
 

 

 
336 36th St., No. 605 

Bellingham, WA 98225-6580 
info@protectwhatcom.org 

 
January 18, 2013 
 
GPT/Custer Spur EIS 
c/o CH2M Hill 
Via Electronic Transmission:  comments@eisgatewaypacificwa.gov 
 
RE:  Comment:  Jobs 
 
Dear Agency Co-Leads: 
 
Must we choose between the environment and jobs? According to national AFL-CIO President Richard 
Trumka we should protect the environment to create jobs. In remarks to the U.N. Summit on Climate 
Risk Jan. 12, 2012, he said, “[C]limate change is happening now … [and a]ddressing climate risk is not a 
distraction from solving our economic problems…[, it] means retooling our world.”1 He sees the 
greening of the nation as the solution to our deplorable economy and jobs situation, but he wants a fair 
transition which does not disproportionately impact workers in sectors that will inevitably decline — 
such as coal mining — as we move toward greener technologies. 

Protect Whatcom agrees with Mr. Trumka, though our mission is different. We seek to defend existing 
and future jobs in Whatcom County that should survive the current economic downturn, or result from 
expansion or location/relocation of innovative companies, but may not if we are the end of a colossal 
coal chain. In Whatcom County we have vibrant industries and the potential for development that may 
not be consistent with building one of the largest coal export shipping terminals in the world.2 The EIS 
must include a comprehensive analysis of the impact the terminal would have on employment sectors in 
other industries here, in all rail communities that would be impacted by the coal trains, and in all coastal 
communities that would be impacted by a significant spill resulting from a vessel collision, allision or 
grounding. 

Consider the following area employment sectors that could be negatively impacted by the transporting 
of coal through our communities and shipping from our shores: 

 Farming: With over 100,000 acres in production, Whatcom County aqua- and agriculture produce 
over $326 million worth of food products annually,3 much of which is exported.4 We are the 

                                                             
1  Located at http://www.aflcio.org/Press-Room/Speeches/Remarks-by-AFL-CIO-President-Richard-Trumka-
UN-Investor-Summit-on-Climate-Risk on the date of this comment, as were all other links. 
2  Ambre Energy proposes to build Millenium Bulk Terminals in Longview to export 44 mil. tons of coal per 
year, in addition to other terminals now proposed on the Columbia River and at Coos Bay. 
3
  Source:  Whatcom Farm Friends. http://www.wcfarmfriends.com/go/doc/1579/181807/. 

4  Dave Gallagher, Whatcom Dairy Farmers Expect Lower Prices for Milk in 2012, Feb. 5, 2012, Bellingham 
Herald, http://www.bellinghamherald.com/2012/02/05/2378797/whatcom-dairy-farmers-expect-lower.html.  
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state’s second largest milk-producing county, and grow more than 79% of the state’s 
raspberries.5 From 2002-2007, certified organic food production increased over 10 times, most of 
which we consume locally. Even if the quality of our food grown along rail corridors were only 
minimally impacted by increased train traffic and coal gondolas, would the perception of 
unhealthiness affect our farms’ sales? Will our 100+ dairy farms’6 milk production — second 
highest in the nation per cow today — decline due to increased rail rumblings? Our farmers pay 
their laborers almost 50% more than the national average — or two-thirds the average 
construction wage in Whatcom County7 – and we’ll need their food and jobs long after China 
stops buying coal from the Powder River Basin. Is a rail corridor on the farmland route consistent 
with Community Supported Agriculture programs such as agritourism, farm tours, and farmers 
markets?8 The EIS must determine whether GPT and concomitant foreseeable increased freight 
rail traffic on the farmland route — particularly coal transported by rail — is the first phase of 
development of a commercial corridor through our farmland zones and, if that is the case, 
measure future lost farm acreage, production, economic contribution, and jobs. 
 

