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Federal rescue money de-
livered to Whatcom Trans-
portation Authority was 
meant to make up for reve-
nues lost to COVID-19 lock-
downs. But the feds appear 
to have over-delivered, with 
$39 million in payments 
spread over three years bal-
looning the agency’s coffers 
and creating a budget sur-
plus of more than $19 mil-
lion.

The unexpected windfall, 
spread over three budget 
years, dwarfed what turned 
out to be relatively minor 
shortfalls in fares and sales 
tax revenue WTA has seen 
during the pandemic.

The relief fund’s intent at 
the outset was clear: Lock-
downs meant Canadian 
shoppers could no longer 
cross the border, which 
contributed to WTA’s $1.8 
million sales tax shortfall 
in 2020, according to the 
agency’s 2022 budget. WTA 
lost even more in operating 
revenue — $2.1 million — 
after it stopped collecting 
fares on March 18, 2020. 

In late 2020, with no 
COVID-19 vaccine available 
and no end to the pandemic 
in sight, wary WTA leaders 
drew up a conservative bud-
get for 2021. As it turned 
out, however, the agency 
would have finished 2021 
with its operating budget in 
the black even without the 
$9.3 million in federal relief 
it posted that year.

thisweek

Volume I Issue IIIBellingham, Washington

Simon Sefzik

Pickleball to 
be state’s
official sport
READ MORE > B8

RECREATION

GOVERNMENT

Beach Store Cafe
RESTAURANTS

New senator finds Olympia 
experience humbling.
READ MORE > A6

Historic restaurant
reopens on Lummi Island.
READ MORE > C1

INDEX
NEWS
News roundup ......................A2 
Civic Agenda.........................A3
Opinions/Letters..................A4
SPORTS
College.................................B1
Calendar...............................B2
LIVING
Best Bets...............................C1
Events calendar.....................C2
Just for Fun............................C6

Presorted
Standard

US POSTAGE

PAID
Bellingham, WA

Permit #229

Looking back: 2 years of COVID-19Federal
pandemic aid 
rescues WTA 
budget
By RALPH SCHWARTZ
Staff Reporter

Intalco restart hampered by federal statutes: BPA can’t meet smelter needs alone
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Everything changed on 
March 15, 2020, the day 
Gov. Jay Inslee announced 
he would order a temporary 
shutdown of restaurants, 
bars, and entertainment 
and recreational facilities 
because of the novel coro-
navirus.

Schools closed eventual-
ly, indoor church services 
were banned and office 
buildings became ghost 
towns. The economy spi-
raled as millions of people 
lost jobs to face uncertain 
futures. 

The highly contagious 
coronavirus stressed the 
hospital system to a break-
ing point and birthed con-

spiracy theories that spread 
distrust of medical science 
even as vaccines have prov-
en effective.

March 15 became a his-
torical bookmark for how 
much life changed since the 
deadly virus broke out in 
Wuhan, China, in late 2019, 
exploding into a pandemic 
that has claimed nearly 1 
million lives in the United 

States and 6 million world-
wide.

The two-year anniversa-
ry is marked by decreasing 
case rates in many coun-
tries and an easing of re-
strictions, including the lift-
ing of Washington’s mask 
mandate on March 12. 

The last two years have 
been challenging, however. 
The experience has brought 

about a new appreciation 
for many people’s core val-
ues and relationships.

A Whatcom County high 
school student, school-
teacher, veterinarian, 
restaurateur and health 
care administrator recent-
ly shared their experiences 
with Cascadia Daily News.

By RENA KINGERY
Staff Reporter

Cedar Anderson is the Intensive Care Unit nurse manager at PeaceHealth St. Joseph Medical Center. Since the beginning of the pandemic, she has sup-
ported the nurses who care for critically-ill COVID-19 patients. (Hailey Hoffman/Cascadia Daily News)
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Community members, health professionals share their stories

Negotiations for the 
lynchpin power deal need-
ed to reopen Ferndale’s In-
talco aluminum smelter are 
stagnant, with the Bonne-
ville Power Administration 
saying it can’t legally pro-
vide the massive amount of 
electricity requested to run 
the plant.

