The Gourock-Dunoon Ferries

Excerpts from Dunoon Observer August 2004 – August 2007 from News Archives, online version at http://www.dunoon-observer.co.uk/
On the subject of the linkspan, the council said: “The creation of a new linkspan at Dunoon will ensure that there is a publicly-owned access point for end-loading ferries in Cowal, regardless of which operator provides the service. “The majority of operators now run end-loading instead of side-loading ferries and the provision of a suitable linkspan will ensure that the pier can be used by these new vessels from 2005.
“In effect, when the service is put out to tender by the Scottish Executive, a facility will be available at the pier, which will maximise the options for tenderers for the provision of a vehicle and passenger service to and from Cowal through the town centre.”  20 August 2004
 

THE prospect of Western Ferries’ ships running into Dunoon took a step forward this week with an advertisement placed in the Herald by Argyll and Bute Council. The advertisement, placed by Stewart Turner, Head of Roads and Amenity Services, invites ‘suitably experienced ferry operators who have an interest in developing a vehicular ferry service across the Clyde from the new linkspan at Dunoon.” The advertisement went on to say that the linkspan would be available for use from Spring 2005. 29 October 2004

 

Commenting on the announcement by the Scottish Executive on the future of the Gourock Dunoon CalMac route, Local MSP George Lyon said : “The community has long argued that competition on the Gourock-Dunoon route is essential to keep fares down and secure the long-term economic viability of the Cowal area.
“The Minister has clearly backed the community’s views on this matter and his two-stage strategy will hopefully deliver that objective.  “It is vitally important that the business community and the ferry users group do everything in their power to encourage ferry companies to take up the opportunity for a commercially-run service or failing that, to tender for the fallback position of a subsidised passenger service with no restrictions applied to it. ..... Argyll and Bute Council welcomed the news that the route would be advertised as a commercial basis with no operating or timetable restrictions; the council’s transport spokesman, Cllr Duncan MacIntyre said: “We support the action taken by the Executive to retain a vehicle ferry service, but we have lobbied from the outset that this should be looked upon as an opportunity to enhance the existing service. “This is a lifeline ferry service and must not be diminished.” 10 December 2004

 

FERRY TENDER ADVERTISED THE eagerly-awaited announcement of the tender process for the Dunoon-Gourock ferry crossing came this week. The Scottish Executive is advertising elsewhere in this paper for a ‘suitable operator’ to run a fully commercial ferry service which will have no operating or timetable restrictions. This opens up the route to a service provider other than Caledonian MacBrayne and the current subsidised service will be withdrawn. 4th February 2005
 

Editorial comment: A further issue has arisen, however, which raises concerns about just how serious the Executive is about the planned changes. Despite the fact that it is now two months since the plans were first announced there is no information available to interested parties apart from that in the advertisement itself. No information packs, no schedules, nothing. This is because, we were told, no final decision has been taken; the advertisement is as specific as it can be; it’s a fact-finding exercise, and no date has been established to start the proposed service.In fact, says the man from the ministry, it is being done because the executive have been put under pressure to do it. Not good enough. This is a serious business, and demands to be taken seriously. It’s not a paper exercise to placate a few bolshy locals, but a key element in the future of this entire peninsula. The decision taken by the Scottish Executive on December 8 was not a radical decision; it was sensible, ending 20 years of an entirely indefensible state of affairs which placed a totally unnecessary strain on the public purse. It’s time to stop shilly-shallying and drive the process on. 
The ball lies firmly in the court of Transport Minister Nicol Stephen and it’s time for him to take control of the game. 11th February 2005
 

Councillor Dick Walsh said: “There are obvious questions about what will actually be tendered for - if tender is the right word here - and I’m sure CalMac will be looking at all aspects of the route. 
“There are certainly concerns about the way the route has been advertised, and the lack of information available to interested parties. 18 February 2005
 

A COMMENT by a councillor at a meeting sponsored by the Federation of Small Businesses has aroused suspicion that the new linkspan nearing completion at Dunoon may have been designed with only one operator in mind. According to Professor Neil Kay, who attended the meeting, the councillor, whom he declined to name, said that the completion of the linkspan had been delayed - “to finalise facilities to establish what the operator wanted”. This, says Professor Kay, clearly implies that the council had an operator in mind in building the linkspan. However, he claims, “the government provided millions of pounds to provide a general-purpose linkspan that could be used by any operator, not a facility tailored to one specific user..... However, a council spokeswoman denied that completion of the work on the linkspan was delayed at the request of an operator. “Firstly,” she added, “the council is very keen to have this linkspan in operation as soon as possible. She said: “Last winter the council invited expressions of interest from operators who might consider using the new linkspan. “This was followed by the initiative from the Scottish Executive inviting parties interested in running a commercial ferry service between Dunoon Pier and Gourock to contact them to discuss the possibility. “The council is awaiting the outcome of this initiative which, if successful, will hopefully secure the provision of an improved vehicle/passenger ferry service between Dunoon Pier and Gourock.” ” 1st April 2005
 

Frustration grows over ferry impasse: THE fact that Dunoon’s new linkspan continues to lie unused because it has been needlessly caught in the long-running saga of the CalMac routes is causing increasing frustration, and local councillors this week demanded that the Scottish Executive take action to resolve the matter. 13th May 2005
 

“The Minister first announced that market testing for the route would go ahead. Then he decided to suspend the proposed market testing of the route until the question of the tendering or need for tendering was resolved, following a defeat on the issue in the Scottish Parliament.”“The way that the Executive has handled this matter over the past few months has been nothing short of disastrous,” (Neil Kay) said, “There is no question that it has caused real damage.  “A number of ferry operators, including CalMac, expressed interest in the possibility of running a frequent unrestricted vehicle-carrying service, and the abrupt withdrawal of this proposal has left all potentially interested parties confused. “Frankly, even if and when the Executive resumes market testing, it will be hard work to persuade interested parties that they are serious this time" 1st July 2005
 

Minister moves on Dunoon-Gourock
“THERE will be ships...”
These were the words of the then Transport Minister Nicol Stephen when he officially launched the Dunoon Breakwater back in 2004.
Now - at long last - it looks as if the Scottish Executive is finally delivering on its promise.
The current Transport Minister Tavish Scott announced on Tuesday that within the next few weeks the Scottish Executive will advertise for operators to run the service on a commercial basis, with no operating or timetable restrictions imposed.
If an operator can be found, then the subsidised CalMac service would be withdrawn, with CalMac able to bid for the route on a non-subsidy basis.
Mr Scott said: “I made it clear that as soon as the Scottish Parliament agreed the issue of tendering of the Clyde and Hebrides lifeline ferry services, we would outline our proposals for the Gourock – Dunoon service. 
“This ferry service is of vital importance to both the communities it serves and to people visiting the area. I hope there will be wide interest from potential operators and that an operator is in place by early 2007.
“However,” he added, “if a commercial operator does not come forward, we will take forward options for delivering a subsidised service on the route.” 23 September 2005
 

Waiting for a ferry? Don’t hold your breath!
THE new linkspan at Dunoon Pier will not come into service until 2007, said Transport Minister Tavish Scott in an exclusive interview with the Dunoon Observer on Monday.
The shock news was greeted with anger by local councillors, who - like the rest of Cowal - were fully expecting the route to be up and running by next year. One councillor described the delay as ‘amazing and disappointing’...... As far as the Dunoon-Gourock route was concerned, the ‘expressions of interest’ in the route would be concluded by December 16. He expected that the timescale for actually getting the service under way would see it running in the spring of 2007.
“It’s a long way down the line,” he added, “but given the public interest in the tender process we as a devolved government have to make sure that we have gone through the process properly and that it is open to public scrutiny.”...... Asked if he saw any problem in Western Ferries having an effective monopoly of both sea crossings to Cowal, he replied by saying: “The approach I would take will be to make sure that as much of the tender is specified as there can be, so that it is effective in protecting the interests of local people, and we will just have to make sure that this is how the system works. 
.......Asked if he felt that concept of a Users’ Charter - being promoted by Western Ferries’ Managing Director Gordon Ross - was a viable one in terms of protecting the public interest, he said: “I think the User’s Charter and the particular publication of information for passengers and ferry users is important when people have confirmation of timetables and fares. I am not too concerned what the title is, whether it’s a user’s charter or another name - it’s more important that people know that the system is being run efficiently.”
George Lyon interjected at this point to say that the concern of the local community was that the competition over the previous thirty years was what had kept fares low, and that there were fears that if this competition was lost then it would have a detrimental effect on fares.......When contacted by the Observer, it became obvious that the timeframe set out by Tavish Scott for the linkspan service was news to local councillors, who probably felt, with some justification, that they should have been told before the press.
Councillor Brian Chennell, who is chairman of Bute and Cowal Area Committee, did not hide his anger.
“This news amazes and disappoints me. To take so long for a decision to be made, and to put an operator in position, is showing an appalling disregard for the residents of the Cowal area.
“The Scottish Executive must themselves be embarrassed at having provided the money for a linkspan, and to see it lying unused for so long.
“ I am asking the council to write in the strongest possible terms to the Minister, in an attempt, once again, to have this matter rectified in an expedient manner.” 11th November 2005
Ten in the running - but why the delay?
The announcement on Monday that ten companies were interested in operating the Dunoon-Gourock route, did little to dampen growing anger over last week’s revelation in these pages that the service would not be operational until the spring of 2007.....The current incumbent in the transport hot seat, Liberal Democrat Tavish Scott, raised a few hackles last week when he announced that the new service would not become operational for another 15 months.
He chose to reveal this to the Observer rather than first informing Argyll and Bute Council, and councillors felt justifiably aggrieved at being left out of the loop on the issue, and were not slow to vent their anger.
On being told the news, the chairman of Bute and Cowal Area Committee, Brian Chennell, said that he was going ask the council to write immediately to the Executive demanding an explanation for the delay.
Councillor Dick Walsh also hit out, saying: “I welcomed your comment in the paper last week regarding the future provision of ferries to this area and the revelation of the timetable during Tavish Scott’s visit that it would probably take until the spring of next year to have in place an operator and a further year to get the service in place.
“I also noted that they did not apologise for this disgraceful situation. 
“Since I first represented to the Scottish Office (prior to devolution) we have had, I think, eight consultations and four or five transport ministers - but still no ferries.
“I find the situation totally unacceptable. I also want to see a detailed chronology of the process and will be asking that it is advanced in a way that will provide a service at a much earlier date than is being forecast.”
He did not mince his words, hitting out at the Holyrood administration: “This scenario serves only to increase the lack of confidence we have in our Parliament. 
“The prospect of not having a new ferry service running from our new linkspan until possibly early or even late 2007 is not at all acceptable to us and it is long past the time when they should be called to account on this issue.”
Western Ferries’ MD Gordon Ross welcomed the start of the process, saying: “This shows the Executive is serious. We are looking forward to seeing things moving. I am quite happy to discuss our Users’ Charter with the Executive and Argyll and Bute Council, but of course this would only come into play if another operator was given the Dunoon-Gourock route.”
Professor Neil Kay has never hidden his opposition to Western Ferries operating both Cowal routes. 
He said: “While the numbers expressing interest in Gourock-Dunoon look encouraging, extreme caution is warranted. ‘Interest’ in the route, like any form of window shopping, is cheap to do but can be a long way from indicating hard commercial interest. Also firms may use this as a way of information gathering - some of the firms may be more interested in the main network but want to find out what is going on here as well. November 18th 2005 
 

