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1. INTRODUCTION
Research indicated that residents of, and visitors to, Orkney’s Outer North Isles were
constrained in their activities through the evolved structure of the scheduled ferry services
between the Orkney Mainland and the Outer North Isles. Since the inception of Roll-on, Roll-off
(Ro-Ro) ferry services in the early nineties, links connect the isles radially with the economic
centre – Kirkwall – whereas previously services linked the isles with each other, albeit on a far
less frequent basis, fostering strong social and economic activity between neighbouring
communities. As a result of the introduction of Ro-Ro ferry services, football matches, visits to
family and community dances, for example, have become a thing of the past. In addition it is
very difficult for the outer isles to benefit more than marginally from the booming tourist demand
that Orkney attracts, predominantly to the Orkney Mainland. A number of tourists do visit the
isles, but this tends to be for day trips, with therefore limited expenditure in the isles, and it is
almost impossible to island-hop due to the radial ferry services, which otherwise would be an
attractive offer for visitors, and which in turn would better distribute the economic benefit of
tourists to some of the most economically fragile areas of Orkney, and indeed Scotland.
A group of isles’ Development Trusts successfully attracted funding to pilot a marine-based
Community Transport scheme, linking Eday, North Ronaldsay, Sanday and Stronsay with each
other, and with Kirkwall, for the benefit of communities, for businesses and for visitors.

North Ronaldsay
Sanday

Eday

Stronsay

The rationale for the service focussed on what prospective passengers would want from the
service; providing social and cultural interaction between the isles, and providing opportunities
for tourists to spend more time (and hence money) in the isles, distributing the economic benefit
of the large number of visitors that choose to visit Orkney each year.
In a user survey of the inter-isle air and ferry services in Orkney in 2007, visitors from outwith
Orkney were askedi:
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It is possible that a new passenger only ferry service could be introduced linking North
Ronaldsay-Sanday-Stronsay-Eday-Papa Westray-Westray. If this service had been available
during your present trip to Orkney how likely is it that you would have used the service?
Residents of the six Outer North Isles that would be served by the passenger ferry were asked a
similar question regarding the likelihood of their using it.
Around 12 per cent of visitors reported that they would definitely have used the service, while a
further 45 per cent reported that they would quite likely have used the service. In terms of
residents, they were slightly less positive about their intentions towards using the passenger
ferry service, with around 35 per cent of residents of the isles overall reporting that they would
either definitely or quite likely use the passenger service.
The findings were definitely positive for visitors. The results were similar between those using
air and those using ferry services, with more than half stating that they would have definitely, or
have been quite likely to have used the passenger service during their visit. Around one in five
however would “definitely not” have used the boat.
The findings for residents were less positive, although over one in three expressed an interest in
using the service. However, the difference is that the proportion of residents stating that they
were “quite likely” to use the boat is lower than among visitors. Residents of Eday and Sanday
appear more likely to use the service.
It is interesting to note from the same survey the economic value of visitors to the isle. Visitors
travelling by plane (which in itself is a significantly more expensive means of travel than ferry)
tended to spend more on the isles than those using ferries. Similar levels of passengers using
both modes spend nothing at all during their time on the isles. This was the case for 30 per cent
of air passengers and 32 per cent of ferry-bourne visitors. However, among those who did
spend money during their visit, the average (median) was higher for air passengers. It was
between £25 and £50, compared to between £1 and £25 for ferry users.
The spend levels appear quite modest. They will reflect, first, the high proportion of day trips
being made on the services. Second, there are (in some cases) only limited spending
opportunities on the isles.
2. Fast Ferry Objectives
The user survey referred to above and further investigative work on the isles led to the
development of the fast ferry pilot project concept.
The delivery objectives developed by the Eday Partnership with its partner Development Trusts
at the outset of the project were:
•

To charter a suitable craft and operate a pilot service for summer 2010 to enable an
assessment of the long term viability of a more permanent service.

•

To operate a reliable, inter-isle, fast passenger boat service that will have social,
economic and environmental benefits for four of Orkney’s most fragile communities
(Eday, North Ronaldsay, Sanday and Stronsay).

•

To do all that can be done to ensure the success of the pilot and the long term
sustainability of the project, creating local employment and providing the maximum level
of community benefit from the service.

