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presentation as there was a 
‘ferry review’ due for comple-
tion a year later. For its part, 
Transport Scotland disputes 
his version of events.

What is beyond dispute is the 
Scot is recognised as a world 
expert on ferries. In 2014, Mr 
Ballantyne was awarded an 
honorary doctorate by his alma 
mater, Strathclyde University, 
for services to the global  
maritime industry. He was the  
inaugural chairman of the 
worldwide ferry umbrella group 
Interferry and instrumental in 
the creation of the World Ferry 
Safety Association.

Since 2008, he says he has 
returned to Scotland every 
year in the hope of convincing 
ministers and bureaucrats to 

chart a fresh course to recov-
ery with tried and tested off-
the-shelf vessels instead of the 
‘expensive orphans’ they per-
sist in investing in. Heedless, 
they plough on further into 
disaster, throwing good tax-
payers’ money after bad.

The visits are like a ‘mis-
guided pilgrimage’, says Mr 
Ballantyne, who grew up in a 
tenement flat until his parents 
emigrated to Australia with 
their six children when he was 
14. The reason for the move, he 
says, was a downturn in work 
at Denny’s Shipyard in Dum-
barton where his father Tom 
was a foreman shipwright.

The desire to see Scotland’s 
fortunes in shipbuilding 
restored has burned in him 

ever since. ‘Shipbuilding was 
the heart and soul of the Clyde 
and I foolishly kept thinking I 
could help in its resurrection,’ 
he says. ‘When my ferry designs 
were being accepted globally, I 
kept presenting them to Cal-
Mac, the biggest UK customer, 
with the hope that they would 
accept them and build locally.’

The offer was never taken up 
and Mr Ballantyne now 
laments: ‘Scotland has been 
the laughing stock of the ferry 
industry for decades.’

A snapshot of the state-
owned ferry service at the 
beginning of 2022 illustrates 
the point. The vessel Miss 
Sturgeon ‘launched’ in 2017 
was supposed to be opera-
tional three winters ago. It is 
still not ready. The second ship 
on order from the Ferguson 
Marine shipyard in Port Glas-
gow does not even have a name 
yet. It is known as Hull 802.

Following the collapse of the 
shipyard in 2019, the Scottish 
Government nationalised Fer-
guson’s and poured in £110mil-
lion on top of the £97million it 

designed. But then Scottish 
ministers presiding over the 
world’s least cost-effective 
ferry service were richly appro-
priate targets for a sales pitch.

And what more apt rep than 
a fellow Scot who had made his 
fortune designing low-cost and 
versatile catamaran ferries in 
use across the globe? Yet the 
presentation was a failure. ‘It 
was clear to me the bureau-
crats were in charge,’ the Gold 
Coast-based chairman of Sea 
Transport Corp tells the Mail.

The message to ministers 
from the senior transport 
adviser present was ‘don’t lis-
ten to Mr Ballantyne,’ he 
recalls, ‘especially when I got 
to the slide about sacking the 
board of CalMac.’ 

The 74-year-old adds: ‘Trans-
port Scotland were out of con-
trol in my visit in 2008, and, like 
most non-performing bureauc-
racies, they like to hide behind 
never-ending “reviews” which 
take two to three years, cost a 
fortune, then get shelved.’ 

It was the Transport Scot-
land adviser, he says, who con-
vinced ministers to ignore his 
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c o M M e n t His ferries 
sell all over 
the world – 
and he could 
save our 
ailing fleet 
billions. So 
why won’t 
the SnP just 
listen to him?

o
N a rainy November 
morning in 2017, the  
latest proud addition to 
Scotland’s ferry fleet 
slid down into the Clyde 

to the skirl of the pipes and a 
ripple of quayside applause.

A beaming Nicola Sturgeon, who had 
come to Port Glasgow to launch the 
MV Glen Sannox, enthusiastically 
commended it to the communities 
which rely on functional ferry services.

The return of commercial shipbuild-
ing to the Clyde was ‘extra special’, she 
said, and this ‘state of the art’ vessel 
was ‘more sustainable’ because it ran 
on liquefied natural gas.

What Miss Sturgeon omitted to  
mention was she had just launched a 
ship with no windows on the bridge. To 
make it look ready, they were painted 
on in black. Nor were there windows or 
doors on the sides. And the gleaming 
red funnels? Fake.

The new CalMac ferry, which will  
connect Arran to the Scottish main-
land, was so far from ready that, more 
than four years later, it remains months 
away from serving any useful purpose.

In that time the budget for the Glen 
Sannox and a second ferry – even  
further from completion – has more 
than doubled.

