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Executive Summary

References

We have become alarmed about the lack of action on the promise, made in 
mid-2008, to “conduct a review on the outlying island ferry services as soon 
as possible, with a view to enhancing the long-term financial viability of the 
services and maintaining sustainability”.

Appendix VI(3)

All indicators suggest that the present islands ferry services do not fully meet 
the peoples’ needs, are operationally uneconomical and, judging by the 
experience of public discord created in 2007/8, will have neither a sustainable 
nor harmonious future.

Section 2: 
History, fact & 
factors

One of the outstanding causes of these deficiencies is that the ferry 
schedules are constrained by tenders based upon requirements created 
before 1999 for a service using only slow ferries whose journey times were all 
the same. As can be seen, this has led to timetables that appear to have no 
rational basis leading to waste and service shortcomings.  We are attempting 
to create an understanding that future schedules should be based upon the 
simple questions that a would-be traveller asks: “what time do I need to get 
there and what time do I want to get home?”  

Appendix VI(1)

Section 5

To avoid a perpetuation of this situation, the need to undertake an ab-initio 
study and proper planning to cover all aspects is inescapable.  This can only 
be achieved in time if work starts immediately.

The matters that require to be addressed are:
- changes in South Lantau
- the future of freight and of slow ferries
- the requirements of tourists and other visitors
- passenger comfort
- alternative structures of ownership and operators
- fares
- service schedule needs

Sections:
3.1
3.2
3.3
3.4
3.5
3.6
5

The planning process needs to be mapped out with a timetable. A project 
team needs to be set up as separate entity from staff doing day-to-day 
regulatory work - possibly by engaging transport consultants who are expert 
in the field.

Section 4:
Planning the 
future services

The starting point of the survey is to determine usersʼ travelling needs - 
particularly related ot those leading to the creation of a timetable. We fully 
appreciate that these needs may not be fully met for operational and 
economic reasons but we cannot understand how a satisfactory service can 
be evolved until these needs are known.

There has never, ever been such a survey. The ʻpassenger satisfaction 
surveysʼ undertaken periodically by the ferry companies must not be 
confused with a needs survey: they do not ask the appropriate questions.

Section 5:
The starting 
point to 
designing a 
service: “Needs”

We - Living Islands Movement - undertook a ʻmini surveyʼ of our members. 
(we are not funded to do a full survey) and asked four simple questions.  
Even this showed how ʻout of syncʼ is the timetable with traveling needs and 
the wastefulness of low demand periods.  

Appendix V
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Knowing the needs is necessary not only to provide adequate services but to 
avoid wasteful journeys at times when there is little need.  This wastefulness 
reflects upon fares.

To determine these needs, the planners need to undertake ʻcommunity 
involvementʼ.  This goes beyond the old ʻpublic consultationʼ that considers it 
adequate to ʻconsultʼ the District Council and the Rural Committees together 
with ʻtown hallʼ gatherings.  All of these have proved, for reasons that can be 
explained, to be totally insufficient.  The process of ʻcommunity involvementʼ 
is now proving, worldwide, to not only create harmony but also create new 
ideas and new solutions.  However, it has to be done expertly.

Another fundamental issue related to optimizing service is the structure of 
ownership. It is difficult to escape the conclusion that one single operator can 
provide better services and lower fares because of economy of scale. Once 
licenses have been awarded for routes, no ongoing competition exists so the 
notion that having many operators encourages competition is entirely without 
foundation.

Appendix X

Taking this point a stage further, it is difficult to see how an open world-wide 
tender could be undertaken even if it were to start now considering the lead 
time for design, ordering and purchase of vessels. Indeed, the last exercise of 
this type in 2007 led to there being zero bidders!  We recommend, therefore, 
that serious consideration be given to creation of a public corporation to own 
resources, define all parameters of services and manage the process of 
outsourcing the operations.

Appendix XII

Finally, the all-important matter of fares.  Our main point is that all public 
transport receives public financial support in one way or another – but must 
not be called ʻsubsidiesʼ!  In the case of the MTR, it is unlikely that it would be 
sustainable without them. The ticket price for a journey on the MTR is half 
that as one on a ferry for the same journey time. The study should include the 
question of making fares more equable.  

Section 3.6
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Towards the provision of appropriate ferry services 
for the Hong Kong outlying islands.

1.  Introduction

A tender will be held in 2011 for a new 10 year licence or licences for the outlying islands ferry 
services.

