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By 1999, with employees scattered 
among four buildings in three towns, all 
permitting and designs were complete and 
construction neared. Then the Army Corps 
of Engineers sent notice: Despite earlier 
assurances from the Corps that the new 
property wasn’t wetland, says Publisher 
Stedem Wood, the Corps now insisted the 
property included wetlands and would re-
quire additional permits and mitigation. In 
the ensuing decade of compliance, Skagit 
Valley redesigned the $13 million facility, 
which the paper eventually built on the 
same land, and updated the Manugraph 
DGM (www.manugraphdgmusa.com) 
press for which it had already paid a 
deposit. The 16-unit DGM 440 stayed 
in storage in York, Pa., for eight 
years. Move-in day finally 
arrived last December.

Like most newspapers, 
the Skagit Valley Herald 
has seen advertising pages 
drop, by about 6 percent in 
2008 compared with 2007. 
And, in large part because 
of the overall economy, 

in mid-March the publishing company 
laid off employees—10 including Herald 
Editor Don Nelson and five members of the 
combined ad staff for the Herald and the 
weekly Anacortes American. It wasn’t the 
climate the company had hoped for in its 
long-awaited new building. 

“If you were giving me a chance to 
make some decisions by hindsight, sure, 
I’d have changed some things,” says Wood, 
whose family has run the 125-year-

old paper for two generations. “But you 
can also imagine that being delayed for 10 
years, you make a lot of different decisions 
about how to maintain an old plant. So we 
needed to move. I don’t regret the move a 
bit; I regret what the economy has done.” 

One major decision made during the 
delay will help the bottom line. This sum-
mer, the company will become a 
production partner with The 
Bellingham (Wash.) Herald, a 
McClatchy Co.–owned paper 

Skagit County, Wash., is widely known for its plants—in particular, vast fields of tulips featured 

in a festival every April. But there’s a new plant in town, and it’s finally open after 18 years of 

patient nurturing. In 1991, Skagit (pronounced SKAJ-it) Valley Publishing Co. bought property 

to build a facility to house not only a new press but also the employees of its Skagit Valley Herald daily 

newspaper, more than two dozen niche publications and other weeklies.
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The Skagit Valley Herald 
settles into a new home
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Dougherty, Vallerie Feltus 
and Stedem Wood.



about 30 miles from Mount Vernon with a 
daily circulation of about 21,000. Under a 
commercial agreement, Skagit Valley will 
handle printing and post-press work for the 
Bellingham paper. Wood says discussions 
began just in time to change the plant’s size 
and equipment. 

The benefits for Skagit Valley include a 
new source of revenue. For The Bellingham 
Herald, the decision to partner focused on 
capital cost avoidance. The paper’s current 
press, a 10-unit Goss Urbanite, is in good 
shape but housed in a 1925 building “with 
a design that’s no longer conducive to 
an efficient newspaper operation,” says 
President and Publisher Glen Nardi. “But 
we’ll have more capability on the presses in 
Skagit, a better print quality.”

Before that partnership starts, the 
Skagit Valley pressroom has to feel 
comfortable with its new machine. “The 
finer details haven’t been worked out 
yet, partly because we don’t have all our 
equipment and software up and running,” 
says Production Director Tom Blumenshine, 
who at presstime was still training five press 
operators. The current plan, he says, is to 
store Bellingham’s newsprint and inserts, 
print and insert that paper—which will 
hit the presses first each night—and then 
bundle and stack it.

The new press’s 16 units are configured 
as three color towers and two two-high 
black towers with a K&M Newspaper 
Services Inc. (www.kmnewspaper.com) G-60 
Titan inserter. A bigger folder and ribbon 
decks were added after conversations with 
Bellingham; the decks allow for printing 
three pages across cylinders for a 42-page 
broadsheet capacity in a single press run. 
The average speed is 30,000 copies per hour, 
according to the press specifications. 

“The biggest deal is much more 
advanced controls and higher speed,” says 
Blumenshine, who for eight years oversaw 
the old press, a mid-1970s Goss Community. 
“And we’re much more capable of being able 
to print various web widths.”  

Executives plan to use the equipment’s 
capabilities to expand the company’s roster 
of commercial printing clients. The new 
press also means new options for advertisers.

“We can do much more targeted 
inserts and have a lot more control over 
our preprints and where they go and how 

we zone them,” says Advertising Director 
Vallerie Feltus, who also oversees commer-
cial printing and online sales. “We’re using 
the color capabilities with special promo-
tions. We haven’t gone out selling like crazy 
because they’re still learning [how to use the 
press], but we’re already seeing interest.”

That’s good news in this economic 
climate. The newspaper’s employment 
ad revenue has suffered the most, having 
dropped at least 50 percent from last year 
to now. But Feltus is seeing an uptick in 
auto ads. And for several months, her staff 
has been working to keep advertisers in 
the paper, suggesting, for instance, to run 
smaller ads rather than none.

Closely tied to its community, the Herald 
was an afternoon paper until March 2007, 
because “historically this was a farming 
community, and an afternoon paper made 
a lot of sense,” Wood says. “But a morning 
paper is a better product and cycle for 
readers in our growing community.”

In July 2007, the paper’s Web site 
relaunched as a community site with 
content from Skagit Valley Publishing’s 
other publications, including the weekly 
American, whose newsroom remains in 
Anacortes, 17 miles northwest of Skagit 
Valley’s complex in Mount Vernon. The 
long-term strategy is to be a community 
portal site, says Patrick Dougherty, interac-
tive media manager. Already, the site uses 
Google Maps (http://maps.google.com) to 
create “mash-up maps” of yard sales and 
open houses every weekend. An online 
business directory is planned.

