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About this document 
 

With the impending replacement of the MV Isle of Mull, we aim to specify the users’ priorities for future vessels and 

service on the route. In recent vessel design and procurement rounds, the operator’s requirements have been laid 

out in the ‘Specification of Operational Requirements’. There has not been a corresponding document laying out the 

users’ requirements. This is that document. 

The Craignure to Oban ferry route is a true lifeline service. The frequency, reliability, capacity, availability and timing 

of that service fundamentally shapes the nature of life on the islands of Mull and Iona. By laying out the users’ 

requirements in this document, we aim to ensure that the service delivered meets the island communities needs and 

aspirations.  

 

Better, more community-focussed procurement.  

A key recommendation of the Rural Economy and Connectivity Committee’s 2020 enquiry Construction and 

Procurement of Ferry Vessels in Scotland was: 

The Committee further notes the high level of dissatisfaction expressed by many community stakeholders 
regarding the extent to which their views have any meaningful impact on the design of new vessels. The 
Committee therefore considers that island communities and other community stakeholders must be given a 
much stronger role in providing input to the design of future new ferries. 
 
This document is the foundation of that stronger role recommended by the RECC.  
 

Focus on designing the right service, as well as the right vessels. 

It’s important that the decision process around the Isle of Mull replacement takes a broad view of service 

requirements, as well as opportunities to improve the service. The vessel should be designed to suit the required 

service, and not the other way around. It also must not restrict itself to the vessel and route as currently operated – 

there may be opportunities to improve connectivity and open new services that are complimentary to the Craignure-

Oban service as currently operated. 

Consultation process and development of solutions 

This document is important, but it is also just a starting point. For the consultation process to be meaningful and 

comprehensive, we expect the development of options to be iterative. We expect community representatives to 

have significant influence, and for there to be open sharing of information, so that proposals can be developed 

collaboratively between the community and the agencies involved (CalMac, CMAL and Transport Scotland).  

 

Upholding both the letter and the spirit of the Islands Act 

The Islands (Scotland) Act 2018 introduces measures to support and help meet the unique needs of Scotland's 

islands now and in the future, and to help create the right environment for sustainable growth and empowered 

island communities, to which our lifeline ferry services are obviously fundamental. The Act entails specific 

responsibilities on Relevant Authorities to work cooperatively and consultatively with island communities, in order 

to understand and respond effectively to their needs and priorities. This analysis in intended to help Relevant 

Authorities - who are listed in the Act as including Scottish Ministers, Argyll & Bute Council, David MacBrayne Ltd and 

CMAL - to fulfil both the letter and the spirit of their responsibilities to island communities in terms of the Act. 

  



 

 

 

Value for money is in the users’ interest 

This document is not an expensive ‘wish list’. In fact, we know that users’ needs will be more easily met if the service 

is as efficient, productive and cost-effective as possible. One of the greatest opportunities for improvement is in 

finding efficiencies, so that services can be expanded without pressuring budgets. All our proposals are made in the 

context of needing to find efficiencies and value for money. 
 

Our approach to consultation 

MIFC ran an online survey in July of 2021, with 412 validated responses from regular, local users of the service. 

Respondents were asked to endorse or disagree with each of the service principles contained in this document, and 

a summary graph of the responses is included here. A draft version of was then published and circulated on Mull and 

Iona and further community comment invited. Key local representative groups were also consulted, and 

subsequently this final version has been endorsed by: 

• Mull Community Council 

• Iona Community Council 

• Mull and Iona Community Trust  

• South West Mull and Iona Development 

• Craignure Bay Community Group 
  



 

 

Service Principle One: Vessel size / vehicle loads 

• Adequate vehicle capacity should be achieved by increasing service frequency before 

increasing individual vessel capacity. 

• Smaller, but more frequent ferries (circa 60-80 car capacity). 

• A presumption against larger, but less frequent ferries (circa 100 cars and above) 
• Ample route capacity for current and forecast demand. 

 

 

Why – 
• Smaller vessels operating at higher frequency offer greater travel choices 
• Smaller batches of vehicles disembarking from each vessel reduce on-island congestion 

and convoys. 
• Freedom of travel is key driver of island economic and social improvement. 

• Island roads are narrow and slow – arriving vehicle batches need to be as small and 

frequent as possible. 

 

 

Notes 

Our survey reported very strong support for this principle, with 87% either agreeing or agreeing 

strongly. It is clear from survey responses that there is widespread concern about the effect of 

increased traffic volume on our island roads, and the congestion caused by large convoys of vehicles.  

  



 

 

Service Principle Two: Number of Vessels. 

• Craignure-Oban must be served by a minimum of two equally-sized vessels in the summer 

months 

• Full investigation and cost-benefit analysis of a two vessel winter service to be undertaken. 

