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Chapter 1: Introduction/Background  

 

 

Overview  

 

Transportation gives people the freedom to access employment, 
healthcare, education, and basic community services as well as to enjoy an 
active life in the community. Most people in San Juan County use individual 
automobiles. But what about members of society who, for whatever reason, lack 
that resource? Many people who recognize that transportation is a critical 
component in our quality of life have been meeting over the past two years under 
the auspices of different countywide projects to identify problems and solutions.  

 
The purpose of this plan is to create a locally developed coordinated 

assessment and plan for San Juan County that will improve transportation 
services for individuals with lower incomes, seniors, and persons with disabilities. 
Mobility needs of transportation-disadvantaged persons are varied, and each of 
our major ferry-served islands has its own unique challenges and strategies in 
place. 

 

 This plan has been the result of a great deal of input from the islandôs 
target populations and with people who serve them. The recommendations and 
prioritized strategies that sprang from this study are the result of a cooperative 
community effort, both countywide and within each separate island. 
 

As a set of marine islands, the geography of San Juan County imposes 
formidable transportation constraints upon its residents. San Juan County is 
constituted of a group of islands, each with their own personality and with very 
little mixing of island populations. For this reason any plan for the county must 
consider a range of different options for the differing island needs.  

 
 

Why the Plan is òCoordinatedó 

 
 Coordinated human services transportation planning is multiple 
organizations working together to better serve a portion of the population. In 
addition to forging a common vision and aligning programs toward shared goals, 
coordination provides easier access to transportation information, increased 
economies of scale, elimination of duplication of services, greater visibility of 
options and improved community input. All of which better address the 
transportation needs of the population the community seeks to serve. 
 
 Regardless of the type of coordination, a plan of this nature involves the 
input of transportation providers, public school personnel, service providers and 
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the people with the special transportation needs. As such, this plan brings 
together the best thoughts of residents who rely on transportation services, 
service providers and the community at-large to improve human services 
transportation in San Juan County. Already the planning process has increased 
communications between agencies and organizations and increased the 
probability of further collaborations and opportunities for all passengers. 
 
 

Federal and State Funding Source Requirements  

 
 This document has been developed in response to the Federal Transit 
Administration (FTA) and Washington State Department of Transportation 
(WSDOT) requirements that all transit projects funded by FTA programs to serve 
the transit-dependent, including the elderly, low income and disabled 
populations, be part of a coordinated transit plan. In Washington State this 
includes projects that are submitted for state special needs grants as well as 
federal funding opportunities.  This requirement is derived from the 2005 Federal 
Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient Transportation Equity Act: A Legacy for 
Users, commonly called SAFETEA-LU under subsection 5310, a Program 
Formula for Elderly Individuals and Individuals with Disabilities. San Juan County 
acts as the Regional Transportation Planning Organization (RTPO) responsible 
for this effort. 
  

Current regulations specify that it is desirable for the spending of federal 
monies to be coordinated and consolidated in a process through which 
representatives of different agencies, departments and client service providers 
work together to achieve any or all of the following goals: 
 

1) more cost-effective service delivery, 
2) increased capacity to serve unmet needs, 
3) improved quality of service; and 
4) services which are more easily understood and accessed by users. 

 
 Since 2007, FTA has also mandated that projects funded through 
SAFETEA-LU, including the Job Access and Reverse Commute Program (JARC, 
Section 5316), New Freedom (Section 5317 and the Formula Program for Elderly 
Individuals and Individuals with Disabilities (Section 5310) and General Public 
Transportation: Non-urbanized areas (Section 5311) are required to be derived 
from a locally developed, coordinated public transit ï human services 
transportation plan. SAFETEA-LU guidance issued by the FTA indicates that the 
plan should be a unified, comprehensive strategy for public transportation service 
delivery that identifies the transportation needs of individuals with disabilities, 
older adults, and individuals with limited income, laying out strategies for meeting 
these needs, and prioritizing services. The four federal funding programs focus 
on the needs of transportation disadvantaged persons, or those with special 
transportation needs that cannot be met through traditional means. 
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 WSDOT also distributes state funds at the same time as part of the 
consolidated grant process. One application for several different sources of 
funding is submitted rather than individually submitting for each grant source.  
 
 
Eligible Funding Sources and Types of Projects 
 
 Projects funded with the four federal sources of grant funds are required to 
be selected through a competitive process, and derived from this coordinated 
planning effort. Many of the suggested strategies and solutions could be 
structured to take advantage of available program funds. The sources of funds 
and examples of eligible projects are described below. 
 
