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PUBLIC TESTIMONY OF THE WATERFRONT ALLIANCE
September 10, 2024

New York City Council Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure and Committee
on Economic Development Oversight Hearing RE: New York City's Ferry System

Submitted by Tyler Taba, Director of Resilience, Waterfront Alliance

Thank you, Chair Brooks-Powers, Chair Farias, and Council Members, for the opportunity to testify. | am
Tyler Taba, director of resilience at the Waterfront Alliance. Waterfront Alliance is an alliance of more
than 1,100 organizations, businesses, and individuals, and we are the leader in waterfront revitalization
and climate resilience advocacy for the New York-New Jersey Harbor region.

Waterfront Alliance is committed to sustainability and to mitigating the effects of climate change across
the region’s hundreds of miles of waterfront. We convene the Rise to Resilience Coalition of 100+
groups advocating for policy related to climate resilience, we bring climate resilience education to
students in NYC DOE schools through our Estuary Explorers program, and we developed and operate
the Waterfront Edge Design Guidelines (WEDG®) program for promoting innovation in climate design.
Additionally, Waterfront Alliance has been a longstanding advocate for public access to the water,
particularly in communities that have been cut off from their waterfronts.

Before the re-establishment of the NYC Ferry in 2017, Waterfront Alliance wrote the plan and guide for
how to bring back a five-borough ferry system. We are a major supporter of NYC Ferry and continue to
encourage the City to envision the Ferry as part of its climate, transportation, and economic
development goals.

Our testimony today focuses on what Waterfront Alliance considers the keys to success for the NYC
Ferry, which we refer to as The Five E's: Expansion, Economics, Electrification, Emergency Services,
and Equity.

Waterfront Alliance supports Intro 0321-2024, Intro 0864-2024, and Res 0400-2024 on the legislative
calendar. The testimony below indicates our strong support for ferry expansion across the five boroughs,
including the sites under legislative consideration, as well as additional areas without active legislation.
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Brief History of Ferry Service in New York City

Ferries have long zipped through the New York Harbor region and have connected residents across the
Hudson and East River for centuries. As early as 1642, Dutch settlers were operating ferries from
Manhattan to Brooklyn Heights.'

The early 1900’s was truly the peak of New York City’s ferry service, when the City of New York acquired
the ferry route between Whitehall and St. George. By the mid 1920’s, New York City was running more
than a dozen ferry lines between the five boroughs and parts of New Jersey. Formal municipal ferry
service was established under Mayors McClellan and Hylan between 1904 and 1925.% Ferry service in
New York City began to dwindle as a result of the 1929 stock market crash. After the crash, the ferry
service was among the many municipal services to be cut. Public spending was shifting toward
automobile infrastructure, including many bridges and tunnels that replicated ferry routes. For example,
the Triboro Bridge replaced the Astoria Ferry route between East 92nd Street to Astoria, which had
operated for more than 15 years. The Classon Point (Bronx) and College Point (Queens) ferry was
discontinued following the construction of the Bronx-Whitestone Bridge—a route which had operated for
nearly two decades. Sadly, by 1945 there was only one municipal ferry route that remained in operation—
the Staten Island Ferry.

College Point: 14th Avenue Ferry Station, Not Operating (Source: New York City Municipal Archives)

There have been several private ferry operators over the years who have continued the legacy of moving
New Yorkers by boat. Most famous are the NY Waterway and NY Water Taxi, which began operating in
1986 and 2002, respectively. The success of these two services paved the way for the establishment of
NYC Ferry in 2017.

! https://www.ferry.nyc/routes-and-schedules/landing/atlantic-avenue-brooklyn-bridge-park-pier-6/
2 https://southstreetseaportmuseum.org/naming-new-york-ferries/



https://nycrecords.access.preservica.com/uncategorized/IO_2c3f4662-e4da-4f27-aff9-899e803266ae/
https://www.ferry.nyc/routes-and-schedules/landing/atlantic-avenue-brooklyn-bridge-park-pier-6/
https://southstreetseaportmuseum.org/naming-new-york-ferries/
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Today, the NYC Ferry is a staple among New York City's transportation systems. The NYC Ferry hosts six
routes across every borough, with a total of 25 landings and 38 vessels. The system spans over 70
nautical miles and is the largest passenger-only fleet in the nation, based on hours of service and fleet
size, according to the New York City Economic Development Corporation.?

