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The Gosling report was commissioned by Greening the North. Despite India’s needs, Winin 

Pereira (Centre for Holistic Studies) insisted that money offered for his work should instead be 

used to support change in Britain. A book called 'Greening the North' written by Wolfgang 

Sachs confirmed his belief that beneficial change in the industrialised countries - which were 

depleting resources and polluting the world at a greater rate than was the Two Thirds World - 

was not only urgently needed but also achievable.  

https://chssachetan.wordpress.com/about-2/


Paul Gosling is a writer, public speaker, broadcaster and researcher. He 
specialises in the economy, accountancy, government and the public sector, the 
co-operative sector and personal finances. 

A freelance journalist for nearly 30 years, Paul has written for most quality UK and Irish 
national newspapers.  He contributed the weekly Questions of Cash column for The 
Independent’s personal finance section for more than a decade and was published 
in ‘The Independent’ titles for virtually every week for 26 years.  He is the appointed 
‘Brexit expert’ for the Holywell Trust, producing podcasts and blogs on the impact of 
Brexit on the North West of Ireland. Paul has worked with several universities copy 
editing academic blogs, to undertake research, produce course material and as a guest 
lecturer. He has written several other books and booklets on various subjects, including 
the use of information technologies and public policy development.  His most recent 
book is The Fall of the Ethical Bank, which explains the background to the crisis at The 
Co-operative Bank. It is published by Co-operative Press. 
 
Valued advice and information has been received from officers of the 
Commercial Boat Operators Association (CBOA)  
 
David Lowe (AIRO AIRSE):  In 1970 David started a pleasure and freight boat 

business and soon some 10,000 tonnes a week of freight was being handled. The 

Inland Waterways Association awarded him for ‘an outstanding contribution to the 

furtherance of commercial waterway transport’ on two occasions. A Director of Humber 

Barges Ltd, he is Chairman of the Commercial Boat Operators Association sitting on a 

number of waterway groups.  David is licensed by the MCA as a Boatmaster (freight 

and passenger), and is a member of the Canal & River Trust’s Freight Group and its 

Yorkshire & North East Advisory Board.  Following a parallel career in the railway 

industry he now offers rail and waterway consultancy. 

 
John Dodwell: After qualifying as a chartered accountant, John Dodwell moved into 
investment banking, specialising in the small company sector. He became a non-
executive chair or director of a number of companies, including in logistics. He was 
Chair of the CBOA 2007-11. He was a founding Trustee of Canal & River Trust 2011-17 
where he was part of their Freight Advisory Group. 
 
Richard Horne: Richard is a CBOA committee member, with input to the 
committee and direct to planning authorities on matters involving town and country 
planning where this affects freight use of our waterways and wharves, and is also Editor 
of the bi-annual CBOA News.  He seeks to encourage freight on the smaller waterways 
on behalf of CBOA, and operates a working narrow boat carrying niche market freight 
on the canals and rivers where this is possible. 
 
Antoon van Coillie: CBOA member, director of Blue Line Logistics based in Belgium, 
uses inland waterways for freight transportation – and is looking to operate in the UK.  
He advocates the use of pallets for freight shipment on inland waterways instead of 
containers. 
 
 Professor Rex Harris: who leads a team at the University of Birmingham which 
developed the "Protium" Hydrogen Fuel Cell Canal Boat project. 

http://www.paulgosling.net/
http://www.cboa.org.uk/
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/activity/metallurgy-materials/hydrogen/contact.aspx


 
Foreword 

 
 

David Lowe in the CBOA Chairman’s Report (2018), turning to the question 
of green issues and emissions in particular, said: 
 
This has become a topic of major interest over the last year or so. Alternative fuel 
systems are very much in the news these days. 
 
We can argue a case for retaining older diesel engines as this avoids the 
emissions from newbuild, but hydrogen and electric battery powered trains are 
being introduced and electric trucks are on the horizon. The water freight industry 
will need to follow suit and Bernard Hales is keeping us updated on developments. 
 
We have tended to ‘take the moral high ground’ - and rightly so – as inland 
waterway transport is demonstrably better in environmental terms than road or 
even rail.  

However I urge caution! 

We can argue a case for retaining older diesel engines as this avoids the 
emissions from newbuild, but hydrogen and electric battery powered trains are 
being introduced both in teak and abroad and electric trucks are on the horizon 
too.  

The first electric trucks are being developed, battery electric trains likewise - my 
friend Adrian Shooter is converting an underground train and one of our speakers 
had converted a barge to run on hydrogen.. 

Our barge and boat diesel engines tend to be old and dirty; we love them of 
course as historic artefacts, but we will need to up our game and embrace cleaner 
technology whether it be Euro 3b diesels or some kind of bimode arrangement 
with hydrogen or electric power for narrow boats or 1000tonne barges. 

I’m looking forward to a presentation by Professor Rex Harris on the use of 
hydrogen transport and a contribution from our guest speaker Antoon Van Coillie 
who has considerable interest in the subject. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

http://www.cboa.org.uk/downloads/cboa-agm-minutes-260418.pdf


2. Executive summary 
 
Using inland waterways for freight transportation offers significant and important 
advantages compared to both road and rail.  For public bodies, the greater use of 
inland waterways for freight transport offers many benefits: 
 

• Greater use of inland waterways for freight would significantly assist with 
meeting air and noise pollution and climate change targets; 

• Cut road deaths; 

• Reduce the need for expensive new road building; 

• Reduce road maintenance costs: HGV traffic is a major contributor to road wear. 
 

 
External costs of freight movement by different modes: water, 0.5%; rail 2%; road 92%.  
European Union. 
 
One kilogram of fuel over one kilometre can move 127 tonnes by water; 97 tonnes by rail; 50 
tonnes by road.  European Union. 
 
Moving freight by water reduces the amount of carbon emitted into the atmosphere by 80%; 
moving freight by water reduces the amount of nitrogen oxide emitted into the atmosphere 
by 35%. Department for Transport. 
 
“Heavy goods vehicles are currently estimated to account for around 17% of UK GHG 
emissions from road transport and around 21% of road transport NOx emissions, while 
making up just 5% of vehicle miles.” Department for Transport. 
 
Barges have vastly greater capacity than do HGVs: a Thames barge can carry 1,800 tonnes, an 
articulated HGV taking liquids is limited to 28 tonnes. 
 
Truck road use is a major cause of noise pollution.  “Noise interferes in complex task 
performance, modifies social behaviour and causes annoyance.”  Academic research. 
 
Making more effective use of existing inland waterways is much more efficient, much 
cheaper and much less disruptive than expanding road capacity. 
 
HGVs are heavily polluting.  
 
The available HGV driver workforce is declining. 
 
Barges provide a more efficient use of labour, involving fewer workers. 
 
Barges provide opportunities to make more efficient use of storage space compared to the 
use of HGVs. 

