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Report to Partnership Meeting 10 April 2015 

RESEARCH AND STRATEGY DELIVERY 
 

Inversparkie 
 

 
Purpose of Report 
 
To provide Members with information on Inversparkie- the Case for Rail Electrification 
 
Background 
 
In 2012 HITRANS commissioned Steer Davies Gleave to analyse the demand for 
Inverness-Central Belt services and to make the case for future investment. The 
InverCity report was well received and used in our evidence submitted for Transport 
Scotland’s Rail 2014 consultation. In conjunction with our other studies Turboboost and 
Sleepers Uncoupled we were able to influence the thinking of the bidders for both 
ScotRail daytime and sleeper franchises. 
 
With the award of the ScotRail franchise to Abellio the basis of a dedicated Scottish 
InterCity operated by HSTs, Inter City Express procurement and the award of the East 
Coast franchise to Virgin/Stagecoach, and it appears timely to produce an update 
focusing on the electrification of the Highland Main Line (HML) – Inversparkie- 
concentrating on strategic issues and uncertainties and the need to plan for them, in the 
light of: 

• The planning horizon of the Scotland Route Study, which is likely to be to the mid-
2040s 

• The uncertainty over how long the 2+5 HST can be operationally reliable and 
commercially attractive, as they will be approaching 50 years old at the end of the 
Abellio franchise 

• The risk that ever-tighter emissions standards make manufacturers unwilling to 
develop new engines for diesel stock 

• The momentum to increased electrification, and the declining viability of operating 
isolated diesel fleets 

• The potential flexibility of IEP bimodes to facilitate incremental electrification or to 
run beyond the wires 

• The long term need to decarbonise, and the opportunity that electrification 
provides 

• The issue of aligning the loop requirements for hourly fast diesel services with 
those needed for electric traction.  
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Recommendation 

Members are asked to note the report. 
 

Risk  Impact Comment 

RTS delivery √ This project fits well with a number of RTS Horizontal 
themes. 

Policy  √ This project has integration and environmental 
benefits. 

Financial √ This project is fully funded 
Equality - No impact on equalities issues. 

 
 

Report by:   Frank Roach 
Designation:   Partnership Manager 
Date:    26th March 2015 
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………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

INVERCITY SUMMARY 

 

1. In 2012 Steer Davies Gleave undertook a study of InterCity rail services, focusing on those from Inverness 

to the Central Belt and cross border services to London. The study identifies real and perceived barriers to 

future growth over the next 15 years. It justifies the retention of existing services and provides 

recommendations for some realistic future enhancements.  

2. Inter city services comprise 40% of the total 1.1 million annual journeys through Inverness station with a 

strong upward trend in the past ten years. Total demand grew by 55% overall at an average rate of 4.5% 

per annum, driven by strong growth in the largest Edinburgh and Glasgow flows. 

3. Currently the London-Inverness flow is just over 46,500 per annum. An estimated 17,500 passengers each 

use the direct East Coast service and the Caledonian Sleeper with the remaining 11,500 interchanging at 

Edinburgh. Around 10% of journeys are commuting, business makes up 17%, tourism is 27% with the 

leisure market forming the majority of travellers.  

4. For Central Belt, the key competition is private car and coach. For cross-border trips, particularly to 

London, the primary competition is from air travel.  Car journey times and fuel costs are comparable with 

rail between Inverness and Glasgow / Edinburgh. Coach travel between Inverness and Edinburgh / 

Glasgow is significantly less expensive than rail but has a longer average journey time.  

5. Total demand between Inverness and the Central Belt is around 1.4 million journeys per annum. Private 

car is estimated to account for 63%, coach travel 12% and rail 25%.  Between Inverness and London, rail 

accounts for 12% of the market with air accounting for the remainder.  Inter city services provide a 

significant benefit in connecting Inverness and the surrounding communities to the rest of Scotland and 

UK positively benefiting the economy, tourism, the environment and resilience.  

6. The reliability and journey times of existing services are not perceived as a barrier but the frequency of 

service and the need to interchange is felt to be unsatisfactory. Current city centre to city centre journey 

times to/from the Central Belt are comparable to the car or the fastest coaches (Citylink Gold). There is an 

opportunity to grow rail’s market share if rail journey times can become significantly faster than the 

alternatives. 

