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COWES FLOATING BRIDGE SERVICE OVERVIEW  

Background 

1. There have been floating bridge operations at the mouth of the River Medina between Cowes 
and East Cowes since 1859. At this location the river is narrow and tidal flow can be very 
strong. Cowes floating bridge is one of seven chain and cable ferries in the UK and where 
possible comparison has been made with the operation of these bridges as a benchmark for 
the Cowes service. 

 

2. The Cowes floating bridge is subject to rigorous annual inspection by the Maritime and 
Coastguard Agency (MCA) and the vessel has to be certified by it every five years in order to 
permit its ongoing operation. The current sea-worthiness certificate for the bridge has just 
been renewed for a further 5 years and will now expire in 2019. The floating bridge is 38 years 
old and is approaching an age where the MCA is likely to be increasingly reluctant to sanction 
long-term ongoing certification. 

 
3. There is considerable pedestrian and vehicular use made of the floating bridge by residents 

and visitors alike. In 2009/10, over 420,000 vehicles and an estimated 1.8 million passengers 
used the service. Included within that passenger estimate are vehicle drivers (420,000), 
vehicle passengers (estimated at 300,000) as well as foot and bicycle passengers.  These 
figures were gained from a one-off survey completed in spring 2009/10.  Further work is being 
undertaken to refresh these numbers. 

 
4. The car deck can accommodate up to 15 vehicles in three narrow lanes and has substantial 

passenger compartments running most of the length on both sides of the bridge.  
 
5. The floating bridge has provided free river crossing for pedestrians and cyclists since 1992. 

The current schedule of tolls (single journeys) for use of the bridge is shown in and compared 
with other floating bridges operating across the country in, the table below:- 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. For a number of years the council’s budget strategy has assumed a net income (after 
costs) from the floating bridge operation although makes no specific provision for the capital 
replacement of the craft. The current (2014/15) budget strategy assumes a net income from 
the service of £140,000.  
 

7. A summary of the actual trading position of the floating bridge for 2012/13 and 2013/14 and 
also the budget and end of year forecast for 2014/15 is attached in appendix 1.  In summary 
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Cowes Ferry Free Free £2.20 £1.30 £3.00 £7.60 

King Harry donation donation £5.00 £2.00 £7.00 £10.00 

Torpoint Free Free £1.50 £0.30 £1.50 £4.20 

Sandbanks £1.001 £1.00 £3.50 £1.00 £3.50 £7.00 

Higher Ferry £0.50 £0.50 £4.70 £2.00 £4.70 £6.60 

Reedham £0.50 £1.00 £4.00 £2.00 £4.00 £7.00 

Windermere £0.50 £1.00 £4.30 £1.60 £4.30 £7.60 
1 

One way charge only applies 
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this shows that the floating bridge failed to achieve its net income target by £13,000 in 2012/13 
and £24,000 in 2013/14.  It is predicted that it will under achieve its net income target by some 
£39,000 in the current year because of the significant maintenance works that have been 
required.  The Council has to absorb all of these shortfalls in income from elsewhere in its 
overall budget. 

 
8. If the bridge has to be taken out of service, income in the order of £1,500 per day from vehicle 

tolls is lost. If a passenger launch service is provided as a replacement, this costs £1,200 per 
day bringing the total cost of the bridge being out of service to £2,700 per day.  

 
9. For the last four years the floating bridge has been taken out of service for inspection, 

maintenance and repairs at least once per year.  Normally the costs of the repairs to the 
bridge are contained within its overall budget 

 
10. There are six other floating bridges across the country and where possible comparison has 

been made with the operation of these bridges as a benchmark for the Cowes service. 
 
Service Overview 
 

Hours of operation 
 
11. The floating bridge operates 365 days a year, carrying passengers continuously between 0500 

and 0030 Monday to Saturday and 0630 and 0030 on Sundays. It does not operate throughout 
the night due to environmental impacts on neighbouring residential properties and lack of 
demand. 

 
12. The operating hours are long established. They satisfy the demands of the early morning 

commuters in either direction and the late night traffic after pub closing hours. Peak hours of 
travel are between 0700 hrs and 1000 hrs and 1600 hrs to 1800 hrs.  

 
13. Pedestrian and cyclist counts are not undertaken on the ferry although an estimated 1.8 million 

passengers use the Cowes Ferry each year. Included within that passenger estimate are 
vehicle drivers (approximately 420,000), vehicle passengers (estimated at 300,000) as well as 
foot and bicycle passengers.  

