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1. Introduction 
AECOM’s Specialised Goods Vehicle Count (SGVC) surveys are a tried and tested data collection 
technique that enables an understanding of freight traffic in a particular area or region by providing a 
detailed snapshot of the nature of Heavy Goods Vehicle (HGV) movements along specific routes.  

To support a better understanding of freight movements to and from Aberdeen city, Nestrans 
commissioned AECOM to undertake a series of SGVCs focused on HGVs at three key strategic 
locations, with a particular focus on understanding the characteristics of goods movements within the 
study area.  

The key aims of the SGVC were to: 

• Understand the types of HGVs using key routes in the region and the commodities being carried; 

• Capture an inventory of the primary hauliers that use the roads surveyed; 

• Produce an estimation of the value of goods using these key routes; 

• Identify (at a high level) any impact of agricultural vehicles on general traffic; and 

• Identify (at a high level) whether there is any evidence of platooning on these routes. 

During the SGVC, surveyors focused on collecting the following information for HGVs: 

• Direction the vehicle was travelling; 

• Vehicle Type; 

• Body Type; 

• Livery; 

• Commodity; and 

• Any other miscellaneous information and observations. 

For the purpose of this study, and as used by the UK’s Department for Transport and Transport 
Scotland, ‘HGVs’ referred to in this note are those over 3.5 tonnes gross vehicle weight (hence 
excluding vans). However, in addition to the main count, a tally of both the number of vans and the 
number of agricultural vehicles for each direction per hour was also made. 

Members of the AECOM survey team carried out the SGVCs over three consecutive days in 

September 2024, each covering a 12-hour period from 7am-7pm1. September was chosen as a more 

‘neutral’ month, outside of events such as school holidays and peak travel events like Easter and 
Christmas, and where traffic may be considered more typical for the sites surveyed. 

This Technical Note presents the findings from the SGVCs, as follows:  

• Section 2 provides further detail on each of survey locations;  

• Section 3 presents a summary of key findings and notable observations across the survey 

period;  

• Section 4 outlines the approach to estimating freight tonnage transported, 

• Section 5 outlines the approach to estimating the value of freight transported; and  

• Section 6 provides a brief summary of findings from the SGVC exercise. 

  

 
1 Four x 3-hourly shifts were completed on each survey day, with staff working in pairs for each shift. The A956 
was surveyed on 17th September, the A90/A952 was surveyed on 18th September, and the A96 was surveyed on 
19th September. Specific survey locations were agreed with Nestrans in advance and checked with the 
appropriate authorities (e.g. Amey as trunk road operator) to ensure there were no roadworks proposed that 
could impact the validity of survey findings. No incidents were recorded on any of the survey dates that could 
have impacted survey results.  
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2. SGVC Locations 
Three count points were chosen in order to capture a variety of movements across different types of 

routes. An overview map of the locations surveyed is shown in Figure 2.1. 

 

 
Figure 2.1: SGVC Locations 

 

 

Further details on each of the specific survey points is presented overleaf. 
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A956 (Cove) A90/A952 (Toll of Birness) 

 
Figure 2.2: A956 SGVC site 

 
Figure 2.3: A90/A952 SGVC site 

Figure 2.2 shows the Cove site, surveyed on 17th 

September 2024, which captured HGVs travelling both 

northbound and southbound along the A956. 

Figure 2.3 shows the Toll of Birness site, surveyed on 

18th September 2024, which captured HGVs travelling 

along the A90 and turning to/from the A952. 

 

A96 (Inverurie) 

 
Figure 2.4: A96 SGVC site 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.4 shows the Inverurie site, surveyed on 19th 

September 2024, which captured HGVs travelling 

along the A96. 
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3. Key Findings 

3.1 Primary Outputs 
Table 3.1 shows the total number of HGVs recorded per site, and the direction in which they were 

travelling. This shows that the highest number of vehicles was observed on the A956 at Cove, at just 

over 1,800 HGVs, with almost a 50/50 split by direction. At the A90/A952 Toll of Birness, over 1,000 

HGVs were observed, with a slightly higher number observed travelling southbound. On the A96 at 

Inverurie, just under 850 HGVs were observed, again with an almost 50/50 split by direction. 