7. The arrival time of the first trains in either direction is an issue with the ability to arrive in Inverness, 

Glasgow or Edinburgh for a 10am meeting desirable. Improvements in frequency would improve the 

service’s attractiveness to the whole market. The December 2011 timetable does help smooth out the 

gaps between services with effectively an hourly southbound service being implemented from Inverness 

on Monday to Saturday mornings and fewer two hourly gaps between services for the rest of the day. The 

relatively infrequent service to/from Edinburgh and Glasgow forces a high level of interchange at Perth. 

This is disliked by tourists in particular. Connections to Far North, Kyle and Aberdeen lines at Inverness are 

reasonable but there can be lengthy waits due to the infrequent service on these routes.  

8. The Class 170 trains operating the bulk of the Central Belt services are perceived only as adequate. 

Cleanliness and comfort of the train, along with the availability of seating is good. However toilet facilities, 

bicycle and luggage space are perceived as poor. This is consistent with the requirements of the leisure 

and tourism market who are the dominant users of these services. On ScotRail services there is no wifi, 

access to tables is limited and power points are only available in First Class. These reduce the opportunity 

to work productively on the train which reduces a benefit for business passengers compared with driving. 

For tourists, there is no ‘special’ experience on the rail journey, particularly in First Class, for the visitor to 

recommend.  

9. Rail is very competitive on price against private car and coach, particularly when the Friends Fare product 

is be used. However there is a lack of awareness of the value for money of rail compared to other modes, 

particularly for journeys originating in the Central Belt. London to Inverness rail journey time is clearly 

uncompetitive with air travel. This will remain the case, even once the initial High Speed Rail services 

commence.  

10. The East Coast services running to/from Inverness are valued not just for their connection to destinations 

further afield than the Central Belt, but are also perceived by many regular passengers to have superior 

facilities on a journey between Inverness and Edinburgh.  
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11. The sleeper allows an earlier arrival in Central London or Inverness than the earliest flight without the 

need for an overnight stay. The quality of the rolling stock on sleeper services is generally acceptable. 

There are few ‘modern conveniences’ such as charging points for laptops and mobile phones in cabins or 

an entertainment system such as the one offered on the Great Western Sleepers. From December 2011, 

the sleeper also forms the first service from Aviemore and Carrbridge into Inverness. For tourists coming 

from the south and east of England both services avoid the need to interchange. The sleeper does not 

make the best use of the interchange it provides with the North West of England and the Midlands.  

12. Rail is competitive on price when compared to air, particularly when travelling with little notice. However 

there is a perception that awareness of the relative value for money of rail to the home and overseas 

leisure market is relatively poor.  

13. Interventions have been identified which can address the above barriers. To be credible, these must focus 

is on incremental improvements around current infrastructure and TOC resources.  

14. Linespeed improvements between Perth and Inverness will allow slightly reduced journey times. Whilst 

departure and arrival times at Edinburgh and Glasgow are fixed because of timetable constraints, timings 

at Inverness have some scope for adjustment. This also brings an opportunity to further improve 

connections at Inverness to Far North and Aberdeen Line services.  

15. A further possibility, which should be explored is for earlier Inverness-Central Belt services. Initial analysis 

suggests there is a possibility for an earlier Inverness - Edinburgh service which would depart around 05.45 

and arrive around 09.26. This is more than 30 minutes earlier than the current service and would allow 

travel in time to arrive for a 10am meeting. With interchange at Perth, this service would also provide a 

9.15 arrival in Glasgow. Providing an earlier northbound service is more problematic due to existing freight 

services and having to pass southbound passenger services. We recommend further investigation into this 

option for inclusion in the December 2012 timetable changes. 

16. The Highland Chieftain service is valued by Inverness-Edinburgh passengers and it carries over 40% of the 

total journeys between Inverness and stations in England. The Highland Chieftain is a key service should be 

retained to serve these markets. 

17. This presents an opportunity to cost effectively include future improvements in the franchise specification 

as they form part of a competitive procurement. Perhaps more importantly, the procurement provides an 

opportunity to highlight to bidders innovative initiatives that may help differentiate their bids.  

