
Gabriola Ferry Working Group 

Community Response to BC Ferries 

 
Summary 
 

The Gabriola Ferry Working Group has reviewed the BCF alternative schedule and has consulted with 

Gabriolans.  Our recommendations are summarized in the following points, and the rationale is provided 

below: 

 

 the morning shift should be advanced by 10 minutes (starting at 5:30 AM and ending with a 1:30 

PM departure from Nanaimo), 

 the afternoon shift should be delayed by 10 minutes (starting at 3:15 PM and ending with an 

11:15 PM departure from Nanaimo), 

 the Dangerous Cargo sailing should be moved to either Monday or Friday, when traffic is 

generally less than it is on Wednesday, 

 the refuelling should take place an hour later (between 10 PM and 11PM) and should be moved 

to Monday evenings, and 

 to reduce serious backups on both the Nanaimo and Gabriola sides additional mid-day sailings 

(dep. Gabriola at 2:05 PM, Nanaimo at 2:40 PM) should be added on Mondays to Thursdays 

over a 10-week period from late June to early September.  

 

 

1 Background 

The Gabriola Ferry Working Group is an ad-hoc group comprising members of the Gabriola Ferry 

Advisory Committee, Transportation Advisory Commission, Gabriola Chamber of Commerce, Gabriola 

Arts Council, our two island trustees and our RDN Regional Director. 

Through the Ferry Advisory Committee website, social media and local newspapers we consulted the 

Gabriola Island community on the alternative schedule option presented by BC Ferries in late January.  

The community has broadly welcomed the alternative proposal insofar as it protects the late evening 

services which are regarded as vital for those who rely on them for work, education, recreational and 

cultural travel.  However, a number of specific concerns have been reported which the working group 

believes need to be addressed in order for the alternative schedule to deliver an acceptable and reliable 

service. 

 



2 Understanding the basis of BC Ferries’ proposals 

BC Ferries’ Route 19 between Gabriola and Nanaimo Harbour presently operates from 5.25 am until 

11.55pm seven days a week throughout the year – an 18.5 hour operating day, representing about 19 

hours paid duty time.  Ship’s officers and crew are employed under a collective agreement which 

guarantees a 9 hour working day, with enhanced payments for any excess time included in the shift.  

Each day at least one hour of additional time is required to deliver the existing schedule. 

The majority of crew members receive a meal break during the course of their shift, but the Master and 

Mate are unable to take a full meal break as they are required to be on the bridge each time the ferry 

docks.  The Master and Mate are therefore entitled to receive a further additional payment for their lost 

meal break on every shift. 

The proposal from BC Ferries reduces both shifts to the 9 hour minimum length and introduces a 30 

minute meal break midway through each shift to remove all of these enhanced labour costs. By creating 

a break in service between shifts, this latest proposal protects the late evening sailings that were to have 

been cut in the government’s original service plan.  

The government proposed a reduction of two round trips each evening on Monday to Friday, and a third 

(early morning) round trip on Saturdays and Sundays, making a reduction of 16 round trip sailings a 

week.   

The revised BC Ferries proposal still delivers a reduction of 16 round trips, by removing one round-trip 

sailing in the middle of the day and one during the mid-evening.  The early morning Saturday and 

Sunday sailings are also removed. 

Within the present schedule, one round trip is omitted on a Sunday morning during which time the crew 

is required to undertake safety training.  A further round trip is omitted on a Wednesday evening while 

the vessel is refuelled. Also on Wednesdays, one sailing in each direction is designated a Dangerous 

Cargo (DC) sailing to transport fuel and propane supplies to the island. Each of these activities is 

necessary and has been incorporated in the proposed schedule. 

3  Vehicle traffic using Route 19 

Analysis of vehicle and passenger traffic on Route 19 shows that traffic volumes are lowest in January 

and February each year, while July and August are the busiest months.  Vehicle traffic during July and 

August is typically 40% higher than January and February.  The majority of this extra traffic occurs on the 

daytime and early evening sailings – and, not surprisingly, those sailings are frequently overloaded 

during the peak summer months.   

