
 

 

Whatcom County Ferry Advisory Committee  
August 28, 2024, 6 p.m. 

Bold text indicates Committee decision expected.  Asterisk* indicates attachment. 

6:00 p.m. CALL TO ORDER – Pam Gould, Chair 

ROLL CALL 
· Janice Catrell 
· Richard Frye 
· Pam Gould 

· Diane Harper 
· Todd Lagestee 
· Carol Landt 

· Thomas Philpot 
· Catherine Shornick 
· Uninc area position

FLAG SALUTE and MOMENT OF SILENCE 
Welcome to committee members, county staff and community 

BUSINESS MEETING: 
• Accept Agenda 
• Adopt Minutes, July 24, 2024* 

6:10 COMMITTEE WORK:   
• WCFAC member terms and open seats, follow-up  
• Motion on ferry operational reports 2022 and 2023* 
• Punchcard exchange dates recommendation 
• WCFAC discussion, draft letter on replacement ferry costs and funding* 
• ad hoc Access Committee, update  
• ad hoc Ferry and Terminal Committee, update 
• WCFAC discussion on updating Level of Service (LOS) recommendation* 
 
7:00 UPDATES FROM STAFF 
• Laura Frolich, Public Works Assistant Director and Ferry Manager 
• Gary Poole, Ferry Master 

7:20 OPEN SESSION 

7:45 ADJOURN  

COMMITTEE SCHEDULE: 
• September 25, 2024, WCFAC meeting 

 
 

Location: The Gathering Place – 3913 Legoe Bay Road, Lummi Island 

This is an in-person meeting only. 

Attachments: July 24 minutes; Report Request; Replacement Ferry Presentation; Draft WCFAC letter ferry 
replacement; Level of Service Background 
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Whatcom County Ferry Advisory Committee  
July 24, 2024 

Minutes 
 

6:00 p.m. CALL TO ORDER – Pam Gould, Chair 
Present:  Richard Frye, Pam Gould, Diane Harper, Carol Landt, Tom Philpot, Catherine Shornick 
Absent: Janice Catrell, Todd Lagestee 

County representatives present: Jon Scanlon, County Council (Zoom) 

 

BUSINESS MEETING 

Agenda: Stands, with minor addition from D. Harper  

Minutes: June 5, 2024, Adopted 

Jon Scanlon, County Council:  Jon S. reported on the report made to the Council of the Whole (COTW) 
on July 23rd by Public Works (PW) Director Liz Kosa and consultants KPFF, regarding three options for 
moving ahead with ferry replacement. Big gaps remain for taxpayers, whether they move forward with a 
new electric ferry in one or two phases or replace the ferry with a new but equivalent size diesel vessel. 
Funding options to explore include pursuing a bond, a ferry district, and/or state funds. If the latter 
remains possible (after elections in Nov.), the one-phase electric option is the most cost-effective. 
Council called for work sessions with PW to develop options and details. Jon would like to hear from 
Lummi Islanders over the next few months, especially in regard to anything PW and Council is missing. 
It’s possible that some of the work sessions will be public, and WCFAC could potentially participate.  

WCFAC Report on July 23rd Council of the Whole Meeting: Several members attended the COTW 
presentation. Diane Harper underscored that Council must commit to a financial plan by July 2025 or 
the RAISE grant is lost. If a larger ferry is not part of the plan, approx. $11M is still needed for rebuilding 
the island-side terminal. County engineers should be asked if a smaller electric ferry could be 
accommodated by the existing size terminal. 

 

OPEN SESSION 

Jim Dickinson commented that the whole project should be started over. Two ferries have been 
designed and scrapped. The idea is to make things work better and the three options are all bad—more 
fuel, pollution, and outage time. It’s best to get a ferry for 10 years or so and work out the rest properly. 

