
Integrating Passenger
Rail & Cycle Logistics

Putting Waste into Context
On the basis that every cubic foot of a freight vehicle, whether that be a small van or a 44 tonne articulated lorry, is revenue earning capacity 
that bears a commensurate cost, the empty running figures released by the UK Department for Transport (DfT) make sobering reading:

The above figures relate to vehicles 3.5 tonnes and above so it is reasonable to assume that when the significant number of 
smaller vehicles are factored in the percentages will be a lot higher.

The lowest figure of 25.2% represents a huge cost burden: the UK faces severe competition for its goods and services from around the 
globe and it needs to be doing all in its power to reduce cost and enhance sustainability and, as these figures prove, there is a long way to 
go! They also however highlight a relatively open goal in terms of delivering supply chain solutions that incorporate much higher levels of 
collaboration, better asset utilisation and greater creativity to achieve the targets of lower cost, lower emissions, greater sustainability and, 
by default, opening up opportunity.

Vehicle Type Year Percentage

Rigids Lowest 2001 27.2%
Highest 2010 29.2%

Trend = upwards
Articulated Lowest 2003 25.2%

Highest 2008 28.8%
Trend = upwards

Both Lowest 2001 26.4%
Highest 2008 28.9%

Trend = upwards

Synopsis
The UK economy is burdened with significant amounts of waste that 
hampers growth: a large proportion of this waste occurs within the supply 
chain at both primary (supply) and secondary (distribution) levels.

The government has stated that it wishes to see a more balanced economy 
with an emphasis on a revival in the manufacturing base: not only that but it 
sees small to medium sized enterprises (SME) as the driving force behind 
this resurgence and has set targets to ensure that growth is sustainable 
and compatible with a green agenda.

Paradoxically manufacturing is already enjoying something of a resurgence 
with many SMEs becoming active and producing a wide range of quality 
goods suitable for both domestic and overseas markets: their biggest 
barrier however is effective and efficient routes to market that support 
profitable growth.

5PL Ltd. (5PL) is a supply chain management company that has been 
active, primarily, within the food and drink sector for a number of years.  
In April 2011 it formed a partnership with railway passenger train operator 
East Midlands Trains and successfully re-introduced the practice of utilising 
otherwise wasted space on services for the movement of small volume 
freight.

A proportion of the traffic moved by 5PL is handled by cycle logistics for 
either first or last mile – in some cases both.  As its business grows and 
it develops more creative solutions for food producers so the emphasis 
is shifting from ad-hoc courier style support to more fully integrated and 
dedicated solutions that lend themselves totally to more widespread use 
of cycle logistics.

This article sets out 5PL’s experience with cycle logistics to date and 
suggests ways in which it can be used on a wider scale and, potentially, 
integrated with more ambitious and creative supply chain scenarios.



Establishing the
Rail Service
Trials were orginally conducted using secure compartments on 1970s-built 
High Speed Train (HST) rolling stock employed on the hourly Nottingham 
to London services; these trials took place at the end of 2010 and were 
designed to test the overall safety, security and operational parameters.  
A number of “destructive” features were built in to the trial movements 
but the process and supporting procedures were found to be robust and 
accordingly East Midlands Trains (EMT) gave their permission for a full 
operation between Nottingham and London to start in April 2011.

5PL secured two courier partners (London and Nottingham) to assist with 
first and last mile logistics with 5PL having the role of control tower to 
ensure all elements of the service functioned smoothly.  It was careful in 
its selection of partners as it had reasoned that one of the selling points of 
the service was its green credentials and accordingly sought partners who 
could offer the requisite mix of cycles and electric/bio-diesel vehicles.

Using data supplied by DEFRA it has been possible to get an estimate of the 
relative carbon savings gained by using the train:  whilst these figures can 
only offer an average emissions figure for national rail, all of the movements 
undertaken would have necessitated the use of a dedicated road resource 
(in the vast majority of cases a small diesel van) and as the train is running 
anyway the argument in favour of road mileage and (some 60% equivalent) 
carbon savings stacks up.