 



 
 
 

Opportunities for the logistics industry from greater use of inland 
waterways include: 
 

• Lower costs through greatly reduced energy consumption; 

• Improved economies of scale as a single barge can transport many times more 
than a single lorry; 

• Floating storage; 

• Avoidance of road congestion; 

• Dramatically lower carbon and particulate matter emissions; 

• Address capacity constraints for freight on both road and rail; 

• Helping corporations to meet social responsibility targets; 

• Risk mitigation by providing additional and alternative freight movement 
options; 

• As part of a strategy to address future HGV driver shortages, made worse by 
Brexit. 

 

There are major opportunities to substantially increase the transportation of 
freight by inland waterways in the UK.  The benefits are great, but they are being 
overlooked.   
 
This report contains 26 proposals on how to promote the use of the UK’s inland 
waterways for the transportation of freight. 

 
 



3. The benefits of moving freight by inland waterways 

The Commercial Boat Operators Association (CBOA) is the prime trade 
organisation involved in the effort to sustain and increase freight carriage on our 
waterways for economic and environmental reasons.   
 
CBOA said: “The roads are already over-stretched with the amount of traffic, 
clogged with cars, lorries and trucks. Some of these vehicles are on overnight or 
next day deliveries for which they are best suited, but much of the traffic could 
be taken by water as part of an  
 
integrated transport policy.  Water freight can be the cheapest way to move 
goods. The main reasons are economies of scale and fuel efficiency - that one 
person operating a decent sized barge can move more cargo by water in a given 
amount of time than that person could if driving a lorry to and fro.”i 
 
It is a UK government objective to transfer more freight from roads to inland 

waterways.  The Department for Transport explained in 2017 that waterways are 

“attractive for the environmental benefits they provide, and the reliable 

congestion-free freight access they offer over alternate modes.”ii 

 
Protecting the environment 
 
Environmental arguments are particularly strong in favour of using inland 
waterways for freight transportation – especially for the significant reductions in 
carbon and nitrogen dioxide emissions. 
 
The Department for Transport explained: “Heavy goods vehicles (HGVs) are 
currently estimated to account for around 17% of UK GHG emissions from road 
transport and around 21% of road transport NOx emissions, while making up just 
5% of vehicle miles. 
 
“The 2008 Climate Change Act sets a legally binding target to reduce the UK’s 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by at least 80% by 2050, relative to 1990 levels.  
The Act requires the Government to cap GHG emissions over successive five-year 
periods, known as ‘carbon budgets’. The fifth carbon budget, covering the period 
2028-2032, was set in legislation in July 2016. Meeting our climate change targets 
will require action across all sectors of the economy, including road freight.  
Alongside meeting these targets, improving air quality continues to be a priority. 
The 2008 Ambient Air Quality Directive (2008/50/EC) sets legally binding limits 



for concentrations of major pollutants that impact public health including 
particulate matter (PM10 and PM2.5) and nitrogen dioxide (NO2).”iii 
 
There have been a number of studies that have confirmed the environmental 
benefits of moving freight by barge, rather than by road. 
  

In 1994 the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution produced a report 
which demonstrated and highlighted the environmental benefits of water 
transport. It was the first report from a substantial scientific and official body to 
warn of the unsustainable trends in transport policy.iv   
 
Subsequent reports have also shown the environmental advantages of water 
transport over road transport  
 
An EU report from 2001 compared external costs - pollution, climate, noise, 
accidents, congestion/delays etc.  This found the cost breakdown to be: 
 

• road – 92%; 

• rail – 2%; 

• water - 0.5%. 
 

• The same report showed that one kilogram of fuel over one kilometre could 
move: 
 

• 50 tonnes by road; 

• 97 tonnes by rail; 

• 127 tonnes by water. 
 

• A 2004 report from consultants Royal Haskoning reviewed energy used per 
tonne-kilometre (tonnage carried multiplied by distance travelled).  It reported 
that: 
 

• water transport uses 0.2MJ; 

• rail transport used 0.4MJ; 

• road transport used 0.8MJ. 
 

In 2004 the Flemish Institute for Technological Research reported that transport 
by inland waterway was the most environmentally friendly means of bulk 
transport. The external costs of environmental effects, accidents and traffic 
congestion were seven times lower than for road transport. 
 



In 2006, ‘Sea and Water’, the Department for Transport (DfT) sponsored, but 
industry led, group, reported that: 
 
Moving freight by water reduced the amount of carbon emitted into the 
atmosphere by about 80%; 
Moving freight by water reduced the amount of nitrogen oxide emitted into the 
atmosphere by about 35%; 
Transport (excluding aviation) caused about 25% of the UK’s total CO2 emissions 
with road accounting for 22%; of this 40% came from lorries and buses; 
The Government’s (DfT) target was to work towards a 60% reduction in carbon 
emissions on 2000 levels by 2050; 
Transport emissions contribute towards poor air quality. The Department of 
Health estimated that between 12,000 and 24,000 deaths each year arose from 
poor air quality. 
 

Research has demonstrated the causal link between carbon dioxide emissions 
and increased mortality caused by air pollution.v 
 

Noise pollution is an often underestimated, but very serious, factor in a range of 
negative health impacts, both physical and psychological.  It undermines people’s 
efficiency at work, reducing productivity, as well as disrupting their personal 
enjoyment of leisure time.  Truck road use is a major cause of noise pollution.  
“Noise interferes in complex task performance, modifies social behaviour and 
causes annoyance.”vi 

 

Potential environmental benefits can be achieved not just by transferring freight 
traffic from roads to the current generation of boats and ships – but also by 
promoting a new generation of barges with even lower negative environmental 
impacts.  Emission-free container barges being introduced in continental Europe 
are expected to remove around 23,000 truckloads from roads a year.  Fully 
electric boats that do not directly produce any carbon emissions are being 
introducing across continental Europe.vii viii ix x 
 
Other new technologies will also assist with achieving environmental benefits.  
The replacement of diesel engines more widely with induction motors or 
permanent magnet motors that use recycled NdFeB magnets are 95% efficient 
and with zero emissions.  These are particularly appropriate for use in city centres 
that operate zero emission zones.  They also play an important role in assisting 
with purification of canal and river waters.xi 
 
 



Road accidents 
  

Heavy goods vehicles were involved in 259 fatal road accidents in the UK in 2017 
and 1,209 fatal or serious road accidents.xii  HGVs are involved in more than half 
of motorway accidents, despite comprising only about 10% of motorway traffic.xiii 
 
At the EU level, there has been a significant rise in both road freight transport 
and in related deaths.  Between 2004 and 2013, there was a 60% growth in road 
freight transport in the EU.  HGVs were held responsible for 15% of road deaths, 
despite comprising only 11% of the EU’s vehicle fleet.  Transport deaths are the 
EU’s second largest cause of fatal accidents.xiv 
 
Effective use of resources 
 
Waterways are much more efficient than roads in terms of resource use.  They 
are based around existing canals and rivers, so their use does not require the loss 
of land – as is the case with the ever-expanding road network.  They also do not 
need the high cost of building new infrastructure, but instead the more efficient 
use of existing, underused, infrastructure.  Existing waterway connections are 
more efficient than either road or rail in terms of the use of space in relation to 
carrying capacity.xv  Expansion of existing inland waterways, and the construction 
of new connections, can also be cost-effective alternatives to the building of new 
roads, offering more efficient options for freight movement. 
 
