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Thetis-Penelakut ferry users asking for fare rollback
THETIS ISLAND – The Ferry Advisory Committee
representing residents on Thetis Island and Penelakut
Island is demanding a 25 per cent decrease in fares.

The Route 20 Ferry Advisory Committee is urging
the Province to cut fares in an effort to lessen the negative
impact on businesses and residents of the two islands. In
a comprehensive presentation, the committee provided
background on ferry service and data that suggests fare
increases have out-paced other costs-of-living and
discouraged ferry travel.

“In the interests of beginning to restore economic
stability and reduce the very real financial hardship to
the ferry-dependent coastal communities, (we request
that) fares on the Minor Routes be reset with a 25 per cent
rollback effective April 1, 2016,” the report says.

The authors of the report state that cuts are achievable
through a combination of additional government funding,
further BC Ferries efficiencies and service reductions on
the three Major Routes. 

“The Province has long since broken its commitment
to residents of Route 20 for affordable ferry service. The
province alone can reverse the economic decline of all
coastal communities.

“Please let’s not lose this once-every-four-years
opportunity.”

BC Ferries Route 20 services the two islands that
have a significant number of permanent residents and

summer vacationers. Thetis Island has a population of
350 that swells to close to 1,000 in the summer months
with vacationers and summer camps for children and
teens. Penelakut Island has a
permanent population of
about 450 members of the
Penelakut First Nation.

Rapidly rising fare rates
have had a devastating
impact on Island life putting
hardships on residents and
businesses, the report claims.

“As fares rose on Route
20, inevitably traffic began
to decline. Reduced tourist
traffic, less commercial
traffic and residential traffic
had real estate sales dry up
and caused businesses,
summer camps and B & Bs
to close their doors.”

The report contains a
fascinating history lesson,
detailing the early days of
ferry service to the two
neighbouring islands.

“Ferry service to Thetis
Island and later to
Penelakut Island (called Kuper at the time) was the
result of an agreement in 1958 by then Transporta-
tion Minister Phil Gaglardi and Adam
Hunter, a third generation Thetis Island
resident. Adam would build a road to
Pilkey Point from Clam Bay, a distance
of 4 km. and develop 60 building lots in
exchange for the ferry.

“The construction of the road and
side roads, which included
significant drilling and blasting to
get over Moore hill, was done
solely at Adam’s expense. This
agreement was further evidence
of the commitment of the BC
government to grow the
provincial economy through
remote community devel-
opment.

“In other words, the
agreement was Thetis
Islanders, you build the
road and we, the government,
will provide ferry service at a reasonable
cost.”

The inaugural ferry run was on March 17, 1959,
when the six-car ferry, the MV Ethel Hunter started

service to Thetis Island. Four years later, service to
Penelakut Island began for passengers. It began to accom-
modate vehicles in 1975.

The report notes that the cost of sailing was set by
calculating the gas tax that was lost to the Province on
that six km. crossing had it been a highway. This was 50¢

one way per vehicle and 12¢ one way per
passenger. 

“The setting of the fare
structure was part of the
government’s commitment to
provide safe, efficient and
timely service to the residents
of Thetis and Penelakut Islands.
Fares stayed at this level for many
years. However by 1987 cash fares
had risen to $7.80 for car and driver
on a return trip.
Today, the fare for a standard

vehicle is $26.45 for crossing from the
Islands to Chemainus. A passenger 12
years or older pays $11.25.
The reports suggests high fares are an

added burden for Penelakut residents.
“With high unemployment and reliance

on social assistance many band members
cannot afford to load up an Experience Card
(minimum charge is $115 to buy at a discounted
rate) so they pay primarily cash fares which are

30 per cent higher.”The first ferry was named in honour of Ethel Hunter.

Ferry service to Thetis Island began in 1959 with the launch of the MV Ethel
Hunter. The fare for a vehicle was 50¢ and passengers paid 12¢.


