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1. 
Introduction

On Tuesday May 28, 2013, the Committees on Transportation, Waterfronts, and Economic Development, chaired by Council Members James Vacca, Peter Koo, and Karen Koslowitz, respectively, will hold a joint hearing on the state of ferry service in New York City. 
2.
Background 

Throughout New York City’s history, waterborne transportation has been a critical and integral part of its mass transit system. Ferries were, at one time, the sole means of traveling from one borough to the next. However, beginning with the opening of the Brooklyn Bridge in 1883, the development of a modern transportation infrastructure of railways, subways, bridges and tunnels  caused ferry services to decline dramatically.

Today, the New York region still has the strongest ferry network in the country. The Staten Island Ferry is the most popular service, with over 21 million riders per year.
 Another 10 million per year riders utilize a network of private ferry services, most of which are between midtown and lower Manhattan and New Jersey.
 
Ferries have also served as vital means of transportation during public emergencies. On 9/11, ferries were used extensively to evacuate people from lower Manhattan, and were widely used before PATH service was restored to lower Manhattan. Prior to the restoration of PATH service, New York Waterway, a private service that runs ferries on the East and Hudson Rivers, carried 65,000 riders a day and became the nation’s largest private ferry operator.
 Ferries were again called into service during the blackout of August 14, 2003, to shuttle people between New York and New Jersey. Additionally, in preparation for a potential transit strike during in 2002, and again in 2005, ferries have been considered as a viable alternative for moving commuters en masse.
 
In May 2008, City Council Speaker Council Christine Quinn, Mayor Michael Bloomberg, and Department of Transportation (DOT) Commissioner Janette Sadik-Khan jointly announced a three-tier plan for comprehensive citywide ferry service, which Speaker Quinn had first mentioned in her 2008 State of the City Speech.
 Tier one included the establishment of ferry service between the Far Rockaways in Queens and Lower Manhattan, tier two included the expansion of ferry service along the East River, and tier three included a study of the feasibility of citywide ferry service, to be conducted by various city agencies.

On April 25, 2012, the Committees on Transportation and Waterfronts held an oversight hearing on the state of the East River ferry. The major issues explored at that hearing included diversifying revenue streams for the service, integration of the ferry service with the MetroCard, and the possibility of expanding ferry service. 

 According to testimony from Tim Sullivan, Deputy Chief of Staff to the Deputy Mayor for Economic Development, both the Economic Development Corporation (EDC) and the Metropolitan Transportation Authority have explored the option of integrating the two services.
 According to Mr. Sullivan, EDC would “re-engage with the MTA” on this issue.
 On the issue of increasing advertising revenues, Mr. Sullivan testified that EDC made a strategic choice to limit outside advertising in favor of establishing stronger brand recognition for the ferry service,
 although advertising is a component of the contract with the operator of the East River ferry service.
 

3. 
Comprehensive Citywide Ferry Study

On March 15, 2011, EDC, in conjunction with NYHaborWay,
 released the Comprehensive Citywide Ferry Study, which surveyed 43 different locations throughout New York City for possible ferry service. The study, which received technical assistance from DOT, examined the market demand and potential ridership from sites throughout the City, identified possible future service corridors, analyzed the potential for recreational ferry services, reviewed possible funding sources, and investigated the issue of governance.

The 43 sites were selected for ferry commuter analysis based on materials from prior reports, meetings between EDC staff and elected officials, and information gathered from a series of public meetings held by EDC in 2009, which asked City residents to suggest sites to be analyzed.
 However, of those sites, only 17 were equipped with an existing ferry landing. Because the study only focused on the operating and subsidy costs associated with ferry services, the capital costs necessary to build the dock and barge infrastructure at any one particular site, which could run into the millions of dollars, were not examined. 

The standard site profile contains information about demographics, local demand generators, potential for new development, and access to parking.
 In addition, the relative market size of each site was evaluated, as well as the competitiveness of a ferry trip to Lower Manhattan and Midtown Manhattan compared with an existing transit trip.

The study also investigated the possibility of prospective service corridors, which can combine several ferry sites into one route.
 These corridors can potentially increase the available market demand, which could result in decreasing the service subsidy required to provide ferry service.
 For each of the defined service corridors, the study analyzed potential annual ridership, the annual subsidy required, the subsidy per riders, and the number of vessels required to operate the service.

Based on this analysis, the study suggested the following corridors: (1) the Hudson River Corridor, which would run from Riverdale in the north to the World Financial Center in the south; (2) the East River Corridor (Bronx), which would run from Pier 11 on Wall Street to Coop City in the Bronx; (3) the East River Corridor (Brooklyn/Queens), which would run from Pier 11 on Wall Street to Astoria in Queens; (4) a South Brooklyn corridor from Pier 11 on Wall St. to Rockaway and Riis Park; and (5) a Staten Island Corridor, which would run from Pier 11 on Wall Street to Camp St. Edward on the south shore of Staten Island.