Barges are a more effective use of resources in the context of their much greater 
longevity than HGVs and other road vehicles.  Many barges are over 50 years old, 
while some boats and engines are still operational and efficient at the age of 80 
years.  Minimising the rate of replacement is optimal in terms of the use of 
resources and the avoidance of the carbon emissions involved in production.xvi   
 
There are significant capacity constraints, and congestion inefficiencies, on both 
road and rail in terms of freight transportation.xvii  These factors also make road 
transport unreliable and this makes planning for optimum use of logistical assets 
and staff increasingly difficult. 
 
Barges also offer much greater opportunities than are currently being exploited in 
terms of their much larger load capacity than with HGVs.  Barges on the Thames 
can carry as much as 1,800 tonnes, whereas a single HGV is limited to a maximum 
of approximately 29 tonnes.  A van can carry just seven tonnes.  
 



There are further logistical benefits available from the use of barges.  While HGVs 
may need to be unloaded immediately and then stored, materials can be stored 
on a barge until needed.  This reduces the need for warehouse storage space, 
while loading and unloading can be timed to fit working times and to avoid traffic 
congestion. 
 
The problem with HGVs 
 

Electric barges are a technology of the future, being deployed today.  Traditional 
HGV use is becoming outmoded.  The problem is not just the high emissions 
produced by HGVs, but also the decline in the availability of driver skills. 
 
The FTA – Freight Transport Association – said: “For a number of years industry 
has been concerned about the combined impact of an ageing professional HGV 
driver workforce and the lack of new entrants coming through.”xviii  Given the 
reliance in the sector on EU nationals to make-up for the loss of UK nationals 
from the occupation, Brexit represents a significant challenge for the logistics 
industry in its use of trucks. 
 
A detailed analysis of the driver crisis was provided in the report ‘Skills Shortage 
Report, November 2017’xix.  This explained: 
 

• The shortage in large goods vehicle (LGV) drivers rose by 50% to 52,000 in the UK in the year 
ending mid 2017; 

• LGV driver numbers had fallen by 4% in a year; 

• EU nationals made up 14% of LGV, which was up from 10% a year before, despite the Brexit 
vote; 

• EU nationals have filled the gap left by UK drivers leaving or not joining the profession; 

• Both older and younger drivers have left the occupation; 

• Losses in driver numbers “have largely been brought about by a failure to retain younger 
drivers who had flocked to the industry in 2016”; 

• The average age of LGV drivers is rising; 

• 14% of LGV drivers are over 60, and therefore near to retirement, compared to 9% of the 
general population. 
 

There are opportunities to use water freight transport in place of HGVs.  In some 
instances it will make sense to use barges to move goods from ports to places 
closer to final destinations – such as Leeds, Rotherham and Worcester – so that 
lorries undertake shorter journeys, enabling a smaller driving labour force.  As a 
result, there would be fewer overnight journeys by trucks, which are both costly 
and for which it is increasingly difficult to recruit drivers.  An additional benefit 
would be that lorries operate empty over shorter distances. 



Given the need for inland water transportation to retain its cost advantage over 
HGVs, there need to be changes in the way freight transportation is organised on 
water.  This means investment on barges and equipment that reduces the costs 
of loading and unloading, reducing operating costs and maximising loads.  It also 
means making the best use of data and communications equipment.  
 

There are major opportunities to increase the transportation of freight by 
inland waterways in the UK.  The benefits are great, but they are being 
overlooked. 

 

‘Growing our Inland Waterways’ 

Published by the Freight Transport Association 

Utilising water freight today allows companies to have a system in place to prevent adverse 

consequences if any future issues should make traditional networks less viable. 

Utilising water freight today allows companies to have a system in place to prevent adverse 
consequences if future issues should make traditional networks less viable. Britain’s canals and 
rivers should be playing a bigger role in our freight network, but changes in local and central 
Government policy and planning approaches are needed to make this happen. Making use of 
water freight now allows companies to have a system in place to prevent adverse consequences 
if future changes make traditional networks less viable. 

Overall, the total amount of goods moved for all domestic waterborne freight increased by 16 
per cent to 31.4 billion tonne kilometres (bt-k) in 2015. Goods moved by domestic water 
transport accounted for 15 per cent of total domestic freight traffic in the UK. However, inland 
waters traffic was a relatively small proportion of this and remained steady at 1.5 bt-k. 

It is sensible for a company to have multiple modes available to use. For example, so that in the 
event of weather disruption on the road network, alternative methods of delivery are available. 
A spread of modes, including water freight, provides the greatest resilience for a company’s 
supply chain, reducing exposure to risk. 

What is FTA campaigning for? 

• Protection for existing riverside and canal wharves to allow loading and unloading of goods, 
particularly where there is pressure for riverside development 

• More investment in canal infrastructure to enable priority freight routes to grow  

• Better water freight coordination across regions in the UK, and national coordination 

• Further sustainability – oil [ie fuel] typically makes up 35 per cent of road freight costs, but only 
around 17 per cent of water freight costs. This means that whilst road freight costs will 
fluctuate substantially with changes in oil prices, water freight gives greater price stability, 
allowing better business planning 

• More engagement to take place with shippers to promote the benefits of water freightxx 

 
 
 



4. Proposals for action 
 
There are many ways in which the merits of freight transportation via inland 
waterways can be promoted and supported.  These include: 
 

• Direct lobbying of central government departments, including the Department 
for Transport.  Government policy is supportive of the use of inland waterways 
for freight transportation, but this has not sufficiently been converted into action. 

• Lobbying of political parties’ transport spokespeople and their advisors. 

• Promotion of an integrated transport strategy that the government should be 
asked to support, which places the substantial expansion of freight by water at its 
heart. 

• Direct and indirect lobbying of local government.  Councils can provide adequate 
local investment in inland waterway infrastructure; they can assist businesses in 
their areas to come together to achieve better economies of scale in their use of 
inland waterways; and they can promote the commercial use of local inland 
waterways.  

• Increased devolution from Whitehall to the regions and the creation of combined 
local authorities means that these are going to be the main potential sources for 
the funding of sustainable transport infrastructure, and its maintenance and 
promotion, including for the funding for waterway improvements.   An example is 
the West Yorkshire Combined Authority's offer of £3m for the Port of Leeds 
development. 

• Local enterprise partnerships (LEPs) can be lobbied, to argue the business case for 
using waterways for freight transportation, in terms of lower costs and improved 
economies of scale. 

• LEPs and local authorities should be asked to develop local freight strategies that 
involve reductions in carbon and NOx emissions, reduced noise pollution, 
reductions in road deaths, lower road wear, reduced road congestion, with the 
intention of ensuring inland waterway freight options are included in order to 
achieve these objectives.   

