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Foreword

One of the few joys of being a Transport Minister in the UK government
isthat it isamercifully politics-free zone. | have never yet come across a
convincing Marxist-Leninist view of traffic management and the Adam
Smith version, which would presumably turn all traffic lights off and rely
on market forces, seems equally unappesaling. It would, however, bewrong
to conclude that there is no science behind modern transport policy. Since
the doctrine of ‘predict and provide’ rightly came under attack, ministers
in both Conservative and Labour governments have emphasised the need
to concentrate on sustainable integrated transport that offers practical
aternatives to the way we have historically managed the movement of
people and freight with the objective of protecting the environment, reduc-
ing air pollution and noise, and improving social mobility.

Much of the effort to create a new, more intelligent transport policy
has understandably concentrated on ways of offering alternatives to the
use of the private car. The inherent inefficiency of a single occupant in a
large metal container consuming large quantities of fossil fuel compared to the same person using atrain
or busiseasy to appreciate. But until recently much less thought has been given asto how the movement
of goods rather than people can change the way we procure the lifestyle consumers demand while
impacting significantly less on the world around us. My suspicion is that this is because freight policy
has been in the ‘too difficult’ file on transport planners desks. Yet the challenges facing an advanced
economy such as oursin which currently 420000 trucks of varying degrees of environmental efficiency
deliver virtually all our goods and services are actually very real.

In this excellent and extremely comprehensive book David Lowe builds on his established reputation
as one of this country’s leading transport writers to explain and illustrate the key concept of intermodal
transport in detail. In the next decade much more attention will be paid to the use of rail, canals and short
seafreighters as alternatives to trucks over part if not all of the freight journey. Thiswill be apriority for
politicians but also for consignors and consignees. It will be integral to the corporate socia responsibil-
ity of any serious enterprise. More to the point, it will also be a driver toward more efficient and less
costly transportation. Thisisatimely and readable volume which will appeal to policy-makers and prac-
titioners at every level. | thoroughly commend it.

Seven Norris FCILT, FIHT

Minister for Transport 1992—1996
Director General,

The Road Haulage Association 1997-1999
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Preface

The movement of freight isavital ingredient in achieving economic sustainability and for enhancing our
lives in many different ways. However, for al the benefits that it brings, such as stocking the shelves of
our corner shops, local supermarkets, DIY stores and garden centres for instance, it does have its down-
side. Road haulage, in particular, which is the aspect of transport with which we, the general public, are
likely to be most familiar because of the large lorries that we see on our streets, adds to the congestion in
our town and city centres and on our motorways, these lorries pollute the air we breath with unhealthy
exhaust fumes, but so too do buses and the thousands of cars on our roads; they cause visual intrusion,
noise and vibration and they contribute, albeit only marginally compared to all the other vehicles and
pedestrians, to the awful accident toll on our roads. But, no matter what the environmental penalties of
lorry use amount to, we cannot do without road transport: the heavy lorry will never go away and can
never be replaced by some magical form of conveyance that is noiseless, fumeless and takes up no road
space — no such contrivance exists now and is never likely to.

However, all is not doom and gloom. There is a partial solution which is operationally feasible, eco-
nomically viable and, most importantly, environmentally sustainable. It is the concept of intermodal
freighting. Thisisasystem in which two or more different modes of transport, such as road and rail, road
and waterway or rail and shipping are combined, or integrated, to enable goods contained within asingle
loading unit, to be moved from their place of origin to their final destination. The loading unit, depending
on the system used, may be a container, a swap body, a complete road vehicle or an unattached articulated
semi-trailer. Importantly, at the interchange of the modes the goods remain undisturbed, only the loading
unit is transferred from one mode to another, and in the case where aload is packed within aroad vehicle
or road semi-trailer, which thus constitutes the loading unit, this is either driven, or lifted, on to a rail
wagon or aroll-on/roll-off ferry ship.

The intermodal alternative — or in contemporary terminology, intermodalism — currently holds sway
over other, individual, transport modes, especially direct door-to-door delivery by road haulage, mainly
for reasons of its so-called ‘green credentials' because, in other words, it isless of ablight on the envi-
ronment. It is atransport system where road vehicles are employed to do what they can do best; namely,
the essential, short-haul, collections and deliveriesin locations where trains and canal barges cannot go,
but where the long-haul leg of the journey to the final delivery is carried out by the much more environ-
mentally friendly freight train or waterway transport system which, for their part they are best suited. In
fact, such is the current support for the intermodal transport concept that it comprises a major building
block of the EC’s Transport Policy White Paper for 2010: Time to Decide, for the reason that it con-
tributes to the desirable objective of shifting the balance between modes.

