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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
1. This report seeks to report back on the work relating to the Cowes Floating 

Bridge (FB6) since the last Cabinet Paper of 25 October 2021, namely: - 
 

 To report on the results of the independent Cabinet Office ‘Gateway 5 
Review’ which was completed by Local Partnerships at the end of 
November 2021.  

 To update on the legal process and mediation. 
 

2. The report seeks Cabinet views on the recommendations contained in the 
Gateway review and seeks approval to implement these within agreed 
timescales. 
 

3. Cabinet approval is sought to carry out further work alongside these proposals 
as detailed in the recommendations below, including exploring the potential for 
an alternative (new) vessel. 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
1) To note the Gateway 5 Review report and approve the implementation 

of the respective recommendations subject to resources 
 

2) To continue with the mediation process  
 

3) Alongside this to provide where resources allow:  
 

 A financial analysis of the costs of keep Floating Bridge 6 over the potential 
25-year lifetime of the vessel compared with the previous profit-making FB5 
and a potential new, well-performing FB7.  This would include a detailed 



 

 
 

 
BACKGROUND 
 
4. The sixth Cowes Floating Bridge (FB6), a chain operated ferry, has now been 

in service for over 4 years, commencing on 13 May 2017.  
 

5. The current position of FB6 is well documented and the issues that have been 
experienced since the vessel commenced service. A full account and 
background to this together with the history of problems encountered was set 
out in the Scrutiny report dated 9 March 2021 and the Cabinet report of 25 
October. 
 

6. Floating Bridge 6 has now re-entered service following substantial repairs after 
a significant period of downtime due to discovery of additional latent defects. 

 
The Gateway Review 
 

7. As per a request from the Solent Local Enterprise Partnership (SLEP), which 
provided most of the funding for the new floating bridge with money from the 
Government’s Local Growth Fund, a Cabinet Office Gateway 5 review was 
undertaken by Local Partnerships in November 2021 and the full report is 
attached in Appendix 1. The recommendations are summarised Appendix 2. 
 

8. It was acknowledged by Local Partnerships that FB6 has experienced 
significant reliability problems and associated repair costs since it first became 
operational.  It focussed primarily on the physical vessel itself, in a snapshot in 
time, and did not review much on issues such as performance ability as a 

assessment of an alternative (new) vessel provision, with a forecast, before 
any further assessment of whether Floating Bridge 6 can sustainably 
continue to operate.  

 

 An economic impact assessment of Floating Bridge 6, reviewing impact on 
local businesses including shops and mobile businesses as well economic 
depressors such as traffic, reviewing past, current, and potential future 
damage 

 

 A clear set of performance requirements for the Floating Bridge service, 
based upon the previous Floating Bridge 5’s performance in its best (peak) 
years as minimum standards for what is necessary for a good service which 
successfully helps the economy and is financially viable, in terms of 
frequency of crossings, availability, accessibility, efficiency, affordability and 
determine if Floating Bridge 6 can meet those requirements. 
 
4) To provide a further report to Cabinet upon the completion of 

legal mediation process and provide progress on the delivery of 
the recommendations within the Gateway review. In addition to 
make recommendations for further considerations and actions in 
terms of the existing FB6 vessel when considered against the 
viability of alternatives, such as a replacement vessel. 

 



 

 
 

service or financial issue such as increased operational costs and lost profit, for 
example. 

 
9. The purpose of the Gateway 5 Review was to assess the status of the FB6 

vessel project at a specific point in the project life and to determine the level of 
confidence in the  ability of the council to deliver the original  aims and 
objectives as it moves forward from this point.  
 

10. The Local Partnerships review team assessment of the Floating Bridge 6 (FB6) 
project has provided an overall Delivery Confidence Assessment of Amber.  
 

11. The review team found that the significant existing issues are receiving effective 
management attention and that there are clear plans in place to move the 
vessel back into operation in the near future. The report’s recommendations 
are shown in Appendix 2 to this report: 
 

12. A change in the overall Delivery Confidence Assessment scoring to Green is 
conditional on the recommendations identified in the review report being 
actioned.  
 

