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In early August, BC Ferries published its Fiscal 2015 annual reports providing, for the first time, some 
level of insight into the outcomes of the government-mandated service cuts to ferry services and the 
introduction of new charges for BC Seniors in April 2014.  
 
Individual route performance is, of course, influenced by a range of factors, including fare increases and 
general economic trends that affect the demand for ferry travel. There can also be exceptional cost 
pressures on individual routes arising from expenditure incurred in maintaining or upgrading of facilities. 
Such pressures are not always readily apparent from publicly reported data. 
 
Ferry Advisory Committee Chairs met in August in Vancouver and asked BC Ferries and Ministry of 
Transportation officials for route-by-route details of savings achieved of the cut-backs imposed on minor 
routes in April 2014 and the impact of new charges introduced for BC Seniors travelling Monday to 
Thursday.  Neither organisation was prepared to supply that information, but FAC representatives 
believed that deeper analysis of route performance contained in BCF’s Annual Report to the Ferry 
Commission would offer some indication of the outcomes.  
 
In reality, no-one expected any new answers from either BC Ferries or government – and so we came 
away disappointed, but not surprised. Disappointed that the government department that had been so 
prescriptive two years ago on the savings that had to be achieved on each route (irrespective of how 
that impacted individual communities) should pay such little regard whether those prescriptive targets 
had been met - and disappointed that BC Ferries, who clearly knew the answers, felt unable to share 
them with those people upon whom they had relied to help shape the final schedules on behalf of their 
local communities.   The assumptions and estimates contained in this report are therefore unverified at 
the time of writing.  
 

Measuring the impact of new charges for Seniors 
 
When the Provincial Government announced its intention to levy a 50% charge for previously free travel 
by BC Seniors on Mondays to Thursdays, it was bound to affect the number of trips that seniors took .  
This would not only reduce the number of passenger journeys made, but would likely impact the 
number of car journeys as well, since 5 out of 6 seniors using the minor routes do so in a vehicle.   
 
According to BC Ferries’ Annual Report, the number of trips made by Seniors fell by 8% on the minor 
routes, and 15% on the major routes, which attract more discretionary travel and fares are higher.  
There is no definitive indicator of how many car trips were lost as a result, but data from BC Ferries 
would suggest that up to a third of the additional $8 million in Seniors’ fare revenue could have been 
lost because of fewer vehicle fares being sold.  
 
Seniors’ trip data had been provided to FACs for most of the minor routes, though not all. In some cases, 
it was possible to estimate the net revenue effect, but on those routes where differential fares apply in 



peak season, such estimates have not been possible.  Table 1 on the next page provides estimates of the 
likely net revenue impact 1 on those routes for which data has been made available.  
 
A further consequence of the introduction of a 50% Seniors’ fare has been a reduction in the amount 
claimed by BC Ferries from the Provincial Social Fund.  This reduction (quantified in the Annual Report as 
$8 million) has, however, been reallocated by government as extra Transportation Fees (provincial 
support) for the Northern and Minor Routes. 
 

Table 1 : Potential revenue impact of the introduction of a 50% concession fare for BC Seniors($) 

Route Operating between 
% change in # of trips 

made by seniors 

Estimated net 
increase in route 

revenue                      

4 Swartz Bay-Fulford Harbour -6.4% 58,000 

5 Swartz Bay-Southern Gulf Islands. -3.7% 94,000 

6 Crofton-Vesuvius Bay -10.5% 33,000 

7 Earls Cove-Saltery Bay -10.1% 20,000 

8 Horseshoe Bay-Bowen Is. -7.5% 72,000 

9 Tsawwassen-Southern Gulf Islands -10.0% n/a 2 

17 Powell River-Comox -13.2% 95,000 

18 Powell River-Texada Is. - 5.0% 22,000 

19 Nanaimo-Gabriola Is. -8.0% 66,000 

20 Chemainus-Thetis/Penelakut  -5.5% 19,000 

21 Buckley Bay-Denman Is. -7.3% 39,000 

22 Denman Is.- Hornby Is. Assumed -7.3%  18,000 

23 Campbell River-Quadra Is. -4.4% 54,000 

25 Port McNeill-Alert Bay-Sointula +3.5% 22,000 

26 Skidegate-Alliford Bay -5.4% 3,000 
Note : The estimated net increases in route revenue are derived from BC Ferries data but have not been confirmed 
by BC Ferries.  