However, there is also a significant day-to-day variation in traffic levels with the Mondays to Thursdays 

generally busier than Fridays, Saturdays or Sundays – coinciding with the availability of discounted 

seniors’ travel.  Tuesdays and Thursdays are consistently the busiest days, followed (in this order) by 

Wednesdays, Mondays and Fridays. Weekend traffic volumes are lower. 



These variations are evident from the comparison table below, which compares the average aggregate 

number of vehicles leaving Gabriola on six daytime departures between 8:50 am and 3:10 pm.  

Traffic leaving 
Gabriola 

Total vehicle departures between 
8:50 and 3:10 pm 

Vehicle capacity provided 
(AEQs) 

Mondays & 
Fridays 

Tuesdays & 
Thursdays 

Existing Proposed 

February 2013 296 356 420 350 

August 2012 385 427 420 350 

 

Variations in traffic levels leaving Nanaimo on afternoon and evening departures follow a similar 

demand profile, with traffic peaking on the 3:45 and 5:00 sailings which operate at or close to capacity 

throughout the year. In the peak summer months these and subsequent sailings are regularly 

overloaded with the previous departures at 1:15pm and 2:30 pm also close to capacity.  

BC Ferries’ own traffic data demonstrates that the reduced level of daytime service now being 

proposed will be wholly inadequate to meet peak levels of demand during July and August (see 

Appendix 2)   

There will also be pressure on capacity during the shoulder periods of Spring and Fall, but to a 

significantly lesser extent.  Month by month traffic predictions are graphed in Appendix 3. 

In the following section, revenue estimates have been derived using the average round-trip fares paid 

for vehicles and passengers, based on data from the 2012/13 Annual Report to the Ferry Commissioner. 

These average fares have been inflated to take account of the April 2013 fares increase, but will also 

need to be inflated to take account of the January 2014 fuel supplement and the April 2014 fares 

increase. 

 

4 Community reaction to the BC Ferries proposals 

Proposal 1   

The first departure from Gabriola on weekdays will leave at 5:40am, not 5:25am. 

 

Community Response : A small number of respondents commented that delaying the departure until 

5.40 will result in the connection with Route 2 from Departure Bay being less reliable, especially 

in summer when the first sailing from Departure Bay leaves at 6:20 instead of 6:30.  

Recommendation : An earlier departure from Gabriola would ensure the connection is reliable. A 

departure at 5:30am could be achieved by advancing both the start and end of the early shift. 

  



Proposal 2  

The 5:25am departure from Gabriola on Saturdays and Sundays will not operate. 

 

Community Response :  A small number of shiftworkers use this departure at weekends, as do some 

passengers travelling onward to other destinations, especially those making a connection with 

Route 2 at Departure Bay, or catching early flights from Nanaimo Airport. At least one 

shiftworker has indicated that he will no longer be able to work at weekends. 

Recommendation: Reluctantly, this proposal is accepted. 

 

 

Proposal 3  

The 7.40am departure from Gabriola on Sundays will not operate (replaced by a 6:30am departure) to 

allow crew safety training to take place at Nanaimo terminal. 

 

Community Response: One respondent has suggested that the 7:40 departure should be retained in 

place of the proposed 6:30 departure.   

Traffic and Revenue Implications: The 7:40 departure carries an average of 24 vehicles and 45 

passengers each Sunday, peaking at around 40 vehicles and 90 passengers in Summer. Although 

it is likely some of this traffic will transfer to the new 6:30 or 8:55 departures, some loss of 

traffic is inevitable. A 50% traffic loss would result in a revenue reduction of approximately $375 

per Sunday ($19,000 per annum).  

Recommendation: The 7:40 departure could be retained if the crew safety training session is moved to 

the Gabriola terminal (before departure) or to a suitable alternative time when potential 

disruption to passengers would be minimal. One possibility would be in place of the proposed 

Sunday 10:05pm departure from Nanaimo, which averages just 7 vehicles and 18 passengers, 

for whom alternatives would be available at 9:05 pm and 11:05pm.  This could potentially 

reduce the length of the early shift by 1 hour, or alternatively allow the operation of both the 

6:30 and 7:40 departures (as on Saturday), thereby minimising revenue loss.  

