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BC Ferries – Governance and Regulation 
 

British Columbia Ferry Services Inc. (BC Ferries) is one of the largest ferry operators in the 
world, providing year-round vehicle and passenger service on 24 routes to 47 terminals, with a 
fleet of 35 vessels.  In April 2003, the Coastal Ferry Act transformed BC Ferries from a Crown 
corporation into an independent, commercial organization under the Company Act, with the BC 
Government as the sole shareholder.  The Company is governed by an independent Board of 
Directors appointed by the B.C. Ferry Authority.  

The BC Ferry Authority is a non-share capital corporation whose purpose is to hold, administer 
and sell a voting share in BC Ferries, elect directors to the board of BC Ferries and to approve 
compensation plans for the directors and executives of BC Ferries.  The nine-member board of 
the BC Ferry Authority comprises four directors representing the coastal regional districts, one 
representing the BC Ferry and Marine Workers Union and four other suitably qualified 
candidates. 

BC Ferries is the operating subsidiary of the BC Ferry Authority. 

In addition to the creation of BC Ferries as a wholly-owned subsidiary of the Authority, the 
Province established the initial capital structure of BC Ferries though the issuance of preferred 
shares. The Province owns the terminal lands and leases them on a long-term exclusive basis to 
BC Ferries.  

A 60-year Coastal Ferry Services Contract exists between the Province and BC Ferries. The 
contract specifies service levels and transportation fees (financial support) for 22 out of the 25 
coastal ferry routes.  The contract is framed around four-yearly performance terms and is 
subject to amendments for each new performance term coinciding with price cap reviews 
conducted by the BC Ferry Commissioner prior to the start of each performance term. 
Performance Term 3 (PT3) runs from April 1, 2012 to March 31, 2016. 

Within this framework, BC Ferries has direct access to capital markets and carries responsibility 
for raising the funds necessary  to maintain and replace its assets; the company’s borrowing is 
therefore not treated as a government debt. 

The BC Ferry Commission  is a quasi-judicial regulatory agency operating under the Coastal 
Ferry Act.  The commission regulates the ferry operator on its 24 saltwater routes. The 
Commission is independent of both the provincial government and of BC Ferries. 

The primary responsibility of the Ferry Commissioner is to regulate ferry fares.  The 
commissioner sets a ceiling or “price cap” on the average level of fares which BC Ferries can 
charge. The goal in setting the price cap is to balance the interests of ferry users with the 
interests of taxpayers while protecting the financial sustainability of the ferry operator. 

 

http://www.bcferries.com/*Archive/about/service.html
http://www.bcferries.com/onboard-experiences/fleet/index.html


Who’s responsible for our ferries? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

President and CEO : Mike Corrigan 

 
 

BC Ferry Commissioner – Gord Macatee 
 

 
 

Deputy Commissioner – Sheldon Stoilen 

Minister of Transportation and Infrastructure   
Todd Stone 

 
Assistant Deputy Minister – Deborah Bowman 

Executive Director, Marine Branch – Kirk Handrahan 



 

Government funding for coastal ferry services 
 

Financial support for BC’s coastal ferry services comprises two distinct elements: 

 A Federal/Provincial Subsidy Agreement, currently $28.4 million per annum 

 Ferry Transportation Fees payable by the Province of British Columbia  ($143.9 million in 
2013/14), of which $87.5 million underwrites the operation of the 18 minor routes, with 
the remainder allocated to maintaining the northern ferry routes. No support is payable 
for the four major routes serving the lower mainland (routes 1, 2, 3 and 30) 

 
In addition, the Province funds a Social Program to provide concessionary travel for BC Seniors, 
Disabled people and their escorts, Students and travel for approved medical appointments. In 
2013/14, Social Program Fees amounted to $30.6 million. Social Program Fees are directly 
linked to the number of journeys undertaken by qualifying passengers. 
 
Although the Federal/Provincial subsidy increases annually with inflation, payments from the 
Province were set in 2003 with no automatic indexation. The expectation at the time was that 
ferry users would be expected to meet any increases in operating cost incurred by BC Ferries.   
 
As a result, Provincial support remained static since 2003, except for a 4% adjustment made in 
2009 to offset the capital costs of replacing two northern ferries. Not surprisingly, by 2011 the 
gap between Provincial support and operating costs was becoming unsustainable, and in 2012 
the Province was forced to inject an additional $79.5 million funding for the remainder of PT3.  
 

