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A MYTH REVEALED:    The ferry contracts were never fixed price - despite John Swinney’s insistence.
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WELCOME

JENNY GILRUTH.  
In post since 25th January 
2022. Previously Minister for 
Culture, Europe and International 
Development. Appointed by Nicola 
Sturgeon.

GRAEME DEY.  
In post less than a year, he resigned 
on 24 January 2022 on grounds of 
health ground. Appointed by Nicola 
Sturgeon in May 2021.

PAUL WHEELHOUSE.  
He was Minister for Energy, 

Connectivity and the Islands. 27 June 
2018 until 20 May 2021. Appointed by 
Nicola Sturgeon.

HUMZA YOUSAF.  
He was Minister for Transport and 
the Islands from 18 May 2016 until 
26 June 2018. Appointed by Nicola 
Sturgeon.

DEREK MACKAY.  
He was Minister for Transport and 
Islands from 21 November 2014 until 
18 May 2016. Appointed by Nicola 
Sturgeon.

KEITH BROWN.  
He was Minister for Transport and 
Veterans, then Minister for Housing 
and Transport, and Minister for 
Transport and Infrastructure, 
appointed by Alex Salmond. In these 
ministerial roles from 11 December 
2010, until 21st November 2014.

STEWART STEVENSON. 
Minister for Transport Infrastructure 
and Climate Change, who opened 
CMAL offices in December 2007. 
Appointed by Alex Salmond on 17 
May 2007 until 11 December 2010.

Scotland’sTransport Ministers during CMAL’s existence
The titles keep changing but the failure to deal with Scotland’s ferries remains the same.

CONTENTS August 2015: Transport Minister Derek 
Mackay goes on annual leave and takes 
no part in the forthcoming major ferry 
announcement.

21 August 2015: CMAL board meet 
to choose FEML but are surprised to 
learn that FEML’s parent will not by 
giving a full 100% BRG. Negotiations still 
continuing on price.

31 August 2015: First Minister Nicola 
Sturgeon, ahead of SNP conference, 
announced that FEML is the ‘preferred 
bidder’ for ferries for combined fix 
price of £97m. Completion of both by 
May and July 2018. News overshadows 
George Osborne, the UK Chancellor 
of Exchequer, announcing the £500m 
investment in HM Naval Base at 
Coulport.

October 2015: CMAL advises Transport 
Scotland of ‘significant’ risks without 
BRG and chairman Erik Østergaard asks 
for whole procurement process to be 
started again.

9 October 2015: Transport Scotland 
tells CMAL they are aware of risks and 
sends ‘letter of comfort’ telling them to 
continue with FMEL contract.  A series 
of 15 milestone payments for each 
vessel agreed.

16 October 2015: CMAL reluctantly 
sign the contract with FMEL, after its 
own financial solvency guaranteed by 
Transport Scotland. McColl says Derek 
Mackay told him the CMAL board 
threatened to resign. Audit Scotland 
later found ‘no clear documented 
evidence to confirm why Scottish 
Ministers were willing to accept the risks 
of awarding the contract to FMEL.’

October 2015: Transport Scotland 
provide CMAL with a risk-free loan 
worth £106m, to include £97m for the 
vessels, and £9m for CMAL’s project 
management costs, including CalMac’s 
crew familiarisation costs.

11 December 2015: MV Catriona 
launched by First Minister Anna 
Østergaard at FMEL yard in Port 
Glasgow. The vessel was launched 
six weeks ahead of schedule and on 
budget.

15 December 2015: FMEL’s first 15 
payment milestone of £2.8m was 
symbolic cutting of first steel. This 
was done two months after contract 
awarded and a day after FMEL provided 
CMAL with high-level project plan.

Early 2016: FEML and CMAL face 
disputes over changes to the vessel’s 
design and specification. Transport 
Scotland’s oversight viewed as 
poor with no group or forum solely 
responsible for overseeing the 801/802 
project. The Ferry Fiasco escalates.

1: An independent judge-led inquiry - able to make 
binding recommendations - into the Scottish 
Government’s decision to force Ferguson’s yard  
into public ownership.

2: The disbandment of CMAL and an inquiry into 
how its culture destroyed FMEL. 

3: An expert panel of Scottish islanders 
and community leaders able to make 
recommendations about future ferry operations.

4: The re-instatement of the Expert Ferry Group 
and an apology to former independent members.

5: An investigation into the appoinment of Erik 

Østergaard as chair of David MacBrayne Ltd.

Scotland’s so-called ferry experts 
have spurned the mounting evidence 
that catamarans are better and safer 
than ‘hotel’ monohulls. We look at 
the seven fallacies that CMAL are still 
perpetuating and show that medium-
size cats would work on many Clyde 
and Hebridean routes, including the 
Ardrossan to Brodick run.

Roy Pedersen is an expert on 
transport connection to Scotland’s 
island communities. Yet his views 
on the now disbanded Expert Ferry 
Group were ignored and he has never 
received an apology from CMAL over 
a statement he made at a Scottish 
Parliament committee covered by 
parliamentary privilege.

Scottish Labour MSP Paul 
Sweeney wants to see CMAL 
disbanded and a single progressive 
corporation set up to procure and run 
the ferries building a long-term and 
very patient relationship with Scotland’s 
national shipbuilding champion. He 
believes Jim McColl’s should be a big 
part of this future structure.
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WHY FERRY FIASCO          REQUIRES CHANGE

In the morning that Queen Elizabeth II died, 
Derek Mackay, Scotland’s disgraced former 
Finance and Economy Secretary, was giving 
evidence in Edinburgh about the Ferry 
Fiasco. He then dodged a posse of reporters 

by escaping through the back door of the Scottish 
Parliament. 

Members of Scotland’s Audit Committee were 
endeavouring to get to the bottom of a national 
scandal, and Mr Mackay skipped over several key 
questions, saying he was on annual leave at the 
time when an announcement was made by Nicola 
Sturgeon, the First Minister, that Ferguson Marine 
Engineering Limited (FMEL) in Port Glasgow was 
the “preferred bidder” for two new ferries. 

An hour or so later, at First Minister’s Questions 
in the Parliament’s main chamber, Douglas Ross, 
the Conservative leader, stood up to question Ms 
Sturgeon about the ‘catastrophic’ failure of the 
procurement of the Hull 801/ 802 ferries, now 
several years late and costing close to £250 million. 
[This was Ross’ figure but now over £340m and 
rising]. While he said this money had gone up in 
smoke with “nothing to show”, he failed to put a 
boxing glove on the First Minister, who replied 
that almost 400 jobs did not equate to “nothing 
to show”. However, a job creation scheme of this 
magnitude, at a nationalised facility, equates to 
around £500,000 per job, because the two ferries 
were still nowhere to be seen on their proposed 
routes. 

Ross’ rather lame questioning allowed the wily 
First Minister off the hook once again.  The truth 
about how and why the bid for the ferry contracts 
(and there were two) was made public before 
full and proper negotiations with Caledonian 
Maritime Asset Limited (CMAL), who procure 
vessels on behalf of the Scottish Ministers, had 

been completed, remains lost in a Hebridean mist. 
Earlier in Committee Room One, Mackay 

was asked specifically about a contentious issue 
involving a private conversation he had with Jim 
McColl when the Minister said that the CMAL 
board had threatened to resign en masse, if he 
[Mackay] interfered in CMAL’s proceedings. 

McColl, the Scottish engineering entrepreneur 
who rescued the Ferguson shipyard in 2014, had 
gone to meet Mackay on 5 June 2018 to insist that 
the Scottish Government intervene to instruct 
CMAL to take part in an ‘Expert Determination’ 
process, specified in the contracts under clauses 
on dispute resolution, to resolve the very serious 
situation with the two ferries and the threat to the 
workforce and the shipyard’s viability. 

At an earlier Audit Committee hearing, McColl 
said he was “shocked and dismayed” when Mackay 
told him he could not intervene to tell CMAL 
to take part in expert determination because he 
had received a legal letter from the CMAL board 
threatening mass resignation “if the Government 
interfered with them, as an independent board.” 

Now Mackay, in September 2022, who admitted 
the whole episode had been increasingly difficult 
to manage as Scotland’s Economy Secretary, was 
asked specifically about this conversation. 

“No, I don’t recall that kind of detail but what I 
would have expressed to Mr McColl at the time .. 
that there had been a breakdown in relationships 
and Ministers couldn’t intervene.” 

He stated there was a dispute over CMAL and 

FMEL’s legal positions. Yet, McColl says this was 
not a legal dispute but a technical matter and an 
established maritime industry process, clearly 
specified in the two new-build contracts. 

“I would have expressed the frustration of 
CMAL, but equally I would have given FMEL 
a fair hearing. They had a case to make as well, 
which you have heard,” said Mackay. 

Mackay then said there was no letter of 
resignation from CMAL, a point also made by 
the CMAL board. All very strange and another 
mystery in the Ferry Fiasco, a malaise at the very 
heart of Scottish Government. 

McColl’s complaint was that significant changes 
to the basic design-and-build spec had massively 
increased the cost and he was invoking the dispute 
resolution process. He had engaged independent 
consultant BCTQ to undertake an assessment 
which amounted to almost £16m of additional 
costs. Then HKA and Commodore Luke van 
Beek, engaged by the Scottish Government, issued 
a report backing up McColl’s claims.  

“There appears to have been inadequate 
consideration of the fundamental issues required 
to establish the feasibility of the concept design, 
either in terms of accuracy or detail, and to 
properly specify the requirements in the ITT 
(Invitation to Tender). The fact, for example, that 
the arrangement of the spaces below the vehicle 
deck had to be substantially changed, that many 
of the deadweight parameters had to be adjusted, 
and that the normal operating draft and the 
design draft had to be increased indicates that 
the concept had been inadequately developed in 
terms of weight estimating, subdivision, intact 
and damage stability,” stated the Commodore in 
his report. 

How did this mess all come to pass? 
As ferry expert Roy Pedersen puts it: “The 

Scottish Government Ministers are not experts 
in ferries, they depend on the civil servants in 
Transport Scotland, who aren’t experts either 
but generalists, although it is they who hold 
the purse strings. Their ability to drive a hard 
bargain depends on CMAL to advise them on 
what ships and the specification. He said CMAL 
are dependent on CalMac who determine what 
ships are built because they have to consult the 
RMT union, who are there to support their 

membership. So Scottish Government policy on 
ferries – which results in a massive subsidy for the 
wrong types of ships – does not have the interests 
of Scotland’s island communities at its heart.” 

East Lothian Alba Party MP Kenny MacAskill, 
who was once part of Nicola Sturgeon’s cabinet, 
explains: “I was working in Planet Justice at 
the time and my job was to get on with that. 
When Ferguson’s was closing, it was a problem. 
Jim McColl came into the rescue. The Scottish 
Government – and indeed Scotland – were 
eternally grateful and he was turning it around. It 
seems to me that he has now been bad-mouthed 
unfairly, yet McColl is part of the solution.” 

“Everyone asks me: ‘Can it be sorted?” My 
answer is ‘Yes, but you need someone to sort it 
and it isn’t this lot who are currently in the yard.” 

The fault goes back to 2015. “It is clear that 
the SNP had a huge conference coming up for 
Nicola Sturgeon as First Minister in September 
2015 and, against CMAL’s wishes, Derek Mackay 
gave the contract. I have to say I think Derek 
Mackay was right to make sure the contract 
went to Ferguson’s. It was correct to give the 
work to Ferguson’s. But what was wrong was (a) 
the wrong ship in terms of dual-fuel, which was 
nonsensical, and (b) the contract wasn’t specified. 
In any contract, it is specified what it is that you’ve 
to build.” 

He says CMAL’s board must have placed a 
pistol to Mackay’s head. “They threatened to 
resign unless they got their way and the Scottish 
Government folded and Ferguson’s under Jim 
McColl were unable to deliver because cost kept 
going up, direction and plans kept changing. He 
has been besmirched as have been the FMEL’s 
workforce.” 

“Let’s be clear, nothing under Nicola Sturgeon’s 
regime operates without her. They wanted a big 
announcement and, before a party conference, 
the First Minister wants a big announcement. 
That was the big announcement and it was forced 
through.” 

CMAL were instructed to rush through the 
contracts and, in MacAskill’s view, this resulted in 
a cover up. Now there must be a proper judge-led 
inquiry to find the truth and allow Scotland to 
move on – and those who have lost out have their 
reputations and financial investment restored. 

COMMENT



One vessel, the MV Loch Frisa, on 
the Mull run, has been bought by 
CMAL!

Ferry broker Ken MacArthur, who 
has offered solutions to Scotland’s 
Ferry Fiasco, said:  “I wasn’t one 
of the brokers they approached. 
Most of the brokerage firms ‘play 
with’ ferry interests in between 
concentrating on generic vessels. 
And of course, ferries are a complete 
and utter mixed bag in terms of 
suitability.

“This is why it’s extremely 
important that CalMac (via CMAL or 
directly) start ordering replacement 
vessels that are cost effective from 
a capital perspective as well as an 
operating perspective. Without 
any specific details on how many 
second-hand vessels CMAL had 
looked at essentially, if you look at 
100 and only buy one, it is a failed 
procurement strategy by its very 
nature.

DESIGNS NEED TO BE 
PROVEN, NOT ONE OFFS 
“If they claim to have looked at 600 
and bought one; it’s an even worse 
strategy by definition. Only in the 
public sector could you try to buy 
ferries over five years and have 
significantly less than a 1% success 
record and still be in a job.”

MacArthur says a valid replacement 
strategy is needed by building vessels 
quickly, cheaply, and operationally 
superior to the vessels that are already 
built.

“The designs need to be proven 
and not one offs which is a consistent 
of CMAL. They’ve already proven by 
their own words the second-hand 
market isn’t working for them from a 
purely statistical or strategic basis. 1 
out of 600. Beyond a waste of time. 
Do CMAL want plaudits for that return 
ratio? Even Loch Frisa was massively 
sub-optimal to the vessel we ended 
up selling to the Philippines.”

Throughout the spring of 2014, the 
rot was setting in at CMAL. Grenville 
Johnston, who had been chairman of 
Scottish accountancy firm Johnston 
Carmichael, and president of ICAS in 
1999, was preparing to step down as 
chair; Morag McNeill, legal counsel 
at Forth Ports plc, took up her non-
executive director’s position on 1 May, 

joining Mark Forrest, who became 
chair of the audit committee, while 
Tom Docherty, the new CMAL CEO, 
was taking over from Guy Platten.

On 24th March 2014, Keith Brown, 
the Transport Minister, announced 
Erik Østergaard as the CMAL chair and 
welcomed Morag McNeill as a new 
board director. Their appointments 
signify a changing complexion in the 
leadership at Port Glasgow, discussed 
in Alf Baird’s interview on Page 16, 
with the arrival of ‘private equity’ 
focused leadership.

On 23rd April, the board met in 
Edinburgh’s exclusive New Club when 
Johnston handed over to Østergaard 
before they enjoyed lunch in the 
wood-panelled dining room. On 
29th October, it was confirmed that 
FMEL would be building Hull 727, the 
third ro-ro sea-going diesel-electric 
ferry to be built at the Port Glasgow 
yard, with the contract securing 80 
local jobs. McColl claims this vessel 
was approved by CMAL without a 
Builder’s Refund Guarantee,  and also 
showed the yard’s capability to deliver 
when given a proper specification. 
Østergaard later told a parliamentary 
committee all CMAL procurement 
required a BRG. A highlight in the 
chairman’s first year was joining 
Nicola Sturgeon, at the cutting of the 
steel for the Ferguson-built ferry in 
December, which was later launched 
by his wife, Anna, as MV Catriona.

Yet Østergaard, based in 
Copenhagen, is chief executive 
officer of the trade and employers 
organisation, Danish Transport and 
Logistics, with 2,100 Danish member 
companies. He had worked for one 
of Europe’s largest ferry companies, 
Scandlines, as well as the Danish 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He was 
also a director of the Isle of Man 
Steam Packet Company, owned by an 
Australian pension fund, from January 
2010 until 2018.

In June 2022, Østergaard was called 
to give evidence to MSPs following 
the Auditor General’s report on the 
Ferry Fiasco. Here was a chance to ask 
the central leadership figure how this 
“catastrophic failure” could have come 
about.  

After all, it was during Østergaard’s 
early tenure as chair that CMAL 
received the instruction from 

Ministers to proceed with awarding 
the contract to FMEL, without a BRG 
in place to safeguard his organisation. 
It remains a serious unanswered 
question who and why Ministers 
authorised this order to Ferguson’s.  
McColl says that Derek Mackay told 
him the CMAL board threatened to 
resign en masse over the issue, but 
did not do so. Why?

Intriguingly, Østergaard, instead 
of leading the board resignation, 
remained in position, with a 
‘letter of comfort’ in place for his 
organisation. In 2021, his reward was 
his appointment as chairman of David 
MacBrayne, which owns CalMac 
Ferries. For seasoned ferry watchers, 
this was an incredulous appointment.

The Dane never met Transport 
Minister Graeme Dey in person before 

being appointed, yet it was approved 
by Nicola Sturgeon, who has close 
personal ties with Denmark. A 
Freedom of Information request from 
the Stornoway Gazette, in an effort 
to establish the mechanics of how he 
transitioned from chairman of CMAL 
to chairman of CalMac, confirms this 
required Ms Sturgeon’s approval.

“Mr Østergaard is a man who 
‘knows where the bodies are buried’ 
in the Ferguson shipyard scandal 
which is helping to cripple services 
run by CalMac. The recent report 
by the Auditor General for Scotland 
revealed CMAL strongly advised 
Ministers against placing the order 
for Hulls 801/802 with the Port 
Glasgow yard. Now, as chairman of 
CalMac, the same Ministers have 
found Mr Østergaard a safe – and 
silent – haven,” wrote journalist and 
former UK Minister Brian Wilson in the 
newspaper.

Moreover, the closeness of Mr 
Østergaard to the civil servant who 

chaired the appointment panel is 
indicated in an e-mail which he sent 
to Frances Pacitti, who heads the 
maritime division within Transport 
Scotland confirming he had 
applied for the David MacBrayne 
chairmanship. The e-mail sent on 
28 July 2021 reads: “Frances, For 
your information only. You will get 
it through the official channels. Best 
regards, Erik”. Ms Pacitti then chaired 
the panel which recommended 
Østergaard’s appointment. Graeme 
Dey, who lasted only eight months 
as Transport Minister, had four 
encounters with Østergaard, between 
February and November, all of them 
online, including two CMAL meetings. 
Two candidates for the chair were 
interviewed on 9th October and 
Ms Pacitti wrote to Mr Dey on 23 

October recommending Østergaard’s 
appointment. She noted: “As this is a 
Chair appointment, confirmation that 
the First Minister is content with the 
Minister’s preferred candidate is also 
sought”.

Questions have been raised over 
this selection process, particularly 
over Østergaard’s lack of interest in 
meeting island community groups 
and hearing their concerns. He 
remains a seriously conflicted figure 
at the heart of Scotland’s Ferry 
Fiasco. Surely, the interview panel 
and Ms Pacitti understand how the 
appointment of her friend might look 
to interested parties? Is there no other 
person based in Scotland capable of 
chairing this important organisation?

In early 2022, at last, the Dane 
embarked on a charm offensive 
attending CalMac Ferry Advisory 
Group and talking with community 
groups, yet he should be coming 
clean about his part in the Ferry 
Fiasco. 

T
he unedifying 
spectacle of Kevin 
Hobbs striding from 
the car park towards 
the door of his Port 
Glasgow office and 
avoiding any contact 

with a BBC Scotland reporter seeking 
answers sums up CMAL’s abysmal role 
in the Ferry Fiasco.

While the CEO of CMAL, the 
ferry-owning organisation created 
by Scottish Ministers, has earned 
a reputation for his brusque and 
arrogant manner, it is a mirror 
reflection of the wider senior 
leadership of a public organisation 
that is out of touch and out of control.

