
 

 
 

MEMORANDUM 
 
 

To:  Jennie Dickinson, Port of Columbia  Date: May 5, 2023 

From:  Seth Otto and Abbi Russell, 
Maul Foster & Alongi, Inc.  Project No.: M2427.01.001 

 

RE: Port of Columbia Board of Commissioners meeting materials 

This memorandum informs the Port of Columbia (Port) Board of Commissioners of preliminary 
findings for its Comprehensive Plan Update Report. Priority topics covered in this memo are 
workforce development, Blue Mountain Station, funding strategy, and general economic development. 

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT—WASHINGTON STATE UNIVERSITY EXTENSION 
Maul Foster & Alongi, Inc. (MFA) discussed workforce potential with Washington State University 
(WSU) Extension Community and Economic Development Director Michael Gaffney. Mr. Gaffney 
shared background on the extension system, extension office roles and opportunities, and returns on 
investment for partners. 

Background 
The land grant extension system is a three-legged partnership between counties, states, and the federal 
government. Funding is provided by all three and can take the form of dollars and/or in-kind support. 
In the state of Washington, the Revised Code of Washington 36.50.010 grants power to municipalities 
to create an extension to extend land grant knowledge of a university to practical application in the 
real world. Extensions are physically located with an office in the host county and formalized through 
a memorandum of agreement between WSU and the host county. However, the structure is not 
constrained by the county office model. 

Roles and opportunities 
Locating an extension requires demonstrating needs for a program to support local industries and 
communities. Examples of programs around the state include research farms, orchards, and vineyards; 
farming classes; malting, fermentation and distillation research and classes; agriculture and food 
experimentation; and opportunities for students to learn in a hands-on program. These programs are 
often multifaceted and require collaboration with local public and private partners. 

Locating an extension in a jurisdiction also requires funding. The national structure relies on funding 
from each level: local, state, and federal. Private investment may also contribute to extension 
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placement. WSU is facing a 6 percent budget reduction starting July 1 for two years, which will require 
an increase in investment to bring extension opportunities to communities. Investment can be through 
direct funding or through local investment networks that help develop entrepreneurial funding 
sources. 

Return on investment 
The presence of a WSU extension office brings an influx of local, state, and federal dollars to local 
economies. According to Mr. Gaffney, the return on the local, state, and federal investment is roughly 
a 3:1 ratio. For every $1 invested, the extension returns about $3 to the economy. WSU extensions 
provide direct jobs, student opportunities, and volunteering opportunities. They support the primary 
industries that form the basis of an economy (e.g., agriculture, manufacturing, tourism) as well as 
secondary economies by creating more need and opportunity for services to support primary 
industries. 

MFA recommends the following: 

• Coordinating with partners to determine need, level of interest, and ability to fund an 
extension office in Columbia County. 

• Building the case for need and a program that is unique to Columbia County. 

• Contacting Michael Gaffney to discuss possibilities for the Port of Columbia and Columbia 
County to collaborate with WSU. 

BLUE MOUNTAIN STATION—HOUSING 
MFA and Port Executive Director Jennie Dickinson have scheduled a follow-up meeting with City of 
Dayton Planner Ryan Paulson on Wednesday, May 10, 2023, to discuss utility connections for the 
Blue Mountain Station property. 

FUNDING STRATEGY 
The April 2023 meeting established that an evaluation and sorting of primary funding programs 
available to the Port should be included as part of a future Comprehensive Plan update. MFA 
recommends that this funding strategy take the form of an organized matrix. Examples are attached 
to the memo to illustrate this approach. 

The funding matrix is a living document.  It contains basic information about relevant state and federal 
grants, loans, and technical assistance resources, with information that is current at the time of 
development. The matrix is designed to be updated periodically as new grant opportunities arise. 
Program guidelines change from year to year, and grant program managers are always the best resource 
for the most current information. 

Primary matrix components include the following: 
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• The cover sheet includes a quick reference list with links to primary funding sources. 

• The calendar of  funding deadlines includes a rough estimate of  grant periods, based on 
past available data. 

• The Grants, Loans and Technical Assistance section contains more detailed information, 
including contact information for program managers, where available. As appropriate, the 
funding programs in this table can be sorted by best fit and relevance to Port priority 
projects. 

GENERAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 
The role of Washington State ports in economic development is two-fold and dependent upon the 
drivers of the local, state, and national economies. Ports participate in economic development in two 
ways: through participation as a community partner in programmatic economic development, and 
through brick-and-mortar investments in facilities, infrastructure, and commercial and industrial real 
estate. Economic development as a port can be complicated —pulling in factors that are both within 
and outside a port’s control—and contentious. Ports must support their actions with data, work to 
align them with other local priorities, and communicate early and often to their communities about 
projects and initiatives undertaken in the name of economic development. 

To understand the Port of Columbia’s role in economic development, it is necessary to first examine 
the local economy and what drives it, from a data-based perspective. Data can come from many 
sources; the most reliable sources include the Washington State Department of Commerce 
(Commerce) and local economic assessments. As discussed in previous workshops, data from 
Commerce show that the economy in Columbia County is driven primarily by existing small 
businesses and local government, with significant contributions from a few large businesses (e.g., those 
involved in wind energy). Key industries include agriculture, energy, government, and tourism. The 
unemployment rate is low at 5.2 percent (2022) and wages are competitive with the rest of the state 
(excluding King County). 

The next step is understanding which assets support the existing workforce in Columbia County, as 
well as workers and employers who are considering locating in Columbia County. As discussed in 
previous workshops, the Port has invested proactively in facilities and infrastructure that support the 
local economy, including light industrial and recreational facilities, Blue Mountain Station, and 
broadband infrastructure. However, the county struggles with limited diversity in housing, a lack of 
childcare options, and a shortage of industrial lands. 

The next step is to connect the Port of Columbia’s current and future assets and capabilities to the 
economic challenges and needs of workers and employers. This involves a combination of 
understanding the current state of assets, focusing on the Port’s mission, and strategically forecasting 
where the Port and its community want to be in the coming years. This step involves relying on 
keystone documents, including the approved Comprehensive Plan and (if applicable) a strategic plan. 
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The Port should also consider the goals and input of the community, including agencies, partners, 
businesses, and of course, district taxpayers. Documents that can support the understanding of these 
goals include city and county comprehensive plans and partner strategic plans. 

MFA recommends the following: 

• Developing a strong grasp of  the inputs and outputs that are driving the local economy 
and the largest challenges facing workers and businesses that the Port can help address. 

• Engaging with other ports and the Washington Public Ports Association to learn about 
best practices, resources, and creative solutions to economic challenges across the state 
and in other communities. 

• Researching partners’ comprehensive plans and strategic goals to consider alignment with 
Port goals and investments. 

• Broadly engaging with the community to receive direct input from taxpayers, other 
agencies, community organizations, businesses, and others about what they need and 
desire the Port to address. 

 

 

Attachment:  Example funding matrices 






