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Logs on Rails 
 

Kronospan’s Roundwood Rail Freight 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This note summarises information gathered during a visit to Kronospan’s timber railhead near 
Carlisle. George Birrell of Kronospan hosted the visit  by Roland Stiven of the Timber Transport 
Forum and Colin JT Mackenzie from the Highland Timber Transport Group.  
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Logs on Rails 
 

Kronospan’s Roundwood Rail Freight 
 
Background 
In recent years the haulage of round timber by rail has been beset by difficulty, despite wide support 
for the principle of modal shift from road.  Kronospan run what is currently the only successful 
timber-by-rail operation with a regular service from near Carlisle to their board mill in Chirk, North 
Wales,  a distance of around 170 miles.    The purpose of the meeting was to learn how this was 
working and to better understand how the constraints affecting the rail industry had been 
overcome. 
 
The Players 
Kronospan has engaged Colas Rail – a rail service company – to manage the rail haulage.  Colas 
provide the locomotive, the rail wagons and rail staff, they maintain the timeslot in the rail network 
and are responsible for safety and maintenance.  Colas was chosen after a tendering process.  The 
provision of adequate, reliable rolling stock was a condition of the tender. Colas also provide 
convenient repair facilities. 
 
Colas Rail and Kronospan together lease the railhead from Network Rail.  
 
Kronospan purchase the timber from growers and agents in the South of Scotland and North 
England. A small proportion is supplied through long term contracts but most of it is dependent on 
the current market. The haulage contractors and other suppliers to the railhead are informed every 
Friday of their daily allocation for the following week. 
 
Railhead Location 
The site comprises a siding and stockpiling area to the northwest of Carlisle, to the west of the West 
Coast Mainline.  The siding is connected to the rail network but is not  ‘live’.  The site is accessed by a 
private unsurfaced road from the public road and is secured by a motorised sliding gate, operated by 
a security keypad accessible to drivers. 
 
Site layout 
On entering the site, trucks are weighed on a portable weighbridge  before moving into position 
alongside the 13 wagon train for unloading by normal lorry-mounted crane.  This road continues 
alongside the train before swinging back in a loop to the weighbridge.  A 2000t backup supply of 
timber is stacked adjacent to this road, to be used in case of any problem arising in the supply chain. 
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The general site area is unsurfaced gravel and, as might be expected, there is routinely a build-up of 
bark and mud which must be cleared. 
 
Tower lighting is available on the site although the ability to use it has been restricted by complaints 
from house owners some distance away.  Network Rail require that no permanent facilities are 
constructed by the tenant .  Both the weighbridge and office are temporary and power has to come 
from a generator as mains supply is not available at reasonable cost. 
 
Loading operation 
The train normally arrives before 5am, with the loco shunting the wagons back into the siding before 
unhitching and going away on other business.  The yard opens at 05.30 by which time the rail 
wagons have been unstrapped and checked.  Colas Rail employ the loco driver and two staff, plus 3 
contract labourers. 
 
The delivery chain is well organised, with loaded trucks normally queuing to get in. 
All deliveries to the yard are for Kronospan for delivery to Chirk and the timber is weighed and 
officially purchased at the weighbridge before loading the train or unloading to stockpile. 
 
 The train is normally loaded direct from the trucks by the truck drivers.  Most drivers make regular 
deliveries to the train and all have been through an induction process to learn about the loading 
process.  Four grades of timber are loaded (pulpwood, palletwood and sawlogs) The operation has 
to be carefully controlled , to ensure the correct product is on the correct wagon.  This facilitates 
unloading at Chirk. 

 
 
Strapping is carried out by Colas, as is the checking of each wagon to ensure it is 
strictly within gauge, with any protruding twigs or branches lopped off.  Safety 
and security are imperative given that the train is sharing the West Coast line 
with high speed passenger traffic. 
 
If for any reason the backup stockpile has to be used, standard haulier crane 
equipped trucks are used to uplift, move and load the timber.  It normally takes 
40 minutes to load a 45/50 tonne rail wagon direct from trucks.  Each train of 
13 wagons carries about 600 tonnes. 
 
The loading operation must be completed by 12 noon, to prepare for final check 
and departure at 12.50.  The train is then hauled to Chirk for arrival at 19.20, 
unloading and return to Carlisle the next morning.  The operation runs 5 days a 
week (Monday-Friday). 
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Wagons 
The wagons used are cut down KFA box units, with the headboards retained.  Movable bolsters are 
fitted to contain the timber, with the position adjusted depending on the product being carried.  
Shifting the bolsters requires at least a week’s notice and this emphasises the need for good 
planning of the supply and loading chain. 
 
There are currently two sets of rail wagons available to ensure backup, one set normally held at 
Upperby, south of Carlisle.  Mechanical checks of springs and brakes are routinely done by Colas 
there, and any necessary repairs carried out. 
 
Facilities at Chirk 
The Kronospan processing plant at Chirk has its own siding and timber is unloaded by dedicated 
machines (a single grab will unload each bay of the rail wagon).  Kronospan are currently improving 
their siding infrastructure to simplify offloading further. The Chirk plant is one of the biggest in the 
UK and the rail supply from Carlisle provides only about 10% of its requirements and forms only part 
of a wider portfolio of supply lines.  This means that the whole operation can be planned on a 
consistent, repeatable and continuous basis, which fits in with the characteristics of rail.  
 
Factors for success 
The successful  rail operation from Carlisle to Chirk has been refined through experience over recent 
years.  A reliable rail operator is seen as critical and the contract deliberately passes all railway 
management operations to Colas.  The process has been kept simple and benefits from a number of 
factors, some of which may not exist in other locations. These include 

1. A simple, but well organised supply chain, with regular deliveries of large quantities of a 
limited number of products. 

2. A dedicated contracted rail service for one buyer to one rail-served destination.  
3. Reliable access to a choice of timber suppliers and road hauliers. 
4. The lease of adequate sidings:  

a. That can handle  a full train load of 13 wagons  
b. Has adequate road access, space for a backup timber stack and weighbridge 
c. Is away from live lines.  This reduces time pressure on operations (compared with 

line loading) makes truck access for loading much easier as the siding is less strictly 
governed by rail safety issues. 

5. Good quality rolling stock (modified to suit Kronospan’s  needs) and convenient repair 
facilities. 

 

 
 


