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Layoffs loom at Blaine schools

s Blaine school district employees and members of the Services  Employees International Union (SEIU) rally outside the school district 
office on August 18 after learning of plans to layoff school bus drivers, cafeteria workers, and other school district employees.

Photo by Grace McCarthy

August 20 - 26, 2020 FREECommunity Newspaper of Blaine and Birch Bay

TheNorthernLight.com

IN
SI

DE

IN THIS
ISSUE

Car show in Blaine this 
Saturday, August 22, page 4

Seventh Asian giant  
hornet found, page 2

BHS grads plan for uncer-
tain future, page 6

Low-barrier 
Covid-19 testing 
coming soon to 
Birch Bay
B y  I a n  H a u p t

Whatcom County’s Covid-19 mobile 
testing program will offer a free, low-bar-
rier test site at the Birch Bay Bible Com-
munity Church parking lot when the pilot 
phase is complete. 

This week, the pilot program start-
ed accepting registrations from anyone, 
including those without insurance or a 
physician’s referral, for testing at a site in  
Bellingham.

Tests are available by appointment only 
and can be scheduled online starting the 
Saturday prior at TestDirectly.com/what-
com or by calling 360/778-6075 between 
8:30 a.m. and 4 p.m daily. This week, test-
ing appointments can be scheduled on 
Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Friday and 
Saturday from 1-4 p.m., in Bellingham, ac-
cording to a press release from the What-
com County Health Department.

The program is expected to launch six 
additional testing sites by August 24, the 
press release says. Blaine and every other 
school district in the county will have a 
testing site.

Public information officer Amy Cloud 
said the hope is to have the additional test-
ing sites active by Monday, August 24, but 
the county cannot confirm that to be true 
until the end of the week. 

The health department piloted the 
low-barrier, mobile testing program with 
assistance from licensed medical profes-
sionals and Whatcom Unified Command 
(WUC) last week but was not accepting 
registrations due to an already full queue 
of people. 

“We know that timely testing and results 
are essential in preventing the spread of 
Covid-19. We also know there are sever-

A union representing Blaine school dis-
trict service employees announced to its 
members in an August 18 letter that the 
district plans major layoffs that could af-
fect dozens of employees, including bus 
drivers and food service employees, among 
others.

Honking cars filled the streets in front of 
the Blaine school district office later in the 
day as nearly 20 district employees rallied 
for community support.

“We just want to be heard. We matter 
too,” said Kim Ingham, a bus driver and 
food service worker who was starting her 
29th year with the district, during the rally. 

“We’re not asking to save our jobs. That’s 
not even going to be possible, but save our 
medical.”

Blaine will lay off all bus drivers and re-
duce bus mechanic staffing from 10 to four 
hours per day, according to the letter sent 
to union members. All nutrition service 
positions will be cut with the exception of 
four cooks. Associate positions that won’t 
support students during remote learning 
will be eliminated, according to the letter. 
Union officials say the number of paraedu-
cators to be cut is unclear.

In addition, the district tried to reduce 
all office staffmembers’ hours by one 
hour per day and reduce all maintenance, 
grounds and custodial staff by two hours 
per day but both amendments weren’t 
allowed by the union’s contract with the 
school district, which will expire August 
2021. Any reductions in these positions 
will affect employees with the lowest se-

niority, the letter states.
In the letter, the union says it argued to 

the district that the budget cuts were too 
big and tried to bargain for furloughs in-

School bus drivers, cafeteria workers may be cut

(See Layoffs, page 7) B y  G r a c e  M c c a r t H y

(See Testing, page 17) 
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As Covid-19 continues to 
spread in Whatcom County, 
Whatcom Unified Command 
(WUC) is looking for more vol-
unteers to help with testing sites 
and food bank support. Since 
March, WUC has developed an 
isolation and quarantine facili-
ty, began supporting food banks 
and created mobile testing ser-
vices. According to a WUC press 
release, “volunteers have been 
vital in the work to mitigate the 

spread of Covid-19.”
During phase 1 of Washing-

ton’s Safe Start plan, WUC relied 
on volunteers, along with city 
and county staff on loan from 
their employers. Since the begin-
ning of phase 2, many of those 
borrowed workers have returned 
to their regular jobs, creating an 
increased need for volunteers. 
WUC Incident Commander 
Scott McCreery said a communi-
ty-wide effort is required to min-
imize the impacts of Covid-19. 

“WUC volunteers act as 

force-multipliers, increasing the 
capability and effectiveness of 
our public health and social 
service partner agencies,” Mc-
Creery said in the press release.

WUC is currently recruiting 
volunteers to assist with a vari-
ety of tasks including help with 
testing registration, food bank 
distribution, licensed medical 
support and other needs as they 
develop. Volunteers should be 
able to commit to working sev-
eral hours each week for several 
weeks or months, and will have 

the option of trying out different 
positions. 

They will receive background 
checks, training and be provided 
with personal protective equip-
ment. Volunteers must adhere to 
proper mask protocol and social 
distancing for the protection of 
others.

“If ever there was a time for 
neighbors to help one another, 
that time is now,” McCreery said.

For a full list of volunteer op-
portunities visit whatcomcovid.
com.

Covid-19 response agency looking for volunteers
B y  K y r a  p l a n e t z

stead of layoffs, which will result 
in immediate loss of employee 
health insurance.

The school district and union 
officials could not give the exact 
number of jobs affected by press 
time. 

The Office of Superintendent 
of Public Instruction sent an Au-
gust 13 letter to superintendents 
informing them school districts 
will get transportation funding 
from September to January, but 
starting in February 2021 that 
funding will be “substantially 
lower,” for districts with schools 
in remote learning, since it’s 
based in part on previous rider-
ship numbers. 

