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CTF(2023)M001 

 
 

Minutes of the Caithness Transport Forum 

 
Date: 22 March 2023 
 
Time: 10:00 
 
Location: Naver Business Centre, Naver Road, Thurso / Microsoft Teams 
 
Present 
 

Trudy Morris Caithness Chamber of Commerce (chair) 
Laura O’Kane Caithness Chamber of Commerce (minutes) 
Mike Lunan Friends of the Far North Line 
Carole Whittaker Dunnet & Canisbay Community Council 
Cllr Willie Mackay Highland Council 
David Swanson Highland Council (Wick Public Service Obligation) 
Cllr Raymond Bremner Highland Council 
Cllr Ron Gunn Highland Council 
Jonathan Gunn Highland Council Roads 
Duncan MacRae Highland Council Passenger & School Transport 
Helen Inkster Pentland Ferries 
Sandy Mackie Scrabster Harbour 
Derek Glasgow Scotrail 
Kristopher Bevan Serco – NorthLink Ferries 
John Deighan Thurso & Wick Trades Union Council 
Marco Bardelli Transport Scotland Roads 
Dougie Cook HIAL  

 

1. Welcome and apologies 
 
1.1 The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting and thanked all present for attending. 

 
1.2 Apologies were received from: 
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Ian Cormack Wick Harbour Authority 
Maree Todd MSP 
David Beaton  Stagecoach 
David Summers  Highland Council Passenger & School Transport 

 

2. Minutes of last CTF meeting 15.11.22 
 
2.1 The minutes were approved as an accurate record of the last meeting. 

3. Review of actions from last meeting 
 

Completed actions. 

CTF(2022)M002/A003 - Robert Gillespie to put Cllr Mackay in touch with David Beaton to discuss the possibility 
of reinstating the Bus Users Group  
 
The Chair to contact David Beaton and put him in touch with Cllr Willie Mackay. COMPLETE – David Beaton 
confirmed on 2 December that Cllr Mackay had his contact details.   Cllr Willie Mackay proposed closing this 
action. 
 
Cllr Raymond Bremner noted that a route forward would be to put this on the agenda at the Association of 
Caithness Community Councils quarterly meeting which would bring together officers from the Highland 
Council, agencies and public bus service providers (Stagecoach, Highland Council & Aaron’s of Wick). 
 
Update on the meeting will be provided to the CTF in due course. 
 
CTF(2022)M003/A001 – Trudy Morris to speak to Dougie Cook at HIAL regarding the café concession. COMPLETE 
 
Dougie Cook reported that HIAL are having numerous issues with café concessionaires around the group. In 
short, they are not attractive propositions to run and this in some cases had left HIAL open to criticism for a poor 
service. The procurement team were spending a lot of time trying to get the invitation to quote right to give it 
the best chance of success.  

CTF(2022)M003/A002 – David Swanson to speak to HIAL re. stopover at Wick for Kirkwall to London City flight. 
COMPLETE 
 
This was a commercial service operated by Loganair and HIAL were not aware if they had any plans to add 
stopovers to the schedule. To add some historical context, there have previously been attempts to operate a 
stopover service from the Orkney Islands via Wick to other destinations, but these proved unsuccessful as the 
needs of neither set of communities were being properly met. 

CTF(2022)/M003/A003 – David Swanson to communicate when Eastern Airways online check-in is live. 
COMPLETE 
 
Trudy Morris noted there had been a soft launch but there were still issues with check-in. 
 
David Swanson noted online check-in was now fully launched on WIC-ABZ route but that there were still issues 
and the problem appeared to be with the interface with Eastern and the ground handlers at Aberdeen Airport. 
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CTF(2022)/M003/A004 – Trudy Morris to query with HIAL number of new staff. COMPLETE 
 
HIAL have 7 new members of staff however 1 is to replace a leaver and another maternity cover, the remaining 
staff are part time, and this allows resilience to cover the extended opening hours through the week and on a 
Sunday for the schedule. There is obviously a cost implication which HIAL has borne. 

** At this point the Chair invited Helen Inkster from Pentland Ferries to give an update as she needed to leave 
the meeting at 10:30 – see Pentland Ferries update in 5.5. ** 

CTF(2022)M003/A005 – Trudy Morris to liaise with Helen Inkster re. Ferries Department email regarding the MV 
Pentalina being used to cover the MV Hamnavoe whilst in dry dock. COMPLETE 
 
Trudy Morris noted there still hadn’t been a satisfactory explanation of why the MV Pentalina couldn’t be used 
as a suitable replacement for the MV Hamnavoe whilst in dry dock.  Despite the MV Pentalina not being 
available for the next nine months, she would request an explanation from Transport Scotland.  See action 
CTF(2023)/M001/A001 in 5.5. 
 
CTF(2022)M003/A006 - Kris Bevan to advise how many cancellations of the Hamnavoe due to bad weather. 
COMPLETE 

Kris provided the following update after the last meeting: 

There have been 67 failures after relief events recorded in our performance monitoring from Contact Year (CY) 1 
commencing 5th July 2012 through to end of CY1 of the next contract (up to the end of June 2021). 

A more detailed breakdown of our performance monitoring can be found online at 
https://www.northlinkferries.co.uk/news/statistics/. 

CTF(2022)M003/A007 – Derek Glasgow to look into the situation with regards to the trolleys. COMPLETE 

Derek provided the update below: 
 
During the pandemic a large volume of hospitality staff moved onto other roles meaning when we resumed 
services in April, we had significantly less staff than we had pre-pandemic. We are in progress of a large 
recruitment plan which will grow staff numbers.  Currently we only have one person working on the FNL. The TS 
Grant Agreement does not require us to offer any coverage on the FNL between Oct and Mar.  
 
