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CONVENTION OF THE HIGHLANDS AND ISLANDS:  MONDAY 7 NOVEMBER 2005, INVERARAY
SCOTTISH EXECUTIVE PAPER ON STRATEGIC TRANSPORT PLANNING
PURPOSE
1. The purpose of this paper is to stimulate a discussion around the strategic transport priorities for the Highlands and Islands in the context of the statutory duty that the Transport (Scotland) Act 2005 has placed on the Highlands and Islands Transport Partnership to draw up a regional transport Strategy by 31 March 2007.
2. The statutory regional transport strategy for the Highlands and Islands will be developed by HITRANS and convention members will be consulted during its development.  The Convention discussion should focus on identifying the key challenges, objectives and interventions that are required to deliver a safe, integrated, effective and efficient transport system for the Highlands and Islands.
3. The annexes to the paper provide background information, but are only intended as briefing for Convention members.  The key areas for discussion might include:

· enhancing global connections

· using the Highlands and Islands air network to stimulate economic growth

· improving accessibility for groups and for communities

· improving life‑line connections by road, rail, air and ferry

· future development and provision of strategic sea crossings (including fixed links) in 
the Highlands and Islands over the next 15 years

· investment in arterial trunk roads to, from and within the Highlands and Islands

· maximising  opportunities on the rail network for passenger services and freight
· reducing fares

· reducing journey times to key markets and destinations
· improving public transport integration and information to encourage modal shift to 
more sustainable forms of transport

CONTEXT
Transport (Scotland) Act 2005
4. The Transport (Scotland) Act 2005 was introduced to Parliament on 27 October 2004. It completed Stage 3 on 29 June and received Royal Assent on 5 August.  The Act fulfils the commitments given in the white paper, Scotland’s Transport Future, to create statutory regional transport partnerships to bring a strong regional approach to transport infrastructure and services.  Amongst other things, the 2005 Act also makes provisions to:

· enable Scottish Ministers to take direct control and management of concessionary travel schemes including a national scheme;

· create a Public Transport Users’ Committee for Scotland;

· improve the administrative process to provide financial assistance to shipping services in the Highlands and Islands;

· make the procedure for making Harbour Orders more flexible and accessible;

· make the Scottish Road Works Register the single national register for planning and co-ordinating road works;

· provide for a new public appointee, the Scottish Road Works Commissioner;

· introduce tighter requirements for reinstating (putting back) and resurfacing roads;

· change the enforcement regime of offences under the current legislation including the introduction of fixed penalty notices.
5. In September 2003 the Scottish Executive published Scotland’s Transport: A new approach to transport in Scotland.  That consultation, in which many Convention members were involved, was very fruitful and succeeded in attracting a wide range of people to contribute their views.  In particular, the regional consultation events, hosted by the regional transport partnerships, were well attended and provided an opportunity for views to be expressed directly.
6. The 2004 white paper set out the policy intention to strengthen transport planning and delivery in Scotland by establishing a national transport agency, regional transport partnerships, drawing up a national transport strategy for the first time and carrying out a strategic projects review.
The new agency: Transport Scotland

7. The new agency will be based in Glasgow and will be up and running by the end of 2005.  It will invest in transport to grow the economy, create a centre of excellence with the right professional skills and will focus on delivery.  It will be responsible for: 

· trunk roads - construction, maintenance and management;
· rail - overseeing service delivery and planning/delivery of infrastructure improvements;

· supporting nationally significant public transport projects;

· transport services which improve public transport and road travel - Real Time Information, which gives travellers up-to-the-minute travel information, and integrated ticketing; and
· the national concessionary travel schemes – national free bus scheme for the elderly and less-abled and a national, bus, rail and ferry concessionary travel scheme for young people. 