Dave Parker posed two questions for PW and CC: could KPFF verify that a change to LOS (level of 
service) would forfeit the RAISE grant; and where would the $11M for docks come from without the 
grant? There should be an alternative funding source. 
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Charles Bailey noted that seven years ago, a 34-car, net-zero emissions ferry was adopted. We don’t 
want to lose the RAISE grant, but it’s necessary to examine other scenarios; break out the costs through 
a ferry district, bonds, fares, taxes—none have been analyzed over the vessel lifetime. An electric ferry is 
preferable, but what is affordable? 

Bob Anderson proposed a fourth option of purchasing a reconditioned diesel vessel to use for ten or so 
years, which would allow for a shorter outage and time to understand the lease renewal, PSE charging 
capacity, sea level rise, etc. (Statement read in abstentia, see attached) 

Mary Ross listened to the COTW meeting and was taken back by the suggestion for a 15-car ferry, which 
would not be equivalent: it would be too small and inadequate and take us backwards. While a 34-car 
ferry is too big, something like a 26-car ferry would be more appropriate. It would be sad to lose the 
RAISE grant.  

 

COMMITTEE WORK 

Diane Harper: costs of implementing fare change, and annual ferry operation reports: While we are 
thankful for the ability to trade in cards, costs to do so are concerning. Motion was made to formally ask 
PW, through the County Executive, to produce a report on accumulated costs of the most recent fare 
change, acknowledging that it will be an interim report in September. Motion passed unanimously. 
Discussion surrounded past practices and cost (including labor) to fare box for exchanges.  

Diane would also like to request an abbreviated report for 2022 (2021 was the last one) with a summary 
of revenues, history of expenses, ferry fund balance history, and an accounting page. Motion tabled 
until August meeting.  

ad hoc Access Committee, update: Work somewhat on hold for summer and waiting on vessel 
determination. One way or another, a four- to six-month vessel ferry outage will occur.  

ad hoc Ferry and Terminals Committee, update: The KPFF/PW presentation to COTW included much 
new information to digest. It looks as if a variation of what has already been planned will occur, based 
on finances. We can’t lose the RAISE grant, but what is a single phase, and at what cost? What is the 
cost of a deferred option? We need a financial person to analyze, and the opportunity to sit down with 
PW. It’s important to try to get PW to focus on PSE: what does each boat need, and what is PSE’s 
capacity? Whatcom County has not applied for state carbon funds, so if they are not repealed in 
November those funds are important. Jon Scanlon appreciated the creative thinking. He is not worried 
about CRAB funds if the smaller ferry is chosen, and will ask Liz Kosa for a one-hour meeting with PW for 
the ad hoc committee to understand more about the phases proposed. Cantwell and Larson could also 
be helpful since they want the inflation reduction funds to work.  

Some discussion took place as to how a county ferry district could be established, whether by vote or by 
councilmanic action. Jon is waiting to see if children’s fund is repealed in November, then he is willing to 
work on ferry district; but he suggested WCFAC start having meetings with Council members.  
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Rich Frye commented that when discussing the RAISE grant it would be reasonable to cite the marine 
construction and repair index that indicates dramatic cost increases, since it is specific to these 
circumstances; that demand management should be considered (parking and vehicle use); and he would 
like to see a 24- to 26- electric ferry built in Bellingham. 

Staffing update: This is Kim Boon’s last night, since she is resigning.  

 

Upcoming 

• August 28, WCFAC meeting, Zoom only: Public Works Assistant Director Laura Frolich, new ferry 
systems manager 

 

Meeting adjourned. 

 
Attachments:  

• WCFAC 6.5.24 Minutes Final (note: submitted with attachments earlier for County posting) 
• Bob Anderson comments 
• Harper, financial info request 

 
 

Zoom recording provided by island volunteer: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NwvEIJe8Pqs&t=8s 
 
///// 

Submitted by C. Shornick 

 



To: WCFAC 

From: Diane Harper 

Date: 8/22/24 

Topic:  Request that WCFAC formally ask the County for financial information to be published in a 

2022 Fiscal Year Ferry Operations Report and a 2023 Fiscal Year Ferry Operations Report 

The Whatcom County archives have annual Ferry Operation Reports going back to 2013.  This was a 

2011 Ferry Task Force recommendation to ensure that everyone had access to information about 

the financial situation of the ferry.   

