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Dear Susanna, .
Thank you for your letter of 20 December 2012 following up the very constructive meeting of
the Gourock Dunoon Ferry Service Steering Group on 7 December.
At that meeting I commissioned advice from Transport Scotland on the options for a shortterm temporary replacement for the MV AliCat for the remainder of this winter.
I have given this matter very detailed consideration in light of the significant - and
understandable - concern, especially in Dunoon, about the reliability and suitability of the
MV AIiCat, particularly in bad weather.
I have considerable sympathy for the communities who use this service - which was set out
to me in graphic terms by the Action Group representatives when we met. I am absolutely
committed to working with you, through the Steering Group, to pursue and secure long term
solutions.
However, I regret to inform you that I have concluded that, for a number of
reasons set out below, it will not be possible to deploy a substitute vessel this winter.
I understand that this will disappoint the community and I am willing to meet with Action
Group representatives ahead of our next scheduled Steering Group meeting to discuss this
decision in more detail.
I will also be making clear to Argyll Ferries my clear expectation that they will deliver the
service to the best of their ability, ensure that cancellation and disruption information is
provided quickly and transparently
and continue to deliver reliable contingency
arrangements, including replacement buses and interchangeable tickets with Western
Ferries.
I specifically said that the advice should cover the MV Coruisk which, as the Action Group
representatives pointed out, would be laid-up for the remainder of the winter once she had
completed her service on the Wemyss Bay-Rothesay route.
Unfortunately, on further
examination, there are significant obstacles to the deployment of the MV Coruisk.
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Firstly, the MV Coruisk cannot deliver the MV AIiCat's timetable. A revised timetable would
need to be put in place based on a 70 minute return sailing rather than the hourly return at
present. This would mean that train and bus connections could not all be met. This would
not only be very inconvenient to passengers, it would also mean that the Argyll Ferries
service would no longer meet the terms of the public service contract with the Scottish
Ministers.
Secondly, I am not assured that the MV Coruisk would deliver significant improvements to
the reliability of the service. Figures from Winter 2011-12 show that, when providing relief
cover on the Wemyss Bay-Rothesay route, the MV Coruisk was cancelled due to adverse
weather on 9.5% of her scheduled sailings; the overall level of cancellations on the Wemyss
Bay-Rothesay service last winter was 5.3% which indicates that the Coruisk's performance
was well below that of the other vessels on the route. When the MV Coruisk was deployed
on the Gourock-Dunoon route in 2003-04, 4.5% of her scheduled sailings were cancelled, a
third of these due to adverse weather. Whilst the overall level of cancellations in 2003-04 is
not in itself a compelling reason for the non-deployment of the MV Coruisk, when taken
together with the other factors set out in this letter, I am not persuaded that she would
provide the certainty which we all seek.
Finally, the deployment of a substitute vessel on the route would create the strong risk of a
successful legal challenge. Whilst the contract we have with Argyll Ferries allows some
variations to be made, procurement law limits the extent of these. In particular, as stated
above, as the MV Coruisk cannot deliver the specified hourly timetable, the service would no
longer comply with the contract.
If we amended the contract to change the specified
timetable, then the contract would no longer be compliant with the service specification and
any of the unsuccessful bidders would have a strong legal case to challenge that change to
the contract. Put another way, if the winter deployment of the MV Coruisk had been included
as part of Argyll Ferries' bid then the bid would have been rejected as non-compliant with the
service specification. So, equally, under procurement law we cannot change the contract
mid-term in a way which undermines the original specification.
I realise that this decision will come as a considerable disappointment to you. I would stress
that this in no way affects the commitment I have made to working with the Action Group and
the local councils, through the Steering Group, to secure lasting improvements to the town
centre service. Once we have the report in April from the feasibility study now underway, we
can collectively consider its findings and start to plan for the long-term - and that must, I
believe, include vessels that can provide an acceptable level of weather reliability.
I am copying this letter to Councillor John Semple of Argyll and Bute Council, Councillors
Terry Loughran and Christopher McEleny of Inverclyde Council and Mr David McGibbon,
Chair, and Mr Martin Dorchester, Managing Director, of Argyll Ferries Ltd.
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