The Chair updated on the letter and response to John MacQuarrie at Scottish Rail Holdings (Appendix A) in 
summary – John MacQuarrie is willing to engage with the CTF to discuss improvements, subject to funding. 

Mike Lunan raised that pre-covid service levels had reduced significantly. 

Trudy Morris acknowledged service levels were not acceptable but understood the difficulties organisations 
were facing with staffing and recruitment.   

Derek Glasgow noted recruitment was very difficult across all departments and staffing grades at ScotRail. 

ACTION: CTF(2023)M001/A002: Trudy Morris to organise a meeting with John MacQuarrie at Scottish Rail 
Holdings. 

 
CTF(2022)M003/A009 – Marco Bardelli to provide statistics on A9 closures. COMPLETE 
 
Marco provided the below report: 

https://www.northlinkferries.co.uk/news/statistics/
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Transport Scotland recognise the importance of the A9 as a lifeline for the Caithness and Sutherland 
community. Transport Scotland understand the reliance on this route in order to access vital services further 
afield such as healthcare and education as well as the daily community essentials provided locally by 
business and the service sector. As such, the organisation through its contracted Operating Companies, 
manage the trunk roads so as to minimise disruption whenever possible and through Contractors manage 
improvements to the route where feasible.   

Safety of the public and the workforce is the only reason the A9 and A99 are closed for works, due in the 
main to restricted widths. Cost or convenience for the contractors are not deemed an acceptable reason for 
closing a road for maintenance. Planned maintenance works always provide for the passage of emergency 
service vehicles even when a road closure is required. Planned road closures are well publicised and only 
permitted at night when traffic volumes are extremely low. Where reasonable alternative diversion routes 
are not available, the work plan includes “amnesties” during which work stops at pre-publicised times to 
permit any waiting traffic to safely be escorted through the site to continue their journey. 

In relation to unplanned incidents recorded by Transport Scotland’s Trunk Road Operating Company and 
generally attended by Police Scotland that caused the road to be closed, a high level review covering 2017 to 
2021 has shown that between Inverness and Thurso/Wick the trunk road was closed for 0.4% of the time. 
This was on 66 occasions, 180 hours in 5 years due to Road Traffic Collisions (51 times), Fires (6), High Wind 
(5) and other Police incidents (4). 

While being on the road affected when these incidents occur can be inconvenient and occasionally 
concerning in urgent circumstances, local diversions can be available and even when not, the passage of 
emergency vehicles is generally assured through the normal emergency services led processes. 

Marco added that when there is a fatal RTA Police Scotland will class this as crime scene, which adds extra time 
to the road reopening process.  

When the road is closed for planned works, there are amnesty periods in place to allow passing traffic. 

Outstanding actions 

CTF(2022)M003/A008 – Jonathan to speak to Kevin Mackay, the roads officer, and report back on when the 
Duncansby Head road is going to get some temporary patching done and find out about the road edge as well.  
 
Cllr Willie Mackay has been in touch with Carole Whittaker. – OUTSTANDING – Cllr Willie Mackay said he would 
follow up for Carole Whittaker. 
 
CTF(2022)M003/A010 – Trudy Morris to organise a meeting with bus network – Trudy Morris met David Beaton, 
MD Stagecoach in February.  David Beaton outlined difficulties in maintaining some services as they had lost 
some school contracts.  Stagecoach was waiting to see what the outcome of the Dounreay contract was.  
Offered to do timetables for all providers if Highland Council organised – this had since been agreed. New 
timetables would be issued in April. 

The Chair noted one service which had been impacted – 82 Service Thurso/Wick at 16:35 – it was noted there 
was a Dounreay bus available at 16:40 at Sir George’s Street. 

Trudy had requested a meeting with Aaron’s of Wick, but no response.   

David Summers, Highland Council provided an outline of bus services by operator (Appendix B). 

This action closed off. 
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CTF(2022)M003/A011 – Jay Anderson to confirm who is responsible for the bus stop digital displays and find out 
why they’re not up to date. – are all operators’ services displayed? *MOVED TO CTF(20023)M001/A008 

Originally the bus stop digital displays were controlled by HITRANS.  

All the information has been updated with Stagecoach’s timetable changes in January and Trudy Morris noted 
the Thurso one was working.  However, it was unclear whether all operators’ services were displayed, and Jay 
Anderson had been asked to confirm. 

CTF(2022)M003/A012 - Frank Roach to find out who is responsible for the real time display on Olrig Street and 
get it lowered. *MOVED TO CTF(20023)M001/A008 

4. Matters Arising  
 
4.2  The Chair updated on the Focus North partnership and the difficulties of transport infrastructure in the 

North Highlands – Caithness Chamber of Commerce, one of the partners of Focus North, would be 
taking forward the transport workstream on the partnership’s programme. They needed to look at agile, 
robust and sustainable transport solutions for Caithness and Sutherland, looking at models for demand 
responsive solutions and rural connectivity.  

 
5. Transport Updates  

5.1 Wick John O’Groats Airport / HIAL  
 
5.1.1  HIAL - A written update was provided (Appendix C). 
 
5.1.2 Dougie Cook gave an update on the industrial action, with Prospect and Unite accepting the enhanced 

offer, prompting Loganair to re-instate scheduled services benefitting connectivity from Inverness 
onwards. 

 
5.1.3 Dougie Cook provided an update on the café provision at Wick John O’Groats Airport stating no bids had 

been received on the invitation to quote, citing it was viewed as an unattractive proposal, quoting 
uncertainty and potential staffing issues. HIAL properties team estimated that the café would need to 
make in excess of £70k per year in order to sustain the business. HIAL management had taken the 
decision not to pursue at this stage (the loss of Kirkwall and Stornoway cafés taken into consideration) 
but will ensure that with financial stability or increase in passenger numbers this will be reviewed. HIAL 
are looking at enhanced provision of vending machines and this is open to tender. No passenger 
complaints regarding the café had been received since the introduction of the current vending 
machines.  

