AICAB – PIERCE COUNTY QUARTERLY FERRY MEETING NOTES (Updated 2/15/2011)

January 20, 2011 @ Pierce County Environmental Services Building

In attendance:  Pierce County Ferry Administration -- Michael Esher, Gloria VanSpanckeren, Pam Knauer, Mark Bona;

AICAB – Ann Dasch, Rich Sullivan, Dave Jacobsen; Hornblower Marine Services – Jay Mooney, John Sainsbury; Anderson Island community – Kendel Lyman, Roland Checketts, Peter Seto; Ketron Island community – Chuck Rardon, Marion Cheasur.

Dave Jacobsen took meeting notes.

Call to Order: The meeting was called to order at 9:05 A.M.  

Agenda Topics – Summary and Action Assignments

Ferry Administrator’s Report:  Overall ridership for 2010 declined by just over one percent over 2009.  Year-end revenue information will be out in late January.  


Action:  Mike will provide year-end revenue information to AICAB as soon as it is available.

Steilacoom II is still in dry dock with weather delays for deck coatings and painting.  The County is planning a “welcome back” event on a Saturday in late February to include a trip around Anderson Island on the Steilacoom II.

Action:  Gloria will coordinate announcements and invitations for the Steilacoom II’s return event with Dave. Update: The welcome back event will be Saturday, February 19th with boarding at 9:50 a.m. from the Anderson Island ferry dock.  Notification has been provided to the ferry rider community through flyers, Pierce County website, and AICAB and Island Sounder e-mail distribution lists.   

A significant grant has been received for repairs and upgrades to Steilacoom dock ramp hydraulics, dolphins and wings, and electrical system.  Work must begin by August (grant requirement), but will be accomplished at night-time to avoid service interruptions.  The project is funded by a $480,000 grant with $120,000 in matching County funds, and is currently out for bid.

The State Legislature has directed and funded a study of the feasibility of Pierce County providing waterborne transportation services for the Department of Social and Health Services to McNeil Island after the Department of Corrections vacates.  Pierce County Airport and Ferry Administration will represent the County with a strong focus on “financial feasibility”.  It will be the County’s position that runs to McNeil would be dedicated and separate from the services provided to Anderson and Ketron Islands.    

Action: Mike will keep AICAB informed of the study’s progress and direction.

AICAB response to Ketron request for schedule changes:  Dave handed out copies of an AICAB Ferry Issues Study Committee-prepared schedule revision proposal to accomplish the Ketron-requested changes in the scheduled runs that stop at that Island.  However, this initial proposed schedule change was determined to present significant scheduling problems for the Steilacoom School District, as well as many of Anderson Island’s daily commuters.   AICAB “tabled” the initial proposal, sending it back to the study committee for further review in light of the impact on the school district and commuters.   The study committee has committed to working with the Ketron Island community to look at alternatives that would work for both communities, as well as other stakeholders such as the Steilacoom Historical School District.   

Action:  The specific schedule change concerns were sent to Scott Maddox of Ketron Island to work with his community and the AICAB ferry issues study committee on alternatives.

Student ticketing system:  Pierce County has been working with the Steilacoom School District on a new bar coded ticket system for student transport on the ferry.  This system would allow student-by-student tracking for administration and safety.  However, the School District recently decided to start to transport its middle school students on a bus on the ferry, citing student behavior problems and safety as the primary reason.  This also qualifies the students for fare exempt passage under the County’s existing exempt fare ordinance.  The County estimates that revenue lost at the fare box could be as much as $20,000 yearly, but supports efforts to improve the safety of students and other ferry riders.  The County feels that this change in student transportation may require some rethinking and/or reworking of the student bar coded ticket plan, which has an estimated cost of $4,000 to implement.  Ferry Administration is asking AICAB to “advise” them on this change in practice before proceeding with the ticketing change. 

