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Mull & Iona Ferry Committee 

Catamarans - Future Ferries for Mull? 
The MV Isle of Mull is now more than 32 years old, and is one of the oldest ferries in the CalMac fleet. There are no plans in the 

immediate future to replace her, and we are all becoming more aware of the shortcomings of the service provided by this 

outdated vessel.  We want to get users involved in the search for a new ferry that could update and transform our service by 

addressing the key problems: 
 

We can’t travel when we want to in the summer.  
As island residents, we all know how difficult it can be in the summer to get a car 

booking on the sailing of our choice. What you might not have been aware of is that 

our main service is the most congested in the entire CalMac network. Simply put, 

there are not enough car spaces, relative to the number of cars that want to travel.  
 

Our ferries are too expensive to run.  
“So what?” you might think, fares are protected by the Road Equivalent Tariff, and the 

government pays CalMac a subsidy to make up the difference.  

Well, first of all the annual subsidy that CalMac receive is now running at £140 million 

per year (that’s just for running costs, it doesn’t include the cost of building new piers 

and ferries). To put that into perspective, that’s more than the combined education 

budgets of both Argyll and Bute and Western Isles councils – so we are spending more 

on subsidising the ferry operator than we are on educating our kids. RET is not cast in 

stone, and if these costs are allowed to continue rising, there may come a day when a 

future government could question the money being spent – so if we can make our 

ferries more cost-effective, affordable Road Equivalent Tariffs will be more secure.  
 

We can’t get the services we need 
When the ferries are so expensive to run, it makes any marginal service increase or improvement very difficult to justify. Our 

experience in trying to get an ‘Island Focussed Service’ in recent years demonstrates the point. In order to have a timetable that 

enables a full working day on the mainland and connects with the first train of the day from Oban, the extra two hours needed 

each day came with a price tag of around £1/2 Million per year, if using the current ferry with the current pier. For our islands 

of barely 3,000 people, Scottish Government have been unable to justify this expense. If our ferries were cheaper to run, 

additional services would be far more affordable, and far more likely to come to fruition.  
  

 

 

The service is getting less and less 

reliable. 
We’re all getting familiar with the 

increasing number of winter cancellations, 

and like the summer congestion issue, it 

leads to the frustration and inconvenience 

of not being able to travel when you need 

to. Some of the causes are complex, but 

there are two clear threads – a) worsening 

weather is not the cause, and b) the main 

weakness of our tall, slab-sided ships is 

their vulnerability to wind when trying to 

remain under control when berthing. High 

wind on berthing is the top cause of 

cancellations on the Oban-Craignure route.  
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Users’ priorities are not being met. 

The graph to the right is from our users’ survey of 2019, and clearly 

shows that islanders’ top priorities are the ones where the service is 

failing. Reliability, deck space and high service frequency are most 

important, yet it is exactly these areas where the service falls short.  

In exploring how to improve the service and what type of ferry will 

be the best match, it’s critical that the focus is on the users’ 

priorities. 

 

IS THERE A SOLUTION? 
For several years now, Scottish Government have tasked CMAL (the state owned company that owns all the CalMac ferries) to 

find second-hand vessels to buy. The fleet is desperately short of new tonnage, and the delay and over-runs with the new-build 

vessels 801 and 802 haven’t helped. So far, none of the ships found by CMAL have been judged to be suitable.  

 

However, this summer Mull and Iona Ferry 

Committee became aware of a ferry being built in 

Indonesia that is being offered for sale. We believe 

it can address the key problems of the route, and 

meet user needs.  

The ferry we’ve found is a medium-speed 

catamaran, very similar in design to the MV Alfred 

pictured here that operates services to Orkney. It 

comes from an ex-pat Scottish naval architect who 

has successfully delivered many of these vessels 

world-wide.  

