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“A remote island community cannot survive let 
alone thrive without strong, reliable, resilient 
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1. Introduction 
 
The Purpose of this report is to complement the previously submitted Socio – 
Economic Assessment, and to provide further and more detailed information on the 
following: 
 

• Investment, passenger numbers and the Isles of Scilly market; 

• And reliability and resilience 
 

The report supplements and supports other studies undertaken by the Heliport 
promoters; often the same data will be used, such as disruption data, but used from 
the perspective of the passenger rather than the operator and presented in alternative 
formats. 
 
Penzance Heliport Ltd has been established to provide a Heliport base in Penzance, 
providing a commercial scheduled helicopter service to the Isles of Scilly. Historically 
there have been 3 modes of passenger transport to the Islands, which are 28 miles off 
the Cornish Peninsula, these are a seasonal passenger ferry, all year round fixed wing 
flights and until 2012 a scheduled helicopter service.  
 
In 2011 the Islands mainland transport links were as follows: 
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Source – Isles of Scilly Transport – A comparative Study of the Isles of Scilly and 
Scottish Islands – Council of the Isles of Scilly 2011 
Map 1 – Isles of Scilly Transport Routes 2011 
The Ferry and the Fixed wing flights were provided by the Isles of Scilly Steamship 
Company (IoSSCo) and still are and the Helicopter was provide by British International 
Helicopters (BIH) which ceased trading from Penzance in October 2012. 
 

 
Source – Mott Macdonald Major Scheme Business Case for the Isles of Scilly Sea Link 
2008 as part of the Department for Transport submission. 
Graph 1 – Transport Share 2008 
 
The above is the modal share data from the Mott MacDonald Major Scheme Business 
Case for the Isles of Scilly Sea Link from 2008. The Council of the Isles of Scilly 
Sustainable Transport Strategy and subsequent Framework prepared by WSP 
Development and Transportation identified that the Helicopter service was more 
popular with people visiting the islands for a longer duration and with islands’ 
residents than other modes, this was identified through surveys of passengers. It is 
considered that this is likely to remain the case for the proposed new service, 
considering the 2,600 letters of support for the previous planning application and the 
over 10,000 signatures on a petition asking the Isles of Scilly Steamship Company 
(IoSSCo) to withdraw it’s judicial review against the unanimous planning decision 
reached by Cornwall Council members. 

 
In October 2012 the British International Helicopter (BIH) service ceased to operate 
and the site was sold to Sainsbury’s supermarket group. This then left the Islands 
serviced by the 2 modes of transport through March to November and fixed wing all 
year round, both operated by the Isles of Scilly Steamship Company Limited (IoSSCo). 
By necessity the fixed wing contracted back to the 3 nearest airports, Land’s End, 
Newquay and a summer only Exeter service. This meant a greater emphasis on Land’s 
End Airport, as to facilitate up to 39 flights a day, the IOSSCO aeroplanes could not be 
committed to the longer Southampton and Bristol Flights. 



Addendum Socio-Economic Assessment: Impact of the Proposed Penzance Heliport 
(December 2017) 

 

 5 

 
It is worth noting that the runway lengths at St Mary’s Airport, the longest is 632m, 
limit the fixed winged aircraft that can land at St Mary’s, at this time limiting the fleet 
to Twin Otters and Islanders. The Parsons Brinkerhoff Options analysis for St Mary’s 
Airport from 2011/12 looked at the feasibility of extending the runways but would 
have been too costly and unacceptable on heritage and environmental grounds. This 
means it limits the aeroplanes that can land, therefore limiting the range to at 
maximum an hour and a half flights (as there are no toilets on the planes) and  the 
airlines with planes which can operate into St Mary’s Airport. The Council of the Isles 
of Scilly after the demise of the BIH Helicopter service in 2012 worked with Parsons 
Brinkerhoff to identify alternative operators and approached them about operating 
into St Mary’s Airport.  This was not successful due to the very limited number of 
operators with Islanders or Twin Otter fleets, most of whom were very small fleets 
operating in very local Markets such as the Channel Islands, the Isle of Man and the 
Scottish Islands. 
 
Visitor numbers to the Islands were greatly impacted. The table below clearly 
articulates the overall drop in passenger numbers. This is for passenger numbers for 
individual journeys (sectors), rather than return journeys.  
 

