
 
 
Cowes Harbour Commission (CHC) Annual Public Meeting 16th December 2020 
 
Questions & Answers 
Answers by HM (Capt. Stuart McIntosh) and the Chairman of CHC (David Riley). 
 
Q (Colin Staples): Are there any plans to improve access for dinghy/kayak launching in East Cowes? The 
southern public slipway has a dangerous hidden drop off and the next one by the Breakwater is heavily 
covered with gravel, as is the next one making launching difficult. 
A (HM): Yes. CHC is working with other stakeholders, including East Cowes Town Council (ECTC), Isle of 
Wight Council (IWC), Red Funnel, and UKSA on a proposal to construct a new slipway just to the north of 
the Shrape Breakwater on the East Cowes Esplanade.  
 
Q (Colin Staples): After a lifetime in business from shop floor to director level I have found the Boston 
Consulting Group matrix very useful to understanding a business and determining future action. Turning 
to CHC operations where you have several streams of income, in these changing times, which are the 
cash cows, which are the rising stars, which are the problem children, and which are the dogs. It is 
virtually impossible to plan a few years ahead, but any planning (apart from meeting regulations) could 
be driven by this analysis. 
A (HM): It is an interesting business review model! CHC keeps our Strategic Plan and business plans under 
regular review. Current challenges include the impacts by Isle of Wight Fuels to cease bringing fuel into the 
harbour on oil tankers and the subsequent closure and demolition of the oil storage facility at East Cowes. 
This means that the vital supply of fuel to the Island has moved to a “just in time basis” and has also had a 
negative impact on two of CHC’s income streams, Harbour Dues and the commercial cost centre of CHC’s 
Kingston Wharf site. Hence the proposed Kingston development plans. I will have to consider which 
category they fall into, probably problem children! 
 
Q (Christopher Ling): Which other UK, EU and international harbours and their regeneration schemes has 
the committee looked at as proxy models for consideration in future operating models? For example, 
Concarneau, development of high-tech racing yachts and race training. New Orleans, harbour 
reconstruction and regeneration. What are their findings?  
A (HM): CHC has not studied these two harbour development plans, however, CHC has been an active 
partner and looking to work in partnership with development and regeneration plans that impact the 
harbour. CHC was an active partner in the Medina Valley and East Cowes investment and regeneration 
plans and are still looking to assist both the Isle of Wight Council (IWC) and Wight Shipyard with their 
current plans. CHC continues to promote the importance of shipbuilding and marine industry on the Island 
and is working closely with the IWC on their regeneration plans and proposals for the Medina Valley. CHC 
is now also a member of the Solent Local Enterprise Partnership and looking to promote Cowes with both 
the Solent and UK maritime initiatives.  
 
Q (Tony Leech): About 6 years ago a request for information, regarding moorings, under the FOI Act was 
refused as being a Trust Port you are not subject to this legislation. However, it was stated at that time 
you were working towards compliance. Has this goal now been achieved? Would you please clarify your 
present position in regard to the FOI Act. 
A (Chairman): This relates to events surrounding the sinking of five Daring class boats in April 2012. So that 
everyone can understand the issues raised the answer is of necessity long. Trust Ports are not subject to 
the Freedom of Information Act 2000. This is confirmed by the Ports Good Governance Guidance published 



in 2018, a copy of which is on our website, which also states at clause 2.16: “SHAs should generally operate 
in an open, transparent and accountable way, making a range of information available to stakeholders 
about their organisation and activities, subject to commercial and data confidentiality considerations. 
Annual Reports and regularly updated websites are likely to be important ways of doing this.” 
 
Also, at 2.28: “Private and trust port SHAs in England and Wales are not subject to the Freedom of 
Information Act 2001 (FOI). A number of SHAs operate in an open and transparent manner with Annual 
Reports, Annual General Meetings and public engagement events. All SHAs are encouraged to consider 
meeting reasonable requests for information from stakeholders, where practical. This does not mean that 
SHAs should be expected to make available information that is commercially or otherwise sensitive or that 
requires a disproportionate resource or effort to provide.” 
 
