
TRANSPORTATION COMMITTEE 7 MARCH 2012 
 
SCOTTISH FERRY SERVICES – DRAFT FERRIES PLAN 
CONSULTATION RESPONSE 
 
Joint Report by Chief Executive, Director of Development and Director of 
Technical Services 

 
 

PURPOSE OF REPORT To seek the approval of the Comhairle’s response to the Scottish 
Government’s Draft Ferries Plan Consultation. 

 
 COMPETENCE 
 

1.1 There are no legal, financial or other constraints to the recommendations being implemented. 
 
 SUMMARY 
 

2.1 The Scottish Government’s review of the nation’s ferry services is complete and, prior to 
finalising a Ferries Plan later in 2012, a Draft Ferries Plan was published in December 2011 
seeking views and opinions on the options and proposals identified for the provision of ferry 
services to Scotland’s island and remote rural communities. 

 

2.2 A copy of the Draft Ferries Plan is available in the Members’ Lounge and can be accessed 
from the Transport Scotland website using the following link: 

 

 http://www.transportscotland.gov.uk/files/documents/reports/j205024/j205024.pdf) 
 

2.3 The Draft Plan contains six chapters and the proposed draft response included as Appendix 1 
to the Report addresses each of them in turn. 

 

• Funding and Procurement of Infrastructure 
• Fares 
• Ferry Services 
• Responsibility for Providing Services 
• Accessibility 
• Environmental Issues 

 

2.4 Whilst there are many of the proposals within the Draft Plan which it is recommended that the 
Comhairle supports, there are a number of proposals which it is suggested that the Comhairle 
could not support, the most significant of which is the removal of the Road Equivalent Tariff 
(RET) fare system for commercial vehicles travelling to, from and within the Western Isles. 

 

2.5 More recent announcements by the Scottish Government as to how it proposes to reduce the 
impact arising from this change only go some way, in the short term, to addressing the 
significant financial implications to the remote, rural and economically fragile communities of 
the Western Isles.  The Comhairle has requested that the Government withdraw its proposals 
as regards the discontinuation of RET for commercial vehicles until an evaluation of the socio-
economic impact of the proposed changes has been completed. 

 

2.6 The undertaking in the Draft Plan to “further consider the economic viability” of a 
Lochboisdale-Mallaig ferry service is noted and the Comhairle would encourage this to 
be considered by the Government as a matter of urgency.  The Comhairle would also 
request that, as part of this, the Government give consideration to the establishment of 
such a ferry service on a trial basis as soon as possible. 

 
 RECOMMENDATION 
 

3.1 It is recommended that the Comhairle: 
 

(a) approve the draft response included as Appendix 1 to the Report; and 
 

(b) agree that it be delegated to the Chief Executive, in consultation with the Leader, 
the Chair of Transportation Committee and the Directors of Development and 
Technical Services to finalise the response and submit it to Transport Scotland by 
the deadline of 30 March 2012. 

 

Contact Officer: Malcolm Burr 01851 822600 and Ext 211500 
 Calum Iain Maciver 01851 822685 and Ext 211310 
 Iain Mackinnon 01851 822656 and Ext 211466 
Background Papers: None 
Appendices: 1 Draft Comhairle Response 
  

 

http://www.transportscotland.gov.uk/files/documents/reports/j205024/j205024.pdf


 
 

Appendix 1 
 
 
DRAFT FERRIES PLAN 
Draft Consultation Response from Comhairle nan Eilean Siar 
 
February 2012 
 
 
 GENERAL 
 
1.1 The Comhairle very much welcomes the recognition by the Scottish Government that 

Scotland’s islands communities make a substantial contribution to the social, cultural and 
economic well-being of the nation and that ferry links to these islands and other remote 
and rural communities are an integral part of Scotland’s transport network. 

 
1.2 The provision of these “lifeline” services to the Western Isles makes a significant, if not 

wholly central, contribution to the well-being and longer-term sustainability of the islands 
and its communities.  The economic and social potential of the islands can only be fully 
realised when quality, reliable and affordable ferry services are available for not only its 
residents and businesses but also those who wish to travel to and do business on the 
Western Isles. 

