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OBJECTIVES 

This document is organized to outline and define the tasks required to implement passenger-only ferry service for 

the Southern Gulf Islands (SGI), Salt Spring Island (SSI) and the Town of Sidney. The workplan identified tasks 

for two objectives:  

1. Planning for a multiple-route system with the intent of sustained service and sustained funding, and 

2. The implementation of a pilot program, which would include the operation of a single route for a set amount 

of time.  

CAPITAL REGIONAL DISTRICT CONTEXT 
The inter-island passenger-only ferry service project is an initiative of the SGI Community Economic Sustainability 

Commission (CESC), the SSI Community Economic Development Commission (CEDC) and the Town of Sidney 

and is a foundation infrastructure action of the Experience the Gulf Islands (ETGI) community tourism initiative. 

This report will be provided to the SGI CESC, SSI CEDC and the Town of Sidney for consideration 

It is expected that all elements of passenger-only ferry service would be undertaken by private operators under 

contract. This contract could be held by a not-for-profit society or others. Any potential role of CRD staff and 

departments would be limited to providing contract management and procurement services or assisting with 

grant applications.   

SOUTHERN GULF ISLANDS MULTIPLE-ROUTE 
PASSENGER-ONLY FERRY SYSTEM  

Approach 

When planning passenger-only ferry service it is important to fully understand the financial implications and 

obligations of that service. The reason being that service can be most successful when its ridership knows that 

the service is there to stay, reliable and consistent. This reliability comes with sustainable funding. It is hard to put 

this in place without a thorough understanding of what the cost implications of service are. Therefore, it is prudent 

to undertake a business planning approach to this service first. This effort can be scaled to the level of service 

and ultimate system vision. This geographic area, due to population, would not need the level of analysis as say a 
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New York City or even Kitsap County business planning effort. However, the elements of a plan are still very 

important to identify and outline with the ultimate goal of transparent operating service levels, known costs and 

public interest in using the service and ultimately the level of subsidy required to run the service. The approach 

involves a four step process as noted below. 

 

Step 1: Develop a Business Plan  

Business planning can come in many forms, from complex to a basic understanding of system components and 

how all the pieces will work together to achieve the end goal of providing connected communities. The key 

elements or internal decisions and tasks of business plan for passenger ferry service include the following below, 

in no particular order. Some of these tasks may occur in succession or concurrently. 

 

To be successful, the business planning process must accurately acknowledge the applicable regulatory and 

operating environment especially when defining the levels of service and capital facility needs.  The maritime 

industry is subject to a comprehensive regimen of legal, safety, security, and environmental requirements for both 

vessels and shoreside infrastructure that must be considered. 

Step 1: 

Develop Business Plan

Step 2: 

Environmental 
Permitting and Design

Step 3: 

Final Design and 
Construction

Step 4: 

Service Start-up

Define Levels of 
Service

•Service level options 
include commute-
only, and commute-
only with expanded 
service. The desired 
level of ferry service 
will dictate the 
operating crew and 
maintenance 
requirements needed 
to support the 
service. Ensure all 
federal and provincial 
regulations are met.

Capital Facility Needs

•Terminal location 
assessment for 
improvements 
needed to moor the 
vessel and safely 
move passengers. 
Ensure all federal 
and provincial 
regulations are met. 

Partnerships

•Agency or private 
partnerships 
regarding funding or 
terminal use may be 
required.

Funding Mechanisms

•Based on the service 
levels and capital 
facilities, capital and 
operating cost 
estimates will be 
developed.  This 
information will 
inform funding 
opportunities (grants 
or partnerships and 
long-term funding 
for operating costs 
with fares and/or  
tax revenue.) 

Public Outreach

•Public interest for 
water taxi service 
and defining desired 
service levels must 
be assessed through 
conducting early 
public outreach and 
surveys. 
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Step 2: Environmental Permitting and Conceptual Design 

Once recommended service is identified in the business plan, the proponent can move forward with the following 

elements required for implementation: 

1. Conceptual-level Design: Conceptual-level design of capital facilities must be prepared to support 

environmental permitting requirements and the procurement process.   

