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November 7, 2022 

Tony Tavares, Director 
California Department of Transportation 

Final Report – Delta Ferries, Program Audit 

Dear Director Tavares: 

Pursuant to Government Code, Section 14461, the Independent Office of Audits and Investigations (IOAI) 
has completed its audit of the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta ferries. 

Enclosed is the final report, which includes Caltrans’ response to the draft report. The final audit report is 
a matter of public record and will be posted on IOAI’s website. 

A Corrective Action Plan (CAP) addressing the recommendations is due from Caltrans 60 days from 
receipt of this letter. The CAP should include milestones and target dates as applicable. Subsequent to 
the submission of the 60-day CAP, updated CAPs will be due every six months until all recommendations 
have been implemented. The CAP should be sent to ioai.reports@dot.ca.gov. 

If you have any questions, please contact Juanita Baier, Audit Chief, at (916) 323-7111. 

Sincerely, 

Bryan Beyer, CIG 
Inspector General 

Gavin Newsom, Governor 

Independent Office of Audits and Investigations 
P.O. Box 942874, MS-2 (916) 323-7111
Sacramento, CA 94274-0001 https://ig.dot.ca.gov
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Summary 
The California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) operates two short-
segment ferries in the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta 24 hours per day, 
seven days per week, at no charge to passengers. The ferries serve as an 
extension of the State Highway System as they allow vehicle-access to and from 
Ryer Island along State Route 84 and State Route 220. Our audit focused on the 
cost of providing ferry operations, the number of vehicles that used the ferries, 
and the number of days the ferries were out of service. We also evaluated the 
extent to which Caltrans has assessed alternatives to ferry operations, such as 
building new bridges or relinquishing ferry operations to other jurisdictions. 

In this report, we conclude that Caltrans has not yet fully analyzed the long-term 
costs and benefits of providing ferry services to Ryer Island compared to other 
alternatives. Consequently, we think it would be prudent for Caltrans to complete 
a comprehensive analysis of various transportation options for the island before it 
invests tens of millions of additional dollars on the existing ferry system. 

Our review found that over the last few years the ferries were frequently out of 
service, which limited their reliability and usefulness to the regional community. 
For instance, we found that the two ferries were out of service due to various 
reasons an average of 116 days and 78 days per year, respectively. We also 
found that, compared to a nearby bridge that also provided access to the island, 
a relatively low number of vehicles utilized the ferry service each year. According 
to Caltrans’ data, approximately 137,000 vehicles used the two ferries combined, 
while approximately 256,000 vehicles used the bridge – a difference of about 87 
percent. 

We also found that Caltrans spent about $4 million each year operating the 
ferries 24 hours per day, seven days per week, while charging no tolls for the 
service. In addition, Caltrans is planning to spend at least $20 million more to 
repair one of the ferry’s fenders and upgrade its concrete ramps within the next 
couple of years. Complicating the decision to spend money on this repair, 
however, is that Caltrans will also need to consider new environmental 
regulations that could potentially go into effect January 1, 2026. If that happens, 
the new requirements intended to reduce harmful greenhouse gas emissions 
may affect the existing ferries and their operation. Costs related to becoming 
compliant will likely be very expensive, given that Caltrans will either need to 
make extensive changes to the ferries’ existing diesel-fuel-burning engines or 
purchase two new ferries. If Caltrans purchases two new ferries, then the money 
it spends on repairing the existing ferries will be wasted. 

The low utilization of the ferries coupled with their high operational costs and 
additional costs needed to repair and possibly replace them underscores the 
necessity for Caltrans to conduct a thorough, long range analysis of all potential 
options. To date, however, Caltrans has performed only a limited analysis of 
various options involving replacement bridges or the relinquishment of the ferries 
to a third party. The long-term costs and benefits of its ferry operations relative to 
other alternatives has not yet been fully addressed. 

Inspector General – California Department of Transportation 
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Introduction 

Background 

Ryer Island is approximately 11,700 acres and consists mostly of farmland, ranch 
houses, and recreational areas. According to the 2020 U.S. Census data, we 
determined that Ryer Island’s population was 302. Ryer Island is located on the 
eastern edge of Solano County in the Sacramento–San Joaquin River Delta with 
the Steamboat Slough on the southeastern side, the Cache Slough on the 
western side, and the Miner Slough on the northern side. Ryer Island has three 
access points: the southern access point with the Real McCoy II ferry at State 
Route 84, the eastern access point with the J-Mack ferry at State Route 220, and 
the northern access point with the Miner Slough Bridge at State Route 84. 

The delta ferries are an extension of the State Highway System 

The Delta ferries are part of the California Department of Transportation’s 
(Caltrans) movable bridge system and are considered an extension of the 
California State Highway System. As shown in Figure 1, State Route 84 runs 
north and south on the west shore of the island. At the southern access point of 
the island, the Real McCoy II extends State Route 84 from the Rio Vista area 
through Ryer Island crossing over the Cache Slough. State Route 220 runs east 
and west in the middle of the island and on the eastern access point, the J-Mack 
extends State Route 220 from the Walnut Grove area to Ryer Island crossing 
over the Steamboat Slough. 

