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Expanding Shelters in Whatcom County

photo courtesy: Lighthouse Mission Ministries

Lighthouse Mission Ministries new homeless shelter Base Camp, located on the corner of F and Holly streets, is open for walk-in service 24/7.

by Meghan Fenwick

In a Whatcom County Council meet-
ing on September 24, Human Services
Manager Ann Beck updated the council
on their progress in establishing a severe
weather shelter between November 2024
and February 2025. Below freezing tem-
peratures can pose significant health and
safety risks to homeless individuals.

The biggest challenge was finding a lo-
cation, said Beck. Just in time, Lutheran
Community Services Northwest leased
their 925 N. Forest Street property in
early November, paid for by a Wash-
ington State Department of Commerce
grant.

The shelter will open each night that
temperatures reach or drop below 32
degrees and can hold up to 70 adults.
‘The status of the shelter is updated daily
on the county’s website. (1)

“I used to always say it would be easier
to site an airport in downtown Belling-
ham than a shelter,” said Hans Erch-

Continued on page 6
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Whatcom County’s Behind the Scenes Reform

Electronic Home
Monitoring for a
New Lease on Life

Part 2

by Ella Gage

There’s a fine line between locking up of-
fenders who pose a critical threat to public

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.

safety and creating alternate pathways for
those who commit low-level crimes — spe-
cifically poverty and substance use-related
offenses — who would better benefit from
home monitoring sentences and rehabilita-
tion programs.

For nearly 50 years, Barbara Miller has
dedicated her career to those who fall into
the latter category. As the executive director
of the public benefit nonprofit Friendship
Diversion Services (FDS), her organization
has supplied over 2,000 GPS and alcohol-
monitoring ankle bracelets to the City
of Bellingham (COB) so that lower-level
offenders can complete their sentences at
home. Those bracelets may very well offer
offenders a new lease on life.

Though diversion via electronic home
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monitoring (EHM) is not a “right,” it’s an
opportunity for offenders to comply with
court orders, work to fund restitution, get
treatment and attend rehab, and stay with
their families. (1) Those in the program
pay $15.50 to $30 fees each day in place
of serving hard time — statistics from
Bellingham Municipal Court announced
that EHM had saved COB over $9 million
over eight years, from 2016 to 2023. See
table on page 8.

Jail isnt beneficial to individuals strug-
gling with mental health or substance
use disorders. Yet, according to the 2022
sheriffs office report, 48 percent of those
booked in jail have mental health issues and
80 percent struggle with substance abuse.
(13) Incarceration makes those individuals
worse, more volatile, more likely to commit
crimes upon their release, and less likely
to re-assimilate and become productive
members of society. Jail is not rehabilitative.

It’s what Miller refers to as “jail school,” a
dubious education one would rather not
imagine,

Preserving Dignity

Through FDS’s contract with the COB,
their EHM program has allowed offenders
to preserve their jobs, relationships with
their families, and dignity. If they pass
pretrial safety screenings, the municipal
court will divert them away from jail,
into FDS’s electronic home monitoring
program where they serve their sentence at
home via the ankle bracelets’ carefully set
geographic parameters.

“The way I look at it, [low-level offend-
ers] get into this trough where they’re not
really criminals, they're not out there doing
major criminal activities,” said Miller. “But
if you stop them in their tracks long enough
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