 
5.1.4 Dougie Cook reported a positive increase in passenger traffic, up 17% and noted increased engagement 

from the RAF in relation to using the airport. 
 
5.1.5 Trudy Morris noted disappointment with regards to the café provision and asked if HIAL would consider 

putting vending machines in the departure area and if consideration could be made for the vending 
machines to stock local produce. Carole Whittaker noted vegan dietary requirements should be 
considered. David Swanson added that Highland Council/ Eastern Airways were working with a local 
bakery to introduce a packet of biscuits for each passenger on the flights.  
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5.1.6  David Swanson provided a written update on the PSO (Appendix D) and noted in addition to the written 
update, an additional 267 bookings were confirmed in March which showed a positive increase on 
January / February figures, noting substantial forward bookings.  

 
5.1.7 David Swanson reported scheduling changes would be in place from 16 April.  Work was ongoing 

mapping Aberdeen routes and forward schedule with regards to onward connectivity through spring and 
summer to the end of August.  Core domestic connectivity retained: Manchester, Newcastle, 
Birmingham, with daily Amsterdam connection (10:40 flight) and leisure connections – Malaga, Alicante, 
Palma, Rhodes connecting (10:40 flight). Norway connections were also available. 

 
5.1.8 David Swanson reported on measures taken to protect the entry level pricing ticket of £49.99 which 

would be available on every service each day, including a free hold baggage. 
 
5.1.9 David Swanson reported on survey work undertaken by Eastern Airways desk staff during January and 

February, results of which had highlighted passengers onward travel from Wick to every continent of the 
world with the exception of Antarctica.  

 
5.1.10 Trudy Morris suggested a press release should be issued to highlight these connections and market the 

route. 
 
5.1.11  David Swanson noted despite the challenges faced in year 1 (post Covid recovery, travel bans, public 

sector budgetary challenges, inflation, cost of living crisis) essentially the core services introduced in year 
one were being retained along with the entry level pricing for year 2 of the PSO. 

5.2 Scrabster Harbour 

5.2.1  A written update was provided (Appendix E). Trudy Morris noted some encouraging figures in the 
update.  

5.2.2 Sandy Mackie reported Scrabster Harbour had a good year despite challenges, noting that though 
arrivals were down, tonnage was up highlighting the versatility of recent investments in the harbour.  

5.2.3  Sandy Mackie reported that major investments in capital had taken precedence at the harbour in recent 
years, but it was important for the Trust not to lose sight of existing and maintaining assets. This year 
£175k had been spent on critical works to the linkspan for resilience of the lifeline ferry, £50k on the fish 
market and £50k on fendering.  

5.2.4 Sandy Mackie noted the cruise position was encouraging but presented some challenges with 20 vessels 
projected this summer with a steep change in the size of vessels. There were 12k – 15k projected cruise 
passengers, historically seeing 3k in previous years. Increased passenger numbers would carry potential 
H&S issues (marshalling & signposting).  There was also a national bus shortage, and the Trust was 
working closely with bus operators. Bus availability would mean cruise excursion companies will be 
looking at half day excursions, meaning potential increase in visitors coming into the Thurso and 
surrounding area. Sandy Mackie commented, an event held in December to engage local tourism 
companies and stakeholders with cruise excursion representatives was deemed successful but focus 
now needed to be on delivering quality experiences in order to attract and retain cruise bookings.   

5.2.5 Cllr Ron Gunn - commended the Trust and those involved in the successful delivery of the cruise event 
and expressed hopes that potential will be realised in the coming years. Sandy Mackie noted it was a 
learning process. The area had a unique set of challenges, venue size, transportation etc. and the event 
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was good opportunity for local businesses to come together to explore how they can work 
collaboratively. 

5.3 Wick Harbour 

5.3.1 No written update was provided and no representative was present at the meeting. 

5.4 Gills Harbour 
 
5.4.1 No written update was provided and no representative was present at the meeting. 

5.5 Pentland Ferries 
 
5.5.1 Helen Inkster updated the CTF that Pentland Ferries had announced that the MV Pentalina would return 

to serve the Pentland Firth route for a nine-month period commencing 17 April 2023 while the MV 
Alfred was on charter to CalMac Ferries. They were looking at timetable changes to ensure service 
capacity over the summer months and the changes would be issued shortly. 
 
They were presently looking at extending the operating day and offering more services between Gills 
Bay and St Margaret’s Hope.  
 

5.5.2 The Chair gave an update on Road Equivalent Tariff (RET).  Following on from correspondence with 
Transport Scotland (Ref 2022100267440 – dated 21.01.22) an update was requested from Scottish 
Government Ferries Directorate and a response received that morning (Appendix F).   

  
 Helen Inkster noted she hoped Pentland Ferries would be involved in the consultation regarding the 

Islands Connectivity Plan and will feed back to the CTF. 
 
The Chair asked Forum members what action they wished to take following the update.  Mike Lunan 
noted the update from Transport Scotland and in particular the reference to the current Subsidy Control 
rules not presenting any short-term opportunities to introduce the RET at this point in time and should 
ask the question why this is the case. 

 
ACTION: CTF(2023)M001/A001: Trudy Morris to ask Transport Scotland to clarify the Subsidy Control 
rules restrictions as per their update on 22 March 2023 and to request an explanation on the MV 
Pentalina’s unsuitability as a replacement vessel for the MV Hamnavoe whilst in dry dock. 

 
5.5.3 Cllr Willie Mackay congratulated Pentland Ferries on the agreement to operate and deliver services with 

the MV Alfred for CalMac Ferries. It was a great boost for the North of Scotland.  