The previous Trust Port Guidance published in 2009 contained similar recommendations. CHC considers it 
complies with the guidance and did so when the original request was made in 2013.  It would help if I gave 
some background to the original request in 2013, which came from an individual in respect of the 
moorings, in particular for Darings. CHC’s CEO/Harbour Master responded to the individual promptly and 
his responses were approved as appropriate by the Commissioners in a meeting. The individual, however, 
was not satisfied with the reply and complained to the Department for Transport (DfT), in particular 
referring to guidance from the DfT then extant, which stated with regard to the FOI: “In any event, trust 
ports, as independent statutory bodies, should aim to comply with the spirit of the Act in responding to 
reasonable requests for information from the public.”  
 
The DfT did not uphold the individual’s complaint responding as follows: “The Department does not uphold 
your complaint for the following reasons: 

a. Currently, Trust Ports are not subject to the FOI Act. However, regardless of this fact, CHC 
published the information regarding the mooring specifications on their website, which they 
say are the same instructions given to their operatives for laying the moorings. This 
information was reasonably accessible to the public. 

b. Further, as outlined above, CHC consulted and communicated with stakeholders extensively 
throughout the investigation, its conclusion and subsequent proposals for the 2013 
moorings.” 

 
I have given this rather long answer to demonstrate that while CHC has never said it will comply (or work 
towards compliance) with the FOI, we do consider CHC operates in an open and transparent manner and 
consider all reasonable requests from stakeholders for information where practical, in line with guidance 
from the DfT. For the avoidance of any doubt, CHC’s policy in regard to the FOI Act is to follow the 
guidance in the Ports Good Governance Guide (or its predecessors) and has been for many years, including 
in 2013 when this original question arose. 
 
We have a complaints procedure to deal with complaints regarding our activities. However, this is not 
clearly set out on our website as it should be. We will correct this. 
 
Q (Jon Burgess): With the ongoing issues Floating Bridge No. 6 still has to get from east to west and vice 
versa, is the Notice to Mariners that covers crossing its path north to south and vice versa, ie chain 
height at low spring tides, to remain in place indefinitely or will the CHC insist the Council returns the 
river back to fully navigable at all states of tide? 
A (HM): There is no reduction in the depth of water over the Floating Bridge chains at all stages of the tide. 
The IWC accept CHC’s requirement on this important safety and statutory issue. To achieve this minimum 
clearance and water depth during spring ebbs and during the maximum flow period the Council are still 
using a push barge until a long-term solution can be found for the design issue. The details are in our 
Notice to Mariners No. 11 of 2019.  
 



Q (Mike Fox): Request for Covid discount. The Trust Ports Good Governance Guide states: “When 
pursuing a target for returns, trust ports should set its harbour dues and other charges and assess its 
investments at commercial and competitive rates, neither exploiting its status as a trust port to undercut 
competitors nor abusing a dominant position in a market.” CHC operates the swing moorings as a 
monopoly and as such imposes terms and conditions on its stakeholders that would not be possible in a 
true competitive environment. One of these terms, states: “CHC accepts no liability for any loss or costs 
of whatsoever nature”. This year, CHC collected fees for moorings in January that it failed to deliver in 
April, May and June and has to date refused to consider any form of financial recompense. Does CHC 
agree this is an abuse of its trust port status and will it now reconsider some form of financial 
compensation to its swing mooring holders? 
A (Chairman): Another question relating to the Daring class, I think. As background to this, I received a 
letter from this individual asking similar questions on 2 December, which I replied to yesterday. 

1. Stated as a fact: “CHC operates the swing moorings as a monopoly and as such imposes terms and 
conditions on its stakeholders that would not be possible in a true competitive market.” This is not 
the case. 

 
While it is a fact that CHC is the sole supplier of swinging moorings in the lower part of the River Medina, 
this type of provision by a sole supplier is not uncommon in the Solent area, and, indeed, the rest of the 
country. Dry sailing is an alternative way of enjoying day boat sailing and in Cowes there is local 
competition to CHC. Swinging moorings at £77.09 per metre in2020 are by far the cheapest option and so I 
suggest that the normal pricing problems associated with monopolies do not apply here. Indeed, our 
swinging moorings are not particularly profitable for CHC. 
 