On May 30th. 2008, Transport Department (TD) submitted an Information Note to the 
Islands District Council and Rural Committees about the outcome of tenders for ferry 
services.  Section 13 of this (Appendix VI (3)) reads “Moreover, the Government would 
conduct a review of the outlying islands ferry services as soon as possible, with a view 
to enhancing the long-term financial viability for these services and maintaining fare 
stability.”

After waiting for 10 months, we had become concerned that the ‘as soon as possible’ 
promise was not being fulfilled. Furthermore, the period now available to achieve a 
review of any substance was beginning to look inadequate.

We secured a meeting, on 28/3/09, with members of TD who informed us that the matter 
resided with the Transport and Housing Bureau.  We then requested a meeting with the 
Bureau which was fulfilled on 1/9/09. 

We reiterated our concerns notably that a comprehensive and, most importantly, ab-initio 
review of what is a complex situation, demands a dedicated study team - possibly using 
consultants. There is also need for creative thinking and innovation to every aspect of 
the services, their economics and hence their sustainability

Regretably, we have been left with the perception that no thought has been given since 
2008 and that we are heading for a repeat, in 10 months time, of the appalling 2007/8 
debacle.

We also said that we should produce a position paper on the matter.   Although a full 
review would cover all islands, we are only able to provide a Lantau perspective. Also, 
we have to base our finding on readily apparent information: not only do we not have 
funds to undertake extensive research but requests for some information about the 
performance of the present service has been denied to us.  However, we think we raise 
essential issues common to all the islands.

We wish to emphasize strongly that we are fully aware that compromises have to be made 
between the ideal level of service and operational costs.  However, we find it inconceivable that 
the present ferry schedules, dating from 1999 and not based upon any study of the needs of the 
public, can be also be the most efficient. Our concern is that the public could be paying high 
fares for an inefficient service that does not even meet their needs.
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2. History, facts and factors.

1. The deficiency of the present service is that the tender creating it is based upon notions of 
‘sailings, headways and steaming time’1 not rooted in any knowledge of the peoples’ 
travelling needs. (See Appendix VI (1) and (2))

2. In late 2007, Transport Department (TD) revealed this basis of tender invitations for the 
upcoming licences commencing July 2008.  There had been no prior public consultation2.  
The revelation included a proposal to route some Mui Wo ferries via Peng Chau on the 
basis that rising oil and operating costs would not be able to maintain fares at a level that 
TD understood to be acceptable3. This created a huge negative public reaction that 
eventually led to compromises by ‘bargaining’with the ferry companies.

3. The eventual schedule commencing July 2008 (Appendix I). 

4. This specification perpetuated the preceding schedule except that the number of late 
sailings from Central after 20.30 was reduced from five to three. (Appendix II(4)).

5. Protests, supported by the District Council, were raised about these reductions but TD 
refused to take action. (Appendix II (1)) on the basis that “the patronage during the 
evening period is relatively low” and “the proposed arrangement will require additional 
resources, hence increasing the total operating cost”.  (but see 11, below)

6. Thus, it cannot be claimed that the present schedule “has evolved over the years to meet 
needs”.  In fact, it is substantially the same as that introduced in 1999: the only changes 
being to worsen the service.  At no time was the community involved resulting in strong 
public complaints and contrary to the government's policy of creating ‘harmony’.

7. A reply to a 2009 Lego question is at Appendix III. The questioner requested “details of the 
review and its timetable” and “Whether outlying islands residents will be consulted in order 
to set a direction for the review”. Neither of these questions were adequately answered. 
(see section 4)

8. There has never been a comprehensive ‘market survey’ to determine the needs of the 
community for the purpose of designing schedules for travellers or for freight.

9. Requests to TD and First Ferry to undertake a community needs study has been refused:   
Appendix II(2)

10. Many changes have taken place in South Lantau since 1999.
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1 The very use of these words suggests that its origin goes even further back – possibly to the 1950s!

2 Without doing further historical research, we do not know whether or not these proposals had been submitted to 
Legco or to the District Council.  It is always held by the government that ‘consulting’ these bodies meets their 
‘consultation’ obligations but the public usually nothing about things until reading the newspapers. 

3 TD stated that the basis of this ‘understanding’ was a ‘Passenger Satisfaction Survey’ undertaken but First Ferry in 
2006.  LIM asked a professional consultant to comment the questionnaire. His verdict was that the structure and 
questions were so poor that no conclusions could possibly be drawn from it. 



