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Mr. Commissioner:

As prescribed by statute, I, with the consent and direction of the Board of Advisors of the Maine State Ferry Service, write to inform you of, and recap, the activities of our efforts, actions, concerns and praises during the past year.

We meet regularly on a bimonthly basis. Our meetings have been held in person at the Ferry Service terminal in Rockland, and our meetings are also accessible on-line via Zoom. All meetings are publicized and open to the public. They are accessible by either method.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  1 As Chairperson of the Board, I request all present, in person and on-line, identify themselves as a standard practice following the rollcall of the Board members as we begin each meeting. Failure to do so results in non-participation (ejection) from the meeting. Concern has been expressed that perhaps this action is illegal. I am happy to discuss this with you and to perhaps have the Attorney General opine if you wish.
] 


Although there has been considerable turnover in the staff of the Ferry Service and the MDOT assigned to attend and assist with our meetings, all have performed admirably, provided us with the information and materials we need in our advisory role and are credits to their public service. This comment is intended as our “thanks” for their assistance.

The past year has not been without turmoil. The Commissioner’s proposal to have all ferries be berthed on the mainland during their overnight shift was met with considerable concern and objection. Perhaps rightly so. The reasoned objections ranged from deviations from past practice to concern for health and safety of island residents. All, I hope you agree, were legitimate worries.

However, in my view, what the furor failed to address was why such a momentous move was suggested in the first place. Commissioner Van Note’s overriding objective, and I hope his successor’s as well, was to have the ferries run with a 100% reliability record. A high standard impacted by many variables, some we cannot control (weather primarily), and others on which we can assert efforts (maintaining full crews).
Maintaining adequate crews, as determined by US Coast Guard standards, has been difficult in this post-COVID environment. And it has been exacerbated by considerable compensation differentials between state government pay and that of the private sector. In an effort to assuage that differential the Commissioner, with consent of the Governor, working with the appropriate state agency and the State Employee’s Union, was able to get increases to crew compensation that would not have otherwise been made.

Additionally, another factor in attracting potential new crew members was their desire to be able to return to their homes at the end of their workday rather than spend their work shift nights on an island. Hence, the Commissioner’s proposal to berth the vessels on the mainland.

Notwithstanding the subsequent angst the suggestion caused, I applaud your efforts to continue the ferry service’s 100% reliability goal. Input from all parties is valuable, and mutual understanding will support ongoing cooperation to sustain and enhance the ferry service rather than splitting it into separate groups.

The remainder of our report includes a summary of our Finance Subcommittee’s comments following the end of the fiscal year and the verbatim reports submitted by Advisors or town officials from the various islands we serve, and some general suggestions recommended by Advisory Board members.

I close by thanking again the dedicated employees of the Ferry Service and MDOT for their dedication and service to communities and islands we serve. And I particularly thank Commissioner Bruce Van Note for taking unparalleled interest and dedicating significant portions of his time to the island communities of Mane.

Sincerely,

/s/ Dennis S. Damon

Dennis S. Damon, Chair

















Finance Subcommittee Report

The Finance Subcommittee has continued to meet on a regular basis as soon as the Variance Report (P&L) has been received which is done on a quarterly basis. Our thanks to Missy in Augusta for her help providing us with the report in time to allow for review and preparation of minutes we provide to the full board which we attempt to do on a timely basis. We recently met and reviewed the final report for the 2024-2025 fiscal year. A brief summary of the year end report is below.

Revenue
Total Farebox revenue came in a $7,904,946. That is $1.1M ahead of the
year before and, in terms of the budget, right on target (104% of
$7,602,897)

The other takeaway is the State subsidy was $10,779,215, up almost $2.3M
from the year before, 142% of the budgeted figure of $7.6M, presumably
occasioned by the increase in expenses (noted below).

Expenses

Personnel
Total personnel expenses were $10.7M which was 99% of the budgeted
amount of $10,925,928
It should be noted that one reason this is the case is that Health
Insurance (3901) came in at $1.2M only 63% of the budgeted amount of
$1,876,719, the variance being $697,350.