The reports typically were issued in late summer or early fall for the preceding year, including a 

projection of the results of the current year, and used in examining the budget and fares for the 

following year.  The last one was issued in October of 2022 for fiscal year 2021.  I believe that the 

changed understanding in spring of 2023 about what state funds should have been subtracted from 

the total operating expenses before calculating the 55% fare portion meant that ALL preceding years 

were in error, presenting a difficulty in presenting information for 2022 and 2023.   

In discussions with the County as to the actual Ferry Fund balance, I provided corrected calculations 

from past years reflecting what the results should have been.  A question was how much the County 

actually contributed since the state funds are subtracted before the 45% is calculated; Janice Holmes 

and I provided a report last August on some discrepancies. The difficulty is that these private 

analyses are not appropriate to be recorded in the County archives.  We need the County to issue 

these reports in order for there to be a continuing record available for people to use in the future.  

WCFAC requests that fiscal year 2022 and 2023 Ferry Operation Reports be issued by Whatcom 

County Public Works that at a minimum include the updated version of the six pages identified 

below in the 2021 report. (The 2022 report need not include the columns showing projections, 

but the 2023 report should do so). 

Page 5 – Summary of Revenues 

Page 6 – Summary of Expenses 

Page 7 – Overview of Ferry Fund Balance 

Page 11 – Analysis of Vessel Rental Rate (the only way dry-dock information is available) 

Page 13 – Ridership Statistics 

Page 15 – Appendix A – Income Statement 

We recognize that it will be necessary to include a cautionary note in these reports to explain 

why the past years’ finances differ from what was presented in the 2013-2021 Reports. 

I will make this a motion at our August 28th meeting.  

Thank you, 

Diane Harper 

p.s. You can examine the 2021 and earlier Reports on the County website.  Here is the link to the 

archives where you can also find the Public Works reports on Capital Plans, and general County 

financial reports:    Here is a link to the 2021 https://www.whatcomcounty.us/archive.aspx      

Report:  https://www.whatcomcounty.us/ArchiveCenter/ViewFile/Item/15696 



 

Ferry Replacement Costs  and Alternatives  
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Whatcom County Ferry 
Advisory Committee  

 
August 28, 2024 

 
Diane Harper 

Note from Diane to agenda 
recipients:  It is not necessary for 
you to spend time getting into 
the technical details on these 
slides before the meeting, they 
are back-up information about 
the topics to be considered.  



Whatcom County Climate Action Plan  
The county’s goal is to reduce government-related Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions by 85% by 2030.  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Source: Whatcom County Climate Action Plan, p. 11 & Climate Action Manager Lauren Clemens, personal communication 
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County government GHG estimates 
(2022):  

The Whatcom Chief 
accounts for 19% of 
the county’s total 
emissions   

(669 of 3527) 
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Whatcom County Climate Impact Advisory Committee Meeting August 15, 2024 – Charles Bailey  



Costs for Two Proposed Electric Ferries 

Lummi Island Ferry 
(34-car, hybrid-electric vessel) 

Guemes Island Ferry 
(28-car, electric vessel) 

Estimated construction cost (2024 
dollars): $23.7M* 
*Average of 2 bids received January 2024 

Source: Kpff “Lummi Ferry Replacement and System Modernization Project,” July 23, 2024, pp. 7, 9 & 17 
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Estimated construction cost (2024 
dollars): $28M 

 
$/car: $.82M 



$35M 

$13M 

$11M 

$8M 

$21M 

New 34-Car Hybrid-Electric Ferry 
• Replace the 64-year old Whatcom Chief 
• Meet the long-term service needs of 

Lummi Island 
• Operate with low/no emissions 

Terminal Structures 
• Replacements/modifications 

required to accommodate the 
larger vessel 

Deferred Replacement of 
terminal structures 
• Replacement of 2 wingwalls 

and 3 dolphins at Lummi Island 
required regardless of this 
project due to poor condition 

