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For an island nation, the UK under-uses short-sea, coastal and inland waterway freight services 
to a surprising extent. The opportunities for cost efficiencies and environmental savings are going 
unnoticed. On board! is designed to raise awareness of the potential for water freight in all its forms.

This study arose from a meeting of retailers and manufacturers jointly convened by the Department 
for Transport (DfT) and the Freight Transport Association (FTA) in 2011 to explore the possibilities for 
increasing the amount of freight being moved by more environmentally-friendly modes. It was agreed 
that as a first step we would document what was already being achieved.

On board! reports the progress being made in water-freight services and is a companion document to 
On track!, reporting the growing use of rail-freight services by retail businesses in recent years.

In the course of compiling the study, a number of opportunities and challenges for increasing water 
freight have been identified. These will be developed with our partners in the shipping and barge 
services sectors to turn the undoubted desire to move more freight by water into a reality.

We look forward to welcoming more businesses … on board!

Mike Penning MP 
Under Secretary of State for Transport

Stewart Oades
President, Freight Transport Association

Foreword

FTA_Brochure_water.indd   2 19/04/2012   17:47



More freight moves by sea than any other mode 
of transport. Yet, deep sea container shipping 
aside, use of water freight is often seen as a 
throwback to an earlier era or as a slower, less 
urgent means of industrial transport.

On board! seeks to correct that perception by 
reporting the achievements of eight businesses 
that are successfully exploiting the advantages 
of moving freight by water to achieve ef� ciencies 
and savings in their respective supply chains. 

The studies report from the point of view of 
the shipper – the ultimate owner of the freight 
– which is seeking the most cost-effective or 
most environmentally sustainable transport 
solution while still meeting the imperatives of 
on-time delivery at the right place and in the right 
condition. As customers of the shipping industry, 
they ultimately pass judgement on the adequacy 
and viability of the service.

The range of businesses featured demonstrates 
the range and versatility of water freight - a high 
street retailer, a textile manufacturer, logging 
operations, a � our mill, the nation’s railway 

On board!
infrastructure owner, the organising committee 
for the London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic 
Games. Each business is successfully using 
di� erent forms of water freight to cut carbon 
emissions and cost.

The studies also reveal what needs to happen to 
achieve greater use of these services in future. 
Governments have a role to play in supporting 
the development of infrastructure but service 
providers too need to seek alliances with 
other carriers to o� er seamless door-to-door 
journeys. Waterborne transport needs to move 
from novelty to mainstream to become fully 
established in the logistics manager’s mind.

The Mode Shift Centre is here to support that 
process by providing access to information and 
o� ering advice about both existing and potential 
services. It has been created and is managed 
by FTA to provide a one-stop-shop o� ering 
information about all forms of modal shift, 
allowing customers to tailor their supply chain 
with best-� t solutions. If you are inspired by the 
progress illustrated in On board! and want to 
know more, contact the Mode Shift centre.

       Each business is 
successfully using 
di� erent forms of water 
freight to cut carbon 
emissions and cost
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       For us sea freight 
wins most of the time. 
It’s well established 
and predictable
Las Perera, general manager for 
imports, Argos

Retailer Argos uses short-sea container shipping 
for goods originating in Tunisia, Israel or Turkey. 
Its choice of mode depends largely on the 
location of credible suppliers, but it uses water 
rather than its road-heavy multimodal logistics 
wherever possible. 

General manager for imports Las Perera says: 
“Mostly our freight is moved in 40ft containers 
with port-to-port transit times of approximately 
seven to 10 days.”

Argos has to take a service and cost-based 
view of logistics. However, although Argos’ 
environmental initiatives to date have 
focused on other areas, Perera says cutting 
its carbon footprint in logistics will become an 
increasingly important theme. “It’s an area of real 
opportunity,” he says.

However, it is a source of frustration that while 
Argos’ deep-sea shipping has � exibility about 
destination ports, being able to drop goods to 
Liverpool, Immingham or Teesport as required, 
short-sea shipping is con� ned to Southampton 
and Felixstowe. Having to use coastal feeder 
services to Northern ports then adds a layer of 
cost, goods handling, and loses three days from 
the schedule. 

