
 

 

Citizen’s Task Force for the Lummi Island Ferry 
Commentary on the February 7, 2011 Meeting  

By Rhayma Blake 
 

The meeting was brought to order at 6pm by the chair Barbara Ryan at the Garden Room, 322 N. 

Commercial Street, Bellingham, WA.   
 

Those present were: 
 The seven (7) task force members – Kathy Berg, Jim Dickinson, Diane Harper, Chandler Johnson, 

Barbara Ryan, Riley Starks, and Patricia Dunn. 

 Whatcom County Councilperson Kathy Kershner in her capacity as Council liaison to the task 

force and Councilperson Barbara Brenner who will serve as Council liaison in Kershner‟s absence. 
 At least fourteen (14) members of the general public were counted as being in attendance. 

 

Barbara Ryan introduced Whatcom County Treasurer Steven Oliver, who presented an overview of 

Needs-Based Ferry Ticket procedures currently used on the Whatcom Ferry. 
 

Mr. Oliver said 85 individuals currently take advantage of these special tickets. Seven-hundred-forty-nine 
(749) punch cards containing 10 punches for vehicle and driver and one-hundred-fifty-three (153) punch 

cards containing 25 round-trips for pedestrians were issued in 2010. 

 
Over a period of the last several years, about 1⁄4 purchased 10 or more special-needs punch cards; 

about 35% bought 5-9, and about 40% used 0-4.  Mr. Oliver pointed out that there is no regulation of 
the number of punch cards a needs-qualified person can purchase, and, he said, “There is no way to 

audit how the cards are used.” 
 

The presentation detailed information on the time-consuming administration and the complications and 

pitfalls of verifying and establishing eligibility.  When probed by Dunn, the estimate was 44 hours per 
year.   

 
Speaking to Whatcom County Code 10.34.020, Oliver indicated that the oldest and easiest part of the 

code to enforce is the “senior/disabled” discount available to all Lummi Island residents who currently 

hold property tax exemptions or deferral. The senior citizen/disabled category had the most users, 43, 
and is easiest and quickest to administer (usually 1 visit to the county office of about 5 minutes).  Oliver 

noted that there is a disparity between the income level of up to $35,000 for seniors and $10,000 for 
other income-qualified applicants.   

 
The report reflected issues of: 

Non-disclosure or misrepresentation of income where “low income doesn‟t always mean needy;” 

investment losses and business-loss adjustments that lower the taxable income reflected on a Federal 
income tax filing, Form 1040; federal privacy rules on medical information; misuse with no way to verify 

household size and with “persons paying more in property taxes than their reported income.”   The 
finance department does not have the resources to investigate reports of misuse.  Mr. Oliver said that 

very few applications are “rejected,” per se, but that as many as “one to two dozen a year” make one or 

even two trips to his office, start the paperwork, then “we never see them again...they don‟t follow 
through in completing the application.” 

 
He told of one qualified applicant who declined to participate when that person discovered that the 

needs-based discount punch card was a different color than the regular ferry ride cards. “They were 

embarrassed and uncomfortable with neighbors noticing that they had a needs-based discounted ticket,” 
he said. 
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Qualifying applicants through income and Medicaid guidelines becomes “a challenging area for us,” Mr. 

Oliver stated. “The documentation is frustrating for both us and the applicants.” He said Medicaid 
qualification is “most troubling” with the new Medicaid ID cards that are not date stamped and unclear as 

to whether the applicant is actually medically needy. 
 

Finally, he pointed out that his staff is about 80% of the number working when the needs-based fare 

program started. 
 

When asked by Ryan for his suggested solutions, Oliver suggested, “Get rid of the program altogether 
since the ferry needs all the revenue it can get.  If the program is to survive, the income qualifications 

should be the same for seniors as other folks.  Medicaid qualification is very difficult to administer 
because of HIPAA.  This is the most troubling piece because the information is so difficult to obtain.  We 

don‟t know if the card is valid since it isn‟t dated and what they qualify for.” 

