
From: Brian Hollingshead [mailto:hollingshead@telus.net]  
Sent: April-27-17 1:06 PM 
Subject: Ferry traffic, Mar 2017, FY Year End 
 
FACChairs, 
 
March traffic, weird! 
 
Weird, how? 
 
Well, the smart money, reflecting on the crappy weather and the absence of an Easter weekend this 
March would have bet on traffic being substantially down from that of last March, which did include an 
Easter weekend.  In fact, System passenger traffic was down 4.24% while vehicle traffic was down only 
0.26%.  So, two things:  
 - vehicle traffic inexplicably fared much better than passenger traffic on both the Major and 
Minor routes. Graph 1.   
 - traffic was a lot stronger than would have been expected.  Have a look at Graph 5.  Traffic last 
March was about 10% higher than the previous March.  March 2016, as noted, included an Easter 
weekend whereas March 2015, did not.  While last year's 10% jump may be high, a 4.24% drop is 
surprisingly modest and just a 0.26% drop is astonishing. 
 
Anything else? 
 
Routes 1, 2 and 9 - routes with a high proportion of discretionary traffic -had major losses.  No surprise. 
 
The Northern routes, particularly Rte 10, had substantial traffic increases. As always, the traffic volume 
on the Northern routes isn't sufficient to move the needle on the System traffic numbers. 
 
The rest of the routes were all over the map, several with major increases while others had equally 
depressing losses. 
 
Enough about weird.  To the nitty gritty . . . 
 
Year to date, which in this case means full FY2017, System passenger traffic was up 1.67% while vehicle 
traffic was up 2.93% over FY2016.  The Major and Minor route groups mirrored these results.  The 
Northern route group, always a wild card, was up 6.7% (passengers) and 6.9% (vehicles).  Graph 2. 
 
Looking at the whole year, we see that ultimately Mother Nature Rules!  Back in the heady days of last 
summer, it seemed BCF was continuing the unprecedented 5% growth explosion of the previous year.  
Great weather. Record tourism levels. However, as the eye-popping numbers and Sugar Plum Ferries of 
the summer faded into dreary fall and ice-encrusted winter, the bloom came off the rose.  The hoped-
for 5% growth ended up at more modest under 3%.  Check Graph 7.  It tracks the year-to-date numbers 
for the year. The Undoing of the Dream began in Oct and progressed steadily downward for the 
remainder of the year.  At the end of the day, sunshine spurred traffic and the other stuff dampened it. 
 
Graph 3, Swimming SeaHorse, tells us System traffic this March is the second best it's been since 2010, 
dipping slightly following two years of growth. The Floating Easter Effect partly explains the big jump last 
year. 



 
Graph 4, Drowning SeaHorse, illustrates a Minor route pattern similar to that of the System, with the 
consistent evidence that the pain was greater and recovery still lags.  Again, no surprise.  The damage 
inflicted by fourteen years of the higher 'user pay' Minor route fare increases took their toll, and take it 
still. 
 
Graph 5 tells the story of traffic levels coming undone from October onward. Not terrible, but 
disappointing comparing to the results of las summer and FY2016. 
 
Graph 6 reminds us that anything and everything can be possible.  Just not predictable.  The smaller 
volumes on the Northern routes result in greater volatility of the results. 
 
Graph 8 has now been extended to include FY2017.  Traffic once again increased but not at the 
blistering pace of FY2016. And it's still well below what we believe it could have been, and should have 
been, with a fare increase regime more closely tied to CPI increases.  And yes, that annoying 1% increase 
line is modest, very modest, given the increases in population and provincial GDP, two major 
determinants of traffic, assuming absence of extraordinary fare increases. In the interests of full 
disclosure, the vehicle line tracks AEQs, not actual vehicle count as presented in the monthly website 
stats. The AEQ count isn't available until July, but can be estimated based on last year's data.  The 2017 
AEQ number in this case is estimated as 13% greater than the actual count. 
 
Graph 9, the Long Line, shows a continuing recovery, though less than the previous year.  While up from 
the FY2014 depths, traffic levels are still under 2008 levels as well as mid-nineties highs. 
 
Enough ancient history!  What's to look forward to in the coming year? 
 
The fare freeze should help, at least until such time as the 2.9% fuel rebate comes off.  Don't be 
surprised to see that happen before summer, enabling BCF to maximize their revenue capture with the 
high volume summer traffic.  The most recent look we've had at the deferral account balances suggest 
the end of the rebate could well be in sight. 
 
With climate change messing with our weather patterns, the summer could be as fine as the last two 
years, but not any better.  And it could be worse. Winter could certainly be more friendly.  That said, July 
and August are the money months for BCF.  BCF could catch a break from Mother Nature in the off-
season.  Or not. 
 
While America goes about Making Itself Great Again, we can expect more Canadian, think BC and 
Alberta, folk to remain in Canada for their holiday adventures.  That, together with BC becoming an 
increasingly attractive destination for Asian and European vacationers, bodes well for another banner 
tourism season, providing the summer weather doesn't collapse.  We might also see some of our 
neighbouring Blue State Americans seeking a little respite. 
 
There may be more fare reduction promotions, similar to this year and last, as BCF tries to get a handle 
on fare sensitivity in anticipation of the flex fare program.   
 
Service limitations may impose disincentives to traffic growth on some routes in the event BCF is unable 
or unwilling to jack up the capacity on those routes ('we provide what the contract calls for'). 
 



While accepting absolutely no responsibility for the accuracy of this or any prediction, I'd suggest we 
may be looking at a modest traffic increase, say about 2%, in the coming year.  That said, there are 
several variables that could alter that, generally to the down side. 
 
For sure, there will be some surprises along the way! 
 
Comments, questions, always welcome 
 
Brian 