“In comparison with multimodal services, sea 
freight is more cost-ef� cient,” says Perera.

Argos

What we’ve achieved:
Argos is in the process of calculating 
total CO2 reductions. However, sea freight 
movements from Izmir to Felixstowe afford 
the following savings:
● 3,796 HGV journeys a year saved
● 8.7 million road miles a year saved
● 12,652 tonnes CO2 a year saved

What we need to do more:
●  Short-sea shipping routes directly into 

more northern ports, such as Immingham, 
Liverpool and Teesport.

●  More integration of multimodal services, 
such as a better rail network to support 
freight coming into ports

CONTAINER SHIPPING
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Typhoo
Typhoo brings in bulk tea from Africa, India, 
Argentina and Indonesia by long sea voyages 
taking approximately 45 days. Until recently all 
its product sailed into Felixstowe, necessitating a 
270-mile road trip to Typhoo’s base in Liverpool. 

However, recently, as part of its three-year 
plan to cut CO2 emissions, Typhoo has started 
commissioning shipping lines to bring the 
product straight into Peel Ports at Liverpool, 
located just 15 miles from its base, whenever 
possible. This year it has managed to re-route 

30% of its volume and aims to ship 40% directly 
into Liverpool next year. The main challenge is 
the lack of global shipping lines prepared to dock 
at ports other than Southampton and Felixstowe, 
the traditional deep sea ports. MSC pioneered 
using Liverpool, followed by CMA CGM and the 
Shipping Corporation of India. More shippers are 
needed, however, to provide availability of route 
and competitive pricing.

Typhoo is also taking advantage of the close 
links between Manchester Ship Canal and the 

What we’ve achieved:
● Up to 200 HGV journeys a year saved
● 51,800 road miles a year saved
● 76 tonnes of CO2 a year saved

What we need to do more:
●  More deep sea shipping lines prepared to 

sail directly into more Northern ports
●  Sufficient market choice to allow wide 

sourcing and competitive pricing

Port of Liverpool, re-routeing containers onto 
the Canal and finishing their journey by coastal 
shipping where necessary.

“A lot of companies are now located in Liverpool 
and could take advantage of deep sea and 
coastal shipping to move their goods,” says Razi 
Khan, tea buyer at Typhoo. “However Peel Ports 
is still working hard to attract the necessary 
shipping lines, who in turn want a commercial 
commitment. Currently it is a chicken-and egg 
situation.”

       We have managed 
to reduce costs with 
shipping lines. Road 
transport is expensive 
and, with the fuel costs 
going up, will become 
more so
Razi Khan, tea buyer, Typhoo

CONTAINeR SHIPPING
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Yorkshire Linen Company
Household Linen retailer Yorkshire Linen sells its 
goods in the UK and Spain, with stores stretching 
from the Costa Blanca down to the Costa del 
Sol. It sends large deliveries of 20 pallets a time 
to each Spanish store once a fortnight and 
requires reliability, strict schedule adherence 
and total security. It has found this through 
Nidd Transport’s use of the Brittany Ferries ro-ro 
service from the Southern ports of Poole, or 
Portsmouth into Santander.

Yorkshire Linen MD Ross Leventhal says: “Rail 
would mean we would need to � nd Spanish 
hauliers for the � nal mile. This way the load is 
constantly accompanied and not moved from 
vehicle to vehicle.”

Brittany’s overnight services to Spain take 
between 18 and 27 hours, and the time can 

count as a driver’s permissible break under EU 
driving laws. It also means transport operators 
can avoid the French weekend ban on road-
freight movements.

“There are many advantages to us,” says Nidd 
Transport MD Tony White. “Like-for- like, road and 
water have cost-parity but the sea voyage is one 
day quicker which is a huge saving. It’s more 
restful, secure and pleasant for drivers and the 
fuel saving is signi� cant.”

Brittany Ferries is currently the only UK shipping 
line to run a freight service to Spain. Group freight 
director Jon Clarke says that the service has 
grown from taking 5,000 trucks when it started 
its dedicated freight ship in 2007 to 30,000 
– but more road transport operators need to 
understand the bene� ts of sea journeys.