All Other
Prof Services not by State totaled $1,294,119, $850,327 over the year
before and well over the budgeted amount of $400,000. Of that $153,235
was to Project Staffing and $741,082 was to Seaward Services.
This is a significant amount. The committee had a long discussion as to
whether it would be more appropriate to have these expenses as a line
item under personnel expenses, which they appear to be. It also adds a
further level of having to parse these expenses out in order to track
them properly.

Diesel came in at $1.732,038, slightly ahead of the year before. T he
committee was not sure why the budgeted amount was only $1,085,324 when
the expenses the year before were $1,730.845.

Repairs were $3,151,114, well above the budgeted amount of $1,355,972
(indeed, 232% of the budgeted amount). This was due we believe to the
major work performed on the Margaret Chase Smith. We understand that
amount is the final figure for that work. It should be noted, however,
that in the past two years repairs have totaled $6,136,382 which is a
very significant amount, reflecting the difficulties inherent with an
aging fleet.

Although not a huge number, the Committee noted that Supplies were 360%
over budget ($276,675 (actual) vs. $81,459 (budgeted)). However, the
year before that line item (5600) was $238,003. It appears to the
Committee that some expenses are getting tracked as “supplies” fairly
regularly but perhaps are not being completely considered during the
budgeting process.

Total“All Other” came in at $18,793,233. The Committee thought that was
pretty significant. It was $3,034,484 more than the year before. It was
187% over budget, and $3.587,440 over the budgeted amount of $4,279,865.

Total expenses (Personnel and “All Other”) totaled $18,793,233 which the
Committee thought is probably an all time high. Total expenses were 124%
over budget and $3,587,440 over the budgeted amount of $15,205,793.

The major takeaways, for the end of the year are:
· Expenses were at an all time high
· A major component of expenses are significant repairs, most recently and particularly, to the Margaret Chase Smith
· As we have noted in the past we believe the repair figure is high as we deal with an aging fleet (the MCS went into service in January of 1987)
· While we certainly appreciate that developments on the national scene have created many problems for many different transportation systems throughout the entire country any and all efforts that can be made to put the process of replacing the MCS as soon as possible, within reason, given design and propulsion issues, would benefits the users of the ferry, the MSFS, and the State of Maine
· Regular personnel costs are reasonably under control. However, we believe that the costs associated with Seaward Associates in regard to providing essential personnel services should be characterized as such and not lost under the 4000 line code
· Having said that, thanks and gratitude to the men and women of the MSFS who have kept the service running safely and reliably during the last few difficult years. A job we think that has been very well done.