8. The Agency and Transport Group will work together to deliver common goals.  Transport Group will keep a strong core of transport expertise to co-ordinate the National Transport Strategy and make sure transport objectives are integral to delivery of wider Executive policy.  It will be responsible for aviation, bus, freight and taxi policy; local roads policy and casework; and ferries, ports and harbours - both policy and procurement of ferry services. 
National Transport Strategy and Strategic Projects Review
9. The National Transport Strategy (NTS) will be based on the Scottish Executive’s five key objectives for transport: economic growth, social inclusion, protecting the environment, improving safety and improving integration.  It will:

· cover all modes – e.g. cars, freight, ferries, buses, railways, cycling, walking, taxis and air;

· cover all travellers – including taking into account the different needs of rural and urban areas, fares issues, the needs of both communities and individuals, the closing the opportunity gap targets and the specific transport needs of women, younger and older people, those with mobility problems and minority ethnic groups;

· consider issues relating to competing demand from freight and passengers for available carrying capacity, particularly on ferries; 

· be strategic in nature, and provide a longer-term “direction of travel” for Scottish transport policy and investment;

· provide the context for the Strategic Projects Review of our future infrastructure investment; 

· be based on widespread consultation – consultative events, themed events on issues such as Rural Transport, Transport and Health and Growing a Sustainable Economy, and modal events e.g. ferries, bus and walking and cycling and regional events will be followed by a written consultation; and 

· be complemented by the regional transport strategies.

10. The NTS  will not include lists of projects but will provide the strategic framework for the Strategic Projects Review to be carried out by the Scottish Executive during 2006 and 2007.  Decisions from the review will determine the Executive’s transport investment plans for the period beyond 2010.  The NTS will also provide the national context for the regional transport strategies.
11. The Scottish Executive intend to complete the substantive policy development and detailed stakeholder engagement process by late autumn 2005, to consult on a draft towards the end of 2005 and to finalise the NTS in the light of that consultation by the summer of 2006.

STRATEGIC TRANSPORT PLANNING
The new statutory regional transport partnership for the Highlands and Islands
12. Strategic thinking and planning are essential for the effective planning of transport infrastructure and services in the Highlands and 
Islands and the work of HITRANS and its members has shown the benefits of this strategic approach.  
13. HITRANS as a voluntary regional transport partnership in the Highlands 
and Islands has developed a non‑statutory regional transport strategy and used Executive funding to support a range of public transport improvements.  HITRANS has succeeded in bringing together all local authorities in the region, Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE) and the Scottish Council Development and Industry (SCDI) to form a genuinely strategic regional transport partnership.

14. Joined‑up working has been well demonstrated by HITRANS and the statutory partnership will build on that foundation.  The increased capacity for strategic thinking and planning will result in better services, infrastructure and travel awareness.  Getting the future strategy right will be critical to the future vitality of the Highlands and Islands.
15. Subject to Parliamentary approval, the new RTP will be formally established in December 2005 and be fully up and running by 1 April 2006.  The new Highlands and Islands statutory RTP will have members from Highland Council, Moray Council, Argyll and Bute Council, Comhairle non Eilean Siar and Orkney Islands Council.  Shetland will form its own RTP.  Both partnerships will have around a third of non‑councillor members who will bring different expertise and knowledge to the table.
The Highlands and Islands Regional Transport Strategy

16. There is a statutory obligation on regional transport partnerships to draw up regional transport strategies (RTS) focusing on transport within the region but also taking 
into account transport to and from the region.  This provides an opportunity to achieve consensus on a long-term vision and implementation plan for transport across the Highlands and Islands.
17. The matters that the Transport Partnerships should include in their strategies are:

· an assessment of what needs to be done to provide, develop and improve transport in 
the region, subject  to constraints of cost, funding and practicability;
· prioritisation of different elements of the strategy; 

· how the RTP will use those functions that have already been conferred upon it to 
fulfil the strategy;
· any other functions that it needs in order to fulfil the strategy; 
· how progress towards the objectives is to be measured and monitored; and
· how to integrate with transport elsewhere in particular linkages to neighbouring RTP 
areas.

