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RURAL ECONOMY AND CONNECTIVITY COMMITTEE 

INQUIRY INTO CONSTRUCTION AND PROCUREMENT OF FERRY VESSELS IN 
SCOTLAND 

SUBMISSION FROM RMT UNION

Introduction 

RMT Union organises over 1,200 ferry workers in Scotland, predominantly employed 

as seafarer Ratings at public sector ferry company CalMac on the Scottish 

Government contract for Clyde & Hebrides Ferry Services. Our members also work 

for the following public and private sector employers in the Scottish ferry industry, 

CalMac, Orkney Ferries, Serco NorthLink and Pentland Ferries. 

The average age of the 591 large and small ferries in Scotland’s public ferry fleet is 

over 24 years. Delays in the replacement of ageing ships are having a particular 

impact on our members at CalMac and Orkney Ferries, where the average of the 

fleets are 23 and 38 years respectively. Four large ferries and four small ferries built 

in the 1980s remain in service on the Clyde and Hebrides network, as well as the 

small ferry Isle of Cumbrae, built in 1976. Orkney Ferries’ three large ferries were all 

built in or before 1990. 

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?

The programme review board does bring some stability to the chaotic procurement 

and construction processes which have dogged this contract but our overriding view 

is one of serious concern. The time and resources that this contract continues to 

absorb is affecting working conditions and passenger services, as well as damaging 

resilience across the public ferry network. 

The report gives an 80% probability of meeting the revised delivery dates for both 

ships, but it also states that it will be a ‘significant challenge’ to deliver 801 by 

December 2021 and 802 by October 2022. To require a further thirty-three months, 

at least, to complete this project lays bare the near collapse of meaningful 

management and oversight of this project by CMAL and Ministers, before and after 

the Glenn Sannox/801 was launched by the First Minister in November 2017. 

The review board’s cost estimate excludes costs incurred before 31 October 20192 

but it is clear that this botched project is eating up money that could otherwise be 

used for the next stage of the CalMac ferry procurement programme, the new Islay-

Kennacraig ferry to replace Hebridean Isles which was built in 1985. 

The limited environmental benefits from partly powering the 801 and 802 with 

Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) are also being lost the longer the ships stay in the high 

1 Orkney Ferries, Shetland Islands Council, CalMac, NorthLink & Kilcreggan Ferry fleets 
2 Para 6.1, Pg 18 Report on Updated Cost and Programme for Vessels 801 & 802, 9 December 2019 

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/28877.aspx?SearchType=Advance&ReferenceNumbers=S5M-09106&ResultsPerPage=10
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carbon shipyard environment, particularly where the same jobs are being done again 

and again, such as repairing degraded steel structures, hull and paint work.  

Neither does the review board look at shore side infrastructure on the Ardrossan-

Brodick and Uig-Tarbert/Uig-Lochmaddy routes required to successfully integrate 

801 and 802, respectively, on the Clyde and Hebrides network. Ardrossan Harbour 

has, of course, received significant public funding for upgrade work but this makes it 

even more important for the replacement vessel, when delivered to enter service 

with as little delay as possible. 

The review board should have been asked to look at infrastructure issues too. This is 

important as linkspan construction issues contributed significantly to the 18-month 

delay in introducing the Loch Seaforth into service on the Ullapool-Stornoway route 

in 2015.  

It is deeply concerning to learn that fundamental problems continue to hold back the 

review board’s ability to issue a comprehensive recovery plan for this project. 

Incoherent design specifications; damage to the internal structure of 802; submarine 

condition of 801’s hull; excessive use of sub-contractors; failure to control the 

materials inventory; and no assessment of the status of crew and passenger 

accommodation on both vessels are just some of those problems. 

Specifically, the fact that the basic structural designs for the 801 and 802 still have 

not been approved by the regulator (Maritime and Coastguard Agency) or the 

classification society, let alone CMAL the customer, is deeply alarming and begs the 

question why the 801 was allowed to be launched with appropriate fanfare from the 

slipway on the Lower Clyde in November 2017. 