Although the BBC Scotland’s 
Disclosure programme exposed 
serious flaws in the procurement 
process for Hull 801 and 802, it remains 
a mystery how Jim McColl’s newly-
rescued FMEL yard was able to win the 
contract, when he says categorically 
that he was unable to provide the 
required Builder’s Refund Guarantee 
(BRG) from the start. Other questions 
raised by the BBC investigation were 
around the exclusive treatment FMEL 
received in refining their bid to ensure 
the contract was won by the yard 
which was a few hundred metres away 
from the CMAL headquarters.

Of course, Hobbs was not the 
CEO at the time. He started his 
tenure in April 2016, taking over from 
Tom Docherty, although he was an 
observer at CMAL’s February board 
meeting. But CMAL’s procurement 

irregularities – and unexplained deals 
with Ministers - were underway long 
before Hobbs’ arrival.  And Danish 
national, Erik Østergaard sitting as 
chairman, had been on the board for 
years.

Caledonian Maritime Assets 
Limited (CMAL) is a standalone, and 
arms-length body responsible for the 
procurement and administration of 
the state-owned West of Scotland 
fleet. Its creation in October 2006 
was an attempt to ensure that the 
procurement and ordering of ferries 
did not contravene European Union 
regulations on competition. CMAL 
receives tens of millions of taxpayers’ 
funding via Transport Scotland and the 
Scottish Government, and its future 
is in the balance after a catalogue of 
woeful errors.

In 2022, CMAL’s 16-year track 
record, exemplified by the rampant 
escalation of Hull 801 and 802 costs 
to £209.6m, as of 29 September 
2022 - a further increase of £84m 
since March, and under Scottish 
Government public ownership - 
has been truly abysmal. In reality, 
costs are estimated to be closer to 
£350m, and that is before harbour 
modifications are included. The 
recent Project Neptune paper, from 
accountancy advisers, EY, suggested 
several options: that a new national 
ferry organisation should be created; 
that CMAL should be merged with 
Transport Scotland; or it should be 
canned. It will take some courage to 
bin CMAL, but it looks like the only 

sensible option.
Ferry expert Roy Pedersen explains 

when European Union legislation was 
adopted and ferry services were put 
out to tender, the Scottish Government 
consulted the sector and CalMac 
lobbied heavily not to be split up.

“The whole CalMac bundle was to 
be tendered as a single bundle and this 
created a problem. In order for anyone 
else to tender it was a tall order for 
them to bring in 30 ships.  So they set 
up a vessel-owning company for the 
vessels, which is CMAL. But surprise, 
surprise, the contract is so slanted, 
you’ve got to use the ships provided 
by CMAL and you’ve got to work the 
same timetable, apply the same fares 
and charges, and employ the crews on 
the same terms and conditions.”

Pedersen says the whole crazy 
creation of CMAL allows no scope for 
innovations and state-owned ferries 
with a monopoly are inherently 
dependent on scooping up larger and 
larger subsidies. With the Scottish 
Government under intense budget 
pressures, the system is in danger of 
implosion and requires radical and 
urgent overhaul.

CMAL has a dismal record of 
leadership in the procurement 
of vessels for Scotland.  In 2022, 
Scotland’s Clyde and Hebrides 
ferry network which links island 
communities is now in shocking 
disarray. While there has been a 
catalogue of poor decision over 
procurement of new ferries and what 
type suits, the route infrastructure, 

and the rising costs, there have been 
delays and postponement to older 
ferries no longer able to cope.

Residents, visitors and businesses 
from the islands of Arran, Mull, Tiree, 
Iona, and Skye, and from Barra, 
Lochboisdale to Stornoway in the 
Outer Hebrides regularly vent their 
anger at CalMac Ferries, when it 
should be addressed at Transport 
Scotland, CMAL and a tranche of 
Transport Ministers who have failed 
to tackle the issues.

Hobbs has come under fire from 
Scottish island communities about 
the lack of resilience in the CalMac 
fleet. Speaking on 25 February 
2022, to Ferries Community Board 
members, he stated seven different 
global ship brokers were looking for 
ships. If the brokers find something 
interesting, they get CalMac Ferries 
and Transport Scotland involved. 
Funding is required to buy the vessel, 
carry out any work required on it and 
then run the extra vessel.

“Over the last four or five years we 
have been offered around 600 vessels. 
About 50% of these fall away quickly as 
being not suitable. For the other 50% 
we approach the brokers to ask for 
further details, general arrangement, 
propulsion details, etc as well as 
classification details. At that stage we 
lose about another 40%. We then go 
into deeper detail, so we look at the 
gap analysis and where it is going to 
be brought from. In the past five years 
we have visited 12 vessels and out of 
that, we have bought one.”
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Mr Østergaard is a man who 
“knows where the bodies are  
buried” in the Ferguson  
shipyard scandal. 
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situation was still unresolved with the ageing MV 
Isle of Mull still the main vessel, supplemented by 
the newer ro-ro vessel, Loch Frisa.

He makes the tea and coffee and then takes 
a seat at his desk in the biscuit factory office on 
the outskirts of Tobermory, the island’s principal 
town. His family moved to Mull in the 1980s, 
when Joe was 12 and he attended school in 
Tobermory before attended Oban High School, 
and travelling each week to his hostel in Oban.

His business interest in ferries goes back to 
1996 when The Clansman was being introduced 
and it was a significantly bigger vessel than The 
Lord of the Isles and it would no longer call in at 
Tobermory on the way to Coll and Tiree.

“There is this common thread always of bigger 
vessels and reduced service. We at the time were 
baking bread on Mull and we were delivering it to 
Coll and Tiree. We were a very new business and 
an existential threat to our future was the loss of 
our customers in Coll and Tiree.”

“It was that situation which prompted us to 
start making biscuits. In a way, it has shaped our 
business.”

So it was with this interest that he joined the 
Mull & Iona Ferry Committee, which had been 
dormant for some time, but was active again 
because of the deterioriating state of CalMac’s 
Oban to Craignure service.

“The committee became rejuvenated and I 
became the chair. There has been a confluence of 
events and circumstances, we’ve got the big story 
over the 801 and 802 delays, we’ve got the general 
state of the whole ferry network, but also at the 
same time on Mull we have several big issues with 
our Craignure pier needing renewal, the MV 
Isle of Mull is at the end of its life and coming up 
for renewal. So we have a lot of local issues to be 
dealing with.”

The ferry committee used their August meeting 
with Jenny Gilruth to press for the introduction 
of the Pentalina, the catamaran, into the CalMac 
fleet. At long last, CalMac recommended to 
government that the vessel be chartered on a 
short-term basis, a fact now acknowledged by 
Transport Scotland.

Reade conceded he has become deeply involved 
at a level of vessel and infrastructure detail that is 
not normal for most community activists.

“When you get close to the topic and you see 
the waste and the inefficiency and how badly 
managed the whole system is, you can’t help but 
want to do something about it.”

The whole community is steamed up about 
the public money being wasted by a monopoly 
organisation that does not listen to the 
communities.

“It is not just that things are not as good as they 
ought to be, or should be, it’s that you are fighting 
vested interests and inertia. You’re not fighting a 
budget, because the money being spent is huge. 
You are fighting a system that spends that money 
really, really badly.”

The finger for this failure points right to the top. 
He says the Scottish Government must take the 
blame because for too long Transport Scotland 
has considered ferries and ferry infrastructure 
as peripheral. “It’s not a Central Belt topic, and 
it’s not really a huge part of the overall transport 
budget,” he states.

He says that the current political heat on 
Nicola Sturgeon and her Ministers, which now 
includes Jenny Gilruth, and the appearance of 
Derek Mackay at a parliamentary committee, has 
brought the underlying problems, which have 
been growing worse over the decades, to the 
forefront.

MULL FRUSTRATION WITH CMAL
He said his ferry committee publishes everything 
in detail, so that it is transparent.

“The whole catamaran episode was handled 
appallingly and I struggle to think of the right 
word. It wasn’t just incompetence, it was wilful 
obstruction on the part of CMAL – and with a 
good bit of incompetence mixed in.”

In Reade’s experience, CMAL is a public agency 
making decisions based on dogma and subjective 
preferences  with a veneer of consultation. “They 
run through the process of consultation but there 
is not consultation and accountability worthy of 
the words.”

He also cites the work done by his ferry 
committee on the New Islay Ferry (NIF) project 
where catamaran designs were ruled out by 
CMAL as being “not feasible”. Several months 
after a Mull ferry webinar extolled the benefits 
of catamarans, CMAL held their own webinar 
‘consultation’ on the Islay ferry options.

“Rather than a ‘consultation’ it appeared to us 
to be more of a presentation, justifying a decision 
already made. It contained a series of errors, 
omissions, assumptions and judgements that 
favoured the largest vessel choice,” say the MIFC.

Of course, Reade and his MIFC make it clear 
that the Islay’s ferries are Islay’s business and “we 
have no desire to interfere with the wishes of the 
Islay community on this”.

What angers Joe Reade is the shameful and 
inadequate efforts by the ‘so-called’ experts to 
present the truth which is as a travesty and waste 
of public time and resources.

“It’s a prime example that they’ve had an 
objective from the outset, and the consultation 
was a complete sham. The ‘Options Assessment’ 
on their part is such an appalling piece of work. 
It is riddled with errors and it’s shocking that it 
should have been published.”

The ferry defines the way 
everyone lives on Scotland’s 
islands. When it comes 
to historic Iona and Mull, 
Scotland’s fourth largest island 
with a population of around 
3,000 souls, the local ferry 

committee and informed islanders have been 
nursing their wrath at the decision-makers or, 
more correctly, the ‘indecision’ makers.

Joe Reade is a respected local businessman  
who is not inclined to make frivolous statements 
about other people or their organisations. But he 
is withering in his criticism of CMAL, whom he 
regards as an organisation riddled with arrogant 
and rude leadership, which he concluded is 
either incompetent or deliberately obstructive.

Amid the recommendations in the long-
awaited Project Neptune report on the ferry 
structure – which includes the option of 
disbanding CMAL or amalgamating it with 
Transport Scotland, there is no discussion about 
its culture of arrogance, confrontation and 
obstruction, nor of its competence and expertise, 
and how this could and should be changed.   

Reade is from an entrepreneurial farming 
family that live and work on the Isle of Mull. 
Their enterprises include an award-winning 
cheese factory, using milk from their own island 
cows, and the island bakery which makes bread 
and biscuits that are part of Scotland’s cherished 
food and drink sector. They are significant 
employers on the island, making a substantial 
impact on the fragile communities on Mull and 
Iona.

More recently, he become immersed in a 
bid to persuade CMAL to consider buying a 
medium-speed catamaran under construction 
in Indonesia which could have been bought 
and used on CalMac’s Oban to Craignure run.  
Those involved with the ‘Mull Catamaran Affair’ 
came up against a leadership within CMAL 
increasingly out-of-touch and disrespectful of the 
Scottish communities it is there to serve.

A depressing account from the Mull & 
Iona Ferry Committee sets out in detail 
the background which points to deliberate 
obstruction by CMAL, how it ignored and 
rebuffed a sale offer from Sealease, a reputable 
commercial business. The report stated: “CMAL’s 

most egregious act was to entirely ignore the sale 
offer from Sealease. To not respond (not even 
with an acknowledgement or counter-offer) to 
an advantageous sale offer of such a value-for-
money vessel for a fleet so desperately in need, 
demonstrate dereliction of their duties to the 
operator, the island, and to government.” The 
paper concluded that “it was difficult to come to 
any other conclusion that CMAL’s behaviour was 
either incompetent or deliberately obstructive.”

Reade still cannot comprehend CMAL’s 
rudeness and lack of grace throughout the Mull 
Catamaran Affair. While he received a thank 
you email from Graeme Dey, the then Transport 
Minister, in July 2021, who said: “The work that 
you and the MIFC have undertaken in getting 
things to this stage and commitment to finding 
the right vessel solution for Mull is sincerely 
appreciated”, the email stated concerns about 
the catamaran’s suitability for operations in UK 
waters, and there had been a lack of engagement 
by the designers, STS, with the Maritime and 
Coastguard Agency (MCA).  When Reade met 
with the next Transport Minister Jenny Gilruth, 
at Craignure in August 2022, the Mull ferry 

“When you get close to the topic and you see 
the waste and the inefficiency and how badly 
managed the whole system is, you can’t help 
but want to do something about it.”

ISLAND 
COMMUNITIES

HUNG OUT TO DRY
It doesn’t need to be this way

THE MULL CATAMARAN AFFAIR

Scottish Government Minister Paul 
Wheelhouse made several public 
commitments from 2018 until he left 
office in 2021 for CMAL to make efforts to 
purchase second-hand ferries for CalMac 
operations.  In May 2020, Roy Pedersen 
alerted CMAL to an opportunity to buy 
a 71m medium-speed catamaran under 
construction in Indonesia. The vessel was 
originally ordered by another operator but 
during the COVID pandemic it was put 
up for sale. It was marketed by Hong Kong 
owners, Sealease at $12.5 million. Its sister 
company, STS, who designed the Pentalina, 
operated by Pentland Ferries in Orkney, 
designed this vessel. The use of a catamaran, 
long advocated by Alf Baird, was viewed by 
the MIFC (Mull and Iona Ferry Committee) 
as worth considering for the Craignure-
Oban route with some modifications.

CMAL simply refused to consider the 
vessel. It was only after the ferry committee 
and Sealease met with Transport Scotland 
and asked them to intervene, that CMAL 
reluctantly engaged in discussion. An offer 
was made by Sealease with the conditions 
that the sale would only conclude if MCA 
(Maritime & Coastguard Agency) design 
and safety approval was achieved and the 
Scottish Government approved the budget 
for purchase. CMAL never bothered to 
respond. According to the MIFC, “no 
acknowledgement, no questions, no counter-
offer, nothing.” Instead, when he was asked 
about Alf Baird’s catamaran ideas, at his 
first meeting with MIFC, the CMAL CEO 
responded: “The man’s a wanker.” 
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He says this is not only the shoddy work of 
CMAL [see Page 10 about Catamaran fallacies] 
but the incompetent oversight by Transport 
Scotland.

“The calculations of fuel consumption were 
so crude. They profess to be expert in shipping 
but a school student could have a more logical 
approach to their figures and calculations. It is so 
incompetent,” he says, shaking his head.

How would he respond to those who say he is a 
complaining voice unqualified to give his opinion 
on technical shipping matters? Joe Reade says 
that those who read about the ferry topic from an 
islander or users’ point of view have given their 
universal support for the ferry committee. “When 
they read it, they are exactly on our side of the 
argument. People live with the ferries and see the 
ferries and are totally in agreement.”

He concedes there are those who are more 
defensive about CMAL and CalMac but that they 
are those “who work in the system or have family 
who work in the system”.

Here Joe Reade makes one of his strongest 
points. “The criticism we make is of management 
and it is never of those people – the staff, the port 
offices, and the crews of the vessels – who are 
seriously and sincerely doing their job and serving 
the island communities.”

“You can certainly say there are too many crew 
and the terms and conditions are way out of 
kilter for the industry norms and that is one of 
the reasons they are so inefficient and costly but 
that’s the fault of incompetent management and 
powerful trade unions.”

He appreciates there is no political will within 
the Scottish Government to tackle this issue with 
the trade unions. CalMac define the crewing 
number for new ferries, and this becomes a 
requirement for procurement, including the 
cabins for over-night staffing. It is a Catch 22 
situation which continues to cost taxpayers’ 
money  but remains insoluable.

“No-one has an incentive to do it right to fuel 
or to crew efficiently, because whatever the cost 

is, the taxpayer picks it up. None of them have 
an interest in fuelling and crewing efficiently 
and that’s the core of the problem. CalMac say 
the MCA determine the crewing and we can’t 
get it any lower, that’s demonstrably not true 
because there are many examples on other vessels 
were the crewing is much less. But to put them 
down that routes of cutting crewing puts them 
in dispute with the RMT. Both CalMac Ferries 
and the unions want to maintain the monopoly 
because the don’t want competition on the ferry 
routes. Because there is no competition, there is 
no incentive to be efficient. So we have a crew of 
30 when other companies with similar ships do it 
with a crew between 12 and 15.”

In Reade’s view this means there is no 
improvement in the service because it its too 
expensive and the marginal cost of any extra 
sailings, to increase frequency, is just too high. 
Yet it should be the designers’ remit to design the 
vessel for a minimum crewing requirement.

“Let’s be clear, we’re not arguing for fewer 
people being employed, we are arguing for 
the same number of people working more 
productively, so that if we had three vessels on 
the Oban-Craignure, each with a crew of ten that 
would be the same total crew as Isle of Mull but 
increased frequency and an 18-hour operating 
day, rather than 14 hours, double the capacity 
with the same number of crew. Whereas, at the 
moment the ferry operator sticks with 1950s 
practices and if they want to increase capacity, it 
comes at a massive price tag.”

The wider question is: how long can this 
continue because the cash-strapped Scottish 
Government now has no more money at a time 
of increasing hardship. Something has to give 
and surely spending less, using the subsidy more 
wisely, on better ferries has to be the answer.

“Our relationship with CMAL is very 
poor. They barely communicate with us now 
because we have been so critical. The top upper 
management are arrogant and bullying. After we 
criticised their Islay proposal, Kevin Hobbs spoke 

“Let’s be clear, we’re not arguing for fewer people being 
employed, we are arguing for the same number of people 
working more productively.”

to the Oban Times, he said: “I don’t think we need to build bridges. 
It’s up to them to speak to the operator who are the people providing 
the service.”

Joe Reade feels that Kevin Hobbs’ ‘blunderbus’ approach is 
demeaning those people who have tried to bring genuine issues to 
CMAL’s table.

“He is a public servant and we are just representing the ferry 
users. He feels that he can talk like that in a newspaper about the 
users’ representatives in complete impunity which demonstrated his 
arrogance and how the balance of power sits. We’re just a voluntary 
committee. CMAL says we know nothing and should be ignored, 
and they are the so-called ‘experts’. They feel no need to explain 
themselves to us.”

Reade says Mull’s campaign will continue with island ferry users’ 
pressing for a fairer service and he hopes Jenny Gilruth is listening 
and open to the prospect of unbundling the Hebridean ferries. 

“When we spoke to the Minister on this topic, we said ferry users 
want whatever delivers the best service. So how do you know that 
unbundling won’t deliver a better service? And have you asked the 
communities what they want on this issue? They have made the 
assumption that’s what the islands want. Maybe there was a time 
when people had a great affection for CalMac and if you turned 
up late for the ferry, the ramp would come back down, and it was a 
dependable service, but not any more.”

“It is difficult to find defenders of CalMac now, and all they 
want is a decent service and they don’t care how it is delivered. The 
Scottish Government are not aligned with the island communities 
on unbundling,” says Joe Reade.

“No one is talking about privatisation. The wording from 
Nicola Sturgoen is unclear, they are conflating unbundling and 
privatisation when the two are completely different,” he concludes.

CMAL’S KEVIN HOBBS HITS OUT 

In the Oban Times article Kevin Hobbs said: “They [MIFC] need 
to build bridges with us, not the other way round. We haven’t been 
going to the press throwing stones at them every other month. 
Unprofessional, distasteful, disrespectful, vexatious. Absolutely 
unbelievable.”

Hobbs continued: “We are not fools. We deal in facts. We don’t 
deal in fiction. We deal in the realisation of operating in Scottish 
waters, not the urban myth of ‘it must be the same as Norway’. 
Absolute nonsense.”

When asked if CMAL favours one big boat? Hobbs replied: “No. 
Not at all. We ask CalMac what their statement of requirements is 
– the metrics they require to satisfy the current demand and future 
demand. That comes to us as a package directly from CalMac, in 
collaboration with Transport Scotland.

‘This is not a CMAL issue at all. We will build what is required. We 
are not influencing this in any respect whatsoever. I don’t think we 
need to build bridges. It’s up to them to speak to the operator who 
are the people providing the service.

‘We believe we are making the right decisions. We have the 
necessary skills, expertise, and qualification to do what we do. 
People that have got 30, 40 years’ worth of experience, times 
multiple people, versus somebody who happens to live on an island 
and believes they know it all – with not one ounce of professional 
qualification behind them.

CMAL earlier stated: “A little knowledge is a dangerous thing. We 
deal in facts, not opinion. We are not in the business of deception or 
wasting Scottish taxpayers’ money.” 

