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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Surrounded by four of the five great lakes, Michigan is well-known for its nature and tourist
attractions. Accordingly, mobility is a critical factor in fulfilling the demand for different services
and engaging people in various activities throughout the state. Michigan islands offer a wealth of
tourism attractions, natural resources and a sizeable population of island residents serving those
needs. To provide for mobility equity, the residents of the islands are expected to have equal access
to work, healthcare, emergency services, and economic opportunities as the mainland residents.
According to the Bureau of Transportation Statistics (BTS), there are 10 ferry operators in
Michigan, among which those related to Beaver, Drummond, Sugar, and Neebish Island are of
major interest in this study. Altogether, these islands have about 2,500 residents, more than 15%
of the total population who live on islands of Michigan with 50 residents or more, as per 2010
census data. There are also other islands (Manitou, Bois Blanc, Grand, and Harsens) with ferry
services that their opportunity to access federal funding is of research interest. Considering the
importance of these services on economic growth and societal equity concerns in providing
mobility and accessibility to essential needs for island residents, it is crucial to establish MDOT’s
role, governance strategies and potential additional funding sources for these islands in Michigan.
Therefore, the overarching goal of this study is to identify state and federal responsibilities
for the residents of Michigan islands by reviewing federal and state regulations, and best
practices nationwide.

This report involves a review of the literature regarding the state of ferry operations and best
practices nationwide (Task 1), a review of Michigan islands’ regional background (Task 2),
nationwide state DOT and ferry operator surveys (Task 3), survey and interview of island residents
and business owners (Task 4), synthesis of data collection through island residents mobility gap
analysis and mobility trade-off matrix (Task 5), assessment of historical maintenance spending
and developing funding need projection/maintenance plan (Task 6), evaluation of ferry operations
in Manitou, Bois Blanc, Grand and Harsens Islands to assess feasibility to access federal funding
(Task 7), and final recommendations for Michigan islands accessibility and mobility considering
economic impacts and social justice.

In this report, the research team first conducted a comprehensive literature review of general
ferry operations as part of the transit system overall, and specific ferry operations in key states

with established and large ferry operations. Enabling legislation at the federal level were reviewed



to understand the driving blocks of ferry operation sustainability, stability, and improvements. This
includes a review of historical legislative spending acts and specific grants established under them.
Federal-level guidelines on ferry operations were also reviewed, such as reports by the Transit
Cooperative Research Program (TCRP), the Federal Transit Administration (FTA), and the Bureau
of Transport Statistics of United States Department of Transportation (USDOT). The research
team then reviewed specific enabling legislation and statutes for the state of Michigan, such as the
Michigan Transportation Policy Plan (MTPP), the establishment of The Michigan Transportation
Fund Act (Act 51), and various grants that were born as a result of those directives and state
visions. Historical marine capital funding disbursement and project authorization grants from the
Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT) were also reviewed.

A review of best practices nationwide was then conducted to understand the type of studies
and key insights that have been obtained by state agencies and ferry operators in other states.
Historical studies conducted on Michigan ferries were also reviewed, through reports dating back
to 1984. The research team also reviewed the literature to understand economic, public welfare,
and social equity issues in the state of Michigan, specifically economic data from related counties
and regions. The research team also reviewed reports related to tribal communities, given their
sizeable presence in the region surrounding islands of interest.

The research team conducted a series of heuristics to understand existing ferry operations,
system capacity, and ideal ridership demands and needs on the main islands of interest (Beaver,
Sugar, Neebish and Drummond Islands). Beaver Island Transportation Authority (BITA) and
Eastern Upper Peninsula Transportation Authority (EUPTA) were consulted throughout the
project period, where the research team was furnished by documents and data relevant to the study.
Several analyses were conducted, including historical ferry ridership and trend projections.