The review board’s conclusions and recommendations are also incomplete due to a 

lack of available and/or effective information about the work done on both ships. For 

RMT, this raises serious worries over the working conditions for the CalMac crews 

that will, eventually, operate these long overdue lifeline ferries.  

For example, the thousands of metres of pipework in the engine room and generator 

room already installed and to be installed will be ordered from an external provider, 

as Ferguson Marine has no fabrication capacity. In addition, the amount of re-work 

carried out on both vessels to date and how much of that needs to be done again is 

not known. This could create serious vibration issues that will only come to light 

during the sea trial phase. 

We are also concerned at the Turnaround Director, Tim Hair’s lack of experience in 

the ship building or any other relevant sector. This limits the ability of the review 

board to adopt procurement and other contracting practices that will be effective for 

the next major ferry procurement for Islay, let alone the long-term renewal 

programme for the public ferry fleet.  

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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There has not been enough industrial or political focus on the impact that these huge 

delays are having on crew or passengers on the ageing vessels which 801 and 802 

were ordered to replace. 

The 36-year old Isle of Arran, for example, continues to serve passengers on the 

Ardrossan-Brodick route, all year round. The Arran is crewed each shift with around 

20 Ratings and 12 Officers who work one-week on, one-week off tours and was 

originally due to be replaced by Glen Sannox/801 in April 2018. Passenger numbers 

on the route have continued to climb in this period, with crew handling over 2.5 

million passengers and 600,000 cars since 2017. 

At operator level, CalMac carried over 5.6 million passengers, 1.5m cars and 

coaches and 80,000 commercial vehicles in 2019.3 The total number of passengers 

and cars carried increased again, by 2.6% and 4.5% respectively, with vessels on 

the 801 and 802 routes all showing increases. It may be unintentional but at present 

the Scottish Government is quite clearly ‘sweating the assets’, including our 

members on the Clyde and Hebrides and other publicly subsidised ferry routes. 

Passengers have lost income and even jobs, missed NHS appointments and 

educational opportunities and experienced other serious inconveniences. For the 

crews, more frequent vessels breakdowns across the network can leave them 

stranded from home and there is the wider issue of serving increasing numbers of 

passengers and their vehicles on ageing ferries that are more prone to technical 

failure.  

There are also longer-term effects on crewing in the Scottish ferry industry, 

especially CalMac. Crew working on 801, 802 and future Scottish ferries using LNG 

and low carbon fuels like hydrogen will need to gain advanced firefighting 

qualifications, in line with the legal requirements set in the Standards in Training, 

Certification and Watchkeeping Convention (STCW).  

This will mean longer training periods and the ongoing delay in delivery is making it 

more likely that CalMac will be unable to properly crew 801 and 802. It is important 

to remember here that crew will have to be in place well in advance of delivery dates, 

as they are essential to familiarisation work ahead of the formal sea trials and other 

tests new vessels’ seaworthiness.  

The impact of the 801 and 802 saga on Scotland’s seafarers and the ferry industry 

skills base in Scotland is increasingly negative. Not only is there considerable doubt 

over the design of crew accommodation, including for trainee Ratings and Cadets 

the ability to plan to reduce the average of Scottish seafarers, especially Ratings is 

compromised in these circumstances. 

Neither should new vessels be designed in isolation from the harbours, ports and 

piers of a diverse lifeline ferry network that have been in operation in some form in 

the Clyde and Hebrides for nearly 170 years. This is particularly important in terms of 

                                                           
3 https://www.calmac.co.uk/article/2613/Carrying-Statistics 

https://www.calmac.co.uk/article/2613/Carrying-Statistics
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CalMac’s ability to improve resilience through allocating relief roles across the 

network for small and large ferries. 

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?  

