
 
 
 

Gabriola Ferry Advisory Committee 
 

Observations on BC Ferries’ response to the 2014 Customer Satisfaction Survey 
 

On July 31, 2015, BC Ferries submitted its Fiscal 2015 Annual Report to the British Columbia Ferries 
Commissioner, within which the results of the 2014 Customer Satisfaction Tracking Survey are, for the 
first time in recent years, prefaced by a series of responses and planned actions from the ferry 
corporation.   
 
Since several of the route-specific responses are directed towards Route 19 (Nanaimo Harbour to 
Gabriola Island) I offer the following observations on behalf of Gabriola Ferry Advisory Committee, 
whose members have engaged widely with the community during a period of significant change to our 
ferry service. 
 
General Observations 
 
Throughout the report, there is reference to a marked decline in customer satisfaction among ferry 
users on Route 19. While this may appear to be a specific reflection on the ferry service to Gabriola, it is 
relevant to note that, of the 11 minor routes that were impacted by substantive government-mandated 
service cuts in April 2014, Route 19 is the only one which is traditionally included in BCF’s annual 
Customer Satisfaction survey.   
 
A 14% reduction in the volume of service provided to Gabriola was one of the higher (though certainly 
not the highest) level of service reduction to be experienced by a ferry dependent community and it 
should be recognised that many of the reactions expressed by ferry users on Route 19 will be indicative 
of how ferry users on other minor routes have been equally impacted by the service cuts.   
 
Route 19  
 
Historically, Gabriola has benefitted from a ferry service that has operated over a wider period each day 
than most other gulf island routes – and has, in recent years, enjoyed progressively improving reliability. 
Our ferry service is consistently well used throughout the working day and supports a community that 
has become heavily dependent on it for employment, education, healthcare and many other 
commercial and leisure resources that are only available in Nanaimo.   
 
The ferry service has become a critical element to the lives of many islanders and the impact of the 
service cuts in April 2014 cannot therefore be understated. It is in this context that I offer a reaction to 
the findings of the survey and the responses from BC Ferries.      
  



Overall satisfaction with the ferry service 
 
Since 2012 (the first survey following a previous schedule change) almost 85% of ferry users on Route 19 
have expressed satisfaction with the overall service provided. In 2014, that fell dramatically to just 56%.  
Among the routes surveyed, the only factor that stands out as impacting Route 19 more than any other 
is the impact of the government-imposed service reductions and the schedule change that resulted. 
 
Gabriolans have continued to acknowledge the courtesy and professionalism of BC Ferries employees 
who provide our ferry service but have clearly expressed the impact that the service cuts have had on 
their lives and businesses. As BC Ferries acknowledges, dependability and punctuality are key drivers to 
maintaining customer satisfaction and to retaining ridership; both were severely impacted in April 2014 
and as a result, Route 19 experienced the most significant traffic decline of any of the minor routes.  
 
Put simply, customers had lost confidence in the service. Fortunately, after significant community 
engagement and two further schedule changes, some of that confidence is now starting to return. 
 
Ability to connect with other ferry services 
 
Connectivity between Route 19 and Routes 2 and 30 is an important factor for residents of Gabriola. 
However, it should be pointed out that the service reduction imposed in April 2014 did not result in the 
loss of connectivity with the 06:30 sailing on Route 2 from Departure Bay, as suggested in the BC 
Ferries response.  [This connection was maintained throughout 2014 and has only been sacrificed from 
April 2015 as part of a corrective action plan identified following community engagement later in 2014]  
 
Factors leading to the reduced level of satisfaction with connectivity included the retiming of the first 
departure from Gabriola (which meant the connection became unreliable in summer, when the first 
departure on Route 2 is advanced to 06:20); the poor punctuality of Route 2 – especially later in the day, 
when late arrivals in Departure Bay led to missed connections to Gabriola – and the unpredictability of 
being able to board an on-time departure from Gabriola that would guarantee a connection at 
Departure Bay.  
 
For vehicle users, connectivity with Route 30 at Duke Point has actually improved, but for significant 
numbers of walk-on ferry passengers from Gabriola, Route 2 remains the only viable option. 
Compounding the unreliability of Route 2 is the fact that Nanaimo Transit’s Ferry Connector service 
between downtown Nanaimo and Departure Bay operates a year-round schedule that fails to connect 
with many of the departures and arrivals on the Route 2 peak summer schedule when ferry times 
change by up to 30 minutes.   
 
We welcome BC Ferries’ stated intention to review the scheduling of Route 2 and would encourage 
them to work with BC Transit towards a stable, year-round schedule that will co-ordinate effectively 
with transit services to and from Nanaimo Harbour. 
 
Ferry Sailing Frequent Enough 
 
In our engagement with the Gabriola community, residents placed significant importance on achieving a 
consistent, regular ferry schedule that minimised gaps in service during the busier parts of the day. The 
reduced schedule implemented in April 2014 created daytime service gaps that have now, in the main, 
been removed with the April 2015 schedule, albeit at the expense of a later start to the operating day. 



Latest ferry late enough 
 
Declining satisfaction with the late evening ferry service is driven, at least in part, by the impact of the 
retiming of the last ferry from 23:30 to 23:00 on the ability to make a reliable connection with the 21:00 
ferry on Route 2 from Horseshoe Bay. This connection was not, in any event, achievable in peak summer 
(the time of greatest demand) because of the seasonal change to the Route 2 schedule that resulted in 
an arrival in Departure Bay at 23:10 (realistically, often later), leaving insufficient time to reach the 
Nanaimo Harbour terminal and ensure the last connection to Gabriola. The off-season arrival at 22:40 is 
still tantalisingly close to enabling a connection to be made with the 23:00 departure to Gabriola, but BC 
Ferries has been unable to offer a robust mechanism to ensure connectivity.  
 
We hope that this will be taken into account in any future review of schedules on Route 2. 
 
Departing on time 
 
BC Ferries’ response to the Commission understates the importance placed on achieving on-time 
departures, as evidenced by the survey finding that satisfaction with on-time departures on Route 19 
plummeted from 77% in 2013 to just 34% in 2014.   
 
The ferry schedule implemented by BC Ferries on Route 19 in April 2014 proved to be undeliverable, 
especially during the summer months, when cumulative delays built up routinely throughout the day to 
the point where, by early afternoon, delays of 30 minutes or more were a daily occurrence. This, 
coupled with the increased incidence of overloaded sailings (50% more than in 2013) impacted greatly 
on those who were committed to attending medical appointments or connections for onward travel. 
 
The FAC, in its subsequent dialogue with the community and BC Ferries, placed a high priority on the 
achievement of a more robust daytime ferry schedule on which the community could rely. Reluctantly, 
the community had to accept that the constraints mandated by government made it impossible to 
revert to a reliable daytime service without sacrificing the early morning departure from the island.  
 
Summary 
 
We recognise the constraints placed upon BC Ferries in delivering the April 14 service reductions 
mandated upon them by government, but cannot overstate the impact that resulted on peoples’ daily 
lives, their ability to access employment and on businesses both on and off the island.   
 
Much effort has been made by the FAC and others to work with BC Ferries since April 2014 to 
ameliorate some of the damage inflicted by the service cuts, but many of the impacts are unmeasurable. 
Those that are have been fairly reflected in the messages arising out of the Customer Satisfaction 
Survey. Those same messages can undoubtedly be applied to many of the other routes that experienced 
service reductions in April 2014.  
 
 
 
John Hodgkins 
Chair, Gabriola Ferry Advisory Committee 
August 4, 2014. 
  


