Date: Tuesday 27 May 2025
Time: 7:00pm

Location: In Person — THA Board Room

Apologies: Edd Hewett; Lee Gallagher; Paul McAdam

Board Members Present: Emma MacDonald; lan Wildgoose; Jim Traynor; John MacDonald; Mary
MacGregor; Michael Stirling

Staff Present: Anne Fraser; Grace Lambert
Also Present: Brian Swinbanks

Minutes: John MacDonald

Summary

e Apologies

e Chairman Welcome

e Agquarium Business Plan

¢ Financing the Aquarium Build
e Board Discussion

Aquarium Business Plan — Grace Lambert

Grace presented a business plan for the redeveloped Aquarium. Key benefits would include
finally having a purpose-built facility (the old facility in Taigh Solais had myriad well-documented
defects, including damp and corrosion that was affecting the integrity of the building) with more
space for display tanks and other exhibits, and the potential for shop space. Key customers
would be visitors to Mull, including cruise ship passengers, wildlife tourists, and families, as well
as local schools and community groups. It would be especially valuable as a wet-weather, family-
friendly destination. We would retain the catch and release model via partnerships with
fishermen, divers, and boat tours. The facility would open March to October for 5 days a week
from Sunday to Thursday (Fri/Sat had historically been quiet days for the Aquarium due to self-
catering changeover days), staffed by 2 full-time and 2 part-time employees.

Grace produced visitor number forecasts for 2026, 2027 and 2028 using projections based on
2019 visitor numbers. Using these and some reasonable assumptions on pricing, the Aquarium
was forecast to make a loss in 2026 and a small but growing profit in 2027 and 2028.

The Board had plenty of questions on these projections, focusing mainly on the following:

e Might projected visitor numbers be optimistic, given the issues with the ferries now and
for the foreseeable future? The projections are based on 2019 figures which was a
bumper year for tourism, and we had the Isle of Mull and Coruisk on the Oban route, so
visitor numbers were higher than now. Annual season passes (which is mostly locals)
dramatically reduced post- covid, so we would need to have a clear plan to attract local
families back in regularly. Although cruise ship passengers are growing, they tend not to
visit the Aquarium.

¢ If, given budget considerations, we had to reduce the specification compared to the
current aspiration, would we be able to charge the same entrance fee?




e Isthere going to be demand for aquarium/zoo-type attractions in future given growing
public awareness and concern for animal welfare? Already there are restrictions on catch
and releasing crabs for instance.

e There is a risk associated with having fewer fishermen to bring in catch to regularly fill
tanks and displays. This could mean a change in zoo licence to increase the time we can
hold animals, which may undermine the catch and release element that differentiates us
from other aquariums.

e The projected costs did not include certain overheads including National Insurance and
pension contributions, training costs, contingencies for repairs and maintenance, so the
projected profits in 2027 and 2028 were likely to be optimistic.

¢ Could we cut overheads, cut the staffing bill, perhaps run the facility with fewer staff?
Need to consider that at least 2 members of staff would need to be present at all times.
Touch pools are intense, and staff need to rotate to be able to sustain a whole day. Also
need to consider public safety including fire safety, and staff welfare needs. This includes
having permanent skilled senior staff overseeing junior or seasonal staff, to ensure public
safety as we well as animal welfare, to comply with zoo licence. Specialised staff training
is required to cover and can’t easily be covered by other members of THA staff.

e We were not certain we could put a shop in the Aquarium and staff it, so its projected
£16-18k revenues may not be achievable.

e On the plus-side, filming of the new Balamory later this year might be positive for future
demand if we retained the child-centred focus of the exhibits.

Financing the Aquarium Build — Anne Fraser

The THA Aquarium sub-committee (Grace Lambert, lan Wildgoose, Paul McAdam and John
MacDonald) worked to produce detailed building plans for the Aquarium project, procured
planning permission, had detailed flood risk, topographical and geotechnical surveys carried out,
and had a detailed budget costs report produced by Morham & Brotchie, Chartered Quantity
Surveyors. This report estimated build costs of £1.04m. At a meeting with the QS and the
project architect we went through the costing line by line, and did identify some areas in which
substantial savings could be made, but realistically, even with the arrangement with Argyll
Properties whereby they would contribute a building to the value of ca. £100k, the project is
going to require significant additional funding, conservatively estimated at £150k-plus.

Anne provided the Board with the THA's current financial position, with total reserves and cash at
hand standing at £62,821 These reserves are needed to fund any contingencies with the Aros
project and ongoing repair and maintenance of Harbour assets such moorings and pontoons.

Anne also provided a summary of the current funding environment, which sadly is not conducive
to developments of this type. Any capital funds are currently oversubscribed, and those available
tend to be earmarked for “growth and transformational change”. Anne has approached a
number of the funders that the THA already works with, and none of them are able to provide
support for the Aquarium project.

We could potentially consider loan funding for the project but must consider the impact of an
increase in the THA’s debt burden. In any case, given the projections in the Business Plan, it
seems unlikely that the Aquarium would generate sufficient income to meet the terms of any
potential lender.

Anne also shared historical numbers indicating that the Aquarium’s visitor numbers and income
tended to be highly variable, even when subtracting the impact of the Covid lockdowns. The




Aquarium was often subsidised by the main Harbour operations, and sometimes relied on grants
to subsidise staff. Those grants are no longer available.

Board Discussion

There were two main subjects of discussion by the Board after the presentations by Grace and
Anne:

e Could we fund the capital cost of completing the Aquarium project?
Given the THA's current finances, and the lack of alternative sources of funding via either grants
or loans, the Board determined that there are no viable routes to securing the additional finance
needed for the Aquarium building, even with a conservative estimate of £150k of needed
additional funding.

e |sthe Aquarium viable as an ongoing business?
Even with relatively optimistic visitor numbers, it is unlikely that the Aquarium could pay for itself
over the long term, and most of the risks perceived by the Board are on the downside (ferry
disruption, staffing difficulties, public concern over aquariums/zoos, restrictions on catch and
release). The one potential upside identified was the potential interest due to the re-launch of
Balamory, but that would clearly be transitory and very much dependent on the existing
customer demographic of younger children.

The THA has for the last 18 months engaged with planners, architects and engineers on the
Aquarium, worked to develop a sustainable business plan, and put a huge amount of effort into
exploring options for funding. But visitor numbers are down, ferry capacity is down, overhead
costs are up, seasonal staff are hard to find and seasonal accommaodation for them even harder.

Most difficult of all is the fact that deciding not to progress with the Aquarium build would mean
that Grace’s Aquarium Manager’s job becomes redundant. Grace has been integral to the
success of the Aquarium over the last ten years and is our longest serving staff member. So it
was with heavy hearts all round that the unanimous decision was made to halt the development
of the Aquarium.

All members of the Board agreed that the THA now needs to consolidate and deploy our limited
financial resources on maintaining the existing Harbour assets, which are ageing and in need of
urgent attention and repair, as well as complete the Aros development and finally open it to the
public.

There being no other business the meeting closed at 21:30pm



