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RURAL ECONOMY AND CONNECTIVITY COMMITTEE 

INQUIRY INTO CONSTRUCTION AND PROCUREMENT OF FERRY VESSELS IN 
SCOTLAND 

SUBMISSION FROM ISLAY COMMUNITY COUNCIL FERRY COMMITTEE 

The Islay Community Council Ferry Committee (ICCFC) is a sub group of Islay 

Community Council and formally represents the ferry and related infrastructure 

interests of the Isle of Islay on behalf of the community and local organisations and 

businesses.  

The Committee was represented in the Transport Scotland team, set up to establish 

fairness and transparency during CHFS contract procurement process and has 

ongoing active membership of the Clyde and Argyll Ferry Stakeholder’s Group. The 

Committee also has a member who sits on the Calmac Community Board, an 

independent body established to represent communities’ strategic interests in regard 

to ferries and the ferry network.  

In September 2019, a Ferry Summit was held on Islay by the ICCFC, chaired by 

Cabinet Minister, Michael Russell and attended by senior representatives of 

Transport Scotland, Calmac, CMAL, Argyll and Bute Council, Hitrans, HIE, the 

Scotch Whisky Association (SWA) and their consultants Systra, local distilleries and 

businesses, including transport, construction and tourism and marketing, as well as 

Islay and Jura community interests. Its purpose was to discuss uniquely major 

growing capacity needs of the Islay ferry service based on forecast increases in 

distillery traffic and ongoing growth in tourism - and to seek solutions. Discussions 

are ongoing but the growth has already started and the situation is becoming 

increasingly urgent.  

The delay in completion and delivery of vessels 801 and 802 has limited the scope to 

find solutions, as well as having  adversely impacted the island’s development and 

economy since mid 2018. A resolution must be found to the increasing capacity 

constraints. 

Call for Evidence 

1.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 (801) and vessel 802 ? 

We have to respect the advice of the professionals in this respect and to accept that 
proposed timescales for completion would be much quicker than any attempt to 
scrap these vessels and start again. We are aware that there are different views from 
a range of enthusiasts around the network who have their own particular ideas of 
ideal vessel specifications and hull designs, often based on ill informed or incorrect 
data. 
 
Clearly there would have to be much stricter cost and timing controls with close 
monitoring of progress to ensure that the estimate of outstanding costs remains 
realistic and is not allowed to balloon to any significant  extent that could unduly 
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restrict government funding for other much needed replacement ferries. The entity 
established to oversee process would require sufficient authority to be able to control 
this. There should also be an element of warranty in terms of performance, 
component reliability and repair and replacement times in the event of breakdowns 
during trials and after delivery. 
 
2. What has been the impact of 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 ? 
 
There has been a negative impact on ferry services to and from Islay, Jura and other 
islands. 
 
The delays have severely weakened resilience, with no spare vessel capacity in the 
network. In the case of Kennacraig–Islay service this has meant that one of the two 
designated and timetabled vessels has on frequent occasions been removed from 
the service, either to provide relief elsewhere or during repairs, without compensating 
capacity being provided.  
 
Such instances have caused travellers to have to travel at different times (and 
sometimes days) than booked, causing disruption, additional expense, missed 
hospital appointments and loss of earnings and reputational damage for the tourism 
industry. The Calmac IT system cannot transfer bookings in bulk between sailings – 
so this has to be a manual process, often taking several days during which Calmac 
will not accept any new bookings to or from the Island. This is an unseen and 
damaging by product of the delays whish would be almost unheard of in any other 
ferry operations. Much, if not all of this could have been avoided if 801 and 802 had 
been delivered as originally planned in Summer 2018 and mv ‘Isle of Arran’ assigned 
to provide relief elsewhere. 
 
During September 2018 alone, which is a peak time for the Islay route, 19 sailings 
were cancelled due to redeployment of an Islay vessel to the Arran service to relieve 
for mv ‘Isle of Arran’ which had broken down. The two vessel timetable was reduced 
to single vessel with adjusted sailing times and closure to new bookings for several 
days while transfers were arranged manually.  
 
In March 2019, 10 sailings were cancelled with a similar pattern of disruption due to 
redeployment of an Islay vessel to Arran to relieve for mv ‘Caledonian Isles’ 
breakdown.  In July 2019, mv ‘Hebridean Isles’ was diverted to Colonsay on 2 
occasions due to mv ‘Isle of Lewis’ breakdown and in December 2019, redeployed to 
cover Oban, due to mv ‘Isle of Arran’ breakdown, with 8 sailings cancelled and major 
timetable disruption. 
 
For 25 days in November/December 2019, the Islay service was again reduced from 
timetabled two vessel service to a single vessel service, due to mv ‘Hebridean Isles’ 
breakdown, with no compensatory relief from elsewhere. 
 
Since Summer 2018, it is estimated that more than 1000 car spaces have been lost 
either directly due to these disruptions or due to alternative dates/times offered being 
unsuitable. Many tourists have said they would not be back due to unreliability of the 
ferry service. Estimated cost to local tourism related industries has been up to £2m 
but with additional peripheral costs for the community and a potential to become 
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much greater. Local construction work has also suffered due to inability of trades 
people to obtain ferry space to supply materials 
 
The delays to completion of the contract for building the two hybrid ferries has also 
impacted the start of the design process for a new Islay Ferry, recommended in the 
2016 VRDP as the next major vessel for procurement by CMAL. Utilisation figures in 
the VRDP showed a pressing need for a new ferry, to replace the aging mv 
‘Hebridean Isles’. The report acknowledged that there was a high level of unsatisfied 
demand on the route and   stated that a new vessel, with similar capacity to mv 
‘Finlaggan’ should serve the Islay service needs until 2022. Thereafter, if the Ferries 
Plan recommendation for Colonsay were implemented, that it should serve Islay 
service needs until 2028. A comprehensive review of long term options was 
envisaged by Transport Scotland to commence once resource became available. 
 