• Full investigation and cost-benefit analysis of a three vessel summer service to be undertaken. 

• Full investigation and cost-benefit analysis of a dedicated passenger-only vessel to supplement 

the vehicle carrying vessels must be undertaken. 

 

 

Why – 

• A larger number of smaller vessels maximises flexibility and redundancy 

• A passenger-only vessel may be a more flexible and cost-effective way to meet the large 

spikes in foot passenger demand. 

• A passenger-only vessel opens up new service options to complement the Craignure-

Oban service 

• A three vessel service may provide additional capacity at the beginning and end of each 

day (when demand is highest), and be available to run services to other islands in-

between (eg Colonsay) 

 

Notes 

Our survey reported strong support for this principle, with 81% agreeing or agreeing strongly. With many 

permutations to the multi-vessel options, these will need refinement and full scoping, but there is strong support for 

the general principle. 

 

  



 

 

Service Principle Three: Timetable  
 

• Timetable frequency must be maximised, with a significant increase in sailings both in 

summer and winter. 
• Operating hours should be lengthened at both the beginning and the end of the day. 
• Island Focussed Principles, with at least one Craignure-based ferry all year round.  
• Turnaround times should be minimised, with the objective being a return to 15 minutes as 

operated by the Isle of Mull for her first 20 years of service. For this reason, mezzanine decks 

must be discounted.  
• Crossing time should return to 45 minutes, also as operated by the Isle of Mull for her first 

20 years. This will enable a clockface timetable and maximise the number of crossings per day. 

 

 

Why – 
• Maximise travel opportunities, making it easier to travel at a time of choosing 
• Make more public transport connections with services in/out of Oban 
• Enable a full working day on the mainland for island-based commuters and trades 

people 
• Lengthen the time available on the mainland for all island-based travellers 
• Minimise traffic convoys on the island by spreading demand over a larger number of 

sailings 
 

Notes 

Very strong agreement with this principle from our survey, with 92% agreeing or agreeing strongly. The example 

timetables were drawn up after the survey and are indicative of the kind of service options that should be explored. 

Some of the options include a ferry(ies) operating for 18 hours each day. This is achievable with shore-based crews, 

and a 10 hr / 8 hr alternating shift pattern. This is a common arrangement in other ferry operators, including for 

example in Shetland.  

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The Craignure-Oban service carries large volumes of foot passengers making day-trip visits. The daily peak 

demand is very predictable, as shown below. Because this peak demand is so predictable, there may be more 

cost-effective options for accommodating it, rather than the strategy demonstrated by the MV Isle of Mull. 

The IOM has a permanent passenger capacity of 962 in order to cope with these exceptional loads. This 

means that the ferry is running vastly under capacity most of the time, resulting in un-necessarily high build 

costs, overheads and running costs.  

A larger number of ferries would cumulatively have sufficient capacity, but provide the flexibility to add 

additional runs at peak times. A three vessel service for example could deploy the third vessel at the peak 

times in morning and late afternoon, and operate other services (eg to Colonsay) in between (as in the 

example timetable above).  

Another strategy is to add a passenger-only vessel that can transport the large numbers of foot passengers at 

each end of the day, but be used to offer new services (eg linking Colland Tiree to Mull and Oban) at other 

times.  

We are not proposing a particular solution in detail, but asking that all options (including those we have 

illustrated) around the general principle of more vessels / higher frequency be fully explored.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Below is an indicative timetable that demonstrates how a fast (22 knt) passenger service could 

compliment the main Craignure-Oban route and improve connectivity to and between Mull and 

neighbouring islands.  

As with the timetables above, this is indicative only. Full investigation of the business case will be 

required, and we include the idea of a fast passenger vessel in order to illustrate the kind of service that 

could be provided.  



 

 

Service Principle Four: Weather Resilience 

• A top design priority must be resilience to windy weather. The vessel must demonstrate: 

 

a)  Lowest achievable windage (windage is boat structure that acts like a sail, making the 

boat difficult to control in windy weather). 
 

b)   Greatest achievable manoeuvrability 
 

c)   Controllable berthing in all wind conditions 

 

 

Why – 

 

• Weather reliability is the users’ top priority (Users' survey 2019) 
• Current designs with high superstructures are increasingly vulnerable to high wind 
• Service reliability is essential to maintaining the island economy and quality of life, 

particularly in winter. 

 

Notes 

Reflecting the high priority this principle has among users and the declining reliability of the service in recent years, 

this principle had the strongest positive response of all in our survey. 95% of respondents either agree or agree 

strongly. 

  



 

 

 

The graph below shows the historical cancellation trend on the Craignure-Oban service. As can be seen, there is a 

persistent and large increase in cancellations, despite the weather showing no such trend. This is in great part due to 

vessel design, and new vessels must reverse this trend.  