11. Information provided by First Ferry shows that the average occupancy rate for weekdays 
during different time periods of the day for October 2008 ranged from 12% (evening Mui 
Wo - Central) to 30% (evening, Central to Mui Wo) and 25% (during the day for Mui Wo - 
Central) 

12. Figures about the loading on individual ferries during those periods have been requested 
from TD but could not be obtained (Appendix II (3)) 4. The figures in para. 10, above, give 
no clue to demand of individual ferries - notably the nearly empty ones.

13. Information about ‘demand’ within the present schedule is important, not only because it is 
one of the inputs to determine a good service but because it can reduce redundancy so 
reducing operating costs which is a major factor of determining fares.

14. The fares schedule was set in July 2008. The increase was partly due to the price of oil 
that was US140 at the time. The price at the time of this paper is around US$70.

15. The price of oil, which affects fares, cannot be predicted for a period of 10 years ahead so 
fares set at any time cannot remain equitable for anyone.  TD has refused to consider 
using a “Fuel Clause” as applied to electricity companies. Note that the 2007 ‘crisis’ (para 
2 above) was partly caused because ferry services had become money-losers for the 
company.

16. Support is given from public funds in the form of the piers and for a number of peripheral 
costs.  Income is also derived from shops. 

17. The government repeatedly states that there is a policy for no ‘direct’ subsidies of fares for 
public transport.  A request to see evidence of this policy received a response from the 
Chief Secretary’s Office saying that no government policies are set down in writing!

18. It is noted that, ‘Capital Grants’ are being given to the MTR for two new lines with the 
stated intention to keep fares at a reasonable level in the absence of income from 
property development above the stations that normally meets that requirement.

19. In 2000, a study was commissioned by The Commissioner of Transport that resulted in a 
report  “Study on Future Development of Waterborne Transport Service” - December 
2000.   This was not made public.  It contains a great deal of information and analysis 
regarding the design of future services. A copy of the Executive Summary is available 
from LIM.
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3, Questions relating to a future service

3,1 Changes of passenger needs 

There have been several changes in South Lantau since 1999 such as:

• The Tung Chung road improvement has led to some people living beyond Pui O and/or 
working in Kowloon to use this route. More freight is also travelling this way;

• The “Concept Plan for Lantau” envisages, for the future, “a balanced and co-ordinated 
development for Lantau” that may change;

• Implementation of the “Mui Wo Facelift Plan” will bring more visitors; 

• Tourists visiting the ‘Big Buddha’ now favour the cable car;

•There has been a noticeable increase of  individuals and families coming to live in  
South Lantau;j

•Schedules, from 1999, have taken Monday to Saturday to be ‘weekdays’.  Saturday 
working has considerably diminished since 1999 calling into question as to whether or 
not it is still a ‘weekday’. It is noted that the Discovery Bay ferry service has diferent 
schedules for weekdays, Saturdays and Sundays.

but the ferry schedules are still based upon a 1999 schedule that has been modified to 
decrease services at crucial times.

The question of planning for the next ten year licence period is dealt with in Section 4

3.2  Freight and slow ferries

See Appendix VII for further discussion.  

The questions arising for freight are:
What is the present scheduling needs?
What are the kinds and extent of goods still wanting ferry service?
Could the current requirement be carried, at least at some times of the day, by fast ferries 
suitably arranged?
What is the demand for freight services from Central after 18.00?

For slow passenger ferries:
What is the cost of completing a journey, on the route, compared with a fast ferry? (it is 
understood to be similar).
Is there an alternative means to providing cheaper fares and monthly tickets without slow 
ferries?
Could a way be found to remove some slow ferries and provide more fast ferries during the 
evening schedule?
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These show that there are certainly some conflicting requirements that cannot be solved within 
the present structure.  This is one reason why an ab-inito study with ‘thinking outside of the box’ 
is needed.

3.3  Visitors
 
See Appendix VIII for further discussion.

 The use of ferries for tourists (both local and overseas) also requires a new study. Their 
journeys are less-time critical but are still cost-critical - particuarly for large families.  This, in turn 
has an impact on the economy of South Lantau.  Because that economy is not the responsibility 
of the a ferry company, it raises a further question about needing assistance.

3.4 Comfort

See Appendix IX for further discussion.