5.6 Serco NorthLink 
 
5.6.1 Kris Bevan provided an operational report noting the successful Hamnavoe dry docking between 16 – 22 

January with the ferry back in service on 23 January. He noted one technical failure on the morning of 26 
February but the vessel was back in service after repair in the afternoon for sailings.  

5.6.2  Kris Bevan reported that the peak timetabling schedule would run from 1 May – September. 

5.6.3 Kris Bevan provided an update on volumes: 
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• 2022 carried 159,840 passengers, increase on 48% on previous year (2021 impacted by COVID, 
against pre covid figures 2019, volume down 1%)  

• Non-commercial vehicles - 2022 carried 57,254 shipped, compared to 42,318, up 35% on 
previous year (2021 impacted by COVID, against pre covid figures 2019, volume up 5%)  

• Freight volume- 65,286 laden meters, 59,8347 in 2021, up 9% on previous year (2021 impacted 
by COVID, against pre covid figures 2019, volume up 6%) 

5.6.4 Kris Bevan noted volumes for 2023 were positive - Jan / Feb 22 vs 23 and volumes up across the board. 
NorthLink were looking forward to a busy 2023. At the end of February, 30,000 reservations had been 
confirmed in the booking system for 2023 compared to just under 22,000 the same time last year, 
showing booking was up by a third and online booking up 50%. 

5.6.5 Kris Bevan highlighted recruitment as a key issue facing the organisation both ship and shoreside. This 
echoed the issues as noted previously and being experienced across industry sectors. An action taken by 
NorthLink in 2022 to address recruitment issues had resulted in recruitment for customer service roles 
in Scrabster to assist the customer service centre.  

5.6.6 Trudy Morris noted that it was encouraging to hear positive trends in relation to bookings and volumes 
and see recovery on figures. 

5.6.7 Cllr Raymond Bremner highlighted reassurance of the return of confidence for travelling and hoped it 
would continue into the future. The Council was aware of the increase in tourism traffic linked to 
onward travel to Orkney through Caithness.  

5.7 ScotRail 
 
5.7.1 A written update was provided (Appendix G).   

5.7.2 Derek Glasgow noted an improving picture on rail, despite cold weather causing infrastructure issues, 
including points failure at Georgemas Junction and engine failures.  

5.7.3 Derek Glasgow reported Network Rail improvements to the Far North Line with a pre-application 
submitted to Highland Council for the Delmore Loop, this would be followed by a consultation period.  

ACTION: CTF(2023)M001/A003: Trudy Morris to contact Alex Hynds (ScotRail) to ask is funding is still 
in place for the Delmore Loop.  

5.7.4 Derek Glasgow reported the roll out of final request stops would be commissioned over the coming 
months.  Fast tokens in place on Wick and Kyle lines was going well.  

5.7.5 Derek Glasgow also echoed recruitment issues across Scotrail.  

5.7.6 Derek Glasgow reported an uptick in passenger numbers across the network including the Far North 
Line. 
 
Trudy Morris noted it was positive to hear of an uptick in passenger numbers despite issues.  

5.7.8  Mike Lunan commented, in relation to the Network Rail figures - 532 failures on the Far North line vs 
192 on the Kyle Line - was there a reason for this increased difference i.e. the physical nature of the line, 
weather or age of the line?   

Derek Glasgow commented the Wick line was an older line with older infrastructure but he would have 
to go back to Network Rail to ask if there was a generic difference between the two lines.  

ACTION: CTF(2023)M001/A004: Derek Glasgow to find out if there was a generic difference in the Far 
North Line and Kyle Line. 
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5.8 Highland Council Roads 
 
5.8.1 Jonathan Gunn reported the Highland Council was completing its capital spend for 2022 / 23 and as 

result of an underspend in other areas, Caithness was benefitting from an extra £300,000 to the end of 
March and was greatly needed.  There was currently a back log of tourism signage, bridge repairs and 
drainage works to complete, but the increased pressure on road repairs would delay these works.  

 
ACTION: CTF(2023)M001/A005: Jonathan Gunn to send updated roads report list to the Chair.  
COMPLETE see (Appendix H) Caithness Capital Works 2023-24  
 
In addition – Appendix H was the list submitted to the Caithness Committee in January.  The red line was 
the base line budget, with the additional funding, the line would now be further down the list. Since the 
committee meeting in January, a number of roads had deteriorated with the winter weather in February 
and March, as a result several new schemes had been identified as top priorities that were not even on 
the list and some have moved up the list. Once the new list is approved by the Caithness Committee it 
will give a better representation of the works to be carried out this new financial year. 
 
ACTION: CTF(2023)M001/A006: Jonathan Gunn to send updated roads report list to the Chair once 
approved by the Caithness Committee. 
 

 
5.8.2 Cllr Raymond Bremner shared presentation (Appendix I) 
 
5.8.3 Cllr Raymond Bremner acknowledged the awful deterioration of the roads in Caithness and across other 

areas of the Highlands and stressed the importance of learning from past mistakes in order to move 
forward.  

 
5.8.4 Cllr Raymond Bremner presented document Roads Revenue & Capital Summary 2017/18 to 2020/21, 

highlighting knock on effects of underspend in the budget, the document showed considerable 
underspend on surface dressings across a four year period (with over £4.5 million across Highland 
Council region, with Caithness accounting for £1.038 million and Sutherland £1.063 million of this total). 
Each area within Highland Council is responsible for its own spend. This represented a double hit with 
budget underspend and subsequent knock-on effects on roads infrastructure. There were various 
reasons for underspend and the inability to spend the allocated budget and this was not the fault of 
officers.  

 
5.8.5 Cllr Raymond Bremner presented document Highland Council & Caithness Roads Expenditure 

Estimates 2023/24:  
 

• Slide 3 Highland Council – Roads’ Budgeted Expenditure 2016- 2024 (figured not verified by 
officers) the graph highlighted a time period between 2019 -2021 where investment was not 
where it could have or should have been. The projected current year showed a substantial 
increase in funding to address the problem. The budget graph showed an increase of £2 
million from 22/23 to 23/24 

 
Mike Lunan raised the question, was the reasoning for the past underspend an ongoing problem for the 
Council or would this be resolved going forward, with all the allocated monies being spent? 