 
Source : BC Ferries Annual Reports to the Ferry Commissioner/Analysis by FAC Chairs Group (FACC)  
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The additional $79.5 million in Provincial funding comprised of a “bottom line” payment of $25 million 
made at the end of 2011-12 to underwrite losses from PT2, and yearly payments of $21.5 million, $10.5 
million, $11 million and $11.5 million in fiscal years 2012-13, 2013-14, 2014-15 and 2015-16. Right now 
there’s no guarantee the extra funding will continue into PT4. 
 
Conditional upon this additional funding for PT3, BC Ferries was tasked to provide $54 million in 
efficiency savings over the four years and $30 million in net savings from service reductions. Originally, 
these service reductions were planned to take effect in April 2013, but the Provincial election in 2012 
caused the cuts to be deferred for 12 months, for which the Province injected a further $7 million into 
the service fee for 2013/14. For the minor routes, this represents $87.5 million in 2013/14, though this is 
projected to fall back to the planned level of  $81.7 million in 2014/15 and 2015/16.  
 
Federal and Provincial support to individual routes is allocated according to a notional formula which 
has no direct relationship to the financial performance of the route – hence there are some routes 
which produce a surplus at the end of each year and some that show a deficit. There is no obvious logic 
to the allocation, as the table below indicates:   
 

 
Source : BC Ferries Annual Report to the Ferry Commissioner, 2013/14 



 Ferry fares and the Price Capping process 
 
Ferry fares are regulated by the Ferry Commissioner, who is responsible for setting a Price Cap 
on the average fares paid by ferry users. The process is conducted along the following lines: 
 

 BC Ferries presents to the Ferry Commission their forecast of expenses, traffic and 
revenue for the upcoming performance term, assuming the same service level; 

 The Commission reviews the BC Ferries submission, trims it where deemed appropriate, 
and assuming existing service levels and government service fees, arrives at a 
preliminary price cap; 

 Government reviews the preliminary price cap, existing service levels and existing 
contribution, and determines what (if any) adjustments to the service fee and service 
levels are necessary to arrive at a final price cap; 

 The Commission factors in any adjustments to the service level and service fee, along 
with any recommended BC Ferries efficiencies, and calculates a final price cap. 

 
The Price Cap represents the maximum permitted increase on the average fare paid across the 
whole ferry system. The average is calculated from a basket of vehicle and passenger fares, so 
fares on individual routes may, at times, increase above or below the level of the price cap.  
Should BC Ferries’ average fare exceed the level permitted under the price capping process for 
3 consecutive quarters, the company is required to adjust the level of fares charged to bring the 
average back to the level determined by the price cap. This last happened in March 2014.  Such 
adjustments can take the form of a general fare revision, or adjustments (promotions) on 
specific routes.  In previous years, Coast Saver promotions on the major routes have been used 
to bring down the average fare, however in March 2014 the Ferry Commissioner agreed that 
the excess income earned over the previous three quarters should be transferred to the Fuel 
Deferral Account, to reduce pressure on fares caused by rising fuel prices.  
 

 
                          Source : BC Ferry Commission 

 
In 2012, the Province announced an increase of $79.5m in financial support for PT3 (coupled 
with the targeted efficiency savings from BC Ferries and the savings from service reductions). 
This enabled the Ferry Commissioner to reduce the level of the price cap provisionally set for 
PT3 (originally 4.15 per cent for the major routes and 8.23 per cent for other routes). reducing 
the price cap for 2012-13 to 4.15 per cent for all routes. Price caps for the remaining 3 years of 
PT3 were subsequently set by the Ferry Commissioner at 4.1%, 4.0% and 3.9% respectively.  
 



Fuel Surcharges and Rebates 
 
The Fuel Deferral Account is a separate regulatory account through which BC Ferries must 
balance the effect of changes in fuel prices (from those predicted at the start of the 
Performance Term) by the use of fuel surcharges or fuel rebates.  For PT3, the Ferry 
Commissioner assumed that fuel prices would increase by 2% annually from the base price of 
$0.933 established at the start of 2012.  
 
