
Anacortes American

By RichaRd WalkeR
rwalker@goanacortes.com

When cleanup of Ana-
cortes’  contaminated 
former water treatment 
plant begins as soon as 
next year, the city will 
already have spent about 
$2 million prepping for a 
cleanup job estimated by 
the Public Works director 
to cost $229,000, accord-
ing to public records 
obtained by the Ana-
cortes American.

It’s money that was 
spent without notification 
to the public, and even 
City Council members 
did not realize how large 
the tab had grown as the 
bills rolled in.

For more than two 
years, the City Council 
was advised in closed ses-
sion of work being done 
to determine the level 
of PCBs, lead and arse-
nic contamination. City 
Attorney Darcy Swetnam 
said in November that 
she also kept the council 
updated by email — com-
munications she said are 
protected by attorney-
client privilege; those 
emails were not included 
in responses to public 
records requests filed by 
the Anacortes American.

C o u n c i l  m e m b e r s 
said recently that they 
received information 
about expenses along the 
way, but did not know the 
total costs to date. Many 
were surprised to learn 
that the cost had reached 
almost $2 million and 

counting.
Mayor Laurie Gere 

acknowledged that the 
total sum was a lot. For 
perspective, the city’s 
general budget for 2020 
was $70 million and for 
2021 is expected to be 
$72.6 million.

“We had no concept of 
what it would cost,” Gere 
said of preparing for 
cleanup. “The expenses 
came as a surprise to all 
of us.”

The work has been 
coordinated by a Seattle 
law firm, Foster Garvey 
(formerly Foster Pep-
per), rather than by the 
city. With the law firm as 
the go-between, the city 
did not legally need to 
notify the public about 

contracts  s igned for 
work done at the site. 
The council had no role 
in approving any of the 
work, which was never 
discussed in open session.

However, Gere said 
the expenses were neces-
sary, as was the expertise 

of the law firm.
“ Th e  a m o u n t  o f 

money it takes to clean 
up a site like this is 
breathtaking, but we at 
the city wanted to do 
everything with the best 
possible science, so we 
had to have those types 

of agencies,” she said. 
“We needed a law firm 
that understands the 
Toxic Cleanup Act, that 
are experts in that. So yes, 
it’s a lot of money. The 
bottom line was com-
munity health and safe-
ty, and if we could have 
done it for less, we would 

have.”
Costs ranged from 

$612,108 to one compa-
ny for soils and materi-
als testing to $63,140 for 
a public relations firm to 
help the city inform the 
public of the situation. 
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City’s pre-cleanup costs add up

Skagit PubliShing file PhotoS

this 1970 building and holding tank facility at the former anacortes Water 
treatment Plant in west Mount Vernon are expected to be demolished when 
the site is decontaminated, as early as next year.

PhotoS by briana alzola / anacorteS aMerican

Members of the kiwanis Sunrisers set up their tree lot in the Sebo’s 
store parking lot friday, nov. 29, after hauling roughly 300 trees to 
anacortes. Sales are ongoing, with the club president expecting to sell 
about 500 trees this holiday season.

Oh, Christmas trees

At a glance 
 What are PCBs? 
 Pcb, or polychlorinated biphenyl, was a fire-
retardant and insulating chemical formerly used 
in adhesives, caulking, coatings, lubricants and 
paints. it was banned in 1978 as a health risk.
 the dangers were not known in 1970 when the 
plant was built, but the city started testing drink-
ing water for contaminants in 1976. no samples 
ever showed Pcbs in detectable concentrations, 
according to the city.
 How much contamination was found? 
 the Pcb level was determined to be 1 particle 
per 1 million, or 1 ppm, according to ecology; the 
federal allowable standard is 0.5 ppm. Public Works 
Director fred buckenmeyer said the source was 
exterior coatings and building materials such as 
caulking that flaked off into the soil but did not 
affect groundwater or surface water.
 Why has cleanup not begun? 
 cleanup of contaminated sites is a detailed 
process, and the city is more than halfway through 
it. ecology and the city collected public comment 
on the preferred cleanup plan: contaminated soil 
will be excavated and trucked to a permitted land-
fill; the sedimentation and filtration basins will be 
demolished and trucked to a permitted landfill off-
site. other decommissioned plant structures that 
are not sources of Pcbs — the former clear well 
and administration building — will be demolished 
as needed.
 a public meeting took place on March 23, online 
because of the coViD-19 pandemic. ecology will 
next issue the cleanup action plan and a legal 
agreement for public review.

