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RURAL ECONOMY AND CONNECTIVITY 
 
INQUIRY INTO CONSTRUCTION AND PROCUREMENT OF FERRY VESSELS IN 
SCOTLAND 
 
SUBMISSION FROM KIRSTY MACFARLANE 
 
I am responding to this as an individual resident of the isle of Coll.   
 
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 (vessel 
801) and vessel 802? 
 
It seems to me that there are too many doubts as to its accuracy.  A number of 
allegations on a range of issues has been made which have been vehemently 
refuted by those implicated.  It is difficult, therefore, to take a view on this.  I think I 
agree with Mr Jim McColl who has recently stated that nothing less than an 
independent public enquiry – where people are under oath to speak the truth – will 
suffice, backed up by data.  Until the actual facts are established, it is really not 
possible for the lay public to comment. 
 
On the face of it, however, I think there are too many serious problem areas 
highlighted in the review – from deteriorating metal work to the “demoralisation” of 
the work force – for this project to build two ships at Ferguson’s to proceed.  The 
overall risk factor is considerable and there is the possibility that the proposed 
delivery dates (only 80% certain) may not be achieved. 
 
It really boils down to how the Scottish Government views sea transport to and from 
the islands off the west coast : is it a priority or not?  If it is, give the contract to a 
shipyard with a proven track record and which will build and deliver the ships in the 
shortest possible timescale. 
 
I think the LNG fuel option should be scrapped.  What we are looking for as island 
residents are ships that are reliable, tried and tested and suitable for our waters.  I 
have not heard anyone saying that they are thrilled to be on the receiving end of the 
Scottish Government’s virtue signalling on reducing the carbon footprint which, in 
this case, is not as envionmentally friendly as it appears. 
 
The CMAL fleet has been struggling for a few years now in terms of capacity and 
spare vessels.  This was known before these orders were placed.  It is totally 
unacceptable that people living in our islands will have their lives further 
compromised by more delay if new ships are not built in the shortest timescale 
possible. 
 
 
2. 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?  
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The impact for the isle of Coll is an increasing disruption to the timetable, and this is 
very much as a result of knock-on effects from other routes.  This winter alone, we 
have had disruptions to our timetable because of delays or breakdowns as far away 
as Stornoway and Islay.  The MV Clansman, which serves Coll-Tiree-Colonsay, has 
been taken away a number of times. 
 
I would like to take the opportunity here to explain what sort of an island Coll is.  We 
DO NOT have the following services/personnel based on the island : nurse, dentist, 
Specsavers visits, hospital, care home, secondary school, bank, hairdresser, 
lifeboat, street lights, pavements, police, swimming pool, supermarket (e.g. small 
Coop), vet, garage, minister, butcher, local council office, local councillor, auction 
mart or solicitor.  In other words, whereas other islands like Barra have most of 
these, Coll does not.  That degree of fragility should count for something. 
We therefore depend heavily on ALL our ferry connections and we plan our lives to 
make full use of the links written into the Calmac timetable.  So, for example, people 
and products come to us from Tiree and vice versa.  Calmac don’t seem to 
understand the importance of each and every one of these connections.  They seem 
to think that if they get into Coll once – and skip the second return call from Tiree (or 
vice versa) – they have provided all the lifeline that is needed.   
 
On a Wednesday during the summer timetable, the ferry takes an extended cruise 
over to Barra (carrying the fuel tanker on the MV Clansman’s open deck).  This 
means tradesmen or medical personnel can have 7 hours ashore on Coll to carry out 
essential work or provide a service.  This cuts out the need for them to spend money 
on overnight accommodation.  On 4th October 2019, the ship was all loaded up and 
ready to leave Oban on her Wednesday run to Barra when it was announced there 
and then that all the “Barra traffic” had to disembark : the ship wouldn’t be going out 
to Barra after all as there was a breakdown in the network somewhere else.  It 
wasn’t just Barra traffic that was affected : all the people bound for Coll (and Tiree) 
for the 6-7 hour stint ashore had to come off.  This was an absolutely disgraceful 
incident that had a considerable impact on Coll that day and this is the sort of thing 
that is happening far too often. 
 
I see from the submission of Argyll and Bute Council to this consultation that they are 
promoting the Mull view that the MV Isle of Mull is a sacred cow that mustn’t be 
removed from her route between Oban and Craignure.  The Western Isles Council 
has the same attitude towards the MV Hebrides and this brings me to what I 
consider to be a very sore point in recent years and which is a direct result of the 
lack of a spare vessel.  As conditions deteriorate, certain islands are mounting 
lobbying offensives to try and secure the best for themselves, irrespective of the 
knock-on effects on other island communities.  Bad feeling is arising between island 
communities as a result.  Some islands think that nobody suffers the way they do 
and that Calmac should simply pull ships off routes to assist them. 
 
