the UK. Per unit load it is responsible for lest that a quarter of the CO2 emissions associated with moving the same load by road. With further investment in electrification and in non-fossil forms of power generation, emissions can be reduced still further. It also helps to improve air quality.

5. Since the publication of the Mayor of London’s transport strategy in 2018, the need for investment in the rail network in and around London has become ever more acute following changes within the shipping industry and the growth of intermodal rail freight from the ports along the Thames Estuary.  This investment includes some larger projects, but also a series of small schemes which would help improve capacity for both passenger and freight services.

6. Rail freight needs supportive planning policies at both national and local level in order to protect existing rail terminals as well as establish new facilities in response to market demand.  This is particularly important for urban terminals close to adjacent populations.

7. New rail freight services are emerging to help bring consumer goods into cities by rail for onward distribution by sustainable modes.  This includes parcels on passenger trains and use of bespoke rolling stock to bring freight into passenger stations.  These types of service will need policy support to ensure they can be operated affordably.

8. With the new Railways Bill currently going through parliamentary process, it is essential that there is a satisfactory outcome for rail freight if government policy of growing rail freight by 75% by 2050 is to be achieved.


Specific Questions 

What role can other modes of transport have to move freight around London? (e.g. waterways, rail, cargo bikes)  

9. Rail freight cannot provide a solution to every freight movement, but an increased use of rail freight will remove HGVs from London’s roads, helping to reduce road congestion.  Rail freight in particular offers support for key logistics supply chains to and from London including;

a. Imported and exported goods to and from ports in the London area to destinations across the UK;
b. Retail services for consumers across London;
c. Providing construction materials for building London’s homes and infrastructure
d. Movements of waste products including construction waste and other commodities
e. Novel services for moving consumer goods, including parcels on passenger trains and bespoke trains into London stations.

10. Each freight train can on average take 76 HGVs off the roads, so encouraging more freight to move by rail can have an important impact on road congestion.  Rail freight produces a quarter of the CO2 of road freight so it is also an important move towards more sustainable logistics.

11. Government have set a target to see rail freight grow by 75% by 2050 and the new Railways Bill sets a statutory duty on Great British Railways to promote rail freight.  


What impact does freight have on congestion levels in London? How could this congestion be managed while ensuring facilitating essential freight journeys? 

12. Many rail freight services in London which convey bulk materials for house building and infrastructure struggle to operate efficiently across a crowded network.  Freight trains most often avoid the passenger peaks but the paths that they have frequently have extended journey times which makes services less productive.  Overnight services can operate, but urban terminals often have their own planning conditions meaning that they will not be open during nighttime hours to receive a train.  Whilst this lack of efficiency is to some extend inevitable on a crowded network, it is essential that the productivity of rail freight is considered when new rail services and timetables are considered.

13. Urban terminals are also often at threat from redevelopment or inappropriate adjacent development which could limit their ability to operate efficiently.  Construction terminals need to be close to where building activity is taking place, which places them close into cities.  The Mayor’s London Plan does make some good provisions for protecting key rail sites and it is important that this continues to be applied.

What has been the impact of the increase in light freight and deliveries? 

14. Although rail freight cannot deliver light freight to the doorstep it can support better deliveries by sustainable modes.  For many years light parcels have been conveyed on passenger trains into St Pancras station where they have continued by electric vans and cargo bikes to final destinations.  There have also been recent trials on Transpennine which are looking to expand this model.  Other companies are using converted passenger trains to move consumer freight.

15. Cross River partnerships have recently trialed urban freight distribution from a hub at Waterloo station.  Although the trial was not rail fed, the potential for freight to be delivered by rail would further develop this concept.  

How efficient is the freight network in London and what improvements could be made to enhance its efficiency and reduce the impact of freight on congestion?

16. The rail freight network in and around London is shared with a busy passenger service, and there are increasing issues with congestion, limiting the ability of the rail freight network to take more HGVs off the road.  

17. The Mayors 2018 Transport Strategy, Proposal 18 noted ‘The Mayor, through TfL, will work to encourage … Network Rail to upgrade rail freight routes outside London so that non-London rail freight can be taken around London, thereby freeing up rail paths for the capital for additional passenger services and freight trains that serve London’.
There has been little progress against this proposal,  although we note that TfL have been supportive in discussions with Government on key infrastructure schemes.  

18. Since 2018 there has been growth in rail freight to and from the London area, and in particularly along the north Thameside corridor to Barking and beyond.  There has been substantial investment in the port of London Gateway who, in the last year, have doubled the number of daily freight trains to terminals across the country.  There has also been an increase in trains to and from the port of Tilbury including new retail services for consumers in London.  These trains are removing significant numbers of HGVs from the trunk road network around London, and supporting inward investment in the ports and logistics activities along this corridor.  However, with capacity now limited both on this route and across London there is an urgent need for investment to improve capacity, including several level crossings which need upgrading, electrification of the branch line to London Gateway, Ripple Lane yard and work on the cross London corridors.  Although some early development work is underway, none of these schemes are funded.

19. One key scheme is the electrification of the route to London Gateway port from the Southend Line via Grays and Tilbury. The four-mile line to the port that branches off at Stanford-le-Hope is the only part of the route still requiring the use of diesel traction, but this prohibits the use of electric rail freight throughout the entire journey, as there are no places around London where a locomotive can be changed.  Although bi-mode locomotives (which use both electricity and diesel) have recently been introduced in the UK, there are currently only 4 in service and it is unlikely that there will be full fleet replacement for many decades.  Electric locomotives have better acceleration and offer better use of scarce network capacity as well as environmental gains, so this gap is a strategic opportunity for London.   However, it is not presently funded.

20. The cross London rail routes are also essential for national freight traffic in particular imported and exported goods from the port of Felixstowe.  Some of the traffic from this key port is able to avoid London and travel cross country, however for more traffic to be diverted there is an urgent need to upgrade the key rail junction at Ely, along with other supporting works.  TfL continue to support the development of this scheme, along with many other stakeholders, but again it is presently not funded.  Completion of these works would support rail freight growth in and around London making best use of the available freight capacity. The Government has, however, renewed it’s commitment to East West Rail and some progress has been made in specifying the route is usable for freight. However, it is unlikely to open the line as far as Cambridge until well into the 2030s and further investment will be needed east of Cambridge to be useful for freight, even then at modest levels.








21. As the construction industry moves to decarbonize its road fleet and rely on electric HGVs over shorter distances, so the role of rail served terminals around the capital will become ever more important. London has around 50 rail served aggregate terminals supporting key infrastructure as well as new housing and commercial development. In partnership with the Mineral Products Association the Rail Freight Group has published a document setting out the importance of rail freight to the construction sector here.

22. The Government’s planning reforms aim to increase building activity. This will require adequate provision and protection for rail-based terminals (e.g. cement batching plants) to ensure they are not compromised by neighbouring sensitive receptors. It is important to retain supportive policies in the Mayors London Plan.

23. New housing will also bring demand for rail served warehousing to meet consumer demand arising from new housing developments. For new developments to be truly sustainable, planning policy needs to embrace their logistics requirements as set out in recent national planning guidance.


Conclusions 

24. Rail freight is a key part of sustainable logistics and the support of the Mayor and TfL through the Mayors Transport Strategy and London Plan are welcome.

25. Key infrastructure schemes need to be progressed by Government to support freight and passenger rail around London, enabling more services to operate and take more HGVs off the roads.  

26. Light freight can be supported by new rail freight modes and recent trials are supporting these developments.

27. Rail terminals, particularly in urban centres must be protected in planning and development to ensure they can continue to operate efficiently.
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