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Two Documents for Whatcom County Council 
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Plus Separate Adoptable Format 



Most significant policy differences from what Public Works  
presented in their February 1st working drafts:   
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1) New provision about “Major or Emergency Repair” (MOER) expenses, initially proposed by  Public 
Works as “Non-Capital Emergency Repairs” (NCER), but the WCFAC recommendation limits what 
would be included in fares instead of limiting what Public Works will pay on these expenses. 
 

2) New provision about the ER&R vessel rental fee to constrain the portion that fares will pay to no 
more than half of annual fare revenue. 
 

3) After the Public Works draft recognized that the Tidelands lease expenses are a capital, WCFAC 
instead of specifically adding them to operational expenses, excludes then and requests a refund of 
past fare payments. 

 

Can speed limits be set on how rapid a rise in Adjusted TOE (used to set fares)? 
Should capital costs be included in Total Operating Expenses (TOE)?  



Speed limits:  In recognition that fares need to increase as costs increase, but 
increase at a rate that will maintain a full time residential population: 
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A. “Adjusted Total Operating Expenses” (ATOE) is the 
amount of Total Operating Expenses (TOE) minus 
adjustments listed here and then used in the calculation of 
the Fare Box Recovery Goal.  Beginning January 1st, 2007, 
the ATOE amount shall be determined by subtracting the 
following amounts from the TOE:  
 
(1) Motor Vehicle Fuel Tax Attributable to Ferry Operations; 
 
(2) Ferry Deficit Reimbursement Funds (RCW 47.56.725 
(2)); 
 
(3) Investment income or loss; 
 
(4) County employee trips as defined in 10.34.010(I); 
 
(5) Other miscellaneous Income – such as immaterial 
amounts due to NSF checks; 
 
(6) Beginning January 1, 2024, MOER expenses greater than 
5% of the average of the past three years of total ferry user 
fees;                     
 
(7) Beginning January 1, 2024, vessel rental fees greater 
than 50% of average of past three years total annual ferry 
user fees. 
 

NEW.  This term suggested by Public Works.  All elements 
except items (6) and (7) are contained in existing code, so 
are not new, just reorganized into one place to reduce 
confusion. 
 

In 10.34.030  
Beginning January 1, 2007, any interest income or income 
from state motor vehicle fuel tax for ferry operation will be 
deducted from the actual operating costs before the actual 
55 percent fare box recovery rate is calculated. 

in 10.34.005 
D. “Fare box recovery rate” means the calculated 
percentage of total revenue generated through ferry user 
fees in comparison to total actual operating costs for the 
same period of time minus any revenue from the motor 
vehicle fuel tax meant for ferry operations, or from 
interest. 

 in 10.34.020 
I. County employees on official county business shall be 
exempt from fares. All county employee trips exempt from 
fares will be tracked, and $10.00 per trip will be credited 
toward the fare box recovery rate each year. 
 
NEW items (6) and (7).   
Public Works draft suggested this wording:   
(6) Actual NCER expenditures, up to $150,000 in a calendar 
year. 
 

Extremely important new definition that brings together 
bits and pieces of the existing code .  Continue to use the 
date 2007, not 2024,  since the existing code said these 
were to be deducted beginning 1/1/2007.  
 
Item (6) and Item (7) are new items, each of which state 
beginning 1/1/2024.  Both of these new items seek to 
prevent fares from ping-ponging when very large unusual 
expenses occur. No toll road averaging  $1.5 million annual 
revenue can produce in two years additional fares totaling  
$396,000 for ER&R vessel rental and $430,000 in major 
longevity dock repair costs.  Fares need to rise as cost do,  
but leveling of large spikes in costs is needed to prevent 
changes in trips taken. 
 
Item (6)  refers to the new term and definition  (MOER) 
discussed above.  Rather than the Public Works proposal 
for a base amount being covered by their budget and 
whatever the remaining costs are would be covered by 
fares, we propose that the increase in required fares have 
a limit that is set as a percentage of annual fare revenue.  
 
Item (7) is a new item, and refers to the costs of 
maintaining the physical vessel.  The Equipment Rental and 
Revolving Fund rental fee used an average of 24% of the 
annual fare revenue for 15 years, and last year spiked to 
needing 38% of fare revenue.  This does not include crew 
wages and benefits or county administrative costs.  