“It is not just that things are not 
as good as they ought to be, or 

should be, it’s that you are fighting 
vested interests and inertia. You’re 
not fighting a budget, because the 

money being spent is huge.  

You are fighting 
a system that 

spends that 
money really, 

really badly.”
Joe Reade.
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T
here is a strange 
perversity about 
CMAL and Transport 
Scotland’s resistance 
to the widescale 
introduction of 
catamarans in Scottish 

waters. The delayed Project Neptune 
report, from EY, asserted that CMAL 
has the expertise to advise Scottish 
Ministers on making decisions on 
ferry and ferry procurement and 
provision for the Clyde and Hebrides 
publicly owned ferries.

Yet CMAL has shown itself 
to be a secretive and bungling 
organisation when it comes to 
catamarans.  And how can it be that 
Scottish Government civil servants, 
who have been given data by 
independent experts that catamaran 
ferries require less power than an 
equivalent monohull vessel, are 
more efficient, less polluting in terms 
of emissions, and the newbuild 
costs and operating costs are lower, 
still persist in choosing monohull 
‘hotel’ ferries, such as 801 and 802, 
for Scotland’s Clyde and Hebridean 
routes?

Around the world, Bahamas 
Ferries; FastCat in the Philippines; 
Sealink in New Zealand; and Sealink 
and Stradbroke Ferries in Australia; 
National Ferries Company in Oman; 
the Integrated Transport Centre 
in UAE; and Trinidad and Tobago 
Inter-Island Transportation, along 
with Pentland Ferries in Scotland, all 
operate catamarans.

There is something seriously 
wrong when a welter of operating 
experience with proven designs, and 
local maritime regulation, showed 
the undoubted benefits, yet the 
then Transport Minister Graeme 
Dey in July 2021, responding to 
the Isle of Mull Ferry Committee’s 
catamaran plan, dismissed the 
suggested vessel, built in Indonesia 
and designed to comply with the 
Australian Maritime Authority 
standards, because there were 
“significant concerns around the 
ability of the vessel to be made 
suitable for operations in UK waters.”  

The ferry was design by Australian 
company STS, and an MSI (Maritime 
Safety Innovations) assessment 
of the vessel was undertaken by 
the naval architecture department 
at Strathclyde University, who 
confirmed that the catamaran 
would pass ‘by a high margin’ the UK 
requirements on damage stability 
and that where design modification 
was needed to satisfy UK regulations 
such “modifications were generally 
straightforward and minimally 

invasive to achieve.”
But CMAL did not want 

catamarans. The organisation, in 
turn, asked consultants Leadship 
to assess the vessel’s design, which 
prompted Dey to explain “the 
issue primarily remains a lack of 
engagement with the Maritime and 
Coastguard Agency (MCA) by STS 
around the required modifications.”

Yet Ken MacArthur, a Scottish 
expat and commercial director of 
Sealease who were selling the vessel, 
disputed the Minister’s assertion 
that the vessel did not comply with 
MCA regulations and explained his 
attempts to secure CMAL’s interest.

“From our extensive experience 
of selling vessels to overseas buyers, 
CMAL did not look like a serious 
buyer let alone a willing buyer. 
I cannot foresee a circumstance 
where we would ever assume the 
buyer’s responsibility for regulatory 
design approval in their own 
jurisdiction but there equally had 
been no constructive negotiations 
on either commercial terms or an 
understanding from CMAL on what 
design modifications would be 
required for reasons of operating 
preferences. The negotiating 
stance was, to us, quite bizarre as it 
appeared to be driven by the need 
to create a paper trail rather than 
a bona fide attempt to negotiate a 
purchase of a vessel.”

When asked why CMAL’s Leadship 
report, refuting the Strathclyde’s MSI 
assessment was not disclosed, it was 
claimed that Transport Scotland do 
not disclose legal advice. MacArthur 
was puzzled by this and argued 
this is not specifically legal advice, 
no matter if it comes from a legal 
source. “Whatever advice they 
[Transport Scotland] received it 
should have been process advice 
which is substantially commercial, 
market-driven, and not legal in 
nature.”

He went in to say: “To be clear, 
it was never a failure of vessel 
regulatory compliance. This was 
a failure of process management 
either unwittingly or deliberately, or 
a bit of both.” 

MacArthur encouraged the Mull 
and Iona Ferry Committee to insist 
on seeing the process advice to the 
Scottish Transport Minister. “If it’s 
based upon market practice that is 
not sensitive legal advice”, there is no 
legal impediment why the Leadship 
report should not be shared.

Prof Alf Baird has studied 
catamarans economics since the 
early 1990s, working with the main 
global designers and builders, 

and investigating the feasibility of 
different routes. He was instrumental 
in recommending a catamaran for 
Pentland Ferries, in Orkney, where 
the Pentalina has been a success 
story. Yet Baird has been disparaged 
and insulted by senior figures within 
CMAL.  

In May 2022, Prof Baird, along 
with Dr Stuart Ballantyne, the 
CEO of Sealease, and chairman of 
Sea Transport Corporation, and 
Prof Dracos Vassalos, professor of 
maritime safety at the University 
of Strathclyde’s naval architecture 
department, presented their 
latest papers on the economics 
at a ‘Catamarans for Interisland 
Navigation’ seminar at University of 
Strathclyde in Glasgow. Prof Dracos 
has been head of department for 
ten years and in 2020 was inducted 
into the Ship and Offshore Journal’s 
hall of fame as a pioneer in maritime 
safety.

According to Baird’s work, a 
new-build catamaran for a 100-car 
capacity ferry, ordered in 2022, will 
cost around £16m, compared with 
a monohull where the figure is over 
£52m. [Of course, the catamaran 
might be built in Vietnam or the 
Philippines, so if it is built in Europe 
that cost will be around £22m, still 
representing a £30m difference in 
price.] 

THIS WAS A FAILURE OF 
PROCESS MANAGEMENT
Furthermore, the operating costs 
for such a ferry, at £6m per year, 
are around half the cost of a ‘hotel’ 
monohull, coming in at nearly £13m.

Why should this be? The key is 
that the lower displacement of 
the two hulls means less power 
is required to maintain the same 
speed of around 16 knots. A 
catamaran for 100 cars, with a 
displacement of c1,000 tonnes, 
will have a draft of 2.5 metres, as 
opposed to 3.6m for the heavier 
monohull, with a displacement of 
3,000 tonnes, with ballast tanks filled 
with water.

Despite this growing body of 
evidence, consistent errors have 
been made by CMAL in its dismissal 
and then cursory assessment of 
catamarans. Proof of this, is its 
comparison for the New Islay Ferry 
(NIF) project between July and 
November 2020 when it stated 
catamarans were “not feasible”, 
and then produced a comparison 
which was considered by maritime 
observers to be inept in that it 
stated: “The use of catamarans 
compared with monohull is an 

on-going discussion and there are 
differing views on the benefits and 
suitability of these vessels for some 
network routes in Scottish waters.”

CMAL’s example presented a 
catamaran consuming more fuel 
than a monohull with the same 
draught. Yet the clear advantages 
of proven catamarans design is that 
the draught is less than a weighty 
monohull with its hotel cabin and 
accommodation for crew who live 
on board.

Furthermore, there were 
examples of CMAL’s bungling 
with an assumption that the crew 
complement for the catamaran 
would be 27, the same level as a 
monohull.

The Mull and Iona Ferry 
Committee, as interested observers, 
were curious about this identical 
crewing figure and, in an email 
exchange, CMAL said: “CalMac 
assessed the crew level on the 
proposed design.” Yet when 
MIFC contacted CalMac, asking 
them how the crew requirement 
of 27 had been arrived at, they 
replied: “CalMac never provided 
an assessment for a catamaran 
design…. The crewing figures 
included under the catamaran 
option are an indication and are 
aligned to the crew requirements of 
the preferred [monohull] option. No 
other assessments of crewing levels 
for the catamaran, or other vessel 
options have been carried out.”

So the crewing figure was simply 
a copy-and-paste assumption from 
the preferred monohull design. 
Rather than investigating a design 
option, and considering how the 
crewing level could be optimised 
around it, this was skewed against 
the operation of a catamaran. 
When Michael Russell, the MSP and 
Cabinet Minister, made requests for 
vessel information from CMAL, they 
initially refused to give information. 
It was five months later that relevant 
figures were provided. Meanwhile, a 
string of Scottish Transport Ministers 
have been fed a list of seven fallacies 
which have been used to justify the 
continuation of costly monohulls.

Prof Baird said: “Domestic ferry 
safety is primarily a design concern 
and the Achilles’ heel in every 
such design is damage stability. 
This being the case, it is intriguing 
that design concepts, such as 
catamarans, are being overlooked 
as a viable alternative to solving the 
damage stability problem, especially 
when such designs offer significant 
financial incentives compare to 
monohulls.”  

CMAL, Scotland’s so-called ‘expert’ ferry organisation, 
has fought tooth and nail against the introduction of 

catamarans, despite the compelling proof that they are 
more fuel efficient, require fewer crew to operate and have 
shallower draughts. Why are those experts so resistant to 

switching from expensive ‘hotel’ monohulls?

Seven fallacies created by CMAL, but why?

The Reliability 
Fallacy.  
Four engines aid 
redundancy, while 
four propellors aid 
manoeuvrability 
when getting into 
ports and harbours. 
This matters 
in rougher sea 
conditions. There is 
12 years of proven, 
reliable operation 
across the Pentland 
Firth. MV Alfred, 
a catamaran, sailed 
safely when MV 
Hamnavoe, North 
Link’s monohull, 
cancelled sailings.

The Seakeeping 
Fallacy.  
Catamarans have 
a lower block 
coefficient, which 
means they sit higher 
in the water. There 
is less slamming or 
pitching, less speed 
loss in rough seas and 
with two hulls there is 
superior survivability.

The Port Fallacy. 
Catamarans can use 
existing linkspans, 
and require shorter 
and shallower piers, 
which means lower 
port infrastructure 
costs. They can 
use aligned or split 
ramps.

The Deadweight 
Fallacy. 
Ferries should be 
considered for 
car deck space 
maximum weight, 
not deadweight. 
Catamarans have 
lower ‘revenue 
deadweight’, where 
deadweight is divided 
over displacement. 
The wider beam gives 
more deck space for 
the length of the ship, 
compared to a similar 
monohull.

The Cabin 
Fallacy. 
Short and direct 
routes do not need 
over-night cabins for 
crew. The crews can 
live ashore in local 
island communities, 
adding to island life. 
A few cabins can be 
designed for drydock, 
delivery voyage and 
repositioning crew.

The Regulations 
Fallacy. 
The Maritime 
and Coastguard 
Agency regulates all 
passenger ferries in 
the UK. Ships must 
meet classification 
and certification 
requirements. 
Catamarans are 
compliant and 
the same as other 
passenger ships. 
Catamaran vessel 
safety is arguably 
superior.

The Big Bundle 
Fallacy. 
Most major ship 
routes should be 
served by two lower-
cost catamarans, 
increasing efficiency 
and reliability. A 
spare relief ship is 
not needed. Two 
routes with four 
vessels ensure refit 
downtime is covered 
at all times.

CATAMARANS?
WHY NOT 

FERRY INSIGHT
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T
he story of boats, 
ferries and shipping 
runs through the 
bloodstream and 
every artery of Roy 
Pedersen’s life. He 
is a leading expert, 

writer and thinker on what could 
and should be done in Scotland. He 
has researched numerous articles 
and learned papers for expert ferry 
groups and remains an exponent 
of community ownership and 
empowerment across Scotland’s rural 
lands.

Moreover, he was a member of the 
Scottish Government’s Expert Ferry 
Group constituted in 2013, a forum to 
discuss strategic issues affecting the 
provision of ferry services in Scotland. 
While this was not a decision-
making body, it was intended to 
allow stakeholders with particular 
knowledge of the ferries industry to 
inform policy development. It last met 
in October 2019, then it was killed 
off by Transport Scotland during the 
COVID crisis in December 2021.  
[See sidebar story].

Yet he is angry and deeply 
frustrated by the Ferry Fiasco and 
the intransigence of the Scottish 
Government because, in his view, 
is does not need to be this way. 
An optimist by nature, he sees 
no reason why Scotland cannot 
have an integrated ferry system 
where vessels are designed and 
built in Scotland, creating jobs and 
enhancing skills, and that those 
modern and efficient vessels will ply 
directly and effectively to their island 
destinations. This in turn stimulates 
island economic life and prevents the 
drip-drip-drip of depopulation which 
has devastated so many remote 
communities.

Roy Pedersen believes the Ferry 
Fiasco must be laid at the door 
of Transport Scotland, CMAL and 
CalMac and that island communities 
are being neglected.

“There is not a Scottish islander 
on the main CalMac board, and the 
chairman is a Dane who comes over 
from his full-time job in Denmark to 
chair the board in Scotland,” points 
out Pedersen.

Roy was born in Ardrossan and 
his family moved to the north-east 
of Scotland when his father became 

the superintendent of works at 
Aberdeen harbour.

“I was brought up in harbours, 
boats and ships. My father’s father 
was a Norwegian master mariner 
who commanded record-breaking 
sailing ship Lancing in the early 20th 
century. My other grandfather was a 
shipyard worker, a caulker [a person 
who makes planks watertight] in 
Harland & Wolff.”

Roy attended school in Aberdeen 
and studied geography and economic 
history at the university there before 
spending four years in London as 
a civil servant. Then, in November 
1971, he returned to Scotland and 
joined the Highlands and Islands 
Development Board (HIDB), set up 
in 1965. During his 30-year stint, he 
became an expert on Highland land 
reform, a champion of Scotland’s 
community cooperatives (an idea 
which stemmed from former Labour 

MP Brian Wilson who witnessed them 
in rural Ireland and tipped off Ken 
Alexander, then head of the HIDB) 
and the development of the Gaelic 
language, alongside his remit for 
maritime transport in the Highlands. 
Eventually, Pedersen was Head of 
Social Development promoting 
enterprise cooperatives in places such 
as Harris, Lewis, Eriskay and Staffin.

The key to ferry economics, goes 
back to a report of the Highland 
Transport Board, undertaken by 

the Department of Agriculture & 
Fisheries for Scotland, chaired by Lord 
Cameron, in 1967, made two keys 
recommendation.

“That Scotland should adopt the 
Norwegian-style of ferry operation, 
which is going for the shortest 
feasible crossing, treat the ferry as 
part of the road, goes for simple 
ferries. This was just when Western 
Ferries had pioneered roll-on, roll-off 
ferries.”

It also said that sending goods 
should cost no more than sending 
them to the furthest part of the 
mainland. At the heart of this point-
to-point proposal was frequency and 
reliability which would stimulate both 
commerce, recreation and life on the 
island communities. One Scottish 
community successfully adopted this 
way of working: Shetlands Islands 
Council. “Shetland have wonderful 
ferries. Very Norwegian-style and 
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“There is not a 
Scottish islander on 
the main CalMac 
board, and the 
chairman is a Dane.”

THE ISLAND TRANSPORT EXPERT WHO DARED TO SPEAK 
THE TRUTH ABOUT SCOTLAND’S FERRY FIASCO

design. Instead of the Earl of Zetland 
steaming three times a week around 
the north isles, up one day and back 
the next, they connected the islands 
with very short crossings, so that 
you island-hopped from early in the 
morning to late at night. Very frequent 
services, which have revolutionised 
access and the fares were very cheap.”

By contrast, the ferry service 
operators in the Firth of Clyde and to 
the inner and outer Hebrides resisted 
such change. For years it was a 
hidden issue but as subsidy levels 
have risen over a period of 50 years, 
with a deterioration in service and 
the fiasco over procurement, it has 
now come to a head for Scotland. 
By 2022, the abject failure of both 
CalMac and CMAL to grasp the 
fundamentals of ferry economics 
is a tragic situation for Scotland. 
Roy is also the author of the book, 
Who Pays the Ferrymen? a stinging 
critique of Scotland’s long running 
ferry problems.

As a young HIDB’s transport 
research officer, Roy was given 
the task of calculating a mainland 
comparison for the funding of the 
ferries. He came up with the idea of 
Road Equivalent Tariff (RET) which 
worked out the cost of operating 
lorries and cars on the road, dividing 
the cost by the miles, creating a 
formula, which involved the length 
of the vehicle, the length of the 
crossing, and a toll element. This 
was roughly equivalent to the cost 
of driving along the road. However, 
he is not an advocate of RET but 
was simply asked to do the work. “It 
seemed like a sort of solution at the 
time. I wrote numerous papers about 
how the ferries could be run more 
along Norwegian lines. It became 
HIDB policy but was ignored by the 
Scottish Office, who were basically 
influenced by CalMac.”

One idea strongly advocated by 
Pedersen and HIDB was the “Islay 
overland”, a short frequent ferry to 
Jura and using Jura as a land bridge 
to Islay. The Scottish Transport 
Group, which then owned CalMac, 
decided on a big ship running twice 
a day on the traditional route. “I 
would still advocate the overland 
and have done so in recent papers.” 
[See sidebar]

This would also be similar to plans 
for Coll-Tiree, Barra to Tobermory, 
with two-sailings per day.

When Roy Pedersen retired from 
Highlands & Islands Enterprise 
(HIE), which superseded the HIDB, 

in October 2001, Pedersen took a 
trip around the world and visited 
island communities to examine their 
connections with the mainland, 
including British Columbia, 
Washington State and even 
Samoa. He found a new models 
for Scotland’s ferry operations in 
New Zealand and Australia. He 
was impressed by the catamaran 
operations from Bluff to Stewart 
Island, across the Foveaux Strait, 
at the tip of New Zealand’s South 
Island. The government subsidy was 
withdrawn and the local islanders, 
mainly famers and fish farmers, 
clubbed together to get a catamaran 
running more frequently and the 
island population began to increase. 
“It was a model of how things can 
be done.”

He then witnessed the short 
crossing to Kangaroo Island from 
Cape Jervis, south of Adelaide, 
with a vessel designed by Stuart 
Ballantyne, a Scottish naval architect. 
Again, this was a catamaran with 
regular frequency, up to 12 trips per 
day, and improved reliability which 
also allowed the population to 
start to grow. “Now they have two 
catamarans on the route, it’s very 
efficient and has transformed the 
island.”

This stuck with Roy Pedersen. He 
spent five years as an SNP councillor 
of Highland Regional Council, on 
the fisheries, piers and harbours 
working group, but stood down to 
concentrate on his ferry consultancy  
work.

He was then invited to join the 
Scottish Government’s Expert Ferry 
Group. At last, it seemed his ideas 
and thinking would provoke change. 
Instead, it proved to be frustrating 
and in the end pointless waste of his 
time. 

THE SHELVING OF THE 
EXPERT FERRY GROUP
In 2013, prior to the collapse of FMEL, 
Keith Brown, then Scottish Transport 
Minister, expressed his concern about 
Scotland’s ferry situation, so much 
so that he established the Expert 
Ferry Group, which involved many 
from the ferry industry but also 
independent expert voices, who were 
actively encouraged to challenge the 
status quo. 

Fast forward to December 2021, 
with Scotland still grappling with 

recovery from the COVID pandemic, 
and after several years of the 
horrendous Ferry Fiasco headlines 
and news stories. By now, Ms Frances 
Pacitti is Transport Scotland’s Director 
of Aviation, Maritime, Freight and 
Canals. A bulky portfolio of interests 
for a civil servant who had been a 
corporate lawyer with Shepherd & 
Wedderburn and MacRoberts before 
moving into the sphere of public 
service in 2014. 

Ms Pacitti’s colleague Laurence 
Kenney, from Transport Scotland’s 
Ferries Unit, sent an email out her 
behalf on 13th December 2021. It was 
a round-robin letter to members of 
the Ferry Industry Advisory Group 
(FIAG) telling colleagues that it was 
being killed off. 

She said: “I have spoken with 
a number of you around the 
continued value of the group. I 
have heard clearly that the format 
was not working and that a more 
targeted approach to stakeholder 
engagement was required. For that 
reason, there are no plans to hold 
a further meeting and you should 
consider that the Group has been 
wound up.” 

She politely thanked the 
colleagues and said: “While we did 
not reach consensus on all matters, 
that was never the intention, and the 
free exchange of views expressed 
in the course of the meetings was 
helpful in informing our consideration 
of various challenging issues.” 

