
 

 

Citizen’s Task Force for the Lummi Island Ferry 
Commentary on the February 16, 2011 Meeting  

By Rhayma Blake 
 
The meeting was brought to order at 6pm by the chair Barbara Ryan at the Grange 
Hall, Lummi Island, 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. 

 At least twenty-nine (29) members of the general public were counted as being 
in attendance. 

 
Barbara Ryan invited members of the public to comment, especially in light of the 
recent disclosure of the 60-Day Cease and Desist letter from Lummi Nation. 
 
Carolyn Jenkins commented that she hopes negotiations with the tribe stay public. 
 
Nancy Ging highlighted two items from Public Works Director, Frank Abart’s 
presentation on February 7th.  First, his comment that there would have been $600,000 
per year in debt service added to ferry operating costs had the $8 million ferry been 
purchased in the past had not been made clear to islanders at the time.  Secondly, she 
sensed hard feelings on the part of Public Works due to the islanders’ rejection of the 
ferry.   
 
Kathy Berg, Task Force Secretary, stated that the minutes of the group should be a 
permanent record of the actions taken by the group.  However, “who said what leads to 
actions”, so she welcomes the commentary provided by others and stated she would 
act as the repository of comments.  She had edited last meeting’s commentary to 
include the presence of Councilwoman Barbara Brenner.   
 
 Last meeting’s minutes were approved as distributed.    

 
Barbara Ryan introduce the “Outline: Scope of Work” drafted by Ryan, Dunn, 
and Johnson and dated February 16, 2011 for discussion.    
 
Harper commented that two pages for the history of the ferry may be too brief.  Dunn 
explained that there may well be two documents, one a summary and another, more 
lengthy, version.  Harper wondered whether detailed island demographics would be 
available in the first 2010 census report.   
 
Concerning ridership data, Harper commented that she would be willing to rely on the 
information in the 2005 ridership study done to address Lummi Nation traffic safety 
concerns available online.  Dickinson worried that ridership has changed since then.  
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Harper added that Hart Hodges of Western Washington University is willing to help if 
new research is needed, and that, “We would like to know who is riding and where they 
are going.”  Berg would like to see both old and new information included in the report. 
 
Regarding ferry costs, Dunn reports that she already has five years of operating 
expenses and typically only analyzes costs over the past five years.  “The rest is nice, 
but going back ten years takes time.”  Fred Kinney has already provided much 
background data.  Dickinson wondered when Ken Richardson came to Public Works to 
manage the ferry…1989?  “Until then, the captain ran the boat and expenses were 
lower.”  Ryan concluded that the ten years currently stipulated in the outline might 
need to be readdressed.    
 
In discussing the allocation between operating and capital costs, Dunn commented that 
capital costs are intermingled with road funds and doesn’t know “what it would take to 
tease it out.”  Dunn commented that there should be sufficient notes by the accountant 
to determine whether dry dock expenditures were expensed or capitalized correctly.   
 
Harper commented that she hopes the report serves as a source document going 
forward, that it should include all data that is easily available.  For data not available, 
the task force should determine how useful it might be to gather it.  Johnson said he 
learned that Public Works does not keep data older than seven years although reports 
might contain older data.   
 
Concerning the calculation of ferry fares, Ryan wondered whether the Comprehensive 
Plan included fare data.  Dickinson stated that the plan used to contain ferry 
information, but that was not included in the latest Subarea Plan.  Berg offered to track 
down what was in the county’s Transportation Plan regarding the ferry.  Ryan 
commented that she would like to see the task force document include existing 
language, but not write new policy.  Harper recommended moving policy language in 
2A to Background as 1E in the outline.   
 
In discussion of how sacred the 55% of operating costs is, Dickinson wants to see 
parity with other county systems.  Ryan commented that Guemes is at 65%, but 
Dickinson said our 55% used to cover only fuel and crew and now covers much more.  
Johnson has tracked the history of changes in ordinances since 1981 that has resulted 
in today’s goal of 55%.  Harper commented that this is part of the materials already 
located in the Island Library.  In answer to the original question, Dunn stated that the 
55% is not sacred, but “you’re going to have to make a strong case to change it.”   
 
Dickinson offered to formulate fare comparisons with other ferry systems with Harper’s 
help.   
 
Ryan wondered how the Task Force might address the Needs-Based Fares issues 
outlined by Steve Oliver.  Dunn and Harper offered to address those concerns further.  



 

 

Harper said the Needs-Based Fares impact ferry revenues by 2% and they are 
important to those who need them.  Johnson commented that it is important to reduce 
the $40,000 in costs to administer the program identified by Oliver.  According to 2000 
census data, there are 387 island households, 317 owners and 70 renters with an 
average 2.13 persons each.  85 households means 22% of all island households 
register for the program resulting in $24,000 of the revenue gap.  Starks reminded the 
group that Oliver wants out from under program administration.  Dickinson commented 
that if fares were low enough, the program would not be necessary.   
 
Ryan asked the group to identify any items that should be added to the outline.  
Dickinson suggested identifying the perceived value of driving vs. walking.  “The most 
expensive seat in the house is an empty one.”  “That’s perishable inventory,” added 
Harper. 
 
Johnson shared that he has studied Public Works’ daily traffic counts for January 9-31 
and sees no significant difference in traffic after the January 23 introduction of the $3 
surcharge.  He suggested the three ridership categories are those who have to go to 
town, those who can consolidate trips to town, and tourists.  He also commented that 
due to a variety of variables like the price of gas and variances in exchange rates, it 
might be difficult to statistically confirm the effect of the fare increase.  Starks, 
Dickinson, and Harper disputed this.   
 