The stated aim of the Commission’s policy on intermodal freight transport is to support the efficient
door-to-door movement of goods, using two or more modes of transport, in an integrated transport chain.
Asthe Commission says:

Each mode of transport hasits own advantages; for example, potentia capacity, high levels
of safety, flexibility, low energy consumption, low environmental impact. Intermodal
transport allows each mode to play itsrolein building transport chains, which overal, are
more efficient, cost effective and sustainable.
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Road haulage invariably features significantly in theintermodal equation, usually in combination with rail
freighting and using the two modes together —commonly referred to as combined road—rail freighting —is
the predominant intermodal solution. But inland waterway and/or short-sea and coastal shipping too,
where appropriate, may also be combined with road transport to form an intermodal operation. Multi-
modal transport, on the other hand, involves the use of more than just two modes; for instance, atypical
multimodal freight journey may involve a combination of road haulage, a rail freight journey leg and
then either a short sea, coastal or even atrans-ocean crossing.

Theinter- or multi-modal concept is simple to comprehend. But the whys and wherefores of effecting
delivery of a particular freight consignment by either a single mode, direct, door-to-door road haulage
operation or by utilizing a combination of different modes, is a much more complex issue. Broadly, the
aim of intermodalism isto utilize the most operationally efficient and cost effective combination of trans-
port modes to convey aload of goods to its final destination — using each individual mode to its best
effect. However, of equal importance, is the need to switch freight traffic from our inadequate and over-
crowded road network on to rail or on to the relatively under-utilized waterway systems of the UK and
Europe, principally with the environmentally beneficial objectives of reducing air pollution, noise, vibra-
tion and the risk of road traffic accidents. While the commercia considerations are obviously important
to shippers consigning the goods, achieving environmental harmony is akey objective of the sustainable
transport policies of both the UK Government and the EC.

The general public depends heavily on the heavy lorry for carrying most of its goods traffic —without it
our supermarket shelves would be virtually empty. However, while being extremely convenient and flexi-
ble with its direct door-to-door delivery capability, the lorry is nevertheless notorious for polluting the
atmosphere with noxious exhaust fumes which damage human health, for using-up scarce fossil-based fuel
resources, for creating undue noise and vibration —which is especialy noticeable in urban areas— and for
adding to the traffic congestion and accident risks on our largely inadequate road network. But, it is pos-
sible, through intermodalism, to harness the particular advantages of road transport to the freight carrying
capabilities of other quieter, less polluting, and generally more environmentally friendly transport modes.
And by so doing cost effective freight deliveries can be achieved while avoiding, or at least reducing, the
environmental blight which massive and ever-growing volumes of heavy lorry traffic inflicts upon us. From
thelorry operator’s point of view, intermodalism offers the possibility of avoiding the proliferation of lorry
bans in urban areas; congestion charging zones, motorway tolls; and the prospect of Lorry Road User
Charges (currently existing in parts of Europe and to be with usin the UK in 2007/2008); the ever increas-
ing costs of delay and disruption to operating schedules and in the UK, the extortionate price of diesel fuel
inflated by excessive levels of excise duty imposed by government.

Thisbook examines, in a practical manner, the whole concept of intermodalism asit relates specifically
to freight transport: passenger inter-modalism being awholly different genreis not covered. Some of the
text herein follows on from a study on combined road—ail freighting written by the author in 1996.
However, while that particular work focused mainly on a single aspect of freight intermodalism, namely
combined road—rail transport, this new text, besides being significantly updated to take account of new
Government and EU policy initiatives, legidative changes and operational developments in the interim
period, has a so been broadened to include the wider concept of intermodalism involving inland waterway
freighting and short-seaand coastal shipping. Such has been the expansion of interest in thisform of trans-
portation in recent times that there has been almost an explosion of information about it published on the
Internet, and the author has taken the opportunity to draw together and incorporate some of this accumu-
lated wisdom to provide readers with a much greater insight into the structure of intermodalism, the
policy-making activities of Brussels and national governments and to relevant | egislative devel opments.