2. One of these terms, states: “CHC Accepts no responsibility for any loss or costs of whatsoever 
nature.” Some inventive editing here. What the terms and conditions actually say is: “The 
Commissioners accept no liability for any loss, damage or costs of whatsoever nature suffered by 
the mooring holder except to the extent that such operation is caused by the negligence or wilful act 
of the Commissioners or those for whom the Commissioners are responsible.” 

 
CHC owns the mooring. CHC gives you a licence to occupy it. We are quite reasonably not responsible for 
what happens to your boat on the mooring unless it’s our fault. 
 

3. I have written to the person asking this question with a full answer that explains that we did not fail 
to deliver the moorings in April. We did consider financial recompense due to COVID and while we 
gave discounts in some areas, we decided not to give discounts to mooring holders or berth 
holders. 

 
We do not consider we have in any way at all abused our trust port status (a most serious accusation) and I 
should be grateful if the writer could explain where we have so abused rather than merely that we don’t 
agree with him.   
 
Q (John Corby): Please assure us that CHC will not be raising mooring fees in 2021 with people having 
had limited use out of the moorings this year. 
A (HM): For clarity, the Commissioners have agreed a minimal 1% increase on the CHC Schedule of Charges 
in line with the inflationary increase, however the Commissioners have agreed there will be no increase in 
the fees for event moorings, including for Cowes Week, Round the Island, Cowes Classics Week. CHC is very 
mindful to try and support the events.  
 
Q (William Robinson): Please can you update us on the status of bringing fresh water supply to the 
pontoons at Whitegates (annual berth holder pontoons not just visitor). Also, whether there is any 
further thoughts on a dinghy park, and when Pontoon 'F' on the east side of the River, sometimes 
referred to as 'Little E', will be replaced.  



A (HM): CHC will look at providing water to Whitegates pontoon as part of our partnership pontoon 
proposal and investment into the Whitegates East and East Cowes Sailing Club Project. CHC continues to 
keep the feasibility of a dinghy park under review however, the major challenges come from the land 
availability and access road and car parking issues. CHC has a rolling 5-year pontoon investment plan and 
currently, Whitegates F has been inspected and is considered fit for purpose and therefore is not on the 
planned pontoons for replacement in the next 24 months. Planned maintenance and inspections will 
continue to be carried out now under CHC’s Harbour Engineer and the renewal kept under review. 
 
Q (Mark Southwell): This new structure potentially appoints a non-maritime professional in overall 
charge of the harbour. What safeguards will be in place to ensure decisions on harbour safety are taken 
by those qualified to do so and cannot be overridden by other concerns such as strategic or commercial 
considerations? 
A (Chairman): Harbour safety and security will be the responsibility of the Harbour Master who will report 
directly to the Board of Commissioners as Duty Holders. We consider that the division of the roles should 
remove commercial considerations from the actions of the Harbour Master. Large ports like Southampton 
have operated in this way for many years and more trust ports - for example Falmouth, have change to this 
structure. 
 
Q (Peter Dickson): Please clarify whether seasonal small craft moorings will be laid to the north of the 
Breakwater for Cowes Classics Week 5th - 9th July to accommodate visiting keel boats. Bearing in mind 
that the Round the Island Race is scheduled to take place on the preceding Saturday, 3rd July, can any 
moorings please be laid after that race has finished? If these moorings will be laid, is it the intention for 
them to stay in position until the end of Cowes Week? If so, this will have a negative impact on the 
Island Sailing Club’s Evening Racing. 
A (HM): Unfortunately, due to the close scheduling of the events, we will have to lay probably the two 
inner rows of moorings just north of the Breakwater, just prior to the RIR. We will keep the number of 
moorings laid to a minimum when we know the numbers. Currently, it is our plan to leave the moorings 
ready for Cowes Week, as if we swamp the moorings this would result in an increased cost and hence 
increased cost for competitors to both Cowes Classics Week and Cowes Week. 
 
Q (Peter Dickson): Since the racing mark Cowes Harbour Services was relocated last year, there has been 
potential confusion for racing yachts due to the presence of a newly painted un-named yellow mark in 
the original position of CHS. It would be helpful to race managers and sailors if this confusion could be 
resolved.  
A (HM): The Cowes Harbour Services buoy was moved inshore to help mark the Inner Harbour limit and 
inner limit for the 6 knot limit and no wash rule. The other yellow mark is required to mark the anchor 
position for the western end of the M Row moorings. We are happy to discuss this issue with the SCRA, but 
hopefully with communication, the competitors will know which is the race mark.  
 