The Real McCoy II and J-Mack ferries are the only two vehicle ferries owned and 
operated by the state. These ferries provide residents and visitors access to Ryer 
Island. Both ferries operate on a continuous, 24 hours per day, seven days per 
week, schedule that is free of charge to riders. 

The J-Mack, which was put into operation in 1969, uses a diesel-powered engine 
and runs on a cable. Once the vehicles are loaded onto the ferry, it takes them 
across the Steamboat Slough, traveling approximately 400 feet (or about three 
minutes in duration). The J-Mack can accommodate up to six vehicles per trip 
and runs on demand with one crew member (who must hold a license from the 
U.S. Coast Guard as a Ferryboat Mate or Ferryboat Master). 

The Real McCoy II, which was put into place in 2011 (after having replaced the 
original Real McCoy), uses a diesel-powered engine with hydraulic propulsion – it 
does not utilize a cable like the J-Mack. The Real McCoy II travels approximately 
800 feet across the Cache Slough (or about 5 minutes in duration) and can 
accommodate up to eight vehicles. The Real McCoy II runs every twenty-minutes 
with its origin on the Rio Vista side of Cache Slough. The Real McCoy II requires 
two crew members to operate: a Ferryboat Master and a Deckhand. The 
Deckhand does not need a license from the U.S. Coast Guard. 

Inspector General – California Department of Transportation 
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Figure 1: Map of Ryer Island in Relation to the Surrounding Region 

Source of map data: Mapquest https://www.mapquest.com/search/Ryer%20island%20ca 
(accessed September 7, 2022). 
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Scope and Methodology 

The purpose of this audit was to evaluate the cost of operating the ferries in 
relation to ridership data, and to evaluate Caltrans’ analysis of feasible 
alternatives to the ferries. We gained an understanding of the delta ferries’ 
operations, policies, and procedures and assessed key internal controls 
significant to the audit objectives. We interviewed personnel responsible for ferry 
operations in Caltrans’ District 4, Division of Equipment, and several ferry 
operators. We reviewed documentation supporting operating expenses, usage 
(ridership) data, out-of-service documentation, and other relevant information. 

In performing this audit, we relied on electronic data obtained from Caltrans’ 
Delta Ferries Operation Management related to operating cost, downtime, 
vehicle counts, and other relevant information. To evaluate the data, we reviewed 
existing information about the data, interviewed Caltrans staff members 
knowledgeable about the data, and performed electronic testing of the data. We 
determined the data related to the ferries’ operating costs and downtime to be 
sufficiently reliable for the purpose of populating annual operating costs and 
downtime information. We found Caltrans’ data on vehicle count to be of 
undetermined reliability. Although this determination may affect the precision of 
some numbers we present, there is sufficient evidence in total to support our 
findings, conclusions, and recommendations. For perspective, Appendix A 
includes additional information on out of service days, average daily vehicle 
usage, and operating costs by month. 

We conducted this audit in accordance with generally accepted government 
auditing standards. These standards require that we plan and perform the audit 
to obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that the 
evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions 
based on our audit objectives. 

Inspector General – California Department of Transportation 
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Audit Results 

The Delta Ferries Were Often Out of Service, Which Limited 
Access to and from Ryer Island 

Two of the three access points to and from Ryer Island involve the delta ferries: 
the Real McCoy II and the J-Mack. These ferries help maintain continuity along 
State Route 84 (over the Cache Slough) and State Route 220 (over the 
Steamboat Slough). We found, however, that the ferries have been frequently out 
of service due to a variety of reasons, which has limited their reliability and 
usefulness as a method of transportation for both residents and visitors of the 
area. 

Mechanical problems, water conditions, and staff shortages routinely affected the 
ferries’ reliability. As shown on Table 1, over the last five fiscal years, these 
issues collectively took the Real McCoy II and the J-Mack ferries out of service 
for approximately 116 days (32 percent of the time) and 78 days (21 percent of 
the time), respectively, per year. The frequency of this downtime caused 
disruption in traffic flow and forced residents and visitors to use alternative 
routes, such as using the other ferry (when possible) or using the Miner Slough 
Bridge, located along State Route 84 at the northern access point of the island.1 

Data we reviewed demonstrated that mechanical issues, averaging about 98 
days per year, were the leading cause of service disruptions for the Real McCoy 
II even though the ferry was put into place in 2011 (after having replaced the 
original Real McCoy). 

Table 1: Average Number of Days the Ferries Were Out of Service, by Reason 
(For the Last Five Fiscal Years, Ending June 30, 2022) 

Source: Data provided by Caltrans. 

1 On July 14, 2021, auditors visited the ferries and were able to ride on each of them. On August 26, 
2022, the Inspector General and two managers from our office traveled to observe the ferries; 
however, the Real McCoy II was out of service (and out of the water), forcing the observers to access 
the island using the J-Mack, which was open and operational. 