18. A specifically marketed service, possibly only in the summer months, between Inverness and the Central 

Belt which gives tourists a differentiated service with a comfortable environment, ample baggage storage 

and specific facilities such as information on sights as the train passes, would address a number of 

complaints. The facilities and interior layout of the existing DMU fleet are not suitable for providing such a 

service. Opportunities to use alternative trains such as loco hauled stock on at least one service in the 

summer months could be explored along with a marketing campaign to highlight this differentiated 

service.  

19. The Highland Sleeper fulfils a clear niche for travellers wishing to arrive in Central London or Inverness 

earlier than the first flights and also for tourists looking to access the Highlands as part of a wider trip. It 

should be retained in the next franchise. Sleeper patronage could benefit from improved marketing, which 

may be realised in a new franchise. The sleeper allows interchange at Crewe, Preston and Carlisle. Better 

late night/early morning facilities and services at these stations presents an opportunity to grow the travel 

market with North England and the Midlands.  

20. Sleeper rolling stock although refurbished, is old. The lounge and seated vehicles in particular are difficult 

to maintain and close to life expired. Lowland Sleepers could arguably manage without a dedicated lounge 

car due to the late departure of services from London, Edinburgh and Glasgow but the earlier departure 

time of the Highland Sleeper (20.00 from Inverness, 20.30 from London) means that a lounge car is an 

essential part of the service, although its use is only guaranteed for First Class passengers.  

21. Completion of EGIP at the end of 2016 will remove Class 170 DMUs from most Central Belt routes. This 

coincides with the Class 170 fleet reaching mid-life when refurbishment will be required. The fleet could 

therefore be modified to better meet the needs of long distance Inter City travel. We recommend 

refurbishment includes provision for greater luggage and bicycle space as well as electrical sockets at all 

seats. An improved First Class offer would also help to improve the profile of the service and create a more 

standardised impression of Inter City train travel to/from Inverness.  

22. Wifi will also help attract business users and a combination of ground based connection and satellite link 

as used on East Coast services would appear to be the most obvious and proven technology to investigate. 
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23. The next major phase of HML is infrastructure improvements to deliver substantially faster journey times 

and close to an hourly service in each direction.  

24. The improvements recommended in this report would form the basis upon which an hourly service could 

be justified in the future. Implementing these recommendations can only strengthen the case for an 

hourly service by facilitating growth in demand and market share on Inter City flows and thus improving 

the case for further enhancements. It is likely that rail would gain further market share in the Inverness-

Central Belt market (especially assuming that A9 improvements are also not likely to occur until the longer 

term) and therefore the baseline against which an hourly service would be appraised would be raised, 

making the growth required to justify such a service less of a leap than at present. 

25. IEP provides an opportunity to diagram any ‘spare’ 5 car sets which would layover in Edinburgh to run 

onto Inverness. This would result in a second service each day with improved ambience and facilities when 

compared with the existing ScotRail DMU fleet. At best it could provide a second day time Inverness to 

London service. However, any additional service would only be cost effective if undertaken in the time 

when the rolling stock was doing nothing else.  

26. There is little detail on the operation of IEP at this date and we recommend the possibility of a second IEP 

service to Inverness be retained and explored more fully when more details of the rolling stock and 

timetables are available. 

27. The introduction of IEP will also release large numbers of Mk3 coaching stock, presenting an opportunity 

to maintain the pool of spares for the sleeper coaches. Displaced coaches could also be used to replacing 

the existing life expired lounge cars and seated accommodation. The ability of all stations to accommodate 

the slightly longer trains which would result is required to be checked.  

28. Integrating the Inverness-Central Belt timetable to ensure good connections to High Speed Rail services 

will improve connectivity with Manchester and Birmingham as well as London. An hourly service should 

allow integration without significant timetable changes and these should ensure that connections are 

straightforward and convenient. 

29. The need for a Lowland Sleeper service becomes questionable as journey times between the Central Belt 

and London are reduced to only 3½ hours. However Inverness does not experience the full journey time 

benefit because of the need to travel to Edinburgh or Glasgow first. The Highland Sleeper should therefore 

be retained in the long term. By 2026 the problems of ageing rolling stock will have to be addressed. In 

addition the redevelopment of Euston station represents both an opportunity and a threat to 

accommodating sleeper services. Therefore, this date works as the point to review Highland and Lowland 

sleeper arrangements as the impact of HSR will be more defined. 

 

 

 


