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Synopsis 

In 2012, the government of British Columbia determined the need to identify $26 million of net operational savings from 

coastal ferry services by 2016 to address the combined impacts of rising costs and falling traffic levels.  A public 

consultation and engagement programme in 2012 focussed specifically on reducing service levels to improve the short-

term financial stability of the ferry system and pave the way towards the long-term vision of a sustainable ferry network. 

The process failed to address the impact that such a budget-orientated approach would have on the economic viability 

of coastal communities.   

This April, government deferred any ferry service reductions until 2014, reducing the savings target to $19m in return 

for a further $7m interim funding.  A second round of public engagement is now proposed within which service 

reductions are expected to be identified on a route-by-route basis, shaped primarily by the financial performance of 

each ferry route rather than an informed analysis of the needs and dependencies of each coastal community.  This 

discussion paper highlights the urgent need for a needs-based analysis of ferry-dependent communities to be 

undertaken and urges governments (both Provincial and Local) to work together towards a solution that will ensure 

economic sustainability for the region as well as financial stability for the ferry operator.      

About the author 

John Hodgkins is an independent transport consultant now living in Gabriola, BC.  He has more than 40 years’ experience 

working in the transportation sector in the UK, both as a local government transportation planner and as a manager in 

the public transit industry. His experience includes participation in a range of cross-industry working groups led by the 

UK Department for Transport.  His consultancy, Island Solutions, was established in 2008 in the UK with clients from a 

variety of local government, private sector and voluntary transport providers.   

With a specific focus on local transport, Island Transport Solutions offers a fresh outlook on transportation issues in BC, 

with a willingness to work collaboratively with partners from across the transportation sector. John has an open work 

permit issued by CIC Canada, initially until 2016. He currently chairs the Gabriola Island Ferry Advisory Committee and is 

a member of the Transportation Advisory Commission for the Islands Trust on Gabriola Island.    
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1 : Background and objectives 

This paper offers a reaction to the government’s next steps in developing a long-term vision for coastal ferry services in 

British Columbia and reducing the cost of ferry services by $19 million during Performance Term 3 (PT3) (2012 – 2016).  

The BC Coastal Ferries Consultation and Engagement programme in Fall 2012 invited the public’s perspective on a range 

of operational considerations that could be used quantitatively to guide the process of identifying service reductions. At 

the same time, questions were asked about the direction that should be followed in developing a long-term vision for 

coastal ferry services. Those questions focussed on a range of high-level options for future sources of funding, fleet 

composition, alternative fuel strategies and consideration of other types of link to replace existing ferry services. 

Questions which, by and large, were beyond the scope of local residents to objectively consider or influence. 

Oversight of the coastal ferry system is maintained by the BC Ferry Commission, whose primary function is to cap fares 

at a level that balances the interests of ferry users with the interests of taxpayers while protecting the financial 

sustainability of the ferry operator.  In January 2012, the Commissioner acknowledged that ferry fares had ‘reached the 

tipping point of affordability’ and recommended a package of measures including an increase in government funding 

and capping future fares increases to the rate of inflation, balanced with service reductions on lightly-used routes and  

efficiency savings by the ferry operator. These recommendations led to the 2012 public consultation and engagement.  

Not surprisingly, public reaction to the issues raised in the consultation reaffirmed the view that coastal ferry services 

are an essential component of the economy and vitality of coastal communities and should be treated equitably 

alongside other elements of our transportation infrastructure that mainland communities take for granted. The ferry 

serves as both the highway and public transit to island communities and provides an essential lifeline for island residents 

and businesses.  However, unlike highways or public transit, funding for ferry services has become a balancing act 

between the commercial objectives of a private corporation and the financial constraints of government.  

There is a widely held view that the consultation process failed to address the key components necessary to link the 

short-term action plan and the longer term vision. The Province now proposes to appoint consultants to interpret the 

findings of the 2012 consultation and assist in the development of both the long-term vision and a series of route-

specific proposals for service adjustments to achieve the savings required by 2016.  

In 2012, the provincial government promised that “basic levels of service would be provided” so that the majority of 

users could travel to work and school.  At no stage, however, was any assurance given that that the government would 

investigate the actual needs and dependencies of coastal communities as part of the the decision-making process – 

indeed the Ministerial position was clearly set out in the following response to a question at one of the small group 

meetings held on Salt Spring Island: 

. 
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The underlying message was clear:  it would be for the communities themselves  to identify social and economic needs 

to ensure that the future viability of their community would be protected. That message was not clarified in the 

consultation material and at the majority of meetings it was not addressed in any depth. 

