London to Glasgow? It's cheaper by plane
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Air beats rail if you're travelling in Britain, says Which?

The railways have become so expensive that it is cheaper to fly between the nation's major cities, research suggests. 

Over seven weeks in November and December, Holiday Which? magazine compared the prices of plane, train and coach tickets on three long-distance journeys. 

On all three, going by train was the most expensive - with the cheapest rail tickets advertised unavailable when requested by travellers. 

For example, the cheapest available return rail fare between London and Glasgow was £72 compared to the £37.67 possible with Ryanair. The average flight time was 1 hour and 22 minutes with a cost of 5p a mile, while the rail journey of 5 hours and 20 minutes was 9p a mile. 

Which? failed to include Air Passenger Duty, the Government flight tax which would add an extra £20 to a return air fare between two UK cities. 

But even if this was added to the equation, both the cost and speed of the journey suggest flying is a better deal. 

The study challenges Government advice to travellers to use rail rather than planes to reduce carbon emissions. Ministers have attacked budget airlines for encouraging air travel with their cheap fares. 

However, they have allowed train fares to rise to the point where travellers are actively being encouraged to "let the plane take the strain" 

Holiday Which? found the cheapest return train fare between Birmingham and London worked out at £8.70. (sic)  This is more than double the cheapest flight deal of £34.95 with bmibaby. 

The flight time was just 1 hour 10 minutes at a cost of just 6p per mile, compared to 5 hours and 15 minutes on the train at 15p per mile. 

The same pattern was seen on the 238-mile trip between Manchester and Exeter. The cheapest return rail fare available was £87.30, some 46 per cent more expensive than flights with the flybe airline. 

Taking the train took 4 hours and 19 minutes and worked out at 18p per mile, while the flight was 1 hour and 5 minutes and cost 13p a mile. 

Which? found that railways do advertise cheaper deals on some of the routes it surveyed, but its researchers found these were often unavailable. 

A spokesman said: "n the whole, travelling by train was the most expensive way to get around. The cheapest rail tickets advertised were frustratingly unavailable, even seven weeks in advance. 

"In addition, the range of tickets advertised was complex and confusing. "In some cases it can be cheaper to book two single journeys rather than a return, so Which? advises carefully checking all options before buying tickets. 

The survey found that in two out of the three examples, the coach beat trains and planes in terms of cost. 

However, the saving was minimal and the journey times were much longer. 

A 403-mile coach trip from London to Glasgow had a cheapest fare of £2.50, compared to £37.67 for a flight and £72 for a train. However, the trip would take 8-11 hours. 

The Which? spokesman said: "Travelling by air is obviously the quickest way to get about - even including check-in times - and extremely competitive fares are widely available. 

"However, you'll need to factor in any extra costs and times of travel to the airport as well as considering the environmental impact of choosing air travel for relatively short journeys." 

