
April 17,2023


To:  County Council Members, County Executive,  Port of Bellingham Commissioners, 
Sen. Sharon Shewmake, Rep. Alicia Rule, Director of Planning Mark Personius 

RE: Proposed Ranch Quarry Mine 

We, the following community members have many serious concerns about the Ranch quarry 
mine application. The process has been too fast and has not given us the appropriate amount of 
time to respond to this dramatic and alarming change to our lives and the environment 
surrounding us. Cowden has had years to prepare as he initially approached the county at least 
two years ago.  
We, therefore implore that the county extend the public comment for an additional two weeks. 
We need more time to respond to their SEPA Environmental checklist. From initial analysis, it 
does not reassure us that they understand our concerns or are committed to rigorous 
protections of our critical aquifers.  

The Critical Aquifer Recharge Areas Guidance Jan. 2005 publication # 05-10-028 states that 
when public drinking water supply is compromised, the community faces risk and great 
expense. Prevention of groundwater contamination is far less expensive than clean up. 
The Growth Management Act requires protection of public ground water drinking supplies, so it  
establishes the designation and protection of “Critical Areas” to prevent harm to the community 
from natural hazards and to protect natural resources as outlined. Wetlands, fish and wildlife 
habitat and “areas with a critical recharging effect on aquifers used for  
potable water”, were “vulnerable to contamination”. The GMA requires that local jurisdictions 
give special consideration to conservation or protection measures necessary to preserve or 
enhance anadromous fisheries. Groundwater is an important component to stream flow. 

Saar Creek is a Critical Area Discharge Area, as is South Saar Creek as well as the 
Breckenridge Aquifer Discharge. All these areas are listed as HIGH vulnerability. These areas 
are protected.They should never have been a MRL overlay placed over them. It was a serious 
oversight to allow this to happen. In the 2013 WRIA 1, Ground Water Data Assessment, 
Ecology Publication No. 14-03-013, they accurately assess that ground water in this area can 
be at or near the ground surface in the wet winter/spring and is generally at depths below the 
ground surface of less than 10 feet throughout the remainder of the year.  We who live in this 
area agree. We have standing water on our place for 9 months out of the year. Years ago, 
landowners put  in their own ponds to contain some of this water. As is pointed out in the 
application, Jerry Hammer’s property has several such ponds. 
Just washing the dirt and contaminates off the trucks before leaving the surface mine area will 
contaminate ground water. Best Practices as outlined by the State and Whatcom County are not 
sufficient to protect such on the surface ground water. 

The Critical Aquifer Recharge document also states: Local government planning can influence 
the types of future development that occurs in various areas and may be able to encourage 
potentially contaminating facilities to locate in areas where the aquifer has a lower susceptibility 
if contaminates are released. In this way, the potential for the aquifer pollution is lowered and 
the public is protected. This proposed mine is literally in the middle of such an aquifer. It also 
says that land use planning at the local level is the most effective way to influence where 
facilities choose to locate. 

 Our local government officials need to advocate for protecting our Critical Aquifer Areas. 



It is your responsibility as designated by the GMA, the Critical Aquifer Recharge Areas 
Guidance Document and the 2013 Primary Aquifers Data Assessment (to name a few),  
to place the utmost importance on protecting our water. The most minuscule contamination can 
have major economic and water quality impacts. 

We also have concerns  that the only MRL overlay in this area is on Jerry Hammer’s property 
and that one of the three serving members of the Mineral Resource Advisory Board is Brent 
Cowden, an associate of Hammer’s, who obviously has a vested interest in the outcome of the 
county’s assessment.  When was this MRL designated? Who chose to place a MRL over lay in 
a HIGH vulnerability aquifer surrounded by multiple small farms, who was involved in making 
these decisions? It would be important to know who was involved in this decision making. 

It is unfortunate that a review of protections required for critical aquifer areas and their 
significance was not considered when allowing this MRL to happen in the first place. 
The onus is on the Whatcom County officials to make sure that proper protocols and 
procedures are strictly followed in the Critical Aquifer Recharge areas, designated as having a 
high level of vulnerability.  It is your responsibility as pubic officials to follow the guidelines. We 
sincerely hope that this was an unfortunate oversight and that lessons will be learned to help 
county agencies and leaders from making this mistake again. It’s about the future of our rural 
life in Whatcom County. We want to  promote vibrant, healthy rural enterprises that supports our 
environment and our Aquifers. This is an important decision and we need your assurance that 
you take these issues seriously and will make every effort to keep our Critical Aquifer Areas 
undisturbed for the protection of all of us. 

Respectfully submitted, 

HOME committee members,  
Tom and Elli Harron 
Kathleen and Rich Greenbaum 
Andrew Clarke 
Nolan and Andrea Harron 
Isaac Welch 
Mark Porter 
Erica Simons 


