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RURAL ECONOMY AND CONNECTIVITY COMMITTEE 
 
INQUIRY INTO CONSTRUCTION AND PROCUREMENT OF FERRY VESSELS IN 
SCOTLAND 
 
SUBMISSION FROM ARRAN FERRY ACTION GROUP 
 

Introduction 

 
The Arran Ferry Action Group was set up in 2019 and is a properly constituted and elected 
body. We have over 1200 supporters representing over half of the households on Arran. 
We were formed to reflect growing dismay and anger, about the resilience and reliability of 
our lifeline ferry service which is currently the worst it has been in living memory. There 
have been an unprecedented number of cancelled and delayed sailings leading to 
widespread misery and frustration for visitors and residents alike. The island’s economy is 
suffering and some families have relocated to the mainland. 
Laying aside the debacle that is Ferguson Marine we would like to look at the underlying 
problem with the service as a whole which is the flawed design and specification of the 
vessels themselves which applies equally to the existing vessels and to hulls 801 & 802. In 
so doing we rely upon the evidence provided in the detailed submissions of Pedersen 
Consulting and the Mull & Iona Ferry Committee. 
 
We wish to point out that with five different layers of management from the Scottish 
Government down decision making can only be compromised by the competing ideas and 
opinions involved.    
 
We also wish to touch upon the subject of Ardrossan Harbour which, although not covered 
by the remit of this inquiry, is relevant to the Arran service in that hull 801 must be able to 
dock there on a regular and reliable basis. 
 
The topic of Road Equivalent Tariff also requires examination. 
 
Lastly, we would like to draw comparison between CalMac services and those provided by 
Pentland and Western Ferries both of whom operate very regular and reliable services 
without government subsidy. 
 
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 delivery programme is fraught with risk not least in terms of known rework not being 
fully scoped, unknown rework which may be discovered and the ability to attract suitably 
qualified and experienced personnel in an economy which is currently at full employment. 
The extra cost is predicted to be £110M giving a total cost of some £200M. A truly 
staggering sum which in no way represents value for money for taxpayers. There is an 
80% chance, based on all the assumptions, that the vessels will be delivered to the new 
schedule. As there are many assumptions involved it is highly possible that both timescale 
and cost will increase. 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Rural/General%20Documents/RECC_Pedersen_Consulting_FI.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Rural/General%20Documents/RECC_Pedersen_Consulting_FI.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Rural/General%20Documents/RECC_Mull_and_Lona_Ferry_Committee_FI(2).pdf
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One must also consider what the report did not ask. The unquestioning assumption 
is that the boats should and will be finished and no attempt has been made to look at 
the alternatives. As the cost of completing these ships outweighs the procurement 
cost of  
alternative vessels better suited to their proposed routes, with very significantly lower 
whole-of-life costs and emissions (see appendices), one must ask why scrappage 
was not considered. 
 
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. 
 
On the Arran route, frequent breakdowns have plagued the older vessels still in 
service, resulting in an unprecedented number of cancelled and delayed sailings.  
 
Tourism is a significant contributor to Arran’s economy and much effort has been 
expended over recent years to promote the island as a holiday destination. The 
unreliability of the service has resulted in many visitors having their travel plans 
disrupted with some saying they will not return. Others have cancelled visits 
altogether. There is a danger of this sector suffering death by a thousand cuts as 
each period of disruption drives away more trade. 
 
However, it is the islanders themselves upon which the day to day burden is placed. 
Family events cancelled, business meetings delayed and those journeying to 
hospital left not knowing whether they will be able to attend their appointment or 
return home afterwards. 
 
This cannot continue and to this end we seek two modern, manoeuvrable, fuel 
efficient and cost effective vessels to service the Arran run. 
We wish to add that Arran has a secondary problem in that Ardrossan is a very 
exposed and consequently unreliable harbour. Entering the berth requires making a 
sharp right-hand turn in the mouth of the harbour on a rolling sea with the stabilisers 
retracted. It is widely regarded as the most difficult harbour in the network. Many 
millions of pounds are to be spent making a marginal adjustment to the berth but 
local opinion is that it will still be difficult and that the new, overly large ferry (801) will 
struggle to manoeuvre safely in this constricted space. The Ardrossan Task Force 
has already admitted that 801 will be too big to dock in the secondary berth which is 
used in certain weather conditions. 
 
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. 
 
