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A 'simple' fix for ferry system proposed 

A report requested by the governor says the solution lies 
not with privatization but with allowing an independent 
board to run the money-losing system without political 
interference. 

By Jerry Cornfield, Herald Writer 
OLYMPIA — A report delivered to the governor Tuesday suggests Washington State Ferries needs stable funding 
and less political interference to become a better run operation. 
 
While the analysis also considers the potential for privatization, it contends any attempt to fundamentally change 
the existing system could prompt lawsuits, require voter action and ignite opposition from union workers and 
lawmakers alike. 
 
That’s why it seems the underlying message to Gov. Chris Gregoire is “keep it simple”: Put oversight of ferries 
into the hands of an independent board and get out of its way to improve things. 
 
“A stable and realistic funding source combined with an organizationally valued independence could create an 
incentive to live within the means provided,” concludes the report prepared by the Passenger Vessel Association, 
a national trade group for operators of passenger vessels including ferries. 
 
In September, Gregoire asked association leaders to give her a frank view of Washington State Ferries and other 
possible ways to manage it. 
 
The found the ferry system is hampered by the lack of a guaranteed stream of revenue and a difficult mission of 
trying to serve every type of customer. 
 
Then there are the politicians. 
 
“No other ferry system operator interviewed for this study has as little control over key aspects of their operations, 
including labor relations and development and application of management tools as WSF,” the report states. “The 
degree and specificity of legislative involvement with the management of WSF assets is unheard of among its 
peers.” 
 
The 113-page report compares Washington with operations of five other ferry systems in the United States plus 
the BC Ferries system in British Columbia. 
 
It looked at North Carolina’s state-run system and Golden Gate Ferries in San Francisco, which is run by a 
transportation district. It also looks at a regional ferry operation run by an independent authority in Massachusetts, 
a public-private venture in New York and the privately owned Bridgeport & Port Jefferson Steamboat Company of 
Connecticut. 
 
The report also examined BC Ferries, which is a publicly owned corporation that receives some subsidy from the 
regional government. The corporation owns the boats and leases terminals from the government, according to the 
report. 
 
In each case, the report lays out advantages and disadvantages of each mode and then considers what would be 
required for Washington to convert to each one. 
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Mike Ennis, director of the Center for Transportation of the Washington Policy Center, considered the BC Ferries 
model worth emulating. 
 
“I think this report shows that the private sector can play a successful role in providing ferry service in Washington 
state,” he said. “There are obstacles, however, as the study points out. Labor will surely oppose such a move. But 
under the circumstances, it can’t be business-as-usual and labor either needs to participate in making the ferry 
system sustainable, or get out of the way.” 
 
Washington State Ferries is the nation’s largest ferry system. Its fleet of 21 vessels carried roughly 10 million 
vehicles and 23 million people last year on its nine routes. 
 
It’s been losing money every year, forcing lawmakers to divert dollars from road projects into the ferry budget to 
keep it afloat. 
 
Gregoire, in her latest budget proposal, is calling for fares to increase by 10 percent in the next two years. She’s 
also suggesting a surcharge to cover fluctuations in gas prices and elimination of some money-losing runs. 
 
This report is expected to push her to propose more changes in January. 
 
“This report will provide needed information as we consider ways to support our ferry system.” Gregoire said in a 
statement. 
 
Jerry Cornfield: 360-352-8623; jcornfield@heraldnet.com. 
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