Action:  Dave will take this issue back to AICAB for review and a statement of position at its February 11th meeting.  Update:  Joe Howells and Dave Jacobsen discussed with Superintendent Fritz the School District’s policy on use of a bus to transport middle school students on the ferry.  It is the District’s intent that only those few students required to remain on the bus under the supervision of the bus driver because of behavior issues would be exempt from ferry fares.  The school principal determines when a student’s behavior warrants the on-ferry direct supervision.  Students who are simply transported on and off the ferry on the bus (and are allowed to exit the bus once the ferry is underway) would continue to use the District provided/paid ferry passes for passage.  Superintendent Fritz will clarify this policy with Mike Esher.  AICAB endorsed this approach by the District at is February 11 meeting.

Ferry ridership statistics: The AICAB Ferry Issues Study Committee requested ridership data to support its review of scheduling alternatives.   The received data consists of some 500 pages of passenger and vehicle counts, some of which seemed counterintuitive to members of the committee.  The County noted that the data is compiled from two sources – electronically scanned tickets on the outbound trips, and much less precise manual counts for inbound trips and all exempt traffic.  This may account for some of the apparent mismatch.  However, there are some anomalies in the data that can’t be so readily explained. 

Mike noted that his office will be conducting a study in 2011, the last year for the current ticket system contract, to look at options for improved ticketing, including improved usage data.  For now, he suggested that a couple of the Ferry Issues Study Committee members meet with Mark Bona to collectively go over the existing data to gain a common understanding of the information and its limitations.

Action:  Dave will identify two individuals from the study group and have them make arrangements with Mark for this joint review by February 1st.  Update: Rich and Ann met with Mark on February 1st and the requested information will be available by March 1st.

AICAB’s role in 2012 fare rates planning: The County Council imposed a two-year moratorium on amendments to ferry fares at any time prior to January 1, 2012.  But we should expect pressure for fare increases for 2012 with rising fuel costs, the likely reduction in State and federal grant funding, a reduced County tax base, and the costs associated with the maintenance and operation of two vessels.  Currently it costs approximately $1 million every other year for required dry dock work per ferry.  AICAB is chartered with “advising” Pierce County on a number of issues, including ferry service.  Its advice will be sought on any 2012 ferry fare change proposal.  It was agreed that AICAB’s input would be welcome throughout the rate setting process, which will likely begin in April.  It was agreed that while we may ultimately disagree on the final plan, we will communicate and collaborate openly.  “No surprises”.

Action:  Dave will work with AICAB to develop a statement of its ferry fare adjustment “philosophy” by mid-April.

Ferry rider preference survey planning:  AICAB had previously expressed an interest in conducting a joint County-AICAB ferry user preference survey to guide and support positions on ferry schedules and fares.  We would like to move ahead on this in preparation for any 2012 ferry fare increase considerations.

Action:  Rich will have the Ferry Issues Study Committee put together a list of suggested survey questions and submit that to Gloria for review and comment by mid-February. 

Anderson Island parking lot signage request:  The Pierce County Sheriff’s Office has suggested that signs need to be posted stating the rules for use of the Anderson Island ferry parking lot in order for them to enforce those rules.  The Anderson Island Volunteer Island Patrol had submitted a list of suggested rules last April to Pierce County Airport and Ferry Administration.  These addressed parking lot use, maximum length of stay, vehicle operable condition and licensing requirements, and parking only in designated slots. Mike advised that the question of authority to establish parking lot rules had been referred to the County legal staff.

Action: Mike will follow-up with Legal and inform AICAB of the status. 

Anderson Island parking lot drainage control & rain garden projects:  A County work crew will be on the Island the week of January 24th to complete the runoff interceptor swale at the top of the ferry parking lot.  Islanders had hand-dug the first groundwater monitoring hole for the  proposed rain garden at the top of the parking lot, but Pam indicated that Annette Pearson from the County needs to be present when the balance of the holes are dug.  It was also noted that the source of the runoff at the top of the parking lot may be from a ditch of unknown age across neighboring property. 

