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Purpose of Presentation 
Representatives from Chuckanut Health Foundation are reporting on findings related to the 

establishing ordinance as well as providing insights from their research and community 

engagement. 

Intended purpose and outcome of the presentation to County Council is to provide context for 

final ordinance to establish the Whatcom County Racial Equity Commission (WREC). This 

context includes quantitative and qualitative data from constituents – gathered through 

comprehensive focus groups and through traditional online surveys, as well as details regarding 

the process of engagement with the Stakeholder Group that resulted in the final 

recommendations of forming and operationalizing the WREC. 

Since April of 2021, Whatcom County, City of Bellingham, and Chuckanut Health Foundation 

have worked in partnership to convene a community-led process for developing a county-wide 

racial equity commission. One component of this workplan included a comprehensive and 

robust focus group process designed to gather detailed community input. Additional “on-ramps” 

for engagement and feedback from the community were established, including a traditional 

online survey. Key to the community-centered approach was establishing a Stakeholder Group, 

a diverse, representative body, who met regularly and were charged with formalizing community 

feedback into recommendations to the County.  

With the culmination of the Stakeholder process in June of 2022, a draft ordinance crafted by 

these community members was brought forward for legal review with partners at City of 

Bellingham and Whatcom County. Following a thorough and diligent review from the County 

Legal team—that included ongoing engagement from a smaller workgroup of Stakeholders— 

the recommended ordinance for establishing a Whatcom Racial Equity Commission is 

submitted for consideration by Council as part of a larger packet that provides additional 

context. 

Community Ownership & Public Participation 
Engaging with communities to foster policies and governance “of the people, by the people, for 

the people.” 

Deep community participation was critical to the design of recommendations coming forward to 

Council. As stewards of process, the Chuckanut Health Foundation team’s primary focus was to 

facilitate the wisdom, creativity, and talent of community members throughout the development 

of documents and processes. Inspired by the work of Rosa Gonzalez & Facilitating Power as 

well as earlier work of Sherry Alderstein, the proposed method for developing recommendations 

was rooted in implementing a community-owned and led 

process that was supported by a nonprofit convener and local 

government partners. This challenging work enables the 

creation of policy that encapsulates the vision of creating 

policy that is truly of the people, by the people, for the people.  

“Let’s stop talking about 

it. Let’s be about it.” – 

Jason McGill, Stakeholder 
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The team researched and developed methods to make informing and writing the establishing 

ordinance and the corresponding exhibit an accessible process to all stakeholders regardless of 

their familiarity with governing documents. Through a partnership with “system navigators” in 

our Working and Planning Groups, as well as a diligent legal review process with the City of 

Bellingham and Whatcom County, feedback and guidance were provided to stakeholders about 

how to revise the community draft to be both legally sound and enduring while maintaining the 

spirit in which it was drafted.  

 
Chart Adapted from “The Spectrum of Community Engagement to Ownership”  

by Rosa Gonzalez & Facilitating Power. 

Additionally, Stakeholders were asked to design mechanisms for increased community 

accountability and input into the development process. Stakeholders crafted the questions, 

identified key demographics for outreach, and also facilitated the focus group process. Focus 

group participants across the community determined what subject matters needed to be 

discussed, what they hoped to learn through the discussion, and the framework for 

implementing the process. Because of their co-creation and implementation of the research 

process, the resulting product was both shaped and informed by the community members 

themselves rather than the project team.  

Mapping Engagement 
Ensuring representation of the diverse communities across the geographical regions of 

Whatcom County. 

Included in the image below are the locales across Whatcom County from which participants 

joined the development of recommendations. Additionally, we had participants from 

unincorporated areas across Whatcom County and some participants from outside of the area 

INFORM

•Participation Goal: 
To provide the 
public with 
information to 
assist them in 
understanding an 
issue.

•Promise to the 
Public: We will 
keep you 
informed.

CONSULT

•Participation Goal: 
To obtain 
feedback from the 
public.

•Promise to the 
Public: We will 
keep you informed 
and seek your 
feedback, 
concerns, and 
input.

INVOLVE

•Participation Goal: 
To work with the 
public through a 
process to ensure 
their feedback and 
concerns are 
considered.

•Promise to the 
Public: We will see 
that your feedback 
and concerns are 
reflected in the 
work and 
influence 
decisions.

COLLABORATE

•Participation Goal: 
To partner with 
the public in each 
aspect of design 
and identifying 
preferred action.