What we’ve achieved:
●  104 HGV journeys a year saved
●  67,600 road miles a year saved
●  99 tonnes CO2 a year saved

What we need to do more:
●  A better understanding from road hauliers 

of how shipping services can improve 
productivity

●  More shipping lines prepared to invest in 
freight services to the Continent. Hauliers 
need the con� dence that there will be 
consistent service and capacity

       It’s a great service. 
We know to the hour 
when the goods will 
arrive
Ross Leventhal, MD, 
Yorkshire Linen Company

RO-RO SHIPPING

FTA_Brochure_water.indd   6 18/04/2012   11:34



Cumbria-based Innovia Films sends its food-
grade film packaging to food manufacturers all 
over the world. It uses deep sea shipping of full 
loads from several UK ports, and also roll-on, roll-
off (ro-ro) ferry services to the Continent. 

One particular route takes freight from its base 
in Wigton for consolidation in Zeebrugge, before 
being despatched to customers across the 
Benelux region. 

Haulier Middlegate Europe takes seven loads 
a week on this journey, using P&O Ferries 
unaccompanied ro-ro services from Hull and 
Immingham.

Barbara Armstrong, Innovia’s outbound logistics 
controller, says the current transport routes 
are the most cost-effective and efficient the 
company can find. 

Innovia Films
“We do invite reviews of our supply chain and 
have trialled other methods but this
trailer service works best for us,”  she says.

Innovia’s products can be time-sensitive and 
using ro-ro means goods can be with Belgian 
customers in 48 hours. Although palletised, the 
shape and size of freight can vary widely.

However, constriction of current ro-ro services 
puts pressure on operating schedules. Although 
the shipping lines cite over-capacity, Middlegate 
emphasises that space for trailers is just one 
necessary element. 

Andy Bolder, Middlegate operations manager, 
says: “The lack of daily sailings and early port 
closing in some of the most Northern ports 
means we have to bring goods further south. This 
is less cost-effective and less sustainable.”

       We send all our 
goods the most cost-
effective and efficient 
way we can. The ro-ro 
trailer service meets 
those criteria
Barbara Armstrong, outbound 
logistics controller, Innovia Films

What we’ve achieved:
On its Hull to Zeebrugge route:
●  728 HGV movements a year
●  231,504 road miles a year 
●  338 tonnes of CO2 a year

What we need to do more:
●  Daily sailings from Northern ports such as 

Teesport and Rosyth
●  Extended port opening hours to allow 

evening and weekend container 
movements

RO-RO sHIPPING
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What we’ve achieved:
●  4,000 HGV journeys a year saved
●  250,000 road miles a year saved
●  Up to 500 tonnes of CO2 a year saved

What we need to do more:
●  The permissions process should be 

reformed for faster decision-making
●  A renewed commitment to the Freight 

Facilities Grants which make such 
undertakings possible

       We have been 
pro-water for a long 
time. It is genuinely 
astonishing how many 
road miles we have 
been able to eliminate 
– almost 60% of our 
truck use gone
Julius Deane, wheat director, 
Carrs Flour Mills

Carrs Flour Mills
In 2011 Carrs Flour Mills and Forth Ports brought 
Kirkcaldy Harbour back to life after 20 years of 
disuse. At their Hutchisons Flour Mill in Kirkcaldy, 
Carrs relies upon wheat imported from the UK 
south coast, Canada, France and Germany to 
make its bread-making � our which goes to 
bakeries all over Scotland. 

Until last year, the wheat had to be shipped to 
a distant port and trucked down to the mill – 
however, using local Kirkcaldy Harbour could cut 
transport costs and carbon output dramatically. 
Carrs won a Freight Facilities Grant to make the 
transition and Forth Ports dredged the harbour. 

Carrs invested £2m in a long-term commitment 
to the project, buying silos, intake conveyors and 

cleaners. Forth Ports spent two months dredging 
20 years of silt from the harbour and then 
invested in mobile hydraulic material handlers 
which can discharge the 1,500 to 2,000-tonne 
cargo from the hull of the ship and deposit it 
straight into Hutchison’s Mill (a Carrs facility) 
which sits on the harbour itself. 