County sees worst month 
so far for COVID-19 cases

Gravel quarry gets OK to 
expand to 53.5 acres
By RichaRd WalkeR
rwalker@goanacortes.com

Lake Erie Pit LLC’s 
permit application to 
expand its gravel quarry 
near Rosario Road and 
Marine Drive from 17.78 
acres to 53.5 acres was 
approved Monday by the 
county hearing examiner.

The company plans 
to remove 60,000 tons 
of gravel per year for 60 
years. Peak mining opera-
tions could see 26 truck 
trips per day — 13 empty 
and 13 full, an increase 
from nine empty and nine 
full.

Thirty-four Fidalgo 
Island residents testi-
fied at an Oct. 14 public 
hearing, most of them 
opposed. But  Skagit 
County Hearing Exam-
iner Wick Dufford on 
Monday approved said 
testimony didn’t out-
weigh existing local land-
use laws.

“The question of the 
appropriate use of the 

site has been legislatively 
resolved by the approval 
of an enlarged Mineral 
Resources Overlay which 
encompasses the area 
of the applicant’s min-
ing proposal,” Dufford’s 
decision states.

That overlay is meant 
to allow continued opera-
tion of existing natural 
resource industries and 
ensure the use of adja-
cent lands does not inter-
fere with the extraction 
of minerals. The site is 
zoned Rural Resource 
Natural Resource Land.

In an effort to address 
some of the public con-
cerns, Dufford’s approval 
includes several condi-
tions that mine owner 
Bill Wooding must meet, 
including:

• The quarry can oper-
ate only from 8 a.m. to 5 
p.m. Monday through Fri-
day, 8 a.m. to noon Sat-
urday.

• Rock crushing is lim-
ited to a month in spring 
and a month in fall.

• A 100-foot setback 
must be established to 
protect neighboring prop-
erties from slides.

• Once parcel near 
homes is restricted from 
mining.

• The permit will be 
void if the quarry is dor-
mant for a year.

The expanded opera-
tion must begin with-
in two years and be 
reviewed every five years, 
starting in 2025, to ensure 
compliance.

In earlier testimony, 
some neighbors called 
Wooding a good neigh-
bor and the quarry a pro-
vider of good jobs. But 
others expressed concern 
about additional truck 
traffic, dust and noise; 
interruption of ground-
water flow and disruption 
of slope stability.

See Plant, page A4

Council left decisions, spending on handling contamination of  
former plant to mayor; work expected to be done next year

By colette Weeks and 
Questen inghRam

The number of hospitalizations due to 
COVID-19 are rising in Skagit County, 
with 36 people hospitalized in November, 
the highest number since the virus was 
found in Skagit County.

That compares to seven in October 
and seven in September. The next highest 
was April with 29 hospitalizations.

Meanwhile, the total confirmed case 
count had reached 2,023 by Sunday. Of 
those, 762 came in November. The death 
count as of Nov. 30 was 27.

The county is averaging 300 cases 
per 100,000, said Skagit County Health   

Officer Howard Leibrand.
That’s the bad news. But the good 

news is that treatment has improved as 
doctors learn more about the disease, 
leading to better outcomes, he said.

More good news: Leibrand is expect-
ing vaccine doses very soon.

“We will get first doses before the end 
of the year,” he said.

Skagit County will be the area dis-
tributor, and the first to get doses will be 
health care workers who interact with 
COVID-19 patients and in elder care 
facilities. The next tier might include 
workers such as teachers, he said.

