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Electrified rail transport is a fully mature, proven  
green technology which has been in use for over  
60 years. The UK lags behind the rest of Europe and, 
partly for historical reasons, only about 10% of British 
freight trains are hauled by electric locomotives. 

Rail freight now follows the electrified main lines 
much more closely and around two thirds of the core 
c.2000-mile rail freight network is already electrified, 
or soon will be. Only about 800 miles of electrification 
is needed to allow c.95% of rail freight to be 
electrically hauled. 

The Chartered Institute of Logistics and Transport 
(CILT) has produced the accompanying map to 
illustrate an electrification strategy. Trunk haulage by 
electric rail allied to regional and local distribution  
by battery HGVs would offer a multimodal solution, 
allowing supply chains to be almost fully 
decarbonised. 

A handful of short unelectrified sections – shown  
in Red on the map – prevent freight trains being 
electrically hauled over very long distances. 
Electrifying these ‘Infill’ sections, which total less  
than 60 miles, would allow around 2 million train  
miles a year to be decarbonised. This is equivalent  
to taking around 80 million diesel HGV miles off  
Britain’s roads each year. 

The 60 miles of Infill electrification is estimated to  
cost c.£50m p.a. over two years – less than the cost  
of one road scheme – and represent a ‘no regrets’  
way of decarbonising key parts of the UK logistics 
system. These are ‘low hanging fruit’ which can  
be readily harvested to the benefit of the UK  
economy and environment. 

Following the Infill schemes, progressive 
implementation of the electrification strategy is 
proposed, with a rolling programme to ensure 
efficient delivery at lowest possible cost. Around  
80% of the lines to be electrified are in – or form  
key routes to – the Midlands, the North, Wales or 
Scotland. Accordingly, the strategy makes a major 
contribution to levelling-up, regional equality and 
connectivity. It would also increase productivity  
in transport. 

The CILT electrification strategy benefits passengers  
as well as freight customers. Almost all the routes 
involved carry passenger trains and the strategy would 
enable life-expired diesel trains to be replaced by 
modern electric units. 

CILT is working with colleagues in engineering 
institutes to identify lower cost methods of 
electrifying freight routes and it is already clear that 
this will cost considerably less than electrification of 
high-speed intercity routes. Freight train speeds are 
much lower, meaning that a simpler form of wiring 
can be used, and there are credible grounds for 
expecting the cost of freight electrification to be less 
than half the cost of higher speed passenger routes.  

An electrification programme of c.40 route miles per 
annum for 20 years would see the CILT electrification 
strategy delivered at an estimated cost of c.£100m  
p.a. This is a modest outlay in the context of the UK 
transport budget and would produce substantial 
decarbonisation benefits.  

The CILT strategy would result in the core Freight 
network being electrified by the mid-2040s, with 
virtually zero carbon emissions from c.95% of rail 
freight operations, and encourage modal shift of  
long-distance trunk haulage from road to rail. 

Transport produces over a 
quarter of UK carbon emissions 
and moving freight over longer 
distances presents a particular 
challenge.
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