 
Cllr Raymond Bremner commented, the Council were now aware that if an allocated spend was given to 
an area then, over the allocation period, this must be monitored and there should not be an 
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underspend. Monthly budget reviews would be implemented this year, with a presentation to members 
in September as agreed in the budget meeting in March and the impact would be reviewed.  
 
Trudy Morris asked what happens with underspend monies – i.e., are they spent elsewhere and does 
this result in a reduction in future allocations upon review?   
 
Cllr Raymond Bremner – Capital spend was allocated via a formula which was currently under review by 
the re-design board, (its currently taking into consideration population vs/ mileage of road but would 
soon also take into consideration the usage of road). Until this was confirmed, this year’s allocation 
would be distributed 40% towards capital and the 60% balance to the areas deemed to need it most. 

 
• Slide 4 Highland Council – On 2016/17 figures this showed a budget increase of 178% on 

capital expenditure, 34% on revenue expenditure, showing a 99% increase on overall spend.  
  

• Slide 5 Highland Council – Caithness Area Committed – Road’s Budgeted Expenditure 
2013-2014, 2016-2017, 2019-2020, 2021-2024* not verified by officers. This shows the 
Council was dealing with the impact of a historic problem and shows significant increase in 
budgeted spend. 

 
Cllr Raymond Bremner presented document Caithness Capital Works 2023/24 -Additions after 
committed Report. (Info as Appendix H) This document showed the programme of works, giving detail 
of immediate and upcoming priorities and indicative costs. This reporting method was not consistent 
across the Highland Council, which could lead to inaccurate comparisons between council areas. At the 
time the committee sat, the additional capital budget had not been allocated, allowing an allocated £0.5 
million budget for the repair of 13 works, indicated by a red line on the document. This had not been 
revisited and was to be agreed by members, but with additional funding allocation given to Caithness, 
the hope was that this would allow for a substantial increase in the amount of listed repairs (list subject 
to update) 

 
The challenge would now be understanding how to implement these repairs with the given resources 
within the budgeted year. This was subject to members agreeing budget allocations.  

 
Trudy Morris asked, if this cannot be completed within the year, was there a guarantee money would be 
held for allocated repairs?  

 
Cllr Raymond Bremner commented that the Council needed to ensure it had the ability to do what was 
budgeted and ensure the increase in budget did not result in an increase in underspend.  

 
Jonathan Gunn noted Caithness was fortunate to have a tar plant in the county which allocated a 
substantial proportion of its production to Bear, Transport Scotland and Highland Council. This put the 
Council in a good position for overlay work which it was hoped would take place early in the budgeted 
year.  

 
John Deighan noted there was every sympathy for the logistical problems surrounding this issue, but 
questions must be asked why the roads had been allowed to get in such a disgraceful state?  

 
Cllr Raymond Bremner could not comment on previous decision makers but moving forward the Council 
now needed to understand the underspend / lack of spend and make sure it did not repeat this 
situation. It took time for roads to degrade but if maintenance works, such as surface dressing, were not 
implemented at the rate required, this would quickly lead to more substantial damage. The Council, over 
previous years, had not been spending on surface dressing. Historically, the budget could have been 
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taken from roads to shore up other services or taken from roads to protect areas where budget 
restrictions were deemed not possible, such as education. This was a legacy problem the Council was 
working with.  

 
Cllr Willie Mackay commented that all roads had a life expectancy, many of which across the county are 
reaching the end of repairable lifespan. The Council was working hard to address the situation but was 
under pressure from unsavoury social media comments.  
 
Trudy Morris commented, this may indicate the Council were not proactive in addressing and 
communicating the message and situation to the public. The public needed to be made aware to help 
them understand the actions being taken.  

 
Cllr Raymond Bremner commented that he understood the frustrations, but it was difficult when under 
the clock to complete works and being busy fighting fires too. This year the Council were up against 
difficulties with the budget not being agreed in advance, unlike the previous administration. Gaps the 
Council had, and pressures with inflation, wage increases etc. made this very difficult - a sustained 
pressure, alongside managing work plans with finite resource and within the timescale.  

 
Sandy Mackie noted the Councillors would make decisions based on information prepared by officials. 
He asked if there would be an issue with monitoring, reporting, accountability, and challenges in finding 
and accessing information, not readily available. Good decisions are made on good information, would 
this be part of Council’s redesign? The Council administration was paternalistic in terms of their 
employees but need to be held to account. The increases noted in the presentation were welcome, but 
was this enough to address the problems? Was it known what sum of money was required to get the 
roads into a satisfactory position?  

 
Cllr Raymond Bremner commented, the current budget was not enough to address the legacy of 
problems the Council were facing. An increased rate of investment was needed, the Council were facing 
a legacy of recovery over a period of several years. At the end of this year there would be a review to 
assess the impact of the increased investment. 

 
ACTION: CTF(2023)M001/A007: Cllr Raymond Bremner to supply information regarding the roads re-
design to Trudy Morris.   

 
Cllr Raymond Bremner commented that, with regards to employees and reports, the Council had 
improved on and increased reporting requirements. This had improved the level of information. 
Councillors also needed to be aware and accountable for the information.   

 
Trudy Morris commented that it was encouraging to hear of progress and plans, but again encouraged 
the Council to promptly issue some press and public communications. 

 
Cllr Raymond Bremner commented this will not happen until agreements are in place (April / May).  