Indeed, the group had not met 
since 17th October 2019, and both 
Baird and Pedersen, as members, 
felt that they had been increasingly 
wasting their time and effort. They 
had prepared numerous papers 
about the ferries across Scotland, 
yet nothing they suggested had ever 
been done. 

In January 2022, Baird and Pedersen 
sent a reply to the Minister for 
Transport, Graeme Dey, copied to 
Kate Forbes, the Cabinet Secretary for 
Finance and the Economy. 

“As the group, originally the Expert 
Ferry Group, was a ministerial creation, 
it was right that we, the independent 
members, report our concluding 
remarks directly and formally to the 
current minster.” 

The ferry group pair said that Ms 
Pacitti’s comment that “we did not 
reach consensus on all matters” was 
“a considerable understatement. In 
fact, almost all of the evidence-based 
recommendations made or queries 
raised by us have all been ignored 
by Transport Scotland and the ferry 
agencies.” 

Their letter stated that had 
Transport Scotland acted many of 
the present difficulties facing the 
Scottish state-funded ferry sector 
would have been avoided with “very 
significant savings of public funds 
that could have been redirected to 
more productive purpose.” 

They stated: “We understand too 
that Mr Kevin Hobbs, CEO of CMAL, 
has been lobbying for some time for 
the abolition of the group, seemingly 
to escape scrutiny of the multiple 
and expensive blunders made by 
that organisation.” 

Their seven-page letter lists the 
FMEL Debacle, The Catamaran 
Aversion, Productivity Shortcomings 
and Solutions as issue that were 
ignored. 

“In August 2020, we set out 
a representation of concerns 
which sought to summarise the 
shortcomings of the then and current 
ferry policy with Transport Scotland/
CMAL/David MacBrayne Group and 
to offer some pointers as to how this 
may be addressed.” 

In essence, the issues raised by 
Baird and Pedersen were long-
standing poor productivity because 
of the inefficient over-manned 
vessels, overly complex labour-
intensive terminals and concomitant 
high berthing charges, infrequent 
and inconvenient scheduling. 

Continued on page 20

Roy Pedersen pictured in his home in Inverness. 

“I have spoken with a number of you 
around the continued value of the group. 
I have heard clearly that the format was 
not working and that a more targeted 
approach to stakeholder engagement was 
required.”
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Continued from page 19

“The net result is inordinately 
high and growing financial deficits 
coupled with inadequate service 
levels to the detriment of island 
economic and social well-being.” 

It took the independent experts 
a couple of reminders before they 
were able to have a telephone 
conference call with Ms Pacitti, 
who is reported to have said there 
was little in the document with 
which she would disagree. Yet no 
effective change in policy appears 
to have taken place. This prompted 
the question; why? 

Most starkly, the experts pointed 
out the CalMac’s annual subsidy of 
£150m is now two-thirds of total 
income, with only a third from 
fares. In 1991, the subsidy was 
£5.8m or 18% of turnover and the 
service carried more passengers. 

“Notwithstanding the enormous 
sums of public money now 
devoted to David MacBrayne 
Group/CMAL, community 
dissatisfaction’ with ferry services 
has never been greater. In short, 
the Scottish state-funded ferry 
sector is highly dysfunctional and 
requires radical overhaul.” 

In her letter to wind-up 
the Ferry Industry Group, Ms 
Pacitti mentioned new means 
of community engagement 
and the establishment of the 
Ferries Community Board, and 
the preparation of the Islands 
Connectivity Plan as a successor to 
the Ferries Plan. 

Ms Pacitti chaired the panel 
which recommended Erik 
Østergaard’s appointment to 
Ministers, as chairman of David 
MacBrayne, which owns CalMac 
Ferries. Graeme Dey, who lasted 

only eight months as Transport 
Minister before resigning, met 
Østergaard, four times between 
February and November 2021, all 
of them online.  Ms Pacitti wrote 
to Mr Dey on September 23rd 
recommending Østergaard’s 
appointment, confirming that the 
First Minister is “content with the 
Minister’s preferred candidate”. 

At the time of going to press, 
the Ferries Community Board 
Meeting minutes, chaired by 
Angus Campbell (AC), on Friday 
25 February 2022, and attended 
by Østergaard, were online. The 
minutes concluded: “AC thanked 
EO for attending. All members 
appreciated that he had spent the 
whole day with us. This gives us 
comfort that our messages are 
getting through. We take a very 
positive attitude to making things 
better. We want to walk alongside 

yourselves, TS and CMAL and 
help to make it better and our 
frustration is that sometimes this 
offer is not taken up.” 

The minutes of the May meeting 
are still not available. So much for 
engagement. 

With Pedersen and Baird 
no longer wanted on the 
disbanded Expert Ferry Group, 
they concluded in their letter. 
“The Expert Ferry Group was 
established originally by Keith 
Brown MSP in order to avoid 
the need for Ministers to have to 
come to the Holyrood chamber 
and repeatedly make apologies 
for the costly mistakes of officials 
responsible for ferries policy and 
practice. In this it failed, primarily 
because the many officials 
involved consistently refused to 
take the advice of the only two 
independent experts, us.”  

R
oy Pedersen, as a 
prominent member 
of Scotland’s Expert 
Ferry Group, deserves 
a public apology from 
CMAL but still awaits 

a response. He gave evidence at the 
Scottish Parliament’s Rural Economy 
and Connectivity Committee in 29th 
January 2020. He was asked by Mike 
Rumbles, a committee member, 
about his opinion on why FMEL was 
awarded the tender for the 801 and 
802 ferries, when “six other yards 
put in tenders and Ferguson’s, with 
the highest specification and highest 
price, got the contract. Do you have 
an idea why that happened?”

Pedersen’s answer to a 
government body is covered 
by Parliamentary Privilege, 
which extends to all committee 
hearings from the UK and Scottish 
governments, landed him with an 
alarming lawyer’s letter from CMAL’s 
legal representatives.

“I do not know the answer, 
but three things spring to mind. 
One is incompetence; another is 
vested interest; and the final one 
is corruption. If someone else can 
think of other answers, they can give 
them,” replied Roy Pedersen.

This prompted a letter from 
Simon Catto, head of litigation 

at Addleshaw Goddard LLP, 
representing CMAL, who believed 
that the response to Mike Rumbles 
was ‘defamatory’. Mr Catto 
wrote:  “As you know, our clients 
were responsible for awarding 
the tender to Ferguson Marine 
Engineering Limited. Your allegation 
of incompetence, vested interest 
or corruption was directed at our 
clients. The natural and ordinary 
meaning of your comments was 
that our clients did not have the 
requisite competence to manage 
the tender process, or did have such 
competence but did so corruptly.”

Mr Catto concluded that the 
allegations were plainly defamatory 
of CMAL and its office bearers. 
He then suggested remedial 
steps which Roy Pedersen should 
take, including writing to Edward 
Mountain, the RECC convener, and  
“advise him that you accept that 
there was no factual or legal basis 
for you to allege incompetence 
of corruption on the part of our 
clients and that the allegation is 
withdrawn.”

Mr Pedersen was also told to issue 
an unequivocal apology by Mr Catto’ 
to CMAL and not repeat the remarks.

Roy Pedersen wrote to Edward 
Mountain on 27 March 2020 
explaining he had only ventured 

three speculative and general 
hypotheses which were certainly 
not allegations. “The gist of my 
comments were not directed at 
any individual or entity. They were, 
as I have indicated, speculative, 
general and theoretical in nature. 
It is, therefore unfortunate that 
it was assumed, wrongly, that 
my comments were ‘allegations’ 
directed at CMAL.”

Mr Pedersen offered to bring the 
matter to a simple and harmonious 
conclusion by issuing a statement, 
which said: “Upon reflection, I now 
accept that I knew of no factual 
of legal basis for me to suppose 
incompetence, vested interest or 
corruption in respect of the award of 
the tender. I will issue an unequivocal 
apology to CMAL and its directors for 

misunderstandings that arose and 
would like this letter placed in front of 
the RECC in order that the evidence I 
gave may be clarified.”

On 21st May 2020, Pedersen 
received a reply from Edward 
Mountain, who apologised for 
the time taken to reply, and 
acknowledging the offer to withdraw 
the statement along with a written 
apology to be provided to CMAL.

“As regards the status of any 
statements made by witnesses 
while giving evidence to a Scottish 
Parliament committee, I would 
draw your attention to section 41 
(Defamatory statements) of the 
Scotland Act 1998. That section 
provides that, for the purposes 
of the law of defamation, any 
statement made in proceedings 
of the Parliament (which includes 
a committee of the Parliament) 
is absolutely privileged. Section 
41 serves therefore to protect 
statements made in such 
proceedings against proceedings for 
defamation.”

It was then suggested that Roy 
Pedersen should, in turn, receive an 
apology from CMAL and its solicitors, 
who will have been aware of the 
absolute privilege of comments made 
in proceedings, but an apology has 
not been forthcoming.  

Roy Pedersen pressed by CMAL solicitors over privileged comments made at Scottish Parliament 

L
iquefied natural gas or LNG is the wrong fuel for 
ferries operating in the Firth of Clyde. The reasons 
are increasingly obvious. According to CMAL, CalMac 
Ferries must take the blame for this barmy decision. 
It was, after all, CalMac who gave CMAL a 400-page 
statement of requirement [cobbled together in three 

weeks from a different ship requirement that was twice the 
length] and they specified dual-fuel LNG/marine gas oil (MGO) 
for the 801 and 802 hulls. “CalMac Ferries produced the business 
case and produced the operational and technical requirements 
for the vessels,” said CMAL, shifting the blame.

CMAL’s Tom Docherty, in his first year as CEO, had announced: 
“The innovative green technology of the LNG / diesel dual fuel 
engines mean the environmental impact of the vessels will be 
greatly reduced, with a 20% reduction in CO2 emissions, 85% 
reduction in nitrogen oxides emissions and 98% reduction in 
sulphur oxides emissions. Both ferries will be 100 metres in 
length, with a service speed of 16.5 knots and will regularly 
operate at 14.5 knots. They will have the capacity to carry 1,000 
passengers, approximately 130 cars or 16 heavy goods vehicles, 
reflecting the growing demand on these routes.”

Yet the Caledonian Inquirer understand that an analysis paper, 
known as the Ropax Design Assessment, prepared by Herbert 
Engineering, pointed out the difficulties of LNG on the 12 nautical 
miles, 55-minute route between Arran to Ardrossan. It was 
actually prepared for CalMac in April 2016, and ignored by CMAL. 
During design development by FMEL, it emerged that achieving 
the deadweight at the draught of 3.4m would result in a ‘block 
coefficient’ and displacement that was higher than anticipated 
with a resulting increase in power requirement to achieve the 16.5 
knot speed. In the interests of reducing emissions and fuel costs, 
FMEL proposed alternative options with a lower block coefficient 
and reduced deadweight at draught resulting in reduced power 
requirements. Three options were presented to CalMac by FMEL 
and CMAL. These were: Option 1, 900 tonnes deadweight at 
3.4m draught, 8000 kW installed power; Option 2, 759 tonnes 
deadweight at 3.4m draught, 6000 kW installed power, and Option 
3, 900 tonnes deadweight at 3.5m draught, 6000 kW installed 
power.

A black hole for  
Scotland’s green wash

LNG 
The analysis homed in on the issue of water ballast which 

is used by monohulls for structural stability. More ballast for 
a heavier vessel would mean less room for LNG storage on 
board, unless the size was increased. “A reduction in the 
amount of fuel carried would mean more frequent bunkering, 
and in the case of LNG bunkering, this may increase the 
amount of Co2 emitted due to the transport of and an increase 
in the amount of methane released into the atmosphere during 
the bunkering process,” said the assessment. Moreover, on 
the shorter Arran dash - rather run the longer legs of the Uig, 
Tarbert, Lochmaddy triangle - transitioning to LNG causes the 
release of damaging methane, known as methane slip, and 
completely negates the greener credentials of LNG.

Docherty stepped down and Kevin Hobbs arrived as CMAL 
CEO on 1st April 2016. This key paper would have landed on his 
desk at the point when he was welcoming the announcement 
that the Clyde and Hebridean Ferry Service contract would be 
awarded to CalMac Ferries for another eight years. Yet this critical 
paper appears to have been buried.

In October 2021, Kenny MacAskill, the Alba Party MP, asked 
CMAL about the basis upon which such an LNG design was 
sought given the newness, limited use for such ferries and 
the overarching issue of climate change? CMAL stuck to its 
bland answer: “There are many vessels in the world which 
have dual-fuel (diesel/LNG) engines, it is well established 
technology. LNG reduces the green house gases by some 20 
-25% and virtually eliminates nitrogen oxides (NOx)/sulphur 
oxides (SOx)/ particulate matter. It is known as a transition fuel 
and was/is the best available at the juncture to start addressing 
some of the climate change elements.”

When he asked what criteria were used in deciding to go 
for LNG, CMAL replied that a “full analysis was carried out by 
CalMac Ferries.”

However, the issue of onshore supply chain systems was 
never fully thought through, nor the massive cost of bunkering 
LNG in Scottish ports. It transpires that the only load-out facility 
in the UK for LNG was via trucks from the Isle of Grain.

“There are three projects looking at the bulk storage in 
Scotland, two on the East Coast and one on the West Coast – 
so far none of these have been built out.”

Then, in October 2022, the nationalised Ferguson yard 
admitted they had forgotten to order vital LNG safety sensors, 
resulting in the MV Glen Sannox running on diesel during its first 
nine months. 

Scotland regularly looks to Norway for its lead in many matters. 
Our Nordic neighbour is the third largest exporter of natural gas 
in the world. Turning natural gas into its liquid form has made 
it possible to ship large volumes of LNG around the globe. The 
advanced cooling of the cryotechnological process at very low 
temperatures reduces the volume by 600 times making it easier 
to transport and store.  

Yet Norway have abandoned building new LNG ferries, after 
the gas’s green credentials were challenged and tax relief benefits 
removed.  Between 2000 and 2020, nearly 70 Norwegian LNG-
fuelled ships were built.  In 2022, out of the 170 LNG-fuelled 
vessels ordrered around the world, only one is Norwegian.

Scotland’s Ministers, who have been burnishing Scotland’s 
green credentials, should have been informed in 2016 about 
LNG’s unsuitability for shorter ferry routes.  Furthermore,  in 
February 2022, the conflict in Ukraine and the halting of energy 
supplies, including gas, to Europe, has shown that LNG ferries for 
Scottish waters is a retrograde step.  

“The gist of my 
comments were 
not directed at 
any individual or 
entity. They were, 
as I have indicated, 
speculative, general 
and theoretical in 
nature. 

INTERVIEW: ROY PEDERSEN
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INTERVIEW: ALF BAIRD

IGNORED AND SPURNED 
IN HIS OWN LAND

A
lf Baird holds a primary belief 
that ferry services should exist 
to serve the communities to 
which they sail … and that 
this is far from the case in 
Scotland.  Indeed, he sees 
Scotland’s Ferry Fiasco as a 

symptom of a malaise stretching back 20-25 
years but now coming home to roost.

His ideas, admittedly radical and framed 
from a standpoint of community-led Scottish 
nationalism, have been generally ignored 
by the civil servant ‘elite’ of generalists in 
Edinburgh and Glasgow [he calls them a 
“mediocre meritocracy who tend to come 
from outside of Scotland, or the well-trodden, 
fee-paying, private school backgrounds”] 
who determine how Scotland’s communities 
are served, and pay lip service to informed 
consultation. Yet, he is someone who speaks 
the inconvenient truth that politicians cannot 
handle.

HOW DOES HE VIEW THE FERRY 
FIASCO ISSUE?
“I think the problem begins in CalMac with 
the specification of the ship, which comes 
from RMT and Nautilus members. They 
determine what is required.”

He explains it is what has been described as 
a “prescribed specification”, which in Baird’s 
view means “It is never going to change.” 
One Scottish civil servant admitted privately 
this was a pathological problem which was a 
mindset entrenched within Scotland’s public 
transport sector. Caledonian MacBrayne 
was an institution “never to be sacrificed on 
the altar of privatisation.” Indeed, it was an 
institution that was so “untouchable”, it could 
do no wrong. When it does go wrong, as 
with the Ferry Fiasco, it is unable to admit its 
failure.

“There is a sense of denial, and that’s the 
pathology. No matter the mistakes they make, 
the vested interests that surround it and 
protect it will always deny it’s a problem,” says 
Baird, who now lives on the Mainland on 
Orkney, a stone’s throw from the Houton ferry 
terminal.

Baird says that in the past 20 years, since the 
advent of devolution and the creation of the 
Scottish Parliament, there has been a growing 
“corporatisation” of CalMac, which differs 
from its historical role and public perception.

“In the past, the Scottish islands 
communities in Arran and the Hebrides loved 
CalMac and there was a passion for it. But that 
culture and respect had changed in the last 20 

years as CalMac has become more corporate.”
This is at the heart of why Scotland’s Ferry 

Fiasco is only going to get worse, unless there 
is radical change in the way the broken system 
is reconfigured. He points the finger at the 
corporate financers, the merchant bankers, 
big ticket accountancy houses and corporate 
lawyers who have slyly moved in to milk the 
monopoly money of state-owned assets being 
thrown out to tender, and the movement of 
this capitalist cadre into leadership positions, 
ousting the seafaring engineers and the ocean-
going captains.

“When they split the assets and created 
CMAL, that was the doors opening for big 
change in Scotland.”

The idea of the VESSCO, a vessel-owning 
company, was a Conservative ideology 
from the late 1980s, which was similar to 
the ROSCO, which was for the ownership 
of the rolling stock when the UK’s railway 
were privatised, and the rolling stock 
companies became owned by banks and 
financial institutions, rather than state-owned 
assets. The banks, under the guise of fresh 
investment in rolling stock, and the upgrade of 
infrastructure, made massive profits from re-
engineering assets that were once state-owned. 
The CMAL concept was not constituted until 
2004/2005 but the same operating model 
has increasingly been applied and has been 
a disaster for Scotland’s island communities 
from Arran, Tiree, Barra, to the Butt of Lewis.

“The monopoly providers of public services 
are the ‘banksters’ who have jumped in 
because it was money for old rope.”

CMAL was basically the start of a 
privatisation process, but it was politically 
unsuitable when Alex Salmond, then First 
Minister, and the first SNP majority took 
power. In its early existence, it was held back, 
with its first managing director, Guy Platten, a 
former Royal Fleet Auxiliary Serviceman and 
RNLI lifeboat inspector, was in charge.

THE REJECTION OF FUNDAMENTAL 
FERRY ECONOMICS
“This is the problem with CalMac. When it 
changed from a traditional steamers to a ro-ro 
(roll on, roll-off) service, it never modernised 
the working practices. This is why we end 
up with these prescribed specification with 
the living on board ‘hotel’ ships. These are 
basically luxury hotel ships for the crews.”

Baird says that the protection of union 
interests by the trade unions is understandable, 
but now radical overhaul is required. This 
is because Scotland can no longer afford to 

spend an increasing amount of public subsidy 
on ferry services. Yet a massive increase in 
the frequency and reliability of Scotland’s 
ferry services could be made which would 
benefit trade union members by increasing the 
number of jobs.

In his submission to the Rural Economy and 
Connectivity Committee inquiry in January 
2020, he stated: “Transport Scotland’s ‘Ferries 
Plan’ has never and will never achieve even 
its rather unambitious stated objectives based 
on prevailing longstanding state procurement 
practice, which is clearly an ongoing failure. 
Prevailing state ferry procurement ‘policies’, 
achieve even less than one new vessel delivered 
annually which means it will take more than 
30 years to replace the 31-ship CalMac fleet.”

He warned this lack of sufficient new vessel 
building represents an enormous cost to island 
communities, financially, socio-economically, 
and environmentally.

“The solution is to procure standardised 
proven ferry designs which reflect a lower 
cost commercial orientation aimed at serving 
the needs of users, as Pentland Ferries and 
Western Ferries, and Norwegian operators 
amply demonstrate. This would enable the 
fleet to be replaced within say ten years, and 
at lower overall capital and operating expense. 
Scotland needs to be replacing up to five 
ferries EVERY year to meet the needs of users, 
yet Transport Scotland struggles to deliver 
even one new boat a year. This inept failure 
cannot be allowed to continue.”

