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‘Their arrogance towards the taxpayer is only 
exceeded by their ignorance of the subject’

had already paid for the finished 
job. Industry experts reckon, when 
port alterations to accommodate 
them are factored in, the final cost 
will be a third of a billion pounds.

Then there is the repair bill for 
the ageing fleet. It soared to more 
than £17million in the past year, 
almost a quarter higher than five 
years ago. Multiple replacements 
are inevitable in the coming years.

Tenders are now invited for a 
£100million contract to build two 
ferries but Caledonian Maritime 
Assets Ltd (CMAL), the Scottish 
Government-owned company 
which procures them, has dis-
counted Ferguson’s as a viable 
option after repeated delays with 
its existing order. Yards in either 
Romania, Poland or Turkey will 
win the work. In the latest humili-
ation for the Government then, 
the state-owned procurement 
body does not trust the state-
owned shipyard to do the job. 

Watching the debacle from afar, 
the ferry magnate repeatedly 
rebuffed in his own land, can only 
shake his head in disbelief. ‘Senior 
bureaucrats in Scotland are the 
same as here [in Australia],’ he 
says. ‘Their arrogance towards the 
taxpayer is usually only exceeded 
by their ignorance of the subject 
matter.’ Whichever ferries Scot-
land invests in, he says: ‘I recom-
mend the dead hand of govern-
ment should get out of the way.’ 

In short, he says, the entire model 
of ferry operation in the West of 

Scotland is made unfit for purpose 
by the fact it is owned by govern-
ment and run by ministers and 
bureaucrats who understand little 
of the industry.

Should Scotland be looking to 
the examples of the Bahamas, Fiji, 
Brazil, Venezuela, the Netherlands, 
the Philippines, Oman, China, New 
Zealand and other countries where 
the RoPax [roll-on, roll-off passen-
ger] catamarans pioneered by Mr 
Ballantyne’s firm, Sea Transport 
Solutions, are in daily service? 

I
 
 
T NEED not even look that 
far. A Ballantyne design  
catamaran already operates 
for privately owned Pentland 

Ferries, linking Caithness with 
Orkney. Its subsidy? Zero.

Retired professor of maritime 
businesses Alfred Baird, who lives 
in Orkney and uses it regularly, 
describes it as successful, reliable 
and profitable – words rarely used 
in relation to West Coast ferry serv-
ices. He says: ‘It is because the 
operating costs of the catamaran 
are less than half of a CalMac ship 
– half the fuel, half the crew costs 
and half the capital costs. It is just 

a much more efficient product.’ 
Professor Baird says he has long 
experience of expert advice on fer-
ries being disregarded at govern-
ment level. In 2013, then Scottish 
transport minister Keith Brown 
appointed him to the ‘Expert Ferry 
Group’ which consisted of around 
a dozen people, only two of whom 
were independent experts.

He says: ‘My evidence and sug-
gestions that I gave or presented 
to this group on how ferry policy 
was being mis-managed and what 
actually needed to be done, given 
limited opportunity to do so, was 
largely ignored. The group only 
met twice a year and morphed into 
a platform for civil servants and 
ferry officials to present what they 
had already decided to do.’ 

Since the Ferguson’s collapse, 
the group has not convened and 
Professor Baird considers it 
defunct. ‘The lack of recent meet-
ings suggests officials may be too 
embarrassed by the ongoing policy 
failures and rising cost of that, also 
to the island communities, and 
don’t want people like me telling 
them “I told you so”,’ he says.

But the former Napier University 
professor is telling them so now. In 
an online article, Ending the Mad-

ness, he lambasts the Scottish 
Government and its ‘hapless’ ferry 
agencies CMAL and CalMac for 
repeatedly failing the taxpayer 
when the answer is staring them in 
the face. He says Mr Ballantyne is 
the Scottish inventor of the ‘lead-
ing and increasingly standardised 
solution, designed and built to 
operate on any ferry route’ – the 
medium-speed RoPax catamaran 
– yet ‘his repeated offers to build 
and invest in ferries in Scotland 
have been rejected’.