Ferry tender – is there a hidden agenda?
CAMPAIGNERS who have argued for an unrestricted, unsubsidised service on the Gourock to Dunoon route believe that there is a hidden agenda arising from meetings with the Scottish Executive and Argyll and Bute Council to hand the route to Western Ferries on a plate.
Professor Neil Kay, one of a group of local activists who have fought for a number of years for an unrestricted service on the route contends that as far back as 2004 the three parties were having talks about the service.
“All this took place before the new facilities were advertised and expressions of interest invited”, he said.
“It’s an absolute disgrace. By the time other potentially interested operators were made aware of this opportunity, Western will have had a considerable and possibly unbeatable lead advantage in terms of finding out about charges, access, vessels and so on. 
“No wonder Western was the only interested party reported to be happy with the state of affairs in this paper two weeks ago!”
David McEwan Hill, a leading local SNP activist, also weighed in, expressing outrage over the council’s attitude to the delay in getting the service underway, and describing their response as “breathtaking”. 
“They are actually blaming all this on Parliament and devolution,” he said. “This from the custodians of Dunoon Pier, the Queen’s Hall and an £8m white elephant funded by taxpayers in the form of the new breakwater and linkspan! 
“They should check whose statutory duties these are, for the parliament has absolutely nothing to do with it. 
“Who owns the new facilities? The council does. 
“And how did they advertise for commercial interest in these new facilities? They stuck an advert in the classified ads of the Glasgow Herald in October 2004. 
“Which leading ferry operators read the Glasgow Herald? It is unlikely to be anyone other than Western and CalMac. 
“If I wanted to rent out my house I might just stick an ad in the Glasgow Herald. You do not just do that if you have an £8m essential facility built with taxpayers’ money and then go back to discussing giving it over to an unregulated private monopoly. 
He went on: “Western Ferries is already making substantial profits from this route from the fares they charge. 
“There is no secret why, for years the government has restricted the frequency of CalMac service here to a basic single ferry an hour because of Western’s service, and refused to allow CalMac to build modern efficient vessels to compete on this route. 
“This isn’t private enterprise, this is government protection, and it’s a crazy situation, since for two decades the cost of running a service which has been deliberately rendered hugely uneconomic by government dictat has been borne by the taxpayer. 
“I know that CalMac wanted to build two vessels for the Gourock-Dunoon route in the late-nineties and they would have been ideal, but the government stopped that. The dice has been loaded against them for years to benefit Western Ferries, and it’s time people realised that.”
Professor Kay compared the Isle of Wight services with that of the Clyde: “As the Observer notes, Red Funnel. which operates this route, was certainly interested in Gourock to Dunoon at one point. 
“When I did a fares comparison two years ago I found that Red Funnel on the Solent was significantly cheaper mile-for-mile than Western on its Clyde runs.”
He said that not only were Red Funnel’s vehicle fares significantly cheaper than Western, a passenger single on Red Funnel was about one-third the level of Western ferries, while its 10 journey passenger tickets were still about half the level of Western’s.
“There are two operators on the Solent just as here on the Clyde,” he added, “the difference being that there we have genuine competition, no frequency or build restrictions on one operator and the operators are free to design and build modern efficient vessels. Indeed, Red Funnel did just that – at Ferguson’s up the Clyde.
He said that he did not know whether a company like Red Funnel would still be interested and have time and opportunity here “after this shambles”.
David McEwan Hill supported this view: “Every effort should have been made to get any company other than Western, whether CalMac or Red Funnel, on this service. 
“Ironically, not only would this have been essential for competition, it would have been good for council income and local taxpayers. 
“Western would have no commercial interest in paying more berthing duties and charges at Gourock and Dunoon Piers than is necessary, it will still concentrate as much of its traffic at its own links as is possible, where it does not have to pay charges.
“Any other operator would want to run as frequent a service as possible to Gourock and Dunoon town centres.” 
He argued that the Gourock-Dunoon route should be the flagship route on the ferry network and Dunoon centre should be a gateway north to be proud of. 
“No wonder visitors cannot believe what is going on here. This is only one more sorry episode in a disgraceful saga, but why is no-one surprised?’
Professor Kay repeated his warning of some weeks ago: “If you don’t think it could get worse, then think again...!”
Jim Mather, MSP, said; “The people of Cowal and Dunoon are being much better served by the local paper and by Neil Kay than they have been by the Scottish Executive and the Council on this matter.”
He added:“Professor Kay is raising legitimate and well-researched concerns and should be listened to.
“It’s not too late for the Executive and the Council to remedy the situation. They must make sure that they do all in their power to both create a genuinely level playing field and avoid a monopoly on this crucial service.” 2nd December 2005 
 

FERRY TENDERING – COUNCIL’S RESPONSE
Argyll and Bute Council have refuted claims of a” hidden agenda” following a article last week about the ongoing tendering process for the Dunoon-Gourock ferry service.
A spokesperson said: “Argyll and Bute Council is disappointed that as the local authority it was not consulted with, nor given any opportunity to comment, on the very unfair article suggesting a hidden agenda with regard to the Dunoon-Gourock ferry service.
“It is with regret that we note the source of the suggestion and we can categorically confirm that as an authority we are not, nor ever were, party to promoting any single operator for this route.
The responsible authority for promoting the tendering consultation and the decision on who will run the future ferry service rests with the Scottish Executive and the Council will assist with this as and when required to by them.
“As the local transport authority and owner of Dunoon Pier the Council is concerned that the needs of the local community are properly served by an adequate and affordable ferry service provided by a reliable operator and this has been the consistent position of the Council since inception.”
Councillor Dick Walsh said; “I completely refute as nonsense the ill-informed suggestion that the Council is contributing to the delay in the tendering process. As the local authority transport provider it is correct that we express our concerns about the delay to the Scottish Executive and those concerns are genuine.
“I have difficulty in reconciling the comments now being made by the individuals who featured in the article given the positive work and the chronology of action well documented to date by council officers and elected members. I do however regularly acknowledge, as no doubt do others, that it serves their purpose better to attack the Council no matter the facts.
“There have been upwards of eight consultations on this proposed service since 1996 and it is disappointing that we still are not at the end of the tendering process and that we face the prospect of not having an operator until early or possibly late 2007. I would hope that this timeline can be reviewed and that a new operator of the Dunoon to Gourock route could be running the service much earlier and preferably by the summer of next year.”
In December 2004, the Scottish Executive decided to invite expressions of interest from potential operators. Argyll and Bute Council fully supports this decision and the processes involved in attracting a commercial service to run the Dunoon-Gourock ferry route.” 9 December 2005

Kay’s proposal “a measure of realism”
JIM Mather, the SNP MSP who is also the party’s economics spokesman, last Friday posed a number of questions to the Transport Minister regarding discussions held with Western Ferries over the company’s proposed ‘users’ charter’, which Western claims will protect passengers’ interests if it gains control of both the Cowal routes.
Meanwhile, MSP George Lyon came out in support of competition on the routes, which, he said, was ‘so important.”
There were four meetings in 2004 between Executive officials and Western Ferries on the issue, and a further meeting between Transport Minister Tavish Scott and the company in September 2005, which has raised suspicions that there has been a ‘done deal’ and that the tender issue is a fait accompli.
Mr Mather said that there had been so far no response to his questions; however, he said “I get the impression that they are holding back a great deal and being economical with the truth.”
He went on to say: “The only one who has come out of this with any degree of credibility is Neil Kay. He is an eminent academic and has a highly informed grasp of ferry services, 
A proposal by Professor Neil Kay which would see the Executive build ships for the route and lease them out was praised by Mr Mather who claimed that Professor Kay had “injected a degree of realism into the issue.”
For too long, said Mr Mather, the Executive had simply been too keen to delegate everything associated with ferries. 
He said that it was clear from recent experience that this was a failed strategy that gets little or no response, adding: “The Executive needs to go the extra mile - they must become more involved.
“And now Neil Kay has given them the road map to walk that extra mile.
“The people of Kintyre, Cowal and Inverclyde will expect that Government should adopt this sensible measure with urgency.”
Professor Kay has made a number of suggestions which he believes would address the issues affecting the route.
He says that the Executive should overcome the problems of vessel availability and suitability by ordering vessels that meet the needs of the Campbeltown-Ballycastle and Gourock-Dunoon routes.
They should be dedicated to service routes by leasing them to future operators at commercial rates, and should ensure that route subsidies, if required, should taper over time as route volumes build, with the expectation that early operators will be contractually required to boost traffic
However, Argyll and Bute MSP George Lyon seemed oblivious to Professor Kay’s proposed solutions, although he was quick to credit to him the proposals for a non-subsidised commercial ferry service on Gourock/Dunoon.
The tender documents, he said, are likely to be published by the Executive soon.
“The Scottish Executive,” he said, “abandoned its original proposals for a passenger only service on the route to meet European State aid rules and accepted in full the need to test the Kay proposals, as his report states that there was more than enough room for two profitable operators in the market. That view received widespread support from the community because, if his conclusions are accurate, it will mean continued competition on the route, which is extremely important to the economic future of Cowal.”
This seems to indicate Mr Lyon’s support for two competing operators on the route.
However, as Mr Lyon goes on, it is clear his grasp of the chronology of events is somewhat flawed.
He says that the Transport Minister announced the change of policy “last November” - it was actually announced in November 2004 - and goes on to say that “unfortunately its implementation was delayed for nearly a year because of political opposition in Parliament to the tendering of Caledonian MacBrayne routes.”
This is not the case. There was a vote in December 2004 in which the Executive was defeated on the tendering issue. They concluded, however, that the Dunoon-Gourock route was unaffected by this vote, since it was a separate matter, and was not in fact a tender. This view was reinforced when an advertisement inviting expressions of interest was placed in the press in February 2005.
The process was stopped, not by political opposition, but by the then transport minister, Nicol Stephen, who, faced with a strike threat from CalMac crews, decided to tie Dunoon-Gourock in with the tendering process for the rest of the routes.
While it is believed that there was considerable interest in the route before Mr Stephen called a halt to the process, in the interval that interest has waned considerably. 
Only a few weeks ago Mr Lyon issued a press release saying that no less than ten companies were interested in the route - but it subsequently emerged that the final count was actually three.
Mr Lyon concluded by saying: “Thankfully progress has now been made, and this next stage is crucial in determining whether Professor Kay’s conclusions are correct. “The ferry companies who passed the first stage will soon be asked to submit bids to the Executive for the route. I am sure that this will be successful and we will not see a repeat of the Campbeltown/Ballycastle tender where there were no bids.”
His closing paragraph is significant and appears to rule out a monopoly on the routes: “There is a fall-back position if that were to happen, which would entail the Executive offering a ring-fenced passenger subsidy for the route, with the ferry companies free to provide a frequent vehicle service on a commercial basis and offering that for tender. 
“This solution would retain the ongoing competition which is so important. Hopefully this option will not be needed and we will see a successful outcome of the current tender process.” 20 January 2006
 