The history of ferry service, from the 1600's to today, is a reminder that we are a waterfront city. With
more than 520 miles of coastline, the NYC Ferry offers connectivity between our diverse and beautiful
waterfronts.

Expansion: Newer, Faster Transportation Options

Waterfront Alliance envisions several new routes that would serve New Yorkers with newer, greener, and
faster transit options and would reshape transportation in the region.

The NYC Ferry ridership numbers continue to grow each quarter and year-over-year. Last year, the NYC
Ferry serviced more than seven million riders. For a system that has been in existence for only seven
years, this is a clear indicator of demand.

Ferries offer an opportunity to reach neighborhoods in transit deserts. Many of the newest ferry landings
have successfully reached communities facing this challenge, including the Astoria, Bay Ridge, and
Throggs Neck ferry landings. Each of these landings has significantly simplified commutes for residents
who may otherwise be serviced by a single form, or unreliable, of transportation.

Commuting from the South Bronx to Wall Street in under 45 minutes with no transfers was an
unimaginable commute for Bronx residents just a few years ago. Before NYC Ferry hit the waterways, the
last time The Bronx enjoyed ferry service was in the 1930s. Similarly in Queens, NYCHA's Astoria Houses
residents appeared with Mayor Adams at the Astoria Dock at Hallets Cove in 2022, when the landing
opened, to describe how the 10-minute commute from Astoria to the Upper East Side is improving the
well-being of New Yorkers commuting to work and school every day.

"Astoria Houses residents are grateful for the ferry. It's an added transportation option that is now even
more affordable to those who need it most,” said NYCHA Astoria Houses Resident Association President
Vanessa Jones-Hall. “Not only does the ferry provide easy access to get downtown to go to work, it
offers residents a nice ride along the waterway, and it allows New Yorkers to visit Astoria and see all we
have to offer...”

3 https://edc.nyc/press-release/amidst-record-ridership-nycedc-announces-new-initiatives-support-nyc-ferry-

forward



https://edc.nyc/press-release/amidst-record-ridership-nycedc-announces-new-initiatives-support-nyc-ferry-forward
https://edc.nyc/press-release/amidst-record-ridership-nycedc-announces-new-initiatives-support-nyc-ferry-forward
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These successful expansion projects serve as indicators of success that New York City should capitalize
on. Waterfront Alliance supports widespread expansion of the NYC Ferry, with priority to the following:

1. Brooklyn to Staten Island, via Bay Ridge Line

In August 2021, NYC Ferry launched its St. George route, which travels from a new dock adjacent to the
St. George Ferry Terminal taking commuters to and from stops in Battery Park City and on Manhattan's
West Side at 39th Street. This route connected Staten Island to Midtown Manhattan, and vice versa. Yet
no service for Stand Islanders to Brooklyn, and Brooklynites to Staten Island, exists. The commute from
Staten Island to Downtown Brooklyn, an emerging center for job growth, takes about 90-minutes each
way via public transit.

A Change.org petition titled “Time for a Staten Island-Brooklyn Ferry!” has picked up steam, garnering
more than 4,230 signatures to date. The petition is led by The St. George Civic Association, who has
long supported a connection from the St. George to Bay Ridge landing. There is support for this
connection among local leaders, like Senator Andrew Gounardes, Council Member Jusin Brannan, and
former Staten Island Borough President James Oddo, which has helped amplify the demand from
residents and community groups.

Waterfront Alliance strongly supports the St. George Civic Association, Bay Ridge Environmental Group,
and other advocates and residents calling for this necessary ferry connection.

Recently, the New York City Economic Development Corporation announced the North Shore Action
Plan for Staten Island, which includes $400 million of investment in along the neighborhoods of St.
George, Tompkinsville, and Stapleton. At the same time, Brooklyn is poised to see major investments
along the waterfront from the City and State’s investments in offshore wind power. Just north of the Bay
Ridge Ferry landing is the South Brooklyn Marine Terminal (SBMT) project, a 73-acre construction
project that will create a staging and pre-assembily site for offshore wind turbines components and an
onshore substation to connect wind power directly into the New York City grid.

The results of both projects will result in a growing demand to (1) visit new waterfront revitalization
projects and (2) connect residents to thousands of good-paying, green jobs. The City Council should
work directly with the New York City Economic Development Corporation to make Brooklyn to Staten
Island the next NYC Ferry expansion.

