HITRANS,





Seaview Cottage,

Building 25,





Barrock,

Inverness Airport IV2 7JB.



Thurso,








CAITHNESS KW14 8SY.

Dear Sir,





29/01/07.

Dornoch Rail Link Action Group Submission in response to the HITRANS draft regional transport strategy.
Please find enclosed the following:

· Official submission to HITRANS

· Petition sheets

· Corus proposal.

With regard to the consultation to the HITRANS 20-year regional transport strategy document for the Highlands and Islands, we note that the slowness of the rail service on the Thurso/ Wick – Inverness railway line is recognised in this document on Paragraph 2.33, Page 16, with adverse consequences by virtue of the distance of travel and consequent expenses for those resident in Caithness, with reduced journey time on this line listed as a priority aspiration on Table 4.2.

We are nevertheless seriously concerned that nothing is being proposed by HITRANS to remedy this situation in the regional transport document for the Highlands apart from the construction of a new station at Conon Bridge on the Inverness – Thurso/ Wick railway line. The selection of the latter improvement on Table 5.1 appears to have been done so on the wrong criteria, especially when compared against the selection process outlined in Table 4.1, and I personally fail to see how the new Conon Bridge station will speed up journey times on the Inverness – Wick Line.
We wish to see a greatly improved railway service on this Line to help reduce the peripherality and remoteness of Caithness and thereby create the conditions necessary to offset the negative socio-economic consequences of the Dounreay decommissioning and eventual closing. This principally concerns the generation of a sustainable economy to enable the creation of local businesses and attract inward investment to ensure long term economic development and local high skilled employment. Opportunities presented by oil and renewable energy developments, Scapa Flow deep sea container port and Wick Harbour development proposals and the forecast loss of employment at Dounreay and the attendant social deprivation make a far-reaching upgrade of the rail line an urgent priority.

Therefore, we look for firm, concrete measures to expedite drastic reductions in journey times on the Far North Line by means of upgrades to the Line and its level crossings and passing loops, the Georgemas Chord, signalling upgrades, but, most importantly, the Dornoch Firth Rail Link. The last item is of especial importance for the reasons given in Appendix A, attached at the back of this submission. Indeed, we have commissioned Corus Railway Infrastructure Services to carry out a study into an alternative route with costings and operational benefits for the Dornoch Link, the proposal for which is attached to the printed copy of this submission. 

We also support the retention of the Lairg section of the Line, in addition to the construction of the Dornoch Rail Link, for the following reasons:

· Maintenance of rail services, including commuter services to and from Inverness;

· Oil and potential timber freight traffic to and from Lairg;

· Provision of facilities for increasing tourist rail use, including steam excursions.

We are extremely disappointed and quite astounded that so little importance is attached to improvement of rail services north of Inverness, and particularly with regard to the necessary strategic upgrades required to make the Inverness – Wick Line fit for purpose for the 21st Century, the most important of which is the Dornoch Rail Link. The facts concerning the population density of Caithness, Sutherland and the Orkneys, and the challenges and opportunities for rail transport in the Far North, call into serious question the validity, impartiality and professionalism of advice given to HITRANS such that the only improvement proposed for the Line is the construction of Conon Bridge station. The enclosed petition sheets confirm that there is strong local support for the Dornoch Rail Link, which is again shown in the recently published responses to the Scottish Executive’s Rail Priorities Consultation. We would urge you not to ignore this strength of feeling.
We ask for immediate and clear recognition of the necessity of rail upgrades to Caithness and Sutherland, and look forward to clear definite commitments to the Dornoch Link, and other Far North Line improvements, in the formal issue of the HITRANS regional transport strategy to the Scottish Executive. As the ongoing Corus study, which will contain details of the route, its costings, benefits and an appendix detailing future potential usage, is due for publication in the near future, we also ask that HITRANS refrain from publishing the formal issue of the transport strategy until it has received, studied and considered the Corus report.
Please feel free to contact me at the above address or on 01847-851743, 0770-970-9111 or e-mail me at mwnorton@ukonline.co.uk if you wish to discuss this response.

Yours faithfully,
Mark W. Norton, Chairman, Dornoch Rail Link Action Group.
Appendix A: Benefits of the Dornoch Firth Rail Link for the Inverness – Thurso/ Wick line
· The current train journey times from Caithness – Inverness are the principal factor discouraging usage of the train as a preferred mode of travel for residents and visitors to the Far North. The Dornoch Link time saving would greatly alleviate this and encourage much more passenger and potential freight traffic, thus increasing the line’s income generation;

· The Scott Wilson “Room for Growth” report identifies Thurso as having the highest number of station entries and exits, on Table 3-2, Page 20, on the Line outside of Inverness, with Wick coming close behind. There is a strong existing passenger usage in Caithness, Orkneys and North/East Sutherland, which can be developed further, for a resident population of 45-50,000.

· The Dornoch Link has been proven to save at least 40-45 minutes of the current rail timetables from Caithness and Sutherland to Inverness, which would radically improve rail travel times and consequent potential for passenger and freight rail usage in the Far North;

· The Dornoch Link would also encourage greater and more environmentally sustainable transport, by rail, of local users to and from Caithness and Sutherland, enabling ease of access to Inverness and beyond by rail. This would reduce the peripherality of the area, thus encouraging inward investment and business creation;

· Further substantial development and increase of tourist travel to Caithness and Sutherland by rail, thus increasing tourist income and related economic development locally, would be greatly enhanced by the Dornoch Link;

· Reduction and obviation of associated transport and environmental costs and working time directive issues with regard to road transport, by greatly improving the viability of rail freight transport to the North, which would enable development of major projects such as the Pentland Firth marine renewable energy centre, Wick Harbour expansion, supermarket goods transport by rail, bulk transport of timber freight to the proposed Easter Ross wood processing plant and potential Scapa Flow deep sea container terminal;

· The line’s existing layout, curvature and gradients it has to negotiate hinder its ability to meet the requirements and challenges for the Far North as detailed above. This renders rail travel on the existing line twice as long as road travel between Caithness/ Sutherland and Inverness;

· Rail is proven to be, on balance, the most carbon-efficient mode of travel, with the trains giving off lower CO2 emissions per passenger- or freight tonne- kilometre than road or air. Strategic upgrades to the Line would encourage environmentally sustainable transport for the Far North.
