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FRIENDS OF ISLES OF SCILLY TRANSPORT 

 

FRIST Newsletter Spring 2016 

First of all, many apologies for the long 

silence since the last newsletter.   We 

hope this one should enable you to catch 

up with what has been happening and, 

more importantly, what we hope will 

happen in the future. 

FRIST continues to work towards 

affordable, reliable, all-year transport 

services between the Isles of Scilly and 

the mainland.  We avoid telling the sole 

transport operator HOW to fulfil this 

objective although we have discussed with 

government and others the external 

assistance it is possible to obtain in order 

that the goal is achieved.    

In an ideal world, there are many differing 

potential developments which come up for 

discussion including   

- possible competition between 

operators   

- a services managed or specified by a 

‘Community Interest Company’; 

- various ship options including the 

possibility of two ships operating the 

route daily in both directions both 

carrying passengers and freight   

- reinstatement of a helicopter service     

- operation of an all-year sea service   

- change of timings   

- a fast catamaran; 

- landing craft for freight direct to off-

islands; 

- air links from farther destinations;   

- air connectivity with major UK hubs; 

- good connections with other transport 

modes, etc. 

 

all of which could lead to greater reliability 

and more affordable fares. 

 

Changes on Scilly transport issues 

 

The IOS Council’s ‘Transport Task and 

Finish Group’ ground to a halt last summer 

and has been replaced by the Isles of 

Scilly Community Transport Initiative 

(CTI).  Membership of the group includes 

FRIST, the Council, Islands’ Partnership 

members, Healthwatch, and independent 

residents, all transport users dependent 

on the mainland link.    Although it is early 

days, the positive stance of the new 

configuration is welcomed and it is hoped 

that an evident united front will benefit 

dealings with external agencies and 

transport providers. 

 

Changes at FRIST 

 

In parallel, FRIST is in the process of 

forming a Community Interest Company 

(also known as a social enterprise) with 

the objective ‘to carry out activities within 

the field of transport which benefit the 

community of the Isles of Scilly and in 

particular (without limitation) to develop, 

promote and facilitate continually 

improving transport services between the 

Isles of Scilly and the UK mainland.’ 

 

This will enable FRIST to investigate not 

only all types of transport to and from the 
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mainland, new craft and encourage new 

operators, but also facilitate grants or PSO 

support, all in furtherance of FRIST’s 

objective of achieving affordable, reliable, 

all-year transport services between the 

Isles of Scilly and the mainland.  In the 

recent past, the operator has declined to 

take advantage of potential external 

assistance, presumably because of the 

Company’s fear of competition, thus 

denying its customers any possible 

benefits of subsidy.   

 

FRIST will take advice from a number of 

experts in the various fields and will hope 

that this will contribute in the medium term 

to much improved service quality, 

reliability and lower prices. 

 

FRIST Advisory Group changes include 

the addition of Amanda Pender and Peter 

Huxley to the existing names of Marian 

Bennett, Lord Berkeley, Dick Cliffe, Tim 

Guthrie, Nick Jenkins, Richard Larn and 

Mike Peaker.   

 

The Advisory Group takes every 

opportunity to discover more about how 

transport works for other islands and to 

influence those in a position to support 

improvements to our own links with the 

mainland.  To this effect, we have re-

established communication with the ESIF 

(European Small Island Federation) and 

the Scottish Islands Federation. 

 

FRIST has been active in seeking 

information from the Isles of Scilly 

Steamship Group about developments to 

existing services, including… 

 

Increased fares 

 

In March, the IOS Council proposed an 

increase in landing charges at St Mary’s 

airport of up to 38%.  Although there was 

initial agreement on an increase of 15%, 

this was strongly opposed by some 

Councillors as well as the IOS Steamship 

Company and, at the time of writing, any 

increase has been abandoned, at least for 

the moment.  It was therefore ironic that 

the IOSS's fares went up by about 10%, 

especially when the price of oil has 

dropped significantly since last year.  So 

on 23rd March, FRIST wrote to IOSSC 

CEO Rob Goldsmith (see over) 

questioning the company’s policy on fare 

increases.  At the time of writing, no 

response has been forthcoming. 