 

Key outcomes from the introduction of a 50% BC Seniors’ Fare 
 

 The number of ferry trips made by Seniors fell by 13% in Fiscal 2015 compared to Fiscal 2014. 
The reduction was greatest on the major routes (15%) and averaged 8% on the minor routes. 

 

 BC Seniors contributed about $8 million in extra fares revenue to BC Ferries, though this was 
offset in part by an estimated $2.5 million loss of income from vehicle fares.  

 

 The $8 million reduction in spend from the Provincial Social Fund has largely been reallocated 
as additional Transportation Fees in Fiscal 2015, with $4 million allocated to the minor routes 
and $3.7 million to the northern routes. 

                                                           
1
 Net revenue impact is the estimated additional revenue from fares paid by Seniors, less the estimated revenue 

loss resulting from any consequent reduction in vehicle trips. For this purpose, a reduction of 1.5 trips by seniors 
travelling in vehicles is assumed to have resulted in 1 less vehicle trip. 
2
 It has not been possible to estimate revenue change on Route 9, which has differential fares for travel to or from 

the islands and higher vehicle fares in peak season. 



Measuring the impact of service reductions on the minor routes 
 
Before attempting to interpret the financial outcome of any service reductions, it is important to 
understand the underlying trends that affect every ferry route.  The most obvious among those are 
overall changes in volume of demand and inflationary pressures on operating costs.  However, there are 
other exceptional circumstances that can influence revenues and costs on specific routes.   
 
Examples of exceptional variables that are known to have impacted on this comparison include: 
 

 Substitution of a tug and barge service on Route 26 (September - December 2013) 

 Disruption of service on Routes 7, 17 and 18 during terminal rebuilds (Oct 2013-March 2014) 

 Suspension of Route 9 following grounding of Queen of Nanaimo (November 2013) 

 Disruption on Route 25 during terminal rebuild at Port McNeill (November 2014) 

 Substitution of smaller vessel on Route 8 (January – May 2015) 
 

Table 2 (below) summarises the planned and actual service reductions that were mandated by 
government in Fiscal 2015. In most cases the actual reduction in the number of round trips is some 8% 
less than the full year requirement, as the reductions were not implemented until 4 weeks into the year.   
 
 

Table 2 : Planned and actual service reductions delivered in Fiscal Year 2015 

Route Operating between 

% reduction in # 
of round trips 
mandated by 
government 

% change in 
actual # of round 
trips operated in 

Fiscal 20153 

Net annual 
savings target set  

by government    
$ 

3 Horseshoe Bay-Langdale -1.3% -0.8% -100,000 

6 Crofton-Vesuvius Bay -12.0% -10.4% -105,000 

7 Earls Cove-Saltery Bay -12.7% -11.5% -375,000 

8 Horseshoe Bay-Bowen Is. -4.2% -3.3% -135,000 

9 Tsawwassen-Southern Gulf Is. - -1.0%  -90,000 

10 Port Hardy-Prince Rupert -32.0% -28.1% -1,910,000 

11 Prince Rupert-Skidegate -27.2% -25.8% -950,000 

17 Powell River-Comox -6.4% -0.6%  -360,000 

18 Powell River-Texada Is. -22.9% -23.5% -475,000 

19 Nanaimo-Gabriola Is. -14.5% - 13.4% -400,000 

20 Chemainus-Thetis/Penelakut  -9.5% - 14.3% -80,000 

21 Buckley Bay-Denman Is. -14.4% - 13.3% -330,000 

22 Denman Is.-Hornby Is. -9.4% -7.8% -180,000 

23 Campbell River-Quadra Is. -7.5% -6.9% -185,000 

26 Skidegate-Alliford Bay -34.9% -29.9% -600,000 

40 Port Hardy-Mid Coast -100% -100% -725,000 
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 Source : BC Ferries’ Annual Report to the BC Ferries Commissioner, July 2015 



