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RURAL ECONOMY AND CONNECTIVITY COMMITTEE 

INQUIRY INTO CONSTRUCTION AND PROCUREMENT OF FERRY VESSELS IN 
SCOTLAND 

SUBMISSION FROM ARGYLL AND BUTE COUNCIL 

Introduction 
 
This response represents Officer views from Argyll and Bute Council and further 

input is available from a Senior Officer should this be required by the Committee 

when considering this call for views. Argyll and Bute is the second largest 

geographic area of any Scottish Local Authority and the area is characterised by its 

diverse geography with 23 inhabited islands and long peninsulas.  Ferry Services 

provide lifeline connections to Argyll and Bute’s inhabited islands and peninsular 

communities and they are essential to support a sustainable, well connected 

economy.  In addition, unlike other forms of public transport there are often no 

effective alternatives to the links currently provided by ferry services in Argyll and 

Bute.  The ferry network must be reliable, high quality, affordable and flexible and 

services future proofed in order to meet the needs of our communities and realise 

predicted growth in key sectors such as tourism, food and drink (including 

agriculture, aquaculture and fishing), forestry and renewable energy in Argyll and 

Bute.  An uplift in economic activity is vital to reverse the trend of declining 

populations in some of our rural and island communities and improved transport and 

connectivity is essential for these communities to thrive.   

Ferry services are an essential part of the transport network and economy of the 

West Coast of Scotland and the Scottish Government have a critical role to play in 

the development, funding, and delivery of ferry services within Argyll and Bute.  

Local ferry services are predominantly operated by CalMac Ferries Ltd under the 

terms of the Clyde and Hebrides Ferry Service (CHFS) contract with many vessels 

and ports owned by Caledonian Maritime Assets Ltd (CMAL) who are also a wholly 

owned public corporation of the Scottish Government.  The responsibility for the 

delivery of ferry services to and within Argyll and Bute is however fairly complex with 

Argyll and Bute Council also operating 4 ferry services to the islands of Jura, Luing, 

Easdale and Lismore, Western Ferries providing services between Hunter's Quay, 

Dunoon and McInroy's Point, Gourock and SPT responsible for the ferry service 

linking Kilcreggan with Gourock.    

The Council will respond individually to the 7 questions set out by the RECC 

however, in summary we would highlight the following key concerns regarding the 

operation and delivery of ferry services in the region;- 

• Cluttered landscape for delivery of local ferry services and operation / 

maintenance of key infrastructure e.g. CalMac, ABC, SPT, Western Ferries, 

Transport Scotland, CMAL. 

• Ageing fleet, reliability issues and lack of replacement/spare vessels creates 

lack of resilience on lifeline services. 
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• High cost of replacement of local authority vessels (on-going negotiations 

around transfer of Council’s ferries to the Scottish Government); 

• Some vessels on the network are not fit for purpose e.g. Dunoon – Gourock. 

• Lack of standardisation of vessels and port infrastructure across the network; 

• Capacity issues on key routes due to RET, growth in tourism and the distilling 

sector. 

Q1. What are your views on the conclusions and recommendations of the 

programme review board with respect to delivering the most effective delivery 

programme for the completion of the two vessels, MV Glen Sannox (vessel 

801) and vessel 802? 

We note the key findings of the report in particular the delays relating to the 

completion of the vessels and significantly increased costs.  Whilst neither of these 

vessels are proposed for routes in Argyll and Bute we are concerned that delays and 

cost overruns will have associated impacts across the network.   It is considered that 

the late arrival of these vessels is likely to be detrimental to the ferry network in 

Argyll and result in the increased likelihood of vessels being removed from local 

routes to cover other services in the event of mechanical breakdowns etc.  Delays in 

new ferries entering service will also have associated delays cascading vessels to 

alternative routes which impacts resilience across the network including routes in 

Argyll and Bute. This will negatively affect fragile local island communities, 

businesses and key growth sectors such as tourism, food and drink.   

Ferries are vital to the on-going sustainability of Scotland’s island communities and 

failure to fund these services adequately could exacerbate issues such as ageing 

and declining populations, higher levels of access deprivation and high costs for 

local communities and businesses.  It is therefore vital that the additional costs of 

completing these 2 vessels are met by increased funding from the Scottish 

Government and do not adversely impact on existing transportation budgets or delay 

proposed investment elsewhere on the ferry network. 

Q2. What has been the impact of the repeated delays to completion of the 

contract to construct two hybrid ferries on the specific routes and island 

communities awaiting delivery and entry into service of these two vessels? 