In addition, it was intended that the service would complement the existing ferry connection
between the isles and Kirkwall (Orkney Ferries services), offering a faster journey time, and at
complimentary times of the day.
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Led by the Eday Partnership, the
community organisations across the
North Isles came together to prepare a
business case and obtain funding to
run the pilot scheme. Funding was
secured from LEADER and the Fairer
Scotland Fund, and the pilot fast ferry
service commenced operation in June
2010.
The fast ferry service achieved
widespread media coverage, with STV
for example reporting the launch of the
“New high speed ferry service launched in Orkney”.
3. The North Isles Fast Ferry Pilot – An Overview of the Operation
3.1 Vessel
The Celtic Voyager vessel (shown above) was chartered for the duration of the pilot project.
This vessel is a rigid hulled inflatable cabin vessel with a capacity for 12 passengers and two
crew. The boat is safe and stable, and passenger comfort, in rough conditions can, to a large
degree, be controlled through variation to speed and direction. The vessel was chosen because
of availability, and proven success in difficult sea conditions in The Minch and Corryveckan.
The seats are of “jockey” style, and proved to be popular with passengers. The twin 300 horse
power outboard engines provide a good cruising speed of 24 knots, with the ability to increase to
40 knots if required. However, they are petrol engines and fuel usage is high at 272 litres per
hundred miles at 24 knots.
3.2 Defining an Appropriate Timetable
For the purpose of the pilot, a scheduled service was timetabled for Tuesdays and Thursday,
providing both an inter-isle service between Eday, Stronsay and Sanday, as well as a
connection morning and afternoon with Kirkwall. The ferry also operated as a demand
responsive service on other days, and for travel to / from North Ronaldsay, and for charter
travel.
The timetable was designed to allow a day return trip on a Tuesday and Thursday between any
combination of Eday, Sanday, Stronsay and Kirkwall, and was timed to provide visitors with a
journey out from Kirkwall after breakfast, rather than the 7am departure with the Orkney Ferries
service, which is known to deter a good number of visitors who want to relax and take things at a
steady pace while on their holiday.
Tuesdays and Thursdays were chosen as these are days when there are not such timed
services available from the conventional ferry service, and as visitors tend to arrive over the
weekend, a Tuesday particularly is a day when visitors will first tend to be thinking about making
a trip out to the isles.
3.3 Journey Time Comparison and Con nections
The fast ferry service was able to travel between Eday and Kirkwall in just over 30 minutes,
compared to the 75 minutes that the journey takes on the conventional ferry service.
The fast ferry service provided a much later departure from Kirkwall than is available with the
conventional ferry service, which meant connections were able to be made, with for example
inbound flights to Orkney. Some of the most pertinent benefits of these later connections
included residents’ ability to get all the way home from a hospital stay in Aberdeen to the isles in
a single day, rather than needing to spend a night on the Orkney Mainland on the way home.
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One of the key lessons of the pilot service was to ensure a thorough understanding of the needs
of prospective users, which might not at first be obvious. Members of the community will have
ideas about how they might be able to use the service as the service beds in, and so the pilot
project needed to be open and welcoming of such ideas, and flexible enough to be able to
respond to any such opportunities.
3.4 Patronage
A total of 147 passengers travelled on scheduled services during the pilot period, and a total of
46 charters took place carrying 115 individuals. Revenue associated with charter trips was
much higher than had been anticipated.
Travel between Eday and Kirkwall was the most popular, which perhaps reflects the
operating/management base of the service, consequential word-of-mouth promotion of the
service, and demand generated by the European Marine Energy Centre-related activities based
on Eday. This also reflects the conclusions from the survey referred to above, which indicated
that residents of Eday (as well as Sanday) reported that they would be the most likely to use the
service.
There was also a significant number of inter-isles passengers, 73 in total. These inter-isles trips
are generally not available by other means of transport (either Orkney Ferries or Loganair
internal plane services), and this demonstrates there is demand for such inter-isle travel, and
hence that the fast ferry pilot has generated and captured some of this demand. It is considered
that with further promotion of both an inter-isle transport service, but also and perhaps more
critically, promotion and creation of the opportunities, in terms of activities, tourist trips etc. that
an inter-isle transport connection would allow that much greater demand would be achieved
over time.
There were a number of commercial charters, mostly associated with business travel to and
from the European Marine Energy Centre Tidal Test Site, which is located off the coastline of
Eday. There were tidal device developers based on Eday over the summer period, who brought
additional benefits to the community and private enterprise on the isle.
The service also proactively encouraged additional use of the service, through organising
special wildlife trips and trips to uninhabited isles, which were well used by visitors and
residents.
Playgroups and youth groups also made good use of the fast ferry, organising, so called
“community charters”, which took the groups to the swimming pools on neighbouring isles for
example, which ordinarily would involve a nine to ten hour day away to the Orkney Mainland.
While community use was priced at favourable rates, it was the case that still many groups
found the cost prohibitive. A learning from the pilot project that more support was required to
encourage group usage of the service, which could have included assistance with identifying
funding to pay for travel costs for individual groups for example, or indeed including a small fund
within the operating costs of the fast ferry, which could have been used as a challenge fund for
groups in the community to apply to cover the costs of trips that they would like to make.
3.5 Tariffs
Careful attention was paid to the setting of tariffs, given the importance of securing sufficient
passenger demand, and making the service attractive to isles residents in particular, while at the
same time ensuring that what the service offered was complimentary to the existing Orkney
Ferry services, and that fares would be sufficient to ensure viability of the pilot.
Passenger fares were set at a level marginally higher than the standard Orkney Ferries fares.
Many isle residents however take advantage of advance purchase multi-journey books of tickets
available from Orkney Ferries, which at their best offer a 50% discount on a standard single
fare, meaning that the fast ferry pricing position is significantly greater than a journey by Orkney
Ferries (for isles’ residents taking up this discount). This could however be considered palatable
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on the basis of faster journey times and better timing of services (depending upon when the
individual wanted to travel).
Passenger fares for the fast ferry and corresponding Orkney Ferries and Loganair inter-isles air
services are shown in the table below.