FERRIES “FREE-FOR-ALL”
Questions from Jim Mather MSP, SNP Shadow Enterprise Minister, to the Transport Minister have established that the tender for ferry services between Gourock /Dunoon, while still at discussion stage, will not create an exclusive service over the route. Any other operator can operate on the route provided they comply with regulatory standards.
Mr Mather said: “I was seeking to clarify from the Minister whether winning the tender would confer on the successful bidder any exclusive rights in the operation of the route. Clearly he states that provided an operator is compliant with regulatory standards – and I have asked for more information on that - there will be no restriction on a second operator to pick and choose where and when they might intervene.
“It would seem that the Executive has learned nothing from their experience of tendering in the Northern Isles and is set to repeat that experience.
“In the tendering process the Executive will determine who should be awarded the accolade of “preferred operator”, after which there will be a general free-for-all.
“In other words, being successful in such a process might be of dubious benefit and unlikely to generate the deep commitment to the route that local people know to be crucial.
“In the meantime, I will continue to see how this process evolves with my objective always being to ensure that the final outcome is improved ferry services, increased affordability and increased traffic between Dunoon and Gourock.” 20th January 2006
 

Lord Robertson joins Western
Lord Robertson will be joining the Board of Western Ferries as a Non-Executive Director. 3rd February 2006
 

	Mather demands full disclosure on ferries
DOCUMENTATION released under the Freedom of Information Act appears to contradict the claim of Transport Minister Tavish Scott that the discussions between the Executive and Western Ferries came to an end when the Executive decided to seek a commercial operator for the Dunoon-Gourock route.
The documentation was released at the request of local MSP Jim Mather amid growing concerns that the much -vaunted competition for the route has become a non-event. 
Mr Mather is asking why, when the Minister stated on January 13, that the meetings on the Users’ Charter were overtaken by events when it was announced on December 8, 2004 that the route was to be developed on a commercial basis.
However, six weeks later an official in Mr Tavish’s department wrote to the Managing Director of Western Ferries, saying that ‘the Executive see a number of merits in the Users’ Charter’, and asked for an updated draft, which ‘the Executive would certainly be prepared to consider further’; the letter concluded ‘If Western Ferries would like to forward an updated draft then the Executive would certainly be prepared to consider further.”
Mr Mather said: “This appears to contradict the Minister’s answer on January 13.”
Mr Mather said in Parliament that the communities who depend on the ferry services, and the commercial operators who might have been interested in the Dunoon-Gourock service, were all misled by Mr Scott’s statement.
Mr Mather said that the real cause for concern was that, following the announcement in Parliament on December 8, 2004, which was supposed to herald the possibility of genuine competition on the route, there was still correspondence from the Executive and Western Ferries which indicated mutual enthusiasm, and this would almost certainly have led to further correspondence. 
“Has any evidence of such discussion or correspondence been suppressed as well, supposedly in the public and/or commercial interest?” 
He challenged the view that the public interest and commercial interest defences offered by the Executive for continuing to withhold crucial documents, saying that full disclosure was very much in the public interest to clarify matters.
Ferry campaigner Professor Neil Kay made no attempt to hide his anger at the revelations.
He said: “The minister may have been unaware when he made his statement on January 13 this year that his officials had been actively discussing and encouraging proposals that Western Ferries should become monopoly operator on the route after the situation had changed post-December 2004.
“However, his attention should immediately have been drawn by his senior officials that his statement could be construed as misleading parliament, especially if documentation such as Mr Mather has unearthed was to become public.”
Professor Kay claims that the ‘intimate relations and discussions, and direct access to Ministers that Western have enjoyed’ contrasted sharply with the treatment of other operators who had responded to the declaration of intent by the Executive in December 2004.
He added: “Western Ferries doesn’t have to do anything now except to wait for the apples to fall into their lap.” 3rd March 2006
Linkspan building tenders far above estimates
The new Dunoon linkspan building project has run into trouble before work at the site has even begun. Argyll and Bute Council has admitted that the tenders received for the project are substantially above those expected and that the future of the scheme has now been thrown into doubt. 24 March 2006
 

Argyll and Bute MSP George Lyon, who is a government minister, rubbished the Scotsman’s story.
He claimed that the then Transport Minister Nicol Stephen announced in November 2004 that he was adopting ‘the Kay Proposals’ for the Dunoon-Gourock route.
He went on to say: “During the debate the Transport Minister made it clear, as did other speakers, that Europe had issued a pre-infraction warning to the government on the back of Mr McLean’s complaint about the delay in tendering Caledonian MacBrayne routes (I am surprised that the Scotsman did not notice that at the time). He warned that if the Parliament did not agree to the tendering going ahead then Europe would take full infraction proceedings which would result in all subsidies to Caledonian MacBrayne being stopped which would have had disastrous consequences for Dunoon and other islands served by them.” 
Mr Lyon referred on a number of occasions in his response to “The Kay Proposals,” the “Kay” in question being ferry campaigner Professor Neil Kay, one of a group who drew up a blueprint for the Dunoon-Gourock service.
However, Professor Kay and his colleagues have emphatically disowned any connection between what they proposed and those of the Executive, saying that what was planned was ‘a shambles’, and wrote a letter to that effect which was published in Safety Valve on March 24.
Mr Lyon also blamed the SNP and other opposition parties for the threat of strike action in February last year. However, we reported at the time that the strike ballot was triggered by a newspaper advertisement inviting expression of interest in the Dunoon-Gourock route; in fact, the only criticism from the union was of “a small body within the Executive who were calling for private companies to operate the route.”
No-one challenged our version of events at the time, so it is fair to conclude that our reporting of the events surrounding the strike threat was entirely accurate.
As we were going to press there was still no indication of any announcement for a ‘preferred bidder’ for the Dunoon-Gourock route. We have been told on numerous occasions that this would be announced ‘in the spring’, but as yet no specification for the service has yet been released to would-be operators. 12 May 2006
 

CalMac spokesman Hugh Dan MacLennan said: “There are only two vessels suitable for this route, the Bute and the Coruisk. Both of them have dedicated routes, the Coruisk on Mallaig-Armadale, and the Bute on the Rothesay-Weymss Bay route, and would not be available.
“There’s also a question mark over whether the linkspan is actually ready to receive vehicle traffic - my understanding is that the lighting is not yet operational.”
Western Ferries’ Managing Director Gordon Ross confirmed that the council had not been in touch regarding the issue, and added: “We have discussed the use of the new linkspan in the past, but the council has always made it clear that any decision was dependent on the outcome of the tendering process.”
.....However, there was still no indication on when the ‘preferred bidder’ would be chosen, despite previous assurances from Tavish Scott that this would be announced ‘in the Spring’.
The spokesman said: “The Executive has recently finished evaluating the information that was submitted to us by the three organisations that remain in the bidding process for the Gourock-Dunoon route. 
“We are now considering which organisations should be taken to the next stage of the process and invited to submit a technical bid.
“Once this process is complete, we hope to be in a position to invite technical bids shortly.”
The delay in the process also makes it likely that the timescale for the opening of the new service will slip even further. 2 June 2006
 

MSP raises suspicions over ferry tendering announcement
AN announcement on the future of the Dunoon-Gourock ferry route - which was supposed to be made in the spring - is still not forthcoming, raising fears that the Executive is deliberately holding it back. An opposition MSP believes that the announcement will be made during the imminent summer recess to prevent it being scrutinised by Parliament.
The SNP MSP Jim Mather, who is the party’s Enterprise spokesman, voiced his fears that the Executive might be deliberately stalling.
He said: “I’m worried that they will make an announcement during the recess, in which case any decision will not therefore be subjected to Parliamentary scrutiny and debate. 
“Such an outcome could mean that they settle on a scheme that is flawed and will cost the people of Dunoon and Cowal dear in the years to come.”
He continued: “I believe that the whole process is being handled in a cavalier manner that could damage the overall service and run the risk of falling foul of EU law.
My major worry though, is that the Executive are telling me that they believe that “there is no need to consider, nor do we intend to consider, issues arising in relation to Public Service Obligations (PSOs) on this route.”
The absence of PSO designation, he said, leaves the door open for other operators to compete and cherry-pick on routes that are not so designated.
He went on to say: “That is not what the people of Dunoon and Cowal need as this can only damage any hope of having a properly functioning, highly efficient and integrated transport system.
“The people deserve better and we need real scrutiny. Otherwise we will miss out on the boost that a first-class service would have to the local economy.”
The tendering process so far has hardly been the jewel in the Executive’s crown; beginning with the shambles of the North Isles contract, closely followed by the failure to secure any tenders for the Kintyre route. There are also reports that the only contender for the main CalMac routes ‘bundle’ is CalMac, which means that a process which began back in the twentieth century and cost a great deal of money has proved to be a complete waste of time. 
In view of Mr Mather’s comments, we thought it appropriate to give Mr George Lyon the opportunity to comment on the matter, given that he is a government minister, and Mr Tavish Scott, a fellow Liberal Democrat, has responsibility for transport.
We e-mailed him and asked if he could clarify the situation regarding the delay in the tendering announcement, and that he might wish to respond to Mr Mather’s view that it was deliberately being held back until the recess.
His office replied within the hour, and relayed his suggestion that we should contact the Press Office at the Scottish Executive for an update. 
The Executive spokesman said: “Our target is to issue the Invitation to Tender (ITT) to short-listed bidders by the end of July. It has been important that we took the time to ensure that the drafting of the tender documentation reflects, where possible, our understanding of local aspirations.
We hope to select and appoint an operator before the end of the year, allowing the new Contract to begin in Spring 2007.” 30 June 2006
 