 
Source – CAA passenger Data and St Mary’s Harbour data – Council of the isles of Scilly 
Graph 2 – Total passenger numbers by all modes 
 
The increases in 2002 – 2004 are considered to be an anomaly caused by foot and 
mouth, the islands were unaffected, so were incredibly popular with walkers, and 
international incidents which discouraged international air travel. 250,000 passenger 
journeys per annum have traditionally been considered to be the islands ‘steady state’. 
The Isles of Scilly, as with all destinations, was greatly impacted by the financial crisis 
of 2008, but by 2011 the numbers were beginning to recover to their pre – crisis levels. 
The closure of the BIH Helicopter service and the severe water logging at Land’s End, 
from Winter 2012 – Spring 2013 and Winter  – Spring 2014, leading to the closure of 
one of the only two winter routes to Scilly led to a general perception that Scilly was 



Addendum Socio-Economic Assessment: Impact of the Proposed Penzance Heliport 
(December 2017) 

 

 6 

‘closed for business’. The reliance on Newquay Airport in the winter, during the 
winters of 2012/13 and 2013/14, was particularly challenging for Islanders for whom 
the winter flights are the only mode of scheduled transport from November until Mid 
March. Newquay Airport was challenging for a number of reasons, the route was 
considerably more expensive and due to location and lack of public transport was 
inconvenient, especially for residents with no access to cars on the mainland. This led 
to a collapse in passenger journeys to less than 90,000 passengers. With the closure of 
the helicopter service there was considerable growth in passengers on the fixed wing 
and passenger vessel but not commensurate with pre-helicopter numbers.  
 
This is reflected in the high load factors in both the fixed wing and passenger ferry 
especially through the peak season, and the IoSSCo for the first time offering Sunday 
sailings of the Scillonian in the peak season. 
 
There has been a significant shift from air transport to the passenger ferry since the 
loss of the Helicopter service. This is due to its accessibility for those less able and its 
greater reliability. 
 

 
Source – CAA Passenger Data 
Graph 3 – Share of Air Travel passengers by mode 
 
It has also been due to the small luggage allowance, the very small size of the planes 
compared to the previous helicopter and the perceived and real issue of lack of 
resilience and poor reliability. The passenger ferry service is only available between 
March and November, this shortens the season considerably.  

 
This implies that there is an opportunity for considerable growth in the Isles of Scilly 
market with extra transport capacity and a more reliable and resilient service, 
especially in the winter and shoulder periods. This is supported by the Island 
Partnership, which is a membership organisation based on the Islands with the aim to 
grow business on Scilly. The IP Business plan 2017 – 19 has a target of an additional 
20,000 visitors (40,000) passenger journeys by 2019, on Page 9, in the transport 
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section, the “promise now of a return of a helicopter service in early 2018” gives 
strong grounds for optimism for the islands’ transport system. 
 

This implies there is under utilised bed space especially in the shoulder months where 
the season has been consistently disrupted. This is supported by previous years 
passenger numbers when the islands accommodated significantly more visitors. 
Indeed, in the Chairman’s Statement, in the IOSSCo Annual report 2017, he states 
“Passenger numbers continued to grow between the mainland and the islands for the 
third consecutive calendar year” 
 
It is clear that capacity has been raised as an issue from the IOSSCo Annual Statement 
2017 which states “Highlighted in last year’s statement was the high degree of 
importance the Board attaches to a number of vital elements of our scheduled services 
specifically: resilience, reliability, affordability and accessibility. To this list the Board 
has added the issue of capacity. We recognise that, within the bounds defined by the 
nature of the Island’s relatively niche market, the Steamship Company must strive to 
have seats available for all who would wish to occupy them on our ships and 
aeroplanes, on the day and indeed at the time of day that they wish to travel” This 
implies that there have been serious issues of capacity on the vessel and airplanes 
which strongly correlates to the load data that Penzance Heliport Ltd acquired through 
an Freedom of Information request from St Mary’s Airport.  
 
Therefore growth in visitor numbers is only possible with growth in the transport 
sector, either modal (such as a helicopter service) or more capacity on the current 
routes via other operators or the IoSSCo, or new routes from different destinations. To 
enable Skybus to deliver the current service it has had to stop providing very popular 
and successful routes from Bristol and Southampton Airports, this was announced by 
the IoSSCo on the 14th September 2012 in direct response to the announced closure of 
BIH. 
 
In 2014, the Council of the Isles of Scilly and partners supported by the Local 
Enterprise Partnership for Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly developed a Strategic 
Economic Plan “Island Futures”. This clearly identifies improving transport links as key 
to increasing and sustaining the islands economy and community. 
 
“Given the location of the Isles of Scilly, an efficient, reliable, year-round transport service is 
paramount. This provides the lifeline for businesses, visitors and residents alike and should 
develop to provide easier links to key markets beyond Cornwall.” 
 

This identified a need to improve transport links in 2014 after the closure of the 
previous BIH service. The Penzance Heliport and Helicopter service to the Islands 
would achieve this. It is worth noting that the report does not highlight cost as an issue 
for visitors to Scilly. It is also worth noting that the IoSSCo was a partner in Island 
Futures and a member of the Island Futures Board which was set up to deliver the 
aspirations of the Strategic Economic Plan. 
 



