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27th November 2015. 
 
David Torrance MSP, 
Depute Convener, 
Public Petitions Committee, 
Room T3.40 
The Scottish Parliament, 
Edinburgh. 
 
Dear Mr Torrance 
 
Scottish Red Ensign – PE1569 
 
Please accept my apologies for being unable to be present at the Petitions 
Committee Hearing to be held on 1st December. 
 
I refer to the letters from Robert Goodwill MP of the Department of Transport and 
Derek Mackay MSP, Minister for Transport and Islands of the Scottish Government 
and would submit the following observations on their content. 
 
The letter from Mr Goodwill highlights the vague nature of the warrant process of 
Part 1 of the Merchant Shipping Act, however I am aware that most applications are 
submitted to and considered by the Secretary of State rather than the Queen in 
Council.   The second paragraph of his letter is self explanatory and quite obviously 
covers all the detailed information which would be required for a warrant application 
to allow a proper assessment of the proposal.    
 
His letter has a positive approach to the matter and echoes a letter I received from a 
member of his Department in November 2011 which said,  ‘As you rightly refer, the 
Scottish Government could seek to make known their political wish for a Scottish 
ensign to be granted …….however it would only be taken forward if there is strong 
political and public support for the proposal.’  
 
Paragraphs 1 and 2 of Derek Mackay’s letter re-iterate the points made in Mr 
Goodwill’s letter. 
 
His 3rd paragraph looks at the legality of an alternative Scottish Ensign.   I am aware 
of this issue hence the reason in my petition for requesting a warrant for the granting 
of the Scottish Ensign as an ‘informal or voluntary ensign’ for Scots vessels as I have 
no intention whatsoever of replacing the Red Ensign as this country’s recognised 
national ensign.  The States of Jersey appear to have surmounted the legal 
difficulties of this issue following the introduction of their ‘informal or voluntary’ ensign 
in 2010, by restricting its use to vessels under 400 tonnes.   In consequence their 
registered merchant vessels above that weight wear the Red Ensign whereas 
smaller vessels now have the option of wearing either the Red Ensign or their own 
recognised ‘informal or voluntary ensign. The Scottish Government could do likewise 
and restrict the use of its ‘informal or voluntary’ Scottish Ensign to vessels of 400 
tonnes or less, similar to the provisions in Jersey, or for use by Scottish vessels not 



included on the Register of British Ships, for many small vessels and yachts such as 
my own are not registered vessels in terms of the Merchant Shipping Act. 
 
I am obviously disappointed by the first sentence of his final paragraph where he 
says the Scottish Government has no current plans to apply for a Royal Warrant for 
a Scottish ensign.   However, with respect, I do not think he has thought through the 
full implications of his final sentence where he says, ‘we would be prepared to 
consider supporting any proposal by the petitioner or other interested parties’.   If the 
matter was successfully pursued on this basis then I or the other ‘interested parties’ 
would become the warrant holders of the Scottish Ensign, not the Scottish  
Government or nation, so the Scottish Ensign could only be worn by my vessel or on 
those of the ‘interested parties’, as is the current practice today where yacht clubs 
have a warrant for their own defaced ensigns for use by their members only.   
Thereafter any other individual wishing to fly the Scottish Ensign would have seek 
his Department’s support and then make their individual warrant application to the 
Secretary of State or become a member of the ‘interested party’ holding such a 
warrant.  I fully realise that I could have made an individual application to the 
Department of Transport at Westminster for a warrant but my petition was based on 
the approach used by the Government of the States of Jersey where they applied for 
a warrant which would allow all their vessels to wear their ‘informal or voluntary’ 
ensign.   In my opinion the question of an ensign to be worn by vessels in Scotland is 
a national issue and should therefore be taken forward on that basis by the Scottish 
Government for the benefit of all rather than one individual. 
 
Robert Goodwill and his Department recognise there may be difficulties in the 
process but they have not dismissed the matter by offering official support in any 
application.   The States of Jersey appear to have addressed the legal issue with 
their limitations on the use of their ‘informal or voluntary’ ensign to their advantage in 
advertising and promotion of their Island’s identity.   The final decision on any 
application rests with the Secretary of State at Westminster; the Petitions Committee 
has asked the Scottish Government to consider making and application for a 
warrant. To dismiss that request without at least preparing an outline proposal to the 
Department of Transport is, in my opinion, a premature decision. 
 
In the light of the above I would ask that the members of the Petitions Committee to 
ask Mr Mackay MSP and the Scottish Government to review and reconsider their 
decision not to apply for a Royal warrant to re-establish the Scottish Ensign as an 
’informal or voluntary’ ensign for Scots vessels.    
 
Since my presentation to your Committee in September Scotland has been 
proclaimed winner of the prestigious Cruising Ground of the Year through an online 
poll and our National Marine Tourism Strategy called ‘Awakening the Giant’ aims to 
grow marine visitor revenue to £145M by 2020 and increase the value of the sector 
to £450M in five years.   It remains my opinion that were the Scottish Ensign to be 
re-introduced it could become a valuable marketing tool for use by Sail Scotland in 
this exercise to promote the world’s best sailing destination.  
 
I trust that these comments be worthy of consideration by the members of your 
Committee. 
 



Yours sincerely, 
 
George McKenzie. 
 