Crisis? What crisis?
Executive silent on Dunoon Pier problems
AS the Scottish Parliament breaks for summer this week two crucial questions for Cowal remained unanswered.
A decision on the preferred bidder for the Dunoon-Gourock route, which was supposed to be announced last spring, is now expected to be announced during the recess - raising fears that it will not be what ferry campaigners have been fighting for - an unrestricted service providing two competing routes into Cowal.
It is widely believed that the end product of the Executive’s deliberations will be a Western Ferries’ monopoly on both Cowal routes. Although theoretically ‘in the running’, CalMac has only two ships capable of serving the new linkspan, and both are committed elsewhere. Despite the assurances by Western’s MD, Gordon Ross, that a ‘users’ charter’ will protect the rights of customers, critics view the issue with real concern.
There was also concern among councillors that Tavish Scott, the Transport Minister, had failed to respond to a letter about the condition of Dunoon Pier.
The letter was written during the last week of May, and highlighted a consultant’s report into the condition of the pier.
The deterioration is such that, without urgent attention, Argyll and Bute Council will be forced to stop large lorries using the pier this winter because of safety concerns.
Councillor Brian Chennell, who chairs Bute and Cowal Area Committee, said that he was taking the matter up with MSP’s George Lyon and Jim Mather.
Cllr Chennell said: “A letter was sent to the Transport Minister in the last week of May by the leader of the council, and as that is nearly six weeks ago, it is of great concern that a response has not yet been forthcoming.”
Last week Cllr Chennell sent letters to MSP’s George Lyon and Jim Mather asking for their views on the fact that the new linkspan remained unutilised, over a year after its completion.
Replying, Mr Mather said: “I am familiar with the situation you describe and agree with you and your colleagues that spending large sums of money on a ‘temporary repair’, when the new Dunoon linkspan is lying unused is nowhere near a good use of public money.
“This is yet another example of the Scottish Executive’s failure to deliver an integrated and efficient transport system, given that it now has new linkspans but no new ferries in both Dunoon and Campbeltown.”
Cllr Chennell commented: “While I appreciate Mr Mather’s prompt response, his letter gave no indication of what he intends to do in Parliament to help our case.”
At the time of going to press Mr Lyon had yet to reply. 7 July 2006
 

£400k grant for ferry operator
Western Ferries’ plans to improve its infrastructure at Hunter’s Quay got a boost on Wednesday when Argyll and the Islands Enterprise announced that it was to provide a grant of £398,000 to help fund a £2m plan for the upgrading of the infrastructure of the terminal. 21st July 2006
 

A SELL-OUT!
Crisis meeting demanded as minister drops linkspan bombshell
OUTRAGED councillors were demanding a crisis meeting with the Transport Minister this week after he responded to a letter to Allan Macaskill, the leader of the council, by saying that “it was recognised that there was no guaranteed use for the new linkspan”.
It might have been ‘recognised’ by Tavish Scott, but it was clearly news to Councillors Dick Walsh and Brian Chennell, who said that the transport minister’s about-turn, which is a clear departure from the stated policy of his predecessor, the current Deputy First Minister, threatened to tear apart plans for the regeneration of Dunoon Waterfront and the development of the town as the Gateway to the National Park.
The content of the letter and the seriousness of its implications prompted the two councillors to call for a meeting with the editor of the Dunoon Observer on Monday morning.
Both councillors expressed dismay that, despite providing 100 percent of the funding for the new linkspan, the Scottish Executive is now saying that a passenger-only service might suffice.
This is all the more bizarre, since the council’s plan was to build a breakwater to protect the pier; the linkspan plan came later, at the behest of the Executive.
Councillor Walsh, who has been involved for over a decade in the issue of Dunoon Pier, outlined the history of the problem, which began in the dying days of the last Conservative govenment and is still unresolved. 
“Since then,” said Cllr Walsh, “we’ve had numerous transport ministers and consultations, with very little progress and much uncertainty.
“The council had made it crystal clear what it considered to be a basic requirement for the service in line with the aspiration for a ‘Gateway’ role for Dunoon. This foresaw a frequent town centre to town centre service for both passenger and vehicle traffic.”
It certainly seemed logical to assume that, since the Scottish Executive was funding the new linkspan in its entirety, that they held the same view.
However, the need for urgent work to be carried out on the existing linkspan prompted the leader of Argyll and Bute Council to write to the Transport Minister, Tavish Scott, to ask for a meeting to discuss the position, on the basis that there seemed little point in spending a great deal of money on an aged facility when there was a brand-new one sitting only a couple of hundred yards away.
In a response which Cllr Walsh described as ‘disingenuous’ the Minister said that the long-term shore infrastructure requirements at Dunoon would only become apparent once the tendering process was complete.
The minister then dropped his bombshell.
The Scottish Executive commitment to fund the new linkspan was intended to keep open the “possibility” of a vehicle service operating from Dunoon Pier to Gourock Pier.
It was recognised, he said, that there was no guaranteed use for the new linkspan.
He then went on to say that “since the costs of the new linkspan were being met by the Executive, the risk was with the government, if the new linkspan was not needed for the Dunoon-Gourock service.”
He added that if, for whatever reason, the current linkspan was unavailable he would be ‘content’ for CalMac to provide a passenger-only service until the Dunoon-Gourock contract starts. Nor would he assist in the deployment of a vessel that could use the new linkspan.
Councillor Chennell said that the minister’s comments flew in the face of the community’s view. “It’s our wish to see an integrated vehicle and passenger service run from town centre to town centre,” he said.
“We’re also extremely concerned that little recognition is being given to the significant amount of cash which has gone into funding the new linkspan at the Executive’s own behest. It now appears that this is not an essential element of the tender specification and may not be used in the future.
“How can this approach possibly represent value for money? We now have a situation where we’ve a brand-new facility which can’t be used, as opposed to retaining a side-loading streaker which will be restricted in its operation, with no guarantees that the existing linkspan will last beyond next year unless major repair work is done prior to the onset of winter. 
“Further, it seems ridiculous for the Executive to expect this council to spend money on a temporary repair when there is the new linkspan only yards away lying unutilised.”
Both councillors backed the recent article in the Observer highlighting the concern that the invitation to tender would be slipped out during the summer recess - an article which aroused the wrath of MSP George Lyon.
Said Cllr Walsh: “We echo the Observer in raising the question with our MSPs and the minister on what they have been doing on our behalf on this important issue.”
He was scathing in his criticism of Mr Lyon, whom he accused of “ignoring the hard work done by others in securing the cash for the breakwater and the linkspan, taking all the credit and milking the publicity.”
He added: “Previous Ministers supported our move towards a PSO on the route and assured us that we would have a fast, efficient and regular vehicle and passenger service from town centre to town centre.
“Now we’re in a position which reads like an episode from ‘Yes Minister’ ”.
Both councillors were adamant that an early meeting with Tavish Scott was absolutely vital - well before the invitation to tender documentation was issued.
Among the issues on the table would be guarantees that the Invitation to Tender specification will provide for an unrestricted vehicle and passenger service from town centre to town centre, and guarantees that the use of the new linkspan and breakwater would be an essential element of the specification.
However, the chances of that happening before the completion of the stage one process look slim. According to an Executive spokeswoman, an announcement on the invitation to tender will be made before the end of July, which is just days away. 28th July 2006


Concern over Western Ferries grant
THE massive £400,000 grant by Argyll and the Islands Enterprise to Western Ferries has caused concern to local councillors.
The money, will help fund the ferry company’s infrastructure improvements, which include a second linkspan on both the company’s terminals at Hunter’s Quay and McInroy’s Point
Western Ferries’ view is that the route will grow in importance as Dunoon seeks to portray itself as the gateway to the National Park.
However this view was not shared by local councillors.
Brian Chennell expressed serious reservations: “We are trying to bring traffic into Dunoon. There’s every chance that this will have the opposite effect, and tourists coming off at Hunter’s Quay will simply go north, by-passing the area completely. 
“We as councillors had no indication that this grant was in the offing.
“AIE are supposed to be working with us on the Dunoon Waterfront Development, which stretches from the West Bay to Kirn.
“We are trying to regenerate the centre of Dunoon, especially the waterfront area, which by definition means breathing new life into the area. It’s difficult to understand how this award is going to help us achieve that. In fact it will almost certainly do precisely the opposite.”
Councillor Dick Walsh said: “Argyll and the Islands Enterprise is a non-elected body composed largely of government appointees from the business community. Mr Ross, the managing director of Western Ferries, is himself on the AIE’s, board, and, though I have no doubt that he was not party to the award of what is - by any yardstick - a massive grant to his company. This begs the question - was the grant essential for the work to go ahead?”
Mr Gordon Ross said that the grant was a fraction of the cost involved in the infrastructure. He explained: “The work would have gone ahead without it, but the grant will accelerate the process. As in the past, we will be endeavouring to ensure that, where possible, work will be carried out by local companies.
“I believe this was a very positive decision,” he said. “The benefits of service improvements arising from this investment will accrue to our customers, and to the whole of Cowal.”
AIE’s Chief Executive defended the award of the grant: “This represents only a small part of the investment - the company is meeting the other 80 percent of it - and that’s just on the Cowal side - so there’s no question that Western is putting its money where its mouth is. The investment will improve the resilience of the company’s operation and enable it to function better in poor weather conditions.”
He added that this was only one of a number of projects which will be arising in the Dunoon area in the future, pointing to the refurbishment of the Queen’s Hall as one area where AIE funding would come into play. 28 July 2006
 