Needless to say, there is little to reassure communities that their social and economic needs will be addressed any more 

rigorously in the second round of consultation than they were in the first. The following statement is made in the 

Request for Proposals (RFP) to manage the consultation process: 

 

The focus remains the delivery of affordable, efficient and sustainable ferry services – but once again, there is no 

reference to protecting the future economic viability of ferry-dependent communities.  It has to be assumed, therefore, 

that the government does not intend to examine community needs as part of the 2013 engagement process. It is vital 

that the needs and dependencies of ferry-dependent communities are researched and identified if we are to ensure 

that coastal communities retain the ferry services necessary to maintain economic and social viability.  

No two ferry routes are identical; no two communities the same in the extent to which the local economy depends on its 

ferry service. This paper promotes the case for a comprehensive needs assessment to be undertaken in each ferry-

dependent community to identify the minimum levels of ferry service necessary to ensure the future viability of the 

community.         

It is the needs of our communities, and thus of ferry users, that should be the defining factor in determining the future 

shape of ferry services in 2014, 2016 (PT4) and beyond. What is required now is a robust mechanism for assessing and 

measuring those needs and for identifying a ‘safety net’ strategy that will ensure future access to the opportunities, 

goods and services upon which each community depends.  

The government has yet to shape its ‘long term vision’ for coastal ferry services - but how long is ‘long term’?  The 

Coastal Ferry Act established a sixty year horizon – a contract running until 2063 – and now, ten years in, the vision is 

still to be developed.  A medium term ferry plan is required for the next ten years, to guide both the short-term (PT3) 

action plan and ensure a robust and equitable approach to decisions affecting PT4 and PT5. From that ten year plan, the 

long-term vision can evolve, guiding future investment in major infrastructure. 

In 2012, following a 4 year review, Transport Scotland published a ten-year ferries plan for the Scottish ferry network, 

which has many similarities to the BC coastal ferry system. The Scottish Plan covered a much wider agenda including 

strategies for funding, procurement of operators, fare structures and governance, none of which are addressed in this 

submission.  However, a key factor in determining the future shape of Scotland’s ferry network was a comprehensive 

needs assessment undertaken in the early stages of the review. The methodology adopted was used to identify and 

quantify transport need in each ferry-dependent community as the basis for shaping future service provision. This paper 

promotes a similar, structured approach to identifying transport needs in BC’s coastal communities.     
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2 : Coastal ferry services - a community lifeline 

Most of the minor and northern routes served by BC Ferries can be termed lifeline services for the communities they 

serve. What constitutes a “lifeline” ferry service?  

The following definition was adopted by Transport Scotland in their review of coastal ferry services; it would seem 

equally valid in BC:  
 

“A lifeline ferry service is a service that is essential to ensure the viability of one or more communities.” 

Using this definition as a guide, virtually all of BC Ferries’ coastal ferry routes could be classified as “lifeline” services. The 

term is especially relevant to the minor routes linking offshore islands with the mainland or Vancouver Island, since the 

majority of those islands have limited on-island services and their businesses and residents are heavily dependent on the 

ferry service in many aspects of daily life. Of the minor ferry routes, only Route 12 (Brentwood Bay – Mill Bay) falls short 

of meeting this criteria, since it connects two locations on Vancouver Island that are also joined by major highways. 

The term “lifeline” service is not restricted to inter-island ferries. Coastal communities along the Sunshine Coast north of 

Vancouver are equally dependent on BC Ferries’ routes for access to goods and services that are not available locally. 

The ability to access the Lower Mainland is crucial to the economy of the Sunshine Coast and plays a major role in 

bringing tourism to the region.  The ferry link from Powell River to Vancouver Island is equally important as a means of 

accessing health services and commercial businesses that serve the region.  

Is the definition relevant to the major routes sailing between Vancouver Island and the Lower Mainland? It could be 

argued that residents of Victoria and Nanaimo are not dependent on the ferry link to the mainland in the same way as, 

for example, those living on the gulf islands are dependent on the ferry that connects them to Vancouver Island. Yet the 

reality is that much of what we buy has to be transported from the mainland – and many of our businesses, tourism 

venues and accommodations depend heavily on the visitors who arrive from the mainland by ferry.   

