Stephen Hume: Rising B.C. ferry fares and service cuts an ‘economic’ disaster
 
Tale of two regions: Mainland grows as ferry dependent towns suffer
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BC Ferries vessel Queen of Capilano en route between Bowen Island and Horseshoe Bay. On average, fares on Gulf Islands ferry routes rose by 80 per cent over the past decade. This works out to about four times the average annual rate of inflation over the same period. On some routes, the increase has been more than 125 per cent.
Aggressive ferry pricing is damaging the economy of a region of British Columbia that is larger or equal in population to six of Canada’s provinces and territories and contributes an estimated $50 billion to annual provincial GDP.
Numbers are difficult to come by because nobody — including the province — has done a comprehensive analysis of the regional economic impact of the series of steep fare hikes, combined with fuel surcharges and service cuts, that Transport Minister Todd Stone confirmed this week will continue until 2016.
But some grim predictions have come from local and sectoral studies:
• Almost half the businesses surveyed by the Tourism Industry Association of B.C. in the Coast-Chilcotin region, which is served by a summer ferry connector to Bella Coola, say they expect to close their doors as a consequence ferry price increases and service cuts.
• A local economic impact study in Port Hardy estimates an 80 per cent loss to businesses dependent upon North Vancouver Island ferry traffic.
• Gulf Islands residential properties have lost more than $1.6 billion in assessed value since BC Ferries started raising rates in 2006. To put this in perspective, the Gulf Islands loss in assessed value from 2010 to 2013 exceeds by 25 per cent the $1.2 billion in tax revenue the provincial government would gain over 30 years from a proposed Enbridge Northern Gateway pipeline.
•
Some of this may be fallout from the recession.
“It can be difficult to separate out the impacts of fare increases from external economic conditions like the recession and the value of the Canadian dollar,” acknowledges Saltspring Island MLA Gary Holman, who is an economist.
But he says there’s little doubt soaring ferry fares reduce disposable income for residents and visitors and lead to reduced consumer spending and related employment.
“Much higher fares also mean higher costs for local businesses which means they will spend less, hire fewer employees, and for businesses that are already marginal, threaten their viability,” Holman says.
Harold Swierenga, who runs a bed and breakfast on Saltspring Island, where tourism ranks second as an employer, agrees.
“On balance, given the relative slowdown in much of the coastal economy and the anecdotal information we have had, there is no question ferry fares have been a factor,” said Swierenga, who sits on a ferry advisory committee.
Statistical evidence corroborates their concerns. Economic growth across this huge region now lags growth on the adjacent mainland by a substantial margin — and the gap is widening.
A recent study by the Institute of Chartered Accountants reports that population growth in ferry-dependent areas has plummeted to the lowest in a decade and housing starts have dropped 40 per cent over the last five years.
The study found the tourism-sensitive accommodation and food sector shrank in ferry-dependent areas by almost four per cent in the five years after 2006, while in Vancouver the sector grew 4.5 per cent.
Local governments, business associations and concerned individuals across Vancouver Island, the Gulf Islands, the north and central coasts and parts of the Chilcotin all say steep fare increases and service cuts since 2006 have already hurts businesses. And they warn that the next round of increases and service cuts will make economic conditions far worse.
 
 
© Copyright (c) The Vancouver Sun