Addendum Socio-Economic Assessment: Impact of the Proposed Penzance Heliport 
(December 2017) 

 

 8 

The Penzance Heliport submission has due regard for it’s own responsibilities under 
Section 149 of the Equalities Act 2010, through a number of measures such as disabled 
access and toilets, but also by addressing islanders access to essential services on the 
mainland including health and education. It also supports Cornwall Council’s 
compliance in that it must take due regard in the exercise of its duty to the need to:- 

(a)  eliminate discrimination, harassment, victimisation and any other conduct that is 

prohibited by or under this Act; 

(b) advance equality of opportunity between persons who share a relevant 

protected characteristic and persons who do not share it; 

(c) foster good relations between persons who share a relevant protected 

characteristic and persons who do not share it. 

 
The Penzance Heliport application does this by improving all islanders and visitors 
access, providing the very best facilities and ensuring that the facilities are 
welcoming to all. 
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2. Local Socio economic Impacts – West Cornwall 
 

Construction Phase 
 
There will be significant positive impacts for the West of Cornwall through the 
construction phase and this has been estimated using the government approved 
methodology.  
 
Jobs will be created in the local economy during the construction phase, and it is 
generally accepted that construction has wide-ranging economic benefits both locally 
and nationally. Construction is one of the best ways of stimulating economic activity, is 
the best sector for stimulating employment (particularly for lower skilled and young 
workers) and represents investment rather than consumption, providing significant 
long-term economic and social benefits. £1 spent on construction output generates a 
total of £2.84 in total economic activity. Therefore the £3.3 million investment in 
Penzance Heliport has the potential to generate £9.37 million of overall economic 
activity.  (Source: Original Socio Economic Report undertaken for the original planning 
permission) 
 
 

Operational Phase 
 
Operating a Heliport in Penzance will provide year round, well paid employment; these 
will include specialist engineering, pilots and fire crew. It is estimated that this will 
create 22 direct jobs in Penzance, employed in the Heliport. There will also be a 
significant increase in GVA associated with the operation. 
 
Inevitably there will, especially in the initial operating phase, be some displacement 
from the fixed wing and ferry operated by the Isles of Scilly Steamship Company 
Limited (IoSSCo). This is considered to be marginal considering the overall loss to the 
Islands and West Cornwall economy from the loss of the previous helicopter service. 
The Isles of Scilly are marketed through the Island’s Business Partnership, the IP, who 
have a target to grow visitor numbers from 109,064 in 2015 to 132,108 in 2019 (21% 
overall increase). The IP have over 350 member businesses, and receive considerable 
contributions from the IOSSCO, Tresco Estate and the Duchy of Cornwall. The IP Draft 
Marketing Strategy identifies that 20,000 of these additional visitors will require 
transport to the Islands, this is 40,000 additional transport journeys. It is considered 
that a number of these additional visitors and the visitors who moved from the original 
Helicopter to other modes of transport will use the Heliport at Penzance. This will 
ensure the Heliport is operationally viable and that there is actual additionality not just 
displacement from other services. Further evidence is provided later in this report. 
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The IOSSCO in their previous objection to the planning permission for the Heliport 
stated that they had created significant new jobs (25) since the loss of BIH in 2012. 
Their report is based on the premise that the Heliport and Helicopter will not grow the 
market. However, the statistics do not support this premise.  
 
Many of these additional visitors will require accommodation in West Cornwall, use 
public transport and spend money in retail and other outlets. Anecdotal evidence and 
previous evidence provided by Mott MacDonald for the Major Scheme bid to the 
Department for Transport indicates that this will have a significant impact on the 
economy of West Cornwall and Cornwall as a whole. 
 
Many of the businesses and residents in Scilly use services in West Cornwall, such as 
solicitors, accountants and wholesalers. If Scilly has a more reliable transport system 
which allows the market to grow, businesses on Scilly will have additional money to 
spend with businesses in West Cornwall.  
 
Previous studies such as the Penzance and Isles of Scilly Strategic Investment 
Framework and the analysis undertaken as part of the Route Partnership, identified a 
value of £5.3m contributed to the Penzance and West Cornwall economy by the 
residents and visitors to Scilly. A successful Scilly supports a successful West Cornwall. 
 
A survey of businesses in Penzance carried out in 2009 for the Route Partnership Scilly 
Sea Link Project showed that 19% of businesses in Penzance replied that they traded 
with businesses in the Isles of Scilly. 

