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 THE SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT’S RET STUDY 
 
 Report by Director of Technical Services 
 
 
 
PURPOSE OF REPORT  To update the Comhairle on progress with The Scottish 

Government’s Study into RET and to approve the detailed 
response to the Consultants. 

 
 COMPETENCE 
 
1.1 There are no legal, financial or other constraints to the recommendations being 

implemented. 
 
 SUMMARY 
 
2.1 The Scottish Government has appointed Consultants, Halcrow, to take forward a 

study into Road Equivalent Tariff (RET) for ferry services. 
 
2.2 Since this appointment the Consultants have been examining the range of RET 

schemes which are in operation in eight other countries.   The types of RET varied 
greatly across these countries with many other factors, over the actual cost of the 
ferry crossing should it be made on a road, used to determine the ferry fare charged.   
The results of these studies were presented to a meeting of the Transportation Sub-
Committee on 2 November 2007 and copies of the presentation can be made 
available to Members should they wish. 

 
2.3 The study also sought to identify what costs of travel were used in determining fares.   

Details were given on the costs of motoring comparing the Inland Revenue tax free 
values with similar data produced by AA, RAC and other groups.   The Consultants 
also tabled road haulage costs to highlight the potential ferry costs under an RET 
scheme. 

 
2.4 The Transportation Sub-Committee, having considered the points raised by the 

study, agreed that a formal response should be made to the Consultants to highlight 
local issues and to express views on the services and cost factors which should be 
used.   This response is being prepared and will be circulated prior to the Committee 
meeting in December. 

 
 RECOMMENDATION 
 
3.1 It is recommended that the Comhairle approves the response to be made to 

The Scottish Government and its consultants on the proposed RET Scheme to 
be trialled on Westerns Isles routes. 

 
 
 
Contact Officer:  Murdo J Gray, 01851 709403 
Background Papers:  None 
 



Proposed Response to Scottish Executive/Halcrow on Road Equivalent Tariff Study. 
 
 

Question Comments Recommendation 

Which Western Isles 
ferry Routes should 
be included within 
the initial RET trial? 

 

There are 5 mainland ferry routes 
currently operating to/from these 
islands.  Selecting a single route 
for the initial trial of RET will 
seriously distort to operations of 
other services, such as RET 
Stornoway/Ullapool will attract 
traffic from Tarbert and similarly 
Lochmaddy RET would reduce 
Lochboisdale and vice versa.  The 
lack of reliable data from the study 
will leave results open to 
questions and will not enable the 
Government to predict with any 
certainty the effects of RET on 
other routes within the Calmac or 
Northlink networks. 

That the pilot RET study be 
implemented on all mainland 
routes to and from the Western 
Isles. 

Should the inter 
island services be 
included within the 
pilot? 

Again failure to include the inter-
island services in the pilot will 
divert traffic onto the mainland 
routes as it will be cheaper to take 
a vehicle from Tarbert via Uig and 
onto Lochmaddy paying the two 
RET fares will be less than the 
existing costs on the Sound of 
Harris.  The savings between 
Castlebay and Lochboisdale 
would be much greater than using 
the Sond of Barra ferry. 

That the inter island ferry 
services also operated by 
Calmac should be included 
within the proposed pilot RET 
scheme. 

What should be 
used as the basis 
for Road 
equivalence costs? 

 

A number of alternative costs 
calculations were outlined by the 
Consultants demonstrating that 
larger/more expensive cars had 
higher running costs.  The inland 
revenue tax free rate clearly sits 
central to the cost matrix produced 
by the AA and RAC. The 
Government’s own car running 
costs should be taken as the 
appropriate base for calculating 
RET car ferry fares. 

That the Inland Revenue rate of 
40p per mile be used as the 
mileage factor for calculating 
the RET cost for a car/light van. 



 

Question Comments Recommendation 

What should be the 
basis to calculate the 
passenger fare? 

It is noted that RET systems 
around the world passenger 
fares range from free journeys in 
Sweden to 1/3 car rate in 
Canada.  The consultants had 
examined fares on both rail and 
bus services with passenger 
travel costs on Citylink bus 
journeys showing a degree of 
consistency between 12 to 14p 
per mile, which also happens to 
equate with 1/3rd of the car rate 
proposed. 

That the passenger fare be set 
at the rate equivalent to the 
average cost of a Citylink single 
fare, which is 1/3rd costs of the 
recommended car rate 

Should all fares be 
the same at all times 
and for all users. Or 
should multi journey 
discount be available 
to regular users 

Whilst the principle of RET is 
that cost for use of a service is 
determined by the journey 
distance, irrespective of the day 
or time of travel other RET 
systems e.g. Norway allows pre-
payment of tickets, which 
enables the user to obtain a 
50% discount on the service 
costs.  Discounts if only 
permitted outwith peak journey 
times, could be used to promote 
use at other times such as 
midweek. 

That a small scale discount 
system should be available for 
regular users which could be 
linked to some limitations on 
travel times, i.e. not permitted at 
peak journey times, summer 
Saturdays. 

Is the FTA/RHA 
published operating 
costs for 
commercials an 
appropriate level for 
ferry rates? 

The running costs for a 
commercial vehicle are 
published by both the Road 
Haulage and Freight Transport 
Associations and demonstrate a 
significant variation between 
running costs per mile for 
different sizes of vehicle.  The 
RHA data appears to show two 
specific groups of costs for 
commercials, those under and 
those over 25 tonnes gross 
vehicle weight.  Offering a lower 
RET rate for smaller lighter 
commercials could act as an 
incentive for smaller and 
specialist businesses. 

The use of two rates would be 
simple to implement and easily 
understood and will remove the 
temptation to manufacture 
expensive ferry vehicles. 

It is recommended that two 
specific RET rates are available 
and these figures are set in 
accordance with FTA and RHA 
rates currently averaging at  

£1.10 under 25T      small lorries 
up to large vans and 

 £1.50 over 25T        large 
rigids and artics lorries. 

 



 
 
Table of single fares based on above recommendations 
 
 

 Distanc
e 

miles 

Passenger
Island 
costs 

Car 
Island 
costs 

Car and 4 
Passengers(return

) 

Light 
Lorry 

Length 
10m 

Articulated  
Lorry 
16.5m 

R.E.T. fares  £0.13 £0.40 £1.84 £1.10 £1.50 

Stornoway to Ullapool 49 
miles 

     

Current fares  £ 12.45 £ 
59.00 

£217.60 £ 
215.20

£ 355.08 

Proposed R.E.T.  £ 6.37 £ 
19.60 

£ 90.16 £ 
53.90 

£ 73.50 

       

Uig to 
Tarbert/Lochmaddy 

28 miles average     

Current Fares  £8.75 £ 
40.00 

£150.00 £ 
151.40

£249.81 

Proposed R.E.T.  £3.64 £ 
11.20 

£51.52 £ 
30.80 

£ 42.00 

       

LochBoisdale/Castlebay 
to Oban 

86 miles average     

Current Fares  £ 16.70 £ 
68.00 

£269.60   

Proposed R.E.T.  £11.18 £34.40 £158.24   

       

       

       

 
 


