Birch Bay road construction delayed 


BIRCH BAY — Construction of a $5 million road connection has stalled because developers can’t get loans to build it, so they met with County Executive Pete Kremen seeking county financial help.
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Birch Bay road construction delayed

Developers unable to get $3.5 million through banks
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BIRCH BAY — Construction of a $5 million road connection has stalled because developers can’t get loans to build it, so they met with County Executive Pete Kremen seeking county financial help. 

Without help, construction of the road could be years away, developer Fred Bovenkamp said. 

That delay could crimp the county’s plan for a commuter-friendly arterial seamlessly linking Semiahmoo with Birch Bay- Lynden Road and Interstate 5, and it would force about 2,500 Birch Bay Village residents to continue relying on a new intersection some say is unsafe. 

Developers must build and give Whatcom County a road connecting Birch Point Road with Semiahmoo Parkway near Lincoln Road before they finish the first 300 homes in their Horizon at Semiahmoo project, as required by the county hearing examiner, Bovenkamp said. 

The development, between Semiahmoo Parkway and Birch Point Road and west of Shintaffer Road, would include 650 high-end homes and 100,000 square feet of commercial space. About $35 million has been spent on the project, but winter home sales have been slow, said Bovenkamp, and he’s looking for a development partner to bring money into the project. 

Bovenkamp said they have built a road stub and new intersection for about $1.5 million, but regional banks, facing the subprime mortgage crisis, aren’t loaning money to finish it right now. 

Bovenkamp and developer David Syre, who sold Bovenkamp the land and still has a financial interest in the project, told Kremen in a meeting recently that without financial help from the county, construction would have to wait. Bovenkamp had expected the more-than-one-mile- long connection to open by 2009, but without help that will be years away, he said. They want the county to help pay upfront costs, and developers would pay the money back later, he said. 

“If they want it done sooner than later, it’s going to require some pretty creative ideas,” Bovenkamp said. 

Kremen said last week that the county will explore all options to ensure the segment opens around the time Whatcom County finishes extending Lincoln Road east to Blaine Road, giving Birch Bay Village and Birch Point residents a straight route eastbound. The county has wanted the corridor for decades to lure commuters from Birch Bay Drive to a safer, faster alternative. 

Lincoln Road could be connected to Blaine Road by fall 2009, but opening the developers’ segment sooner would still give drivers an alternative to Birch Bay Drive, County Road Engineer Joe Rutan said. 

Public Works officials and a David Evans and Associates consultant working for the developers have met to explore options. 

In the meantime, Birch Bay Village residents say the newly configured intersection connecting Birch Point Road and Birch Bay Drive near the village isn’t safe. The developer designed and built the intersection to accommodate the planned connector, and it was approved by the county, Rutan said. 

“To really see the danger is to drive it at night and in slippery conditions toward the water,” resident Don Clark said. “It’s really unbelievable.” 

An ambulance ran off the icy roadway there in December with a patient on board, he said. “No one can understand why the county allowed such an unsafe situation to be built.” 

Because of complaints from residents, the county will hire an outside consultant, Perteet Engineering, to report on whether the intersection is safe, Rutan said. It also asked the state Department of Transportation’s opinion. 

Rutan said residents don’t like any traffic change that requires them to slow down to turn through the intersection. 

“I absolutely believe it’s a safe intersection,” Rutan said.
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