 

 
Table 1 – Penzance Business Survey 
 
The survey analysis concluded that an estimated 21% of hotel guests in Penzance are 
making ‘linked trips’ to the Isles of Scilly, and are therefore staying in Penzance for 
onward travel to the Isles of Scilly. In addition, these guests generate employment in 
restaurants and bars. Assuming that the expenditure of these visitors generates 21% 
of employment in the sector, this means that some 190 jobs in hotels, restaurants and 
bars in and around Penzance are dependent on overnight visitors to the Isles of Scilly.  

 
In reality, various other sectors benefit from the expenditure of these visitors. This is 
likely to include tourism-based retail and taxi drivers for example, although it is not 
possible to specify potential jobs in the sectors from the data available. On this basis, 
the above estimate is likely to be conservative. 
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Given the GDP per worker in Penwith of £27,691 from WebTAG Unit 3.5.14, these jobs 
inject about £5.3 million into the local economy each year. Any decline in Scilly will 
there fore negatively impact Penzance and any increase will also have a beneficial 
impact on Penzance. Therefore an increase of 20% in visitors to Scilly would bring an 
additional 38 indirect jobs to Penzance and an additional £1.06m into the economy of 
Penzance indirectly. 
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3. Local Socio –Economic Impacts on the Isles of Scilly 
 

Operational Phase 
 
The direct impact on Scilly of renewing the helicopter service to Tresco Heliport and St 
Mary’s Airport are smaller than in Penzance but still significant in an Island context. 
There are expected to be 8 new direct jobs created by the re-instatement of the 
Helicopter service, located both on St Mary’s and Tresco. On St Mary’s this will be 
customer service and ground handling staff, but on Tresco will also include a Heliport 
Manager and a Category 2 Fire Crew. Although the Heliport has continued to operate 
on Tresco, it has operated as a private helipad rather than as a CAA licensed 
commercial Heliport. 
 
These 8 jobs will be permanent and full time jobs that are reasonably well paid. 
 

Catalytic impacts from improving Scilly’s connectivity 
 
A more fundamental economic impact from aviation is the catalytic or supply side 
impacts from improving Scilly’s connectivity with the rest of the UK and beyond.  
 
The overall GDP of the Islands is estimated to be in the region of £30m based on 
109,000 visitors, if visitors were to increase by 20,000 as per the IP Marketing Strategy, 
this would correlate to an additional £5.4m of GDP per annum – if we assume a 30% 
optimism bias this still equates to 14,000 additional travellers and an additional GDP 
across the islands of £3.78m. This is significant for a small community of 2,353 people. 
 
The Heliport is considered to be catalytic in driving investment up by other businesses 
on Scilly, through capturing lost visitors and new visitors and for those wishing to 
experience the only commercial scheduled helicopter service in Europe. 
 
The Heliport will induce confidence that Scilly is not slowly declining but has a bright 
future and makes Penzance a truly multi- modal transport hub. 
 
Although the impact on the economy of West Cornwall is important but not 
significant, the impact on Scilly is far greater. 
 
The passenger graph earlier in the report clearly and graphically shows the decline in 
visitors to Scilly from a peak in 2004. The data for visitors to the Isles of Scilly are 
correlated to the reliability and availability of transport to the Islands, although cost is 
often cited as an issue for the decline in visitor numbers. The unreliability is of far 
greater concern, especially as the market shifts towards high value tourists. 
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The following graph is taken from the Island Futures Business Survey 2014 and shows 
the issues that businesses felt had the greatest negative impact on the growth and 
development of their businesses.  Poor transport links and transport related issues had 
the highest return. 
 

 
 
 Source Island Futures – Business Survey 2014 – May 2014 Ash Consultants 
Graph 4 – Business response relating to greatest negative impact on business growth 
and development  
 
In 2011, partners on Scilly including the IoSSCo and British International Helicopters, 
worked with consultants to develop a Blueprint Report called “Future of Tourism in 
Scilly”, this report led to the development of the Island Partnership as a single body 
speaking for and marketing tourism on the Islands. The 2011 Future of Tourism Report 
by Blue Sail clearly stated that there was a requirement to “at least maintaining- and 
ideally improving – transport links to the mainland”. The loss of the BIH service in 2012 
made this impossible to achieve. The report also included an Action Plan which the IP 
has been committed to delivering, unfortunately with the loss of BIH and significantly 
declining numbers this has been challenging. 
 
Penzance Heliport Limited has unprecedented support from businesses and residents 
across Scilly. The original planning application received over 2,600 letters of support 
from individuals and businesses. When the Judicial Review brought by the IoSSCo was 
announced there was a ground swell of support for the Heliport, with a petition of 
over 10,000 signatories asking the IoSSCo to withdraw the Judicial Review. 
 