 

5.9 BEAR Scotland / Transport Scotland 
 
5.9.1 A written update was provided (Appendix J). 

5.9.2 Marco Bardelli acknowledged the difficulties the Highland Council were facing with respect to budget 
and works strategy and raised the question do the Council have a roads asset management plan, 
managed through Society of Chief Officers of Transport for Scotland (SCOTS)? All road authorities have a 
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back log of repairs, roads were monitored and surveyed annually, and conditions and deterioration 
checked and predicted. It was very difficult to predict the deterioration of roads, it was very complex 
with rapid deterioration at times not apparent. Post winter road checks in the far north had revealed 
unexpected and significant deterioration on some roads in Caithness and Sutherland, which had meant 
changes to repairs priorities list.  

Marco Bardelli acknowledged the difficulties in communicating information to public with the suggestion 
of an interactive map format, as used by BEAR Scotland: https://www.bearscot.com/planned-works/ 

Cllr Raymond Bremner noted that, regarding road decisions, a decision had been made to implement the 
use of HRA (hot rolled asphalt), although more costly, it required less maintenance and had prolonged 
lifespan.  
 

5.9.2 Marco Bardelli reported Transport Scotland was in a belt tightening situation and budgets were reducing 
in line with Scottish Government reductions.  

Q1 table showed resurfacing schemes north of Inverness; 5 in Caithness & Sutherland, these had been 
brought forward. Gunn’s would be taking on these works and Transport Scotland Roads would be 
working with the Highland Council to ensure sharing of resources and traffic management.   

5.9.3 Marco Bardelli reported recruitment difficulties affecting BEAR Scotland, professional engineers and 
designers, employers were competing within a limited market.  

5.9.4 Cllr Ron Gunn asked for an update on the 20mph hour speed limit zones within the towns and villages 
and the 40mph buffer zones. 

Marco Bardelli advised these were coming into place this year, Highland Council wide, and implemented 
across the trunk roads, with buffer zones. These would all be implemented on the same date, which was 
TBC. 

5.9.5 Cllr Willie Mackay commended Transport Scotland and BEAR Scotland for efforts keeping A9 open during 
difficult winter conditions.  

5.10 Highland Council Public Transport 
 

5.10.1 Duncan MacRae reported that the Highland Council had recently finished a bus procurement exercise, 
involving 400 client transport routes, 85 bus service routes, with 7 in Caithness operated by Dunnett’s 
and Aaron’s of Wick. They were looking to add more commercial routes on a demand basis, including 
Staxigoe expected mid-April.  

5.10.2 Duncan MacRae reported HITRANS was producing a new bus services timetable with distribution 
expected 2nd week May. 

5.10.3 Duncan MacRae commented on digital display for buses and advised there was no reason why all bus 
service providers could not be added to digital displays.  

 Trudy Morris commented that Stagecoach were coordinating this, but there was confusion over how 
this was managed. Also the display was very high in Olrig Street, Thurso, would this be lowered?  

ACTION: CTF(2023)M001/A008: Duncan MacRae to follow up with transport officers to confirm if all 
bus services could be added to digital displays and how this would be managed. Also to see if digital 
display height issue could be resolved.   

Trudy Morris raised an issue regarding new commercial routes and asked how to ensure these services 
were not overlapping and competing. 

https://www.bearscot.com/planned-works/
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Duncan MacRae advised there was intensive research into the area and conversations would be had 
with the local community, contractors and Councillors before implementation of any new services. 

Trudy Morris requested the Caithness Transport Forum be kept informed. 

Carole Whittaker raised the question, could this be communicated to and discussed with local 
community councillors who were well informed on the issues in their area. 

Cllr Raymond Bremner advised that all Community Councils were attending the Association of Caithness 
Councils meeting; the bus operators and public transport providers would be invited to attend, 
provisional booked for 17 April. 
 
Cllr Willie Mackay commented that he was aware some services were currently running in tandem, 
showing there were competing services and efforts needed to be made to ensure services were adding 
benefit, rather than decimating what was already in place.  
 
Trudy Morris commented that a comprehensive timetable of services was needed urgently to help 
public understand what was available.  

Cllr Raymond Bremner commented that it was positive to see local operators back involved with delivery 
of services, giving variety and options to the services, and hoped to deliver a more diverse and resilient 
service. 

5.11 Stagecoach 
 
5.11.1 No representative was present at the meeting.  Update given by the Chair under ‘Outstanding Actions’ 

on page 4. 
 

5.12 HITRANS 
 

5.12.1  No written update was provided and no representative was present at the meeting. 

6. Press Communications 
 
6.1 None  

7. Any Other Business 
 
7.1  There was no other business. 
 

8. Date of Next Meeting 
 
8.1  Next meeting to take place on Thursday 22 June 2023 both in person and hybrid.  
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9. Actions ongoing from previous meetings 
  

CTF(2022)M003/A008 – Jonathan to speak to Kevin Mackay, the roads officer, and report back on when 
the Duncansby Head road is going to get some temporary patching done and find out about the road 
edge as well.  

 
Cllr Willie Mackay has been in touch with Carole Whittaker. Cllr Willie Mackay to follow up for Carole 
Whittaker. 

 
 

10. Actions arising from this meeting 
 

ACTION: CTF(2023)M001/A001: Trudy Morris to ask Transport Scotland to clarify the Subsidy Control 
rules restrictions as per their update on 22 March 2023 and to request an explanation on the MV 
Pentalina’s unsuitability as a replacement vessel for the MV Hamnavoe whilst in dry dock. 

ACTION: CTF(2023)M001/A002: Trudy Morris to organise a meeting with John MacQuarrie at Scottish 
Rail Holdings. 

ACTION: CTF(2023)M001/A003: Trudy Morris to contact Alex Hynds (ScotRail) to ask is funding is still in 
place for the Delmore Loop.  

ACTION: CTF(2023)M001/A004: Derek Glasgow to find out if there was a generic difference in the Far 
North Line and Kyle Line. 