18. HITRANS is already carrying out preparatory scoping work for the RTS.  The RTS will be the subject of wide consultation,  be prepared in accordance with the principles of Scottish Transport Appraisal Guidance and be subject to Strategic Environmental Assessment.
Interface between national, regional and local  strategies 

19. Regional transport strategies should sit alongside and complement both the National Transport Strategy and the existing or updated local transport strategies.  When taken together, the suite of documents at the three different levels will represent a hierarchy of interventions in transport services, infrastructure and travel behaviour that will set a detailed framework for the improvement of transport across the whole of Scotland.  

20. The RTS will act as a framework for local transport strategies, and these should also contribute to the RTS.  This relationship should benefit both local and regional strategies.  In the same way the national transport strategy, once produced, will be a key input to RTS.  It will provide national policy context and direction on how transport delivery contributes to the achievement of other national objectives e.g. on economic growth, climate change and social inclusion.  At the same time, early work undertaken to prepare regional strategies will be an important input into the first National Transport Strategy.
21. Key inputs to all regional transport strategies will be the National Planning Framework, strategic development (city region) plans and local development plans.  The RTS will also be a major input to the planning process. This will be an iterative process from which both planning and transportation will benefit.  
22. Close working with other public agencies will be important.  RTPs will have to work together across boundaries with neighbouring RTPs, engage with health boards and will be under a statutory duty to participate in community planning. 
CONCLUSION
23. Members are invited to identify the key transport challenges, objectives and interventions required in the Highlands and Islands that should inform the development of the regional transport strategy.
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ANNEX A
STRATEGIC SEA CROSSINGS 
24. Scottish Ministers recognise the crucial importance of maintaining essential lifeline ferry services to Scotland's remote island and peninsular communities.  Tendering of the Northern Isles and Clyde and Hebrides ferry services and the efforts to secure an operator for the Campbeltown-Ballycastle service all reflect Ministers' determination to maintain those services in the most appropriate ways and make the best use of the public funding that is required. 

25. However, Ministers also recognise the need to keep under review the ways in which those ferry services are provided, and the need for continuing research on important aspects of service delivery such as fare structures, routes, timetables, vessel deployment and the wider impact that improvements in service delivery can have on island life.  The forthcoming National Transport Strategy will make specific references to ferry matters, reflecting the crucial importance of ferry services for particular communities.  Ministers also propose to carry out further research into ferry service provision in the next few years as part of their efforts to increase the focus on strategic issues that can have a long‑term impact on service delivery.

26. Were they to be starting from a blank canvas, it is unlikely that Ministers would construct, as their ideal model for ferry provision in Scotland, the networks that we see today, given that these have evolved, to some extent, as accidents of history rather than as the result of systematic planning.  Equally, it is simply not possible to change everything overnight, so a more gradual approach will be necessary, building on the success of the substantial investment on recent years in new CalMac vessels, new vessels for the Northern Isles services and major harbour works.  Accordingly, Ministers welcome the decision by HITRANS to commission research into strategic sea crossings and the opportunity that was provided for the Executive to act as observer on the steering group for that exercise.  They look forward to seeing the completed study and will consider its findings in due course.  Ministers intend to continue their investment in Scotland’s ferry services and anticipate that the strategic sea crossings study will be helpful in taking forward the continuing debate about priorities for further investment, whether that be in new vessels, piers and harbours or in terms of increased subsidy requirements to enable other service improvements to be introduced.

Northern Isles Ferry Services

27. The ferry services to the Northern Isles that are currently operated by NorthLink Ferries are in the process of being re-tendered.  Invitations to tender were issued to 3 companies - Caledonian MacBrayne Ltd, Irish Continental Group plc and V Ships  - in July 2005 but Irish Continental Group plc has recently withdrawn from the competition.  In a change from the current arrangements, the ITT brings freight and livestock within the terms of the subsidy contract.  It also specifies freight tariffs that are significantly lower than the current tariffs on the routes.  The closing date for the submission of bids is now 1 December, having been extended from 1 November to allow bidders a little more time to prepare their submissions.  The Executive hopes that a new operator could be operating the routes by April 2006.  In addition, the Executive is tendering a lift on-lift off freight service to the Northern Isles which, it is hoped, will run concurrently with the main ferry contract.