Penzance Heliport Ltd promoters have talked individually to the largest businesses on 
Scilly to assess the impact of the proposed Heliport and Helicopter service, on future 
investment. 
 
It has become very clear that businesses are deferring investment into Scilly whilst 
there is such uncertainty in relation to the transport system, and a perceived lack of 
resilience and reliability. 
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The following table and the letters included in Annex 1, identify the investments that 
are currently deferred whilst the transport system is in its current state. 
 
 
 

Business Name New Jobs created by 
future investment 

Value of future planned 
investment 

Karma Group, St Martin’s 
Hotel, St martin’s Isles of 
Scilly 

20 FTEs £5,000,000 

Sibleys Fuels, St Mary’s, 
Isles of Scilly 

1 FTE £400,000 

Tresco Estates, Tresco, 
Isles of Scilly 

28 FTE £17,302,500 

Frobisher International, 
Tregarthens Hotel, St 
Mary’s, Isles of Scilly 

12 FTE and 10 seasonal £5,000,000 

Robert Francis, Star Castle, 
St Mary’s, Isles of Scilly. 

4 FTE and 5 seasonal staff £2,000,000 

Duchy of Cornwall 11 part time  £800,000 

Garrison Campsite 1FTE £350,000 

Clifford Freeman, Scilly 
Self Catering, Scilly Linen, 
St Mary’s Hotel and 
Speros Restaurant 

5 FTE £400,000 

Source – Letters direct from Businesses on the islands 
Table 2 – Investment dependent on improved transport 

 
 
 
 

“Businesses need confidence to invest; better transport will 
restore business confidence” 
 
 
 
 

The following is an extract from a letter from Clifford Freeman, a significant business 
owner with very diverse business interests both on Scilly and in Gloucestershire. The 
letter was received in August 2017. 
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The following is a statement from St Austell Breweries in support of the proposal: 

“St. Austell Brewery has a long association with the Islands and  is a major supplier 

to many of the  Hotels restaurants and pubs  . The Company also owns and operates 2 

pubs and a Hotel on St.Mary’s which together with its distribution network provide at 

least 50 jobs. 

Robust transport links to the islands are essential if visitors numbers are to grow and 

the company supports the application to reintroduce the Helicopter service from 

Penzance to the islands which will help to extend the season, increase passenger 

satisfaction and footfall and undoubtedly protect and enhance future employment and 

investment plans for the business.” 

 

This investment into Penzance Heliport not only delivers the aspirations of the Future 
of Tourism Action Plan – it secures jobs on the Islands and the potential for in excess of 
£31 ,000,000 of additional investment and over70 FTE jobs (permanent and seasonal). 
Without tourism the islands are not viable, the transport links which have no revenue 
subsidy are only viable if tourism is successful. This is equally true of the medical 
facilities, the freight facilities and the retail outlets. The 2,353 permanent residents on 
the island could not sustain the airport or the harbour facilities without the tourists 
and without visitors would also have very limited job opportunities or quality of life. 
Increased visitors would have a beneficial impact on all businesses and including the 
IoSSCo: even if all additional passengers used the Heliport and Helicopter Service the 
IoSSCo provides all freight services to the Islands and between the islands, which is a 
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key element of its business activities and will benefit from extra visitors and capital 
investment. 
 
The Islands also have an initiative called Smart Islands; this is supported by a wide 
partnership including the Council of the Isles of Scilly, Tresco Estate, Duchy of 
Cornwall, the IP and Hitachi Europe Ltd. The initiative aims to make the Islands a test 
bed for new technologies, with Hitachi Europe Ltd successfully accessing a £10m 
investment to develop a Smart Grid for the Islands, with many other investments 
being developed. This requires not only permanent personnel based on the Islands but 
visiting experts, engineers and project sponsors from around the world. This growing 
collaboration depends on a resilient transport system to succeed. 
 
The Penzance Heliport and the Helicopter service would provide choice to residents 
and visitors, and offers greater resilience and reliability, which are considered in detail 
in the following section. 
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4. Resilience, Reliability and Capacity 
 

“Disrupted travel is the most negative force working against 
our island tourism industry and the greatest impact on those 
who rely on it for health, education, work or leisure” 
 
This section using data, obtained from the Council of the Isles of Scilly operated St 
Mary’s Airport, using Freedom of Information Requests, highlights issues relating to 
capacity of the fixed wing flights and the resilience and reliability of the fixed wing 
operation.  This addresses many of the issues raised in the IoSSCo original planning 
objection. 