Individual Island Reports

Islesboro – Advisory Board Member Peter Wilcox
The major developments from Islesboro’s perspective this year involved another large rate increase, and considerable controversy arising from a MEDOT proposal to move the ferries to the mainland for overnight berthing. 
Back last fall MEDOT published a “Strategic Plan” that including the idea of the ferries sleeping on shore. This would mean in effect that the Islesboro, North Haven and Frenchboro/Swan's Island would overnight at the mainland side of their runs. Two boats currently serve Vinalhaven so one stays on the island and the other stays in Rockland overnight .
All the islands spent considerable time organizing against this proposal.  Here, the town formed a committee that met a number of times which was attended by many, in person and on line. The biggest issue, as so aptly put in the August 11th Working Waterfront about Chebeague Island, is that the ferry, as a rescue vessel”, is the principal lifeline of Chebeague Island.”  The islands position was that same goes for Islesboro and the other islands served by the MSFS.  Our emergency services make every effort to transport patients without calling out the ferry. However, there are situations that arise which require ambulance transport. At that point the only realistic options are the ferry or Life Flight. Currently our ferry can be ready to go in 20 minutes.  If is it based on shore, it could be considerably longer. That is certainly true for the other islands as well (with the exception of Vinalhaven). 
In addition, as things currently stand in Lincolnville and Bass Habor, serving Swans Island and Frenchboro the mainland terminals are less than ideal for sleepovers.  In our estimation, a real breakwater would needed to be built to protect the Lincolnville pen. That improvement, however, apparently was not contemplated by the DOT planners.
The crew members were not happy about this idea either. The MSEA (the crew’s union) surveyed the crew members. Apparently, many accept the job based on the extra earning they receive for sleeping away during the weeks they are scheduled to work.  Many live too far to commute to work on a daily basis. Indeed, almost 50% said that they would resign should this change go into effect. 
To many, this proposal was illustrative of the frustrations that the members of the Advisory Board face. The proposal presented last fall had not been discussed at all at the Advisory Board level. Given that circumstance, the islands had no input as to the implementation of the process. For that matter, the crew manning the vessels were not asked consulted about this either, before it was announced at the September 2024 meeting. 
The result was a great deal of controversy involving a number of people, the formation of committees, the writing of letters, much contact with elected representatives, proposed legislation, hearings at the state legislature requiring written and in person testimony, and the like. Had we been brought up to speed before this unilateral proposal was made, we could have saved everyone a lot of time and effort. Fortunately, the Legislature did, indeed, pass legislation keeping the boats on the islands for now which was ultimately signed into law by the Governor.
The setting of rates which are going up all the time is another issue. Rising costs are a real factor. This year total repair costs were over $3M, out of an overall budget of $18M (I believe an all time high). A driver here was the fact that the Margaret Chase Smith once again needed considerable work and was out of service for a long time. This should come as no surprise given the fact that she went into service in January of 1987 and will, in very short order, be 40 years old. One issue here, with an aging fleet, is when this work is done whether it should be characterized as repairs, thereby impacted farebox revenue, or capital expenses. The Advisory Board really has no control over that.. 
We have also repeatedly requested consideration of a reduced rate for residents and senior citizens.  On an island where the full time residents number less than 600 we do not believe that a reduced residents’ rate would have any real adverse effect upon revenue. Our effort here is to keep our town, and the other towns served by the MSFS, viable communities in which people, and particularly young families want to live. Currently, during peak season, it costs a family of four $83.50 to take a trip to the mainland. That is, we think, a continued impediment to keeping our communities vital and thriving.
Finally, during the legislative hearing before the Transportation Committee MEDOT submitted a “White Paper” to the committee which, in essence, appears to say “we give up – you folks talk about it and decide what you want to do and how this operation should run.” Again, this came out of left field, being dated the day before the hearing and was presented with, as usual, no discussion or consideration with the stakeholders.  Given personnel changes this concept may or may not be pursued by MEDOT. If is, however, we feel it should be thoroughly discussed and vetted with input from all stakeholders  and considered in a thoughtful and considered process allowing everyone to be heard.

North Haven Island – Advisory Board Member Jon Emerson

Within this last year we have had two rate increases, one for 18% which went into effect on August 1, 2024; a second June 1st, 2025, for nearly 15% for a combined increase of 30% in less than a year’s time. There are the usual reasons for this: payroll, fuel, and repair costs. It’s worth mentioning that the considerable repair costs are to keep our aging fleet running. Many of the ferries are about the same 30-50 years old and in need of yearly and increasingly expensive hull repairs. New ferries are on the way.

North Haven’s route is served by a real workhorse, the Captain Neal Burgess, which has been exceptionally reliable over the years. Other island routes have not been so fortunate and there have been ripple effects from those breakdowns. When the Margaret Chase Smith, serving Islesboro, was in dire need of repair and needed to be hauled for an extended time, Vinalhaven’s route was directly affected through ferry swapping to keep the Islesboro route running. Vinalhaven struggled with one less boat than usual, in addition to crewing issues. Last summer we were told that North Haven was ‘one ferry breaking down away’ from losing the Burgess needing to be shared with some other island. We were lucky, as that status lasted for several months without being triggered. 

Crew pay in general has been a concern on all the routes with the Maine State Employee’s Union becoming involved. No doubt costs will increase, but we can’t ask our crews not to expect to be paid well. 

We have been unusually lucky here on North Haven with our ferry crews over the years. By and large, these folks have been outstanding, friendly, knowledgeable, and the epitome of customer service. This February, North Haven had two crew appreciation suppers at Waterman’s Center for the ferry crew and ticket office crew. Two suppers were required because we have two crews to provide week on/week off coverage. They were a big success and it was fun to be able to sit down and visit with the crew members who don’t normally have time to chat when loading our vehicles on the boat. Next year I hope we do the same again.