The basic and detailed design work for all future additions to the Scottish ferry fleet 

must be carried out in Scotland with the full oversight of Transport Scotland officials.  

Key to this is investment to ensure that domestic shipbuilders can handle new builds 

and dry dock for vessels over 103 metres. This is critical, not only for the 801 and 

802 but for the public ferries that are coming next. RMT Union understand that the 

replacement vessel for the MV Hebridean Isles on the Kennacraig-Islay route will be 

longer than the MV Finlaggan which works the Kennacraig-Port Ellen-Port Askaig 

route to Islay. 

Therefore, the design of vessels must also incorporate an assessment of the 

operational infrastructure on the designated routes in order to ensure that public 

contracts for new ferries are delivered on-time and on-budget. 

There should also be regular updates for trade unions representing ship construction 

and ferry workers, possibly as part of the Vessel Replacement and Deployment Plan 

for each public ferry contract, including inter-island services on Orkney and Shetland.  

It is vital to the future ambition of Scottish shipbuilding that the public sector’s ferry 

design and build capacity is dramatically increased. Therefore, there must be a legal 

requirement for design and build work to be carried out in Scotland or the wider UK 

before turning to the international market. 

We do not support ‘off-the-shelf’ design and procurement advocated by members of 

the Ferry Industry Advisory Group and previously rejected by the Scottish 

Government. This would leave the Scottish ferry industry reliant on pools of exploited 

workers in shipyards thousands of miles away and dodge the fundamental issues 

around Scotland’s maritime skills capacity and economic independence that the 

CMAL contract for 801 and 802 inevitably raises.  

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

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

This will be an object lesson in how not to procure ships for the public ferries network 

in Scotland. For a start, the detailed design of any new ferry should be carried out in 

Scotland. The design contract for the 801 and 802 was awarded to a company in 

Portugal and the review board report is clear that a lot of the project’s problems stem 

from the failure to conduct effective oversight of that sub-contractor. 

The amount of work that needs to be sub-contracted needs to be established and 

managed far more effectively, from the outset. 

The Scottish Government must also establish separate procurement processes for 

small and large ferries. Any decisions on whether to move from a large ferry 
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provision to two or more smaller ferries must be taken in full consultation with trade 

unions organising the crews, as well as passenger groups on the routes affected. 

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

hybrid ferries contract inform the development of an updated Ferries Plan?  

The Ferries Plan 2 must include other contracts, particularly the inter-island routes in 

Orkney and Shetland. It must also set out the Scottish Government’s policies on the 

procurement of vessels as well as the procurement of ferry services. Alongside a 

commitment to directly award all future public sector ferry contracts to the in-house 

operator, we would support the Ferries Plan 2 stating what its vessel procurement 

policy will be and how it applies to each vessel currently working on a publicly 

subsidised contract, whoever the current operator is. 

It is also advisable for the Scottish Government to make more direct links between 

ferry procurement policy, the economy and the provisions of the Future Islands Act 

to promote accessibility and sustainable population growth.  

The Scottish Government’s Ferry Law Review should also inform both areas of ferry 

procurement policy. We cover this in more detail in the response to Question 7. 

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?  

Twenty-eight of the current CalMac fleet were built in Scotland or the wider UK, 

including the Appledore Shipyard in Devon which closed in March last year after 160 

years of work. 

As stated in the introduction, eight ferries that were built in the 1980s remain in 

service on the Clyde and Hebrides network, as well as the small ferry Isle of 

Cumbrae, built in 1976. In the Northern Isles, Orkney Ferries’ three large ferries were 

all built in or before 1990, five inter-island ferries operated by Shetland Islands 

Council ferries were built in the 1980s and the three NorthLink passenger ferries will 

be in need to be replaced before the end of this decade.  

These twenty orders alone should be used to build procurement, design and 

construction capacity in the public sector through the Scottish Government’s 

ownership of FMEL. 