In total, 3,663 HGVs were observed over the 12-hour count across all sites. 

Table 3.1: Total number of HGVs per site by direction 

Location Direction 
Total by 
direction 

% by 
direction 

Total by site 

A956 (Cove) 
SB on A952 909 50 

1817 
NB on A952 908 50 

A90/A952 (Toll of 
Birness) 

SB on A90 364 36 

1008 

SB on A90, turning 
NB on A952  

1 0 

SB on A952, turning 
SB on A90 

170 17 

NB on A90 348 35 

NB on A90, turning 
NB on A952 

125 12 

A96 (Inverurie) 
WB on A96 411 49 

838 
EB on A96 427 51 

Figure 3.1 shows the number of HGVs recorded by time of day. This shows that for all sites there was 

a relatively steady flow of HGVs between 8am and 5pm, with small drop-offs between 7am-8am and 

5pm-7pm. The peak hour for the A956 at Cove was 11am-midday, the peak hour for the A90/A952 at 

Toll of Birness was 2pm-3pm and the peak hour for the A96 at Inverurie was midday-1pm. It is notable 

that the Inverurie traffic stays more consistent over a longer period into the early evening. 

 

Figure 3.1: Number of HGVs by time of day 
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Figure 3.2 shows the number of HGVs recorded by vehicle type. This shows that, for all sites, 6-

wheeled articulated vehicles were the most frequently observed; this is unsurprising given the large 

number of flatbed and box-bodied articulated HGVs that were seen. This was followed by 4-wheeled 

rigid vehicles. It is worth noting that a large number of articulated vehicles with different configurations 

were observed; such configurations are used in order to provide the most suitable vehicle and 

maximum payload for the range of goods being transported. 

 

Figure 3.2: Number of HGVs by vehicle type 

Figure 3.3 shows the number of HGVs recorded by body type. This shows that the most frequent type 

recorded on the A956 at Cove was ‘Flatbed’, highlighting the importance of the movement of offshore 

oil and gas equipment in the area. For the A90/A952 Toll of Birness, the most frequently observed 

body type was ‘Box’ and for the A96 at Inverurie, the most common HGV type observed was ‘Curtain 

Sider’, demonstrating the higher amount of general haulage transported through these sites.  

Further breakdown by A90 and A952 for Toll of Birness can be found in Appendix B. 



North East Specialised Goods Vehicle Counts     
   

 

 
      AECOM 

9 
 

 

Figure 3.3: Number of HGVs by body type 

Figure 3.4 shows the number of HGVs observed by commodity. This shows that for all sites the most 

frequently recorded commodity was General Haulage, which includes grouped and palletised goods. 

For the A956 at Cove, the most frequently observed commodity (behind General Haulage) was the 

Offshore sector, followed by Waste. For the A90/A952 at Toll of Birness, the most frequently observed 

commodity (behind General Haulage) was the Construction sector, followed by Offshore. For the A96 

at Inverurie, the most frequently observed commodity (behind General Haulage) was the Construction 

sector, followed by Other/Unliveried vehicles. It should also be noted here that the commodities are 

an estimate based on observation of goods and other markings/characteristics of the vehicle. 

However, they do provide a useful indication of the overall nature of commodities carried on the 

routes surveyed. 

There is also further insight that can be brought out about the prevalence of particular industries at 

sites. The A90/A952 was highest for Food and Drink and also Seafood. It is worth noting here that 

there were fewer than anticipated HGVs recorded with seafood as their commodity. This may be 

because they were not always moved on liveried vehicles, or potentially that seafood is being moved 

outside of the core survey hours. The A956 had a higher number of vehicles for the Offshore sector, 

which is unsurprising given the presence of several companies in this sector having premises on local 

industrial estates, as well as higher levels of waste vehicle traffic which may be due to nearby 

recycling plants. The A96 has a higher number of agricultural and livestock carrying vehicles, likely 

due to the larger number of farms on this corridor. 