  



Proposal 4 

A reduction from six departures to five leaving Gabriola between 8:50am and 3pm, with no departure 

between  1:10 and 3pm.  

 

Community Response:  Although widely regarded as preferable to the loss of the late evening service, 

several respondents have expressed concern at the potential overloading of the remaining 

departures during the summer months.   

The Ferry Working Group regards this (and Proposal 8) as the most serious shortcoming of the 

proposed schedule, given the traffic volumes exemplified by the table on Page 2. 

Traffic and Revenue Implications:  Reducing the number of departures during this time will impose 

greater pressure on the available space on remaining sailings, leading to longer traffic line-ups 

and more overloads.  Although an issue throughout the year, the months of July and August will 

present acute traffic problems, throughout the day, but especially for the mid-afternoon 

departures. Traffic predictions based upon BC Ferries’ data are shown in graphical form in 

Appendix 3.   During July and August, we estimate there will regularly be a backlog of up to 150 

vehicles for the proposed 3pm departure on Mondays to Thursdays, leading to severe traffic 

congestion on approach roads and multiple overloads extending into the early evening.  On a 

typical day, up to 70 vehicle trips could be abandoned, affecting over 100 passengers.  This level 

of impact could reduce revenue by up to $2,000 each day (see note  below) in the medium term 

as customers decide against travelling to and from Gabriola. Over ten weeks this could 

represent revenue loss of between $70,000 and $80,000 which we do not believe has been 

accounted for in the BC Ferries proposal, nor has any management plan been put forward to 

address the severe traffic problems that would result if no action is taken. 

Recommendation:  The Working Group believes BC Ferries must prioritise a solution to this problem in 

order to avoid a very significant loss of revenue and increase in customer aggravation over the 

10-week peak summer period.   

Using the current labour costs published in the Collective Agreement, it is estimated that an 

additional round trip paid at overtime rates would incur between $600- $700 in labour costs and 

an additional fuel cost of around $250 – in total, less than half of the revenue likely to be lost by 

not operating the early afternoon round trip. We therefore strongly urge BC Ferries to consider 

the reinstatement of a departure at around 2pm from Gabriola on 4 days a week from the last 

week in June to the first week in September – a total of just 40 days per year.  

In order to accommodate this additional round trip without disturbing the year-round schedule, 

we suggest that the early shift starts and finishes about 10 minutes earlier than proposed and 

the late shift starts and finishes 10 minutes later. This will also assist the resolution of Proposals 

1 and 5. See Appendix 1 for an outline of this modified schedule. 

 



Proposal 5  

To retime the 3:10pm departure from Gabriola to 3:00pm 

 

Community Response : Many respondents have asked that this departure remains at its present time of 

3:10pm, as it is regularly used by students, parents and teaching staff from Gabriola Elementary 

School travelling to Nanaimo after the end of the school day (2:50 pm bell time). Those students 

who travel on the school bus to the ferry are dropped at Taylor Bay Road at 3pm. The retiming 

of this ferry will seriously impact on the ability to participate in after-school activities in 

Nanaimo. 

Recommendation:   The modified schedule in Appendix 1 would provide for this sailing to depart later at 

3.15pm, overcoming the problems identified. 

 

Proposal 6   

To retime the Dangerous Cargo sailing to leave Gabriola at 5:35pm instead of 4:20pm on Wednesdays 

 

Community Response : The dangerous cargo sailing should stay at 4:25pm as now, given that fuel and 

propane deliveries are completed by early afternoon. 

