
 
 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 
 
Petition Number: PE1192
 
Main Petitioner: Donald Ewen Darroch 
 
Subject: Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to state 
how it is supporting and promoting independent vehicular ferry routes 
between the islands and the mainland  
 
Background 
 
Ferry services in Scotland are principally provided by publicly owned 
companies.  Most services to the Western Isles and certain remote points on 
the Scottish Mainland are provided by CalMac Ferries Ltd.  Services linking 
the Scottish mainland with the Northern Isles are provided by Northlink 
Orkney and Shetland Ferries Ltd.  Both these companies are wholly owned by 
the Scottish Government. 
 
Internal ferry services linking the mainland Shetland and Orkney Islands with 
their outlying islands are provided by companies owned by the respective 
local authorities.  Strathclyde Passenger Transport, Highland Council and 
Argyll and Bute Council also provide lifeline ferry services. 
 
While ferry provision is dominated by public sector operators, the private 
sector does provide unsubsidised services in some locations, most notably 
Western Ferries on the Gourock-Dunoon route and Pentland Ferries on the 
Scottish mainland to Orkney route. Both these routes operate without subsidy 
and in competition with services provided by CalMac and Northlink.  
 
The European Commission is currently conducting an investigation into 
Scottish Government support for ferry services, principally the legality of the 
current financial support arrangements for CalMac and Northlink.  It is 
anticipated that the European Commission’s initial report will be published by 
mid-2009. 
 
Scottish Government Action 
 
The Scottish Government does not have a ferry services policy.  However, the 
National Transport Strategy briefly mentions lifeline ferry services: 
  

Once the tendering of the Clyde and Hebrides ferry service has been 
completed in 2007 we will undertake a comprehensive review of lifeline 
ferry services to develop a long-term strategy for lifeline services to 
2025. The review will include a detailed appraisal of routes to 
determine whether a better configuration could be developed in 
response to calls for new and faster connections serving these isolated 
communities and a review of fares structures as part of a broader 
review of the affordability of public transport.  

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE1192.htm


 
 

 
 
The Minister for Transport, Infrastructure and Climate Change, Stewart 
Stevenson MSP, provided more detail on this review during a parliamentary 
debate on 10 September 2008. 
 
Scottish Government financial support for ferry services is limited to the 
operating subsidies required by CalMac and Northlink and support for the 
development of publicly owned piers and harbours.  The Scottish Government 
does not provide financial support to private ferry service operators. 
 
Scottish Parliament Action 
 
The Transport, Infrastructure and Climate Change Committee undertook a 
major inquiry into ferry services during late 2007 and the first half of 2008.  
The Committee published the report of this inquiry on 28 June 2008.  A 
parliamentary debate on the Committee’s report was held on 10 September 
2008. 
 
 
 
Alan Rehfisch 
Senior Research Specialist 
18 September 2008 
 
 
 
SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings 
with petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments 
on any petitions briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petitions briefings is 
correct at the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these 
briefings are not necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent 
changes. 
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