TS, CMAL and CalMac need to look outwith their own organisations for new and 
innovative solutions.  It is notable that the opinions of Professor Alf Baird and Roy 
Pedersen, although sought, have been ignored for years. 
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Thorough due diligence should be undertaken prior to any contract award which 
seems to have been sadly lacking in the case of Ferguson Marine. 
 
Contractors should only be paid for work done and not overpaid as in the case of 
Ferguson Marine, who received some 85% of the contract sum when one ship was a 
partially fitted shell and the other little more than a pile of steel on the dockyard. 
 
Government should appoint a competent contract management organisation, either 
in-house as with CMAL, or externally, to oversee these projects. They should be left 
to do their job and government should not engage with or subsidise the contractors 
behind the backs of their appointed representatives. 
 
Modern vessel designs such as those illustrated in the appendices should be 
examined, in an open and transparent process, to identify the most suitable, cost 
effective and least polluting design for the network and ordered in numbers from a 
yard with a proven track record of delivery. These ships should be of a simple, 
standardised design which would allow for bulk discount, interchangeability, 
commonality of parts and ease of crew substitution. It may be argued that to use a 
standardised design would involve costly harbour alterations but considering the 
sums already expended on Stornoway, Ullapool and the flawed pier at Brodick for 
ships which are route-specific, this argument plainly does not hold water. 
 
4. What key challenges need to be addressed in procuring new vessels to 
support Scotland’s ferry network and how might these be overcome. 
 
The key challenge is to overcome the mindset of TS, CMAL and CalMac who persist 
in specifying traditional, unique, costly, overly large, lumbering and polluting vessels 
(see appendices). Instead they should look at best practice overseas, listen to the 
opinion of outside experts, listen to the island communities, take heed of the 
examples set by Western Ferries and Pentland Ferries and commission a series of 
modern, fuel-efficient, manoeuvrable, cost effective ships. 
 
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 aim of the Ferries Plan should be the provision of a regular, reliable, cost 
effective and low carbon ferry service for the Scottish islands. The evidence provided 
by MIFC & Pedersen Consulting clearly shows that hulls 801 & 802 do not fulfil this 
need. It is now time to make a break with the past and move forward by allowing 
these reports to inform the choices made for the updated Ferries Plan. 
 
It is also essential not to allow politics to overrule sound commercial decision making 
no matter how laudable the intention. Therefore, the need to build new ships should 
not be confused with the wish to preserve ship building jobs on the Clyde or, as in 
the case of  
 
Ardrossan harbour, the regeneration of a small town. Subsuming one aim to another 
or conflating two, as in the case of Ferguson Marine, will only result in the failure of 
both.   
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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. 
 
The implications are that there will be further delay in CalMac’s ability to fulfil the 
terms of their contract. There will be pressure to award further contracts to FMEL no 
matter the level of competency shown. The opportunity to source vessels more 
cheaply elsewhere will be lost. 
 
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. 
 
We have no opinion on this matter. 
 

Conclusion 

 
The Clyde & Hebrides Ferry Service is in a parlous state. Many attribute this to lack 
of investment and this is without doubt part of the problem. But there are other 
issues, notably the decisions taken regarding the specification and procurement of 
vessels, and the management of the service as a whole.  
 
There are too many parties involved with decision making and little or no attention 
paid to the opinions of islanders or outside experts. The Scottish Government, 
Transport Scotland, David MacBrayne Ltd, Caledonian Marine Assets and CalMac 
Ferries Ltd are all involved to a greater or lesser extent. One might ask how many of 
the directors of these multitudinous organisations actually live on an island.  
 
There seems to be no effort to study and emulate best practice elsewhere such as in 
Norway or closer to home with Western Ferries and Pentland Ferries. Pentland 
Ferries in particular provide an excellent example with their new 98-car catamaran 
built for some £14M, on time, on budget and without subsidy. 
 
Road Equivalent Tariff, having been introduced without the necessary infrastructure 
being in place, is putting unprecedented strain on the system and eating up large 
amounts of public funds that could otherwise be used to build new ships. Reform of 
how this subsidy is implemented needs to be undertaken. 
 
In conclusion, what is required is root and branch reform of the way ferry services in 
Scotland are procured and managed. If this does not happen the current system will 
continue to eat up huge sums of public money without little or no improvement in the 
service provided and island communities will wither. 
 