Inspector General – California Department of Transportation 
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In one particularly egregious example, the Real McCoy II was out of service for 
101 continuous days in fiscal year 2019-20 because it struck a portion of the 
dock and required emergency repair. The J-Mack was out of service because of 
mechanical issues for an average of approximately 23 days per year over the 
past five fiscal years. 

Another factor adversely affecting ferry operations was staffing. Caltrans’ data 
indicated that staffing issues caused the Real McCoy II and the J-Mack to shut 
down an average of 17 days and 46 days, respectively, per year. Caltrans uses 
two 12-hour shifts to cover its around-the-clock ferry schedule. However, 
Caltrans has only a limited number of individuals who hold the requisite licenses 
to operate the ferries. As of October 2022, Caltrans has eight full-time and three 
part-time authorized positions for licensed ferryboat masters who are legally 
allowed to operate the ferries. Caltrans also has four full-time authorized 
deckhand positions, who assist the ferryboat masters on the Real McCoy II. 
However, of these 15 positions, Caltrans had only nine positions filled (60 
percent): six ferryboat masters and three deckhands. With six vacant positions, 
we suspect it would be challenging to adhere to the ferries’ continuous operating 
schedule, especially when the nine employees it has require time off from work. 
According to Caltrans, it is hard to recruit and retain these employees because 
the level of pay is significantly less than what these individuals can make in the 
private sector. 

Furthermore, the U.S. Coast Guard requires the ferries to be dry-docked for an 
inspection at least once every five years. These inspections (along with any 
associated repairs to bring the ferries into compliance) typically take the ferries 
out of service for two to three months at a time. The inspections ensure the ferry 
boats are structurally suitable for service; are equipped with proper appliances 
for lifesaving, fire-prevention, and firefighting; are capable of accommodating the 
crew and passengers; are in a condition to be operated safely; and are compliant 
with applicable marine safety laws and regulations. The two ferries were last 
inspected toward the end of 2019. During this time, the Real McCoy II was taken 
offline for about 145 days, and the J-Mack was taken offline for about 87 days. 

Weather and water conditions represented the remaining categorical factor that 
limited ferry operations. For instance, the J-Mack was taken off-line more often 
than the Real McCoy II over the past five fiscal years due to poor water 
conditions generally caused by unusually high tides and storms (an average of 
about nine days compared to less than one day, respectively). The J-Mack is 
more susceptible to water-related service disruptions because it uses a cable-
system to guide the ferry from shore to shore. Under certain conditions, Caltrans 
must drop the cable to the bottom of the water channel to prevent debris from 
building-up, which can overstress the cable and cause it to break. When Caltrans 
takes this safety precaution, the J-Mack is temporarily rendered inoperable. 

In 2021, Caltrans hired a consultant to conduct research of similar ferries 
operated by other state, regional, and local agencies. The consultant sent out 
surveys to 11 agencies seeking information about the operational challenges 
each entity faced with respect to their ferries. Two entities responded and 
provided the consultant with an interesting data point. Although the two agencies 
reported some challenges with staffing and finding qualified ferry operators, each 
entity reported their ferries having a relatively low number of days out of service. 
Specifically, the two agencies reported that their ferries were out of service for an 

Inspector General – California Department of Transportation 



                                                                                                                      

     

      
  

   
    
    

   
     

   
    

   
    

   
   

      
   

   

    
 

 
    

      
      

       
         

    

  
 

   
  

 
       

The Delta Ferries, Program Audit | 7 

average of 2.5 days and 8.9 days per year. Although it may not be completely fair 
to draw a direct comparison to the delta ferries without knowing the agencies’ 
reporting methodology and the circumstances of their ferry operations, it 
nonetheless raises some important questions as to why these agencies reported 
having significantly fewer days out of service than the delta ferries. 

Moreover, Caltrans is planning to take the Real McCoy II out of service for at 
least an 18-month period to replace the ferry’s fender and boat ramp in 2025. 
According to Caltrans, the current fender system has missing, split, and broken 
parts that need replacement. At the same time, Caltrans will also upgrade the 
concrete boat ramp to allow for larger-sized vehicles. Despite Caltrans’ stated 
need to undertake this project, it will nevertheless adversely affect residents and 
visitors who would typically use this ferry as an access point to and from the 
island. During this lengthy shutdown, drivers who would normally take the Real 
McCoy II will instead need to take an alternate route to the J-Mack or to the 
nearby Miner Slough Bridge. 

Few Vehicles Typically Used the Delta Ferries 

Ryer Island is a relatively small geographic area (consisting of approximately 
11,700 acres) with just over 300 residents2. These residents along with anyone 
visiting the area for business or recreation must travel to and from the island 
using either the two ferries or the Miner Slough Bridge. Based on the previous 
five fiscal years, the daily average number of vehicles that utilized the Real 
McCoy II and J-Mack ferries was 166 and 210, respectively (refer to Figure 2). 
Peak hours of usage for the ferries were generally between 12:00 p.m. and 6:00 
p.m., where an average of 170 vehicles, or about 45 percent of the total daily 
average, utilized the ferries (refer to Figure 3 on the following page). 

