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In 2007, Save the Harbor / Save the Bay hosted a summit and issued a report called “Boston by Boat” on passenger vessel services in the Boston Harbor region. You can find a copy of the report and a presentation prepared for the summit online at www.savetheharbor.org/MBC2013
Here are some of the key takeaways from the “Boston By Boat” summit and report, which may be helpful to you as you prepare for the hearing on Monday, May 13 in room 437 at the State House.
Overview

There is substantial economic benefit of the use of boats in the Boston Harbor Region – excursions, charters, water taxis, shuttles and ferries.


There is also untapped potential demand for expanding these services by strengthening the Boston Harbor Region’s water transportation network and excursion services.
Scheduled Water Transportation Services
Regularly scheduled services need a steady demand to cover operating costs. Aggressive schedules are expensive, which is one reason vessel operators often call for subsidies. Demand for these services is sometimes seasonal, and often spikes in the summer and declines in cold weather.


According to the data presented at the summit, in 2007 passengers took about 2.5 million trips on commuter ferries, water shuttles, excursion/charter boats, and water taxis in the Boston Harbor region. 

Commuter ferries and water shuttles accounted for about half of these trips. The vast majority (nearly 90%) of these commuter trips were taken by a core group of approximately 5,000 passengers on MBTA routes. With existing passenger vessels already in service, there is plenty of room for most, if not all, services to handle many more passengers.
Excursion Services

In beachfront communities and waterfront neighborhoods from Nahant to Nantasket there is an untapped demand for charter and excursion services, including new connections to the Boston Harbor Islands National Park. 

In 2007, nearly 1,000,000 people – primarily regional residents and visitors- took excursion or charter trips, generating substantial economic activity for local communities and businesses.


That same data shows that if there is inexpensive parking available and a pier, and direct connection to the Boston Harbor Islands, those excursion services will probably succeed with very little subsidy. 
This is good news for potential excursion operators in Lynn, Winthrop, East Boston, South Boston, Quincy, Hingham and Hull where parking and pier availability already exists. 
The untapped potential of charter and excursion services is very large – and obstacles to expansion very low. Growth of this sector could potentially support expansion of commuter boat services. 

The report also noted that current contractual/institutional arrangements can thwart access to key destinations -- for example, to the Boston Harbor islands National Park. The report also highlighted the fact limited low cost services to the harbor islands are a barrier to access for working families. 
Dockage and Parking

All potential new service providers need dockage space and parking at their place of embarkation and disembarkation. Access to the current supply of prime dockage serving water taxi, commuter, and excursion and charter vessels is limited in Boston. Parking is often expensive. In some instances existing water transportation facilities are inadequate to handle current needs.

Marketing

As a group, excursion/shuttle/ferry operators need help marketing, since none are big enough to reach the broader market. Boston By Boat points to lack of basic information, signage and marketing as limiting the use of services. Additionally, the report notes there is also a lack of public oversight and coordination that results in fragmented services with no sense of a real system.
Conclusion

Though there were a wide variety of perspectives on how to best address the challenges and take advantage of the enormous potential opportunity, there was an emerging consensus that a few simple things, done well, could put a million new people a year on Boston Harbor without buying a boat or building a dock, though the group agreed that we definitely need new boats and new docks in Boston and around the region as well.
