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Island Community calls for new catamaran ferry for Mull
Community groups, businesses and islanders have today called on the Scottish Government and
CMAL (the quango responsible for the CalMac ferry fleet) to stop dithering and acquire an
environmentally-friendly catamaran similar to the vessel owned by Pentland Ferries operating to and
from Orkney.
The call from the communities of Mull and Iona – in a letter to islands minister Paul Wheelhouse follows the December publication of the Rural Economy and Connectivity Committee’s enquiry into
the CalMac ferry fiasco that has left two boats incomplete and put further pressure to an already
ageing, limited and in some cases unreliable fleet of boats serving the Clyde and Hebridean islands.
Joe Reade, chair of the Mull & Iona Ferry Committee, said “CMAL has an excellent and immediate
opportunity right now to bring a much needed new vessel – which is already built - into the fleet,
and satisfy the task they were given by the Scottish Government to buy from the used market as
soon as they can.
“Progress has been torturously slow and for some reason they seem unwilling to take this
opportunity that could have such a positive impact for our ferry operator and for our islands.”
“This ferry can fit our piers, it can cope with our seas, it can carry all the cars and people necessary –
in short, it can do exactly what CalMac and the islands need of it. Despite it being an excellent
option, CMAL is in danger of letting the islands down by not acting quickly enough and there is a real
risk now that this boat will be sold elsewhere as CMAL dithers and delays.”
CalMac’s ferry fleet is stretched to breaking point, with more breakdowns and congestion every
passing year. The dire situation has been accelerated by the fiasco at Ferguson’s and the five-year
delay on hulls 801 and 802.
A key conclusion of the Rural Economy and Connectivity Committee’s report was that “…the
Committee calls on the Scottish Government to provide an urgent update on measures being taken
to address capacity constraints on the routes affected and more widely across the network … until
vessels 801 and 802 enter into service.” The Craignure to Oban ferry route that serves Mull and
Iona is the most congested service in the entire CalMac network. The Mull group believes that the
catamaran they have found will address congestion on their route, as well as bring a host of other
benefits.
The catamaran is available for a fraction of the price of any ferry recently bought by CMAL. It is on
the market for around 10% of the £110 million being paid for each of the partially completed dualfuel ferries being built in Port Glasgow. The delay with the two ferries is being felt across the entire
Hebrides, but no more so than on Mull.
Sandy Brunton, convenor of the Mull and Iona Community Trust added that this was a clear test of
whether the needs and views of island communities are being listened to or not. “The RECC inquiry
heard evidence from many islands that all too often, the ferries we are given are not suited to the
communities they are supposed to serve. The RECC has asked Government to produce tangible
evidence that island communities are being listened to. Here is the first test of that. Mull and Iona

have put a detailed and viable proposal to CMAL, and now it’s up to the government to demonstrate
that they are listening, and instruct CMAL to complete the purchase”
Mull and Iona Ferry Committee (MIFC), supported by island community councils, community trusts,
Councillors and other island groups have written to Islands Minister Paul Wheelhouse, asking him to
make a firm and early decision to buy the ferry currently on offer. They point out that they are only
asking him to complete on a promise repeated many times – that if a suitable ferry could be found
on the used market, CMAL would be instructed to buy it.
They say that the ferry they have found is more than suitable. According to Finlay MacDonald, vicechair of MIFC, “This ferry could transform our service to the mainland. Not just because it would
increase capacity, but thanks to it’s shorter and lower proportions, it would be able to berth
overnight on Mull, year round. This is something our 32-year-old ferry (MV Isle of Mull) has never
been able to do, and as a consequence our timetable is restricted by the need for the ferry to retreat
to Oban every night. We’re the only major island in the Hebrides where that is the case. This ferry
would massively improve our connectivity, and do so very economically.”
The ferry the Mull community have put to CMAL is a catamaran, similar in design to the Alfred that is
operated by private ferry company Pentland Ferries. It is widely appreciated by Orcadians for its
reliability in poor weather, and by the ferry company for its low running costs. Dubbed ‘Scotland’s
most eco-friendly ferry”, it burns one third of the fuel of an equivalent CalMac ferry.
Low running costs have enabled Pentland Ferries to operate entirely without subsidy, and finance
regular vessel replacement from profit. CalMac and CMAL are noted for their persistence with
traditional mono-hull ferries, that contribute to the escalating operating subsidy of around £140
million per year. If purchased, the Mull catamaran would be the first such vessel in the CalMac major
vessel fleet.
According to Orcadian catamaran expert Professor Alf Baird, “Catamarans are far simpler than the
typical over-complicated CalMac vessel. They’re cheaper to build, cheaper to run, and the choice of
progressive cost-conscious commercial ferry operators across the world. Eight such ferries could
have been bought for the price of either of the hulks still languishing on the Clyde. Plenty of money
is being spent on the Scottish state ferry system – it’s just being spent badly.”
Michael Russell, the constituency MSP for Argyll & Bute, has also added his voice to the campaign by
writing to the Islands Minister. He believes that CMAL, which claim to have been searching for a new
ferry for the fleet for some considerable time, need to seize this opportunity. He says it is the best
chance of gaining an essential new vessel at a reasonable price that has come along. “If it isn’t
taken” said Mr Russell “ a major opportunity will have been lost, for no good reason.”
With the clock ticking on the second-hand catamaran opportunity, Joe Reade of the Mull and Iona
Ferry Committee says there is no time to waste. “The designers and sellers of this catamaran are expat Scots, and they have extended unusually generous terms on this ferry. They just need a
commitment from the Islands Minister, so that they can go ahead with the design of modifications
to satisfy UK authorities. We are urging Mr Wheelhouse to take this opportunity to address many of
the failings identified by the RECC inquiry, and instruct CMAL to purchase this ferry now”
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Images below of MV Alfred, the second catamaran ferry bought by Pentland Ferries, and delivered in
2019. Image credit: Pentland Ferries.