Significant delays completing and bringing into service new vessels will exacerbate 

rural issues such as ageing and declining island populations, high levels of access 

deprivation and social isolation.  It will also negatively impact opportunities to grow 

the Scottish economy by restricting growth in key rural sectors such as tourism, food 

and drink, aquaculture etc.  Additional delays are likely to result in costs spiralling 

further as remedial work will require to be undertaken to repair damage caused by 

exposure to the elements and there is concern that these costs will impact 

investment elsewhere on the network. The lack of spare vessels for contingency 

purposes results in poor resilience in the event of vessels being withdrawn from 

service for repairs and/or maintenance.  An example of this is summer 2019 when 

the Isle of Mull Ferry was required to cover for the MV Clansman following a 

mechanical breakdown resulting in disruption to ferry services to Tiree and Mull 

during the peak summer period.  Ferry services to Campbeltown have also been 
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subject to past disruption when the MV Isle of Arran has been removed from this 

route to cover services to Islay as a result of mechanical breakdowns and lack of 

spare capacity across the network.  Disruption such as this negatively impacts 

visitors, residents and local businesses in our island communities which damages 

the economy of rural areas. This is exacerbated by the lack of consistency in port 

and vessel infrastructure which restricts routes where potential replacement vessels 

can operate. Investment in the ferry network is imperative to provide transport links 

that are reliable and efficient and enable island communities to grow economically 

and remain sustainable.   

Q3. What actions can be taken, in particular with respect to improved contract 

management processes, to ensure future contracts of this type are delivered a) 

on time; and b) on budget? 

Argyll and Bute Council would support the recommendations of Audit Scotland’s 

Transport Scotland’s Ferry Services Impact report September 2019 in particular:- 

• ensuring that procurement teams include staff with procurement qualifications 

and experience of the ferry sector;  

• applying lessons from previous procurement exercises; 

• building in sufficient time to prepare important project documentation, such as 

business cases; 

• ensuring that contract specifications are accurate, up to date and clear to 

potential bidders; 

• Providing bidders with clear, good-quality and timely data to allow them to 

make informed bids. 

Q4. What key challenges need to be addressed in procuring new vessels to 

support Scotland’s ferry network and how might these be overcome? 

Some of the key concerns and challenges relating to the local ferry network in Argyll 

and Bute are set out below:- 

• Ageing fleet, reliability issues and lack of replacement/spare vessels creates 

lack of resilience on lifeline services. 

• High cost of replacement of local authority vessels (on-going negotiations 

around transfer of Council’s ferries to the Scottish Government); 

• Some vessels on the network are not fit for purpose e.g. Dunoon – Gourock. 

• Lack of standardisation of vessels and port infrastructure across the network; 

• Capacity issues on key routes due to RET and growth in key sectors such as 

tourism and the distilling sector. 

Future investment in the ferry network should therefore focus on improving resilience 

by procuring new vessels which are fit for purpose, meet the needs of local 

communities and improve reliability of services by reducing the average age across 

the fleet.   
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Argyll and Bute Council understand that the Scottish Government are committed to 

undertaking a review of the current Scottish Ferries Plan 2012 – 2022.  It is vital that 

the new plan clearly sets out a revised investment strategy detailing the Scottish 

Government’s proposals for the future replacement / refurbishment of vessels and 

works to port and harbour infrastructure on their network. An associated programme 

of funding will also require to be identified to provide confidence that the proposals 

set out in the revised investment plan will be delivered over the lifetime of the next 

Ferries Plan.  

Future investment in ferries, ports and harbours should where possible encourage 

greater standardisation of infrastructure to provide improved resilience across the 

network. There should also be consideration of rural infrastructure when procuring 

vessels.  For example the growth in vehicular traffic due to RET and growth in 

sectors such as tourism and distilling has placed strain on local road and port 

infrastructure on some of Argyll’s rural and island communities.  Roads are often 

single track with passing places and these are not designed to accommodate high 

frequency traffic movements such as those associated with the arrival and departure 

of large ferries.  There is also limited vehicle marshalling capacity at some local ferry 

terminals resulting in congestion and traffic management issues which could be 

exacerbated by the introduction of larger vessels across the CalMac fleet.  Where 

possible, new ferries should be designed to fit existing infrastructure avoiding the 

requirement for expensive upgrades to local road, port and harbour infrastructure.  