Job Access and Reverse Commute (JARC) 
 
 The purpose of the JARC program is to fund local programs that offer job 
access services for low-income individuals. JARC funds are distributed to states 
on a formula basis, depending on that stateôs rate of low-income population. 
JARC funds will pay for up to 50% of operating funds to support the project 
budget, and 80% for a capital project. The remaining funds are required to be 
provided through local match sources. Examples of eligible JARC projects 
include: 
 

¶ Vanpools or shuttle services to improve access to employment or training 
sites 

¶ Mobility Management 

¶ Car-share or other projects to improve access to autos 

¶ Access to child-care and training 
 
New Freedom Program 
  
 The New Freedom Program provides funding to serve persons with 
disabilities. Overall, the purpose of the program is to go ñbeyondò the minimal 
requirements of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). Funds are distributed 
to states based on the stateôs population of persons with disabilities. The same 
match requirements for JARC apply to the New Freedom Program. Examples of 
eligible New Freedom Program projects include: 
 

¶ Purchase of accessible taxi or other vehicles 

¶ Promotion of accessible ride sharing and vanpool programs 

¶ Building curb-cuts, providing accessible bus stops 

¶ Travel Training programs 

¶ Mobility Management 
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Elderly and Disabled Program (Section 5310) 
 

Funds for this program are allocated by formula to states for capital costs 
of providing services to elderly persons and persons with disabilities. Typically, 
vans or small buses are available to support non-profit transportation providers. 
A twenty percent local match is required. 
 
General Public Transportation: Non-urbanized Areas (Section 5311) 
 
 Federal Section 5311 funds are intended to enhance the access of people 
in non-urbanized areas to health care, shopping, education, employment, public 
services, and recreation. Services are available to the general public but funds 
may also be used to support services for elderly and disabled. The match 
requirement is consistent with the JARC and New Freedom programs. Examples 
of eligible projects include: 
 

¶ Wheelchair accessible passenger vehicles 

¶ Communications equipment 

¶ Purchase and installation of bus shelters or other amenities 

¶ Operating Assistance 
 
State Funds for Transportation 
  

State Rural Mobility Competitive grants are funds that support 
transportation within and to rural areas.  
 

State Paratransit/Special Needs Competitive grants are funds that support 
transportation for special needs populations, including persons with disabilities 
and the elderly. 
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Chapter 2: The County and its Demographics   

 

 San Juan County is unique in Washington State for both the physical 
challenges that island living provides, and for the demographics of our 
population. The county is located in the northwest portion of Washington State. It 
occupies that portion of Puget Sound that lies between Skagit County and the 
southern end of Vancouver Island, British Columbia.  
 

The county has 375 miles of shoreline, the most of any county in the lower 
48 states. At high tide, San Juan County contains no fewer than 428 islands, 
reefs and rocks, of which about 20 islands have year round residents. Most 
residents, however, live on the four ferry-served islands ï San Juan, Orcas, 
Lopez and Shaw. Approximately half of the countyôs population lives on San 
Juan Island.  
 

Many of the residents of these islands are independent and live where 
they do precisely because they do not want to be part of a government-assisted 
community. Those that do desire amenities tend to live on the three largest 
islands, where health and community services, not to mention cultural and social 
resources, are more available. 
 
 The land area of San Juan County is relatively small ï 175 square miles ï 
making it easy to misjudge the time required to travel between island 
communities or to the mainland. Residents must rely on the Washington State 
Ferries (WSF) or water taxis or aircraft, which add time, expense and planning 
requirements to travel off of oneôs own island. Because of these factors this plan 
will include marine access as well as conventional land transportation issues. 

 

Demographic Profile 
 

The total population of San Juan County in 2010 is 17,316, 96% of whom 
live on the three largest islands ï San Juan, Orcas and Lopez Islands. Using the 
2000 US Census data and individual island data from the San Juan County 2009 
Comprehensive Plan, the 25 year projected growth rate shows the population 
increasing to 22,513 in 2025. 

 
          Figure 2-1  25-Year Projected Growth Rate 
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The Town of Friday Harbor on San Juan Island, the only incorporated 
municipality in the county, is the largest commercial center and serves as the 
county seat. The population as of April 1, 2009 was assessed at 2,260. The 
village of Eastsound, on Orcas Island, is the second largest commercial center in 
the county and Lopez Village, on Lopez Island, is its much smaller third 
commercial hub. 

