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RURAL ECONOMY AND CONNECTIVITY COMMITTEE 
 
INQUIRY INTO CONSTRUCTION AND PROCURMENT OF FERRY VESSELS IN SCOTLAND 
 
SUBMISISON FROM OUTER HEBRIDES TOURISM CIC 
 
 
Consultation on Ferry Procurement 

We welcome the Rural Economy and Connectivity Committee’s decision to hold an enquiry into 
the current and future challenges and opportunities in the procurement of ferries to serve the 
Clyde and Hebrides.   

In our view, this has been a long and sorry tale: 

• Six years to deliver a vessel, with little confidence in our view that the latest schedule will 
be met 

• £100m overspend and, we believe, rumours of even more to come 

• An existing fleet which, in our view, is old and crumbling from under-investment 

• What we believe to be a lack of scrutiny and clarity of accountability throughout   
 
Given this environment, we believe there is a real risk of decisions being taken to minimize any 
embarrassment to organisations and individuals involved, rather than an objective assessment 
of what the situation required.  In our view, the Committee has a crucial independent role to play 
in restoring trust by ensuring that what we believe to be the inadequate scrutiny and over-
optimistic decision-making that has characterized the project to date is brought to an end. 

We are not experts in ferry construction but would assert that our industry is dependent on 
them.  We have focussed our comments on Question 4, which relates to what needs to happen 
in relation to ferry procurement to better meet the community needs. We believe there are four 
things that the Committee must address to meet what, in our view, constitute the short-term and 
long term needs of the islands: 

Short-Term 

1. What needs to be done to alleviate the capacity constraints on travel to the Outer Hebrides 
while we are waiting for new vessels to be completed and enter service? 

2. What specification and construction plans will result in vessels 801/2 entering service as 
quickly as possible, in order to remove what we believe are the damaging constraints on 
economic activity in the islands? 
 

Medium & Long Term 

3. What is required to give Scotland a reliable supply of vessels that can be built on time and 
budget to replace our existing ageing fleet and restore public trust, which we believe has 
been damaged? 

4. How can decisions on ferries be devolved to those communities whose lives are affected by 
the decisions from what we believe are remote national agencies that, in our view, have 
proved they are not suited to the task? 
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Context 

Outer Hebrides Tourism is the Destination Management Organisation for the Outer 
Hebrides. promoting and championing the tourism industry from Barra to the Butt of Lewis.  We 
have 400 member-businesses across the islands operating restaurants, visitor attractions, 
visitor accommodation and related business.  

Tourism is a strong contributor to the islands’ economy, accounting for 10-15% of 
economic activity.  We welcome over 200, 000 visitors per year to our islands, contribute 
£65m to the island economy.  Our sector has been a success story, performing strongly in 
recent years and growing at around 5% pa. 

Lack of ferry capacity is now the major barrier on our ability to further grow our sector. 
Over 80% of visitors arrive by ferry.  What we perceive to be the failure to procure additional 
capacity over an extended period of time means our ferries operate at very high levels of 
summer utilization, in our view deterring potential visitors and frustrating islanders.  

We assert that all but one of our six services operate above Transport Scotland’s own 
utilization ceiling. We believe that most of our services are forecast to operate above 80% 
summer utilization and in the cases of the UIg Triangle and Sound of Harris, are in essence 
already full throughout the summer months. In our view, this means people cannot reach the 
islands, and places significant strains between islanders who have a reasonable expectation of 
being able to travel and visitors, who tend to book travel much earlier, and undermines support 
for the tourism sector, 

We have an ageing fleet – on average 20 years old which impacts reliability and the 
visitor experience. We believe that only one ferry has entered service in the last ten years – 
the Loch Seaforth serving Stornoway was, we understand, introduced in 2015.  We believe that 
the remaining vessels are all between 15-25 years apart from the Lord of the Isles, which we 
understand is now over 30 years old.   

