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1. PURPOSE OF REPORT 
 
 This report is aimed at providing a summary of key activities within the Mersey 

Ferries, including an update on progress of the long-term Mersey Ferries Strategy. 
 
 

2. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 It is recommended that the Transport Committee note the contents of the report. 
 
 
3. BACKGROUND 
 
3.1 The details within this report provide an update of key activities at Mersey Ferries 

over the last 12 months, including work associated with our response and recovery 
from the Covid-19 outbreak. For details on specific performance on passenger 
numbers and financials, please refer to the corporate quarterly performance report. 

 
 Operational Update and Performance 
 
3.2 Work had progressed well over the Autumn and Winter period of 2019/20, preparing 

the vessels for their annual survey and planning arrangements for our busy summer 
season planned for 2020. The plans saw the highest ever number of special cruises 
planned on the river, including evening cruises, Manchester Ship Canal Cruises and 
Liverpool Bay Cruises. 

 
3.3 The detailed planning was interrupted with the outbreak of Covid-19, which resulted 

in a reduction and eventual closure of Mersey Ferry services. The River Explorer 
(our daily leisure cruise) was cancelled on 24 March 2020 following the national 
lockdown announcement and the service moved to a cross river commuter service. 
Following the low number of passengers and reducing demand, the service was 
suspended fully 30 March 2020 – see chart below for reduction in demand. 

 
 



 

  
 
 
 
3.4 During lockdown, regular visits to our terminals and vessels were undertaken, until 

the service was re-instated to a cross river service, operating between Seacombe 
and Pier Head, on 14 May 2020. Services initially operated on a weekday and over 
the first 4 weeks gradually stepped up to its current level of service, operating a full 
commuter service between the hours of 7.20am and 10am, and again from 4pm to 
7pm on a Monday to Friday. Between these hours of a weekday, and from 10am to 
5pm on a weekend, the service offers hourly cross river services between Liverpool 
and Seacombe. 

 
3.5  Patronage levels showed a steady increase throughout June, July and into August, 

but following an increase in Covid-19 cases we saw patronage begin to drop in 
September 2020. The attached graph below helps to show the the demand since 
the service commenced on 14 May 2020. 
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3.6 At the outset of the Covid-19 outbreak, the team were taking monthly decisions in 
terms of the provision or cancellation of special cruises, such as our Manchester 
Ship Canal cruises or our evening cruises. However, as the Covid-19 initial 
lockdown and subsequent restrictions have extended into the summer, the team 
have taken a difficult decision to cancel all leisure cruises for the 2020 season and 
commence planning for 2021. 

 
3.7 Services continue to operate on a cross river basis only between Seacombe and 

Pier Head and planning has already started for the 2021 season. The approach will 
be light touch initially, with the ability to step up should demand return – with details 
being reviewed further early in 2021. 

 
3.8 The Pier Head continues to suffer with an accumulation of sand, requiring 

significant dredging on a periodic basis. During the cancellation of services in April/ 
May 2020, the organisation took advantage by commissioning extensive dredging in 
and around the Pier Head landing stage to ensure service could be maintained. 
Despite this positive intervention, we have seen depths reduce since resulting in 
loss of service at very low tides. Officers are working towards regular dredging to 
alleviate this issue. 

 
 Ferries Strategy Update 
 
3.9 In terms of the new Vessels, the team have re-commenced the procurement 

process and entered into a second ‘Best and Final Offer’ (BAFO) stage. In effect, 
this will see the remaining bidders go through a period of dialogue aimed at making 
potential financial savings, and submitting revised bids based on our outline 
requirements. 

 
3.10 This refresh of the procurement process means we are approximately 12 months 

behind the original programme, which saw the vessels launched on the Mersey in 
2021. However, a refreshed programme is not available at this stage until the 
procurement programme is complete, the commission confirmed and the winning 
bidders programme is confirmed in detail. 

 
3.11 As part of the longer-term strategy interventions, the team have also been working 

hard on the refurbishment of the Seacombe landing stage, and renewal of the 
linkspan bridges. 