 
14. Only one other floating bridge in the country longer operating hours than Cowes as shown in 

the table below. 
 

 Operational 
hours 

Start time Summer 
finish time 

Winter finish 
time 

Torpoint 24 0000 2359 2359 

Cowes  19.5 0500 0030 0030 

Higher  17.5 0630 2350 2250 

Sandbanks 16 0700 2310 2310 

Windermere 15 0650 2150 2050 

Reedham 14.5 0730 2200 2200 

King Harry 14  0720 2130 1930 

 
15. There is a requirement for the floating bridge to be double-manned at all times and for the staff 

to be skilled operatives. General Directions were issued by Cowes Harbour Commission on 1st 
January 2014 giving the bridge the right of way across the river. As a consequence the 
operatives in charge of the bridge must possess an Operator’s Certificate. This records they 
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have undertaken key training requirements and have through an oral examination with Cowes 
Harbour Commission demonstrated their competency. There is therefore no additional cost 
associated with operating unlimited hours a day other than fuel and wear on the vessel. 
Reducing the operating hours would not realise any savings due to the whole time staffing 
requirement and whilst operational the ferry has the potential to generate income to offset the 
staffing costs although these hours could not be extended without the potential for noise 
nuisance complaints from neighbouring residential properties.  

 
16. During Cowes Week the ferry runs additional crossings until 3am and hours can be extended 

for other events. 
 
17. Between 3am and 5am when the floating bridge service stops, it is moored in the middle of the 

river by the two ferry operatives on board and the engines are shut down. This positions the 
bridge in the deepest part of the river for the duration of the night so that it does not need to be 
continually moved with the tide thereby minimising the noise nuisance to surrounding 
residential properties. 

 
18. If the bridge were to be positioned close to either bank over night it would still need to be in 

sufficient water to float as allowing it to ground on the slipway is noisy and has the potential to 
damage the hull of the vessel. Additionally, it would have to be moved approximately every 30 
minutes to keep it afloat and close to the shore. In the event of an emergency it would still 
need to be boarded from the water.  

 
19. In the design of any replacement facility consideration will be given to overcoming this issue to 

allow night time mooring on the slipway and reduce or eliminate the need for the vessel to be 
manned when it is not in operation.  

 
20. The two ferry operatives on board have various maintenance tasks to undertake and must 

monitor the VHF radio for communications from the Cowes Harbour Commission relating to 
commercial river traffic and need to be available to move the vessel if necessary. On average, 
it is necessary for the vessel to be moved once a week in the night although this can be up to 
three or four times a week if the high tides are at night.  

 
21. Cowes Harbour Commission has stated that it is not concerned with the number of people on 

board the ferry at night time. Its requirement is that the vessel is moved to allow commercial 
vessels to pass as and when required. In the event it could not contact the floating bridge for it 
to be moved there would be a financial penalty to the council in the form of liquidated damages 
applied due to the another vessel not being able to enter the harbour on the current tide. There 
would also be a risk of collision with the commercial vessels.  

 
22. The MCA enforces the “Chain and Cable Ferry Operators Code of Practice” which requires 

that the vessel is “adequately staffed” which is however not defined. Therefore the vessel 
could be staffed as determined by the Council however should there be an incident which in 
any way could be attributed to insufficient staff on board or that could have been mitigated by 
additional staff on board, the MCA would hold the council to account which could entail 
prosecution and prohibition of operation.   

 
23. The approach taken to overnight staffing by other floating bridges across the country is set out 

in the following table 
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Where is the 
ferry moored 
at night 

How 
many 
ferry 

operatives 
are on 
board? 

Is the 
river 
tidal? 

Width 
of 
river 

Channel 
used by 

commercial 
ferries? 

Can they 
pass the 
moored 

ferry without 
it being 
moved. 

Cowes  Mid channel 2 Yes 150m Yes No 

King Harry Mid channel 0 Yes 280m No NA 

Sandbanks Mid channel 2 Yes 300m Yes No 

Higher Ferry Mid channel 0 Yes 460m No Yes 

Reedham On bank 0 No 60m NA NA 

Windermere On bank 0 No 500m No NA 

Torpoint Operational 24 hours a day 

 
24. The Sandbanks ferry, which is similar in terms of the tidal nature of the river, with the need to 

move the ferry to allow commercial vessels to pass and the narrowness of the river, make the 
same staffing provision at night time as the Cowes ferry. 