•Promise to the 
Public: We will 
work together to 
create solutions, 
incorporate your 
advice into the 
decisions to the 
extent possible. 

LEAD

•Participation Goal: 
To place final 
decision-making in 
the hands of the 
public.

•Promise to the 
Public: We will 
implement what 
you decide. 
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who had an interest in Whatcom (ex: working or attending school but technically residing in 

another county.) 

 
Participants involved development process by Council district. 

The representation of constituents from all five Council districts is a benchmark for 

accountability to the diverse communities within each region. Not only were there participants 

from each district, but there was also participation from all districts at every community input 

mechanism designed in the process—as Stakeholders, as focus group members, and as survey 

takers.  

Focus Group Report 
Capturing the stories, values, and vision of Whatcom County residents as they consider the 

necessity and potential impact of a Whatcom Racial Equity Commission. 

The full qualitative report from the focus group process provides a deeper understanding of the 

stories and experiences of our neighbors throughout Whatcom County. The focus group 

process yielded 991 pages of raw data that was analyzed for over 200 hours by Dr. John 

Korsmo, Associate Dean for Students, Success and Outreach and Chair of the Health and 

Community Studies department at Western Washington University. Though the over 100 

participants who contributed more than 60 hours of time chose to participate in the focus 

group process, the discussions varied significantly as these community members represented 

significantly different populations within Whatcom. There was diversity of participants across 

multiple different demographic considerations. From the salient information, nine themes 

emerged from the conversations across most, if not all of the focus groups and questions, 

despite these groups being diverse in terms of race, geographical region, religious affiliation, 

and other lived experiences. Considering both the combination of the range of the 

participants as well as the saturation of themes within the data, we have confidence that 

this sample size was comprehensive for our community.  
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Through the stories captured in the pertinent data and the emerging themes of Dr. Korsmo’s 

analysis this report provides three pieces of critical information for the consideration and 

operationalizing of a Whatcom Racial Equity Commission: 

• Community Weaving & Common Ground: Seemingly disparate communities hold 

shared values and hopes that bridge perceived divides. When discussion moves past 

rhetoric, commonalities become evident and deeper understanding of seemingly 

different communities is fostered.  

• Context for Quantitative Data:  Providing critical information about the everyday 

circumstances that contribute to outcomes in our data, stories provide a depth of 

understanding as well as specific details as to why disparities in data may exist based on 

lived experience. These are the stories behind the trends in data that provide insight into 

what may lead some to better outcomes than others and if there is equitable opportunity 

for better outcomes.  

• Catalysts for Amelioration: Learning directly from communities about where they see 

opportunities for healing, growth, and change - “Listening to learn” lays a foundation for 

collaboration. By bringing communities together to discuss what they see as issues in 

their community, funds of knowledge can be pooled to develop strategies to address 

inequities experienced by our neighbors.  

Data By Districts 
Insights into the current landscape in each district through data and story as we envision an 

equitable future for a more racially diverse younger generation. 

In each data sheet, is information specific to the five Council districts. Contained in each 

document is K-12 public school data on enrollment and kindergarten readiness. We can look at 

kindergarten-readiness data as a proxy measure for the circumstances leading up to a child’s 

first day at school. Consistently, across all districts, there are different outcomes when the 

data is disaggregated by race. School district by school district, the disparities within the data 

shift as to which racial group is experiencing the lower rates of kindergarten readiness; 

however, white students average a higher rate of kindergarten readiness than some, if not all, 

other racial and ethnic across all districts. 

Additionally, the proportion of enrolled students of color in each of our public schools compared 

to the population of Whatcom County is included in the data by County district. Within each 

school district, there is a 2.1-3.4x greater proportion of students of color compared to the 

population of Whatcom County. Within educational environments, children and youth are 

Opportunity: Discovering and focusing on the common thread through our collective 

stories allows us to build a stronger community. 

 

Opportunity: These glimpses into someone’s life can help identify not only what is 

contributing to the outcomes in data, but also, may bear strategies for change. 

 

Opportunity: Accepting what there is to learn from these stories and leveraging any new 

understanding gained in that process will support shaping better solutions as one 

community, one Whatcom County. 
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more likely to see and/or interact with someone of a different race or ethnicity than they are in 

the county overall. This means that not only will we see growing diversity within the county, but 

that right now, there are generational differences between the experiences of children and their 

parents as it related to race.  

