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RURAL ECONOMY AND CONNECTIVITY COMMITTEE 

INQUIRY INTO CONSTRUCTION AND PROCUREMENT OF FERRY VESSELS IN 

SCOTLAND 

JOINT SUBMISSION FROM SHETLAND ISLANDS COUNCIL AND ZETTRANS 

 

OVERVIEW 

This submission reflects the views of officers in Shetland Islands Council and 

ZetTrans, Shetland’s Transport Partnership. 

Shetland comprises 16 inhabited islands nine of which are served by inter-island 

ferry services (two of the islands are also served by air services). 

The islands of Shetland are highly integrated and inter-island ferry services are 

profoundly important to the social and economic wellbeing not just of individual 

islands but Shetland as a whole. Furthermore, Shetland makes a strong contribution 

to the Scottish and UK economies which is reliant on both the inter-island services 

and the Northern Isles Ferry Service linking Shetland with Orkney and Aberdeen. 

Reliability, quality, affordability and flexibility of services are critical both within the 

islands and to and from the islands to sustain and grow the core components of our 

economy in food and drink (aquaculture, fishing, agriculture inter alia), tourism and 

the energy sector. 

It is important therefore that means are developed to efficiently and economically 

maintain and replace vessels and infrastructure to ensure continuity and 

development of services to enable inclusive growth across Scotland. 

Shetland Islands Council has a long history of delivering ferry services in Shetland 

including the procurement of ferries and ferry infrastructure. The consistent aim of 

the Council has been to ensure efficient and reliable service delivery through 

standardisation of vessels and infrastructure where practicable which has led to 

minimum crewing requirements and no shore side personnel needed in the day to 

day running of services. Indeed the Shetland model of service has often been cited 

as best practice in Scotland.  

For Shetland Islands Council there is an increasingly unsustainable pressure on the 

provision of ferry services on a day to day basis and the Council does not have 

sufficient resources to meet the ongoing capital investment requirements for ferries 

and infrastructure which is in excess of £120 million over the next 10 years or so. 

The Council has been engaged with Scottish Government since 2014 on the matter 

of revenue and capital funding to support inter-island ferry services but to date 

(including the draft budget published on 6 February 2020) Scottish Government has 

failed to adequately support the Council in providing ferry services and matters are 

now at a crisis point with significant risks to the sustainability of individual islands as 

well as the overall wellbeing of Shetland. 
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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? 

From the detail of the report they seem reasonable insofar the purpose of the report 

is to assess the position with regard to the state the project is in and what is required 

in terms of process and cost to complete the construction and delivery of the ferries. 

A general observation is that the report describes some constraints within which the 

review of the project has been undertaken (time allowed and lack of inspection of 

underwater condition for example) which suggests caution should be exercised when 

considering cost and time required to complete the ships. We expect these will be 

kept under review as more information becomes available. 

The report itself has a very narrow remit and that is to describe the costs, time and 

risks to complete the vessels as originally specified. Thought should be given to 

whether completing these vessels is the most effective course of action taking into 

account the broad range of views that there are cheaper and perhaps more effective 

solutions. 

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? 

We don’t have the first-hand knowledge to give a view on the impacts on the routes 

and communities affected by this matter. On a broader note however, we can offer a 

view that the serious time delays and cost escalations severely impact on the 

capacity of Scottish Government to address the Scotland wide challenges of 

developing ferry services and replacing ferries and ferry infrastructure to support the 

wellbeing of Scottish islands and Scotland’s economy in general. 

It appears that the vessel specifications are not aligned with the needs of the 

communities and are “over the top”, leading to unnecessary cost and complexity that 

in turns robs the rest of the Scottish ferries network of resources to invest in critical 

improvements that are needed to sustain the islands and there significant economic, 

social and cultural contributions to Scotland as a whole. This is a matter of grave 

concern. 

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? 

There are two perspectives to this question. The first is that it is clear that the 

process of procuring and managing the construction of the vessels lacked the 

discipline and process to ensure that the vessel specification was complete before 

construction started and it was inevitable that the project would run into difficulties as 

a consequence. The report by Tim Hair covers the detail of this issue. 
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What the report doesn’t address is whether the vessel specification was the right 

solution for the routes and the communities served. This is a matter that has been 

well articulated through the media as well as through formal channels. Linking back 

to our response to question 2, Scottish Government should give careful 

consideration at this point on whether pressing ahead with completion of these 

vessels will lead to the most effective and economic outcome or whether there is an 

opportunity to adopt a different approach where the required additional expenditure 

described in Mr Hair’s report could be invested in solutions that provide a better 

overall outcome. 

Scottish Government, through Transport Scotland, has established a Ferry Industry 

Advisory Group comprising a membership that can offer a range of perspectives on 

this and other matters that should support Scottish Government on considering their 

options on this as well as the wider Scottish ferries network. Extending the input 

beyond Transport Scotland and CMAL/CALMAC would ensure transparency and 

benefits from best industry practice and academic research. 