The text examines intermodalism from anumber of perspectives; first of all from the political anglein
regard to governmental policies and strategies and then from a geographical viewpoint where intermodal
developments in the UK, in Europe and, collectively in North America, the Middle East, Asia and



Preface xxiii

Austradia, are considered. Then, importantly, individual chapters are devoted to the key constituent
elements of intermodalism, namely road haulage; rail freighting; inland waterway, short-sea and coastal
shipping; networks and terminals; and hardware in the form of intermodal vehicles, loading, lifting and
transfer equipment.

The book also covers many other essential factorsinvolved in making intermodalism work in an effi-
cient and cost-effective manner; for example, the legal aspects of carrier liability; vital safety regulations;
governmental grant aid designed to encourage a switch of freight from road to other more sustainable
modes of transport; environmental considerations in favour of intermodal transport; and documentation
and authorization requirements. To help the reader, an extensive glossary of related termsisincluded and
so toisabibliography of useful further reading.

Overall, it has been the author’s intention to provide, so far asis possible with such afast-moving sce-
nario, astudy of intermodal freight transport that will be avalid and useful source of referencefor freight
shippers, intermodal road hauliers — and especially those road hauliers contemplating a switch of their
long-haul traffic to other modes, rail service suppliers, terminal operators, equipment manufacturers and
ancillary suppliersto theindustry. The book will also be of value to students of transport and others who
may wish to keep abreast of developing trends in transportation. Additionally, it is hoped that the text
will be of general interest to industry at large as it endeavours to placate public concern about environ-
mental issues and achieve such worthwhile objectives as reduced pollution, reduced road traffic conges-
tion and fewer road traffic accidents, but without any diminution in the levels of service, speed and
security with which goods — many of them being the vital ingredients of everyday life — are transported
to their destination.
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T

What Is Intermodal Freight
Transport?

Intermodal freight transport, as previously outlined in the Preface, is the concept of utilizing two or more
‘suitable’ modes, in combination, to form an integrated transport chain aimed at achieving operationally
efficient and cost-effective delivery of goods in an environmentally sustainable manner from their point
of origin to their final destination.

While some freight movements may use, and justify the use of, a number of different transport modes,
such as road, rail or inland waterway or either short- or deep-sea shipping, thus making them multimodal
operations, in the majority of instances efficient movements are invariably achieved by the use of just
two modes: most commonly road haulage collection and final delivery journeys combined with a rail-
freight trunk-haul journey, what is known as a ‘combined road—rail’ operation. However, where oper-
ational circumstances dictate or a feasible alternative option is available, road haulage or rail freighting
may be combined instead with an inland waterway journey via river or canal, or with a short-sea shipping
(SSS) operation, typically a coastal or a cross-Channel sailing. Combined transport operations involving
either road haulage or rail freight in conjunction with deep-sea container services or with an airfreight
operation also feature in intermodal and multimodal scenarios, albeit the latter occurring in only a rela-
tively small number of instances and small scale in terms of the freight volumes shipped.

The word ‘suitable’ in the context used above may have a number of alternative connotations. It is
possible in a given set of circumstances that cost alone will determine the choice of mode or modes, but
frequently other considerations are decisive. For instance, operational practicalities like frequency of
service, speed of delivery, the availability of special handling facilities, the ability to meet particular
packaging requirements, security considerations or the sheer volumes of freight to be moved may be the
determining factors, or indeed it may be that a number of these various service ‘pluses’, in combination,
produce the ideal solution. But other less tangible issues may also enter the equation such as the need to
follow corporate environmental policies or to assuage a shipper’s social conscience.

Freighting by one of the intermodal or multimodal combinations mentioned above is the alternative,
of course, to consigning loads for the whole of their journey by a single mode, as is the case with some
62 per cent of domestic freight moved in Great Britain (according to the Department for Transports’
(DfTs’), Transport Statistics for Great Britain — 2004, publication) for example, which is transported by
road. It is a fact that the haulage of goods by road from their source direct to their final destination
remains the preferred method in the majority of cases, and it is this preference which those individuals,
corporate bodies, and government departments alike who champion the cause of intermodal transport are
trying to break down.