Tendering the Clyde and Hebrides Ferry Services 
28. The tendering process for the Clyde and Hebrides ferry services is now under way.  Following many years of uncertainty about whether it would be necessary to tender these services, the Scottish Parliament, during a debate on this issue on 14 September, recognised the serious consequences of the services not being compatible with EU rules and voted to proceed with tendering.  The Executive considered whether there were any alternatives to tendering which would meet Ministers’ policy objectives and the requirements of the EU rules and these were set out in the document that the Executive published on 12 September entitled Clyde and Hebrides Lifeline Ferry Services – Scottish Executive’s Consideration of the Requirement to Tender.  However, the Parliament recognised that tendering is the best way to protect these vital lifeline services so that they can continue to serve the fragile and remote communities which depend on them.  

29. The Executive has now published adverts inviting expressions of interest from potential operators for the Clyde and Hebrides ferry services, and for the market testing exercise for the Gourock to Dunoon route.  The exercise for that route is being taken forward separately in line with the wishes of the local community and the Executive is working closely with Argyll and Bute Council and Inverclyde Council to prepare the service specification.  The Executive is also working hard to finalise the service specification for the Clyde and Hebrides ferry services.  The consultation exercise earlier this year on the service requirements generated a large response and all of the responses are being considered in detail.  The Executive hopes that it will be possible to reflect many of these views in the final service specification.  One particular issue where consultees’ views were sought was planned research during the first part of the new contract.  Consultees were invited to suggest service and fare issues which might be looked at as part of the proposed research for the provision of ferry services in the future.  It is anticipated that this research will be taken forward in collaboration with all relevant Convention members.  
30. Work is also ongoing to restructure Caledonian MacBrayne into an operating company that will be able to bid for the contracts, and a vessel and harbour‑owning company that will lease those assets to the operator.  The Executive hopes to formally restructure the company in spring 2006.  The Executive expects the appointed operator for the Clyde and Hebrides ferry services to begin operating the contract in autumn 2007.  The market testing exercise for the Gourock to Dunoon route will follow a similar timeframe but with the likely contract start date in spring 2007.  Once the contracts are operational, the Executive will be encouraging the operator(s) to work closely with the local communities to develop and improve the services and timetables.  The new consultative arrangements should assist in this process and ensure that the views of the local communities are fully represented.  
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ANNEX B
TRUNK ROAD NETWORK
31. Investment in arterial routes to, from and within the Highlands and Islands is a critical issue for economic growth in the region.  Scottish Executive investment in routes like the A9, A96 and A82 stand to be considered as part of Strategic Projects Review, which is due to commence before 2007. 

A82 trunk road
32. HITRANS continue to argue the case for greater investment in the A82 trunk road, in particular improvements to the section along the side of Loch Lomond between Tarbet and Inverarnan, and has commissioned a study to quantify the economic benefits that could arise from future investment in the route.  The study, jointly funded by HITRANS and the Scottish Executive, is being carried out by Tribal HCH and covers the route between Tarbet and Fort William.  
33. The Scottish Executive has commissioned a Route Action Plan Study for the A82 between Tarbet and Fort William. This recognises the considerable traffic and operational pressures that exist on sections of the A82. 
34. The study will address safety and operational issues and will assess the A82’s medium to longer‑term investment needs. This is an important preliminary stage in determining the priorities for future investment.
35. Scott Wilson has been appointed as the consultants for this study which will report later in 2005.  Local councils are being consulted, along with other interested parties, as the study progresses and on the emerging conclusions.  
36. A programme of maintenance works continues to ensure that the route is maintained to an acceptable standard for the benefit of local users, tourists and others.  Over £3m is committed in current 3 year programme.
A9 trunk road
37. Safety and economic development have been significant elements in the debate on the upgrading of A9 to dual carriageway standard from Perth to Inverness.  The Scottish Executive is clear that dualling the whole of the A9 (especially the less heavily trafficked northern section) at the huge cost of around £600m would be difficult to justify on traffic, safety, environmental or cost/benefit grounds.  Targeted improvements are seen as the more effective way of improving the A9.
38. The Perth to Inverness section consists of just over 130km of single carriageway with some 40km of intermittent dual carriageway sections over a total length of 175km.  Traffic levels are within designed capacity of the route.  The Scottish Executive has commissioned a £350,000 Route Improvement Strategy Study (between Perth and Blair Atholl) which is due to report towards the end of 2005.
39. The Scottish Executive is committed to investing in improvement measures targeted at reducing fatal and serious accidents and has reconvened the A9 Road Safety Group (RSG) to consider ways of improving safety through a mix of engineering, driver behaviour, education and enforcement measures.
40. The Minister has asked Scottish Executive road safety experts to investigate in detail the nature and location of accidents on the road and to work with the A9 Road Safety Group on recommendations about how the number might be reduced. That work is under way and the Minister has asked for report before the end of the year.

