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The role of the Highland Timber Transport Group  

 

 

The Highland Timber Transport Group (HTTG) is a voluntary partnership of public and private 

sector organisations with a common interest in resolving timber transport issues in the Highlands of 

Scotland.  The group acts to promote solutions to timber transport problems and it is with this aim 

that it has undertaken this report. 
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Key Plan  

 

 
Fig 1 Key Plan (Crown Copyright reserved) 

 

 

 

Introduction  

 

 

Timber production in the Highlands of Scotland is predicted to increase substantially in the next 

decade.  Much of this timber is located in situations where road access is difficult and all public 

bodies with an interest in transport support the principle of modal shift from the road to rail.  This 

has been tried on a number of occasions in the Highlands with some degree of success but the 

logistics and economics have generally proved difficult.  If progress is to be made further experience 

must be gained. 

 

The proposed extraction of timber from Borrobol Forest in the Strath of Kildonan in Sutherland 

offers the opportunity to carry out a case study exemplar of small scale railside loading facilities and 

the purpose of this briefing document is to outline this opportunity. 

 

 



 

Page 3                       Colin JT Mackenzie July 2008 

Background  

 

 

In 2001 a major railside loading bank was constructed beside the Far North Line at Kinbrace to 

enable extraction to proceed from Forestry Commission holdings in Strathnaver.  Over the next 

three years some 50,000t were consigned from Kinbrace to Inverness by English, Welsh, Scottish 

Railways (EWS) for onward transhipment by road to Norbord at Dalcross.  Unfortunately this had 

to be suspended in 2005 on economic and logistical grounds.  Significant transshipment costs were 

incurred at both ends of the journey, with a road haul of 10- 15 miles to the loading bank at 

Kinbrace, and a further 6 miles from Inverness Station to Dalcross.  A reduced volume of timber is 

now being taken by road all the way. 

 

 
Fig 2 Timber awaiting uplift at Kinbrace Loading Bank 

 

In early 2007 The Highland Timber Transport Group produced a discussion paper on timber 

extraction from the wider Flow Country of Caithness and Sutherland and this was circulated to a 

range of public bodies for consultation. 

 

This report identified the need for a strategic solution to resolve the problem of landlocked timber 

given the large volumes expected to be felled in the coming years: 

 

 
Fig 3  Chart indicating predicted increase in timber output over next decade 
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The following strategic approach was suggested as a way forward for discussion: 

 

1. The preferred solution is to use rail, with an eventual daily service between Altnabreac and 

Invergordon/Inverness capable of displacing 30+ truck movements a day from fragile public 

roads.  The provision of a secure rail service could also make railside loading at intermediate 

locations such as Kinbrace a more viable option. 

2. Linking the 50km of existing forest roads from Strathy to Westerdale would divert heavy 

traffic off the weak A897 and feed timber to rail at Altnabreac.  Minor improvements to the 

public road between Westerdale and the A9 would enable timber to be fed to the Caithness 

market or ports at Scabster and Wick. 

3. Further south, in the Strath of Kildonan, the A897 would have to be improved to a modest 

standard capable of taking a restricted volume of timber traffic to railside loading at Kinbrace 

or direct to market as appropriate. 

 

There was broad agreement on the desirability of transferring as much timber as possible on to the 

rail network, albeit that such a strategic solution is likely to take several years to come to fruition. 

 

Extraction from Borrobol  

 

Borrobol Forest, in common with a number of other forests in the area, has suffered from serious 

windblow in recent years.  A combination of maturing timber, excessive rainfall and strong gales has 

created unsightly gaps in the forest cover, and these expand with each succeeding storm.  The 

marginal economics of growing timber in this part of Scotland is made worse by the high cost of 

extracting fallen timber, the long distance to market and the difficulty of finding an appropriate and 

acceptable extraction route. 

 

 
Fig 4  Borrobol Forest.  Note railway line along near forest edge 

 

In the case of Borrobol and other maturing forests on the west side of the Strath of Kildonan the 

transport problems are made worse by the need to cross the River Helmsdale to gain access to the 

A897 Kinbrace-Helmsdale road.  At Borrobol the existing river bridge would be unable to take laden 
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trucks requiring transshipment adding to the cost and difficulty.  However the fact that the Far 

North Rail Line skirts the eastern edge of the forest would appear to create an ideal opportunity to 

use railside loading.   

 

Borrobol is also favoured by the presence of a former siding with ample space for stacking and 

access. This suggests that it would be the ideal place to trial this solution.  If it proved successful the 

principles could be applied to other landlocked locations in the Strath of Kildonan, such as further 

south at Kildonan and Killearnan.  Other opportiunities could be at Dunrobin, near Golspie, where 

previous railside loading trials were carried out and elsewhere on the Far North and Kyle lines. 

 

 
Fig 5  The former Borrobol siding and proposed timber loading area 

 

It has become increasingly clear that for timber traffic to be diverted to rail the economics have to 

be made to balance.  A key impediment in the Highlands is that none of the major processing works 

have direct rail connection�������7�K�L�V���L�V���W�K�H���F�O�D�V�V�L�F���´�F�K�L�F�N�H�Q���D�Q�G���H�J�J�µ���V�L�W�X�Dtion and it is clear that major 

firms will only invest in rail connections when sufficient volumes of timber can be seen to be 

accessed by rail.  Major facilities such as at Kinbrace, and as envisaged at Altnabreac, are part of this 

solution but flexible low cost railside loading points are likely to be equally important in creating 

confidence that rail can provide a cost effective alternative to road transport. 

 

Borrobol would appear to be an ideal site to develop as a prototype: 

�x Difficulties of accessing the public road network 

�x Proximity of the forest to the railway 

�x A disused previous siding location, in Network Rail ownership 

�x No obvious engineering impediments 

�x Previous rail and timber industry experience of operating nearby at Kinbrace 

�x A cooperative and environmentally aware landowner 

Conclusion  

 

The strategy of the Highland Timber Transport Group is to encourage transport by rail where this 

can be done sensibly and cost effectively.  The preferred option in the Strath of Kildonan would be 

for all the forests on the west side of the River Helmsdale not having direct access on to the A897 

road to be extracted this way.  If Borrobol proved successful it could provide a suitable case study 

for these and other locations in the Highlands. 

 

 