• Clean air zones are recognised by many local authorities as essential strategies to 
improve air quality: it is important that inland waterways provide part of the 
solution through zero and low pollution barges. 

• There should be attempts to engage with the Local Government Association, and 
with think-tanks – such as the Institute for Government, the New Local 
Government Network, the Local Government Information Unit, the New 
Economics Foundation, and the Institute for Public Policy Research - that consider 
local government policy, to influence local transport policy in favour of 
movement of freight by inland waterways. 



• Similar engagement should take place with academics involved in considering 
transport policy and practice, with a view to promoting the benefits of 
transporting freight by inland waterway.  

• A list of transport journalists should be compiled, with a view to targeting those 
most likely to be sympathetic to the need for transport to have a low 
environmental impact and recognising the benefits of transporting freight by 
inland waterway. 

• Inland waterway investment can and should be justified on a public benefit basis. 

• Parliamentary select committees - the Environmental Audit Select Committee 
and the Transport Select Committee – should be lobbied for support and 
encouraged to investigate the under-use of waterways for freight transportation, 
given the environmental and commercial benefits of their greater use. 

• The existing All-Party Parliament Group on inland waterways can be supported 
and lobbied and sympathetic parliamentarians encouraged to join.  
(Parliamentarians who have advocated for inland waterways include David Drew 
MP, Maggie Throup MP and Baroness Jones, none of whom are on the APPG.xxi)  
Support for the APPG might include regular liaison with the committee and its 
membership and proposing items for the group’s agenda. 

• A petition could be drawn up for consideration by Parliament and government.  
However, this course of action should only be undertaken if there is strong 
support for the petition: a poorly supported petition would be counter-
productive. 

• Direct lobbying of the logistics industry and large players in the sector, including 
through representation at industry conferences and other industry events and at 
waste and recycling sector events. 

• Continued holding of ‘Freight by Water’ marketing events, backed by effective 
media campaigns.   

• The development of a media strategy to promote the use of inland waterways for 
freight transportation. 

• The development of the demand that the UK government commits to providing 
adequate funding to replace lost EU funding through the Connecting Europe 
Facility (CEF), Interreg and other programmes. 

• Support and promotion of the development of new technologies that provide for 
even cleaner boat and ship technology, in particular those with zero emissions.xxii 

• As well as using inland waterways to transport items of great bulk, continental 
Europe also uses them for lower volume items.  A ‘beer boat’ service in Utrecht is 
funded from an air quality budget.xxiii  Several similar initiatives are underway in 
Amsterdam, Ghent and elsewhere.  This demonstrates the importance of finding 
funding opportunities beyond transport budgets, such as environment and public 
health budgets. 



• The Waterborne Freight Grantxxiv requires a review.  It is not fit for purpose. There 
is no longer a grant available for capital expenditure – which has been vital in 
achieving some new projects, such as that of Cemex on the Severn and the 
Hanson Grand Union traffic. Now there is only a revenue support grant - aimed at 
helping with running costs in the first three years of a new traffic, after which it is 
required that the traffic is viable without help. This is ineffective, given that in 
many cases the objective is to create infrastructure that generates a long-term 
return.   

• There needs to be recognition that inland waterways deserve financial support in 
the same way that rail networks do – except the argument for supporting freight 
by water are significantly greater, in the sense that emissions and other 
environmental negatives are even lower with freight by water than with freight 
by rail. 

• There is a need to change rules and regulations to allow for the autonomous 
operation of inland barges. 

• Government funding should be made available to support the use of ultra-low 
emission freight travel by inland waterway, creating a parallel to the 

modernisation funds made available for the latest generation of lorriesxxv and the 
EU barge modernisation/scrapping schemesxxvi. 

• Brexit may have a significant impact on the movement on freight, including the 
use of inland water.  It is important that the sector is effectively represented in 
order to lobby for its interests. 
 
Lessons from the Thames, published by the Freight Transport Association 

 

FTA report 2016 concluded that planning authorities should:  
 
• Require water freight to be used as part of planning consent where possible; 
• Scrutinise planning applications that seek to change status of safeguarded 
wharves; 
• Protect areas for support services (e.g. boatyards and supply).  
Shippers and project developers should:  
• Recognise potential for water freight; 
• Learn from case studies from other cities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



5.   Britain’s inland waterways network 
 

 
Source: CBOA 

 
There are around 3,170 miles - 5,100 kilometres - of canals and other navigable 
inland waterways in England and Walesxxvii (and another 137 miles - 220 
kilometres - in Scotlandxxviii).  Most of this is used for leisure travel, but several 
hundred miles of canals and inland rivers can be used for freight transportation. 
 
As recently as 2013, it was reported that about 5% of inland freight travel in the 
UK was conducted on inland waterways.xxix  However, there has been a significant 
decline in recent years in the use of inland waterways for freight movement, 
despite the substantial benefits they offer and the increasing cost of road 
transportation. 
 



The total amount of goods moved for all domestic waterborne freight – inland 
plus coastal - declined by 18% to 24.9 billion-tonne kilometres in 2017.  (By 
comparison, freight by rail in 2017 was about 15 billion-tonne kilometres, 
comprising around 9% of freight movement.xxx)  There was a 2% increase in goods 
moved over inland waterways.  The most heavily used inland waterway routes in 
2017 in terms of goods moved were (in order) River Thames; River Forth; River 
Humber; the Manchester Ship Canal/River Mersey; River Ouse; River Clyde; River 
Trent; River Orwell; River Medway; River Severn; and the Aire and Calder 
Navigation.xxxi 

 
The decline in freight by water was in part caused by the death of much of 
Britain’s traditional industrial base – the closure of coal mines and steelworks, 
and the ending of production at many of the factories located alongside canals.  
Much of the subsequent decline on the smaller waterways has been gradual – 
lime juice was carried on the Grand Union until 1981, aggregates were still 
carried on the River Soar until 1996, and on the Grand Union main line until 2010; 
aggregates and bulk liquids on the Leeds & Liverpool until 1982.  
 
The inland waterway network remains important for parts of the freight 
transportation sector.  Larger canals and navigable rivers with access to ports and 
the coast offer the opportunity for much greater use for freight transportation.  
Large amounts of the canal network, as well as the inland rivers, remain navigable 
not just for pleasure craft, but also for commercial freight.  In the early 1980s, the 
Sheffield and South Yorkshire Navigation benefited from substantial investment 
to enlarge it to accept larger freight boats.   
 

 
South Yorkshire Navigation    Source: M. Slater 



Today, the greatest opportunity for the development of England’s commercially 
useable inland waterway network is in northern England.  Most of the ten largest 
navigable inland waterways are in Yorkshire and the north Midlands, including 
the Humber estuary, the Aire and Calder Navigation, the Sheffield and South 
Yorkshire Navigation, the River Ouse, the Tidal Trent and the Weaver Navigation 
in Cheshire.  Further south there is the Gloucester and Sharpness Canal, the River 
Severn Navigation and the Lee Navigation, from Enfield almost to the Thames at 
Bow.   