In the biggest news, and potentially the most threatening, the DOT proposed having the ferries spend the night on the mainland to theoretically save money…a radical idea which would mark the end of decades (from the beginning) of the ferries overnighting on their respective islands and change island life dramatically for the worse. It would have negatively affected all parts of island life and every facet of our town, from the school which sends students to Region 8 on a tight schedule, the store with closely scheduled freight runs, construction crews, town office, post office, boatyards, auto repairs, and simply going to Rockland for the day or afternoon to pick up medicine or supplies, or maybe have fun.

Crew work-life balance was also touted as an advantage for crew by basing our boat in Rockland- though not a concept universally shared by the crew. More than half of those questioned would not have been able to continue in their job if required to commute daily to Rockland to serve on the ‘North Haven route’. Presently, crew members are fine with a weekly commute from over an hour away for many. To make the same commute daily would not be practical or safe.

There were many problems with this proposal, but chief among them is what it would have done to every island’s schedule. North Haven would have to wait for the boat to arrive from Rockland every morning before we could leave. Our day would be delayed by well over an hour, making it impossible to get to a Portland medical appointment and back in time for the late boat (at whatever time that might be). At the end of the day, would there have been time for the return trip with the crew to Rockland and still keep within the Coast Guard’s 12 hour limit? Would we have kept our three trips per day? 

Additionally, having the ferries overnight on the mainland would eliminate their long-time service of providing afterhours emergency transport with an ambulance. We have, once again, been extremely fortunate in our captains and crew being very willing to make these late night trips. Had we lost this part of the Ferry Service, our lives would have been placed at risk.

The major positive out of this was that all the islands became organized and worked together as never before in opposing this ill-conceived and damaging idea. There were numerous Zoom call meetings by island representatives among the islands served by the MSFS and a number of bills were presented to the Legislature to counter this proposal. One bill, which became law, expressly prohibits making a systemwide change to mainland overnighting.   

It would have been best for the DOT to change course when this over-nighting on the mainland concept quickly ran into universal opposition from every Advisory Board member, every island selectboard and town manager, and every single island’s legislative representative and senator. However that didn’t happen and the process ended up as a sort of showdown in the Legislature with the island position of having the ferries overnight on-island prevailing.

It needs to be recognized that Commissioner Van Note has devoted more time than any other commissioner to the Maine State Ferry Service, including attending numerous Advisory Board meetings, each one taking a significant amount of his time. Sometimes we forget the many other responsibilities the DOT Commissioner has. We have especially appreciated the increased collaboration on recent Tariffs. 

This January I stepped aside from chairing the Ferry Advisory Board, a position I held for two years. I thank Dennis Damon for being willing to run for and then accept the chair position. I will continue to serve as North Haven Advisory Board member. 


Matinicus Island – Advisory Board Member Eva Murray

The residents of Matinicus are very pleased that--after multiple attempts by several local
legislators and following several experiences of unfortunate timing—we have at last
secured the change in Maine state statute language that permits the MDOT flexibility to
offer this island more than 36 ferry trips in a calendar year if need arises and resources
are available. We are grateful for the support of Commissioner Bruce Van Note, and for
the assistance of Representatives Valli Geiger and Lydia Crafts and State Senator
Pinny Beebe-Center.

Repairs to the “dolphins” (piling bundles) at the end of the Matinicus wharf were done
early this summer by Prock Marine. Although there are still maintenance concerns on
the wharf, especially following the January 2024 storms, this repair was of primary
concern and the islanders are relieved to see it completed.

Thanks are due the Rockland ferry terminal staff and crew including front desk agents,
new captains and crewmembers, and new management-level folks this year. Their
willingness to work with us and to strive to understand Matinicus Island’s complex and
(sometimes perhaps perplexing) transportation and logistics requirements is reassuring.
We really appreciate everybody’s patience and growing understanding of this island’s
needs.