The quality of comfort provided by the present service is high.  However, we have 
experienced poor vessels in the past and observe that other operators have been 
permitted to use what appear to be inferior vessels (notably Peng Chau).

The specification for vessels should be based, not upon ‘basics’, but upon standards 
expected in a ‘World Class City”.  It appears not to be the case at present.

There are also a number of issues regarding the ferry terminals.  See Appendix IX

3.5  Ownership and operators

See Appendices X & XI for further discussion.

Our conclusion is that, because there is no real competition between operators once licences 
have been awarded, all future services to all the islands should be provided by one operator to 
obtain efficiencies of scale.

It should be further considered as to whether or not a public corporation should be created for 
this purpose.  There are a number of possible structures for this including the possibility of the 
corporation being the owner of capital assets (including vessels) and outsourcing operations.  
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3.6 Fares

We cannot be specific on this question as it is the result of the total system compromises that 
are determined for optimum satisfaction. However, there is an issue that has to be addressed: a 
social policy relating to the cost of services to remote areas.  This is a matter that has occupied 
considerable thought in many countries: a fundamental difference of approach between those 
who believe in the perfection of the free market and those who don’t.  It has become quite 
apparent that reliance on the free market to solve all social problems is not sustainable.

In Hong Kong, trains and buses5 are, traditionally, supported by public funds albeit in indirect 
ways.

We suggest, therefore, that the principle to be established is that the cost of travel per time for 
outlying areas should be the same for people in the outer urban areas.  Distance is not relevant 
because transport modes travel at differing speeds.

Taking this as the criterion, the price for a journey on the MTR for 28 minute from Tsuen Wan to 
Central. - comparable to the ferry journey from Mui Wo - is $11.50.  The present fast ferry fare is 
$ 22.50.

The essential point is that there is an stated policy that keeps the MTR journey ‘affordable’.  
This has been implemented by granting development rights above stations at low or zero cost. 
The income from rental of this property directly subsidizes fares. 

The equivalent value of this assistance is not known but an indication is provided by the recent 
‘Capital Grants’ to be given to the MTR to keep fares ‘affordable’ for the new  lines to be built on 
Hong Kong island which are not amenable to property development.  

It is not unreasonable to expect the government to apply this same policy, of keeping public 
transport fares ‘affordable’, to the ferries.

Whilst minor support is already given to the ferry traveller in the provision of piers and 
permission to rent shops, this has only a small effect on fares compared with that given to the 
MTR traveller.  We have not found any reliable analysis that shows how much higher the MTR 
fares would be without this policy.  One estimate is 90% higher in which case it could not 
survive competition with the bus services.

The implication of this is that either an appointed ferry operator should be given Capital Grants  
or a semi-public Corporation created and given a deal equally beneificial to that of the MTR.

Finally, when the main argument for higher fares was the high price of oil (then at around US
$140), we suggested the inclusion of a ‘fuel price levy’ similar to that provided for the electricity 
company.  The main advantages of this are:

• A licensee would not have to make frequent cases for higher fares which result is large 
administrative time and cost and, inevitably, the trauma of public discontent and discord.

• When oil prices go lower again, the fare would automatically reduce and, again, reduce 
public discontent.

This has always been rejected by TD without giving any reasons.  

9
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4. Planning the future services

We note the questions raised in Legco (serial no 2056) (Appendix III): 
(a) the details of the review and its timetable
(b) How the administration will deal with the market if, after the review, the financial viability 

of the ferry companies and fare stability cannot be enhanced, and 
(c) Whether outlying islands residents will be consulted in all of this to set the direction for 

the review

As can be seen, none of these questions was answered!  
• NO details of the review and timetable was given 
• the key point of question (c) was ignored (....consulted...to set the direction...) 

We believe it to be insufficient because it fails to meet the need for new thinking and innovation 
in every aspect of these services, their economics and hence their sustainability.  All of this 
requires a dedicated project with staff separate from distractions and mind-set of the on-going 
regulatory functions and thinking rooted in the past.

The initial steps should be aimed at preparing a ‘DESIGN’ for the future:

1.  Set up a dedicated Project Team with clear objectives and guidelines.
2. Read and understand the relevant parts of the paper “Study on Future Development of 

Waterborne Transport Service” - December 2000 - and other relevant documents 
notably about successful services existing in other countries.

3. Determine exactly what are the peoples’ needs both for travelling and for freight by 
undertaking an ab-initio study with expertly formulated questionnairres and 
meaningful meetings with all sectors of the commmunity.