Additionally, the study identified several options for developing recreational ferry service to NYHarborWay sites. Potential locations included off-peak and weekend service to Atlantic Avenue in Brooklyn and Governors Island during the summer and fall, adding two stops to the proposed South Brooklyn Corridor at Red Hook and Governors Island, and adding year-round off-peak and weekend stops at Chelsea Piers and summer service to Governors Island and Pier 11.
 

Finally, the study looked at the various options for the administration of ferry service and examined the various strengths and weaknesses of several governance structures. These structures included centralized control by both New York and New Jersey using an entity like the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, control by New York State via a transit agency like the Metropolitan Transportation Authority, or control by New York City via DOT oversight.
 Another option for ferry governance would be to maintain the status quo in which private operators continue to provide service while the public sector invests in capital infrastructure.

4.
The East River Ferry Pilot
The study resulted in the launch of the East River Ferry Pilot, which runs on the East River Corridor, in June 2011. The service is a three-year pilot program subsidized by the City at a cost of $9.3 million over three years. The Pilot is overseen by EDC and run by New York Waterway. Additional revenue comes from ferry riders, at a rate of $4 per ride or $140 for a monthly pass. Service is available to seven stops in midtown Manhattan, Long Island City, Greenpoint, North and South Williamsburg, DUMBO, and Wall Street. The midtown stop links to a free shuttle bus that does a midtown loop. Limited service during the summer includes Governor’s Island and Brooklyn Bridge Park.

Ridership numbers from the summer of 2011 were impressive, attracting commuters as well as tourists. Ridership averaged 2,862 per weekday between the launch and mid-October, nearly doubling forecasts and straining boat capacity.
 Ridership on the weekends was even higher, with an average of 4,500 riders, or six times higher than projections. However, ridership dropped significantly as the weather cooled. By December 2011, average daily ridership had fallen by roughly half.
 This was greater than the assumption in the study, which predicted a drop of only 30 percent from summer to winter months.
 Still, by December 2012, total ridership had exceeded 1.6 million, surpassing the three-year estimate of 1.3 million passengers, and EDC announced a request for proposals from ferry operators to extend the service to 2019 and possibly expand the service.

5.
Current Ferry Operations 
The Staten Island Ferry is operated by DOT and accounts for approximately 60,000 daily passenger trips.
 This service operates a nine-vessel fleet 24 hours a day, seven days a week between Whitehall Station in lower Manhattan and St. George Station on Staten Island’s north shore.
 
Private ferry companies provide service for approximately 38,000-weekday passenger trips split among 20 routes in New York City and New Jersey. The bulk of passengers use NY Waterway, which operates ferries on the Hudson and East Rivers, and carries an estimated 30,000 riders daily.
 The company began operating in 1986. Currently, NY Waterway operates 34 vessels, with 23 lines and 21 terminals. The company uses ferry slips at four terminals in Manhattan (West Midtown, Battery Park City, Pier 11 at Wall Street, and East 34th Street) as well as terminals and slips in Jersey City, Hoboken, Weehawken, and Edgewater, NJ. It also provides service at landings on the East River in Brooklyn and Long Island City. Commuter service is also provided on the Haverstraw–Ossining Ferry, the Newburgh–Beacon Ferry, and to the Raritan Bayshore.
 
Another private ferry operator, New York Water Taxi, operates 12 boats that provide commuter and sightseeing on the East and Hudson Rivers.
 It has an estimated daily ridership of 1,300 passengers and operates from docks Manhattan; and Jersey City and South Amboy, New Jersey. 
Seastreak provides 3,000 daily passenger trips between New Jersey and Manhattan. Seastreak operates high-speed ferry service from Highlands, NJ; and Atlantic Highlands, NJ; to Pier 11 (Wall St.), East 34th St, and shuttle service to the World Financial Center.
 The company operates three high-speed vessels. In January 2013, one of the ferries crashed into a dock at Pier 11, injuring more than 70 people, some seriously.
 
6.
Conclusion 
Waterborne transportation is a vital component of New York City’s mass transit infrastructure. Additionally, water transit provides many direct and indirect benefits to New York City residents and employees. One such vivid benefit is redundancy for existing services and contingency service in cases of a disaster or transportation strike. Today’s hearing will examine different solutions to strengthen private ferry and water taxi operations in New York City. These solutions may require the City to articulate a new public policy towards water transportation in the New York City region. 
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