Despite $10 million in 
state funding and amped-
up pressure from state and 
federal leaders to reopen 
the plant and restore 700 
lost jobs, talks between 
Blue Wolf Capital LLC, the 
relaunch proponent, and 

the BPA, the likely electri-
cal provider, have not pro-
duced a deal, which appears 
unlikely under the agency’s 
legal mandates, agency offi-
cials say.

A spokesperson for BPA, 
a nonprofit federal power 
administration, said the 
agency can’t meet the needs 
for power placed on the ta-
ble by Blue Wolf. 

When the smelter closed 
its doors in 2020, it was us-
ing around 400 megawatts 
of electricity annually as a 
“Direct Service Industri-
al” customer, or DSI. DSI 
contracts allowed the plant 
to purchase power directly 
from BPA at below-market 
rates. 

Now, Blue Wolf wants the 
same from BPA, a deal the 
agency says it can’t commit 
to legally because the new 
plant would be a new cus-
tomer. 

“We can only serve ex-
isting DSI customers, and 
there is not an existing 
contract for Blue Wolf to 
assume,” explained BPA 
media relations manag-
er Maryam Habibi. “The 
Power Act states that BPA 

cannot sell power directly 
to new direct service indus-
trial customers.”

Because BPA is man-
dated by federal statutes, 
the company must follow 
U.S. codes, including code 
839c(d)(2): “The Adminis-
trator shall not sell electric 
power, including reserves, 
directly to new direct ser-
vice industrial customers.”

And when Alcoa termi-
nated its BPA contract in 

2019, the plant lost DSI 
customer standing. 

“We understand the de-
sire for getting this smelter 
up and running and bring-
ing jobs back to the area, 
and we’re supportive of that 
economic development for 
the region,” Habibi said. 
“But we have to follow our 
laws and statutes.” 

The power required to 
keep the smelter functional, 
400 annual megawatts, is 
beyond the capacity of BPA, 
and significantly more than 
most facilities use, BPA 
says.

In order to meet the 
amount of power requested 
by Blue Wolf, BPA would 
need “much more firm 

power than what we have 
available to us right now,” 
Habibi said.

A local economic devel-
opment official said the 
agency has stuck to that 
stance in negotiations.

“From what I under-
stand, BPA has offered 
[Blue Wolf] a much lower 
amount of power at a reg-
ular price, not a discounted 
price,” explained Don Gold-
berg, director of economic 
development at the Port of 
Bellingham. “They did not 
offer them enough power 
anywhere close to opening 
up the facility.”
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“THERE’S SIMPLY NO BETTER
USE FOR THE OLD SAYING,

‘ROBBING PETER TO PAY PAUL.’”
— SCOTT SIMMS,  PUBLIC POWER COUNCIL
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Goldberg’s department 
at the port represents com-
merce in Whatcom, so is 
closely involved in the In-
talco sale, but is not part of 
the current negotiations. 

Even with U.S. laws 
keeping its hands tied, BPA 
has kept negotiating amid 
pressure from politicians, 
perhaps with the notion of 
being a partner in a larger 
energy scheme. 

“If [Blue Wolf] really are 
serious about pursuing this, 
then there might be some-
thing we can do to help,” 
Habibi told Cascadia Daily 
News. “BPA has provided a 
potential offer for consider-
ation.”

Several other power pro-
viders in the region could 
work with Blue Wolf to pur-
chase power, and BPA says 
they may be able to deliver 
a portion of the requested 
400 megawatts. 

But the cost of that oth-
er power may be prohibi-
tive. The price of energy by 
megawatt fluctuates, espe-
cially as inflation rates sky-
rocket, though Habibi says 
around $50/megawatt is a 
good estimate. 

Last September, electric-
ity in the state of Washing-
ton clocked in around $97 
per megawatt. 

Part of Blue Wolf’s 
request involves a be-
low-market rate of pay per 
megawatt. 

Larry Brown, the pres-
ident of the Washing-
ton State Labor Council 
(WSLC), says Blue Wolf is 
looking to pay around $40 
per megawatt. WSLC rep-
resents more than 550,000 
union members across the 
state, and will represent the 
700 union jobs at the smelt-
er if it reopens. 

Per U.S. statutes, though, 
BPA can’t go into debt to 
meet that request, meaning 
the costs would likely be 
passed on to other custom-
ers. 