 Commercial fishing: We already know how ocean acidification affects local oyster beds and 
Dungeness crab development.9 As our salmon species move from the “threatened” to 
“endangered” species list,10 and the Cherry Point herring population plummets to 10% of their 
numbers 40 years ago,11 do we know what introduction of an 80-acrea coal pile, six stories high, 
sitting uncovered one-half mile from the coast and unlined over a water table will have on our 
fish and shellfish? What if there were an oil spill from a tanker, en route to BP,12 hitting the rocks 
or colliding with one of the 487 ships calling on GPT each year at full capacity? What percentage 
of the state’s 14,000 commercial fishing jobs13 would we lose? 
 

 Outdoor recreation: We know hunting, sport fishing, and wildlife watching produce 46,250 jobs 
for Washington each year.14 Do we know how many jobs Whatcom County would lose if wildlife 
and aquatic species populations decline and/or our image changes from “outdoor destination” to 
“coal export corridor”? 

                                                             
5  Whatcom Farm Friends, Farm Facts – Whatcom County Overview (based on 2007 U.S. Census data), 
http://www.wcfarmfriends.com/go/doc/1579/177780/.  
6  See fn 4. 
7  U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Western Information Office, Occupational 
Employment and Wages in Bellingham, May 2011, http://bls.gov/ro9/oesbell.htm.  
8  Dennis Canty, Alex Martinsons, Anshika Kumar. American Farmland Trust, Losing Ground: Farmland 
Protection in the Puget Sound Region, January 2012. 
http://www.farmland.org/documents/AFTLosingGroundReportWeb.pdf.  
9  E.g., Jannifer Langston, Sightline Institute. Northwest Ocean Acidification – The Hidden Costs of Fossil Fuel 
Pollution, November 2011.  http://www.sightline.org/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2012/02/OA-primer1.pdf.  
10  Washington Department of Ecology, Puget Sound Shorelines, Salmon Species and Estuary Use,  
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/sea/pugetsound/species/salmon_est.html.  
11  Bob Simmons, Big Coal Meets Cherry Point’s Tiny Herring. Crosscut, October 28, 2011. 
http://crosscut.com/2011/10/28/environment/21354/Big-Coal-meets-Cherry-Points-tiny-herring/. 
12  Tankers Full of Trouble – Washington’s Waters: Tugs, Pilots Form Thin Line of Spill Insurance, Seattle 
Times, November 16, 1989, http://seattletimes.com/news/local/exxon/series/05.html.  
13

  Fish, Wildlife and Washington’s Economy, Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, November 2011. 
http://wdfw.wa.gov/publications/01344/wdfw01344.pdf.  
14  Ibid. 
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 Brick and mortar businesses: Bellwether Gate15 on the waterfront in Bellingham – with its 37 
businesses, including five medical offices and seven restaurants, according to googlemaps – 
markets itself as appealing to businesses that value water and island views, along with 
Bellingham’s “healthy community” and national rank as a best place to live.16 Will good schools 
and a decent airport be enough to lure businesses to locate to the Bellingham and on the 
waterfront if their employees are cut off from town and emergency care by 30+ trains per day, or 
if an 80-acre coal pile up the road, falling property values, and a stream of coal trains interfere 
with recruiting or client acquisition and retention? Will we realize the estimated 2,500-4,800 new 
waterfront jobs?17 Bellingham city councilman Michael Lilliquist asked the SSA-hired economists 
who measured economic benefits of the terminal18 if they had measured lost opportunities to 
recruit new businesses to Bellingham.19 SSA didn’t want that measured, but according to Hart 
Hodges, one of those economists (and a Bellingham resident), he’d “love to be asked to dig in to 
some of these additional questions.”20 Since SSA wouldn’t ask, the EIS must fully explore that 
impact. 