Establishing a baseline 
 
In Fiscal 2015, BC Ferries reported increases in both vehicle and passenger traffic on the 9 routes that 
were unaffected by service reductions.  
  

On routes that were unaffected by service cuts, vehicle traffic increased by 0.9% overall and 
passenger traffic by 1.0%. 

 
Between April 2013 and April 2014, fares increased by an average 4%. Across the whole network, tariff 
income from vehicle fares increased overall by 4.0% and income from passenger fares by 10.1%, 
reflecting the additional fares income resulting (in large part) from the imposition of the 50% fare for BC 
Seniors. 
 

On routes that were unaffected by service cuts, income from vehicle fares increased by 4.1% 
and income from passenger fares by 10.8%. After adjusting for the effects of the Seniors Fare, 
tariff revenue on the unchanged minor routes increased by 7.4% 

 
In Fiscal 2015, BC Ferries reported that operating expenses (labour, fuel, repairs and maintenance) 
increased by just 1.2% overall compared to Fiscal 2014. The Year End Financial Report indicates that 
while maintenance costs increased by 7.6% and administration costs by 1.2%, day-to-day operating 
costs (primarily labour and fuel) reduced by 1% overall as a result of falling fuel prices and reduced 
service levels.   
 

On routes that were unaffected by service cuts, direct operating expenses increased by an 
average 3.8% overall.  

  
Interpretation of the reported financial results for individual routes therefore assumes that, in the 
absence of any service reductions: 

 Vehicle traffic would have increased by 0.9% and income from vehicle fares by 4.1% 
 

 Passenger traffic would have increased by 1.0% and income from passenger fares by 10.8% 
 

 Once the extra income from Seniors’ fares is taken into account, the underlying growth in 
tariff revenue on the minor routes would have been 7.4%   

 

 Operating expenses (primarily labour and fuel) would have increased by 3.8% 
 
In the following table, the actual operating expenses reported for Fiscal Year 2014 have been uplifted by 
3.8% (the average reported increase on routes unaffected by service cuts) then compared with the 
actual operating expenses reported for Fiscal Year 2015 to provide an indication of the cost reductions 
achieved on each route.  
 
It should be noted that service disruption on Routes 7, 17, 18 and 26 is likely to have resulted in some 
distortion of operating costs on those routes. 



Reported savings in operating costs 
 

Table 3 : Identifying changes in operating cost associated with the April 2014 service reductions ($) 