2. City Island, via Soundview Line

Nestled in The Bronx, City Island has a long history of being a seaport and fishing village. Today, City
Island has evolved from a village to a thriving residential neighborhood. However, accessing City Island
can be quite challenging. The island has only one entry and exit point: a single-lane two-way bridge that
frequently experiences traffic congestion. The entry and exit points of the City Island Bridge are often
compromised due to changing climate conditions and increased rainfall, leading to frequent flooding.



https://www.ferry.nyc/blog/new-st-george-route/#:~:text=George%20Route%20is%20the%20first,Park%20City%20along%20the%20way
https://www.change.org/p/time-for-a-staten-island-brooklyn-ferry
https://edc.nyc/project/staten-island-north-shore-action-plan
https://edc.nyc/project/staten-island-north-shore-action-plan
https://www.empirewind.com/2024/02/01/south-brooklyn-marine-terminal-design-approval/
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Despite the community’s many assets, transportation to and from the island is an ongoing challenge,
and public transportation options are limited to the BX 29 bus.

A ferry landing on City Island would provide an alternative method of transportation for residents and
visitors. The ferry ride could reduce the commute by an hour to Midtown or Lower Manhattan: “Most
residents no longer work in the boat-building industry, and a significant portion (about 9 percent)
commute daily to Manhattan with some even traveling farther into Brooklyn,” shared John Doyle,
President of City Island Rising, in an op-ed in Welcome2TheBronx™.

In 2019, NYC Ferry conducted an expansion feasibility site assessment for City Island and determined
that overall ridership would be low. Residents and community groups say otherwise. Additionally, it's
important to note that any transportation studies pre-COVID pandemic do not reflect the new era of
transportation and commuting. In many cases, residents are still being introduced to the NYC Ferry. The
2019 study is now five years old and does not reflect the post-COVID growth of the ferry service.

A Change.org petition titled “Extend the Ferry Service to City Island!” has gained momentum, garnering
more than 2,075 signatures to date. The ferry landing at City Island would benefit non-City Islanders as
well because it would make the island more accessible from all areas of the city.

3. LaGaurdia, via Soundview Line connection via East 90th Street

As LaGaurdia airport undergoes major renovations and improvements, there is a unique opportunity to
rethink the mobility and transportation options to get to and from LGA. As the City and State continue to
look for ways to connect residents and tourists to the airport, a ferry landing at Terminal A would be
significantly less costly and more expeditious than other transit options.

Possible stops on this ferry could include Pier 11 in Lower Manhattan, East 34th Street in Midtown, and
East 90th on the Upper East Side. Queens Borough President, Donovan Richards, has supported calls for
an LGA ferry, citing the benefits of reducing emissions and taking cars off the road.

A ferry landing at LaGaurdia would likely be attractive to tourists who are visiting New York City, as the
ferry offers unique views and scenery along the city’s waterfronts.

Other expansion projects to consider include extending the St. George line to Upper Manhattan, adding
a landing in Jamaica Bay with potential connection to JFK, adding additional landings along and across
the Rockaway Peninsula (in line with Intro 0864-2024), adding a landing along the South Shore of Staten
Island, adding a landing at Canarsie, and adding a landing at Randalls Island, and adding a landing at
Willets Point (in line with Intro 0321-2024). Each of these landings should be studied for their
environmental impact, ridership potential, and ability to integrate with existing forms of transportation.



https://cityislandrising.org/
https://welcome2thebronx.com/2023/09/06/get-onboard-now-is-the-time-to-expand-nyc-ferry-service-to-city-island/#google_vignette
https://www.change.org/p/nyc-economic-development-corporation-extend-the-ferry-service-to-city-island
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Overall, the City should have an abundance mindset when it comes to public transportation. Expanding
the NYC Ferry does not come at the expense of other important forms of transportation, like biking,
buses, or trains. Rather, all these forms of transportation should be integrated and work together to
support New York City's micromobility.

Economics: Subsidies that Provide Value for People

The NYC Ferry is often under criticism for the subsidy that comes with its operation. Waterfront Alliance
has long stood in defense of the subsidy, especially considering that NYC Ferry was established just
seven years ago. This is the newest form of public transportation to reach New Yorkers and it deserves
support as it rolls out in full.

