
Ferry Advisory Committee Chairs 
c/o Tony Law, Box 13, Hornby Island, BC V0R1Z0 

tlaw1@telus.net 250-335-1155 
 

Kevin Richter 
Assistant Deputy Minister, Infrastructure 
Ministry of Transportation and Infrastructure 
(by email) 
 

22 October 2012 
 
Dear Kevin: 
 
 

re: BC Coastal Ferries Consultation and Engagement: Pre-Consultation Input 
 
Thank you for the discussion on Wednesday. You have no doubt received comments from individual 
chairs on behalf of their committees. This letter provides overall perspectives shared by the chairs. 
 
 

PRE-CONSULTATION  
 
We were collectively disappointed and frustrated with this meeting.  
 
It was held 18 weeks after the telephone meeting with you at which the consultation was first discussed 
and early involvement of the FAC chairs proposed, 11 weeks after the consultant was hired and only two 
weeks before the process is to be launched. We offered several times to make ourselves available 
earlier for consultation. The fact that you waited to engage us at close to the last minute indicates little 
regard for the knowledge and experience that we could offer to ensure the process is effective as 
possible (some of us have been elected for multiple terms as local government officials, some have been 
engaged in ferry issues over time that has spanned several ministers and ADMs, some have particular 
expertise in communications, transportation, economics, etc). 
 
The refusal to provide consultation materials ahead of the meeting limited our capacity to provide 
useful input. It was impossible to fully review these materials to identify concerns and make 
constructive suggestions during the course of the meeting. Frankly, it was insulting to our group (many 
of whom who are accustomed to dealing regularly with confidential materials) that you did not trust us 
in this way – in contrast to BCF management and the BC Ferry Commission who have had no problem in 
sharing sensitive information with us. It was also unhelpful to not have provided advance notice that we 
would be expected to submit comments within two days of the meeting. 
 
In addition to these concerns about the process of the pre-consultation, we are puzzled by the intent. 
Questions 1, 2, 3 and 4 about methods and community visits could have been addressed far more 
efficiently with an early teleconference or exchange of emails. With respect to questions 4, 6, and 7 
about the substance of the consultation, at this late date, it is not clear whether you have the capacity 
to adequately address the substantive concerns being expressed. 
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Our experience with the pre-consultation does not encourage us to be hopeful about the community 
consultation. 
 
 

CONSULTATION GOALS 
 
Our understanding from the documents we got to review briefly is that the consultation and 
engagement process are centered on two goals:  to gather input on the “Immediate Challenge” of a 
“$26 million shortfall” and to develop the “Long Term Vision” of an “economically sustainable ferry 
service”.  
 
We have several problems with the: 

 Stated goals for the consultation; 

 Framing of the current circumstances and challenges; 

 Vagueness about the nature of the desired input; 

 Uncertainty about how input will be used to further the goals; 
 
We were not able to give detailed input because the opportunity to review the consultation materials 
was so limited. What we have seen, however, raises serious concerns that the framing of the goals, the 
presentation of information and the process as described will not produce the most effective input. 
 

- Immediate Challenge 
 
The “immediate challenge” is framed as a $26 million “shortfall”. This characterization does not 
accurately reflect the reality that the amount identified is a target chosen by the provincial government 
and that the rationale for choosing that target is not transparent. What we do know is that the contract 
between the Province and BCF includes a commitment to “incorporate specific service level adjustments 
to Core Service Levels” to “achieve $26 million in net savings” (with the provision being that if this 
contractual commitment is not achieved by June 30, 2013, BCF can apply for “relief” – likely involving an 
increase in the price cap). 
 
Discussions with you and your staff in early summer indicated that a two-stage consultation process 
would take place– with the first stage discussing actual potential route-by-route “adjustments” in order 
to address the immediate challenge and the second stage discussing long-term vision. This reflects what 
was stated in a Ministry announcement on May 9 which said “there will be significant adjustments to 
service levels and discussions with communities…”.  On June 18, then-Minister Lekstrom was quoted in 
the Globe and Mail as saying the government would be discussing “service levels and fare increases at 
community meetings”. A June 19 announcement by the Ministry stated that the consultant will work 
with the Ministry “on a community engagement process to discuss service adjustments with coastal 
communities”. From what we heard from Ministry and BCF staff we understood that BCF was compiling 
data for the Ministry to use to inform community-level discussions about actual net savings potentially 
achievable from specific adjustments (such as possibly reducing sailings at the beginning and end of the 
day on some routes). 
 