5PLs Nottingham partner Wego Carbon Neutral Couriers has been very 
proactive in terms of establishing itself as the city’s foremost green courier 
operation and has utilised cycle logistics for a good proportion of the work 
undertaken.  Nottingham City Council for example are regular users of the 
service for the movement of urgent documentation to London and in the 
vast majority of cases this is both collected and delivered by cycle.  In 
London 5PL’s partner Courier Systems has an equally proactive approach 
to the incorporation of green transport and is able to support the drive to 
use cycles wherever possible.  It is not uncommon for WEGO to collect a 
consignment using a cycle trailer and for Courier Systems to deliver using 
a bio-diesel van: moves are however afoot to dramatically increase the 
use of cycles, cycle vans and electric vehicles within the London operation 
and coupling cycle logistics, urban hubs and rail into a new urban logistics 
model is a high priority for councils and local authority groups.

With full access to a variety of web-based systems 5PL is able to monitor 
movements in real time and can make adjustments to the service as 
required.  In two years of operations it has had to cope with any number of 
minor shocks to the system but only one major disruption when overhead 
cabling came down and all services were suspended between London and 
Luton.  The jobs however got completed!

The service has thus proved itself capable of 
delivering on its key features:

East Midlands Trains’ Managing Director, David Horne, comments “We 
run over 150 trains each day into and out of central London. As well as 
providing connections for people, East Midlands Trains is able to provide an 
environmental-conscious mode of conveyance for small packages through 
its partnership with 5-PL.   We’re using space on the trains that would 
otherwise be unutilised, and by linking up with low-carbon or zero-carbon 
couriers including cycle couriers for the trip to and from the stations, we 
are able to offer business a truly low-carbon way of moving items between 
cities.  It is an innovative concept designed to meet the needs of business 
now and in the future, when the importance of low-carbon solutions is set 
to rise even further.” 

In March 2013 5PL undertook loading trails at the very busy Leicester 
station: it proved its ability to load/unload an average consignment in 
less than the nominal train dwell time of two minutes and EMT has given 
approval for operations to commence there.  In due course the number of 
centres offered to the market will be extended along the EMT route as far 
as Leeds.  Other train operators are now in discussion with 5PL. 

  The Economic Argument
There is a definite need for efficient, cost effective and green logistics that 
incorporate marginal capacity and collaboration as core features.  5PL 
knows this all too well from its work with a wide range of food and drink 
producers who all cite route to market as the biggest barrier to growth.

Helen Scott, Senior Projects Officer for Lincolnshire County Council, readily 
endorses this: “Select Lincolnshire has been working with Lincolnshire 
food and drink businesses for over 6 years with the aim of helping them to 
expand their markets outside of the County.  A frequent challenge has been 
the difficulty in establishing cost effective routes to market”.

Key factors at work in this environment include:

Using marginal capacity effectively 

Incorporating green modes of transport into complex supply chains

Facilitating higher logistics creativity

Offering the market a service that is cheaper, faster, greener,              
reliable and secure

Providing the means for SMEs to grow their businesses

Time and cash availability restricting sales beyond an immediate 
geographic area.

Selling into the wholesale and supermarket channel, whilst removing 
the headaches of selling and distributing into multiple channels, brings 
with it a dramatic reduction in profitability.  In most cases minimum 
volume requirements are in place and through some channels control 
over branding, quality and price is lost.

The internet offers significant opportunity but packaging, carriage costs 
and supply chain risk are increased. Perishability and temperature 
control add to the risk and cost profile.

The small volumes that would be attractive to a large number of buyers 
(restaurants, delis etc.) do not fit the profile of the larger carriers and 
so many producers operate their own transport in order to serve this 
market.  This has, so often, proved to be a costly option and with these 
costs needing to be passed to the buyer opportunities are being closed 
out as cheaper (and not always ethical) alternatives are found.  It can 
also be assumed that food producers operating their own transport 
contribute a good proportion of the empty running figure.

This is but a brief overview of the general situation facing food and drink 
SMEs and is mirrored in other sectors of the UK’s manufacturing base.  
Careful research has however highlighted a number of opportunities where 
marginal capacity and cycle logistics can collectively overcome the issues 
and enable producers to achieve a high level of sustainable growth.



The rail service has a number of key attributes 
that can be employed to great effect in fulfilling 
the aforementioned objectives:

Mark Linehan, Managing Director of the Sustainable Restaurant 
Association, also supports the concept: “the idea of bringing regional 
produce from different parts of the country into London, without significantly 
contributing to the carbon emissions of the food supply chain, is an exciting 
one. Bringing products in by passenger train is an innovative solution, and 
it potentially allows restaurants that take their sustainability seriously to 
source from suppliers they would otherwise not consider on grounds of 
distance and food miles.”

