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Reference: Ferry Consultation: 

OREF wishes to respond to the ferry consultation. As a membership organisation composed almost 
exclusively of Orkney residents, we would like to make four points on the plans afoot to consider the 
needs of the ferry system for the county. Our members use the ferries in different ways and on 
different routes. The points made are therefore generic and should be considered as input into any 
of the routes. 

Decarbonising: 
OREF is disappointed that the consultation makes scant reference to the need to decarbonise. It 
says: 

(It is) anticipated that the vessels will use a greener fuel, although the exact fuel type would 
be through liaison with vessel designer(s) / shipyard(s) 

This is inadequate and frankly looks like it was written in the last century.  ‘Greener fuels’ has been 
used in less enlightened areas as code for LNG which is only 20% better than present highly polluting 
fuels. It is essential that Orkney Islands Council does not allow itself to be hoodwinked into believing 
that fuels emitting fossil carbon will be acceptable. 

You will be aware that Orkney Islands Council declared a Climate Emergency on the 17th of May 2019 
and has committed itself to decarbonisation. Any ferry procured needs to not emit any fossil carbon. 
‘Greener’ fuels is a wholly inadequate explanation of what is needed and so this rather feeble 
element within the consultation needs to be altered. A commitment is needed from OIC that any 
vessels procured will be zero emission. Orkney requires nothing less and OREF will seek to ensure 
this is clarified and enshrined. 

This matter is urgent and cannot be delayed. OREF would point out that emissions regulations are 
tightening and with the lifespan of the ferries being in the order of 30 years; a more forward view is 
needed. Statutorily Orkney will need to cut its emissions by 80% within half the life of the ferries and 
completely end the emission of fossil carbon before the end of their life. So, committing Orkney to 
emissions relating to ferries for that period will make its other emission reductions more difficult if 
not impossible. Furthermore, OREF suspects that it will take at least 5 years to design and procure 
the ferries by which time the increased decarbonisation requirement of the International Maritime 
Organisation will be in effect. (40% reduction compared to 2008 levels by 2030 (which increases to 
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70% by 2050) will be in effect.)  It is likely the current proposal will fail to meet that requirement, 
and it is expected that even more stringent regulations will be introduced. The limp ‘greener fuels’ 
and the abdication to the whims of the ship yard is not good enough. 

OREF would also point out the Islands Deal announced by the Prime Minister has further committed 
the three island groups to reaching Net-Zero decarbonised position earlier that the rest of the 
country by 2030.  This puts further pressure to ensure that all procurement between now and then 
is based upon fully or largely decarbonised solutions. Procuring fossil fuelled ferries at this point will 
significantly undermine the credibility of the Deal agreement. 
 
Furthermore, OREF would warn that investment in the infrastructure to support fossil fuels is likely 
to become stranded assets within the life of the ferries. Orkney has no LNG capacity in the county, 
so any investment will be new and could take the same 5 years to deliver. It would therefore be 
perverse that a county that has clearly set out its sustainable aspirations would invest in assets 
which go directly against the international direction of decarbonisation and which would struggle to 
secure a return on investment in such adverse conditions.  

OREF would point out that electric ferries already exist elsewhere in the world that run on routes 
longer than the Northern Isles and the lessons from these vessels and any hydrogen-based hybrids 
should have been brought into this consultation. The fact that such a limp statement is used in the 
consultation is extremely worrying and is at odds with OIC’s other plans, policies and commitments. 

Orkney makes its own electricity, and it is now demonstrably usable as a ferry fuel either directly or 
following electrolysis.  To fail to utilise the energy created in the county would be an inexcusable 
error. 

Hull shape: 

It is unclear why a service speed of 12kts has been selected. The existing fleet is known to be 
inadequately slow and ponderous and there is no sign that other speed options were offered. Have 
the savings from other speeds been considered? It is well known that there are far more fuel-
efficient ferry designs than the existing displacement hulls. In addition, it is known that their 
construction is cheaper and generally faster. 