Most significant in their volume of use and regional importance are the major routes 1 (Tsawwassen-Swartz Bay) and 2 

(Horseshoe Bay – Nanaimo). Both routes are strongly geared towards tourism and leisure travel, evidenced by the high 

level of seasonal variation in traffic levels; their role as lifeline services is primarily in supporting tourism, personal and 

business travel. Route 30 (Tsawwassen-Nanaimo) plays a more significant role in the movement of freight to and from 

Vancouver Island and could therefore be considered to have a higher ‘lifeline’ profile as a two-way link in the supply 

chain for businesses both on and off the island. Obviously, there are other options for freight traffic (notably the 

intermodal ferry services provided by the Seaspan Corporation) but for many small and medium businesses, the 

flexibility offered by a drive-on, drive-off mixed traffic service is the most cost-effective option.  
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3 : Key issues emerging from the 2012 Consultation and Engagement Process 

Four common messages emerged from the consultation and engagement feedback, both from individual responses and 

in the discussion groups held throughout the coastal communities: 

 Affordability : There was an overwhelming view that the high cost of ferry travel was a major contributor to the 

decline in ferry use, impacting not only on tourism and the local economy, but increasingly fuelling a sense of 

isolation and socio-economic hardship. As a result, there were many examples cited of families and businesses 

being forced to move away from their island roots. 

 

 Equitability : Coastal ferry services are widely regarded as part of the highway system and should be adequately 

funded through taxation in the same way as other transport infrastructure. Many expressed the need for more 

direct government control over the delivery of ferry services.  

 

 Dependency : A common theme throughout the process was the extent to which coastal communities depend 

on their ferry services to meet economic needs and protect quality of life.  Ferry services are the “lifeline” of 

coastal communities and basic routes and services must be maintained. 

 

 Operating Costs : Many believe that the present governance and management of BC Ferries results in ferry 

users and taxpayers facing unnecessarily high cost levels, often citing the actions and practices of the ferry 

corporation as imposing excessive costs on local (minor) ferry routes. There was a strong message that cost 

reductions should focus on improving efficiency and reducing management costs rather than cutting service 

levels 

4 : Addressing the key issues 

Inevitably, many questions were left unanswered in the 2012 consultation meetings and in the Consultation and 

Engagement Summary Report that emerged.  The decision to defer implementation of any service reductions until April 

2014 provides an opportunity to revisit some of those questions as part of the secondary consultation now proposed , 

though realistically there will be inadequate time to fully address the more fundamental questions around the extent to 

which the present governance and regulatory model has contributed to today’s financial pressures. 

If the needs of ferry-dependent communities are to be genuinely taken into consideration, the following questions 

should be addressed in respect of each coastal community as a matter of urgency before either a short-term action plan 

for service reductions, or the development of the longer-term vision, is finalised.   

Affordability  

- How have rising ferry fares impacted on the ability to access essential goods and services? 

- How can we measure the impact of rising ferry fares on local businesses? 

- Have high ferry fares impacted on local tourism, and if so to what degree? 

- Is the local population increasing or declining? How will this impact on future demand for ferry travel? 

- Has population drift occurred as a result of rising ferry fares, and to what degree? 

- How is the age profile of the community predicted to change over the next 10/30 years?  

- What pressures do an ageing population place on the provision and affordability of ferry services?  
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Equitability :  

- Has the cost of public support to the local ferry service  increased at a higher or lower rate than the cost of 

public support to other transport infrastructure in the region (eg highways, local public transit) 

- What are the reasons for this? 

- Does the balance between user and taxpayer share of operating costs need to be redressed? 

- How does the Government’s declared target to double transit ridership by 2030 reconcile with its strategy 

for ridership of the local ferry service? 

Dependency: 

- How dependent is the local community on opportunities, goods and healthcare and other services that can 

only be accessed using the ferry service? 

- Do students depend on the ferry service to access school or college? 

- How many residents depend on the ferry service for commuting to and from work? At what times? 

- How dependent are local businesses on goods and services that have to be brought in by ferry? 

- Is access to recreation (swimming, team sports etc) dependent on the availability of the ferry service? 

- To what extent does the present ferry schedule satisfy (or fail to satisfy) each of these needs? 

