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UBCM Submission to Blair Redlin, Special Advisor 
Coastal Ferry Services Review 

 
 

Purpose 

The purpose of this document is to identify key priorities, policy positions, and 
interests of local governments with respect to the planning and management of 
BC Ferries to assist the Government of BC’s comprehensive operating review of 
the provision of coastal ferry services in BC. 

 

Overview 

The Union of BC Municipalities (UBCM) represents the interests of all local 
governments in British Columbia, including eight First Nation members. In the 
past 25 years, UBCM members have endorsed over 20 resolutions related to BC 
Ferries at its annual Conventions. The majority of the resolutions identify 
concerns with escalating ferry fares and a shortage of service capacity; 
incorporation of local governments into long-term planning of ferries; and general 
communications and engagement with local government by BC Ferries.    

One consistent and recurring UBCM request of the Province has been to 
recognize the coastal ferry system as an extension of the highway system to be 
funded, managed and administered, accordingly.  In Budget 2018 the Minister of 
Finance made specific reference to BC Ferries being “part of the highway 
system.”  Our members are interested in understanding what this means to the 
Province, going forward, in terms of how the coastal ferry system is structured, 
managed and financed.  
A 2014 UBCM policy paper reiterated most of the aforementioned concerns but 
also sought to quantify the socioeconomic impact of BC Ferries, not only to 
coastal communities, but to the province as a whole.  Our paper specifically 
called for a restoration of 2013 service levels and ferry fares. 

Copies of the relevant resolutions have been appended to this paper for 
reference. 
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Ferry-related issues are broken down as follows in this report:  

1. Ferry-related issues and opportunities that have been addressed 
entirely or substantively;  

2. Ferry-related issues that have been partially addressed and/or 
where outstanding concerns remain; and 

3. Other ancillary issues related to ferries. 
 

Information contained in this report was produced through: 

i) Review of endorsed UBCM resolutions related to BC Ferries;  
ii) Structured interviews with key local government informants with 

experience and expertise related to BC Ferries; and, 
iii) Analysis of key trends and issues related to BC Ferries.  

 

Section 1: Ferry Issues Addressed Entirely or Substantively  

Based on its comprehensive review of BC Ferries undertaken in 2014, UBCM 
notes that local government generally recognizes the following areas of relative 
strength in BC Ferries planning and operations:  

! Strong track record of the Corporation with on-board safety of passengers;  
! Regular achievement of robust targets for on-time performance; 
! Overall high quality of amenities and related passenger experiences;  
! Comprehensiveness and transparency in reporting on BC Ferries by the 

BC Ferry Commissioner, including detailed financial statements by route, 
route utilization levels, and recent improvements in tracking and reporting 
systems; and 

! Expansion of the mandate of the Ferry Commissioner to include the 
interests of “ferry users” in addition to the prior mandate to consider the 
interests of the corporation and taxpayers.  

 

1.1  Ferry Fares – General  

In its March 2018 Budget, the Government of BC committed to reducing fares on 
Minor Routes, Route 3 and the Northern/Mid-Coast routes, by 15% beginning 
April 1, 2018, and maintaining the current fares on Major Routes. There was also 
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a commitment by the Province to constrain future fare increases to the rate of 
inflation.  

UBCM Evaluation: While there are many different perspectives on ferry fares 
within the local government network, recent announcements by the BC 
Government are supported by UBCM and its membership, generally.  As a result 
the issue of fare escalation is not considered to be as pressing a priority as it was 
previously. 

A related consideration is how the fare reductions will be financed – whether 
through an increase in the Service Fee paid to BC Ferries by the Government of 
BC, through internal savings or from net revenues (profits) by BC Ferries, or 
some combination. UBCM generally supports an increase in the Service Fee, in 
order to ensure that BC Ferries does not seek cost savings through actions that 
may impact service levels, capacity, assets, amenities, or other key features of 
the current ferry system.  

Based on the findings in its 2014 paper, UBCM proposed that if the Province 
recognized the ferry system as an extension of the highway system, it could build 
a rationale to seek additional funding from the federal government; noting that 
significant tax revenues are returned to federal coffers from the coastal ferry 
system in comparison to its minimal annual investment. 

 

1.2  Ferry Fares for Specific User Segments  

The BC Budget 2018 also reinstated free week-day sailings for seniors, which 
was eliminated as part of the 2013/14 BC Ferries Services Review conducted by 
the BC Ministry of Transportation and Infrastructure.  