 
As a premier tourist destination, the San Juan Islands also sustain a 

sizeable seasonal influx of people each year who only live in their homes during 
the summer months. According to the 2005 Appendix 1 to the San Juan County 
Comprehensive Plan (Population Projections, Buildout Analysis, and Land Use 
Inventory) the total occupied dwelling units in the summer is approximately 30% 
higher than those identified in the 2000 census (taken in February and April). The 
large number of summer visitors that flood the ferries and transient housing from 
Memorial Day to Labor Day also create significant planning issues. The Sheriffôs 
Department estimates a 100% increase in the population during popular 
weekends such as the 4th of July. The impact on services of these seasonal 
residents and visitors cannot be overestimated.  
 
 
San Juan County Department of Health and Community Services 
 

The County Department of Health and Community Services provides a 
wide array of direct public health services and referrals to additional social 
services available in the community. Many of the services provided by the 
department are targeted towards, or utilized by, the classes of persons identified 
in this plan. For a complete description of these services and an organization 
chart, please see Appendix I. 

 
 

People with Special Needs 
 
Groups of people who are being specifically identified by this plan include 

those persons, including their personal attendants, who because of physical or 
mental disability, income status, or age are unable to transport themselves or 
purchase transportation. (RCW 47.06B.012). These categories may overlap and, 
while we have a larger percentage of older people in the county, we also have a 
lower percentage of people living with disabilities. Indeed a major reason for 
older residents to move off the islands is to be closer to health care facilities and 
family care providers. 
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Figure 2 -2 County Population Statistics ï  2000 Census  

 

Area Total 

Population*  

% persons 

aged 65+  (75+) 

% persons w/ 

disabilities**  

% persons 

in poverty**  

Washington St  5,894,121 11.2%     (5.5%) 18.2% 10.6% 

San Juan Co.  14,077 18.96%    (8.9%) 16.4% 9.2% 
             * 2000 Census and WA State OFM data 

**Disability data and poverty data from US Census Updates. 
. 
 

Disabilities 
 
The number of persons living with disabilities in this county was 2,306 in 

2000, or 16.4% of the population. (2000 Census //factfinder.census.gov/servlet) 
These individuals had one or more disabilities, including: mental, physical, 
sensory, the inability to self-care and the inability to leave the house - creating a 
reported 5,589 total disabilities. Over a third of those with disabilities were over 
the age of 65. 

 
The definition of ñdisabilityò varies; for this project, information cited is 

consistent with definitions reported in the Census 2000. The Census 2000 
included questions with which to identify people with disabilities. However it 
should be noted that this definition differs from that used to determine eligibility 
for transit services required by the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).  

 
San Juan County medical facilities, including physical therapy, are located 

in the three island villages. Some mental health and chemical dependency 
services are available in town on both San Juan and Orcas Islands, but many 
islanders are required to commute to the primary San Juan Island office of 
Compass Health to receive proper care and monitoring.  

 
People in chemical dependency treatment, many of whom have lost their 

driverôs licenses, have to get to Friday Harbor for intensive outpatient treatment. 
This means folks are either driving illegally, must rely on friends or family for 
rides or hitchhike to get to treatment. 
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Figure 2-3  Trips to Treatment by Individuals with Chemical Dependencies 
 

 
 
Currently the Inter-Island Medical Clinic on San Juan Island is located on 

a campus adjacent to the Emergency Medical Services and the Islands 
Convalescent Center (ICC), a 55 bed long-term care facility. Patients from the 
ICC and an assisted living facility across the street can now roll in their 
wheelchairs for appointments at the clinic. In 2012 Peace Health is scheduled to 
complete a new 10-bed critical access hospital a quarter mile away near the 
airport, which will serve both as hospital for the county and primary medical 
center for the island. This move out of the town core will create some 
transportation issues for those coming in from other islands, for those in the 
convalescent center and assisted living facilities, and those now living in the town 
core. 

 
Turning to the maps at the end of this chapter you will note the locations of 

these medical and social services and the special housing where people with 
disabilities may live. It should be noted however the vast majority live in a widely 
scattered pattern across the islands. (Note: private homes designated on the 
maps reflect the total population, not just the target populations for this plan.) 

