
 

Gregoire, Washington State Ferries unions 

announce deal to save money

By Ed Friedrich, John Stang 

Friday, March 4, 2011 

OLYMPIA — Gov. Chris Gregoire and unions representing Washington State Ferries 

workers announced a tentative agreement Friday expected to trim $20 million from the 

agency's budget for 2011-2013.Gregoire and ferry Capt. Tim Saffle, spokesman for the 

unions, declined to provide details of the tentative agreement because union members 

hadn't been briefed. Gregoire said it called for pay cuts roughly in line with the 3 

percent faced by other state employees in the upcoming biennium.

"These are the largest sacrifices in the history of the Washington State Ferries," 

Gregoire said, praising the unions for participating in budget cuts to an extent unseen 

elsewhere in the nation.

Saffle said the locals will try vote on ratification by March 31.

Another $10 million in one-time cuts were announced by Gregoire and ferries director 

David Moseley. Moseley said 9.5 full-time-equivalent jobs will be cut. Other reductions 

will be in administration, planning, operation support services and capital planning.

Even with the $30 million in new savings, Gregoire said she still expects some ferry 

runs to be cut.

The Legislature, which controls the purse strings, will have the final say on the ferry 

budget matters.

Eighteen lawmakers from ferry-dependent districts sent Gregoire a letter Thursday 

suggesting administrative cuts to replace her proposed service reductions. They say 

they're united behind two priorities — maintaining existing service and building a new 

144-car boat, which is needed to replace aging ferries that will need to be taken out of 

service soon.

"Service reductions, quite simply, are not an option," the letter states. "The answer lies 

in improved efficiencies."

Before the current legislative session began, the governor proposed eliminating a 

second boat from the Port Townsend-Coupeville route, downsizing ferries in the San 

Juans and on the Bremerton and Southworth routes, and de-crewing a Superclass 
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ferry currently assigned to Bremerton. Bremerton would also lose a weekday midday 

round trip and service after 9 p.m.

The legislators propose to save more than $21 million by:

* Delaying a planned reservation project for four years ($7,170,000).

* Delaying IT projects in the transportation budget ($7,292,000).

* Purchasing biodiesel if the cost is equal to diesel ($3,066,000).

* Reducing senior management by 10 percent ($975,000).

* Reducing Eagle Harbor maintenance facility staffing by 10 percent ($927,000).

* Eliminating miscellaneous items in terminal operations labor ($770,000).

* Defunding the marketing plan ($800,000).

* Reducing terminal engineering staffing by 10 percent ($488,000).

* Reducing terminal operations training by 10 percent ($150,000).

"We're letting her (Gregoire) know that we want to work with her," said Rep. Christine 

Rolfes, D-Bainbridge Island, who led the effort to put together the analysis and write 

the letter. "What she proposed was reductions in services. What we propose are 

reductions in administration, management and labor."

In their letter, legislators argue that the ferry system has not remained a priority within 

the state highway system. Over the past 10 years, ferry funding as a proportion of state 

transportation spending has declined. To make up for the lost funding, riders have 

suffered significantly higher fares and service cuts.

The ferry caucus supports a 25-cent fare surcharge that would go toward building 144-

car ferries. It also said it might support higher farebox recovery — it's now about 70 

percent — if it's convinced the ferry system is operating as efficiently as possible, 

according to the letter.

Senate Transportation Committee Chairwoman Mary Margaret Haugen, D-Camano 

Island, said she didn't disagree with the proposal, but she didn't like the part that pitted 

the ferry system against other parts of the transportation department.

Haugen disagreed with Gregoire about cutting ferry runs. She wants to keep all the 

ferry runs intact, although she speculated a few summer runs might be considered for 

trimming.

The House passed a ferry reform bill, HB 1516, by a 91-7 vote Thursday night. It would 

draw up clear expectations for ferry system management. If it didn't meet 75 percent of 

them, ferry management could be contracted out to a private company. Part of the bill 
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would prevent a manager from belonging to the same union as the people they 

supervise. The bill now goes to the Senate for further consideration.
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