SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT

WRITTEN ANSWER

13 January 2006
Index Heading: Enterprise, Transport and Lifelong Learning Department
  Jim Mather (Highlands and Islands) (SNP): To ask the Scottish Executive , further to the answer to question S2W-19986 by Tavish Scott on 17 November 2005, when and where the discussions in respect of a Users Charter relating to the services provided by Western Ferries between Inverclyde and Cowal took place and which parties were present.

(S2W-21597)

Tavish Scott:
Representatives from Western Ferries discussed their proposals for a Users’ Charter for the Gourock-Dunoon route with Scottish Executive officials at meetings in June, July, November and December 2004.  Representatives from Argyll and Bute Council attended the meeting in November 2004.  The issue was also discussed at a meeting between the then Minister for Transport and Western Ferries in August 2004 and I was briefed on the background when I met the company in September 2005.  All of these meetings took place in Edinburgh.  Discussions on this issue at these meetings were brief and were overtaken by the Executive’s proposals to seek an operator willing to provide a service between Gourock Pier and Dunoon Pier on a commercial basis.  The Users’ Charter proposals were not therefore developed to a stage where any decisions, actions or conclusions on this issue were relevant in moving matters forward. 

SCOTTISH EXECUTIVE
 

Comments
(1) The “Users’ Charter” was something that Western Ferries had promised in the event of their becoming the monopoly operator on the route.  
(2) There were at least five such meetings in Edinburgh between the Executive and Western Ferries in 2004 in June, July, August, November and December (still allowing for the possibility that there was more than one meeting a month), including one with the Minister. Or at least six meetings involving two successive ministers if September 2005 is included.  That does seem to suggest there was a great deal of discussion on these issues.  What is meant by “brief” in the answer is unspecified and so that part of the answer is unhelpful, what is “brief” to a civil servant may not appear so to others.  Also length of meeting is strictly speaking irrelevant, it is intentions discussion and outcomes that matter.
(3) Up to December 2004 the Executive's stated policy was that they were to put the Gourock-Dunoon service out as a competitive tender under EC rules, see http://www.scotland.gov.uk/consultations/transport/gdfsc-02.asp and had published draft tender specifications to that effect in the previous year, see http://www.scotland.gov.uk/consultations/transport/gdfst-00.asp     
(4) The last sentence is also interesting because it does allow for the possibility that (unspecified) "decisions, actions or conclusions" were made, but that these were overtaken or suspended by the announcement by the Minister in December 2004.  Whether or not there are future circumstances in which any such "decisions, actions or conclusions" would be revisited or triggered is not obvious from what is known to date, clearly this is something on which further clarification is needed.  
(5) The Minister also says "I was briefed on the background when I met the company in September 2005".  But why was the Minister meeting the company then, and why was the Minister being "briefed" on something that the Executive says is no longer relevant?  At the very least, that does seem to be a potential waste of valuable ministerial time. 
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