Additional Terminal 
Improvements 
Enhancement of existing or installation of 
new site systems to bring site/facility up to 
current code/regulatory requirements 
• Generator upgrades and site electrical 

improvements 
• New fire suppression system 
• Stormwater improvements 

Passenger-Only Ferry Floats ($1.6M) 
Operational Enhancements ($.5M) 
• Restroom refurbishment 
• Queue lane restriping/repaving 

Shoreside Electrification 
• Site improvements to support 

shoreside charging 
• Electric vessel charging equipment 

Other Project Costs 
• Design, technical, and management 

support ($14M) 
• Environmental mitigation ($1.7M) 
• Lummi TERO ($.5M) 
• Operating program and revenue 

impacts ($4.7M) 

$2M 

$2M 

Current Project Costs - $92M total (before debt financing) 
Dollars in year of expenditure , assuming phased electrification – Scenario 2 

Source: Kpff “Lummi Ferry Replacement and System Modernization Project,” July 23, 2024, pp. 7, 9 & 15   4 



How Large Should the Ferry Be?  

Level of Service (LOS) is a way to judge the adequacy of a transportation system. It is used on 

all public transportation facilities such as roads to indicate how well traffic flows.  For some roads, it 

is expected that there will always be congestion; for others, when congestion slows travel then improvements 

are expected to create free flowing traffic again. 

1. No mass transportation system can afford to build for peak conditions.  For WA state ferries this can 

result in waits of multiple hours for summer weekend travel.  

2. The Whatcom County Ferry LOS was developed in 2017 using 40 year traffic projections which 

resulted in a recommendation for a 34 car ferry. Half of those polled in a community survey agreed 

with the 34-car size and half preferred a smaller ferry.  

3. COVID distance work,  a high number of retirees, increased seasonal home ownership, and expanded 

short term rentals  have altered traffic patterns to and from the island from what was projected in 

2017, outdating the prior LOS calculations.  

4. WCFAC can undertake a brief review and update of the LOS adopted by the County Council.  
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Two Important Questions  About Costs 
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1. What is the maximum size ferry that will allow current dock structures to 
remain in place until after their projected end of useful life in 2040?   

• Engineering analysis can define what size of ferry will not require costly dock replacement.  

2. Is it economically and environmentally justified to go with a diesel ferry now, 
whether used or new, rather than build a ferry that will be electric for multiple 
decades?   

• Confirmation of whether or not additional State grants and the current RAISE grant would be 
usable for a smaller diesel-electric hybrid ferry will help the County make that decision.   

• A diesel ferry would have to be at least $25 million less expensive to make up for the loss of 
the RAISE grant. 
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Whatcom County Ferry  Replacement Scenarios 
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  Engineering Analysis Needed to Allow True Comparisons 

1. Keep the current terminal structures to the end of their useful life in 2040 by the sizing of the replacement ferry.   

Cost reduced from $13 to $0 million (cost for terminal improvements for larger ferry from Kpff report, p. 15)  

2. Build a smaller ferry.  Cost reduced from $35 to $27 million (using 26/34 times the ferry cost in Scenario 2, cost 

from Kpff report, p.15)  

3. Lower the project support cost.  Cost reduced from $14 million to $10 million for "Design, technical, and 

management support" at the same 18% of total costs.  (cost of project support from Kpff report, p. 15) 

Scenario A  is based upon three cost reductions that add to a $25 million cut in total capital project expenses. As an electric 

vessel, the federal RAISE grant and state grants from the climate funds will be retained. 
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Scenario B allows for a smaller cost for the ferry vessel, but all other project costs would remain the same unless the diesel ferry 

(used or new) did not require a rebuild of the terminal structures.  The RAISE grant and potential state grants reliant on 

electrification would not be available, increasing the Funding Gap by $25 -$44 million compared to a new electrified ferry.  

Financing costs for all would be reduced because of lower project cost; however, how much of a reduction depends on grants.  



Guemes Island Ferry replacement project stalls with funding in flux 
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Aug. 4, 2024 10:00 p.m. 