At the end of 2013, bulk fuel prices had risen to $0.14/litre above the levels predicted and the 
deficit on the fuel deferral account was approaching $6 million. In January 2014, BC Ferries 
imposed a fuel surcharge averaging 3.5% on ferry fares as a means of recovering that shortfall. 
By the end of 2014, the balance on the account had been substantially reduced and the fuel 
surcharge was removed on December 17, 2014. Continuing low fuel prices will enable BC 
Ferries to reduce the balance to zero by mid 2015.. 
 

 
Source : BC Ferries, January 2014 

 
  



Increases in ferry fares on Route 19 since 2003 
 
The inevitable impact of the government’s decision in 2003 to freeze the financial support to BC 
Ferries and recover increasing costs from ferry users has been a continual rise in ferry fares 
over the period. The charts below show how fares between Nanaimo and Gabriola have risen 
over the period (excluding any temporary fare surcharges or rebates). Prepaid fares were 
available as paper tickets until 2009; from 2010 these were replaced by Experience Cards for 
frequent users. 
 

 
 

  
Source : BC Ferries data 
  

Route 19 Fares : 2003 - 2014 



Experience Card Fares 
 

Experience Cards offer [approximately] a one-third discount on standard vehicle and passenger 
fares for regular users.  In order to obtain the discount, Experience Cards need to be preloaded 
with a cash balance that is designed to be sufficient to cover at least one round-trip on the 
longest ferry route covered by the scheme, hence the minimum top-up balance is currently 
$115 to obtain discounts for vehicle and passenger fares, or $65 for passenger-only fares.  
 
In reality, this means that on shorter routes, customers are pre-paying the equivalent of three 
or four round trip fares, which some find to be unaffordable.   
 
Nevertheless, the take-up of Experience Cards has increased progressively since 2010 and 
currently about 82% of vehicle fares (and 63% of passenger fares) to Gabriola are purchased 
using an Experience Card.  A comparison of the take-up on a group of similar routes is shown 
below, demonstrating the high level of take-up on Gabriola. 
 

 
Source : FACC Analysis of data supplied by BC Ferries 

 
Experience Cards are transferrable between family members and secondary cards may be 
registered using a single top-up account to reduce the overall financial burden. Some small 
communities have provided assistance to low-income families by supporting pooled cards for 
community use.  BC Ferries has suggested similar schemes could work elsewhere. 
  



Ferry Ridership 
 
The combination of rising fares and a general economic downturn has resulted in an ongoing 
decline in ferry use since 2008.  This has been felt throughout the ferry system and has 
inevitably contributed to the government’s decision in 2013 to impose service reductions on 
many of the minor routes. 
 

 
Source : FACC analysis of BC Ferries data 

 
By the end of 2014, traffic had declined almost to 1990 levels, and this has been further 
impacted by the service cuts to the minor ferry routes in April 2014.  
 
Looking forward to Performance Term 4 (PT4), the combined impact of ongoing traffic decline, 
further increases in operating costs and, more specifically, the need to invest in a $3 billion 
programme of vessel replacement and upgrading, will impose additional pressure on the level 
of government funding required if the target to reduce the Price Cap to the level of inflation is 
to be delivered.  
 
Almost certainly, the government will be looking to the Ferry Commissioner to prescribe a 
package that will moderate the level of future fare rises by seeking further measures to 
improve efficiency and [possibly] further service reductions if the 2014 service cuts fail to 
deliver the anticipated savings.  The Ferry Commissioner is due to announce a preliminary Price 
Cap for PT4 by the end of March, 2015. 
  



Route 19 Performance 
 
Recent government actions have targeted those routes that are performing below the expected 
levels in terms of route capacity utilisation [measured by reference to the number of vehicles 
transported as a % of the vehicle capacity provided].    
 