2. Environmental Permitting: Environmental permitting requirements are dependent on the level of 

environmental impact and potentially the funding source. Once the conceptual-level design is complete, 

the proponent will engage early with the agencies to determine what environmental studies are anticipated.  

3. Vessel Selection: Identification of vessel specifications that will meet route service level expectations for 

capacity, frequency, comfort, and reliability will be necessary to solicit appropriate marine operators. 

4. Other Elements: These elements, as identified in Step 1 above, are ongoing and being refined. 

o Partnerships  

o Public outreach 

o Funding and fare levels 

o Procurement 

Steps 3 and 4: Final Design and Construction and Service Start-up 

1. Final Design and Construction: All requisite shoreside support infrastructure, including elements such 

as: terminals, docks, passenger facilities, ticketing/fare collection, utilities, and gangways, will need to be 

fully designed, approved, and permitted in advance of construction activities.  Once ready, construction 

can commence in compliance with approved plans and in accordance with all environmental constraints, 

such as during applicable fish windows. 

2. Request for Proposals: A clear and comprehensive request for proposal (RFP) soliciting applicable 

vessel and marine services to support ferry operations must be developed and advertised.  The goal of 

this RFP is to establish a mutually agreeable contract with a marine operator capable of meeting the 

stipulated operational expectations envisioned by the proponent for the Southern Gulf Island ferry service. 

3. Service Start-Up: Once the infrastructure and operating contracts are in place, service can commence.  

A service start-up date can be chosen and public outreach program would announce and promote the 

service plans.  A kick-off event typically would mark service start-up. 

4. Service Monitoring and Refinement: Applicable service performance metrics would be integrated in the 

contract, with measures such as service reliability, on-time performance, customer satisfaction, and 

ridership levels routinely reported and used to monitor system status and inform decision-making 

regarding system refinements. 
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Implementation of a Multiple-Route Passenger-Only Ferry System 

From experience with developing service plans for passenger-only ferry service in other jurisdictions, it is evident 

that the multiple routes identified involve long trips between small separated islands and Vancouver Island which 

are costly to operate.  In addition, many of the islands have low populations and there are limited opportunities to 

address commuter trips, which can result in a small market and limited ability for the fares (or farebox) to cover 

operating costs. Several water taxis currently operate in the area and have not been able to provide a sustained 

ferry type service due to the operating costs, capital investment, and staffing, among other challenges involved 

with this type of low ridership system.  This clearly indicates that sustained funding, from private or public 

agencies, is required to operate a viable long-term multiple-route passenger-only ferry service. 

To demonstrate the potential ridership, as well as challenges associated with a passenger-only ferry service, a 

pilot project could be undertaken. The findings from this type of short-term service could be used to gauge 

community support in potential future public subsidy (if warranted).  To assist in the implementation of a pilot 

project, the following approach is provided, as described in the following section. 
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SOUTHERN GULF ISLANDS PASSENGER-ONLY FERRY 
PILOT PROJECT  

APPROACH  

A pilot project would include the implementation of one route from terminal locations that need little to no 

improvement. The consultant team would work with the proponent to identify this route and put together the 

necessary short-term business plan that would outline expected costs, operational requirements for a contracted 

operator and the public involvement strategy to ensure the service is known by the residents and visitors. 

Ultimately the business plan and public involvement/outreach would provide data and comments on the service 

that can be tracked in such a way that it serves as a valuable reference point in moving this effort forward on a 

system-wide basis. The action items associated with a pilot service include: 

1. Route Identification: It is assumed that the five routes identified in Figure 1 are the current routes 

identified for future implementation. These five routes include: 

 Sidney to Port Browning 

 Lyall Bay, Hope Bay to Horton Bay 

 Montague Harbour, Miners Bay, Ganges Harbour 

 Mill Bay to Patricia Bay 

 Ganges Harbour to Sidney 

For a quick start pilot project, one route should be chosen where the terminal will function well and be 

safe for service (comply with federal or provincial regulations) with very little to no improvements needed. 

As for system service that is funded long-term, more coordination and outreach with the community may 

be needed to identify the routes for implementation. 

One or more of the routes identified in Figure 1 may be chosen as a pilot project. A pilot project would 

have a different expectation and level of investment than a full build-out of service, and therefore some of 

the tasks outlined below may have a different approach. 