See Virus, page A7
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Foster Garvey submitted 
invoices totaling at least 
$108,701 for its own work 
on behalf of the city.

S t a t e  S e n .  L i z 
Lovelett, who served 
on the City Council at 
the time before being 
appointed to the state 
Senate, said she was 
satisfied with the city’s 
handling of the matter 
before the public was 
notified.

“They have to do it 
right,” she said in a Sept. 
20 interview. “Obviously, 
there is the utmost sen-
sitivity because it has to 
do with a public drinking 
water supply.”

tracking expenses
Anacortes’ new $56 

million water treatment 
on Riverbend Road in 
Mount Vernon, adjacent 
to the former treatment 
plant, was completed in 
March 2013. The former 
treatment plant was then 
decommissioned and 
slated for demolition.

Contaminants were 
detected in January 2015.

Gere said she was 
notified by Public Works 
Director Fred Bucken-
meyer, and they “looped 
in” Brad Furlong, a 
Mount Vernon lawyer 
who worked as Ana-
cortes’ contracted city 
attorney. They then con-
tacted Foster Pepper and 
notified the Department 
of Ecology of the con-
tamination.

Gere said the City 
Council was told about 
the contamination within 
a week in closed session. 
With her authorization, 
the law firm now known 
as Foster Garvey became 
“the quarterbacks” of the 
cleanup.

“They ’ve  ensured 
we’ve followed all prop-
er processes, communi-
cated with Ecology and 
engaged the right con-
sultants at the right time 
to move the project for-
ward,” Gere said.

The city hired attorney 
Swetnam in 2015, but Fos-
ter Garvey stayed at the 
helm of the water treat-
ment plant issue.

The law firm hired 
companies to do various 
work at the site: testing 
soil, evaluating cleanup 
options, analyzing risk 
levels posed by the con-
tamination and more. The 
firm advised the mayor 
and city attorney, who in 
turn informed the council 
in closed session, of com-
panies hired and work 
being done.

While the seven-mem-
ber council controls the 
budget, it had no control 
over expenses or deci-
sions made by Foster 
Garvey. Council consent 
wasn’t sought; any council 
decisions would have to 
be made in open session.

“We discussed it — 
‘This is what we did this 
week’ — but we didn’t 
ask permission on each 
step,” Gere said.

Council member Matt 
Miller recalled in a Sept. 
16 interview that the 
council wasn’t involved in 
decisions and that expens-
es were reported piece-
meal.

“The council got a 
good understanding that 
it was going to be quite 
expensive. When we 
authorize the budget, we 
obviously give money for 
outside consulting servic-
es. If I were to look at the 
dollar amount, I’m sure 

I’d say that seems like a 
lot of money to consult 
on something like this.”

Several council mem-
bers said they were not 
given a total of what 
money was being spent, 
but that wasn’t uncom-
mon.

“It’s shaky when it 
comes to consulting ser-
vices or outside counsel 
because often that’s incre-
mental. Each (invoice) by 
itself doesn’t exceed the 
mayor’s budget authority,” 
Miller said. “We obviously 
give the mayor a lot of 
authority and a lot of dis-
cretion to spend money.”

Gere and Swetnam 
didn’t provide the coun-
cil with a rolling tally of 
expenses related to the 
cleanup in their updates, 
but it was clear the work 
would be expensive, said 
former council member 
Eric Johnson, who served 
from 2011-19.

“ Wh a t  t h a t  t o t a l 
amount was, it was always 
kind of an estimate,” he 
said.

Lovelett, who served 
on the council from Janu-
ary 2014 to February 
2019, said she remem-
bered only a few brief-
ings in the council’s Public 
Works Committee or in 
closed session regarding 
the water treatment plant 
cleanup. And expenses 
weren’t covered in detail.

