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REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR  OF COMMERICAL DEVELOPMENT AND INVESTMENT 

AND THE PORTFOLIO HOLDER FOR TRANSPORT AND AIR QUALITY  
 

MERSEY FERRIES 
 
 
1. PURPOSE OF REPORT 

1.1 This report seeks LCR Combined Authority (LCRCA) approval to commit  funding 
from the Strategic Investment Fund (SIF) monies to support Merseytravel‟s 
acquisition of up to two new Mersey Ferries, plus supporting infrastructure works 
(the “Project”). Such ferries to be operated by Merseytravel‟s subsidiary Mersey 
Ferries Limited. The initial source of funding is the Transforming Cities Fund. The 
LCRCA may later seek to modify the source of funding.  

 
2. RECOMMENDATIONS 

2.1 It is recommended that the Liverpool City Region Combined Authority: 

(a) approve investment funding for the Project as recommended in Appendix 1; 
and 

(b) delegate authority to the Director of Commercial Development and 
Investment to agree, within the funding limit provided in Appendix 1, the sum, 
terms and associated agreements in consultation with the Combined 
Authority Monitoring Officer and Combined Authority Treasurer. 

3. PROJECT SUMMARY 

3.1 The Project consists of funding for the purchase by Merseytravel of vessel(s) to 
replace the existing Mersey Ferries and associated pontoons and bridges at 
Seacombe Terminal−– key aspects of the Mersey Ferries longterm strategy 
approved in January 2016. 



3.2 The Mersey Ferries, an important cultural and economic asset for the region, are 
nearly 60 years old and are incurring increasing capital and operational costs, as 
well as regular service failures. In addition to the frequency of such occurrences, 
cost increases are exacerbated by a lack of materials and expertise in dealing with 
such aged assets. Inefficient propulsion technology results in poor operational and 
environmental performance. 

3.3 The current vessels, Royal Iris of the Mersey and Snowdrop, are owned by 
Merseytravel (“MT”) and operated by Mersey Ferries Limited, a 100% subsidiary of  
MT (“MFL”), which also operates „The Beatles Story‟, „The U-boat Story‟ and 
„Spaceport‟. The CA approved in July 2019 the replacement of Spaceport in 
Seacombe by „Eureka! Children‟s Museum‟. 

Currently the ferries provide over 600,000 journeys per year, of which c. 30% are by 
commuters/ cross river travel customers. Merseytravel acknowledges that this low 
proportion is driven by the lack of certainty on the services provide.  Commuter 
patronage has moved in line with levels of service failure.  

3.4 The Project‟s composition results from a MT led options analysis on the number, 
configuration and use of the vessels, compared with doing nothing / minimum (i.e. 
prolonging the life of the current vessels). It now comprises the acquisition of up to 
two new ferries plus supporting infrastructure.  A proportion of the project costs will 
be funded by an ERDF grant for low carbon engines, recognising that the project 
will improve environmental emissions and contribute positively to the carbon 
neutrality target of the CA . 

3.5 MT is currently conducting a “competitive dialogue” procurement exercise for the 
vessels which has not yet concluded.   As the procurement exercise has not yet 
concluded, information regarding the level of funding is exempt from publication.  
The procurement exercise for the vessels requires a Diesel-Electric Hybrid Ready 
(DE-HR) propulsion engine and a capacity for 500 passengers. The design 
contemplates the requirements of efficient staffing, high serviceability, low 
maintenance costs and low running costs, combined with low fuel consumption, 
thus significantly reducing CO2 emissions. This will help grow commuter as well as 
leisure demand and revenue whilst reducing operational costs.  

3.6 Intervention in the related infrastructure is required as the bridges, built in 1879, and 
pontoons at the Seacombe Terminal are in poor condition. They were originally 
designed also to function as booms restraining a larger landing stage, and so their 
continued existence to date is largely attributable to their robustness. In recent 
years, progressive deterioration of the bridges has prompted a consensus that their 
remaining life in situ is limited without significant refurbishment or renewal. 