There was no change announced to the Experience Card program, which 
enables local residents to purchase prepaid cards at a reduced price.  

UBCM Evaluation: UBCM has standing policy in support of BC seniors 
discounted rates but members were not supportive of extending that rate to 
seniors outside of BC travelling on BC Ferries. Some local government 
stakeholders have, however questioned why the seniors travel policy is limited to 
only week-day sailings, and recommended that the BC Government consider 
extending this decision to include weekend travel by seniors.  
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UBCM has no standing policy or related recommendations concerning the 
Experience Card, but generally supports the principle that local residents should 
be able to purchase prepaid cards in order to lessen the burden on ferry 
dependent community residents who regularly must travel on BC Ferries for food 
and supplies, as well as for incidental travel related to special events and 
emergencies. UBCM does have standing policy in support of the existing contract 
provisions that provide for travel discounts to patients, their vehicles and an 
escort (if necessary) for non-emergency medical treatments.  

 

Section 2: Issue Areas Requiring Further Action   

Three priority areas have been identified by local governments as longstanding 
issues that still need to be addressed: 

1. Increasing ferry service levels (with the existing fleet and capacity of the 
ferry system)  

2. Engagement of local government in long term planning and fleet 
development  

3. Engagement of local government in ongoing / operational communications 
 

2.1  Increasing Ferry Service Levels with the Existing Fleet of Vessels  

When service levels were reduced following the 2013/14 Service Review, many 
UBCM member communities indicated that there would be significant impacts on 
discretionary and non-discretionary travel by both residents of coastal 
communities and visitors.  

While service levels have been increasing on a case-by-case basis for some 
routes in the past four years, there remain a number of cases where service 
levels do not meet the needs of local resident travellers and numerous business 
clusters that depend on the visitor economy, including but not limited to visitor 
attractions, recreation providers, arts and culture organizations, 
accommodations, and restaurants. Some ferry dependent communities also have 
a high proportion of Indigenous residents and an emerging Indigenous tourism 
sector, which is constrained by service levels. This is particularly true for the 
North Island, Central Coast, and North Coast of BC – including Haida Gwaii.  
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The most commonly cited concern of local governments is related to an overall 
shortage of service - a need for more sailings at specific times throughout the 
year. For northern coastal communities concerns are mostly, but not entirely, 
related to the shortened summer schedule.  The peak season schedule, which in 
2013/14 ran from early June to the end of September, is now reduced to late 
June through early September for most ferry routes. However, the peak tourism 
season in coastal BC extends from roughly Victoria Day (late May) through 
Thanksgiving (early-mid October). We note there is a precedent to extend the 
peak period; the Crofton-Vesuvius route is May 16 to October 16. This is also a 
time when local residents often undertake discretionary and non-discretionary 
travel, avoiding the busy and more typically more expensive peak summer travel 
season (July and August).  

While extending the peak season schedule and related capacity levels would 
benefit the entire ferry system, some notable challenges with the short peak 
season schedule have been identified for the Northern Routes in particular, as 
well as some southern Minor Routes. 

With the rapid growth in tourism travel volumes and expenditures since 2015, 
coupled with the constrained and now reduced rate of fare inflation, numerous 
communities are also consistently experiencing capacity shortfalls and overloads 
in general. Some notable cases include, but are not limited to: Routes 19 
(Gabriola), Route 23 (Quadra Island to Campbell River), Route 3 (Horseshoe Bay 
to Langdale, Route 5 (Southern Gulf Islands) and Route 22 (Denman Island to 
Hornby).  

UBCM Evaluation: In most cases, there is a strong rationale to reinstate the 
peak summer schedule that existed prior to 2013/14 for most regions of coastal 
BC, in order to support the interests of local resident travellers, visitors, and the 
many communities that depend on travellers for business income, tax revenues, 
and employment opportunities.  

In addition, there are a number of routes where notable capacity shortfalls exist 
and frequent overloads are common, with notable cases being Routes 3, 5, 19, 
22 and 23. These should be reviewed and addressed on a priority basis. It is 
noted that in most of these cases, capacity, not schedule, limitations are the 
constraining factor. 