Reports on this consultation and in recent social media show that the people of Barra 
continue to view the MV Clansman as a ship that should be sent out to Barra when 
the need arises.  Let me make clear that MV Clansman is not a spare vessel.  She is 
fully timetabled to serve the islands of Colonsay, Coll and Tiree, islands which along 
with the Small Isles, are the most vulnerable on the west coast in terms of population 
levels and community sustainability. 
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It is probably beyond the scope of this consultation but I am concerned that we 
should have some measures in place to alleviate the situation within the Calmac 
network until spare ships come on stream : 
 
1. WESTERN ISLES 
The Western Isles Council is on record as having met in recent months with Calmac 
to try and get the MV Clansman taken away from Coll/Tiree/Colonsay, to be replaced 
by the MV Hebridean Isles or the MV Isle of Arran, which the experts in the Western 
Isles argued were more suitable for our “quieter” waters.  I am pleased that they 
were told by Calmac that the harbours of Coll and Tiree are completely exposed to 
tides and swell and that the Heb Isles and Arran were not suitable.   I do not believe 
that it is the role of ferry user groups to suggest changes to suit themselves when 
other smaller island communities without a strong voice may suffer as a result  
 
At any given time the Western Isles has either 5 or 6 Calmac vessels based in their 
islands.  This is as a direct result of lobbying over the years from the Western Isles 
community.  Nevertheless, when a breakdown occurs or when there is a gap in 
service, say to Barra, the call goes out for Calmac to send the MV Clansman out to 
deliver the service.  This is the despite the fact that Barra is at least a seven hour sail 
away from Colonsay, which the MV Clansman partially serves, so the vessel 
displacement is considerable and this knocks out the timetable for our communities.  
But there are other vessels closer to hand to Barra, based and operating in the 
Western Isles, MV Hebrides and MV LOTI.  It’s time Calmac were told to start 
sending relief vessels to areas of need in the Western Isles from within this Western 
Isles fleet.  Considerable sums of public money have been spent over the last 30 
years to make the links between the islands of the Outer Hebrides complete.  These 
road, causeway and inter-island ferry connections need to be better utilised by more 
joined-up timetabling and extending hours at sea when necessary. 
 
The people of Barra have been heard to say a number of times recently that they 
“hadn’t had a boat for 5 days.”  They probably didn’t have a boat from Castlebay to 
Oban but they would have had a boat to Uist on most days, giving them access to 
other options to sail from Lochboisdale or Lochmaddy.  They have options that we 
on Coll and Tiree do not have.  All our mail, blood samples, newspapers and 
everything that comes to Coll leaves/arrives via the one and only port of entry.  We 
have a very limited air service (9-seater Islander) which has just come to an end as 
well so our travelling options on and off island are relatively poor compared to other 
communities. 
 
2.  MASTER MARINERS 
There is a clear difference in quality between certain skippers employed by Calmac.  
Some are notorious for cancelling sailings 24 or even 48 hours ahead of time or who 
will not even attempt to berth but just sail on by.  Every single connection, as I have 
said elsewhere, is vital to Coll.  People will have planned their lives according to the 
timetable.  We rely heavily on travelling to the mainland for services and that 
includes arriving in Oban when the timetable says we will because we make 
appointments in Oban if we’re due to arrive at 3.25pm.  (So when Calmac 
management in Oban radio to the skipper of our boat to make an unscheduled call in 
to Craignure on Mull, to pick up cars who have two other ways of getting off Mull, this 
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means we arrive late in Oban and people miss appointments or buses or trains.  
That, however, is not the skipper’s fault.) 
 
But when a skipper doesn’t even bother looking at conditions on the day but just 
cancels the day before or even two days before, we feel very annoyed particularly if 
another skipper would have at least made an attempt to berth.  It is a fact that 
skippers come into the service who are building up experience.  Calmac will dismiss 
this as the view of an “armchair skipper” but people have lived long enough and 
observed conditions for long enough on Coll to have developed a degree of 
expertise on the subject.  We need the best master mariners available. 
 
As I write this, a major storm has descended on the west coast.  I am temporarily 
teaching in Tiree and my ferry back to Coll tomorrow (Saturday) has been cancelled, 
as has the ferry on Sunday – 48 hours in advance of the sailing.  This is the only 
route on the whole network that has had Sunday as well as Saturday knocked out.  
At times like this, when a storm is well known to be on the way and which is likely to 
last a number of days, Calmac should have their most experienced team of skippers 
on duty.  That brings me to another important point. 
 
3. CREW CONTRACTS 
It would be useful for Calmac to confirm that if they call in a crew member who is on 
leave, that person will then be entitled to THREE days in lieu of one worked.  The 
terms of work seem incredible if true – 2 weeks on/2 weeks off x two for a skipper 
then a third 2 weeks on followed by a month off.  These are the rumours that 
circulate but the facts need to be known.  The MV Clansman, for example, has 
roughly an 8 hour day at sea when she sails to Coll/Tiree.  Naturally there will be 
some additional time before and after sailing.  But bearing in mind that she sails with 
a complement of nearly 2 crews, this can hardly add up to a long working day for any 
of them.  On the 2 days of the week that she sails to Colonsay, the day at sea is 
even shorter.  And what do the crews do when they are stormbound in port?  My 
impression – and it is widely shared – is that there is a huge degree of inflexibility 
within the service because of the platinum-plated working conditions onboard. 
 