 

The local residents' concessionary fare on 

the ship has increased in one jump by 

30% from last year!  The concessionary 

rate for sea travel is the sole means of 

transport to the mainland at manageable 

cost for many islanders but, of course, is 

only applicable during the season when 

the Scillonian III is running.  The 

concessionary air fare during the 

remainder of the year is still 

disproportionately costly and beyond the 

means of many, particularly families, and 

cannot be described as affordable by any 

stretch of the imagination.  
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The high cost of travel for local people 

reinforces the case for Public Service 

Obligation status (PSO) on the route even 

for winter months only.  Again, the reason 

for the Company’s lack of support for PSO 

status is that it would require a potential 

provider to bid to operate the service. 

Cornwall Council (which is also the 

Transport Authority for Scilly) has 

successfully achieved PSO status on the 

Flybe flight route between Newquay and 

Gatwick at certain times in the wider 

interests of the Cornish economy.     

 

Our operator has benefited directly in 

financial terms from external funding for 

Land’s End Airport.  While runway work 

has immeasurably improved reliability 

particularly during wet winter weather, this 

public sector investment has not resulted 

in any reduction in fares.  A potential 

benefit of the Land’s End runway funding 

is that it means that the airport should be 

open to other operators at the same 

charges as those paid by the existing 

operator.  External funding has also 

benefited the transport operators at St 

Mary’s airport and harbour. 

 

In our estimation the promotion of the 

lowest fares to attract early booking, e.g. 

Land’s End to Scilly ‘from £70’ applies 

only to about 2% of available seats (as 

quoted for February 2016).  This is 

probably not illegal, but in our view rather 

immoral, particularly when the 

corresponding practice on other airlines 

applies to about 10% of seats being 

offered at the lowest promotional costs.  

 

On-line booking 

 

We have commented that regular 

travellers must get really irritated by the 

Isles of Scilly Steamship Company 

booking website, which seems incredibly 

old fashioned and long winded compared 

with other company travel booking 

websites. 

 

Compare the IOSSG one with GWR trains 

or Flybe; they are all fairly similar in 

requiring the date, time, origin and 

destination of travel. On some, you can 

choose seats, different prices or whatever.  

When you have made your choice, you 

then, for some services, have to say who 

you are and how you are going to pay.  

Then the differences start to show! 

With Flybe or GWR and most other such 

services, you can register, giving your 

name, date of birth, phone, e mail 

address, credit/debit card details, expiry 

date and CVC code. 

 

Thereafter every time you want to book, 

you just enter your registered email 

address and password, select your 

favourite credit or debit card, key in the 

CVC and press ’book’. 

Not so with the IOSSG website; each time 

you book, you have to key in your e-mail 

address four times and then add your 

name, address, date of birth, phone, 16-

digit credit or debit card number, expiry 

date, billing address and CVC number! 

It is useful that IOSSG asks what island 

you are staying on, but it is a bit 

superfluous to ask ‘how did you find out 

about us?’ when they are the monopoly 

supplier of transport services to the 

islands! 

 

Why cannot IOSSG introduce a 

registration scheme for regular travellers?   

Maybe they will if and when competition 

appears.  Good websites sell the product! 

 

Through ticketing and transfers from air to 

ship 

 

FRIST has also raised the issue of the 

lack of through ticketing between Skybus 

and other airlines such as Flybe.  At 

present, if Skybus is delayed, there is no 
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automatic rebooking on a later Flybe 

connection, or vice versa.  You have to 

buy another ticket. 

 

Similarly, if a Skybus flight is cancelled, 

and you are transferred to the Scillonian, 

you pay the £6 cost of the minibus from 

Land’s End to Penzance, and you get no 

refund of the fare difference – maybe 

around £30-£40 on a single passage.   