Since by far the largest proportion of freight traffic commences and ends its journey on the back of a
lorry, intermodalism is principally understood to mean the use of an alternative mode to undertake the
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middle, long-haul, or trunk, leg of the journey. Typically this involves trans-shipping the unitized load from
a lorry at a railhead, inland waterway terminal, or at a seaport, for onward shipment by rail, inland water-
way barge, sea-going ship, and then trans-shipping it back again onto a lorry for the final delivery of the
leg to the customer; that is, the consignee. In some instances, as we shall see later, it is not just the unitized
load that is trans-shipped, but the whole road vehicle, or at least its semi-trailer, which is loaded aboard
a rail freight wagon, an inland waterway barge, a short-sea vessel, invariably a roll-on/roll-off (RO-RO)
ferry ship, or an ocean-going ship for onward transportation.

No matter what the particular freighting arrangement is, the essence of the whole operation is to utilize
the key characteristics of each individual transport mode to its best advantage. The lorry has the benefits
of immediacy and flexibility in its favour plus the ability to affect collections and deliveries of goods
from locations that have no rail sidings or waterway quays for loading. Rail freighting offers a lower-cost
alternative for multiple loads carried over longer transits and a much less-polluting effect on the envir-
onment, as does barge traffic shipped on the navigable rivers, and canals of inland waterway networks.
Thus road haulage in any combination with either rail freighting, inland waterway, short-sea, or coastal
shipping may prove to be the most viable option, both economically and operationally. But in certain
cases, particularly where no RO-RO vehicle ferry service, road or rail tunnel facility exists, shipping by
container vessel may be necessary, and especially for trans-global freight movements.

As this book will show, there are politically motivated policy moves within the European Union (EU)
to find ways of switching as much freight as possible from road onto the rail, and to a lesser extent onto
the waterway, networks. This is seen as a beneficial antidote to the adverse impact of heavy lorries on
traffic flows both on motorways and in urban areas, although the latter is something of a misconception
since heavy lorries will still be required to serve many road-rail terminals, and the substantial numbers
of freight originators and recipients located in urban areas who are not rail connected (e.g. most small
businesses and High Street retail outlets). The European Commission (EC) talks of the ‘complementary’
qualities of road and rail transport, and it is this aspect of complementarity that it believes to be the key
to transport policy for the future. However, we should not overlook the keen interest now being shown in
Brussels (i.e. in the EC’s Directorate-General for Energy and Transport— DG VII) in revitalizing the role
of inland waterway and short-sea and coastal shipping, as we shall see in greater detail in Chapter 8.

Also to be gained from a modal switch are perceived social benefits, such as reduced air pollution,
resulting from fewer heavy lorries, the theoretical saving in road accidents — according to the European
Commission’s Community Road Accident Database (CARE), there were some 40000 road accident
deaths in the 15 Member State-EU in 2002 costing 160 billion euros (£115 billion at the November 2004
currency exchange rate) — and the separation of freight movements from a “people’ environment, which
roads substantially are and rail, largely, is not.

The economic concept of road-rail combined transport is that it keeps the expensive element of the
road haulage operation, namely the operation of the road vehicle tractive unit and the driver, fully utilized
on short-haul, road-borne collections and deliveries, for which it is ideally suited and sufficiently flexible
to go anywhere at any time to suit individual requirements, while the less expensive part of the operation,
namely the loaded semi-trailer, swap body, or container, is sent unaccompanied on the long-haul leg of the
journey by rail. Given that the rail-haul leg is long enough to justify the switch from road (generally it
needs to be at least 500 kilometres, although new thinking suggests that short-distance intermodalism
becomes viable for distances in excess of only around 200 kilometres), this produces benefits by way of
savings in journey time, reduced consumption of carbon fuel, less pollution from exhaust emissions,
reduced heavy traffic flows on motorways, and, theoretically, fewer road accidents. The road haulier ben-
efits from not having his truck and driver missing for hours, if not days, on end, pounding up and down
the roads of the UK or across Europe to meet customer deadlines, and incurring wear and tear, damage,
driver subsistence costs, plus the well-known risks of penalty for speeding, traffic, and other law infringe-
ments. Given the right combination of circumstances, the goods transported on the long haul by rail rather
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than by road will be at their destination sooner since trains, unlike truck drivers, are not obliged by law to
park up en-route for a statutory night or weekend rest period.