Traffic and Revenue Implications:  From the traffic graphs in Appendix 2, it is evident that the 3pm 

sailing will be subject to overloading on weekdays throughout the year. Traffic predictions show 

that on Wednesdays, some 20-30 vehicles are likely to be left behind in the line-up after the 

departure of this sailing, making it impossible for the DC vehicles to wait within sight of the ferry 

terminal. Between May and October, the 4:25pm departure will also be likely to overload on 

Tuesdays and Thursdays, as will the 5:35pm departure on Wednesdays if the DC sailing remains 

at 4:25pm  

Recommendation:   That the DC sailing is retimed as proposed to 5:35pm, but that it is moved to either 

Mondays or Fridays when the impact on other ferry users will be minimised. 

 

Proposal 7  

To retime the last departure from Gabriola from 11pm to 10.35pm 

 

Community Response :  A later departure would be helpful for people working at, or attending evening 

events on Gabriola finishing at 10.30pm 

Recommendation :  The modified schedule in Appendix 1 would provide for this sailing to depart later at 

10.45pm, overcoming the problems identified. 

 



Proposal 8  

A reduction from six departures to five leaving Nanaimo between 9.30am and 3.45pm, with no 

departure between  1:50 and 3.45pm.  

 

Community Response :  During peak summer months, this will lead to significant overloading of 

departures leaving Nanaimo between 3.45 and 7.30pm 

The Ferry Working Group regards this (and Proposal 4) as the most serious shortcoming of the 

proposed schedule, given the traffic volumes exemplified by the table on Page 2. 

Traffic and Revenue Implications:  As with Proposal 4, reducing the number of departures during this 

time will impose greater pressure on the available space on later sailings, leading to longer 

traffic line-ups and more overloads.  Although an issue throughout the year, the months of July 

and August will present acute traffic problems, with traffic predictions based upon BC Ferries’ 

data suggesting overloads of 50 or more vehicles on several successive sailings (see Appendix 1) 

causing significant traffic congestion in the streets around Nanaimo Harbour terminal.    

During July and August, data shows that overloads will occur throughout the evening, up to and 

including the 9.05pm departure. 

Coupled with Proposal 4, this level of impact could reduce revenue by up to $2,000 each day in 

the medium term as customers decide against travelling to and from Gabriola. Over ten weeks 

this could represent revenue loss of between $70,000 and $80,000 which we do not believe has 

been accounted for in the BC Ferries proposal, nor has any management plan been put forward 

to address the severe traffic problems that would result if no action is taken. 

Recommendation:  The Working Group believes BC Ferries must prioritise a solution to this problem in 

order to avoid a very significant revenue loss over the 10-week peak summer period.   

Using the current labour costs published in the Collective Agreement, it is estimated that an 

additional round trip paid at overtime rates would incur between $600- $700 in labour costs and 

an additional fuel cost of around $250 – in total, less than half of the revenue likely to be lost by 

not operating the early afternoon round trip. We therefore strongly urge BC Ferries to consider 

the reinstatement of a departure at around 2.35pm from Nanaimo on 4 days a week from the 

last week in June to the first week in September – a total of 40 days per year.  

In order to accommodate this additional round trip without disturbing the year-round schedule, 

we suggest that the early shift starts and finishes about 10 minutes earlier than proposed and 

the late shift starts and finishes 10 minutes later. This will also assist the resolution of Proposals 

1 and 5. See Appendix 1 for an outline of this modified schedule. 

 

  



 

Proposal 9  

The 9.05pm sailing from Nanaimo would not operate on Wednesdays when the vessel needs to be 

refuelled, resulting in no departures between 7.25pm and 10.05pm. 

 

Community Response : Many respondents have indicated that this proposal will impact on the ability of 

students to participate in sporting and after-school activities in Nanaimo on Wednesday 

evenings. Currently, students return to Gabriola on the 8.20pm departure; the proposed 9.05pm 

will mean an extra 45 minute wait, but on Wednesdays (one of the busiest evenings for school 

and youth activities) the wait until 10:05pm will make it impossible for many to participate. 

Recommendation:   It is recommended that the refuelling takes place an hour later (between 10pm and 

11pm) and is moved to Monday evenings, when the number of passengers using the proposed 

10:05pm departure from Nanaimo (or the 10:35pm departure from Gabriola) is lowest.  This will 

ensure a more even spacing of evening departures at 7:25, 9.05 and 11.05pm, thus minimising 

any impact on student and youth activities. 