The REC Committee might also note that since 2010 only six new ferries have been 

procured by the Scottish Government, all for the Clyde and Hebrides network 

operated by CalMac – the small ferries Hallaig (2013), Lochinvar (2014), Catriona 

(2016) and Carvoria (2017); and two large ferries Finlaggan (2011) and Loch 

Seaforth (2014). The large ferries were built in Poland and Germany, respectively. 

Three of the small ferries were built at Fergusons shipyard now in public ownership 

and all four were designed and built in Scotland. 

In RMT Union’s view, it is abundantly clear that the Scottish Government will need to 

increase investment in the new generation of lifeline ferries across the publicly 
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subsidised network and that this investment should go beyond tendering contracts 

for vessels and services.  

If the Scottish Government is to restore ship building capacity and maritime skills, 

from the shipyard to the deck, the next phase in ferries policy must feature a design-

build-operate public sector model that boosts training and jobs in Scotland. Good 

employment practices, with all jobs covered by collective bargaining agreements with 

the relevant trade unions in Scotland, throughout the construction and operational 

lives of our ferries must be a basic feature of this. 

It should also be noted that international regulations governing greenhouse gas 

emissions from shipping are changing fast, with the IMO committed to reducing 

carbon emissions from the sector by 50% by 2050. The Scottish Government’s 

domestic target is for net zero carbon by 2045. Reduction of emissions from 

transport will be key to achieving that and a new generation of low-carbon lifeline 

ferries is needed, particularly for the pristine marine and coastal environments in 

which CalMac and others operate. 

Public ownership of FMEL presents an excellent opportunity to spread the 

employment and other economic benefits to Scotland of net zero carbon, as part of a 

‘Just Transition.’ For example, FMEL has a seat on the UK Government’s ‘Clean 

Maritime Council’4 which is drawing up a plan for low and zero carbon fuel sources 

for shipping, amongst other things. The current Clean Maritime Plan (July 2019) 

contains no targets but does expect all new vessels being ordered for use in UK 

waters by 2025 to have zero emission propulsion capability. Specific targets for 

emissions reductions will be developed by 2023. 

The Scottish Government must ensure the FMEL in the public sector uses that seat 

to benefit ferry design and procurement as well as the development of appropriate 

infrastructure for re-fuelling using low or zero carbon sources. 

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? 

The UK’s departure from the EU presents the Scottish Government with an 

opportunity to use its current Ferry Law Review to fundamentally re-organise 

operational and procurement contracts in the ferries sector to achieve better 

outcomes for the taxpayer, passengers, communities and ferry workers. 

To date, that Ferry Law Review has produced interim findings in December 2017 

which predate the unfolding procurement fiasco. It is clearly in the public interest to 

re-focus this review to include procurement in a post EU legal landscape.  

We believe that the Scottish Government should build a legal case for revived public 

sector shipbuilding capacity on the Lower Clyde and use that to apply pressure on 

                                                           
4 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/clean-maritime-revolution-starts-voyage 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/clean-maritime-revolution-starts-voyage
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the UK Government during its negotiations with the European Commission over a 

post-Brexit trade deal.  

However, even within the constraints of state aid regulations there is nothing 

stopping the Scottish Government from directly awarding FMEL in the public sector 

contracts for new ferries for CalMac and Orkney Ferries.  

We also believe that the Scottish Government should disband CMAL and bring 

responsibility for new ferry procurement, fully in-house with appropriate transfers of 

budget and powers. In our view, CalMac should be given responsibility for procuring 

new ferries – if that had been the case in the contracts for 801 and 802, both ships 

would now be in operation on their respective routes. 

Ultimately, the Scottish Government has the opportunity to create guarantees for the 

Scottish ferries sector in the style of the ‘Jones Act’ in the USA. Reform along those 

lines would create a sound legal basis and domestic capacity for new ferries to be 

designed, built and crewed in Scotland and the UK. That opportunity should not be 

missed. 

 