Dickinson said he knows of people leaving the island because of the fare increase. Ryan 
wondered how to measure the number of people leaving.  After discussion, United 
States Postal Service address change records and utility hook-ups were considered the 
most accurate data to be gathered.   
 
Ryan wondered whether the task force charge of recommending a new fare structure 
was worth doing if it could not be validated.  All concurred the group must try, but 
determining fare structures that are equitable will be challenging. 
 
Harper noted that her experience in ridership studies has systematically shown that 
both riders’ and non-riders’ actions vary from their survey responses.  Johnson 
suggested finding an infrastructure with a “bottleneck component” like the ferry and 
multiple data points with rate and volume changes that could provide a model for what 
effect different fare scenarios might have here.   
 
Dunn suggested adding Naming Rights and Advertising as possible new revenue 
sources.  Dickinson wondered if the ferry might be renamed the “Silver Reef”.  Dunn 
added that transit companies have started selling naming rights for their transit stations 
now.   
 
Dunn also noted that the County Council might not be interested in which budgets 
dollars are in, but where interest earned from intergovernmental fund transfers goes.   
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Ryan raised the issue of funding sources.  Berg cautioned that projects do not qualify 
for federal funds unless they are on the TIP.  Dunn indicated that the TIP deadline is 
June 30th for 2011 projects so the Task Force would need to make any 
recommendations and requests for capital funding before that date.   
 
Harper commented that capital requests have been controversial among islanders in the 
past, creating a lack of credibility with the County Council.  Johnson suggested the task 
force determine whether there is an intersection of interests between Public Works and 
islanders, electronic ticketing, for instance.  Common interests would be more likely to 
see action.  Harper reminded the group that there is a 2011 and 2012 TIP place holder, 
so there is no need to rush a recommendation. 
 
Ryan invited comments from the public.  Bud Jewell said a fare increase in the 80’s had 
hiked fares from $2 to $13 for his family to cross.  He was part of an initiative to cut 
rates, which resulted in fares covering more than 55% of the operating expenses for 
over 10 years.  He suggested the Task Force history go back further than 10 years to 
include those rate and revenue data points.    
 
Michael Schneider applauded the recent open letter by PLIC President Stuart Rich 
pleading for the federal government to get involved.  He was “dumbfounded” to learn 
that Lummi Nation did not accept the $200,000 plus CPI proposal and hopes they do 
shut down the ferry so the federal government will “step in and do its job.” 
 
Michael McKenzie clarified that the County has made it clear to Lummi Nation its 
intention to continue to run the ferry.  Time and cost factors have prevented the issue 
from going to court.  There are no scheduled negotiations, and offers from both sides 
are off the table.   
 
Mike Skehan offered that the Task Force should consider adding charging for parking as 
a revenue stream.  The total cost of the trip should be considered.  Dunn interjected 
that a parking system could be tens of thousands of dollars in capital costs.  
 
Difficulties in synchronizing with the WTA bus were discussed.  Dunn suggested 
investigating WTA van pools since “service to Lummi Island” is not part of the WTA 
mission.  Bill Lee concurred that there is no good agreement between the bus and the 
ferry.  Berg offered to investigate what exists at Planning and Development Services, 
especially in the Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan and it’s Transportation chapter 
update occurring now, concerning the ferry.   
 
Wynne Lee suggested that perhaps the cost for security at the ferry parking lot be 
borne by Lummi Nation instead of the County.  She is also aware that there is a Lummi 
Nation bus schedule with which the ferry might coordinate. 
   



 

 

Bud Jewell warned that when studying Public Works ferry traffic counts to remember 
that trips are only counted when fares are collected going from the mainland to the 
island, so traffic counts appear low in the morning as islanders leave the island for 
work, while indeed, they are high.  Mark Richardson shared that the ferry did try 
keeping records both ways for about three months 10 years ago and might still be 
available.  
 
Nancy Ging commented that the meeting on the 7th indicated to her that there is not 
currently a cooperative effort between Public Works and islanders.  Most animosity 
stems from the County Council not telling the island what they were planning years 
ago, and Public Works not listening when islanders could see flaws in the design plans.  
“We have to open the planning process.”   
 
Starks confirmed that the island does not have credibility with the County, noting the 
shut down of the kayak project in the past.   “They don’t trust us because we are 
fragmented.”  McKenzie reminded the group that four of the council members are new 
and we have an opportunity to change perception.  Ging clarified that the issue is with 
the administration, not the council.  Johnson said the administration is only sharing pdfs 
with him, not data in excel spreadsheets because of past instances where data has 
been changed by islanders. Ryan concluded the discussion, reminding the Task Force 
that a “cohesive voice with thoughtful and civil recommendations” is imperative.  
Dickinson confirmed that “this is the first time the island has had a voice.”  Ging 
admitted the perception “goes way back to when there was a rowdy group out here.”    
 
Bob Busch shared, “I don’t know of any other ferry docks that have free parking.  But if 
you charge for parking, include a free pair of rubber boots for the mud.” 
 
Ryan reminded the group that the next meeting is February 21st.  Questions for ferry 
crew members can be sent to her attention before the next meeting.  Scope of Work 
topics will be assigned after hearing from the crew.   
 
Harper requested help with set-up at the Grange Hall and suggested dates for future 
meetings in town be established so locations could be secured.   
 
The meeting was adjourned at 8:29 p.m. 
 