Route Operating between 

Actual 
operating 

costs  
FY2014 

FY2014 costs 
inflated by 

3.8% for 2015 

Actual 
operating 

costs  
FY2015 4 

Estimated 
cost 

reduction 
in FY2015 

6 Crofton-Vesuvius Bay 5,163,000 5,359,000 5,330,000 -29,000 

7 Earls Cove-Saltery Bay 14,383,000 14,930,000 13,035,000 -1,895,000 

8 Horseshoe Bay-Bowen Is. 12,452,000 12,925,000 12,790,000 -135,000 

9 Tsawwassen-Southern Gulf Is. 18,722,000 19,433,000 19,213,000 -220,000 

17 Powell River-Comox 16,319,000 16,939,000 16,181,000 -758,000 

18 Powell River-Texada Is. 5,812,000 6,033,000 5,351,000 -682,000 

19 Nanaimo-Gabriola Is. 7,399,000 7,680,000 6,607,000 -1,073,000 

20 Chemainus-Thetis/Penelakut  4,528,000 4,700,000 4,525,000 -175,000 

21 Buckley Bay-Denman Is. 4,827,000 5,010,000 4,784,000 -226,000 

22 Denman Is.-Hornby Is. 3,147,000 3,267,000 3,058,000 -209,000 

23 Campbell River-Quadra Is. 7,976,000 8,279,000 7,829,000 -450,000 

26 Skidegate-Alliford Bay 3,633,000 3,771,000 3,550,000 -221,000 
Note:The extent to which these cost changes can be attributed to service cuts has not been confirmed by BC Ferries.  

 
Understandably, reductions in operating costs were easier to predict than the resultant impact that 
those cuts would have on fares revenue.  However, as the following table shows, the actual cost 
reductions indicated by our estimates in Table 3 varied widely from the net savings targets set by 
government – in some cases by a factor of 2 or 3 – suggesting that the approach to cost reduction was, 
in some cases, more aggressive than necessary to deliver the mandated targets. 
 

Table 4 : Comparing the estimated reductions in operating cost with government targets ($) 

Route Operating between 

Estimated 
reduction in 

Operating Costs 
(from Table 3) 

Net Annual Savings 
target set by 
government     

(from Table 2)   

6 Crofton-Vesuvius Bay -29,000 -105,000 

7 Earls Cove-Saltery Bay  -1,895,000 -375,000 

8 Horseshoe Bay-Bowen Is.  -135,000 -135,000 

9 Tsawwassen-Southern Gulf Is. -220,000 -90,000 

17 Powell River-Comox  -758,000 -360,000 

18 Powell River-Texada Is  -682,000 -475,000 

19 Nanaimo-Gabriola Is. -1,073,000 -400,000 

20 Chemainus-Thetis/Penelakut  -175,000 -80,000 

21 Buckley Bay-Denman Is. -226,000 -330,000 

22 Denman Is.-Hornby Is  -209,000 -180,000 

23 Campbell River-Quadra Is. -450,000 -185,000 

26 Skidegate-Alliford Bay -221,000 -600,000 
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 Source : BC Ferries’ Annual Report to the BC Ferries Commissioner, July 2015 



Estimating the revenue effect of the service reductions 
 
Is it possible to identify the revenue implications of the April 2014 service cuts? Analysis of BC Ferries 
data suggests this is much more challenging than estimating the reductions in operating cost. There are 
two reasons for this.  
 
Firstly, any calculation of lost revenue has to take account of the net change in fares income resulting 
from the introduction of 50% fares for Seniors – and that assumes we have an accurate assessment of 
lost vehicle revenue.  Secondly, if extraneous circumstances have distorted normal traffic patterns on 
any route, any attempt at interpreting the revenue impact of service cuts on that route will be 
prejudiced. 
 
As Table 5 demonstrates, there are probably only six routes on which it is possible to deduce the 
revenue effect of the April 2014 service reductions on route revenue with any degree of certainty.  For 
those six routes, a final evaluation of the net annual savings that we believe have been achieved is 
contained in Table 6.  
 

Table 5 : Analysis of changes in route fares revenue (where possible)  for Fiscal Year 2015 ($) 

Route Operating between 
FY2014 route 

revenue  
+7.4% uplift 5 

Estimated net 
effect of 

Seniors fares                 
(from table 1)  