Figure 2: Daily Average Number of Vehicles Using the Ferries 
(For the Last Five Fiscal Years, Ending June 30, 2022) 

Source: Analysis by the Independent Office of Audits and Investigations using data provided by 
Caltrans. 

2 Based on the 2020 U.S. Census data, we determined that Ryer Island had 302 residents. 

Inspector General – California Department of Transportation 
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Figure 3: Average Daily Vehicles Using the Ferries, by Hour of the Day 
(For the Last Five Fiscal Years, Ending June 30, 2022) 

Source: Analysis by the Independent Office of Audits and Investigations using data provided by 
Caltrans. 

In contrast, however, the average annual number of vehicles that utilized the 
Miner Slough Bridge during the same period was much higher than the two 
ferries. Specifically, the daily average number of vehicles that used the Miner 
Slough Bridge was 700 compared to only 376 that used the two ferries 
combined.3 We note, however, that it is possible that some of this difference 
could have been due to the various reasons the ferries were out of service, 
causing vehicles to utilize the bridge, instead. Nevertheless, the bridge remains 
the more popular method—if not the more reliable method—of travel to and from 
the island. 

The Cost to Operate the Delta Ferries Was About $4 Million 
Per Year; Caltrans Plans to Spend an Additional $20 Million to 
Replace One of the Ferries’ Fenders and Upgrade Its Ramp 

As shown in Table 2, on the following page, data from the last five years 
indicates that Caltrans has spent an average of about $4 million per year to 
operate the Real McCoy II and J-Mack ferries. Most of these costs came from 
labor, which represented about $2.3 million (59 percent) per year. Labor costs 
included the salaries and benefits of the ferry operators. In addition, since these 
employees were salaried, Caltrans incurred these labor costs regardless of the 
ferries’ operational status. 

The remaining $1.6 million (41 percent) in average annual costs related to 
servicing, equipment, repair, fuel, and other related ferry expenses. 

3 Usage for the Miner Slough Bridge was taken from Caltrans’ 2020 Annual Average Daily Traffic 
report. 

Inspector General – California Department of Transportation 
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Table 2: Summary of Annual Operating Costs of the Ferries 

Source: Analysis by the Independent Office of Audits and Investigations using data provided by Caltrans. 

*Other includes the costs associated with equipment, fuel, emergency repairs, and general office supplies. In 2020, the Real 
McCoy II required emergency repair at a cost of $2,565,770. 

About $1 million of this annual amount was attributable to the Real McCoy II. 
Among the more significant of these costs were those associated with a one-time 
emergency repair in 2019 for the Real McCoy II when the ferry struck its fender 
system, causing considerable damage to both the ferry and portions of the dock. 
The cost to fix the ferry and dock was $2.6 million. Another significant expense 
for the ferries included the costs associated with the U.S. Coast Guard 
inspections. During the last five years, Caltrans spent a total of nearly $1.8 
million to have both ferries inspected and repaired: it spent about $1.4 million for 
the J-Mack in 2019 and about $451,000 for the Real McCoy II in 2020.4 

As previously discussed, Caltrans is planning to repair the Real McCoy II’s 
fender system and upgrade its ramp in 2025. This project is scheduled to cost 
about $20 million and proposes to replace the ferry’s existing timber fender 
system with a steel fender system that is covered with rubber-facing material. 
The project also proposes to modify the ferry’s deck surface and replace both 
existing concrete ramps with new ones. For perspective, Caltrans paid about 
$4.3 million in 2011 to purchase the Real McCoy II. 

By comparison, the annual cost to maintain the Miner Slough Bridge—which was 
built in 1933 and later widened in 1953—was far lower than the cost of the 
ferries. Data we reviewed from Caltrans revealed that it costs an average of 
$62,584 per year to maintain the bridge. 

4 The J-Mack was inspected from September 9, 2019, through December 5, 2019, and the Real 
McCoy II was inspected from September 28, 2019, through February 20, 2020. 
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Or, put in another way, it costs Caltrans approximately $.24 per vehicle to 
maintain the bridge versus $28.80 per vehicle to operate the ferries.5 Importantly, 
however, this data does not include the one-time initial costs of either method of 
transportation. Nevertheless, the difference in annual maintenance costs is an 
important factor in comparing overall costs between the ferries and bridges over 
a long-term period. The Miner Slough Bridge has been in operation for about 90 
years (or 70 years after its upgrade). Caltrans has determined that the bridge 
requires replacement and plans to begin construction of a new bridge within the 
next couple of years at an estimated cost of $58.3 million. However, since 
Caltrans will build the new bridge next to the existing one, the project is not 
anticipated to materially disrupt the flow of traffic during construction. 

Caltrans Operates the Two Ferries 24 Hours Per Day, 7 Days 
Per Week at No Cost to Passengers 

To operate each of the ferries on a continuous, around-the-clock schedule, 
Caltrans utilizes two 12-hour shifts: the first shift runs from midnight to noon and 
the second shift runs from noon to midnight. According to Caltrans, an advantage 
of having these shifts—above and beyond the transportation service itself—is 
that it allows for security coverage of the ferries at night and flexibility to move 
them when water conditions change. 