 
Councilwoman Kershner asked how island residents facing daily medical clinic visits might qualify under 

the program.  “Is there an alternate way to get tickets to the people who need them?  Perhaps an 
organization on the island that buys tickets at full price and resells them for less?”  Oliver responded that 

the special needs tickets needs to be mainstreamed into the whole ferry program.  “Barbara (Brenner) 

will remember that when this was adopted (in 2007) there was no support for it in Public Works so 
Finance has to administer it.”  Abart concurred that he would have a problem administering it and was 

“glad you stepped up.” 
 

Oliver suggested that the county could contract with an outside organization to administer special needs 
tickets.  Harper suggested the Opportunity Council, and Dunn confirmed that the WTA donates tickets to 

the Opportunity Council.  Brenner said she had discussed the possibility with two groups on island and 

neither was interested. Harper confirmed that on island “neighbors don‟t want neighbors to know” when 
they are in need.   

 
Ryan suggested the Task Force decide whether to add finding out how the Opportunity Council works to 

its charge.  Oliver indicated he was willing to participate if needed. 

 
Brenner asked if special needs tickets are legal, and Oliver confirmed that it is tricky and “there are 

constitutional barriers against the gifting of public funds.” 
 

Ryan introduced Frank Abart, Whatcom County Public Works Director, who presented an overview of 

Public Works information regarding the ferry, following extensive information in a packet provided 
to each task force member.   

 
In 2010, Public Works constitutes $56 million or about 30% of the overall county budget.  The Ferry 

Operating budget is $2.6 million or 4.7% of the Public Works budget.   
 

The 2010 Road Tax Levy was $17 million, and the Lummi Island portion of that was $353,092 or 2% of 

that.  Approximately 6.8% of Road Fund revenues or $1.1 million are transferred to the Ferry Operating 
budget.  Abart confirmed that the Road Tax Levy raises funds from unincorporated Whatcom County 

only.  For instance, Ryan‟s Bellingham property does not benefit the Road Fund, but her Lummi Island 
property does.  Road repairs on Lummi Island are in addition to this 6.8% transfer.  When Starks 

commented that more than islanders benefit from the ferry, Abart countered that “you‟re getting a pretty 

good deal.” 
 

The 2010 Ferry Fund Revenues were $2.3 million, 51% from the Road Fund transfer, 44% from Ferry 
Fares, 5% from the state‟s Ferry Deficit Reimbursement, and less than 1% from interest.  Ferry Recovery 

Goals are 55% (not the 44% actual).  Skagit County‟s goal is 65% and Pierce County‟s is 74%.  
 



 

 

Abart commented that the Task Force might want to consider recommending that the 45% from the 

Road Fund and the 55% recovery from the Ferry Fares be calculated the same way.  Currently, the 55% 
is applied to Operations Expenditures after the Ferry Deficit Reimbursement from the state and the 

Interest Earned are subtracted while the 45% from the Road Fund is applied only to total Operations 
Expenditures, causing the Road Fund to contribute an extra $50,000 per year.  “Weimer‟s insert in 2008 

caused that to happen.” 

 
Regarding the Ferry Fund, in 2006 there was $1.6 million transferred out of the Road Fund to create the 

Ferry Fund.  That fund was supposed to balance the good years and the bad years in operations.  Abart 
projects that the $1.6 million will have decreased to $665,296 in 2010.  The ordinance states that we 

should be paying back to that $1.6 million level, and it is not.   
 

There were fare increases on 3/1/07 and 6/1/08, and Abart highlighted a 22.14% decrease in the 

number of tickets sold between 2007 and 2008, another decrease of 14.23% between 2008 and 2009, 
and another decrease of 12.72% in 2010 when there was no fare increase.  Harper commented that dry 

dock was in the busy summer month in 2010.  She pointed out that the drop counts a 25 trip punchcard 
as an equal ticket to a one person cash fare, so does not tell the drop in fares purchased.  Johnson said 

that the drop in sales might be the result of changed purchase habits, with more multi-ride tickets 

purchased.  Abart added the economy as a probable factor as well. 
 

There are seven (7) components of the ferry system consisting of one ferry, docking systems on each 
side, staging areas on each side, and parking facilities on each side.   

 
The county follows BARS, the Budgeting Accounting Reporting System established by the state of 

Washington.  

