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A resident of the Parish asked that we 
write about the ferry – it is after all a 
major influence on life in Fishbourne, 
and in Wightlink’s own words, “We’re 
proud to serve the Isle of Wight and 
love everything about the Island.”

In May 2019, when Fiera Infrastructure 
of Canada bought a 50% stake in 
Wightlink it described the business to 
its investors as, “one of the leading 
domestic ferry operators in the UK, 
serving 4.5 million passengers and 
running more than 45,000 crossings 
annually”. 

In the year to March 2019 (the most 
recent available data) Wightlink had 
over 400 employees, a revenue of 
£69m, with an operating profit of 
£17m, around 25%. By comparison 
most regulated rail companies make a 
profit of between 2 and 4%. £14m was 
paid in dividends to its shareholders. 
(All figures are rounded to the nearest 
million). Its highest paid director 
received a salary of £348,000. 

The Fishbourne crossing is only part of 
their business of course but accounts 
for an estimated 2,000,000 passengers 
in 755,000 cars, 100,000 commercial 
vehicles and 150,000 foot passengers 

in a ‘normal’ operating year.

So how did it get to this point?  

This article is a brief summary 
of the growth of the ferry service 
at Fishbourne. For a far more 
comprehensive coverage of the 
subject read: ‘The Fishbourne Car 
Ferry’ by John C H Faulkner.

Terminal Construction
Whilst there are records of ferries 
crossing between the mainland and 
the Island from 1420, the first ferry 
service into Fishbourne was in 1926.  
At the beginning of 1924 Southern 
Railway bought 2 acres of land at the 
head of Wootton Creek with a view to 
establishing a berthing facility for car 
ferries. Power to construct the terminal 
was granted by the Southern Railway 
Act, 1924, and the British Transport 
Commission Act, 175, authorised 
alterations to the slipway. Work on the 
shore-based facilities started in March 
1925 with the construction of a waiting 

room, car parking and pens for the 
containment of livestock, which were 
also transported on the ferry. 

A new road was constructed joining 
the ferry terminal with the main 
Newport to Ryde road at the head of 
Fishbourne Lane. In conjunction with 
the land-based work, dredging work 
was in hand to create a channel for the 
boats. However, this work took longer 
than anticipated, the dredging of the 
deep water channel caused a problem 
as the soft mud continually fell back 
into the channel, and the facility did 
not open until March 1926. 

Initially the service was two round 
trips per day but could be increased at 
peak times. Cost for a car between 10 
and 14 feet long was 22/- shillings one 
way. The service was operated using 
tugs to tow three barges which could 
each carry a maximum of three cars. 
The demand for the service rapidly 
increased and Southern Railway 
asked Denny of Dumbarton to design 
and build a new car ferry. In July 
1927 the first purpose built roll-on-
roll-off vessel, called the 136gt M.V. 
Fishbourne was brought into service. 
With dimensions being 131ft x 25ft 
(40m x 7.6m), and extra screws and 
rudders incorporated in the design to 
increase manoeuvrability, the cost was 
in excess of £13,000 (about £800,000 
today).

Capacity increased to 15 cars and 99 
passengers with a crossing time of 55 
minutes. Facilities for passengers were 
also much improved. The original 
tugboat capability was retained for the 
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transport of livestock and in case the 
car ferry was out of service. With the 
success of this service, an additional 
149gt vessel called M.V. Wootton 
was ordered and came into service 
in June 1928. It carried 16 cars and 
100 passengers. This was followed 
in June 1930 by a third ferry, the 
149gt M.V. Hilsea with a very slight 
increase in capacity. All three ships 
had an operating speed of 8 knots. The 
purchase price of two of the later ships 
was now over £17,000 (approx. £1.08 
million today). Both M.V. Fishbourne 
and the M.V. Wootton were ready 
to assist with the evacuation from 
Dunkirk in 1940, and although their use 
was negligible, M.V. Fishbourne did 
actually sight the French coast. 

