
 

 

 

 

Rt Hon Nicola Sturgeon MSP 
First Minister 
The Scottish Government 
St Andrew’s House 
1 Regent Road 
Edinburgh 
EH1 3DG 
 

Thursday 7 March 2019 

 

Dear First Minister, 

The Future of BiFab 

This week we are marking an important and positive development at Arnish in Lewis.  GMB 

and Unite are in no doubt that without the action of the BiFab workforce in 2017 we would 

not be in this position.  However, we have also, as you know, always sought to work with you 

and your Ministers and to give recognition to all of the Scottish Government’s efforts to 

secure a future for all three BiFab yards.   

Today, we are jointly writing to you with the utmost urgency about the type of future that the 

BiFab yards in Fife will have in the immediate term.  

In so doing, we first of all want to make you aware that GMB and Unite are requesting that 

the Scottish Parliament’s Economy, Energy and Fair Work Committee investigate the 

position of Scotland in relation to winning large-scale work for the offshore renewables 

industry.  As you know, we are deeply concerned that we are about to see a repeat of the 

failure to build an industrial supply-chain for offshore wind, just as was the case for onshore 

wind.   

As you are well aware, the Moray East and Kincardine offshore wind farm projects have a 

total value of around £2.8 billion. BiFab’s Canadian owners DF Barnes have actively 

pursued contracts from both. Despite these efforts to win contacts, the fabrication work for 

five platforms supporting the Kincardine project has been awarded by procurement firm 

Cobra Wind International to the Spanish state shipbuilders Navantia. We will therefore 

specifically ask the Committee to consider the potential commercial advantage Navantia 

have through Spanish State support including the mitigation of company debts, in contrast 

with BiFab.   We are acutely aware, also, that the awarding of the Kincardine project works 

has occurred in spite of an apparent commitment, which we believe was made at the time of 

consent, for construction, and significant fabrication, of substructures in Scotland. 

In relation to the Moray East project, the procurement firm GeoSea DEME has awarded 

contracts for one hundred turbine jackets to United Arab Emirates (UAE) fabricators 
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Lamprell, and Belgian steel constructors Smulders.  It is our understanding that Smulders 

will further subcontract their work to yards in Belgium, Spain and the North East of England.   

GMB and Unite believe DF Barnes has done everything possible during the tendering 

processes including price levels, business plans, labour, health and safety, and 

environmental standards. We remain deeply concerned that BiFab will only win a percentage 

of these contracts available if they reduce their costs by an unsustainable margin. The reality 

is that BiFab cannot solely compete on price costs in competition with an economy 

structured like that of the UAE. Billions of pounds worth of contracts and thousands of direct 

and indirect jobs are now on the brink of being lost to state sponsored companies, and 

companies who hold an unfair commercial advantage or to economies which do not 

necessarily apply labour standards that we would recognise.  This is no level playing field. 

Today the UK Government will announce proposals for a New Offshore Wind Sector Deal, 

with an aspiration to triple the level of employment in the sector by 2030.  This cannot gloss 

over the fact that in the real world, the fabrication yards in Burntisland and Methil lie empty. 

The promises of a ‘just transition’ or a ‘green jobs revolution’ will not resonate with working-

class communities in Fife.   

The Scottish Government holds a stake in BiFab and subsequently in Scotland’s renewables 

manufacturing future – but that future is a precarious one.  The lessons from the Moray East 

and Kincardine projects must be learned by everyone. The failure to secure a more 

significant share of work from the Moray East and Kincardine projects show that we need 

further interventions from the Scottish Government and from the Scottish Parliament to start 

levelling the playing field and ensure Scotland gets it share from this industry.  

In Parliament, last week, you said clearly that these concerns about a level playing field, and 

the preferential supply chains which appear to be in operation, required to be addressed and 

we therefore hope that you will support our efforts to secure a Committee inquiry.    

GMB and Unite are also calling for urgent clarity from the Scottish Government as to any 

commitment that have been sought from developers of offshore wind projects in relation to 

employment and for you to make clear what the underlying barriers, which you also referred 

to in Parliament, might be preventing Scotland winning work from this industry which has 

received so much support from us.   

We look forward to your response.  

Yours sincerely 

   

Gary Smith     Pat Rafferty 

GMB Scotland Secretary   Scottish Secretary, Unite the Union 

 

Cc Gordon Lindhurst MSP, Convenor of Economy, Energy and Fair Work Committee 
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Thank you for your letter of 7 February regarding BiFab and the market conditions in the 
offshore wind sector. 

The announcement this week about work beginning on the contract for 150 pin piles was an 
important step for BiFab. The collaborative approach with DF Barnes has helped secure, at 
peak, 82 jobs for the Amish yard, which will bring wider benefits for the Isle of Lewis. 

The Scottish Government has made a long-term investment in BiFab and are in regular 
contact with the company, however we do not participate in operational management 
decisions. It was clear at the point new ownership was secured that conditions would remain 
challenging for the yards and new contracts would have to be won to establish a track record 
and secure future work. 

Within that context, I note the comments in your letter regarding specific contract awards. 
understand that details associated with these contracts are yet to be confirmed publically by 
the contracting parties. I am therefore not in a position to comment on those deals or the 
commercial terms. However, I do share your concern more generally about potential risks 
associated with a failure to build an industrial supply chain for offshore wind. I also reiterate 
my comment in Parliament last week where I expressed concerns that there does not seem 
to be a level playing field for Scottish and UK companies in the global offshore wind market. 

The Scottish Government wants to see developers and the wider supply chain look to utilise 
Scottish content wherever possible from the start, helping our indigenous supply chain 
become stronger and more competitive. The Cabinet Secretary for Finance Economy and 
Fair Work spoke with the UK Energy Minister Claire Perry ahead today's publication of the 
UK Offshore Wind Sector Deal. He reiterated that a strong collaborative approach between 
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Governments, industry and trade unions is required to ensure that the vision for offshore 
wind is achieved. The Sector Deal will simply not achieve its commitment to "increase UK 
content to 60 per cent by 2030, including increases in the capital expenditure phase" if this 
approach is not adopted. 

I announced in Parliament today that the Scottish Government will convene a Roundtable 
Summit with Trade Unions, companies and other interested parties to explore what more can 
be done to ensure Scottish supply firms receive a fair deal and that the commercial 
negotiations that take place are fair to all parties. I have asked my offi cials to work with trade 
union representatives and the UK Government on the scope and arrangements for this 
Summit. 

In response to your letter, I support the call from the GMB and Unite for the Scottish 
Parliament to conduct an inquiry into these issues. In support of this process, I've asked 
Scottish Government officials to review what options are available in terms of the consenting, 
planning and licensing regimes in Scotland. We continue to use or devolved powers to 
support the sector as best we can and will explore this further as part of the work of our 
Offshore Wind Industry Group. 
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