3.7 The Project should deliver of the following benefits: 

3.7.1 First, significantly improve the cross river transport service and so improve LCR‟s 
transport network resilience. The establishment of the commuter service as a 
reliable, viable mode requires high quality vessels to serve it. This is of particular 
benefit to the immediate communities of Seacombe, Poulton, Egremont and Liscard 
which are poorly served by rail and do not benefit from the same alternatives for 
cross river travel as other communities. It could also generate demand linked park 
and ride options and cycle commuting. Finally, cross river travel demand is 
expected to increase once the Eureka attraction is opened in early 2022, with visitor 



numbers expected to increase by 300% compared to the current Spaceport 
numbers. 

3.7.2 Second, significantly improve the City Region‟s tourist offer, with a broader range of 
more attractive, reliable leisure cruises. Leisure cross subsidises the commuter 
routes and has the potential to improve operating performance by £630k p.a., 
reducing public subsidy on the MF. 

3.7.3 Third, environmental improvements. The LCR is a densely populated conurbation. It 
is a major port and logistics hub for the north of England as well as a major centre 
for automotive manufacturing. Consequently, the reduction in carbon emissions 
from transport systems is a key priority for the City Region. MT will work in tandem 
with the Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP) to ensure that transport systems are 
sustainable and positively support and contribute to the City Region‟s economy. 
These new low carbon vessels will have a positive impact for the region. 

3.7.4 The benefits associated with replacing the current vessels will enable significant 
improvements to be made to the service.  The Ferries will be more likely to appeal 
to a wider a range of potential users and provide opportunities to grow the 
commuter and local markets. This could lead to a reduction in the number of cross 
river journeys made by car and associated vehicle emissions, which is one of the 
main contributing factors to poor air quality. 

3.7.5 The project also provides the opportunity to replace the existing vessel engines with  
Diesel-Electric Hybrid Ready (DE-HR engines) which will improve fuel efficiency 
supporting a reduction in local NO2 emissions and improving the health and 
wellbeing of LCR residents. 

3.8 The new vessel(s) are intended to enter service in autumn 2021. The CA‟s base 
case is for journeys to increase by 120k in the first year of operation and continuing 
to rise thereafter.  

3.9 For further detail on the Project business case and the strategic fit with the 
Transforming Cities Fund please see the final SIF submission in Appendix Two.  

 

4. RESULTS OF ECONOMIC APPRAISAL 

4.1 The recommended Treasury Five Case Model provides a discipline and structure 
against which to make expenditure for public infrastructure and procurement 
decisions to arrive at the best possible decision. This Model is not a substitute for 
judgement and experience. 

 
4.2 Judgement and experience as part of a devolution context must and should include 

local knowledge and an enhanced, in depth understanding of the region. Inclusion 
of this local judgement and experience leads to the conclusion that approving this 
application by MT is the right thing to do locally. 

4.3 Independent economic appraisal returned the following results for MT‟s preferred 
option: 



Net Present Value (NPV) £23.6m 

Benefit Cost Ratio (BCR) 1.3 

 

4.4 The projects benefits have been assessed in accordance with the guidelines set out 
in the DfT‟s WebTAG. This takes into account the economic benefits from a 
transport perspective but excludes the wider benefits that will be derived from the 
impact on the tourism market for the City Region.   

4.5 Forecasts show significant growth for the leisure market and continuation of, and 
enhancements to, the Mersey Ferries service offer is expected to support part of 
this sector growth. Under conservative assumptions, the ferries would have a 
cumulative £160m GVA impact in the City Region by 2050/51 when compared with 
the expected ceasing of operations with the current vessels in 2030/2031 
(expressed in 2010 undiscounted prices), which reflects the Do Nothing scenario. 

4.6 The project is estimated to contribute an additional 30-40 jobs per annum for the 
30-year period between 2021/22 to 2050/51 (calculated based on the impact on the 
visitor economy).   

4.7 Whilst it is acknowledged that the BCR falls below the standard benchmark for 
“high” value for money, the CA is invited to note this project‟s strategic value, 
symbolic importance, anticipated potential and non-quantifiable benefits that include 
supporting regeneration in Seacombe and Wirral Waters, and support for the City 
Region‟s heritage environment. The Mersey Ferries are an iconic symbol of our 
region. 