“It’s not necessarily 
that most granular level 
of detail where we’re 
looking at all the invoic-
es and things,” she said. 
“It’s generally keeping us 
apprised of the general 
framework of what was 
going on.”

Ryan Walters, a coun-
cil member since 2012, 
said he doesn’t think he 
saw a cost breakdown of 
the project or a summary 
of estimates prior to test-
ing.

“I  imag ine  tha t ’s 
because it’s difficult to 
project those costs prior 
to that testing,” he said.

City Council member 
Anthony Young, who 
took office after the pub-
lic was notified of the 
contamination, said he 
knew the city was spend-
ing money on cleanup 
preparat ion but  was 
surprised by the total 
expenses to date.

“It’s a lot of money, 
and I’m not sure how we 
got there,” he said.

Adding up a list of 
invoices obtained from 
the city through public 
records requests showed 
that at least $1.4 million 
was spent between Janu-
ary 2015 when the con-
tamination was discov-
ered to April 2017 when 
the public was notified 

of the contamination. At 
least $500,000 more has 
been spent since then.

Miller recalled not 
being surprised that con-
taminants were found in 
soil and materials samples 
at the former plant and 
expected cleanup would 
be expensive. But the 
actual costs to date, which 
he learned in the inter-
view, came as a surprise.

“You telling me that 
number, it’s pretty stag-
gering,” he said.

Swetnam emailed the 
mayor and council this 
past July that she was 
working on a summary 
of charges by consultants 
since 2017.

B r u c e  M c D o u g a l l 
joined the City Coun-
cil in January 2017, four 
months before the public 
was notified of the con-
tamination.

“It was really early on 
in my time on the coun-
cil. I was still getting my 
feet wet,” he said Sept. 
4. He also was not aware 
of how much had been 
spent to date.

notifying the public
The well-publicized 

events of Flint, Michigan, 
where tainted water was 
blamed on deaths and 
stillbirths, were fresh on 
the mayor’s mind when 
she received news of the 
contamination in January 
2015.

“We didn’t brief the 
community at the time 
because we didn’t under-
stand exactly what we 
were dealing with,” Gere 
said. “We immediately 
reported it to all our state 
and federal agencies … 
and then we started work-
ing with the experts. And 
as soon as we understood 
what we had, we notified 
the public.”

Foster Garvey con-
tracted with Gallatin Pub-
lic Affairs in February 
2016 to guide the messag-
ing and develop a web-
site, SafeandCleanWater.
org. Notification to the 

public came in April 2017.
A press release writ-

ten by Gallatin went out 
the same day the city 
filed a 1,400-page report 

with the state Depart-
ment of Ecology request-
ing help in forming a site 
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Department of ecology graphic

this graphic from a feasibility study of the former anacortes Water treatment plant along the Skagit 
river highlights two buildings that would be demolished and where contaminated soil would be 
removed. Below is a photo from the anacortes american of the facility when it was first built in 1970. 