 
Abart thought the Task Force might be interested in an estimate of the maximum revenues a Ferry 

District Levy would raise.  Based on a $264,270,721 assessed value of land on Lummi Island, per RCW 
36.54.130 75 cents per $1,000 would result in $198,203.  Dunn asked whether there had been given any 

thought to a Transportation Benefit District (TBD) like the City of Bellingham instituted.  Abart said, “Not 

in a serious public forum.” 
 

2010 Ferry Fund Operating Expenditures were $2.6 million, with 39% Salaries and Benefits and 61% for 
Other.  Projections of $2.7 million were estimated for both 2011 and 2012.  Detailed breakdowns were 

also provided, including allocation formulas used for administrative allocation expenses.   Also, a 

breakdown of expenditures made from the Ferry Fund and the Road Fund 2006 through 2012.   
 

A history of dry-dock expenses and vendors from 1995 to present were also provided.  In 2010, these 
expenses were $317,364.  Also a copy of a memo dated 10/29/10 and sent to the County Council details 

that maintenance and repair costs are shared via the 55% fare fund and the 45% road fund formula.  All 
capital improvements are 100% road fund.   In 2010, repair and maintenance ran $49,515 through 

9/30/10 and $366,604 in 2009.   

 
Abart also provided a breakout used since 2008 to identify operating vs. capital expenditures, including 

three categories of expenses for the docks.  Harper asked if the state definition of ferry docks as bridges 
made this distinction.  Abart said it was actually the County Road Administration Board (CRAB) not the 

state definition.    

 
A copy of the Interagency Agreement that outlines the WSDOT terms of reimbursement of operating 

deficit and maintenance of the ferry system was provided as was a memo outlining Off-Boat Ticketing 
options prepared in 2005, as well as a current Public Works organizational chart.   
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Sales and revenue always vary by $6,000 to $10,000 per year because of accrual accounting methods.    

Multi-ride tickets bought in December will be used for trips in the following year.  Johnson confirmed that 
trips data is generated on the boat by the crew, and two trips are made on one ticket.  Abart encouraged 

Johnson to work with Chantelle for data.  “Believe me, if there‟s an easier way, we want to find this,” said 
Abart.   

 

Abart proceeded to field several questions.  How is the Road Fund leveraged to obtain state funding?  
“When we go for road funds, we generally have to pay 20% whenever we go for federal funding.  There 

are certain funding mechanisms we are not allowed to pursue because we are not in compliance with 
Growth Management (GMA).  The Public Works Board provides funding for sewers, roads, ferries.  They 

aren‟t a granting mechanism, but they can offer very attractive interest rates on large sums of money, 
like half percent interest.”  Dunn confirmed that GMA compliance wouldn‟t affect any federal funding, just 

state.  Applying for money is a two-year process.  “But we can‟t even apply.” Dunn asked if there were 

projects he would have applied for.  “State funding is definitely drying up in the last two years because of 
the economy,” replied Abart.  “I tried applying for funding of some ferry stuff the first two years I was 

here but they said, „Oh, you‟re from Whatcom.‟  We were out of compliance.”  Kershner commented that 
starting March 29th, we should be in GMA compliance.   

 

Abart said that in the future, “You won‟t even be able to apply for federal funding unless you have a 
certain level of accreditation for your agency or you have the right number of people on your staff that 

have the right certification…  There is a national accreditation process for Public Works agencies…so in 
order to position ourselves over the next five years to even ask for federal funding, we‟re going to have 

to get ourselves accredited…  This is going to start cutting out half the agencies in the country, they‟re 
not even going to be able to ask for the money.”   

 

Is there any history of electronic fares?  “Read about it in that document.” 
 