 
The River Thames alone carried over five million tonnes of freight in 2013, 
preventing around 265,000 lorry journeys a year on London roads.xxxii  About 
200,000 tonnes of aggregates are moved every year on the River Severn.  
 

 
Severn and Gloucester & Sharpness Canal. Source: David Lowe 

 
One of the major advantages offered by canals and major rivers is that they pass 
through major urban areas.  These include London, Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds, 
Wakefield, Rotherham, Hull, Nottingham, Newark, the Medway towns and 
Gloucester. 
 
The Freight Advisory Group (FrAG) was formed by the Canal & River Trust at the 
end of 2012 to develop a draft policy on waterborne freight and those 
commercial waterways run by CRT.  It identified the waterways accessing the 
Humber ports as offering the greatest potential within the CRT-only waterways 
for transhipment into barges for onward movement.xxxiii  It also recommended 
the building of an inland terminal to be known as ‘The Port of Leeds’, which is due 
to open in the near future. (See section six.) 



Inland waterways are commonly used for carrying aggregates and other minerals, 
grain, steel, palletised and liquid goods (including petrochemicals) and waste.  
They are often used by seagoing vessels to access inland waterways from 
estuaries, as well as by specialised barges.  Canals that are sufficiently wide and 
with few locks - such as the Grand Union Canal Paddington Arm - are also used 
for the transportation of aggregates and waste materials, including the 
transportation of material from city centres to urban fringes.  Narrow canals, such 
as the Oxford Canal and the Shropshire Union Canal, are used by specialist 
smaller businesses to deliver fuel to people living on boats and canal-side 
enterprises, including boating centres and for other ‘niche’ traffic.  



6. Best practice 
 
British inland waterways are used significantly less for freight than is the case in 
continental Europe.  While it must be recognised that the natural geography of 
much of Europe is more helpful – the length of the Rhine and the Danube, for 
example, compared to the length of the Thames – there are surely lessons to be 
learned from mainland Europe. 
 
The main items transported in EU countries by inland waterways in 2016 (the last 
year for which figures have been published) were metal ores, other mined and 
quarrying products, coke and refined petroleum products, as well as large 
numbers of containers.   
 
Volumes of metal ores transported on Europe’s inland waterways increased by 
2% in 2015, with a substantial increase – 9.5% - in transportation that begins and 
ends in different countries (so-called transit transport).  The main route is 
between the Netherlands and Germany.xxxiv 

 
As well as using inland waterways to transport items of massive bulk, continental 
Europe also uses them for lower volume items.  For example, a ‘beer boat’ 
service operates in Utrecht in the Netherlands for the urban transportation of 
beers.  The service delivers to 60 client businesses and is operated by the city 
municipality, using an electrically powered boat.  The service is funded from an 
air quality budget.xxxv  But the service also provides benefits by preventing historic 
city centres from being damaged by heavy goods vehicles.  Several similar 
initiatives are underway in Amsterdam, Ghent and elsewhere. 
 
In Paris, the supermarket chain Franprix has used the River Seine for part of its 
logistic arrangements since 2012.  The company says that using the river takes 
2,600 lorries off the road each year, the equivalent of 300,000km of lorry 
journeys.xxxvi   
 
A study by the World Bank has argued that there are significant opportunities to 
increase the use of inland waterways for freight movement globally, including in 
India.  The World Bank is funding a project to increase the use of India’s inland 
waterways for freight transportation.  Its graphic – showing the percentage of 
internal freight movement by waterway - illustrates also that Europe lags behind 
the United States in its exploitation of inland waterways.xxxvii The World Bank 
argued that India would benefit substantially, economically, from greater use of 
waterways for freight transportation, relieving road and rail congestion and 



reducing cost.  While 65% of India’s goods travel on roads and 27% on rail 
networks, logistics costs overall use up 18% of India’s GDP.  A mere 0.5% of 
freight travel is by waterways.   
 
 

 
 
Debashis Dutta of India’s Federation of Freight Forwarders Association said:  
“Inland waterways offer the cheapest form of internal transport, and government 
is motivating companies to use this over road and rail. We have a lot of 
waterways here and we are beginning to see more shipments make use of them, 
particularly in oil and materials markets.”xxxviii   

 
This aspiration coincides with moves to make India’s shipping industry more 
efficient and less environmentally damaging: the state of Kerala has inaugurated 
the first solar-powered ferry in the country.xxxix   
 
Water transport is particularly suitable for bulk, non-perishable cargoes and 
unitised loads. This includes containerised loads; pallets of goods; steel and other 
metals; forest products; heavy loads; aggregates; grains; coal and coke; 
petroleum products; chemicals; cement; and waste and recyclable materials.xl 
 



 

 

 
Case studies: 
 
The Manchester Ship Canal was opened by in 1894, to become the largest river 
navigation canal in the world and enabled Manchester’s port to be the third 
busiest in Britain. It extends 35 miles from Eastham on the River Mersey to 
Manchester. The canal is thriving as a major trading hub for bulk liquids and dry 
bulk cargo, with 7.5 million tonnes passing through the canal each year.  This has 
been assisted by a major investment from its current owners, Peel Ports.  Further 
investment is planned, with the construction of 4,000,000 sq ft of port-centric 
warehousing and logistics facilities over the next five to 10 years.  The 
Manchester Shuttle service, linking Liverpool and Manchester, has generated a 
significant rise in volumes on the canal, with the vessel MV Coastal Deniz having 
capacity to carry 260 containers per journey between Liverpool’s Seaforth 
Container Terminal, Ellesmere Port and Irlam Container Terminal in Salford.  The 
service is backed by local authorities and local enterprise partnerships (LEPs).xli 
 

https://chssachetan.files.wordpress.com/2018/11/chs-inlandwaterwaysfreightcheaper.jpg
https://chssachetan.files.wordpress.com/2018/11/chs-inlandwaterwaysfreightcheaper.jpg


Manchester’s Shuttle transported 3,000 containers a year in 2009, which rose to 
22,500 containers by 2013xlii and Peel Ports’ objective is to ship 100,000 
containers a year on the service by 2020.xliii  It achieved an estimated saving of 
more than 700,000kgs of CO2 and 1.6 million road kilometres in 2015 alone.xliv

 

The canal can accommodate seagoing ships of up to 8,000 tonne cargo capacity in 
its upper reaches. The lower reaches of the canal accommodate much larger 
vessels that serve the petroleum and chemical industries along its banks at 
Stanlow and Ellesmere Port.xlv  A new ship/barge wharf in Salford has recently 
opened near Mode Wheel locks.  There is a proposal to set up a Pallet Shuttle 
Barge (PSB, a cargo ship designed for use on inland waterways) operation to go 
straight into Manchester city.  The PSB provides an operating advantage through 
cargo transportation by pallet, rather than container.  This enables the carrying of 
smaller loads, the use of narrower waterways and the loading and unloading on 
open decks.  The design uses a catamaran structure and has the capacity of ten 
cargo trucks, with carbon emissions a third lower and a single crew.xlvi 
 
Tesco’s wine is one of the products transported along the Manchester Ship Canal.  
This has saved 50 truck journeys a week between Liverpool and Manchester for 
more than a decade and in the process eliminated 80% of carbon emissions that 
would have been generated.  A cargo service takes around 600,000 litres of wine 
to a bottling depot in Manchester twice a week.  An additional financial and 
energy saving is achieved by transporting the wine in large vats prior to local 
bottling, so reducing the weight and bulk carried over a long distance from the 
source of the wine. 
 