Key to achieving all this however is effective and efficient last mile 
distribution – especially in London – and 5PL is engaged with cycle logistics 
companies who have demonstrated an ability to deliver first class service 
whilst knocking out significant amounts of cost and carbon.

Milk round style deliveries utilising bicycle vans will become a major feature 
of this innovative approach to distribution and sustainable growth.  It is 
perfectly feasible to marry together delivery rounds with rail for the simple 
reason that the trains run to a timetable and rounds can be configured in 
line with arrival times and expected volumes.  There is no requirement for 
refrigerated vehicles at any point along the chain as packaging for both 
chilled and frozen foods has proven itself capable of holding contents within 
acceptable parameters for far longer than would be required.  In addition 
food safety is not compromised in any way and technical experts from one 
of the UK’s leading food industry support groups have conducted an audit 
of the on-train environment and declared it fit for purpose.

Trains are fast: the ability to move food quickly means that it can be 
delivered fresher and with far less packaging costs than would be required 
for overnight transit (next day delivery) – almost an “out of the ground and 
into the kitchen door with the frost still on” scenario.

Trains are frequent: small volumes can be offered and delivered at a 
price comparable with the mainstream overnight networks albeit with 
far less time in transit and without the risks of mis-direction, damage or 
loss. This is important for a sector such as restaurants as food can be 
supplied as required which enables them to take a delivery for lunch 
diners and a second one for dinner if required: this in itself goes some 
way towards achieving the sector’s ambition to cut back on the huge 
amount of food that is wasted at kitchen level.

Because transit is offered sustainably and cost effectively it becomes 
possible to offer a much wider range of artisan regional foods into a 
variety of sales channels from restaurants through to “click & collect” 
centred on railway stations or local collection facilities

It’s greener!

The system is of course bi-directional and interest is growing for using the 
system to open up opportunities for London producers who would like to 
offer their wares outside the capital.

Rail cannot fufil every opportunity and 5PL has been careful not to ignore 
the potential to incorporate other links into the sustainable supply chain.  
Whilst the vast majority of road-based food networks operate on a day one 
for day two or day three basis there is enough marginal capacity available 
to make geographic consolidation a worthwhile proposition and this is 
currently being examined with a view to linking Lincolnshire producers with 
London customers using overnight trunking to a break-bulk facility from 
where the last mile is covered by cycle logistics.

Town and city centres are a challenge: despite the slow decline in traditional 
high street shopping there remains a huge amount of waste commensurate 
with last mile deliveries to stores by a myriad of vehicle types and sizes.  
An increasing number of local authorities are now focusing on this and 
looking at ways in which the number of (polluting) vehicles coming into 
town and city centres can be reduced and become a calmer and cleaner 
environment.

Some retailers have also recognised this waste and 
suggest that sooner rather than later the pressure to 
collaborate on supplier collections and store deliveries 
will intensify.  Groupage of this nature opens the way 
to a number of distinct opportunities:

This sets an interesting and important precedent: the incorporation of 
geographic hubs and their logical development within international as well 
as domestic supply chains.

The integration of cycle logistics with marginal capacity available on high 
speed passenger trains has been well and truly proven as a solution to 
supply chain sustainability and cost challenges.  Other work streams have 
shown there to be no reason why this cannot be replicated with other 
modes of transport – rural buses for example.

Key to success is independent management of the entire supply chain 
as asset ownership can often give rise to conflict that undermines the 
effectiveness and efficiency of the system and again 5PL has demonstrated 
what can be achieved when otherwise competing parties are grouped into 
an entity with a common purpose.   Asset independence also makes it 
far easier to adopt a “best vehicle for the job” approach and to progress 
development of solutions that people might otherwise shy away from on the 
grounds of perception e.g. bicycles being seen as too slow or old fashioned.

By achieving higher levels of supply chain effectiveness and efficiency 
the corresponding decreases in cost are capable of opening up significant 
opportunities for SMEs and helping to create economic growth and jobs in 
areas where they are often badly needed.

Looking Ahead

The ability to replace van deliveries to stores and homes with cycle 
logistics.

The ability to create urban hubs where cycle logistics can help 
to facilitate consolidation of other volumes for more efficient and 
sustainable delivery.

The ability to look carefully at production centre (e.g. China) patterns 
and asses the potential for “pick by hub” or “consolidate by hub” to 
achieve less waste and cost when consignments reach the UK.

Hubs can also facilitate seamless transfer between cycle logistics and 
full load rail freight and other modes such as buses, canals etc.

Conclusions
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