 

  



 

 

Service Principle Five: Hull Form.  

• All potential hull forms must be explored and openly judged against objective criteria. 

 

Why – 
• There is considerable evidence that alternative hull forms – particularly medium-speed 

catamarans – have not been fairly or properly considered in previous vessel 

procurement rounds. 
• There is considerable evidence that medium-speed catamarans offer a cost-effective 

means to satisfy user requirements. 

 

Notes 

Reflecting the well-informed recent debate on Mull and Iona around the medium-speed catamaran issue, there was 

strong support in our survey for all hull forms to be fully explored. This needs to be a thorough, objective and 

empirical analysis of alternative hull forms, so that there is confidence that what is delivered meets users’ objectives 

as closely as possible. Whilst MIFC have been strong proponents of a catamaran solution recently, this is not a 

dogmatic pursuit of a particular vessel type. What is most important are the outcomes delivered, and that the vessel 

design (whatever form it takes) is judged by how well it delivers the service priorities in this document.  

For more on medium-speed catamarans, see here. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://mullandionaferrycommittee.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Catamarans-Future-Ferries-for-Mull.pdf


 

 

Service Principle Six: Efficiency and Emissions. 

• Starting with the most efficient hull form, Mull’s new vessels must have energy efficiency and 

emissions reduction as a key priority, without compromising other objectives. 

• Emissions and energy efficiency must be considered from the very outset of the design, and not 

be applied retrospectively as a ‘sticking plaster’. 
• Full zero emission propulsion systems (eg battery electric) must be the objective. 

 

Why – 
• Emissions reductions are an urgent priority locally and globally 
• Mull’s new vessels will be in service for around 30 years – decisions now will have long-

term impacts 
• Battery electric technology is already proven on routes of the same length as Craignure-

Oban. There is no technological barrier. 
 

Notes 

This service principle is not only well supported by Mull and Iona residents, but it is an urgent priority at 

a global level. Scottish government have declared a climate emergency and have committed to net 

zero carbon emissions by 2045. The vessels commissioned for Mull are likely to be in service until the 

late 2050s. There is therefore a clear imperative to make these vessels zero emission.  

 

The Norwegian government have demonstrated both the political will and the technical solutions. 

Norwegian domestic ferry services will be completely zero-emission by 2030. The zero-emission 

solution for around 2/3 of Norwegian routes is battery-electric (with on-board diesel back-up). There 

are multiple Norwegian examples of large vehicle ferries (circa 200 cars) operating routes of the same 

or greater distance than Craignure-Oban, using battery-electric systems. Vessels are fast-charged 

within 10-15 minutes at each terminal, from shore-side battery banks. Craignure-Oban is within scope 

of a battery-electric solution, as proven by similar deployments in Norway.  

  



 

 

Service Principle Seven: Crewing. 

• On-board crewing must be minimised. (Note that this may not change total crew numbers, if 

there is a larger number of smaller vessels as proposed) 

• Design for crewing efficiency must be demonstrated from the outset. 

• No presumption in favour of live-aboard crewing. All potential crewing regimes must be 

explored, and judged by how well they optimise the service delivered. 

• A full socio-economic analysis of live-aboard versus shore-based crewing must be undertaken. 

 

 

Why – 

• High numbers of live-aboard crew increase the cabins and crew space needed, thus 

adding to superstructure size and windage. 

• High crewing is a barrier to service improvement, by inflating running costs. 

• Shore-based crewing may offer increased operating flexibility. 

• Shore-based crews may bring significant socio-economic benefits to the island. 

 

 

 

Notes 

CalMac’s current fleet of major vessels are characterised by an unusually high crewing requirement. 

Commercial operators typically operate a more productive regime, with vessels that operate with 

significantly fewer crew. See Appendix One for two examples.  

  



 

 

 

It is possible that with more flexible and productive crewing regimes, three vessels could be operated 

with the same total crewing requirement as the current two; AND provide 18 hour operations as 

opposed to the current 13.  

 

The current assumption in favour of live-aboard crewing on CalMac major vessels should be 

reassessed for the Craignure-Oban replacements. Live-aboard crewing offers the benefit of easy re-

deployment to alternative duties when needed for breakdown relief, but there are disadvantages: 

• The vessel can only operate for around 13 hours each day, unless double-crewing (with double 

crew spaces) are used.  

• Crew accommodation adds significantly to vessel cost and complexity.  

• It also reduces deadweight available for paying cargo, and increases windage. 