A nationwide state DOT survey was also conducted. The survey was distributed to 36 state
agencies that have ferry operations under their jurisdiction. The main objectives of the survey,
amongst many others, were to understand the current state of practice in other states, and what are
some best practices and lessons learned regarding governance and coordination excellence. Out of
35 states with ferry operations, the survey received responses from 20 state DOTSs, which translates
to a 57% response rate. It was noted that most state agencies only impose oversight on ferry
operators that receive federal funding. Oversight is extended to certain private operators due to (i)

service significance, (ii) broad oversight as public transportation in general, or (iii) oversight only



on specific aspect of operations (i.e., state regulatory compliance). The survey also gathered
funding and ridership data from respondents, where several analyses were made. It was found that
the state-to-federal funding ratio for Ml is vastly below average, implying other states are
allocating larger state funding relative to federal funding. The total ferry ridership for MI from
2014 to 2019 also showed a relatively larger percentage growth compared to other states within
the same period, but total funding did not grow as much. The main funding criteria are (i)
operational assistance need, (ii) economic growth & demands, (iii) asset maintenance & aging
infrastructure need, and (iv) region connectivity.

A series of ferry passenger surveys for Beaver, Sugar, Neebish and Drummond Islands were
also conducted to attain an idea of the social construct of ground community and to cognize
ridership experiences, demands, and expectations of the ferry system. Topics of the survey
included demographics of ridership, trip purposes, usage frequency, perception towards existing
services, and perception towards the ideal MDOT role as a state authority. A total of 1,813
responses were collected from four islands of interest through an online survey and on-site paper
survey collection. It was found that services in Beaver Island and Drummond Island are generally
rated with higher satisfaction than in Neebish and Sugar Islands. Overall, Beaver Island had the
highest average satisfaction rating across all satisfaction measures, followed closely by Drummond
and Neebish, while Sugar Island had the lowest average satisfaction rating. The majority of
EUPTA users agreed that 24/7 ferry services for emergency situations are needed. However, BITA
users showed a relatively lower need for 24/7 emergency services, given the long sailing duration
and the presence of alternative modes of transportation that are quicker than ferries. Island
residents and business owners were also interviewed to understand further contextual dynamics of
the island regarding service adequacy and reliability. Interviews with the business owners provided
input on service adequacy from the perspective of local economic growth and enterprise welfare.
Overall, it was noted that while EUPTA and BITA are serving at their optimal capability given
funding constraints, there is room for improvements that could supercharge local economy, labor
productivity, and social welfare at large.

A series of interviews with ferry operators nationwide was also done to furnish insights
obtained from state DOT surveys nationwide, and to identify adoptable best practices in various
aspects of operation, funding, and State DOT governance. Topics being discussed includes their

governance structure, funding mechanism and strategies, level of service supervision, emergency



service coordination, freight services, public group or tribal considerations, and other management
and coordination issues with respect to state DOTS.

Another aspect of the study is to assess funding eligibility for several ferry operators in
Michigan. The islands of interest are Manitou, Bois Blanc, Grand, and Harsens. The research team
engaged with ferry operators servicing each island to obtain operational data and interviewed local
township authorities and resident representatives to understand local dynamics. It was deduced
from Grand and Manitou Islands ferry operators that any MDOT contribution and/or involvement
towards ferry services as part of transportation equity initiative (or other eligible state programs)
are welcomed by ferry operators, as by current FBP funding criteria, they are not competitive for
federal funding given their low ridership volume. Harsens Island ferry operator has no eligible
assets to receive public funds, while Bois Blanc ferry operators does. However, both Harsens and
Bois Blanc ferry operators are not interested in receiving state and federal funding assistance, as
they would like to remain independent and not attached to any state/federal bureaucracies.

Upon collection of various data points, analyses of historical data, insights from interviewed
parties, and lessons learned from surveys, the research team synthesized pieces of findings from
each task. A mobility gap and trade-off matrix were developed and presented with a series of 2 by
2 matrices that correlates public welfare versus cost. Key mobility concerns being the inputs of
those matrices for Beaver Island are (i) resident ticket pricing issues, (ii) the need for a deck barge
to address freight capacity constraints, (iii) the need for sailing schedule revision to facilitate a
more productive tourism industry, (iv) roofed storage for weather-sensitive freights to offset long
freight queue times, and (v) feasibility to offer priority freight loading pass. For Sugar, Neebish,
and Drummond Islands, key mobility concerns include (i) the need for ticket price assessment and
resident ticket pricing, (ii) schedule coordination with other public transit systems, (iii) the need
for ticket validity extension, (iv) the need for priority loading pass, and (v) imminent need for
emergency services standard of procedures.

This study also assesses and projects future costs and replacement needs of vessels and docks
for Beaver, Sugar, Neebish and Drummond Island ferries. Task outcomes include (i) vessel/dock
maintenance plan and cost projections and (ii) preservation of