Tariffs

North Isles fast
ferry services

Orkney Ferries
standard fare

Orkney Ferries
Max discount

Loganair interisle air serviceii

Inter-isle single
(adult)

£5.00

£3.55

£3.53

£4.50

Isle – Kirkwall
single (adult)

£10.00

£7.05

£3.52

£9.00

Isle – Kirkwall
single (5 – 16 yrs)

£6.00

£3.55

£1.78

£4.50

Under 5’s

Free

Free

Free

Free

3. User Survey – Understanding the Be nefits of the Fast Ferry Service
A survey of passengers took place during the pilot service. Survey questionnaires were made
available in hard copy on the boat, as well as on-line: with details provided on the reverse of
passenger tickets. The survey achieved a 15 per cent response rate overall.
Of the passengers who completed questionnaires, 44 per cent were on a chartered service,
while 38 per cent were on a scheduled service to or from Kirkwall on a Thursday or Tuesday.
The remaining 18 per cent were travelling on a route between the isles.
The majority of passengers who responded were residents of Orkney (62 per cent): 38 per cent
were resident in the Outer North Isles, 23 per cent were resident on the Orkney Mainland or the
linked South Isles, and one was resident on another isle in Orkney. A third of respondents were
visitors to Orkney. Almost half of
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Just over 40 per cent of passengers stated that had the ferry not been available they would not
have been able to make their journey. One third would have still made the journey that day, but
by another means, and 23 per cent would have travelled on a different day.
In terms of expenditure, visitors to the isles were asked to say how much on average they, or the
group they were part of, spent per person per day on the trip that they were making. Responses
ranged from £5.00 to £250. Orkney residents using the fast ferry spent on average £24.75 per
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person per day, while visitors spent £75.50 on average per day. Passengers travelling on
employers’ business spent the most, accounting for all average expenditure above £20 per
person per day.
When asked if they would use the ferry service again, almost all respondents said that they
would, with only one respondent stating otherwise. The same response was received when
asked if they would recommend the ferry service to anyone else.
Passengers were asked if the new fast ferry service had provided any social or community
benefits to them personally. Several responses indicated that the service had enabled isle
residents to attend events and social activities that they would not otherwise have been able to
attend, such as:
•
•
•
•

Being able to access the swimming pool in Sanday as part of a day trip.
Attending playgroup activities on different isles.
Reducing the need to stay overnight in order to undertake an activity.
Able to attend meetings and training.