4. Undertake a study on the alternative structures of ownership.  Undertake 
consultation and decide what this should be.

5. Prepare a report showing the alternative practical scenarios that are indicated from 
the study and questions that have to be answered.

6. Involve the community again to get feedback on all of this.
7. Prepare a final ‘Design report’.

It is not possible for us to set down the subsequent steps as these will depend upon the 
decision on ownership structure and on the process of appointing a licensee or licensees.

Regarding Step 6,  We note that para. 3 of the reply to the Legco question (c) (see above) was 
“we will take account of the views of residents through established channels including……...the 
relevant district Counci”............” 
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We wish to make the following points:
- it is not enough to “take into account the views of the residents”.  The residents are the 

reason why the ferry exists and this is why the original question recognised that their needs 
are the starting point “to set a dircection for the review”.  It is not a ‘placebo’ undertaken 
when decision have been made almost certainly on false assumptions6.

- being largely appointed, the District Council does not command full respect of the 
community and seldom, if ever, seeks advice from the population: direct involvement is 
needed.  

- the notion that ‘town hall meetings’ constitute ‘public consultation’ is completely erroneous.  
They are widely regarded as only an opportunity to tell the community what has been 
decided.  The number of contents from the floor is limited by time and  dominated by those 
with the loudest voices.  The  Q & A sessions are little more than ‘explaining’ why a new 
idea won’t work!!  It all engenders distrust and discord. 

We have been encouraged that the government is beginning to use facilitated group 
discussions before it has made up its mind.   These are, by far, the best way of involving the 
community and obtaining ideas, facts and opinions.  This process was successfully used in 
2008 for obtaining ideas on the Mui Wo Facelift proposals and we strongly request similar 
exercises are used for the ferry study.  It is now understood, internationally, that they not only 
carry the community along but, surprisingly (to some) give new and invaluable ideas.

5. The starting point to designing a service: “Needs”

In section 4, we set down step 3 of the design process as “Determine exactly what are the 
peoples’ needs both for travelling and for freight by underatking an ab-initio study”. The 
starting point to any business is an identification of ‘market’ and the better this is understood, 
the more likely is there to be success.  It is impossible for us to escape the belief that this step is 
pivotal to the future success of a ferry service and, furthermore, its design cannot intelligently 
start without it.

This is not only to get the best match between the schedules but to keep operating costs as low 
as possible by minimizing redundant ‘sailings’.  It is inconceivable that a 1999 schedule with no 
known basis is now optimum for either of these. Even a cursory look reveals some ‘sailings’ that 
are inexplicable.  First and foremost, we should ask the question: “why do regular travellers 
choose a particular sailing? The answer is that he/she needs to be somewhere else at a given 
time. and then selects the ferry departure and journey time that will best meet this need by 
arriving neither too early nor too late.

Therefore, a schedule that best fits needs is one in which arrival times are frequent and equally 
spaced. If no other factors were involved it would also be the most efficient as it would avoid 
clumping of arrivals which means redundancy of journeys.

However, Appendix IV (1 and 2) shows how far from these basics is the present schedules:
• gaps between arrival times varies from ZERO to 80 minutes;
• morning schedule from Mui Wo has inexplicable redundant  ‘bunching’ and an excess of 

slow ferries;
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• evening schedule also has no apparent rationality. The provision of two slow ferries, one 
at 20.00 and another 30 minutes later at 20.30 can only be described as ‘weird’.

. The latter relates to the late evening ferry service, when people need to get home quickly, 
which neatly illustrates the totally inadequate concept that an adequate schedule can be based 
on ‘sailing’ intervals.  The suggestion by TD to provide three sailings every 60 minutes (9.30, 
10.30 and 11.30pm) because “the patronage during the evening period is relatively low” seems 
quite reasonable until it includes the information that the 10.30 is a slow ferry.  This means that, 
if someone misses the 9.30 ferry expecting to arrive at Mui Wo at 10.00, they will now arrive at 
11.20  - 80 minutes later.  This can only be regarded as total disregard for people.7   See also 
footnote8 that suggests the need for more ‘lateral thinking’.

We cannot give a quantified response to the statement about low patronage because First Ferry 
and TD have refused to give us ferry occupancy data but casual observation of the 9.30 and 
11.30 ferries suggest that this is just not true!9

On the basis of this simple concept of arrival times, we conducted an e-mail survey of our own 
members.  The questions were based upon the obvious basic needs of commuters: ‘what time 
do you want to arrive and what time do you want to leave?.