Amid all the criticism for the NYC Ferry subsidy, Mayor Adams and the New York City Economic
Development Corporation launched the Ferry Forward program in 2022. Ferry Forward was aimed at
identifying new strategies for improving the system, building on successes, and incorporating lessons
from the prior five years of operations. Waterfront Alliance commended the Mayor and Economic
Development Corporation for this vision.

In just two years since the launch of Ferry Forward, the per passenger subsidy has been lowered by over
30 percent from its peak to $8.55. Of the major transit systems in the region, NYC Ferry has the third
lowest subsidy, behind the Metropolitan Transportation Authority’s subway and local bus system. NYC
Ferry is also the only transit system to lower its per-passenger subsidy since the pandemic.*

The NYC Ferry reached a record 7,100,000 riders in FY24. This growing form of public transportation is
rapidly becoming a popular way for New Yorkers to commute.

Let's be very clear. We pay for and subsidize things that provide value to people.

The NYC Ferry has been on the receiving end of unfair criticism when it comes to the subsidy.
Comparing ferry subsidies to bus or train subsidies is misleading and misguided. Instead, we should
look to other ferry services across the country.

In comparison to other ferry services in the nation, like Seattle, Boston, New Orleans, and San Francisco,
the NYC Ferry's operating expenses per revenue hour are the lowest. Prior to the $4.00 fare, the NYC
Ferry's fare revenues per hour were lower than all the cities, except New Orleans. The Economic
Development Corporation is seeking additional revenue generating mechanisms, including finding a
name sponsor, which is expected to be a multi-million-dollar deal. While we do support a competitive

4 https://edc.nyc/press-release/amidst-record-ridership-nycedc-announces-new-initiatives-support-nyc-ferry-

forward



https://edc.nyc/press-release/amidst-record-ridership-nycedc-announces-new-initiatives-support-nyc-ferry-forward
https://edc.nyc/press-release/amidst-record-ridership-nycedc-announces-new-initiatives-support-nyc-ferry-forward
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fare revenue per hour, the NYC Ferry still has lower fares than many other systems across the nation (in
Boston, fares can be up to $9.75, and San Fransisco can be up to $11.25). Waterfront Alliance strongly
encourages NYC Ferry to keep prices low and to reduce barriers for low-income riders.

There are several health benefits associated with taking the ferry as compared to other forms of
transportation. Enjoying the views and scenery while waiting for the ferry is often far more enjoyable than
waiting for a bus in the middle of a highly trafficked, polluted street.

The user experience on the ferry is special. The feeling of being at New York City's waterfront is second
to none. By supporting the growth and expansion of the NYC Ferry, we are connecting New Yorkers to
their waterfronts. By connecting New Yorkers to their waterfronts, we are building awareness and
appreciation for the important uses along the 520 miles of shoreline.

Waterfront Alliance supports continued investment in the NYC Ferry, and we encourage the City Council
to consider the social, health, and environmental benefits that ferries provide—not just economics.

Electrification: Greener and Cleaner Vessels

In 2021, Waterfront Alliance launched a First 100 Days Priorities for the next Mayoral Administration. In
the platform, we called for the City to commit to piloting an electric ferry and to assess routes where this
would be feasible. We are pleased with the announcement of a hybrid-electric ferry to Governors Island,
which includes the installation of shoreside rapid charging infrastructure to support fully electric
operations.®

To fulfill the First 100 Days Priorities, we encourage the City to pilot a fully electric NYC Ferry.

Waterfront Alliance envisions a fully electric ferry service throughout New York City. To ensure that the
NYC Ferry system is prepared to do this, we call for the City to invest in one fully electric ferry to test the
system. This pilot will provide the City with insights into the needs for a scalable electric ferry. Waterfront
Alliance encourages the City to strongly consider the user and commuter experience when testing
electric ferries; for example, the time it takes to charge the ferries while on route. If electric ferries require
charging times that disrupt the flow, or require long docking periods, the City should consider adding
additional vessels to the fleet.