When asked if the introduction of the fast ferry service had provided any economic benefits
personally, a number of respondents stated that this was the case:
•
•
•
•
•

Potential employment opportunities on other islands.
Reduction in the number of nights spent away from home.
The ability to access employment opportunities on the Orkney Mainland.
The improved service for travelling to work would enable longer office hours.
For the NHS the ferry service would enable greater options for GP doctors.

General comments made by respondents indicated that they enjoyed the trip and valued the
presence of the fast ferry service:
•

“A very nice experience”

•

“Great service, especially as a business user with work days away from home being cut
down by the availability of this service”

•

“Nice and kind crew”

•

“The crew on the fast ferry are very helpful and approachable. I hope this service can
continue”

•

“I was surprised to find how limited the Loganair and Orkney Ferries services were to
Eday for a person wishing to spend a few hours to a day on the island. The only day
possible would have been a Wednesday for someone travelling during the working week”

The chart below shows the cross-tabulation of respondents’ rating of service aspects in relation
to both the importance of the aspect in terms of them choosing to use the service, and their
actual satisfaction of the aspect from their actual experience of using the fast ferry. The higher
the score the more important and the more satisfied the respondent reported the aspect to be.
The chart shows four quadrants as follows:
1. Service aspects that are most important in terms of users choosing to use the service,
and which the users are most satisfied with in the current operation.
2. Service aspects that are most important, but which users are least satisfied with.
3. Service aspects that are least important, but that users are however most satisfied with.
4. Service aspects that are least important, and that users are least satisfied with.
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Clearly aspects that fall within Category 2 should be the main focus for attention, while aspects
in Category 4 should also be considered in order to encourage current non-users to try the
service.
The two aspects in Category 2 are the booking system and the timetable, which therefore
should be reviewed in detail.
Marketing and promotion activity achieved the lowest satisfaction score, although it wasn’t
deemed to be highlight important. This would suggest that this vital aspect, in terms of attracting
additional usage, requires some attention and probably improvement.
Further analysis of the survey data shows that just over one-quarter of all respondents, and 42
per cent of those who were visitors to the Outer North Isles (from elsewhere in Orkney or outwith
Orkney) reported that if the fast ferry had not been available that they would not have been able
to make their journey at all. These respondents spent on average 2.2 days in the Outer North
Isles, and spent on average £79.67 per person per day on all expenses. This suggests that the
fast ferry has ‘generated’ a sizeable level of expenditure in the Outer North Isles.
Of visitors who reported that without the fast ferry they would have travelled at a different time or
on a different day by an alternative means (Orkney Ferries or Loganair) it was reported that the
fast ferry ‘saved’ between 0.5 to 0.7 days of time.
Of residents of the Outer North Isles, 47 per cent reported that had the fast ferry not been
available they would have travelled at an alternative time on the same day via Orkney Ferries or
Loganair services. Forty per cent of residents of the Outer North Isles interestingly reported that
they would not have been able to make their journey at all, while the remaining 13 per cent
reported that they would have travelled by an alternative means on an alternative day. For
those needing to travel at a different time on the same day, the respondents reported that this
would have incurred additional costs in the order of £7.50 on average, which would be
accounted for by the need for additional meals etc. while away from home. For those needing to
travel on an alternative day if the fast ferry had not been available, the respondents reported that
this would have cost them an average of an additional £20 per person, which would account for
overnight accommodation and additional meals and expenses etc.
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Of those Outer North Isles residents reporting that they would not have travelled had the fast
ferry not been available, average expenditure per person per day on that trip was £6.50,
suggesting that expenditure ‘leakage’ as a result of the fast ferry was relatively minimal.
4. Key Findings and Valuable Lessons for Other Community-Led Transport
Initiatives
Whilst early concerns included the potential preference for a displacement vessel, as opposed
to a RHIB, passengers found the boat to be extremely reliable, and there were no cancellations
due to weather. Positive comments on passenger safety were returned through the survey,
indicating that the vessel has been a good choice for the pilot. The pilot service, without a longterm commitment to a particular vessel, was valuable to test the vessel, and hence to inform any
long-term commitment to that particular vessel or otherwise. Such a pilot period to test both a
vessel or vehicle and the operation of the service more generally would be recommended to any
other new community transport schemes.
Fuel costs could have been better offset by looking at ways to make use of routes not booked /
