
CITY ADMINISTRATOR’S REPORT  
City Council Meeting of December 16, 2019 

 
Councilmembers –  
 
Your agenda for Monday night is as follows: 
 
 
Item A: Public Comment 
 
Item B: Consent Agenda, including approval of December 2, 2019 Council Meeting Minutes, 
Authorization of December 5, 2019 payroll, and November 2019 claims.  The Consent Agenda also 
includes an ordinance modifying the Unified Fee Schedule. 
 
Unified Fee Schedule: The Unified Fee Schedule is updated on at least an annual basis to reflect the 
Seattle CPI (Consumer Price Index).  The changes shown in the Unified Fee Schedule are intended to 
ensure that the charges for a variety of City services retain the same value from year-to-year – generally 
reflected in a cost increase.  Some fees have not been altered; these fees are typically associated with 
other adopting ordinances, contracts, or other specific calculations, independent of changes to the CPI.   
 
Item C: Construction Contract – Thornton Street Overpass. The City Council is asked to award a 
contract for the completion of the Thornton Street Overpass project, contingent upon the 
Transportation Improvement Board’s (TIB) approval, to the lowest bidder.  Strider Construction 
Company, Inc. submitted a bid of $15,077,000.40 for wall alternate B1, Sculpted Shotcrete Rock Wall 
Facing.  This represents the lowest cost, most preferred wall finish that is within the City’s stated 
available budget.   
 
As part of the award, the Council is asked to authorize City Staff to negotiate changes not to exceed 
$1,512,999.60, which is roughly 10% of the contract cost – a typical percentage for unforeseen 
contingencies.  Thus the total amount of the contract and contingency will be $16,590,000.00.   
 
The low bid was lower than the engineer’s estimate for the cost of construction ($19,373,064.90 for wall 
alternate B1), which is a positive outcome for the City and the community in general.   
 
Item D: Utility Rates (Ordinance - 3).  The City entered 2019 with the understanding that several 
substantial capital projects would be constructed within the next several years, led by the expansion of 
the City’s Waste Water Treatment Plant (WWTP – Sewer Plant), as well as reconfiguration of the City’s 
Water Treatment Plant (WTP) and water treatment processes, in advance of the City’s new deep-water 
well coming online.  The City’s third utility – stormwater – was also analyzed and is reflected in the third 
ordinance of the agenda bill.  
 
The City had not conducted an in-depth, third party review of its utility rate and utility connection fee 
schedule for more than a decade, and as a consequence had not determined the revenue requirements 
necessary to pay for these, and other capital, maintenance, and operational costs.   
 
Since the City’s utilities (water, sewer, stormwater) are “enterprise” funds which are expected to be able 
to operate as their own independent fund (with connection fees and utility billing paying for the whole 
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of each operation separately), it was necessary to forecast the City’s future expenses and to work 
backwards from these expenses to determine fees.   
 
The City contracted with the FCS Group to perform this analysis, and the City and FCS have spent the 
majority of 2019 working towards the ordinances that are before Council on Monday night.  The draft 
ordinances would adjust water and sewer rates and connection fees for a three-year period, in 
accordance with the recommendations of FCS, and would establish a “winter watering averages” for 
sewer bills, thus separating irrigation during the summer months from the sewer bill (but still calculating 
it for the water bill).  The ordinances would represent a moderate increase for most utility billing 
customers, with larger increases for those customers who use more of these resources.  As drafted, the 
ordinance would also more-fairly distribute the aggregate costs amongst the different customer classes, 
as required by State law.   
 
A public hearing was held on the issue on December 2, 2019.  No members of the public made comment 
at that time.  No further public comment is scheduled, and Staff recommends approval of all three 
ordinances.   
 
Item E: Alder Plaza Catalyst Project.  The City Council is asked to consider approving the Alder Plaza 
development as a catalyst project, thereby waiving City fees that would otherwise be owing for this 
project.  The Catalyst program is intended to incentivize large mixed-use developments within the City’s 
core in an effort to revitalize an area of the City that has struggled for decades.  No mixed-use 
development of this type has ever been built within Ferndale’s Downtown. 
 
