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Presentation Outline – Op Strategies 

• Background 

• Legislative direction 

• Current status 

• Next steps 
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Operational Strategies Background 

• In 2007, the Legislature directed WSDOT Ferries (WSF) to develop, 

and the Washington State Transportation Commission (WSTC) to 

review, operational strategies “to ensure that existing assets are fully 

utilized and to guide future investment decisions.”  

• WSF and the WSTC responded to this legislation with a jointly 

developed evaluation and prioritization of operational strategies.  

• Broader aspects of ESHB 2358 pertaining to adaptive management 

strategies were also addressed, including pricing.  The report listed 

several priority operational and pricing strategies. 
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Operational Strategies   
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RCW 47.60.327 directs WSDOT and the Transportation Commission 

to work jointly on Operational Strategies:   

 

(1) The department shall develop, and the commission shall review, 

operational strategies to ensure that existing assets are fully utilized and 

to guide future investment decisions. These operational strategies must, 

at a minimum: 

     (a) Recognize that each travel shed is unique and might not have the 

same operational strategies; 

     (b) Use data from the current survey conducted under RCW 

47.60.286; 

     (c) Be consistent with vehicle level of service standards; 

     (d) Choose the most efficient balance of capital and operating 

investments by using a life-cycle cost analysis; and 

     (e) Use methods of collecting fares that maximize efficiency and 

achieve revenue management control. 

 

     

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=47.60.286


Operational Strategies (continued)  
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     (2) After the commission reviews recommendations by the 

department, the commission and department shall make joint 

recommendations to the legislature for the improvement of operational 

strategies. 

     (3) In developing operational strategies, the following, at a minimum, 

must be considered: 

     (a) The feasibility of using reservation systems; 

     (b) Methods of shifting vehicular traffic to other modes of 

transportation; 

     (c) Methods of improving on-dock operations to maximize efficiency 

and minimize operating and capital costs; 

     (d) A cost-benefit analysis of remote holding versus over-water 

holding; 

     

     



Operational Strategies (continued)   
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     (e) Methods of reorganizing holding areas and minimizing on-dock 

employee parking to maximize the dock size available for customer 

vehicles; 

     (f) Schedule modifications; 

     (g) Efficiencies in exit queuing and metering; 

     (h) Interoperability with other transportation services; 

     (i) Options for leveling vehicle peak demand; and 

     (j) Options for increasing off-peak ridership. 

 

     (4) Operational strategies must be reevaluated periodically and, 

at a minimum, before developing a new capital plan. 



Operational Strategies - Status 

Reservation System 

 

• The vehicle reservation system is a key operational strategy. Phase 

1 involved consolidating updating the reservation system on routes 

that had older legacy systems.  

• WSF is about to implement Phase 2 of the new system later this 

January. Phase 2 will expand the system to all vehicles in the San 

Juan Islands. 

• A potential phase 3 would expand the system to either all vehicles or 

commercial vehicles on all the other remaining routes in the system 

with the exception of the routes serving Vashon Island and 

Mukilteo/Clinton. 
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Operational Strategies – Status (cont.) 

Transit Enhancements 

  

• WSF modified its sailing schedule on the Edmonds/Kingston route 

to meet a series of objectives; one was to connect with the 

commuter rail Sounder better in Edmonds. 

• Discussion with regional transit partners on facilities to enhance 

ferry/bus connectivity have been primarily focused on downtown 

Seattle.   

 

8 



Fuel Conservation  

• WSF has instituted selected vessel slowdowns on strategic off peak 

sailings with success in reducing fuel consumption.   

 

Differential Vehicle and Passenger Pricing 

• The concept of increasing the spread between vehicle and 

passenger fares, making it relatively more financially attractive for 

riders to travel as a passenger than as a vehicle driver, was 

discussed and evaluated with the Ferry Advisory Committee on Tariff 

(FAC-T).  A modest first step in this direction was implemented in the 

last fare setting cycle. 

 

Operational Strategies – Status (cont.) 
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Reservation System Pricing 

• The concept of charging extra for vehicles with reservations was 

evaluated at the reservation system pre-design phase and 

discussed with a community partnership group created to help WSF 

define the system.   

• In order to achieve maximum efficiency in implementing 

reservations, they should be available at no additional cost above 

and beyond what a rider would pay for the fare without reservations. 