Is there a better month for dry-dock?  “We want to make sure it‟s one of those months that it is not 
rough weather, because we have to run a passenger-only ship some place and it‟s generally half the 

size…  If it‟s June, July, September, I‟m not sure I care.”   Dickinson said, “It was moved from May to 

September because the island people asked for it because of school graduations and the weather in 
September was pretty nice.”  Starks asked if there was an economic benefit to September.  Abart replied, 

“We‟ve been told that if our bids were earlier in the year, they‟d be better….By the time we‟re doing bids 
for September, a lot of our competition is in there, the dry-docks are busy….We‟re the last people in the 

gate…The island folks want it in September.  The island folks said they tried it once in March and it was 

terrible weather….During the summer is going to have some impact on revenue, yes.”  Starks said, “I 
think May would have considerably less impact than September…I remember that they couldn‟t get dry-

dock earlier, so they put it in September, and then there was no institutional memory.”  Dickinson added 
that graduation is now in June.   

 
The condition of the Whatcom Chief?   Abart replied, “Yes, we have a deteriorating hull.  We‟re starting 

to find out just how inaccurate those ultrasounds are….The Coast Guard is getting a lot pickier, and I 

suspect it‟s because it‟s a 50-year-old ship…and that‟s OK.” Abart said he will be meeting in the next 
week about this year‟s dry-dock and “doing something about the cabin…There‟s pretty significant 

deterioration, and we‟ve been putting it off…because it‟s so expensive…But if you‟re riding on it tonight, 
look at the windows…It‟s just salt water.  It‟s 49 years old this year.”  Dickinson asked about replacing 

the entire house, and Abart said that‟s what his staff has been recommending for $750,000.  Dickinson 

asked if it would be the same, and Abart relied it would be a little different to meet safety and ADA 
requirements.  Dickinson commented that something that major might mean replacing engines and 

like…”going down a dead end road.”    
 

What are the engine cycles that we are in?  Said Abart, “We are probably in one.  We‟re going to have to 
replace one this year and probably one next year.”  Dickinson asked, “Are we able to rebuild?”  Abart 



 

 

replied, “I hope we are.”  Dickinson estimated an engine at $400,000 and the rehab seven years ago was 

just $62,000.  Abart said, “If I can delay it, I‟m going to delay it…but engine failure‟s bad.” 
 

What are dock renovation plans?  “We know on Gooseberry we could probably sink $500,000 into that.  
It is still safe.  It‟s fine to operate with, but we know we have some pretty significant repairs we need to 

make…We‟re going to talk this week about the plating…you drive off onto, because we‟ve been having 

some problems with that the last couple of years.  If we do that, it‟s one of those things we‟d have to do 
during dry-dock…so, it will be a bit of an engineering feat…it can be done.  They wanted to do it last 

year…”   
 

Dickinson asked about the Lummi Island dock.  Abart replied, “Actually, that‟s in reasonably good shape.  
We inspect monthly and we found a lot of problems.  We caught them in time and saved ourselves a lot 

of money because of some of the repairs we had to do.  I have to say, „Thank you to the island because 

my staff were taking bets about how long I was going to be here when I stopped the nighttime 
inspections.‟ But we were paying all kinds of overtime for the staff to work in dangerous conditions in the 

dark, trying to inspect with flashlights and everything…the stuff they are finding during the day was 
amazing…but that is an inconvenience for you folks…but we have prevented some very major problems 

by doing this during the day, so I don‟t regret it…I really appreciate that.”   

 
Starks asked if county vehicles really don‟t pay.  Abart said that they do not pay…”but it is tracked.  

There is a mechanism where they subtract…”  Abart added, “I am going to provide you with my opinion.  
Professionally, I should not lead you…but I think, you ride, you pay.”   

 
Dickinson stated that if there were to be a total ferry failure, there is not a replacement for the Whatcom 

Chief that would “fit the slips.”  He asked that any dolphin redo be wide enough to accommodate the 

largest Washington State ferry.  Abart replied that he did not know if that was possible.  Permitting could 
be a major problem.  “The whalers on the Gooseberry side, we‟re going to have to start taking a look at.  

I‟ve been resisting that until we have an iron-clad…What do you think the odds are that we could get a 
state ferry?”  Dickinson replied that it may be possible in a year.   

 

Johnson asked inclusion of funding in the TIP Transportation Improvement Plan.  Abart said, “There‟s a 
fourteen year plan, but I don‟t have any capital improvement projects beyond 2011 and 2012.  I‟m sure 

there‟s $500,000 we have randomly budgeted for capital improvements in 2011.”  Johnson said, “If there 
is nothing budgeted beyond that, does that preclude access to federal or state funds?”  Abart repled, 

“Yes, it does…first, you have to have something to ask for.”   