Finally, a detailed evaluation of ferry services in the Outer Central Coast region 
should be undertaken, to ensure that ferry services meet the needs of residents 
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in those communities (Bella Bella in particular, as well as Shearwater on Denny 
Island and Ocean Falls). When the former Route 40 service was reinstated for 
direct service between Bella Coola and Port Hardy, service frequency between 
Bella Coola and Bella Bella was reduced to once-weekly sailings of the Northern 
Sea Wolf on Route 28.  

In order to fully capitalize on the tourism and economic development opportunity 
that has resulted from the reduction and stabilization of fares, consideration 
needs to be given to increasing service levels, as identified, to ensure coastal 
communities are able to obtain the full benefits. 

 

2.2  Engagement of local government in long-term planning and fleet 
development  

Another area of interest for local government is related to how the coastal ferry 
system is planned and developed, and in particular how capacity needs are 
identified, the role of local government in identifying capacity needs, and 
alignment between other transportation modes that local governments are often 
involved with.  

Currently, local government has no formal role with BC Ferries planning. The BC 
Ferries Board of Directors does not allocate a seat for local government, and 
there is no clear portal for engagement at a strategic level between local 
governments and BC Ferries, at the most senior levels.  

In many cases local governments have information related to economic 
development priorities, population dynamics (net migration levels and 
projections), and are engaged in major capital planning and related infrastructure 
projects that should have a clear linkage to ferry services. Local governments are 
also a major conduit for communicating with stakeholders in communities, and 
should be clearly connected to major decisions and announcements regarding 
ferries that impact their communities.  

Finally, the BC Ferries fleet of vessels has been undergoing a major capital 
replacement program beginning in 2002/03. The cost of this “generational” 
replacement of the fleet is being borne principally by ferry users, and the debt 
servicing costs for the Corporation now account for a substantial portion of its 
annual expenses. Some consideration should be given to ensuring that the major 
fleet renewal program costs are not financed by this current generation of ferry 
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users, and that some consideration be given to a broader distribution of this 
significant, one-off financial burden.  

UBCM Evaluation: There are a number of possible options to improve the 
engagement of local government at a strategic level related to long-term ferry 
services development and capital planning. Some of these options include:  

1. Ensuring that the Coastal Ferry Act contains provisions to require a ‘local 
government’ (UBCM) seat on the BC Ferry Services Corporation’s Board 
of Directors;  

2. Creating direct and formalized lines of communication between BC Ferries 
and existing ferry dependent community local government bodies, such as 
the Association of Vancouver Island and Coastal Communities, or the 
Coastal Regional District Chairs Committee; 

3. Expanding the role of the BC Ferry Commissioner to include 
“communities” or “other orders of government”;  

4. Expanding the role of the Government of BC in capital planning and fleet 
development for the BC Ferries system, including the possible use of the 
BC Transportation Financing Authority to undertake long-term planning 
and financing of major capital projects related to the coastal ferry system 
(vessels and terminals primarily). Consideration may also be given to the 
Government of BC restructuring and/or assuming some portion of the debt 
of BC Ferries, in order to lessen the burden on the Service Fee going 
forward.  

5. Integrating and coordinating ferry service with other modes of 
transportation, especially on the minor routes where other transportation 
options are limited but essential to travellers. 

 

2.3  Engagement of local government in ongoing / operational 
 communications  

Another issue is related to how local governments are engaged in the operational 
planning and communications of the ferry system.  

The primary avenue for ongoing evaluation and discussion related to ferry 
operations is via the Ferry Advisory Committees (FACs). These committees are 
non-statutory in nature, meaning they are not mandated by the Government of 
BC and are a discretionary outreach and communications mechanism of BC 
Ferries.  
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While many FACs function efficiently and have strong engagement and two-way 
communications with local governments, in other regions local governments are 
often completely disengaged from FAC deliberations and communications.    

UBCM Evaluation: The Government of BC should work with local government 
representatives within organizations such as the AVICC and/or the Coastal 
Regional District Chairs to identify ways to improve the engagement and 
communication of local governments.  Every FAC in the province should have 
some form of engagement by and communication with local government.  It is 
also recognized that local governments need to be engaged and take advantage 
of opportunities to have representation on, or establish better communications 
with, their FAC. 

 

3.  Ancillary Issues Related to Ferries 

There are a number of other topics related to coastal ferries in which local 
government generally have some interest and/or where policy discussions have 
taken place at a strategic level. These are outlined below.  

