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Welcome to the Legislature!

I am Eric ffitch, and we're happy to host you here virtually at WPPA Headquarters. We're just a few blocks away from the Capitol, and will look forward to seeing you up on the hill soon.

For now, we want to say a sincere thanks for giving us some of your time – we know how busy you all are!

And we know the task before you and your colleagues is a big one – leading the state at a transitional moment, with lots of new faces not just in the Legislature but in executive roles, and learning and becoming expert on a range of issues  - some of which may be new to you.  

That's why we wanted to offer this webinar to new and returning members alike - a quick and digestible primer about Public Port Districts and how they promote economic development and support your communities across the state.

We often find that our Washington ports – almost a unique entity across the nation – are not well understood. So we are happy to get you off on the right foot!



Port Districts – Introduction and History

Port Powers – Overview

Port Funding Sources

 What ports do:
• Transportation 
• Economic Development 
• Industrial Development and Environmental Remediation

Case Studies!

Overview
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Now, with those IMPORTANT introductions out of the way – want to give you a quick overview of what we're going to cover today

First, I'll talk a bit about how ports in WA got our start, and my colleague James will help take us up to the present day.

Chris and James will both talk through our statutory authorities, and then Chris will take us through a big topic: our role as economic development entities.

Chris is also our Transportation lead so he'll talk transportation policy, ports and aviation (yes, we are ALSO airports!), and the importance of the river system to our work.

Then Carly will talk about the role ports play as environmental stewards, and some of the crossover between our environmental work, energy policy, and how ports are implementing new technologies to stay competitive and efficient.

Then we'll talk about partnering with you all going forward.

We have 90 minutes together today, but we'll get through our slides in less than an hour, and will have PLENTY of time for discussion.

That's really what we want – lively discussion, lots of questions, we're here to help you get a handle on all things ports, so we hope you throw any questions our way.

You can interrupt as we go, but again we should have amply time at the end for discussion.

With that...




Port Districts in Washington State

There are 75 port districts in Washington State
Ports are special purpose districts and municipal 
corporations
Ports were created to retain public ownership of 
waterfront and critical infrastructure
Ports facilitate trade, but the main purpose is to 
promote economic development
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+ mention of elected port commissioners, county wide for some… 

The first thing that usually jumps out at people about our Washington port districts is JUST HOW MANY there are – 75 across the state, in 33 of 39 counties. That includes TWELVE in Kitsap County – where they sprung up in the early 20th century as part of the "Mosquito Fleet" of that era – and TEN port districts in Grant County, supporting the agriculural economy along with a vibrant aviation business (more on that later!).

FIFTEEN of our ports are county-wide – Seattle is all of King County for example, Tacoma represents all of Pierce County, on to Walla Walla, Bellingham, Grays Harbort, and more – while some, as evidenced by Kitsap County and Grant County, can be significantly smaller than the entire county.

These ports are special purpose districts, also referred to as Limited Purpose Districts or Municipal Corporations.

They're run by independently elected commissions, typically service six-year terms. The majority of our ports are run by THREE member commissions, but there are six ports across the state that have FIVE commissioners. 

And they're funded by a property tax levy, authorized annually by a vote of their commissions.

Ports were created to promote public ownership of public resources – and to ensure public benefit from those resources. 

Our members facilitate trade through management of transportation facilities and industrial parks – and act as economic development entities in their communities.
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Before turning to James to talk a bit more about the history of port development, we did want to flash this map up here.

This is available on our website, where you can scan across each port and see what specific area they represent.

But the best value of this slide here is to just demonstrate that they truly cover the whole state – are NOT just maritime, NOT just on the west side. Again, ports in 33 of the 39 counties...

We're updating our website so there will be a NEW map you can refer to, coming soon. But for now, refer to this if you're looking to learn more about a specific port district.

Now, James, I'll hand it off to you to get us back into the history of how we came to be.







1911 – Port District Act enacted by WA Legislature

- Animating spirit: Public benefit from public resources
- Initial port district power: Development of transportation facilities and harbors, 
- Economic development officially added in 1985

WPPA Mission : 
“Strengthen the Washington Port industry through Collaboration, Advocacy, Research, 
and Education.”

Engagement with our partners

          Legislative: What can we advocate for together?
         Educational: What can we learn from each other?
         And more: What more can we do to strengthen the WA trade economy?

Intro to WA Ports and WPPA
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1911 creation:

Generally described as a reaction to railroad dominance on the Seattle waterfront – part of national trend of “PROGRESSIVE politics”- Teddy Roosevelt, control of big business, anti-trust laws and railroad regulation – public control of public resources!