ACTION: CTF(2023)M001/A005: Jonathan Gunn to send updated roads report list to the Chair.  
COMPLETE see (Appendix H) Caithness Capital Works 2023-24  
 
ACTION: CTF(2023)M001/A006: Jonathan Gunn to send updated roads report list to the Chair once 
approved by the Caithness Committee. 
 
ACTION: CTF(2023)M001/A007: Cllr Raymond Bremner to supply information regarding the roads re-
design to Trudy Morris.   
 
ACTION: CTF(2023)M001/A008: Duncan MacRae to follow up with transport officers to confirm if all bus 
services could be added to digital displays and how this would be managed. Also to see if digital display 
height issue could be resolved.   
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Appendix C – Wick John O’Groats Airport 
 

 

Caithness Transport Forum update March 2023. 

Public Service Obligation (PSO) 

The PSO has suffered relatively few weather disruptions during the winter period so far. Aircraft de-icing 
facilities provided by Far North Aviation have been in place since November and have used on four occasions.  

Passenger numbers continue to be below where we would want them to be, but this is against a backdrop of 
ongoing customer confidence issues throughout the aviation industry.  

Talks are ongoing with partners to identify any improvements or initiatives for the service. 

Aviation Statistics 

HIAL has not seen a return to pre-pandemic levels of passenger numbers yet, however the trend is still on an 
upward trajectory. 

As per my last update business travel remains far below pre-Covid levels and onward connectivity options from 
the region are still reduced. 

Statistics for HIAL: 

February 23 versus February 22: Year to date passenger numbers have increased by 41.2%. 
 
February 23 versus February 20: Year to date passenger numbers are at 81.8% of the level we had pre-pandemic 
in 2019/20. 
 
Statistics for Wick JOG: 

Passenger numbers: 

Year to date increase of 237% against 2021/22 

Running total of 8381 passengers this financial year (not solely PSO). 

Still significantly down on pre-pandemic levels. 

Aircraft movements: 

Year to date increase of 17% against 2021/22 

Aircraft movements continue to see a steady rise as we come into the spring months, and we have again seen 
RAF flights using the airport over the past few weeks. 

Projects update 

HIAL continues to invest in the airport and to conduct capital projects.  
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• The surface water drainage system CCTV surveys are currently being carried out and will be complete by 
the end of March. The sampling and analysis done by UHI Thurso College, Environmental Research 
Institute (ERI) to identify any contaminants in the runway water runoff has been completed and we 
await the final report. 

• Our all-electric baggage truck will be delivered within the next two weeks. This is our second all electric 
vehicle at the airport. 

• A new tractor for de-icing and grass cutting activities has been procured from a local supplier. 

Café Concession 

After much deliberation HIAL has taken the decision not to re-tender the café concession. 

It was felt that due to the previous invitation to quote receiving no bids, the current passenger levels and 
general financial instability in the marketplace the café is not financially viable. 

This position will be revisited should the outlook improve. 

Audits and Safety meetings 

We continue with our safety meetings and Eastern representatives have attended all the Airport Safety 
Committee and Local Runway Safety Team meetings since the commencement of the PSO. There has been good 
attendance from all our other stakeholders as well. 

We have two CAA audits pencilled in for the upcoming year. 

Staffing levels  

Training of the new security staff is now complete with final testing taking place at the end of March. 

ATC staffing is currently reduced to three with a member of staff having permanently lost their medical and 
another with a temporary loss of medical. 

The two successful ATC candidates have commenced their initial training courses. 

The Airport Fire Service carried out firefighter interviews on 9th March due to a resignation.  
 
Opening hours 

The reduced staffing levels in ATC means the requirement for tactical closures of the airport throughout the day 
remains in place. 

We do not foresee a resolution to this situation for at least 6 months. 

Eastern Airways and other stakeholders have been informed of the issues we face and will continue to receive 
regular updates. 

The 24/7 cover for emergency flights remains unchanged. 

Industrial action 

The statement below was issued by HIAL MD Inglis Lyon on 10th March 2023. 

Representatives from HIAL met with the three trade unions, PCS, Prospect and Unite yesterday, Thursday 9 
March, and made an enhanced pay offer. 

This offer was positively received and will allow the unions to consult and ballot their members.   The trade 
unions have agreed to suspend industrial action while the ballot is underway. 
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Prospect has confirmed that the current strike action by airport fire service and security members has been 
called off with effect from Monday 13 March. 

The new business case presented to Transport Scotland at the beginning of the week was approved and allowed 
us to make an improved pay offer which was welcomed by the trade unions. 

Prospect and Unite have confirmed that they will now ballot their members on acceptance. They have advised 
that the ballots will run from Monday 13 March to Monday 20 March. 

PCS will consult with its members and its National Disputes Committee.  As HIAL members are part of the 
national dispute, PCS has confirmed that the strike action planned for Wednesday 15 March will not be 
suspended. 

PCS has a very small number of Aerodrome Flight Information Officers (AFISOs) and administration/support staff 
at Barra, Inverness, Kirkwall and Stornoway.  Airport Managers have confirmed that these airports will remain 
open as normal, and we do not anticipate disruption for passengers on 15 March. 

We look forward to the outcome of the ballot and are hopeful for a positive result to resolve the current 
industrial dispute. 
 
We apologise for the disruption this industrial action has caused and have asked passengers to contact their 
airline if they have any questions on flights. 
 
I will be back in touch once we have the outcome of the ballot. 
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Appendix D – Wick PSO  
 

 Wick PSO update for Caithness Transport Forum 
Year 1 summary 
 
As of 12 March 2023, the total passengers carried for Year 1 is 8,438. This is significantly below the figure of 
20,166 projected in the initial submission for the route for Year 1 

 

 

Drivers of travel demand have substantially changed across the UK as a result of COVID-19 and changes to 
working patterns, and while there are some signs of recovery across the aviation market as a whole, the picture 
for primarily business-driven regional aviation routes remains uncertain. 2023 has already seen one domestic 
airline (Flybe) and one European scheduled operator (Flyr) file for bankruptcy. 