Further breakdown by A90 and A952 for Toll of Birness can be found in Appendix B. 
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Figure 3.4: Number of HGVs by commodity 

Table 3.2 shows the top ten most frequently observed hauliers observed across the three-day survey 

period and their primary industry type. ASCO, who primarily operate articulated flatbeds for the 

Offshore sector, were the most frequent haulier recorded.  

Table 3.2: Top 10 most frequently observed hauliers recorded across the 3-day survey period 

and their primary industry type 

Company Name Primary Industry Frequency 

ASCO Offshore 227 

EIS Waste Waste 89 

McIntosh General Haulage 75 

R&J Simpson General Haulage 54 

Grampian Continental General Haulage 52 

Freelands Offshore 44 

Fed Ex Parcels 42 

Royal Mail Parcels 41 

ARR Craib General Haulage 41 

Aberdeen City Council Waste 39 

 

The five most frequently observed hauliers by each route can be found in Appendix A. This only 

accounts for liveried vehicles, and therefore does not include occasions where the haulier is unknown, 

such as unliveried vehicles for hauliers where the livery could not be seen and therefore are not 

recorded. 

3.2 Other Notable Observations 

3.2.1 Empty Flatbeds 

A key observation, particularly at the A956 Cove site, was the number of empty flatbed HGVs for the 

Offshore sector that were seen not to be carrying any goods. During follow-up engagement, a key 

haulier in this sector who was observed to have empty HGVs operating informed that their vehicles 

often travel along the A956 Wellington Road empty when repositioning for collections or deliveries, 

noting the presence of industrial estates in the area. Additionally, they noted that vehicles frequently 

return from vendors without cargo due to scheduling constraints or collection requirements, especially 

towards the end of the week. 
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Figure 3.5 shows the split of flatbed HGVs that were recorded to be running empty. This shows at the 

A956 at Cove, for example, 209 flatbed HGVs (around 41%) were seen to be running empty with 301 

(around 59%) being loaded. 

 

Figure 3.5: Flatbed HGVs split by loaded and empty 

3.2.2 Agricultural and Slow-Moving Vehicles 

Figure 3.6 shows the number of agricultural vehicles that were observed at each of the survey sites 

by time of day. This includes other slow-moving vehicles, such as diggers and combine harvesters. 

The site with the highest number of agriculture vehicles recorded was the A96 at Inverurie where 50 

vehicles were observed, followed by the A90/A952 Toll of Birness with 42 recorded vehicles, and A956 

at Cove where only seven agricultural vehicles were recorded during the survey period. In general, 

these were observed during the middle of the day, with fewer at the beginning and end of the day.  

  

Figure 3.6: Number of agricultural vehicles recorded during survey period 

While conducting the SGVC surveys, on several occasions agricultural vehicles were seen to cause 

significant ‘platooning’ of vehicles and tailbacks of slow-moving traffic, on occasion for several 

minutes after the slow-moving vehicle had passed the survey point. This was especially prevalent on 
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the A90/A952 at the Toll of Birness and A96 at Inverurie, noting the road at both count points is single 

carriageway. 

Several occasions of dangerous overtaking were also observed, especially at the A90/A952 Toll of 

Birness site heading southbound where there is a long, straight section of road after the junction 

where cars were attempting to overtake slower moving agricultural vehicles. This likely occurred as 

the section of road prior to this straight section is quite windy, with fewer opportunities for overtaking. 

There were few recorded instances of ‘platooning’ created by HGVs at any of the count points. HGVs 

generally appeared to be matching the speed of other traffic, and did not seem to cause any major 

delays to traffic. The main incidents of note occurred when HGVs, especially livestock carriers, were 

turning right out of the A952 to travel southbound on the A90 and required some time to accelerate, 

forcing vehicles on the A90 to slow down and reduce their speed. However, this only happened 

sporadically, and any impacts were considered to be brief. Photos of agricultural vehicles recorded 

during the surveys are shown in Figures 3.7 and 3.8. 