The Alder Plaza development would consist of 27 residential condominium units above 7,869 square 
feet of commercial lease space on an undeveloped property located at the southwest intersection of 
Fourth Avenue and Alder Street.  If constructed, the project would be five stories (three stories of 
residential, one of commercial, and one consisting of at-grade parking).  At .19 acres, the 27 residential 
units would represent the densest development in Ferndale. 
 
The Catalyst Review Committee has scored the development 200 out of 240 points, above the 190 
neccessary for Council review.  The applicant proposes a series of improvements for the public benefit, 
including improvements to both sides of Alder Street, the construction of a parklet southwest of the 
site, a rooftop patio, public art, living walls, and more.  The development would be LEED-certified. The 
total cost of the project is estimated to be approximately $3.5 million, and the estimated fee waiver is 
$460,000.  City staff estimates that the Return On Investment (ROI) for this and other catalyst projects is 
approximately ten years or less, compared to the no-build option.  In other words, the City will gain 
more revenue from these projects, even with the fee waivers included, than it otherwise would if the 
properties remained in their existing configuration.  If only Staff time spent reviewing the projects is 
factored in (assuming that development would not occur without the incentive), the ROI would occur 
during construction as a result of one-time sales tax to the City resulting from the development.   
 
Item F: Boulos Towers Project.  See above for discussion of the Catalyst Program in general.  The City 
Council is asked to consider approving the Boulos Towers development as a catalyst project, thereby 
waiving City fees that would otherwise be owing for the project.   
 
The Boulos Towers development will consist of two buildings located at 2130 Main Street, immediately 
west of the Ferndale Public Library.  The first building, which fronts Main Street, would be a three-story 
structure consisting of 18,000 square feet of commercial and/or retail spaces, as well as 6,700 square 
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feet of covered decks or patios.  The second building, located in the southern portion of the property, 
would include forty one-to-two bedroom residential condominiums above two stories of below and at-
grade parking, within the footprint of the building.   
 
The Catalyst Review Committee scored the project 197 out of 240 points, above the 190 neccessary for 
Council review.  The applicant proposes to construct a pergola available to the general public, an Electric 
Vehicle (EV) charging station, charging stations for mobile devices, living walls, contribution to a future 
gazebo immediately adjacent to the site and south of the Ferndale Public Library, financial contributions 
to the future Schell Marsh Boardwalk, easements to facilitate the future construction of the boardwalk, 
and more.  The buildings will be LEED certified. 
 
The total cost of the project is estimated to be approximately $12 million, and the estimated fee waiver 
is approximately $1.1 million.  As noted, City staff estimates that the Return On Investment (ROI) is 
approximately ten years – perhaps slightly longer than the other catalyst projects, due primarily to the 
fact that the applicant and the City had previously partnered on the Ferndale Library project, which 
resulted in public improvements for which the applicant was partly responsible for that are not factored 
into the current calculations.   
 
Item G: Recognition of Mayor Jon Mutchler.  December 16th will be Mayor Mutchler’s last Council 
meeting, after serving four years as Ferndale’s mayor, and six as a councilmember.  The City will 
recognize him for his service.  
 
Items H-K: Mayor, Council, Department Reports, Committee Minutes.     
 
 
 
 
 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
What a year.  What a four years!  As we turn the page on 2019, six of eight elected officials will leave 
their service to the City.  Much planning has gone into making 2020 and beyond successful.  But now is 
the time to consider the giant steps this City has made in the last four years.   
 
Elected service is never easy, perhaps in part because while elected terms are finite, the work itself is 
never done.  In many cases, hard work is slowly washed away or changed by future policy choices and 
policy makers.  But it appears that the work of these elected officials will remain for many years to 
come, serving as building blocks for Ferndale’s future success: 
 

- The City’s Parks, Recreation, and Trails efforts have been reborn over the last four years.  Star 
Park and the City’s successful recreation program led to a re-imagining of parks and recreation 
in the 21st century.  In 2018, the City constructed the Pioneer Village walkways.  Almost a mile of 
trails were built in 2019, with more to come in 2020.  Plans for future park upgrades and 
recreation expansions are no longer a question of “if,” but when.  And the question of whether 
the City should be in the parks business is no longer raised. 
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- On Monday, the City Council is expected to approve a construction contract for the Thornton 
Street Overpass (Item C on the agenda).  This decision will be a culmination of efforts dating 
back to the early 1970’s.  In translation, this means that there have been at least twenty-five 
different council make-ups that tried, to varying degrees, to address the issue.  This group 
completed that task.   