While the Project Officer has had some success in negotiating bespoke fare agreements with local businesses 
expecting to see significant travel demand over the year, it has been clear both from conversations held and 
survey work carried out with Caithness Chamber of Commerce that business travel demand is not expected to 
return to pre-COVID levels in 2023. Survey work carried out recently at the Eastern check-in desk has revealed a 
higher proportion of business travel in January and February 2023, but it is not clear at this point whether this is 
merely a seasonal change or indicative of a wider shift in travel patterns. 

This survey has also identified a small number of passengers travelling for the purposes of hospital visits. Work 
will be undertaken in Year 2 to engage with NHS Highland to promote the use of the air service for this purpose 
and with the hope of negotiating a bespoke fare for those travelling for healthcare reasons. 

The primary focus for Year 2 will be on promotion of the service to leisure travellers. This will involve a sustained 
marketing campaign, continued evaluation and tweaking of pricing and ticket sales models to maximise demand 
and revenues, and ongoing monitoring of leisure-focused operations out of Aberdeen (with subsequent 
adjustments to the Wick schedule if required to maximise leisure connectivity). 
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With regards to performance and reliability, as of the end of Q3 of operations (December 2022), the service has 
performed well, with averages as follows: 

• On-time performance (within 15 minutes) – 84% 
• Reliability (services planned vs. operated) – 97% 

For context, over the same period the Civil Aviation Authority statistics for reporting UK airports showed an 
average on-time performance for domestic services from Aberdeen as 56%, and for UK domestic aviation as a 
whole at just 47%. 

Year 2 schedule change 
Following the evidence gathered from the current schedule, and informed by survey work carried out with the 
business community, the following schedule will be in place from 16 April 2023 

WEEKDAYS: 

ABZ-WIC              0940-1020            1 2 3 4 5 - -                           
WIC-ABZ              1045-1125            1 2 3 4 5 - -         
ABZ-WIC              1740-1820            1 2 3 4 5 - -     
WIC-ABZ              1845-1925            1 2 3 4 5 - -           

SUNDAYS: 

ABZ-WIC              1440-1520            - - - - - - 7           
WIC-ABZ              1545-1625            - - - - - - 7           

 
This represents a very minimal reduction in overall service – from 24 rotations in Year 1 to 22 in Year 2 – and 
removes two services which were significantly underperforming and resulting in substantial drain on subsidy 
requirement.  

The updated schedule retains core domestic connectivity, with onward connections to Teesside, Humberside, 
London, Manchester and Newcastle, as well as to Amsterdam, giving a European hub connection. 

Due to extremely low or zero numbers of forward bookings and based on prior evidence of lack of demand 
around similar holidays, the following services around the April bank holidays have been removed from the 
schedule prior to 16 April. 

Sunday 2nd April  ABZWIC  1820-1900             
Monday 3rd April WICABZ  0755-0840             
Tuesday 4th April WICABZ  0755-0840             
Sunday 9th April  ABZWIC  1820-1900             
Monday 10th April WICABZ  0755-0840             
Tuesday 11th April WICABZ  0755-0840 

To give some additional connectivity for those with a requirement to travel around these dates, the following 
services have been added into the schedule prior to 16 April 

Monday 3rd April WICABZ  1925-2005             
Monday 10th April WICABZ  1925-2005 
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Appendix E – Scrabster Harbour 

 



25 
 



26 
  



27 
 

 

Appendix F  
  

Caithness Transport Forum - Road Equivalent Tariff (RET) Northern Isles Ferry Service 

Update for Caithness Transport Forum – 22 March 2023 

Fares 

 

It has not yet been possible to introduce Road Equivalent Tariff (RET) on Pentland Firth ferry services where 
there is the presence of a commercial ferry service.  The current Subsidy Control rules following the UK’s exit of 
the European Union do not present any short-term opportunities to introduce RET at this point in time.  

 

However the Scottish Government remains committed to lower fares on Northern Isles ferry services and 
recently announced that fares on the Northern Isles ferry networks have been frozen for six months until 
October 2023. This further fares freeze was on top of the three month freeze which had already been 
introduced for the first three months of 2023. 

 

The Scottish Government believes that the fares freeze is the right thing for our island communities and it is 
hoped that by not increasing fares by CPI it will go some way to encouraging tourism this Summer as island 
businesses continue to recover from the pandemic. Fares beyond October are being actively considered and 
decisions will be taken as soon as possible to allow bookings to be made over the winter. 

 

The Scottish Government also remains acutely aware of the particular challenges faced by our island 
communities and the businesses they depend upon, where the ongoing cost of living impacts are arguably more 
challenging than in any other part of the country. In addition to freezing fares on Northern Isles routes, the 
Scottish Government is fully funding local authorities to operate inter-island ferries and keep fares low.  

 
Long term ferry fares policy is being reviewed as part of the Islands Connectivity Plan alongside our wider Fair 
Fares Review, and will consider issues raised by stakeholders such as dynamic pricing and demand management. 
Any new measures considered would need to take account of the needs of islanders and will be subject to 
stakeholder engagement and consultation before any decisions are taken on future ferry fares policy. 

Paul. 

Paul Flynn 

Ferries Policy Manager | Ferries Directorate | Transport Scotland  

Contactable on MS Teams / Email paul.flynn@transport.gov.scot or T: 07824 474 248 

  

mailto:paul.flynn@transport.gov.scot
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Appendix G - ScotRail
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Appendix H – Highland Council Roads 
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Appendix J – Transport Scotland – Roads Directorate 
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