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August 1, 2012

 

Paula Hammond, Secretary of Transportation

David Moseley, WSDOT Ferries Division Assistant Secretary

Washington State Department of Transportation 
310 Maple Park Avenue SE 
P.O. Box 47316
Olympia, WA 98504-7316

Dear Secretary Hammond and Mr. Moseley,

Over the past few months, I’ve been made aware of sever al issues with the three Kwa-di Tabil class 64 car ferries
that are now serving ferry communities in Washington State. With excellent crews, the Chetzemoka, Salish and
Kennewick are providing essential services on our marine highways between Coupeville and Port Townsend, and on
the Pt. Defiance/Tahlequah route. While there seems to be no question regarding the safety of the ferries, serious
concerns regarding design issues that could impact the life cycle of the three ferries and higher maintenance and
operations costs have been brought to my attention.  As a regular ferry rider, I’ve experienced firsthand some of the
issues, and as a legislator who represents ferry dependent communities, I believe that we must have a clearer
understanding of the true costs involved for the taxpayers of Washington State.

 

Since ferry customers are asked to bear the majority of our ferry system’s operations cost, it is reasonable to expect
that those cost reflect best design practices at the time of construction.  My questions relate to concerns raised in
2008 regarding the design of these vessels that potentially were not resolved, and may have resulted in significantly
increased operating and maintenance costs now and into the future. If so, it is not acceptable that ferry customers
would be asked to pay for design elements that could and should have been addressed during the design and building
of these vessels.  An award given for “building three, 64-car, 750-passenger vessels on time and at a savings to
taxpayers” is a dubious distinction, if it does not consider the cost of significant after-delivery modifications, and
higher than expected ope rating costs.   On behalf of ferry customers, I am asking for a clear and transparent
explanation of the following concerns that are relevant to all three vessels:

1. The hull list that impacts loading and operations. Having recently sailed on the Salish, it was readily apparent that
the list impacted the loading and unloading procedure of the vessel.  What are the impacts to timely operations,
vehicle and truck placement, crewmember training and expectations, maintenance cost and life cycle projections? Is
there a plan to correct the list, and at what cost?

2. The vibration others and I have experienced when riding the Salish is significant and unsettling. Is it relevant only to
the Salish, or is it also duplicated on the other two vessels? Has a vibration analysis been done to determine the
source and the resulting amplification of the vibration on the structure? What is being done to mitigate the problem
and at what cost? What are the long-term consequences of inaction and the resulting erosion of service life
expectancy of these vessels?

3. Now that the vessels have been in service for a number of months, what is the experience regarding fuel
consumption, since concerns were raised about the fuel efficiency at the time design decisions were being made.
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How does the fuel consumption compare to other vessels in the fleet on a cost per car comparison, and to the 80
year old steel electrics that were pulled from service?

4. How has the reported stack incident on the Chetzemoka on the Pt. Defiance/Tahlequah route and the resu lting
changes in operating procedures, impacted fuel costs? Has the cause of the incident been determined and corrected,
and at what cost initially and into the future?

5. What other modifications have been necessary to make ‘in-house’ following delivery in order to address issues of
safety, operations, systems’ effectiveness, and sea-worthiness? What has been the cost of these modifications and
repairs? Have these costs been accounted for in construction costs of the vessels, or are they being absorbed in
maintenance and operations?

6.  Have there been problems that needed mitigation with the engines and propulsion systems used on the vessels?
How have the initial concerns regarding maneuvering capabilities and efficiency been addressed? What has be en the
operational feedback from crews during low tides, fast tidal currents and high wind situations? Have there been other
equipment or design problems that are requiring additional resources for repair to insure proper functionality?

7.  Were modifications made to the docks at Port Townsend, Coupeville, Pt. Defiance and Tahlequah as a result of
the boat design, and if so, at what cost?

As we move forward with replacing an aging ferry fleet, it is critical that we can assure taxpayers and ferry customers
of best management, design and construction practices. An accurate review of these concerns is essential. I look
forward to your response.

Thank you.

Norma Smith
WA State Representative

10th Legislative District

 

 

CC:       Governor Chris Gregoire
WA State Auditor Brian Sonntag
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