Following enactment of the Port District Act in 1911, Port of Seattle was formed as a county-wide port for King County

Grays Harbor formed a countywide port district the same year

Then came Port of Vancouver, 1912 (eventually becoming a shipyard for WWI ship construction) the Port of Bremerton, in 1913 (Mosquito Fleet), and the Port of Kennewick in 1915 (Columbia River steamship cargo)


Association formation and state law

Seattle, Tacoma, Everett, and five other public ports came together in Dec. 1960 and created a nonprofit trade association, WPPA

Legislature named WPPA in 1961 as the “coordinating agency” for public port districts, charged with “initiating and carrying out necessary studies, investigations and surveys required for the proper development of commerce and business generally common to all port districts” 

Mission statement
“Strengthen the Washington Port industry through Collaboration, Advocacy, Research, and Education.”






1911- Washington State Legislature passes the Port District Act, authorizing the creation of port districts 

INITIAL POWERS: 
- “Port districts for the acquirement, construction, maintenance, operation, development, and regulation of 

a system of harbor improvements and rail and water transfer facilities…”
- Acquisition of property; construct/condemn/maintain “sea walls, jetties, piers, wharves…other harbor 

improvements.”
- Improvements for “industrial and commercial purposes”
- Authorized to collect taxes, issue bonds

1911-1912 - Ports of Seattle, Grays Harbor, and Vancouver

1913-1941 – More big ports (Tacoma and Everett) and the Mosquito Fleet Ports emerge (i.e. Bremerton, 
Brownsville, Kingston); Kalama 1920; Longview 1921; Tri-Cities Ports (Kennewick, 1915; Pasco, 1940)

More Port History



Revenues!

• Lease revenue is a major driver of port revenues around the state
• Buying and selling real estate is another revenue input

Bonds!

• General obligation bonds (backed by tax levy); 
• Revenue bonds (backed by revenue from a specific source)

Taxes
• Founding statute: established a general port levy, funded by property taxes, now at 45 cents/$1,000 assessed valuation
• Industrial development district (IDD) tax levy (45 cents/$1,000 assessed valuation - two, 6-year periods of taxation, 

spent over 20 years)
• Other: dredging levy, local improvement districts

Grants and loans
• Community Economic Revitalization Boad (CERB)
• Recreation and Conservation Office (RCO)
• Local and community projects, state capital budget

Port funding sources



Last port formed: Port of Grandview, 1988

Recent attempts: 
• Yakima County, defeated in 2002 (2:1 margin) and 1988
• Kittitas County and Spokane County have looked into it
• My most recent conversation?: Okanagan County!

General process:
• Must have an assessed valuation of at least $150 million.
• Petition from at least 10 percent of proposed district voters
• Petition describes boundaries, selects either three or five commissioners, describes districts if they are chosen, 

and chooses a name.
• County holds a hearing after notice; County submits the ballot proposition to the voters at the next election.
• The initial port commissioners may be selected at the same election, or at the next election after the port is 

formed.

Formation 101



Port Powers-A Continuous Evolution 

Additional powers have been granted by 
Legislature to fill various needs

1955 - Industrial Development Districts-transforming underutilized 
sites for maximum public benefit
1955 - Leasing and Selling Property-encourage private development by 
leveraging public resources
1959 – Toll Bridges and Toll Tunnels-Construct, operate, purchase, 
lease, improve contract for operation
1965 – Park and Recreation Facilities- to improve utilization of port 
facilities
1975- Pollution Control Facilities- Provide services to businesses 
1985 - Economic Development Programs- broad authority to encourage 
growth and build infrastructure- very important!!!
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Industrial Development Districts
Create a geographic district defined by “marginal lands”
Acquire the property by purchase, condemnation or from the county 
Plan and redevelop the property
Sell the property

Leasing & Selling of Property
Ports can act as developers attract new industries

Act as landlords to build and maintain facilities for tenants 

Balance between mission and margin
Public interest & private enterprise 

Economic Development Programs

Engage in “economic development programs”

Contract with nonprofits for economic development
Programs for training

Very broad power, has led to numerous other expansions granted by Legislature

Funds for small communities and  installation of infrastructure





Ports drive local economic development strategy through execution of their 
comprehensive plans
Port Economic Development strategies are tied directly with the Department of Commerce and other local and regional 
leaders. Partnerships are critical to attracting new business and growing existing priorities, including manufacturing.

Ports respond to local needs with expanded authority
 Tourism Promotion added in 2009

 Wholesale Broadband Authority added in 2018

 Workforce Development added in 2019 

Examples of Partnerships at Work
Seven ports serve as their communities “Associate Development Organizations”
-ADO's are a frontline resource helping provide resources to small businesses within their communities
The Community Economic Revitalization Board (CERB) is a critical resource for ports by providing funding for 
planning grants and new project development and construction costs.