41. Recent and planned improvements include:

· Ballinluig – grade‑separated junction - currently estimated at £9.7m – due to 
commence construction in 2006. 
· Bankfoot - Climbing lane (920 metres) and junction improvements to remove 
right turning manoeuvres across the A9 - £2m. 
· Crubenmore - Extension of 1.9km of dual carriageway - £6m. 
· Kincraig/Dalraddy – Section of carriageway widening - 4km - £4.3m. 
· Loch Insh -  WS2+1 widening over 1.8km – approximately £1.6m – 
completed July 2004.
· Ralia Lodge to Nuide Farm - WS2+1 widening over 2.1km – approximately 
£2.9m – completed on July 2004.
42. HITRANS has supported the work to introduce wide single 2+1 sections of carriageway on the A9 provided they can be implemented quickly (2-4 years).  HITRANS supports such improvements to allow overtaking opportunities in one direction as a short‑term means of improving traffic flows.
A96 trunk road
43. The case continues to be made to dual the A96 because of the important role it plays in the Highlands and Islands and the North-east of Scotland.  Currently dualling is not justified on economic grounds in terms of present traffic flows. 
44. The cost of dualling over 130 km of single carriageway on the A96 is likely to be around £600m.  The Scottish Executive’s approach has been to implement targeted improvements along sections of the road. The Executive is committed to maintaining and improving the A96 to ensure that it is capable of meeting the traffic demands placed on it.  
45. The Scottish Executive is working closely with HITRANS and NESTRANS on a multi-modal transport corridor study of the A96 corridor to pull together all the various studies that have been undertaken over the years on the A96 corridor between Inverness and Aberdeen.  The study will consider traffic flows in the major settlements on the route.  The Study Steering Group will also liaise with the Moray Task Force on the economic impact of investment on the route.
46. Recent and planned improvements include:

· Coachford Climbing Lane - £5.75m scheme – construction nearing completion - completion programmed for November 2005.
· Fochabers and Mosstodloch bypass - £16m scheme - report of public inquiry was received supporting the project.  Ministers agreed with the Reporter and decided to construct the bypass.  Objections have been raised in relation to Compulsory Purchase Orders and Road Orders.  No timescale agreed to hear objections in the Court of Session.
· Delnies - guaranteed overtaking scheme - preliminary planning stages.
· Threapland - Junction improvement and re-alignment - preliminary planning stages.
Dualling between Inverness and Nairn

47. The Scottish Executive is taking forward a multi-modal study of the A96 between Inverness and Inverness Airport, as a matter of priority.

48. Scott Wilson have been commissioned as consultants to undertake a study in line with Scottish Transport Appraisal Guidance (STAG).  This study will consider public transport, cycling and walking improvements as well as any upgrading of the road.

49. The Stakeholders Group for the study includes Highland Council and the Inverness, Nairn, Badenoch and Strathspey Local Economic Forum, as well as transport providers and other main stakeholders.

