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1. PURPOSE OF REPORT 
 
 This report is aimed at providing a summary of key operational 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 The Covid-19 impact on Mersey Ferries operations over the last 18 months has 

been significant and Mersey Ferries have played a key role in the management of 
the Covid -19, having to curtail services early in the pandemic and then introduce 
a range of detail operational arrangements aimed at returning operations and 
matching national restrictions with customer demand to ensure services have 
been able to operate safely as expected. In such instances, Mersey Ferries offers 
cross river travel resilience to other transport modes. 

 
3.3 Initial impacts in March 2020 saw 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 on 30 March 2021. 

 
3.4 Services resumed on 14 May 2020, but throughout the remainder of 2020 and up 

until 17 May 2021, the services focussed solely on cross river transport services, 
matching the various demand for such through the various national restrictions 
and local arrangements. As a result, passenger numbers and income have been 
severely impacted. 

 
3.5  Our main leisure product, the River Explorer Cruise, re-started on 17 May 2021 in 

line with national restrictions being eased, and passenger numbers have steadily 
increased since. The table below helps demonstrate the steady increase since the 
re-introduction of this popular leisure product, with the final peak due to the start of 
the summer holidays. 

 
 

 
 
3.6 Our other leisure products, including the Manchester Ship Canal Service and our 

evening cruises, have not restarted. This remains under regular review during the 
summer period and it is expected at least some of these cruises will be re-
introduced before the end of 2021. The key issues to manage are linked to 
operational resilience (in terms of both staff and vessel availability), likely demand 
and other associated costs. Officers will ensure the right balance of all factors are 
considered prior to re-introducing the services. 
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3.7 The other key point to note operationally is the current closure of Seacombe 

Terminal and Landing Stage, details of which are summarised below, to allow for 
essential works and improvements to be progressed. As a result, services are 
currently operating between Woodside and Pier Head only, an arrangement likely 
to remain until March 2022. 

 
 Ferries Strategy Programme Update 
 
 New Vessels 
 
3.8 In terms of the new Vessels, members will be aware that the formal procurement 

process for new vessels was abandoned in May 2021 as the bids received were 
considered not affordable. However, following that decision being communicated 
to bidders, an approach has been made by both bidders since with a view to 
addressing those affordability issues, whilst maintaining our requirements. Officers 
are holding discussions around what is feasible in terms of options. 

 
3.9 At the same time, the option to refurbish the existing vessels is also progressing 

as a contingency, ensuring that no further delays are introduced and the available 
Transforming Cities Fund and European Structural and Investment Fund is 
achieved within the funding timescales. 

 
3.10 It is essential new or refurbished vessels are introduced in the near future to 

enable delivery in line with the long-term Ferries strategy. 
 
 Seacombe Terminal and Landing Stage 
 
3.11 As part of the longer-term strategic interventions, the team have also been working 

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

 
3.12 The existing link span bridges were dismantled on site due to their weight and 

size, and eventually removed from the site over a 4-day period in late July 2021 – 
this removal was heavily publicised via social media to highlight the extent of the 
project. New bridges were planned for installation at the end of August; however 
the programme has been delayed for a range of reasons and this date has slipped 
with final dates to be confirmed. The new installation will attract not only the same 
social media profile, but wider interest with a series of press announcements and 
coverage. 

 
3.13 The landing stage refurbishment has been progressed in water, ensuring a full re-

paint and refurbishment of key infrastructure, including gangways, on the stage 
itself. This further complex work has seen the internal and external structure of the 
landing stage receive a full re-paint to provide a further 25-year life expectancy. 
Work remains on programme for completion in November 2021. 

 
3.14 Work on the former Spaceport attraction at Seacombe, planned for a new Eureka 

Mersey! attraction, has also commenced. This will not only see the creation of a 
Eureka Mersey, but also a major refurbishment of the terminal building too – 
meaning with the link span and landing stage renewal, we will have a completely 
refreshed customer offer on site and due for opening in March 2022. Eureka 



Mersey! is likely to open in late summer, after the Ferry Terminal. Works in this 
location will also see major improvements to the exterior of the Terminal building 
itself, meaning a significant refresh to the overall customer offer at Seacombe. 

 
  
 Woodside Terminal and Landing Stage 

 
3.15 Positive steps have also been taken in respect of the U-Boat Story and Woodside 

Ferry Terminal. First of all, in respect of the U-Boat Story, a third-party operator 
has been identified to operate and refresh the attraction. Whilst the detail of that 
operator will remain confidential for commercial reasons until details are finalised, 
negotiations are at an advanced stage in respect of a 40-year lease for the site 
which will see an investment and refresh of the U-Boat Story. The third-party 
operator has a range of similar successful attractions nearby and plans are in 
place to align these attractions and create a wider customer offer, which in turn will 
promote travel on the Mersey Ferry services and footfall at Woodside. Detailed 
contractual arrangements are being put in place to ensure all parties are protected 
with a complex transfer of land, services and artefacts. 

 
3.16 The third-party operator has ambitions plans for a major refresh of the attraction 

and, through Wirral Council, has been part of a Levelling up Fund Bid which will 
see a major refresh of the attraction and surrounding area – looking to support 
wider regeneration of the Woodside area. The operator is also exploring other 
funding streams in order to ensure their vision is delivered. 

 
3.17 In terms of the Woodside Ferry Terminal itself, officers have worked with 

colleagues in Wirral Council to produce a Levelling Up Fund bid, which not only 
contributes to a refreshed U-Boat Story as summarised above but will also see an 
improved transport interchange in the area outside Hamilton Square Railway 
Station, as well as the bid including funding for the renewal of Woodside Landing 
Stage – securing ferry services at Woodside for the next 25 years if successful. 
Members will be aware the life expectancy of the existing stage is March 2023. 

 
3.18 The Levelling Up Fund Bid was submitted in June 2021 with funding 

announcements expected in November 2021, the proposed refresh of the U-Boat 
Story was able to generate sufficient demand for a business case that justifies this 
investment. In support of this Liverpool City Region Combined Authority has 
provided pre-development funding to further develop the proposals for the 
Woodside area, including the procurement of a detailed design for a new landing 
stage, which is currently being progressed by officers. 

  
 
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, or via external funding bids as summarised 
within the reports. 

 
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 61 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. The delayed procurement process has 
increased this risk, with investment in recent years reducing pending new or 
refurbished vessels. 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, protect the vessels and ensure we protect 
the Ferries brand moving forward.  

 
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 and landing stage design processes 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. 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. 

 
 
8. 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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