“There’s simply no better 
use for the old saying, ‘Rob-
bing Peter to pay Paul,’” 
Scott Simms, the executive 
director of the Public Power 
Council, told Cascadia Daily 
News.

“Blue Wolf’s request for 
BPA’s lowest-priced power 
would essentially create a 
subsidy to restart this de-

funct aluminum plant that 
would be paid for through 
cost increases to the re-
gion’s existing businesses 
and citizens, many of which 
are located in some of the 
lowest-income commu-
nities in Washington and 
other Northwest states,” he 
said.

The Public Power Coun-
cil, an Oregon-based orga-
nization, represents more 
than 90 consumer-owned 
utilities that purchase more 
than 90% of BPA’s output, 
including the City of Sumas 
and Whatcom County’s first 
Public Utility District. 

Brown says Blue Wolf 
has conducted several legal 
reviews of the “constraints 
that are being claimed by 
BPA,” and insists the com-
pany has found no legal re-
strictions barring BPA from 
committing to a new DSI 
contract at Intalco.

Lawmakers, meanwhile, 
continue to call the BPA the 
“last hurdle” to restarting 
smelter operations. 

“Ensuring a long-term 
supply of affordable elec-
tricity is the biggest chal-
lenge to re-starting oper-

ations at Intalco Works,” 
wrote U.S. Rep. Rick Lars-
en, whose district includes 
Whatcom and Skagit. “I am 
hopeful BPA and the new 
ownership group can reach 
an agreement on the elec-
tricity rate BPA charges”

“My understanding is 
that the biggest hurdle left 
is the BPA agreement,” 
said state rep. Sharon 
Shewmake, whose district 
includes Ferndale. “The 
electricity produced from 
hydropower will be lower 
carbon and able to poten-
tially displace higher car-
bon aluminum.”

BPA markets electricity 
from dozens of federal hy-
droelectric dams, making 
their energy much cleaner 
than other local energy pro-
viders.

Other local lawmakers 
remain enthusiastic about 
the possibility of a restart. 

“This is something 
we’re cautiously optimistic 
about,” said state Sen. Si-
mon Sefzik, who represents 
Ferndale. “This would 
have a great ripple effect 
throughout the economy 
and for every job created at 

Intalco, it potentially cre-
ates about 2.5 elsewhere in 
the area.” 

Support for the smelter is 
bipartisan. 

Shewmake said the $10 
million allocated by the 
state would be sent to re-
duce a restarted smelter’s 
emissions. But that money 
is only available for a limit-
ed time. If the money is not 
spent by June 30, 2025, the 
funds will not be reappro-
priated. 

Sefzik and other local 
plant boosters have added 
an additional political ele-
ment: The possible role of a 
Ferndale smelter in replac-
ing aluminum produced 
by foreign nations such as 
Russia, facing crippling 
trade sanctions because of 
its invasion and ongoing 
attempt to occupy Ukraine.

“This could actually offset 
all aluminum that was im-
ported from Russia,” said 
the Port of Bellingham’s 
Goldberg. “These resources 
are extremely important, 
especially in a time of war.”

Goldberg says U.S. alu-
minum, critical for the 
military, shipping, trade 

and commerce, has to 
come from somewhere. If 
it comes from Ferndale, the 
region will have more con-
trol over its environmental 
impact. 

In 2020, the United 
States imported about $19.1 
billion worth of aluminum 
from 131 countries. Can-
ada is the largest import-
er, supplying more than a 
third of total U.S. imported 
aluminum. Russia was the 
7th-largest supplier, pro-
viding about 2.2% of the 
aluminum imports. 

Blue Wolf plans to begin 
operations “as soon as they 
secure the power contract,” 
the labor council’s Brown 
said. 

“They’ll start hiring peo-
ple right away,” he told 
CDN. “We’d like to see 
it started as early as late 
April.”

Negotiations between Al-
coa, Blue Wolf and BPA are 
ongoing, though none of 
the parties could say when 
additional meetings might 
take place.
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Discussions regarding the Intalco plant continue, despite legal and financial barriers for BPA. Smelter supporters, though, hope to see the plant operational by late April. (Hailey Hoffman/
Cascadia Daily News)