He points out the 100-car capac-
ity catamaran costs £15million to 
build – less than a third of the cost 
of new CalMac vessels for which 
tenders are invited. They take half 
the time to build – and because 
they are ‘off the peg’ products 
already widely used, builders are 
better at constructing them, so 
fewer unforeseen issues arise. The 
comparison, he says, is between 
buying a Ford Fiesta and commis-
sioning the design and build of an 
entirely new car model.

He adds that the heavy displace-
ment design of the ‘bathtub’ 
monohull CalMac ferries requires 
twice the fuel of the catamaran, 
produces significantly greater 
emissions, and invariably requires 
pier dredging and port alterations 
when new vessels come on stream. 
The shallower draught catama-
rans, meanwhile, are much more 
easily accommodated.

Professor Baird says: ‘Several 
island ferry user groups, notably 
Arran and Mull and Iona, have 
made robust business cases plead-
ing for the Scottish Government 
to acquire Stuart’s far superior, 
proven ferries. But officials and 
ministers continue to refuse these 
reasonable requests.’ The cost to 
the taxpayer of not accepting the 
common sense offered to ministers 
in that 2008 Powerpoint presenta-
tion? He puts it in billions.

On the other side of the world, 
the expatriate who made the pres-
entation observes Scotland has ‘all 
the parts of the jigsaw’ for a suc-
cessful ferry operation – a huge 
customer, engineering skills and 
training, a leading global marine 
research group in Strathclyde Uni-
versity and hydro and wind energy. 
But where other nations have  
succeeded in putting their jigsaw 

pieces together, Scotland has 
floundered. It is, says Mr Ballan-
tyne, an ‘unfolding tragedy’.

A spokesman for CMAL said: 
‘CMAL is not opposed to catama-
rans, in fact a catamaran is cur-
rently being considered as the new 
vessel for the Dunoon route, and 
we also considered a catamaran in 
the Islay vessel replacement 
project.’ He said vessel choice was 
informed by factors such as  
passenger and freight demand, 
comfort, safety, reliability, sustain-
ability, efficiency and cost.
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ESPONDING to Mr Bal-
lantyne’s account of the 
2008 presentation, a 
Scottish Government 

spokesman said: ‘This accusation 
demonstrates a complete lack of 
understanding of how policy deci-
sions are taken forward in govern-
ment and there is absolutely no 
evidence to suggest our officials 
acted with anything other than the 
utmost integrity throughout.’

Meanwhile, a Transport Scotland 
spokesman said: ‘The language 
used by Mr Ballantyne to describe 
the approach taken and his ver-
sion of events isn’t one we recog-
nise.’ He said the Scottish Govern-
ment has announced £580million 
investments in ports and vessels 
over the next five years to improve 
ferry services – and further funds 
would be required and made avail-
able thereafter.

On his supposed lack of under-
standing of government processes, 
Mr Ballantyne points out his ferry 
designs have been adopted in 47 
countries. On claims officials acted 
with the utmost integrity, he says: 
‘They are confusing integrity with 
stupidity and the results speak for 
themselves.’ He adds: ‘Govern-
ments should stick to infrastruc-
tures – roads, airports and sea-
ports – and leave running buses, 
planes and ferries to people who 
actually know what they’re doing.’

As to the eyewatering sum ear-
marked for ferries over the next 
five years, he says it will be money 
well spent ‘if disciplined and expe-
rienced people are involved’, 
though the track record thus far 
may not inspire confidence.

It remains to be seen how many 
‘expensive orphans’ £580million 
will buy. Might the sum be enough 
to replace CalMac’s entire failing 
fleet with catamarans? ‘Abso-
lutely!’ says Mr Ballantyne.
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long way to go

success at seaFerry expertise: 
Scots-born Stuart 
Ballantyne has 
offered advice  
to the Scottish 
Government – and 
been ignored

Sailing by: Pentalina, above, a ferry designed by Mr Ballantyne, sails 
between Orkney and Caithness while, below, the new ferries under 
construction at Ferguson Marine yard on the Clyde are years behind 