2. Facility and Vessel Analysis:  Assess the adequacy of facilities and vessels to deliver the pilot service, 

including: 

 The terminal infrastructure for the pilot project must meet at least the minimal standards for safe 

operations.  Accordingly, identification/selection of terminals that meet these basic needs with little or 

no improvements required would be ideal, as long as they provide representative ferry service that 

allows for a valid assessment of the long-term service commitment. 

 Identify vessel and back-up vessel needs/criteria consistent with the desired service levels for 

capacity, frequency, comfort, and reliability established by the proponent. 
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3. Regulatory and Environmental Compliance: Ensure compliance with all applicable regulations and 

standards, including: 

 Vessel specifications and condition: This is likely a stipulated expectation of the contracted marine 
operator to provide and maintain sufficient vessels to sustain the service level expectations stipulated 
in the contract. 

 Insurance: The operator will likely carry insurance to cover operations, but given the litigious nature of 
marine operations, the proponent may also consider the appropriateness of obtaining coverage to 
protect the agency in the event of a marine incident. 

 Staff certification: The contracted operator will be responsible for maintaining fully trained, qualified, 
and licensed mariners to operate the ferry service.  Depending upon the level of oversight envisioned 
by the proponent, it may be appropriate to have an employee with maritime (passenger ferry) 
experience to monitor ferry operation on behalf of the proponent. 

 Environmental and safety standards: A contractual expectation will need to be established that the 
marine operator will conduct vessel operations in accordance with all applicable environmental and 
safety standards.  

 Dock requirements: Assuming that dock suitability has already been established during the previous 
step, the responsibility for maintaining the docks in an acceptable condition must be stipulated.  This 
might be the responsibility of the dock owner or the marine operator, or be shared.  However, there 
should be clear delineation on who is responsible for both the long-term maintenance, as well as the 
day-to-day condition (snow, ice, etc.). 

4. Implementation Program:  After the route has been identified, it’s time to implement the service. The 

implementation program can be divided into two categories: administrative tasks and route specific tasks.  

 Administrative tasks include those decisions to be made by the proponent on the service delivery, 

public engagement, marketing, level of service, performance measures, and other internal legal and 

regulatory framework to be navigated.  

 Route specific tasks include specific infrastructure investments such as terminal improvements, 

vessels, operating schedules, and environmental review associated with terminal improvements, as 

well as multimodal connectivity such as transit and pedestrian connections.  

Administrative Tasks:  The first order of business for implementing service is to identify the likely service 

delivery approach based on internal capacity to take on such service and other organizational goals. 

Direction has been given to analyze this implementation effort on a contracted relationship where vessel 

operations, maintenance, and capital assets are supplied by a private operator. Should a passenger-only 

ferry system include multiple routes, this service delivery method may be revisited and considered along 

with others, which have their associated pros and cons, including financial and operational implications 

and efficiency. 

The general scope of items to discuss and get direction on in regards to new service includes the following: 

o Service Delivery Approach.  This service would be contracted out to a service provider.  

o Service Schedule/Level of Service. The level of service offered to the community will be a 

decision by the proponent. The proponent will need to consider the demand (through informal 

analysis and public outreach efforts) as well as the financial implications of providing that service 

prior to making a recommendation. Through preliminary discussions and the development of this 

scope of work, five routes have been identified as potential routes (refer to Figure 1). It is 
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understood that one of these routes will be selected as a pilot project. To fully assess schedules 

and frequency of service, a detailed analysis of existing service will need to be conducted (car 

ferry, bus, air travel, etc.). Service schedules will be revisited throughout the implementation 

planning once the financial implications are identified, the public’s reaction to the service is 

assessed and its associated costs are evaluated. 

o Financing and Funding. The components of financing and funding of service can be categorized 

as capital and operating costs. There may be funding mechanisms and grants available for both 

or targeted for just capital or operating elements. This investigation is needed in order to gain a 

full picture of what the financial subsidy requirement would be.  

 Capital costs. Costs of vessel infrastructure (if owned) and terminal infrastructure upgrades.  

 Operating costs. Costs to operate the service, including contracts (vessel operation and 

maintenance, crew and other operational needs), contract management, fare management, etc. 