WA Ports as Economic Engines 
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Evolution of powers:
Original Power: “for the purposes of acquisition, construction, maintenance, operation, development and regulation within the district of harbor improvements, rail or motor vehicle transfer and terminal facilities, water transfer and terminal facilities, air transfer and terminal facilities, or any combination of such transfer and terminal facilities, and other commercial transportation, transfer, handling, storage and terminal facilities, and industrial improvements.”

Recently contemplated: ports can acquire ag land for purposes of operating a farm; ports and housing…


Many ports serving as ADOs

Ports of Whitman County and Pend Oreille recently took over this responsibility

Whitman County included in their stated objectives: 

Collaborate and communicate with a wide range of stakeholders, funding agencies, and peer organizations to further economic and community development efforts in Whitman County
Enable existing businesses to grow and thrive
Actively work to bring new businesses (industrial, manufacturing, small, and microenterprise) to Whitman County
Develop a formalized and prioritized community development program for rural communities throughout the county that do not have a dedicated economic development professional on staff
Promote and expand tourism throughout the county

Others are: Port of Walla Walla, Chelan-Douglas Regional Port Authority

Examples: 

Helping distribute resources within their communities
                	… E.G. – Leadership role in allocating state’s “.09 funding,” a sales tax portion dedicated for rural economic development

	Advocating for NEW resources for economic development
	….E.G. lobbied for funding for “site readiness” work through State Department of Commerce (Site Readiness program details: “The Industrial Site Readiness program offers $2 million in grant funding and is open to public entities statewide, including city and county governments, port districts, and Native American Tribal governments. The program will provide between $200,000 and $500,000 for awardees to develop large manufacturing sites, or to safely clean up and sustainably revitalize brownfield sites in a manner that aligns with the state’s economic development goals.”)

	Working with Department of Commerce, helping to attract new businesses to the region





Transportation infrastructure is critical to ports achieving our economic development mission.

The system must be a competitive advantage for ports: it must be safe, efficient and well-maintained.

Ports fund important projects connecting agriculture and manufacturing to global consumers
Terminal 5 - Port of Seattle/Northwest Seaport Alliance, $500m investment in trade

Inland seaports - Ports of Benton and Walla Walla looking at developing transload hubs
Columbia River Ports – Maintaining river depths to maximize exports
Expanding Rail Access to Marine Terminals – Ports of Everett, Longview and Bellingham

Robust Freight Investment is a State Competitiveness Priority
The Puget Sound Gateway and the Interstate Bridge Replacement have statewide impact, benefitting multiple ports
Insufficient investment in maintenance and preservation will result in decreased safety
Fund the system. Ports are as likely to be located on a city street or county road as a state highway 

 

WA Ports and Transportation
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Developing Projects with Port Funds:

The Northwest Seaport Alliance – jointly invested more than $500m with SSA Marine to upgrade Terminal 5
Port of Longview – spending $100m to add two 8500 ft tracks
“Accommodating current customer growth, attracting additional cargo and supporting the revitalization of Berth 4 - These are the driving forces behind the Industrial Rail Corridor Expansion (IRCE) project”

New Programs: 

Supply Chain Competitiveness Infrastructure program
Directs the Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT) to collaborate with stakeholders to set priorities for a supply chain competitiveness infrastructure grant and loan program for public ports.
Creates the supply chain competitiveness infrastructure program account (Account) for the WSDOT to administer revolving loans and adds intent for grant programs to be appropriated by the Legislature using existing accounts.
Requires a stakeholder process to establish criteria by which supply chain infrastructure program grants and loans may be evaluated and performance metrics.
Rail tax credit – focused on short lines, off the class 1 tracks…but a benefit to all freight mobility

Advocating for robust freight investment

Each of the last major transportation packages in Olympia have had WPPA support: 2015 and 2023
BUT we are not satisfied with the current state approach to freight funding

While we are primarily a state-focused organization, we do weigh in to support regional projects like the federal funding for the Interstate Bridge Replacement Program

And in 2016, updated in 2019, we published a “Washington State Infrastructure Report” with AWB, AWC, and WASAC 




WA Ports and Aviation

Ports operate 37 airports statewide, including 7 of the 
state's 12 commercial service airports. 

All airports, including General Aviation airports, provide 
important services to their communities, including: flight 
and safety training, emergency air medical services, tactical 
wildland firefighting support and other commercial 
support. 

The good news: larger airport receive up to 90% of 
infrastructure costs through federal airport improvement 
program funding (Smaller airports often receive no federal 
funding - rely on help from state programs administered by 
WSDOT)
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General Aviation: General Aviation Airports have become hubs for a diverse array of businesses. Many airports are home to flight schools, aircraft maintenance training programs, and other related vocational training sites.  Our member’s airports host not only aviation and aviation service sector employers, but also many different types of industrial and manufacturing companies who utilize the abundant space and access to the transportation system that airports provide.   

