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RURAL ECONOMY AND CONNECTIVITY COMMITTEE 

INQUIRY INTO CONSTRUCTION AND PROCUREMENT OF FERRY VESSELS 

SCOTLAND 

SUBMISSION FROM NORTH AYRSHIRE COUNCIL 

 

Q2. 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?  
 
The main impact of the repeated delays is service reliability.  The MV Caledonian Isles 

is 26 years old and the MV Isle of Arran is 36 years old and are both therefore operating 

beyond their expected lifespan.  

Ardrossan-Brodick is the busiest route on the CalMac network, but currently has 

amongst the highest rate of cancellations on the network.  While these cancellations 

are partly due to weather conditions and the dated infrastructure at Ardrossan, the 

proposed new vessels with their increased reliability and manoeuvrability should 

reduce the rate of cancellations.   

The current winter period has seen extensive coverage of cancellations, in particular 

the number of people left stranded on the island or the personal cases where 

individuals have been unable to access medical care. The levels of cancellations and 

their coverage undermines visitor and business confidence in Arran as a place to 

either visit, live or invest. 

Given that bus services are largely timed to meet the ferry on arrival in Brodick, 

reliability issues with the ferry can have a significant knock-on impact for the wider 

transport network. If the buses wait for late-running ferries the timetable is not met 

which impacts the buses serving the wider communities on the island which are critical 

to school transport. The impact of unreliable ferry services therefore disrupts residents, 

school pupils and tourists. This is also the case with residents and visitors 

disembarking at Ardrossan being inconvenienced by relying on rail travel which is 

similarly synchronised with expected ferry arrival times. 

The lack of vehicle capacity has resulted in many services being fully booked in 

advance often resulting in residents being unable to travel to the mainland at relatively 

short notice. There is a growing level of frustration within the community over the 

uncertainty of their services, the number of cancellations and the uncertainty of when 

the new vessels will finally enter service. 

In addition to the impact upon the Arran community, it should also be noted that the 

delay to these vessels has also negatively impacted other island communities as their 

usual ferries have been moved to help serve the Ardrossan-Brodick route. 
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Q4. What key challenges need to be addressed in procuring new vessels to 

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

The cost of the new vessels and the programme for their delivery has spiralled out of 

control and this needs to be addressed immediately for our island communities to 

have access to the reliable service which they expect. The key challenge for future 

procurement therefore is the ability to deliver new vessels which meet the needs of 

the individual islands within the agreed timescales and at a reasonable cost. 

Consideration could be given to awarding contracts to a range of suppliers to ensure 

that if there are issues with one supplier it doesn’t impact on all contracts to deliver 

appropriate vessels that provide our communities with a reliable service in a timely 

manner. 

Recent coverage of the Scottish Parliament inquiry into the delays with the ferries 

has seen reference to difficulties arising between Transport Scotland, CMAL and 

CalMac as client instructing Ferguson Marine as contractor.  While not commenting 

on that particular process, the ongoing development of proposals for Ardrossan 

Harbour has identified difficulties in the decision-making process (in terms of the 

responsibility for, and expediency of decisions) when working with these parties on a 

collective basis.  

There is a strong need for improved communications regarding the ongoing 

procurement process and its delivery programme. At present much of the information 

comes via media channels first rather than directly from the Government which is 

unacceptable for the community and its businesses who need to be kept fully 

abreast of the programme and any issues that arise in a timely manner. 

 

Q5. How might the experience of the procurement and fulfilment of the current 

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

Future ferry procurement needs to fully involve the local community to ensure that 

the new vessels will meet their needs. The most consistent view from the community 

is for a reliable two-boat service all year round. Procurement needs to be done far in 

advance of the expected expiry of the existing vessels to allow sufficient lead-in time 

for delivery before the reliability of the outgoing vessels becomes an issue. The 

emerging Ferries Plan should explore other options to these large bespoke vessels, 

for example, considering the use of smaller, cheaper and more flexible vessels that 

can provide a more reliable service. 

Future procurement should focus only on proven technologies to ensure continuity of 

service. Whilst we recognise the desire and ambition to look at new technology, this 

should not be at the expense of the connectivity of our island communities. Tried and 

tested technology/engineering should be used to help ensure that the delivery 

programme can be achieved. Similarly, consistency is required in the design of these 

vessels. This will help ensure that suitable infrastructure can be built and maintained 

at the relevant ports as well as the alternative refuge ports. A more consistent 
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design, rather than bespoke vessels for each route, will allow also for easier 

maintenance. 

As mentioned previously, the implementation of RET has resulted in increased levels 

of demand for car travel to Arran and the impact of this needs to be considered in the 

emerging Ferries Plan. 

The updated Ferries Plan also needs to consider how to improve the environmental 

credentials of our ferry services but, as noted above, trialling new technology such 

as the dual-fuel hybrid technology, should not be at the expense of the reliability of 

lifeline services. 

The Ferries Plan should also ensure that high quality digital infrastructure is also 

developed, such as robust online ticketing systems for all routes, to support these 

lifeline services and their economies. 

 

 