 
1.3 The Comhairle would wish to express its concerns regarding the nature of the 

consultation process and, in particular, the proposals associated with the implementation 
of a number of the proposals set out in the Consultation Paper with effect immediately 
after the consultation deadline.  The lack of a “reasonable” period of time during which 
the Government could review all responses in a considered and proper manner seriously 
undermines the validity and integrity of the consultation exercise. 

 
1.4 Whilst many of the aspects of the Draft Plan appear ambitious but justified, the lack of 

detail associated with cost, affordability and timescales, other than for a number of the 
proposals to be implemented “within the period of this current Parliament”, does little to 
provide confidence that all of the proposals within the Draft Plan are achievable within the 
current and foreseeable financial climate. 

 
1.5 The inclusion of an associated Equalities Impact Assessment with the Draft Plan, rather 

than an merely undertaking that it will be published along with a finalised Ferries Plan, is 
a serious omission and does not enable stakeholders and consultees to properly 
understand equalities issues and, importantly, to be assured that they have been 
considered by the Government in a full and proper manner in the development of the 
Plan even at its draft stage. 

 
1.6 Notwithstanding the above concerns, the Comhairle welcomes the opportunity to 

participate in the current consultation and looks forward to maintaining an effective and 
efficient working relationship with Scottish Government through this and futures stages of 
the implementation of the Plan. 

 
1.7 The following comments are collated ensuring consistency with the respective chapters 

of the Draft Plan Consultation document. 
 
  



 
 
 
 FUNDING AND PROCUREMENT OF INFRASTRUCTURE 
 
2.1 The Comhairle welcomes the confirmation that the Government is committed to changing 

and improving ferry services so that they can continue to contribute to the economic 
development of the nation’s fragile and remote rural communities.  The appreciation of 
the significant challenges associated with the reductions in public sector spending and 
the implications to the affordability of any future Ferries Plan is noted. 

 
2.2 However, the Draft Plan confirms that the Scottish Government is not in a position to 

determine the actual level of funding required over the period of the Ferries Plan and that 
the timing and funding of any changes is yet to be agreed. 

 
2.3 As suggested above, the Comhairle is concerned that the affordability and hence 

feasibility of all of what is proposed has not been properly addressed even at this Draft 
Plan stage.  The lack of a Scottish Transport Appraisal Guidance (STAG) type appraisal 
for each of the proposed routes and services options also causes concern in that the 
long-awaited Draft Plan and a number of its proposals could be regarded as premature 
and perhaps even ill informed. 

 
2.4 With regard to the procurement of new vessels, the Comhairle is concerned that, some 

twelve months after CMAL’s consultation exercise regarding the replacement vessel for 
the MV Isle of Lewis, no formal announcement has been made by the Government 
confirming the award of a contract or contracts to procure the new vessel. 

 
2.5 The cessation of the MV Muirneag on the Stornoway-Ullapool crossing in October 2013 

means that a replacement vessel or alternative passenger and freight ferry services of at 
least a similar standard must be in place by then.  The Comhairle understands that no 
such award has been made as yet and full details of the necessary measures ensuring 
continuity of service have not been identified or developed. 

 
2.6 The Comhairle would wish to take this opportunity to reiterate its suggestion of June 

2011 that it could use its borrowing powers to raise loans to purchase new ferries.  The 
Comhairle is willing to participate in a scheme where it would borrow with security from a 
commercial maritime lender on a new vessel to serve the Stornoway-Ullapool crossing 
with repayment costs being met from central government funding.  The Comhairle 
considers this to be a pragmatic and affordable mechanism at a time when the 
Government is apparently unable to conclude the necessary funding. 

 
2.7 With regard to responsibilities associated with ports and harbours, the Comhairle notes 

the Government’s proposals to explore what would be involved if the latter, through 
CMAL, were to take responsibility for all ports used for the provision of subsidised ferry 
services currently owned by Local Authorities. 

 
2.8 In the Western Isles, the potentially affected ports would be those at: 
 

• Leverburgh, Isle of Harris (Sound of Harris Ferry Service) 

• Berneray, North Uist (Sound of Harris Ferry Service) 

• Lochmaddy, North Uist (Lochmaddy-Tarbert-Uig Ferry Service) 

• Ceann a’Gharraidh, Eriskay (Sound of Barra Ferry Service) 

• Ardmhor, Isle of Barra (Sound of Barra Ferry Service) 

 
  



 
 
 
2.9 These ports are currently owned and operated by the Comhairle to support the ferry 

services detailed above.  The associated income through harbours fees and dues 
provides funding to ensure the effective and proper lifecycle maintenance of the 
infrastructure at each of these ports and, legitimately, makes a significant contribution to 
sustaining other, non-transportation, piers and harbours across the Western Isles which 
provide valuable facilities to other sectors such as fishing, aquaculture and leisure. 