13. The report advises that the chain depth issue is one of the key reasons why the 
report was not accorded a GREEN status in the Review. This is a continuing 
concern and is currently costing the council an additional £90,000 - £100,000 
per annum for the use of a Push Boat, with the associated continuing 
reputational damage, or implementing a thruster solution at an estimated likely 
cost in excess of £900,000. This requirement is typically necessary for up to 
two hours before and after spring tides, once/twice a day (dependent upon tide 
times), up to 14 days a month. 

14. The results of the Cabinet Office Gateway 5 Review are welcomed in that it 
gives confidence that most of the right measures and management 
arrangements are in place to ensure the future operation of the FB6 vessel and 
is committed to delivering the actions set out in the Gateway 5 Review. 

 
Legal Process and Mediation  
 

15. An agreement has been reached between the three parties to seek to settle this 
dispute through mediation, in turn to try and avoid lengthy and costly court 
proceedings. Although mediation is not mandatory, in cases of this sort, 
mediation has a good prospect of narrowing the issues in dispute or resolving 
them entirely and a court may take the view that a failure to mediate was 
unreasonable and impose sanctions in terms of costs. 
 

16. Whilst the legal advice is to proceed to mediation, Cabinet could take the view 
that they wish to proceed straight to court proceedings. This option would be 
likely to add considerable delay to any resolution and result in the continuation 
of FB6 for the duration of the legal case. By way of illustration, even if a trial in 
the court proceedings were concluded in the council’s favour, the council could 
expect up to two years to have elapsed in reaching that stage.  
 



 

 
 

17. However, if mediation fails to produce an acceptable settlement, the council 
reserves the right to seek redress from the court. 
 

18. Lester Aldridge, the council’s appointed external lawyers, have been in regular 
correspondence with the naval architects and the shipbuilder (the two 
defendants in this case) in order to establish a date for mediation. The delay in 
mediation has been due to the discovery of significant additional latent defects 
following the latest vessel breakdown which add significantly to the losses 
claimed from the defendants.  
 

19. Both defendants  have confirmed they do not wish to inspect the vessel after 
the recent works and are prepared to mediate but have requested at least four 
weeks from the date on which the council has set out its revised losses (in the 
case of the naval architect)and not until Mid-February 2022 (in the case of the 
shipbuilder) in order for them to prepare for mediation. As a result a mediation 
date has now been agreed, which will take place in the week beginning 28 
February 2022. 

 
STRATEGIC CONTEXT 
 
20. The continuation of a cross-Medina service between East Cowes and Cowes 

contributes to the council’s priority as set out in the Corporate Plan of growing 
the economy and tourism.  

 
21. The floating bridge is a discretionary service that the council has no legal 

obligation to provide. The council’s medium-term budget strategy identifies the 
financial pressures facing the council in meeting its statutory responsibilities. 
Therefore, where it chooses to provide significant discretionary services this 
should be at either no, or limited additional cost, to the council. It should be 
noted that the previous floating bridge FB5, made an operating profit for the Isle 
of Wight Council 

 
22. The new floating bridge was commissioned with significant financial support 

from the Solent LEP as part of a wider regeneration support package for the 
Island. 

 
CONSULTATION 
 
23. Consultation will need to take place with key stakeholders in addition to legal 

support and advice when decisions are being taken on the future of the floating 
bridge service. Ongoing discussion and updates to the respective town and 
parish councils and users will continue. The views of the funding partner the 
Solent Local Enterprise Partnership (SLEP) will also be sought at appropriate 
junctures 

 
FINANCIAL / BUDGET IMPLICATIONS 
 

24. At this stage all the financial implications are yet to be established; in terms of 
the Gateway review these will be produced before the recommendations (if 



 

 
 

agreed) are implemented. Once the costs of the analysis are established, 
funding will need to be approved by the S151 Officer for this to proceed. 

 
25. The financial impact of the mediation will only be determined when this has 

been undertaken 
 
IMPACT ON YOUNG PEOPLE AND FUTURE GENERATIONS 
 
26. The service is used by young people, and for many it provides a service for 

their travel to school and college. The recent issues associated with the service 
have impacted on young people as well as all other users. However 
contingency plans have now been put in place with education for bus travel in 
certain circumstances The report seeks to address these issues and to provide 
a more reliable service for young people and future generations. 