In a long First Ministership, the day 
Miss Sturgeon launched a mocked-up 
ferry and congratulated its builders on 
their sterling efforts must go down as 
the most comically surreal.

But a different date in the litany of 
embarrassments suffered by Scot-
land’s ferry industry lingers in the 
memory of Stuart Ballantyne, a  
Dumbarton-born naval architect 
whose catamaran ferry design has been 
embraced by 47 countries in five 
continents.

It was the day in December 2008 he 
was flown first class from his home in 
Australia to Scotland to advise the 
fledgling SNP Government on the way 
forward for his native land’s ferry serv-
ices. The cost of the failure to listen to 
that advice may now run into billions.

Mr Ballantyne gave ministers a  
Powerpoint presentation entitled Sea 
Scotland, A Compelling Strategy, 
which laid out the facts in simple 
terms. Scotland’s ferries were the most 
heavily subsidised in the world per 
head of population, it said. It used 
unsuitable and over-expensive vessels 
and stakeholders in the service lived in 
fear of the unions.

S
 
 
UCCESSIVE governments had 
‘lacked stamina’ in tackling 
change and the board of Cal-
Mac, the state-owned ferry 

operator in the West of Scotland, 
lacked experience. Mr Ballantyne  
suggested they be replaced with a 
team who knew about running ferries.

A good deal of his presentation was 
sales pitch. Slide after slide depicted 
cumbersome monohull CalMac vessels 
juxtaposed with the sleek, cheaper, 
more fuel-efficient catamarans he 

Spike tax hike to beat 
cost of living crisis
ACroSS Britain today, as one crisis fades, 
another looms with terrifying speed. 

The pandemic appears over in all but 
name. But a cost of living emergency 
threatens to engulf hundreds of thousands 
of families – and strangle our post-Covid 
recovery at birth.

Soaring inflation is eroding pay packets 
and savings. Energy bills and food costs 
are increasing. 

Today we report that even home 
broadband costs are being hiked. No 
wonder household budgets are more 
strained than ever.

But the worst hasn’t even happened yet. 
In April, national insurance contributions 
will rise by 1.25 per cent for employers and 
employees alike. 

A worker earning £30,000 will lose £255 a 
year. And the impact will be huge.

The tax will pull in £12billion a year for 
No 11 coffers. When it was first announced, 
it was portrayed as a rescue package for 
the social care crisis – a continuing injustice 
this newspaper has campaigned to end for 
a quarter of a century.

But it is patently clear that in today’s 
extreme circumstances – and with the 
knowledge this money is not immediately 
going to help the elderly and their care 
costs, but will instead initially help the 
NHS – this levy must be put on hold.

Don’t just take our word for it. As our 
coverage today shows, business leaders, 
MPs and economists agree that for the 
short term it must be spiked.

And the NHS? Yes, it has been hard hit by 
the pandemic. But if more cash is the 
answer it is surely not beyond the wit of 
government departments to find savings, 
not least in their own offices.

When the cost of living juggernaut hits, 
many will suffer real hardship. 

It is the Government which will inevitably 
get the blame.

The Prime Minister must do all he can to 
mitigate the ruinous effects of this looming 
squeeze on ordinary families. Deferring this 
tax rise would be a perfect place to start.

Let’s see pupils smile 
FEW lives have gone untouched by Covid-
19 but the impact on young people has 
been particularly cruel. They are the demo-
graphic least at risk from the virus but 
their lives were placed on hold just like 
everyone else’s. 

For children, this meant long stretches 
stuck at home, forbidden to go to school, 
separated from their friends, their 
opportunities for physical activity severely 
limited. They faced months of lessons by 
Zoom, constant uncertainty about exams 
and fears that all this upheaval would take 
its toll on their coursework. 

When they have been allowed into the 
classroom, they have been muzzled all day 
long by uncomfortable face masks. 

It is a matter of contention whether 
school days are the best days of our lives, 
but this generation of children will never 
truly know. A significant portion of their 
school days has been stolen from them. 

That is why it is encouraging to hear 
Jason Leitch, the Scottish Government’s 
national clinical director, predict that ‘the 
day is coming’ when pupils will no longer 
be made to wear masks. 

This would bring us in line with England, 
where masks have ceased to be compulsory, 
though are often still encouraged. More 
importantly, it would begin to give children 
their youth and their education back. 

Listen to BBC doyens
No one doubts the high esteem in which 
David Dimbleby and Andrew Marr are held 
at the BBC. So when these doyens of  
public broadcasting both say the days of 
the licence fee are numbered, they should 
be listened to. The sooner corporation 
bosses remove their heads from the sand, 
the better for the BBC – and for Britain.