We have forwarded the details of this vessel to 

CMAL and Transport Scotland, and they are now investigating further. It will require some modification, but its main particulars 

are very well suited to the Oban-Craignure route. A catamaran like this could solve many of our core problems. Here’s how: 
 

Catamarans are cheaper to build and run 
When compared with typical CalMac monohulls, catamarans are both far cheaper to build (thanks to simple design) and far 

cheaper to run. The running cost savings are due to a) needing around 1/3 of the crew of a typical CalMac ship, and b) burning 

around 1/3 the fuel of a typical CalMac ship. We could afford to run more ferries and operate more crossings, if each ferry had 

lower running costs. By burning less fuel and needing fewer crew, a catamaran could run more services, more affordably.  
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A catamaran would make it easier for us to travel 

when we want to. 
A wider car deck offers more car spaces in the same length 

of vessel (and without the need for costly and time-

consuming moveable mezzanines). This would instantly 

alleviate the congestion on the route, and make it more 

likely that you can get a car booking in the summer when 

you want one.  

The catamaran we have found is just over 71 metres long. If 

it became our year-round vessel (paired with the Isle of 

Mull in summer), we would have 38% more spaces in 

summer, and 23% more spaces in winter.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A catamaran could dramatically improve our timetable. 

Mull is the only major island in the Hebrides that cannot build a timetable around the ability to berth overnight on the island. As 

everyone is aware, this is because the pier is too short for the MV Isle of Mull to reliably berth alongside overnight -  except 

when the weather is kind. Pier extension is some years away (if at all – the council have still to decide whether they will spend 

the money), and total pier replacement is even further over the horizon. What if rather than making the pier longer, we had a 

ferry that could fit the pier we’ve got?  

A catamaran of 75m metres in length could not only carry significantly more cars than the 90m long Isle of Mull, but it could 

berth at Craignure Pier overnight safely and routinely, all year round. This would enable an ‘Island Focussed’ timetable built 

around the needs of islanders, rather than the historical happenstance of an Oban-based ferry.  
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A catamaran would be more reliable in windy weather 
Catamarans have two key advantages when it comes to their ability to berth in the high winds 

that so often defeat tall CalMac ferries. Firstly of course, they have widely separated, 

independently controlled propellers on each hull – giving high turning torque and controllability 

at slow speeds.  

Secondly, they have a much lower, smaller superstructure than CalMac’s ships, making them 

much less susceptible to high winds. This can clearly be seen in this image – although the 

catamaran carries many more cars than the Isle of Mull, it is both lower and shorter, with a 

much smaller ‘sail’ area.  These twin advantages result in more control during berthing in high 

winds, and therefore less likelihood of cancelling. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Catamarans are the route to a low-emission ferry system 
One of the biggest challenges faced by shipping is the urgent need to de-carbonise. For ferry services like ours, the technological 

solution is battery-electric propulsion. This is already being demonstrated in Norway, where ALL of their domestic ferries will be 

zero emission by 2025. The only way this can be achieved is if first of all, you begin with an efficient hull form – ie a slippery 

shape that is easy to push through the water. Catamarans at this size are by far the most efficient hull choice – as can be seen 

by the table on the previous page, they generally burn around 1/3 the fuel compared to an equivalent CalMac monohull. You 

only need to see the huge bow wave produced by the likes of the Clansman to appreciate how much energy is being wasted. 

CalMac’s monohull designs are compromised by the need to fit ports with relatively shallow water – it forces a ‘boxy’ shape with 

lots of ballast in order to keep the vessel stable. Catamarans however have a much shallower draught, and are much more 

suited to our shallow ports and without any compromise to their naturally efficient shape. So not only would a conventionally 

powered catamaran burn 1/3 the fuel of a monohull, but it lends itself very well to propulsion by the same battery-electric 

systems that are now powering hundreds of large ferries in Norway.  

Lots of other benefits too… 

• Purchasing this catamaran would allow the Coruisk to return to the Mallaig-Armadale route. That service is also very 

congested, because a combination of inappropriate ferries are having to be used. 

• Journey time cut back to 40 minutes –a small benefit in itself, but it would also leave more time for loading/unloading, 

making the delays caused by ‘heavy traffic’ in summer less likely. 

• Flexible, and able to be re-deployed easily to other routes if needed.   