Three In LINE FOR TENDER
Streakers OFFERED TO RUN SERVICE
Transport Minister Tavish Scott announced on Monday the criteria for the Dunoon-Gourock ferry link.
There were no surprises when he named the operators who had been invited to tender - CalMac, V Ships and Western Ferries - since all have been in the frame for some time.
The Gourock-Dunoon ferry service is being offered as a commercial service with no subsidy and the removal of the current operating and timetable restrictions.
The minister said: “I am pleased that we are now able to move to the next stage of the tendering exercise.
“The Gourock-Dunoon ferry service is a vital lifeline for both local people and visitors to the area.”
He added: “The Executive has worked hard to ensure the bidders have as much commercial freedom as possible, and that is why the service specification has been designed to maximise this flexibility.” 
The main elements of the specifications are that: 
The service must be a combined passenger and vehicle service, with a minimum of one return sailing per hour, and the daily start and end times of the service should match the current CalMac timetable.
The service must operate between Gourock Pier and Dunoon Pier in Dunoon town centre.
In addition the new service offers ‘the possibility’ of the new operator making use of the new linkspan at Dunoon.
The new operator could use its own vessel or charter two of the streakers for the route.
There would be integrated ticketing arrangements with other ferry operators and transport providers.
If a suitable operator is identified, the current service, provided under subsidy arrangements through CalMac, would be replaced. However Ministers have made it clear that if no suitable operator is found then they will bring forward proposals to tender for a subsidised service.
The closing date for submissions is October 30, followed by the announcement of the preferred bidder January 2007, and the new operator will be announced in February.
The Executive would like to see existing concessionary fares arrangements continue.
The three contenders for the route were - predictably - making the most of the minister’s announcement.
CalMac Managing Director Lawrie Sinclair said: “The company is pleased to have been invited to tender for the service and will now take time to deliberate on what is an extremely complex document and a complicated set of circumstances. We will want to evaluate the detail thoroughly, and it is our intention to complete our evaluation in a positive way. We will confirm what CalMac’s response to the Invitation will be as soon as practicable.”
Mr Sinclair also confirmed that mechanisms are being put in place to inform and consult with staff as the evaluation takes place and information briefing meetings will be organized in due course.
Western Ferries is regarded by many as the hot favourites to take the route, the company’s Managing Director, Gordon Ross, said: “We are very pleased that, at long last, the tender process has been announced.
“The company has been pushing for this process to be moved forward for a considerable period of time. The current situation is unfair and does not benefit the local community. Anything that moves us closer to a level playing field will always be welcome.
“Once we have had the opportunity to consider the tender specifications in detail we shall respond accordingly.”
The dark horse in the tendering process has always been V Ships.
Some pundits believe that V Ships’ interest lies in bigger fish; it competed with Calmac for the Northlink tender, and although little-known on the Clyde, is actually a major international operator which lays claim to being the largest ship management company in the world.
Speaking from the company’s Glasgow office, project manager Alan Thomson said that the company would be taking stock of the specification and making a decision based on it. He did not agree with the notion that they had little interest in Dunoon-Gourock, saying that once they had made their assessment, they would explore all the options available.
Conservative MSP Jamie McGrigor said: “I welcome the news that there are a number of firms tendering to run the vital Gourock and Dunoon ferry service.
“However, the Scottish Executive has an appalling record on tendering processes. The fiasco of the Northern Isles routes retendering, as well as the ongoing failure to find an operator for the Campbeltown to Ballycastle route, hardly engenders confidence in the Executive’s abilities in this area.”
Argyll and Bute Council gave a guarded welcome to the news; Councillor Brian Chennell, leader of Bute and Cowal Area Committee said that it was ‘good news providing that it leads to an improved vehicle and passenger service between the town centres of Dunoon and Gourock.”
This, he said, would tie in with waterfront initiatives in both communities acting as focal points for regeneration projects. 24th August 2006 
 

WESTERN EXPANSION
Western Ferries is set to spend over £4m in infrastructure improvements at McInroy’s Point and Hunter’s Quay on its Gourock to Dunoon ferry route. 
The investment will include two impressive new linkspans, two new berthing structures, an increased car marshalling capacity, as well as improvements to the passenger facilities. 
The project is being supported through a capital grant from Argyll and Islands Enterprise. The linkspans will be delivered by local firm Fergusons of Port Glasgow.
Gordon Ross, the company’s Managing Director, said: “Western Ferries is an ambitious company committed to providing first rate ferry services to the people of the Cowal Peninsula, and we are delighted that we are going to be able to carry out these infrastructure improvements.
“ Once completed these developments will ensure that we continue to provide quality ferry services for our customers for a long time to come.
“We are thankful for the capital grant given to us by Argyll and Islands Enterprise, which has enabled us to undertake the improvements at both terminals at the same time. 
He added: “Western Ferries has always had a strong community focus, and we were pleased that local firm Ferguson’s have built our new linkspans.”
He said that the project would be carried out over the winter months and was planned for completion by Spring next year.
He continued: “We are confident that there will be little or no disruption to the current service during the construction phase. 
“On completion, the new facilities will enable the company to deliver a more robust service for our loyal customers and the local community. 
The new terminals design work has been undertaken by Clydebank consulting engineer Arch Henderson LLP. and the contract to carry out the project has been awarded to Glasgow based civil engineering contractors George Leslie Ltd. 
These improvements will go ahead regardless of the outcome of the commercial tender for Caledonian MacBrayne’s Gourock to Dunoon ferry route, which is currently ongoing.
The company has enjoyed considerable local success in its 30 years of serving the Cowal penisula, and last year carried 1.3m passengers and 600,000 cars. It has by far the lion’s share of the vehicle traffic. 8 September 2006
 

And then there were two . . .
......The tendering process for Dunoon- Gourock hit yet another shoal this week when V-Ships, widely regarded as the outsider in a three-horse race, announced that it was pulling out of the process because “we are not sufficiently comfortable to continue any further on the Gourock-Dunoon route and are unable to advise our shareholders with sufficient confidence that we could compete on a level playing field.”
This leaves just two companies in the running, CalMac and Western Ferries.
Argyll and Bute MSP George Lyon condemned V-Ships’ decision saying: “I am astonished that V Ships have suddenly announced that they are withdrawing from the tendering process claiming that it favours Caledonian MacBrayne.
He said: “Argyll and Bute Council have confirmed to me that V Ships have never made contact with them to discuss access or charges for the pier at Dunoon; therefore, it would appear that VShips never had any intention of bidding for Gourock/Dunoon in the first place.”
Western Ferries confirmed that it remains interested in the process. 
Gordon Ross, Managing Director, Western Ferries said: “We are sympathetic of V Ships’ position regarding the issues around the commercial invitation and respect their decision to pull out.
“We have been working this route for thirty years. Over that time we have learnt to deal with CalMac’s unfairly subsidised service and its knock-on effect on our business. We are looking forward to a level playing field for all operators on the route.”
The Scottish Executive was putting a positive spin on the news. A spokesman said: “The Executive remains committed to the Gourock-Dunoon route and £2.5m of public subsidy per year is testament to that fact.
“We are disappointed that V Ships have withdrawn from the tender process. However, tendering Gourock -Dunoon is required by Europe and we have no choice but to continue, or the Commission could step in and halt the current service.
“The current tender is to establish whether a commercial ferry service released from the existing restrictions on CalMac would be viable. If that proves not to be the case then the Executive is committed to re-tendering with passenger subsidy.”
None of this impressed Professor Neil Kay, one of a group of local people who have been pressing for a better service to the peninsula. 
He said: “I predicted as soon as the shortlist for the tender was announced that there was no chance of getting a bidder out of it, and V Ships’ announcement that it is withdrawing is just the first sign that this will be proved right. 
“The tender is designed to prevent any bidder coming out of the process, and unless they are completely incompetent, the Executive must have known this. For instance, there’s a requirement for bidders to demonstrate by the end of next month that they have concluded several contingent contracts with VesCo which does not exist. 
“What will now assume even greater significance is the Executive’s six private meetings with Western in 2004 and 2005 to discuss Western’s User Charter, which is contingent upon there being given a monopoly of vehicle-carrying services Gourock-Dunoon. 
“These discussions took place a time when the Executive’s public position was that they were going to put the route out to competitive tender.” 
He concluded by demanding that The Executive disclose the content of these meetings “if the last vestige of public trust is not to be destroyed, and they must do so as a matter of urgency.” 15th September 2006
 

Former CalMac superintendent refutes “not fit for use” claim
“WHILE I appreciate concerns from councillors and members of the public about spending substantial sums on the old linkspan, unless a ferry can be provided by CalMac or another company to operate from the new linkspan then I feel personally that we have no option but to spend the money to serve the needs of the travelling public.”
That was the stark view of the situation from Councillor Brian Chennell on Monday.
The council believes that the new linkspan should be brought into operation as soon as possible, and that there’s no reason not to do so.
And that’s the crunch. There’s an obvious - and ongoing - problem with the linkspan at Dunoon Pier - so why the reluctance to use the new linkspan?
In a statement last week CalMac Chief Executive said that the linkspan was ‘not fit for purpose’.
Asked to elaborate on this, communications director Hugh Dan MacLennan said: “The lighting is inadequate and there’s no gangway.”
This view, however, was hotly contested by Sandy Ferguson, who speaks with some authority on the subject
Mr - or more properly - Captain Ferguson, was until 1998 CalMac’s Marine Superintendent, so any views that he might have on whether the linkspan is ‘fit for purpose’ are based on considerable experience, not least of which was his role as the company’s senior operational officer.
He said: “I went for a walk round the terminal on Monday and I’m at a loss to understand what Mr MacLennan means. The lighting is absolutely first class - I’ve also checked with the Pier Master and he assures me that it’s is fully functional.”
He went on: “Using a gangway is even easier than I envisaged. There is more than ample space to move the present gangway and operate it at the new berth.
“ If, as I expect, the present gangway will not reach the higher gangway doors of the Bute at high tides, then a standard gangway up to 20 metres in length can be utilised straight on to the ship which would only require a small lifting davit on the ship’s side above the gangway door with a one-man operated electric gangway lifting winch.”
He concluded: “CalMac can easily calculate the maximum length of gangway required, which I imagine would certainly be less than 20 metres, but the whole thing couldn’t be more straightforward.”
Asked if his company would be interested in running to the linkspan if approached by the council, Western Ferries’ Managing Director Gordon Ross said: “Our door has always been open in that respect; we believe that the reason no approach has been made is because of the Scottish Executive’s tendering activity.”
However, Western have always made it clear that they would not be interested in operating from the CalMac terminal at Gourock. 20 October 2006
 