 
Load Data 2016 
 
The small Islander planes which operate predominantly from Land’s End Airport has a 
maximum carrying capacity of 8 seats, the Twin Otter airplane which operates from all 
the fixed wing destination airports has a maximum of 16 seats – but this varies with 
luggage weights and availability of pilots and staff, as well as maintenance 
programmes. It is considered that from May to September Skybus are at capacity for 
certain flights and for at least the 4 month (June to September) core for the Scillonian 
3, on changeover days which other than for Tresco are pre-dominantly Thursday, 
Friday and Saturday. The islands are not at capacity for accommodation so this along 
with the day trip market, provides the spare capacity that the helicopters can service 
and provide for, as well as growth in numbers. This is acknowledged in the IOSSCo 
Chairman’s Statement in the IOSSCo Annual Report 2017, where capacity has been 
highlighted as an important issue for the Board, alongside resilience, reliability, 
affordability and accessibility.  
 
The table below averages the load data for the Islander and Twin Otters across the 
month as this is how data is collected at St Mary’s airport. Tresco Estates like many 
other transport users, including the NHS, have found booking flights difficult, 
especially, certain times of the week and at certain times of the day. Many 
accommodation providers have experienced cancellations relating to unavailability of 
transport for selected dates. This has been reflected in the load data below which 
shows the relatively high loads especially in the summer months. This is a particular 
issue on St Mary’s where the changeover days are still largely on the weekends. 
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Month 

Islander - 
average 
passenger 
Movements 
per flight 

Twin Otter - 
Average 
Passenger 
movements 
per flight 

Freight 
Trips 

January 4.7 10.1 78 

February 4.9 11.4 80 

March 4.6 10.6 98 

April 5.1 11.8 78 

May 5.2 14.5 58 

June 5.9 13 74 

July 6 13.1 66 

August 6 13.5 70 

September 5.7 13.2 56 

October 5 12 83 

November 5.5 9.8 90 

December 4.4 13.5 80 

Yearly 
load 
average 5.25 12.2 76 

  
Table 3- 2016 Load data averages across months – Source – St Mary’s Airport 

 
 
An example of the impact of the loss of the Helicopter service is Tresco Estate and Hell 
Bay Hotel on Bryher. Tresco Estate is the largest employer on the Islands and has the 
highest number of bed spaces on the Islands. The Tresco clientele are very time and 
resilience sensitive. Visitor surveys of non-returning Tresco customers have identified 
the loss of the helicopter service and the perceived and real lack of resilience and 
reliability of the fixed wing operation as the reason for the significant decline in visitors 
especially in the Christmas and shoulder periods.  The disruption data sourced from St 
Mary’s airport covering 2012 – 2017  clearly shows that the highest risk periods for 
disruption are in the shoulder months, and winter months where there are either 
limited sailings (4 times per week) or no sailings at all by the Scillonian 3. This has also 
meant that the Estate no longer run their winter shooting operation – this attracted 
high net worth groups throughout the winter for short periods of time; any delay to a 
3 day trip impacts significantly on the enjoyment or value for money of the trip. The 
Helicopters also could carry less mobile individuals, as the new ones will, and had and 
will have a larger luggage allowance. Christmas and New Year trade on Tresco has 
significantly declined by 58%. Annex 2 contains comments from the original planning 
application from 21 Timeshare customers from Tresco who are happy to be identified 
who have been negatively affected by the loss of the previous Helicopter service.  
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The IP 2016 Visitor Survey asked the following question: 
 

 
 
Source – IP Visitor Survey 2016 
  
This supports future growth in the market, but the following from the same document 
identifies transport as the key issue. 
 

 
Source - IP Visitor Survey 2016 
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The following pricing table indicates the historical costs of the different transport 
modes when the helicopter was in operation.  
 

 
Source – Application for ERDF for St Mary’s Airport and hardening Land’s End Airport 
Table 4 – Modal Ticket Prices 
 
The new pricing structure is as follows using 2017 prices all modes. 
 

Mode  Single  Return 

Proposed Penzance 
to St Mary’s - 
Helicopter 

£125.00 £235.00 

Exeter to St Mary’s 
Airport – Fixed 
Wing 

£149 - £155 
 

£298 - £310 
£305 - £315 (New 
2018 Fares) 

Newquay to St 
Mary’s Airport – 
Fixed Wing 

£99 - £114 £198 - £228 
£205 - £230 (New 
2018 Fares) 

Land’s End to St 
Mary’s Airport – 
Fixed Wing 

£70 - £85 £140 - £170 
£160 - £178 New 
2018 fares) 

Penzance – St 
Mary’s – Scillonian 
3 vessel 

£45 £90 
From £99 (New 
2018 Fares) 

Source – IoSSCo Website 
Table 5 – 2017 pricing all modes 
  

 
Although the Helicopter is the most expensive mode of transport per mile, it is 
considered that the increased reliability and extra luggage allowance will make it very 
attractive to both residents and visitors. This was reflected in the overwhelming 
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written support for the project received by Cornwall Council from residents and 
businesses during the previous planning process.  
 