All this – plus the media coverage – has led the Ferry Advisory Committees and our communities to 
expect discussions of specific potential service adjustments during the upcoming process.  The process 



that we assumed would be happening would have enabled communities to advise the Ministry of likely 
economic and social consequences of suggested service adjustments to assist the Ministry in 
determining the overall impacts/benefits of such adjustments. 
 
It was a shock to us to learn this will not be the case. It was unsettling to hear no clear response about 
whether and when there would be subsequent community consultation and how decisions on service 
adjustments would be made before the currently mandated deadline of June 30, 2013. As far as we can 
see, the proposed process denies communities the opportunity to present information on the 
consequences of possible specific adjustments and the Ministry the opportunity to make informed 
decisions. 
 
Our communities are not enthusiastic about making sailing cuts. But we are even less enthusiastic about 
these being imposed without community consultation on specific sailings and about the alternative of 
BCF potentially applying for an increase in the price cap if decisions are not made by the deadline. For 
this reason, we would prefer to engage constructively in the process of exploring options well in 
advance of the deadline. 
 
Other issues are superfluous. People are expecting to hear proposed or recommended service 
reductions and the rationale for their selection.  They would then respond to any impact of those 
adjustments.  The 'considerations' are seen as a given.  If that's all that's going to be discussed, they are 
going to be very frustrated. 
 
It is not enough to just frame this issue in general terms. People need the information and the 
opportunity for discussion of specific adjustments that might be considered. We do not see the value is 
asking people to suggest considerations for determining cuts when the principles to guide consideration 
have already been specified in the CFSC. 
 
 It is also unsettling that the process around this and other issues relating to service to ferry-dependent 
communities has morphed from “community engagement” to “province-wide” consultation. 
 
Our advice is that you either a) meet the expectations that have been established by including 
opportunities for discussion of potential service adjustments on each route (with information on 
revenues, costs and potential savings to enable an informed discussion) or b) provide a clear statement 
of when and how such discussions will happen at a community level. 
 

- Long Term Vision 
 
The consultation document indicated that the long term vision is “an economically sustainable ferry 
service”. However, the vision articulated by then-Minister Lekstrom, and in subsequent Ministry 
statements, is “to connect coastal communities in an affordable, efficient and sustainable manner”. If 
this is indeed the vision then it should be consistently articulated and not replaced with alternative 
statements.  
 
We note that the Commissioner recommended that “the Province should work collaboratively with BC 
Ferries to develop a long term vision of coastal ferry service in BC” and that “a draft discussion paper 
should go out for public discussion. Our assumption from what we have heard from the Ministry is that 
the vision has already been established (the statement highlighted above) without the recommended 



public discussion and that the community engagement process is only to seek input on “strategies” to 
achieve the vision. This should be clarified.  
 
As noted above, the “community engagement” process seems to have morphed into a province-wide 
consultation. While there may be value in hearing from all British Columbians wishing to provide input, 
the perspectives of those who seldom or never use ferries will be different from those who actually 
depend upon them as an economic and social life-line. For this reason there needs to be a way to sort 
responses in order to understand the relationship with ferries upon which they are based. 
 
With respect to people in communities served by ferries, their responses will likely be largely based 
upon the services they actually use. Ferry-dependent communities have widely-divergent characteristics 
and relationships with ferry service, for example: Bowen Island (a commuter community with strong 
daily patterns of ferry use), Hornby Island (a community dependent on tourism with a huge divergence 
between winter and summer use), Southern Gulf Islands (several communities with one complex ferry 
service), Sunshine Coast (a whole region dependent on ferries), North-mid coast (involving isolated 
communities and long distances) and Vancouver Island (an area larger than some countries connected 
by ferries to the rest of BC). 
 
Consultation should be geared to each community and its distinct relationship with, and needs for, ferry 
service. Input is likely to be somewhat specific to these local or regional circumstances and needs to be 
documented separately in order to have any utility for subsequent decision-making. 
 