 
- On Monday, the City Council is expected to approve  ordinances modifying utility rates.  This 

decision will not only formalize utility rates for the next three years, but it will set the City up for 
further long-range planning for its utilities.  By establishing this expectation for long-range 
planning, future councils (and the public) will not be (as) surprised when future capital 
improvements become necessary (no capital facility lasts forever – the shelf life for treatment 
plants is generally approximately twenty years1).   

 
- On Monday, the City Council is asked to approve up to two development projects for inclusion in 

the City’s Catalyst Program.  If approved and constructed, up to three major mixed-use projects 
would be built in the City’s core – the first such projects in the City’s one hundred-plus year 
history.  These projects are expected to change the trajectory of a downtown that has been in 
decline since the 1970’s.   

 
- In 2016, this City Council adopted the 2016 Comprehensive Plan, the first full rewrite of the plan 

since its inception.  The Comprehensive Plan identifies growth projections and expectations 
through 2036 and is the document that is relied on for the bulk of the City’s decisions. 

 
- Our 2016-2019 representatives oversaw the re-imagining of the City’s Development Standards, 

those regulations that guide the manner in which new public infrastructure is installed.  These 
standards had last been updated in 1995. 
 

- Our 2016-2019 representatives responded to a new budgeting process that sought to identify 
financial needs based upon both short and long-term work plans, rather than one-off projects or 
strong personalities.  

 
- This City repaired and enhanced relationships with the Lummi Nation. 

 
- The City established a permanent relationship with elected and non-elected officials in the State 

Capitol, through its professional lobbyist. 
 

- This Council required an increased level of transparency and explanation from the City’s 
professional staff. 

 
- Our 2016-2019 elected officials oversaw updates to the City’s stormwater and critical areas 

policies, and approved a Community Rating System’s program that resulted in a substantial 
reduction to flood insurance rates, citywide. 
 

- This City constructed capital improvements for Washington Street (two projects), the Portal Way 
compact roundabout, Third Avenue, Cherry Street, the consolidation of the Central City Water 

                                                 
1 Note to future City Staff: refer to December 16, 2019 Administrator’s Report, noting that in time there will be a 

need to replace or expand (and fund) “new” utilities built in 2020-2022.   
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Association, Library Crosswalks, two sanitary sewer pump station projects, the Portal Way 
preservation project, emergency repairs, the Thornton Street Sanitary Sewer Extension, citywide 
streetlight conversions, and the Gateway North Stormwater Project. 
 

- The City is now poised to make a decision on future City facilities in 2020.  Similar to parks, the 
question is no longer if the City needs to upgrade its facilities.  Instead, the question is how to do 
it efficiently, cost effectively, and relatively quickly. 
 

- Within the last four years, the City significantly expanded its boards and commissions, adding 
the Ferndale Civics Youth Council, expanding the membership to both the Arts Commission and 
the Parks, Recreation, and Trails Advisory Board, and creating the North Whatcom Poverty Task 
Force.   
 

- During the last four years, the City estimates that over $200 million has been invested in the City 
through the construction of a new private development, including millions of dollars of new 
public infrastructure paid for by this development.    

 
And much, much more!  Not all of these decisions were easy, and many generated vigorous debates.  
No, the job of an elected body is never done, but because of the heavy lifting completed by this group of 
individuals over the last four years, the future of Ferndale has been transformed forever – and for the 
good.   
 
Thank you for your service.  It has been an honor to serve with you. 

 

 
  Merry Christmas, Happy Holidays, and Thank you!  See you Monday – Jori 
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