 

 Are there any downsides? 
After many months of investigation, and gaining the advice of professionals and experts in this country and abroad, it has been 

difficult to find any significant disadvantage of this kind of catamaran for our kind of route. Two failings have been suggested, 

but are easily addressed: 

1. Catamarans are less sea-worthy than monohulls. For our routes and our sea conditions, well-designed medium-speed 

catamarans can deal with the roughest of conditions. The Pentalina (Alfred’s predecessor on the service across the 

Pentland Firth to Orkney) is designed for a mean significant wave height of 9 metres – that’s pretty extreme. 

Throughout her service, Pentalina had an excellent sailing record across one of the most exposed passages in the UK. 

Moreover, cancellations are more often triggered by the difficulty of bringing the vessel alongside the pier in windy 

weather, and much less by the sea state on the crossing. As we have shown, a catamaran is far better equipped to deal 

with high winds on berthing than a monohull. The catamaran we have found is more than capable of dealing with all 

the conditions experienced on the route to Mull, or to our neighbouring islands of Coll, Tiree and Colonsay, where relief 

cover might be needed.  
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2. Catamarans have lower deadweight carrying capacity (ie the weight of vehicles and passengers they can carry is less). 

Whilst generally true (which is why you won’t find catamaran bulk carriers), for car ferries the priority is volume and 

car-deck area – and on both of those counts, a catamaran excels. Furthermore, detailed analysis of carrying statistics 

shows that the deadweight capacity of various sizes of catamaran would be more than adequate for all CalMac routes.  

3. The particular catamaran we have found however does have one shortcoming relative to the MV Isle of Mull – on-

board catering would be limited to a snack-bar type service (similar to the Coruisk). However, as has been made clear 

by our users’ surveys, islanders place far higher importance on reliability, availability of car spaces, frequency of service, 

and affordable fares, than they do on the ability to eat a hot meal on the short 45minute crossing.  

 

 

WHAT ARE THE NEXT STEPS? 
This potential catamaran purchase is being assessed by CMAL right now. Their first objective is to assess whether it meets the 

MCA’s safety requirements. The seller is confident of passing this stage, but it is not guaranteed. After that, some modifications 

would need to be designed – the addition of cabin space for crew; extra passenger space to enable connection with the 

passenger access system; and twin ramps at bow and stern, to enable it to fit all linkspans in the network. With those changes 

made, we would have a vessel that can operate to all ports in the network, and give full roll-on, roll-off service.  

The ferry is being offered for sale at just under £10 

million, and a little more would be needed to complete 

the modifications. This is exceptionally good value, 

when compared with any recent addition to the 

CalMac fleet. Hulls 801 and 802 are now predicted to 

cost over £110 million each, and the budget for the new 

Islay ferry currently in design is around £50 million. We 

could transform the Mull service for around £12-14 

million – a fraction of any recent new CalMac ferry. 

Despite the obvious good value however, a strong case 

will still have to be made. Although the Islands Minister Paul Wheelhouse has reaffirmed the intention to find and buy additional 

vessels, the argument in favour of this vessel will need to be well supported and well made.  
 

 

Even if we are unsuccessful this time – this particular vessel could fail the technical tests - we will ensure that when the Isle of 

Mull is finally replaced, island users have a strong voice in shaping what comes after her.  
 

We want to hear from you, to make sure we have community support in pursuing this. We want to hear your 

views, answer your questions, and make sure we are proposing something that has broad support. Then we will 

be able to speak compellingly and with authority when it comes to persuading government to commit the funds. 
Please visit our website at www.mullandionaferrycommittee.org , where you will find more details, including a recording of our 

recent webinar on the topic.  

 

Please ask us any questions you have and tell us what you think.  

We can be emailed at  mullandionaferrycommittee@gmail.com, find us on Facebook or ring 01688 301032. 
 

Mull and Iona Ferry Committee is a volunteer group of users, protecting and enhancing our lifeline service.  

http://www.mullandionaferrycommittee.org/
mailto:mullandionaferrycommittee@gmail.com