 

Fuel Surcharge 

• Language prescribing a fuel surcharge formula was proposed by 

WSF and adopted by the WSTC with the fall 2011 tariff cycle.  Due 

to relatively stable fuel prices and successful hedging, this automatic 

mechanism has not come close to being triggered. 

 

Operational Strategies – Status (cont.) 
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Other Lower Priority Strategies 

The report identified several other lower priority strategies that 

have had action since the report was published: 

• Enhanced User Information - WSF has added “best times to 

travel” information to each sailing schedule for each of the four 

seasons.  WSF is also piloting a “Terminal Conditions” feature 

which lets customers see how full the next sailing is. 

• Seasonal Surcharge - The WSTC proposed a “peak of the peak” 

summer surcharge during the 2009 tariff outreach.   

• Small Car Discounts - WSF proposed, and the WSTC adopted, a 

fare schedule which gives vehicles under 14 feet in length a 

favorable price compared to standard length vehicles. Phased in 

over three years from 2011 to 2013, the smaller vehicles travel 

for 30% less than standard cars (as calculated from the vehicle 

portion of the vehicle/driver fare). 
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Next Steps 

• WSF will begin the process of working on an Operational 

Strategies update with the Commission in early 2015. 

• The Commission’s Ferry Subcommittee will be asked to engage 

on a regular basis in this process.   
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Reservations Status Report 

Outline: 

 

• Existing Reservations Program & Impacts. 

• Next Phase. 

• Operational Policies & Procedure Details. 
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Reservations Now 
International Route: 

 

• Vehicle Reservations since the 1970s. 

• 80% of available tall space reservable. 

• 46% of Commercial Customers travel with a reservation. 

• Routine.  Accepted.  Expected.  Highly utilized. 
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Reservations Now 
SJI Commercial Customers: 

 

• Vehicle Reservations since the late 1970s. 

• 98% of available space reservable. 

• 81% of International Customers travel with a reservation. 

• Routine.  Accepted.  Expected.  Highly utilized. 
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Port Townsend - Coupeville 30 Year Ridership  
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• 2011 2nd PT/CV vessel July 1 (late start) 

• 2012 1st full year with 2 K-Class Vessels 

• 2013 Negligible increase 

PT/CV 

Year 
Total 

Vehicles % change 

2011 310,605   

2012 323,192 4.1% 

2013 323,416 0.1% 

300,000

305,000

310,000

315,000

320,000

325,000

2011 2012 2013

PT/CV Total Vehicles 

Port Townsend - Coupeville  

2011 – 2013 Vehicle Ridership  
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Reservations Now 
2013 - 2014 PT/CV Vehicle Ridership Up 5.6% 

• System overall 1.4% YTD. 

• PT/CV 5.6% increase YTD. 

• PT/CV quadruple system wide % increase. 

• On pace for 340K in 2014. 
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Reservations Now 
Port Townsend - Coupeville: 

 

• Customers with a reservation (out of 100%): 

– YTD = 53% (the norm). 

– July/Aug 2014 = 58%. 

– Peak: Thanksgiving week = 68%. 

– Low: last week of 2 boat schedule (Oct 6-13 ) = 39%. 

• Portion of vessel reserved (max 80%): 

– Peak: summer weeks & Thanksgiving week = 60% of all 

vessel space (out of 80% available). 

– Thanksgiving Wed-Sun only = 68%. 

– Lowest: last week of 2 boat schedule, Oct 6-13 = 30% of all 

vessel space. 
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Reservations Now 

Port Townsend - Coupeville 

Measured against goals: 

1) Spread Demand:  Success.   
Ridership is up, significantly during the busiest month. 

2) Reduce queues:  Success.   
Communities and terminal staff continue to report shorter lines 
and wait times. 

3) Provide Greater predictability:  Success.   

a) Customers make a reservation, show up and travel at a 
guaranteed time. 

b) Reservation rates are growing steadily, and growing the 
most at the busiest travel times.   

c) Traveling with a reservation is now the norm.   
 

 Routine.  Accepted.  Expected.  Highly utilized. 
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Information Now 
Best Times to Travel (historic): 
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Information Now 
Terminal Conditions (real time): 
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(From Community Outreach  

Presentation) 
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Community Partnership 
San Juan Islands 

• Community Group formed 2012 

• 25 members 

– FAC Members 

– Business owners 

– Hospitality industry 

– Individual users 
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Community Partnership 
San Juan Islands 

Outreach by the numbers 

• 12 Partnership meetings over two years. 