SSA Marine originally reported to permitting agencies Gateway Pacific Terminal (GPT) would produce 
213 jobs at full operation.21 That number never seems to stop growing, but whatever jobs numbers one 
believes, as Dirty Harry might ask, “Do we feel lucky?” Shipping terminals do not function to provide 
communities with jobs but to provide shippers of goods the cheapest service possible. The shipping 
industry does not hail SSA Marine for creating jobs, but for leading the industry in introducing Chinese-
manufactured innovations that eliminate jobs to reduce costs since man hours determine profits or 
losses.22 SSA has leveraged union contract provisions allowing them to introduce new technologies to 
reduce certain jobs by 75% in the container shipping sector, claiming, “We, as employers, earned it. We 
deserve this technology.”23 Add that attitude to the fact that coal terminals provide the lowest number 
of jobs per volume of any commodity loaded (1/4 the jobs loading other dry bulk; 1/5 the jobs loading 
containers),24 and we are left to ask regulators to specifically address in the EIS what guarantee we have 

                                                             
15  http://bellwethergate.com/.  
16  http://bellwethergate.com/About-Us/6.aspx.  
17  Timm Bissmeyer and Collins Woerman, Bellingham Gets Ready to Transform its Waterfront, Daily Journal 
of Commerce, July 26, 2007, at http://www.djc.com/news/re/11191591.html.  
18  GPT’s claims are summarized at http://gatewaypacificterminal.com/economic-benefits/creating-new-
jobs/.  
19

  John Stark, Economists: Cargo Terminal Would Bring Fewer Construction Jobs, Slightly More Permanent 

Ones. Bellingham Herald, October 28, 2011, at 
http://www.bellinghamherald.com/2011/10/28/2246590/economists-cargo-terminal-
would.html#storylink=misearch#storylink=cpy.  
20  Ibid. 
21  Table 4-3 of the Feb. 28, 2011 Project Information Document, at 
http://www.co.whatcom.wa.us/pds/plan/current/gpt-ssa/pdf/2011-02-28-project-info-doc.pdf.  
22  Bill Mongelluzzo, SSA Marine Eyes Advanced Technology. Journal of Commerce, Maritime News, October 
7, 2009, at http://www.joc.com/maritime-news/ssa-marine-eyes-advanced-technology_20091007.html. 
23  Ibid. 
24

  The Martin Associates, The Economic Impacts of the Port of Baltimore. Prepared for the Maryland Port 
Administration, rev. January 28, 2008, at 
http://mpa.maryland.gov/_media/client/planning/EconomicImpactReport-revisedJan'08.pdf.  
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SSA’s job numbers will materialize, and for how long, given the volatility of world coal markets and past 
closures of other west coast coal terminals.25 

Even were it the case that GPT would provide over 200 jobs, that would rank it around 40th among 
Whatcom County employers,26 employing one-quarter of 1% of the county’s workforce. Washington 
Employment Security Department estimated job growth in Whatcom County from 2008 to 2018 to be 
24,500 jobs,27 many of which are in sectors which provide good family wages. The EIS must determine 
with as much precision as possible how those numbers will change if Whatcom County is the end of an 
enormous coal chain originating in the Powder River Basin. In addition to the impacts to the 
environment, human health, transportation infrastructure, and public expense, the EIS must conduct 
surveys of targeted businesses and industries outside the area to determine how changed perception of 
the area as an attractive location to locate a business will be impacted. Further, surveys must be 
conducted of local businesses to determine how many would consider relocating or not expanding in 
the area if there were a coal terminal here. Only then will we be able to balance “benefits” of the 
terminal with all of its cumulative direct and indirect impacts. 
 
Thank you for your consideration of this comment. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Protect Whatcom 
 
By: Terry J. Wechsler 
 wechslerlaw@comcast.net 
 
  

                                                             
25

  Eric dePlace, Gambling on Coal, and Losing – The History of West Coast Coal Terminals. Sightline Institute, 

September 12, 2011, at http://daily.sightline.org/2011/09/12/gambling-on-coal-and-losing/.  
26  Bellingham Live, Major Employers in Bellingham and Whatcom County, at 
http://www.livebellingham.com/Jobs/LocalEmployers/tabid/6540/Default.aspx.  
27  https://fortress.wa.gov/esd/employmentdata/reports-publications/regional-reports/numbers-and-
trends.  
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