As I write, the Charles Norman Shay is still under repair, but with any luck all parts will
be at the shipyard soon, and the Shay will be back in service before long. We
appreciate the Island Transporter crew’s skill and helpfulness when they are called upon
to substitute for the Shay.

Vinalhaven Island – Town Manager Marjorie E. Stratton 

After the numerous trip cancellations during last year’s operations due to crew
shortages, the State took aggressive steps to ensure nearly 100 percent staffing and
trip reliability. The reliability of the schedule has significantly improved. We applaud
your effort to support the critical needs of our community.

Transportation Commissioner Van Note attended our meeting in October 2024 to
discuss more communication, short- and long-term goals, and new strategies for
emergency services. We appreciate his ongoing engagement with the Ferry Advisory
Board. Some of the goals mentioned were running the boats with increased reliability
and ending the contract with Seaworthy with increased hiring. We also talked about
the increase in costs for operating the Ferry Service and that would mean an increase
of approximately 15% in rates as well as an increase in the 50% share the State pays
for operating costs. We also discussed Emergency Services and the need to think
about this in a different way. To that end, LD 841, an act to study the delivery of
Emergency Medical Services to and Ferry Service impacts on Island Communities,
was passed during the recent legislative session. We look forward to continuing this
discussion.

Commissioner Van Note also arranged for a meeting with state legislators that
represent island communities’ served by the Maine State Ferry Service on January 2,
2025. Our Chair of the Select Board, Pam Alley, and I attended. The purpose of this
meeting was to present the legislative delegation with an update of Ferry Service
operations and initiatives. The information shared was like that from the October
Advisory Board meeting. There was also discussion about the proposal to overnight
all the boats on the mainland instead of the islands. We will defer to the islands
affected by that plan for a more in-depth report on that subject.
We appreciate the efforts Commissioner Van Note made to communicate with the
island representatives.

We are commenting once again on the shorter winter schedule with the last boat
departing at 3:15 instead of 4:30. We are repeating last year’s statements as there has
been no change to either the rationale for making the change or the effects of not
making the longer schedule happen. Although the 2020 proposal that the island’s
winter schedule be reduced was met with unanimous opposition from the
townspeople, it was put into effect, nonetheless. Nothing has changed our
commitment to getting this fixed. We continue to struggle with and object to the
reduced winter schedule.

Additionally, the “fall” schedule was eliminated. This changed the start date for
reduced Sunday trips. Instead of going to four trips on Sunday in January, we now
have a winter schedule that starts in November when DST ends and includes the
Sunday reduction in service. This was opposed by the townspeople, but nothing has
changed.

We request that the reduced Sunday schedule go into effect beginning on January 1 st .
Our working residents rely on Sunday travel for mainland errands year-round, but
having those extra hours on Sunday during November and December would help our
residents during the holiday season.

Swans Island – Advisory Board Member Sonny Sprague

2024-2025 was another good year. We are glad that the on-going ramp issues are being permanently addressed. We are thankful for having a good crew both on the boats and in the terminal.  Everyone is looking forward to the Richard Spear coming here soon.

What follows is a list of suggestions the Advisory Board as a whole has made over the last year for the MSFS/DOT to consider:

1) Initiate an island rate. This has been discussed before with some of the hesitation being how to ID island residents, especially on the mainland side. One suggestion has been for the islands themselves to make the determination, and definition, of who qualifies for an island rate, issuing an ID card for use when purchasing tickets.

2) Initiate a senior rate.  Again, perhaps the individual towns could work with the Ferry Service on this determination and issue an ID card.

3) One-way tickets have been mentioned by the supervisor of the North Haven Terminal as a way to be more user friendly for the customers who come once and don’t use the ferry both ways. The one-way tickets could be priced a little over half of a round-trip ticket, making them at least revenue neutral.

4) How to deal with the reservations for the ‘tunnel’ portions of a ferry load, the issue being that there is a lower height limitation on what can be loaded down the side (tunnel) alleys. It’s somewhat complicated, and as someone who has always used an open deck ferry, Deference should be accorded to those who deal with a Spear or Thompson class ferry and the MCS for a more complete explanation. 