Because of the participation from each district, there is also qualitative data included. We have 

been able to prepare focus group quotes directly from constituents related to their 

experience or perspective. Our process has been able to reach participants who may not have 

given feedback in a civic process otherwise. Council expressed a need for voices that they don’t 

always hear from through other input structures. The quotes included from the focus group 

process provide an opportunity for Council to read what was shared from their constituents who 

may less frequently connect with them.  

Implementing Community Recommendations: Legislative Actions 
In previous meeting with Council, we’ve heard a curiosity about who is would be on the 

Commission and their scope of work.  

Scope of Work 
Preceding the drafting of the Commission’s Function 

[.040] the stakeholders created two preparatory pieces. 

A Vision Statement and Guiding Principles [.030]. 

The Vision Statement allowed the group to envision the 

future first and to consider how we, as a county, can 

realize the dream together. Starting with the “end” 

rather than where we currently are asks participants to 

work backwards and identify assets or limitations as 

well as assess whether existing resources need to be 

adapted to achieve the goal. The points within both the 

Guiding Principles and Function of the Commission 

serve to achieve the Vision Statement. 

Guiding Principles [.030] are unique to this establishing ordinance. While it is common to have 

guiding principles or similar clauses in by-laws, member expectations, or rules of procedure, 

including this section within the establishing legislation was unique, intentional, and an 

innovation that is a result of working with community members on what they hoped to see 

included. Stakeholders created the principles to ensure that the Commission members had 

benchmarks for decision-making that ensured fidelity and continuity both to the development 

process and throughout the lifetime of the Commission. The principles were informed by the 

elements of a racial equity tool as outlined by the Government Alliance on Race and Equity1. 

This formalizes the Commission in serving as a racial equity tool in its advisory capacity in all its 

work.  

How the commission will conduct its work and what the scope of its advisory capacity are 

included in the Function [.040] of Exhibit A. These functions codify an ongoing relationship of 

the Commission to the broader community in it work; the required use of both quantitative and 

qualitative data to inform decisions; the advising and recommending role of the Commission; the 

 
1 Government Alliance on Race and Equity Tools and Resources. https://www.racialequityalliance.org/tools-
resources/  

Our Vision 

People of all races in 

Whatcom County live, 

thrive, and belong for who 

they are, as they are. 

Without fear. Every day. 

https://www.racialequityalliance.org/tools-resources/
https://www.racialequityalliance.org/tools-resources/
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necessity of creating metrics for to measure progress and reporting for ongoing accountability; 

and the ability to bring additional funds into the county through grants or private resources to 

advance its work and build capacity.  

Membership Composition 
There are three sections of composition listed in EXHIBIT A of the establishing Ordinance—

Representative Members [.050], Additional Appointed Members [.060], and Liaison 

Members [.070] that are differentiated by appointment process. In addition to practical 

considerations like the durability of the ordinance and troubleshooting potential issues like 

longstanding vacancies, there were three boarder points intentionally incorporated when 

formulating composition that are rooted in the effectively advancing the work of the Commission. 

1. That the Commission members share a common interest in the work of advancing 

racial equity collaboratively. 

2. That those who have been impacted by racial equity issues and therefore stand to 

benefit most from the work of the Commission are engaged and at the table. 

3. That key partners and people most familiar with potential areas of work are also 

included to provide insight into how develop implementable strategies for advancing 

racial equity locally. 

Interlocal Agreement 
Similar to the structure of support for the Commission on Sexual & Domestic Violence and also 

modelled through their active partnership over the course of the Commission development 

process, City of Bellingham had committed co-funding the Whatcom Racial Equity 

Commission.  

An Interlocal Agreement formalizing the support of both government entities in the work of the 

Commission will be ready for review by both County Council and Bellingham City Council in the 

coming weeks. 

The document is being prepared by County Legal who, in addition to including considerations of 

both government entities, have been working to incorporate a critical recommendation from both 

Stakeholders and our Planning and Working Group members—the ability for cities other than 

Bellingham to join on an ongoing basis. A New Parties clause will create a mechanism for 

other entities to sign onto the Interlocal Agreement should their Councils choose to in the future. 

This ensures that the door remains open to City Governments.  

Next Steps 
Voting to establish the Whatcom Racial Equity Commission will enable the next steps of 

implementing the recommendations of the Stakeholders.  

Leadership from community members has been critical to executing a process rooted in equity 

and accountability. Building on the momentum of the Stakeholder process, the first working 

priority after the Commission is seated will be to establish operating by-laws so members can 

then elect a Steering Committee to engage in the next several steps of process. Working in 

partnership with local government entities, the Steering Committee will engage in determining 

essential criteria for a long-term fiscal sponsor as well as the hiring of a Commission Director.  