“Our � rst boat docked in August 2011, and the 
load was whisked straight from the ship into the 
mill in a day,” says wheat director Julius Deane, 
who buys the wheat and organises the logistics. 
“We are very grateful to Transport Scotland, 
which has a wonderful attitude to the project. It 
wouldn’t have happened without them. The re-
opening of the harbour has proved popular with 
local residents.”

COASTAL SHIPPING
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Logging operations on the Kintyre and Cowal 
Peninsulas send 100,000 tonnes of timber each 
year across the Firth of Clyde from Ardrishaig, 
Campbeltown and Sandbank to the Port of Troon, 
destined for mills in Ayrshire. Moving the timber 
by road would mean driving the popular tourist 
routes north to Loch Lomond and then south 
through Glasgow, a 360-mile round trip.

The Timberlink service, operated by Associated 
British Ports (ABP) for timber processors 
including Adam Wilsons & Sons, Egger and 
Caledonian Paper, on behalf of the Forestry 
Commission Scotland, takes 8,000+ lorry 
journeys, equating to over one million miles, 
off the roads each year – but at a cost. The 
service’s undoubted environmental benefit is 
made possible by the Scottish Strategic Timber 
Transport Fund, which subsidises the higher 
costs of shipping the logs by sea. Up to £1m of 
subsidy is available each year but in 12 years of 
operation it has never been exhausted. 

“We take 50,000 tonnes of logs into Troon each 
year, removing 4,000 HGV movements and half a 
million road miles. Timberlink is a reliable service 
which benefits us and local communities,” says 
Alex Murray, forestry manager at Adam Wilsons.

Colin Hume, commercial and administration 
manager who manages Timberlink, says ABP 
charters a vessel all year, also using it for 
non-Timberlink journeys to Ireland, to make the 
logging freight more cost-effective. The boat 
requires seven hours each end for loading and 
unloading, with five hours’ sailing time. The 
vessel carries 1,100 tonnes per load.

James MacDonald, area harvesting manager at 
Egger, says: “We currently harvest over 36,000 
tonnes of timber from West Argyll Forest District 
and ABP transports approximately 70% of this 
when the market allows.”

       The support of the 
Scottish government 
is vital to Timberlink 
and to the Argyll 
communities.  
We very much hope 
it continues
Alex Murray, forestry manager, 
Adam Wilson & Sons

Timberlink

What we’ve achieved:
●  8,000 HGV journeys a year saved
●  One million road miles a year saved
●  2,000 tonnes of CO2 a year saved

What we need to do more:
●  More extensive and secure grants to help 

other projects like Timberlink become a 
reality

COASTAL SHIPPInG
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The Olympic Games
The Olympic Games represents the art of the 
possible, a fact not lost on its logistics team. The 
London Organising Committee for the Olympic 
and Paralympic Games (LOGOC), with help 
from the Port of Tilbury and UPS, an of� cial 
London 2012 supporter, is planning a unique 
trial between March and April 2012 to move 
containerised freight down the Thames, taking 
HGVs off the congested A13. 
 
A barge will be used to carry furnishings for the 
Olympic Village in Stratford from the Olympic 
Logistics Centre in Tilbury, leaving just � ve miles 
of the 30-mile trip on road. 

The UK hasn’t hosted an Olympics since 1948, 
so its logistics team started with a clean sheet 
and the opportunity to experiment. The trial data 
should prove a positive legacy for UK logistics. 

The Thames is usually used for abnormal freight, 
waste or construction. When Jose Dhooma, 
LOCOG logistics operations manager, tried to � nd 
data on moving containerised freight by barge he 
discovered there wasn’t any. 

“We don’t yet know how much freight we will be 
able to remove from the road, but it is a chance 
to benchmark the river’s suitability. The barge 
operators are unused to end-to-end logistics 
solutions, and many logistics companies 
know little about using the river. Our aim is not 
primarily to cut emissions and road miles at this 
stage but to leave a blueprint of knowledge and 
data for those who come after us.

“Logistics companies need to be able to sell the 
bene� ts of inland waterways to their boards. We 
hope to give them a starting point,” he says.