FY2015 
Actual route 

revenue 

Estimated 
revenue 
effect of 

service cuts 

6 Crofton-Vesuvius Bay 4,831,000 33,000 4,795,000 -69,000 

7 Earls Cove-Saltery Bay  6,174,000 20,000 6,049,000 see note A 

8 Horseshoe Bay-Bowen Is. 9,145,000 72,000 9,137,000 see note B 

17 Powell River-Comox  9,720,000 95,000 9,993,000 see note A 

18 Powell River-Texada Is  1,116,000 22,000 1,188,000 see note A 

19 Nanaimo-Gabriola Is. 5,271,000 66,000 5,150,000 -187,000 

20 Chemainus-Thetis/Penelakut  1,294,000 19,000 1,319,000 +6,000 

21 Buckley Bay-Denman Is. 2,975,000 39,000 3,012,000 -2,000 

22 Denman Is.-Hornby Is  1,330,000 est. 18,000 6 1,276,000 -72,000 

23 Campbell River-Quadra Is. 5,157,000 54,000 5,086,000 -125,000 

26 Skidegate-Alliford Bay  758,000 22,000 686,000 see note C 

 
Notes on Table 5 : 

 Note (A) : FY2014 revenue on Routes 7, 17 and 18 was distorted by terminal and route closures, 
making any estimate of the revenue impact of service cuts unsafe 

 Note (B): FY 2015 revenue on Route 8 was distorted by the extended substitution of a smaller 
vessel, resulting in a downturn in vehicle tariff revenue, making any estimate of the net annual 
savings achieved unsafe 

 Note (C) : FY2014 revenue on Route 26 was distorted by an extended route closure, making any 
estimate of the revenue impact of service cuts unsafe  
 

  

                                                           
5
 The average underlying increase in fares revenue on unchanged minor routes which were unchanged in 2014  

6
 Assumes the same % change in traffic volumes as reported on Route 21. 



Table 6 : Quantifying the Net Annual Savings achieved by the service reductions (where possible) ($) 

Route Operating between 

Estimated 
reduction in 
Operating 

Costs 
(Table 3) 

Estimated 
Revenue  

Loss (-) or  
Gain (+) 
(Table 5) 

Esimated 
Net Annual 
Savings (-) 
Indicated 

Net Annual 
Savings 

target set by 
government     

6 Crofton-Vesuvius Bay -29,000 -69,000 +40,000 -105,000 

19 Nanaimo-Gabriola Is. -1,073,000 -187,000 -886,000 -400,000 

20 Chemainus-Thetis/Penelakut  -175,000 +6,000 -181,000 -80,000 

21 Buckley Bay-Denman Is. -226,000 -2,000 -224,000 -330,000 

22 Denman Is.-Hornby Is  -209,000 -72,000 -137,000 -180,000 

23 Campbell River-Quadra Is. -450,000 -125,000 -325,000 -185,000 

 
 

Key conclusions from this attempt to estimate net annual savings 
 

 It is not possible to obtain reliable estimates of the net annual savings achieved from published 
cost and revenue data alone.  There are too many potential variables to provide confidence in 
estimating the true cost and revenue impacts. 

 

 There is however evidence to suggest that the reductions in operating cost achieved on some 
routes in FY2015 provided a wide (maybe excessively wide) margin to ensure the delivery the 
net annual savings mandated by government.  

 

 Taking account of best estimates of the likely revenue effects, it does appear that the net 
savings achieved on some routes are below the targets set by government, whereas on other 
routes the net savings delivered substantially exceeded those targets. 

  

 

Footnote 
Feedback from BC Ferries and Ministry of Transportation & Infrastructure 
 
BC Ferries 
BC Ferries informed FACs earlier this year that they were unlikely to publish details of the savings 
achieved on a route-by-route basis because of [perceived] commercial confidentiality.  The results 
would be advised to the BCF Board ahead of the annual report.  BC Ferries was satisfied that the 
government’s financial objectives had been met. The findings of this paper have not been confirmed or 
challenged by BC Ferries. 
 

Ministry of Transportation & Infrastructure 
Ministry officials reported that they had not required BC Ferries to provide financial outcomes on a 
route-by route basis.  The government’s objective was to get to the point where fare increases could be 
held at, or close to the rate of inflation. That objective had been reached and government was satisfied 
that as long as BC Ferries made the cuts, they would achieve the required savings. 