Timeline 
 2000-2013: Water treatment plant sampling data 
report no detectable levels of pcBs in city drinking 
water.
 March 2013: Building of new water treatment 
plant completed on riverbend road in mount Ver-
non, adjacent to the former treatment plant, built in 
1970. project cost: $56 million. the former plant is 
decommissioned.
 January 2015: Soil samples show contaminants 
at former plant site. arsenic and pcBs are found 
in soil at the exterior concrete walls of the filtra-
tion basin, sedimentation basin and administration 
building. pcBs and pahs — polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons — are found along an exterior wall 
of the sedimentation basin. lead is found in paint 
samples from the old administration building.
 the city hires the Seattle-based law firm foster 
pepper (now foster garvey) for guidance.
 2015, 2016, 2017: the city’s annual water depart-
ment reports make no mention of pcBs at the for-
mer plant.
 March 30, 2017: intertox submits a report to the 
city, in which it finds low risk of cancer from expo-
sure to pcBs at the former plant.
 April 24, 2017: the city announces to the public 
that it has asked the state Department of ecology 
for assistance in forming a safe strategy for site 
cleanup and building demolition. it is the first time 
the discovery of contaminants is disclosed to the 
public. the city launches a city website, Safean-
dcleanWater.com, developed by gallatin public 
affairs, a public relations firm.
 Aug. 28, 2019: the city and ecology sign an order 
outlining how the city will address the contamina-
tion, requiring a remedial investigation/feasibility 
study and a draft cleanup action plan.
 March 16 to April 14, 2020: ecology and the city 
collect public comment on the preferred plan: con-
taminated soil will be excavated and trucked to 
a permitted landfill, and the sedimentation and 
filtration basins will be demolished. other decom-
missioned plant structures that are not sources of 
pcBs — the former clear well and the administra-
tion building — will be demolished as needed.
 March 23, 2020: public meeting takes place online.
 May 4-8, 2020: cris matthews with ecology signs 
the remedial investigation/feasibility study.
 To come: ecology will select the cleanup action 
for public review. the public will be invited to com-
ment sometime in early 2021, matthews told the 
american in november. once a legal agreement 
is made with the city, he expects cleanup will take 
place in 2021.

What the  
city spent 

 a c c o r d i n g  t o 
records  obta ined 
t h r o u g h  p u b l i c 
records requests, 
foster garvey — act-
ing as the city’s agent 
— hired the follow-
ing companies to 
do work from 2015-
20. invoices were 
sent to the law firm, 
which passed them 
to the city. these are 
the city’s expens-
es through spring 
2020; not included is 
anchor Qea’s work 
later in 2020 prepar-
ing the city’s draft 
cleanup action plan.
	 • 	 $612 ,108 .53 :	
Stantec, an engineer-
ing and project man-
agement firm. “they 
were initially engaged 
to do the site test-
ing that provided the 
results to understand 
the contaminants on 
the site,” mayor lau-
rie gere emailed on 
July 27. “their raw 
data was used to 
prepare the 1400+ 
page initial remedial 
investigation, which is 
available in full on the 
city’s website.”
	 • 	 $353 ,012 .15 :	
anchor Qea, an envi-
ronmental science 
and restoration firm. 
“they were hired to 
replace Stantec to 
expedite the pro-
cess,” gere wrote in 
her email. “anchor 
is a local consulting 
firm who took the 
remedial investiga-
tion (report) prepared 
with Stantec’s sup-
port, and develop a 
feasibility Study to 
identify and evalu-
ate cleanup options. 
they also performed 
additional site test-
ing to fill in any gaps 
necessary to evaluate 
cleanup options.”
	 • 	 $336 ,391 .59 :	
mWh global, a plan-
ning, design and con-
struction manage-
ment company.
	 •	 $282,041.17:	 For	
expert consultants 
hired by foster gar-
vey, lab analysis and 
delivery of six 55-gal-
lon open head drums.
	 • 	 $ 9 2 , 2 3 9 . 9 8 :	
intertox. “they are 
toxicologists, who 
s y n t h e s i z e d  t h e 
results generated by 
Stantec to character-
ize the risks of the 
compounds on the 
Site,” gere wrote.
	 •	$63,140.07:	Gall-
atin public affairs, a 
communications and 
lobbying firm. gallatin 
developed a website, 
SafeandcleanWater.
org, “dedicated to 
providing the public 
information,” gere 
wrote. gallatin also 
“ h e l p e d  d e v e l o p 
an outreach plan to 
ensure we notified 
all stakeholders and 
helped us make sure 
we responded appro-
priately to all inquiries 
related to the site. 
they’ve continued 
to help us update 
our website through-
out the process and 
inform the public.”
	 • 	 $ 2 0 , 8 4 8 . 6 5 :	
friedman & Bruya, 
environmental chem-
ists.
	 •	 $7,035:	 Labora-
tory Data consul-
tants, data validation.
	 •	 $650:	DLH	Envi-
ronmental consulting, 
environmental site 
assessments.

See Plant, page A5
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