 
3.12 Following a competitive procurement process earlier this year, a contractor has 

been appointed for the first stage of the design process – ensuring early contractor 
involvement and the ability to de-risk the relevant refurbishment and new build 
process. This design stage has progressed but has identified a number of additional 
works, which has delayed the overall programme by around 12 weeks. However, it 
remains on target in terms of financial performance and stage of the award, 
including confirmed construction dates, is imminent. 

 
3.13 Preparation is underway at Woodside Terminal (including U Boat Story) to reopen 

on the first working day of 2021 as the Seacombe Stage will not be operational from 
that point. A Communications and Social Media campaign will start on 2nd 
November for the public and stakeholders 

 



3.14 In respect of the Woodside terminal, following previous recommendations via this 
Committee, officers continue to work with colleagues in Wirral council to ensure any 
longer-term decisions are linked to Wirral Council’s long-term plans for the area. 
The organisation is awaiting Wirral Council’s long-term plans for the Woodside area 
before confirming our approach for the terminal, the landing stage (which has a life 
expectancy of 2 years maximum) and the service itself. 

 
3.15 The work with Eureka Mersey! has progressed well, with the Grant funding 

Agreement and Agreement for leases now in place. The programme has been 
delayed due to Covid-19, with work expected to start on site in March 2021. 

  
 
4. RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS 
 
4.1. Financial 

 
There are no direct financial implications associated with this report. The details of 
financial performance are reported corporately in the quarterly performance report, 
aimed at supplementing this report. The Mersey Ferries Programme Board 
continues to ensure long term planning to fund the various interventions identified 
within the strategy. Any formal approvals for expenditure will be via the 
Merseytravel meeting as required. 

 
4.2. Human Resources 
 

There are no HR related issues associated with this report. Staff will of course be 
fully engaged with any new vessel proposals during the procurement process. 
 

4.3. Physical Assets 
 

Projects associated with the assets within Mersey Ferries are summarised within 
this update report and Asset Management colleagues are key members of the 
project teams. 
 

4.4. Information Technology 
 

There are no issues associated with Information technology within this report. 
 
4.5 PMO Implications 
 
 The Mersey Ferries long term strategy is a key project for Merseytravel and the 

Combined Authority, and so the programme is monitored in detail through regular 
monthly dashboard reports. 

 
  



 
 
 
5. RISKS AND MITIGATION 
 
5.1 The increasing risk linked to the Mersey Ferry operations is the reliability of the 

existing vessels. Both are now 60 years old, and despite investment and effective 
maintenance over their life, the vessels performance had shown a worrying trend of 
loss of service for technical faults. To address this, the Ferry strategy aims to 
mitigate many of these risks in the longer term, and in the short term the operational 
activities are focussing on how we improve reliability and ensure we protect the 
Ferries brand moving forward. During the 2019 season, the level of service 
provision has demonstrated the short-term success of these changes. 

 
5.2 The Ferries long term strategy has a Programme Board, with a specific risk register 

aimed at understanding and mitigating the key risks associated with the identified 
interventions. Officers review this monthly to monitor changes and ensure 
appropriate responses to any change. 

 
 
6. EQUALITY AND DIVERSITY IMPLICATIONS 
 

As the report is for noting only and does not require any formal decisions, an 
Equality Impact Assessment has not been completed in this case. However, a key 
element of the vessels design process will involve engagement with a diverse range 
of service users, aimed at ensuring appropriate views are taken into account for all 
protected characteristics. In particular, work has already commenced via the 
organisations Access Officer on outline design of the new vessels, and this will 
continue during the design and construction phase. 
 

 
7. PRIVACY IMPLICATIONS 
 

There are no privacy implications associated with this report. 
 

 
8. COMMUNICATION ISSUES 
 

The information contained within this report is linked closely to communication plans 
in key projects to ensure key customer and stakeholder engagement where 
relevant. 

 
  



 
9. CONCLUSION 
 

This report summarises key activities within the Mersey Ferries to ensure Members 
are aware of topical and relevant issues, along with progress of activities included 
within the relevant service plan and strategy. 

 
 

GARY EVANS 
Assistant Director Customer Delivery 
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