Funding opportunities should be explored that include grant funding and associated application 

deadlines. Additionally, budgets and capital improvement plans must be revised to capture 

improvements needed.  

o Fare Policy and Collection. Nearly all public transit requires some level of subsidy. Fare policy, as 

it relates to public transit, really is a determination of what level of subsidy the governing bodies 

identify for this service. These elements include determining:  

 What is the fare? 

 How and where will you collect the fare? Will the system be integrated with other existing 

fare structures? 

o Public Engagement Plan. Public engagement can come in many forms, depending on the goals 

and objectives of the agency and the particular plan/project being developed. The proponent 

must identify the public involvement effort to be undertaken for the pilot route and for the system 

implementation. It is clear that aiding in the success of a pilot project would be the proper 

marketing of the service. Along the lines of successful service, a larger system-wide 

implementation effort would need to really focus on the proposed routes and what input the public 

has in regard to schedule.  

There has been some previous work to date on this, however, the sample size and number of 

respondents somewhat skewed the results of the survey findings. Public engagement plays 

another sizable role in this approach to preparing an implementation plan as the information 

gathered will inform the schedule and level of service proposed. In many other applications of 

ferry service, ridership analysis can provide a good basis for this information that is then vetted 

with the community. In this geographical area, a ridership analysis would not serve the needs of 

the project as the populations are small on many of the islands and a costly ridership analysis 

would likely not give any information that the community could not just tell us themselves. 
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Route Specific Tasks: 

1. Docking facility analysis and improvement plan with cost estimates 

2. Facility improvements (as applicable) 

3. Lease/Use agreements 

4. Primary and back-up vessel acquisition/lease (contracted service) 

5. Operating schedule development (can be through contracted service) 

a. Work with contractor regarding relationship to crew schedules 

6. Environmental review and permitting (if needed for short duration of pilot service) 

7. Transit connections coordination (small scale based on pilot duration) 

8. Financial analysis 

a. Operating cost and how to fund the service 

b. Partnerships and cost sharing agreements (if any) 

c. Fare structure (if any) 

5. Contract with pilot project operator: 

a. Operating requirements/agreements (regulatory, timeframe, etc.) 

b. Maintenance requirements  

c. Schedule/Level of Service Requirements 

6. Performance Metrics and Reporting. Performance metrics will be identified no matter which service 

delivery approach is selected. This step of identifying how the organization will measure success is vital in 

the success of the service and its relationship with the public. This information is also often needed for 

grants and other public monies used to support the project. Typical performance metrics include: 

 Safety: Accident identification and tabulation for passenger or crew accidents. 

 On-Time Performance: How often did an actual departure meet its scheduled departure time. The 

metric can be set +/- 1 to 5 minutes from scheduled departure time. 

 Reliability: How often was service cancelled and what was the reasoning for cancellation? — often 

weather or fog. 

 Number of passengers carried: A record of the number of passengers carried, on what route and on 

what sailing. This aids in the level of service and schedule revisions needed. 

 Meeting financial goals set: Financial goals can include a wide range of metrics. From farebox 

recovery and subsidy requirements to good asset management strategies that allow the capital 

assets to maintain long life cycles. 

 Customer Satisfaction: All passengers want to enjoy the experience, which includes the smoothest 

ride possible, within the timeframe expected, clean facilities, and friendly and helpful staff. 
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IMPLEMENTATION SCHEDULE  
The implementation schedule outlined below is just one path towards the realization of a pilot project, or a full 

passenger-only system. There are several tasks that could occur concurrently for a pilot project only. The 

assumptions when putting this together was that a thorough public process with terminal infrastructure 

improvements would be completed prior to service implementation. If existing operators and infrastructure is used 

that needs little improvement, this timeline could be tightened significantly.  