So the tripartite ferry operations of CalMac 
Ferries, CMAL, Transport Scotland is a 
travesty, with the nationalised yard at Port 
Glasgow completing some of the least efficient 
and most expensive to buy and operate ferries 
in the world. Baird says the leadership and 
strategy needs to fundamentally change with 
a focus on bringing into the business and its 
leadership the best global ferry design, build, 
R&D, and industry marketing expertise and 
competence. [Elsewhere in this issue we see 
how difficult this has been over the botched 
Mull and Iona Catamaran Affair.]

“The current crisis represents an 
opportunity, but maximising it depends on 
a change in approach to ferry procurement 
and construction, and especially in setting 
the specification of ferries based on bringing 
in the best global expertise in ferry design, 
construction and operation.”

So there is an massive opportunity for 
Scotland, with Paul Sweeney, the Glasgow 
Labour MSP setting out one possible vision on 
Page 22.

THE 
GLOBAL 
FERRY 
GURU
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PRIVATE EQUITY VERSUS ISLAND 
COMMUNITIES
So Transport Scotland is failing Scotland. In 
autumn 2022, the cost of living crisis will have an 
unequal impact on the island communities, which 
already face larger living costs for the transport of 
food, energy and social and civic functions.

“The private equity sharks all piled into CMAL, 
including people with connections to Isle of 
Man Steam Packet Company, Red Funnel, the 
Isle of Wight Ferries, and Scandlines, where Erik 
Østergaard was a senior manager in the late 1990s.”

Østergaard was chairman of CMAL and has 
controversially become chairman of CalMac, an 
appointment approved by the First Minister Nicola 
Sturgeon. [See The CMAL function, Page 4-5]

Ferry operators with private equity investors 
include NorthLink Ferries and Superfast Ferries. 
Scandlines was a joint venture between the German, 
DSB, and Danish railways. According to Baird, it 
was a financial disaster and a cultural mis-match 
deemed to be “unmanageable”. Scandlines ended 
up with fleet of 17 old vessels, the ownership of five 
ports and there was a strange privatisation scheme 
with the initial price around €300 million but the 
price was ratched up to €1.56bn for a sale in 2007. 
“Nobody could figure out why.”

3i bought a 40% stake in Scandlines in 2007 and 
acquired a further 10% in 2010 before buying the 
rest of the business in November 2013. 3i Group 
plc held a 55% stake in the business, while the 
firm’s Eurofund V fund held the other 45%. The 
company sold the firm in 2018 with eight ferries 
on two routes for freight and private passengers for 
€1.7 billion. It is not lost on Prof Baird, that Erik 
Østergaard , CMAL’s chairman, worked at a senior 
management level at Scandlines, and was a director 
of Isle of Man Steam Packet Company from 2010 
until 2018.

“I was working for the Isle of Man government 
as an adviser on the Isle of Man Steam Packet 
Company being bought and sold by offshore private 
equity funds almost every year. [In 2003, €201m 
in 2003 and then in 2005 for €315m] From Sea 
Containers, Montagu Private Equity, to Macquarie 
Bank, and the Isle of Man government wanted to 
know more about this. I was studying private equity 
funds, I could see that the private equity model was 
not sustainable,” explains Baird.

But the private equity connections go much 
deeper. CMAL’s second CEO, Tom Docherty was 
at Red Funnel with Alistair Whyte, who became 
a non-executive director of CMAL. They had 
scooped personal jackpots because they had been 
running Red Funnel in Southampton when it was 
sold off by Associated British (AB) Ports, originally 
a state-owned asset privatisation under the Thatcher 
government. Red Funnel were always being 
approached by banks who wanted deals to buy 
monopoly assets. The company, with the same fleet 
with one or two editions, was sold about four times 
in 15 years. Erik Østergaard was also on the board 
of Red Funnel.

Baird points out that private equity groups use 
debt to buy the asset [the shipping line], placing all 
the debt on the shipping company’s balance sheet. 
They also moved into ports so that Clydeport, on 
the Clyde, and Forth Ports, at Leith, Grangemouth 
and Rosyth, moved out of public ownership into 
private hands.

“It meant that the asset eventually become highly 
indebted and had no money left to invest, which is 
difficult when you are required to invest in assets 
such as ferries and ports. They sweat the asset until 
they are derelict.”

The profits come from exploiting a monopoly, 
which is the ferry operations, including its port 
payments. Of course, there is nothing illegal about 
this. The question is whether it should be allowed 
to become a central aspect of Scotland’s publicly-
owned ferry operations and control.

“This is the interception of economic rents. It is 
what government should be preventing, but in the 
UK it is enabling this.”

THE LATIN V ANGLO-SAXON MODEL
Across much of Europe, the local ports and 
harbours are considered public infrastructure, 
in public hands. Therefore, all the income from 
shipments, such as tankers, is fed back into the 
public companies, which in turn helps improve port 
facilities.

“We have two port traditions in Europe, we 
have the Latin model, which is publicly owned 
infrastructure and higher levels of regulation, and 
in Britain there is the Anglo-Saxon model which 
prioritised private ownership and much laxer 
regulation.

“We have private port authorities in Scotland 
and Britain which basically exploit the economic 
rent until they are blue in the face. They tax every 
ship and prevent competition in estuaries, such as 
the Clyde and Forth. They can charge what they 
want and this reduces trade. In my view, harbours 
and ports should be there for the protection of 
the public good and prevent this interception of 
economic rents.”

The Anglo-Saxon model, he argues, goes against 
the Claim of Right and the Common Good in 
Scotland. “Culturally, it’s an alien ideology in 
Scotland – and on the continent. Even in the United 
States, the ports are all owned by the states and then 
rented out the terminals to private operators to get 
competition.”

This is the crux for Baird and why he sees 
debundling of ferry operation as an obvious benefit 
for Scotland’s communities.

“We’ve argued that this should be like the 
Norwegian model. If you tendered and debundled, 
you would get the private sector coming in an 
operating services in corridors and different routes, 
but still regulated by a transport authority, as they 
do in Norway.”

The exceptions are the Shetland and Orkney 
islands, where the council-owned port authority 
is still in the public sector, and all the taxes from 

shipping and tankers is fed back into the local 
council coffers.

“The people that run ferries in Scotland, most 
of them don’t come from Scotland,” he points 
out. “The truth is Scotland’s meritocracy comes 
from outside the country. It’s a bit like Denmark 
advertising all its best jobs in Berlin.”

While some believe Prof Baird is off at a 
tangent on this nationalistic thread, he feels that 
many in the meritocracy don’t share Scotland’s 
culture values and know very little about the 
country outwith their Edinburgh or Glasgow 
urban environment.

“If you are Scottish, then you should have a 
passion for shipbuilding and want your nation to 
do well. You want your country to prosper.”

WHAT IS WRONG WITH CMAL?
CMAL are handed this “prescribed specification” 
for a design which is always a prototype and 
not built for efficiency. “There is no objective 
to make an efficient product. They are built to 
satisfy the provider, the crew and the union, and 
not the user.”

He says there is an assumption that the vessel 
will have a life cycle of 25 years.

“The life cycle is so short that you can’t have 
that ideology anymore. You can’t afford it. 
You have to be able to replace within ten years 
because the technology is changing and so is 
the market. If you are successful, you want to 
be growing the market and that means higher 
volume, so you need greater capacity.”

He says the CalMac Ferries fleet is knackered, 
failing and inefficient. It is no longer competitive 
globally.

For Baird, there is another fundamental point, 
if you are not improving efficiency than you are 
always requiring an increasing level of subsidy. 
Over the last 30 years, Scotland subsidy for its 
island ferries has gone up dramatically, with costs 
over the current franchise period of Cal Mac 
Ferries costing over £1 billion. Once it was 20% 
of revenue, now it is around 80% of revenue.

“My prognosis on that trajectory, there will be 
no income from ferries. It will be almost a 100% 
subsidy.”

Of course, RET [Road Equivalent Tariffs, 
originally conceived by Roy Pedersen] was an 
attempt to reduce the cost to island communities, 
but really it was just very crude political 
instrument and a way of “bribing the islanders to 
vote SNP.”

According to Baird, this is the highest subsidy 
per head of population in the world for ferry 
services. This is for carrying five million people 
a year, with Western Ferries carrying around a 
million.

On CMAL’s behaviour, Alf Baird expounds 
his point of view. “In the last 15 years of CMAL, 
practically every shipyard they have contracted 
with has gone into administration. That’s quite a 
record.”

He cites the Remontowa yard in Gdansk, 
Poland, where the Butes sister, and the MV 
Finlaggan were built. The company went into 
administration. Then Ferguson One [before 
Jim McColl] went into administration with the 
heavy hybrids, three were delivered and they 
were “terrible ships”, their higher displacement, 
requiring more power and higher fuel 
consumption. “These were ridiculously bad 
designs,” he said.

Prof Baird explains about CalMac Ferries 
having massive height and ‘windage’, external 
superstructure surfaces exposed to prevailing 
wind conditions.

“Because they have crew accommodation on 
two levels above the passenger and car decks, 
that’s about seven floors and that’s a massive 
windage on a small hull. They have also extended 
the length of these boats and tried to keep 
the power down. This leaves them difficult to 
manoeuvre.”

By comparison, the catamaran has a wider 
hull, it has four props and four engines, as 
opposed to two in the monohull, so it can turn in 
its own length and in a very confined space.

“The monohull has a much bigger swinging 
area, that produces additional problems if you 
are trying to manoeuvre in a Scottish gale.”

This came to a head between 2008 and 2012, 
when CalMac Ferries skippers faced several 
problems causing a spate of pier collisions. 

CalMac skippers were instructed to do 
something, and the only option was to cancel 
sailings. “It’s not that the ship can’t sail at sea, 
it is the manoeuvring in port.”

He says this makes the ships both 
dangerous and unreliable. CMAL was 
responsible for all of this but somehow, until 
now, they have been given a free pass.

“All of the CMAL ships have been delayed 
because they are all prototypes with lengthy 
build times. The yards go into administration 
because of cost over-runs as, Jim McColl, 
experienced, constant changes. This is a 
pattern of behaviour from CMAL. Not an 
isolated incident.”

SO HOW DOES HE VIEW THE BUILDING 
OF 801 AND 802?
“My theory is that CMAL didn’t want the 
order to go there and may have intentionally 
brought the yard down. They didn’t want any 
future orders to go there, if they could help it. 
That’s my view and my opinion. It was easy to 
do because it had been done before.”

Without doubt, a controversial statement 
from a ferry expert who has been steeped 
in the background. Prof Baird is willing to 
expand on this opinion if there is a proper 
judge-led inquiry into the debacle. And he 
will be able to expand too, on a ship lost on a 
Blackpool beach! 

“If you are Scottish, then you should have a passion  
for shipbuilding and want your nation to do well.  
You want your country to prosper.”

Professor Alf Baird spent his whole 
career as a maritime economist 
assessing ferry provision around 
the globe. His CV includes work 
in Australia, New Zealand, the 
United States, Canada, Norway, 
Sweden, Italian and Greece and he 
has been, until recently, an expert 
maritime adviser to the Scottish 
Government. He has recently retired 
as professor of maritime business at 
Edinburgh Napier University. He was 
director of the Maritime Research 
Group and has a PhD in Strategic 
Management in Global Shipping. 
Baird’s expert advisory work goes 
back before the creation of the 
devolved Scottish Parliament when 
he advised Westminster’s Scottish 
Affairs Committee on Scotland’s 
ferries, including a subsidy schemes 
for the northern isles which led to the 
creation of NorthLink to Orkney and 
Shetland.

INTERVIEW: ALF BAIRD
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TOUGH QUESTIONS
Scotland desperately needs a proper ferry strategy which tackles the
 ‘quangocracy’ and ends the disastrous tenure of CMAL, says Kenny MacAskill

Scotland’s former Justice Minister Kenny MacAskill has picked 
up his cudgel on many issues throughout his political life. A 
lawyer by profession, MacAskill remains one of Scotland’s best 
known nationalist politicians. Now, as the Alba Party MP for 
East Lothian, having relinquished the SNP whip, he has been 
raising the issue of CMAL and Ferguson’s in the privileged 
chambers of the House of Commons.

“The tragedy is not how bad things are, in many ways, it’s how much 
better they should be,” he says, speaking from his office, off Haddington’s 
historic high street. “I come at this not just because I’m a lifelong supporter 
of Scottish independence and a Scottish Parliament. I’ve come to the 
conclusion that many of the things that we get wrong, we do to ourselves. 
And that is certainly the case here. But the only people who can resolve it are 
ourselves.”

He is clear the Ferry Fiasco cannot be blamed on London and the 
Conservatives in power in Westminster, although UK Ministers could do 
more to regulate the ownerships of UK ports, such as Forth Ports and Peel 
Ports.

“This ferry mess is owned by the Scottish Government, as are other 
things to do with the behaviour of the Lord Advocate, and indeed South 
Lanarkshire College.”

He has written regularly to Scottish Cabinet Secretary Kate Forbes and 
to the stream of Transport Ministers about the issues caused by CMAL 
at Ferguson’s, including the contract for turnaround manager Tim Hair, 
who began work in August 2019, who was paid an eye-watering £1.88m 
for his 567 days at the yard. In January 2022, Forbes told MacAskill that 
Hair had “stabilised the situation and the yard was under control with 
the appointment of a highly capable management team and competent 
professionals in all areas of the business.” 
 

She said: “Substantial and visible progress had been made on the two 
dual-fuel ferries, notably in achieving a final design that resolves problems 
inherited from FMEL.” Her note added the delivery of 801 was planned 
for between July to October 2022 and delivery of 802 was planned 
between April to July 2023.  The cost of completion, given by Tim Hair at a 
parliament hearing, was between £110.3m and £114.3m. As we go to press, 
the MV Glen Sannox is still undergoing work at Port Glasgow.

MacAskill is informed by his research in writing a biography of Jimmy 
Reid, the illustrious trade union leader of the Upper Clyde Shipbuilders’ 
dispute in the 1970s, and the long summer holidays spent with his family on 
the Isle of Lewis.

“The Clyde runs deep in our Scottish soul. It is part of our psyche. It is 
never going to go back to the days of the Queens Elizabeth and Mary at 
Clydebank. But the skills are still there and the towns of Greenock and Port 
Glasgow badly need it. There is a huge opportunity at Ferguson’s and there is 
a desperate need in the communities, not just of Clydeside but on the Clyde 
and the Hebridean islands.”

“I know all about the needs and expectations of these local island 
communities, from Barra and Benbecula to Brodick, so these ferries matter.” 

He feels it is not beyond the Scottish Government to join the dots. “We need 
ferries. We have a commercial shipyard on the lower Clyde that could be 
expanded. We should be building ships at Ferguson’s and indeed Inchgreen 
and elsewhere, for the next 25 years, and then starting all over again.”

“It’s quite clear that the ships that are faltering and breaking down mainly 
aren’t the one’s that are built on the Clyde. [MV Seaforth, ordered by CMAL, 
was built at Flensburg in northern Germany]. Not the newest one anyway.”

He said there is no suggestion that a commercial and competitive Clyde 
yard cannot build good ships, but they are hampered by a “surfeit of 
bureaucracies operating in silos, often operating against each other and none 
of which has a vision, and all of which lack the precise skills needed.”

“We really require a Maritime Division of the Scottish Government. For 
an island nation, it is absurd that we don’t. If you were to ask the Scottish 
Transport Minister for her vision for maritime prospects in Scotland, I don’t 
think you’d get an answer.”

“CMAL, it seems to me are corporate lawyers who have no idea about 
what they are doing. Caledonian MacBrayne, the ferry part, have good 
people within it, but they are neutered and won’t speak out.”

He says it is not just internal ferries, but routes to Europe, including the 
Rosyth ferry terminal which once served Zeebrugge. “Despite Brexit,  
we haven’t got one direct European route from Scotland to the Continent!”

FAIR DEALS FOR RMT MEMBERS
MacAskill is well-kent as a left-leaning nationalist and he has strong and 
cordial connections working with the RMT’s Maritime Division. So does 
he agree the RMT deserves its share of criticism for helping perpetuate a 
situation at CalMac Ferries where staff live and work on bigger and bigger 
hotel ships?

“Cal Mac ferries cannot be a job creation scheme. It should be there 
to provide a fantastic service so that the island communities can thrive. 
It should be to provide jobs through ensuring a vibrant economy in the 
communities.”

Could the maritime trade unions accept change and appreciate that 
different ship types in Scotland, without live-in ‘hotel’ accommodation, are 
a preferred future?

The Scottish Government need to work with the unions on this. I accept 
the argument for crews living in island communities and many are, as I 
know, through my family connections. New vessels for the islands wouldn’t 
require on board accommodation but there’s a solution. Assistance can be 
given to those who relocate. But we also require services to the Continent 
and they need crewed and that will require onboard accommodation. 

“CalMac should be a national not just island communities provider. 
Similarly, why not an island cruise vessels as they have in Norway providing 
for locals and visitors? That also requires onboard accommodation. It can 
be negotiated but you need to work with the union. CalMac are part of our 
history and communities. Why shouldn’t they also be part of our future 
as we trade with Europe and provide for those seeking cruises? It’s about 
vision for our maritime sector just as it is with shipbuilding

“The staff on CalMac vessels are getting it in the neck from the public 
because the ships are not delivering. It must be difficult for those working 
on these vessels.”

He supports the RMT’s call for a ‘People’s Caledonian MacBrayne’ 
because the current set-up of a distant quango where neither the 
workforce nor the island communities have any powerful representation 
is hopeless.

“It has to be democratised and people, such as Joe Reade on the Mull 
and Iona Ferry Committee [Featured on Page 6], have to be listened to. 
They should have a place and voice on the board, and it is disgraceful that 
they are not.”

Furthermore, it is beyond understanding that Erik Østergaard, who 
seldom, if ever, visited a Scottish island community, has jumped from the 
chair of CMAL to Caledonian MacBrayne.

“Minimal it smells, but it does look like a pay off to me. CalMac and 
CMAL are just part of the current quangocracy that runs Scotland. It is a 
few people who sit on multiple boards running the country to the same 
level that they have in the last 30 years. Scottish Government’s come and 
go, it’s the same people in the quangos: retired bankers, retired financiers, 
retired civil servants, and few of them live in the communities.”

“The whole quangocracy needs changed because there is a whole 
level of unelected governance in Scotland that is running the show. The 
catastrophe is shown with CMAL and CalMac where communities are 
ignored, workers in the frontline are blamed for things that are out of 
their control and the whole country pays the price and is suffering as a 
result.” 

 

“The whole 
quangocracy 
needs changed
because there is a whole level of unelected 
governance in Scotland that is running the show.”

Kenny MacAskill

VITAL INCHGREEN DRYDOCK IS OWNED BY PEEL PORTS 
GROUP, WHO ARE RIVALS TO FERGUSON’S 
Kenny MacAskill wants more light shed on Peel Ports Group and their 
relationship with CMAL. On 7 June 2022, MacAskill moved a motion 
in Parliament to consider the regulation of Forth and Clyde ports 
to maximise their potential. He revealed to MPs that local people 
were ‘gobsmacked’ to learn that Forth Ports, which owns and runs 
Grangemouth, Leith, Rosyth, Methil and Burntisland, and the port of 
Dundee on the Tay, was owned by the Public Sector Pension Investment 
Board, a Canadian Crown corporation. It also owns and operates the Port 
of Tilbury, which is part of the Port of London.

The East Lothian MP then turned his attention to the Clyde, where ports 
at Glasgow, Greenock and Hunterston, and Ardrossan, have been owned 
and operated by Clydeport since 2003. Clydeport is owned by Peel Ports, 
based in Manchester, and the majority shareholder is John Whittaker, 
a billionaire who lives on the Isle of Man. He has an extensive property 
portfolio, including John Lennon Airport in Liverpool, the Manchester Ship 
Canal, and it also owns Cammell Laird shipyard.