Blaine school district super-
intendent Christopher Granger 
said in an email to The Northern 
Light that the district began con-
versations with the union imme-
diately after realizing layoffs were 
likely. He said he thought the 
district was still negotiating with 
Service Employees Internation-
al Union Local 925 (SEIU Local 
925), the union that represents 
Blaine school district service em-
ployees. 

Granger said he was disap-
pointed to see the statement re-
leased before the district finalized 
decisions regarding the layoffs, 
but understood the union’s po-
sition. The district is working 
to determine the most fiscally 
responsible, yet least impactful 
solutions, he said.

“These are incredibly difficult 
times, with many difficult deci-
sions ahead; for the district, for 
our staff and for our families,” 
Granger said. “We regret being 
in this position and its impact on 
the staff we care for and appre-
ciate. We will continue to come 
to the table together to work to-
wards a solution.”

With 25 hours of notice, the 
Blaine school district announced 
an August 19 special board of di-
rectors meeting would convene 
in executive session, closed to the 
public, to consider the position of 
the district in collective bargain-
ing. No action from the board is 
anticipated at the meeting. 

Blaine union officials said in 
the letter to members they closed 
discussions with the district so 
members could be notified as 
soon as possible that they were 
going to lose healthcare benefits.

Two-thirds of the service em-
ployee union’s approximate 150 
members will lose their jobs, said 
Sue Schroeder, Blaine chapter 
vice president of SEIU Local 925. 

Sue Schroeder said the union 
had good communication with 
the district until this point and 
is grateful to have a supportive 
board of directors.

Russell Carleton, Blaine chap-
ter president of SEIU Local 925 
and a custodian for the district, 
said it was clear to him following 
three meetings with the school 
district last week that the dis-
trict had made up its mind on the  
layoffs.  

Carleton said he’s never seen 
staff cuts this severe in his 27 
years working in Blaine schools, 
but the district is not entirely to 
blame.

“The state needs to step up to 
the plate. They’re the ones who 
have the money,” Carleton said. 
“It’s nobody’s fault. It’s the pan-
demic and everyone gets that but 
it’s super impacted lives. When 
you lose your income and med-
ical, that’s just tough.” 

In an August 17 letter shared 
with The Northern Light and sent 
to governor Jay Inslee and the 
Washington Office of Superin-
tendent of Public Instruction, 
state education unions asked the 
governor to use emergency pow-
ers to suspend the state’s formula 
to calculate school districts’ stu-
dent transportation and provide 
sufficient transportation funding 
for the 2020-21 school year.

The letter called on state super-
intendent Chris Reykdal to use 
his emergency powers to adjust 
allocated funds for student trans-
portation and require school bus 
drivers continue to be employed 
and paid. 

OSPI spokesperson Katy Payne 
said the state superintendent 
doesn’t have emergency powers 
but the governor’s office and state 
legislature are aware of the issue 
and are working to find a solu-
tion. The governor’s office is re-
searching if it can use emergency 
powers to create a fix to student 
transportation allocations, which 
would be a quicker solution than 
the legislature adjusting the allo-
cations in January, Payne said.

The letter also cites McCleary 
v. Washington, a 2012 state Su-
preme Court case that ruled the 
state had failed schools with in-
sufficient funding. 

“The Governor and State Super-
intendent of Public Instruction 
have a constitutional obligation 
to modify the funding formulas 
using the process provided in 
statute to define additional dif-
ferential and significant factors 
to allow for the safe transport 
of basic education materials and 
students during the COVID-19 
pandemic and a funding formula 
that provides for the actual costs 

of these basic education transpor-
tation services,” the letter reads.

The letter is signed by six 
unions including SEIU Local 925 
and the Washington Education 
Association, the state’s teachers 
union. 

State union vice president Tri-
cia Schroeder said it’s difficult 
to give a number of school dis-
tricts that have laid off classified 
employees rather than furlough-
ing them because many districts 
initially laid off their employees 
before reversing the decision and 
furloughing them, largely to pre-
serve medical benefits.

Tricia Schroeder warns the 
state will be in crisis when the 
schools reopen for in-person 
learning and former bus drivers 
have found new jobs, which will 
add to an already existing deficit 
for school transportation em-
ployees. Blaine union members 
and representatives echoed these 
remarks, including Blaine union 
vice president Sue Schroeder, 
who said she’s already heard of 
bus drivers looking for employ-
ment at private schools.

Tricia Schroeder said the 
union’s members will increase 
their presence at school board 
meetings and lobby when state 
legislature returns to session in 
January. Until then, the union has 
started unemployment webinars 
for members filing for unemploy-
ment.

Tifany Coleman, a Blaine bus 
driver of five years, said she feels 
abandoned by the district after 
bus drivers delivered meals to 
students in March while the rest 
of the school district worked 
from home.

“When this all started with the 
pandemic, we were told we were 
supposed to rally the communi-
ty together,” she said. “We were 
the ones on the front lines to help 
kids feel some sense of normalcy 
and community.”

Coleman said she wanted the 
rally in front of the district’s of-
fice to put faces to the budget cut 

numbers and show who would 
lose health insurance. Many pro-
testers say they want to demon-
strate until their voices are heard.

Coleman said she fears for her 
colleagues, many of whom she 
says have worked for the district 
for decades and now, over the age 
of 50, will be left without health 
insurance in less than two weeks. 

Even though Coleman said she 
understood the district’s need to 
furlough drivers while students 
study at home, she said she ex-
pected more from the administra-
tion.

“We’re not getting the support 
we earned,” she said. “I don’t un-
derstand them leaving us in the 
middle of the water without life 
jackets.” 

Layoffs ...
From page 1

Tifany Coleman, a Blaine bus driver and food service worker, holds a 
sign outside the district office on August 18. 
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