 

FRIST has often asked the IOSSG for 

details of their proposals to replace the 

aged Scillonian III, which is forecast to 

have to retire in 2018.  We hear of ideas 

proposed to use a design of supply 

vessels as used off West Africa for oil 

workers.   FRIST received good advice 

from Bill Davidson, a former Calmac 

Executive, about more suitable new ships 

for the Scilly – mainland service as well as 

ideas about how they might be financed.  

The advice was well received by some. 

FRIST has noted that the IOSSG has 

registered a number of company names 

with Companies House, including the IOS 

Helicopter Company!  Again, we have 

asked whether this means that the IOSSG 

is considering reinstating a helicopter 

service.  

 

FRIST has raised these and other similar 

issues with the Company but so far have 

received no satisfactory reply. 

 

Communications 

 

A very welcome development is the 

advance email notification of timetable 

changes and likely cancellations or 

delays.  These warnings are very helpful 

not only to passengers but also to 

accommodation providers who will be 

better informed and prepared for the 

impact of adverse weather.  A 

consequence of these notifications, 

however, is that, looking back over recent 

months one is made aware of the number 

of occasions when the weather has 

affected travel plans and thereby the need 

for greater resilience. 

 

In July last year our newly elected 

Member of Parliament, Derek Thomas MP, 

was invited to discussions with the FRIST 

Advisory Group and other interested 

parties, including from the Council and 

Isands’ Partnership.  We took the 

opportunity to fully brief him on the 

passenger and tourism perspective of 

transport services, plus the shortcomings 

and high cost of freight transport.   Many 

problems, options and ideas were raised 

and Derek informed us that he had 

already been discussing with the 

Chancellor the possibility of exempting the 

islands’ freight charges from VAT.  We are 

encouraged by his approach and 

willingness to listen. 

 

Under the heading of ‘Communications’, 

FRIST believes that the community and 

transport users are excluded from 

communication on future transport plans 

which is sad considering the very local 

ethos which motivated the original concept 

of the company.  For example, it is 

rumoured that a replacement vessel for 

the Gry Maritha has already been 

purchased.  It is well known that an all 

year ferry service is needed if only as 

back-up to the air services which are 

frequently hindered by poor visibility.  The 

number of passengers is not likely to be 

high, although the vital need to travel on 

some occasions, and the hardy nature of 

our maritime population, will probably 

ensure a worthwhile provision for 

passengers on the freight ship, particularly 

if a little comfort and dependable timetable 

is available.   

   

Connectivity 

 

We met up again with Derek Thomas at 

the Cornwall Expo, held at Newquay 
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Airport at the end of September, when the 

main issues raised were connectivity with 

train services and extending to other air 

links.  The event was organised by 

Cornwall Council and the emphasis of the 

exhibition, particularly on the first day, was 

transport.   It was attended by the 

Secretary of State, Patrick McLoughlin 

MP, with no opportunity lost on our part to 

mention Isles of Scilly transport.   

At the Cornwall Expo GWR (Great 

Western – or God’s Wonderful – Railway) 

displayed their new design sleeper berth 

and buffet car and we look forward to 

improved comfort and increased capacity 

on that service, which not so long ago, 

was under threat of extinction. 

Also, we have supported the proposed 

carriage of perishable or high value 

foodstuffs, including isLand’s’ lobster and 

crab, overnight direct on passenger trains 

to London hotels and restaurants, 

including a small warehouse facility at 

Penzance.  FRIST attended the reception 

of the first such train in London as well as 

a ‘meet the buyer/seller’ event in the 

House of Commons organised by Derek 

Thomas MP. 

 

Our continued plea, however, is that the 

Sunday night sleeper train from London 

should reach Penzance at the same time 

as on every other weekday rather than an 

hour later, so that passengers could catch 

Scillonian III on a Monday morning.  It is 

recognised that passengers can 

disembark at Plymouth at an unearthly 

hour, cross the platform onto a Cross-

country service, and reach Penzance on 

time but this is a highly unsatisfactory 

solution.  Other timetable failings include 

the last up-country train service (before 

the night sleeper) leaving Penzance at 

7.16 pm, about one minute after the 

Scillonian III docks.  On Saturdays, when 

the sleeper does not run, it is even worse!  