It is the belief and contention of the ICCFC, that if 801 and 802 had been delivered 
on time, resource could have been made available earlier to commence the design 
project for the new Islay ferry. Perhaps up to 1.5 years earlier. Instead of mid 2023, 
we could have been looking at 2022 for delivery as intimated in the VRDP but which 
is clearly now impossible.  
 
Since then, the need for extra capacity has become even greater. Passenger and car 
demand has increased. Major investment is taking place at existing and new 
distilleries with ongoing growth in production having started and forecast to increase 
by 30% within the next 3 years. A key aim of our Summit last year was to try and find 
extra capacity to accommodate this from Summer 2020 until the new vessel is 
delivered. No solution has yet been found, discussions are ongoing but clearly if 801 
and 802 had been delivered, additional capacity could have been supplied from the 
vessels being replaced and the problem would have been solved or significantly 
reduced. 
 
Without action, further ongoing disruption can be expected for the Islay service, 
including inability to travel and extra costs for residents, lack of ferry capacity for 
trades people and visitors and major income losses for the tourism industry.   
 
3. 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 ?  
 
We do not have the expertise to be able to offer constructive advice in this respect, 

other than the comments we have made in item 1 above and perhaps obviously, to 

suggest that all the lessons learned so far should be taken into account. If not 

already planned, it may also be advisable to involve Audit Scotland at regular 

intervals to provide their input and expertise in checking the financial and timing 

aspects of progress. We would also suggest greater transparency and public 

accountability in regard to meeting targets. 

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

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

The key challenges are to develop an up to date vessel replacement programme, 

based on the proposals that have been put forward by CMAL, using the latest carbon 
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footprint reducing technologies where possible and using common components and 

styles and focussing on versatility so that each new vessel could if necessary serve a 

variety of routes. 

Where necessary, piers and harbours should also be upgraded to make vessel 

handling as efficient as possible at all ports and the visitor experience as pleasant as 

it can be. Vessels’ ability to withstand storms should also be an important 

consideration in the design process – in recognition of changing weather patterns 

with more frequent stormy weather and the need to maintain service whenever 

possible.  

Continued delay will further adversely impact communities and national and local 

economies. We all know that some vessels are already near to or have passed their 

designated service times. These older vessels are already impacting costs, due to 

the regular need for repairs and Calmac is having to put extra £millions into refit 

programs to help extend working lives. They are not fuel efficient compared with what 

could be achievable and their configurations are no longer best suited to what is now 

required to accommodate current vehicle sizes or in some cases, passenger 

numbers. Having in mind also the time needed to procure a new vessel, this process 

should be started as soon as possible. 

There is an obligation to meet the requirements of the Islands Bill and the National 

Islands Plan in terms of economic sustainability, assisting growth and development 

and halting population decline. The islands are potentially a huge source of extra 

income for government and much of this is not being fully exploited due to lack of 

capacity and resilience in the ferry service. Unmet demand should be identified as 

our FC and others have repeatedly requested but even although this does not 

happen, estimates of this from some islands are substantial. So there should be a 

significant payback to government for the extra investment in ferry services that is 

now needed. 

5. How might the experience of the procurement and fulfilment of the current hybrid 

ferries contract inform the development of an updated Ferries Plan ? 

Any new build vessel programme should be a part of a properly structured forward 

procurement plan, looking ahead 10 to 15 years and delay to any one part of the 

process should not be allowed to delay the overall process. Within reason, there 

should be a financial commitment to this programme. 

There should be close engagement with communities and stakeholders with regard 

to the needs, aspirations and forecasts for each route, as is currently happening 

between CMAL and the Islay community, in respect of ferries and infrastructure and 

the outcomes in each case summarised within the new plan. The focus should be on 

prioritisation and addressing capacity needs, based on the technology that currently 

exists but with a very close eye to future technological developments that may 

improve fuel efficiency and reduce emissions. Solid evidence of demand should be 

obtained for each route before any commitment is made. 



 
 

5 
 

CMAL and transport Scotland should develop sound arguments to support their 

decisions. 

There should be input from captains as well as other experts. 

The plan should be reviewed and updated at regular intervals and not cast in stone. 

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

Ferguson Marine Engineering Ltd into public ownership for the fulfilment of the 

current contract and the award of future contracts for the construction of new ferries ? 

The restoration of a viable shipbuilding industry on the Clyde would clearly be a huge 

boost for Scotland and it is in everyone’s interest that this should be a success. 

Until the company can prove its ability by at least getting near to the completion 

stage for 801 and 802, it would be premature to look at the awarding of future 

contracts. However, certain assumptions could be made in looking at the forward 

vessel build plan so that particular newbuilds could be pencilled in for Ferguson’s to 

be given the opportunity to tender in due course. 

It would be important to remember that any sacrifice of timing, simply to make use of 

Ferguson’s would impact both on the economies of the routes concerned and 

ultimately on the public purse and hence be a false economy. Therefore external 

yards should also have to be part of the equation. 

7. 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 ? 

Although this may ultimately affect the need for compliance, it could be 

counterproductive if any loosening of the rules were to restrict the ability of 

Ferguson’s to obtain orders from outside the UK and to build anything other than 

ferries for CMAL. 

We wonder whether this is one of the aspects that may still be subject to negotiation 

under the Brexit process. 

 

Many thanks for the opportunity to comment.  

 

 

 

 

ICCFC, 2nd February 2020 

 


