
Oban Bay consultation 
 
Response from John Anderson following the public meeting on 18 January 2008. 
 
It was very encouraging to have such a large turnout and so many positive aspirations expressed by many 
of those present. I was left with the impression that many people would like Oban Bay Marine to be more 
ambitious in its plans and I support that sentiment. Key questions are what and where. 
 
Several experienced seamen emphasised that dangerous seas can be encountered during heavy weather at 
the North and Railway Piers and I strongly agree with this. 
 
The big picture 
 
To tackle the big picture, I would like to see Oban Bay Marine become the developer of Oban Bay and 
the adjacent part of the Sound of Kerrera. The company should press ahead and draw up medium-term 
plans for the creation of suitable outer breakwaters, possibly on the Corran Spit and from Sgeir Rathaid to 
the mainland shore as suggested in the Oban Action Plan produced by consultants Ironside Farrar, 
incorporating my diagram from the following paper ‘Oban Bay – Problems and Solutions’  which I had 
previously submitted to Highlands and Islands Enterprise in March 2005. 
 
This would be a huge project costing several million pounds and would take a number of years to plan, 
raise finance and execute, but until someone grasps the nettle and starts doing this, we are only playing at 
what really needs to be done in Oban Bay.  
 
I would hope that at least one of these outer breakwaters would be of sufficient scale to include road 
access and provide high value space for the creation of new business opportunities, such as marine service 
companies, restaurants, parking facilities etc and possibly berthing facilities for fishing and charter boats 
and the Oban lifeboat. This would relieve the pressure on the over crowded town centre piers and attract 
significant investment, wealth creation and jobs to the area. 
 
The large area of well-sheltered waters thus created would enable the establishment of a much greater 
number of pontoon berths in Oban Bay area. 
 
Inter im solution 
 
I recognise that there is an urgent need for greatly improved facilities in the area, but I have serious 
concerns about the current proposal to establish up to eighty pontoon berths between the North and 
Railway Piers, as in the ‘Proposed Pontoon Options’  prepared by Wallace Stone & Partners, September 
2005. 
 
A ser ious blight: The open view across Oban Bay to Kerrera and Mull is one of Oban’s greatest 
attractions to visitors and locals alike. Although many people enjoy looking at boats in a harbour, this 
view would be partially obscured by the sea of masts that such a development would create and would 
seriously blight this sensitive area of the town. 
 
Raw sewage: Regardless of the provision of local onshore toilet facilities, having a significant number of 
boats berthed so close to the shore would inevitably lead to raw sewage being deposited on the beach that 
is frequently used by children and other members of the public. 
 
For these reasons, I suggest that the current pontoon proposal should be considered as a temporary one 
only, time limited to say five or ten years, during which time every effort should be made to construct the 
outer breakwaters and thus open up a whole new range of possibilities for the area. Any pontoons 
purchased during this period could easily be moved to more appropriate locations at a later date. 
 



I suspect that Caledonian Maritime Assets Ltd, the owner of the Railway Pier, may have serious concerns 
about any long-term proposal that incorporates a connection to the Railway Pier, as this could severely 
restrict any plans they may have for future developments. However, by time limiting such a proposal, 
Oban Bay Marine may find it much easier to reach an agreement with Caledonian Maritime Assets Ltd to 
link the breakwater to the Railway Pier. 
 
My inter im suggestion 
 
The following low cost modification to the existing proposals could reduce the need for expensive 
excavation of the shallow inshore section, increase the area of available space, incorporate the fishing 
fleet and provide greater protection for the fuel berth.  
 
Position the floating breakwater so that its southern end attaches to the north end of the new linkspan and 
that the linkspan be shuttered to protect the area inside it from the sea and side thrust from Calmac ferries. 
This is shown schematically in the diagram below – the new linkspan solid black and the floating 
breakwater along the broken line. 
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Oban Bay – Problems and Solutions 
Oban Bay is a great asset and potentially an excellent all-weather harbour. However, strategic planning 
and capital investment are necessary to create the infrastructure to improve the security of the bay and 
provide facilities that will make it much more attractive for marine and other activities. 
 
Problems 
 

�  A shortage of space alongside the piers for ferries, coasters, fishing boats, cruise liners, charter 
vessels and leisure boats etc. 

�  Exposure to strong winds from the north-west and south-west. North-westerly gales make it 
difficult for ferries to berth, hence recent incidents such as the car ferry Isle of Mull colliding with 
the Railway Pier. Sometimes in these conditions fishing and other small vessels have to be cleared 
from the North and Railway Piers. It is a serious situation when small vessels are forced to leave 
this harbour of refuge in heavy weather. 

�  There is no overall harbour authority, albeit there are four piers in Oban Bay. This inhibits any 
creative strategic and entrepreneurial thinking about developing this resource. 

�  Oban Bay has a very poor reputation with cruising yacht owners because of the lack of facilities. 
This deprives Oban of considerable income from the nationwide growth in leisure boating. 

 
Solutions 
 
The following proposals to tackle the above problems are not all my own, but have been discussed with 
others, including Calmac skippers, charter boat owners/skippers, fishermen and cruising yachts people: 
 

�  The design of the proposed new Calmac linkspan should ensure the maximum additional 
alongside berthing space is provided to help ease the congestion as well as ensuring that safety is a 
key factor. The cheapest option currently proposed by Calmac will certainly be poor value for 
money in the longer term. 

�  The attached plan of Oban Bay identifies two possible developments, both coloured red, to give 
protection during severe weather, which is likely to become more severe and frequent due to 
global warming: 
1. Infill the shallow Corran Spit to provide a very effective breakwater and protection from north-
westerly gales. 
2. Build a breakwater on the shallow Sgeir Rathaid and connect this to the shore to achieve 
protection from south-westerly gales. This could also provide berthing and other facilities. 
These two developments would utilise natural assets in Oban Bay, but would require examination 
to ensure that the new structures would not create any significant adverse impact because of 
altered tidal flows etc. 

�  If the above proposals prove viable, the safety and attractiveness of Oban as a harbour would be 
greatly improved and would make a considerable contribution to the economic welfare of the 
town. Indeed, the additional waterfront space would provide very attractive opportunities for 
sympathetic developments and the creation of improved shelter would allow pontoons to be 
installed to encourage local and visiting leisure vessels. 

�  The development and proper management of Oban Bay should be considered as a whole and with 
creativity. A single harbour authority would greatly improve the present situation. This authority 
should be independent and comprise a good cross section of harbour users plus local government 
representation. 
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