No takers for Dunoon -Gourock route
THE painfully slow process of finding an operator for an unsubsidised, unrestricted vehicle and passenger service between Gourock and Dunoon finally ground to a halt on Monday when both of the contenders indicated that they would not pursue the tendering process.
The process - which can fairly be described as a fiasco - is the third ill-starred such effort so far for the Scottish Executive, following those in the North Isles and the Campbeltown-Ballycastle routes, both of which proved - or should have proved - gravely embarrassing for the government.
The failure of the Dunoon-Gourock route to attract any interest came as no surprise, and had been predicted for months.
And the Executive, it seems, have come to the conclusion that they need to rethink their plan for the tendering of the next step - the tendering of the remaining CalMac routes on the Clyde and Western Isles, since sources are claiming that it has been put on hold.
Despite initial boasts from the Executive that ten companies were interested in the route, in the end it came down to ‘the usual suspects’ CalMac, the current operator, and Western Ferries.
Western Ferries said that their decision not to submit a bid was because of “prohibitive costs and an inflexible service specification which made a commercial service all but impossible”.
The company also criticised how the tender process was managed saying: “There are serious concerns about the way the Scottish Executive handled this tender and lessons must be learned if the commercial tender mechanism is to deliver in the future.”
Commenting on the withdrawal, Managing Director Gordon Ross said: “Western Ferries is disappointed that it had no option but to pull out of this tender. 
“We believe that the commercial invitation as a concept is admirable and should be developed and improved on by the Executive as a mechanism to provide better ferry services to the island communities at no cost to the taxpayer.
“In this particular instance CalMac’s current £2.5m of subsidy was just too great to overcome. This may not always be the case on other routes where the current levels of subsidy are a fraction of this value, for example the current subsidy on the Mull route is only £182,000.
“The prevailing and future operating costs and revenues combined with an inflexible service specification meant that there was never a realistic possibility of a commercial service replacing the current subsidised service on the Dunoon route.
“Ironically the Executive has chosen to tender a commercial service on a route where Western Ferries has a majority of the traffic but they are reluctant to see competition where CalMac has a monopoly.”
He went on to say: “Western Ferries are deeply concerned by the way the Executive has conducted this particular tender. For instance, the Executive must have been aware of the financial realities before the process started - if any operator was to replicate the current service, the projected fares would have to treble just to break even. If all the information had been made available at the start of the tender process it would have been very possible that Western Ferries would have withdrawn earlier.
“The company is now discussing its next steps which may include submissions to Audit Scotland, as it believes that no other company should be exposed to this level of unfairness and bias as part of any future procurement process.
“We do not make such criticisms lightly. Western Ferries is now discussing with its legal advisers whether the critical information released as part of the commercial invitation can be made available on a general basis in the public interest to clearly demonstrate what we fear is unfairness and irregularities in the current funding arrangements on this route.
“The current situation is untenable; £11.4m of taxpayers’ money has been given to CalMac over the last five years to operate in direct competition to the company’s unsubsidised ferry service.”
CalMac’s Managing Director Lawrie Sinclair commented: “The company has carefully considered the terms of the Invitation to Tender, and particularly the requirement to offer the service with no subsidy from The Scottish Executive. We are unable to operate the specified service without a subsidy.
“Our recently published Annual Report and Accounts for 2005-6 clearly shows that we have incurred a loss of £2.5million on this route. The cost of operating the current Streaker vessels, the level of pier and harbour dues, and our assessment of the potential volume of traffic based on our years of experience, has led us to conclude that we cannot offer a bid without a subsidy.
“As to what happens now, this is a matter for the Scottish Executive. Whatever the outcome of this tender, we have already confirmed to our staff that there will be no redundancies. In the meantime, we will continue to operate the current hourly vehicular and passenger service, supplemented by MV AliCat at peak periods.” 17 November 2006
 


Politicians out in force for Queen’s Hall meeting
TONIGHT’S meeting at the Queen’s Hall will be well-attended by politicians and councillors, following last week’s crisis meeting with the Transport Minister to discuss the continuing uncertainty over the future of the Dunoon-Gourock ferry.
A bland and guarded statement from Argyll and Bute Council was giving little away following the meeting with Tavish Scott.
The statement in its entirety reads: “At their meeting on Thursday 30 November representatives from Argyll and Bute Council and Transport Minister Tavish Scott MSP agreed to work together to ensure the needs and wishes of the Cowal community are met. 
“They have instructed their officers to work up proposals which best meets these requirements.
“In the meantime the Council is pleased that the Minister has confirmed that he will continue provision of the existing vehicle ferry service until at least the completion of the tendering process.”
The wording of the statement leaves much room for speculation as to what is going on. It refers to Tavish Scott’s assurance that the vehicle ferry service will continue ‘at least until the completion of the tendering process’.
However, since no operator has actually submitted a tender, it’s logical to conclude that the process is completed by default.
A statement from the Scottish Executive said: “The Executive will continue to work closely with Argyll and Bute Council, and with Inverclyde Council, to investigate what options are available for a future subsidised service on the Gourock - Dunoon route.
“ An announcement will be made about the way forward as soon as possible.”
Councillor Brian Chennell was one of the councillors who attended the meeting with the transport minister.
He commented: “He first set on the table what was not possible under EU law, and said that the Executive was trying to finalise the options available.They are still looking at a centre to centre service.” 
There were two options on the table, and the detail of one was still being finalised.
However, he did confirm - as reported in the Observer last week - that the other option was a passenger-only service.
“We have already indicated that this would not be an acceptable option,” he said.
“We are still waiting to see the wording and detail of the options. We have sought and gained an assurance that any proposals will be put out to public consultation.”
Tonight’s meeting may shed some light on the Executive’s plans, since local MSP George Lyon, who is a junior government minister, will be attending. Also attending will be MP Alan Reid, MEP Alyn Smith, and MSP Jim Mather from the SNP. Jamie McGrigor has told the Observer that he will be attending if family circumstances allow, and it is possible that his fellow Conservative MSP Dave Petrie will be there. Due to diary commitments no Labour MSPs will be present, but the party’s PPC for Argyll and Bute, Mary Galbraith, will be attending.
Oddly enough, when we spoke to Councillor Chennell on Monday, he had yet to be invited nor, to his knowledge, had any of his fellow councillors. Given the council’s central role in the ferry issue, this seems like a surprising omission. However, we understand from a member of Dunoon Community Council, which is organising the meeting, that letters of invitation were to be handed out on Tuesday.
The meeting is to be chaired by Community Council Chairwoman Ann Gabriel.
It is fair to assume that there will be pressure for the substance of these proposals to be discussed at tonight’s Queen’s Hall meeting, due to commence at 7.30pm. 8 November 2006
 