Performance across the system varies widely, as the following table, compiled before the 
implementation of the service cuts, demonstrates: 
  

 
                    Source : BC Ferries Annual Report to the Ferry Commission, 2013/14 

  

Route

Route 

Capacity 

Utilisation 

2013/14

Route 

Capacity 

Utilisation 

2012/13

1 Tsawwassen - Swartz Bay 72.4% 72.2%

2 Horseshoe Bay - Departure Bay 58.2% 58.2%

12 Mill Bay - Brentwood Bay 50-75% 58.9% 55.4%

3 Horseshoe Bay - Langdale 54.1% 54.5%

4 Swartz Bay - Salt Spring (Fulford) 53.8% 53.5%

8 Horseshoe Bay - Bowen Island 49.0% 50.7%

30 Tsawwassen - DukePoint 48.1% 47.7%

11 Prince Rupert - Haida Gwaii 45.4% 42.5%

19 Gabriola - Nanaimo 40-49% 44.4% 45.5%

24 Cortes -Quadra 44.4% 44.0%

9 Tsawwassen - Southern Gulf Islands 42.2% 42.2%

23 Quadra -Campbell River 41.9% 41.9%

10 Port Hardy - Prince Rupert 38.9% 39.0%

21 Denman - Buckley Bay 38.0% 41.2%

22 Hornby - Denman 37.9% 38.1%

5 Swartz Bay - Southern Gulf Islands 30-39% 37.2% 37.1%

25 Alert Bay - Sointula - Port McNeill 36.2% 37.1%

6 Crofton - Salt Spring (Vesuvius) 34.2% 35.5%

17 Comox - Powell River 33.0% 29.6%

20 Thetis - Penelakut - Chemainus 29.3% 29.1%

40 Port Hardy - Mid Coast below 29.1% 29.5%

7 Earls Cove - Saltery Bay 30% 26.8% 26.3%

18 Texada - Powell River 25.9% 25.6%

26 Skidegate - Alliford Bay 23.1% 20.2%

13 Langdale - Gambier & Keats n/a



For Route 19, the average route capacity utilisation declined slightly from 45.5% in 2012/13 to 
44.4% in 2013/14. However, as these charts demonstrate, capacity utilisation varies 
significantly both by time of day, and seasonally. 
 

 
 

 
Source : BC Ferries data 
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Average number of passengers by departure from Gabriola (2013) 

 
 

Average number of passengers by departure from Nanaimo (2013) 

 
           Source : BC Ferries data 



The following charts show how traffic on Route 19 has continued to decline in recent years.  
    

 
 

 
           Source : BC Ferries data 

 
The black line [depicting 2013 data] indicates that traffic levels had started to stabilise, but 
compare the red line [2014] which clearly shows the combined downward impact of the April 
2014 service reductions, the 4% fare increase and the imposition of a half fare for BC Seniors.  



There is no reliable method to attribute traffic loss to any one of these factors in isolation, 
though as the following charts demonstrate, the impact varies somewhat between those routes 
that saw little or no change in April 2014 and those that experienced more significant cuts in 
service levels (particularly routes 6, 19 and 21).    
 

 
 

 
                                          Source : BC Ferries Traffic Statistics 
 

Inevitably, local factors will have influenced the outcomes, but the data suggests that fare 
changes (including seniors) contributed to a 1% traffic reduction across the system in 2014. Any 
additional traffic loss was almost certainly attributable to the service reductions.



 

Route 19 : Financial & Operational Performance (to March 2014) 
 

 
 

 
Source : BC Ferries Annual Reports to the Ferry Commissioner

Financial Performance                       

(compared to 2004 baseline)
route 19

per round 

trip
route 19

per round 

trip
route 19

per round 

trip 
route 19

per round 

trip 

Round trips operated 5,696 6,059            5,728            5,730             

Tariff revenue from vehicle fares ($) 1,849,166 2,826,000    2,874,201    2,895,948    

Tariff Revenue from passenger fares ($) 1,229,321 1,959,000    1,995,172    2,012,557    

Total tariff revenue ($) 3,078,487 540 4,785,000 833 4,869,373 848 4,908,505 854

Ancillary revenue ($) 42,000 52,000          63,000          77,000          

Social Program Fees ($) 405,000 835,000        916,000        957,000        

Total operating revenue ($) 3,525,487 619 5,672,000 987 5,848,373 1,018 5,942,505 1,034

Total operating Expenses ($) 4,767,000 837 7,425,000    1,292 6,992,000    1,217 7,399,000    1,288

Operating Deficit ($) -1,241,513 -218 -1,753,000 -305 -1,143,627 -199 -1,456,495 -254

Amortization ($) -447,000 -2,174,000 -2,565,000 -2,437,000

Financing expense ($) -257,000 -658,000 -656,000 -1,071,000

Total Capital cost ($) -704,000 -124 -2,832,000 -493 -3,221,000 -561 -3,508,000 -611

