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Introduction
I echo the Chairman’s comments that the Coronavirus pandemic has clearly overshadowed many of the previous 
achievements and issues that are contained within Cowes Harbour Commission’s Annual Report for 2019/20. CHC’s 
number one priority is safety, and this has guided CHC’s COVID-19 response and policies promoting a co-ordinated 
but cautious approach for Cowes Harbour. This cautious approach to protect the Isle of Wight must be balanced 
with the needs of the local and Island economy and employment, ensuring that Cowes Harbour remains cognisant of 
the position of other local harbours and competing destinations. The Cowes Harbour Advisory Committee continues 
to play an important role in providing a conduit for two-way communication and consultation with our various 
stakeholder groups. The pandemic crisis has shown again the value of this stakeholder organisation and I would like 
to record my appreciation for their continuing work, support, and vital role in considering, and asking constructive 
questions on, where appropriate, harbour issues or proposed harbour developments. I would also like to thank my 
CHC team for their work and understanding and for the support and work of the Commissioners.

I am pleased to report a successful year for CHC in 2019 and this report will highlight some of those successes and 
key topics, but as the Chairman has already commented, the year-end outturn for 2020 will show the very significant 
impact of this crisis on our financial results for this year. CHC’s management and financial prudence record has, 
however, enabled the Commission to be in a sound financial and operational position to weather this significant 
recession and dramatic downturn in our revenue, and resulting financial implications for 2020 and beyond. CHC is 
therefore looking to the future and starting to plan what changes are necessary both to our five-year Strategic Plan 
and also to our operations, capital investment, cashflow plans, and potential partnership projects. This planning work 
is essential to ensure that CHC continues to be in a good position to meet the challenges and also importantly, the 
opportunities ahead.

I have selected six topics that I consider are the most relevant issues and achievements to highlight since the last 
Annual Report and the key issues, challenges and opportunities for Cowes Harbour as we look forward.

1.  Safety - No. 1 Priority

Additional safety measures and harbour regulations introduced for reduced visibility
Cowes Harbour Commission’s overriding responsibility and number one priority is the safe management of Cowes 
Harbour. CHC is also aware of the importance to the Island’s economic and social prosperity that we have a safe, 
efficient, and reliable ferry operation. The Commissioners are therefore committed to work with all parties and 
stakeholders to achieve these two key objectives.

The MAIB (Marine Accident Investigation Branch) investigation report was finally published in February 2020 into 
the incident in fog in October 2018 when the Red Falcon car ferry lost situational awareness of its position and 
departed from the main navigational fairway into the harbour yacht mooring area, colliding and sinking a 32-foot 
yacht before running aground in shallow water.

Cowes Harbour Commission and Red Funnel carried out their own independent investigations into the incident 
and produced detailed incident investigation reports with recommendations to reduce the risks of future similar 
incidents. Both these reports were completed within six weeks of the incident to ensure any learning lessons 
and additional controls could be quickly actioned. CHC, as a result, implemented the additional safety control 
measures within our control and continues to communicate with Red Funnel in respect to the continual review of 
navigational and safety operational procedures and controls. In April 2020 and after consultation, CHC confirmed 
the two Temporary General Directions for conduct of commercial vessels in restricted visibility had been made into 
permanent General Directions.

External safety audit passed with many examples of best practice
Cowes Harbour Commission and its harbour operations are fully compliant with the Port Marine Safety Code. This 
was the finding from a safety audit this February conducted by ABPmer, which also found many examples of industry 
best practice at Cowes Harbour that can be shared with other ports.
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2. Harbour development

3. Revised Strategic Plan 2016-2021 (Mid-Term Review 2019 edition)

Strategic planning and marine employment - safeguarding the harbour’s future prosperity
CHC continues to promote the importance of strategic planning and policies for the strategic waterfront and 
harbour access sites. The Commissioners consider that long-term strategic planning, along with the current short-term 
measures and support to safeguard sites and facilities are particularly important in light of the current COVID-19 
crisis. This is essential to protect and provide a sound platform for the long-term prosperity and employment needs 
of the harbour, local community and Island.

CHC acknowledges the energy, strength and commitment of the marine employment companies operating in 
and around the harbour, from the success of the aluminium ship and boat builders, through to the composites 
sectors and all the smaller companies servicing the needs of the leisure customers. CHC will therefore continue to 
communicate and work with these important marine employment stakeholders, and along with the Isle of Wight 
Council where possible, will look to support, facilitate or partner the delivery of both interim safeguarding and 
long-term sustainable solutions.