The questions and results are shown in Appendix V (1) & (2).   The number of respondents is 
insufficient to draw final conclusions but it clearly indicates both the positive and negative points 
of the present schedules. Most outstanding observations are that the morning schedule has a 
fast ferry gap of 65 minutes at the peak demand period and the evening has a fast ferry gap of 
120 minutes during a period of high demand.  The first picture also shows, graphically, the 
wasteful bunching of arrivals and apparent redundancy of slow ferries in the morning period.

We should record, once more, that we are not sugesting that an ideal schedule with equally 
spaced arrivals is possible  operationally.  We are suggesting that it should be the primary aim - 
starting point - for evolving a schedule.  Also deviations from this ideal are a measure of 
satisfaction with the schedule.  In that respect, the present schedule is abysmal.

To close this paper, we can only repeat: Please, let us start again and work together to 
find a better way!
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7The argument for doing it was to avoid increase in fares by keeping the old ferry.  However, there are 
quite clearly times during the day when frequency could be lowered: another reason for an ab-initio study.

8 At a meeting with a representative of First Ferry, we asked why the 10.30pm ferry could not be replaced 
by a fast ferry because it is unlikely that there would be any freight at that time.  The answer given was 
that it was necessary for people with monthly tickets.  In response, we suggested that, perhaps, they 
could be given a special dispensation on that ferry for the benefit of the majority. End of discussion! 
We quote this to suggest that new solutions might be found to conflicts of this kind if only some “thinking 
outside the box” were to be tried.

9 The witholding of public information of this kind by the operator of a public service needs to be 
investigated.



Appendix I

Current schedule     Pre-2008 schedule
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Appendix II
(1) e-mail from TD to LIM:  Nov. 5th  2208
Refusal to revert to evening sailings.

As regards the evening schedule of the ferry route commencing from 1 July 2008,  the service 
headways from Central (8.30 p.m. – 12.30 a.m.) and from Mui Wo (7.30 p.m. and 11.30 p.m.) 
have been revised to 60 minutes. This measure has been taken in order to reduce the possible 
magnitude of the fare increase that is one of the major concern of the local residents. As the 
patronage during the evening period is relatively low, the passenger demand can be adequately 
catered for under the reduced headway. 

In the Islands District Council Traffic and Transport Committee Meeting held on 29 September 
2008, a District Councillor put forward a suggestion to add an extra trip at 10.10 p.m. from 
Central to Mui Wo. However, having considered the suggestion with the ferry operator, the 
request cannot be entertained  as the proposed arrangement will require additional resources, 
hence increasing the total operating cost of the route. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------
(2) e-mail from First Ferry to LIM:  April 3rd. 2009
Refusal to undertake a traveller-needs study.

I regret to inform you that First Ferry is currently operating at a loss and
therefore does not afford to fund the survey. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------

(3)  e-mail from TD to LIM: 4/2/08
Refusal of first ferry to provide loading information.

In respect of your request for average figures for each sailing over the month, we have 
requested the ferry operator to consider the request.  However, as the information is operational 
information for internal use, the ferry operator considers it not appropriate to disclose. 

(4) e-mail from TD to LIM  6/10/09
Confirmation that the present schedule was based upon the previous one (dating from 
1999)

1.        The nos. of sailing set out in the tender documents were in principle based on the 
original timetable with due consideration of the service demand and operational feasibility. 
2.        Headway refers to the time period between two departures.
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Appendix  IV  (I)
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Appendix V (I)
Questions in mini-survey

Section 1 for regular commuters:

What is the range of your preferred arrival time in Central in the morning. That is, think 
of the very best time for you to arrive and write in the times that would still be 
acceptable before and after it.
 
Earliest OK..........................am. 
 
Ideal:......................………….am 
 
Latest OK...........................am
 
What would be the range of your preferred departure times from Central at the end of 
the normal working day
 
............................pm     --to--   ........................pm
 
Section 2 for non-deadline travellers

Give two examples of the times that you have found you like to arrive in Central.
 
.........................    ...................
 
Section 3 for late homecomers. 
 
Give two examples of the times that you would like to leave Central in a fast ferry after 
an event “in town”.
 
.........................    .........................
 
Section 4. Which do you prefer late at night?