Nationalisation
After the Second World War the 
railways were nationalised, and the 
ferry service came under the control 
of British Railways. Towards the end 
of the 1950s the three ships were 
reaching the end of their service 
life, and as a result two new ferries 
called “Fishbourne II” and “Camber 
Queen” were ordered from Philip 
& Son of Dartmouth, at a cost of 
around £175,000 (about £4.1 million 
today). The new ships were larger 
with capacity for 34 vehicles and 165 
passengers and had a service speed 
of 10 knots. The two sister ships 
entered service in July and August 
1961 resulting in the withdrawal of the 
original Fishbourne, Wootton and Hilsea 
in September/October of that year. 

Enter the C-Class
As demand grew on the service, a 
third ferry was ordered from Richards 
of Lowestoft in the form of the 704gt 
Cuthred that could accommodate 
48 cars and 400 passengers. Built 
at a cost of £345,000 and delivered 
in June 1969, the ferry later had the 
car capacity increased to 72 with the 
addition of a hoistable mezzanine 
deck. The vessel was the forerunner 

to perhaps the three most versatile 
vehicle ferries to serve the Solent, 
the trio of C-Class vessels. The first 
ship, the 764gt Caedmon, was built 
by Robb Caledon at a cost of £600,000 
and delivered in July 1973. As with 
the Cuthred, the car capacity of 52 was 
later increased to 76 via a mezzanine 
deck and was able to carry 756 
passengers. 

Around the same time a new slipway 
was built (which is now used by 

the RVYC to launch their dinghies) 
replacing the old one which was 
positioned where the RVYC now has 
its RIB platform. The now redundant 
dolphin erected in 1925 which held up 
the ‘bridge’ to the club pontoons was 
finally replaced by a single steel pile in 
2019.

The Linkspan
Sealink (UK) Ltd was formed on 
1st January 1979 to handle all of 
the operations of the Shipping and 
International Services Division of 
British Rail and was an autonomous 
but wholly owned subsidiary of the 
British Rail Board. Two years later 
two new roll-on, roll-off ferries were 
ordered for the Fishbourne service at 
a cost of £5 million each (about £19 
million today). 

In the British Railways Act of 
1981 a section is dedicated to the 
development works at Fishbourne and 
gave Sealink the authority to carry 
out these works. The works included 
the building of a linkspan, and whilst 
there was much opposition from local 
residents the work was completed in 
June 1983.
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The first of the two new ferries called 
St Catherine (2,036gt. 76.10m long) 
was launched at the Henry Robb 
Caledon Yard, Leith, Scotland, on the 
30th March 1983, entering service 
at Portsmouth on the 3rd July. The 
second ship, the 2,983gt St Helen, 
was launched on 15th September 
1983 from the same shipyard and 
entered service at Portsmouth on 
the 29th November of the same year. 
Both these ships were considerably 
bigger than their predecessors with 
a carrying capacity of 142 cars and 
771 passengers and had an operating 
speed of 12 knots. 

Privatisation
In what was described as the “Sale 
of the Century”, Sealink, comprising 
37 ships, 10 harbours and 24 routes, 
was sold by the UK Government on 
27 July 1984 to US Virgin Island-based 
Sea Containers for just £66 million 
and became known as Sealink British 
Ferries Ltd.

Harbour Authority
At Sealink British Ferries Ltd’s 
application, The Statutory Instrument 
to the 1981 Railways Act published 
in 1984 stated the following, “On the 
day of transfer the Company (Sealink 
British Ferries Ltd) shall become the 
harbour authority for the transferred 
harbour and Sealink shall cease to be 
the harbour authority for that harbour 
(Fishbourne).”

On 27th March 1987 the third Saint 
Class ship entered service, namely 
the 2,968gt/£4.76m St. Cecilia. A 
fourth sister, the 3,009gt/£6.4m St. 
Faith, entered service in July 1990. 
Both were built by the Cochrane Yard, 
Selby, and they had the same carrying 
capacity and operating speed. The 
Fishbourne and Camber Queen had 
been withdrawn in 1983, the Cuthred 
followed in 1987.

Wightlink
Following the takeover of Sealink 
British Ferries by the Swedish Stena 
Line, the Isle of Wight ferries division 
was excluded from the sale and 
remained with Sea Containers the 
Bermuda-based company. Unable to 
continue using the Sealink trading 
name, ‘Wightlink’ was created on the 
1st June of that year following a public 
competition to find a new operating name. 