 
25. If staffing levels were reduced to one for the hours when the ferry is not operational (4.5 hours 

per night), there is a potential to save £14,000 pa on salaries.  However, this needs to 
balanced against the increased risks which would result as discussed earlier. 

 
26. The night shift currently operates from 10pm to 7am. For approximately half of the shift, the 

ferry is carrying passengers and the duties and responsibilities of the ferry operatives are 
therefore identical to those on any of the day shifts. There is a 4.5 hour period in the middle of 
their shift when the ferry is shut down and they are doing maintenance and listening to the 
VHF radio for information about commercial traffic.   

 
Staffing 

 
27. The current staffing arrangements are shown in the table below. 
 

Man hours required per year 
17,520 per year 
Equivalent to 11 full-time members of staff 

Man hours required per week 336 per week 

Number of full time ferry operatives 8 posts 

Number of hours per week covered 
by full time ferry operatives 

304 hours per week 

Number of relief posts 5 posts 

Number of hours per week covered 
by relief ferry operatives 

32 hours per week plus 224 annual leave 
days a year and any sickness. 
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28. The current shift rota works on an eight week cycle. Between 7am to 10pm, four hour shifts 
operate. The night shift is nine hours from 10pm to 7am. At weekends, double shifts are 
worked to enable staff to have some rostered weekends off.  

 
29. The council’s new terms and conditions require the service to designate the operation’s core 

hours up to a maximum of 14 hours between 6am and 10pm. Hours worked outside the core 
hours, and at night time, attract the night duty enhancement of plain time plus one third. 

 
30. There are three tiers of contingency arrangement in place to help deal with staff absences on 

the ferry: 
 
31. Relief ferry operatives are employed on zero hour contracts. These can be called upon on 

short notice or for planned absences. They only incur costs for the council for the hours that 
they work. They can decline to work. 

32. The full time members of staff can be called on to work voluntary overtime above their 
contracted 38 hour week.  

33. Arrangements with a local launch service to provide a passenger launch when the ferry is not 
in operation. Historically this has only been necessary when the ferry is not operational due to 
mechanical problems or programmed out of water inspections. 

 
34. Since the introduction of the new terms and conditions in April 2012, the full-time operatives 

working have declined all voluntary overtime. As a consequence this contingency option 
cannot be relied on in any future circumstance of staff shortage.  

 
35. In the absence of this contingency option the internal contingency arrangements which the 

relief pool of staff was increased in May 2012 from three to five in order to ensure the service 
can be provided without interruption.  
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Appendix 1 
 

Cowes Ferry - Trading Account

DIRECT COSTS ACTUAL COSTS ACTUAL COSTS CURRENT BUDGET FORECAST @ YEAR END

Fin Year   2012-13 Fin Year   2013-14  Fin Year 2014-15 Fin Year 2014-15

371,834 362,275 356,816 369,400

12,774 17,886 12,400 18,000

40,060 29,756 33,700 34,000

57,871 86,959 127,000 127,000

13,756 20,649 10,000 13,500

12,801 20,876 15,290 14,500

2,200 22,100 2,000 23,000

511,296 560,501 557,206 599,400

(673,729) (643,592) (664,087) (675,000)

0 (1,936) (7,298) 0

(673,729) (645,528) (671,385) (675,000)

Trading Surplus  ( Direct costs) (162,434) (85,027) (114,179) (75,600)

Transfer to / from Repair Reserve 0 0 (47,000) (47,000)

(161,179) (122,600)

Carry Forward to 2013-14 30,000 0 0 0

(additional maintenance costs delayed)

INDIRECT COSTS

Management and Support Service charges 47,552 56,949 27,923 35,000

Depreciation charges 4,475 17,799 3,630 3,630

SURPLUS FOR FINANCIAL YEAR (80,407) (10,279) (129,626) (83,970)

TOTAL INCOME

OTHER GENERAL EXPENDITURE

HIRE REPLACEMENT VESSEL

TOTAL EXPENDITURE

INCOME

FEES & CHARGES

Other Income - advertising etc

EXPENDITURE

STAFFING COSTS

PREMISES

FUEL COSTS

MAINTENANCE OF VESSEL

EQUIPMENT , I.T.  & MAINTENANCE.

 


