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Whatcom County’s Behind-the-Scenes Reform

A More Equitable
Justice System

Part 1
by Ella Gage

The Task Force’s Mission
At a federal level, Trump’s re-election
threatens to advance brurtal policing
tactics and mass incarceration, push—
ing back nationwide movement toward
justice reform. (1) However, state and
local governments have jurisdiction over
the bulk of criminal justice systems. In
recent years, Whatcom County’s Law
and Justice Council has rolled out a wide
net of programs aimed at lowering in-
carceration and recidivism rates through
systemic reform. (2)

Far from a traditional advisory body
youd see at a local level, the Whatcom
County Council doubles as the Incar-
ceration Prevention & Reduction Task
Force (IPRTF), a sprawling 30-member
coalition aiming to address the root
causes of low-level crimes to create a
more equitable, health-based, and effi-
cient justice system with “rehabilitation
as the goal.” (3)

They are doing this through the de-
velopment of extensive public health
and social service programming, as well
as criminal diversion programs. (2)This
work is lesser-known in the public sphere
as it largely happens behind-the-scenes
in county boardrooms and meetings.

Last year, Whatcom County voters
passed Proposition 4, (4) which will
provide funding for 15 projects outlined
by the Task Force’s long-term goals for
justice reform (5). The IPRTF can be
conceived as somewhat of a think tanlk,
laying out a roadmap for reform.

Our community has dealt with com-
plex growing pains: homelessness,
opioid, fentanyl, and jail crises, as
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Ella Gage is a journalism-public
relations student at Western Washington
University with a longstanding interest in
environmental conservation, social issues,
and the ways in which they intersect.
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Whatcom County and the City of Bellingham have developed a multitude of behavioral health and diversion programs including
GRACE, LEAD, ART, the Anne Deacon Center, and Electronic Home Monitoring. They serve as “off-ramps” to arrest, prosecution,

and incarceration.

Filling the Gaps With Tiny Homes

by Meghan Fenwick

Whatcom County Health and Com-
munity Services' 2024 Annual Update
on Homelessness (1) showed a stabiliz-
ing number of homelessness compared
to 2023.

These statistics do not tell the whole
story, said Teri Bryant, director of the
Whatcom Homeless Service Center for

the Opportunity Council. (2)

Meg/%m Fenwick is a gmduate af Western
%s/jingron University who recen n’y earned
her degree in environmental journalism.
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Bryant and the Opportunity Council
co-produce this study annually, dating
back to 2018. Gathering a headcount
of people staying in emergency shelters
on any given day is easy enough, but
locating unsheltered individuals can be
challenging.

“What’s unique about this year’s point-
in-time count is that people are getting
tired of completing these surveys year
after year,” Bryant said. “Many people
choose to not participate. The point-in-
time count, even when conditions are
perfect, is an underestimation.”

The county and Opportunity Council
are required by the U.S. Department
of Housing and Urban Development
to conduct this survey, and the Wash-
ington State Department of Commerce
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mandates the methodology. This year,
the county petitioned to give homeless
individuals the option to select housing
affordability as a contributing factor to
their circumstance.

Over half of survey respondents se-
lected this option. Other common an-
swers included job loss, substance use or
disability.

While the local government works
to increase affordable housing through
initiatives like rent reform, low-income
assistance programs and new housing
developments, local organizations work to
fill in the gaps. While most homes require
the signing of a lease and a mortgage or
rent payment, creative solutions exist for
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