“dead legs” of charters to try and maximise passenger usage against fuel use. There might be
the opportunity here to use social networking sites etc. that prospective passengers could sign
up to be alerted to any additional trips that they may want to make use of. If looking at a long
term enterprise, a more efficient vessel / smaller diesel engines could be considered. It is
suggested that social networking sites would be a good area of development for many
community transport schemes that want to attract a new and wider passenger base.
Looking beyond core objectives and thinking commercially – explore all potential avenues for
demand and revenue. Whilst the unexpected success of commercial charters may be perceived
as being distant from the original project objectives, this activity resulted in considerable local
economic benefit. It is the case that community-led projects may often focus on local needs and
social impacts, rather than taking a commercial approach. A key lesson from this pilot is to
explore all avenues relating to potential demand and revenue at the feasibility and pilot stage of
a project, and not to rule out commercial avenues, although such activities may require changes
to organisational structures for example.
It would be of benefit to further explore the potential for an on-line booking system to make the
booking process more streamlined and available. Due to the nature of the service, there is
potential for slight variation in departure and arrival times, which is often beneficial for intending
passengers, in terms of reduced journey times. The means and process by which booked
passengers are informed of such changes needed to be clearer and more straightforward. The
use of social networking sites could be a low-cost delivery mechanism for keeping passengers
and prospective passengers up to date with any changes to service etc., which could improve
efficiency and would certainly be much cheaper than developing a bespoke sales and
communication website system for a community-based service.
The availability of information and marketing for users in terms of what opportunities could be
accessed and on-island transport was limited. Marketing community-based services, even
where the potential demand is small, is crucial to the success of the project. This was even
more so the case with the marine-based service, whereby the type of vessel and operation was
a whole new concept for the community.
Opportunities for advertising and marketing were missed due to the delayed timing of funding
decisions, and subsequent tight timescales for the project start. In addition, it would have been
beneficial to promote the service though local media stories/ articles on a continuous basis to
constantly remind residents and visitors of the availability of the service, and crucially of the
social and economic opportunities that could be afforded by use of the service. Similarly
additional attention to reinforcing messages about the fast ferry service with tourism groups and
accommodation providers for example, would have assisted with these important keys to
tourists becoming advocates for the service when they were speaking with visitors for example.
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Had sufficient time been available more training, with a focus on telephone and customer skills
would have benefitted all operators and booking office staff. Such customer care training should
not be overlooked even with a small, community-based service. Opportunities should be sought
from the likes of the enterprise agencies and third sector advocates to assist with identifying
affordable training for the project. The flexibility and long hours of availability the staffing and
booking arrangement afforded was beneficial and respondents to the survey commented on the
friendly, helpful nature of the staff taking the
bookings.
Generally more effective overall
management of the project could have been
achieved, particularly if the bookings,
management and office base had been in
one location and one main point of contact
being in charge.
Communication between the various island
community groups, for example,
Community Associations would need to be
further developed if the service was to
continue, to ensure a coordinated approach to management, operation and marketing of the
service, and significantly to proactively promote and develop opportunities that the service could
be used for. So, for example, the operator of the service should consider organising events that
the service would facilitate (as they would be possible from reliance on the conventional
transport services). A better understanding of the demands of the project, from the outset,
would have led to an increased / improved strategy for communication and a more compact
team involved in the project delivery.
Cash flow issues were difficult to address due to the constraints of using a community groupbased bank account which does not allow for an overdraft facility. This took up an incredible
amount of time for project staff, which could have been far better utilised in marketing and
promotion for example. A better an awareness of such needs and demands at the outset would
have been valuable, and it would be recommended that advice should be sought at an early
stage from the likes of the Business Gateway in your local area.
5. Conclusions
The pilot has demonstrated that there is significant demand and potential for marine-based
organised tours for visitors to the isles, and indeed that such tours have the potential to attract
additional visitors to the isles. It is also concluded that much more staff time would be required