 
Many residents must commute to the mainland for medical appointments 

and for access to some government program offices. For some, the expense is 
daunting due to the cost of round trip ferry tickets (over $50), gas or the difficulty 
with off-island connections. Some may need to take an aide or driver with them, 
some may need a special needs van and a few need transport by an ambulance, 
given there is no cabulance service available. Because of the high cost of public 
transportation via Washington State Ferries, unique strategies are employed in 
the county to make sure islanders get to the medical, government, shopping, and 
educational services that are only available on the mainland.   

 
Seniors 
 

 The senior (65+) population of the county is currently 4,645, which is over 
¼ of the total county population and nearly 2 ½ times the proportion for the 
overall state. This gives a higher than normal median age of over 47 years for the 
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county. By 2020 those over 65, 8002 individuals, are projected to comprise over 
38% of the total county population. 
 
Figure 2-4  65+ Percentage Growth Comparisons  
 

Year WA State  

65 and older  

WA State       

75 and older  

San Juan County  

65 and older  

San Juan County 

75 and older  

2000 11.2% 5.5% 18.9% 8.9% 

2010 12.4% 5.5% 26.8% 11.6% 

2020 16.5% 6.4% 38.33% 17.37% 
 WA State OFM Forecast data for San Juan County growth 2005 forecasts and 2000 Census data.  
   

San Juan Countyôs senior population is a far greater proportion of the total 
than is true for the state as a whole. By 2020 it is forecast that nearly 4 out of 
every 10 residents will be a senior, double the number than for the state average. 
 
Figure 2-5 Percentage of Population Aged 65+ 

 

 
 
 There are only a few special housing locations for seniors in this county 
and they are shown on the maps as affordable housing. They are all located 
within the core of their islandôs urban center. In addition, there are two 
convalescent centers and several adult family homes, which generally provide 
transportation for their own clients. The majority of seniors live in their own 
homes scattered around the islands. Primary transportation corridors are the two 
main collector roads that run into the urban centers on each island. 
 

Island seniors have usually led independent lives and have homes in rural 
locations that reflect their traditional use of a car as their only transportation into 
town. For those who have lost the ability to drive, it is an isolating blow. They are 
now in the position of needing to depend on friends, neighbors and senior vans 
for all access to doctors, shopping and activities. On only San Juan Island is a 
taxi currently an option. Senior vans generally run off-island once or twice per 

0
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month and otherwise are employed to gather seniors for twice weekly meals. 
There are no public buses. 

 
Low Income Population 
 

San Juan County is a bit of an economic contradiction. While San Juan 
County is home to many wealthy individuals, resulting in a skewed median 
household income level of over $52,6711, over 39% of the population, or 6,754 
people, earn less than 80% of the median income and nearly 9%, or 1,542 
people, live below the federally-defined poverty level2. According to the 2009 San 
Juan County Comprehensive Plan Housing Assessment the average wage in 
San Juan County is $27,563 compared to the state average of $42,881.  

 
The county unemployment rate is relatively low and, due to retirement, 

passive and off-island incomes, the average personal income ranks close to the 
highest in the state. Not having Employment Security Department services 
available within the county adds an additional burden on the unemployed and 
many canôt get to jobs due to lack of transportation. This may also distort the 
actual unemployment rate since discouraged job seekers cannot afford to travel 
to the mainland to engage services.  

 
While the county has the highest median home prices in the state 

($443,500 in 2009), it also has one of the lowest wage averages in the state, 
about 30% lower than the state average. These disparities have prompted 
residents to band together into cooperatives and community land and home 
trusts on each island and develop home ownership possibilities for those who 
would otherwise be shut out of the market. So, in addition to 198 traditional 
government subsidized apartments for those with low incomes, we have, as a 
community, created over 326 affordable homes for our neighbors and over 100 
more are currently being planned. Additionally, there are several residential 
areas for manufactured and mobile homes, which provide lower-than-average 
housing costs. All of these areas are marked on the maps as affordable housing. 

 

Figure 2-6 2010 Percentage of Population in Poverty 

 

Area Total 

Population  

% persons 

in poverty  

Washington  6,639,044  11.3% 

San Juan Co.       17,316    8.9% 
WA State OFM and 2000 Census data. Poverty data from US Census Updates and WA 
St Summary of Community % Brokered Transportation ï 2005. 