CHF Recommendations to Establish a Whatcom Racial Equity Commission, Sept. 2022   7 
 

 

Phases of Community Involvement & Decision-Making in building Commission Infrastructure 

Acknowledgement & Gratitude 
Many community members, local leaders, and organizations came together to engage deeply in 

this work. It was the wisdom, leadership, advocacy, and support of these individuals that the 

community-owned process was devised, championed, and executed. As shepherds of the 

process, our Project Team holds so much gratitude for all the discussions and for this group of 

individuals who rolled up their sleeves together, determined to move forward with a shared 

purpose. It has been an honor to hold space for our neighbors to come together.  

We would also like to extend gratitude to the participants in our Focus Groups.  

Thank you for the gift of your story. 

 

PLANNING  &  WORKING  GROUP  MEMBERS 

Councilmember Barry Buchanan, Whatcom 

County 

Cindy Whiston, Community Member 

Councilmember Dan Hammill, City of 

Bellingham 

Prosecutor Eric Richey 

Gina Stark, Port of Bellingham 

Councilmember Hollie Huthman, City of 

Bellingham 

Janice Keller, City of Bellingham 

Jay Julius, Community Leader & former 

Chairman of the Lummi Nation 

Jed Holmes, Whatcom County 

Kayla Schott-Bresler, Whatcom County 

Councilmember Kaylee Galloway, Whatcom 

County 

Commissioner Ken Bell, Port of Bellingham 

Councilmember Kristina Michele Martens, 

City of Bellingham 

Rita Jefferson, Community Leader & Former 

Member of Lummi Indian Business Council 

County Executive Satpal Sidhu 

Mayor Seth Fleetwood, City of Bellingham

Terrance “TeeJay” Morris, Community Leader

Commission is Seated
Approval of By-laws & 

Election of Steering 
Committee

Steering Committee 
engages with search 
for fiscal sponsorship

Steering Committee 
participates in hiring 

of Commission 
Director
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STAKEHOLDER  GROUP  MEMBERS 

Aaron Ball 

Amanda Robins 

Amy Rydel 

Anya Milton 

Batool Abdi 

Benny Musonda 

Blanca McCreary 

CJ Seitz 

Daija Heyward 

Debbi Anderson-Frey 

Devon Nixon 

Chief Donnell Tanksley 

Eliana Steele 

Director Erika Lautenbach 

Eukia Lemaster 

Guava Jordan 

Guy Occhiogrosso 

Isabel Meaker 

Jason McGill 

Maialisa Vanyo 

Mario Orallo-Molinaro 

Matthew Nixon 

Minda Rae Amiran 

Pamela Wheeler 

Ramona Garcia Slagle 

Sasha Savoian 

Steven Price 

Stephen Gockley 

Terrance “TeeJay” Morris 

Tommy McAuliffe 

Vernon Damani Johnson 

Vinson Latimore

 

CHUCKANUT HEALTH FOUNDATION STAFF & BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

Tessa Whitlock, 

Operations Coordinator 

Sara Williams, Contract 

Accountant 

Erin Lynch 

Susan Holstine, DO  

Dr. Melynda Huskey 

Chao-Ying Wu, MD 

Ken Bachenberg, MD 

Kyle Jackson 

Bree Johnston, MD, MPH 

Troy Lautenbach 

Nancy McAllister, MD 

Ian McCurdy 

Benny Musonda 

Eric Richey 

Greg Winter – Emeritus 

Tim McEvoy – Emeritus  

FUNDING PARTNERS 

Chuckanut Heath 

Foundation 

Whatcom Community 

Foundation 

Group Health Foundation 

City of Bellingham 

Whatcom County  

WITH GRATITUDE — THE WHATCOM RACIAL EQUITY COMMISSION PROJECT TEAM 

Alexander “Bodi” Hallett, 

Community Member 

Cindy Whiston, 

Community Member 

Eukia Lemaster, Intern 

Heather Flaherty, 

Executive Director 

Dr. John Korsmo, Data 

Analyst 

Jyoti Kaur, fmr. Intern 

Komalpreet Brar, Intern 

Kristina Michele Martens, 

fmr. Outreach Specialist 

Terrance “TeeJay” Morris, 

Community Member 

Shu-Ling Zhao, Project 

Lead