Existing Text and PW Proposal WCFAC Recommendation WCFAC  Comments 



2022 and 2023 expenses 

for Lummi Island 

dock repair to extend 

life until new boat 

10 Years of Ferry System Repair & 

Maintenance:  the blue dots are 1,107 

entries for 2013 through April 2023 

To what extent can unusually large costs (major or emergency) be 
accommodated in a predictable fare structure? 
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The ferry is owned by the Whatcom County Equipment Rental and Revolving Fund (ER&R). The 

annual costs vary while the rental fee bridges the lower and higher years.  Fares pay 55% of 

rental fee, which is estimated the year before and paid quarterly. 

How quickly can fare revenue rise compared to costs? 

Fare 
revenue 

$1.4 
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2023 
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Lots of Housekeeping Changes  +  Policy Changes of Interest  
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1) Provision of allowing punch-cards to be exchanged for new punch-cards when fares 
change, according to the value remaining on the prior punch-card. 
 

2) Changing implementation of new fares so that the immediate increase in cash fares is 
better matched by new punch-cards being required within one month. 
 

3) County employee trips matched to the current fares rather than leaving it fixed at $10. 
 

4) Limiting the growth of both excess fares and deficits in fares so that neither can 
accumulate beyond certain points. 
 

5) Allowing a fare increase after 3 sequential years of fares not reaching 55% goal even if 
funds remain in the cumulative fare box reserve. 
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Questions on proposed code amendments? 



What are the Trends in Costs and Fare Revenue? 
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$3 surcharge  

on every trip 



Problems with existing fare structure  
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What about the surcharge distortion? 
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The group decided to go back to the 
2010 relationships among fares to 
undo the distortion. 
 
However, when it came time to look at 
the results, the decision was not to 
decrease the pedestrian cash fare.  So 
that fare and the bicycle with rider 
fares were both changed to the same 
as today. 
 
Meanwhile, the passenger pedestrian 
punchcard was kept at a 25% discount 
from what the fare would have been 
without rounding to even dollars. 



Executive’s Proposed Discounts Compared 
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General 
agreement 
that unlike 
these other 
ferry systems,  
there is neither 
good transit 
service nor 
secure parking 
on mainland, 
so higher 
discounts 
should 
continue for 
passenger 
vehicle trips. 



Current (3/6/2024) Executive Proposal = about a 25% increase in revenue 
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These categories 
of multi-trip 

tickets (punch-
cards) represent 
over 60% of all 

trips; and are the 
primary tickets  

used by full time 
island residents.  
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The goal was to achieve 
the original request for a 
15% increase over 2023 
fare revenue, or 
$209,000. 
 
This combination of 
fares produces $237,000 
more revenue than that 
projected by Public 
Works  for 2024, using 
the reduced ridership 
estimated for 2024. 
 
It also begins to correct 
some of the structural 
problems created by the 
surcharges. 
 
A summer surcharge is 
recommended to 
obtaining additional fare 
revenue. 



What about a summer surcharge only on electronic tickets? 
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We wonder why this 
could not be 
implemented this 
summer.  It only 
involves programming 
the electronic billing 
devices that crew uses 
and adding summer 
charges to new signs.  
The signs and 
programming will have 
to be altered anyway.  
This would provide the 
additional revenue the 
administration was 
seeking from fare 
increases 



Major Community Comments about Fares 
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There was a very large and strong push for electronic ticketing that would allow residents to accumulate additional 
discounts as they purchased more tickets during the calendar year; or some other form of quantity discounts for 
residents including for cash fares that electronic ticketing such as “good to go” would allow. 
• Near unanimity on instituting a summer surcharge on the electronic tickets for all single trip purchases, at the 25% 

rate that is common in WA, even with the understanding of its impacts on residents. 
• The huge percentage increase in costs in the Executive's proposal would make people change their trip patterns 
• Given overall cost increases, the 15% originally stated was something that most thought reasonable and would not 

change behavior too much 
• There was near unanimity on no discount for trucks and trailers, but we were out of time to discuss the actual fares 

resulting from restructuring and these may be a shock when people have time to look at them. 
• They did not want to see the pedestrian fare lowered as long as it is kept the same until the vehicle/driver fare 

approaches making it about the same relationship as the other ferry systems. 
• There was little discussion around the 60% needs based discount, and no change 
 
There was a fair amount of complaint about whether or not the costs of the ferry had been apportioned correctly. 
There was strong complaint about the speed with which the committee and community had been forced to 
react.  The suggested fare structure would have a much better chance of being both fair and acceptable if the 
community had a few weeks to look at it and possibly make modifications.  This is not the way to get community 
input and the best advice of your Whatcom County Ferry Advisory Committee. 
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Questions or Comments About Alternative Fare Schedule 
 

 

 

Thank you very much for your attention to both the code amendments and 

the fare structure that the Whatcom County Ferry Advisory Committee has 

developed with help from many community members. 