As a consequence of harbour ownership, Peel Ports Group is in charge 
of Inchgreen dock in Greenock, critical to reviving shipbuilding on the 
Clyde and a long-term future of Ferguson’s.

“There are other issues there with ownership and construction of ferries 
… the wrong ferries ordered, incompetence by the procurement agency 
CMAL and a rush and failure by the Scottish Government. What remains 
clear is that Scottish island communities have a desperate need for new 
vessels, and Ferguson’s is the yard to build them.”

“That is where Inchgreen dock comes in. Rather than ensuring it can be 
used for shipyard expansion, Peel Ports has sought to lease it as a breaker’s 
yard. The skilled jobs are fewer and the work less profitable. Would that 
have anything to do with Peel Ports plc also owning Cammell Laird 
shipyard on the Mersey, which competes with Ferguson’s for orders?”

AN MP’s POINT OF VIEW

“The Clyde runs deep in our Scottish 
soul. It is part of our psyche. 
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SWEENEY 
RAISES 
STAKES

S
cotland must set aside 
the Ferry Fiasco and 
work towards building 
a modern ship 
building and vessel 
repair industry which 

will create high-quality jobs for the 
next generation and beyond, says 
Paul Sweeney. 

The Scottish Labour MSP for 
Glasgow Region believes this will 
require a massive multi-billion 
transformation and new levels of 
national self-confidence in building 
an industry which delivers a 
‘production line’ of suitable vessels 
to serve not only the Clyde and 
Hebridean island communities, but 
also the ships required to maintain 
the massive array of offshore 
windfarms now surrounding 
Scotland’s shores. 

Many of those who lament the 
post-industrialisation of central 
Scotland can be seen as wrinkled 
romantics who perhaps bashed 

steel in Govan before moving 
into less arduous and more 
comfortable occupations. Sweeney 
is a bespectacled younger politico 
who speaks with knowledge and 
passion about why the Ferguson 
Marine’s collapse is a tragedy and 
a metaphor for the ineptitude of 
the current system of building 
commercial ships in Scotland. 

Sweeney’s own politics are 
inflected by his father, a Clydeside 
shipyard worker at Yarrows yard, 
working on the Type23 frigates, 
and the cycle of ‘feast-or-famine’ 
between employment and the dole 
queue which meant it was often 
hard for children at Christmas. 
His father eventually gave up his 
engineering trade to become a taxi 
driver. 

Now Labour’s spokesman for 
Public Finance and Employment, 
Sweeney worked at BAE Systems 
as a production engineer 
involved in designing production 

methodologies for the new frigates, 
witnessing first-hand world-class 
shipbuilding techniques and 
processes. He had a stint at Scottish 
Enterprise before becoming an 
MSP and one of a young cadre of 
card-carrying trade union members 
trying to bring new thinking to 
Scotland’s industrial conundrum. 

“The reason I’m in politics is 
because I want to recover the 
potential of Scotland’s heavy 
industrial heritage for our modern 
age. We’re all really proud of 
Scotland’s shipbuilding and 
engineering past. As a young kid 
growing up and watching ships 
being launched, it was purposeful, 
spectacular and impressive but it is 
also associated with great pain and 
uncertainty.” 

He says the decline of 
shipbuilding on the Clyde has 
been a source of deep-rooted 
generational distress for people in 
Scotland, and is at the heart of the 

wider issues around deprivation, 
poor social conditions and even 
another subject he is anxious to 
tackle, Scotland’s appalling drug 
death statistics. 

“I’ve had a deep inspiration from 
a young age to try and reverse 
this decline, which has been so 
pervasive during my upbringing. 
I want our Scottish people to be 
successful and have pride in this. 
It’s not just nostalgia, there’s a great 
future in it all.” 

He accepts his hands-on 
experience of naval shipbuilding 
is different from commercial 
shipbuilding, with the pressure of 
price-competition not the same 
with Royal Navy contracts. 

“In many ways there are 
fundamentally different businesses, 
like comparing McLaren to Skoda, 
but there are pure elements that 
are common. We need to approach 
shipbuilding as a national mission to 
rebuild this sector.” 

Glasgow MSP Paul Sweeney wants radical change to 
shipbuilding system which dogged Scotland’s recent history.

His political career was galvanised 
during the Scottish referendum 
campaign in 2014 when the tortured 
realities of commercial shipbuilding 
on the Clyde came into focus when 
Ferguson’s at Port Glasgow was 
under threat. 

“There was a simplistic spirit 
around this in 2014 when Ferguson’s 
was rescued from administration. 
I think there was a lot of good will 
around that in terms of placing 
contracts using public procurement 
to push the industry forward. 
However, there was a lot of 
complexity to make it effective that 
wasn’t fully appreciated.” 

“I first encountered Ferguson 
Marine when I went to meet Liam 
Campbell [first managing director 
after the rescue in 2014] in 2016 
when I was an account manager 
with Scottish Enterprise, after 
moving on from BAE. My first 
impression of Ferguson Marine 
was ‘What a dump’ and ‘This is 
embarrassing’. There was a fire 
station in the middle of the shipyard 
and a castle at one end and the 
esplanade at the other. It was 
hemmed into this tiny parcel of land 
facing the sea. They were trying to 
build a ship that was halfway out on 
the road. It was like a theme park 
rather than a world-class industrial 
enterprise.” 

He says if you were starting with 
a clean sheet of paper, this is not 
where you would choose to build 
a ship. Later in our conversation, 
he suggests that Ferguson at Port 
Glasgow should be sold off for 
housing and that the whole yard 
should be moved down to Inchgreen 
where there is a drydock and the 
space to build and refit ships. 

“This is a strange place to be. I 
went into a portable cabin with a 
pile-driver outside and they were 
building a new assembly hall behind 
the cabin. They were trying to build 
a ship for CalMac at the same time 
as rebuilding the shipyard. I thought 
this was bizarre and wondered 
where was the stability in the 
project.” 

This was an eye-opener for the 
former engineer who had witnessed 
yards in China and Germany, where 
everything was under cover and 
there was acres of space for the 
processes. 

Campbell also revealed a problem 
with finance. “The Brexit referendum 
a few weeks before had crashed 
the value of the Pound and wiped 

out the profit margin on buying in 
the engines and prime movers from 
Wartsila in Finland. Apparently, this 
was due to Scottish Government 
delays in placing the contract with 
the company. They couldn’t buy 
the engines on time, meanwhile the 
value of Sterling had crashed.” 

It all sounded tough going, but 
Sweeney felt that Campbell was 
optimistic at this stage about the 
future for the Ferguson’s yard, and 
that there was promising work in the 
pipeline. 

Scottish Enterprise were 
involved in a grant award for the 
development of the fabrication hall 
and new cranes for the yard. 

“There wasn’t any indication 
at that time that there were any 
problems, other than the shipyard 
was tiny and didn’t seem optimised 
for building large ferries.” 

Sweeney took his eye off the story 
and, like many, presumed things 
were improving. Then in 2019, he 
first met with Jim McColl. 

 “When it all came to grief, I 
was increasingly baffled by what 
Jim McColl told me. He wrote a 
pretty explosive email to me at 
the time outlining what he saw as 
government corruption. That CMAL 
was in the pocket of a competitor, 
which was Cammell Laird, via Peel 
Ports. Jim said that the agency was 
effectively out to ‘do-in’ Ferguson’s. 
Whether that is an entirely fair 
assessment, I don’t know.” 

Sweeney listened with interest to 
McColl but says “That’s a hell of an 
allegation. When it comes to things 
like corruption, it is much more 
banal than it first appears. There 
are narrow vested interests that 
will act in that way. It might seem 
conspiratorial when it’s not, it is just 
selfishness.” 

When McColl went into greater 
detail about what went wrong, 
particularly with the bond funding, 
the issues over the design freezes 
and the changes to the design, all 
of it increased Sweeney’s sense of 
alarm. 

“It was about how CMAL were 
behaving and the failure of Scottish 
Government Ministers to engage 
in arbitration. The fact that when it 
was obvious that intervention was 
needed to stabilise the project, none 
was forthcoming. The question 
was then begged what did CMAL 
have on Ministers that they were so 
reticent to get involved? Reading 
between the lines, it was that 

Ministers had acted illegally in 
forcing CMAL to place the contract 
with Ferguson’s and that if Ministers 
intervened, that would all be spilled.” 

This was some of the story which 
came out in CMAL’s evidence to 
the RECC (Rural Economy and 
Connectivity Committee) in 2021.

Sweeney is keen to look at the 
whole Ferry fiasco in a wider context 
about the future. 

“It all comes back to what are we 
trying to achieve as a country and 
CMAL have a very narrow remit 
which is to procure ships for lifeline 
ferry routes in Scotland. It is too 
narrow as a brief when we should 
be having a national system of 
shipbuilding innovation to rebuild 
our industrial base.” 

His view, which reflects official 
Scottish Labour policy, is to use the 
public procurement of the vessels to 
pump-prime wider industrial activity, 
tied into sustainable jobs in Scotland. 
“There should be One Mission and 
One Focus, similar to the aircraft 
carrier alliance to build the Royal 
Navy aircraft carriers. For all its flaws 
and difficulties, at least there was an 
agreed singular purpose around the 
customer and the builder.” 

He says in case of the Ferguson’s 
and CMAL, the customer and 
the builder had a very toxic and 

fundamentally disruptive relationship 
which has “caused a disaster”. It was 
clear that Ferguson’s was still in a 
fragile state of recovery, so why were 
CMAL so impatient and unable to 
work to allow the yard to prosper? 

“That is the great fundamental 
tragedy at the heart of it all.”  

In his view, the way that ferries 
in Scotland are procured is deeply 
flawed. He cites Alf Young’s Times 
newspaper column which points out 
that the average lifespan of a CalMac 
ferry is 25 years, there are 37 vessels 
in the fleet, so at current vintage, you 
would have one new ferry every nine 
months for ever. This is a baseline 
for a constant production system in 
Scotland. 

“In any shipbuilding enterprise, 
series production is critical to 
efficiency and in a ferry fleet such as 
CalMac’s you only really need two 
types of ferry: a larger one for open 
ocean routes to the Western Isles 
and smaller one for inshore ferry 
routes like Largs to Cumbrae.” 

He says there should be two 
standard vessel designs, which 
should be agreed, stabilised and 
modularised so they can be retro-
fitted or with local customisation 
bolted on. 

“If you want to fit a gift shop or 
a café, there is an ISO container 
or pod you can clamp or weld to 
the deck. I’m being simplistic to 
make this point, but vessels can 
be modularised with a common 
fundamental platform.”  

His vision is for an Airbus-
production model, where there is 
a standard integrated design and 
a stable production system which 
can consistently turn out ferries 
on a rolling schedule. This, in turn, 
means the developing of a skills 
base, encouraged by regular and 
sustainable employment, security of 
contracts for a Scottish yard and a 
local supply chain of innovation. 

When he worked at BAE 
Systems, there was a ‘Lean Learning 
Academy’ set up by people from 
Airbus and Toyota. During a week-
long team-building, one of the 
exercises was the Planking Game, an 
IKEA-style furniture puzzle where a 
group of five were given a drawing 
and worked together to build a 3-D 
structure. In the initial stages the 
structure took 20 minutes to fathom 
and build, but during the week and 
with constant repetition, the task 
was down to five seconds.

Continued on page 30

“It all comes back 
to what are we 
trying to achieve 
as a country 
and CMAL have 
a very narrow 
remit which is 
to procure ships 
for lifeline ferry 
routes in Scotland. 
It is too narrow as 
a brief when we 
should be having 
a national system 
of shipbuilding 
innovation to 
rebuild our 
industrial base.”
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Saving Inchgreen dry dock for Scotland’s    ferry future is a ‘no-brainer’ – so why are the Scottish Government so passive?

Our elected Scottish politicians  ―  and 
those who hold Ministerial briefs in the 
Scottish Government - have either been 
asleep in the wheelhouse or lack the 
courage and conviction to establish a 
coherent industrial strategy for Scotland’s 
largest river, the Clyde.

And here this astonishing tale of neglect turns to the fate of 
the Inchgreen dry dock, which is only a mile and a half from 
Ferguson’s in Port Glasgow. When Jim McColl’s team started 
to look at the opportunities for Ferguson Marine back in 2014, 
they learned that the disused Inchgreen dry dock would be 
ideal for the expansion of the recently-revived Port Glasgow 
yard. It was crystal clear after winning the contracts for the 
Hulls 801 and 802 that the yard did not have enough room to 
complete both ships together in a cramped yard with a single 
slipway.

Indeed, as Ian Jack wrote in a London Review of Books 
article in September 2022, it was “these awkward necessities 
that that brought Sturgeon to the yard on 21 November 2017 
to name the 801 hull MV Glen Sannox, and to celebrate the 
wonderful occasion as all ship launches are”.

Jack said the hull “looked unfinished, but it was more 
unfinished than it looked; its white navigation bridge had been 
painted with black squares that from a distance looked like 
windows.”

John Morgan, who was employed by FMEL as the business 
development director, said: “We had high hopes for FMEL’s 
future. However, the size of the yard was always a constraint for 
our development. We were interested in expansion, particularly 
at Inchgreen dry dock, which was owned by Peel Ports. We had 
discussion with them, and they were going to give us part of 
the land to make and launch fishing boats.”

With Brexit becoming a reality Scotland’s marine trawling 
community predicted a 20-30% increase in the fleet. Yet the 
only builder in Scotland had a two-year waiting list, so Morgan 
prepared a plan to build eight vessels at one time, all moving in 
different stages of completion.

Alongside was a planned training unit for the Clyde 
Fishermen’s Association, with all the new recruits able to see 
the vessels being built.

“This opportunity was just lost when the Scottish 
Government took over and nationalised the yard,” he 
says.

 Continued from page 29 

This repetition he sees as being 
central to the development of a ferry 
building industry in Scotland.  

“You could get a Formula One 
pit-stop team working on the ferry 
renewal system in Scotland. By the 
time you get to the third ship, the guys 
can do it blind. This is how you achieve 
consistency and efficiency.” 

However, he sees CMAL’s ‘drip-
feeding’ of orphan designs every few 
years with everyone competing as 
‘absurd’ because this will never deliver 
the required efficiencies. 

“You are not going to get a Scottish 
shipbuilder capable of building up a 
head of steam to be internationally 
competitive. So the whole Ferguson 
story in 2014 might have started with 
good intentions but it collapsed under 
its own contradictions. That’s the 
tragedy because the solution and the 
opportunity is staring us in the face.”  

He says there should be volume in 
the yard that will stabilise production, 
achieve efficiency, which would more 
than deliver for the domestic needs 
and become price efficient to win 
international orders too.  

“They have done everything to 
destroy that opportunity ... I don’t think 
there is the institutional capacity within 
Transport Scotland to understand 
these things. We’re dealing with 
people working on ports policy with 
civil engineering degrees who are only 
recently out of university,” he says. 

“CalMac Ferries seem keen on the 
idea of standardisation. I’ve spoken 
with their managing director, Robbie 
Drummond, and he seems to be on 
the ball with this. Yet we are all held 
hostage by a combination of Transport 
Scotland and CMAL.” 

But when asked if the trade 
unions are not part of the problem 
in their resistance to change and 
their insistence on building ferries as 
floating hotels to house unionised 
staff, and with large catering facilities 
involving massive subsidy, he is clear. 
“That needs to be an open and honest 
negotiation. Trade unions are open to 
new technology and new methods 
and innovation but there needs to be a 
rationale for it. And there needs to be 
a just transition if it requires changes to 
jobs and labour markets.” 

Sweeney’s vision is mired in 
frustration about the Scottish 
Government’s inertia and fear. 

“Scotland is like the legendary giant, 
Gulliver tied down by the weight of its 
past. We need to cut these bonds to 
move on from this. There is a multiplier 

effect of building ships for the Scottish 
economy, particularly in Inverclyde.” 

What would he do if he became a 
Transport Minister for Scotland?  “I 
would set up a single corporation 
to procure and run the ferries and 
it would have a very patient and 
long-term relationship with a national 
shipbuilding champion, which will 
have been explicitly defined and may 
involve a consortium working in an 
agreed fashion. Whether the national 
shipbuilding corporation is privately 
or publicly-owned or a combination is 
irrelevant.” 

As a scholar of the Upper Clyde 
Shipbuilding (UCS) saga in the 1960s 
and 1970s, where union firebrand 
Jimmy Reid came to national 
prominence, he says lessons could be 
learned.  “UCS was a good idea, but 
it was a half-baked cake that wasn’t 
properly resourced.”  

Aside from UCS’s failure, one 
abortive plan was the Newshot Isle 
project to create a new world-class 
integrated shipyard near Clydebank, 
by diverting the river, and moving all 
the upper Clyde yards onto a single 
massive site, akin to what was being 
developed in Japan, France, Italy, 
Germany, Finland and South Korea. 

“It’s amazing how similar problems 
are manifesting themselves today. I 
don’t necessarily think that Ferguson 
Marine is a good place to build ships, 
perhaps Inchgreen is the place to do 
it. A fully integrated yard at Inchgreen 
would work, although the problem is 
it is owned by Peel Ports. They have 
effectively sterilised a national asset 
built originally with public money. It 
needs a Ministerial intervention to 
instruct a compulsory purchase order 
and put it into a national holding 
company.”  

Sweeney says this could be 
the central aspect of his radical 
shipbuilding and refitting vision, and 
that Inchgreen should return to public 
control where the dock can be leased 
to the national shipbuilding champion. 

“The whole thing set up around 
CMAL is a laughable farce in terms of 
drip-feeding orphan designs every so 
often. I would wipe the slate clean. This 
proposal would give you the space and 
the layout to do the job properly.”  

“UCS was a good 
idea, but it was a half-
baked cake that wasn’t 
properly resourced.”  

GIVE AN INCH  GREEN, AND SAVE A YARD.
It is clear that Peel Ports, as 
owners of Cammell Laird, and 
direct competitor with FEML, 
have stymied innovation and 
development at Inchgreen. 

Robert Buirds, a retired trade union leader, 
born in Port Glasgow, but a veteran health and 
safety activists in the North Sea oil industry, has 
taken up the cause and been an effective and 
massive local campaigner to ‘Save Lochgreen’ for 
industrial maritime activity.

“We need this dock to build our new Scottish 
ferry fleet and provide hundreds of sustainable 
skilled jobs for decades to come,” he says.

He points a damming finger at the drydock’s 
ownership by Peel Ports, ultimately owned by 
property tycoon John Whittaker, who fought a 
battle to take over the Manchester Ship Canal 
Company in the 1980s, and owns a string 
of national infrastructure assets, including 
Clydeport and Cammell Laird.

Buirds has been involved with the CCG group, 
led by Dr Stuart Ballantyne, of Sea Transport 
Group,  business figure Peter Breslin, Professor 
Alf Baird, and others, who had offered a genuine 
solution to resolve the Scottish Ferry Fiasco. 
While this involves building a new ferry fleet, 
based on safe and environmentally proven 
designs, and increasing capacity, frequency and 
reliability, for Buirds, it would also reinvigorate 
Scottish commercial shipbuilding, creating 
hundreds of skilled jobs and apprenticeships, 
with a dedicated shipbuilding training centre in 
Greenock. 

“This will replace CMAL’s one-off designs 
(orphan ship) which has been a major flaw in 
a ferry strategy for building the new fleet,” he 
wrote to Kate Forbes, the Finance Minister. His 
letter stated there is no coherent plan in place to 
meet any timescale, with CMAL continuing its 
failed procurement strategy based on in-house 
specified monohulls which excludes evaluation 
of catamarans. The calculation is that 50 vessels, 
delivered over a 20-year timespan, would be a 

total order book worth approximately 
£800m (at today’s prices).

“CMAL, at their present rate of delivery and 
excessive cost of monohull one off designs would 
take 50 years to replace the present fleet, at a cost 
of more than £2 billion. Our proposal would 
therefore save the taxpayer at least £1 billion and 
provide for far more rapid and reliable total fleet 
replacement in half the time,” he said. 

The CCG proposals argue that the change in 
ferry operating company’s working practices 
would be beneficial for crews able to live at 
home and there would be discussions and full 
agreement with the RMT trade union.  

