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Lincoln Road widening tops county's draft transportation plan
JARED PABEN / THE BELLINGHAM HERALD


Whatcom County got a $2.4 million state grant and can now afford to widen a section of Lincoln Road, a heavily traveled, but narrow road in Birch Bay.
The new draft six-year transportation improvement plan from Whatcom County has the Lincoln Road project No. 1 in priority. The project, which would widen the road between Shintaffer and Harborview roads, has been sought by neighbors for a long time.
"We're still very excited about that project, and I'm so desperate to get that one done," County Road Engineer Joe Rutan said.
The draft reflects less money in hand for construction than previous plans.
"It's a reflection of the economy," Rutan said. "There's less money out there to do these projects, and the projects, even though we've gotten good bid prices lately, they're exceedingly expensive."
The plan counts on spending $13.7 million on projects in 2010. The previous plan had $14.3 million in its first year and the plan before that $30 million.
Much of the construction planned for 2010 will repair damage from January 2009 storms and flooding, and will be largely paid by the federal government.
LINCOLN ROAD
In addition to the grant, staff still need approval from the County Council to spend $1.5 million in taxes on sales of real estate to do the nearly $4 million project.
The work will repave a mile of the road, add 8-foot-wide paved shoulders for bike and pedestrians and make drainage improvements. It's a scaled-back version of a major project previously contemplated. That one involved building a separate trail for bikes and pedestrians and installing a roundabout at Harborview Road.
The county is currently working with property owners to buy rights of way. Construction is scheduled for 2011.
The project wasn't done earlier because it takes five to six years, at best, to do a project of this size, and money wasn't available to fully design it until recently, Rutan said. They also spent time designing a larger project, with an extension to Blaine Road and roundabouts, before it became clear the county couldn't afford that.
BIRCH BAY PROJECT
Absent from this year's draft transportation plan was a project to build a berm with a pedestrian trail on top between Birch Bay Drive and the beach. The project would get pedestrians off the heavily traveled drive, which lacks sidewalks, and it would help prevent erosion from the bay caused during storms, said Doralee Booth, co-chairwoman of the transportation committee for the Birch Bay Steering Committee.
Rutan said he took it off the list because there's no money for it.
"Why spend a couple of hundred thousand on design if you don't have money to build it?" Rutan said. But after getting comments from neighbors, he'll propose to the County Council putting it back on the plan. That will allow staff to seek grants for it.
"That's important to us that it stay on the list and stay in the limelight," Booth said.
ROAD REPAIRS
The plan also calls for $2.23 million in road repairs, with the federal government paying for $1.88 million, or 85 percent. All the work will take place in 2010. Here are the projects:
• Northwest Drive/Bear Creek culvert, $478,000 project.
• South Pass Road repair, $545,000.
• Manley Road culvert replacement, $240,000.
• Emerald Lake Way slide repair, $532,000.
• Rutsatz Road repair, $307,000 project.
• Hillsdale Road culvert replacement, $123,000.


TO COMMENT
Send comments to Joe Rutan, county road engineer, 2011 Young St., Suite 201, Bellingham, WA 98225-4052, or e-mail jrutan@co.whatcom.wa.us. Deadline: Aug. 14.
Reach JARED PABEN at jared.paben@bellinghamherald.com or call 715-2289. Read his Traffic Talk blog at blogs.bellinghamherald.com/traffic.
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