 
2.10 Any “carving-off” of the ports identified at Para 2.8 would likely have significant financial 

implications for the Comhairle and, in the absence of further detail on an asset transfer 
scheme and how the implications are to be mitigated, could not be supported by the local 
authority. 

 
2.11 Although not likely to be considered palatable to the Government, the feasibility of 

transferring the responsibility of all the Comhairle’s ports and harbours, not just those 
associated with ferry services, to the Government should be considered as a further 
alternative option. 

 
2.12 With regard to the tendering of ferry services, the Comhairle would wish to express a 

strong desire to retain the current bundling of ferry services in the Clyde and Hebrides 
Ferry Services (CHFS) and would agree with the Government’s suggestion that contract 
periods longer than the maximum six-year period permitted by EU procurement 
legislation would be beneficial.  The Comhairle therefore supports the Government’s 
exploration of this possibility with the European Commission. 

 
 
 FARES 
 
3.1 The lifeline nature of the ferry services that serve the many remote and rural communities 

of the Western Isles has been recognised in the Draft Plan and it is noted that the 
finalised Plan will ultimately make recommendations that will seek to maximise the 
opportunities for employment, business, leisure and tourism. 

 
3.2 The intention to provide a single over-arching fares framework instead of route-specific 

fare setting is also noted.  The Comhairle agrees with the suggestion in the Draft Plan 
that the way fares are currently set is unnecessarily complicated and no longer fit-for-
purpose.  The Comhairle welcomes the recognition that if fares are set too high it 
reduces travel, jeopardising the long-term sustainability of communities such as those in 
the Western Isles. 

 
3.3 The Comhairle was pleased that its work over many years on the effect of ferry fares on 

its economy, and how the mitigation of fare levels of this kind could benefit the islands, 
was recognised through the introduction of the pilot Road Equivalent Tariff (RET) 
Scheme for certain areas including the Western Isles. 

 
3.4 The Comhairle welcomes the proposed revised charging structure for commercial 

vehicles from 5m to 6m in length. 
 
3.5 The Comhairle wishes to emphasise its total and continuing support for the RET Scheme 

which it believes, from sound local knowledge, has brought significant economic and 
social benefit to the Western Isles community.  In general, it has been supported as both 
simple and fair and reducing the geographical disadvantage from which all island groups 
in Scotland suffer and the Comhairle very much welcomes the confirmation in the Draft 
Plan that the Government proposes to secure the future of existing services in and to the 
islands through it being implemented on a permanent basis. 
  



 
 
 
3.6 However, the Comhairle would wish to maintain its concerns and opposition, in the 

strongest terms possible, to the withdrawal of RET for commercial vehicles. 
 
3.7 It is appreciated that the Draft Plan proposes an enhanced pre-RET “discount” scheme to 

replace, to some extent, RET for commercial vehicles.  The Draft Plan has no detail on 
such a scheme although subsequent Government announcements have provided 
additional, much-needed, detail of proposed fare structures to be implemented on 1 April 
2012. 

 
3.8 The Comhairle welcomes the more recent confirmation from and acceptance of the 

Government that “a better, more equitable transitional approach” is now required.  
However, it considered that the offer, in Year 1 (2012/13) only, to pay 50% of the 
increase that would result from replacing RET with an improved discount scheme is 
insufficient to mitigate against the significant financial implications of discontinuing RET 
for commercial vehicles. 

 
3.9 The implementation of these changes will undoubtedly have a negative impact on not just 

the haulage sector, but on the Western Isles as a whole and appears to be completely at 
odds with all of the aims of the review of ferry services.  The Comhairle cannot welcome 
a scheme which includes the possibility of 50% increases in fares for commercial 
vehicles in the full knowledge of the impact this will have on the islands’ economy. 