4.8 Until the procurement process is finished, and the contract is awarded based on its 
value for money and merits, there is not an accurate way to measure the local 
benefits. However, based on standard economic methodology, a capital project of 
similar size would generate an additional 180 FTE jobs during the construction 
period, assuming a 2.5 years timespan. 

4.9 For detail on the economic appraisal, please see Appendix 3.  

 
5. INVESTMENT PANEL CONSIDERATION 

5.1 At its meeting of 21 August 2019, the Investment Panel endorsed the project to 
proceed to Combined Authority consideration. The Panel noted that the DfT‟s 
WebTAG guidelines do not capture the monetary value that accrues to LCR from 
the intrinsic “existence value” of the Mersey Ferries as part of the Region‟s image 
and brand (and the long-run implications in relation to, for example, income and 
employment that flows from tourism and business confidence).    

5.2 The Panel encouraged the CA to address its recommendations which are included 
in Appendix 2.   

5.3 A copy of the Investment Panel paper is attached as a confidential and exempt 
Appendix 2.  

 



6. RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS 

6.1 Financial 

The proposed funding request can be accommodated as part of the overall 
Strategic Investment Fund allocation. The cost savings to be realised will improve 
MT and MFL financial performance.  

 
6.2 Human Resources 

The Project, as defined, does not create additional direct jobs (excluding wider 
visitor economy impacts), the investment will safeguard around 60 jobs for the 
region. The upscale of service anticipated may alter this position. 

 
6.3 Physical Assets 

The physical assets to be created by this project are fully detailed in this report.  

 
6.4 Information Technology 

There are no associated Information Technology implications arising from this 
report. 

 
7. RISKS AND MITIGATION 

Risk 
Probability & 
Impact 

Potential Mitigation 

Actual capital costs for the ferries and 
related infrastructure increase above 
the expected levels 

Medium – High 
The programme board is working intensively to 
ensure costs are kept under control from the 
procurement and design stages onwards. 

Operating costs savings significantly 
less than forecasted 

Medium – High 

Continued financial modelling to ensure 
revenue versus operating expenditure 
projections are met as far as practically 
possible. 

Failure to deliver the forecasted 
outputs, including visitor numbers. 

Low – Medium 
Continued implementation of complementary 
measures to help grow demand from Mersey 
Ferries Long Term Strategy. 

State Aid Risk as MF‟s revenues are 
mainly from the leisure market. Also, 
as the ferries compete against other 
modes of transportation e.g. buses. 

Low – High 

 

Legal advice has been received and the 
investment will be structured in a way that 
complies with State Aid law at minimum risk.  

 

 
8. EQUALITY AND DIVERSITY IMPLICATIONS 

8.1 Equality and Diversity implications are considered as part of the appraisal process 
in accordance with the LCRCA‟s Investment Strategy.  

 



 
9. COMMUNICATION ISSUES 

9.1 The project will be subject to the LCRCA‟s‟ branding guidelines and publicity 
requirements placed upon them as part of the Funding Agreement. In addition the 
CA will, through its adopted communication protocols, publicise the award of 
funding to the project and the associated envisaged outcomes. 

 
10. CONCLUSION 

10.1 This report presents the proposed funding of up to two new, state-of-the-art, fuel 
efficient ferries plus supporting infrastructure improvements to Seacombe ferry 
terminal. Their introduction onto the River Mersey aims to improve the transport 
network and City Region visitor experience, driving inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth. 

 
MARK BOUSFIELD 

Director of Commercial Development and Investment 
 

COUNCILLOR LIAM ROBINSON 
Portfolio Holder: Transport and Air Quality 

 
 

Contact Officer(s): 
Antonia de Winter  0785 029 0095 
 
 
Appendices: 
Appendicies 1 to 9 are exempt by virtue of paragraph(s) 3 of Part 1 of Schedule 12A of the 

Local Government Act 1972  

 