It is also unclear whether the lessons learned on the Pentland Firth routes have been considered. 
Pentland Ferries have shown that large medium speed catamarans can safely and reliably operate in 
the waters of the Firth which represent worse conditions than most if not all of the Inter Islands 
routes. The vessels use 1/2 the fuel of displacement hulls of a comparable carrying capacity, they 
cost 1/3 the cost to build (compared to Hamnavoe), they are safer, have higher carrying capacities, 
they have a comparable draught to the present displacement hulls, and they have been shown to be 
usable on the existing link spans. 

The choice of hull shape affects both the capital and operating costs significantly. It is inexcusable 
not to have considered these items in any work looking at the replacement of the ferries as both will 
form such a significant part of any business case. The omission of this as a worked option throws 
considerable doubt on the validity of the analysis presented by the consultants. 

It is OREF’s opinion that the work presented is flawed and should not be progressed until these 
serious omissions have been rectified. 
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Survey Bias: 
OREF believes that the survey is unfortunately biased to the status quo. It entrenches a generally 
‘Mainland Centric’ view in that it assumes the ferries are used by the outer islands for people to 
come to the mainland. It does not assume there are travel needs to go outwards.  

The obvious example of this bias is the online form itself. The survey does not allow businesses 
trading, but not resident on the isles, to express an opinion (see below) 

OREF has members who work on the Isles, but since they live on Mainland Orkney they are not able 
to complete the survey.  The first question requires an island address as shown. This therefore 
debars Orkney businesses who don’t live on an outer isle. 

 

Regrettably this therefore creates a division between outer islanders and the rest of the community 
which is unfortunate. 

In addition, the scale of journeys ‘not made’ due to lack of capacity is not captured. OREF members 
have multiple examples of being unable to travel for want of capacity. These journeys would not 
appear in the analysis. 

Hydrogen: 
The reference to liquid hydrogen is inaccurate and misleading. OREF member EMEC pioneered the 
production of hydrogen on Eday but has not been able to make the most of the opportunity 
presented to date. In part this is because of the limitations presented by the configuration of the 
decks of the present ferries. EMEC wishes to transport hydrogen and other derivatives but is 
prevented from doing so by the present ferries’ layouts. This prevented traffic is not included and no 
survey of EMEC’s needs appears to have been considered.  

EMEC has never sought to move transport hydrogen but wants to continue to transport gases. The 
general configuration of the deck areas should be arranged to enable this. 
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In addition, the model pioneered could be rolled out to other islands. This does not seem to have 
been factored into the consultations. It appears that hydrogen is only mentioned on the Eday 
consultation panels. 

Wider losses: 
Orkney is able to point to the success it has carved out for itself through its pioneering work in many 
fields, but principally in that of renewables and decarbonisation. These successes have had positive 
effects on employment and reputational of the county.  
 
If Orkney allows such a retrograde step of using fossil fuels in its replacement ferries then this will 
prevent the spin off benefits that can arise in terms of jobs and economic benefit from first mover 
advantage through early adoption and adaptation. 
 
The consultant’s reports also seem to have no mention of localising the work in planning, designing, 
operating and maintaining the vessels and the ancillary equipment and facilities involved.  By 
embracing and localising any and all such benefits, Orkney’s wider community and economy would 
benefit hugely. My failing to grasp them we will cede the advantage to others and we will then pay 
the price. 
  

Service shape:  
It is not clear from the limited information as to whether the merits of alternative service designs 
have been considered. Have alternative options been considered where high weight/volume freight; 
low volume/weight freight, people (workers, residents, visitors, tourists); livestock are considered 
specifically in terms of future service needs and options? Have any considerations been informed by  
local knowledge and understanding of likely changes and options? 
 
It is not clear, for example, whether the options of drones, fixed links, autonomation, active carbon 
avoidance by users, changing population and service levels, water taxi type services been 
considered. If not then OREF is keen to make sure they considered are before it is too late. 
 

 

Overall OREF is very concerned that the consultation omits to present effective opportunities to 
tackle one of the most polluting activities in public ownership. In missing this opportunity, the 
consultation also fails to consider ways in which there could be a significant reduction in cost to the 
public purse and it embeds some of the drawbacks that all ferry users suffer i.e. ponderous and 
expensive services. 

OREF strongly urges that the decarbonisation opportunities presented by the ferry replacement 
should be grasped. In doing so we believe a more vibrant society can be enabled, costs saved, and 
leadership shown. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Mark Kirkbride 

Director on behalf of OREF. 