A830 trunk road
50. Completion of the widening of the A830 between Fort William and Mallaig has moved forward with the decision to make the various Orders for the final section requiring improvement - between Arisaig and Loch nan Uamh.  Tenders will be invited for the construction work shortly.  The construction contract is expected to take two years to complete due to the narrowness of the existing road and the sensitivity needed when working in a Special Area of Conservation protected under the European Habitats Directive. The widening work is being supported by a contribution from the Highlands and Islands Transitional Fund.
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ANNEX C
HIGHLANDS AND ISLANDS AIR SERVICES 
Regional Air Services to London
51. There is a continuing need to provide for access to London.  The Scottish Executive will promote, with the UK Government, the need for measures to protect access to the main London hubs.  This should be done on the basis of clearly‑defined criteria which take into account such factors as alternative transport options; which do not require peripheral areas of the UK to pay a premium for access; and which ensure a minimum level of provision.

52. HITRANS continues to lobby the UK Government strongly arguing that, through Inverness Airport, the Highlands and Islands needs direct access to Heathrow or Gatwick, rather than any of the other London Airports, in order to compete in the global marketplace.
Route Development Fund - Highlands and Islands
53. The Scottish Executive, working closely with HIAL, HITRANS, HIE, VisitScotland and SCDI uses the Route Development Fund to enhance the network of air routes from Scottish airports in the Highlands and Islands and the North-east.  The criteria for investment in new air services serving the Highlands are different from that applied to services from Scotland’s main airports.  This reflects the area’s ability to sustain air services in the long term and the Executive’s aim is to get the maximum level of service sustainable.
HITRANS Air PSO Network Proposal
54. The Partnership Agreement made a commitment to fully evaluate the HITRANS proposals for extending the Public Service Obligation (PSO) network across the Highlands and Islands, and to work to reduce the cost of lifeline air links to and from the Highlands and Islands.  The aim is to give remote communities the air services they need to support economic development and social inclusion, and at the right price.

55. The need for enhanced air services was that the current aviation market in the Highlands and Islands required to be overhauled to produce a cheaper and more attractive network of air services – both to improve accessibility for those living in remote and island communities and to stimulate inbound tourism and business for those communities.  Over the last 2 years, a huge amount of work has carried out by HITRANS, the Scottish Executive and consultants to evaluate and develop these proposals.  The key conclusion is that the economies of running the air network within the Highlands and Island would not change without some sort of public intervention.  The issue is what type of intervention is most appropriate to achieve our shared objectives.

56. The initial estimated cost of introducing PSOs across the whole network may be exceeded and HITRANS and Executive officials have been exploring which routes were of key priority to remote and island communities and what sort of intervention might be required.
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ANNEX D
FREIGHT:  ROAD TO RAIL, ROAD TO WATERBORNE, TIMBER TRANSPORT 
57. In an increasingly 'just-in-time' marketplace, customers are ranking speed and reliability of delivery closely behind product design and quality in their purchasing decisions. Thus, efficient freight and logistic services are required to maintain business competitiveness. This represents a greater challenge for freight operators in Scotland, particularly in the Highlands and Islands.  In recognition of these trends, Scottish Ministers are developing a Freight Strategy for Scotland in parallel with a National Transport Strategy. The Freight Strategy should be in place by spring 2006.  The first consultative seminar with stakeholders took place on 18 August and a second is taking place later this month. 

58. The potential volume of Scottish timber to be transported is estimated to double over the next 15 years. Our ability to maximise the benefits of the harvest is dependent on securing investment for timber processing, and on reducing costs, such as those associated with transport.  The Executive, working through Highlands and Islands Enterprise and Scottish Enterprise, in concert with the Forest Industries Development Cluster, is seeking to encourage investment from overseas in processing of wood and wood products.  The Strategic Timber Transport Fund announced in 2004 will provide £13m over three years to help support the challenges faced by the industry.  Freight grants amounting to £44m (over three years) to encourage freight transfer from roads on to rail and water are also available.