4.  COMPANY VIEW ON RISK 
Calmac or CMAL obviously have a view on risk taking.  Naturally they wish to avoid 
damage to vessels and compensation claims from outraged tourists who stub their 
toes during a moderately rough sea voyage.  But there is a view circulating that 
pressure is being put on ships’ masters not to sail in situations where they 
themselves might be found culpable of recklessness if damage occurs.  If so, this 
needs looking in to as it has an impact on the service. 
 
So, to sum up, we need to look at ways of creating flexibility within the service until 
such time as we have spare ships in the network.  Calmac or CMAL have said on 
more than one occasion in the past that there’s not a ship available to buy or lease in 
the whole world that would suit their arrangements on the west coast.  This is hard to 
take seriously and leads one to suspect that this may be part of a contractual 
restriction as well.  But, in the case of Coll/Tiree and maybe including Barra, it would 
certainly ease pressure if a dedicated cargo vessel could be found and based in 
Oban. 
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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?  
Keep politicians and their grand-standing out of the process.  It is quite unbelievable, 
if true, that politicians and their civil servants can have such a say in projects like 
this, where decisions are corrupted by other interests. 
 
4. What key challenges need to be addressed in procuring new vessels to 
support Scotland’s ferry network and how might these be overcome?  
 
Key challenges?  We are simply talking about the procurement – in the short term – 
of two vessels.  There should be very little challenge with regard to this.  But the 
over-arching problem is that the ferries that serve the west coast and many of the 
piers and harbours are owned by the state.  Decision-making is inefficient, stupid 
and far too focused on the needs of the company and its employees, or in the case 
in question, on political considerations,  instead of on the lifeline service and the 
customer. 
 
It is not a good situation that we find ourselves in, in that the infrastructure is in public 
ownership. This can only deter private competition.  You only have to look at the 
situation in Orkney to see the lengths that “The State” will go to deter private 
enterprise.  The same was true of Western Ferries.  I now believe that the best 
solution would be to privatise the more lucrative West Coast routes and reserve state 
aid for those islands which would never justify commercially viable ferry services due 
to their small size or distance from the mainland. 
  
If nothing else, the whole of the Calmac/CMAL empire needs to be opened up to 
proper public scrutiny.  There is a degree of reticence amongst island communities 
when it comes to spilling the beans on what goes on; this is due to the fact that so 
many islanders work for Calmac and the rest of us live with them as fellow islanders.  
But things happen that are not right in terms of running a customer-focused lifeline 
service and these abuses need to be stopped. 
 
The decision-making processes at CMAL and Calmac also need to be much more 
accountable and more experience of island life needs to be built into these.  You 
would think that Calmac’s only interest was in tourists and in getting people TO the 
islands.  This is what is driving the madly over-specified designs of the latest ships. 
 
5. How might the experience of the procurement and fulfilment of the current 
hybrid ferries contract inform the development of an updated Ferries Plan?  
 
I am normally a fan of local consultation and I see some statements have been made 
to this enquiry as regards lack of local input.  However, in recent years it has become 
a byword that a ferry service should be viewed as an extension of the road network 
and that our links with the mainland should be as seamless and easy as driving 
down the road on the mainland.  I think this has got to be questioned now because it 
has given rise to unreasonable expectations of what a ferry service can deliver.  An 
island is not, by definition, an extension of the mainland and weather and sea 
conditions will always create a potential barrier.  We have had ships running 5 days 
a week in the winter to Coll/Tiree for a number of years now.  I am also familiar with 
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the Barra run which has the same level of service to and from Oban.  These ships 
can run some days in the winter with hardly any passengers or freight but this level 
of service is enshrined in the Ferries Plan as a result of local consultation. 
 
At the end of the day, we may find that we can ease our situation during the winter 
by having fewer but more reliable sailings because there will be a degree of flexibility 
in the network that isn’t there at the moment.  Island residents are looking for a 
timetable that is worth the paper it is written on because we plan our lives around it. 
 
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?  
 
1. Waste of public money.  2. The delivery date for two new vessels is at least 2-3 
more years away if we go down this route.  We need those ships yesterday.  3.  This 
whole episode has made a laughing stock of the Scottish Government and does 
nothing to enhance the reputation of “Clyde built”. 
 
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?  
 
I have been confused over a long number of years on how and when state aid rules 
operate under EU conditions.  One party in government in Scotland says one thing 
and another party says another.  Quite honestly, I don’t understand how the Scottish 
Government was able to award this tender to the bidder who submitted the highest 
price.  I thought that would be against state aid rules while we were in the EU.  On 
the other hand, contracts for building wind turbine components, to take just one 
example, seem to mostly go abroad despite a Scottish Government stated desire for 
them to be built here. 
 
The fact that the ferry service to the islands of the west coast is totally under state 
control is the key. 
 
 