Kingston Wharf development

CHC’s Kingston Wharf is a strategically important wharf and marine industrial site, which the Commission has 
continued to incrementally invest in and develop since CHC acquired this key harbour and waterfront access site. 

CHC intends to produce an overall master plan for the development of Kingston Wharf. This new investment and 
development plan for CHC’s Kingston site is required due to reduced and changing requirements in bulk aggregate 
and bulk import storage requirements at Kingston Wharf. The concept for the emerging Kingston Wharf site master 
plan is as a marine industrial centre. CHC has brought together a project management team to develop the concept, 
detailed plans and business case for review and consultation before submission of a planning application and 
potential applications for grant funding assistance.

Commissioners have acknowledged the possible need to review these developing plans and grant funding 
opportunities, based on the current circumstances of the Coronavirus situation.

CHC published its current Strategic Plan in June 2016 and subsequently, Commissioners have reviewed the plan 
periodically and provided updates in our Annual Reports. Since 2016, there have been a number of changes 
having a significant effect on Cowes Harbour and the Commissioners therefore considered it prudent to carry out 
a review of the Strategic Plan, which was conducted last autumn. As a result, the Plan has been updated where 
necessary, although changes are limited in number and designed to ensure CHC focuses on the key issues of 
these current times.
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4.	Good	2019	financial	performance	–	“solid	basis	to	weather	the	storm”
The 2019 trading year was a successful one for Cowes Harbour Commission and our financial position continues 
to be in good shape as a result. CHC’s operating surplus in 2019 did decrease slightly, reflecting our increased 
investment into improving the harbour. All profits are retained for investment into harbour developments for the 
benefit of the port’s stakeholders. The major capital investments of 2019 were the delivery of a dredged Eastern 
Channel and the installation of new visitor pontoons. 

Commercial income increased as a result of new contracts, as did leisure income, principally as a result of the 
SailGP event held at Cowes.

Property rental income fell following the loss of a major tenant at Kingston Wharf, and this site remains a key 
area of focus for CHC going forward. 

Commissioners are taking significant steps to ensure CHC continues to manage and plan for the ongoing and 
future major challenges resulting from the Coronavirus crisis. 

n

n

n
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5.	 Partnership	working	and	stakeholder	communications	
CHC has been actively promoting partnership working, especially with our key stakeholder organisations and 
groups for some time. CHC has continued to work on building good relationships and is in regular constructive 
communications with the local Town Councils and their mayors, Cllr. Lora Peacey-Willcox and Cllr. Jane 
Rann, the Leader of the Isle of Wight Council, Dave Stewart, the Island’s MP Bob Seely, local businesses and 
their associations, the yacht clubs and event organisers. The Cowes Harbour Advisory Committee under John 
Corby’s chairmanship continues to play a key role in facilitating and promoting engaged and challenging 
stakeholder discussions involving issues and proposals affecting the current management, safety and future 
development of the harbour. 

CHC places a continued focus on the importance of maintaining good stakeholder relations and communications 
with harbour users. Our top priority is to ensure effective promulgation of CHC’s statutory duty and safety 
communications, working to improve both the quality and method of content output as well as the reach. 
Regular E-newsletters are produced and issued to leisure and commercial harbour users and stakeholders, with 
a considerable number of new subscribers proving the demand is consistently high for Cowes Harbour news.

CHC has invested heavily into IT infrastructure solutions and software, notably Harbour Assist, which for the first 
time gives our customers access to manage their account online and offers improved communications channels 
to distinct customer groups.

n

n
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6.	 Cruise	ships	initiative
Over the past 12 months, CHC has put considerable time and effort into working proactively with Cruise Britain on 
the continuing promotion of Cowes as a boutique destination port-of-call for the burgeoning small to medium-sized 
luxury cruise market. 

The 2019 cruise season saw a number of prestigious ships visit Cowes and the Isle of Wight and bookings for the 
2020 season had been encouragingly strong, again with some high-profile ships due to visit. Unfortunately, the 
Coronavirus pandemic has obviously put paid to most if not all of this year’s planned cruise calls. However, interest 
for 2021 and onwards continues to be very encouraging, with several new cruise ships, luxury superyachts and 
expedition ships booked to come to Cowes Harbour. CHC will communicate closely with these cruise lines, their port 
agents and operators, and Cruise Britain, as the industry looks to recover from the worldwide COVID-19 crisis and 
make plans for the safe return to cruise operations in due course.

Captain	Stuart	McIntosh
Cowes Harbour Master / Chief Executive 
June 2020