Short-term Considerations 

1. What needs to be done to alleviate the capacity constraints on travel to the Outer 
Hebrides while we are waiting for new vessels to be completed and enter service? 
 

In our view, the existing delays are already limiting our ability to grow the islands’ economy.  

We believe it is not acceptable to wait for  (at least) another two years, on top of the delays 

already incurred without additional capacity options do exist within the current fleet to 

increase working capacity until the arrival of the new vessels.  However, Transport Scotland 

(TS) has not approved such requests, in part, because, we believe, they do not consider the 

economic benefit of any additional sailing, simply the cost to their budget of providing it.  

Suggestions which we believe are worthy of consideration include,  

• Extra crew to provide additional sailings on Sound of Harris,  

• Making the overnight Ullapool-Stornoway service a full service, at least at weekends  

• Running the Uig Triangle 24 x 7 in the summer months. 

• Additional provision of flights to alleviate the lack of ferry capacity 
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2. What specification and construction plans for vessels 801/2 will result in them 
entering service as quickly as possible to remove what we believe are the damaging 
constraints they are imposing on economic activity in the islands? 
 

We are concerned that persevering with the Ferguson Marine option is, in our  view, simply 

pouring good money after bad, and we believe that the latest delivery dates have little 

chance of being met    It is crucial, in our view, that the committee examines all options for 

the construction of these vessels and ensures that the choice to continue with construction 

at Ferguson is based on objective and not emotional decision making.  We believe that it 

should also push strongly to understand where opportunities exist to simplify and de-

engineer the design, which to date has, in our view, been beyond the capability of the yard,  

to de-risk the project and ideally bring it to completion at the earliest possible date.   

Medium & Long Term Considerations 

3. What is required to give Scotland a reliable supply of vessels that can be built on time 
and budget to replace our existing ageing fleet and restore public trust, which we 
believe has been damaged? 
 

While we believe that the immediate priority is the delivery of 801/802 or equivalent capacity, 

the islands, in our view, both deserve and are dependent on a reliable, cost-effective 

process to provide replacement for each of our ageing vessels.  For four years, we would 

assert that we have been re-assured that Fergusons Marine can provide this, although we 

believe that recent publications have called into question whether this was ever the case.  

Even if 801/2 are completed in the current yard, we would ask the RECC to test that we 

have a robust option for what we believe to be Scotland’s and the Hebrides’ long-term need 

for vessels, which underpin our economy. 

 

4. Greater involvement of islanders in setting policy for ferries and delivering the ferry 
service.  

 

In the past two ferry procurement consultations in the Outer Hebrides, there has, we believe, 

been consensus each time from the islanders that what is required is two medium size 

vessels providing more convenience and service reliability on the routes.  In both cases, we 

believe that this consensus was ignored in favour of a single larger vessel, which in both 

cases has, we would assert, required significant additional spend on port-based 

infrastructure investment in addition to the cost of the vessel.   In our view, this exemplifies 

what we believe is remote decision making in relation to ferries. Many islanders feel that, 

given the experience of the current contract and previous procurement exercises, running a 

ferry service for the Outer Hebrides from the Central Belt is no longer optimal or necessary 

in 2020, and that having decisions taken by people whose lives are affected by the 

consequences would be a better solution.   

 

We would ask the RECC to consider: 

• How to better reflect the views of islanders in ferry decision-making 

• How to make the managers who set policy less remote from their decisions.  In the 
current system, we would assert that we have a single Calmac manager based on the 
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islands and that all three government-controlled ferry agencies are based 200 miles to 
the south. 

• How to use ferry services more effectively to promote economic activity on our islands.  
We would assert that Calmac have persevered with a crew that are resident on-board.  A 
crew based on island would, in our view, reduce the size of the vessel and/or increase 
capacity, and therefore potentially significantly reduce costs as well as potentially 
increasing economic contribution to the islands.   

Le gach deagh dhùrachd 

  