“Building the new ferry fleet on the Clyde will 
complement the UK’s National Shipbuilding 
Strategy and we have started discussions with 
the National Shipbuilding Office (NSO). We will 
require funding to refurbish both Inchgreen and 
Govan and will be approaching the NSO fund, 
UK levelling up fund, Scottish Government, and 
private investors.” 

Both Inchgreen and the Govan Graving Dock 
would require around £35m to £45m to upgrade 
their facilities. Ferguson Marine has been 
upgraded, with much of the work done before 
being nationalised by the Scottish Government. 
Ferguson’s, a key shipbuilder, would build 
sections for the ferries that would be floated to 
Inchgreen and Govan drydocks for assembly.

However, despite meetings with Scottish 
Ministers, including Ms Forbes, the response 
to this plan from the Scotland’s civil service 
has been, in Buirds’ view, both patronising and 
insulting. A junior civil servant, recently out of 
university was given the task of replying and, 
initially, dismissed any future discussion.

Undeterred, Buirds and the local campaigners 
have worked to keep the drydock issue in the 
public eye. His vision is that there must be 
opportunities for young people to pursue careers 
in maritime engineering, shipyard maintenance 
and shipbuilding, in Inverclyde.

He believes both Labour and SNP 
administration, at national and local, have failed 

in ensuring a sustainable industrial strategy for 
the Clyde. He fears that compliant 
politicians in the Inverclyde area 
are only interested in housing,  

 
 
 
 

which pulls in council tax revenue, and turns 
the region into a commuter dormitory for 
central Glasgow, sucking out local industrial 
opportunities. He remains deeply unimpressed 
by the so-called Inverclyde Taskforce, chaired by 
council leader Stpehen McCabe.

His campaign to save Inchgreen drydock 
began in 2017 and he remains its secretary. 
He maintains Peel Ports have had little interest 
in negotiating a sustainable future with its 
original plans to fill in the drydock and build 
Clyde-waterfront flats. More recently, Atlas 
Decommissioning, a scrap merchant, has used 
a part of the drydock, winning a contract to 
dismantle the cruise ship Astoria. Buirds wrote 
on his site: “Peel Ports get their wish of turning 
Inchgreen into a scrapyard thus preventing 
competition for their shipbuilding and marine 
engineering businesses on the Mersey, Tyne and 
Tees. The embarrassed politicians can sleep easier 
now that their ambitions of turning Inverclyde 
into a scrapyard have been achieved.”

He said earlier: “The Scottish Government 
must sink this scrapyard and return the dock to 
public ownership or force Peel Ports to lease to 
a shipbuilding and marine company that will 
bring sustainable skilled jobs. Unfortunately, they 
have refused to do this and say it’s none of their 
business what Peel get up to as a private company. 
However this is laughable when so much public 
money is regularly handed to the Peel Group for 
many of their misadventures along the Clyde,” he 
says. 

He says Peel Ports, owners of Cammell Laird, 
and at one time shipbuilding competitors 
to FMEL, have stymied innovation and 
development at Inchgreen. The stalwart 
campaigner wants the creation of a trust, which 
would take control of the drydock and insure its 
future as an industrial asset in Inverclyde.  
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A VIEW FROM JIM McCOLL 

It all seemed so rosy. In 2014 
Ferguson Marine Engineering 
Limited (FMEL) were very 
happy to be included in the 
list of qualified bidders for 

two dual fuelled LNG ferries for 
CMAL, having completed the pre-
qualification questionnaire. 

The shipyard in Port Glasgow was 
making excellent progress on Hull 
727 to be launched as MV Catriona 
and was delivered six weeks early 
and on budget. (Ferguson’s did not 
have a Bank Refund Guarantee 
(BRG) in place for 727).

An Invitation to Tender (ITT) 
for the two 100 metre ferries was 
issued on 10th December 2014 with 
the bid deadline on 20th February 
2015. This was an extremely tight 
timetable given the complexity of 
the vessels. However, the FMEL 
team were keen to give it their best 
shot and hired Houlder engineering 
consultants to assist with the bid. 

Ferguson’s made it clear that 
they could not put in place a BRG 
for the two ferries but were able to 
agree an alternative which included 
ownership of all material and work 
in progress on the vessels passing 
immediately into CMAL ownership, 
plus an insurance bond for £25 
million. 

The bid deadline was 
subsequently extended to the end 
of March 2015, still extremely 
tight. A more realistic time to 
prepare a bid of this complexity 
would be six months, against a fully 
de-risked scoping document (the 
specification). The specification 
issued by CMAL was not based on 
a fully de-risked concept. It fell well 
short of that standard. 

OSD, a ship design consultancy, 
had worked with CalMac for about 
a year on a detailed specification for 
two dual-fuel ferries, each 200 metre, 
for Gotland Ferries in Sweden. 
The bid was unsuccessful. CalMac 
gave them three weeks to adapt 
the specification for the 200 metre 

ferries into an outline specification 
for two 100 metre ferries, which 
were completely different vessels. 

AN IMPOSSIBLE TIME TO DO 
THE JOB PROPERLY 
OSD said they needed much more 
time but were asked to do what they 
could in three weeks. OSD refused 
to sign off on the specification and 
the CalMac technical director signed 
off on it and presented this cobbled 
together outline specification to 
CMAL and Transport Scotland at 
their meeting in July/August 2014, 
as the outline specification for the 
two 100 metre ferries.  

CMAL cut and pasted large 
elements of this specification into 
a scoping document for the two 
100 metre ferries, which they had 
been working on. This patchwork of 
various design concepts was issued 
as the specification with the ITT, 
on 10th December 2014, giving the 
shipyards just over two months to 
submit their bids. 

This bungled preparation of the 
scoping document (specification) 
from CMAL caused mayhem with 
the design and build phase of the 
contracts. FMEL were unaware of 
this botched preparation when they 
received the order, which was forced 
through by the Scottish Government 
against CMAL’s advice.  

It would appear that the Scottish 
Government were in a hurry to get 
the process for the ordering of the 
ferries underway and were focused 
on making sure that the order went 
to Ferguson’s in Port Glasgow.  
Former Scottish government 
minister Kenny MacAskill, who 
was in the Cabinet at the time, also 
confirms this undue haste.

The shipyard was bought out of 
administration by Clyde Blowers 
Capital (CBC) on 10th September 
2014. They had taken on all 70 
redundant employees, given them 

a 5% pay increase and doubled 
the number of employees over 
the following year. Clyde Blowers 
had also committed significant 
investment of £28 million to 
modernise the yard, and put in 
place an exciting plan to re-establish 
commercial shipbuilding on the 
lower Clyde.  

This was a great success story with 
a strong future. A fabulous story 
too for the Scottish Government 
to attach itself to with significant 
political PR value.  

When problems started to emerge 
early in the contracts (there were 
two identical contracts for 801 
and 802), FMEL’s management 
commissioned BCTQ, an 
independent marine consultancy, to 
review the ITT. 

Their findings exposed key 
weaknesses in the procurement 
process: “From our review of 
the ITT and other information 
provided, it is clear, that at the ITT 
stage, CMAL had not thought 
through and did not have a clear 
idea of the consequences of what 
they were asking for in terms of 
the ITT specification; the design 
concept for the vessels had not been 
thoroughly developed.”  

THE CONCEPTUAL DESIGN 
WAS INADEQUATE 
They went on to detail the issues 
which had not been properly 
addressed. “From our investigations, 
there appears to have been 
inadequate consideration of these 
fundamental issues, either in terms 
of accuracy or detail, prior to issue 
of the ITT.” 

Furthermore, HKA, experts 
in maritime dispute resolution, 
said: “The conceptual design was 
inadequate. Many fundamental 
design issues were not addressed or 
resolved by CMAL at the award of 

the contract and had to be resolved 
thereafter.”  

Commodore Luke van Beek, 
the Scottish Government’s own 
appointed expert commented, 
to the REC committee: “If you’re 
going to put in place a design and 
build contract you should have the 
specification almost complete when 
you let the contract, that was not 
what happened at all”.  

The subsequent problems with 
the contracts all originated from 
the inadequate specifications. 
CalMac rushed their requirements 
document to CMAL, and CMAL 
rushed out the Invitation to Tender 
without fundamental design issues 
being addressed or resolved.  

Early in the contract it became 
obvious to Ferguson’s that the 
variations were resulting in 
significant changes and cost 
increases well beyond what would 
be expected in a standard New Build 
Contract. Despite repeated attempts 
to engage CMAL in discussions 
about the numerous changes 
required and the serious cost 
implications, they repeatedly refused 
to discuss the issues, saying it was 
Ferguson’s problem as it was a fixed 
price contract. [See Page 28] 

The contract was not a fixed 
price contract. It expressly allowed 
for price increases to cover 
“modifications and changes”. It 
also allowed for dispute resolution 
through mediation or an Expert 
Determination Process, which 
CMAL refused to engage in and 
which the Government refused to 
put into effect, claiming falsely, that 
it was a fixed price contract and that 
the price couldn’t be changed. 

The problems were highlighted to 
Nicola Sturgeon, the First Minister, 
five years ago, early enough for her 
to take decisive action to mitigate 
the serious damage that followed. 
She was given a copy of the BCTQ 

findings, there was a clear dispute 
between CMAL and FMEL, and she 
and her Ministers refused to insist 
on CMAL taking part in a dispute 
resolution process, thereby denying 
Ferguson a fair hearing on their 
claim, causing the taxpayer several 
hundred million in additional costs. 

First Minister Nicola Sturgeon said 
at her Audit Committee appearance 
in 4th November 2022 that FMEL 
should have raised an action in 
the Court of Session. This is an 
incredible comment from a lawyer. 
She knows that by doing so the 
shipyard would have closed and jobs 
lost. Moreover, the Court of Session 
will only hear claims once all other 
avenues are exhausted. This was not 
the case.

Edward Mountain, MSP, chairman 
of the Scottish Parliament’s RECC, 
along with several committee 
members visited the yard on 29th 
October 2018. In the board room, 
HKA gave the committee a detailed, 
documented account of their 
findings of the shortcomings with the 
CMAL specification and the serious 
impact this was having on the costs 
and delays. 

The committee spent several hours 
with the HKA experts and FMEL 
management. They were given plenty 
of opportunity to ask questions. 
The RECC had been alerted to the 
serious issues being experienced 
by Ferguson’s and the continued, 
belligerent refusal of CMAL to 
engage in discussions  to resolve the 
dispute including an outright refusal 
to allow an Expert Determination 
Process, an agreed process set out in 
the contract. 

The RECC did not appear to take 
any action. The Scottish Government 
had the power to insist on Expert 
Determination or mediation to 
resolve the dispute but refused to do 
so.  

They also ignored the advice of 
their own Independent Expert who 
advised them not to nationalise the 
yard but to go for arbitration. 

By refusing the advice of their 
own expert and failing to insist on 
CMAL’s participation in an Expert 
Determination process, the Scottish 
Government is guilty of failing to act 
where clearly a duty to act existed. 
This inaction has resulted in serious 
harm to the future of the yard, its 
workforce, management, investors 
and the local Inverclyde economy. 
It has had a devastating effect on 
island communities and has led to 

additional costs in excess of £200 
million. The total is expected to be 
over £340 million.  

On 28th June 2019 in a final 
attempt to resolve the dispute, I 
submitted a proposal to the Scottish 
Government that Clyde Blowers 
Capital (CBC) would pick up 
half of the additional costs on the 
build of the two ferries. Ferguson 
management had estimated the 
final cost for the two ferries would 
be £196.9 million. The proposal was 
that CBC would cover 50% of the 
additional cost and the Government 
would cover 50%. It also capped 
the Government’s exposure, with 
any costs above £196.9 million 
being absorbed by Clyde Blowers. 
The proposal also allowed for the 
continued growth of non-ferry 
work at the yard, specifically on the 
Type 31 destroyer programme as a 
consortium member of the British 
Shipbuilding Strategy.  

McCOLL PROPOSAL DID NOT
BREACH STATE AID RULES 
The proposal was summarily 
dismissed by the Cabinet Secretary 
for Finance claiming that: “The CBC 
proposal falls short of compliance 
with the Market Economy Operator 
Principle (MEOP), under European 
State Aid and Procurement 
compliance.”  This was not true.

CBC responded with a Senior 
QC’s opinion which was forwarded 
to the Cabinet Secretary. This 
opinion confirmed that the proposal 
did not breach any EU rules and was 
legal. The EU legal expert was asked: 
“Can the proposal which has been 

made to the Scottish Government by 
CBC and FMEL, relating to an equity 
investment, be implemented without 
engaging or breaching procurement 
law? 

The answer was: ‘Yes. The proposal 
does not engage procurement law.” 

 He was also asked: “Is this 
proposal capable of being 
implemented consistently with the 
Market Economy Operator Principle 
(MEOP) for state aid purposes? 

The answer was: “Yes. The 
proposal is not unlawful state aid.” 

The Cabinet Secretary responded 
on 31st July 2019, saying:  “We have 
reviewed the legal opinions that you 
provided to us. Scottish ministers 
remain of the view that the CBC 
proposal falls short of compliance 
with the MEOP and that a number of 
significant risks remained.”  

The speed of this reply - within 
two days - hardly gives time for a 
proper legal assessment by learned 
counsel.

NATIONALISATION DAMAGED 
THE SHIPYARD’S FUTURE   
They dismissed Senior Counsel’s 
opinion without engaging their own 
Senior Counsel to properly review 
it. The CBC proposal was legal, yet 
the Scottish Government proceeded 
stubbornly and recklessly with their 
intent to nationalise the yard.  

Commodore van Beek, in his 
report dated 8th March 2019, 
advised against nationalisation. “In 
my opinion, arbitration offers the 
lowest price increase and shortest 
time delay to ferry delivery.” He said 
that Arbitration would be strongly 
resisted by CMAL. He also said: “I 
believe the factors which have led to 
this position were outside FMEL’s 
control. I repeat that I believe FMEL 
have the managerial and technical 
capability to deliver both ships.”  

The Scottish Government put 
in place a so-called Turnaround 
Director, when the business did not 
need turned around, it just needed 
to be paid a fair price for the work 
it was being asked to do. An Expert 
Determination process would have 
revealed the true cause of the delays 
and additional costs. CMAL, backed 
by the Scottish Government, blocked 
Expert Determination, despite it 
being written into the contracts to 
deal with dispute resolution.  

On his appointment, the so-called 
turnaround director removed all 
the senior team, signing them up to 
gagging orders. He did this without 

any handover of information on 
the status of the build programme 
from each individual. He also 
scrapped the very effective project 
management system which was in 
place and dismissed Vera Navis, the 
design team providing key naval 
architecture and marine engineering 
support services to the project. 
They had a team of highly qualified 
engineers on the project. This clear-
out erased the technical history of 
the project and its planning system. 
It was catastrophic mismanagement 
which has caused great damage to 
the yard and the build programme 
for the two vessels leading to 
significant cost escalation and further 
delays. 

The shipyard now anticipates an 
overall cost of over £340 million. 
It is not clear that this includes the 
£45 million loan which should be 
included in the cost. The nationalised 
yard has incurred around £200 
million of costs since taking on the 
contract. They will have spent twice 
the expected cost of the vessels since 
nationalisation. Surely this proves 
that the specification and contract 
were fundamentally wrong. The 
implications for public expenditure 
are significantly worse since 
nationalisation.  

It appears that CalMac and 
CMAL were rushed by the Scottish 
Government to issue an ITT for the 
two ferries and given an impossible 
timescale in which to do this. 
The Scottish Government almost 
certainly breached the rules under 
European State Aid and Procurement 
Practice by forcing CMAL to place 
the order with Ferguson’s. CMAL 
were able to use this potential 
threat of exposure of the Scottish 
Government to hold them off from 
forcing an Expert Determination 
process to resolve the dispute.  

The Government should have 
heeded Commodore van Beek’s wise 
advice instead of cowering from 
CMAL. 

Had they accepted CBC’s offer, 
the additional costs would have been 
capped at £50 million,  both ferries 
would be in operation today, and the 
yard would be thriving.

The Scottish Government are 
still pandering to CMAL. The 
First Minister, Nicola Sturgeon, 
told the Public Audit Committee 
that CMAL’s experience was 
“exceptional”, despite an assemblage 
of documented evidence and advice 
to the contrary.   

How a bungled spec for a 200 metre ferry  
from CalMac  for vessels half the length led to...

A £340 MILLION
DISASTER 

“I believe the 
factors which have 
led to this position 
were outside 
FMEL’s control. 
I repeat that I 
believe FMEL have 
the managerial 
and technical 
capability to 
deliver both 
ships.” 
Commodore Luke van Beek



often come back at various stages to try and negotiate things; indeed, once 
contracts are under way, contractors can come back and try and negotiate 
things.”

But as we show, the original BIMCO contracts were not ‘fixed-price’ 
contracts and there was clearly room for discussion on changing costs, and 
furthermore, there was a section of Dispute Resolution (Section 42), which 
stated:  “All other disputes shall be referred to expert determination in 
accordance with Sub-clauses (b), or by commercial procedure in the Court 
of Session.” Sub-clause (b) says: “In the event that a dispute arises under the 
Contract either party may require by notice of writing to the other Party that 
such dispute be referred to an independent third party (an ‘expert’) as the 
Parties jointly nominate in writing.”

The contracts stated: “The Expert shall act as an expert and not as an 
arbitrator and his decision shall be final and binding upon the Parties.”

This applies to both contracts for Hull 801 and Hull 802.

MACKAY CHALLENGED OVER ‘ALL AVENUES EXHAUSTED’ 
Derek Mackay, Minister for Transport and Islands from November 2014 to 
May 2016, spoke about how he re-engaged with the Ferry Fiasco when he 
returned as Scotland’s Finance Secretary, because “there were emerging 
concerns about the contract.”

But when Mackay spoke about the breakdown of the mediation process, 
he did not disclose that FMEL had been unable, despite frequent attempts, to 
get CMAL to agree an independent expert, which was clearly stipulated in the 
BIMCO contracts.

“Mediation, expert determination and other interventions proved 
unsuccessful, in that we could not get them started because of the 
relationship breakdown or the lack of agreement around remit of mediator. 
Ultimately, as you have heard in evidence from others, there was no legal 
basis on which to proceed, which became a key issue in why further 
mediation could not be taken forward.”

Then, as the Scottish Government secretly 
pursued the option of the nationalisation of 
the Ferguson yard, McColl offered a solution, 
via a QC’s report, involving restructuring the 
debts. This was dismissed by Mackay, who 
chose the path of nationalisation, based on a 
report from accountancy firm, PwC.

Audit Committee member MSP Craig 
Hoy challenged Mackay’s contention that 
all avenues had been exhausted before 
nationalisation. He asked why McColl’s QC 
report, which suggested FMEL and the 
Government split any future risk with a 
restructuring, potentially saving the taxpayer 
£100 million, was never explored.

“He [McColl] says he gave you that report 
and that you either ignored it or dismissed it 
without taking legal advice. Is that correct?” 
asked Hoy.

Mackay confirmed that a proposition was 
sent to him and the Scottish Government 
explored it. “We could not proceed, frankly 
because we did not have a legal basis to do 
so.”

He said he was advised by his officials that 
the proposition could not be taken forward 
“because it would have breached the advice 
that we had been given.”  When asked if 
he sought an independent QC’s advice, Mr 
Mackay responded that “legal opinion was 
sought to inform that advice”.

McColl met with Mackay in 2018 to discuss 
the ferry mess. “I did encourage mediation 
and expert determination. I encouraged all 
sorts of interventions, by our procurement 
officials,” he said.

Then, in his concluding remarks, Mackay said “Fundamentally, the reason 
why expert determination or mediation could not have proceeded was that 
the advice was that mediation could not lead to the conclusion which FMEL 
fundamentally wanted, which was more money for a fixed-price contract, 
given that CMAL’s view was that that could not and should not be done and 
that no mediation would sort that.” 

Mackay said this was why it did not proceed. CMAL refused and resisted 
the intervention of an independent expert, agreed by both parties, as per 
the signed contracts. So Mackay was either not telling the truth or misled by 
officials. 

McColl stated on the BBC Scotland Disclosure programme: “I couldn’t 
understand why the Scottish Government could not have instructed CMAL to 
do it.  [Enter mediation] because it was in the best interest of everyone to get 
a dispute settled as early as possible, because it is just going to get worse.” 