No boats – no votes!
A full house of politicians got the message from the people of Dunoon on Friday night – “enough is enough – get our ferry service sorted out!”
A packed Queen’s Hall - estimated to be around 300 people - was a clear indication that patience was running out over the issue, as a public meeting called by Dunoon Community Council gave the elected representatives the opportunity to hear at first hand the views of local electors.
And a quote which will be remembered for some time came from Ronnie Smith as he wound up the meeting with a stark message to the top table:
“No boats – no votes!”
Mr Smith stepped into the breach as chairman at short notice, but he ran the meeting in an inspired fashion. He is secretary of Dunoon Community Council, and is also a member of the Pier Pressure Group, along with Professor Neil Kay and Captain Sandy Ferguson. The group has been fighting the corner for the retention of two ferry services for some time, and has been instrumental in keeping the issue alive and in the public eye.
Mr Smith began by outlining the sequence of events to date, a catalogue of mismanagement, incompetence, and indecision over a quarter of a century which had created continuing uncertainty over the lifeline Dunoon-Gourock route, a situation which prevailed until the present day. 
He explained that the purpose of the meeting was to seek a way ahead, and warned that he would not allow it to be used as a political platform.
The platform party consisted of Jamie McGrigor, Conservative list MSP; Mary Galbraith, Labour Prospective Parliamentary Candidate; George Lyon, MSP for Argyll and Bute and a Liberal Democrat; Councillor Brian Chennell, chairman of Bute and Cowal Area Committee; Jim Mather, SNP list MSP; Alan Reid, Liberal Democrat MP and Alyn Smith, SNP, MEP.
The members of the platform party were asked to give their view on the situation. George Lyon said local people had to be consulted, but pointed out that Western Ferries had 85 percent of vehicle business. It would be watching, and would certainly complain to the EU if its position was threatened, and rightly so.
Jim Mather observed that the turnout said it all in terms of popular feeling. The £2.5m subsidy paid to CalMac was effectively a subsidy to Western Ferries because the frequency restriction on the CalMac route made it an unattractive proposition for vehicle drivers. He had talked to bidders who felt the dice were loaded. 
He expressed disappointment at the non-attendance of both CalMac and Western Ferries, and felt that this was a discourtesy.
For Labour, Mary Galbraith pointed out that her own background was Kintyre, so she had an understanding of the situation faced by the people of Cowal. There was a need for clarity on the CalMac route, and it needed to be done quickly. 
Jamie McGrigor said he was not surprised people were angry, but he then raised hackles when he asked what would happen if there were no Western Ferries. “It would be extremely dangerous,” he said, “if we went back to a monopoly, we don’t want to risk putting the private operator out of business.”
This statement engendered mutterings from the hall which were certainly not supportive. Ronnie Smith interjected by suggesting that an extended service by CalMac, or any other operator into Dunoon Pier was unlikely to put Western Ferries out of business.
He said: “Western Ferries’ profitability is at the level most Scottish companies would kill to achieve. It is very firmly established.”
Cllr Brian Chennell said that while the history was important they had to look forward, commenting: “The ferry service is too important to be a political football. 
“Our position is clear - we want a centre to centre vehicle and passenger service.”
He posed the question: “How can we promote Dunoon as the Gateway to the National Park if we don’t have cars coming into it? That’s ridiculous.”
Alan Reid suggested that a passenger-only option might be better than what existed at the moment, and that the £2.5m currently expended on subsidy could perhaps be better spent on two high-speed passenger ferries to give a frequent service.
“It’s important that we get your views on this,” he said.
It was hard not to suspect that this was precisely the opportunity that Ronnie Smith was waiting for; he immediately asked the public for those supporting such a concept to raise their hands. 
There was a unanimous lack of support from the floor for the proposition. Not a single hand came up.
MEP Alyn Smith said the difficulty arose from the fact that there were a number of layers of UK government which were simply not coming together. 
“The rules being applied just don’t match the Scottish reality,” he said. 
He went on to explain that Europe stretched from the Arctic circle to Cyprus, and that EU law was designed to be interpreted to suit particular requirements. However, under the terms of the Scotland Act, which created the devolved government, the interpretation taken was the harshest possible. 
The situation was made worse because access to the European Court of Justice was through the Secretary of State for Scotland, not the Scottish Executive.
“Any normal country would interpret what fits their reality best,” he said, “we take the most literal interpretation, and that’s the least advantageous.”
Professor Neil Kay was called upon to speak from the floor. Professor Kay has been one of the most outspoken critics of the way the ferry issue has been handled, and was recently accused by Alan Reid of being a member of ‘the SNP letter-writing squad’ in the pages of the Dunoon Observer.
He opened his presentation by pointing out that he had been a member of a political party, and had in fact acted as constituency secretary during his membership. That party was the Liberal Party – a disclosure which brought forth considerable laughter from the audience, but was received rather less warmly by the two party representatives on the platform.
Professor Kay reinforced Mr Smith’s views on what had transpired in Europe. He said that putting subsidised passenger-only vessels on the route made little sense – unrestricted passenger/vehicle carriers would generate a great deal more revenue.
Turning to Europe, he said: “The answer you get depends upon the question you ask. The commission doesn’t determine strategy – they are the referees.
“We were told that if the tender process didn’t work there were other options on the table; the tender process should have been completed a year ago, so it’s reasonable to assume since it’s a year late the alternatives are ready.
“Where are they?
“Why not build and lease the ships? there’s nothing to stop you under EU rules from doing that.”
George Lyon said that the options open were a passenger only service; under pressure to explain what else was being considered he said that another was an unrestricted vehicle/passenger service.
However, Cllr Chennell said that this was not quite his understanding of the situation. He had also attended the meeting with Tavish Scott, and understood the position to be that the route could have an increased passenger-only service or the status quo; the option of an unrestricted vehicle/passenger service had not been discussed.
He added “How on earth are we supposed to decide on options if we don’t know what they are?”
Cllr Dick Walsh said that the meeting gave him an opportunity to express his personal frustration, and his views echoed both Alyn Smith and Professor Kay.
“This has dragged on since before devolution,” he said. 
He remembered plans to consult on the future of the route being raised by a Scottish Office minister as far back as 1996. There had been meetings in Westminster, Brussels and Edinburgh and things were no further forward.
“Having supported our bid for cash to create a breakwater and ferry linkspan, they have created so much uncertainty as to its future use with the potential for large sums of public cash to be wasted if the issue is not appropriately resolved.”
Cllr Bruce Marshall said that his view would not be popular when he suggested that Western Ferries had provided an excellent service for 30 years and was capable of coping with vehicle traffic on its own. 
He was right; his comments attracted a storm of disapproval from the body of the hall.
Captain Sandy Ferguson said that he had been working for Western Ferries as a ship’s master when they operated the Islay route. “They got a lucrative offer from Mexico for the Isle of Jura, which was operating the run at the time, and they sold her and left the people of Islay in the lurch. 
“Don’t pretend they’re doing it for the community- they’re doing it for the money - that’s why they’re here and not on Islay.”
The meeting concluded with closing remarks from the platform party. All of them said that the message from the floor was the desire for an unrestricted vehicle/passenger service between Gourock and Dunoon town centre. Both Alan Reid and George Lyon gave a commitment to work closely with Alyn Smith in an attempt to come up with a solution.
Western Ferries’ Managing Director Gordon Ross said on Monday that he hadn’t attended the meeting because he hadn’t been invited.
“That’s perfectly true,” said Ronnie Smith. “In the past CalMac have always been invited to meetings of this sort and have always declined, and in fairness - given the number of people already on the platform, we decided to invite neither. However on previous occasions, latterly when Ken Cadenhead was managing director, he came as a member of the public and spoke from the body of the hall, and there was nothing to stop Mr Ross doing the same.”
In a joint letter to this week’s Safety Valve Alan Reid and George Lyon said that they would work with Argyll and Bute Council and Scotland’s representatives in the European Parliament to achieve the best service that European rules will allow.
“We have told Transport Minister Tavish Scott the views of the local community. We have urged him and Argyll and Bute Council to go back to Brussels and secure a far better deal than the restricted service that former Transport Minister Lewis Macdonald and local Councillors Walsh and Macaskill negotiated with the Commission in 2003.” 15 December 2006
 

OMENS NOT LOOKING GOOD
AS we were going to press a deputation from Cowal was meeting the Transport Minister, Tavish Scott, to press the case for a railhead to town centre service to Dunoon.
However, the omens are not good. The suggestion from Alan Reid at the public meeting in the Queen’s Hall back in November that the town should be served by two fast passenger ferries looks increasingly the favoured option - despite its unanimous rejection at the meeting.
In an interview with the Herald’s Highland correspondent, David Ross in Saturday’s edition, the new chairman of CalMac, Peter Timms, lent his support to the passenger-only option.
He argued that there was insufficient traffic to Cowal to support two commercial operators. 
He said that while the community strongly believed there was room for two commercial operators, in reality there wasn’t, even with the growing volume of traffic.
He said that the terms of CalMac’s service had been set by the Executive. CalMac couldn’t change the vessels, the timetable or the fares.
In that circumstance you have to hand it to Western, who have no such restriction.”
The meeting was set for noon on Thursday. (See Safety Valve) 9 February 2007
 

Ferry meeting – it’s back to Europe
THERE were no rabbits pulled from the Transport Minister’s hat at last week’s meeting to discuss the future - or lack of it - of the passenger/vehicular service between Gourock and Dunoon.
The meeting was attended by MSPs, councillors and ferry campaigner Neil Kay, and while most of those present made positive noises, it is difficult to see anything happening before the elections, now only a matter of weeks away.
However, there was agreement that the way ahead lay in a fresh approach to the EU Commissioners to get them to adopt a more flexible attitude to the rules - an approach promoted by MEP Alyn Smith at the public meeting in December when he pointed out that, since the European Union stretches from Cyprus to Lapland, the rules must necessarily be elastic.
In a statement following the meeting, Tavish Scott said: “We had a constructive meeting where we explored all the options to take forward a lifeline ferry service for the Gourock and Dunoon communities.
“I was keen to ask the invited parties for an explanation of their views and what they thought we should explore. A number of sensible constructive suggestions were made which we will immediately follow up.
“The discussions will be helpful in our ongoing discussions with the European Commission, and I am grateful to the people who took the time to come to Edinburgh today. Again I will confirm my priority in all our ferry tendering is that we maintain and improve the services for local people and Islanders. That there will be no disruption, irrespective of the process, to the services - ferry users will get the ferry service they rightly need and deserve. 
“And that we will protect the workforce throughout the process.”
The last sentence does seem to indicate a less than optimistic viewpoint - it is hard to envisage a scenario which would require the workforce to be protected except where the service would be withdrawn or reduced.
MP Alan Reid said: “At the public meeting in Dunoon’s Queen’s Hall, we undertook to relay the wishes of the meeting for an unrestricted vehicle service on the Dunoon-Gourock route to the Scottish Transport Minister and the European Commission.
“We left the Minister in no doubt of the strength of feeling in Dunoon that the Dunoon-Gourock service should be allowed to carry vehicles on an unrestricted basis. There was all-party agreement to approach the European Commission and ask them to agree more flexibility in the interpretation of the rules which would allow the removal of the frequency restriction that has been imposed on CalMac for the last 25 years.”
If this is indeed the case it does seem odd; the restrictions on the service have nothing to do with Europe. They were imposed in 1982 by the then Secretary of State for Scotland and the power to remove them lies not with Europe, but the Scottish Executive.
Mr Reid added: “It was agreed that paying a ferry operator to carry foot passengers on the Dunoon-Gourock route whilst allowing that operator to carry vehicles on an unrestricted basis would allow fair competition on cross-Clyde services.
“The Minister indicated at the meeting that discussions with Europe had already begun to try and secure the local community’s wishes for an unrestricted service. The Minister indicated that officials would begin further discussions with the European Commission in the next few weeks.”
George Lyon said: “It was agreed that MEPs have an important role to play and we must work closely with them in trying to secure agreement from the Commission.”
“Once these initial discussions have taken place there will be a need for a face-to-face meeting with the European Transport Commissioner and local representatives, and I hope that will take place shortly.”
The SNP’s Jim Mather commented: “It was good to see local people like Councillor Dick Walsh and Professor Neil Kay turn up in Edinburgh to remind the minister of the strength of local feeling at the meeting in the Queen’s Hall, and the specific requirement for an unrestricted vehicle service that links the two town centres.
“Some progress was made in that the meeting also resolved to pack in behind Alyn Smith’s overture to involve the European Commission and confront them with the reality of the local situation.”
He added: “However, I did find it a bit disappointing that there was not greater focus on the local economy, for this exercise is not about minimising subsidies or limply delivering a de facto monopoly to Western Ferries. it is about designing a ferry service that retains local options and boosts competition and helps to attract more residents, more visitors and more investment to Dunoon and Cowal.”
Cllr Brian Chennell said that the Executive appeared to take on board the concerns and possible solutions that were proposed, adding: “It is hoped these are followed through quickly, and that representatives of the European Commission will visit this area to see for themselves our unique situation. 
“I personally hope that productive discussions can take place as soon as possible and not be delayed by the forthcoming elections.” 
Professor Neil Kay commented: “It is fair to say that the councillors and members of the three parliaments represented at the meeting spoke eloquently in favour of a robust vehicle-carrying ferry service between Gourock and Dunoon town centres. There was genuine and broad cross-party consensus on the matter and I believe the Minister recognised that.
“I do not see that as the problem. The problem is that instead of seizing the opportunity to get fresh sets of eyes to look at the issues, it now seems that the matter is being referred back to the same officials who have managed to mishandle every single ferry tender they have been responsible for over the past few years, from Orkney and Shetland, through Campbeltown-Ballycastle, not forgetting the main CalMac network tender, and of course Gourock-Dunoon.
“Even worse, for these same civil servants to now come up with details of a suitable proposal for an unrestricted vehicle-carrying service would mean their admitting their advice to ministers has been wrong all these years. 
“And that is simply not going to happen.” 16 February 2007
 

