
Ferry Advisory Committee Chairs 
Submission to 

BC Coastal Ferries Community Engagement – Fall 2013 
 
 
While individual Ferry Advisory Committees and their Chairs may be providing specific input to the BC 

Coastal Ferry Community Engagement, we would like to provide a collective “big picture” response and 

offer some considerations of where to go from here if the challenges in providing affordable ferry 

service in an adequate, efficient and sustainable way are going to be meaningfully addressed. 

From our perspectives, this exercise has been a frustrating and unproductive experience that has 

unnecessarily alienated ferry users, ferry-dependent communities and the Ferry Advisory Committees 

from the government and the operator who are entrusted with providing essential transportation. It 

didn’t need to be this way. 

Here is how things went wrong: 
 

The Process 
 
When the Province announced its “new course for ferries” in May 2012, this could have been an 
opportunity for a constructive and collaborative process with the communities that depend upon ferries 
to review challenges, identify options, brainstorm solutions and arrive at plans. The Ferry Advisory 
Committee Chairs were quick off the mark to offer our assistance. Our understanding is that the 
government’s original plan was to conduct a first round of consultations about “proposed service 
adjustments” to be posted on a website in the summer of 2012. Instead, a year-and-a-half later, 
“planned service reductions” were posted on 18 November 2013. This came after what we consider a 
wasteful and manipulative “engagement process” involving generalized questions when people were 
itching to engage in discussing specifics. 
 
After eighteen months since this process started, only one month has been provided for comments on 
the “planned service reductions” which has inevitably put communities and ferry users in reactive mode. 
People are feeling called upon to defend a transportation service whose utility seems to be completely 
misunderstood by those providing it.  
 

The Plans 
 
Communities have been expected to comment on the plans for service reductions on the non-major 
routes with a whole bunch of information necessary to a constructive process missing. This includes: 
 
- a business case to support the plans; 
- socio-economic analysis to put the critical role of specific ferry routes/service in context; 
- pre-assessment of  service on each route to identify key sailings; 
- details of the operational and cost framework for sailings on each route; 
- details of actual efficiencies to be implemented by BC Ferries; 
- determination of service adjustments on the three major routes to be implemented at the same time; 



- a complete proposal to address the consequences of long-term underfunding of the ferry service: 
 Escalating fares; 
 Declining traffic 
 Aging capital assets 

 
The other missing element has been sufficient time. 
 

The Follow-up and Implementation 
 
Since May 2012 the Ferry Advisory Committee Chairs have been consistently requesting opportunities to 
meet with Ministry officials to offer our (free) assistance in using our local knowledge and understanding 
of ferry issues from a user’s perspective to help make this process run well for all parties. This offer was 
essentially ignored.  
 
We were therefore surprised and annoyed that the “Engagement” document defined a role for Ferry 
Advisory Committees without this even being discussed with us. This involves being consulted by BC 
Ferries to “refine schedules” around the service cuts. During the community meetings we heard that this 
role could be expanded to include identifying alternative service adjustments to the ones proposed that 
would generate the same net savings. We have heard from BC Ferries that this consultation will take the 
form of one meeting per route beginning early next month, with no data yet provided to inform this 
consultation, no time for meaningful consideration and no opportunity to consult with the ferry users 
we speak for. 
 
Not surprisingly, most of the volunteers of the FACs feel “set up” to participate in a process where we 
cannot succeed in doing a constructive job. 
 
The implementation date of 1 April 2014, coming weeks after revised schedules are supposedly due to 
be finalized, is contrary to the original intent of the Coastal Ferry Act and the Coastal Ferry Services 
Contract with respect to predictable schedules set in advance. It provides totally inadequate notice to 
businesses, event organizers, employees and students who must plan ahead around ferry schedules. 
Jobs, entrepreneurship and education are at stake and it seems neither the Province nor BCF 
understand the individual and cumulative impacts. 
 

A New Approach 
 
We believe the Province needs to take a deep breath, realize it has got things terribly wrong and take a 
fresh approach if there is to be any meaningful engagement to address ferry issues with those who 
depend on ferries and who should be partners in the process and not mere recipients of an ill-
considered top-down approach. Here are some things that we think need to be included in an approach 
that might re-open real engagement: 
 

1. Apply the principles stated when the Coastal Ferry Act was introduced with respect to:  
- enhanced economic development, job creation and support of tourism;  
- guaranteed service levels and fair rates;  
- investment in vessels and terminals.  
 
2. Postpone any service changes for at least one year.  



 
3. Rigorously review the three major routes (especially Route 30) to identify service changes to be 
implemented at the same time as on other routes which may generate savings that would negate 
the need to remove key sailings from the routes that communities depend upon. 
 
 
4. Develop and present a realistic plan to address mid/long term requirements for:  
- stabilizing fares at an affordable level as recommended by the BC Ferry Commission;  
- recovering lost traffic (which represents economic activity);  
- renewing capital assets.  
 
5. Budget for adequate funding to carry out this recovery/stability program for coastal ferry 
service, recognizing that considerable savings have been achieved for taxpayers as a result of 
under-funding the service for more than two decades.  
 
6. Conduct route-specific consultation to identify workable service requirements based on:  
- using the socio-economic-geographic context for each route to frame options;  
- reviewing financial/operational details to clarify where savings are attainable;  
- retaining crucial sailings, including when alternative savings are not attainable;  
- allowing time and opportunity for meaningful participation by affected interests;  
- initiating integrated transportation planning to achieve community objectives; 
- providing adequate notice of any resulting schedule changes before implementation. 
 
7. Make known specific cost-savings through efficiencies on the part of BC Ferries and identify 
approaches to further ensure cost-efficiency as required. 
 
The way this current process has been conducted has caused many of us to wonder why we should 
continue to participate in Ferry Advisory Committees, particularly when people we represent 
question whether we have any constructive role to play given the current approach of the Province 
and BC Ferries. We regret that the Province does not seem to agree with the BC Ferry 
Commissioner’s assessment (in his 2012 review of the Coastal Ferry Act) that Ferry Advisory 
Committees “provide a valuable service not only to the operator, but also to government, the 
Commission and the communities they represent.” At this point, the only reason we are hanging in is 
because we regard affordable, adequate and effective ferry service as crucial to our communities 
and have a commitment to contributing what we can in a reasonable and balanced way in pursuit of 
this important objective.  
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