Disruption 
 
Historically the Helicopter was the preferred mode of air transport due to the ability to 
fly in harsher weather conditions. This was articulated in the WSP Isles of Scilly 
Sustainable Transport Strategy and Framework in 2011 through their transport survey. 
The Helicopter can fly in strong and cross winds and lower cloud cover than fixed wing 
planes. When the Helicopter was last in service in 2012 it was significantly less 
impacted by disruption than the fixed wing modes, this was accepted as part of the 
state aid argument to the European Commission for supporting public sector funding 
into the hardening of Land’s End Airport. This is further developed in the Technical and 
commercial reports from Pildo Wessex Ltd which are also part of the planning 
submission. This also graphically explains the impact of cloud cover on Fixed wing 
versus a helicopter. 
 
Through a Freedom of Interest request, Penzance Heliport Ltd obtained the St Mary’s 
Airport Disruption Data, which gives the dates, hours and causes of disruption. 
 
2012 was the last year in which the BIH Helicopter operated, it is also the earliest year 
that we have been able to obtain raw disruption data for from the St Mary’s Airport, 
although we have sourced September 2010 – September 2011 combined disruption 
chart from a report entitled ISLES OF SCILLY TRANSPORT  - A Comparative Study of the 
Isles of Scilly and the Scottish Islands. 
 
The following graph shows the hours of disruption in 2012 by mode of transport. As 
can be seen the Islander and Twin Otter fixed wing aircraft are considerably more 
disrupted than the Helicopter was. This supports the analysis by WSP in the Isles of 
Scilly Sustainable Transport Plan that residents and visitors preferred the Helicopter 
for its greater resilience. 
 

 
Source - Application for ERDF for St Mary’s Airport and hardening Land’s End Airport 
Graph 5 – Modal Disruption 2012 
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The Disruption data from the Airport identifies the causes of disruption and they are as 
follows: 
 

• Fog/visibility 

• Cross winds/strong winds 

• Cloud cover  

• Runway State (only fixed wing) 

• Technical 

As the Islander carried fewer passengers than the Twin Otter or the Helicopter, this 
needs to be taken into account, also the disproportionate impact of the waterlogged 
runways on the Islander fleet. After the Helicopter closed operations the incumbent 
operator, the Isles of Scilly Steamship Company, purchased further Twin Otter 
capacity. 
 
The 2012 season had the following disruption breakdown 

 
Source - Application for ERDF for St Mary’s Airport and hardening Land’s End Airport 
Graph – 6 – 2012 Modal Disruption by Month 
 

 
Source - Application for ERDF for St Mary’s Airport and hardening Land’s End  
Graph – 7 - 2012 Causes of disruption 
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This graph clearly shows the difference between the Helicopter and fixed wing in 
terms of disruption with the previous helicopters suffering far less impact from fog, 
cloud cover, cross winds or runway state but significantly more impacted by technical 
issues relating to the age of the helicopters being operated at that time by BIH, this 
should not be an issue on the new service with new AW139’s. 
 

 
Source - Application for ERDF for St Mary’s Airport and hardening Land’s End  
Graph 8 – 2012 Helicopter Disruption 
 
This pie chart shows the vulnerability of each mode to various causes of disruption – 
clearly technical issues were the biggest concern for BIH helicopter service. 

 
Source - Application for ERDF for St Mary’s Airport and hardening Land’s End  
Graph 9 – 2012 Islander Disruption 
 
As the Islander only flew at that time from Land’s End Airport it clearly shows the 
disproportionate impact of fog and low cloud cover on Land’s End Airport. 
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Source - Application for ERDF for St Mary’s Airport and hardening Land’s End  
Graph 10 – 2012 Twin Otter Disruption 
 
Twin Otters which flew from Newquay, Exeter, Southampton and Bristol at that time 
suffered far greater technical issues as a proportion of disruption and due to its wing 
span is very disrupted by cross winds and cannot fly in conditions which both the 
islander and helicopter can. 
 
It is clear that a rotary service is far less impacted by the weather, although in the past 
especially in the last year of operation it was excessively impacted by technical issues. 
This would not be the case for a new service with new helicopters, the old service 
were using helicopters from the 1960’s.  The hardening of the runways at Land’s End 
has largely reduced the impact of runway state in the last few years. 
 
The main advantage of a rotary service compared to a fixed wing service is in relation 
to cross winds, cloud cover and fog/visibility issues, a particular issue at Land’s End 
where the Islander fixed wing aeroplanes fly from.  
 