Q (Peter Dickson): Can you please confirm if there are likely to be any changes to navigation or racing 
marks under CHC’s control before the start of next season. For example, Snowden was not laid in 2020, 
and there was a rumour that Trinity House buoy might be removed/moved.  
A (HM): None that I am aware of. Snowden will be laid in 2021 and I have no knowledge of Trinity House 
removing their mooring buoy.  
 
Q (David Gower): Did CHC operation costs increase or decrease during 2020 due to CV-19 and were CHC 
staff furloughed and grants received from National and local Government? 
A (HM): CHC’s income was very heavily impacted by Covid with a significant loss of many of our income 
streams. During the first lockdown, we did furlough about 45% of CHC’s staff, on the commercial side, 
mainly in the marina and at the Kingston Wharf site. CHC statutory costs increased due to the necessity for 
increased harbour patrols during that period. CHC did not receive any direct grant from Government to 
assist us with harbour authority responsibilities.  



A (Chairman): We are aware a lot of industries in Cowes have been suffering difficulties and once we know 
what financial position we are in at the end of 2020; we will take some decisions as to what support we 
might be able to offer.    
 
Q (Jon Burgess): Whitegates public pontoon has a number of unauthorised boats mooring making it 
difficult to launch and recover dinghies to enable us to get to our boats. Who has responsibility and who 
will enforce? 
A (HM): The Whitegates pontoon is owned and managed by the Isle of Wight Council (IWC) but CHC has 
agreed to assist the IWC using our General Direction powers to remove any dinghies or vessels that are 
blocking public access to the pontoon. Notices have been put on the various tenders and dinghies, giving 
the owners time to hopefully remove them, and if not, they are removed to our Kingston Wharf site and if 
the owners do not come forward to claim them, they are disposed of. CHC has also agreed for next year to 
put two additional CCTV cameras in to provide further coverage of that part of the harbour.  
 
Q (Bob Seely): First, I would like to thank Stuart very much for all his work. Second, may I ask about the 
longer-term plans for the tie in with Cowes Waterfront. What are possible timeframes? Third, can we 
have more detail on how CHC will work with stakeholders in future?  
A (Chairman): We intend to revisit the potential for becoming a charity and then possibly, a combination 
with Cowes Town Waterfront Trust during the course of 2021.  
 
Q (Bob Gatehouse): What are CHC's/CHAC's views on the plans by investors to develop Spring Hill 
Convent and the shore along East Cowes Esplanade? 
A (Chairman): We have not been contacted on this and so do not have a real view. We think that most of 
what they are suggesting is actually outside of our area, the other side of Castle Point but I am not certain. 
CHC will research the answer and give a full written response when we have the relevant information, 
however, CHC understands that it is probably outside CHC’s area of responsibility and jurisdiction.  
 
Q (R Holt): With regards to Marine fuels Diesel/Petrol currently available from CHC fuels and Lallow’s 
Boat Yard. As mentioned by the Harbour Master that all fuel is coming by road rather than by sea, how, 
in future, will both outlets CHC fuels and Lallow’s Boatyard maintain supply and will the vessel 'Top Up' 
still be used? Am I right in assuming therefore that it will be by road via Red Funnel, via Kingston Wharf, 
and finally via 'Top Up' to both outlets. 
A (HM): The Isle of Wight Fuels have decommissioned their site. All the fuel coming to the Island will now 
be coming from the mainland in road tankers across the Solent with either Red Funnel or Wightlink and 
then distributed around the Island. CHC will continue to use our “Top Up” barge to supply our river fuel 
barge.  
 
Q (Richard Hollis): Question Please. What is the speed of tide at the Chain Ferry mid-ebb spring tides and 
what was it prior to the (Cowes) Breakwater being built.  
A (HM): On a spring ebb tide the speed is approximately 3.5 knots and can get up to nearly 4 knots through 
the Chain Ferry narrows. CHC is very confident that the Breakwater has not impacted or changed the tidal 
flow through the Chain Ferry narrows for two main reasons. Firstly, the science, the Chain Ferry narrows 
are the controlling element of flows, a bit like the neck of a bottle analogy, and all the experts agree that 
the Chain Ferry narrows is the controlling element. Secondly, from an evidence point of view, the original 
Cowes Breakwater mound was put in after Cowes Week in 2014 and from 2014 until December 2016, the 
last Chain Ferry, Chain Ferry 5, operated without any problem, a period of some 27 months without any 
issues. Therefore, CHC is very confident the Breakwater hasn’t had any impact on flow speeds through the 
Chain Ferry narrows.  
 