Furthermore, fire protection for the island as well as other emergency-related 
services have historically played a key role in Caltrans’ reasoning for operating 
the ferries around-the-clock. Presently, the Montezuma Fire Protection District 
(which absorbed the Ryer Island Fire Protection District in 2006) provides the 
primary fire and emergency services for the island. It is in Rio Vista, 
approximately three miles south of where the Real McCoy II is located. In 
November 2003, as a result of a lawsuit, the Superior Court of Solano County 
ordered Caltrans to operate the Real McCoy —the predecessor of the current 
Real McCoy II—24 hours per day, seven days per week6. In its order, the court 
stated that the ferry provided critical access to the residents of Ryer Island for 
emergency services, including police, ambulance, and fire services. 

The court further declared that it is fundamentally necessary for emergency 
services to be able to access persons needing such services in a timely and safe 
manner. Consequently, the court ruled that continuous operation of the ferry 24 
hours per day, seven days per week was necessary to preserve public health, 
safety, and welfare. However, the court also stated that Caltrans could close the 
ferry for the minimum amount of time necessary to address various emergency 

5 We calculated the per-vehicle bridge maintenance cost by dividing $62,584 (the average annual 
maintenance costs) by 255,500 (the estimated annual average number of vehicles using the bridge). 
Similarly, we calculated the per-vehicle ferry operating costs by dividing $3,952,746 (the average 
annual operating costs) by 137,240 (the average annual number of vehicles using the ferries, 
combined). 

6 The 2003 Court Order was specific to the Real McCoy ferry (the predecessor of the Real McCoy II 
ferry); the order did not include the J-Mack ferry. 
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circumstances, such as mechanical breakdowns, work stoppages, or inclement 
weather. 

As depicted in Figure 4 on the following page, in addition to the Montezuma Fire 
Protection District, there are five other fire departments near Ryer Island: the Rio 
Vista Fire Department and Isleton Fire Department to the south, the Walnut 
Grove Fire District to the east, and the Courtland Fire Department and 
Clarksburg Fire Protection District to the north-east of the island. However, 
considering how often the ferries are out of service, the Clarksburg Fire 
Protection District and the Courtland Fire Department may be able to provide the 
quickest response to the island since they have a more direct path to the Miner 
Slough Bridge. According to Caltrans, when both ferries are out of service, the 
Montezuma Fire Protection District relies on these two entities to respond to 
emergencies. 

Inspector General – California Department of Transportation 
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Figure 4: Map of Ryer Island in Relation to Nearby Fire Districts and Departments 

Source of map data: Mapquest https://www.mapquest.com/search/Ryer%20island%20ca (accessed 
September 7, 2022). Source of fire districts and departments: Google 

We searched for “fire departments near Ryer Island ca” on September 7, 2022 and plotted the locations of the 
fire districts and departments on the map. 
https://www.google.com/search?q=fire+departments+near+Ryer+Island+ca&tbm=lcl&ei=uYpRY8mvNdChkPIP 
272ksAU&ved=0ahUKEwiJ8KrYr-
_6AhXQEEQIHdseCVYQ4dUDCAk&oq=fire+departments+near+Ryer+Island+ca&gs_lcp=Cg1nd3Mtd2l6LWx 
vY2FsEAxQAFgAYABoAHAAeACAAQCIAQCSAQCYAQA&sclient=gws-wiz-
local#rlfi=hd:;si:;mv:[[38.5933525,-121.31769009999998],[38.1171013,-
121.7138581]];tbs:lrf:!1m4!1u3!2m2!3m1!1e1!1m4!1u2!2m2!2m1!1e1!2m1!1e2!2m1!1e3!3sIAE,lf:1,lf_ui:2 
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Because Caltrans Has Not Conducted a Complete Cost 
Analysis of Its Ferry Operations Relative to Various 
Alternatives to Them, It Cannot Be Certain Which Option 
Would Yield the Most Long-Term Value 

On January 20, 2020, the Assembly Committee on Transportation (committee) 
sent a letter to Caltrans requesting various cost and usage data of the current 
ferries as well as an analysis of the costs and feasibility of other transportation 
options for the island. The letter specifically identified several potential 
alternatives for Caltrans’ consideration, including building bridges, privatizing the 
ferries, relinquishing the ferries to a local authority, and creating a community 
services district. The committee requested Caltrans to provide the information by 
February 28, 2020. Refer to Appendix B for a copy of the letter. 

On May 28, 2020, Caltrans responded to the committee by providing data 
concerning the annual costs of ferry operation, the number of vehicles the ferries 
served, and the number of days the ferries were out of service. Caltrans also 
briefly discussed in its response each of the alternatives identified in the 
committee’s letter. Those alternatives, as well as our analysis of Caltrans’ 
response, are described in more detail, below. Refer to Appendix C for a copy of 
Caltrans’ response to the committee. 

