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Dear Convener 

 

EVALUATION OF 2015 ROLL OUT OF ROAD EQUIVALENT TARIFF ON THE 

CLYDE AND HEBRIDES FERRY NETWORK 

 

At the recent evidence session on 3 March I referred to our latest evaluation of the 

Road Equivalent Tariff (RET) ferry fares policy.  Earlier today, I answered a 

Government Initiated Question (S5W-36024) confirming the publication of the 

Evaluation of Road Equivalent Tariff on the Clyde and Hebridean Network report: 

https://www.transport.gov.scot/publication/evaluation-of-road-equivalent-tariff-on-the-

clyde-and-hebridean-network/. 

 

The RET evaluation study was commissioned to evaluate the impact of the 2015 roll 

out of RET fares to passengers, cars, buses and light goods vehicles, consider the 

longer-term effects of RET across the Clyde and Hebrides Ferry Services (CHFS) 

network as a whole, and establish the cost of RET and its contribution to wider 

government policy objectives. 

 

Key Findings: 

 

The key findings, set out in the Executive Summary, are: 

 

Across the CHFS network as a whole  

 

 Fares reduced significantly on most routes and, from 2008 - 2018, RET has 

increased passenger numbers by an estimated 11.6% and cars carried by 

20.6%. RET has created a significant increase in demand across the network, 

https://www.transport.gov.scot/publication/evaluation-of-road-equivalent-tariff-on-the-clyde-and-hebridean-network/
https://www.transport.gov.scot/publication/evaluation-of-road-equivalent-tariff-on-the-clyde-and-hebridean-network/
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with vehicle demand being significantly higher than passenger demand, 

indicating modal shift. 

 

 There are several routes where there are significant summer capacity 

pressures, including: Oban-Craignure, Ardrossan-Brodick, Islay-Kennacraig, 

Stornoway-Ullapool and Uig-Tarbert/Lochmaddy. 

 

 There is clear evidence of an extension of the tourism season across most 

islands, with shoulder summer carryings growth generally exceeding peak 

summer growth on most routes. 

 

 There has not been a significant increase in freight volumes, at least amongst 

commercial freight providers. On shorter, high volume routes, the ‘6m rule’ 

has led to haulage firms substituting HGVs for vans less than 6m in length. 

 

 RET is costing the Scottish Government an estimated £25m per annum in 

revenue support, which is more than double the cost since before the 2015 

roll-out. Around two thirds is attributable to RET for vehicles less than 6m in 

length. 

  

 Since RET was first introduced in 2008, the reduced fare revenue has cost 

the Scottish Government a cumulative £120m (to 2018) in additional support. 

The expansion of RET to the 2015 islands has increased the annual funding 

requirement, such that around £100m of revenue support will be required 

every four years to maintain RET fares at their current level, adjusted annually 

for inflation. 

 

For the islands / routes which were part of the last rollout, in 2015:  

 

 Around 25% of island residents made more ferry trips as a result of the 

introduction of RET, with a further 25% making the same number but now 

taking the car onboard more often (the number of journeys by the remaining 

50% are largely unchanged).  

 

 Due to the growth in vehicles using ferries, and pressures on vehicle capacity 

at peak times, there is reported strong agreement amongst visitors and 

residents from survey returns that vehicle-deck space should be reserved for 

residents at peak times, bookings should be released in phases, and that 

people would switch to quieter sailings with further reduced fares.  

 

 RET has facilitated growth in the ‘visiting friends & relatives’ market, whilst 

also making it easier for island residents to access mainland goods and 

services. 

 

 The majority of residents in the ‘2015 RET’ islands feel that they have 

personally benefitted from RET, even where wider perceptions of how the 

policy has impacted on their community is less positive.  
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 In the 2015  RET islands, more people think that their community is worse off 

overall as a result of RET, but this finding is strongly driven by the residents of 

Bute, Cumbrae, Mull & Iona, where concerns over ferry and local 

infrastructure capacity, including island roads, have been widely noted. In all 

other 2015 RET island groupings, RET has been considered to be positive for 

communities. 

 

 Around 40% of businesses reported an increase in turnover since RET was 

introduced in 2015. However increased opportunity for competition has in turn 

decreased turnover for around 20% of businesses surveyed, with the 

remaining 40% reporting no change. 

 

National Islands Plan Considerations 

 

The National Islands Plan is a ‘green’ plan, providing an action framework that will 

meaningfully improve outcomes for island communities. It sets out 13 strategic 

objectives and over 100 commitments, which will be critical over the next five years 

to improving the quality of life for island communities. Reducing emissions while 

contributing to a low carbon economy are central to this. 

 

Strategic Objective 3 of the National Islands Plan has 12 commitments where SG 

aim: ‘To improve transport services’. Undertaking this evaluation is itself part of  

these commitments as is to ‘consider future ferry fares policy options that will meet 

the needs of islanders and support island economies.’ 

 

In addition to this, we are also commencing work on the Islands Connectivity Plan a 

key part of which will involve a strategic review of all ferry fares, including freight 

fares, on both the CHFS and NIFS networks in the light of the policy objectives set 

out in the National Transport Strategy and the National Islands Plan.  Consultation 

and engagement will be central to the development of the Islands Connectivity Plan 

overall and of this review of fares policy in particular, and to the implementation of 

any agreed changes.   
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This review provides the opportunity to consider how we build on the successes of 

RET and ensure that our fares policy continues to address the needs of island 

residents, businesses and communities.  It will also enable us to consider how we 

can use fares policy, alongside other measures, to support our transport policy 

objectives of tackling inequalities, supporting sustainable economic growth, reducing 

emissions and promoting health and well-being. 

 
Finally, as well as the many positives, I am aware that this will require mature 

reflection on some of the other issues raised by the RET evaluation report around 

modal shift, the apparent weighting of benefit towards visitors and vehicle users, the 

pressures on vehicle-deck capacity for some key services at peak times,  

with low capacity utilisation at other times, the mixed picture for island businesses, 
freight fares and the shift towards numerous smaller freight vehicles.   
 

 
 

Paul Wheelhouse 
 