59. The facilities provided at Lochaline, which enable timber to be transferred directly on to waterborne transport without travelling on a public road, are an excellent example of the environmental and social benefits of freight grants.  The facilities provided by a £3.3m award at Corpach and those provided at Portavadie are also good examples of road to water transport of timber.  The Scottish Executive also expects to receive an application for further quayside facilities near Dunoon in the near future.  These will enable large volumes of timber to be transferred from our roads and on to ships.  In terms of other commodities, an award to BP has enabled 500,000 tonnes of fuel to be transported annually by rail rather than road to a number of destinations, including Fort William and Lairg. 
60. The capital grant schemes are complemented by the Waterborne Freight Grant scheme announced in March 2005. This will assist with the operating costs of moving freight by water in cases where, without the grant award, the freight would be transported by road.  However, the Scottish Executive also recognise that road transport will always carry the vast majority of freight. 
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ANNEX E
HIGHLANDS AND ISLANDS RAIL DEVELOPMENTS
61. The Executive has approved the Invernet proposals from HITRANS to extend the early morning commuter train service from Tain to Inverness to start from Lairg with effect from 12 December.  This extension is being wholly funded by HITRANS and marks a new form of arrangement between the Executive and an RTP where services specified and funded by the RTP can be incorporated into the franchise where these have no adverse effect on any other rail operations.  Whilst the Executive can use existing franchise contractual arrangements to secure delivery of the service, the RTP is taking responsibility for identifying the need for the service and monitoring its local effects. Invernet II is being explored by the Highland Rail Partnership and would locate an additional train unit at Inverness to infill current gaps in services between Elgin and Inverness.  Initial timetable evaluation by the Executive and First ScotRail indicates this may be possible.  It is now for the Partnership to generate detailed proposals including costings.  
62. The Scottish Executive has commissioned the Scottish Planning Assessment for rail to look at the strategic role for rail in Scotland over the next 20 years.  This is due to report in November, and will be one of a number of elements contributing to the National Transport Strategy.  More recently Network Rail has embarked upon the Route Utilisation Strategy for Scotland identifying the short-term capacity and operational constraints on the network.  Recognising that national studies such as these will inevitably cover the Highlands in a fairly broad-brush way, Highland and Islands Enterprise (in partnership with the Highland Rail Partnership and HITRANS) has commissioned a more detailed study of the Highland rail network and the potential demand for improved services.  Both Network Rail and the Scottish Executive have been pleased to be involved in this study which will extend the scope of the national studies and provide greater detail of Highland area issues.  By working jointly, the Scottish Executive aims to ensure that the outcome of the Highland study will be complementary to and entirely compatible with the national studies in progress.
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ANNEX F
BUS SERVICES AND CONCESSIONARY TRAVEL
63. The Scotland-wide free bus scheme for older and disabled people will start in April 2006 and will enable those entitled to travel free on local bus and scheduled long‑distance coach services anywhere in Scotland.  In 2006-07, the scheme will cost up to £159m.  Older and disabled residents on islands will also be entitled to a minimum of two free return ferry trips to the mainland.  

64. Buses provide services which are flexible, have a low environmental impact, reduce congestion and are fuel‑efficient.  The requirement to ensure a high quality of service provision in terms of vehicles, reliability, frequency and timetable information is important to meet the needs of both residents and tourists.  It is also important to encourage people to move out of their cars and on to the bus.  More people are choosing to travel by bus and passenger numbers have increased in each of the last 6 years.  Increasingly bus operators and local authorities are working together to increase the quality of provision by investing in both infrastructure and service improvements in voluntary quality partnerships of which two have been signed this year in Dundee and Aberdeen.  The Scottish Executive will expect regional transport strategies to make it clear that a key use of resources should be to improve and revitalise bus services.  To maximise the benefit to be secured, the Scottish Executive will expect transport authorities to invoke the legislation on quality bus partnerships and quality bus contracts whenever it is appropriate to do so.  
65. The Executive has demonstrated its commitment to improving bus services by the provision of substantial investment.  £56.1m was provided in 2004‑05 via the Bus Service Operators Grant which reimburses bus operators for the excise duty on fuel to enable more services to become commercially viable.  The Bus Route Development Grant was introduced this year to enable the development of new and existing bus services which have the potential for growth and to improve the quality and frequency of local bus services.  £12.2m was awarded to 27 projects on 8 March and indicative allocations of £10.3m are available for further bids.  Three awards totalling £943,000 were made to the Highlands and Islands for three services, Inverness – Cromarty,  Inverness – Dornoch and  Inverness City.     
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ANNEX G
RURAL TRANSPORT OVERVIEW
66. The Rural Transport Fund (RTF) aims to tackle under‑investment in rural transport by providing grants to local authorities to improve scheduled public transport services, help for rural community transport projects and support for rural petrol stations.  From 2004-05, it also includes funds to support the development of rural demand‑responsive transport (DRT) services.  