It is hard to see how informed, constructive discussion around the future of ferry service, where this is a 
life-line to communities, can happen without the context being articulated. This context includes: 

- Official Community Plans (which can contain very relevant objectives and policies) 
- Demographics (population and age trends, income levels, etc) 
- Traffic trends and characteristics (vehicles, passengers, commercial vehicles, tourist traffic, etc) 
- Economic activity (how existing and potential activity is linked to ferry service) 
- Services (what services are available in the community and what must be accessed by ferry) 
- Transportation (what are other existing and potential transportation options and connections) 
- Geography (distances, open seas v. protected waters) 

 
Our advice is that  

a) the place of residence and relationship with ferries should be requested of all people providing 
input,  

b) responses from each ferry-connected community should be bundled,   
c) discussions in each community should be framed in that community’s particular context.   

 
With respect to c), it has been suggested that, in the absence of the Ministry or its consultant preparing 
and providing such information, the Ministry or its consultant could find a knowledgeable local person 
to make a brief initial presentation providing key information on context. 
 
With respect to “strategies”, we recall seeing a number of strategies proposed for discussion in the 
document that was whisked away from us. Here are some comments on those strategies we can recall: 
 

- Passenger only service and barging: Include these as separate strategies because one is about 
moving people and the other about moving goods. 



- Cable ferries: Ascertain from BCF whether this is really a possibility other than on Route 21 (for 
which a final go/no-go decision for a cable ferry is expected to be made by the BCF Board in 
November). BCF staff has suggested that Route 21 is the only route where cable ferry service is 
potentially viable. If this is the case, there is no point in raising it as a strategy. 

- Bridges: This should only be included if bridges are ascertained to be a broadly viable option (a 
study indicated that a bridge was only potentially viable for Gabriola Island where the OCP 
articulates that there should be no bridge). At the very least, information should be provided a) 
that the Islands Trust Policy Statement (adopted with ministerial approval) states that there 
should be no bridges connecting the island and b) that consideration of a bridge is not just a 
transportation issue but is a complex land use planning issue. 

- Transit and cycling: These should be included as separate strategies because they involve 
different traffic components and infrastructure.  

- LNG: This should not be included as it is an operational and technical issue that is being 
addressed by BCF within the efficiencies that it has to achieve. 

- Funding options: The options of funding through “fuel tax” and “property tax” should not be 
included unless details are provided about how they might be applied in order to facilitate 
informed rather than speculative discussion. What areas might these be applied to? With what 
kind of rate? How does this compare with how essential transportation is paid for elsewhere in 
the province? We note that neither of these options was recommended in the Commissioner’s 
report. (The Commissioner did suggest that local governments could be authorized to “buy 
down” fares on local routes.) If “fuel tax” and “property tax” are to be included, then a third 
option of “increased provincial funding” should be added, for the same reason that “bridges” 
are being proposed as a strategy: if it is not included it will come up anyway!  

 
 
PRESENTATION OF INFORMATION 
 
The information presented to frame the discussion is in some cases lacking or misleading. The following 
list of topics is likely incomplete as we had insufficient opportunity to familiarize ourselves with the 
material. 
 

- Definitions:  Effective consultation outcomes depend on shared understanding of key terms. A 
number of frequently used terms are not defined in the consultation documents and this needs 
to be corrected. 

 
- Commissioner’s recommendations: Many people who will participate in the proposed 

consultation will have participated in the consultation carried out by the Commissioner. These 
participants, and others who are aware of the previous process, will expect to see how the 
outcomes of the Commissioner’s consultation are connected to this consultation. The key 
recommendations made by the Commissioner should be mentioned in this report. In particular, 
reference should be made to the recommendation on holding price cap increases to the rate of 
inflation.  This is fundamental to the goal of affordability (the first element of the “vision”) now 
that the “tipping point” of fares has been reached. 

 
- Service fees: The documents we were asked to review used the word “subsidy”, which is not a 

term that is used in core documents relating to Coastal Ferry Service (the CFA, the CFSC and the 
Ministry Service Plan). The official term is “Service Fees” and it makes sense to be consistent and 
use it in this process reflecting the reality that service fees are paid for contracted service levels. 



The CFSC distinguishes between provincial “Service Fees” and the “Federal Subsidy” indicating 
that the provincial contribution is not considered a subsidy. (The Ministry Service Plan uses the 
words “funding” and “contribution”, not subsidy.) 