Cory Environmental uses the River Thames to transport waste products, 
transporting around a million tonnes a year of waste and aggregatexlvii  This saves 
around 100,000 lorry journeys per year.  Cory is the biggest barge operator in 
London and owns and maintains a fleet of five tugs and more than 50 barges to 
transport and dispose of the collected municipal rubbish.  The company employs 
150 staff in London as part of its lighterage workforce to operate its water-freight 
activity. Cory disposes of the waste on behalf of the Western Riverside Waste 
Authority (WRWA); the City of London, Westminster City Council and the London 
Borough of Tower Hamlets.xlviii   

 

Cory Riverside Energy explains: “We like to do things differently at Cory Riverside 
Energy. One of the things making us unique among the UK’s Energy from Waste 
(EfW) operators is the manner in which we choose to transport our waste 
throughout its journey and utilise it to recover energy.  Using the River Thames as 
a green highway, our own fleet of five tugs, more than 50 barges and in excess of 
1,500 containers transport c.1 million tonnes of residual waste and aggregate per 



year.  The waste is collected from riparian transfer stations, serving a number of 
London boroughs, in sealed containers that are crane loaded onto our barges at 
strategic locations along the Thames. Navigating the hazards of the Thames 
requires patience and skill, the Captain of each tug has to contend with the tides, 
in fact, our entire river operation is driven by the tide. Barges containing full 
containers go downstream on the ebb tide while empty containers are taken back 
upstream on the flood tide.” 
 
Tideway is the company delivering the Thames Tideway Tunnel, which will 
provide for a major upgrade of London’s sewerage system.  Work began on the 
project in 2015 and is scheduled to complete in 2024.xlix  More than seven million 
tonnes of cargo are being transported by barge during the tunnel preparation and 
construction.   
 

Tideway has pledged to transport over 90% of materials by barge, using barges 
for some 11 peak movements per day, replacing more than 300,000 of road 
vehicle journeys.  As well as being more environmentally friendly, the decision 
to minimise the use of road haulage was influenced by changes in road 
charging, while ‘cycle super highways’ will reduce road space.l   

 
Leeds Inland Port is a proposed new £3.37 million 80 metre wharf facility at 
Stourton, which has been put forward by the Canal & River Trust to the West 
Yorkshire Combined Authority.  This would make possible the transportation of 
non-perishable freight such as aggregates, timber, grain and steel from the 
Humber estuary ports into Leeds. The construction of an 80-metre long wharf 
with associated land equipment could enable the movement of an initial 200,000 
tonnes of freight from road to water a year.  This would potentially reduce carbon 
emissions by 100 tonnes a year within three years. Construction material for 
flagship schemes such as South Bank Leeds and HS2 could be brought into the 
city via the inland port.li  In doing so, the project will support and facilitate the 
renewal and expansion of Leeds as a major northern city and business centre.  
Blue Line Logistics is also seeking to begin operations at Leeds’ port.lii  The port’s 
sponsors are proactively engaged in persuading businesses to move more freight 
transportation onto the route.  The project is scheduled to achieve reductions of 
100 tonne of carbon emissions within three years. 
 

https://www.tideway.london/news/media-centre/rachel-rolls-up-the-river/


 
Aire and Calder Navigation. Source: David Lowe 

Cemex (formerly RMC Materials) was given substantial capital funds – through a 
Freight Facilities Grant from the Department for Transport – to carry 2.75 million 
tonnes of aggregates from Ryall quarry along the River Severn to Gloucester, 
taking an estimated 340,000 lorry journeys off Worcestershire roads over a ten-
year period. This traffic is currently operating from a new quarry upstream of the 
original one at Ripple, at about 200,000 tonnes a year. 
 

The Grand Union Canal in West London was brought back into use for freight in 
2003, when a seven-year contract was signed to move 450,000 tonnes of sand 
and gravel from a pit to a canal-side concrete-making plant operated by Hanson.  
Four boats made one or two journeys daily, eliminating the need for 60,000 lorry 
journeys a year and the related air and noise pollution.  There are also discussions 
taking place about the potential to use canals for freight transport from 
Heathrow airport to Paddington.  The Grand Union Canal Paddington Arm was 
also used on short term contract by Wood Hall and Heward to move around 
3,000 tonnes per week of aggregate and topsoil between January and August 
2018 from Bulls Bridge to the Southall Gasworks site for reconstruction work 
taking place.  This used a tug and three hoppers were used, with 360 excavators 
at each end for loading and unloading.  Canal transport was essential given the 



restricted road access, meaning that road transport on its own was not a viable 
option.liii

 

The Clean Maritime Council has been given responsibility by the UK government 
to draw up the Clean Maritime Plan to support the UK becoming a world leader in 
the development of a zero-emission shipping industry.  It will learn from existing 
projects, including hybrid ferries used between Portsmouth and the Isle of Wight 
and in Scotland; Innovate UK’s project in Orkney to inject hydrogen into a ferry’s 
fuel supplyliv; and the use of shore-side electricity at the Portsmouth and other 
Ministry of Defence facilities to reduce the need to run engines while in port.lv 
 

The Dutch government is encouraging the transport of goods on inland 
waterways as part of a strategy to keep the country’s main port of Rotterdam 
accessible.  But there are other objectives: that the inland shipping fleet becomes 
cleaner and more reliable.  An additional aim is to keep the motorway network 
clear: the Netherlands has one of Europe’s most congested road systems.lvi 

Lean & Green Off-Roadlvii is a partnership based in the Benelux countries between 
environmental and political groups and the freight industry.  Its projects include 
the Lean Green barge programme, which began in 2013.  The scheme’s objectives 
include reduced road congestion.  A daily barge service operates between 
Emmerich and Rotterdam, which is used by Heinz, Bavaria Beer and Mars.  Heinz 
is engaged in promoting the service to other businesses, to encourage more 
freight diversion from road to water and develop critical mass and a stronger 
supply chain.  The ‘Lean & Green Synchromodal’ now aims to expand by bringing 
together shippers, transport companies and terminal operators to bundle loads, 
to further reduce costs.lviii   
 

