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Op-Ed

Like a lot of working ports 
these days, Port Townsend is 
feeling the heat. This heat is 

expressed by four little words we’ve 
all heard before, words useful to 
those considering working ports as 
real estate to be developed. Those 
words, of course, are: “highest 
and best use” (of port property). 
Moreover, it seems that “highest and 
best use” policies too often unfairly 
end up targeting the marine trades 
and related businesses that lease 
their buildings and property from 
port authorities and municipalities, 
and now the marine sector here in 
Port Townsend is feeling this heat.

“Highest and best use” is a 
deceptive term from the lexicon 
of realtors and developers. When 
used by planners, developers, 
port administrators and real estate 
agents, it means the value of land is 
based on immediate economic gain. 
It is an astonishingly short-sighted 
and selfish attitude that ignores the 
highly important benefits to the 
public and to the local economy 
resulting from a successful working 
waterfront. This attitude, of course, 
will eventually kill a working 
waterfront.

The dynamic marine trades 
industry in Port Townsend has 
the talent and skills to tackle any 
project, from historic restorations 
like the purse seiner Western Flyer 
that writer John Steinbeck and 
marine biologist Ed Ricketts sailed 
to the Sea of Cortez, to the schooner 
Martha, the oldest working sailboat 
in Washington and the oldest extant 
flagship of the San Francisco Yacht 
Club. Both historical vessels are 
currently based in Port Townsend, 
where the Western Flyer is 
undergoing extensive restoration. 

Other vessels that rely on our 
boatyard include the non-profit sail 
training vessels that frequent these 
waters, and teach the next generation 
the fundamentals of seamanship, 
boat care and repair. Port Townsend 
is their boatyard of choice for the 
Adventuress, the Merrie Ellen, the 
Mycia, the Lady Washington, and 
the Hawaiian Chieftain. The SALTS 
vessels, Pacific Grace and Pacific 
Swift, were in Port Townsend for 
maintenance this season. Fishermen 
and boat owners all along the 
West Coast bring their annual and 
routine maintenance projects to Port 
Townsend every year.

Out of this dynamic marine 
trades sector there has grown the 
Wooden Boat Foundation, the 
Wooden Boat Festival, the NorthWest 
School of Wooden Boat Building 
and the NorthWest Maritime 
Center. Our local workforce has 
earned the working waterfront in 
Port Townsend an international 
reputation for quality par excellence.

The Port of Port Townsend’s 
strategic plan calls for a “Triple 
Bottom Line” assessment process 
for its decisions, assigning value 
based on “social, environmental, 
and economic factors equally.” In a 
recent letter to Port Commissioners, 
Ernie Baird, 45-year shipwright, 
boat shop owner and landlord, 
noted that the, “highest & best use” 
criterion is seriously at odds with 
the Port’s stated “Triple Bottom 
Line” strategic decision protocol. A 
marine trades economy can thrive 
in an environment governed by the 
Triple Bottom Line approach; it will 
disappear if the “highest and best 
use” criterion is used.”

As the last open public boatyard 
on the West Coast, and with the 

national trend of gentrification of 
historical working waterfronts, 
the Port Townsend Marine Trades 
Association (PTMTA-ptmta.org) 
sought to understand precisely their 
sector’s contributions to the local 
economy. The PTMTA hired Martin 
Associates (martinassoc.net), an 
internationally recognized economic 
and transportation consulting firm, 
to measure scientifically the depth 
and breadth of the maritime sector’s 
role in Jefferson County’s economy. 
Their study was released in July 
2018.

According to this Study, the 
Jefferson County marine trades 
support 2,243 jobs. The US Census 
indicates a total employment in 
Jefferson County in 2016 of 11,797 
jobs. Thus, 19 percent of the jobs in 
our County are from the maritime 
sector. Moreover, of these 2,243 jobs, 
1,154 are directly created by marine 
trade activities, while another 1,089 
jobs are induced, or indirect jobs 
created by business re-spending and 
local consumption expenditures. 
This simple fact should have any 
administrator or politician strongly 
encouraged to seek ways to support 
and, indeed, enhance the maritime 
economy.

Perhaps the most important 
finding in the Martin Associates 
Study is that 1,154 direct job holders 
received $54.9 million income, which 
yields a mean salary of $47,583 per 
employee. This is substantially 
greater than the mean income of 
those other 10,643 workers in our 
county. Another way to view these 
data would be to imagine a boutique 
hotel built on Port property, likely 
owned by someone from away or 
offshore. This facility would have a 
small administrative staff, perhaps 
earning a reasonable wage. Mostly, 
though, this would employ service 
sector employees making minimum 
wage, waiting on tables, cleaning 
toilets and changing beds while 
displacing marine trade businesses.

In total, the direct, indirect and 
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induced jobholders received $135.4 million of 
personal income supported by marine trades 
activity in Jefferson County. Local businesses 
received $275.7 million of sales revenue from 
providing goods and services to marine trades 
activity, and a total of $12.6 million of state and 
local tax revenue was generated. What is there 
not to like about this picture?

The maritime economy in Jefferson County 
is a major economic engine. It is decidedly a 
net revenue generator. Between the marine 
trades, fisheries, scientific research, education, 
recreation, and tourism the number of people 
employed in our maritime community appears 
to be at least 19 percent of working adults in 
Jefferson County.

For decades the crown jewels of the Port 
Townsend/Jefferson County maritime world 
are at Boat Haven and Point Hudson. These are 
and will be the economic and cultural hubs of 
our working waterfront community. The goal 
for Port Townsend is to cherish and support 
our working waterfront, keeping it vibrant and 
growing for generations to come.  
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JAPANESE MOTHERSHIP OPERATIONS ENDED
Four Japanese salmon mothership fleets, which 
departed Hakodate, Hokkaido May 26 for the 
1978 high seas salmon fishing in the North Pacific 
reportedly attained their catch targets between July 
20-23, a few days earlier than in the average year. 
This year’s salmon catch quota for the mothership-
type fishery was 15,500 metric tons. During early 
June, fishing was hampered by bad weather. 
However, fishing improved considerably in the latter 
phase of the operations. The total landings for all 
four mothership fleets have not yet been tallied, but 
the species breakdown of catches this season is 
estimated to be around 60 percent chums,  
20 percent reds, and 20 percent pinks, silvers and 
kings, according to an NMFS, Foreign Fishery 
Information Release.  