- How dependent is the local community on ferry-based tourism? 

- Is the seasonal variation in ferry traffic reflected in the seasonality of the ferry schedule? 

Operating Costs: 

- Are the costs of operating the local ferry service readily identifiable? 

- Does the local ferry service carry an appropriate share of BC Ferries’ overhead costs? 

- Are there any costs incurred by BC Ferries (eg terminal facilities, on-board services, size of vessel) that are 

considered unnecessary for that route? 

- Are there any additional facilities (eg car parking; transit connections) that would benefit the community, 

but are not currently provided? 

- How dependent is the local ferry service on resources (terminals, crew, vessels) shared with other routes? 

- What are the advantages/disadvantages of the local ferry service being part of the BC Ferries network? 

- Could an alternative service provider potentially reduce operating costs on the route? If so, how? 

- What would be the impact on BC Ferries of an alternative service provider on the route? 

 

Unless government is willing to address these questions directly, it is recommended that local governments consider 

a collaborative response to government, supported (as appropriate) by the Ferry Advisory Committees for each 

coastal ferry route. 
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5 : Assimilating the information 

 

The author encourages the provincial government (or local governments) to undertake a critical analysis of these 

questions as a precursor to determining a route strategy for each coastal ferry route, with input as appropriate from BC 

Ferries.   

Ferry Advisory Committees should be encouraged to co-operate in an assessment of the local impact of ferry fares and 

in the compilation of an evidence-based needs assessment for each ferry-dependent community. Needs assessments 

would be structured around a standardised analysis of five separate dependencies, as defined in Section 6 below.  

Demographic trends would be obtained from available local government and Census data. 

Using data from a variety of sources, we suggest that a community-based factsheet be produced for each ferry-

dependent community, identifying the extent of local dependency on the ferry service by way of an accessibility analysis 

alongside the operational and financial profile for each ferry route.  This information will provide a robust and equitable 

basis on which judgments about adjustments to ferry services may be considered.  

A specimen ferry dependency fact file is included in Annex 1.   

6 : Defining dependency on a lifeline ferry service 

Five key ‘dependencies’ were identified by Transport Scotland as indicators of the extent to which island communities 

are dependent on their ferry services.  The five dependencies are summarised as:  

 Commuting dependency / Business travel dependency – how important is the ferry to enable regular 

commuting, schooling and business travel to / from the island? This measure will be reflected in the volume of 

year round, daily vehicle and passenger use on a ferry route evident even at the time of lowest seasonal 

demand.  

     

 Personal dependency – islands with few services / shops are heavily dependent on their ferry service for access 

to services such as education, health, shopping and recreation.  A ‘sparsity index’ was developed which 

quantifies this degree of dependency.  

 

 Supply chain dependency – for islands with a more substantial quantity of local services, these will be reliant on 

the supply chain for deliveries to shops, medical supplies etc.  To some extent this will be the inverse of personal 

dependency.  

 

 Export / Import dependency – different from the supply chain dependency (which serves end users), how 

important is the ferry for getting goods off and on the island as part of supporting industry eg manufacturing / 

agriculture / forestry etc.? 

   

 Tourism dependency – how dependent is the community on tourism?  An important element of this 

dependency is a ‘seasonality index’ derived from the ferry operator’s traffic data, demonstrating the extent to 

which traffic volumes fluctuate on a seasonal basis   
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In the Scottish Ferry Review, each of these ‘dependencies’ was rated in its importance from A to E, representing ‘most 

dependent’ to ‘least dependent’.  This information was summarised for each community in a series of fact sheets, along 

the lines of the example given in Annex 1, together with annual vehicle and passenger volumes, patronage trends, the 

number of daily crossings, time of first and last crossings, fare levels and the level of financial support. Passenger 

volumes are measured both in terms of overall passenger numbers and (where appropriate) the annual number of trips 

per capita based upon the population of the ferry-dependent community.    

The Index of Sparsity combines measures of accessibility (by journey purpose / destination), population density, car 

dependency and availability of alternate modes, as key indicators of transport need for a range of frequently made 

journeys such as accessing the nearest secondary school, college, family doctor,  hospital, employment location or 

commercial centre.  Weighted according to the existing ferry frequency and journey time, an index of transport need 

can be calculated for each ferry-dependent community.  