The European Commission has approved funding for electric canal boats through 
its Connecting Europe Facility (CEF).  The “ACCEL BARGE” is a joint initiative 
of GVT/Barge Terminal Tilburg and PortLiner to accelerate the introduction of 
“zero emission” inland shipping.  It aims to build and bring into operation a 
variety of all-electric inland barges.  The project’s scope includes the building and 
delivery of “E-Powerboxes”, containerized battery packs that will provide the 
propulsion energy for the ships.  It is intended that the project will lead to electric 
boats that connect the Baltic, Rhine and Alpine regions.  The EU is to provide 
funding of €5.6m, 20% of the total project costs.lix 
 

Norway has been using battery powered, zero emission, boats to ferry 
passengers and freight since 2015.  Boats can provide simpler, more direct, 
routes between destinations than using roads, because of the nature and location 
of the country’s fjords.  The electric ferry has reduced carbon emissions by 95% 

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Flean-greenoffroad.nl%2F&data=02%7C01%7C%7Ca05817ec8b104f401d6508d609f9ac12%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C636707365264553948&sdata=f2AMCkpxkTFQ14aDmA%2FoeRceldk7wRpqs%2F9L9H5inJM%3D&reserved=0


and costs by 80% compared to traditional diesel ferries.  Norway’s parliament has 
decreed that all new ferry contracts should specify the use of electric power.lx 
 

New York’s freight plan aims to switch freight transportation away from roads 
onto the city’s waterways.  A $100m project would construct a new freight 
distribution system, involving barge terminals in Brooklyn and the Bronx and new 
piers in Manhattan.  This would bring food and consumer goods by water instead 
of road.  At present, there are 10,000 truck journeys a day coming into 
Manhattan.  The benefits would be reduced road congestion, less air pollution 
and potentially 5,000 jobs created in the terminals and transportation.  The 
scheme would also see investment in other waterfront infrastructure. 
 
“A city with our robust waterways and railways shouldn’t be moving 90% of cargo 
by truck,” said Mark Chambers, director of New York City Mayor’s Office of 
Sustainability.lxi  



7. Overcoming the challenges for greater use 
 
Blue Line Logistics is based in Belgium, using inland waterways for freight 
transportation – and is looking to operate in the UK.  Its director Antoon van 
Coillie argues that greater use of pallets for freight shipment in place of 
containers offers opportunities to overcome many of the current limitations that 
hold back the exploitation of inland waterways for freight shipment.  This might 
be achieved, he suggests, through the use of pallets within containers, in some 
instances.  In many cases, inland waterways are better suited to the shipment of 
pallets rather than containers.  Cities, for example, contain many inland 
waterways and these, typically, cannot be used for shipping containers. 
 
Van Coillie argues: “[There is the opportunity for greater] use of inland 
waterways for palletised goods and goods carried in big bags. This is where IWT 
[inland waterways transport] really can make a difference and create a real 
modal shift: just imagine moving drinks, FMCG [fast moving consumer goods], 
palletised building materials, refuse, etc.”  The PSB - Pallet Shuttle Barge – was 
designed and developed by Blue Line.  Following the successful use of two 
prototypes, Blue Line is now rolling out a fleet of PSBs.lxii He believes that the 
costs of moving freight by waterway can be brought down significantly through 
use of autonomous barges – making freight by water even more price 
competitive.  It expects autonomous barges to be operational by 2020.  This 
would potentially make smaller barges more cost efficient than larger barges and 
increase use of smaller waterways.  It would also bring down emissions through 
the use of smaller and electric engines.”lxiii (Below: PSBs loading and in operation) 
 

 



 
Source: Blue Line Logistics 

 
A specific requirement in England if there is to be greater use of freight by water 
is additional investment in the inland waterway infrastructure, including ensuring 
that routes remain open throughout the winter and during severe winter weather 
and in summer droughts.  In some places, rivers and canals need to be slightly 
widened. 
 
FrAG has argued that infrastructure investment needs to focus in particular on 
the ‘priority freight routes – a set of large waterways linking the Humber 
ports, Goole, Leeds, Wakefield Europort, Selby and Rotherham; Aire and Calder 
to Leeds; Wakefield Branch to Wakefield Europort; the Sheffield and South 
Yorkshire Navigation to Rotherham Lock; and the Ouse from Goole Railway 
Bridge to Selby.lxiv 

 
Above all, logistics companies need to consider the opportunities presented by 
inland waterways.  While the benefits are there, only a change of mindset within 
the logistics industry will enable these to be exploited.  
 
 

  



8. The policy framework 
 
The benefits of shifting much more freight onto water are clear, obvious and in 
line with the policy priorities of governments in the UK and globally.  In particular, 
environmental policies provide a strong reason to support the use of inland 
waterways for freight transportation. 
 

Carbon dioxide emissions and carbon monoxide emissions are very much lower 
for water transport than for road transport.  Across the EU, transport is 
responsible for around 25% of carbon dioxide emissions and up to 90% of carbon 
monoxide emissions.  Road transport is responsible for 45% of nitrogen oxide 
emissions.  Carbon dioxide emissions from inland water-based transport are 
about a quarter of those of road transport.lxv  The growth of ethical consumerism 
provides an opportunity for manufacturers, distributors and retailers to use lower 
carbon logistics as a marketing advantage. 
 
Different figures are produced by the UK government’s Department of Transport.  
But these also justify much greater diversion of freight transport from roads to 
waterways.  The department stated: “Heavy goods vehicles (HGVs) are currently 
estimated to account for around 17% of UK GHG emissions from road transport 
and around 21% of road transport NOx emissions, while making up just 5% of 
vehicle miles. 
 
“The 2008 Climate Change Act sets a legally binding target to reduce the UK’s 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by at least 80% by 2050, relative to 1990 levels.  
The Act requires the Government to cap GHG emissions over successive five-year 
periods, known as ‘carbon budgets’. The fifth carbon budget, covering the period 
2028-2032, was set in legislation in July 2016. Meeting our climate change targets 
will require action across all sectors of the economy, including road freight.  
Alongside meeting these targets, improving air quality continues to be a priority. 
The 2008 Ambient Air Quality Directive (2008/50/EC) sets legally binding limits 
for concentrations of major pollutants that impact public health including 
particulate matter (PM10 and PM2.5) and nitrogen dioxide (NO2).”lxvi 
 
Noise is a different type of environmental pollution, but also serious.  Negative 
impacts of noise pollution include hearing loss, nervous stress and sleep loss.  A 
report from the World Health Organization explained: “The health impacts of 
environmental noise are a growing concern. At least one million healthy life years 
are lost every year from traffic-related noise in the western part of Europe.  Sleep 



disturbance and annoyance, mostly related to road traffic noise, comprise the 
main burden of environmental noise.”lxvii 
 
Road transport is the largest factor in the increase in noise levels.  About 65% of 
the European population is now exposed to average noise levels exceeding 
55dB(A).lxviii  Inland waterway transportation makes a negligible contribution to 
background noise. 
 