Fast ferry:
 
Slow ferry:

18



Appendix V (II)
Results of mini-survey
 

Preferred am arrival times in Central

Preferred pm departure times from Central

Additionally, everyone would choose to have fast ferries in the later evening and night.
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Appendix VI(1) 

The 2008 tender service requirments
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Appendix VI(2)

The simple 1999 tender
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Appendix VI(3)

The May 2008 promise for a review as soon as possible
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Appendix VII

Freight and slow ferries

The factors relating to freight are:

• delivery is not as ‘time-critical’ as passenger delivery other than, possibly, the early 
morning deliveries to shops in Mui Wo.  More information is needed about such 
needs.

• It is doubtful if there is any demand for freight from Hong Hong after, say, 18.00.
• It is not certain whether or not the better road access has changed demand on 

ferries either in extent or type of cargo.

The provision of slow ferries is partly to provide a freight service and, as decided, a cheaper 
journey for less well-off people willing to spend more time travelling. 

However, in a discussion with a member of First Ferry, we asked for the comparative cost of a 
fast journey and a slow one and were told that it was the same.  We are not sure that this is 
correct but the point is that, a small difference in operating cost suggests that fast ferry 
travellers subsidies the slow ferries.  This is the kind of operating cost information that is 
necessary to determine the optimum schedules for freight and whether or not some of it could 
be carried, at some periods of the day, on fast ferries. 

It is necessary, therefore, to determine the requirements for the continuing freight service in 
terms of the number of journeys a day and their timing and some new thinking introduced to find 
better solutions.
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Appendix VIII

Visitors

Another function of the ferry service is to carry visitors to the islands but these travellers are not 
as time conscious as the worker living in Lantau. It is suggested, therefore, that priority be given 
to tailoring a schedule and its costs to island dwellers and consider if the result of that would 
provide the visitors’ needs.  We feel that it would be surprising if it didn’t but, if that were to be 
the case, extra sailings could be inserted to take account of them.

Notwithstanding our doubts about perpetuating the slow ferries, we suggest that the old three-
deck ferries provide a delightful way to travel.  It is a puzzle why nobody has used these as a 
tourist attraction perhaps for inter-island tours.

Two deck ferries on the other hand, have few redeeming features.

Another function of the ferry service is to carry visitors to the islands but these travellers are not 
as time conscious as the worker living in Lantau. It is suggested, therefore, that priority be given 
to tailoring a schedule and its costs to island dwellers and consider if the result of that would 
provide the visitors’ needs.  We feel that it would be surprising if it didn’t but, if that were to be 
the case, extra sailings could be inserted to take account of them.

For many years, the fares for visitors on Sundays and holidays is double the weekday fares. 
(Lantau dwellers can purchase a return ticket at the weekday rate).  It is understood that the 
reason for tis is to help maintain weekday fares at a reasonable level.

However five matters arise:

•The high prices deter visitors or encourage them to travel by road.
•This impacts the economy of South Lantau.
•There are no statistics to show how this deters visitors travelling with a result in lower ticket 

sales.
•The increase of prices can be interpreted as a levy on the ‘purse’ of one part of the public to 

directly subsidize another.
•In allowing this, TD effectively destroys the argument for the basis of the ‘policy’ about not 

directly subsidizing fares from a ‘public purse’.
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Appendix  IX

Comfort

Whilst the all-important matter of safety is adequately covered by the Marine Department 
regulations, passenger comfort appears to be ignored in the tender specifications.

The majority of the vessels provided by First Ferry on the Mui Wo route are comfortable.  
However, it is remembered that the first fast ferries allowed on the routes around 2000 
were ‘second-hand’ and very uncomfortable both in their seating provision and their 
stability - which provided very unpleasant rides.

Whilst First Ferry vessels are very good, it appears that vessels provided by other 
operators on other routes fall below standards expected in the modern world and we are 
concerned that we might be the next ‘victims’.  This highlights the need to specify, in 
tenders, factors affecting  comfort.

We wonder if the operators with sub-standard vessels were able to win a licence by 
quoting lower fares using cheaper vessels.   Professional tender specification, in all 
disciplines, include quality and value statements to ensure a ‘level playing field’.

We note that the report that we refer to in Section 2 (17), records:
“Where smaller vessels are adequate for the demand, TD should also take into account 
the ride comfort in terms of vessel motions, noise and vibration in the assessment of 
tenders.  Applicants should be required to submit specifications on engine noise, vessel 
motion under different sea states for Marine Department’s assessment. If necessary, sea 
trial should be conducted.”