For many routes, capacity issues only occur during summer peak periods and as 

such, larger vessels will operate significantly below capacity during quieter months 

whilst incurring higher operating costs than smaller vessels.  As such, it would be 

Argyll and Bute Council’s preference that consideration is given to procuring a larger 

number of smaller vessels and increasing the frequency of services when required 

as opposed to larger vessels which are not necessarily proportionate for the 

communities and routes that they serve.   

It may be necessary to review future crew accommodation arrangements as part of 

vessel procurement including options to locate more accommodation on-shore to 

maximise the carrying capacity of vessels and opportunities for double 

crewing/additional sailings.  Consideration should also be given to future freight only 

services on certain routes and this could include a move towards a drop trailer 

model.  Further night time sailings for freight could also help to meet capacity 

demand on certain routes as a result of continued growth in freight and passenger 

patronage. 

Recent studies suggest that car and commercial vehicle demand on ferry services to 

and from Islay (from both Scotch Whisky/Gin and the ‘Other’ sectors) are growing 

steadily and will need additional ferry capacity, if this growth is to be accommodated 

satisfactorily.  Argyll and Bute Council are aware that the Scottish Ferries Plan is due 

to be refreshed imminently however, we would welcome discussions with Transport 

Scotland and key stakeholders regarding the requirement for additional vessels on 

this route including the potential for new freight ferry services.  This is vital if we are 

to futureproof the ferry network to accommodate future growth in the whisky, gin and 
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tourism markets which are essential to both the local economy and also the wider 

Scottish economy.  

It is also considered that the revised Ferries Plan should in the short term identify 

proposals for the replacement of the Dunoon to Gourock town centre ferries with 

vessels which are more suitable to this route in order to improve the reliability of this 

service by reducing weather related cancellations.  

Future procurement of ferries should be undertaken in consultation with local 

communities, businesses and local authorities to ensure that new vessel 

specifications are designed to meet the need and requirements of the communities 

being served whilst also providing greater flexibility and resilience across the wider 

network.    

Q5. How might the experience of the procurement and fulfilment of the current 

hybrid ferries contract inform the development of an updated ferries plan? 

It is vital to apply lessons learned from previous procurement exercises to future 

contracts and in particular ensure that future contract specifications are accurate, up 

to date and clear to potential bidders from the outset.  Stakeholder engagement is 

critical to ensure investment benefits the people and economies of the communities 

Scotland’s ferries serve.  Where possible, procurement should also be used to 

promote jobs and economic growth in Scotland’s remote island and mainland 

communities. Whilst it is essential that the future procurement of ferry services 

provides value for money to the taxpayer, in recognition of the lifeline nature of ferry 

services it will also be important to apply an increased emphasis towards quality in 

the assessment of future tenders.  This will ensure that service quality is not 

compromised to achieve lower costs.  It is anticipated that the revised Scottish 

Ferries Plan will include an updated Procurement Statement which will set out the 

Scottish Government’s strategy moving forward for the procurement of future ferry 

vessels, infrastructure and services.  

Q6. What are the likely implications of the Scottish Government’s decision to 

take Ferguson Marine Engineering Ltd (FMEL) into public ownership for the 

fulfilment of the current contract and the award of future contracts for the 

construction of new ferries? 

Argyll and Bute Council hope that the Scottish Government’s actions in relation to 

FMEL will minimise delays and cost associated with the completion of the 2 vessels 

currently under construction at the yard.  Argyll and Bute Council have wider 

concerns regarding depopulation on the West Coast of Scotland and safeguarding 

vital jobs in rural and island communities. 

Q7. What impact is the United Kingdom’s departure from the European Union 

likely to have on the future award of new ferry construction contracts, in 

particular as regards ongoing compliance with applicable rules on state aid 

and competitive tendering? 

At present Argyll and Bute Council are not able to respond to this question as the 

detail of the impact of the UK’s departure from the European Union on future State 
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Aid regulations has not been confirmed.  However, the UK Government have 

committed to creating “a UK-wide subsidy control framework to ensure the 

continuing control of anti-competitive subsidies”. In addition, should the UK leave the 

EU with no agreement, the UK Government have stated that the Competition and 

Markets Authority will take over state aid regulation within the UK at that point. The 

new regime will apply to all businesses with operations in the UK – whether UK, EU 

or third country based.  As such, it is considered that future award of new ferry 

contracts in Scotland will still require to comply with rules on state aid and 

competitive tendering although the exact detail of this is not yet clear. 

 