Building replacement bridges 

Caltrans reported to the committee that the cost to construct two bridges to 
replace the ferries would be more than $230 million ($130 million for a bridge on 
State Route 84 and $100 million for a bridge on State Route 220). In the letter, 
Caltrans stated that it based these estimates on preliminary information from the 
U.S. Coast Guard regarding the vertical clearance requirements of a nearby 
bridge. Further, the letter indicated that Caltrans also compared its estimate to 
another bridge in Sacramento that serves approximately 25,000 vehicles per day. 
In its response, Caltrans ultimately concluded that “costs to replace the Ryer 
Island ferries appear to be prohibitive based on the small comparative annual 
volume of vehicle trips.” 

As part of our audit, however, we learned that Caltrans’ conclusion was not 
based on its typical and more thorough process for analyzing project costs (refer 
to the text box on the following page for examples). Caltrans’ comparative 
analysis in this instance lacked many of the details we would have expected to 
find given the complexity and scale of such a project. In fact, one of Caltrans’ 
policies (Deputy Directive 107), states that it “ensures investments in California’s 
transportation system are cost effective and efficient from the initial capital 
expenditure to the later maintenance and operations expenditures. Caltrans uses 
Life-Cycle Cost Analyses to ensure that the costs over the life of a facility are 
considered when making project decisions.” Additionally, another of its policies 
(Structure Policy Directive SPD 1-7) states that “[at] a minimum, a Bridge Life-
Cycle Cost Analysis must be performed when requested by the Districts and one 
of the alternatives is a replacement, or when the Structure Design team deems 
that the [cost analysis] will help determine the most cost-effective alternative over 
the life of a bridge project.” 

Inspector General – California Department of Transportation 
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Given the emphasis placed on cost analysis in its policies, we would have 
expected Caltrans to have completed a longer-range cost analysis, including a 
projection of its costs for each alternative over various periods of time, such as 
10, 20, 50, or even 75 years and compared them to the costs of maintaining the 
status quo. To date, however, Caltrans has not done this type of long-range, 
comparative analysis. Without having completed such an analysis, Caltrans 
could not have been certain when it responded to the committee that it knew 
which option was the most cost effective or efficient. Consequently, its conclusion 
that building a bridge appeared to be cost-prohibitive might have been 
premature. 

We asked Caltrans to provide us with more information concerning the estimates 
included in its response to the committee, such as whether it had prepared any of 
the studies listed in the text box. In turn, staff informed us they based their 
estimates on a comparison of bridges they believed would be similar in the 
region. They also told us they had only a few days to prepare their analysis for 
the committee; whereas the more typical and robust analyses would have taken 
several months to complete. They also said that, in this instance, they used many 
assumptions since they did not have the necessary data. Normally, they would 
have considered various constraints and possibly other locations for the bridge, 
but given the short turnaround, they assumed the bridge could only be built in the 
exact same location as the ferries. They further indicated that a proper analysis 
would compare the life-cycle cost of the alternatives being compared. The well-
intentioned staff who put together the cost estimates, however, appeared to only 
have had enough time to roughly pencil their math equations and designs of the 

Inspector General – California Department of Transportation 
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bridges using only a few pieces of paper; they did not appear to have had 
enough time to prepare their analysis using a formal study, which would have 
included precise computer-aided designs, additional variables, and more detailed 
information. We have included a copy of the engineer’s handwritten estimates in 
Appendix D. 

Moreover, staff provided us with two partially completed Bridge Life-Cycle Cost 
Analysis forms they had prepared in February 2020, presumably in connection 
with the response to the committee’s request. Both forms described replacing the 
ferries with a new bridge and calculated the estimated maintenance costs for 
each of the proposed projects. However, the fields on the forms related to the 
comparative alternatives were left completely blank, which limited the usefulness 
of this analysis. Further, aside from the name of the bridge and route description 
on each form, the two forms were nearly identical, including the estimated cost 
related to maintenance work for each bridge, which was calculated at 
$13,745,520 over a 75-year period. We have included a copy of these forms in 
Appendix D. 

Since that time, however, Caltrans could have used one of the many project 
analysis tools or early planning studies at its disposal. For instance, two of these 
tools would have been very informative and appropriate for this scenario. The 
first is a Feasibility Study, which Caltrans typically completes when it needs to 
establish whether a project (or structure in this case) is capable of being 
completed and whether there are other viable alternatives. According to Caltrans, 
this type of study is ideal when a project is large and controversial and when 
there are multiple options under consideration. As we discuss more below, 
Caltrans may have attempted to conduct an analysis of this type in 2021 but it 
ultimately did not select its proposal for funding. The other tool at Caltrans’ 
disposal is the aforementioned Bridge Life-Cycle Cost Analysis, which Caltrans 
uses to compare total investment costs (initial construction costs plus ongoing 
service, repair, and maintenance costs) of two or more projects over a long 
period of time (refer to Appendix E for Caltrans’ guidance for this type of 
analysis). According to engineering staff we spoke with at Caltrans, these two 
types of studies would normally take between four and six months to complete. 
Had Caltrans conducted either one of these types of studies following its 
response to the committee, it would have been in a much better position to opine 
—more conclusively—on the value of ferry operations relative to other 
alternatives. 