The Auditor General’s report states: “CMAL and FMEL agreed the draft terms 
of mediation and identified a preferred mediator. But in February 2018, both 
parties abandoned the mediation attempts after failing to agree the terms of 
reference.”  This was not strictly true either.

CMAL refused any draft terms that would allow the mediator to alter the 
price because they claimed it was a fixed-price contract. Then, in April 2018, 
Transport Scotland asked CMAL and FMEL to consider expert determination. 
Yet the Auditor’s report skirts over this by saying: “A shipping law firm advised 
CMAL that this was not suitable as the fundamental disagreement was not a 
technical matter.” McColl disputes this and says mediation was indeed dealing 
with a technical issue, not a legal one. 

Now it looks like the spin about the ‘fixed-price’ - repeated by CMAL’s 
CEO, the BBC, by former Ministers and, indeed, by the respected Deputy 
First Minister, who speaks of transparency and fairness - prevented a proper 
intervention by Scottish Ministers to resolve the matter at an early stage, 
which would have saved at least £200 million of taxpayers’ money.  

A
n earnest-looking John Swinney, Scotland’s honest-broking 
Deputy First Minister, either told a lie or has been badly 
misinformed by Transport Scotland’s civil servants about 
a clear statement he made on the BBC Scotland’s recent 
investigation into the Ferry Fiasco.

This is a central factual point at the heart of the whole 
‘catastrophic’ ferry procurement process. It involves how ‘fake news’ has 
been allowed to infiltrate the political discussion and become, by default, an 
accepted truth. It has allowed Scottish Ministers to deflect the blame away 
from their own serious failings.

Swinney was asked by reporter Mark Daly why, when Scottish Ministers 
owned CMAL, did they not sort out the issue of mediation and get everyone, 
CMAL, FMEL and Transport Scotland, around the table to resolve the 
growing conflict? Swinney said: “The basis of what was being aired was 
essentially a departure from a fixed-price contract, and once that had been 
settled there was no legal basis for that to be explored and that was the issue 
that prevented dispute resolution being taken forward in that context.”

This is completely wrong. The signed contracts – and there were two 
identical contracts, each for a specified amount of £48.5 million, one for 801 
and 802 - were not and never were ‘fixed-price’.

In the two BIMCO (Baltic and International Maritime Council) new build 
contracts, signed by Jim McColl, for FMEL, and CMAL’s then CEO Tom 
Docherty on 16 October 2015, there is not a single reference to the term 
fixed-price, which has a specific legal meaning. Fixed-price contracts are 
usually agreed after each major item, such as the engines, propellors, main 
equipment, has been individually costed and that agreement is made 
between the seller and the buyer. This was not, and never, was the case for 
Hulls 801 and 802.

Furthermore, the two BIMCO contracts, signed by McColl and Docherty for 
£48.5m, do include several clauses on price adjustments caused by agreed 
modifications and changes and, essentially, a section on dispute resolution 
and the involvement of an expert on “expert determination”.

More shockingly, the Auditor General, which was meant to have reviewed 
this extensively, said in its report: “In August 2015, Scottish ministers 
announced Ferguson Marine Engineering Limited (FMEL) Ltd as the 
preferred bidder for the £97 million fixed-price contract to design and build 
the two vessels.” In a boxed footnote, the Auditor General confirmed there 
were two separate contracts but then stated: “For simplicity, and unless there 
is a need not to, we have referred to there being one contract throughout 
the report.”

This reference to a single fixed-price contract was repeated several times 
throughout its report. For example on P20,  it stated:  “The CMAL Board 
accepted those assurances and, on 16 October 2015, awarded the contract 
for vessels 801 and 802 to FMEL for a combined fixed-price of £97 million.” 

However, the Auditor General also had a responsibility to look more 
critically at the contracts. Instead, the  Auditor General repeated:  “In May 
2019, the Scottish Government commissioned an independent view. It 
concluded in June 2019, that there was no legal basis for CMAL to pay more 
than the £97 million fixed-price for the contract.”  

So from where did this ‘fixed-price’ narrative originate – and why was it 
repeated so fervently?  The term ‘fixed price’ actually emanates from the 
original Invitation to Tender (ITT) letter, when the shipyards were expected 
to apply by noon on 20 February 2015. 

Under this letter, the “Conditions of contract referred to in the Tender shall 
be the BIMCO terms. Shipbuilding contracts will be made on the basis of a 
fixed price.” On the Tender Price Proposal, it stated: “A fixed price excluding 
value added tax but including any other taxes, levies, duties and changes of 
any sort made in the country of build.”

EXPERT DETERMINATION WAS KEY FOR ANY DISPUTE  
However, this is a letter, not the final legally-binding contract documents 
for two ferries.  More pertinently,  the BIMCO contract states that all earlier 
correspondence and arrangements are superseded by the signed contracts.

The BBC, in May 2020, was now using this term in its coverage: “The 
signing of the £97m fixed-price contract was announced in October 2015 to 
applause on the opening day of the SNP conference in Aberdeen, with the 
first steel being cut a month later,” it stated.

Certainly, the reference was made by Kevin Hobbs, on 30 June 2022, at 
the Public Audit Committee, when he stated: “Obviously, it is a fixed-price 
contract, a design and build contract or international standard BIMCO. I 
wasn’t in post at the time, but that’s what we always do. At the time, the 
£97 million … was deemed to be the best value for money.” Again, a mis-
informed statement, but it was Mr Hobbs’ predecessor who signed the 
contracts.

Derek Mackay, who announced the signing for two new ferries at the 
SNP conference in 2015, when it was not described as ‘fixed-price’, repeated 
that it was a fixed-price contract at his Public Audit Committee appearance 
on 8th October 2022.  What was interesting was Transport Scotland’s chief 
executive, David Middleton, speaking earlier at that parliamentary session, 
said: “Contractors are not always in business for charitable purposes and they 

THE TRUTH ABOUT SO-CALLED ‘FIXED-PRICE’ CONTRACT
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‘An Expert shall act as an expert and not as an arbitrator  
and his decision shall be final and binding upon the Parties’ 
Clause from the Hull 801/802 contracts.

SPUN BY SCOTLAND’S UNDER-PRESSURE MINISTERS 
THE FERRY MYTH



FIRST MINISTER IN THE HOT SEAT
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Sturgeon says ferry builders 
should have gone to court. 
McColl responds:  
‘That would have been 

Before jetting off to grandstand once 
again - this time at the COP27 UN 
environment conference in Egypt - the 
First Minister Nicola Sturgeon sat in 
front of the Scottish Parliament’s Public 

Audit Committee on 4th November 2022 to parry 
questions about the Ferry Fiasco.

As she swotted back the questions, unable to 
give a precise figure for the cost of the two CalMac 
ferries ordered by the Scottish Government and 
still some way off completion, she made a series of 
glib statements about “taking responsibility” and 
“the buck stopping” with her.

Unfortunately, lame questionings from both 
SNP and Conservative committee members in 
this two-hour session allowed the First Minister 
off the hook on a supremely important issue. 
Once again Scotland’s committee system had 
shown itself to be severely lacking in its intellectual 
rigour from MSPs during several critical sessions, 
with Ministers talking about “being on holiday”, 
unable to remember details, and trails of lost 
emails, notes, and minutes that have somehow 
disappeared.

But in one stunning exchange, Ms Sturgeon 
stated that if Jim McColl had a legitimate claim 
against CMAL, then he should have taken it all the 
way to the Court of Session. The First Minister, 
as a trained lawyer, exposed a serious flaw in 
her Ministerial failure to take decisive action to 
prevent a massive mis-use of public funds.   

She stated if McColl and FMEL, who were 
legitimately instigating a dispute procedure, were 
unhappy they should have gone for the ‘nuclear’ 
option of taking CMAL to court. Elsewhere in this 
paper [Page 28] we show how the two contracts 
were not a ‘fixed-price’ contracts and there was a 
proper dispute process in place to prevent such 
a ‘nuclear’ option. The Scottish Government 
were well aware of this yet, refused to follow this 
procedure.

So why did Jim McColl not go ‘nuclear’? There  
is a reason that the First Minister chose not to  
dwell on.

“Early in the contract to build the two LNG 
dual-fuel ferries, variations to the original contract 
were resulting in significant changes and cost 
increases. These went well beyond what would 
normally be expected in a standard new build 
contract. CMAL refused to discuss these despite 
numerous attempts by FMEL to engage with them, 
claiming that the contract is a fixed price design 
and build contract,” says McColl.

Ms Sturgeon, who failed to get this dispute 
resolved at an early stage, told the committee that 
the Scottish Government’s hands were tied. This 
was not true.

The Court of Session Practice Note 1 of 2017, 
under Pre-action Communication states in 
paragraph 11: “Both parties should consider 
carefully and discuss whether all or some of 
the dispute may be amenable to some form of 
alternative dispute resolution.” [Our italics].

Furthermore, and this is critical for the Ferry 
Fiasco: “Action should not be raised using the 
commercial procedure until the nature and extent 
of the dispute between the parties has been the 

subject of careful discussion between the parties 
and /or their representatives and the action can 
be said to be truly necessary. Before bringing a 
commercial case before the Court of Session, both 
parties are expected to have exhausted all other 
means of resolving the dispute.”

The 801 and 802 contracts included a section 
on dispute resolution which allowed for this 
official Expert Determination process. The dispute 
between FMEL and CMAL was of a complex 
technical nature which required independent 
expert maritime involvement. 

“Refusing to take part in Expert Determination 
prevented all other means of resolving the dispute 
from being exhausted,” says McColl.

‘NUCLEAR’ OPTION WOULD HAVE 
RESULTED IN YARD’S CLOSURE
“Ferguson needed the process to be quick, cost 
effective and efficient. The business had been 
put under financial pressure by CMAL and the 
Scottish Government and could not fund a long 
drawn out and extremely expensive legal action 
through the courts,” he said.

But the First Minister’s claim that Ferguson’s 
should have gone to court reveals her pretend 
concern for saving the jobs in Port Glasgow and 
the future of the lower Clyde yard.

McColl spells out why he wanted a proper out-
of-court resolution to a legitimate claim.

“Let’s be clear about this. Suing CMAL would 
have resulted in an immediate cessation of work 
on both vessels and paying off several hundred 
workers. CMAL would have claimed breach of 
contract leading to a long and expensive legal 
action which was in neither parties’ interest. Such 
an option would have been extremely reckless and 
irresponsible,” he says.

At the all-parties meeting held at Victoria 
Quay in Edinburgh on 10 April 2018, attended by 
representatives from the Scottish Government, 
Transport Scotland, CMAL, FMEL and Clyde 
Blowers, Transport Scotland proposed an Expert 
Determination process. This was opposed by the 
CMAL chairman, who said that his board had 
taken the staggering decision not to allow an 
independent expert.

When the First Minister was asked by Colin 
Beattie, an SNP MSP, “What did Ministers talk 
about in terms of resolving the dispute - because it 
was a major issue?”

Her answer was: “We were at all stages 
seeking to discharge that wider responsibility 
to try to keep the yard open and operational, 
to protect employment and to get the vessels 
finished. All along you will see evidence in the 
public documents of government seeking to do 
that. Ministers were seeking to try to keep the 
relationship where it needed to be to improve the 
relationship. To use their best offices where they 
could, to resolve the issues between the parties. 
There was a view on the part of the Government 
that they wanted to encourage mediation. There 
was a period when mediation was agreed by both 
parties, it didn’t happen, the chosen mediator 
wasn’t available in the time scale that was 
necessary. Expert Determination was deemed by 
CMAL not to be appropriate, rightly in my view, 
because of the scale of the claim.”

While the First Minister stated that “at all 
stages we were seeking to discharge that wider 
responsibility”,  her Government also had another 
paramount responsibility “to resolve the dispute, 
fairly, impartially, and without unnecessary delay 
and expense,” in accordance with the founding 
principles of their own Arbitration (Scotland) Act 
2010. 

Arbitration, which can resolve disputes in a fair 
and impartial way without unnecessary delay and 
expense, is a recommended route that should have 
been pursued, and encouraged by the Scottish 
Government and Ministers, under its Arbitration 
Act. Here a technical expert would have been 
appointed as arbitrator, chosen by both parties.

The Scottish Parliament’s Public Audit 
Committee was established in June 2021. It mainly 
focuses on reports published by the Auditor 
General for Scotland to ensure that public money 
is spent efficiently and effectively by the Scottish 
Government, and other public bodies. 

It could have doing a better job and should have 
Nicola Sturgeon back for further questioning on 
this matter.

Independent Expert Determination was the 
appropriate way to resolve the dispute to ensure 
that the Government discharged its wider 
responsibility to ensure that public money was 
indeed being spent efficiently and effectively,  to 
keep the yard open and operational, to protect 
employment and to get the vessels finished.

“For the First Minister to say that, ‘Expert 
Determination was deemed by CMAL not to 
be appropriate because of the scale of the claim,’ 
is disingenuous. These are spoken words that 
have no meaning or make no sense. There is no 
restriction on the scale of the claim in an Expert 
Determination process,” says McColl.

Before bringing a commercial case before the 
Court of Session, both parties are expected to 
have exhausted all other means of resolving the 
dispute.

“The Scottish Government’s decision to reject 
Transport Scotland’s proposal in early April 2018, 
and repeated requests from FMEL, for an Expert 
Determination process, and to unthinkingly 
defend CMAL, has resulted in public money 
being squandered on a reckless and foolish scale,” 
says McColl.    

The First Minister, as a 
trained lawyer, exposed 
a serious flaw in her 
Ministerial failure to take 
decisive action to prevent 
mis-use of public funds. 

extremely reckless 
and irresponsible’



THE CALEDONIAN INQUIRER COMMENT

We all face an unprecedented 
cost-of-living crisis, record levels 
of inflation, fuel poverty and 
food banks, a battered NHS, 

a worsening war in Ukraine, and record drug 
misuse deaths in Scotland, so why should the 
failure to complete a couple of ferries which has 
inconvenienced a few thousand islanders bother 
us? 

Who cares when there is so much else in 
Scotland that needs sorting? Because doing things 
competently and fairly is fundamental to how our 
communities thrive in Scotland. We have been 
let down in Scotland by the most squalid kind of 
determination to hold onto political power - at 
whatever the cost.  This is something we have 
come to associate with the Tories in Westminster, 
but it is rife and active North of the Border. 

It is a cocktail of deliberate obfuscation by our 
elected Scottish leadership, the inertia of civil 
servants in Edinburgh and Glasgow, and the 
supreme arrogance of an organisation set up to 
look after Scottish ferry interests. It has become a 
national disgrace. A laughing stock, that isn’t in the 
least bit funny. 

Despite the involvement of several Scottish 
Parliament committees, an Auditor General’s 
report, and thousands of emails of complaint from 
islanders sick and tired of the disruption to their 
lives, we still don’t have a truthful response from 
politicians about the root cause of the Ferry Fiasco. 

We still don’t know why Nicola Sturgeon, the 
First Minister, was willing to accept the grand-
standing applause and credit for a Clydeside 
shipyard winning contracts to build two 100metre 
CalMac ferries. Then failed to intervene properly 
and decisively to resolve a dispute – caused by her 
haste to secure a photo opportunity  - which has 
subsequently wasted close to £250 million – that’s a 
quarter of a billion. Enough for 25 new secondary 
schools – or hundreds of NHS staff. 

Why have successive Scottish Transport 
Ministers failed to resolve a dispute when it is has 
now been revealed that the genesis of the problem 
stems from woeful procurement decisions?  Why 
have the committee chairpersons, Sir Edward 
Mountain and Richard Leonard, failed to get 
straight answers? Because stonewalling Ministers 

were ‘on holiday’, ‘took legal advice’ or simply can’t 
remember who did what and why. 

The original intention to give the Ferguson 
shipyard the go-ahead to build the two major 
ships was sound enough. It would support a 
once-respected yard, secure Scottish jobs and 
help develop a modern maritime engineering 
workforce on the Clyde. All noble ambitions. The 
recently rescued yard had shown its capabilities 
and was able to deliver the smaller MV Catriona, 
for CalMac Ferries. However, the botched 
specification – now shown to be a copy and paste 
of a document for a 200metre ferry, not one half 
the length – was never thoroughly developed by 
CMAL or even noticed by Transport Scotland. A 
rushed three-week job without care turned out 
to have disastrous unexpected consequences.  In 
efforts to cover up their shortcomings and deflect 
the blame, CMAL turned its fire on FMEL’s 
inability to provide a Builder’s Refund Guarantee 
(BRG) as the major issue. This has become one 
of a number of red herrings, thrown by civil 
servants and spun by politicians, to deflect the 
botched procurement instigated by CalMac and 
compounded by CMAL. 

Instead, Jim McColl and the FMEL team 
have become the scapegoats. It’s a woeful story 
of Scottish politicians doing whatever they can 
to save their necks. There is Ferry Fiasco XI in 
a Premier League of Failure. The team sheet: 
is Sturgeon, Swinney, Mackay, Brown, Yousaf, 
Wheelhouse, Dey, Stevenson, Østergaard, Hobbs 
and Gilruth. All guilty of a failure to deliver a 
modern ferry fleet, built in Scottish facilities on the 
Clyde, serving our island communities. 

Behind this team failure are a fanbase of 
Scotland’s woeful civil servants. Transport 
Scotland’s original Programme Steering Group, set 
up to work towards the procurement disappeared 
after the Hull 801/802 contracts were given to 
Ferguson. In a new iteration, it should have been 
visible, asking what resources were needed and 
required to support a competent, new industry 
on the Clyde. That’s the role of government: to 
support commercial endeavour, not kill it off. 
Transport Scotland was nowhere to be seen – yet 
was signing over tens of millions of pounds to 
CMAL. 

From 2016, a toxic dispute between CMAL 
and FMEL was allowed to grow and fester. 
McColl raised the alarm bells early on. He sought 
discussion with CMAL about the escalating costs, 
he commissioned independent experts to come 
up with a quantum. Commodore Luke Van Beek, 
appointed by the Scottish Government, who 
looked into the matter for 17 months, clearly 
pointed the finger at CMAL’s poor procurement 
practice. He also stated that FMEL had the 
capabilities and management team to build the 
vessels.  McColl met with Nicola Sturgeon who 
then asked an official to get the sides around the 
table.  CMAL refused Expert Determination 
saying that it was a ‘fixed-price’ contract. Yet, the 
BIMCO contracts for the vessels does not say it 
was a ‘fixed-price’. Moreover, it stated that there 
are proper channels for Expert Determination on 
disputes. 

Jim McColl, whose company invested £28 
million, has become the outcast. His treatment, 
as an entrepreneur willing to commercially 
support an ailing Scottish industry, is shocking. 
The announcement by former Finance Minister 
Derek Mackay to nationalise the yard, instead of 
listening to a new plan to keep it in private hands, 
has been a complete and utter disaster. All of this 
to save the face of our senior political leaders. 

More than this, sensible solutions proposed 
by independent shipping experts to improve 
the services to island communities and save 
millions of pounds – such as the deployment of a 
catamaran service for Ardrossan to Arran - have 
been mocked and ignored by those wedded to the 
monohull ‘bigger and heavier’ hotel-ship dogma. 

The public anger from those who now feel the 
disruption to their lives is real. This Ferry Fiasco 
must not be a criticism of the CalMac captains, 
the engineers, and the crews who work each 
day on CalMac vessels. We deplore the abuse 
that CalMac personnel have had to endure as 
ferries have been cancelled and personal plans, 
including hospital and dental visits, have had to be 
abandoned. 

The current Transport Minister could repair 
some damage if she holds constructive discussions 
about the type of vessels for the future and how 
this will deliver sustainable benefits to Scotland’s 
island communities. She needs to apologise to 
those who have raised genuine concerns yet met 
with negativity, scorn and foul-mouthed insults.  
If Scotland has true aspiration to run its own 
affairs as an independent nation, then the Ferry 
Fiasco is a wake-up call from a nightmare of its 
own making. If you aren’t shocked about this, you 
really should be.  

Why give a damn
about Scotland’s national Ferry Fiasco?
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