The alternative is for crews to live ashore, in the same way as the minor vessel fleet. This has the 

potential advantages of: 

• Increasing operating hours, by operating a 10 / 8 hour alternating shift pattern 

• Reducing vessel cost and complexity 

• Increasing deadweight available for paying cargo 

• Reduced windage because of reduced superstructure 

If crew lived ashore rather than on the vessel it would be necessary to build accommodation. Crew 

would likely need to be recruited from outside the local area (as they are currently). Pro-rata this would 

be cheaper than building live-aboard crew accommodation on the vessel, and it would also be longer-

lasting.  

The socio-economic benefits of local-living shore-based crew should also be included in the cost-

benefit analysis of different crewing regimes, in the context of the Islands Act. This should be a key 

focus of Island Impact Assessments. Crew would have the ability to live with their families and make a 

permanent residence on the island if they wished; thus adding to economic activity and island society, 

as well as retaining more of the benefit of operating subsidies on the islands served.  

All example options we have proposed include multiple vessels. A hybrid crewing regime may 

therefore be the best solution – one vessel could be live-aboard, and available for easy re-deployment 

elsewhere; other vessels could be live-ashore and therefore available for longer working hours.  

As demonstrated by the minor vessel fleet however, it is possible to crew vessels with staff who live 

locally, and not on the vessels. The minor vessel fleet can also be re-deployed either in emergency or 

for planned annual maintenance, despite having live-ashore crew.The same should be possible on the 

major vessels.  

 

 

  



 

 

Service Principle Eight: On-board Facilities. 

 

• On-board services such as catering, retail and bars (and the crew required to staff them) are a 

low priority and must not compromise the core function of the service, which is to provide a 

reliable transport connection. 

 

 

Why – 
• On-board services are the users’ lowest priority (Users' survey 2019) 
• On-board services require additional crewing, crew accommodation, and add to vessel size and 

cost. 
• Larger vessels with increased windage compromise reliability. There is therefore a direct trade-

off between on-board services and weather-reliability. 

 

 

Notes 

Whilst this principle is again well supported in our survey, there is a minority of users for whom 

provision of a hot meal is important. There may be other more market-driven ways of offering hot food 

to travellers, rather than operating a full-service on-board restaurant with all the operating and capital 

costs that go with it. For example, there may be opportunity for local businesses to offer a hot food 

delivery service to vehicles waiting to embark. 

  



 

 

Service Principle Nine: Passenger Capacity. 

 

• There must be sufficient passenger capacity to meet demand, without compromising other key 

criteria such as weather resilience. 

 

 

Why – 
• There is considerable evidence that existing CalMac vessels have large over-provision of 

passenger capacity, which leads to increased construction costs, crewing, and windage. 
 

Notes 

As shown by the graphs of annual passenger carryings below (data for 2019), there is a huge disparity 

between passenger carryings and passenger capacity on the MV Isle of Mull. This over-provision of 

passenger capacity is a big driver of increased operating costs and vessel build costs. A closer match 

between demand and supply of passenger spaces would enable more productive crewing regimes, 

lower build costs and reduced windage.  

For a two vessel service, passenger capacity of around 500-600 on each would be more than 

sufficient. For a three vessel service, capacity of around 250-350 would be appropriate. 

For a two vessel service operating alongside a dedicated passenger vessel, passenger capacity of 

around 250 – 300 would be needed.   



 

 

Appendix One: Vessel comparisons 

MV Landegode (all details also apply to sister vessels Vaeroy, Baroy and Londingen) 

 

 

 

Comparison with New Islay Vessel (out to tender at time of writing).  

This comparison is offered primarily to illustrate the difference in crewing on two vessels of very similar size and 

capacity. The CalMac vessel has more than double the crewing of the Norwegian example, and also lies idle for 11 

hours each day.  

 MV Landegode New Islay Ferry 
Length / beam 96 m / 16.97m 94.8m / 18.7m 

Max Draught 4.2m 4.0m 

Dwt 650 tonnes 750 t 

Main Engine power / speed 5250 Kw / 19 knots 6400 Kw / 18 knots 

Passenger Capacity 390 350 

Car Capacity 120 117 

Route Bodo – Moskenes, (Norway)  
3 hrs 15 mins.  

Kenacraig – Islay 
2hrs  – 2hrs 20 mins 

Operation 20 hours per day 13 hours per day 

Onboard Crew  12 27 
 

  



 

 

MV Alfred 

 

 

 MV Alfred New Islay Ferry 
Length / beam 84.5 m / 22m 94.8m / 18.7m 

Max Draught 2.75m 4.0m 

Dwt 550 tonnes 750 t 

Main Engin power / speed 2996 Kw / 16 knots 6400 Kw / 18 knots 

Passenger Capacity 430 350 

Car Capacity 98 117 

Route Gills Bay – St Margaret’s Hope, (Orkney)  
1 hour.  

Kenacraig – Islay 
2hrs  – 2hrs 20 mins 

Operation 12 hours per day 13 hours per day 

Crew  14 27 
 