“Like Whatcom, Skagit County opted to go electric when replacing its aging diesel vessel that transports 
passengers and vehicles.  

“In 2022, the county secured $14 million from the state Legislature for the project after lobbying for 
funding since 2019.  ....The initial estimate was $19.5 million. Now, Rowe said it’s at $45 million, which 
includes extra costs necessary to install a shoreline battery charging system.   

 “...earlier this year, the county rejected all submitted bids to construct the ferry due to being $13 
million short following a new cost evaluation. At that point, the county went back to the Legislature, 
asked for $12 million and received $10 million.... Even if the initiative fails and the funding comes 
through, the county will still face a funding gap, Rowe said. ”   

Millions for ferry replacement could disappear if repeal of Climate Commitment Act passes 

Emphasis added. 

Funds for Ferry Replacement 
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Next Steps for Whatcom County 

(3) Seek additional state funding of $18.7 million, which with the $5.3 million the state has 
already provided for the replacement ferry would put Whatcom County at par with the $24 
million the state has allocated to Skagit County for the new Guemes Island ferry. (Note: depends 
on November state-wide vote to keep funding available.) 

The County needs to act quickly:  obtain the necessary analysis of the dock structures; work with 
elected officials to persuade USDOT to allow a revision in the RAISE grant; and obtain additional WA 
state funding.  All funding must be committed by July 1, 2025 to secure the $25 million RAISE grant.  

WCFAC can adopt a letter urging the County to take the following steps: 

(1) Ask Kpff to determine  (a) the maximum vessel size that will be compatible with the existing 
terminal structures through 2040; (b) the cost of that smaller hybrid diesel ferry (Scenario A) 
versus other possible smaller ferries; and (c) the impacts on terminal structures and other costs 
based on available used ferries (Scenario B). 
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(2) Seek permission from USDOT for the RAISE grant to be applied to a 26-car (or smaller) vessel 
with lower Greenhouse Gas emissions but meeting the same LOS;  travel patterns have changed 
while there have been unprecedented cost increases in marine projects.  
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QUESTIONS AND COMMENTS 
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Draft letter to be considered by WCFAC 



DRAFT Dear County Execu/ve Sidhu, Council Members, and Public Works Ferry Department: 

The County needs to act quickly on how to replace the current ferry as all funding must be commiCed by July 
1, 2025, or the $25 million RAISE grant is lost.  The Whatcom County Ferry Advisory CommiCee (WCFAC) is 
aware that the current County Ferry 14 Year Capital Plan indicates that the current dock structures’ useful life 
extends through 2040.  We also want to note that the decision by LIFAC to recommend a 34-car ferry versus a 
smaller ferry was based on a very small margin, and that there has been a significant change in projected 
future ferry ridership with a move towards work-at-home and other demographic trends since 2017.  Based on 
this informa/on, WCFAC has discussed the op/on of a smaller electric-diesel ferry, whether RAISE and state 
grants would support such a ferry, and the possibility of a used diesel ferry.   

As well, in a recent Island Town Hall, State Representa/ve Sharon Shewmake was apprised of skyrocke/ng costs 
of our new ferry proposal and associated funding gaps. She encouraged us to reach out to her directly to 
request addi/onal State funds and to request an adjustment from USDOT in our RAISE grant proposal. She 
commented that we are not the first community to have changes in circumstances that require a change in 
project design. 

We therefore request that you take the following three ac/ons as soon as possible in order to determine the 
possibili/es for an affordable solu/on. 

1) Ask Kpff or other appropriate experts to provide the following informaEon:   

(a) the maximum vessel size that will be compa/ble with the exis/ng terminal structures through 2040;  
(b) the cost of a smaller hybrid diesel ferry that could safely u/lize the exis/ng structures; and  
(c) the total costs of acquiring used or new diesel ferries including necessary terminal structure 
modifica/ons. 
(2) Seek permission from USDOT to downsize the ferry to a smaller vessel that would lower greenhouse 
gas emissions, account for changing circumstances due to the COVID pandemic that resulted in rapid 
adop/on of “work-at-home” technology, and respond to unexpectedly large increases in the costs of 
marine projects and shipbuilding. Please include a request to our federal and state elected representa/ves, 
as well as the appropriate department employees, for assistance in geeng this permission. 