Commercial Service:  While Seattle-Tacoma International Airport is the largest, 9 other port operated airports provide commercial service which provides vital connections to those in surrounding communities and allow their people and products to quickly and efficiently reach the rest of the county and the rest of the world.  

Some Commercial Airports have regular scheduled service: Tri-Cities, Bellingham, Pangborn (Wenatchee), Walla Walla, Friday Harbor, Orcas Island

While others have more limited commercial service: Anacortes, William R. Fairchild (Port Angeles), Grant County

Governing Authority: While Port Districts are governed under Title 53 RCW, the Municipal Airports Act, Title 14 RCW provides the authority to local entities to build and maintaining airport facilities.  It is also important to note that since most airports receive FAA grant funding, they are also regulated at the Federal level.  

Commercial Aviation Workgroup Legislative studies have concluded that demand for commercial service will continue to increase in the coming decades and SEA is nearing its max capacity and cannot feasibly expand.  Washington Ports are committed to being a part of the conversation about how we can meet the coming demand for commercial service and encourage the legislature to stand up a durable and robust workgroup on this topic



WA Ports and Environmental 
Cleanup
Ports are uniquely situated to take on complex, 
long-term cleanup projects.

They can take underused or areas of limited 
public access back to productive use or public 
access in local communities or on waterfronts.      
     EX: The Portal at Port of Bellingham

Ports are able to partner with local communities 
and state or federal agencies to secure funding 
and navigate the cleanup process.
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Myself and WPPA work with our port members in many ways in the environmental space. This of course will look like advocacy during legislative session, working with state agency leaders, being engaged in rulemaking, permitting, supporting grant opportunities, or understanding compliance concerns. Some ports like the port of Seattle or Tacoma have many many environmental staff whereas some of our smaller ports like the Port of Willapa Harbor do not have anyone… and we can help them with certain issues or connect them with the wider port community. But it is an important part of my role at WPPA to understand how environmental issues impact all our port members as a whole.     And one thing that almost all ports do is cleanup work. 

As you heard in the beginning, port districts across the state have historically been established in areas with critical infrastructure, industry, and on our waterfronts and heavily trafficked corridors. As technologies evolved, knowledge spread, and regulations developed in WA, ports are uniquely situated to take on complex, long-term environmental cleanup projects.

Ports are often economic catalysts in their communities and take on these cleanup projects for development with long-term vision. By balancing economic success with environmental care we help build a more resilient healthy community supporting jobs, sustainable practices, and strong local businesses. EX: The Portal at Port of Bellingham

Ports manage these large clean up projects through partnerships, working closely with their local communities and state or federal agencies. They are good at planning for and understanding how underused or areas of limited public access and be cleaned up and put back to productive use or provide more public access in local communities or on waterfronts.        

This work is often multi-year long clean up projects of historically contaminated sites that through working with local businesses and development organizations are transformed. 



Formed in 1958 (one of 12 formed that year) – Wahkiakum Port #2 was 
formed in 1966

Elochoman Slough Marina

- Process began in 1966, area identified for future basin with 
commercial moorage

- 1972, marina open for business

- Now?: Moorage for up to 300 boats

More infrastructure:

- 1987: Built storage units

- 1999: Built BBQ area and restrooms

- 2004: Built RV Park

- 2006: Began building cabins to accompany campsites

- 2023: New dock facilities and upgraded fuel tank

More exciting things in Cathlamet:

- River Mile 38 Brewing, opened in 2024

- Elochoman Marina Street Market
15

WAHKIAKUM PORT DISTRICT #1



CHELAN DOUGLAS REGIONAL PORT AUTHORITY
Comprised of two ports! – Functional consolidation 
in 2019

- Six commissioners, two countywide port 
districts: Port of Chelan and Port of Douglas 
County

- Shared staff, collaborative operations

Operate across many port business lines: 

- Aviation (Pangborn Memorial Airport)

- Industrial development 

- Innovative business recruitment – data centers 
developing in Chelan and Douglas Counties

Focus on improving the community – Pybus 
Market, Trades District, Craft District, Regional 
Sports Complex

16



PORT OF COLUMBIA 
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Formed in 1958, along with nine other Central and Eastern WA ports 
– spurred by prospect of development along Snake River

Lyons Ferry Marina – established following Little Goose 
Dam completion, at a site leased from US Army Corps 

Industrial park facilities, tenants include:

- Red Band Cellars, winemaker

- USDA regional office

- Local trucking and logistics company

Blue Mountain Station Food Park – co-op market and 
commercial kitchen facility for local vendors and food 
producers

Columbia Walla Walla rail line – owner since 1996, freight 
connection between Dayton, WA and Weston, OR

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Mention Port of Columbia County across the road	



Questions?

Thank you for having me!

Eric ffitch  effitch@washingtonports.org  c: 360.763.1179
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