 
Figure 3.7: Agricultural vehicle at A90 Toll of 

Birness with start of platoon forming 

 

 
Figure 3.8: Agricultural vehicle at the A96 

Inverurie with start of platoon forming 

  

3.3.3 Vans 

Vans were not included as part of the core SGVC and have therefore been excluded from the tonnage 

and valuation analysis reported later within this report. This is because many vans are not goods 

carrying but instead serve a variety of purposes, such as vehicles for tradespeople, general company 

vehicles and serving sectors like the utilities industry. To avoid skewing data from the core SGVC, 

which was focused on HGVs, the decision was therefore taken not to record full details about vans. 

However, it is recognised that they do have an important part to play in the freight sector, and thus a 

count of vans was performed at each site. 

Figure 3.9 shows the total number of vans observed. Overall, 1,890 vans were counted at the A956 at 

Cove, 1,620 vans were counted at the A90/A952 Toll of Birness and 2,150 vans were counted passing 

the A96 count site at Inverurie. 
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Figure 3.9: Number of vans observed 

3.3.4 Queueing 

On a few occasions, queuing traffic was observed 
at the following sites:   

• Queuing on the A956 heading northbound into 
Cove during the AM peak period, including 
across the junction, as shown in Figure 3.10. 

• Queuing vehicles on the A952 at the Toll of 
Birness junction, waiting for a gap in traffic to 
turn right onto the A90. On some occasions, 
HGVs that had been waiting for a gap for 
around a minute+ were turning right into 
oncoming traffic, sometimes causing vehicles 
on the A90 to brake. These resulted in some 
‘near misses’ being observed.  

• Some queuing on the A96 westbound at 
Inverurie during the PM peak period. 

 

  

 

Figure 3.10: Vehicles queuing across the 

junction on the A956 at Cove 
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4. Estimation of Tonnage 
To estimate the tonnage of freight carried on each of the routes surveyed as part of this study, a 
series of steps were taken using the original vehicle numbers collected as part of the SGVCs. 

From the different vehicle sizes recorded, this has been converted into tonnage data (this is the 
effective payload of the vehicle) by multiplying by the following:  

a) 9 tonnes for a 4W  
b) 14 tonnes for a 6W  
c) 19 tonnes for an 8W  
d) 24 tonnes for a Draw-Bar 
e) 28 tonnes for an articulated HGV 
f) 16 tonnes as a proxy tonnage where body type was not collected 

 
The exception to this rule is containers where tonnage is multiplied by 9 tonnes for a 4W and 14 
tonnes for larger vehicle types, due to 14 tonnes being the typical payload for a container according to 
HMRC port data. 

To account for the fact that roughly one in four HGVs are empty2, it is first assumed that all vehicles 
are full. Then, all vehicle tonnage is multiplied by 0.75 to account for the level of empty vehicles. The 
exception to this is flatbeds, which could be seen as running empty, therefore observed rather than 
factored data is used. 

In addition, for some commodities a different method is used to calculate the value of goods. For 
example, the automotive calculation is based on the approximate number of vehicles that can be 
carried on a car transporter as well as the average value of a new car. It is also worth noting that 
commodities like general haulage and parcels can vary significantly in weight depending on what is 
being carried. If goods are particularly light they may ‘bulk out’ (meaning the overall volume of goods 
that can be carried is the limiting factor) rather than ‘weigh out’ (meaning the weight of goods that can 
be carried is the limiting factor). For this reason hauliers sometimes use double-deck trailers so that 
more parcels can be carried on one journey (as is the case with some Royal Mail vehicles). Livestock 
again is dependent on the exact nature of the animals being carried, but the generally heavy weight of 
animals means that carriers are assumed to ‘weigh out’ for the purpose of this exercise. 

Figure 4.1 shows the overall estimated 12-hour tonnage by site for each commodity. For all sites, the 
highest tonnage was General Haulage with an estimated 7,930 tonnes transported along the A956 at 
Cove, 4,780 tonnes transport along the A90/A952 at Toll of Birness, and 3,380 tonnes transported 
along the A96 at Inverurie. 