(3) Seek addiEonal state funding of $18.7 million, which--with the $5.3 million the state has already 
provided for the new ferry--would put Whatcom County at par with the $24 million the state has allocated 
to Skagit County for the new Guemes Island ferry that serves a similarly sized popula/on.  

Our community stands ready to reach out to State and Federal elected officials and agencies to 
encourage them to approve the use of the RAISE grant and to approve addi/onal State grants for a smaller 
electric-diesel hybrid ferry. Based on changes in commute paCerns and in costs, WCFAC intends to give the 
County an updated recommenda/on on the size of the ferry needed. WCFAC stands ready to consider any 
ac/ons that we may take that the County would find helpful in this situa/on. 

We request that the County immediately begin these three ac/ons, as the answers will do much to determine 
what solu/ons will be reasonable for further inves/ga/on. Please keep us informed. 

Sincerely, 

Names of all WCFAC members 



Whatcom County Ferry Level of Service 
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What Is the Adopted Level of Service (LOS)? 
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Whatcom Chief 

The LOS looks at Volume of traffic divided by Capacity of ferry:  it is a performance grade. 

LIFAC recommended that the LOS standard  
for the Whatcom County Ferry be enough 
capacity for no more than a two boat wait. 
 
After a lot of number crunching, LIFAC 
recommended that a 34 car ferry was the 
best way to meet this goal.  Whatcom 
County Council Resolution 2018-026 
adopted that solution.    

If traffic volumes are now expected to be 
lower than projected, the LOS goal can be 
achieved with a smaller vessel.  
 

  LOS is rated poor...........good................best 

          cars left behind 
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Traffic Predictions Are Based on Housing and Commuters 
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The world is changing, and so is the island: Population 
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The world is changing, and so is the island:  Commutes 
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The consultant explained that a drop in ridership of about 28% between 2006 and 2015 can be 
attributed to a drop in commuters of about 1/3. 
 
            

In 2010 about 25% of island workers did not commute; in 2020 it was 40%.  

page 9 of 23, steerdaviesgleave.com, memo to Kpff on March 20, 2018 
Appendix B – Ridership Demand Forecast, a part of Appendix A to the RAISE grant application 
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Ferry Vehicle Traffic  
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Data 2004-2010 reported in RAISE grant application.  Data from 2011-2023 from Whatcom County ferry website; note that the data from 2011-2017 from RAISE grant 
application was about 1% lower than the Whatcom County data presented for the same years.  Actual hourly counts only periodically are made so ridership by time of 
day is limited; typically the sales of fares are used for annual ridership reporting and budgeting. 
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Forecasting growth is difficult; to do so the price of fares and ferry service levels  were held constant 
.  



Impacts of Meeting the LOS Goal 
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Source: Presentation at public meeting on FERRY SYSTEM IMPROVEMENT PROJECT | MARCH 14, 2018 

Early consideration was focused on the cost of the vessel, not the additional costs of terminal 

requirements and associated implementation issues.   

 

Given the unprecedented cost increases, the size of the ferry has become an important question 

since both any required terminal modifications and the cost of the ferry have a large impact on 

the Funding Gap that the County faces in replacing the ferry.   



Next Steps for WCFAC ? 

If WCFAC found when updating the 2017 LIFAC recommendation that the LOS could be 
met with a smaller ferry, it might be useful for the County’s requests for grants.     
 

Proposal: 

1. A limited ad hoc subcommittee is created to consider available information about housing, 
population, commute patterns, and ferry operation specifics in order to update the 2017 
recommendation from LIFAC.   

2. In September WCFAC  discusses a draft updated recommendation and invites community 
comment. 

3. Adopt recommendation and propose a draft resolution to update Resolution 2018-026 to the 
Whatcom County Council in October.  
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QUESTIONS AND COMMENTS 
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