Earlier this year, Caltrans did conduct two additional, albeit less formal, studies 
concerning ferries. The first one, titled Delta Ferries Funding Options and 
Operational Models, was completed in March 2022 by a third-party consultant. 
This study focused on acquiring and consolidating various funding, operational, 
and management information from other state jurisdictions that operate similar 
short-segment ferries. The consultant sent detailed surveys to 11 other states 
which have ferry operations but received a response from only two: Kentucky 
and Louisiana. Among other information, the two respondents reported having 
significantly fewer days of ferry downtime per year compared to California’s delta 
ferries. However, the consultant concluded that with only two respondents, its 
limited survey findings preclude an examination of operational best practices for 
short-segment ferries. Furthermore, the study did not address—nor does it seem 
it was intended to address—any other alternative options or methods of 
transportation. 
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Caltrans completed a second study internally, titled Delta Ferry Issue 
Assessment, in May 2022. This 12-page document describes some of the 
challenges facing ferry operations in the delta and presents recommendations 
related to staffing, ferry replacement, hours of operation, and costs of operations 
and maintenance. Although the document points out various alternatives to using 
ferries, such as bridges, the document itself does not include or serve as an 
analysis of such alternatives. Instead, the document includes a brief summary of 
an unsuccessful internally-generated grant proposal from 2021 that would have, 
if Caltrans had selected it, funded an analysis of five alternatives to the current 
ferry operations: (1) raising staff wages, (2) relinquishing control of its ferries to a 
local jurisdiction, (3) replacing its ferries with other types of ferries or bridges, (4) 
changing the operating hours for ferry service, and (5) contracting out its ferry 
operations to a private vendor. Although this document identifies several of the 
key issues raised by the committee, it too does not serve as a standalone 
analysis of ferry operations and alternatives. Consequently, neither of the two 
studies conducted by Caltrans this year really helps with its overall evaluation of 
its ferry operation’s value relative to any of its alternatives. 

Other options of privatizing, relinquishing to a third-party, and establishing a 
community services district for the ferries 

In its letter to the committee, Caltrans stated that it explored the potential for 
privatizing the ferries and had contacted the San Francisco Bay Area Water 
Emergency Transportation Authority for more information on its operations. 
Caltrans opined that it likely has the authority under the Streets and Highways 
Code, Sections 30800 through 30814 to contract its ferry service to a private 
ferry operator. However, when we asked Caltrans to provide us with more 
information concerning this option, it stated that after it had reached out to the 
San Francisco Bay Area Water Emergency Transportation Authority, individuals 
there said there was no private entity interested in taking over the delta ferries. 

Furthermore, Caltrans stated that it explored relinquishing its ferries and 
segments of State Routes 84 and 220 to a local jurisdiction but, as with the 
example above, it did not receive any interest. Caltrans recognized that even if it 
chose to relinquish segments that serve Ryer Island, it would likely require 
ongoing operational funding from the State. Therefore, if saving money is a 
priority, then this option may not likely yield the desired result. Given the 
operational challenges Caltrans has had with keeping the ferries running, it is 
unclear whether a local jurisdiction would be any more successful in maintaining 
the ferries, staffing its operations, and providing continuous service. 

Moreover, Caltrans recognized in its response that a community service district 
could provide more local control over ferry service as well as local 
representation. When we asked Caltrans for more information on this option, it 
stated that it held various internal meetings, but that this option would ultimately 
be determined by the residents of Ryer Island, since they would be the ones who 
would take responsibility of creating and maintaining a special district in their 
community. 

Even though Caltrans recognized privatizing the ferries, relinquishing the ferries 
to a local jurisdiction, and establishing a community service district as potential 
options, it did not take any additional steps to determine which of these options— 
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including the status quo—would be most beneficial and cost effective. Toward 
that end, we would have expected, at a minimum, to see cost comparisons of 
these scenarios over time along with an analysis of which option would be most 
beneficial for residents and visitors of the island, as well as for the State. Until it 
does so, Caltrans cannot be certain that its current ferry operations represent the 
most optimal choice. 

Caltrans Could Also Consider Other Options 

In addition to the options discussed in the previous section, Caltrans has several 
other options it could consider, as described below. 

Reducing hours of operation 

As we described earlier, Caltrans operates the ferries 24-hours per day, seven 
days per week, but it could analyze the pros and cons of reducing its hours of 
operation. As part of this analysis, we suggest having Caltrans review the status 
of the court’s 2003 order with respect to the continuous operation of the Real 
McCoy II and determine whether it has any flexibility to modify the current 
operating schedule of that ferry. 

To the extent allowed by law, Caltrans could analyze the effect of maintaining 
hours of operation focused on the most popular days or times as opposed to 
providing a continuous, around-the-clock service. Not only could this change in 
operating hours yield some cost reductions, but it could also allow for greater 
flexibility with staffing and reduce some of the pressure Caltrans has with trying 
to staff difficult-to-fill shifts overnight. If Caltrans reduced hours of operation to 
only one 12-hour shift, for example, then it could reduce labor and other variable 
types of costs, such as fuel and normal wear and tear. On the other hand, 
Caltrans would also have to consider maintaining security coverage overnight 
and changes to water conditions, among other things, that may adversely affect 
the ferryboats’ positioning. Ultimately, Caltrans would need to conduct more 
analysis of these types of costs and determine if a change in operational hours is 
ultimately cost-effective. 

