Draft Consultation Response document
Introduction

Following invitation for comments on the Scottish Ferry Services Draft Plan for Consultation we are writing on behalf of a number of Sleat and Skye organisations, namely:
Sabhal Mòr Ostaig, the National Centre for Gaelic Language and Culture
Clan Donald Skye
Sleat Community Trust
Camuscross and Duisdale Initiative
Sleat Community Council
Visit Sleat Marketing Group – and its 35 constituent businesses
Skye Marketing Ltd
[will check – CJ]
Destination Skye and Lochalsh [will check – CJ]
As a participating group in the initial consultation, we wish to express our dismay that our arguments for the development and enhancement of the Mallaig to Armadale service have been largely disregarded. Building on the success of the recent improvements to this route, with the introduction of weekend sailings during the winter period, the ambition for the Sleat community would be the introduction of a dedicated vessel for this route to service the  proven, growing demand.
We understand the Government’s need to plan and fund an appropriate ferry service for the whole network in a very challenging economic climate. However, we believe that there is a fundamental inconsistency with the stated aim of “maximising the economic and social potential of rural communities” and looking to make a quick, opportunistic saving by cutting the summer subsidy for the Mallaig – Armadale route.
Future funding of ferry services
We understand that after “greater dialogue with the market” potential ferry operators will be invited to bid for services as part of the tendering process. The implication here is that certain routes may be bundled or sold off individually, meaning that market forces can drive certain routes and service levels. The obvious concern is that the more profitable routes will be in danger of being cherry-picked rather than their profits being re-invested into greater network provision. We are unsure how this might affect the Mallaig – Armadale route where the summer service is more profitable by far than the winter service. We are very concerned that we would be faced with a scenario that the summer service would be taken out of a wider network contract and operated as a single route, particularly as there might be no back up ferry provision for any periods where a vessel might be out of service.
We note with concern the suggestion that savings can be achieved by a “less prescriptive specification at the tendering stage” and would be alarmed if this would mean there were any reductions in either the quality of service or the current manning levels. Caledonian MacBrayne has been awarded the prestigious accolade of "Best Ferry Company" in the 2010 Guardian and Observer Travel Awards and Scottish Public Transport Operator of the Year 2010. We have promoted these awards as a very strong marketing tag to attract visitors to Sleat and Skye via the ferry route. It is part of the essential “Over the sea to Skye” experience that our visitors appreciate and we would be very concerned at the introduction of a lesser quality service. We would also be concerned if reductions in staffing levels would mean a loss of valuable employment in our communities.
Regrettably, we do not see in the Consultation document any meaningful discussion about new investment in our local ferry service, but rather the opportunity to cut cost by way of reducing subsidy level. We do not understand why this particular route has been singled out for a possible reduced subsidy over other profitable routes within the network. 
We had hoped that the Review would address the current situation where the vessel built specifically for the route, the MV Coruisk, is not permitted under MCA regulations to operate on the route in the period from the end of October to the beginning of April.  As stated, the aspiration of the Sleat and Mallaig communities is to have a dedicated vessel for year round operation that could grow the route over the shoulders months in line with our ambitions for our own businesses. It is difficult to envisage how a reduced subsidy from Government on this route would attract an operator able to consider upgrading the current vessel. 
If it is also the Government’s intention to “replace route-specific nature of fare settings with one single overarching framework” then this might further constrain the viability of a potential operator being able to provide an improved vessel for the Mallaig – Armadale route.
The Sleat economy
The two principal economic generators within our area are tourism and higher education, and we wish to restate why it is vital that the ferry service is not merely maintained but enhanced.
The future of the Mallaig-Armadale ferry service is of key strategic importance to Sabhal Mòr Ostaig (SMO) the National Centre for Gaelic Language and Culture, based in Sleat. Sabhal Mòr Ostaig is one of the constituent colleges of Britain’s newest university, the University of the Highlands and Islands (UHI).  SMO is the main employer in Sleat and one of the largest on Skye and makes a substantial contribution to the local economy.  The College currently has 350 enrolled students and a further 850 attend the short courses held throughout the year and transport links with the mainland through Mallaig are absolutely vital to the sustainability and development of the institution. As well as its primary academic role, Sabhal Mòr has become a popular year-round venue for conferences and cultural events which contribute significantly to its annual income. The attraction and convenience of the Mallaig-Armadale service is a major factor in facilitating such business.
The fact that the summer service is being largely used by tourists rather than residents does not mean that residents are not the principal beneficiaries of this service. Our main economic activity in Sleat, and indeed in Skye, is tourism which represents 35% of direct employment on the island and, in reality, an even greater percentage which includes many of the local businesses and suppliers who support the tourism sector. There is scarcely a business on Skye that is not in some way touched by tourism.