Gain (loss) on disposal of capital assets ($) 0 -3,000 0 -3,000

Route deficit before service fees ($) -1,945,513 -342 -4,588,000 -799 -4,364,627 -760 -4,967,495 -865

Ferry Transportation Fees ($) 2,549,000 448 2,322,000 404 2,775,000 483 2,740,000 477

Federal-Provincial subsidy agreement ($) 676,000 119 625,000 109 662,000 115 668,000 116

Net route deficit ($) 1,279,487 225 -1,641,000 -286 -927,627 -161 -1,559,495 -271

(A) 'per trip' averages exclude the 314 round trips operated by water taxi during August 2011.

fiscal year 2004 fiscal year 2012 fiscal year 2013 fiscal year 2014

Operational Performance                  

(compared to 2004 baseline)
route 19

all minor 

routes
route 19

all minor 

routes
route 19

all minor 

routes
route 19

all minor 

routes

Round trips operated 5,696            70,240         6,059            70,740         5,728            71,146         5,730            71,080         

Round trips required by contract 5,747            69,970         5,748            70,386         5,731            70,646         5,732            70,660         

Round trips cancelled ** 52 3                     4                     2                     157               

Extra round trips operated 1                     (A) 314 1                     -                 578               

Vehicle capacity provided (AEQs) 797,440        8,357,557   804,300        8,396,916   801,360        8,468,505   802,060        8,311,507   

Vehicles carried (AEQs) 419,943        3,705,874   366,511        3,383,538   364,313        3,324,134   356,368        3,260,603   

Vehicle capacity utilisation 53.0% 44.3% 45.6% 40.3% 45.5% 39.3% 44.4% 39.2%

Average # of vehicles per sailing 36.9 (B) 31.9 31.8 31.1

% of sailings overloaded 11.8% 6.6% 4.2% 4.5% 5.2% 4.7% 5.1% 4.2%

Passengers carried 907,645        7,870,279   777,495        7,168,528   771,783        7,061,028   757,454        6,906,879   

Average # of passengers per sailing 79.7 (B) 67.7 67.4 66.1

% of sailings departing on time 94.0% 85.0% 93.5% 92.4% 96.1% 93.6% 95.8% 92.9%

(within 10 minutes of schedule)

** In December 2003, 44 trips were cancelled owing to a labour dispute

(A) Extra trips operated by water taxi in August 2011. (B) Excludes additional trips operated by water taxi

fiscal year 2004 fiscal year 2012 fiscal year 2013 fiscal year 2014



Route 19 : Customer Satisfaction (2010 to 2013) 
 
BC Ferries is required to commission an independent report of customer satisfaction as part of its annual 
report to the Ferry Commissioner.  The results are based on surveys undertaken by the Mustel Group on a 
sample of ferry routes, including Route 19 to and from Gabriola. The 2013 survey provides the benchmark 
from which customer reaction to the April 2014 service cuts will be measured.  
 
Customer satisfaction is measured on a range from 0 (very dissatisfied) to 5 (very satisfied). 
 

 
 

 
               Source : BC Ferries Annual Reports to the Ferry Commissioner 

 