 
Ryan asked, “Is your $750,000 improvement to the ferry itself eligible?”  Abart relied, “I‟ve asked for 

that…Skagit County got some money…I think you all took a tour of that, but we didn‟t get any money….It 
met the eligibility, but somehow they ranked that rock bottom of necessity…”   

 
Ryan said, “It seems like there‟s a game to be played.”  Abart said, …”I‟ve asked, but it goes through the 

state/federal process which involves mostly the state.  And if you recall, there was a very elaborate 

lobbying effort that took place just before I got here to buy a new ferry.  In fact, we would have been 
the last ones to ever go through that process.  $8.15 million, it was not a grant, it was a loan…it had to 

be approved by the legislature and so there was a pretty extensive lobbying effort that took place to get 
it through the legislature.  And when it came up to the last hurrah, the County Council said „no‟ for a 

variety of reasons, and I don‟t think that sat very well in Olympia because of all the trouble everybody 

went through to get that one line item passed by the legislature, signed by the governor and all that.”   
 

Dunn asked whether Whatcom County has a lobbyist.  Abart said the county does not have a hired 
lobbyist; it is part of an association of counties.  Kershner added that the Washington Association of 

Lobbyists has an association that lobbies on behalf of all counties.  She is the Council representative.  
Abart said Sam Crawford is on the Transportation Improvement Board.  WTA had a lobbyist this last year 
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to get the funding for a targeted federal project.  Abart said the Council of Governments does a good job 

for the city, but not necessarily for the county.   
 

The $750,000 for the new ferry house, Abart said that would entail another couple hundred thousand in 
design and a contract that would be outside capital improvements.  “We‟d have to be setting things in 

motion to have this thing built in dry-dock 2012.”   

 
Dunn asked about the federal grants back in 2000 or 2001.  Abart said, “Federal grants have been 

tightening requirements.  Pierce County got some federal transit money because their transport is a 
thoroughfare.  But ours is not…If it were a thoroughfare, it would be eligible for federal transit money.”  

Dickinson challenged the assertion based on Anderson Island. 
 

Dunn said there is also 5311 money that may compete with the state ferry systems.  Abart asked who 

was doing the choosing.   
 

Ryan brought the expense reimbursement proposal before the task force.  Harper reported that LICA 
had another vote scheduled in another two weeks to approve the $1,000 and is working with the Grange 

so LICA does not have to rent the hall from the Grange.  She is not comfortable with having just a task 

force  person channeling receipts to the LICA treasurer, because it would put that person in the position 
of approving or denying requests as opposed to LICA determining whether that is an expense they want 

to cover.  Berg suggested that if the Task Force has a need, it goes to the organization and asks for help.  
Mike and Carolyn Kmiecik were going to be volunteer coordinators for the task force.  Could they take 

requests to the organizations and ask for payment?  The Task Force could then simply indicate what was 
needed and let somebody else handle the details.  Since the need is not urgent, Ryan suggested the Task 

Force talk with Mike and Carolyn before proceeding.   

 The item was tabled. 
 

Ryan suggested the appointment of a subcommittee to develop a proposal for the scope of work 
the task force would take on.  Ryan proposed that Dunn and Johnson work with her to fully develop a 

proposal for scope of work for the rest of the task force to review.  Harper so moved and Dickinson 

seconded.   
 The motion passed unanimously.   

 
The next scheduled meeting is on island February 21st.  Ryan proposed that an additional meeting be 

held to review the scope of work proposal.  It was  

 agreed that that meeting will take place on Wednesday, February 16, 2011 at 6:00 p.m. at 
The Grange Hall on Lummi Island, pending confirmation by Harper.   

Kershner regretted that she will miss the next two meetings, but Barbara Brenner has agreed to attend.   
 

 Dickinson moved that the minutes of the January 24, 2011 meeting be adopted as drafted.  
Johnson seconded.  The motion carried.   

 

The meeting adjourned at 8:17 p.m. 
  

 