The Index of Seasonality can be expressed as the percentage uplift in traffic volumes on the route between a low-

season period (January or February) and a high season period (July or August). The final classification will range from ‘A’ 

representing the highest tourist dependency (and seasonality index) to ‘E’ representing the lowest dependency. 

 

7 : Determining the level of ferry service necessary to meet a community’s needs 

Four attributes emerged from the Scottish Ferry Review that, collectively, were used to define minimum levels of service 

on ferry route, depending on the relative needs of each community. These have been adapted to more closely match 

the nature of coastal ferry routes in British Columbia :  

a. Crossing time  

‘Low’ represents a crossing time of 30 minutes or less;   ‘Medium’ is a crossing time of between 30 and 90 

minutes;  ‘High’ represents a crossing time of more than 90 minutes.  

b. Sailings per day    

‘High’ is defined as 10 or more sailings per day;  ‘Medium’ is defined as 5-10 sailings per day;  ‘Low’ is defined as 

less than 5 sailings per day  

c. Operating day   

‘High’ is defined as a full operating day, from early morning to late evening;  ‘Medium’ is defined as a reduced 

operating day, around a normal working day  ‘Low’ is defined as a partial operating day, less than a normal 

working day  

d. Days per week   

‘High’ is defined as all weekdays and some weekend coverage;  ‘Medium’ is defined as 4-5 sailing days;  ‘Low’ is 

defined as 1-2 sailings days per week.  

 

These definitions can be used to provide indicators of the volume of service necessary to maintain basic economic 

viability in each ferry-dependent community. The final nature of the ferry schedule will, of course, vary according to 

local circumstances. 
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8 : Where do we go from here? 

On August 6, the provincial government issued a Request for Proposals (RFP) from suitable providers to work with 

government in the identification of route-specific service adjustments on coastal ferry routes and to conduct 

appropriate on-line and/or in-person consultation with stakeholders and the general public.   

As with the previous contract (awarded to Kirk & Co in 2012) the provider will be expected to advise local governments 

and Ferry Advisory Committees of the engagement process that they propose to adopt, with both being afforded the 

status of stakeholder consultees within the wider engagement process.   

The indicative timeline for the project is once again very short, suggesting the need for a considered approach from 

local governments and ferry advisory committees at an early stage. 

 

The approach promoted in this discussion paper would enable local governments and other stakeholders to be 

assured that the proposals arising from the government’s project are consistent with maintaining essential levels of 

accessibility and economic viability across a wide spectrum of ferry-dependent communities.   

A suggested format of a ferry dependency fact file for Gabriola Island is attached as Annex 1. The assessment of 

dependencies is indicative only and would require the endorsement of the local community. 

 

 

The author welcomes feedback and discussion about the format and process suggested; he can be contacted by email at 

john@islandtransportsolutions.com for further development of this approach. 

Footnote: 

For further information on the Scottish Ferry Review and the ten-year ferry plan visit 

http://www.transportscotland.gov.uk/water/ferries/Scottish-Ferries-Review .  

 

 

Prepared by John C Hodgkins, Island Transport Solutions, 825 Queequeg Place, Gabriola Island, British Columbia V0R 1X5 

mailto:john@islandtransportsolutions.com
http://www.transportscotland.gov.uk/water/ferries/Scottish-Ferries-Review
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Annex 1 

 

Specimen 

Ferry Dependency Fact File 

for Gabriola Island 

 

Indicative minimum service standards 

Crossing time Low 20 minutes 

Sailings per day High 14-16 according to season 

Operating Day High 18 hours per day 

Days per week High 7 days per week 

Seasonality Medium Vehicle traffic +39%  low to high season 

 

 

 

 

 

    

Sources of data used in the compilation of this Ferry Dependency Fact File: 

 Population and dwelling counts for designated places from Census Canada 2011 

 Community profiles (housing and employment rates) from Census Canada 2006 

 Ferry performance data from BC Ferries’ Annual Report to Ferry Commissioner, 2012/13 

 Ferry occupancy data (vehicles) from BC Coastal Ferry Consultation & Engagement 2012 
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   Gabriola Island Fact File 
 
Gabriola Island is situated approximately 3 nautical miles 
from Nanaimo, on the east coast of Vancouver Island.  BC 
Ferries route 19 provides up to 16 sailings a day, 7 days a 
week to and from Gabriola. Crossing time is 20 minutes.  
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