 
- “Losses”: It is not accurate or helpful to use the word “loss” to describe the figure that is 

composed of “Operating Expenses plus Cost of Capital minus Tariff Revenue and Ancillary 
Revenue and Social Program Fees”. The Service Fees for contracted service is part of the 
revenue stream. Once this is included there is a resulting positive or negative balance that 
would be more appropriately referred to as a “surplus or deficit” rather than a “profit or loss”. In 
a particular this final balance can be positive or negative depending upon the capital costs 
incurred in that year. In other years the figures could be different so each year’s balance should 
be considered as a snapshot rather than as typical. The term “significant losses” is used without 
any indication of what is meant by “significant” and, as noted above, involves inappropriate use 
of the word “loss”. 
 

- Route data: The way route data is presented is not helpful. Stating “subsidy” or “loss” per 
vehicle is not appropriate because a significant proportion of costs are labour costs to meet 
Transport Canada’s crewing level requirements for the number of passengers carried. Likewise, 
stating utilization levels is not helpful without also indicating these are based on utilization of 
deck space provided on vessels with a capacity that a) might not be appropriately matched to 
route requirements and b) might be in place to meet peak demands (resulting in inevitable 
under-utilization at other times). 

 
 Route data would be more useful and less misleading if it simply utilizes key figures stated in the 
 BCF Report to the BC Ferry Commissioner. Presenting these in horizontal bars whose length 
 is proportional to the figures would indicate the relationship between the figures and would 
 provide comparisons between routes. The figures presented in these bars could be: 

 - Total passengers carried (2011-12);  
 - Total vehicles carried (2011-12); 
 - Expenses - divided into “operating expenses” and “average annual capital expenses”; 
 - Revenue - divided into “tariff/ancillary revenue”, “social program fees”, “federal   
    subsidy” and “service (transportation) fees” 
 

- History of fares: The chart showing history of cash fares should include (or be accompanied by a 
second chart that provides) the history of pre-paid fares, which is the category of fares most 
utilized by residents of communities served by ferries and which have a quite different history. 

 
- History of traffic: The way this is presented suggests that traffic declines began in 2008 in 

association with the economic downturn. The graph and text masks the fact that traffic declines 
began earlier on the minor routes at a time when those routes were bearing much higher rates 
of fare increases than the major routes. This important fact should be illustrated. Percentage 
changes in traffic are a more useful indicator than simply providing totals because small changes 
can have significant fiscal impacts.  
 

- Comparison with inland ferries: The “subsidy per vehicle” data should be excluded from the 
chart because it is not based upon a realistic comparison. It is misleading to apply the full 
“subsidy” to vehicles when a significant portion of the higher costs of operating coastal ferries 
(and thus the government’s contribution to covering those costs) is the labour expense 



associated with Transport Canada’s crewing requirements for passengers carried on marine 
waters. We wonder about making any comparison with inland ferries, given the totally different 
geographic context in which they operate. If this is to be included then it should be made clear 
that, just as the government’s contribution is lower, so is the ferry users’ – it is zero! 
 

- Utilization charts: For meaningful discussion, it would be helpful to have three charts (two for 
each direction plus round trips) for each season for each route – realizing this is a lot more 
complicated for multiple port routes. It is only necessary to provide such detailed charts for 
those local routes serving the particular communities where discussions are taking place. (If, for 
some reason, it is felt necessary to also provide system-wide information, this could just involve 
a single round-trip chart of annual averages for each of the non-local routes). We wonder 
whether data on passenger utilization and the costs involved in carrying passengers should also 
be made available so that the complete picture can be considered. 

 
 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT PROCESS 
 
We support having community engagement sessions in every community served by ferries and at a time 
when most ferry users can attend. Each community is different and we hope that decisions on how and 
when consultation takes place in each community will be based on recommendations from local Ferry 
Advisory Committees and elected officials. We advise that many of our communities do not have good 
internet access or a broad spectrum of residents that actively participate in on-line communication. 
 
We have trouble seeing how indications of “levels of support” for generalized strategies can lead to 
useful information to guide particular service decisions in a diverse and complex system. 
 

_____ 
 
We do consider meaningful community consultation around service adjustments (as a possible means to 
curtail further increases in ferry fares without gutting required service) and constructive community 
engagement around fleshing out a vision for future ferry service to be extremely important. As you will 
have gathered from this letter and from our responses last week, we are not convinced that the 
proposed process, as it has been out-lined, will be a vehicle for successfully achieving this. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Tony Law - for Ferry Advisory Committee Chairs 