 
2 https://motortransport.co.uk/quarter-of-uk-trucks-run-empty-warns-yusen-logistics-as-it-joins-pilot-to-cut-empty-
running/13363.article  

https://motortransport.co.uk/quarter-of-uk-trucks-run-empty-warns-yusen-logistics-as-it-joins-pilot-to-cut-empty-running/13363.article
https://motortransport.co.uk/quarter-of-uk-trucks-run-empty-warns-yusen-logistics-as-it-joins-pilot-to-cut-empty-running/13363.article
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Figure 4.1: 12-hour estimated tonnage by commodity 

To account for night time running, a factor has been applied which uplifts the numbers of HGVs seen 

against 2023 Average Annual Daily Traffic (AADT) values, sourced from the DfT3 at count points as 

close as possible to the survey locations. The exception to this was the A96 at Inverurie, where 

analysis of AADT count points were determined to be unreliable due to the considerable variance 

within the HGV count between 2015 and 2023. Therefore, for this site, the same factor as a previous 

study in the region was used to calculate this uplift. This method produced an estimated value per 

survey site for both the 12-hour SGVC period and a 24-hour period, as shown in Figure 4.2. Further 

breakdown by A90 and A952 for Toll of Birness can be found in Appendix B. 

 
Figure 4.2: Estimated 12 and 24 hour tonnage at each SGVC location 

Based on the above methodology, the estimated total tonnages are as set out below: 

• A956 (Cove): 25,810 tonnes over 12 hours, 30,000 tonnes over 24 hours 

• A90/A952 (Toll of Birness): 14,950 tonnes over 12 hours, 17,120 tonnes over 24 hours 
- A90: 10,740 tonnes over 12 hours, 12,320 tonnes over 24 hours 
- A952: 4,210 over 24 hours, 4,800 over 24 hours 

• A96 (Inverurie): 12,270 tonnes over 12 hours, 13,000 tonnes over 24 hours 

This gives a total estimated tonnage over the three survey days of 53,030 tonnes over 12 hours and 

60,120 tonnes over 24 hours.   

 
3 https://roadtraffic.dft.gov.uk/local-authorities  

https://roadtraffic.dft.gov.uk/local-authorities
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5. Estimation of Freight Value 
To support analysis and estimation of the value of freight transported on each of the surveyed routes, 

the next step was to match these calculated tonnages with cost-per-tonne for commodities that were 

recorded during the SGVC.  

Values used as part of a previous study in the region were used as basis for the freight values per 

tonne for commodities, to ensure these were consistent and the analysis as robust as possible. These 

figures were originally sourced from a variety of organisations including the Office of Rail and Road, 

UK Commodity market prices and consultation with industry. The 2015 figures were adjusted for 

inflation between 2015 and 2024 using inflation statistics from the Bank of England to take into 

account changes in commodity prices. The exception to this was the value for General Haulage which 

was adapted in order to match with the maximum liability in the case of loss or damage to a 

consignment in transit according to the Road Haulage Association (RHA)4. For some commodities 

that have been added since 2015, a combination of consultation with industry and desktop research 

has been undertaken to determine the estimated value per tonne. 

The final step has been to multiply the figures calculated for the tonnage per type of vehicle with the 

price per tonne for each SGVC commodity category, in order to produce a final estimation of the value 

of goods travelling through each site. 

 

Notes on Values 

Due to the varied nature of freight transport, some loads cannot be classified as belonging to any 

particular sector. Some hauliers will consolidate multiple (and different) consignments onto a single 

HGV – commonly called ‘groupage’. Where this occurs, it is difficult to classify the resultant HGV and 

the exact make-up of the load. The industries and items more commonly consolidated in this way 

have been valued and weighted by AECOM to arrive at an estimated average value for a HGV 

classified as “General Haulage”. This averaging process should be considered when reviewing the 

tables, as depending on the exact nature of the cargo being carried, the value could be higher or 

lower than that estimated.  