The recent improvements to the ferry service have been shown to bear fruit and there has been a steady year-on-year growth of traffic on the Mallaig-Armadale route. In particular, the coach trade are now choosing this route as a more economic way to access Skye than the road bridge, particularly with fuel costs in the Highlands rising disproportionately. This has all helped to enhance our local businesses and built trade back up towards previous pre-toll free levels. (See Appendix : letter from German tour operator)
We have worked assiduously with Caledonian MacBrayne, the current ferry operators, to market and promote not only the ferry route itself but also the Road to the Isles route as a destination along with the Sleat peninsula. These two communities in the West Highland have both benefitted greatly from upgraded roads. These large scale investments of public funds would be squandered if the link between the two was not maintained and developed. 
This is an uncertain economic climate when all the other elements of tourism businesses’ overheads such as fuel and food have risen steeply in real terms. We are in danger if we make ourselves any more inaccessible, by virtue of rising transport costs, of pricing ourselves out of the market.
As stated in our original submission, we consider Skye’s island status to be non-negotiable. Although there is a bridge link to the mainland, the route via the bridge means up to an extra hour’s drive from Fort William to reach Sleat. By comparison, the Ardnamurchan and Cowal peninsulas, which can also be accessed by alternative roads, enjoy far greater levels of ferry service than Skye. It is worth noting that these peninsulas have an all year round provision which operates from early morning to late evening. It is widely and rightly accepted that these are essential services and we seek nothing less for the Mallaig-Armadale route. 
We have seen examples of communities such as Wick where a new by-pass route has signalled the death knell on economic activity for that area and we do not wish this to be Sleat’s future. Therefore, whilst we have a bridge connection we still very much view the Mallaig- Armadale link as a lifeline service – this is our economic lifeline and its diminution would signal economic disaster for this small but thriving community.
Skye economy
While we have focussed our arguments on the value of the ferry link to Sleat, the importance of the link to the whole of Skye cannot be overlooked. As well as tourists, many Skye businesses use the ferry as their route to conduct trade in Lochaber, and this traffic has steadily increased with the improvements to roads on either side of the crossing. We have had representations from businesses on either side expressing their concern that the route should at least be maintained at the existing service level. (See Appendix: Letter from Skye Brewery, Andy Race). It should be noted that the time taken to access Armadale fromMallaig by road via the Skye bridge is a three hour trip.
Social Inclusion
Another stated aim of the Government’s Review is the promotion of social inclusion but the report does not offer a solution as to how that might happen for either Lochaber or Sleat. Yet, an increased summer service from Mallaig, particularly with the possibility of later sailings, would allow this ambition to be realised as communities could meet more frequently, and enjoy social, educational and cultural events on either side of the Sound of Sleat.. It is impossible to accept how a reduction in subsidy to the summer service might enable this route to grow further.
Wider links
The Mallaig-Armadale service should not be seen in isolation.  It is a route that connects with the routes to Lochmaddy and Tarbert from Uig in the north end of Skye and is used by islanders from Uist and Lewis and Harris who want to shorten driving times to, and from, the Central Belt. It is also an attraction to tourists to use the Mallaig ferry in conjunction with the Uig one.  The Mallaig-Armadale, Kilchoan-Tobermory and Lochaline-Fishnish routes afford inter-island connectivity with Mull and open up an attractive West Highland circuit to tourists which could be actively promoted by ferry companies and tourist agencies.
We would also wish to see an enhancement to the Small Isles ferry services as these also impact on our ability to draw people to this part of the Highlands and are an important part of the island journey that we seek to promote.
Additionally, we argued in our original submission to the Ferries Review the case as to why the introduction of a Mallaig-Lochboisdale sailing would be of significant economic benefit not only to Mallaig but to Sleat as greater volumes of traffic would be attracted to this area.   
Conclusion
The Consultation paper diminishes the importance of the Mallaig-Armadale ferry as “now mainly about providing tourists with the opportunity to travel to Skye and the mainland in a different way from the road connection”. We feel that this sentiment demonstrates how little understanding those involved in the Review Process have about the significance of the route for our local economy.
We heartily agree, in the words of the Consultation document, that “investment in ferry services going forward will maximise the opportunities for increased employment, business growth and expansion for leisure and tourism” in our remote community. Therefore we cannot see why a potential decrease in investment could be seriously considered. That would choke all the recent growth and benefits to Skye and Lochaber which we have witnessed over the last decade.
We welcome the recent press statement from Dave Thompson MSP in which he informs residents of Sleat and Skye that he has received assurances from the Cabinet Secretary for Infrastructure and Capital Investment, Alex Neil, that “when the contract is renewed the service will continue with no threat whatsoever, no increase in fares and no reduction in the level of service”. We would like, as representatives of Sleat and Skye businesses and  local communities, to hear more specific and positive ideas  - not just about the maintenance of existing levels of service  - but the growth and development of this vital connection from the mainland to our island. 
NB: The original submission was presented to the Scottish Ferries Review in 2010 from the following groups:

Sleat Community Council, 

Sleat Community Trust, 


Sabhal Mòr Ostaig - The National Centre for Gaelic Language and Culture, 


Clan Donald Lands Trust, 


Sleat Tourism Group, which represents 25 hoteliers and tourism businesses


Mallaig Community Council