 
3.10 The Comhairle made the following resolution at its meeting of 15 February 2012: 
 

The Comhairle fully supports Road Equivalent Tariff (RET), believing that it has brought 
significant economic and social benefit to the Outer Hebrides community; 
 
The Comhairle is of the view that the current proposals by Scottish Government in regard to 
the withdrawal of RET for commercial vehicles will be detrimental to the economy and 
community of the Outer Hebrides; 
 
The Comhairle requests that Scottish Government withdraw its proposals as regards the 
withdrawal of RET for commercial vehicles until the evaluation, referred to in the 
announcement by Transport Scotland on 13 February 2012, has been completed; 
 
The Comhairle supports the Outer Hebrides Transport Group in seeking to reverse Scottish 
Government’s proposals to remove RET for commercial vehicles and will work with the Group 
to assist this element of its work; 
 
The Comhairle requests that Scottish Government introduces RET on the ferry service on the 
Sounds of Barra and Harris; and that the revised charging of vehicles from 5m to 6m be 
applied to the Sounds of Barra and Harris at the earliest opportunity and, in any event, no 
later than 1 April 2013; and that the Chief Executive, with the Directors of Development and 
Technical Services, submits a report to the March series of meetings seeking approval for the 
Comhairle’s response to the Ferries Review and proposing further action to be taken in 
support of the Comhairle’s policy position on RET. 

 
3.11 The Comhairle would also wish to reiterate its concerns regarding the implementation of 

these and any such changes at 1 April 2012 with little or no time for the Government to 
properly consider submissions from stakeholders in response to the Draft Plan 
consultation.  As suggested above, this seriously undermines the validity and integrity of 
the consultation exercise. 

 
  



 
 
 
3.12 Accordingly, the Comhairle requests that the Government reinstate RET for commercial 

vehicles until the evaluation referred to in Transport Scotland’s announcement of 13 
February 2012 has been completed.  It is usual for a study and evaluation to take place 
during a time of transitional arrangements and the Comhairle would suggest that it is in 
all parties’ interests – Scottish Government, the Comhairle, the Outer Hebrides 
community and commercial operators – that the study is allowed to evaluate the full 
operation of RET on the basis of objective evidence.  The Government will be aware that 
the commercial sector strenuously denies that the benefits of RET were not passed on to 
local customers. 

 
3.13 In addition, and in the absence of further detail on the scale of fares and the date for the 

implementation of RET on the Sound of Harris and Sound of Barra ferry services, the 
Comhairle cannot support the discontinuation of multi-journey tickets on these crossings. 

 
 
 FERRY SERVICES 
 
4.1 The extent of work carried out on behalf of the Government in determining the scale and 

nature of ferry services needed by the nation’s island communities and the development 
of a routes and services methodology are noted. 

 
4.2 However, it is of concern to the Comhairle that the outputs of this suggest that Barra is 

the only landmass in the Western Isles that does not currently receive a service that 
meets the needs of the Community in terms of service profile.  Whilst the recognition of 
the current shortcomings in ferry services to Barra are noted, it is felt that there remains 
considerable room for improvement in ferry services provided elsewhere to and in the 
islands. 

 
4.3 The classification of primary and secondary routes by the Scottish Government is also of 

concern to the Comhairle.  Whilst the Draft Plan sets out proposals which ensure the 
continuity of primary and secondary routes and services for the foreseeable future, any 
discrimination between these lifeline services could, at a time when there are even 
greater financial pressures, result in those of a perceived lesser priority being subject to a 
greater risk of reduction and even discontinuation. 

 
4.4 With regard to ferry services for South Uist and Barra, the Comhairle would not agree 

with the suggestion that the Lochmaddy-Uig route serves as the only principal route for 
the whole of the Uists and Benbecula.  The Draft Plan recognises the strength of the 
feeling of the community in South Uist and significant support for the establishment of a 
Lochboisdale-Mallaig ferry service. 

 
4.5 The Scottish Government is aware of the outcomes of public consultation meetings that 

were held in Barra, South Uist and North Uist in March 2011 and they and the 
subsequent decision of the Comhairle have been summarised below. 

 
The Report stated that the Vice Chairman chaired all three meetings and the background 
including the tender options previously submitted by Calmac in 2007 had been outlined to 
those present. Representatives from Calmac had been present at all three meetings to 
answer any technical issues that had been raised. A supplementary Report had been 
circulated prior to the meeting indicating the views of the three communities on a ferry service 
to Mallaig.  Support for the ferry had been expressed by two out of the three communities. 
  