Isles of Scilly Transport – A comparative Study of the Isles of Scilly and the Scottish 
Islands, contained the following graph which shows the disruption by air from 
September 2010 to September 2011. The maximum days disrupted is 10 out of 24 in 
February 2011, with very low levels of disruption in the summer. 
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Source - Isles of Scilly Transport – A comparative Study of the Isles of Scilly and the 
Scottish Islands 
Graph 11– Total Air Disruption September 2010 to September 2011 
 
If the similar graph is drawn using 2016 data it looks as follows: 
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Source – St Mary’s Airport Disruption Data 
Graph 12 – Total days affected by Air Disruption January 2016 – December 2016 

 
As can be seen there is considerably more disruption across the year with reliance just 
on fixed wing. There is also a change to the seasonality in disruption, in previous years 
disruption was concentrated in the winter months – recently the disruption has been 
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across the months and particularly significant in the summer months, which has the 
biggest impact on the economy of Scilly. 

 
Disruption Data 2013 – 2017 (YTD) 
 
Since the loss of the Rotary service in 2012 disruption data for St Mary’s Airport has 
been collected by a different methodology, concentrating on the origin airport rather 
than the type of aircraft. This data is now collected by hours of disruption.  It has been 
analysed by days suffering disruption as the hours are less important to the traveller 
and any delay causes concerns and can impact on the trip, especially day trips and 
medical travel. Delays also make people anxious and this influences and impacts on 
the enjoyment and satisfaction of the entire trip, making another destination in 
comparison in the future more attractive.  
 
It also has a significant impact on spend if a visitor has had to spend an extra night in 
West Cornwall with all the additional cost they are not spending money in Scilly which 
is a loss to the economy of Scilly. The trip to Scilly has a greater impact as the boat 
goes to Scilly at 9.30 in the morning giving little time for people to transfer from the 
days and flights and none after 9 in the morning. The Scillonian leaves Scilly at 4.30 in 
the afternoon so most disrupted passengers can be accommodated on the boat except 
in the summer months when often the Scillonian has been at capacity.  If the Scillonian 
is full, accommodation has to be sought from a limited supply, leading to frequent 
requests from the Tourist Information Centre for accommodation for stranded 
passengers. 
 
The Graph below summarise the days of disruption from 2013 – 2016, we have 
removed the water logging at Land’s End as it distorts the figures and is no longer an 
issue. As can be seen, flights are consistently disrupted throughout the year and 
disruption is significantly worse than when the Helicopter and Fixed Wing operation 
cooperated in the past by transferring passengers. In the past there was a reciprocal 
agreement whereby disrupted passengers would be transferred between the fixed 
wing and Helicopter Service, and between the Scillonian. This greatly reduced the 
impact of disruption and improved customer satisfaction. It would be the intention of 
the Penzance Heliport Ltd to develop this approach again in the future, when all 
services are operational. 
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Source – St Mary’s Airport Disruption Data 
Graph 13 – Monthly pattern of disruption 2013 – 2016  
 
 
As can be seen fixed wing air transport is regularly disrupted, with Land’s End being 
the most effected especially by Fog and visibility. On a yearly basis, Land’s End 
experiences disruption on between 20 and 30% of days - so at least 1 in 5 flying days 
are disrupted. Although this might only be for a few hours in a day, it is still difficult for 
the traveller especially for shorter trips and day trips for business, leisure or medical 
reasons. 
 
A loss of even a proportion of a day or a single day to a holiday on Scilly also impacts 
on the spend of the visitor, this level of disruption will cost the Islands in lost revenue 
for boat trips, restaurant spend and retail spend. Passengers delayed on St Mary’s stay 
at the airport and are fed by the airline so income is limited to the Airport café. 
 
This affects traveller’s confidence in holidaying or residing on Scilly and is a significant 
barrier to development and investment. 
 

Providing a more resilient and reliable service, albeit a more 
expensive one will grow numbers visiting the islands as well as 
give confidence to businesses to invest and encourage further 
investment. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
The European Commission states that “Transport is critical to the everyday lives of 
European citizens. Efficient and effective transport facilitates the free flow of people, 
goods and services, contributes to productivity in all other economic sectors, and is a 
vital part of Europe's sustainable growth strategy” 
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 Penzance Heliport Ltd is contributing to this objective by: 
 

• providing 30 direct full time, well paid jobs in Penzance, St Mary’s and Tresco.  
 

• having a catalytic impact on the economy of Scilly and potentially release over 
£31m of capital investment creating a further 70 full time equivalent jobs on 
Scilly.  

 

• Providing choice of operator for residents and visitors 
 

• Competition to drive efficiencies and improving customer services. 
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