The lack of a Saturday night sleeper train 

service from Penzance to London is a 

major failure given that this is the principal 

changeover day, not only for Scilly but 

also for West Cornwall. 

 

Penzance Harbour 

 

Responsibility for making improvements 

lies with various authorities but joined-up 

thinking is badly needed.  The area most 

urgently in need of attention and where 

responsibility is clearer is Penzance 

Harbour.  Owned by Cornwall Council and 

protected as a listed building, the 

quayside is not fit for purpose for 

embarking or disembarking passengers.  

Queuing to embark, passengers are 

vulnerable to weather and also to 

occasional overtopping from the quay 

wall.  The safety of the structure must be 

in question.    

 

Any poor weather on return, particularly 

when combined with darkness when 

struggling to identify and collect luggage, 

detracts hugely from Scilly as a desirable 

and convenient destination.  This is 

particularly important as this situation 

occurs when flying has been cancelled 

due to poor weather and significant 

numbers of passengers transferred to the 

ship.  These are often people who have 

paid the top price for their accommodation 

and travel and do not expect to be 

physically jostled in a damp, dark hostile 

environment in order to retrieve their 

luggage.  (It is only to be hoped that none 

of these passengers want to visit the 

public toilets before leaving the quay.  

They provide a grim experience with no 

improvements made within living 

memory!)  The prospects for Penzance as 

an inviting passenger port (and it is 

understood that visits from cruise liners 

are to be promoted) are not credible 

without significant steps being taken to 

improve the quayside.  

It is understood that some dredging has 

been undertaken at Penzance Harbour 
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which should improve the prospects for 

choice of vessel to berth there. 

 

Delivery of freight to the ship continues to 

be problematic with reports of lorries 

waiting for up to three hours, and a logjam 

causing disruption to through traffic.  In 

addition to individual freight customers’ 

complaints about freight being turned away 

on arrival at Penzance Harbour, there is the 

frustration of chasing ‘lost’ freight and the 

impact on the small businesses of which 

Scilly is comprised.  Every so often the 

operator issues instructions but liaising 

effectively with suppliers is not easy.  Some 

suppliers are now reported to be 

withdrawing totally from serving the 

isLand’s. 

 

Freight charges are a constant source of 

concern e.g. a 1 ton bag of aggregate 

costing £35, costs £90, making a total of 

£125 to St. Mary’s.   But why put up 

charges when the price of fuel, one of the 

main constituents of costs, is at a 

historically low level? 

 

Cllr. Bert Biscoe of Cornwall Council, who 

holds the transport portfolio, informs 

FRIST along with the Steamship 

Company that representations should be 

directed to the Harbourmaster.  We are 

therefore writing to Andy Brigden at CC in 

the hope he has the power to effect 

change, and whether this authority 

extends to making physical alterations or 

additions to a Grade 1 listed wall.  

 

A safe temporary structure, even a mobile 

shelter, which can be moved when not in 

use, should be allowed until a permanent 

solution is found to this long term but 

acute problem. The IOSSG has provided 

umbrellas, but has expressed frustration 

at the bureaucracy of listed building 

status.  There can no longer be any 

arguments against improvements to this 

truly unacceptable situation. 

Where is the evidence of constructive 

dialogue including the local activists who 

secured the abandonment of ‘Option A’ of 

the Route Partnership project and the 

harbour and heritage authorities?  No 

criticism can be made of the sterling 

efforts and attitude of the crew of the ship 

or staff at the dock on these occasions, 

and it is noted that early boarding is more 

frequently accommodated than in the 

past. 

 

But if nothing can be done, then Newlyn 

Harbour would be a better alternative, with 

more shelter and deeper water for the 

ship, no problem with listed buildings or 

creating dry space for waiting, luggage 

retrieval, or walking to the ship.  We are 

informed that the impediment to using 

Newlyn is the road access although it is 

difficult to imagine a more dangerous road 

crossing than that on the corner of 

Penzance quay.   