Now branded http://goskagit.com, the 
site “isn’t a quote-unquote newspaper,” 
says Feltus. The local approach appears to 
resonate with users: The site surpasses the 
1-million-page-view mark each month, 
and 44 percent of its online advertising 
inventory is typically sold. Most tellingly, 
the number of monthly unique visitors 
hovers around 90,000—in a county of just 
over 100,000 people. Some local stories with 
national interest have helped boost these 
numbers as well. Last September, a surge in 
traffic temporarily shut down the site after 
the death of six people in a Skagit County 
shooting spree allegedly committed by an 
area resident. 

“The popularity of the site is starting to 
translate into dollars, now that more people 
know about us,” says Dougherty. “So we 
can go to advertisers and show we have an 
audience for them.” Online revenue—which 
is growing in categories such as video and 
display ads, coupons, and the real estate and 
automotive verticals— accounts for about 8 
percent of the newspaper’s total ad revenues.

Three months after moving to the new 
59,000-square-foot building, Wood remains 
positive. “The benefits of having people 
in the same building are already proving 
themselves,” he says. As he spoke, the Skagit 
Community Foundation was meeting 
next to his office in what has been dubbed 
the community conference room, where 
local groups can hold meetings or retreats; 
otherwise, it’s used for staff gatherings.

The room is yet another way the 
Herald interacts with the people and 
businesses beyond its walls. Says Wood, 
“Our facility allows us to connect with 
the community in layers of what’s already 
possible with the newspaper.” ‹
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it’s  tulip        time
t  he 26th Annual Skagit Valley Tulip 

Festival starts today. It’s been more 
than a century since the first tulips 
bloomed in the valley, and the area has 
come a long way since then. This year, 
current forecasts call for the first buds 
to pop sometime next week.

S pring time and vibrantly colored tulips go hand-
in-hand in Skagit County.

This year is no exception as the 26th Annual 
Skagit Valley Tulip Festival begins today.

Thousands of acres of tulips are expected to 
bloom by mid-April, and organizers are hoping that 
last year’s late bloom, paired with a slow economy, 
will not affect turnout.

“I think it’s going to be a good year,” said Cindy 
Verge, the festival’s executive director. “People are 
always ready for spring in the Pacific Northwest. The 
tulips coming really herald spring.”

Despite the lingering cold spell, Verge anticipates 
that blooms will begin sometime next week.

“Tulips only need about 50-degree temperatures 
to start their blooms,” she said Tuesday.

The opening ceremony for this year’s Tulip Festi-
val took place on March 19, but organizers advertise 
the event as taking place throughout the month of 
April.

Hundreds of thousands of tourists from across the 
country travel to Mount Vernon each year to take in 
the tulips. In addition to viewing the flowers, festival 
attendees have a chance to take part in dozens of 
local events ranging from wine tasting to art exhibits.

Despite many families reducing or eliminating 
their vacation budgets, Verge said she still expects 
visitors to make the trip to Skagit County this year.

See TULIPS, Page A6

(Left, top to bottom): Tulips of different colors
stripe a field in the Skagit Valley during last year’s
festival. Visitors walk through tulip fields on Best
road during last year’s festival. Alex Gagliardo, 7, 
of Sammamish, hops over a puddle at Tulip Town
during last year’s festival. File photos from 2008.

events 
this week
For a full list
of tulip events
happening
this week,
see Thursday’s
Applause.

By CURT WOODWARD
Associated Press Writer

OLYMPIA — They’re still haggling over 
the details, but penny-pinching state law-
makers have identified education as a major 
target for spending cuts in the Legislature’s 
emerging plans to fill a roughly $9 billion 
budget deficit.

The House, which rolled out its budget 
plan Tuesday, would dig relatively harder into 
colleges and universities, while state senators 
would cut deeper into K-12 programs.

Democratic majorities in both chambers 
also would skip voter-approved pay raises for 
teachers, and officials acknowledge that thou-
sands of teachers could be laid off.

The rest of government gets its share of 
pain as well: The Basic Health Plan would 
stop growing, hospitals and other providers 
would get less money to heal the poor, and 
paroled convicts could be under less scrutiny.

“Nothing was totally spared,” said House 
Ways and Means Chairwoman Kelli Linville, 
D-Bellingham. “We tried to be surgical about 

the cuts, but the sheer 
size of the hole forced us 
to make very tough deci-
sions.”

The estimated $9 billion 
deficit through mid-2011 
is one of the biggest bud-
get holes the Legislature 
has faced in many years. 
Now that both chambers 
have unveiled their draft 

budgets, top lawmakers begin high-pressure 
negotiations to find common ground and 
adjourn by an April 26 deadline.

In the end, voters will almost certainly be 
asked to raise their own taxes to help avoid 
the deepest cuts, particularly in education 
and health care.

An area of relative accord was the mas-
sive reliance on one-time money, including 
$3 billion in federal bailouts, more than $740 
million swiped from construction projects, 
around $400 million each from the Rainy 

State House rolls out spending cuts
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By AARON BURKHALTER
Staff Writer

The Legislature’s proposed 
cuts to health care could reduce 
payments to hospitals across the 
state by more than $340 million, 
the Washington State Hospital 
Association said Tuesday.

Skagit County hospitals 
would account for more than $3 
million of that loss, the associa-
tion said, estimating that Skagit Valley Hospital 
would lose 21 employees, and United General 
and Island hospitals would lose two employees 
each over the next biennium.

But officials at all three hospitals said they had 
prepared for severe cuts in the state budget. 

Skagit Valley Hospital’s chief financial officer, 
Tom Litaker, said he has been expecting cuts this 
severe for a while, and hopes to reduce person-
nel more through attrition than layoffs.

Hospitals brace for 
worst, hope for best

See HOSPITALS, Page A6
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