 
CLIMATE, ENVIRONMENT & UNESCO BIOSPHERE IMPACT 
 
27. The council has approved a Climate and Environment Strategy and 

associated action plan in October 2021 with the aim of achieving net zero 
carbon emissions in its own operations and business by 2030 and across 
the Island by 2040. 
 

28. The implementation of FB6 had a positive impact on the council’s and the 
Islands greenhouse gas emissions through: 

 
1)  the replacement of old inefficient engines and plant with modern 

energy efficient equipment.  
2) Providing active travel option for cyclists and pedestrians between 

east and west Cowes (including when the passenger launch is in 
operation). 

3) Reducing vehicle journeys around the river medina 
4) Improving air quality with reduced vehicle movements 

 
29. In respect of showing regard to the IW Biosphere, The purpose of the IW 

Biosphere development is to use the interaction between areas of the highest 
environmental protection, areas of less constrained environmental protections 
and areas of human population and infrastructure to enhance sustainable 
social, economic, environmental, and cultural development. The 
sustainable development the coastal communities of Cowes, East Cowes and 
the Medina Estuary must support ecology, wildlife and for the people who live 
and visit these areas. 
 

30. The River Medina and surrounding townships have incredibly diverse 
ecosystems and cultural amenities with significant waterside communities, 
commercial, industrial, and residential frontages. 
 

31. The main transport route connecting Cowes and East Cowes is the floating 
bridge, without which it is necessary to drive inland around the length of the 
estuary. The connectivity that Floating bridge 6 provides connectivity between 
the social, cultural and the protected marine habitats is unique and significantly 



 

 
 

important to the sustainable growth of the medina estuary and the coastal 
townships. (see background papers) 
 

32. The area is of great economic importance to the Island supporting the marine 
service industry, two cross Solent ferry ports, recreational sailing, major 
yachting events, some commercial fishing large businesses and SME and the 
main industrial/commercial shipping port. 
 

33. The economic assessment of Floating Bridge 6 should show regard to the 
sustainable economic development of the surrounding historic townships and 
the provisions of a sustainable transport alternative to driving around the 
Medina. 
 

34. In the development of performance requirements consideration should be given 
to gathering a baseline of greenhouse gas emissions with a view to monitoring 
and where possible seeking to reduce emissions. 
  

LEGAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
35. The previous Isle of Wight County Council acquired the floating bridge on 31 

March 1972 under the Ferries (Acquisition by Local Authorities) Act 1919. The 
current council took over this service and provides the crossing between East 
Cowes and Cowes pursuant to that Act. The council may charge such tolls as it 
determines.  

 
The Council continues to be involved in a legal action against both the naval 
architects and the shipbuilder to seek recompense for the poor performance of 
the vessel and other associated costs. Information on the progress being made 
in this regard are provided in the relevant section above (paragraphs 15 – 20)  

 
EQUALITY AND DIVERSITY 
 
36. The Council, as a public body, is required to meet its statutory obligations under 

the Equality Act 2010 to have due regard to eliminate unlawful discrimination, 
promote equal opportunities between people from different groups and to foster 
good relations between people who share a protected characteristic and people 
who do not share it. The protected characteristics are age, disability, gender 
reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, 
religion or belief, sex, and sexual orientation.  

 
37. The proposal in this report has no direct impact on those with protected 

characteristics; however, the continuation of a link between East Cowes and 
Cowes will be important to ensure family links are maintained, that young people 
are able to easily access education provision and that carers can reach their 
family members and clients in a timely manner. 
 

38. OPTIONS 
 
The following options have been identified: -  
 



 

 
 

1) To note the Gateway review and to ask staff to implement the 
recommendations subject to resources. 

2) Not to accept the recommendation of the Gateway review and to seek 
an alternative way forward. 

3) To continue with the mediation process as timetabled. 
4) Not to continue with mediation and seek alternative legal redress 
5) Provide the following work to support the Gateway review subject to 

resources: - 

 

 A clear set of performance requirements for the Floating Bridge service, based 
upon the previous Floating Bridge 5’s performance in its best (peak) years as 
minimum standards for what is necessary for a good service which successfully 
helps the economy and is financially viable, in terms of frequency of crossings, 
availability, accessibility, efficiency, affordability and determine if Floating 
Bridge 6 can meet those requirements. 