In addition, for many sectors such as Construction or the Offshore industry, the values of particular 

loads can vary significantly, for example due to market conditions, and therefore the values per 

tonne should be treated as an indicative ‘best estimate’ as to what the total values of each 

commodity are. Nevertheless, it should still provide a useful snapshot of the type and value of freight 

moving on the routes surveyed. 

 

Figure 5.1 shows the estimated value by commodity of freight transported across the 12-hour survey 

period. This shows for the Cove site, Automotive represents the highest value, mostly due to the high 

value per tonne applied to vehicles that are being transported. ‘General Haulage’ is the commodity 

with the highest value, at around £21 million. For the other sites, the highest value was for General 

Haulage; this accounted for approximately £6 million of goods recorded on the A90/A952 at Toll of 

Birness and £4 million of goods recorded on the A96 at Inverurie. 

 

 
4 https://www.rha.uk.net/news/news/detail/rha-conditions-of-carriage 

https://www.rha.uk.net/news/news/detail/rha-conditions-of-carriage
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Figure 5.1: 12-hour estimated value by commodity 

Similar for tonnage, to account for night time running, a factor based on AADT has then been applied 

for the valuation. This method produced a value per site for both the 12-hour SGVC period and a 24-

hour period, as shown in Figure 5.2. Further breakdown by A90 and A952 for Toll of Birness can be 

found in Appendix B. 

 
Figure 5.2: Estimated 12 and 24 hour value at each SGVC location 

The estimated total value is: 

• A956 (Cove): £55 million over 12 hours, £64 million over 24 hours 

• A90/A952 (Toll of Birness): £27 million over 12 hours, £31 million over 24 hours 
─ A90: £21 million over 12 hours, £24 million over 24 hours 
─ A952: £6 million over 12 hours, £7 million over 24 hours 

• A96 (Inverurie):  £19 million over 12 hours, £29 million over 24 hours 
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6. Summary 
Through the analysis undertaken, this study has found that there is a wide variety of different types of 

freight travelling through the Nestrans region, serving several different industry types throughout the 

day.  

The A956 at Cove had both the highest number of vehicles observed as well as the highest total value 

of goods, likely because of its more urban location, proximity to industrial estates and it is on the main 

route travelling from Central Aberdeen, including Harbour and industrial estates to the south of the city 

centre, for journeys south toward Dundee and the Central Belt (as well as north towards north 

Aberdeen and Inverness via the AWPR). 

The A90/A952 has a clear importance to sectors such as the Offshore sector, especially given that  it 

is a key route between Aberdeen and Peterhead. The A96 at Inverurie is used more by General 

Hauliers, as it is the main link between the key settlements of Aberdeen and Inverness. 

Palletised, grouped freight moved by 3rd party Hauliers, is a key flow at all locations, whilst the 

Offshore sector represents a key flow and is a significant region-specific driver of the value of freight. 

There are some issues regarding platooning and dangerous overtaking that were seen to be primarily 

caused by slow moving agricultural vehicles, as well as queuing at specific times. 
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Appendix A - Five most frequently 
observed hauliers by route 
 
A956 (Cove) 

Company Name Primary Industry Frequency 

ASCO Offshore 143 

EIS Waste Waste 70 

Mcintosh General Haulage 55 

Grampian Continental General Haulage 39 

Fed Ex Parcels 34 

 

A90/A952 (Toll of Birness) 

Company Name Primary Industry Frequency 

ASCO Offshore 76 

R & J Simpson General Haulage 43 

MGS Logistics Offshore 19 

ARR CRAIB General Haulage 18 

Mcintosh General Haulage 17 

 

A96 (Inverurie) 

Company Name Primary Industry Frequency 

Caledonian Logistics General Haulage 12 

Streamline Shipping General Haulage 10 

Breedon Construction 9 

ARR CRAIB General Haulage 8 

ASCO Offshore 8 

Certas Energy Non-Fuel Tanker Goods 8 

Eis Waste Waste 8 

Grampian Continental General Haulage 8 

Royal Mail Parcels 8 
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Appendix B - Disaggregation of results 
for A90 and A952 at Toll of Birness 
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