Action:  Dave will contact Annette to schedule a time to complete the rest of the monitoring holes and to discuss methods for ensuring the holes don’t present a hazard.  Dave will also look into the possibility of a drainage ditch contributing to the runoff and advise Pam and Annette of his observations.  Update:  Pam and Annette will be on-Island on February 23rd, and will meet with Dave and Carol Paschal.

Anderson Island loading lanes stop signage suggestion:  Anderson Islanders have expressed a concern about the risk in crossing ferry loading lanes at the intersection with Larsen Road.  Larsen Road has a stop sign, but drivers then have to “inch out” through three ferry loading lanes that currently are not required to stop, in order to reach Yoman Road.  It had previously been indicated that there is no practical location to place a stop sign for the ferry loading lanes (ala Steilacoom loading lanes), but Islanders had asked about the possibility of painting “STOP” on the lanes themselves at that intersection with Yoman Road.  Mike advised that this concern should be presented to the Pierce County Traffic Division.

Action:  Dave will contact Marlene Ford with Traffic.  Update: Marlene has assigned a traffic engineer (Scott Moller) to investigate and respond to the concern and suggestion by early March. 

Steilacoom loading lanes directional marking suggestion:  AICAB had previously brought up a concern from ferry users that vehicles occasionally cross Union Avenue from Commercial Street or Lafayette Street and inadvertently turn up into the oncoming ferry loading lanes rather than up Union Avenue.  It has been suggested that additional signage might prevent this mistake and a possible accident.  Mike advised that this would be in the City of Steilacoom’s jurisdiction and should be referred to their traffic department.  

Action:  Dave will bring the concern to the attention of Mark Burlingame with the City of Steilacoom.  Update:  Mark has acknowledged the concern and will look into additional signage to reduce the confusion for drivers.

Steilacoom commuter parking alternatives:  With the reduction of the Department of Corrections workforce at McNeil Island, there may be additional parking and ferry lane location alternatives available to the County.  Peter suggested using TIP funds to possibly acquire property from the City of Steilacoom for queuing lanes.  The account may have a balance of $200,000, which Pierce County could use to lease or purchase property from the City of Steilacoom for ferry system needs.

Action:  Mike will look into the availability of City property that might benefit the ferry system prior to the next quarterly ferry meeting.   

Steilacoom terminal remodel project:  Pam reported that a decision has been made to delay the start of the renovation of the Steilacoom terminal building in its entirety until after Labor Day to avoid construction impact on ferry service during the busy spring and summer seasons.  Further, priority must be given to the landing improvements, including master cylinder replacement and generator work, which must begin by August per terms of grant funding.  

Action: None.

Other ferry quarterly meeting business: None.

Public questions, comments and concerns:  Peter asked if any consideration had been given to dispensing and taking tickets on the Anderson Island side rather than at Steilacoom.  Jay cited problems with the logistics and cost of setting up a new ticket office on the Island, and significant security issues that would make such a change impractical.  Peter also asked if consideration was being given to renting out the second ferry to other ferry systems for emergencies.  Mike indicated that there is no policy or procedure in place to do so, and while he has had some contact from smaller jurisdictions, there have been no “organized, formal requests”.

Action:  None.   

Future meeting schedule:  The planned meeting dates for the remainder 2011 are April 21st, July 21st, and October 20th.  We will move the meeting start time to 9:15 a.m. to better fit with the ferry schedule.  Mike suggested that we may want to hold one of the meetings on Anderson Island.  

Action: Gloria and Dave will post the meeting dates on our respective web sites.  Dave will discuss the idea of holding a meeting on Anderson Island with AICAB at its regular February meeting.  Update:  Dave will propose to Pierce County that the April AICAB – Pierce County Quarterly Ferry Meeting be held on Anderson Island.

Adjournment.  The meeting was adjourned at 11.22 a.m.  
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