• 11 WSF Community Meetings 

• 47 Outreach events 

– All four islands 

– Attended by 3,000+ residents & tourists 

– 2,200+ new accounts since July 

• Marketing 

– Banners at terminals 

– Posters, brochures & videos on vessels & at terminals 

– Information sent to local media. 

– Post cards sent to all residents. 
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Next Phase: San Juan Island Routes 
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Features & Policies 
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Differences SJI Routes vs. PT/CV 

Anacortes & San Juan Islands Port Townsend - Coupeville 

 Tiered 30/30/30 release of Regular 
Space 

 All space released at 2 months 

 Will not pull res holders out of line  Will pull res holders out of line 

 3 hour lock down  2 hour lock down 

 Handheld redemption at FH & 
sometimes Orcas 

 Tollbooth redemption only 

 Anacortes next sailing reservation 

at the tollbooth 
 

 No tollbooth reservations 
 

Sidney does not change. 
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For More Information 
Washington State Ferries Home Page 
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For More Information 
Reservations Landing Page 
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For More Information 
www.takeaferry.com 
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Presentation Outline – WSF Fare Setting 

• Process 

• Actions taken last cycle 

• Potential issues this cycle 

• Timeline 
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Tariff Review Process 
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Roles and responsibilities: 

• The Transportation Commission is responsible for adopting fares 

through the rulemaking process.  The Commission may adopt by rules 

fares that are effective for more or less than one year, and may 

increase fares by a percentage that exceeds the fiscal growth factor. 

• WSF is responsible for conducting review of fares, and developing a 

fare proposal for submittal to the Commission for their consideration.  

• The Ferry Advisory Committee on Tariff (FAC-T) was created in 2010 to 

provide guidance to WSF as it develops its fare proposal for the 

Commission.  The FAC-T membership includes Ferry Advisory 

Committee chairs or their designees.  Modal interests such as transit, 

freight and tourism are represented as well. 

 

 



2013/14 Tariff Cycle – Issues Addressed 
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Changes implemented last time: 

• Phase 3 of implementation of small car fare category and elimination of 

motorcycle oversized surcharge fare category 

• General fare increase (based on 2013 legislative session revenue 

requirements that would have resulted from 2.5% annual increases) 

• Market screen for Sidney fares resulted in 4.1% increase to keep on 

par with BC Ferries’ 2013 increase 

• Collapse Sidney oversize vehicle fares into one set of fares by 

eliminating the “commercial” fares 

• Re-evaluate the pricing of all trips to/from the San Juan Islands to 

Vancouver Island  

• Offer multi-ride passenger cards on ORCA 

• Passenger/vehicle fare ratio – modest change of half a percent spread 

in each of the 2013 and 2014 fare changes 

• Youth fare discount increased from 20% to 50% 

 

 



2015/16 Tariff Cycle – Potential Issues 
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Potential issues for this tariff cycle: 

• Evaluation of the passenger/vehicle fare ratio – continue the 

spread? 

• Re-examine the methodology of oversized vehicles for consistency 

in the way the driver portion of the fare is treated 

• International route market screen 

• General fare increase (dependent upon legislative action) 

• Revisit distance based fare travel shed issue 

 

Planning for future replacement of fare collection system 

• “Back-end” frequency discounts 

• Congestion or time of day pricing 

• Vehicle fares – charging length based by foot 

• These would not likely be part of the 2015/16 fare proposal; they 

could be part of a 2017/18 fare proposal if a new fare collection 

system is on the horizon 

 

 



2015/16 Tariff Cycle – Timeline 

• December – May: FAC-T meetings  

• NLT April 22, 2015: file CR 101 notifying the opening of the tariff 

WAC sections 

• Late April: conclusion of regular legislative session and 

establishment of fare revenue target 

• Mid/late May: WSF fare proposal to Commission 

• NLT June 17, 2015: file CR 102 form with Commission fare 

proposal 
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2015/16 Tariff Cycle – Timeline 

• July 2015: Public comment period for Commission fare proposal 

• July 21, 2015 or later: Commission holds adoption hearing on 

tariff proposal 

• NLT August 30, 2015: file CR 103 with final amended tariff 

• October 1, 2015: New tariff in effect 
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Questions? 

For more information, please contact: 

 

Ray Deardorf, Planning Director 

WSDOT Ferries Division, at 

(206) 515-3491 or deardorf@wsdot.wa.gov. 
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