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

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

Again there are two perspectives to this. The practice that has been applied to the 

building of vessels at FMEL is/ was lacking in some important features in terms of 

process and project management and Mr Hair’s report comprehensively covers the 

issues relating to those.  

However, we must return to the point that there are failings in the pre-procurement 

stage insofar as the vessel types and their specifications seem to have been derived 

from a perspective that is disconnected from the needs of the islands and the overall 

opportunities to procure solutions that are more fitting with those needs as well as 

consideration of wider network efficiency, i.e. appropriate standardisation leading to 

benefits in construction costs and ongoing through life costs (such as maintenance, 

crewing, training and interchangeability). We are not suggesting there is a universal 

vessel type or design standard that would fit across the entire Scottish ferries 

network (sea conditions, existing infrastructure, etc. will have an influence) but there 

are certainly opportunities to consider a network wide programme rather than 

continue to pursue a philosophy of unique bespoke vessels that seem misaligned 

with needs. 

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

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

An updated Ferries Plan needs to adopt a pan-Scotland perspective that coherently 

considers the needs across the entire Scottish ferries network, not just the Clyde and 

Hebrides network as is the focus of the current ferries plan. 

There needs to be acknowledgement given to the different models of delivery 

throughout Scotland recognising that the challenges faced in sustainable ferry 

services is not limited to Scottish Government directly subsidised services. There are 

various Councils currently providing services and speaking specifically from the 

Shetland Islands Council perspective, the cost of continuing to provide services and 

replace ferries and infrastructure is far beyond the Council’s funding capacity. This 
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needs to be addressed to avoid potentially catastrophic consequences arising out of 

reduced services as a result of inadequate Scottish Government support. 

In the case of vessels 801 and 802, the severe cost escalations deny Scottish 

Government the opportunity to address wider problems and opportunities. Sincere 

consideration should be given to whether it is both sensible and efficient to take 

these vessels to completion or whether there are greater overall benefits to writing 

off this project and investing the money in cheaper, more fit for purpose solutions. 

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? 

There is an opportunity to have a sustained national ferry building programme to 

address the network wide needs of public ferry services in Scotland and this could 

be delivered through FMEL. This could be done through repeat construction of 

vessels within a broadly ‘standardised’ Scottish fleet comprising similar design 

principles and service principles that simplify construction to reduce not just 

construction costs but also whole life costs (energy efficiency, maintenance, crewing 

levels, training, interchangeability, etc.). This seems entirely feasible but requires a 

departure from Scottish Government’s current approach to procuring ferries which 

tends to treat each ferry procurement as a “one-off”. 

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 uncertainty around the detail of an EU departure is such that we cannot offer an 

informed view on this point. 

Summary 

Our observation is that the process of specifying, procuring and building vessels 801 

and 802 has suffered a range of failings.  

In our view, the build process in FMEL has lacked some fundamental components of 

control and good practice to a degree that means the current position was inevitable. 

Mr Hair’s report comprehensively covers these issues so there is no need to repeat 

them here. 

Looking beyond the build process, the vessels aren’t considered to be fit for purpose 

for the routes or the needs of the communities and are felt to be over specified. This 

demonstrates a failing in the process of establishing what the service and therefore 

the vessel solutions should have been. 

To avoid repetition of these circumstances Scottish Government needs to develop a 

more coherent and comprehensive approach to understanding needs of the entire 

Scottish ferries network that reflects the need to reflect the important perspectives of 

Communities, Councils and Regional Transport Partnerships et al. Furthermore the 

experience of other countries and operators nationally and globally should be taken 
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into account to inform and develop a programme of vessel and infrastructure 

replacement that reflects best practice.  

In addition to this, Scottish Government must look beyond infrastructure needs and 

establish a consistent approach to supporting public ferry services across the 

entirety of Scotland and not just focus on the Clyde and Hebrides network. 

To give a specific Shetland perspective, Shetland Islands Council is facing serious 

challenges in sustaining its inter-island ferry services through lack of resources to 

operate day to day services and replace aging/ failing vessels and infrastructure. 

As things stand the Council is facing a net shortfall of over £5 million per year in 

revenue costs relative to the Scottish Government contribution to the costs of 

services. Whilst on the CHIFS network all annual revenue costs are met by Scottish 

Government. 

To offer another perspective, the forecast cost over runs relating to vessels 801 and 

802 would largely address the vessel and infrastructure investment requirements for 

the next 30 years in Shetland. It is frustrating to see these opportunities lost due to 

what appears to be entirely avoidable circumstances that have arisen out of an 

absence basic good practice, a failing to learn from operators in Scotland and 

globally and perhaps even common sense. 

The main conclusion to be drawn from Committee’s review should be that there 

needs to be a changes in Scottish Government/ Transport Scotland’s approach to 

support for public ferry services and procurement of ferries and ferry infrastructure. 

Ferries design and specification must be better aligned with socio-economic needs 

of islands and Scotland as a whole as well as taking account of established 

successful practice world-wide in terms of design and build philosophies. 