Western Ferries’ new linkspans in place
IN an operation which must have set a few nerves on edge the appropriately-named Mersey Mammoth successfully placed the two new linkspans at Hunter’s Quay and McInroy’s Point.
The two-hour operation at the Cowal side saw the 140 tonne structure slotted into position.
Western Ferries’ Managing Director Gordon Ross broke his holiday to watch the operation.
Afterwards he spoke to the Observer about the impact of the linkspans on the company’s operations.
“The existing installations have served us well,” he said. “However, we’ve moved on substantially since they were built, and it was time to look at the future of the service.
“Our ships are much larger than those that provided the service in the early days, and there were a number of factors which prompted the decision.
“There was a maintenance issue, in that with only one linkspan on each side, maintenance had to be carried out in off-service periods. The additional linkspans mean that we can now carry out maintenance and continue to operate the service without interruption.”
He likened the operation to building a house: “If you take the linkspan as representing the main structure, then you have to look at the finishing work,” he said.
“We have to redesign and tarmac the marshalling areas on both sides. When this is done it will provide us with more parking space, in particular disabled parking, and also better shelter for foot passengers. The improved parking will also reduce the number of vehicles which spill on to the roads at peak periods such as bank holiday weekends.”
He insisted that the new linkspans should not be taken as an indication of plans to increase service frequency.
“They will enable us to provide a more robust service,” said Mr Ross. “We have been affected by weather in the past because of the angle of the linkspan; with two linkspans at different angles it gives us options when berthing in difficult conditions.
“The new linkspans are longer, which makes for easier loading of large vehicles such as buses.”
Work is now going on apace to get the new linkspans operational by the end of the month. 1June 2007
 

New approach to ferry problem ‘crucial’
A new approach to the Dunoon ferry problem is crucial, a senior council official told the recent meeting of the Bute and Cowal Area Committee.
The Director of Corporate Services, George Harper, said that the council had to make things happen, rather than to await events.
He said that the ‘Marine Gateway’ concept which had been floated was the key to progress, and the ferry was only one element in the whole waterfront project.
He outlined the history of the ferry issue; years of discussions and meetings which had culminated in a meeting in February with the then Transport Minister.
There was now a change of government and the council leader had been in touch with the MEP, Alyn Smith, and Jim Mather MSP.
Mr Harper said that the agenda had to be pushed forward with vigour, and meetings should be set up to achieve that.
“There’s very positive feedback coming from Europe,” he said, “but we can’t sit back and wait for things to happen, we have to drive them forward.”
Cllr Marshall asked how they could get past the hurdle of anti-competition legislation, which appeared to be the biggest hurdle.
Mr Harper agreed that it was a hurdle, but Alyn Smith was of the view that there was an area for discussion.
Cllr Walsh, however, said that the competition issue had been addressed back in 2002, when the EU had no difficulty with what was planned. The issue was held up when the decision was taken to put the Gourock-Dunoon tender in with the CalMac ‘bundle’.
Four years down the line we were no further forward, however, at the election the route had been a priority commitment on all the manifestos.
He concluded by saying that the important thing was for all parties involved to work together, the councils on either side of the water, the National Park, and the commercial sector.
In the discussion which followed it was noted that CalMac did not seem to have the will to provide a ship for the route.
In terms of ships, there were no ships within the fleet, with the exception of the two new Bute ferries, which could service Dunoon’s linkspan.
Rothesay councillor Len Scoullar said that the way to proceed was to have a STAG appraisal of the route - this was what had been done on Bute. A STAG appraisal is how the Scottish Executive assesses all such projects.
Cllr Alec McNaughton said there would have to be two vessels - the sort of service being discussed could not be carried out with one ship alone.
Asked about the condition of the current pier, Alan Lothian said that while it was operating to full capacity at the moment, its future was dependent on regular inspections.
He added: “ A new service would have to be routed to the new terminal - the old pier is a dripping roast” - in other words, it would cost too much in the long term.
The ferry issue has also been on the agenda for MSP Jim Mather, who has organised a series of meetings on the matter. He has had what he described as ‘constructive’ meetings with CalMac and is due to meet Transport Minister Stewart Stevenson and MEP Alyn Smith this week. 15th June 2007
 

Ferry ROW
ROSS SAYS “MISQUOTED”
The national press this week has reported on the latest round in the war of words between Western Ferries and CalMac. 
CalMac has made a rare public response to various remarks attributed to Gordon Ross, MD of Western Ferries, as published in The Herald on June 30 and Shipping Times on July 2. 
Both publications reported Mr Ross to have said that CalMac “control all the portage and berthing” at Dunoon; that they “don’t even try to open it out to other traffic”, and specifically that they had “never so much as lifted a phone to ask him if he wanted to use the berth.”
CalMac responded to both points with surprise, given that the pier facilities and linkspan are owned and operated by Argyll and Bute Council, and as such any decision about usage could only be made by the council. 
Mr Ross advised the Observer that he had been misquoted: “I am of course fully aware that Argyll and Bute Council own the pier and linkspan.” He confirmed that he had not been approached by the council with a view to Western Ferries using the new linkspan. 
Peter Timms, Chairman of CalMac, also expanded on comments about their traffic growth on the Wemyss Bay-Rothesay route. “With two new vessels on this route, one in service for two years and the other two months, our 8 percent growth compares favourably with Western Ferries’ 37 percent growth over ten years.”
Mr Timms also responded to comments about the Islay ferry service, which has apparently caused problems for the island’s distillers. He confirmed that CalMac have been working on new arrangements which would accommodate the increased production, and has been in discussion with the distillers and the Scotch Whisky Association. 
“We believe the outcome of this is in the best interests of all our customers on Islay,” he said. “Details will be made publicly available shortly when the Scottish Executive have completed their evaluation of our tender.”
Finally, a letter published in The Herald on July 3 from Dunoon Pier Pressure Group stated: “Western is continuing to lobby...to have the Calmac service stopped or restricted to a passenger-only vessel, so that Western would have a total monopoly of the vehicle service.” 
Mr Ross responded: “Western Ferries have never sought a monopoly,” and reiterated that what the company seeks is “a level playing field where both companies are operating on an unsubsidised basis. It is difficult to compete commercially against a company receiving millions of pounds in subsidies.”
With each company having strong supporters with equally strong opinions, the war of words will no doubt continue. (See Safety Valve, page 13) 6 July 2007
 

Western Ferries under fire from MSP
Ferry operator CalMac has accused rival operator Western Ferries of coming up with ‘spurious’ arguments in the latest in a series of disputes between the two.
In a press release issued on Wednesday, Western Ferries expressed concern regarding the amount of taxpayers’ money used to subsidise train passengers on CalMac’s Gourock-Dunoon route. 
These concerns were linked to findings presented in a recent report published by the Highlands and Islands Strategic Transport Partnership (HITRANS), which indicated that train passengers from Dunoon are subsidised £52 per return trip, to catch the train in Gourock. 
Western state that CalMac are provided with a subsidy on the Dunoon route to satisfy the Executive’s aim of facilitating integrated public transport systems between the ferry and the train service.
In the press release, Gordon Ross, Managing Director of Western Ferries commented: “The HITRANS report estimates that approximately 95,500 passengers use the ferry to connect with the train service, and CalMac receives millions of pounds of subsidy to provide this service. This seems like an awful lot of taxpayers’ money to be spent on just a few passengers. 
“We accept that passengers need and want to use the train at Gourock, but perhaps there is a more cost efficient way of getting them to the rail head.
“We believe that given this level of usage the Executive could operate a fleet of taxis between our terminals and the train station in Gourock and the town centre in Dunoon and thereby save the taxpayer almost £1.5 million annually.”
CalMac’s Director of Communications, Hugh Dan MacLennan, gave the following response: “We at CalMac have no inclination to indulge in a spat with a rival operator. 
“We believe that Mr Ross’s argument is fundamentally flawed and spurious, and not really worthy of further comment.”
Meanwhile, Argyll and Bute MSP Jim Mather commented: “I recognise the importance and success of the Western Ferries’ service between Hunter’s Quay and McInroy’s Point and the contribution it makes to the economy of Cowal and Argyll, however their recent interpretation of HITRANS data is neither helpful nor even-handed.
“It conveniently ignores the fact that Western Ferries are on the receiving end of what is effectively a very material subsidy in that the CalMac route is only permitted to offer an hourly service and is restricted in its time of operation.
“As a result Western Ferries at present has a virtual monopoly vehicle service between Gourock and Dunoon. It now appears to want a total monopoly.
“It is not in the public interest to have an unregulated monopoly service that is inconveniently located for the many people in Dunoon and which would not deliver visitors to the centre of the town.
“To subordinate the needs of the community to give a further boost to the profits of Western Ferries is not an acceptable option.” 20 July 2007
 

KAY QUERIES FERRY USERS’ CHARTER
The Scottish Information Commissioner last week issued a ruling on a written request by Professor Neil Kay in 2006 to release details of what were termed “Users’ Charter” meetings between the Scottish Executive and Western Ferries. 
Professor Kay claims that the existence of these meetings had only become publicly known through a remark by Gordon Ross, Managing Director of Western Ferries reported in the Dunoon Observer that the (then) Executive had responded positively to his proposals for a “Users’ Charter”. 
According to Professor Kay, since Mr Ross had also made it clear separately that any such “Users’ Charter” would be contingent on Western being sole operator of vehicle carrying services Gourock-Dunoon, such meetings clearly had potentially serious public interest implications. 
Professor Kay has also stated that Jim Mather MSP made a parallel request for information, and through questions he had asked in parliament, it had been made clear that there had been six such meetings in 2004 and 2005. 
Western Ferries Managing Director, Gordon Ross, said: “There have been no secret meetings, and no skulduggery here. I am sorry to disappointment those looking for conspiracy theories, but that is the case. We are a community based company, and take these responsibilities seriously. We had discussions with the Executive to discuss service guarantees which would need to be in place in the event that the CalMac vehicle service was to go, which I think this was perfectly sensible and in the public interest.
“We are happy to talk to the new Executive on a Users’ Charter, and I have had discussions in the past with Jim Mather on this subject.
The Executive released some information on this February 2006 to Professor Kay, but withheld some information and some whole documents claming exemptions provided for by the Freedom of Information Scotland Act (2002). 
Professor Kay then lodged an appeal to the Scottish Information Commissioner in March 2006 objecting to the Executive’s decision to withhold information. 
In coming to a decision, the Information Commissioner looked at where the Executive put forward claims for exemptions under Freedom of Information legislation. He found that the claim for exemption had been misapplied in 15 instances; should only apply to part of the document in question in 10 instances; that the public interest overrode any claim for exemption in 7 instances, and so the information should be made public. In only 15 instances did the Commissioner fully accept the Executive’s case that the information in question should be kept secret. 
Mr Ross commented: “Western Ferries has been open in everything we have done in these discussions. I will be very interested to see what information comes to light here.” 3 August 2007
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