 

3.1 Flexibility of BC Ferries to Innovate with Alternative Energy Sources   

The current governance framework of BC Ferries enables some flexibility of the 
Corporation to identify and pursue opportunities to improve performance, reduce 
costs, and enhance visitor experiences. These include alternative fleet powering 
options (LNG, battery/electric-power, cable ferries). 

UBCM Evaluation: UBCM members support the use of green, renewable, 
alternative energy sources and have undertaken actions to promote fuel 
conversions within their own fleet operations. Therefore UBCM supports the 
ability of BC Ferries to pursue avenues to reduce fuel use and costs, reduce 
emissions, and operate in an environmentally sustainable manner.  

 

3.2 Liquor Sales and Gaming on Vessels  

Issues such as gaming and liquor sales on BC Ferries have been a topic of 
discussion and contention in BC for decades.  
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UBCM Evaluation: UBCM generally supports the ability of BC Ferries to pursue 
revenue-generating opportunities to support the financial sustainability of the 
Corporation. However, evaluations of potential new services should involve local 
governments and should ensure that consideration is given to the potential 
ancillary impacts and broader social/cultural issues that could arise from these 
decisions.  

 

3.3 Use of BC Shipyards for Construction of New Vessels   

Many stakeholders have identified the potential for massive economic spinoff 
opportunities if BC Ferries were to use domestic (BC-domiciled) shipyards to 
construct the many new vessels that are required as part of the fleet revitalization 
plans of the Corporation.  

On the other hand, it is recognized that BC has trade obligations and is required 
to have open, transparent, and competitive bids for such immense capital 
projects, to ensure that the highest quality and lowest cost opportunities are 
pursued, and to minimize risk to BC Ferries customers, as well as BC taxpayers.  

If having vessels built in BC is a provincial objective and if this results in more 
expensive vessels than if they were built elsewhere, the extra costs should be 
borne by the Province rather than ferry users. 

 

UBCM Evaluation: UBCM does not have formal policy on the topic of domestic 
shipbuilding procurements. In general UBCM would recommend that if major 
capital projects were sole-sourced to domestic shipyards, that consideration be 
given to ways the procurements could be structured such that the proponent 
assumes full responsibility for quality assurance, cost overages, and production 
delays. While there is an interest in providing local jobs and economic 
development opportunities, it is recognized that there are impediments to sole 
source procurements due to international or inter-provincial agreements.   
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Concluding Remarks 

Over the years, UBCM members have adopted extensive policy related to BC 
Ferries.  While the scope of issues has been fairly broad, there have been some 
consistent and recurring themes: 

•  Recognize the coastal ferry system as an extension of the highway system and 
administer, fund and manage it, accordingly.  UBCM is interested to learn what 
the Province means now that it has acknowledged that BC Ferries is part of our 
highway system. 

• Request the Province to work cooperatively with coastal communities and other 
interested parties to develop and implement a long-term strategy for the coastal 
ferry system that will ensure the sustainability of coastal communities and the 
ferry service. 

• Identify and formalize communication and consultation mechanisms between 
local governments and other key stakeholders (FACs, BC Ferries, Commissioner 
and MOTH) to ensure that local governments can provide input and feedback 
prior to decisions being made that will affect ferry operations. 

UBCM supports many of the recent announcements specifically related to ferry 
fares.  And while fares have been reduced/frozen, at least in the interim, attention 
is now focused on meeting the increased demand for service.  Now more than 
ever, processes need to be put into place that will provide predictability and 
stability to both fares and service levels.  While better long-term planning is the 
goal, processes must also have enough flexibility to allow adjustments within a 
performance term to ensure operations remain affordable and efficient. 

On behalf of our members we want to thank you for the opportunity to provide our 
submission to the coastal ferries review and look forward to the results.  Our 
members are committed to continuing to work with the Province and other 
stakeholders in ensuring that BC is on the path to developing a long-term 
strategy for an affordable, efficient and sustainable coastal ferry service. 

 

Attachments – UBCM resolutions 

Web link to UBCM’s 2014 Socio-Economic Impact Analysis of BC Ferries: 

http://www.ubcm.ca/assets/Resolutions~and~Policy/Policy~Papers/2014/UBCM_PolicyPaper_Bo
ok01_2014.pdf 




















