                                            
1
 OFM Projections for 2009 www.ofm.wa.gov 

2 U.S. Census 2000 detailed tables 

http://www.ofm.wa.gov/
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However, once again, this population is widely scattered throughout the 

islands. The reason is that many of the wealthy homeowners are seasonal 
occupants of their homes and estates. They therefore frequently have a 
caretaker or house sitter living in a caretakerôs cottage or garage apartment 
caring for the property. Less wealthy homeowners supplement their incomes by 
renting out a room, garage or a guesthouse. Still other people own property but 
cannot afford to build a traditional home and are living in a trailer or in a 
temporary cabin.  

 
Since there is affordable housing for only approximately 1,524 people (524 

units @ average of 2.2 people/unit), arguably 5,000 others are living elsewhere 
on the islands. The main collector roads are again the main transportation 
corridors, but a circle of the islandôs main road systems would find people in all 
sections who need transportation into the core for services. 

 
Figure 2-7 ï Average Annual Wage Comparison 
 

Avg. Annual Wage, Adjusted for Inflation
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OFM, San Juan County Profile, 2006 and SJC Comp Plan, App.5, 6/2007 

 
 
Low-Income Families 
 

The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and 
Children (known as WIC) is a Federal assistance program of the Food and 
Nutrition Service (FNS) of the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
for healthcare and nutrition of low-income pregnant women, breastfeeding 
women, and infants and children under the age of five. The eligibility requirement 
is a family income below 185% of the U.S. Poverty Income Guidelines. Just 
under half (49.4%) of the average 100 infants born in San Juan County every 
year qualify for this program.  
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Federal_assistance
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_and_Nutrition_Service
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_and_Nutrition_Service
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Department_of_Agriculture
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poverty_in_the_United_States#Recent_poverty_rate_and_guidelines
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Readiness to Learn (RTL) program, administered by the Office of 
Superintendent of Public Instruction provides substantial support to students 
(predominantly pre-school through grade 8) and their families by rigorously 
combining school and community-based resources as a means to reduce 
barriers to learning, bolster student engagement, and ensure that all children are 
able to attend school, ready to learn. RTL serves around 200 students in San 
Juan County and seven percent were reported as having transportation as a 
basic need. 

 
On average countywide thirty-five percent of school children qualify for 

free or reduced lunch programs (*Human Services Policy Center, University of 
Washington). The parents of these children struggle with two and three jobs each 
to meet the needs of their families. For younger children close to half utilize 
federal or state subsidies under Head Start, ECEAP, TANF or other program to 
help pay for child care. In Friday Harbor there are no buses available for 
noontime rides for kindergarten students, although there is a bus for Head Start 
students that leaves 45 minutes after the kindergarten class gets out taking those 
children home. On Orcas, there are no bus services for preschool children either 
to get to preschool or to the public school and back for needed services.  
 
Adult Students 
 

San Juan Center/Skagit Valley College is located on property leased from 
the Port of Friday Harbor. Approximately 200 students take classes at the Center 
in any given quarter. Of those, approximately 30 to 50 are taking academic 
degree courses. The remaining students are lifelong learners taking courses in 
art, music, politics, foreign language, history, computer skills, business, and other 
fields of interest.  

 
San Juan Center students face a variety of obstacles to educational 

access ranging from financial to geographic. Many students do not have personal 
vehicles and must find alternative ways to commute to and from class. Students 
from throughout San Juan County commute to the Friday Harbor campus via 
ferry. Many walk the one mile distance each way to/from the ferry landing, 
because of lack of vehicle, or lack of financial resource for auto ferry fees or for 
taxi in Friday Harbor. 
 

The location of the San Juan Center adjacent to the Friday Harbor Airport 
terminal and the planned integrated medical center/critical access hospital 
creates an easy opportunity for a highly efficient and useful community transit 
route. 
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Access to a Vehicle 
 
.  According to the 2000 Census, 394 households, six percent of those in the 
county, representing 869 people, reported that they have no access to a private 
auto for transportation. And a third of those who do not have access to a vehicle 
are seniors 65 and over. 
 
 On Orcas and Lopez, 50% of the families with preschool age children in 
the Early Childhood Education and Assistance Program (ECEAP) report that 
their cars are unreliable and 11% had no car at all. The result is that children 
cannot regularly attend preschool, especially in the winter. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_________________ 
Note - The data for this plan has relied on two main sources: 2000 United States 
Census and Washington State Office of Financial Management (OFM) with its 
detailed forecasts for current and out years. While some countywide census 
information has been updated to reflect the population characteristics of 2010, 
this information is not available for all aspects of this plan and so some data are 
available only for those dates shown.
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