We would add to this other features such as:
- Seat quality, spacing etc.
- Minor additions such as table flaps
- Air-conditioning comfort standards (a constant source of complaint for decades that 

has never been fully addressed resulting in frequent complaints about being too cold)
- Not allowing noise from loudspeakers accompanying advertising TV screens as has 

been allowed in buses and trains.

Returning to the matter of sub-standard vessels referred to above, we suggest that 
similar standards for trains, buses or DB ferries would not be tolerated in this day and 
age.  This does little to allay the belief that island dwellers are still regarded as being, 
somehow, in  a lower class than the urban dwellers.  Whether or not it is true, we wish to 
counter it and say that we expect, for the next ten years, transport that is appropriate to 
a “World Class City”.  It is another aspect of the ‘universal service obligation’ policy.
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Finally, there are a number of issues that need to be addressed regarding the ferry 
terminals:

•   protection for passengers from heavy rain and cold when they board ferries at 
all terminals. The whole of the present access ramps are open to the elements  
and there is no cover over the entrance to some ferries. This is something that 
one would have expected to have been taken into account when the new ferry 
terminals were built.  Again, it appears to based upon a antiquated design that 
has created another rigid mind-set.

•   obstruction of the exits at Mui Wo by bicycles.  This is annoying at the best of 
times but has caused a few minor accidents.  However, it does not match up 
with the elaborate emergency regulations of the vessels themselves.  If an 
emergency requiring fast evacuation at the pier were to be needed, the result 
could be a disaster of considerable proportions. “Wise after the event” is not 
good eneough and we would like the question answered “who would be held to 
account if a disaster occured?”. We request that accountability be determined 
by the Chief Secretary as a matter of urgency.

•   the tiled floors of the ferry are not being cleaned effectively with the result that 
they have accumulated years of grime that is visually disgusting – particuarly 
around the hot food stall. Again: “not worthy of a world class city”.  Why are 
island dwellers considered to be people who accept mediocrity and scruffiness 
whilst the DB ferry passengers are given a ‘civilised’ environment?
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Appendix  X

Ownership and operators

The ownership structure of the ferries can be in a number of formats:

A) No unique licence for any route allowing any competent operator to offer services  in 
competition with others on the same route. The equivalent is land-based taxi services,  

   
B) Defining separate routes and calling for competitive tenders for each. This is the present 

situation.  

C) Combining all routes and tendering for provision of a complete system.  

D) Creation of a public Corporation similar to the MTR

Comments

Structure A provides the maximum ‘free market competition’ as it is generally defined and 
thought tp be, by some, as the way of achieveing optimum results and lowest prices. The 
consumer is allowed a choice as to which product to purchase. However, it is not feasible to our 
ferry routes.

Structure B might be thought of as providing ‘free market competition’ but, of course, it does not!  
It only allows companies that are not large enough to handle the whole, to compete for a licence 
for a part.  But once the licence is awarded, competition ends -- just as it does with alternative C 
below. All that this option ‘achieves’ is a loss of efficiency of scale by removing flexibility of 
scheduling sailings between different routes.  All this leads to poorer timetables, lower quality, 
higher fares and, as we have seen inferior passenger comfort.

Structure C allows for competition in bidding for the licence but preserves the all important 
social aspects of optimizing quality and price.

Structure D has similar advantages to C.  There are arguments in favour and against that apply 
to all public corporations.

We suggest that either Structure C or D be adopted for future services and taking into account 
the issues under ‘Tendering’ (Appendix XI) , we conclude that the better of these is D.
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Appendix  XI

Tendering

 In 2007, a worldwide tender was issued for which there were zero bids. It is predicatble that no 
newcomer would be interested unless time were given to plan and purchase the necessary 
vessels.

We do not know what lead time a new bidder would need but we suspect that, even if tenders 
were issued now for 2011, it would be too late for any newcomer to compete.

It is difficult, therefore, not to reach the conclusion that only existing ferry operators will be seen 
in future services.

This somewhat undermines the claim that a free market exists.  (Indeed, one wonders if failure 
to give time is contrary to the WTO agreements).  Does this suggest that, rather than pretend 
that there is any competition, it would be better to set up a public corporation that provides the 
capital and outsourcethe operations by competitive tender?

Parallel situations already exist in other transport sectors both worldwide and in Hong Kong.
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