The essence of efficient intermodal transport lies in the use of a unit-load system capable of transfer
between road, rail, and other transport modes, and which allows for the collection of consignments by,
for example, a road vehicle followed by a trunk-haul journey by rail or waterway and a final road-borne
delivery without trans-shipment or repacking of the load itself. Standard loading units take the form of
either road-going semi-trailers conforming to standard dimensions and designed to be piggybacked
aboard rail wagons, or more commonly, swap bodies and shipping containers built to international (1SO)
standards which are fully interchangeable between a variety of road vehicle combinations, rail wagons,
river and canal barges, and sea-going ships. In all circumstances the load remains intact and secure
within the loading unit which is lifted or transferred by purpose-built equipment onto a rail wagon, a
canal barge, or into the hold of a ship and then back to a road vehicle at the end of the trunk-haul leg of
the journey.

Such systems provide greater flexibility for the customer, who may be either the consignor or the con-
signee, by allowing goods to be loaded or unloaded at his premises in the conventional manner without
changing the current practices applied to his domestic or local traffic. It also assures his piece of mind if,
having seen his freight securely stowed and sealed in an intermodal-loading unit, he knows that it will
not be disturbed again until it reaches its final destination, unless it is to comprise part of a groupage load.
The principal benefits of unit-load intermodalism is that it can provide:

@ lower transit costs over long journeys;

e potentially faster delivery times in certain circumstances (these obviously need to be indi-
vidually assessed for particular cases);

@ areduction in road congestion (a major beneficial factor in these modern times);

@ a more environmentally acceptable solution to congestion and related problems (such as
the emission of noise and fumes, the damage caused to the built environment by vibration
and so on);

e reduced consumption of fossil fuels since the long-haul section of the route is more fuel
efficient;

e safer transit for some dangerous products.

1.1 The background to intermodalism

The practice of transferring road trailers and road-borne containers onto rail wagon for trunk haulage has
existed since the earliest days of rail. The hardware has obviously changed over the years and today’s
domestic and international journeys are much longer than the domestic operations of yesteryear, but the
basic principles remain the same. Simple wooden box containers, used even in the days of horse-drawn
transport, have given way to the latest form of steel shipping container and swap body built to international
(ISO) strength and dimensional standards, while road-hauled semi-trailers have developed from simple
two-wheeled affairs with ‘cart-like’ springing — as drawn by the well-known railway ‘turn-on-a-sixpence’
three-wheeled Scammell mechanical horse — into high-capacity multiaxle, sophisticatedly-suspended
units. In fact, present-day articulated semi-trailers are highly sophisticated pieces of equipment, cushioned
with air suspension and equipped with airbrakes, and capable of safely carrying a 30-odd tonne laden
ISO container or swap body within the current legal maximum vehicle gross weight limit of 44 tonnes
and at the maximum permitted speed; namely 56 miles per hour (mph) for speed-limited heavy trucks.
The parallel development of technically sophisticated lifting and transfer equipment enables these loading
units and semi-trailers to be transferred rapidly and efficiently from road to rail or barge for long-haul
transport, and back again for final delivery.
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Intermodal road-rail transport as we know, today it has been widely and successfully employed in
mainland Europe for many years; especially notable, for example, being the French Novatrans ‘Kangaroo’
system for the piggyback carriage on rail of unaccompanied road-going semi-trailers and the similar
German Kombiverkehr system in which swap bodies, piggyback semi-trailers, and complete road vehicles
are also carried by rail on what is known as a rolling motorway system.

1.2 The impact of the Channel Tunnel

It is useful to consider here the impact of the Channel Tunnel between the UK and France, which opened
in May 1994, on the longer-haul potential of UK—Europe intermodal freighting. Eurotunnel, the Tunnel
operator, originally estimated that it would carry around 400000 heavy goods vehicles annually on its
drive-on/off freight shuttle service, a target which, in 2003, it significantly exceeded with 1284875
trucks being carried — in fact, capturing some 40 per cent of the total cross-Channel driver-accompanied
freight traffic market. By September 2003 Eurotunnel was operating up to seven freight shuttles each
way every hour during peak periods. However, these carryings have somewhat diminished since these
figures were published with a 4 per cent reduction in truck shuttles reported for the third-quarter of 2004
and a 2 per cent loss of market share.