67. The RTF supports the Partnership Agreement commitments to:

· support DRT initiatives, particularly in rural areas; and 

· improve access for rural communities by expanding the Rural Community 
Transport 
Initiative and developing its qualifying criteria innovatively. 

68. The RTF, including rural DRT, helps to improve both transport accessibility and social inclusion in the rural and more remote areas of Scotland. It also helps to grow the economy by supporting a number of mainly administrative and driving jobs in areas where there are few alternative employment opportunities, adding important finance into the local economies.  

69. RTF provided £26m in new investment over the 5 years between 1998-99 and 2002‑03.  The budget was increased to £23m over the 3 years between 2003-04 and 2005-06, including a 30% increase over the period.
70. Through its Rural Community Transport Initiative (RCTI), the RTF helps to deliver many new and enhanced community transport projects, particularly in the more remote areas of Scotland, where there are no scheduled bus services or where services are very limited.  £12.7m has been awarded to rural community transport projects to date including over £4.8m for projects in Highlands and Islands.  A range of schemes have received grant including dial‑a-bus, dial-a-ride, community minibuses, social car schemes, training for drivers and escorts and employment of transport co-ordinators and development workers.  They are particularly helpful to elderly and disabled people and those with young children (all minibuses funded are fully accessible) enabling people to get out and about, be included in community life and reduce isolation.  The Fund has provided a massive boost to community transport and has supported 158 projects throughout Scotland (63 in the Highlands and Islands) to date.  The scheme has a budget of £2m in 2005-06.  

71. The Rural Public Passenger Transport Grant Scheme helps local authorities to introduce and/or maintain vital public transport services which could not be delivered otherwise.  Like the RCTI, this scheme contributes significantly to social inclusion and ensures that those who do not have access to private transport are able to get out and about.  To date, local authorities have introduced over 400 new or improved rural public transport services (including 161 in the Highlands and Islands) – mainly bus, but also some ferry services.  Up to 20% of the grant can also be used for capital works, such as new bus stops, or to support existing rural services which would otherwise be lost.  Since 1998, local authorities have received £36.7m for new rural public transport services.  To date local authorities in the Highlands and Islands have received over £12m.  The scheme has a budget of £6.1m in 2005‑06.  

72. The Rural Petrol Stations Grants Scheme (RPSGS) helps to maintain an accessible and sustainable network of fuel supply across rural Scotland.  The scheme is important to maintaining populations in the more isolated areas and in encouraging tourism.  Research has shown that people would move away from villages which lost their local petrol station (often combined with the local shop), and that tourists would be discouraged from visiting areas where they might have difficulty in obtaining fuel.  The Scheme is administered on behalf of the Executive by Highlands and Islands Enterprise and Scottish Enterprise through the Local Enterprise Company network.  To date, 59 stations (18 for the installation of LPG equipment) in the Highlands and Islands Enterprise area have benefited and £1.3m has been awarded to Highlands and Islands Enterprise under the scheme.  The RPSGS has a budget of £400k in 2005-06.

73. Rural DRT services are being piloted in several areas at present.  In time it is expected that these services will increasingly replace inefficient fixed route bus services that operate in many areas with limited patronage at present.  Rural DRT has a budget of £500k in 2005-06.
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