Waterways are much more efficient than roads in terms of resource use.  They 
are based around existing canals and rivers, so their use does not require the loss 
of land – as is the case with the ever-expanding road network.  Existing waterway 
connections are more efficient than either road or rail in terms of the use of 
space in relation to carrying capacity.lxix  Infrastructure and vehicle costs are 
similar across different transport modes, but the effective use of existing 
waterways backed by the adoption of modern vessels and loading equipment and 
containers can enable logistics companies to cut staffing costs.lxx 
 
Safety is an important concern. “The river [Thames] - including the busy freight 
port at Tilbury which takes most of the traffic covered by the PLA [Port of London 
Authority] - had a median of two incidents (usually minor incidents or near-
misses) a month between 2005 and 2008. Compared to the 3,526 people killed or 
seriously injured on the roads, and between 4 and 9 accidental deaths a year on 
the Tube, modern river services have never had a death or serious injury.”lxxi  
Lorries and vans are responsible for almost a quarter of cyclists’ deaths from road 
accidents.lxxii  HGVs were involved in 259 fatal road accidents in 2017 in the UK 
and 1,209 fatal or serious road accidents.lxxiii 
 

Infrastructure maintenance and upgrade costs for waterways are very modest 
compared to road and rail.  The Inland Waterways Association explained: “In 
some cases existing waterway capacity is grossly underused and traffic could be 
increased greatly at minimal cost by minor improvements such as dredging.”lxxiv  
Energy costs on waterways are much lower than for road, air or rail, because of 
the much lower friction.  
 
Bulk transfer through containerisation and aggregation provides additional 
financial savings, by allowing items to be stored in transit more efficiently and 
without the additional weight associated with the packaging material.  An 
example of this was achieved by Tesco (see above), which has brought wine into 
the country unpackaged and then bottled in Manchester.  This process also 
enables a company to operate a bottling or packaging operation in the most cost 
advantageous location. 



 
Risk mitigation is an important consideration in the logistics sector.  It makes 
sense for a haulage company to have the opportunity to switch transport modes 
– for example, to cover the risk of a road or rail route ceasing to be available 
because of weather damage, or engineering repairs.  Freight operators that 
primarily use lorries might consider spreading risk by also having a waterway 
facility as a back-up and for use for non-perishable items. 
 

A number of official reports in the UK and elsewhere have stressed the policy 
benefits of transporting freight by water and its increase is a policy objective.  
 

• “There is potential to optimise use of the road, rail and water networks to reduce 
GHG emissions through increased use of rail and waterborne freight, deployment 
of longer semi-trailers and more effective industry collaboration....   Whilst rail 
freight is often considered to be the main alternative to road freight, that is to 
overlook the significant benefits of moving freight by water. Waterborne freight, 
namely coastwise shipping, and that on inland waterways, continues to provide a 
viable alternative to other freight modes.” Freight Carbon Review, Department 
for Transport, 2017.lxxv 
 

• “It is [UK] Government policy to promote alternatives to road transport for both 
passenger and freight movements. This is partly to reduce congestion and partly 
to reduce the environmental impact of road transport. Inland waterways have 
the potential to assist in both these objectives.”  Transport Energy, Best Practice: 
Planning for freight on inland waterways, UK Government 2004.lxxvi 
 

• The London Environment Strategy, produced by Mayor of London Sadiq Khan, 
includes the objective of transferring more freight transportation onto the city’s 
river and canals.  “Reducing the number of vehicles and making more use of the 
waterways will help improve air quality along London’s busy and congested 
streets. The Mayor supports increased use of waterways for freight and 
passenger services, as well as leisure uses.”lxxvii 
 

• The Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution, 1995, 18th Report, 
recommended as a target “to increase the proportion of tonne-kilometres carried 
by water from 25% in l993 to 30% by 2000, and at least maintain that share 
thereafter.”lxxviii 

 



• The Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution, 1997, 20th Report, concluded 
that “efforts should continue to maintain and increase the use of inland and 
coastal waters for freight”.lxxix 

 

• The European Union’s Combined Transport Directive promotes the use of water 
transport as a means of diverting freight away from roads.  “The underlying 
objective of the Combined Transport Directive is to better utilise the existing 
transport infrastructure and resources and to reduce negative externalities of 
road transport to the environment by incentivising the use of other means of 
transport (rail, short sea shipping (SSS) and inland waterways (IWW)).” lxxx 

 

• “Shifting freight transport from road to water and rail is an important strategic 
element in EU transport policy. The objective was first formulated in the 
Sustainable Development Strategy in 2001.”lxxxi 
 

• In 2011 in a consultation document about transferring the British Waterways 
navigations to a charity (now CRT), DEFRA stated  

• "Moving freight traffic off the roads and onto the water can produce significant 
public benefits. Congestion on our roads can be reduced, air quality can be 
improved; and carbon emissions can be reduced. Freight transport by water can 
be cleaner than transport by road as moving goods by water can be more fuel 
efficient, leading to CO2 emissions that can be one-quarter the level of road 
transport". They cited the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change.lxxxii 
 

• Transport for London says: “Waterborne transport can be a cost-effective and 
efficient method of moving a range of goods and commodities. It is a sustainable 
and safe way of removing lorries from London’s roads, reducing emissions and 
taking advantage of an under-used resource.”lxxxiii 
 

• The UK government has established the Clean Maritime Council, tasking it with 
the requirement to devise a strategy to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from 
the maritime sector and to improve air quality on and around our waterways, 
ports and shipping lanes.  Maritime minister Nusrat Ghani said: “The Council 
further demonstrates the serious commitment we are making for the future of 
the sector, ensuring the UK can benefit from the global shift to zero-emission 
shipping.  The clean maritime plan will be published next year and will include 
policies to tackle emissions of air pollutants and greenhouse gases from shipping, 
while ensuring the UK can reap the economic benefits of the global transition to 
zero emission shipping.”lxxxiv 
 



• Professor Rex Harris (below, with prototype) argues that the UK has an 
opportunity to be a global leader in the development of zero emission barges, 
with the opportunity to sell this technology in emerging markets – in particular 
India and China “and assist international effort to combat climate change as well 
has help the UK economy”.lxxxv For technical detail see his colleague’s paper 
delivered in Venice: Fuel Cells & Hydrogen for maritime & harbour applications 
http://www.eurosfaire.prd.fr/7pc/documents/1374147488_dbook_fchju_mariti
me_venice_13jun13_v5c.pdf 
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For further information:  
 
The Canal & River Trust: https://canalrivertrust.org.uk/media/library/6213.pdf 
The Commercial Boat Operators Association: http://www.cboa.org.uk/ 

 

Freight by Water: http://freightbywater.fta.co.uk/ 
 
Waterways Freight: 
https://www.waterways.org.uk/news_campaigns/freight/waterways_freight 
 
University of Birmingham: the "Protium" Hydrogen Fuel Cell Canal Boat project: 
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/activity/metallurgy-
materials/hydrogen/contact.aspx 
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