The first electric ferry in the United States is operated by Hornblower, who operated NYC Ferry.® The
Gee's Bend Ferry makes daily trips across the Alabama River. The nation's first hybrid-electric passenger
ferry is also operated by Hornblower in California, connecting visitors to Alcatraz Island at the Golden

5 https://www.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/919-23/mayor-adams-nyc-receives-7-5-million-federal-funding-
electrify-governors-island

6 https://alabamanewscenter.com/2019/02/15/gees-bend-has-the-nations-first-electric-ferry/



https://waterfrontalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/WA.100daysfinal.Sept292021_final.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/919-23/mayor-adams-nyc-receives-7-5-million-federal-funding-electrify-governors-island
https://www.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/919-23/mayor-adams-nyc-receives-7-5-million-federal-funding-electrify-governors-island
https://alabamanewscenter.com/2019/02/15/gees-bend-has-the-nations-first-electric-ferry/
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Gate National Recreation Area.” Hornblower has the experience and industry knowledge to operate
electric ferries, and we encourage the City to work with Hornblower to bring that knowledge to the New
York Harbor.

There are several federal funding programs that can support the successful pilot of an electric ferry
program. For example, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has a Clean Ports Grant to fund zero-
emission port equipment and infrastructure. The New York City Economic Development Corporation has
requested $430 million from this program, with some of that funded dedicated to supporting new
electric vessels for the NYC Ferry.

Waterfront Alliance has submitted letters of support for this funding, and we encourage the City Council
to indicate support to the Economic Development Corporation’s grant with local Congressmembers.

Emergency Services: Transportation Redundancies and Backup Capacity

Ferries are the transportation solution that performs like no other during some of our gravest civic
emergencies, such as the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, or the 2009 Miracle on Hudson, when
US Airways Flight 1549 landed in the waters adjacent to the Javits Convention Center. During the 2003
blackout, it was the ferry service that served as the only transit link between Manhattan and New Jersey,
carrying 160,000 people in one day.?

The need for resilient, waterborne transit will grow only more acute in the years to come, when sea-level
rise and extreme-weather events, both driven by worsening climate change, will make flooding that
intermittently knocks out other transit modes more frequent. As we saw when tropical storms caused
massive flooding last fall, ferries are vital not only as a primary means of transportation, but also to
provide crucial redundancy when emergency backup capacity is needed.

Last September, Tropical Storm Ophelia brought another major rainstorm that shut down subway lines
and flooded streets—impacting bus routes. During that event, the NYC Ferry was one of the only forms of
public transportation that remained in full operation. The image below shows a packed NYC Ferry
during the rainstorm (Credit: Pippa Brashear, Principle, SCAPE)

7 https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/alcatraz-hybrid-ferries.htm

8 https://nywaterway.com/UserFiles/Files/35th%20Anniversary%20NY%20Waterway%20-%20CP%20updated.pdf



https://www.epa.gov/ports-initiative/cleanports#about
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/alcatraz-hybrid-ferries.htm
https://nywaterway.com/UserFiles/Files/35th%20Anniversary%20NY%20Waterway%20-%20CP%20updated.pdf
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Equity: Accessible in All Forms

The final recommendation for a successful NYC Ferry is one that should be integrated within all the other
recommendations—equity.

The NYC Ferry must remain equitable and accessible in all forms. All the vessels and ferry landings are
compliant with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and New York City Local Law 68.

The cost must also be accessible for everyday New Yorkers, especially as we encourage residents to
utilize the NYC Ferry for commuting. Waterfront Alliance strongly supports the Ferry Discount Program,
which offers discounts to senior citizens, persons with disabilities, current participants in the Fair Fares
NYC program, and NYC High School students.? Additionally, as the City explores potential revenue
generating opportunities to reduce the subsidy, we continue to call for affordable ferry fares to ensure
the NYC Ferry is serving all New Yorkers.

When thinking about expansion of the ferry service, communities and residents who have been
underserved and have faced historical disinvestment should be where the City prioritizes for new
landings. Often, these communities are served by limited transportation alternatives or unreliable
services. The NYC Ferry can offer opportunities to add options in transit deserts.

Waterfront Alliance would like to thank the Chair Brooks-Powers, Chair Farias, and all the Council
Members for this opportunity to testify in support of the NYC Ferry system. We remain committed to
growing the City's transportation network, sustainability goals, and emergency preparedness. We stand

9 https://www.ferry.nyc/discount/



https://www.ferry.nyc/discount/
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ready to work with your offices to ensure that New Yorkers are better connected to the waterfronts that
make our city unique and beautiful.




