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CMAL Executive Summary – Visit to Orkney 10-13 July 2023  
 
Attendance on behalf of CMAL were 

• Kevin Hobbs - CEO 

  

  
 
The following can be treated as a high-level Executive Summary (there is a more 
detailed report being produced that will sit alongside it). 
 
General Approach and Methodology 
 
CMAL has approached this regarding the asset base that currently exists on 
Mainland Orkney and the outlying islands that are served by the lifeline service 
provision. We have looked at the following. 
 

Port Infrastructure provision – age and condition 
Vessels that service the routes – age, condition, accessibility and compliance 
Interfaces between vessel and shore operations 
Health and Safety matters 
Preparations regarding investments – quantum, reasonableness, and 
readiness. 

 
Background 
 
Island and Ports 
 
The Main Island is Orkney (major conurbations are Kirkwall and Stromness) and this 
is connected by causeways (Churchill Barriers) to the Southern Islands of Burray 
and South Ronaldsay. 
 
The Outer North Isles are split into 2 groups (all also have small airports). 
 

North Ronaldsay, Papa Westray and Westray (all 3 visited) 
Stronsay, Eday (both visited) and Sanday (not visited) 

 
Inner Island are split into 2 groups. 
 

Rousay, Egilsay and Wyre (none of these visited – time constraints) 
Shapinsay – visited. 

 
South Islands  
 

Hoy (Lyness and Moaness), Flotta and Graemsay (all visited) 
 
The mainland Orkney Ports are as follows. 
 

Kirkwall (also has an airport) – servicing both Outer North Isles (linkspan 
RoRo) grouping plus Shapinsay (slipway RoRo) 
Stromness – Graemsay and Hoy (Moaness) – both quayside LoLo 
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Tingwall – Inner Islands (excluding Shapinsay) – slipway RoRo. 
Houton – Flotta and Hoy (Lyness) – linkspans RoRo 

 
Vessels 
 
There is a total of 10 vessels – age taken at mid-2023 
 

MV Earl Sigurd – North Outer Isles (crane enabled) – 1989 (34 years) 
MV Earl Thorfinn – North Outer Isles (crane enabled) – 1989 (34 years) 
MV Varagan – North Outer Isles (RoRo) – 1988 (35 years) 
MV Shapinsay – Double ender Shapinsay Service – 1988 (35 years) 
MV Hoy Head – South Isles Service (Flotta and Hoy (Lyness)) – 1994 (29 
years) 
MV Eynhallow – North Inner Isles – 1987 (36 years) 
MV Graemsay – Graemsay and Hoy (Moaness) – 1996 (26 years) 
MV Thorsvoe – Relief Vessel (often used) – 1991 (32 years) 
MV Golden Marianna – passenger only service from Westray to Papa 
Westray – 1973 (50 years) 
MV Nordic Sea - passenger only service from Westray to Papa Westray 
(Relief) – 2012 (11 years) 

 
If we excluded the passenger only vessels MVGM and MVNS – the average age of 
the Fleet is 33.5 years old. 
 
The fleet is seen as robust in the difficult conditions presented and have very good 
sea keeping characteristics.  
 
A study by Lead Ship A/S looked at sea conditions and also considered the potential 
use of catamarans  
 
Orkney Isles Council 
 
We met with Orkney Isles Council team that represented the broad matter of Ferries 
and Port Infrastructure 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
An initiation meeting was held at the VTS Marine Building upon arrival in Kirkwall on 
the 10th July 2023 
 
A wrap up meeting was held just prior to departure at 1200hrs on 13th July 2023 
 
Port Infrastructure 
 
There is large array of different types of services and indeed vessels that carry out 
the services – the three main elements are below. 
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It should be noted that throughout the network those that have accessibility issues 
have a number of challenges. The Linkspan Operations are more accessible, but the 
LoLo Port Facilities are “step ashore”  

 
 
The most important piece of infrastructure is the linkspan at Kirkwall.  

 This facility has a single hydraulic lifting cylinder on each side. 
 

 
RoRo Operations 
 
The following have RoRo Operations either from a Linkspan or from a slipway. 
 

Westray, Stronsay, Eday and Sanday – all linkspans and serviced from 
Kirkwall. 
Shapinsay – slipway serviced from a mainland slipway at Kirkwall. 
Rousay, Egilsay and Wyre – slipways serviced from a mainland slipway at 
Tingwall. 
Hoy (Lyness) and Flotta – linkspans serviced from a mainland linkspan at 
Houton. 

 
There are several salient points to be made as follows. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
LoLo Operations 
 
There are 2 LoLo operations at  
 

Westray and Papa Westray Outer North Isles both from Kirkwall 
Graemsay and Hoy (Moaness) both from Stromness 

 
There are several salient points to be made as follows. 
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In general, it appears that unclear why some communities remain with Lo-Lo and 
others have been upgraded to linkspan / slipway. Populations on the island serviced 
by Lo-Lo are similar to others served by linkspan and slipways.  

   
 
Westray and Papa Westray 
 

The LoLo operations are very labour intensive. These operations occupy 
significant vessel operational time and need to be fitted around competing 
priorities for Kirkwall’s only linkspan. 
 
Whilst there is a linkspan at Kirkwall a significant amount of materials are not 
on wheels and has to be loaded with forklifts of various sizes. 
Materials included that used for building but also refrigerated and frozen 
goods. 
 
