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Commercial Issues

The Bretagne
In July, Bunkerspot’s publisher, Llewellyn Bankes-
Hughes, sailed on the Bretagne to meet its French 
captain and crew, visit the bridge and engine room, and 
discuss the impact that higher bunker prices is having 
on the ship’s day-to-day operations.

Launched in 1989, the 24,534 GT Bretagne currently 
runs the Portsmouth-St Malo route, switching in 
winter months to the longer Plymouth-Santander route. 
However, with capacity for 39 trucks, 580 cars and 
2,056 passengers, the ship is now considered too 
small for the French route and will switch permanently 
to the Santander route from next spring.

The Bretagne – which is considered by many to 
be one of the more stable cross-channel ships and 
therefore a firm favourite with passengers – has a 
maximum cruising speed of 20 knots and consumes 
around 50 metric tonnes (mt) of bunker fuel a day. 
Its annual consumption is some 15,000-18,000 mt, 
which is loaded in batches of 150-170 mt twice a week 
in Portsmouth. Deliveries are made by the Whitaker 
barges Jaynee W, Whitchallenger and Whitonia, as with 
the rest of the Brittany Ferries fleet, the bunker fuel 
is supplied by ExxonMobil from its nearby Fawley 
refinery. 

According to its Chief Engineer, Mathieu Massé, 
fuel quality testing is normally limited to onboard 
viscosity testing. One reason for this is that the advent 
of high bunker prices has encouraged the company 
to begin the switch from 180 centistoke (cst) fuel oil 
to heavier grades. Rather than make an instant switch 
to 380 cst fuel oil, the Bretagne, over the past four 
months, has been cautiously using and testing the 
heavier fuels in stages, increasing from 180 cst to 220 
cst, then 240 cst before most recently running on 320 
cst fuel oil. Ultimately, the plan is to run all four main 
Wärtsillä engines and all three Wärtsillä generators 
on 380 cst material, should the testing go according 
to plan. So far, according to Massé, no problems have 
been encountered with the higher viscosity fuel, while 
at the same time, the ship has not encountered any 
difficulty running 1.5% sulphur fuels following the 
switch last summer from 3.5% sulphur material as a 
result of operating within the English Channel Sulphur 
Emissions Control Area (SECA).

Unlike a few other ships in the Brittany Ferries fleet, 
the Bretagne has not yet been obliged to slow down 
to conserve fuel. According to its captain, Jacques 
Brichet, this is mainly because its schedule is already 
very tight, with turnarounds in Portsmouth and St Malo 
normally limited to less than two hours.  Other ships 
have, however, been instructed to save fuel by shaving 
one knot off their speeds, adding between 15 minutes 
and an hour to their crossing times.

The Bretagne’s four main engines, given the names 
Sandra, Pandora, Vera and Gwenn, work in pairs, 
driving two propellers. Normally all four work at the 
same time during night crossings and depending on 
the currents – particularly around the headland near 
Cherbourg which separates the French mainland from 
the Channel Islands – the ship will use one pair rather 
than both.

The Bretagne is unique among the Brittany Ferries 
fleet in that its First Mate (and maybe a possible future 
Captain), Kristell Kerouredan, is female. She is also the 
highest-ranking female officer at the company. 

Channel. However, the company is well 
aware of some of the problems that have 
beset other shipping companies switching 
to low sulphur fuels. 

Brittany Ferries buys all its fuel from 
ExxonMobil under a term contract, and 
lifts it all from the three UK ports from 
which it operates. John H. Whitaker 
(Tankers) Ltd delivers bunker fuel to 
ships in Portsmouth and Poole, and to 
storage facilities in Millbay Docks in 
Plymouth, using its three-vessel local f leet 
comprising the Jaynee W, Whitchallenger 
and Whitonia. Bunker supplies are 
collected by Whitaker’s tankers from 
ExxonMobil’s Fawley ref inery, near 
Southampton.

Brittany Ferries is a privately-owned 
French company that was created in 1972, 
about the time that the UK joined the 
Common Market, by local Breton farming 
co-operatives who together with the North 

Finistère Chamber of Commerce, 
recognised the huge potential market in 
the UK for their produce. The idea was to 
transport fresh fruit and vegetables from 
Roscoff in Finistère to the south coast 
of England and to bring British tourists 
south to France on the return trips. With 
its headquarters still in Roscoff, it has 
since become the leading maritime carrier 
on the Western and Central Channel. 
The French farming co-operatives remain 
majority shareholders in the company and 
the French State has no financial stake. 

The company began sailing from the 
UK to Spain in 1978. Next April it will 
introduce a new luxury cruise service 
between Portsmouth and Santander, using 
the 41,000 GT Pont Aven, which at a 
service speed of 27 knots, is the fastest 
of its conventional ships. The Pont Aven, 
launched in 2004, has capacity for 80 
trucks, 650 cars and 2,400 passengers.
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