    

    Implementation Action Items Duration Predecessor 

P
o
lic

y
 D

e
c
is

io
n
 1 Route Identification and Service Delivery Approach  n/a n/a 

2 Service Schedule and Level of Service Expectations n/a n/a 

3 Funding and Financing Approach n/a Op Cost (7) 

4 Performance Criteria for Evaluating Service n/a n/a 

5 Public Involvement Plan Approach n/a n/a 

          

C
o
n
s
u
lt
a
n
t 
S

e
rv

ic
e
s
 a

s
 n

e
e
d
e
d

 

6 Outline Infrastructure and Permitting Requirements at Terminals 3-4 wks 1 

7 Operating Cost Assessment 2 wks 1,2 

8 Establish Performance Criteria for Evaluating Service 1 wk 2,5 

9 Public Involvement Plan Implementation (do you need an RFP for this work?) 3 wks 1,2,3 

10 
Develop RFP for contracted Pilot project operator (includes operating 
requirements) 4 wks 1,2,5,8 

11 Select Contract Operator 3wk 10 

12 Implement Terminal Improvements (do you need an RFP?) 5 wks 1,6 

13 Operating Requirements and Agreements with Operator 
(Schedule, maintenance, performance criteria, etc.) 4 wks 11 

14 Implement Service 1 day 12,13 

15 Evaluating Pilot Service (performance metrics and follow-up public involvement) 4 wks 14 
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COSTS ASSOCIATED WITH CONSULTANT SERVICES FOR IMPLEMENTATION  

The intent of this cost estimate (on the following page, costs shown in USD) is to show the level of effort needed 

to identify a business implementation plan for passenger-only ferry service by implementation action item and by 

route.  For a majority of the work, namely the administrative actions are done on a system-wide basis and 

therefore cannot be broken down this way.  

 

Costs shown are rough order of magnitude (ROM) costs that will aid any organization in defining what services 

they would like to complete internally and which to be contracted out to a consulting firm with our level of 

passenger-only experience. What is not included in this ROM cost is any travel expenses. Our team can work 

with the proponent to outline what the expectation would be for presenting any work in-person. Additionally, any 

terminal assessment work would require site visits, which has not currently been identified in costs due to 

logistical assumptions.  

 

.
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     Route 1 Route 2 Route 3 Route 4 Route 5   

    Implementation Action Items 

 Overall 
Service 

Business 
Plan 

Assistance  

 Sidney 
to Pt. 

Browning  

 Hope 
Bay/Lyall 
Harbour/ 

Horton Bay  

 Miners 
Bay to 

Ganges 
Harbour  

  Mill Bay 
to 

Patricia 
Bay  

 Sidney 
to 

Ganges 
Harbour  

Total 
Cost 
for all 
Routes 

D
ir
e
c
ti
o

n
 N

e
e
d
e
d
 1 Route Identification/Service Delivery Approach             $0 

2 Service Schedule and Level of Service Expectations $3,000           $3,000 

3 Funding and Financing Approach $10,000           $10,000 

4 Performance Criteria Priorities for Evaluating Service $3,000           $3,000 

5 Public Involvement Plan Approach $2,000             

                    

C
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t 
S

e
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e
s
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s
 n

e
e
d
e
d

 

6 
Outline Infrastructure and Permitting Requirements at 
Terminals   $6,000 $6,000 $6,000 $6,000 $6,000 $30,000 

7 Operating Cost Assessment $5,000 $1,000 $1,000 $1,000 $1,000 $1,000 $10,000 

8 Schedule Development   $4,000 $4,000 $4,000 $4,000 $4,000 $20,000 

9 Establish Performance Criteria for Evaluating Service $5,000           $5,000 

10 
Public Involvement Plan Implementation (do you need an 
RFP for this work?)  $18,000           $18,000 

11 Develop RFP for contracted Pilot project operator (includes 
operating and regulatory requirements) $8,000           $8,000 

12 Select Contract Operator $4,000           $4,000 

13 
Implement Terminal Improvements (do you need an 

RFP?) N/A           $0 

14 Operating Requirements and Agreements with Operator $4,000           $4,000 

15 Implement Service N/A           $0 

16 
Evaluating Pilot Service (performance metrics and follow-
up public involvement) $7,000           $7,000 

    Total Core Costs (USD)  $69,000           $69,000 

   Total Cost by Route (USD)    $11,000 $11,000 $11,000 $11,000 $11,000 $55,000 

         
$124,00

0 



 June 16, 2017 
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Figure 1 – Map of Proposed Routes 

 