The statutory Instrument 1991 No. 
106 made the following statement, 
“On the day of transfer the Company 
(Wightlink) shall become the harbour 
authority for the transferred harbour 
and Sealink shall cease to be the 
harbour authority for that harbour.” (A 
harbour authority is an independent 
self-governing body that is responsible 
for safely managing and efficiently 
running a harbour.) The ferry operator 
had held the freehold to the ferry 
port/terminal since Southern Railway 
opened the route in 1926, unlike 
Yarmouth and Cowes Harbours 
which are owned and managed by 
their Harbour Commissioners. Cross 
Solent ferry companies pay significant 
berthing dues at Cowes (Red Funnel 
paid in the region of £600,000 in 2020), 
Yarmouth, Portsmouth, Lymington 
and Southampton, but nothing at 
Fishbourne.

The Buy-In
In June 1995 the company was the 
subject of a management buy-in. 
CinVen and RBS’s leveraged finance 
division helped the Wightlink chief 
executive and his fellow managers 
buy the business from Sea Containers 
for £107.5m. In 2001 the management 
team bought out CinVen for £180m 
and it remained a private company 
until 2005, when it was acquired by 
the Macquarie European Infrastructure 
Fund. This was considered a 
controversial purchase. The BBC 
reported that Macquarie bought 
Wightlink with borrowed money. 
It carried a lot of debt, so plenty of 
Wightlink’s very healthy operating 
profit was spent servicing that debt. 
This was criticised by Islanders who 
wanted more of the money spent on 
services. Instead fares rose, lightly-
used late night services were cut to 
trim costs, and staff numbers were 
reduced. 

In July 2001 the 5,359gt St. Clare, 
with capacity for 186 cars and 878 
passengers entered service. This 
13-knot ship was a departure from all 
the other ships in that it was built by 
the Remontowa Shipyard in Gdansk, 
Poland. Service speed had increased 
slightly to 13 knots. Her four 5-cylinder 
Wartsila diesel engines have a very 
distinctive exhaust sound, and black 
exhaust emissions, as well as an 
unfortunate excessive vibration. St. 
Clare together with 2 new high-speed 
catamarans were purchased for £15m 
and strengthened Wightlink’s position 
as Britain’s biggest independent ferries 
operator. 

So who owns Wightlink? Arca Topco 
Ltd. was incorporated on 10th October 
2014  (previously known as De Facto 
2139). This company acts as a holding 
company for the Wightlink asset, and 
is where the debt sits. At March 2019 
(latest available information) Arca 
Topco had bank loans and overdrafts 
of £170m, secured on the assets 
and bearing an interest at margin 
over LIBOR. They owed £74.343m to 
shareholders, unsecured, and bearing 
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interest at 9.25%. So the total long 
term borrowings (excluding pension 
liabilities) is £244.343m. The interest 
paid was £7.9m. 

The management of the company 
finances is not of course made public, 
however Wightlink makes the profit 
and has no debt. Group tax relief on 
the interest paid and other marine 
tax breaks mean that the UK entities 
pay no tax. The interest is paid to 
the shareholders, which are based 
offshore (in Luxembourg) where they 
pay lower tax and will ensure that 
tax is never ever paid, anywhere! 
This is not illegal, as international 
tax agreements, and a lack of proper 
international cooperation blocks any 
move from the status quo.  

On 16 February 2015, Wightlink was 
sold by the Macquarie European 
Infrastructure Fund to Balfour 
Beatty Infrastructure Partners 
(BBIP) for a reported £230m. On 15 
May 2015, Wightlink announced a 
revised investment of £45 million 
to include the purchase of a new 
ferry, the upgrading of St Clare and 
modifications to the terminals at both 
ends to facilitate double-deck loading. 
It is worth noting that the CEO’s salary 
that year was £714,000.  

In July 2016, Balfour Beatty 
exited BBIP, which became Basalt 
Infrastructure Partners. Basalt is the 
investment arm of Balfour Beatty, so 
this was an administrative disposal.