in order to appropriately promote, manage and undertake the tours successfully.
The wide distribution of roles and responsibilities led to inefficiencies as would be expected, and
the project would have benefited from one person overseeing / being a management point of
contact, responsible for all aspects, albeit with day-to-day activities being split amongst the
team.
More targeted and on-going promotion and marketing was required to ensure the fast ferry
brand was never far away from prospective users’ mind. This would be one of the
responsibilities of the project manager as proposed above. Marketing ought to focus on the
service itself, scheduled and charter opportunities, but also on the opportunities that the service
affords, in terms of accessing different events etc., and also on stimulating and creating such
events and gatherings that would necessitate use of the fast ferry service.
Whilst all Development Trusts were contacted and asked to return dates/ descriptions of events
on their islands the response was not high. For the future much more intense intervention would
be required in order to encourage more community groups etc. to see the potential benefits, and
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to “advertise” events more widely, and indeed to create / tailor events in response to the
opportunity that the fast ferry affords.
Some criticism was levied from some quarters with regard to the fast ferry competing with
established private providers of charter boat services. Criticism focused on the fast ferry
operating with subsidy (through grant funding) in direct competition to the stated commercial
providers. This criticism is perhaps valid, especially given the apparent success of the fast ferry
private charters as discussed above. It should be noted however that the fast ferry charters
were priced equivalently to other providers, and that users reported a high level of satisfaction
with the design and flexibility of the fast ferry service. That said it is considered that there would
be clear benefits in establishing a distinct trading arm to undertake this commercial activity, such
that it could be made clear that there was not subsidy of the commercially operated aspects of
the service. It is anticipated that such a commercial trading arm could (in part) subsidise the
operation of community and scheduled services, which would struggle to ever wash their face
financially.
Overall to summarise, the key findings from the pilot that will have value to all aspiring
community-based transport projects are as follows:
Partnership working across the commu nities involved is vital to determine
appropriate objectives for any Community Transport project: the project was initially
conceived and developed through partnership working across the isles – this ensured that a
clear set of objectives existed and that a realistic business plan for the project could be
developed.
The operation of a pilot scheme for a p eriod of time enables a real understanding
of the needs o f users, enables any ve ssel or vehicle to be tested and confirm s
whether the timetable works or not: the pilot service enabled a thorough understanding of
the needs of prospective users in particular.
Marketing Community Transport schemes is essential for stimulating demand – it
is more than just a transport service: a key lesson learned from this project is that there
are many ways in which the service can be marketed – some of them more innovative:
promotion of local events, organising events around the service configuration, advertising
through local media and social networking websites and liaising with the business community,
tourist organisations, etc. At the same time the resource needed to execute this should not be
underestimated.
Tariffs needs to be carefully considere d – they may be more expensive than o ther
local travel options but still can successfully attract sufficient demand: it is
important to consider not only the cost of fares in comparison to other travel options, but the full
package that is on offer, and how the cost is differentiated for different users. While the cost was
higher for isles residents who have the maximum discount on conventional transport services,
the service still offered a shorter journey time and possibility of longer days on the Orkney
Mainland – so those with a higher Value of Time would be prepared to pay a higher cost. It is
also still important to consider how those less able to pay the fare might be able to use the
service, such as community groups and exploration of how they might be able to obtain financial
support for costs of travelling on the service.
Explore all potential avenues for demand and revenue at pilot stage – even o nes
that might not be in line with the core o bjectives of the project: commercial charters
proved to be an unexpected success, despite being distant from the project objectives.
Seek advice at an early stage regarding organisational structure, financing and
management activities: particularly for a community group, having a clear understanding at
the outset of these aspects will be beneficial in the longer term and leave more time for
marketing and developing the service.
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i

Reference Economic Consultants for Orkney Islands Council and Highlands and Islands
Enterprise: Internal Ferry and Air Services in Orkney: User Survey Findings, Final Report,
November 2007.
ii
Single fare equivalent (it is only possible to buy a return fare for £18.00). For this fare the
return journey must start in the isles.
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