Customer Satisfaction - terminals route 19
minor route 

average
route 19

minor route 

average
route 19

minor route 

average
route 19

minor route 

average

Overall trip experience 3.8 4.0 3.9 4.0 4.1 4.1 4.1 4.2

Terminal experience overall 3.8 3.9 3.7 4.0 4.0 4.0 4.0 4.0

       Efficiency of ticket purchase 4.4 4.3 4.3 4.3 4.4 4.4 4.5 4.4

       Staff courtesy 4.4 4.4 4.4 4.4 4.5 4.5 4.6 4.5

       Clarity of staff directions 4.3 4.3 4.3 4.3 4.4 4.4 4.5 4.4

       Clarity of public announcements 3.3 3.5 3.3 3.4 4.0 4.1 3.3 3.4

       Availability of washrooms 3.6 3.9 3.7 4.0 4.0 4.1 3.9 4.0

       Cleanliness of washrooms 3.7 3.9 3.7 4.0 4.0 4.0 3.8 4.0

       Procedures for loading 3.8 3.9 3.8 3.9 4.0 4.0 4.0 4.0

       Professionalism of terminal staff 4.2 4.1 4.2 4.2 4.3 4.2 4.3 4.2

       Availability of parking spaces 2.5 3.1 2.2 3.2 2.4 3.0 2.5 3.1

       Parking value for money 3.0 2.8 3.2 2.7 3.2 2.9 3.3 3.0

       Ease of using drop off/pick up area 2.9 3.4 3.0 3.6 3.2 3.6 3.2 3.5

       Availability of seating in terminal 3.2 3.6 3.1 3.8 3.7 3.9 3.6 3.8

       Comfort of seating in terminal 2.8 3.4 2.7 3.6 3.3 3.6 3.2 3.6

2010 survey 2011 survey 2012 Survey 2013 Survey

Customer Satisfaction - onboard route 19
minor route 

average
route 19

minor route 

average
route 19

minor route 

average
route 19

minor route 

average

Onboard experience overall 3.7 3.9 3.9 4.0 4.0 4.0 4.0 4.1

       Cleanliness of washrooms 3.8 4.0 3.8 3.9 4.0 4.0 3.8 4.0

       Comfort of lounge seating 2.8 3.4 2.9 3.5 3.6 3.7 3.6 3.8

       Cleanliness of lounge area 3.9 4.0 3.8 4.0 4.0 4.0 3.9 4.0

       Ease of access for disabled people 3.0 3.4 3.2 3.4 3.1 3.4 3.2 3.4

       Clarity of public address system 2.9 3.4 3.0 3.5 3.1 3.5 3.2 3.5

       Procedures for unloading 3.5 3.8 3.7 3.9 3.9 4.0 3.9 3.9

       Professionalism of onboard staff 4.1 4.1 4.1 4.1 4.2 4.2 4.2 4.2

Satisfaction with service provided

       Earliest ferry early enough 4.2 4.0 4.1 3.9 4.4 4.1 4.3 4.0

       Latest ferry late enough 4.0 3.6 3.8 3.4 4.3 3.7 4.0 3.5

       Ferry sailing frequent enough 3.7 3.4 3.9 3.4 4.1 3.5 4.0 3.5

       Ability to get onto desired ferry 3.3 3.7 3.6 3.8 3.8 3.9 3.6 3.8

       Ability to connect with other sailings 2.8 3.2 2.8 3.1 3.2 3.6 3.1 3.5

       Ferry departing on time 3.4 3.5 3.7 3.6 3.9 3.8 3.9 3.9

       Safety of ferry operations 4.0 4.1 4.1 4.1 4.2 4.2 4.2 4.2

       Safety of loading/unloading 4.0 4.1 4.0 4.1 4.2 4.2 4.2 4.2

       Value for money of fares 2.8 3.1 2.5 2.8 3.0 3.0 2.8 2.9

2010 survey 2011 survey 2012 Survey 2013 Survey

       Key to colour codes     Satisfaction on Route 19 is below the average for minor routes

    Satisfaction on Route 19 is the same (+/- 0.1) as other minor routes

    Satisfaction on Route 19 is above the average for minor routes



Route 19 : Recent traffic trends (2014) 
 

BC Ferries routinely reports traffic volumes on a monthly basis,  with annual reporting based on 
their fiscal year (April 1 to March 31).  One result of this is that BCF’s annual statistics can be 
difficult to compare year-on-year because of the distortion created when Easter falls in March 
one year and April the next.  Most of the FAC reporting is therefore based upon calendar years, 
which are more readily comparable.  
 
In the year to December 31 2014, there is clear evidence of the impact of the April service cuts.  
Year on year, vehicle traffic is down by 5.8%; passenger numbers down by 4%.  As already 
indicated, the combined impact of the April 2014 fare increase and the introduction of half fare 
travel for seniors is believed to have caused about 1% of that decline; the remainder is almost 
certainly a direct result of the service cuts.  
 

 
                   Source : BC Ferries data 
 

Initially, it appeared that there would be a significant shift towards walk-on passenger traffic; 
however the proportion of non-drivers to drivers on the ferry has risen by just 1% this year to 
56%.    Typically, each vehicle transported carries 1.5 passengers, so a reduction of 20,000 
vehicle journeys will represent 30,000 lost passenger journeys – almost exactly the number by 
which passenger journeys have fallen, suggesting no obvious decline in the number of walk-on 
passengers.  
 