Besides this lorry traffic, substantial volumes of rail-borne inter-Continental swap body and container
traffic passes through the Tunnel from inland freight terminals in the UK to international destinations via
Europe’s 241 000-kilometre rail networks. In 2003 this amounted to 1 743 686 tonnes; albeit this tonnage
was some 40 per cent less than its carryings in 1999 and lower than for both 1998 and 1997, largely due
to its slow recovery from the widely publicized problems of 2002 caused by the influx of illegal immi-
grants into the UK who were stowing away on the freight trains from the French side of the Tunnel,
resulting in many service cancellations. Encouragingly, however, by November 2004, Eurotunnel had
reported a 7-percent increase in its rail-freight carryings through the Tunnel.

These statistics show the Tunnel to have been an important catalyst for increased interest in the devel-
opment of intermodal services between the UK and Europe. Furthermore, additional encouragement was
provided by legislative measures permitting heavier lorries for use in intermodal transport operations.
From March 1994, 44-tonne lorries (compared with the previous domestic maximum weight limit of
38 tonnes) were allowed on UK roads, initially for use only in road-rail transport operations to and
from rail terminals, subject to specific technical and administrative conditions, but since 1 February 2001
44-tonne vehicles have also been permitted, unconditionally, for general-freight carrying in the UK. This
development proved to be a boon for Eurotunnel’s heavy-vehicle carryings since it encouraged greater
interest among UK road hauliers in undertaking trans-European operations via the Tunnel. Another
boost for Eurotunnel’s market potential share, although not yet, at the end of 2004, reflected in its carry-
ings, was the addition of the 10 new Member States to the EU from May 2004; road hauliers from these
countries being permitted to carry freight to and from the UK subject to meeting the necessary EU legal
requirements relating to goods vehicle operation.

1.3 Freight transport growth

Continued development of intermodal transport between the UK and Continental Europe is, of course,
dependent upon a growing freight transport market throughout the EU, the rest of Western Europe, and
the former Eastern Bloc countries — now, largely, part of the EU. The EU expanded from its former 15
Member States in May 2004 with the admission of the 10 so-called *accession’ states; namely, the Czech
Republic, Estonia, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Malta, Poland, Slovenia, and Slovakia — increasing
the potential market to some 480 million people —and is due to expand again in 2007 when Bulgaria and
Romania expect to be admitted, with Turkey following at some point in the future. There is no doubt that
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Year 1970 1980 1990 1995 2000
Pipeline 6.8 7.1 5.0 5.3 4.7
Inland water 10.9 8.9 7.6 7.4 6.9
Rail 30.2 24.2 18.2 14.2 13.8
Road 52.0 59.9 69.2 73.2 74.6

Fig. 1.1 EU Freight transport by mode statistics 1970-2000 (in tonne-kilometres %).
(Source: EU Energy and Transport in Figure 2003, via Internet.)

with all these new Member States, the expanded EU will provide colossal opportunities for the develop-
ment of intermodal freight transport — in October 2003, European Commissioner in charge of transport,
Sna Loyola de Palacio, said that goods transport would increase by 36—40 per cent in the next decade
and that besides the new infrastructures needed, alternative modes of transport would also have to be
developed. Certainly, if she is right, which undoubtedly she is, it would be a frightening prospect if the
resultant increase in intra-European trade and consequently its transportation needs were to be funnelled
onto the EU’s existing heavily congested road network.

We have, of course, already seen significant transport growth within the EU over past years, but it has
not been shared equally between modes. While road transport has grown to account for roughly 75 per
cent of all intra-Community goods transport activity, in the same period (i.e. 1970-2000) rail transport
decreased in relative terms from 30.2 to 13.8 per cent. The inland waterways of Europe, as Figure 1.1
shows, also declined from carryings of 10.9 per cent of traffic to just 6.9 per cent, albeit since 2000 we
have begun to see a reversing trend in the fortunes of this mode, while SSS now carries some 40 per cent
of all trade within the EU.