Q (Richard Hollis): The (Cowes) Breakwater costs the stakeholders and continues to do so. Please 
confirm that it costs you nothing. 



A (Chairman): The Breakwater had been agreed and consulted on for 10 years before we actually built it. 
Yes, it cost CHC, which you can say is the stakeholders, £5m, in addition to a grant of £3m from the 
Government. The maintenance cost of it is very low. 
 
Q (Richard Hollis): When did the Harbour Authorities cease to be responsible for people on the water? 
A (Chairman): CHC is responsible for safety in the harbour.  
A (HM): We are certainly responsible for the safe management and operation of Cowes Harbour, but it is 
always important to stress that people are responsible for their own safety, skippers of yachts are 
responsible for their crew, as are the masters of commercial ships responsible for the safety of their vessel. 
With regard to the Whitegates pontoon, the ownership and responsibility for managing that pontoon lies 
with the IWC and most of the issues are unfortunately land-based issues. CHC obviously has a 
responsibility as soon as anyone steps off that pontoon into a vessel in the Cowes Harbour area of 
jurisdiction. Like all safety issues, you have to work in partnership, and we want to be working with the 
IWC, the local Police, the local Town Councils, to ensure the facility is properly and safely used.  
 
Q (John Corby): As a sign of good will to existing mooring holders, is CHC considering any discount to 
them for next year bearing in mind the limited use this year. 
A (Chairman): The Commissioners have yet to consider any discounts on 2021 fees but have not ruled out 
stakeholder benefits for matters related to the pandemic. Any such benefit will of course be dependent on 
CHC results in 2020. If a stakeholder benefit were to be considered as suggested it would for all mooring 
and berth holders and not just for swinging mooring holders as all have been affected. When giving 
discounts for marina berth in this way we need to consider the effect on the other marinas such that we 
cannot be said to be using our particular position to advantage. Where customers have been affected by 
the action (inaction) of CHC in closing during lock down, we have already given discounts. Examples are dry 
sailing customers and those boats stored at Kingston Wharf, which were due to be launched to go on our 
moorings/berths. 
 
Q (John Corby): CHC appears to classify as much as possible of their expenditure as stakeholder 
dividends, which make them appear generous to the local community. However, there is a big difference 
between, for example, dredging compared to, for example, supporting a local event with either cash or 
facilities.  Should CHC categorise these things in more detail because personally I regard dredging as an 
infrastructure necessity and not a goodwill handout. 
A (Chairman): I half agree with you. Maintenance dredging that is maintaining the depth in the harbour is 
part of our duty as a statutory harbour authority. However, capital dredging such as the Eastern Channel is 
not part of such duty (it’s related to the Cowes Breakwater, which was a stakeholder benefit). CHC would 
not have undertaken these large projects if it was purely a commercial company as there is no investment 
return. The proposal for the Kingston Wharf development does not look likely to be something a 
commercial company would do, so in the absence of external grant funding CHC will need to fund it. CHC’s 
record over the last 20 years has been one of continuous investment in the harbour, much of that has not 
been entirely on commercial terms and to that extent represents a stakeholder benefit. 
 
Q (David Smith): Can you please advise latest plans affecting Whitegates D pontoon and proposed 
attachment to East Cowes sailing Club hammerhead? 
A (HM): CHC has committed to work in partnership with clubs and other stakeholders when requested, to 
provide improved mooring facilities. CHC was approached by East Cowes Sailing Club (ECSC) about a year 
ago and has been working with ECSC on developing plans for providing walk ashore and serviced pontoons. 
These plans are still under discussion and any final plans will need to be agreed with the membership of 
ECSC. The current layout does not link CHC D pontoon to the ECSC hammerhead at the request of ECSC to 
maintain access to their slipway.  
 
 
 