 

Proposal 10  

To retime the last departure from Nanaimo from 11.30pm to 11pm 

 

Community Response :  This will prejudice the connection from the 9.00pm departure from Horseshoe 

Bay on Route 2 and make it impossible to connect with the 9.30pm summer departure.  

Maintaining a connection with the 8.15pm (Route 30) departure from Tsawwassen is important 

for food deliveries to the Gabriola food store on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays. 

Recommendation :  The modified schedule proposed in Appendix 1 would provide for this sailing to 

depart later at 11.15pm, making the connection with the 9.00pm from Horseshoe Bay more 

reliable.  The existing 11.30pm departure is too early to connect off the 9.30pm in Summer.   

 

Summary 

The Ferry Working Group strongly recommends the adoption of the modified schedule in Appendix 1 to 

minimise negative traffic impacts and avoid significant revenue loss.  

This proposal is to form the basis of discussion with BC Ferries in March.  

 



Appendix 1 - Modified schedule proposal    

  

Note that the 1.50pm departure from Nanaimo on Fridays is required to cater for students returning to 

Gabriola.  During the 10 week peak summer period, this departure could operate at 1.30pm on Fridays.  

BC Ferries Proposal      Ferry Working Group Proposal 

Proposed working hours     Proposed working hours 
 
Early Shift     Late Shift   Early Shift  Late Shift 
start 05:25  start 14:45   start 05:15  start 15:00  
finish 14:30  finish 23:45   finish 14:10 Mo-Th finish 23:55  
       finish 14:30 FrI (see note above)  
9h 05m   9h 00m    average 9h 00m  8h 55m 
 
       Mondays to Thursdays – peak Summer 
       Early Shift 
       Start 05:15 
       Finish 15:15     
       10h 00m

BC Ferries Proposal Suggested Modifications

depart 

Gabriola

depart 

Nanaimo

depart 

Gabriola

depart 

Nanaimo

5:40 M-Fr 6:05 M-Fr 5:30 M-Fr 6:00 M-Fr

6:35 7:05 M-Sa 6:30 7:00 M-Sa

7:40 M-Sa 8:15 7:40 M-Sa 8:15

8:55 9:30 8:50 9:25

10:10 11:15 DC Wed 10:05 11:10 DC Mo/Fr

11:55 12:30 11:45 12:20

1:10 1:50 12:55 1:30 M-Th 

1:50 Fri

2:05 M-Th $ 2:40 M-Th $

3:00 3:40 3:15 3:50

4:25 5:00 4:30 5:10

5:35 DC Wed 6:15 5:45 DC Mo/Fr 6:20

6:50 7:25 6:55 7:30

7:55 9:05 Not Wed 8:00 9:10

9:35 Not Wed 10:05 9:40 10:15 Not Mon

10:35 11:05 10:45 Not Mon 11:15

$ - Peak summer service : Late June-early September

DC - Dangerous Cargo on Monday or Friday



 

 

 

Appendix 2 

 

Projected traffic queue lengths – August 

with and without an additional summer sailing  

 

 

 

(Note : the vertical blue line in these charts denotes point at which the number of vehicles present exceeds  

the notional capacity of the ferry and an overload will therefore occur)  



 
 

Gabriola Island ferry line-up 

August 
Projected traffic queue lengths 

08:00 – 18:00 Monday to Friday 

without additional sailing 

  



Gabriola Island ferry line-up 

August 
Projected traffic queue lengths 

08:00 – 18:00 Monday to Friday 

with additional sailing 

  



Nanaimo Harbour ferry line-up 

August 
Projected traffic queue lengths 

12:00 – 22:00 Monday to Friday 

without additional sailing 

  



 

Nanaimo Harbour ferry line-up 

August 
Projected traffic queue lengths 

12:00 – 22:00 Monday to Friday 

with additional sailing 

  



 

 

 

Appendix 3 

 

Projected traffic queue lengths 

 

Monthly – year round 

(see separate file)  

 
 