On Wednesday 7 February 2018 the 
new £30 million and 8,041gt hybrid 
vehicle ferry Victoria of Wight was 
launched at the Cemre shipyard in 
Turkey. It entered service on 26 August 
2018 to much fanfare. The vessel has 
an operating speed of 13 knots, an 
overall length of 90m and capacity for 
178 cars and 1,175 passengers.  

In the same year a report written 
for the Isle of Wight Transport 
Infrastructure Task Force was 
published. It states, “Wightlink Ltd 
is part of a complex group structure, 
presumably established to minimise 

tax liabilities and maximise profits. 
The statutory accounts reviewed 
during this analysis comply with 
regulations and have received 
unqualified audit reports; however 
they are opaque to a lay reader and 
take advantage of all disclosure 
exemptions available.” Report written 
by A-To-There Consultants entitled, 
Evidence Based Assessment of Cross-
Solent Ferry Operations. 

Government Subsidies
In November 2020 Wightlink launched 
a consultation with staff following their 
announced £20m losses since the start 
of the Covid-19 pandemic, declaring 
that they must become a more sustain-
able business to cope with future 
financial risks. During 2020 the ferry 
companies were given £4.9m to assist 
them to maintain a service. Wightlink 
received about 40% of this.  

Shore based Wightlink staff are 
administered by Wightlink Ltd. Afloat 
staff are administered by Wightlink 
Guernsey Ltd. There are over 200 with 
each. The ferry operator stated that 
there was a possibility of job losses, 
and was asking for a change to work-
ing conditions and pensions. The RMT 
Union was particularly aggrieved 
as it stated that at the height of the 
pandemic (April to September 2020) 
employees loaned 20% of their salary 
and gave up terms and conditions for 
6 months to allow the company to 
keep trading.

On the 8th January 2021 the RMT 
union announced a series of strike 
dates as a result of an overwhelming 
majority of staff voting to take indus-
trial action.

On the 15th January 2021 The Island 
Echo reported that a further £6.5  
million is to be given to Wightlink, Red 
Funnel and Hovertravel to safeguard 
the vital links between the Isle of 
Wight and the mainland. The County 
Press published an article on the 20th 
January 2021 quoting Wightlink CEO 
Keith Greenfield, “We appreciate the 

funding and are happy to receive it of 
course, it is desperately needed.” He 
continues later in the piece to say that, 
“we are fighting to survive”.

Does he mean the Ferry Service or the 
‘Business’? The shareholders perhaps 
now should appreciate that they have 
a gold-plated investment – in good 
times they receive four times more 
profit than most within the transport 
sector, and in bad times they get 
bailed out.

Perhaps the final word should go to 
Mr Seely MP and a quote from his 
election manifesto, “The ferries were 
privatised badly, without any public 
service obligation. This was wrong.  
Since then, both companies have been 
loaded with debt, debt that passengers 
pay for every time we use the service.  
In addition, they deliver a very high 
profit on their turnover, three to five 
times greater than average. The own-
ers of the ferry firms do exceptionally 
well at the expense of the Island.” 

(Thanks to John CH Faulkner and 
Andrew Cooke for use of their pho-
tos and information on the history of 
the ferries, Wootton Bridge Historical 
for their excellent website, also Dave 
Moore and Tony Hart for their assist-
ance.)

Every effort has been made to 
ensure that this article is accurate 
and based on factual information 
already in the public domain.  If you 
have any comments please contact 
The Chairman of the Parish Council, 
Malcolm Hector: 
malcolm.hector@gmail.com

This article was sent to Mr. K. 
Greenfield, CEO of Wightlink on the 
27th January 2021 by e-mail. Receipt 
was acknowledged but there has been 
no further comment.

Wightime Clock Repairs
“If we can, we will.”

Andrew S. Cooke – Horologist
Celebrating 30 years on the trade

Free Islandwide collection and 
delivery service

At Wightime we accept a large vari-
ety of clocks for repair, please visit 
our website for the full listing
Clock set up service also available

Tel: (01983) 752418
Email: wightime@aol.co.uk
Web: www.wightime.com

F. R. Frise Jewellers, Kimberley 
House, High Street, Freshwater, 
Isle of Wight, PO40 9JX

St Helen (Wightlink livery No 2) pictured in 2003