 

Inter-island freight 

 

We understand from IOSSC who operate 

the inter-island freight services that the 

Council has cancelled the long standing 

annual subsidy for these services.  We 

have sought an explanation of this from 

the Council, so far to no avail.    

 

St Mary’s Airport 

 

Land’s End Runway now has a hard 

surface and St Mary’s airport runway has 

been resurfaced.  Both these 

developments have improved the 

reliability of air services.  The new terminal 

building at St Mary’s is complete, but there 

are still some extraordinary failures for 

customer care in a new building, whose 

design and construction was managed by 

the IOS Council. 

 

For example, there are times with a cold 

westerly wind when the main door to the 
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building lets in blasts of cold air to the 

check-in area.   The Council appeared to 

have run out of money before it could 

install proper heating, so there are just 

three domestic electric heaters to keep 

perhaps up to 150 people warm while they 

wait for the weather to clear and flying to 

resume.  A FRIST representative, who, 

along with other (delayed) passengers 

and airport staff, was suffering from 

severe cold at the airport, phoned the 

Town Hall to request blankets and hot 

water bottles which, of course, were not 

forthcoming! 

 

Unhelpfully too, the only spot where Wi-Fi 

is available is near the west facing door, 

and furthest from the café.  These may be 

small issues but they don’t do much to 

encourage more customers. 

 

Fortunately for passenger safety, the 

problem with the kerbs at the minibus 

drop-off points which caught many people 

unaware last year and was the scene of 

many a mishap, has been solved.  Again, 

the particularly helpful and cheerful nature 

of the personnel who work at the airport, 

the taxi services and buffet alleviate any 

physical discomfort of the airport 

environment.    

 

One of the main causes of delay or 

cancellation of flights is fog.  EGNOS is 

supposed to allow safe landing in poorer 

visibility, but many questions remain about 

the actual benefit.  It is our understanding 

that, while the necessary equipment have 

been fitted to the aircraft, we understand 

that it has not yet been correspondingly 

equipped in St Mary’s airport to allow 

planes to benefit.     

 

The Future 

 

Hopes are frequently expressed in the 

community that the single transport 

operator will revert to its original priority of 

focusing on its service to the isands 

(rather than to its shareholders) and live 

up to its name of being the Isles of Scilly 

Steamship Company, which is 

increasingly difficult to justify with just two 

island-based directors on the Board and 

its principal offices and staff based in 

Penzance! 

 

 A significant test of the Company’s ethos 

will be with the proposed replacement of 

the Scillonian III.  Will there be 

consultation about the proposed new ship 

and service?  Will a new passenger vessel 

be capable of running a regular service 

during the winter as an affordable and 

reliable back-up to the air services?  Will 

the company be willing to support an 

application for PSO (public service 

obligation) status on the route (possibly 

limited to the winter months)?    

 

You can see that FRIST is working on 

your behalf.  Significant transport news is 

regularly posted on the website 

www.frist.org.uk  and sometimes topics on 

Scilly Today inspire debate.  Membership 

of the Facebook group continues to grow 

but new members of the main group and 

volunteers for the Advisory Group are 

always welcome. Although we regularly 

receive comments and complaints (some 

come in via ‘Visitor Voice’ and get passed 

on), we need to stimulate debate and 

fresh ideas.  There have, after all, been 

good developments in customer care 

practices, and transport staff and crews 

are warmly thanked for the excellent and 

genuine care of their customers. The 

annual reappearance of the Scillonian III 

alongside St Mary’s Quay counts as the 

best day of the year. 

 

We hope to be as positive on the big 

transport issues in the future and that we 

can inspire others to get involved.  Scilly 

may not have public transport but we do 

have great public interest in transport!        

http://www.frist.org.uk/
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Marian Bennett, FRIST Co-ordinator 

07770 341302    01720 423954   marian.bennett@btconnect.com 
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