The loading witnessed for Papa Westray and Westray took approximately an 
hour and unloading at each island another hour per location 
 

 
 

 
The 2 vessels with cranes need to have qualified crane drivers which adds 
cost. 

 
Graemsay and Hoy (Moaness) 
 

The quay at Stromness is adequate but not generous. 
The vessel is small as it has to be accommodated on quay walls  

 
Livestock are craned on in individual pens which is time consuming  

 
We assume that any Hoy (Moaness) wheeled traffic goes to Hoy (Lyness) and 
drives the length of the island. 
OIC engage in individual Lo-Lo charter from third party vessel for larger freight 
to Graemsay. These include transportation of agricultural feed, larger cars, 
machinery and large agricultural vehicles. This is obviously at some cost to 
OIC. 

 
Passenger Only Service 
 
The passenger only service shuttles between Westray and Papa Westray utilising 
the MV Golden Marianna – the replacement vessel is the MV Nordic Sea 
 
Vessels – Operationally 
 
The vessels are of a number of types as indicated above. 
 
As can be seen the ages vary but the average (excluding the 2 passenger vessels is 
33.5 years. All are traditionally fuelled vessels with no carbon/emissions reducing 
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technology onboard. The quaysides have shore power plug in points that could 
potentially be used overnight but we are not sure if they are used.  
 
There are several salient points to be made as follows. 
 

 
 

 
There are 3 vessels with crew accommodation (2 Earls and Varagan) – we 
understand that they are rarely used but can be if required. 
 

The cabins are often shared (bunk beds) 
Shared bathroom and shower facilities 
Are below the waterline with no natural light. 

 
Mess and cooking areas are small  
Having said that the crew and vessel mostly lay over in Kirkwall and 
they go home at night. 
Some crew and officers are not based in Orkney and they utilise the 
onboard accommodation and rest facilities. 
In very poor weather conditions additional crew that normally go home 
stay aboard for safety reasons 

 
The 2 Earls have crew trained to use the crane for LoLo Services 
 
The double enders are old but are practical for the routes that they operate. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Toilets have been retrofitted at deck level as best can be achieved. 
There are multiple stairwells to navigate. 
Catering is below deck for all passengers. 
Observation lounges are not accessible. 

 
Having said all of that the crew and officers were generally very positive and made 
the best of what they had – recognising that they are there to serve the remote 
islands as best they could. This aspect could not be faulted. 
 
We believe there is a good knowledge pool that could make a very positive 
contribution to any future newbuild programme. 
 
Infrastructure and Vessel Renewal 
 
There were significant studies carried out by Stantec (PBA): Routes and Services 
Methodology ( Sept 2015 ); Strategic Business Case 1 (April 2016); Strategic 
Business Case 2 (October 2016); Outer Northern Isles Outline Business Case (Sept 
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2021) and Rousay, Egilsay and Wyre Ferry – Outline Business Case (Sept 2021) 
utilising Mott MacDonald for Port Works.  
 
We are also aware that an additional study (in Draft Form) has been carried out by 
A/S (well known by CMAL) regarding vessel types and high-level options. 
 
The overall requirements regarding funding was calculated at that date at £700m. 
Undoubtedly that figure has risen in the past 2 years due to the spike in material 
costs and also Contractor Costs. We would need to look further at the revised 
numbers  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
The business cases do not identify Kirkwall for investment. CMAL have noted that 
the linkspan  would affect 
services to 6 islands. OIC did highlight that the Northern Isles linkspan is a possibility 
but the vessel fit is a problem. As the Kirkwall linkspan ages it will require more 
outages further affecting these services.  

 
 

      
 
In essence there is a very significant spend but as experienced so many times by 
CMAL with our projects the timelines to achieve renewal are long – see below. 
 

Vessel Concept Design and Tendering to Contract signing is generally 30 
months.  
Major Vessel build from Contract award is at least 27 months. 
Smaller Vessels build from Contract Award is 24 months. 
Port Infrastructure Projects have a lot of aspects outside of the control of the 
project – HRO, EIA, Marine Consenting. 
In addition, GI and also detailed design through tendering 
The above can be paralleled but would take at least 36 months. 
Execution of the project in these remote locations (with severe weather 
challenges) would be 24 to 30 months. 
There are multiple Vessel and Port Infrastructure challenges. 

 
There are undoubtedly massive challenges here at very significant cost although the 
spend profile would be skewed heavily to the back end of any project. 
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Map of Orkney (inc Ferry Routes) 
 

 
 
Vessels 
 
Images and details of the full fleet of vessels can be found at 
-  https://www.orkneyferries.co.uk/info/fleet 
 
The images below show the types of vessels that trade. 
 



8 
 

8 
 

 
 
MV Earl Sigurd (sister vessel is MV Thorfinn) – one of the 3 vessels servicing the 
Outer North Isles (2 vessels are Load on/Load off enabled with cranes) 
 

 
 
MV Shapinsay – one of 3 vessels serving the Inner North Isles (double ender) 
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MV Hoy Head – serving the South Islands (double ender) 
 

 
 
MV Graemsay - serving Graemsay and Moaness (lift on/lift off service) 
 
Kevin Hobbs 
11 August 2023 