       We are trying to 
demonstrate it can 
be done. Companies 
need more data on 
cost comparison, 
environmental bene� ts 
and the operational 
realities
Jose Dhooma, logistics operations 
manager, LOCOG

What we intend to achieve: 
The data from the LOCOG trial will be 
published freely later this year. It will offer:
●  CO2 comparisons, barge to road
●  Operational insights
●  Cost comparisons

What we need to do more:
●  Broaden understanding between 

logistics companies and barge operators 
●  More trials to develop the work started 

by LOCOG
●  More wharfs with suitable cranes to 

receive freight coming from the ports
●  Critical mass in inland waterways 

provision for competition and ef� ciency

INLAND WATERWAYS
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What we’ve achieved:
● Over the 22-months of the project:
● 600 HGV journeys saved 
● 3,900 (excluding waste journeys)
● Nine tonnes of CO2

What we need to do more:
●  Better/more access to wharfs along  

the Thames

Network Rail set ambitious environmental 
targets for its Blackfriars Bridge project which 
includes a new bridge deck, longer platforms 
and a roof spanning the river. In order to cut 
carbon emissions, it has brought 14,000 tonnes 
of construction materials into specific locations 
on the site by barge. The barge has also carried 
away 8,000 tonnes of waste. This has removed 
600 HGV journeys from London roads. 

Balfour Beatty Civil Engineering is using three 
customised work barges which can carry twenty 
times the load of a heavy-weight artic. They can 
also handle abnormal or oversized freight with 
relative ease. Materials destined for Blackfriars 
are loaded at Thames Warf, near Blackwall, 
and opposite the O2 Arena. Each barge takes 
approximately 75 minutes to reach the site. The 

Network Rail
Port of London Authority (PLA), Livett’s Launches 
and Balfour Beatty worked closely to define the 
site delivery methodology and coordinate times 
with river traffic and tidal flow.

The use of barges has not only cut carbon 
emissions from the 22-month project, but 
has enabled 24-hour deliveries without 
inconveniencing residents and reduced 
crane use as fewer loads needed additional 
transportation within the site. The barges can 
also be used for storage and are safer and 
quieter than road vehicles. 

Network Rail says that using the barge as its 
primary mode of transportation has therefore 
bought as many social as environmental and 
operational benefits.

INLAND WATERWAYS

       Using the Thames 
for primary transport 
has made sense 
in terms of the 
environment and 
lessening the impact 
of the project on those 
who live and work in 
London
Alan Cooke, consents manager for 
Blackfriars project, Network Rail
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The On board! case studies show that water 
freight can play an effective and reliable role 
in supply chain operations of all kinds. FTA 
manages Freight by Water, the UK’s Short-sea 
Promotion Centre and the pan-logistics Mode 
Shift Centre, to offer information and advice for 
businesses looking to evaluate and enjoy the 
bene� ts water freight can bring. The Mode Shift 
Centre also offers guidance and support for 
those who want to know more about rail freight.

Water freight services are provided by 
numerous companies all around the coast of 
the UK. They operate on a port-to-port basis 
or as one part of a full end-to-end supply 
chain service. The Department for Transport 
continues to support some � ows through 
grant schemes. 

Freight by Water demysti� es water freight 
for potential users and supplies reliable 
information for anyone asking the question; 
‘What can water freight do for us?’ Freight by 

Water and the Mode Shift Centre work together 
to give you the best view of all your supply 
chain options. 

The Mode Shift Centre is staffed by experts with 
a wide network of industry and government 
contacts and information sources. We have 
an equally strong working knowledge of 
current rail freight � ows, spare capacity, 
terminal locations and capabilities, service and 
equipment providers, and potential contractors 
and operators.

For more ef� cient supply chain management, 
get on-board with the MSC. 

Contacts: Freight by Water 08700 60 48 90
Email: freightbywater@fta.co.uk
Website: www.freightbywater.fta.co.uk

Mode Shift Centre: 08700 340455 
Email: enquiries@modeshiftcentre.org.uk or 
Website: www.modeshiftcentre.org.uk

Freight by Water and the Mode Shift Centre

Freight Transport Assocition Limited
Hermes House, St John’s Road, 
Tunbridge Wells, Kent, TN4 9UZ

Telephone: 01892 526171   
Fax: 01892 534989
Website: www.fta.co.uk

Registered in England Number 391957
©FTA 01.12/LC
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Getting started in water freight
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