 
39. To provide a further report to Cabinet in early 2022 upon the completion of legal 

mediation process and progress on the delivery of the recommendations 
contained within this report.  
 

40. The report would also make recommendations for further actions in respect of 
the floating bridge, in terms of the existing FB6 vessel and considerations of an 
alternative (new) vessel. 

 
RISK MANAGEMENT 
 
41. The risks to the legal process are considerable and as yet undetermined. The 

authority will need to consider whether it is prepared to accept a financial 
outcome of mediation or to continue to court proceedings. 
 

EVALUATION 
 
42. The Gateway 5 assessment score for FB6 as AMBER is based mostly on the 

physical vessel itself and on this basis, this can only be viewed as a partial 
review as it does not necessarily reflect how the vessel operates as a service 
to the public and as a piece of vital Island Infrastructure. This includes an ability 
to provide the necessary service that will attract people to use it, meet all the 
original business case outcomes, and prevent further significant financial 
losses to the council. 

 A financial analysis of the costs of keep Floating Bridge 6 over the potential 25-
year lifetime of the vessel compared with (a) the previous profit-making FB5 
and (b) a theoretical replacement with a new, well-performing “FB7.”  This 
would include a detailed viability assessment of a replacement (new) vessel 
provision, with a financial forecast, before any further assessment of whether 
Floating Bridge 6 can sustainably continue to operate 

 

 An economic impact assessment of Floating Bridge 6, reviewing impact on local 
businesses including shops and mobile businesses as well economic 
depressors such as traffic, reviewing past, current, and potential future damage 



 

 
 

43. The report makes a key assumption that all necessary repairs, and 
modifications, have now been carried out and that the vessel will operate 
without any future major failures. The review also makes no reference to any 
financial comparison between FB6 and a new alternative vessel over the 
lifetime of the current vessel.  
 

44. Unfortunately, extensive experience over 3 years of the operational life of FB6 
has resulted in constant breakdowns, and failures, with new issues emerging. 
This has caused a large amount of disruption and inconvenience to users and 
damage has been done to the reputation of the council as a result. 
 

45. To determine whether Floating Bridge 6 could provide the service necessary to 
support the economy, deliver the outcomes without continuing to incur further 
additional expenditure or loss of income or continued eroding of the council’s 
reputation, further information is required as listed above in paragraph 39 (5) 
 

46. The original Solent Gateway Business Case includes specific performance 
requirements which can be found in pages 17-18 of the Solent Gateways 
Business Case (summary list attached to appendix 3): 

 
47. It is therefore recommended that final assessments need to be undertaken with 

urgency to determine and formally decide whether FB6 is fit for purpose, or an 
alternative (new) vessel could be deployed on the crossing that better meets 
the original necessary criteria set out in the original Solent Gateway Business 
case and can become an excellent, profitable service again. 

 
48. The recommendations provided in this report will allow this information to be 

provided to enable further Cabinet decisions that guarantee a sustainable and 
reliable floating bridge service that meets the original service outcomes.  

 
APPENDICES ATTACHED 
 
Appendix 1. Floating Bridge 6 Gateway review 
 
Appendix 2. Floating Bridge 6 Gateway review recommendations 
 
Appendix 3.  Solent Gateways regeneration report 
 

BACKGROUND PAPERS 
 
Corporate Scrutiny March 9th 2021 Cowes Floating Bridge  
https://iow.moderngov.co.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=171&MId=204&Ver=4 
 
Cabinet October 25th 2021 Floating Bridge 6 Next steps 
https://iow.moderngov.co.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=145&MId=1320&Ver=4 
 
Shoreline Management Plan Appendix 4 
http://www.coastalwight.gov.uk/smp/index.htm 
 

https://iow.moderngov.co.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=171&MId=204&Ver=4
https://iow.moderngov.co.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=145&MId=1320&Ver=4
http://www.coastalwight.gov.uk/smp/index.htm


 

 
 

Contact Point: Alex Minns Assistant Director Neighbourhoods  821000 e-mail 
alex.minns@iow.gov.uk 
 

COLIN ROWLAND 
Director of Neighbourhoods 

(CLLR) PHIL JORDAN  
Cabinet Member for Highways PFI, Transport and 

Infrastructure 

  

 
 