The trend towards the growth of road freighting in favour of other modes as shown in the table above
continues. In its 2001 White Paper, European Transport Policy for 2010: Time to Decide, the EC pre-
dicted that by 2010 heavy goods vehicle traffic will have increased by nearly 50 per cent over its 1998
level. And with the strong economic growth expected in the acceding countries (i.e. the 10 countries
which joined in May 2004) and better links with outlying countries it suggests that there will be further
increases in traffic flows, and in particular road haulage traffic. This inexorable level of road-traffic
growth is unsustainable, and everybody knows that. The EC for its part is of the opinion that road trans-
port alone will not cope with the projected expansion in traffic; it suggests that it will need the combined
strengths of both road and rail services to meet the challenge. In fact, the EC’s White Paper proposed
some 60 specific measures to improve transport across the Community, including an action programme
extending until 2010. In the context of intermodalism, the most interesting proposals are three-fold:

e revitalizing the railways;

@ improving quality in the road transport sector;

@ promoting transport by inland waterway (generally referred to in Europe as inland navigation)
and by sea.

To relieve congestion on Europe’s roads and to protect the environment, the Commission is desperately
striving to direct pressure towards a switch of more freight from road to rail and to inland waterway — it
talks of achieving ‘modal shift’. Thus, through both government direction and commercial pressure, we
shall see this developing trend towards intermodal transport continuing. And it has to be in everyone’s inter-
est for this to happen. Undoubtedly, the continuing development of combined road-rail transport, associat-
ing the economic and environmental advantages of rail and inland waterway freighting for long-distance
inter-city or international trunk hauls with the practical advantages of road haulage for local collection and
delivery is a strategy which holds much promise for the future.



6 What is intermodal freight transport?

However, to be a competitive alternative to direct ‘door-to-door’ lorry transport over long distances,
intermodal transport must offer frequent schedules, fast transit times, a high degree of reliability, and all
at a cost that fully meets the expectations of markets with the keenest service requirements. In practice, its
development is most likely to take place mainly between large industrial conurbations where the problems
of road infrastructure congestion are currently most acute and operating costs are thus higher, and where
air pollution from road vehicles is at its worst, as in the UK and the Northern European industrial triangle.

Before venturing further into this exploration of what intermodal freight transport is about, it is useful
in this opening chapter to consider a few definitions for the variety of terms used in connection with
road—rail transport, and in intermodal transport in general, and the equipment needed for its operation.
Often these terms are used quite indiscriminately, resulting in people saying one thing, but yet really
meaning something quite different. For example, not all containers are built to the international (1SO)
standards, or are of the type with which we are principally concerned in the context of this book, and
demountable bodies used in domestic transport operations are not to be confused with 1ISO standard
intermodal swap bodies, which often they are. To fully set the scene, we should also examine in this
chapter the pressures that have brought about renewed interest in intermodal freight transport, and
finally, in summary, what the future holds.

1.4 Definitions

Although this book contains a glossary of terms some of the key components and systems that are
encountered in intermodal operations are described here.

1.4.1 Unit loads and loading units

A unit load is a consignment of freight — invariably, but not always, comprising a combination of small
consignments, as in a groupage load, which is unitized to save trans-shipment and repacking time and
cost at each individual stage of the journey, and also for ease of handling. Such loads are usually consoli-
dated into an ISO container or a swap body built to internationally recognized and accepted standards or
into an articulated lorry semi-trailer. Unitization of freight into standard loading units in this manner is a
vital element of the intermodal transport concept providing speed and efficiency in handling, security for
the load in transit and reduced risk of damage.

1.4.2 Intermodal transport

The term ‘intermodal’ and the practice of ‘intermodalism’ are relatively new, being absent, for example,
from the Concise Oxford English Dictionary of 1980, although, as we have already seen, intermodalism was
far from a new concept even at that time. However, by 1993 the terminology was included, being defined as:

a vehicle/container system, etc. employing, suitable for, or able to adapt or be conveyed
by two or more modes of transport.

By the 10th (1999) edition of the same Dictionary it was obviously felt unnecessary to credit the word
‘intermodal’ with a more detailed definition than:

involving two or more different modes of transport.

The term ‘intermodalism’ may thus be taken to mean the practice or activity of conveying freight in
unit loads by two or more transport modes such as, for example, by road and rail, by road and inland
waterway, or by road and air. Invariably a road element is necessary to make the initial collection of the
goods from the consignor’s premises and to make final delivery to the consignee since in the majority of



