Sent by e-mail 19th March 2006

Letter to Dunoon Observer  

Our attention has been drawn to political literature circulating in Argyll and Bute "Lyon Backs Kay Proposals for Gourock-Dunoon Ferry" and claims that in 2004 the Executive agreed to "implement the Kay proposals" 

There are no "Kay proposals".  It must be presumed that the political circular is referring to an FSB/DGFG report Neil Kay co-authored in 2004 with the other signatories to this letter. 

The Executive's proposals bear no resemblance to the proposals we put forward then. 

 We did not propose a tender procedure for the route, we did not propose limiting the second operator to a six year contract, we did not propose discriminating against any (unsubidised) second operator by imposing restrictions on it that are not imposed on Western on the same route, and we did not recommend delaying the process such that 15 months later the Executive still has not announced what further restrictions will be imposed on any such operator.  

We did not recommend that the Executive should have private discussions and correspondence with Western Ferries in 2004 and 2005 about possible implementation of its "Users Charter", which (as Western has made clear), is what it would offer in the event of its becoming monopoly operator of vehicle-carrying on the route.

These are all part and parcel of what the Executive is, or has been, proposing for the route.  We did not recommend these steps, because not only are they unnecessary, they will actively dictate against any chance of getting a second operator on the route, and indeed it is questionable whether what the Executive has done is even consistent with guidelines issued by the Commission in this context. 

For whatever reason, the restrictions and barriers to entry for any second operator imposed by the Executive at present, and under any of its proposed options for the route, mean there is no chance of getting any genuine competition in this market under the Executive's proposals.

That being the case, eventually Western's traffic (and profits) will become so bloated at Hunters Quay and McInroys Point that it will be worth building the second linkspan at McInroys Point that it now has planning permission for.  However, it will only run a few peak period extra services to Dunoon Pier to relieve pressure at Hunters Quay, why should it pay charges at Dunoon Pier when it can use its own linkspan free of charges at Hunters Quay?    

Otherwise Dunoon Pier and the £8mill Breakwater and linkspan town centre facilities will lie unused, except for one streaker and an Ali Cat or (more likely) two Ali Cats or equivalent. This will be disastrous for users, the community, the taxpayer, town centre development and integrated transport, not just on this side of the Clyde but over in Gourock.  The proposed (and delayed) multi-million pound ferry-rail-bus Gourock Transport Interchange is not going to be viable on the back of a few ferry foot passengers.

A shambles?  Absolutely.  Unnecessary? Again, absolutely, this is a public service route which the European Commission recognises enables the Executive to regulate the behaviour of all operators on the route in the public interest, but such regulation must be even-handed and non-discriminatory. 

So is the further degradation of the route and effectively a multi-million pound Western monopoly inevitable?  In principle no, in practice if present policies persist there will be nothing to stop it.  Why that should be the case, you have to ask the Executive because they have not told us. 

Professor Neil Kay, Captain Sandy Ferguson, Ronnie Smith CA 
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