 
 
 
It was agreed to recommend that the Comhairle advise Scottish Government that: 
 
(1) the community of Barra wished to retain ferry connections from Castlebay to Oban and 

to record their support for South Uist should they wish to pursue a service from 
Lochboisdale to and from Mallaig; 

 
(2) the community of South Uist wished the introduction of a daily ferry service between 

Lochboisdale and Mallaig and to request that the Scottish Government introduce a ferry 
service on a trial basis between Mallaig and Lochboisdale at an early date; 

 
(3) the communities of North Uist and Benbecula wished to give their support to the 

introduction of ferry services between Lochboisdale and Mallaig subject to them 
complementing existing services to and from North Uist; and 

 
(4) the Comhairle supported the introduction of an additional vessel to enable to 

aspirations of the communities to be met. 
 
4.6 The undertaking in the Draft Plan to “further consider the economic viability” of a 

Lochboisdale-Mallaig ferry service is noted and the Comhairle would encourage this to be 
considered by the Government as a matter of urgency.  The Comhairle would also 
request that, as part of this, the Government give consideration to the establishment of 
such a ferry service on a trial basis as soon as possible. 

 
4.7 The Draft Plan concludes that, on the basis of the associated needs-based assessment, 

the profile of ferry services for Barra is not satisfactory.  The Comhairle agrees with this 
conclusion and welcomes the proposals of increasing the number of sailings between 
Castlebay and Oban during winter months from three to five.  The Comhairle does not 
accept however that this should be at the expense of the Lochboisdale, or any other, 
service. 

 
 
 RESPONSIBILITY FOR PROVIDING FERRY SERVICES 
 
5.1 The lack of consistency across Scotland with regard to the split of responsibilities for the 

provision of ferry services is noted by the Comhairle and it is agreed that the provision of 
“lifeline” services in Scotland and the development and implementation of a national 
policy framework should be the responsibility of the Government. 

 
5.2 All existing ferry services to and within the Western Isles are currently the responsibility of 

the Scottish Government and the Comhairle’s strong preference is that the status quo be 
retained going forward. 

 
 
 ACCESSIBILITY 
 
6.1 The Comhairle welcomes the confirmation in the Draft Plan that the Scottish Government 

is firmly committed to equality for disabled people and is striving to “create a Scotland 
that is fair and inclusive to all”.  The Comhairle also welcomes the recognition that 
accessibility is an issue for a wide range of passengers with disabilities and others, for 
example, people travelling with small children and people travelling with luggage. 

 
6.2 It is suggested that compliance with equalities and accessibility legislation should be 

seen as an absolute minimum level of provision.  The Comhairle would welcome 
initiatives within and developments to ferry services and infrastructure which would 
enhance the levels of provision above and beyond that required by legislation to 
demonstrate that the Government is seen to be leading by example. 

 
  



 
 
 
6.3 With regard to the Western Isles, a particular concern has been the lack of safe, efficient 

and economical baggage handling facilities for all ferry services to and in the Western 
Isles.  The recent discontinuation of such a facility by Citylink on the Stornoway-Ullapool 
service has met with much concern and opposition from passengers on that service to 
the extent that some actually no longer feel able to travel by ferry. 

 
6.4 Whilst it is recognised that one size does not necessarily fit all, the Comhairle would 

welcome the opportunity to work with the Government and other relevant stakeholders, 
including CalMac, CMAL and the port and bus operators, to facilitate the development 
and implementation of consistent and pragmatic solutions for each of the ferry services in 
the Western Isles. 

 
 
 ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES 
 
7.1 The Comhairle shares the Scottish Government’s aspirations to mitigating climate 

change through a reduction in greenhouse gases and notes the indication that no route-
specific environmental problems have been identified from the operation of the ferry 
services covered by the Draft Plan. 

 
7.2 The implementation of lower vessel speeds to achieve reductions in emissions cannot be 

supported by the Comhairle. 
 
7.2 The move towards more fuel-efficient vessels and the incorporation of alternative and 

renewable energy technology is welcomed by the Comhairle.  However, it is disappointed 
to note that no mention has been made within the Draft Plan of capturing and utilising 
these benefits to enable shorter crossing times to be achieved. 
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