Charging a ferry toll 

Currently, Caltrans operates the ferries free of charge. Although this is a 
beneficial service to residents and visitors to the Island, it is expensive. California 
law, however, may give Caltrans some flexibility to charge passengers a toll. For 
instance, the Streets and Highways Code, Section 30800 states: 

The department has exclusive jurisdiction and, except as provided in 
this article, may grant upon the terms, limitations, conditions, and 
restrictions and under the supervision as in its judgment are necessary 
or proper, franchises, privileges, or licenses for the construction or 
operation of toll bridges, toll roads, and toll ferries and for the taking 
and keeping of tolls from the bridges, roads, and ferries situated wholly 
or in part within the state. 

Inspector General – California Department of Transportation 
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Furthermore, the Streets and Highways Code, Section 100.5 states: 

The department may impose a charge of not to exceed one dollar per 
vehicle for the use of such ferries between the hours of 11 p.m. and 5 
a.m…. 

Based on these code sections, Caltrans could consider the pros and cons of 
charging a toll to offset a portion of its annual operating costs for non-emergency 
utilization. Tolls could be static or range in cost by factoring vehicle size or type, 
the number of passengers, residency, or times of the day. 

For perspective, we calculated the amount a toll could potentially offset in costs 
by using two scenarios: a flat rate of $3 per vehicle or $7 per vehicle between the 
hours of 5:00 a.m. and 11:00 p.m. (both scenarios assumed a flat rate of $1 per 
vehicle between the hours of 11:00 p.m. and 5:00 a.m.). Based on historical 
vehicle counts, our hypothetical analysis of Caltrans charging a $3 toll per vehicle 
would have yielded a cost offset of roughly 10 percent of the ferries’ annual 
average operational costs, whereas a $7 toll per vehicle would have yielded a 
cost offset of roughly 23 percent. A more thorough analysis would be needed to 
account for additional variables, including any deterring effects a toll might have 
on the volume of ridership. 

Complying with potentially new zero-emission requirements 

The California Air Resources Board, the state entity charged with protecting the 
public from harmful effects of air pollution, is in the process of revising 
regulations that could potentially, among other things if adopted, require Caltrans 
to replace its current diesel-fuel ferries with zero-emission ferries.7 If the 
regulations ultimately take effect in its current form, Caltrans will presumably 
need to consider additional options that comply with the zero-emission 
requirements, including the purchase of two new ferries. The cost of purchasing 
two new ferries would likely be in the tens of millions of dollars. Therefore, the 
timing is critical for Caltrans to analyze all potential options and determine which 
of them is the best value before it spends millions on upgrades and replacements 
for the existing ferries that may later be found to be outdated or unnecessary. 

Recommendations 

To ensure Caltrans spends transportation funds efficiently and effectively with 
respect to its ferry operations in the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta, we 
recommend it conduct a complete, long-term cost-benefit analysis of its ferry 
operations compared to various alternatives of providing ferry service. This 
analysis should be completed before it invests additional money in non-
emergency repairs, upgrades, or replacements. In addition to analyzing costs, 
this analysis should consider a wholistic view of the transportation needs of the 
residents of Ryer Island and of its visitors, including emergency and non-

7 The proposed regulation, as of September 30, 2022, was titled “Commercial Harbor Craft 
Regulation” (OAL Matter Number 2022-0721-09). 
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emergency access. At a minimum, the analysis should evaluate the pros and 
cons of the following options: 

a. Maintaining ferry operations at the status quo, 

b. Building bridges to replace one or both ferries, 

c. Relinquishing the ferries to a third-party operator (contractor, 
local jurisdiction, or special district), 

d. Determining alternate hours of ferry operation, and 

e. Charging tolls to ride the ferries. 
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Appendix A – Data Tables 

8 

Source: Analysis by the Independent Office of Audits and Investigations using data provided by Caltrans. 

8 The ferries operate 24 hours, 7 days per week and in some instances, they were out of service 
several hours per day. 

Inspector General – California Department of Transportation 



                                                                                                                      

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    
  

The Delta Ferries, Program Audit | 21 

Source: Analysis by the Independent Office of Audits and Investigations using data provided by Caltrans. 
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Source: Analysis by the Independent Office of Audits and Investigations using data provided by Caltrans. 
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Appendix B – Assembly Committee on 
Transportation Letter, Dated January 22, 2020 
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Appendix C – Caltrans’ Response to the 
Assembly Committee on Transportation, Dated 
May 28, 2020 
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Appendix D – Incomplete Bridge Life-Cycle Cost 
Analyses Prepared by Caltrans, Proposing to 
Replace the Ferries with Bridges 
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Appendix E – Caltrans’ Guidance for Preparing a 
Bridge Life-Cycle Cost Analysis 
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